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				Me neither.
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PROLOGUE

			Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess.

			No, that’s not quite right.

			Once upon a time, there was a ghost.

			The ghost slept deep in the darkest dungeons of an abandoned, falling-down castle everyone had long ago forgotten. The ghost slept, and the ghost dreamed, and the ghost hungered. For that is what ghosts do—they yearn. They are so very, very desperate to be seen. To regain what was lost.

			When tragedy strikes and the end comes too soon or with great cruelty, sometimes a powerful voice refuses to be silent.

			And sometimes that voice sends a clarion call out, down through the centuries, begging to be heard.

			See me. Come to me. Know me.

			This ghost called, and one day, there was an answer. A bright new soul, somehow familiar. A heart, longing. A willing and curious mind. Hot blood spilled. Eager hands pressing against a door long closed.

			The ghost began to stir, and the castle above it woke, bit by bit, remembering itself. The ghost smiled in the dark, revealing very, very sharp teeth.
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			Every fairy dreamed of wings, but not every fairy was destined to fly.

			Of course, in Maleficent’s family, it was taken for granted that each fairy would sprout gorgeous gossamer wings at the Midsummer Ball the year they turned sixteen. Maleficent herself had no doubts whatsoever that greatness lay in her future. Ever since her family had helped found the kingdom of Sweetvale in a lush valley generations ago, they had maintained their standing as one of the most respected fairy families. Every single descendant had received their wings, studied magic at the prestigious Estrellian Academy, and risen to prominence in the community.

			“Are you worried about Midsummer?” Maleficent’s older sister, Vertila, asked as they took their places at the dinner table. As Vertila rarely spoke to Maleficent unless she was pointing out fault, such a considerate question was quite unexpected.

			“Of course not.” Maleficent sat and placed her napkin just so, straightening one of her forks. She had long ago learned every ritual of etiquette; she would fit in perfectly at Estrellian. She leaned in closer, her eyes shooting to Vertila’s iridescent pink wings. “Did it…hurt?”

			Vertila laughed derisively. “Does it hurt when your hair grows? Or your nails? Don’t be ridiculous. Wings are just a part of you.”

			She went quiet as one of the maids approached, carrying a crystal decanter of honey water. None of the servants had wings, of course, and it was rude to remind them of such. It wasn’t their fault, Mother always said. No one would choose to live without wings.

			Those who did not receive their wings at Midsummer knew that a life of servitude was their only real option. Without wings, a fairy couldn’t do magic, much less study at the academy. Some, of course, chose to leave the village and seek a brighter fortune elsewhere among the humans—but those who left never, ever returned.

			The mousy young servant—Maleficent didn’t even know her name—finished pouring drinks for the table, bobbed a curtsy in her dull gray uniform, and disappeared into the kitchen right as Maleficent’s parents entered the elegant dining room. Father sat on the Royal Council, Mother was the most popular socialite in town, and Vertila would soon begin her third year at the academy. She had come home especially for tonight’s formal dinner at the family’s country manse to celebrate Maleficent’s last day without wings.

			Father took his seat at the head of the long table, Mother at the foot. Vertila loudly cleared her throat and inclined her head toward Maleficent, who had her elbows on the table. 
She whipped her hands under the table and blushed. She was glad that Vertila spent most of her time at the academy; she had always been haughty, even among the rest of the family, and her time at Estrellian had only made her more unpleasant.

			Another servant entered the room, carrying a dustpan, but Father glared at her and shook his head, and she scurried back out to the kitchen. Once the door had ceased swinging behind her wingless back, he held up his glass.

			“We gather here at our ancestral home to celebrate our youngest child’s ascension to excellency,” he said, his mustache perfectly curled and his navy-blue wings spread just enough to show behind his shoulders without being too ostentatious. “Although Maleficent has required steady critique in manners, comportment, and attitude, we feel certain that with her time at the academy, she will make us proud.”

			Maleficent wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or pleased, but, well, that was just Father’s way. He never gave true compliments. He always insisted his job was to help his children rise to the challenge, not to coddle them and allow them to succumb to a life of idleness.

			“To continued excellence!” Father said.

			“To our second child!” Mother added.

			Everyone raised their glasses in a toast before sipping the sweet water, and Maleficent thought it strange that she was always reminded she was second, as if it were some race she was running and not an accident of birth.

			“Which house do you think will take her?” Vertila asked quietly, as Mother had always been quite clear that gossip was allowable if it was conveyed in a hushed tone. “She’s never been too keen with plants and animals, so probably not Greenery or Bestiary….”

			“Remember when she killed half the garden?” Mother laughed lightly.

			“And my dogs never liked her,” Father said, shaking his head. “Perhaps she’ll do with weather or the elements?”

			“Not fire!” Vertila giggled. “Nearly set my slippers alight once, if you recall.”

			“I was four!” Maleficent argued. “And I was trying to help light the candles!”

			Vertila raised her eyebrows in reproof. “I do not believe I was speaking to you.”

			She always did that—and usually, Maleficent let her. But Maleficent was sixteen now, no longer a child.

			She sweetly retorted, “If you’re speaking at an audible pitch at the family dinner table, any polite person would reasonably expect that the conversation included everyone present. But I did, after all, say polite.”

			Her sister’s eyes narrowed. “If you talk back to the faculty at the academy, you’ll be punished. Sent to the kitchens to peel vegetables with the wingless servants.”

			Maleficent sipped her drink and offered her blandest smile. “I doubt the faculty at the academy will gossip about me to my face.”

			“If you do foolish things, child,” Mother said coldly, “they will assuredly endeavor to help you improve, just as we all do.”

			A familiar flare of rebellious injustice burned in Maleficent’s chest, and her throat felt like it was closing up. She did not, as a habit, do foolish things, but her family had always seen her as a silly little baby, and they likely always would. Tonight’s Midsummer festivities were ostensibly to celebrate Maleficent, and yet somehow, she was still the butt of her family’s jokes, the hopeless child they all considered so pathetic. Even her parents, who rarely paid her much attention, looked at her with disapproval. This, despite the fact that she constantly produced the highest marks in school and was considered clever, courteous, and elegant. It felt as if nothing she did would ever be good enough for her family.

			Ah, but tomorrow, that would all change.

			She would get her wings and finally be considered an adult.

			She would be one of them, an equal.

			Her trunks were already packed, her rainbow of academy uniforms perfectly tailored with stylized wing cutouts by Madam Serenia, the most popular seamstress on High Street. Maleficent had seen the (wingless) grooms currying the white horses to a shine and washing the family carriage for the journey. Everything was ready, and she was eager to embrace her new life. In the academy, she would finally make her own way and define herself by her successes instead of seeing every triumph reduced to a collection of nitpicked criticisms.

			Her sister would be there, of course, but in a different wing. They might see each other in the dining hall, but Vertila would most likely ignore her. Maleficent could pursue her own interests and ambitions—and accrue accomplishments on her own terms. She would wield the most powerful magic ever seen in the family line and take her place on the Royal Council one day.

			Dinner…oh, it was interminable. Course after course was served by nameless servants wearing the same starched uniforms, their hair pulled back under modest caps, their backs devoid of wings, their mouths set in polite smiles that held no joy. Maleficent found that she couldn’t enjoy herself; in between her sister’s not-so-subtle barbs, her parents’ gentle but cutting rebukes, and the excitement over tomorrow, the fine food tasted like wet paper in her mouth. She knew that she would soon have her wings and the beginnings of a glorious future, but she worried about her dear friends, Flora and Fauna, who came from humble families without such a storied lineage. Along with their younger friend Merryweather, they’d all met in their favorite tea shop today to have one last treat together, just in case. Unless the older three received wings tomorrow, they might not see one another for quite some time, and Merryweather still had two years until her own Midsummer.

			And then there was Leonor, handsome Leonor, whose father was the greatest musician in the kingdom. When Leonor played the lute, Maleficent found herself enraptured as much by the dark, shining hair that fell across his fair brow as by the tunes he strummed. When she tried to imagine going to the academy without Leonor, her heart seized in her chest. And yes, there would be other boys there, boys she’d never met before—the kingdom was quite large, from the town to the country, and had many, many schools spread about to educate the younger fairies—but it was Leonor she would miss the most if he somehow didn’t get his wings.

			Not that they knew each other particularly well, but she felt certain that with her wings would come a newfound confidence, and she would finally have the courage to approach him and speak of something more personal than school assignments and the weather.

			Surely Leonor deserved wings. He was kind and clever and so talented.

			Of course, no one knew who would get wings and who wouldn’t, but Maleficent had to believe that she deserved them, too, even before her family lineage was taken into account.

			Statistically speaking, one out of every ten fairies was destined to be wingless, which was good, on one hand, because someone had to cook the food and tend the gardens and fix the fences and feed the cows, but…well, Maleficent wasn’t as snobbish as the rest of the family. She just wanted everyone to have the same freedom to pursue their dreams as she knew she would soon enjoy. Time had never passed so slowly as she waited for the next steps of her life.

			Finally, even dessert was cleared, and Father stood.

			“Early to bed, early to rise,” he began.

			“Keeps a fairy clever and wise,” both sisters intoned as they’d been taught.

			Father gave them a rare smile of approval, and Mother put a hand on Maleficent’s shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.

			“Remember to be gracious tomorrow,” she said softly. “For there are always some poor, unfortunate souls who see their dreams dashed. Not everyone can be so favored as we and know their future is a bright and shining thing. The carriage leaves for the academy promptly at seven.”

			Maleficent said, “Yes, Mother,” and wished for a hug, but she was not some small child who needed reassurance. She held her back straight and her chin up, bobbed her curtsy, and went to perform her nighttime ablutions.

			She bathed in the big copper tub, brushed out her shining black hair, plucked her dark, arched brows, checked her trunks one more time, and turned back the corner of her blanket. But—

			She couldn’t go to sleep. Not yet. She was bursting with energy. She read a book, attempted embroidery, rearranged her trunk, fussed with her hair. A night owl at heart, she had never understood how her father could go to sleep the moment the sun went down. If only she could go outside and ride her horse, Windwhistle, across the dark fields! A good gallop, the warm air in her face, some sort of exhaustion—that would surely settle her down. She wasn’t even sure why she was so nervous. Everyone in their family got their wings—they always had. It was simply how these things worked.

			Pulling back the heavy velvet curtain, she stood at her window, looking out past the sparkling lights of the town to the soft green curve of the valley and, on a tall peak rising over the far, rolling hills, the elegant spires of Estrellian Academy. Tomorrow, she would go to her first ball, and she would get her wings, and that would become her new home. Her future. A future she would choose for herself.

			She placed a flat hand against the glass and closed her eyes.

			“Please,” she whispered to the stars. “Please let me have my wings. Let me have my magic. Let me fly away from here and become someone new of my own choosing.”

			For many hours, she lay in bed on her back, staring up into the darkness, her mind running amok. And then, finally, midnight fell, and the Midsummer magic swept her away into swirling, glittery dreams of flying across the nighttime sky on newly sprouted wings, feeling the wind caress her face as she gazed down at the valley far, far below.

			In the dream, she was happy. In the dream, she was truly free.

			The next morning dawned bright and beautiful, and after a tedious afternoon of waiting, the mousy maid arrived to begin the arduous process of lacing Maleficent into her massive ball gown, layers and layers of frilly white skirts and petticoats. As Maleficent climbed into the family coach, she felt the breeze blow over her bare back, whispering across the ornamental cutout that would soon accommodate the brand-new pair of wings that would herald her future and give her the gift of magic she so craved.
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			After an hour of steady trotting, the coach finally came to a jingling stop inside the ornate iron gates of Estrellian Academy right as sunset lit the pearly spires in a rainbow of pastels. All her life, Maleficent had gazed at the impressive edifice from afar, daydreaming about the shining beacon on the hill, the seat of her future ambitions, but she had never visited; it was forbidden until a fairy’s first Midsummer Ball. It was even more beautiful up close, enormous and elegant, bristling with airy towers and gleaming with accents of solid gold. Each tower was decorated with dozens, possibly hundreds of stained glass windows—all except one, which had no windows at all.

			“After the ball, when everyone has their wings, you’ll all climb that spire and you’ll each find your name on the door of a room. The windows will appear when your wings do, each design symbolic of your gifts,” Mother said, a little dreamily. “And your trunks will be waiting there, of course, with your uniforms and new wardrobe.”

			“My window has crystals,” Vertila boasted. “For my skill with minerals and alchemy. And my roommate, Imalyn, has butterflies.”

			Maleficent was desperate to discover where her own gifts might lie. Some magics were more common than others, and she was determined to excel and dominate in whichever house she was placed.

			A footman helped her down from the coach, and she followed Father, Mother, and Vertila into the grand foyer. Winking fireflies had been ensorcelled into glimmering buntings, lighting the space like stars. They followed the crowd down a long hall lined with gleaming awards and haughty portraits of famous fairies, including a few familiar ancestors.

			Maleficent wanted her portrait on this wall, too.

			She wanted to sit for the painter, chin up, captured in her moment of triumph.

			She wanted to stand before the cheering crowd as a sparkling trophy was hefted overhead and she was proclaimed the greatest alchemist or the fastest flier or the wisest author of her time. Perhaps she would even be one of the Three Good Fairies sent to advise the newly crowned human King Stefan, a post considered the second highest honor in all of Sweetvale, after being born in the royal fairy line. Her fingertips ran along the plaque under a painting of her ancestress Aurelia, one of the school’s vaunted founders, and she stepped in line and steeled herself to enter through the ballroom doors.

			A footman announced her father, mother, and sister, then added, “And on this, her first Midsummer Ball, the Lady Maleficent!”

			For once, Maleficent’s parents urged her to precede them. She stood at the top of the stairs, head held high, and curtsied to the room at large, which included the King and Queen of Sweetvale as well as the academy faculty. As the room clapped politely, she descended the stairs, holding up her massive skirts, and took in the glory of the enormous ballroom. In one corner, Leonor’s father led the orchestra—which, she noticed, also included Leonor—and in another corner, tall cakes and fountains of chocolate and delicate pastries were mounded on glowing ceramic and crystal. All the finest fairy families, plus many families she had never met before, laughed and chatted as their aspirant students stood about nervously in their white costumes.

			Not Maleficent, though. Now that she was here, she was in her element. She belonged at the academy, and she had no fears.

			“Maleficent, over here!” Fauna waved, and Maleficent looked to her mother, who gave a queenly nod. With permission granted, Maleficent scurried over to her friends as swiftly as her massive dress would allow.

			“Why, your gown is just darling!” Fauna gushed, taking Maleficent’s hands in her own and squeezing them briefly.

			“So much white.” Flora sighed. “I’ll be glad when we’re in more colorful garb.”

			“You both look so lovely,” Maleficent said, glad that she was finally with friends who gave compliments instead of picking her apart. “Did you see Leonor playing in the orchestra? I do hope—”

			A sweet chime rang out, and the hundreds of fairies milling about the ballroom went silent.

			“Welcome to the Midsummer Ball!” the queen said, her voice magically enhanced to reach every corner of the castle. “Please eat and drink and dance. According to our illustrious tradition, our aspiring students will gather at midnight to perform the ritual before entering the next stage of life. We expect great things from you all.”

			The music started up again, and Fauna grabbed her friends’ hands and, laughing, dragged them toward the buffet.

			Maleficent had always dreamed of this ball, and yet she found herself impatient. She wanted wings more than pomp and fussiness. With Leonor playing in his father’s orchestra, there was no one with whom she wished to dance, and she could only eat so many tea cakes. Flora wanted to dissect everyone’s dresses, while Fauna only had compliments and wouldn’t say a single word against anyone. All the boys looked so formal and starched in all white, and no one wore chocolate stains for long, thanks to the magic of fussy mothers with wands hidden in their reticules.

			When the clock rang out with twelve sure chimes, Maleficent hurried ahead with Flora and Fauna in her wake. Everyone with wings moved to the edges of the ballroom, saving the circle in the very center for the young fairies in white. High overhead, a grand round window was opened to let in the moon’s light, and when all the candles were magically snuffed, Maleficent’s gown and pale skin took on an otherworldly glow.

			They’d been practicing this dance for weeks, and Maleficent knew each step by heart. As the orchestra played the Midsummer Waltz, she twirled and dipped with her friends and classmates, spinning and dancing in intricate shapes, weaving in and out. She passed Flora and Fauna and even Leonor, who had left his instrument behind to take his place in the sacred ritual. As she swooped past, Maleficent noted the—well, not pride, but satisfaction on the faces of her parents and sister. She wasn’t embarrassing them, at least.

			Finally, as the song drew to a crescendo, all the young fairies in white took their places in perfect concentric rings, all facing the center of the ballroom in the grand circle of the moon’s shining light. Maleficent raised her arms, her back facing outward, and froze in place.

			Now was the moment.

			Opalescent sparkles rained down from the open skylight, falling on her head and shoulders like glitter made of stardust. In front of her, Flora’s wings sprouted a glorious pale pink, and to her right, Fauna’s wings shivered open a delicate green. All around her, new wings trembled in the moonlight in a rainbow of colors, flapping gently as each fairy looked back over a shoulder, laughing and crying with joy.

			Maleficent felt no different, but, well, Vertila had said that it wouldn’t hurt.

			She looked back over her shoulder and saw…nothing.

			No wings.

			No wings at all.

			Somewhere else in the circle, a girl burst out in sobs, and a boy said a very rude word as he stormed away.

			“Maleficent?” Fauna asked, walking over as if to lay a sympathetic hand on Maleficent’s shoulder.

			“There’s still time,” Maleficent hissed, her arms raised and now shaking with tension. She closed her eyes and shimmied her shoulders, but nothing happened.

			“Oh, dear,” Flora breathed.

			Maleficent fell to her knees, reaching past her dress to scoop up the drifts of magical sparkles. She rubbed them into her shoulders and tossed them down her back, her hands quaking with desperation.

			It had to work. It had to.

			The magic was inside her.

			Wasn’t it?

			Oh, no—

			Everyone was looking.

			Everyone was staring at her, their jaws dropped.

			“Leave immediately. You’re embarrassing yourself,” Father said, stepping close.

			He turned on his heel and barged through the crowd with Mother in his wake. Vertila had already disappeared.

			“Welcome, new students!” the queen called. “Welcome to Estrellian Academy!”

			The crowd burst into applause as the newly winged fairies sought out their parents for hugs and well-wishes.

			But there was no one there for Maleficent. Nothing to celebrate, and no one to celebrate with. Eyes skittered over her or, worse, fell on her with pity.

			Lifting her skirts, she ran for the door.
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			For Maleficent, life immediately became a waking nightmare.

			Although the family coach waited for her, she was not allowed to ride inside with her parents. Instead, the driver—an older, wingless fairy whose name she did not know—kindly informed her that she could ride on the footboard at the back of the carriage. He did not help her climb up, and it did prove cumbersome, with all her skirts. She mounded them around her so that they wouldn’t become tangled in the wheels.

			The ride home carried all the gloom of a funeral. The other fairies her age—Flora, Fauna, Leonor, and the rest—were now spending their first night at the academy, settling into comfortable rooms with all their new garments, learning how to move with newly sprouted wings. But there was no specially magicked room for Maleficent, no grand stained glass window with an M surrounded by some clue to her innate gifts.

			She would return to her own room at the country house in disgrace.

			After waiting for Mother and Father to descend the carriage without acknowledging her, she scrambled down and hurried upstairs. There was no one there to help her unlace the complicated gown, and as it fell to the floor with its open back, she kicked it away.

			Why? Why did she not have wings?

			She had done everything that anyone had ever asked of her. She had excelled in every realm, sought to please her parents and teachers in every particular, dedicated herself to her studies. And yet here she was, the first fairy in the history of her family to suffer the utter embarrassment of total failure.

			For the first time in her life, Maleficent slept in. No one woke her. She did not leave her room for breakfast. A servant came in to replace the water in her ewer and threw her a worried look—the same mousy young girl from dinner and yesterday’s ablutions, not much older than Maleficent herself. But Maleficent just turned away and pulled the covers over her head. She couldn’t look at the girl’s wingless back without picturing herself in that same uniform.

			Finally, the knock she’d been dreading sounded.

			Not a soft, concerned knock, but a harsh knock, a knock that somehow managed to contain judgment.

			“Maleficent, it is extremely rude to keep the family waiting.” Father’s voice was sharp and offered no comfort, asked no questions. “You will come down to luncheon at once.”

			Maleficent knew that if she did not immediately obey, there would be severe consequences. But, well, what could be more terrible than what she was already experiencing? The worst part was that this—this mistake, this problem, this tragedy—had never happened to a single person in the family since the founding of Sweetvale. Everyone else in their bloodline had magic. Maleficent was hiding, in part, because once she left this room, everything would change, and she had no way to know how.

			She did her best to dress herself to the usual standards Mother had taught her, but she had no attendant maid and knew her hair was lank, her eyes puffy, her skin pallid. There were purple streaks under her red-rimmed eyes, and she’d snapped a few nails beating her fists against the bureau in futile rage. She slunk down the stairs, heavy with shame, and opened the door to the dining room, where she slumped in her usual chair.

			“Are you sure there isn’t anything there?” Mother said as she delicately cut her slice of roast. “Let’s see your back.”

			Tears dripped down Maleficent’s nose and onto her gold-rimmed plate. She stood and turned her back to the table. Instead of one of the new custom-made dresses with room for freshly bloomed wings, she wore one of her old dresses, and poorly. With no help to lace her stays, it hung from her frame.

			“Her birthday,” Father said, feigning insouciance. “The calendar. Did we count it wrong? Perhaps she has only turned fifteen. Perhaps it is not yet her Midsummer.”

			“We did not misremember our child’s birthday!” Mother snapped. “What a ridiculous thought. There must be some mistake.”

			As if it were a clerical error. As if a properly chastened clerk at the Hall of Records might fix it.

			As if magic didn’t have a mind of its own.

			Why, even the most powerful fairies didn’t have total control over their own magic, much less the wild magic that peppered the air like glitter every Midsummer and bestowed its gifts so randomly.

			Mother stiffly stood and swanned to where Maleficent waited, huddled over, her arms wrapped around herself in shame. “Your wings—perhaps they are just small?” she asked softly. “I had a great aunt—through marriage, not blood—whose wings were no bigger than a child’s hand. Her magic was limited to orchids, but they did win prizes at the fair.”

			Maleficent shook her head, and Mother ran a soft hand over her back. There was no bump, not even a wrinkle in the lovely silk dress. She looked up at Father and shook her head.

			Father pushed away from the table, heaved a weary sigh, and left the room without a word.

			“Well, then.” Mother’s voice was very small and brittle. “We’ll find a place for you, I suppose. Not in the family rooms, of course. Nowhere—nowhere anyone we know might see. At least we’re not at the house in town. That would be—well.” She gave Maleficent a wobbling smile and patted her shoulder. “Sweeping. Anyone can sweep.”

			And then she, too, left the room.

			Maleficent slid back into her chair and reached for her bread. Yesterday, food had tasted like wet paper, but today, it tasted like ash. She could barely choke it down, even with plenty of preserves. What did servants eat? she wondered. And where did they eat? Those who worked in the stately country house and the smaller but more ornate town house near the royal castle had a secret life that the individual members of her much-vaunted family neither knew nor cared about. Maleficent had never before had cause to wonder how those who served her lived their lives, but now…

			Now she would learn.

			At least Mother hadn’t sent her away, she reasoned. At least she wasn’t alone on the streets, as many wingless fairies were. At least she wasn’t begging. At least she was still here, with her family.

			Not that she felt particularly like a member of the family, just now.

			Left alone in the dining room, Maleficent looked at the heavily laden platters and plates. So much food for just three people. She had never before considered the industry behind her well-kept home, but now she wondered if the excess food was thrown away, or if perhaps it was offered to the servants. Or the pigs. Knowing her father, the pigs would likely have first choice.

			Well, she would find out soon enough.

			For now, she needed to eat if for no other reason than that she might never eat so well again. She really did try, but her stomach roiled.

			When the servant girl again appeared to lift the heavy dishes from the table, Maleficent cleared her throat. “What’s your name?”

			The girl looked down and curtsied. “Opal, miss.”

			“And where do you live?”

			Opal looked around as if to see whether they were being watched. She had apricot-colored hair in a neat bun and eyes like a cloudy day. “In the attic, miss, with the other maids.”

			“And where did you live before—before you came to work here?”

			If Maleficent knew one thing about not having wings, it was that such a question was considered quite rude. And yet, what did rudeness matter now? Manners could not save her.

			Convinced they were alone, Opal relaxed a little. “In town, miss, with my family. Father is a blacksmith and Mother breeds horses. I visit them once a week.”

			“So you—”

			The door swung open again, and an older fairy stood there, thin and wingless and severe, wearing a crisp black uniform with an elaborate chatelaine hanging at her belt.

			“The mistress has commanded me to find a place for you,” she said, looking Maleficent up and down appraisingly. “There are no open positions, but I’ve been given no choice in the matter. I do hope you’re not as useless as you look.”

			Utterly dumbstruck at being spoken to this way, Maleficent could only stare.

			The woman frowned. “When I speak to you, you will curtsy and say, ‘Yes, Ms. Fizz,’ and ‘No, Ms. Fizz,’ is that understood?”

			When Maleficent remained frozen in place, Ms. Fizz took a menacing step forward.

			Maleficent didn’t know what would happen if she did not comply and she did not want to find out firsthand. She stood, chair scraping, and curtsied. “Yes, Ms. Fizz.”

			Ms. Fizz gave a brief nod. “Go to the laundry and ask Addilee for a uniform, then report to the kitchen.” She paused, thin eyebrows up, waiting for compliance.

			“Yes, Ms. Fizz.” But Maleficent didn’t move. “Where might I find the laundry?”

			Ms. Fizz rolled her eyes and told Opal to show Maleficent the way. They both bobbed curtsies, and then Maleficent was hurrying through servants’ corridors she’d never seen before. There was apparently an entire maze of passageways in the bowels of the grand house, narrow hallways winding between walls and up and down secret staircases and out into a stone room near the stables, where a red-faced woman gave Maleficent a stack of rough cloth. Opal led her upstairs to the stuffy attic and helped her sharpen up each piece of her new uniform so that she wouldn’t get in trouble with Ms. Fizz for slovenliness. Through all this rigmarole, Opal never once mentioned Maleficent’s lack of wings—or her fall from favor. And Maleficent, for her part, did her best not to seem too haughty or disgusted by her new life.

			After a day of peeling vegetables and churning butter, her hands bleeding with blisters, Maleficent returned to her room just before dinner to find it locked. She wasn’t sure whether she should ask Mother about this oversight, or Ms. Fizz, who was clearly the driving force behind all the work on the massive estate, despite the fact that Maleficent had never even seen her before today. As she stood in the hallway, staring at the locked door, she heard a throat clear.

			“Mother—” she began.

			But her mother raised her chin. “Good servants do not dillydally in the hallways. They are invisible.”

			“But—”

			“Invisible, and silent. I will remind Ms. Fizz that you have much to learn.”

			Their eyes met, and Maleficent was certain she saw pain and disappointment in her mother’s smooth, beautiful face before she flicked her fingers in a shooing motion. Maleficent almost went down the grand stairwell as usual, but Mother made a warning noise in the back of her throat, so Maleficent instead pushed through the nearest hidden door and into the service corridor. Uncertain what to do, dashing at the fresh tears on her cheeks, she navigated her way back to the attic. Lines of small neat beds were laid out, identical and perfectly made.

			She didn’t know which one might be hers, and so she sank to her knees on the rough wooden boards and began to sob in earnest.
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			The first few days were the hardest. Maleficent had spent the happiest days of her life here in the elegant country house, all her previous sunny summers, but now she had to pretend that she had no history here, no ownership or belonging whatsoever. All her old, easy habits had to be immediately quashed lest Ms. Fizz punish her. She could not use the family washrooms or pluck a piece of ribbon candy from a crystal bowl in the parlor or stand idly by a window, watching the horses play or the dogs tussle in the grass. Punishment here meant no supper, or even worse, a rapping on the knuckles with a wooden spoon. Since Maleficent was unaccustomed to work, her hands were already cracking and bleeding from rough use, but that did not encourage Ms. Fizz to show mercy.

			She tried speaking with Mother again and even, once, foolishly, Father, but when they looked at her, it was as if they did not see her, their daughter of over sixteen years. They treated her like any servant who dared step out of line. The empty, contemptuous look in Father’s eyes was honestly worse than being struck with the spoon. She soon learned that life was easier if she stuck to the servants’ passages, entirely out of sight.

			The only kindness in her life came from Opal, who did her best to help Maleficent find her feet in her new role. Opal was unerringly positive, kind, humble, and polite, and seemed to hold no grudge whatsoever against the magic that had stolen her from a happy life among the horses last year and delivered her to permanent drudgery in the windowless walls of someone else’s sumptuous home. As it turned out, Opal’s father had no wings, but her mother did; Maleficent had never heard of such a love match. Wingless fairies could not own businesses, which meant Opal’s pa technically was a servant of her ma, although they secretly considered themselves equals and partners. Opal’s sister, Emerald, had wings, but she still loved Opal and always came to the family table on Sunday to exchange gossip and tell Opal stories about the academy.

			“From what I hear, it’s not a nice place to be, anyway,” Opal said as they shined Maleficent’s father’s shoes in the courtyard. It really wasn’t that bad, sitting in the summer sunshine with chickens pecking around them as they worked. “All the students are rather cutthroat, always trying to get ahead, even if it means stepping on someone else. At least this way, there’s no reason to betray anyone.” She looked from side to side before leaning in. “I heard your sister once magicked a girl’s eyebrows off as revenge.”

			Maleficent sighed. “Yes, that sounds like Vertila. She gets jealous.”

			After a significant pause, Opal added, “We’ll have the afternoon off tomorrow after receiving our wages. I’ll be going into town to see my family for supper. Would you like to come?”

			A strange mix of emotions swirled through Maleficent. Yes, she wanted to escape this place, to see anything other than the life she’d so taken for granted and now watched from outside like a stranger standing at a window. And after hearing Opal’s stories about her ribald, happy family, she was eager to see what it might be like when a winged fairy deigned to marry one without. And yet, she was nervous about going out in public, to expose herself to the judgment she had always felt toward the wingless before she had become one herself.

			“Do they…do they know who I am?” Maleficent asked. “Who I was?”

			“Oh, no. To them, the fancy fairies are just names in the gossip papers. I’ll introduce you as a friend, because you are.”

			Maleficent sighed in relief. “Thank you. You are very kind to me.”

			Opal shook her head. “No one else is. It must be very hard.”

			Their eyes met.

			“As well you know,” said Maleficent. “I would love to accompany you tomorrow, and I thank you for the invitation.”

			And so, after she’d helped serve and clean up Sunday brunch and tucked her scanty wages in her pocket, Maleficent steeled herself to leave the safety of the manse. She put on her old dress—the only part of her wardrobe she’d been allowed to keep, probably because everyone had forgotten about her—and pulled up the hood of Opal’s borrowed cloak as they walked to town. A passing farmer slowed down and offered them a ride in the back of his wagon, so Opal pulled Maleficent up to sit beside bags of grain as the two old ponies rumbled along. They hopped off in a part of town Maleficent had never visited and thanked the farmer before heading on their way. It was new—all this thanking people—but Maleficent had always been an eager learner and was beginning to see that when wealth was not involved, a different sort of courtesy was vital for getting along.

			At lunch, Opal’s family was jolly and welcoming, sitting at a scarred wooden table and passing around mismatched bowls and platters full of hearty food. Opal’s mother and sister, Maleficent noticed, kept their wings folded down against their backs as if purposefully not calling attention to them, which was a concept utterly foreign among Father, Mother, and Vertila. Maleficent felt terribly shy, especially when Opal’s mother asked her about her family. She knew that her parents would not appreciate her mentioning them—and the fact that they had a failure for a daughter.

			“Oh, they live out in the country,” she said, staring at her plate. “I’m much happier in my new position.”

			Opal quickly diverted the conversation to ask about her mother’s newest foals—another kindness.

			After dessert and a tour of the barns, Opal said, “I’m meeting some friends at the pond to fish, if you’d like to come. I’m sure you’ll…find something in common with them.” She gave an apologetic smile. “You are not the only one who was surprised and disappointed by their destiny.”

			With nothing else to do, Maleficent agreed. As she followed Opal through town, they crossed High Street and, on the corner, Wiggin’s Tea Shop. Maleficent’s hand went to the coins in her pocket as she thought about how easily she had put nearly five times this meager sum on her family’s tab each time she ordered a treat with Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather after school, never thinking how hard other fairies had to work to earn their wages.

			Beyond the gleaming glass, framed by flowering vines and a latticework of pastel ribbons hanging from the ceiling, she saw her old friends sitting on elegant velvet tuffets as if holding court. Flora’s pink wings were held out at an angle, bobbing as she laughed. Fauna’s wings were green, just as she’d always hoped. They were both dressed elegantly to match. Beside them, Merryweather sat back in her blue dress, eyes shining, always desperate to be included.

			Maleficent’s heart twisted in her chest as tears sprang to her eyes. Did they even miss her? Did they truly understand how far she had fallen? It had been nearly a week, and no one had shown up to the house to check on her or sent a calling card, as far as she knew.

			It was as if she’d never even existed at all.

			Just then, Fauna looked up, and their eyes met. The other fairy’s jaw dropped, and Flora and Merryweather excitedly glanced about to discover what had shocked Fauna so. All three of them regarded Maleficent through the window, eyes widening with stupefaction…

			And then filling with pity.

			Maleficent was able to read Fauna’s lips in her familiar refrain, spoken whenever she saw an injured bird or was talking about someone who’d received bad marks in school. “Oh, the poor thing.”

			Flora leaned in, whispering with Merryweather, and Maleficent turned her back and walked swiftly away. Not one of them had stood to hurry out and speak with her. Not one had visited her house in the week after Midsummer. Maleficent would not torture herself by standing outside like a starveling kitten, watching her former friends whisper about her behind their hands.

			Why, just the week before Midsummer, Flora had confidently informed everyone that her parents had told her that the reason some fairies didn’t get their wings was because the magic could see the truth in their hearts, and they were…well, in a word, bad. Doomed. The sort of people who might use their magic for less than altruistic purposes.

			“The magic just knows,” Flora had said, nodding wisely as the oldest of them all.

			And Maleficent had nodded, too, because there had been no doubt in her mind that she would have her wings and her magic, just as she deserved.

			“What’s wrong?” Opal asked, hurrying to catch up.

			Maleficent shook her head and stomped away from the teahouse. Anger filled her like a cup spilling over.

			Her family was acting like she’d never been born, and her friends had just shunned her, all because of something beyond her control. It wasn’t fair. All she’d ever wanted was magic—magic, and wings, and the chance to prove herself worthy. And now? Now, Maleficent was nothing.

			Or at least that was what everyone thought.

			Oh, but she would show them. She would find a way, somehow.

			She hurried through the crowd, glad to be across High Street, far from her family’s town house and headed out toward a part of the valley she’d never seen before. Opal subtly moved ahead to guide her through unfamiliar territory. Houses were smashed together cheek to jowl on narrow streets, with pigs and goats crammed into shadowy alleys. The cobblestone road became dirt, and they began to pass farmhouses and pastures. Maleficent’s legs ached; she’d probably walked more this week than she had in her entire previous life combined. At least she’d been allowed to keep her old boots, which were of a much higher quality than those of the other servants in the household.

			The pasture gave way to forest, but Opal seemed confident as she walked along the dirt trail. Maleficent had always been taught that the farther one got from the center of town, the more dangerous the world became. She wasn’t sure exactly what those dangers were, but without magic or the protection of a groom and carriage, she suddenly felt quite small and vulnerable. She knew there were beasts in the forest—bears and wild cats and snakes and once, long ago, even dragons—but she’d only ever seen such creatures in books.

			“Is this place safe?” she asked Opal.

			Opal laughed. “Of course. It’s just a forest. I’ve been playing here all my life.”

			Play had been discouraged in Maleficent’s household, and Father’s giant hounds had made sure naughty children never strayed too far from the manse. At the time, Maleficent had thought this quite normal and reasonable, but she was beginning to realize that her supposedly idyllic childhood of safety and ease had actually been quite lonely and unhappy. Her family, so obsessed with perfection and superiority, was not as perfect as it had once seemed. She now understood that all her comfort had come at the expense of others. A mountain of hard work made that life possible, the busy and unappreciated ants toiling away underground so that those with privilege—with wings—might stand unencumbered in the sun.

			After what seemed like an eternity of walking, she and Opal came to a pretty pond with a small wooden dock jutting out into the deep blue water. Three figures sat with their bare feet splashing and long fishing poles in hand, their wingless backs to the forest. A grizzled black tomcat looked up from where he lay stretched across the boards, sunning himself.

			Maleficent’s heart did a somersault as Leonor turned around and pushed his hair out of his eyes. She’d been so distracted by her own unfolding tragedy at the Midsummer Ball that she had not considered the fact that other fairies in her cohort had experienced that same disappointment. Leonor was here now, and like her, he had no wings. To say that she was stunned was an understatement.

			Spotting them, he stood and waved. “Maleficent, is that you?”

			She wanted to pull up her hood and hide, but…Well, he didn’t have wings, either, so why should she feel any shame?

			“It’s me,” she admitted. “So, have you caught any fish?”

			He grinned, and her insides flipped. “Not yet, but there are still a few hours until sunset.”

			Opal introduced the others. Maleficent remembered Finnerick, a fairy from another family of high standing who’d been a few years ahead of her at school and was known for his cunning inventions, but she was unfamiliar with Finnerick’s cousin Celestine, who was a childhood friend of Opal’s and the owner of the cat. The cousins looked much alike, with straight brown hair and upturned noses and freckles, although Finnerick was tall and brawny, and Celestine was petite and thin as a reed. No one said anything about wings or lack thereof, or asked about school, which effectively ended for those who did not get their wings and move on to the academy.

			As she grew more comfortable, Maleficent took off her boots and stockings and stuck her feet in the pond, finding the water warm and pleasant. She’d always been encouraged to stay out of the sun and avoid freckles, but, well, who cared? She let Opal’s cloak drop and rolled up her sleeves to enjoy the sunshine. It wasn’t like her parents would be dragging her to the Autumn Ball in another poufy dress, dangling her in front of other well-bred fairies as a potential wife.

			They’d have to speak to her to do that.

			“Ugh! This is ridiculous. I can’t take it anymore,” Celestine said. She handed her fishing pole over to Opal and flopped on her back on the dock. “We can’t just—not talk about it. Everything is terrible; don’t you all agree? It’s been weeks since the ball, and I hate my life working for the farm doctor. I thought I’d be able to change the weather or shape-shift into a cat like my darling Rumpus, and instead, I’m stuck chasing after sick sheep and sweeping up after cows give birth. You wouldn’t believe how terribly some of the great houses treat their animals.”

			“It’ll get better,” Opal suggested. “It took me a while to get used to it. Maybe you should apply elsewhere?”

			Celestine threw an arm over her face. “Doesn’t matter. It’s the same everywhere. We’re treated as second-class citizens. Just because I don’t have wings doesn’t mean my intelligence dropped or my skills dissolved overnight. I can’t even work in the dress shop on High Street, because only winged fairies are allowed in shop windows! The whole system is utterly unfair. As well you know, dear Opal, since your beloved Finnerick’s been affianced to a winged fairy from a lesser family, and now you two are doomed.”

			Maleficent hadn’t noticed it before, but Opal and Finnerick were holding hands.

			“I don’t love my supposed fiancée, I promise you,” Finnerick hurriedly explained to Maleficent, “but my parents don’t care about my feelings. It’s all about allegiances and wings now.” He looked to Opal. “A marriage should be about love and compatibility, not consolidation of power or saving face. They have never understood me. I rarely agree with my cousin, but it is desperately unfair.”

			Leonor nodded. “Right? I’m still talented. I’m still my father’s son. But they won’t let me play the harpsichord anymore. Or the violin, or even the simplest hand drum. I was reprimanded for humming! Do we even know who made up the rules around wings? And why?”

			“I tried to do some research, but they won’t let me in the library.” Finnerick pulled up his hook, added more bait, and tossed it back into the water. “I would assume the rules of magic are tied to the kingdom’s founding, or perhaps a decree by one of our past royals.”

			Maleficent had never really thought about the topic until recently, but now it lit like a fire in her heart. “It certainly doesn’t seem fair. Or beneficial to society as a whole. But since we’re the only known community of fairies, there is no other source of information. The humans obviously don’t have magic of their own.”

			Celestine snorted. “Hence why only fairies with magic have any clout. They’re the only ones who benefit from the system. The rest of us are expendable.”

			“Every society needs workers,” Opal reminded them. “Someone has to do the dirty work, and this way, no one argues about who ends up with the wrong end of the stick.”

			“Everyone in my entire family has had wings,” Maleficent said softly. “All the way back to the founding of Sweetvale. Without exception. Until me. My family pretends not to see me now. Sometimes I feel like I disappeared.”

			Leonor looked over at her, his clear blue eyes deep and searching. “It does feel like that, doesn’t it? I miss being seen.” Then he straightened up and shrugged. “At least we see each other. At least we can be away from it all, out here, in the sunlight, for a while.”

			“I’d like to stay away from everything,” Celestine grumbled. “I don’t ever want to shovel manure again. There has to be more to life than this.”

			Well, could there be?

			“So maybe we should leave,” Maleficent said, carefully watching to see how the others would react.

			“I heard some fairies who don’t get their wings venture out to find a better life. They travel to other towns to live among the humans,” Opal said, almost shy. “Because honestly, what’s a human but a fairy without wings or magic?”

			“We’re their same size, unless we’re using our wings to fly. Well, those that can,” Maleficent said, correcting herself. “I’ve seen the current Three Good Fairies many times and heard them say that the human king, Stefan, is kind and fair and generous, for all that he is quite young. Perhaps he might be sympathetic to our plight. Maybe among the humans, we wouldn’t be limited to servitude.”

			“In a human town, we could wed without interference, unchained from the political machinations and bigotry of my storied family,” Finnerick said dreamily. “I would have access to journals and further education. I could be judged on the basis of my intelligence and allowed to provide for my beloved. When you don’t have wings, other fairies simply assume you’re…lesser.”

			“And I could play music again.” Leonor mimed strumming a lute. “No one here will let me touch an instrument, like I might infect it, but my wages are so low that it’ll be years before I can buy one of my own. I miss it terribly, and I’m already losing my calluses. I always wanted to play before large crowds, and here, that is impossible. No one listens to the wingless.”

			“I’d like to work for a seamstress,” Celestine said. “No! I’d like to own my own shop. And I wouldn’t let anyone wear horrid things, like these uniforms we wear, no matter how much they paid me. But there are no open positions in the great houses, and the only jobs I’ve found are related to animals and—ugh—what comes out of them.”

			Opal clapped a hand on her shoulder. “You’d be an amazing seamstress. I’d come work for you. I’m the only person I know who loves embroidery. I miss pretty things.”

			Leonor leaned back on his hands and kicked his feet. “And what would you do if you could start over like that, Maleficent? If you could become someone new in a place unbound by the old rules?”

			I would show everyone back home what I’m worth, Maleficent thought.

			I would prove them wrong.

			I would make them see me.

			“I don’t know yet,” she said aloud. “But I think I’d like to find out.”
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			Once they’d decided to leave, there was very little reason to prolong the inevitable. Leonor, Opal, Finnerick, Celestine—not a one was happy in their current life. They decided to meet again in three days to make their exit. Unwinged fairies in service positions earned such meager wages that there was no point in sticking around to build up savings.

			Between them, Maleficent and Opal knew everything there was to know about the labyrinthine country manse, so they were able to collect all the supplies they would need for a long journey—clothes, bags, blankets, food, even knives for self-defense. Maleficent couldn’t help fearing the world beyond, the amorphous dangers she’d been warned about, the possibility that she might end up somewhere worse….

			But then she crossed paths with Father in the hall, and his nose wrinkled up when he saw her clutching a coal scuttle.

			“There are black stains on your cheek,” he informed her. “It is unbecoming in a servant of our house. See to it at once.”

			Something died inside her. To him, she was a disgrace as a daughter—and as a servant.

			After that, she wasn’t so worried about leaving.

			They waited until well after bedtime, she and Opal, both lying in their narrow beds in the attic, their blankets pulled up to their chins to hide their traveling clothes. Surrounded by soft snores, they stole through the darkness to where their bags were hidden under bundles of dirty linens. Maleficent’s heart was pounding; she was terrified that at any moment Father might wander down the hall toward his study or Ms. Fizz might be on her rounds, hunting for a speck of dust out of place. Maleficent wasn’t able to draw a full breath until she and Opal stood beneath the starlit sky outside the stables. Father’s hounds were the last remaining barrier, but Maleficent had brought along sausage to quiet them.

			She wished she could give Windwhistle one last pat and explain to the poor dear that she would miss her. The mare had been a birthday gift over ten years ago, and galloping with the wind in her face had always allowed Maleficent to momentarily forget all the pressures of her life. Borrowing the horse’s speed and wildness, she could simply be.

			But Windwhistle wasn’t her horse anymore.

			After one last, long gaze at the manse, the two girls in their dark cloaks crawled through the fence and melted into the night.

			They took a roundabout way to the pond, avoiding the city altogether and using bridle paths and farm roads. Once Maleficent stopped fearing the harsh rebuke of Father’s voice or the sound of thundering hooves, she relaxed and enjoyed the deep beauty of the night. Owls called softly and frogs peeped their songs as night-blooming flowers perfumed the gentle breeze. Back home, she’d been told that little girls who went outside at night might be eaten by a dragon, for all that no one had seen a dragon in years. As she got older, they told her the night air would give her a chill and that her windows must always remain closed and firmly locked, but the air outside was as warm as a caress, and when she took in a full breath, she felt perhaps freer than she ever had before.

			But would all of the others be at the appointed meeting place? It was easy enough to complain about an unhappy position with an unfair superior, but harder to leave a relatively safe and settled life; Maleficent had changed her mind ten times since the decision was made. Opal had found certainty only after a heart to heart with her parents, and her ultimate position confirmed Maleficent’s instincts.

			“What is there to look forward to?” she had asked. “Your dreams will never come true here. You will never rise higher than your own mother’s best servant. One day, as an old woman, you might replace Ms. Fizz and shout at your own crop of sad-eyed, wingless girls. Is that what you want for yourself? What you deserve?”

			No, it was not.

			The pond shimmered in the predawn light, an inky expanse, and three shadows waited on the dock—well, four, if you included Rumpus the cat, the darkest shadow of them all. Maleficent sighed with relief. Not only because there was strength in numbers, but because…well, because of Leonor. Just his presence made her feel hopeful and light. And when he smiled at her? She could almost forget that she’d lost everything else she’d ever wanted for herself.

			“Which way are we going?” Celestine asked as Rumpus twined around her ankles. She had brought a large bag and wore a heavy gold bracelet on each wrist, nervously spinning first one and then the other. Maleficent wondered if they were from her old life—or if she’d stolen them from the farm doctor’s house as a petty revenge.

			“The maps I’ve seen only show Sweetvale, the academy, and the nearest human settlement—King Stefan’s kingdom.” Finnerick turned toward the gleaming line of orange and pink where the sun was just beginning to rise. “But I’ve heard talk of a second human kingdom to the north, ruled by another fair king. King Hubert. I thought we might wish for some distance from anyone who might know us.”

			“And the humans—will they recognize us as fairies?” Maleficent asked. “Do they even know wingless fairies exist? Or are they familiar only with the Three Good Fairies we send to maintain diplomacy and support the king with magic?”

			Her parents had discouraged talk of humans, roundly stating that fairies cared only about fairies. And now, of course, Maleficent knew that fairies cared only about winged fairies.

			Opal chewed her lip. “That’s what I’ve heard.”

			“Do we think we actually have a chance among them? Will they know that we are different?” Maleficent hated that her dress was stained and her boots were muddy and worn. As someone trained to make an impeccable impression, she was painfully aware of her current shortcomings.

			Finnerick shrugged. “They’ll only know what we tell them. We have skills enough and manners and a little coin. Why wouldn’t they welcome us?”

			Maleficent turned around in a circle, regarding the wider world. She stopped when she felt the oddest pull, like a tiny tug on her heart. “Then I say we aim for King Stefan, since we know that he is not a cruel ruler.”

			“All in favor?” Finnerick asked.

			All five hands went up, although Celestine seemed reluctant to agree to anything anyone else proposed.

			Another decision made, they set off toward the rising sun. It shone as brightly as the heart of a fire, searing into Maleficent’s eyes, and she wished for a hat or her mother’s spell that could create an individual shadow. They were quiet as they set out, as if someone from town might hear them even from so far away. There were no explicit rules about leaving, but…

			Well, those who left didn’t ever seem to come back.

			Whether that was because they found brighter futures elsewhere or were eaten by dragons, Maleficent did not know.

			Their journey began across fields billowing with wildflowers and the bobbing golden heads of grain. Maleficent had grown more accustomed to activity in the last week, but her back already ached from carrying her pack, the straps digging into her shoulders. As the sun rose and the day’s heat unfurled, her dress grew damp, clinging to her body, and she regretted the many petticoats she’d worn.

			“Why is it so hot?” she murmured.

			“Your manse is likely spelled to always be a pleasant temperature,” Finnerick told her. “After all, you can’t wear grand gowns and high collars if it’s so hot that you swoon.”

			Maleficent had never really thought about that before—all the comfortable little magics that made day-to-day life more bearable. She didn’t really even see it happening, back home. It was simply there, the spellwork woven into the heat under her blankets in winter and the egg yolks that never broke at breakfast and the lack of dog hair everywhere, despite her father’s ever-present wolfhounds. What was life like without magic?

			She found out that evening when they bedded down on the cold hard ground. She’d brought a blanket—one blanket. So did she lie atop it, giving herself a layer between the stony earth and the dress she’d loosened enough to sleep in? Or did she cover herself with the blanket for some small semblance of privacy? Everyone else doubled their blankets over and slept inside them like the filling of a sandwich, so she did that, too. As she tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable on her first night without even a thin, rustling mattress, she felt every stone.

			The little food they’d brought ran out the next morning; they had vastly underestimated how far they had to travel, and the boys had big appetites. The sausage rolls were already stale, and as they choked down their shared portions, it became quite clear that they would need to replenish their water soon. Maleficent had been so eager to seek a better future that she had neglected to really consider the many requirements of a journey. She had imagined they would find another settlement in a day or two at the most, as King Stefan’s kingdom was supposedly quite close, but the world outside Sweetvale was proving to be an enormous place. They’d seen no sign whatsoever of civilization the entire time they’d been walking.

			“If we find a pond or a river, we could fish,” Leonor said. His fishing rod was indeed strapped to his pack.

			“But we haven’t passed a single source of water all day.” Celestine coughed. “Can I have a sip? Please? My waterskin is out.”

			Opal handed over her own skin, and Maleficent watched Celestine gulp down all that was left, squeezing out the last drops into her mouth before handing it back, empty. Opal remained silent, but Maleficent felt a flare of annoyance that Celestine would leave her friend with nothing.

			Finnerick pointed at the sky. “Perhaps we should follow those birds. They’ll be needing water, won’t they?”

			The birds in question flew in a V, and since Finnerick was widely known to be terribly clever, they subtly changed their direction to follow the birds. Although they soon flew out of sight, the group sped up, knowing that water would bring them the two things they needed most. Why, just knowing how little water they had left made Maleficent ravenously thirsty. She didn’t know how they might cook a fish, but she knew that without water, they would die.

			This expedition had felt like an adventure, a lark. But now things were getting serious.

			The afternoon sun was stark and punishing when they finally found a small, muddy pond. Holding up her heavy skirts with one hand proved impossible, so Maleficent gave in to the muck as she knelt to refill her waterskin. She could see the silt in the brown water and knew it would taste gritty, but a little sand was better than dehydration. Once they’d all filled their skins, Leonor tossed in his hook, but even with the magical lure from back home, he never got a bite.

			“The pond is too small for fish,” Finnerick said. “We’ll need to find some other way to eat out here. Does anyone know how to forage?”

			Silence greeted this question.

			“Does anyone know how to hunt?”

			Again, silence.

			Quietly, he said, “We’d best find people soon, then.”

			After several more tosses of Leonor’s hook with no bites, they left the pond in a somber mood. Maleficent’s stomach ached with hunger, and mud from the water coated her teeth. The dying sun beat down cruelly, and she had never missed her home more, even if she felt like a stranger there. At least it was safe and comfortable, and although the heavily laden breakfast table she’d grown up with had shrunk to a small bowl of unsweetened mush, she never went hungry.

			“Perhaps we should try the forest?” she said, gazing into the darkness beyond the tree line. Compared to their current discomfort in the sun, it looked like a glorious respite. “There will be shade, and we’ll sweat less if we’re cool. Perhaps we’ll find some berries or mushrooms.”

			“Eating the wrong mushrooms can kill you,” Finnerick noted.

			“Then we won’t eat the wrong ones,” Celestine said tartly.

			They gave a show of hands, and everyone but Finnerick voted for the forest on the other side of the pond; even when Opal changed her vote to agree with her beloved, the forest still won.

			The moment Maleficent stepped into the shadows of the dense wildwood, she wondered if perhaps she had made the wrong decision. Goose bumps rose along her arms and up her spine as the chill air shivered over every inch of exposed flesh. She suddenly felt quite small and vulnerable, like a mouse she’d once seen trembling on the dining room table as a footman approached it with a hammer. The trees were old and tall, the ground soft with brown leaves and dense with underbrush; her boots sank in, the dirt loose as the newly turned soil over a grave. If there was anything edible here, it was well concealed. No plump berries, rich greens, or cheerful mushrooms. The only fungi in view were capped with bright red and weeping a fluid that turned Maleficent’s empty stomach.

			As they moved deeper into the woods, the ground grew wet and pockmarked, and they had to pick their way among dry spots. The birds quieted as if wary of the interlopers. The forest went still, the air thick. Maleficent trembled, but she didn’t know why.

			“I feel—is something wrong?” Opal asked.

			Then they heard it—

			One low, angry grunt.
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			The bushes shivered, and Maleficent turned to face what her body knew, on a bone-deep level, to be a threat. A powerful, musky stench rode the air as something large moved through the forest.

			“Run!” Finnerick shouted, and Maleficent paused for only a moment before spinning and following the others.

			Her heart pounded in her ears as she fought through the mud, pushing aside branches and feeling thorns drag along her arms and pluck at her dress. She was the last one, and the beast was somewhere behind her. She could hear it now, snorting ferociously as it barreled through the undergrowth.

			There was no path, no place of safety, no protection. She could only hope the creature would give up, or perhaps they would stumble across a cave or a hut, anything that would give them an advantage. So far, in this forest, she’d seen nothing of the sort, but all she could do was run as fast as her aching legs could carry her. Her lungs burned, her face was raw from whipping branches and vines, and—

			She tripped, falling flat in the mud.

			Already she was pushing herself up off her belly, the ground sucking at her hands and knees, trying to pull her down. Her bag was off to the side, flung open by the fall and spilling its precious contents. Behind her, the beast slowed and growled, a deep sound she felt in her chest.

			“Help!” she called, but the others had already disappeared among the trees.

			She was alone, alone with the monstrous creature, and no one was coming to save her. They didn’t even know she was in peril.

			But this—

			This was not how Maleficent was going to die.

			She’d come too far, given up too much. She would live to find her true destiny, to discover the magic she knew resided within her.

			But first, she would have to fight.

			As she looked over her shoulder, a massive shape emerged from the shivering underbrush: a boar. Wiry, mud-flecked dark brown hair covered its muscular body. Its nose snuffled, its small black eyes mean and shining like buttons. The thing was as tall at the shoulder as Maleficent’s horse Windwhistle but thicker, heavier, with curving ivory tusks and sharp black hooves. For a long moment, it regarded her. And then it lowered its head and charged.

			Maleficent reached for the flash of silver in her toppled bag, settling her fingers around the handle of her paring knife and slashing out right as the boar reached her. Knowing it was life or death, she aimed for the creature’s eyes.

			The blade connected and skittered off bone, knocking her arm away as the beast skidded to a halt, screaming and trying to rub its face against a mud-coated leg. As it struggled, Maleficent clutched her skirts with one hand and found her feet. She was soaked, the cloth of her dress sodden and heavy, and hot blood had splattered across her face.

			“Leonor!” she shouted. “Finnerick! Help!”

			There was no answering shout, and she dashed at the blood in her eyelashes and spread her feet, holding out her knife, waiting for the monster’s next move.

			Still, she was unprepared when the boar charged again. She’d gotten one eye, but the other was filled with hate. The creature flew at her, a mass of muscle and rage, squealing its fury, and she jumped out of the way at the last minute, slashing across a meaty shoulder with her knife and wishing she had something more substantial, that she’d stolen a cleaver instead.

			Screaming, the boar swung around, its tusks tangling in her skirts and knocking her over. Maleficent fell on her back, the breath knocked out of her as her knife landed in the soft earth. The boar’s snout snuffled along her legs, which were tangled up in many layers of wet, heavy fabric. The sharp tusks tore through her petticoats as she twisted, flopping over, dragging herself toward the knife. Her mud-slick fingers wrapped around the hilt as the boar’s snout shoved her in the side. Now that Maleficent was on the ground, it was entirely focused on her, its hot saliva dripping on her bare calf.

			There was nothing in the world but Maleficent and the knife and the boar, with its coarse brown hair and fetid breath and wetly snapping teeth. As the enormous face loomed over her, dripping blood, the mouth opening, she slammed the knife into—

			Something.

			Something soft.

			The boar squealed, but she didn’t let go. She yanked the knife downward, grunting, her teeth bared. With a mighty shiver and a gasp, the boar fell over, away from her. It writhed and screamed, helpless and broken, as a vicious triumph surged through Maleficent’s body like a bolt of lightning.

			She’d beaten the beast. Bested it.

			She’d won.

			As the rush of victory echoed through her, ebbing away, it was replaced by shock. Her hands began to shake as she pulled out her knife.

			Leonor appeared from the forest and knelt by Maleficent, his eyes wide. “Are you hurt?”

			She peeled herself up from the mud. “No. But I—it—it almost—”

			She took a shuddering breath. He held out a hand, and she took it and stood on wobbling legs. Her dress was wet with mud all the way up her back, and she didn’t like to consider the blood mixed into the muck. Now that she was standing, she had no choice but to look at the dead boar. It seemed so much smaller now.

			Finnerick and Opal arrived to stand alongside Leonor as they all gazed down at the felled beast. Maleficent watched its chest, worried it might take another breath and rally, but there was something sunken about it now, its furious eye gone cold and blank.

			“And here is our supper, thanks to Maleficent.” Finnerick slapped the creature’s flank. “Who will butcher it?”

			Celestine casually strolled from the trees with Rumpus in her arms, as if everything were perfectly normal. She eyed the boar briefly and with intense disgust.

			“You’ve worked with animals, Celestine,” Leonor said. “Don’t you know something about butchering?”

			Celestine shuddered. “Not by choice. I cleaned up after them. I didn’t—ew. No.”

			In the end, Leonor did the best he could with Finnerick’s sharp knife and thoughtful instructions. Maleficent found a patch of forest that was less muddy and cleared a space to lay out their blankets while Opal started a fire with a clever little kit and set out chunks of pork to roast on sticks. Before long, Maleficent was chewing the piping hot meat and gulping it down with muddy water. She’d changed into her only other dress and rolled up the ruined one to use as a pillow.

			Never in her life had she been this dirty, this frazzled, this thirsty, this exhausted. She’d never experienced fear like she’d known today, facing off with the boar on her own. She’d never had cause to take up a weapon or fight.

			And she’d never been so proud of herself.

			Grades and manners and embroidery and painting teacups were areas in which she’d been expected to excel in Sweetvale, and excel she had. Looking back, these seemed like empty enterprises, useless ways to spend her time. Would Father be impressed, she wondered, to know that she could prevail over a wild boar? Or did Father even know she was gone?

			She took another piece of meat and ate her fill. It didn’t matter anymore. She was proud of herself, and that was the important thing.

			That night, they slept around the dying fire. Knowing the forest was not safe, they took turns keeping watch. Maleficent fell asleep with her knife by her side. At first, she dreamed of flying, soaring across the moonlit sky, but then the vision took a darker turn. She was surrounded by torches and fire, blinded by reaching flames. A volley of arrows arced through the night, and she turned her back and felt them pierce her flesh, sinking in as blood dripped down her face and onto her hands. She was dying, choking on smoke and so horribly alone—

			“Maleficent? Wake up! What’s wrong?”

			Her eyes blinked open, and there were no arrows, no torches.

			Just Leonor looking concerned, his warm hand on her shoulder.

			“You were having a nightmare,” he said, withdrawing his hand sheepishly. “Shaking your head and muttering, crying out in some strange language. Were you dreaming of the boar?”

			Maleficent sat up, rubbing her eyes. “Yes? Or no. I can’t quite remember. Thank you for waking me up. I’ll take watch now, if you like. Get some sleep, if you can.”

			He smiled and stretched, yawning. “Oh, I can barely keep my eyes open. Don’t worry on that count.” He settled down on his blanket, his cornflower blue eyes gleaming in the scant light. “That was brave, what you did today. That thing had you on the ground, but you didn’t panic. You took it down all by yourself!”

			“It’s funny.” She put her elbows on her knees, her face in her hands. “I think back home, I would’ve flung my apron over my head and started crying. But out here, there’s only us. If we call for help, no one will come. What’s the point in melodrama?”

			“Are you glad we left?” His voice was softer now, almost a whisper. “Do you regret it?”

			A fierce fire welled up in her chest. “Absolutely not. The way things are in Sweetvale—I couldn’t bear it. I didn’t do anything wrong at all, and suddenly everything else changed around me overnight. I was the same person I’d always been, but suddenly, I didn’t matter. The way my parents looked at me, looked through me—it was awful. It was unfair. I’d rather be out here fighting boars.”

			He nodded. “My parents seemed sad about it. Like some sort of tragedy had befallen us—or had befallen them. Like if I touched the instruments, I would break them or curse them. But you’re right—nothing about me changed.”

			“I never really thought about it until I ended up without wings, but the entire system is unfair.” Maleficent stared up at the twinkling stars, so much brighter than the magicked ones on her ceiling back home. “Most fairies get their wings, so they only reap the benefits. Only the few fairies who don’t get wings would complain, and there is no way for them to do so. Everyone is caught in the same cycle that supports the majority at the expense of the voiceless minority.”

			“I just always assumed I would be fine, like everyone else in my family,” Leonor admitted.

			“Yes, that’s it exactly! I was fine until I wasn’t,” Maleficent agreed. Then, fiercely, “There is nothing wrong with us. We did nothing wrong.”

			“Absolutely nothing.” His eyes met hers, and she felt so very seen and understood, possibly for the first time in her life.

			“Wherever we end up,” she told him, “I will not live in a place where someone else tells me what I must be. From here on out, that is for me to decide. I will make my own rules. I will not accept artificial limits.”

			He nodded. “I hope we find that place.”

			“We will. I know we will.”

			And then he went to sleep, and she was left alone with only her thoughts and the eerie cries of owls. The forest was chill, wreathed in fog and full of strange sounds, but Maleficent no longer feared it. She had her knife and her will, and she would take on whatever emerged from the mist.

			Some time before dawn, she woke Celestine to take the last watch and settled back down with her head pillowed on her old dress, smiling. No matter what the world might throw at her, Maleficent was confident she would triumph.
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			The next morning, Maleficent woke from more confusing, hazy dreams and found that Celestine had fallen asleep and let the fire go cold. Annoyed, she stood and found a stick to stir the embers, adding some smaller collected twigs to the pile. As the fire caught, a curl of white smoke rose straight up and then shifted direction, even though there was no breeze. Curious, Maleficent followed the peculiar trail of the smoke and saw something piercing the sky from atop the far-off mountains.

			A castle.

			At least it looked like a castle. She walked to the edge of the forest, squinting against the rising sun. Yes, it was a castle! With ever so many spires where it soared beyond the hills, shimmering like a daydream in light gray stone with sky blue tile on every conical roof. They’d been on the way to King Stefan’s realm, but they’d gotten all turned around when the boar attacked. Was this King Hubert’s castle? Maleficent wondered. Or perhaps another magical academy or kingdom that wasn’t even on Sweetvale’s maps?

			It didn’t matter. It was somewhere. She hurried back to the camp.

			“Wake up!” she called, gently shaking Opal’s shoulder. “There’s a castle!”

			Excitement permeated the air as the others blinked awake and prepared to leave. As they roasted more meat and packed their things, they discussed what they might find when they reached the enticing spires. The day’s brilliant sunrise melted into a glorious, cloudless blue sky as they left the ghostly forest and entered a field of waist-high grasses. With a goal in sight, there was a new energy propelling the group forward with hope and determination. Maleficent felt it—like the castle was calling to her, urging her to hurry. Before, she’d felt…off. Aimless. Almost like she was fishing but without a single bite. Now she felt the pull of a taut fishing line, like she was reeling in the promise of a new life.

			But as the hours passed and they neared the castle nestled among the mountains, clouds crept in stealthily until a dense blanket of gray shut out the sun. The air grew cool and heavy, and Maleficent constantly stared up at the heavens, waiting for rain to fall, eager to taste water that wasn’t marred by silt. Thankfully, the grassy fields gave way to another dense forest, and as the first raindrops plunked heavily down, the fairies hurried under the thick green canopy.

			They were ready for boars now, always on alert for the birds to go silent and the bushes to shiver with threat. Then again, if the castle lay on the other side of this forest, it only made sense that the populace it served would often hunt these woods, making dangerous beasts a less frequent concern. A civilized place ruled by a benevolent king would not tolerate such mad creatures running wild. Excited to see what lay ahead, Maleficent led the group, hurrying in front, wishing only for a mirror and the chance to wash up before she might be seen and judged by what she hoped would be her new community.

			“I don’t like this forest,” Celestine grumbled. She didn’t seem to like anything except her cat and, sometimes, Opal. Rumpus followed along behind his mistress, unconcerned, and Maleficent knew that if there were more trouble, these two would be the first to run.

			“It is darker than the forest back home,” Opal observed, stumbling over a twisted green vine. “Even darker than the last forest. With a different sort of tree. And what’s with these hairy vines? It’s as if they want to trip us. At least we’re protected from the rain.”

			“It might become a storm.” Finnerick looked up, squinting through the heavy branches laden with dark green needles.

			“There’s an energy in the air. Can’t you feel it?” Maleficent asked.

			It made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, made her shoulders rise up around her ears. And yet there was something almost exciting about it. She felt as if she were being watched, as if every tree had eyes. As if the forest were…waiting. Holding its breath.

			There was no trail, so Maleficent picked the easiest path forward, winding around pricker bushes and under fallen trees and trying to avoid the vines as much as possible. The others fell in line behind her, starting with Leonor. She liked having him so close; during their talk last night by the fire, she had felt like she was getting to know the real him, not just the laughing musician at school.

			“Will we stay together, do you think?” she asked, quickly following that with, “All of us, once we find a new settlement?”

			“I hope so,” Leonor said, almost shyly.

			After a thoughtful moment, Finnerick added, “I think it will depend on the nature of the place. We might not like the first community we find. If it is another fairy city, it is highly probable they will have similar laws and rituals around magic and wings. Midsummer is Midsummer, after all. But if it’s a human village, we might face a different discrimination. I don’t know much about humans. Does anyone else?”

			“My father told me they were frightening,” said Celestine. “Bigger than us, with big teeth.”

			Celestine’s foot got caught in a vine, and she had to stop and hop around moaning until Opal slashed it with her knife.

			“Only when fairies are small and flying,” Maleficent argued. “And it stands to reason their teeth would be about the same size as ours. They are not predators, after all. Not monsters. If they were so terrible, then the Three Good Fairies would not be so eager to counsel them. If King Stefan were frightening, our own king and queen would not help him at all, and therefore we should have no trouble finding our way in their midst, because we are just like them.” The group went silent as they considered that.

			“If that’s so,” Leonor finally said, “then it’s no wonder the wingless fairies who leave Sweetvale never return. Who would choose inequality over opportunity? It would be nice to feel like an equal again.” His fingers tapped rhythmically against his hip. “Why, I do believe I’m beginning to get a song! Perhaps that will be my calling—to write music about the rights of wingless fairies and spread the word to all the lands.”

			The rain was falling harder now, more and more drops finding their way through the treetops. They slipped down the back of Maleficent’s gown, coursed down her cheeks like tears. All around them, the leaves rustled furtively as secret things moved in the undergrowth but did not reveal themselves. There was a deep, vegetal smell, old dirt and wet stone and something ancient and rotten. Every footstep felt as if it might land in a snare. The closer they got to the castle, to whatever lay beyond the forest, the fewer creatures they encountered. Maleficent found this encouraging, as it seemed a likely sign that they would soon come upon a human settlement that the small things feared, but it felt terribly lonely and unnatural.

			The forest was so dense that they couldn’t see anything beyond the immediate area; the castle’s spires remained hidden by leaves and fir needles. Maleficent’s waterskin was down to the dirty dregs of pond water, so she opened her mouth and caught as many raindrops as she could. The longer the day dragged on, the more her stomach began to rumble. They’d had no way to transport the boar meat, so they’d eaten their fill at breakfast, wrapped up one single lump of cooked pork in a bit of torn petticoat, and left the rest behind for the scavengers. The faster they reached some sort of settlement, the better.

			On and on they trudged. The woods began to feel endless. Maleficent firmly believed that the castle, as they’d seen it earlier, should’ve been closer than this, and yet she was certain she was walking directly toward it. With a huff of annoyance, she redoubled her efforts, marching through the thick leaf litter and slapping branches and vines out of the way. The rain was constant now, her hair soaked. Thunder pealed overhead, and the ground rumbled underfoot as thick white fog swirled among the trees. Soon she couldn’t even see her muddy boots as she strode forward.

			“Come here,” Celestine said behind her, and Maleficent turned to see the girl picking up her cat like a baby so he wouldn’t be lost in the mist. Rumpus must’ve disliked the clinging fog as much as everyone else, as he lay quietly in Celestine’s arms without fighting, his ears flat against his sleek head.

			The air grew colder and clammier the deeper they delved into the fog, and soon Maleficent felt as if her entire body were underwater. Her heavy skirts dragged and tore on thorns, her hair straggling down her neck.

			“We have to be close,” she said out loud. “I can feel it.”

			And she did—it pressed against her heart like someone waiting on the other side of a door, so close and yet somehow held apart.

			“Did we perhaps meander off the path?” asked Finnerick. “It may seem as if we’ve been walking a straight line, but every time we avoid an obstacle with no way to reorient, we change our direction slightly. We might be farther afield than expected.”

			Maleficent reluctantly agreed that he was probably correct. There was no straight road, and they couldn’t see the castle. They might be wandering in circles, for all she knew. And yet…

			She could sense the castle nearby, a steady presence calling to her, pulling her along through every obstacle. It felt like destiny, like a voice she couldn’t quite hear.

			“We have to keep going,” she snapped. “What other choice do we have?”

			A few steps farther and she fell fully into the mist, plunged into opaque white. She could feel the ground underfoot but couldn’t see what was directly in front of her face. Flinging out her hands, she felt her way along, desperate to escape the clutches of the strange forest.

			“Maleficent?” Leonor called. “Where are you?”

			“Here!”

			“Where?”

			She turned and there he was, her hands against his chest. She pulled them away, flustered.

			“I can’t see anything,” she murmured.

			“Take my hand. Everyone, hold hands!” Leonor called.

			Maleficent felt a thrill shiver up her arm as his fingers threaded through her own. They were both soaked with the rain and fog, but for a moment there, she had felt utterly alone, swept away into nothingness, like her hazy dreams of smoke. Touching Leonor was much better. Once the others had formed a chain, she turned back, one hand in front of her, and plunged deeper into the mist.

			Forging bravely ahead, she led the others around bushes and branches and tree trunks. She could feel their connection, their togetherness, and she was determined to keep up her morale and confidence. They were trusting her. Leonor could’ve pushed to the fore, but he didn’t; he let her take charge. Without really meaning to, she had become the de facto leader. She blindly felt her way through the forest, deep in the fog, soaked to the bone, freezing cold, hungry, thirsty, determined to reach her goal, called forth by some mysterious pull she couldn’t understand.

			With no sun overhead, time lost all meaning and stretched out, expanding, dilating. Her feet began to hurt, blisters forming in her boots thanks to her wet socks. No birds sang, no squirrels chittered. The utter silence was utterly unnatural and inescapable, and she began to lose hope that they would ever find their way out.

			This fog, she realized, carried the tang of magic, but a kind of magic she had never encountered before. A wild magic, but a powerful one. Perhaps it wasn’t the enemy, but…

			Something new. Something welcome.

			The others did not mention the feeling, so she held her tongue.

			And then, to her enormous relief, the mists thinned. Stark tree trunks stood out like soldiers lining up, stern and unyielding. Shadows moved and writhed among them, and Maleficent squinted, trying to understand what she saw up ahead. Was it the wall of a village? A forest of tiled rooftops, promising safety from the storm?

			No—it was the stone face of a mountain, and as she stepped out into the pouring rain, the castle loomed high overhead—looking nothing like it had from afar.
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			Maleficent let go of Leonor’s hand and shielded her eyes from the wind and rain, looking up and up and up. The castle was built into the mountain, sitting atop its peak, and rock spires jutted out all around it. There was no village visible from here, but that didn’t mean there was no village. Were she planning her own settlement, she would use this to her advantage. No one could sneak up on this side of the castle. The people probably lived on the other side of the mountain in a lovely verdant valley, like Sweetvale.

			A clear path rose up from the ground as if the mountain had been chiseled away around it, leading to a guardhouse with a drawbridge and, far, far away, the inviting open door to the castle.

			“What a wretched sort of place,” Celestine said, sniffling.

			“Nothing could look nice in this weather,” Opal shouted over the storm. “Remember what it looked like in the sun? I’m sure it’ll be lovely, when the sky clears.”

			As Celestine and Opal argued about the castle, Maleficent could’ve sworn she saw light in the windows, shining like a warm beacon, calling her forth. It must’ve been a busy, bustling place. Maleficent and her friends would be welcomed in, cared for, protected. Given a warm, dry place to sleep. Whether this was an academy or the home of some benevolent human ruler like King Hubert or King Stefan, they would at least have a cozy place to regroup. And if the castle turned them away, surely there would be an inn in the village it served.

			“I see a light in the window,” she shouted. “Let’s hurry.”

			“No!” Celestine, as always, was the loudest. “I don’t like it. I don’t want to go there.”

			Finnerick, in his logical way, said, “We don’t have to stay there, but we should at least stop for the night. The lightning is getting closer, and the storm shows no sign of stopping.”

			“I don’t know.” Leonor’s fingers tapped nervously against his leg.

			As if in answer, thunder shook the earth, and a blue-white vein of lightning arced down into the forest, striking a tree and splitting it down the middle in a spurt of flame. The two sides peeled down, blocking the route they’d taken to reach this place. Despite the pouring rain, the fire still spread, igniting the underbrush, and thick black smoke joined the white fog.

			“They’ll have food,” said Maleficent, walking backward toward the path to the castle. “And drink. And warm beds.”

			Celestine stomped a foot. “You can’t know that!”

			“Oh, come on, Celestine,” Opal shouted. “How could a castle not have those things?”

			“But maybe they won’t let us in,” Celestine argued. “Maybe they’ll take us prisoner. Maybe this place is as bad to the wingless as they are back home. You don’t know!”

			“Well, I’m going to find out!” Maleficent shouted, sick to death of Celestine’s complaints.

			She turned and marched toward the castle without looking to see if the others would follow. Either they would side with her—with reason and adventure and hope—or they would give in to Celestine’s ridiculous, childish obstinance and remain in the horrible forest. Maleficent refused to be held hostage to the whims of a spoiled brat who’d rather stand outside in a tempest than take a chance on a better life. She honestly didn’t understand what Opal saw in the other girl. As she walked, she watched the light in the window, proof that this was the correct choice.

			Behind her, she felt a presence—

			Leonor.

			“I didn’t come all this way to turn down a castle,” he shouted over the rain.

			Maleficent so badly wanted to look back and see what Opal and Finnerick would do, but she’d said her piece, and she was done begging. Opal was sensible, and Finnerick would be calculating the odds. And besides, what was there to fear? The king and queen back home were kind enough, well-liked by everyone in Sweetvale. She saw them at all the celebrations—or she had, before Midsummer changed everything. Their castle was significantly smaller than this one, but how different could monarchs be? Their job was to care for the surrounding villagers, and surely no one would turn away guests on a night like this.

			A howl sounded, and Maleficent finally turned around. The forest was ablaze, the white fog seeping out and mixing with the billowing black smoke. There was another howl, and Rumpus puffed up and leaped from Celestine’s arms, bolting toward the castle.

			“Rumpus, no!” she cried.

			She ran past Maleficent and Leonor, chasing her beloved pet up the stark stone path.

			Opal and Finnerick shared a grim look before clasping hands and rushing to join the others. The howls continued, and the hairs on the back of Maleficent’s neck prickled, but no wolves appeared. Up ahead, Rumpus was an inky streak amid the grays and blacks of the rock, with Celestine moving more slowly in pursuit.

			The path to the castle, Maleficent began to realize, was more treacherous than it appeared. There were no sides, no fences, no banisters, no railings, just a raised stone walkway that zigged and zagged so far above the stony ground that a fall might prove fatal. All around, sharp spires of rock rose like claws tearing through the ground.

			For a moment, Maleficent doubted herself, but then thunder rattled up her feet and into her bones, and she knew she had to run, and run now.

			Lifting her skirts, she clambered up the incline toward the guardhouse. As she gained elevation, with Leonor right behind her, the air pressed down, heavy with doom, and the wind plucked at her like grasping talons. Up ahead, Rumpus and Celestine made it to the guardhouse but did not cross the drawbridge, and Maleficent redoubled her efforts.

			She wasn’t sure why, but she wanted to be the first person across that chasm—the first person in the castle.

			And not just because if Celestine got there first, her attitude might impact how the inhabitants treated a shivering group of strangers.

			No, Maleficent felt an odd sense of…

			Connection?

			Almost the need to establish herself, to make herself known.

			She ran as fast as she could. Even though she was several yards above the ground, she felt sure-footed; the rock, somehow, wasn’t as slippery up here. The storm raged over the forest, but the castle sternly sat witness as the drizzle died off. Perhaps the sky was still gray with thick, heavy, pendulous clouds, but it was almost as if the castle were…waiting for them.

			Maleficent pounded up a perilous and twisting swirl of stairs and skidded into the relative safety of the guardhouse, a round structure of stone with a conical roof. As soon as she was under its protection, she put her hands on her knees and attempted to catch her breath. Celestine held a soggy, growling Rumpus in her arms, cooing nonsense to him, and Maleficent didn’t even wait for Leonor to appear before she straightened up and set foot on the drawbridge.

			The ancient wooden beams were run through with thick, heavy rusted chains that rattled as she tested their sturdiness with her toe, then her foot, then, briefly, her full weight. With each ounce of pressure, the drawbridge whined and creaked. Up ahead, the chains were held by enormous fists cast in the same metal, and the portcullis of the castle was up as if welcoming them.

			Leonor arrived to stand by her side. “Do you think we can trust it?”

			“Of course,” said Maleficent, quelling any worries. “It’s a working castle. This is the only way in and out. If the drawbridge weren’t safe, they would fix it. These beams are as big as tree trunks. Nothing is broken. The chains aren’t too rusted. It’s fine.”

			Now that she’d spoken so confidently, Maleficent had no choice but to pick up her skirts and run across.

			With each bounding footfall, she waited to hear the crack of rotten wood, to feel her boot fall through into open space. Each step caused the old drawbridge to sway and complain. She should’ve walked—falling from such a height would’ve been a death sentence—but she’d made her decision, and she was determined to move forward.

			Finally, she was so close, the end of the bridge mere steps away. Putting on a determined burst of speed, she leaped from the drawbridge onto a floor of solid stone, skidded under the portcullis, and stood in the open entryway just outside the castle. Her blood fizzed with exhilaration after this triumph, and she gazed back across the chasm to where the others waited, uncertain.

			Only in this moment did she realize how odd it was that she had seen no guards in the guardhouse, but…well, perhaps they were sheltering indoors from the storm. The structure had a spiral staircase with multiple levels, after all, and they were just a group of young people, not an obvious threat. One couldn’t expect the guards to be standing around in the gloom all day, especially when there was no problem to confront.

			Maleficent ignored this twinge of worry and motioned for Leonor to begin the precarious journey across the drawbridge. With one last frustrated look to the forest, he gingerly put one foot in front of the other as if walking a tightrope. He didn’t run, as she had; he took his time, arms outstretched for balance. Maleficent held out her hand as he stepped up from the squeaking wood, and he took it with a smile.

			Looking back to where the others waited, Maleficent realized that she could’ve just stayed in the guardhouse to shelter from the storm, that perhaps she shouldn’t have been so hasty in her eagerness to get to the castle proper. Safety from the lightning, a discussion with the guards who must have been upstairs, a shared snack—that would’ve been a clever way to learn more about this place. But no. Too late.

			She was already here, and Leonor was with her.

			“Come on!” she called to Opal, waving her forward. “It’s sturdy!”

			Opal came next, tiptoeing like a doe in the snow, with Finnerick close behind. Only Celestine remained on the far side, Rumpus in her arms, his tail twitching.

			“I’m going to stay here,” Celestine shouted. “Come get me if the reception is warm.”

			“You can’t stay out there alone,” Maleficent reasoned.

			Celestine made a show of looking around. “Why not? It’s relatively dry, if rather dreary. And perfectly safe. Unlike that drawbridge.” She looked up, confused. “Wait, do you hear that?”

			“Hear what?”

			A dark shape swooped down from overhead, and Celestine dropped Rumpus, moving to protect her head with her hands. The black cat streaked across the drawbridge, crossing in mere seconds, and huddled under the bell of Maleficent’s sodden skirts. She bent over to stroke his soaked fur and whisper encouragement to the poor creature, who purred in response. It must’ve been difficult to have such a challenging mistress, to depend utterly on someone who always put her own needs first. Maleficent would never treat any animal so poorly.

			“Are those…vultures?” Opal asked.

			“Black vultures,” Finnerick confirmed.

			When the third vulture swooped in, Celestine finally ran across the bridge, screaming and flailing her arms. She stopped running when she reached the solid stone but continued screeching and thrashing, as if she were fighting off an avian army. The three large birds that had assaulted her landed on the floor of the guardhouse and lolloped around as if hunting for more prey, but they made no move to cross the drawbridge.

			“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Maleficent said tartly.

			As if in answer, the chains tightened with a sudden, snapping clank that drew everyone’s attention.

			“What was that?” Celestine asked, backing away from the bridge.

			With a creaking, squealing heave, the now-taut chains laboriously pulled the drawbridge upward. Link by link, the chain disappeared into the mouths of hideous gargoyles as the ancient wood structure rose into the sky, leaving behind an uncrossable chasm. Maleficent watched in horror as the bridge—the only bridge, the only way back—settled into its vertical position with a shuddering, thunderous clap, leaving them all trapped in the mysterious castle.
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			“Who did that?” Celestine demanded. “Did someone pull a lever? Was it the guards?”

			Finnerick gazed across the chasm, squinting, then inspected the entryway. “The apparatus isn’t in the guardhouse. It’s above us. But I can’t see a way up there from here. No door, no stairs. It must only be accessible from inside the castle.”

			“But that’s impossible!” Celestine crossed her arms and glared at him.

			Maleficent rolled her eyes. “Tell that to the drawbridge.”

			Finnerick ran his fingers over the old wood. “Well, if a castle were under siege, you would want the people in the castle to retain control of the drawbridge. Not that I like the reality of it.”

			“Hello, guards?” Celestine shouted. “Or whoever is in the castle above us. Put the drawbridge back in place at once!”

			Maleficent winced at her haughty, commanding tone. Even after she’d been demoted to a servant, she would not have reacted well to such a demand. The guards, if there were any guards, did not respond. There was no movement from overhead, no sound except for the hissing and grunting of the vultures as they fought and scrabbled back in the guardhouse.

			Everyone poked and prodded and crawled all over the entryway, hunting for some way to return the drawbridge to its original position, but as far as Maleficent could tell, Finnerick was correct. There was no obvious way to engage the machinery from their present position.

			Convinced that there was nothing they could do to retrace their steps, Maleficent turned her attention to the castle itself. They stood in an airy entryway of stone, the towering ceiling graced with a heavy iron chandelier, its dripping candles unlit. Stone gargoyles sat and stood and silently screeched from every possible corner. Each block of stone was the same shiny gray-black, carved from the mountain itself. It gave the structure a weight, a heaviness, for all that it was mostly open to the elements. The castle was the mountain, and the mountain was the castle, all of it part of the land itself.

			Up ahead, wooden double doors stood sentry, each one as high as three fairies, possibly four. The wood was painted a deep, faded once-royal purple, bound with tarnished brass. There was no knocker or bell pull, so Maleficent went to the heavy ring that served as a handle and slammed it against the wood.

			Celestine hurried over from where she’d been feeling along the wall near the chasm. “What are you doing?”

			“The polite thing, when one arrives at a stranger’s doorstep,” said Maleficent. “Knocking.”

			In response, the door swung inward with an interrogatory creak. Finnerick, Leonor, and Opal abandoned their search for a route to the drawbridge’s machinery and joined Maleficent and Celestine at the door.

			“Is anyone home?” Opal called sweetly. “We are terribly sorry to bother you, but we are travelers seeking solace from the storm.”

			There was no answer, and although the door was now open wide enough to admit a person, no light shone out from the room beyond. Much to the contrary, it was as if shadow fell out, bringing the temperature of the air down even further. Maleficent wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. She had seen lights within while gazing up from far below, but perhaps…well, maybe the castle’s denizens kept to other areas.

			“Hello?” Celestine called into the open doorway, louder than Opal.

			Hello, hello, hello, her voice echoed back.

			They couldn’t leave. There was nowhere else to go. Waiting around like this was foolish.

			Maleficent pushed the door open a little more. “I’m coming inside. Please speak if we are not welcome.”

			Celestine caught her arm. “You shouldn’t.”

			Maleficent jerked away from Celestine’s clutching fingertips. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

			For a long moment, nothing happened. Not a single sound could be heard in the castle, which was…well, not how castles should be. Maleficent’s country house wasn’t a castle, yet there was always some kind of noise—a harpsichord being played, a maid humming as she brushed out the ashes, Mother talking to another lady in her parlor, Father shouting at a groom, the wolfhounds barking at a squirrel. How could such a big place as this castle be so very quiet, and how had no one yet come to greet them? No guards at the guardhouse or in the entryway, no footman answering the door.

			It was all extremely strange.

			But they had very few options at the moment. They could either sleep on the cold stone floor of the open entryway, lorded over by a horde of leering gargoyles, pestered by vultures, and beset by winds, or they could go through the open castle door.

			Chin up, skin speckled with goose bumps under her dress, Maleficent stepped through the door and into the ancient structure.

			Her eyes took a moment to adjust to the weak light within. The room slowly began to materialize around her, revealing a great round foyer, large and mostly empty aside from a series of doors with moldering tapestries hung between them. A ring of arched windows crowned the room farther up, but the glass was thick and dingy, and the cloud cover outside was so heavy that the room was merely a study in gray. The walls, like everything else, were the same dark, iron gray stone as the mountain. Some poor artist had tried to liven things up with carved motifs around the windows and floor, waving vines and flying birds, but it was a lost cause. Even the tapestries had faded to mere shadows, the hunting scenes and forest parties they depicted now appearing to take place at midnight under trees with blackened leaves.

			Someone had cared for this place once, Maleficent understood. But not now. Not in a long time.

			“What’s inside?” Opal called. “Is there danger?”

			Maleficent gave an experimental twirl in the empty foyer, her wet skirts belling out with a moist slap. She’d hoped for a vibrant citadel filled with welcoming people, a warm and cultured place that might launch her into her new life, but she would take an empty castle where there was no one to subjugate her.

			“It’s empty.” She stuck her head out the door. “Come on inside, silly!”

			By the time the others dared to set foot within, Maleficent had been overcome with a sense of…well, not ownership. But acceptance. Rightness. She was the first in the door, the first person here in years, decades, possibly centuries, and so the castle felt like it was, to some extent, hers. They would’ve waited all night in the entryway outside had she not taken courageous action.

			“Look.” She pointed at a tapestry. “It’s been abandoned for a long time. Nothing has been cleaned. The sconces are unlit. No one is answering. No one is here.”

			“But didn’t you say you saw a light?” Celestine asked.

			To be quite honest, that part still made Maleficent uneasy. She had definitely seen lights shining in the windows. But the weather, the quality of light, the time of day—there were so many different excuses for why a castle might seem to change. And under the odors of stone, dust, and old rushes, did she catch the scent of charred rock, the remnants of some ancient fire?

			“Or maybe there’s someone else here.” Leonor had his knife in hand. “Someone like us, who just stumbled over it. Someone who doesn’t belong. Doesn’t it feel like we’re being watched?”

			Maleficent gave a little gasp as she thought about that—a band of brigands, perhaps, taking shelter in the cavernous building. That might explain the trick drawbridge. The castle had to be full of hiding places, and maybe even full of weapons. There could be villains listening in right now, planning their attack. There could be—

			“Look.” Finnerick pointed at the floor, his tone relieved. “The dust is only disturbed where we’ve been. The rest of the foyer is completely untouched. If anyone else has been here, we’ll see their footsteps. So—perhaps the light was a trick after all.”

			Comforted by this logic, Maleficent went to a niche in the wall and held up a candelabra. The yellow wax tapers were dusty but still had plenty of life in them. “Let’s get some light and explore. Finnerick is right. If someone else is here, it will be obvious from the dust.”

			Opal lit the candles with her little kit and gave one to each of the fairies, who then spread out through the big room. In addition to the entry doors, there were four more doors, all of which appeared identical. Celestine tried to hold Rumpus in one hand and her candle in the other, but the cat growled and writhed until she dropped him in a puff of dust. Ears pinned back, he prowled around the foyer, and Maleficent could only hope that such an empty place would not attract rats.

			“Four doors, five of us,” Leonor said. “We should split up to explore.”

			Celestine took a step to stand by Opal. “I’m not going anywhere alone.”

			Opal wound her arm through Celestine’s. “We’ve plenty of time. Staying in groups will work just as well as going it alone.”

			Maleficent looked from Leonor to Finnerick. Finnerick was the brawniest of them, but Maleficent would always choose Leonor. His eyes met hers, and he smiled hopefully.

			“Want to see what’s behind that door?” he asked.

			She smiled back. “I’m hoping for a full buffet with plenty of roast chicken and a large tureen of soup.”

			“I’d settle for a sandwich, but we’ll see.”

			They piled their belongings against one wall, and Maleficent was grateful to stand unencumbered. Opal pushed open one door, Finnerick pushed open another, and Leonor opened the nearest door and stuck his candle inside. Sure enough, it was a banquet hall. A seemingly endless table dominated the long room, with a tall throne at the head and a slightly less tall throne at the foot. Dozens of chairs stood between them on either side, arched and pointed to match the stained glass windows that marched along one wall near the ceiling. Under a thick blanket of dust sat goblets, plates, silverware, napkins, and—

			Maleficent shuddered.

			The remains of a rich banquet, complete with the bones of the roast she had craved and a large tureen.

			“We almost guessed it,” she said.

			“We got the place right, but not the time.” Leonor stepped up to the table and lifted a goblet, testing its weight. “Heavy,” he noted. “Gold. This place was rich, once.”

			There was nothing edible, of course, but at least the rotten food was so old that it had withered to dust and bones. There was no smell but the cold mineral odor of stone and the ancient, stuffy thickness of dust. Yet more darkened tapestries decorated the room, while a massive hearth yawned in one of the walls, big enough for them both to stand in side by side with arms spread. Two sinuous dragons were carved around it, their tails winding down columns of stone. Maleficent had seen drawings of such creatures in books back home, but now she wondered if this castle was perhaps so old that dragons had still existed to serve as models for the sculptor.

			Leonor pulled a weighty iron poker from the mantel and swished it like a sword. “In case we find someone,” he said.

			Nodding, Maleficent took a bejeweled knife from the head of the table, by the plate at the biggest throne. She wished she had a scabbard or some better way to carry it, but, well, if she was going to need a weapon, now would be the time.

			There was a door at the other end of the hall—of a normal size and quite plain. As they walked toward it, they left a trail in the dust, Leonor’s boots and Maleficent’s skirts sweeping away years of nothingness. He opened the door, and she was glad to see the kitchens. There were no windows here, and she suddenly felt the weight of the entire castle pressing down upon her as if she were in a dungeon.

			“Can we light the fireplace?” she asked. “We’ll need it to cook.”

			“But we have nothing to cook,” he reminded her.

			“For warmth, then. For light.”

			There was plenty of neatly stacked firewood along with a supply of tinder, and soon the fire’s warm glow made the kitchen far cozier. Maleficent even found a candlestick to hold her taper and a lantern full of oil, which smelled bad but would burn just the same. There was no food, of course, but there were plenty of utensils that might help craft a meal, if ever they found the raw materials.

			As she ran her fingers over a pie tin, the true reality of their situation set in. They were trapped here, in a moldering ancient castle, with no food, no water, and no way out.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			10

			It was almost funny. Maleficent had what she’d prayed for: a grand place to live where no one would tell her what to do or be ever again….

			And she was probably going to die there of starvation in the next few days.

			She and Leonor discovered two more doors in the kitchen. One led to a pantry full of rotting baskets and graying, deflated bags of disintegrated grains, and the other, to Maleficent’s great surprise, led outside, where the cloudy sky was settling into a darker shade as twilight swarmed over the mountain. She blinked and rubbed her eyes, because what she saw outside was impossible.

			A garden, as big as the banquet hall and, somehow, absolutely teeming with lush vegetation.

			She nearly fell to her knees and wept. Though she knew very little of growing things, she recognized some of the edible items she saw: pumpkins, squashes, cabbages, strawberries, even an apple tree laden with glossy red globes. A soft breeze ruffled through the leaves and vegetables, bringing Maleficent the glorious scents of turned earth and tomatoes. And, oddly, a clucking sound.

			“Is that what I think it is?” Leonor said, his voice full of wonder.

			Maleficent followed his gaze. A chicken! And then more chickens, at least a dozen, settling into a wooden coop or bobbing merrily in a rainbow of colors as they pecked at the grass.

			Their little band wasn’t going to die. They had food!

			And as long as someone else knew how to keep the garden going, they would have food indefinitely.

			A tall stone wall, yet again carved from the mountain itself, rose up to border the garden. There were no windows in the stone, no gates, no back door through which they might escape. The greenery and chickens were firmly confined, the only way out seemingly straight up into the angry clouds.

			As Maleficent gazed at the stormy sky, the clouds thinned and disappeared, revealing a brilliant sunset and a glittering blanket of stars. The chickens clucked peacefully, and it felt as if the world had finally unclenched its fists.

			“Here’s a cistern!” Leonor pointed to a pipe running from the nearest roof and down into the ground. He lifted up a surprisingly well-kept wooden trapdoor, and they stared into the inky glimmer of water below.

			“We’re going to survive.” Maleficent wasn’t aware she was crying until she had to sniffle. Leonor stepped closer, almost like he might put an arm around her but was too shy. She wiped away her tears, feeling silly, and went to a nearby tree to touch the skin of a shiny red apple. “We should go tell the others. And get supper started.”

			They backtracked through the kitchens and banquet hall to the foyer. Although the sun had nearly set, everything seemed a little less dark and dreary now that the clouds had scuttled away. The tapestries were almost pretty in this light, displaying a moldering beauty, a fallen elegance.

			This poor castle, Maleficent thought, putting a hand to a stone block. Abandoned all these years. Alone.

			She used her taper to light the sconces around the circular foyer before trying the final door. It refused to open, but the scent of burning was strongest here. Maybe she didn’t want to see what lay beyond the grim entrance. Instead, she followed two sets of footprints—well, three, if you counted the dainty paw prints—that went through the already open door used by Opal, Celestine, and Rumpus. It led to another hallway, long and dark and narrow, filled with yet more doors. Four of them were open, but there were two still closed, plus an open, shadowy arch at the end of the hall.

			“Opal?” Maleficent called. “Celestine?”

			“In here!”

			Maleficent followed Celestine’s voice through an open door to find the two girls standing before an armoire. Heavy brocade gowns spilled from it, and Maleficent was surprised to see that they weren’t faded and rotten at all. The fabric glimmered in the candlelight, and she noted that although they were a little old-fashioned, they might’ve been brand-new.

			“I’m taking this as my bedroom,” Celestine said.

			It was a very nice room, with a huge canopy bed swaddled in rich fabrics, pink and burgundy and gold. A soft rug lay underfoot, and the space had everything a lady might require, including a dressing table with a pitcher and bowl and a tall mirror leaning against the wall. As if backing up his mistress, Rumpus leaped onto the bed, briefly kneaded a pillow, curled up, and promptly fell asleep.

			“Are the other rooms this nice?” Maleficent asked.

			“This is the fourth one we’ve checked,” said Opal, reluctantly letting Celestine pull a gown out of her hands. “They’re all like this, well-kept and cozy. This is the only one with dresses so far, but two of the others had some men’s clothes and shoes. I liked the one done up in soft greens. It has a nice painting of cows in a field that reminds me of home. Come see.”

			Opal showed her the soft green room, which Maleficent urged her to keep for herself, as well as a room done in shades of navy and silver, and a third in hunter green and gold. Leonor shyly asked if he might have the navy room, as it included a harp, and all the girls assured him that it was perfect for him. The hunter green room, they assumed, would be for Finnerick, who would appreciate the telescope and bookshelf within.

			With two more rooms to go, Maleficent was painfully aware that now everyone but her had claimed a room and that she might yet end up in a child’s nursery surrounded by broken old dolls, or another masculine space designed for a gentleman—or even a tiny attic garret, like the one for the servants back home. Before Celestine could get there, she stood before the next closed door and said a silent prayer, hoping that she would find behind it exactly what she longed for—a space of her own, a place where she might be comfortable and happy.

			She had to hold back a cry of triumph when she saw the chamber beyond. Decorated in shades of royal purple and mauve with highlights of emerald green, this room was gorgeously designed and ideally suited to her. There was a big bed mounded with pillows, a dressing table, a desk, another armoire filled with yet more beautiful gowns. It even had a tall window with a window seat.

			“Wait, I—” Celestine started.

			“I claim this one,” Maleficent said firmly, cutting her off. The others entered the room and looked around appreciatively, making Maleficent feel very fortunate. All the rooms were lovely, but this one was perfect. Celestine reached to open the armoire again, but Maleficent called, “Now let’s all go see what’s behind the last door.”

			And yet, oddly, when they stepped out into the hall, there was no sixth door. There were three doors on one side and two on the other. Instead of being paired up and facing each other, the doors were now staggered.

			“There were six doors, weren’t there?” Maleficent stepped up to the place where there had recently been a sixth door. She would’ve sworn on her life that it was right here! But when she ran her fingers over the stone, it was unbroken, untouched, smooth and without a single seam or crack.

			“I thought there were six.” Opal rapped her fist against the stone and winced. “But that is solid stone, so perhaps we were mistaken. It’s quite dark, after all, and we are very tired.”

			“I saw it, too,” Leonor agreed.

			Maleficent squinted down the hall, and goose bumps shivered over her arms. “Look. The footprints we left in the dust go to the spaces where the doors used to be. It’s changed, somehow. They moved. One is missing.”

			This—it was desperately wrong. Castles did not simply move around. Doors in stone walls did not shift or disappear. But the trails in the thick dust did not lie. They led directly into what was now unbroken wall, and the two remaining doors were evenly spaced along the hall.

			“I don’t understand,” Celestine said. “How can this happen?”

			Leonor shrugged. “Magic?”

			“Yes. Yes!” Maleficent took her hand from the cold stone, remembering. “Vertila told me that sometimes things change in the halls of Estrellian Academy, that classrooms and stairwells and hallways can move around. She was late to class once because the stairwell moved and she forgot she could fly.”

			“A winged fairy forgot she could fly?” Celestine asked with abject disgust.

			Maleficent’s throat went tight. “My sister is forgetful and takes everything for granted. Well, that’s how she always was before. I don’t know what she’s doing now. Ever since Midsummer, she hasn’t spoken to me.”

			“Well,” said Leonor, “she may have wings, but we have our own castle. And—oh! We didn’t tell you all what we found. There’s a kitchen. And a garden!”

			“With vegetables and chickens and drinking water!” Maleficent added, eager to go back to forgetting about her entire family and everything she’d left behind.

			“So that’s bedrooms and a kitchen and gardens,” Opal said. “What do we think might be through there?”

			She pointed at the open arched doorway at the end of the hall through which only shadow was visible. There was something ominous about it, just sitting there.

			“More bedrooms? The king’s chamber, perhaps?” Celestine guessed.

			“Or a ballroom!” Leonor said, then shook his head. “Nah, not past the bedrooms; that wouldn’t make sense. But I’d love to see a music room, or perhaps a cozy parlor.”

			“Baths,” Maleficent said longingly. “Oh, can you imagine being clean?”

			Opal held up her candle. “Only one way to find out.”

			She stepped through the arch, and Maleficent and Celestine ran into each other trying to be the next one through the door as Leonor patiently followed.

			“I was right!”

			Much to Maleficent’s delight, it was indeed a bathing chamber. Two big copper baths sat there, gleaming in the light of their candles, and the spigots on the wall suggested that there was another cistern somewhere that would supply the water. A closet held soft towels and jars of cleansing herbs.

			“Wait. Why are the tubs clean?” Celestine asked, running a finger along the metal.

			“Not a lick of dust,” Opal agreed. “And the towels aren’t rotted at all.”

			Celestine looked around the castle with narrowed eyes. “It’s magic again, isn’t it?”

			Maleficent turned the spigot, and after a few rusty splutters, hot water poured out. She turned it off and ran a finger through the puddle at the bottom of the tub. “It does seem to be magic, doesn’t it? How strange, that we left because we didn’t have magic and now we’ve discovered a place that does.”

			She looked up at the ceiling, just now noticing that it was painted with rosy clouds and flying birds against a bright blue sky. The magic felt warm and inviting. Why had they been so scared?

			“Thank you, castle,” she called. “We appreciate—”

			She wasn’t sure how to continue. We appreciate the magic? We appreciate the thoughtfulness? We appreciate you? As if the castle were some magical entity building itself around them to suit their needs?

			“We appreciate the warm welcome,” she finished.

			“Why are you talking to the air?” Celestine snorted. “That’s a very odd thing to do.”

			Maleficent went to the cupboard and opened a jar, smelling the herbs. They weren’t old and gray and dried out, but fresh and bright. “Because it’s trying,” she said. “Trying to make things nice for us.”

			“Why would a castle want to please us?” Celestine pressed. “Why would it want us here at all?”

			“Hello?” a frantic voice called from the hall. “Where is everyone?”

			“In here, Finnerick,” Leonor replied.

			Finnerick ran into the bathing chamber, out of breath and looking like he’d seen a ghost.

			“The doors to the drawbridge,” he said, eyes wide with fear. “They’re locked. Which means we’re trapped inside.”
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			They all followed Finnerick back down the hall and into the foyer. The room was utterly changed, clean and bright, as if a crew of industrious fairies had arrived to scrub it from top to bottom. The stone floor no longer showed years of debris and dust run through with recent fairy footsteps, and the tapestries were a few shades lighter, their hunting parties and picnics clearly visible.

			But strangely, just as Finnerick had said, the grand double doors to the drawbridge were again closed, and when Celestine tried to open one, it didn’t move an inch.

			“How did you open it earlier?” she asked.

			“You were there. I used the handle like a door knocker, and it opened.” Maleficent repeated the gesture, but it did nothing. The doors remained firmly shut. She felt strangely peevish on this topic, probably because the way Celestine asked these questions seemed to suggest that Maleficent knew something about the castle that no one else did.

			“What else did you find?” she asked Finnerick, changing the subject. “Anything good?”

			He glanced back toward the third door. “A ballroom, a parlor, and a very fancy door that won’t budge. What did you find?”

			After a brief explanation and more turns fruitlessly tugging and pulling and knocking at the grand doors, they all agreed that it was time to give up for now and figure out dinner. Opal and Finnerick knew the most about cooking, so she went out into the garden while he organized the kitchen. It, too, was less dusty now, and the various pots and pans didn’t quite gleam, but they did look remarkably less tarnished. Soon everyone—except for Celestine, who claimed she needed to check on Rumpus—was working companionably, stoking the fire, sharpening knives, washing and cutting vegetables, and fetching water from the cistern and setting it to boil. The kitchen, like most kitchens, was a cozy and cheerful place, especially without Celestine, and even if Maleficent’s stomach was grumbling, at least she knew something good would soon fill it.

			“I wish we had fish,” Leonor lamented. “Chicken takes so long.”

			Maleficent elbowed him in the side. “You just want to go fishing.”

			He laughed and elbowed her back. “Yeah, maybe I do.”

			Once things were truly underway, there wasn’t much for Maleficent to do, so she asked Finnerick if she might borrow a book from his room, and he said yes. He also told Leonor that there were several instruments in the ballroom, and soon Leonor sat by the hearth, the fire shining merrily on his face while he checked the strings on a lute.

			“I haven’t been allowed to touch one of these since Midsummer,” he said. “I’d worried that perhaps I lost my skills when I didn’t get wings. But now?” He strummed a chord and smiled. “I’m glad to learn that isn’t true.”

			Maleficent didn’t have a particular talent like Leonor’s affinity for music—well, unless being an excellent student counted. She loved reading and learning and achieving high marks on an exam. With her new lot in life back home as a servant, she’d had nothing left to learn, no intellectual hurdles left to conquer. The unfairness of the situation stung again. How many fairies had been forced to give up their dreams through no fault of their own? How many works of art, how many inventions, how much genius had been lost as unfortunate fairies were given uniforms and barred from pursuing their true talents?

			The book Maleficent had chosen was a magical tale about a boy and his sword on an adventure, and Maleficent felt her mind and heart relax as the fire crackled, Leonor played a song, and good smells emanated from the hearth. When Opal and Finnerick announced that it was time to eat, they contemplated using the banquet hall, but they were too hungry and tired to carry all their dishes there and clean up if the castle had not yet done so. Instead, they stood around the butcher block worktable, laughing and chatting as they devoured roasted chicken and vegetables with mashed potatoes, washed down with crisp, cold water. When they were done, Maleficent and Leonor did the dishes while Opal and Finnerick enjoyed a bit of rest, and Celestine again disappeared, ostensibly to check on Rumpus but clearly trying to avoid doing her part of the shared work.

			After dinner, when they lit new tapers to take to their chambers, they found the sconces in the hall already glowing a cheerful orange. A toasty fire awaited in Maleficent’s room, and the nightgown she pulled from the armoire smelled of lavender. She tiptoed down the hall to the bathing chamber and filled one of the copper tubs, luxuriating in the warm water, wondering whether there was some clever mechanism to heat it or if it was, yet again, magic.

			This castle couldn’t be a magical academy like Estrellian. There were only five—or, once, six—bedrooms, and the kitchen wasn’t capable of feeding hundreds of studious fairies. The layout suggested a common sort of castle built for a family of royals and their various advisors and servants. It was odd, though, how she could see several spires with windows, and they’d encountered doors that refused to open—and doors that disappeared—but no one had yet found a way to access those spaces, or even another floor. The castle was smaller than it seemed, or perhaps parts of it had been intentionally closed off sometime in the past.

			Still, the magic appeared mostly…benevolent, so far? At least since they’d crossed the drawbridge. This place seemed to be waking up, arranging itself around its new guests in the most accommodating way. The lit candles, the dusting, the thoughtful chambers, the lush garden. None of it seemed possible, which meant it had to be magic, but who was behind that magic? Estrellian had its own sort of magic, so maybe that was the case. Maybe the castle had been empty for a long time. Maybe it was lonely and glad to see them.

			“Thank you,” she said to the empty bathing chamber. “It’s nice, to be taken care of like this.”

			There was no answer, but that didn’t prove or disprove anything. Vertila said magic was often like a cat, strange and finicky; it had to be lured in and stroked before it became playful or mischievous. That was why students stayed so long and worked so hard at the academy; magic took time and practice to understand and harness.

			That must also explain why her family’s grand country manse even needed servants, if it was always occupied by upper-class fairies who could use spellwork to complete chores: magic didn’t always behave, especially if it wasn’t watched closely. Besides that, the winged fairies had to occupy the wingless somehow—otherwise, with nothing to do, they might begin to question things. And take action.

			But what was the point of getting angry at the magical caste system in a society she’d already abandoned? She’d left Sweetvale to avoid a life of servitude, and now she was in a magical castle with her friends. She was clean, fed, and reasonably happy. All she had to do was figure out the source of the castle’s magic and…

			And what? Learn how to do magic?

			Impossible. Not without wings.

			She dried off, dressed, put up her hair, and stood in the middle of the bathing chamber, looking at the plain stone walls and floor. They seemed smoother than when the group had first arrived, brighter and shinier, almost polished.

			“Castle,” she said out loud, feeling silly, “you seem to have a lot of magic. Can you give me wings?”

			She waited, breathless, to see if something would change. If the place between her shoulder blades would tickle and itch and sprout the wings she wanted more than anything in all the world, or if some magical creature or person would appear.

			No one did.

			No wings sprouted.

			She exhaled in childish disappointment.

			“That’s okay,” she said quietly. “I understand.”

			Knock, knock!

			The breath caught in her throat when she heard it, a clear answer to her question, but then Celestine called, “Who’s in there? Can you hurry up? I’ve been waiting forever.”

			Maleficent gathered her clothes, feeling horrifically silly, and opened the door.

			“Did you leave any hot water for the rest of us?” Celestine griped.

			Maleficent gave her a smile. She knew it riled the other girl up when people didn’t respond to her barbs. “If not, we can heat some in the kitchen, but I expect the magic is more powerful than you think. Such a shame that there aren’t more bathing chambers.”

			Celestine looked at her doubtfully. “Sure, such a shame.”

			She flounced into the room, and Maleficent gladly moved out of her way.

			Back in her own room, she tossed her ragged old dress on the floor and brushed her hair in front of the fire with the silver brush from her vanity. She had been denied such luxuries after Midsummer, and she dearly missed having the time and resources to take care of herself again.

			Once she was in bed under the covers, however, she couldn’t sleep. Her body was beyond exhausted, and she felt deliciously cozy after her bath, and yet…something felt off. Perhaps it was due to the thick stone walls, but Maleficent couldn’t hear any sound other than the soft cracks of the fire and her own breathing. No birds sang, no insects buzzed, no mice skittered, no one moved in the halls. Her eyes were wide open, watering in the darkness as she looked for something that wasn’t there.

			It felt almost as if she were being watched, studied. As if she weren’t alone. It had felt that way ever since they’d entered the castle.

			Throwing back the heavy blankets, she slid out of the high bed and knelt to look underneath it, but of course there was nothing there. Nor was there anything in her armoire or behind the wingback chair. She opened her door and peeked out into the hall.

			The sconces, which had been brightly lit when she’d last passed by, had dimmed considerably. Nothing moved in the hall, and the castle was unnaturally silent. Still, something was wrong. Something was different.

			She stepped out into the hallway, and a chill shivered down her spine when she saw that there were once again six doors in the hall instead of five.

			She stared at the new door. As curious as she was, she did not dare open it while she was alone in the silent passage, the only living creature awake in a dark, magical castle in the middle of the night. She’d heard tales of fairies led astray by cloying lights in the darkness, haunting will-o’-the-wisps that always seemed to keep just out of reach as they drew their unwitting prey out into dire swamps.

			The door felt a little like that—like it was there just to tempt her.

			“Not tonight,” she whispered.

			As if in answer, the door’s latch clicked, and it slowly, slowly creaked open.

			Maleficent’s body tensed with a gasp.

			She bolted back into her room and slammed the door.

			No, she would not try the new door tonight.

			Something was wrong. She was missing something important. She walked all around her room, running her fingers over the walls, checking for hidden levers or buttons, but the stone was cold and solid, and if it hid any secrets, it hid them well.

			Her fire had faded to embers, and the air had slightly cooled. Tired and out of places to look for answers, she all but leaped back into bed. Although she knew there was nothing there, she felt as if a clawed hand from the ink-black shadows might suddenly grasp her ankle. Burrowing under the covers like some wild animal seeking shelter, she tossed and turned, trying to rediscover the comfort she’d enjoyed earlier, but it would not come.

			She almost ran into Opal’s room just for the comfort of company. Almost. But what would she say? “Help, I’m scared of nothing”?

			No. She would not let anyone see her looking foolish or weak. Celestine would never let her hear the end of it, and Leonor…Well, she only wanted him to see the best version of her. Cool, mature, adult. Not a terrified little baby who had never been so far from home. Not a girl who was scared of the dark, who had never even experienced the dark before this week thanks to a country manse gilded with fairy lights.

			She wiggled her head against the pillow. It had been so warm and soft, earlier, but now it felt cold and flat. A chill crept up from her toes, swallowing her body like a serpent, leaving her cold and rigid and shaking. No light shone in the window, and even the embers of her fire no longer glowed cherry red. Her entire world shrank to complete and utter darkness, a space that seemed both cavernous and as claustrophobic as a coffin. Although there was no sound, no flicker of movement, it felt as if the walls of her room were slowly pressing inward. Her body was numb, her eyes leaking tears, her breathing so fast she was nearly panting.

			“Please be nice,” she whispered to the room. “The magic was so nice before.”

			As if in response, the fire began to crackle again, its light giving the room the faintest orange glow. Maleficent’s fingers and toes thawed a little, and her body stopped tensing up and relaxed back into the soft mattress.

			Maybe the castle had fallen asleep. Maybe it had forgotten it wasn’t alone and relapsed to its longtime former hibernation.

			She would keep reminding it to wake up, if that was what it took.

			After a seeming eternity, she finally fell asleep. It was like tumbling headfirst into a deep and velvety hole with no dreams, a place where time stretched out limitlessly in every direction, an infinity of darkness. She was lost in space, falling forever, buried deep in the center of the earth and cradled by a mountain of stone. She dwelled there in the endless black so long that she forgot who she was and what she wanted, and for a time, she was one with the yawning nothingness.

			And then her eyes opened in the morning, and she remembered everything.

			“I’m Maleficent,” she told herself, staring up at the bed’s lush canopy overhead. “I am Maleficent, and I will find my magic.”

			Despite the troubling dreams, the sky was clear blue as the morning sun beamed through the window, painting golden patches on the soft rugs strewn across the polished stone floor. The fire was merry again, the room cozy and welcoming. Yesterday, the walls had been bare, but now the room had new tapestries, bright images of unicorns and dragons and a grand ball full of masked dancers. The space seemed larger, airier. She splashed water from the ewer on her face, selected a gown from the armoire—were there more gowns than yesterday?—and did her hair. When she opened her door, however, something very, very strange had happened.

			She was no longer in a hallway with five other doors—or four other doors.

			Outside her room was a spiral stairwell going down.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			12

			That…wasn’t right.

			Maleficent went back inside the room, closed the door, counted to ten, and opened it again, but the stairs remained. They were decently lit, at least, with arrow slits at regular intervals and glowing sconces in between. Holding up her new gown, she carefully made her way down the tight spiral, curious and slightly unsettled. The stairwell didn’t have any landings until it terminated at a single door, and on the other side she found a familiar hallway containing the other bedrooms and bathing chamber.

			Her door was still her door, but now it opened to stairs that led to the top of a turret.

			Her room was now apparently located in one of the castle’s many high spires.

			Had she even bothered to go to her window and look out at the scenery this morning?

			No, she had not.

			This was…disturbing.

			There had been no noise, no motion in the night. She had not felt her bed shake as it rose high into the air, stone stretching out and blocks stacking of their own volition. She had not felt the tower sway nor heard the wind whistling past. There had been no clues to this strange and seemingly unnecessary change.

			It had simply happened.

			And that made her feel rather hopeless, to think that her room might go anywhere it liked without her input or permission, like being in a runaway carriage.

			When she checked the new door along the hallway—the newly returned sixth door—it led to a second bathing chamber nearly identical to the first. This was a welcome change, at least; it was as though the castle had overheard her exchange with Celestine last night and was now providing a solution. Fascinating! She had to tell the others.

			After their journey, it seemed rude to go about knocking on doors when everyone so clearly needed sleep, so she went to the kitchen instead. Opal and Finnerick were already up and preparing breakfast, in good spirits and relaxed now that they could be free together. Sniffing the air, Maleficent looked to Opal, who was busily whisking eggs.

			“Do I smell bread baking?”

			Opal’s face shone with happiness. “Yes, can you believe it? When we came in this morning, the pantry was stocked. Look!” After pouring the eggs into a skillet over the fire, she opened the pantry door to reveal fresh bags of flour and sugar and a rack of spices. “And we even found mushrooms in the garden. The chickens laid plenty of eggs. Oh, it is so nice to know we’re going to eat well!”

			“I can believe it,” said Maleficent. “I was just coming to tell you—there’s a new bathing chamber in the hall. The castle really is taking care of us.”

			There was also a new table, complete with five chairs. Maleficent sat in one and plucked a ripe red strawberry from a bowl, holding it up to inspect it. “Is all magic food safe to eat, do you think? Strawberries are not in season.”

			“It stands to reason.” Finnerick walked over and selected a strawberry, then took a juicy bite. “Last night, the castle was abandoned and moldering, and yet we found a flourishing garden. Gardens require constant upkeep to yield any produce. Weeding, watering, fertilizing. And chickens, too, require work. The garden, according to all logic, should be an overgrown mass of weeds. And yet everything looks as if a master gardener has just walked out the door after a full day’s work. We ate the fruits of the garden last night, and we are all fine this morning, so the magic nature of the food must be amenable to our bodies.”

			“I had strange dreams,” Maleficent admitted. “And when I woke up, my room was at the top of a tower. My door still goes to my room, just with a spiral staircase in between.” She looked out the window. “At least, it did when I woke up. Who knows where it is now. And there were more gowns in my armoire. And my room has a new rug. And bright tapestries.”

			When she said it all out loud, these appeared to be welcome changes, but in the dark of the night, she had known only terror. Perhaps that was simply the nature of darkness: happenings that might seem perfectly pleasant in the daylight were rendered frightening by muddled senses and the confusion of sleep.

			Finnerick nodded eagerly. “I was looking out my telescope before bed, and I wished I had a better angle to see the entire sky, and when I woke up, there was a staircase leading up to a rooftop observatory. Nothing terribly fancy, but it is an open area that allows me to see everything.”

			“Did you speak your wish aloud?” Maleficent asked.

			Finnerick nodded. “I believe I said something like Oh, bother, I wish I could see the whole sky instead of what this one window allows.”

			Maleficent looked to Opal. “And did you find any changes in your room?”

			Opal laughed and pointed to the apron over her simple dress. “There was no armoire when I selected the room, you’ll recall, but one appeared there overnight. I was going through its contents, mumbling about how I didn’t have much use for beautiful brocade gowns fit for a queen but rather wished I had a comfortable dress and apron and some warmer socks.” She pulled up the hem of her dress to show cozy woolen socks in a pair of felted slippers. “I suppose the castle is currently in the business of granting our wishes.”

			Leonor wandered in wearing a sumptuous dressing gown and picked up his lute to play a merry tune, and then Celestine appeared in a party dress, groggily rubbing her eyes with Rumpus at her heels. Opal finished with the scrambled eggs and pulled a gorgeous country loaf out of the oven….

			“Wait. Did the kitchen have an oven yesterday?” Maleficent asked.

			“No. Did someone wish for bread?” Opal asked, wrapping the bread in a towel and placing it on the table.

			Leonor raised his hand with a shy smile. “Fresh bread is what I miss most about the old life. We always had toast and jam at breakfast, but after Midsummer, the servants’ bread was always hard and stale.”

			“Because it was yesterday’s bread, I bet,” Maleficent muttered. “Left out for the mice and weevils.”

			Opal placed the loaf of bread in front of Leonor and slid over a crock of jam. “Go on, then. There’s butter and honey, too. This castle is so lovely I could kiss it.”

			She kissed her palm and gently placed it against the nearest wall, and Maleficent almost wondered if the castle would shiver like a happy dog at such appreciation.

			They ate companionably around the new table as Rumpus picked at yesterday’s leftover chicken tossed out in the garden. The open door let in a lovely breeze that smelled of fresh, healthy growing things, and they could hear the soft burbles of the chickens pecking away. Maleficent was surprised that the cat didn’t chase them, but then again, she knew very little of cats and had no interest in starting a conversation with Celestine on the topic.

			“So here’s my question.” Leonor brushed toast crumbs from his fingers, pushed back from the table, and stretched. “What do we do all day? We have no school, no jobs. The garden seems to garden itself, and the dust has disappeared.”

			“Well, the dishes won’t wash themselves,” Opal said, tossing a spoon at him.

			He caught it, grinning, and acted like he might throw it back but didn’t. “That’s the first hour, but then what?”

			“I was wondering the same thing,” said Maleficent.

			Finnerick sat forward, serious as always. “We’ve lived all our lives under the weight of expectation. Perhaps it will be a new adventure to simply follow our curiosity and pursuits for a while, especially if the castle is so eager to please.”

			“Eager to please? Please.” Celestine rolled her eyes. “My bed was cold and lumpy, my fire went out early, and the storms kept me up all night.”

			Maleficent and Opal exchanged glances.

			“What storms?” Opal asked.

			Celestine looked at her like she was an utter fool. “Last night? Pounding rain? Thunder that shook the castle? Lightning that nearly blinded me? Poor Rumpus hid under the bed all night crying. It was horrid.”

			“Last night’s weather was perfectly fine.” Finnerick cleared his throat guiltily. “For me, at least. I was up quite late looking at the stars through my window. Not a single cloud.”

			“I did not dream a storm,” Celestine growled.

			“I had strange dreams, but they seemed quite real,” Opal said, trying to be helpful. “I was lost in a tangle of rosebushes, surrounded by vines. And nothing terrible happened, but I couldn’t find my way out. It was all dead ends and shifting paths.”

			Leonor strummed a chord on his lute. “I dreamed that I played a grand organ, but it was all out of tune, and sometimes snakes came out of the pipes. They didn’t bite me or anything, but it wasn’t particularly nice, and I couldn’t find the right tune. All the keys were wrong.”

			“I dreamed of flying through space,” Finnerick admitted. “Surrounded by sparkling stars. It didn’t feel dangerous, but it was frustrating. Nothing to grab on to, no way to turn or take control. I simply felt quite…lost.”

			Yes, that was how Maleficent had felt in her dreams as well.

			Lost.

			“Enough of dreams. This place is a nightmare. What we need to do with our day”—Celestine gazed longingly out the door—“is find a way out. There must be a door somewhere that we’ve missed, or a way to lower the drawbridge. The people who used to live inside the castle surely had a way to control the drawbridge. That’s how sieges work.”

			Finnerick nodded. “That’s true. The mechanism is above the entryway, but we don’t have access to that wing of the castle. So we either need to work at breaking down the locked doors or discover new doors.” He grinned. “Nothing I like so much as a puzzle.” He stood, placed his napkin on the table, and left, calling, “Those who cook don’t clean!”

			“Well, I don’t want to clean,” Celestine snapped. “I didn’t leave my life as a servant just to do exactly the same drudgery for you lot.”

			“No one wants to clean.” Maleficent stood and rolled up her sleeves. She was beginning to see why a heavy brocade gown was perhaps not the best choice. “But it must be done. And it’s different, taking care of ourselves, as compared to cleaning up after people who never lifted a single finger. I, for one, don’t mind.”

			She began by scraping all the scraps off finished plates and onto her own, then tossing that out to the chickens.

			“I don’t mind so much, either.” Leonor put down his lute and hung his robe on his chair before rolling up the sleeves of his tunic. “If there’s someone pleasant to clean with, it’s not such a chore.”

			Maleficent met his eyes and blushed, quickly looking down. It was true, though—thus far, Opal and Finnerick cooked, and Maleficent and Leonor cleaned up the meals while Celestine wiggled away from responsibility, which meant that Maleficent now inexplicably looked forward to cleaning.

			“Fine. I’ll go see to the chickens,” Celestine said. She walked outside and shouted, “Rumpus, no! Leave the fish alone!”

			Leonor’s head jerked up. “Fish?”

			He and Maleficent went to the door and gazed out to the garden, where a fishpond had appeared, nestled in the center of all the garden beds, with a neat little dock. It was only the size of a bedroom, perhaps, but Maleficent could see silver forms zipping about just beneath the surface.

			“That wasn’t there yesterday,” Leonor said, delighted.

			“The garden has grown,” Maleficent agreed.

			She walked to the nearest garden wall and felt around for any handholds or toeholds. She longed to climb up and see what lay on the other side. Was it a steep fall into a crevasse, or was there more land? Perhaps she would never know, for the wall was utterly flat and smooth, and there was no way to see over it, even if Leonor, the tallest among them, gave her a boost.

			Celestine sat on the ground in her enormous dress and pulled Rumpus into her lap, her back turned to them. Maleficent gave Leonor a good-natured shrug before they returned to the kitchen to finish cleaning up. It was almost funny how, before Midsummer, neither of them had ever cleaned a single thing, had been waited on hand and foot by servants who’d simply had the bad luck to not sprout wings. After Midsummer, they’d been plunged into a life of obligation and drudgery. And now here they were, living in a magical castle that listened to their wishes and thoughtfully supplied everything they needed, and yet cleaning was suddenly quite pleasant.

			“I think I could get used to this,” Leonor said.

			And the way he looked at Maleficent, she knew he meant more than just the castle’s magic.

			Much to her delight, Maleficent went all day without being given a single task or order. No schoolwork, no Ms. Fizz, no parental expectations, no bossy sister or judgmental so-called friends. She began by reading in the window seat in her room, looking out the window and down, down, down to the main part of the castle far below. She could see the kitchen garden from here, watch the many-colored chickens pecking at scraps and the sleek silver fish racing around the pond. As she’d suspected, the only thing that lay beyond the garden wall was air. The ground was so far below that it was barely a gray smudge.

			Leonor appeared with a fishing rod and, after several tosses and bits of stolen bread, hooked his first fish. Celestine had long ago given up and retreated to—wherever people went to sulk. Celestine was perhaps the most unpleasant thing in the castle, and still, she had no actual control over Maleficent. No one did.

			It was a lovely thought.

			At lunch, she wandered into the kitchen and found a massive platter of cheeses, cold meats, and fruits. She filled a plate and took it back upstairs to finish her book, pleased with the way this day was going, even better than a holiday back home.

			As the sun went down, everyone reconvened in the kitchen to prepare another meal as Leonor played a song on the lute. He had supplied several plump fish, which Opal baked to perfection, and Maleficent decided that this simple fare eaten with friends was infinitely better than the elaborate banquets served back home. She had everything she needed, except…

			“We should have a ball,” she declared.

			Celestine, for once, looked vaguely approving. “A ball?”

			“Why not?” said Maleficent. “We have a ballroom, and nice clothes, and I think perhaps the castle would indulge us, if we asked nicely. Our last ball was ruined, and we deserve to have some fun and celebrate our freedom, don’t you think?”

			“I do miss dancing,” Opal said wistfully.

			“And I could play music—” Leonor stopped himself. “Although I can’t dance if I’m playing, can I?”

			“Celestine can sing while you dance.” Opal smiled at her friend. “She has the loveliest voice.”

			Celestine preened. “I suppose I could, if I had a nice enough dress.”

			They decided to have the ball the next day, because why not? They might as well ask the castle for what they wanted and see what might happen. It was an excellent test of the magic’s willingness and capabilities, Finnerick reminded them.

			That night before bed, Maleficent put a hand to the light gray wall of her room, which seemed to only get cleaner and brighter as time went on. She felt silly for her fear the night before. The castle was clearly trying to be helpful. Even if she’d seen only a creepy, creaking door, the castle had been trying to show her the new bathing chamber, like a dog proudly bringing its mistress her slippers.

			“We’d like to have a ball in the ballroom tomorrow night, if you don’t mind,” she said softly. “Nice clothes, some music, if you can make it. Perhaps a cake? I don’t want to seem too greedy. But what I most want”—she leaned in, whispering to the stone—“is to dance with Leonor.”

			Saying it out loud made her suddenly shy, and she scurried to her big bed—was it taller than yesterday? Wider? More pillows? It certainly seemed so—and snuggled down under the covers. This time, the room did not grow cold and dark, her toes numb and her teeth chattering. She simply fell asleep, and then she was opening her eyes on a bright new morning in the magical castle.

			Maleficent’s armoire—now twice its previous size—was stuffed with a rainbow of grand ball gowns and dancing slippers and hair combs. The castle approved of the ball!

			As she opened her door, she was ready for the staircase—and relieved to see that her room had not moved again. The stairs were tiring, but she liked the privacy and the view from the turret and hoped it would stay where it was.

			Downstairs in the hallway, she noticed that Opal’s door hung open, but no light shone through, which was odd. She knocked and waited for a response, but none came. She had no way to tell what time it was, but the sunny day outside her window had suggested it was well into morning.

			“Opal?” she called, knowing that her friend was, in general, an early riser. “Are you awake?”

			Celestine’s door opened, and she glared out, her brown hair lank and mussed. “We all are now, thanks to you. Can’t you let a body rest?”

			“I’m sorry, it’s just—things keep changing.” Maleficent pointed. “Opal’s door is open. Something isn’t right.”

			At nearly the same time, Finnerick stepped from his room and Leonor exited the original bathing chamber, his long hair wet and slicked back. He wore a lord’s dressing gown in rich gold brocade. Finnerick, on the other hand, looked an absolute mess, as if he hadn’t slept a wink.

			“No answer?” he said, looking worried. “Opal? Sweetheart?”

			They all exchanged looks. Reaching out, Maleficent pushed Opal’s door open.

			The chamber inside wasn’t just missing its guest. It was utterly and completely empty.
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			“Opal!”

			Maleficent stepped inside, horrified to see a guest chamber so bare that it now resembled a dungeon. There was no fireplace, no bed, no armoire, no furniture. Not even a window. Just a block of nothing carved from the mountain: four walls, a floor, a ceiling, dimly lit by a single burning torch. Even the painting of cows was gone.

			“Where is she?” Celestine asked, leaning in but not crossing the threshold. “Did the castle—did the mountain—
eat her?”

			Maleficent detested the other girl’s cowardice. She walked a circuit of the room, running her fingers along the wall as if perhaps the furniture had been camouflaged somehow. She found nothing but cold stone. There was no sign that Opal had ever been here. Not a shred of her presence remained, not a single hair from her head. It was if she had never existed.

			“My room changed,” Maleficent said carefully. “Remember? It’s in a tower now, but behind the same door. So perhaps the castle…moved her?”

			“We need to spread out and look for her.” Finnerick’s concern was intense; Maleficent had never seen him so emotional before. “She might need help. What if she’s hurt?”

			“We can’t separate! What if something happens to us?” Celestine cried.

			Maleficent glared at her. “If the castle—or whoever, or whatever is behind the magic—wanted to hurt us, we would be dead already. If it can turn rooms into towers and…move Opal’s room to wherever it is…it could simply swallow us whole and close over our heads, or suddenly open up a chasm. It doesn’t even have to do it secretly. It could kill us all right now.”

			Celestine’s eyes flew wide, and she took another step away from the door. “No. No, it wouldn’t. Why? Why would it do that? We have to get out.”

			She ran down the hall, and Maleficent and Finnerick shared a look before chasing after her, with Leonor in their wake. There was no sign of Rumpus; in her haste, Celestine had apparently forgotten her pet completely.

			It was strange, though.

			The hall was long enough for six chambers, three on each side, all roomy but not overly large. And yet, as they ran, it seemed to stretch out. The stones did not undergo any physical change, but the tunnel suddenly yawned onward, infinite and dizzying, as if every step Maleficent took only left her farther from her goal. She could feel her body moving, the air whipping past her, and yet she was no closer to the door that led to the foyer. The walls darkened and grew slick with moisture, and the floor became bumpy and treacherous.

			Up ahead, Celestine tripped and fell, crying out as she skidded forward on her belly. Maleficent and Finnerick quickly caught up with her. Despite running for what felt like several moments, running until she was breathless, they had passed only one other door. Rumpus emerged from it and loyally hurried to his mistress, meowing in confusion as she cried.

			To Maleficent’s surprise, the hallway was again perfectly normal. No dripping, no excessive darkness, no elongation. And yet, for a moment there…

			She shook her head as if to dispel a dream.

			“Come on now,” Finnerick said. “I’m scared for Opal, too, but let’s not panic. Panic never did anybody any good.”

			Celestine slapped away Finnerick’s hand and struggled up to her feet. “This is all wrong. All wrong, and you know it! Everything has gone wrong since we entered the forest. The vines, and the fog, and the storm, and the vultures…” Her head jerked around. “And the drawbridge! How did that happen? A mechanism, somewhere. You’re the one who understands machines, Cousin. And yet you don’t know. It’s suspicious.”

			Finnerick stepped back, affronted. “I understand how a drawbridge works, but that doesn’t mean I can reach its machinery. Are you suggesting I did something to raise the drawbridge and trap us here?”

			“Someone did it,” Celestine whimpered. “Someone had to.”

			Based on everything they’d seen so far, Maleficent was fairly certain that the castle had kept them here on its own. In fact, she suspected that it had been luring them closer ever since they’d entered the forest below, sending the storm and the fog and the wolves and the vultures to chase them each time they stalled, but she wasn’t about to say that. Celestine could twist the truth and turn the others against her. Call her suspicious, too. The castle had done so much to help them, more than anyone back in Sweetvale ever had, and yet it seemed as if Celestine saw only the parts she didn’t like. No matter where she was, there would always be someone or something else to blame for her unhappiness.

			If only the castle had magicked Celestine’s room away instead of Opal’s.

			It was an ugly thought, and Maleficent banished it immediately.

			Celestine was scared. And she had a reason to be scared. She was trapped in a situation where she had no control. They all were. And now they’d lost someone. Celestine may have been the loudest, but she wasn’t the only person who was upset. Even though Maleficent wanted to trust the castle, she felt it, too—the fear. The helplessness. The confusion.

			But her worry for Opal weighed more heavily than her concerns around what the castle might do. The castle, so far, had been helpful. A little clumsy, perhaps, but it seemed as if it had been asleep for a long, long time. Maybe it was just waking up. Maybe it was…groggy.

			“Let’s go check the kitchens,” Maleficent said, loud and firm. “That’s where Opal will most likely be.”

			Celestine crossed her arms childishly. “Unless the castle ate her.”

			Maleficent led the way, walking at a normal pace, and, as though appreciating her calm, the castle obliged by reverting to its usual form instead of stretching out like taffy again. They passed through the foyer and the banquet hall, now clean and bright, with no dust and glorious morning sun shining in through the stained glass windows. And then, in the kitchen, humming happily as she kneaded dough, they found Opal.

			“Opal!” Celestine screeched, throwing herself at her friend.

			Surprised, Opal held out her flour-covered hands and let Celestine clutch at her. “Did you miss me that much overnight?”

			“Your room is gone!” Celestine wailed.

			“Well, it’s still there.” Maleficent sat at the table, where a fine breakfast already waited. “But it’s an empty little cube. No furniture, no hearth, no window. No you. We were all so worried.”

			Celestine pulled away, wiping at her tears. “I thought the castle had eaten you.”

			Opal shook her head and resumed kneading her dough. “No, I remain uneaten by a castle. I wished for a better view last night and forgot to request curtains, so I woke up to an enormous window and have thus been up since dawn. Thought I’d make some nice rolls for dinner.” She looked from Maleficent to Finnerick to Leonor, now all seated around the table and handing around platters. “D’you think my room will reappear before the ball tonight?”

			“We can go check when you’re done with the bread,” said Finnerick. “I’m curious to see what we’ll find, and I believe it will teach us more about our current home.”

			Opal set the dough on the hearth to rise under a towel and wiped off her hands. “All right. Let’s go after breakfast, then.”

			The meal was delicious, but everyone was eager to see if Opal’s room had returned. Maleficent, who hadn’t finished eating, brought along a biscuit spread with jam as they walked back to the guest wing. The hallway still had six doors and seemed to be the normal length for a hallway. They gathered around Opal’s closed door, and she put her hand on the knob.

			“Why am I suddenly frightened?” she asked.

			“Because you don’t know what will happen,” Finnerick said, ever his logical self. “But you can be curious instead, if it suits you.”

			“Well, here we go.” Opal opened the door, and Maleficent held her breath.

			But—

			Well, it was back to being Opal’s room, if a little grander than when Maleficent had first seen it. There was indeed a new, large window that took up most of one wall, arched with pretty stained glass vines around the edges. Done up in the same soft greens, the chamber still contained the cow painting, but now the painting was bigger and brighter, in pastoral pastels and featuring even more cows.

			“It was not like this,” Celestine snapped. “It was just gray. Maybe we surprised it earlier?”

			Finnerick and Leonor stood outside, uncertain whether they should enter a lady’s chamber.

			“Perhaps…and this is just a theory,” Finnerick began slowly. “But perhaps the castle requires a significant amount of energy to power all this magic, so when something isn’t being used, it is simply reabsorbed. Thus, a chamber’s intricacies may appear only when it is perceived.”

			“I don’t get it,” Celestine complained.

			“Think of a shadow.” Finnerick walked to the window, where a ray of sunshine slanted in to puddle on the floor. He held up two fingers, making a bunny shadow. “The light is always there. But the bunny only appears when I hold up my fingers. I’m not going to stand here all day long, holding up my hand until my arm aches if there is no one here to see it. But if I’m putting on a puppet show for an audience, that’s when the energy expenditure is worthwhile.”

			“You’re saying that maybe things disappear when no one is around to see them,” Maleficent added, as Celestine still appeared to be struggling. “Which would also explain why everything was so dusty when we got here. No one was here for a long time, so it took the castle a while to wake up.”

			“Well, I don’t like it.” Celestine stomped a foot. “Do you hear me? I would prefer my room remain my room. And quit shrinking it. That’s not a funny joke.”

			“You might consider being nicer to it, Celestine,” said Opal, patting the wall fondly.

			“It’s just a castle. And a rude one at that,” Celestine snapped.

			All the more reason for us to have manners, Maleficent thought.

			They checked all the other rooms, but things appeared to be as expected. Satisfied with this experiment, they returned to the kitchen, where the remains of their breakfast were, magically, still warm.

			“So here’s what I’m wondering,” Leonor said between bites of a second biscuit. “Do we go look at the ballroom now to discover whether it’s in fine fettle, or do we wait until this evening and throw open the doors to see what we might discover?”

			He waggled his eyebrows and grinned, and Maleficent’s heart fluttered.

			“We should check it now,” Celestine said. “Has anyone been there since the first day? What if it’s still dusty? Or worse?”

			Maleficent rolled her eyes at this. “I haven’t seen a speck of dust all day. Have you? If Finnerick’s theory is correct, most likely all the dust is gone, and the castle is simply waiting patiently for us to enter the ballroom. I say we wait until dusk and enjoy the surprise.”

			Leonor nodded along. “Yes, that’s what I was thinking as well. It’s nice to be surprised.”

			“Maybe I’ll just run down and check, though.” Opal threw a glance at the door. “Because if it’s not ready, I can always start sweeping—”

			Maleficent chuckled; that was a very Opal thing to say. “Absolutely no sweeping. We’re not servants any longer, remember?”

			They all agreed to wait, although Maleficent had her doubts that Opal and Celestine would stick to that plan. Opal would need to check the ballroom so that she could get to work and make the night nice for everyone, while Celestine couldn’t handle the possibility of future disappointment. Well, they could do as they liked. They were free now, after all, and Maleficent had committed to her own choice.

			She spent her day reading and, after asking the castle for paper, quill, and a variety of inks, drawing. She had never designed a gown before, never dared to tell Mother or Madam Serenia that she might prefer a different color or style. With her long black hair and pale skin, they had decided long ago that she would dress only in pastels, and so she had. But now she wished to try something daring—a rich, shining violet.

			When she was satisfied with her drawing, she placed it on the desk.

			“If you think this might be nice, I would like to see it in purple,” she said to the room at large. “But of course, all of the gowns in the armoire are lovely, and you don’t have to do any additional work if it is taxing for you. I’m very appreciative.”

			She told herself that she would open the armoire when it was time to dress and either the gown would be there or it wouldn’t, and then she spent the last bit of the afternoon styling her hair and daydreaming about what was to be her first real ball. The Midsummer Ball, she’d decided, was simply a farce, a method of public humiliation that served to reinforce the artificial power of some fairies over others. If she thought too hard about the disappointment and embarrassment she’d suffered there, she would start crying, so instead, she imagined how tonight might go, and what Leonor might wear, and if there really would be a grand cake. Finally, as the sunset dragged a brush across the brilliant sky, she could wait no longer.

			She threw open the doors of the armoire.

			There it was: the dress Maleficent had designed, resplendent in gleaming violet. It was a bright, audacious, shimmering purple like the heart of an iris, and she immediately clutched it to her chest, laying the brilliant silk against her cheek.

			“Oh, it’s glorious,” she breathed. “It’s perfect.”

			And it was. Oh, it was.

			It fit like a dream, as if Madam Serenia herself had sewn it around her body. She swirled in front of the mirror, letting the big skirts bell out over her matching dancing slippers. With her hair up and crowned by a silver tiara, she had never felt more exquisite.

			Almost like a princess.

			Except better, because for the first time in her life, no one—not her family, not the academy, not even a king—had any power over her whatsoever.

			She was young, she was beautiful, and she was free.
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			There was a knock at the door, and when Maleficent opened it, Opal stood outside in a lovely gown of seafoam green that made her eyes and hair shine all the brighter.

			“The castle has good taste, doesn’t it?” Opal said.

			Celestine, waiting behind her, wasn’t quite as happy. Her light blue gown was just a little bit off, the seams slightly crooked and the fabric an odd color, as if it had been stored too long in the sun. The gold bracelets she’d brought from home shone on her wrists, but her earrings and necklace were tarnished silver.

			“I think the castle hates me,” she said.

			“And do you like the castle?” Opal prompted.

			Celestine looked away, nose in the air. “The castle started it.”

			Out in the hall, Finnerick and Leonor joined them, and the castle apparently knew how to dress them as well. Their costumes were a little bit outdated but richly detailed. Maleficent had to remind herself not to stare at Leonor in his elegant navy doublet of rich velvet, his hair shining and falling in soft curls. He held out his arm, and she gladly took it, enjoying the feel of the fabric under her fingertips and the sturdiness of his forearm. Finnerick did the same for Opal, leaving Celestine to either take up the rear or hurry ahead. She of course chose the latter, marching up the hallway ahead of the couples, with Rumpus capering in her wake in his pretty blue collar.

			The foyer led them to another hall, this one with large double doors on one side. Finnerick had discovered the ballroom, and Maleficent suddenly realized that she hadn’t seen it at all—but she’d been imagining it all day.

			“Shall we see what pleasures await?” Leonor said. He took back his arm with a slight bow and stood with a hand on each door handle. Throwing them open, he shouted, “My ladies, your ball!”

			Maleficent could only laugh with delight, for the castle had more than heard their wishes. The ballroom was large and grand and sparkling clean, the wood floors waxed and shining and the intricate gold chandeliers lit with hundreds of white candles. In one corner, several instruments waited, but as the group entered, they stood up as if held by invisible hands and began to play a song.

			“I’ve never heard that one before,” Leonor said, cocking his head. “Anyone else?”

			“It sounds old.” Celestine walked toward a buffet table. The spread was opulent, offering dainty sandwiches, pastries, and fruit punch, as well as a seven-tiered cake ornately decorated in sugar icing, enough cake to feed them for a month. She nibbled at a sandwich and put it back down. “Ugh! Cucumber.”

			Opal tried one of the sandwiches and grinned. “Lovely, fresh cucumber, too! Why, that’s as good as my mother’s recipe.”

			Maleficent selected a little tart and tried to eat it with as much grace as possible. Leonor poured out a cup of punch for her, and she sipped, enjoying the effervescent bubbles. Once they’d eaten their fill, they stood about awkwardly for a while. After Midsummer, the storied balls in Sweetvale were only for winged fairies over the age of sixteen who came from families of means. Outside of watching one’s dreams publicly die, Maleficent wasn’t really sure what fairies did at a ball, besides try to catch a husband, but she was certain that there were generally more than five people in attendance. Vertila often talked about stalking a young gentleman through the crowds, making sure that whenever he ended a dance, she was the first one he noticed.

			She was also aware that custom dictated that a gentleman ask a lady to dance, and not the other way around. But, well, they were here to defy custom, were they not? That was the entire reason they’d left home.

			After the current song ended, she turned to Leonor and said, “Would you like to dance?”

			He was shocked at first, and she was horrified at her own brazen behavior and wondering if she’d ruined everything, but he quickly recovered and gave her a dashing smile.

			“I’d be delighted, m’lady.” He held out his hand, and she took it, and then the next song started to play.

			Everyone in Sweetvale began dancing lessons at fifteen so that they might be well prepared for the Midsummer Ball, so Maleficent knew all the steps by heart. She wondered what had become of her crisp white Midsummer Ball gown, speckled with pearls and crystals, and whether it still sat in the trunk back home with the rest of her new wardrobe, all crafted with room for the wings she had never attained. Or perhaps Vertila had swiped the newer dresses, or Mother had sent them all to be burned. There was no telling. Did they even miss her?

			And if so, whom did they really miss? They had never really known or understood her. They’d never even tried. Mother and Father cared about their children in an abstract way; they cared about how the children might gain more honor for the family, and that was that.

			But—

			Why was she thinking about the past? She was dancing with Leonor.

			She was dancing with the boy she’d liked since she’d worn pigtails and pinafores and he’d brought beetles to school in his pockets.

			One of his hands rested on her waist, guiding her through the steps, while his other hand held hers. He was nearly a head taller than she was, and he was looking down at her with sparkling eyes. This particular song was unfamiliar, but her body knew how to waltz, and Leonor knew how to lead. Normally it would be his job to keep her from crashing into other dancers, but there were only two other dancers, now that Finnerick had asked Opal. The ballroom was more than big enough for the four of them as Celestine picked raisins out of a bit of cake, looking deeply unhappy.

			“The magical instruments play quite well,” Leonor said.

			What a hilarious thing to say! And yet…it was true.

			“The castle is very talented and kind. But I wonder if the instruments are real?”

			He glanced back at them. “I don’t know what constitutes reality anymore. Any time I ask for an instrument, it appears, whether overnight or in a different room. The lute from the first night appears to stay the same, and yet how could I know? Maybe everything disappears when we’re asleep.”

			“Not the beds,” Maleficent teased. “Not our—”

			She had almost said our clothes, but that would’ve been scandalous.

			Leonor’s mouth quirked up as if he knew exactly what she’d been thinking. “I do think I’d notice if my bed disappeared. They’re terribly tall beds, don’t you think?”

			She felt a blush rise to her cheeks. The conversation had gotten out of hand.

			The song ended, and as much as she enjoyed dancing with Leonor, and as much as his very touch filled her with splendid excitement, she was grateful for the chance to step back and bow. Would he want to dance again? Or were they expected to share partners so everyone could have an enjoyable evening? Finnerick already belonged to Opal, but Maleficent was not eager to see Leonor’s hand land softly on the waist of another girl.

			“Play a rondel, won’t you please?” Celestine cried, looking up at the ceiling. “That way we can all dance.”

			The conductor’s baton tapped thrice, and then the instruments began a lively country dance that they all knew well enough. Five was an awkward number for such things, and they had no choice but to break out into giggles as they went through the steps. Celestine danced with an angry energy, and Maleficent knew the other girl trod upon her toes on purpose. She was glad when the song was done but not as glad when Celestine asked Leonor to dance. He gallantly agreed, and so Maleficent scratched Rumpus under the chin and told him how handsome he looked before heading over to the buffet for another glass of punch. The bowl was almost empty, which seemed odd, as there were only five of them and it had been quite full when they’d arrived. That…wasn’t right.

			In fact, it looked like the entire table had been plundered. Only a few sandwiches remained, haphazardly strewn about. The little cakes and tarts and pastries were toppled over, their icing running into the tablecloth. She was certain the big cake had possessed seven tiers, but now it had only three, and it was leaning perilously. She looked up at the chandeliers—

			Chandelier.

			One of them had disappeared. Had she even noticed the change in lighting?

			And when she glanced at the orchestra, she saw that there were only half the number of instruments at work. The rest had vanished.

			The ballroom even seemed…smaller.

			Was the castle having trouble maintaining the illusion?

			If they kept dancing, would this room, like Opal’s bedroom, grow dimmer and smaller until they stood in a stone dungeon?

			And what would happen to their fine clothes?

			Splat.

			Something landed on the floor nearby. A fallen candle. Its flame was dashed the moment it hit the—

			Oh. Oh, no.

			The floor was no longer gleaming waxed wood; it was smooth gray stone.

			Splat.

			Another candle fell, so close that Maleficent had to take a step back.

			The others still danced, oblivious to the changes happening all around them. Opal and Finnerick gazed into each other’s eyes, while Leonor’s smile was polite but tense as he listened to Celestine rant about something. A candle fell near Opal and Finnerick, and Opal tripped on it and looked up, confused.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			Another candle fell, then another.

			“The illusion—it’s breaking down!” Maleficent cried, holding up her skirts as she stumbled away from the tiny flames strewn across the floor.

			As more candles fell, the room grew ever darker. The walls, once crisply painted cream, were graying, their shadows darkening to the texture of cut rock. The banquet table was nearly bare now, the tablecloth old and stained as the food melted and rotted into the fabric. The orchestra, now just a pair of wooden flutes, began to play discordantly, every note out of time and tune.

			The dancers stopped and looked around in horror as the room began to shrink, the stone walls scraping as they closed in around them.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			15

			Celestine let out a bloodcurdling scream.

			Wincing at the noise, Maleficent looked about frantically for a way to escape. The grand double doors gleaming with gilt, the fine crown molding, the frescoed ceiling—they were all gone. Only a single plain wooden door remained in the gray wall.

			“Hurry!” Maleficent called. “We need to get out!”

			Picking up her heavy skirts, she ran toward the exit. Overhead, the golden chandelier squealed as the walls collided with its wide, curling metal arms, crushing them, and candles tumbled down like fiery rain. The moth-eaten tablecloth caught fire, the flames leaping upward as smoke filled the air.

			Maleficent did not turn to see if the others followed her. What choice did they have? Leave or get crushed and catch fire and choke on the smoke. Behind her, she heard frantic footsteps, dancing slippers and boots shuffling on stone. Then she felt the strangest sensation as her shoes simply…dissolved. Now barefoot, she ran all the harder and reached the door first, frantically yanking at the handle, her heart in her throat as the walls creaked and groaned.

			The door—it wouldn’t open.

			“Don’t pull—push!” Finnerick cried, nudging her out of the way.

			Maleficent stumbled outside into the hallway and to the side as Celestine, Opal, Finnerick, and Leonor tumbled out onto the floor. She watched with horror as the ballroom’s bent and broken chandelier fell upon the flaming table with a huge crash, toppling to the ground in a clatter of metal, spilling its remaining candles.

			With one final, rasping scrape, the walls seemed to settle into place. The chandelier and table disappeared. The smoke disintegrated like clouds after a storm. Beyond the open doorway that had recently framed an extravagant ballroom lay only a bland gray cube of a room carved from the mountain, all its former splendor erased from existence. It was exactly the same size and shape as Opal’s room had been when it disappeared, barely a dingy closet.

			“Maleficent, your tiara,” Opal said sadly.

			Putting a hand to her head, Maleficent confirmed that her tiara, like her shoes, had faded away. “What about…the clothes…”

			Her face turned red. She couldn’t say the rest, but she could imagine it.

			“We might want to run, then,” Finnerick suggested.

			Celestine did not need to be told twice. She took off down the hall in her light blue gown, bare feet slapping. Her hair, which had been held up by tarnished silver combs, fell down her back in a mad tumble as the combs disappeared. Opal followed her example, and Maleficent likewise decided that sprinting was vastly preferable to her dress disintegrating in mixed company.

			As she ran, she clutched heavy handfuls of violet brocade in either fist, willing the dress to remain. The fabric in her hands lost its weight, its luster, but at least it wasn’t disappearing. It was thinner now, flimsy, and when she quickly glanced down, she saw that she wore old rags the color of filthy dishwater. It was a dress, but ancient and worn, and it hung from her like a shroud.

			They were through the foyer and into the guest wing, and she reached for her door’s handle, hoping that the castle had not exhausted itself completely. As she ran up the spiral staircase, she steeled herself for another dungeon of cold gray stone and a night spent curled up in a corner, wrapped in this shapeless chemise.

			Her room, thank the heavens, was still mostly intact. It was not so bright and big as it had been—the tapestries were again muddy and dark, the window was high up and small, the bed had fewer pillows, and the rug was gone. But there was still a bed, and a small fire flickered in the hearth, and that was what mattered.

			With the ball definitively over, she went to her armoire. All the gowns were gone, but a single soft flannel nightgown was there, along with some woolen socks. Before tonight, she had not been concerned that the castle’s clothing might disappear at any time, but now…

			Well, they would just need to be more modest in their requests.

			The castle could make a simple dress or a lute quite easily. A fifty-piece orchestra playing by itself under a golden chandelier as wide as two wagons, though? That was a whole other kettle of fish. Which made her wonder—if the chickens and fish and vegetables were created by magic, how did they offer any nutrition and sustenance?

			No, she did not need to think too hard about all that. She was going to drive herself mad.

			They had simply overtaxed the castle with their requests; that was all. It had meant no harm, and the fire and crushing walls, although frightening, had simply been an accident. It wasn’t like the castle had done it on purpose.

			Right?

			Surely not. It was doing its best.

			Before she climbed into her still relatively massive bed, Maleficent put a hand to the cold gray wall.

			“Thank you for a very nice evening,” she said. “We appreciate how much work you put into the magic.”

			The stone pulsed once, warmly, under her hand, almost like a faint blush. Perhaps the castle…understood.

			As she fell asleep, Maleficent thought of the soft press of Leonor’s hand on her hip, the glimmer in his eyes as they danced, his fingers wrapped around hers. The ball—her first real ball—had been brief and had ended strangely, but she’d gotten exactly what she wanted: to dance with Leonor. And she had felt so beautiful in her violet gown and tiara, so light on her feet dancing the waltz. Maybe they could try another time, she thought. Not with an entire ghost orchestra and thousands of candles, but just one instrument and enough light to see by. That would suit her fine. She did not require the utmost luxury; she only needed to be seen.
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			Sometime in the darkest part of night, Maleficent woke with a start. She was still jumpy after her experience with the shrinking ballroom, and she sat up on alert and listened for the sound of stone scraping on stone, some sign that she needed to evacuate to a more reliable part of the castle. The room was silent, the air still. And yet something had awakened her, hadn’t it?

			Sitting up, she swung her legs out of bed and stood on the cold floor. Except—there was that pulse of warmth again, like when she’d touched the wall earlier. Looking down, she saw something so strange that she had to kneel and make sure her eyes weren’t simply playing nighttime tricks on her.

			There, on the floor, was a faint green glow, almost like a firefly trapped in the stone. She put a finger to it, and it pulsed again, almost excitedly.

			And then, to her great surprise, it moved, skating away with the energy of an enthusiastic bee headed for a flower. It zigged and zagged across the floor and up the wall, dancing dramatically to the door. The moment the burst of green light touched the handle, the door swung silently open.

			Maleficent paused, still half asleep. Was this a dream? Or was it real?

			She could feel the cold floor under her socks. That was real.

			And the green light was fluttering by the door as if curling a finger toward her, urging her forward.

			“Do you want me to follow?” she asked.

			It shook up and down as if nodding.

			This castle, its magic…

			She laughed.

			It was calling to her.

			“I’ll need a cloak. It’s a bit cold.”

			The light flicked impatiently across the wall, around a corner, and over to the wardrobe. When Maleficent opened it, she found a fur-lined black cloak finer than anything she’d owned back home. Slipping it on, she murmured her thanks and lit the candle she kept by her bedside before following the green light back to the door, down the stairs, and out into the hallway.

			All was silent and still, but then again, this hallway didn’t really change as the rooms did. Even after several days, there were no windows, no tapestries, no paintings, just the sconces that always burned yet gave off no smoke. The sixth door had remained, and Maleficent sometimes forgot there had briefly been only five.

			The green light continued its erratic path, dipping and diving and swirling along the wall, leading her back to the foyer. There were still five doors in the grand circular chamber: one to the hallway of guest rooms, one to the banquet hall and kitchen, one to the ballroom and parlor, one that never opened, and then the big double doors that led out to the drawbridge. Uncertain what the light wanted of her, Maleficent stood in the middle, considering each door.

			Quivering with excitement, the light buzzed over to one of the large tapestries that hung between the doors, circling around the eye of a dragon squaring off with a knight on horseback.

			“I don’t understand,” Maleficent said softly.

			The light drew yet more dramatic circles around the dragon’s golden eye. Feeling somewhat silly, Maleficent stepped forward and pressed the center of the eye. The stone shifted under her finger—a secret button!—and the tapestry billowed as stone scraped behind it.

			A new door had swung open.

			Pushing the tapestry aside, she found a doorway behind it. She was careful to guard the old fabric from her candle’s flame as she pushed through, the hinges creaking in complaint as it opened fully inward.

			Again, she was surprised. This door didn’t lead to a hallway or a room; it led directly onto a twisting spiral staircase. The stairs curved only downward, lit by torches that glowed the same green as the light she was following. Maleficent paused on the top step, uncertain.

			Was it safe to follow strange lights into new parts of the castle? Everyone else was asleep, and no one knew where she was. In a building so ancient and uncared for, there might be missing stairs or collapsed ceilings down below. Just as the drawbridge had risen of its own accord, there might be other obstacles waiting for the unwary traveler.

			Then again, she understood that the castle had intense magical powers and a mind of its own. She’d seen the magic falter through what she had to assume was exhaustion, and she’d seen the magic be…well, petty. Celestine’s awkwardly sewn dress was proof of that. It could expand walls, and it could shrink them. It could pull up a drawbridge and lock the front doors, and it could create new rooms out of nothing. But it seemed to want Maleficent’s group here and did its best to oblige their needs and desires. The food it created each day was the only thing standing between them and starvation. For now, it was on their side.

			Following this logic, and as she’d told the others, if the castle decided it wanted to hurt her, it very much could. It didn’t need to wake her up and show her a hidden door. It could open a hole in the floor while she slept and cause her to plummet thousands of feet into the bowels of the mountain. It could drop a stone on her head. In fact, she didn’t really want to dwell on all the various ways a sentient castle could kill a person, if that were its goal.

			She was very much at the castle’s mercy, and so she might as well follow the glowing green light while it was happy with her.

			She didn’t want to see the castle when it was angry.

			Putting a hand to the wall, she took a deep breath and began her descent. The green light acted like a curious puppy, darting forward, turning somersaults, and then rushing right back to her as if checking to see if she was still following. It danced over the walls and ceilings, hopped down the stairs like a frog. If she hadn’t been slightly terrified, Maleficent would’ve found it endearing.

			But now that she had come to her realization about the castle’s will and lethality, it was hard to think of anything else.

			It had brought them here. It wanted them here. It wanted to make them happy.

			It was benevolent.

			She had to keep it that way.

			Down and down the stairs went, a tight curve of swaybacked stone steps descending into the endless darkness. It was indeed quite chilly down here, but the fur-lined cloak kept her warm enough. The stairs went on for so long that she began to wonder if perhaps she was deep inside the mountain, all the way down to the level of the foggy forest or even below that. All along, there had been no forks, no landings, just more stairs. She’d been turning and turning for so many revolutions that she was getting dizzy.

			Finally, she stepped off onto solid ground, and already she was dreading the trip back up. She now stood in a long stone hallway lined with doors, each with bars set into a high window. Almost like…a dungeon. And these were its cells—or so she assumed. The rooms beyond were all pitch-dark.

			This hallway, too, was lit by the green torches. It terminated at a very different sort of door that looked older than anything else in the castle, the wood splintered and the metal fittings rough and tarnished against ancient green paint. The dancing light zipped down the hall, swirling around dramatically before pulsing once in the center of the green door like a heartbeat and then disappearing through it.

			Maleficent knew that whatever was behind this door would change her life. She could feel a wild thrum in the air, as electric as a thunderstorm, as beguiling as a first snow, as rare as an eclipse. Her fingers tingled, and all the hairs stood up on her arms and the back of her neck. With each step down the hallway, her anticipation grew, her heart fluttering as wildly as the little green spark that had led her here.

			She reached the door and pushed it open effortlessly.

			The room was empty except for one thing. In the center of the chamber stood a lectern, and on this lectern lay a very old book. A ray of impossible sunshine angled down from nowhere, enrobing the lectern in a golden, glittering glow. The little green light danced feverishly along the floor, urging Maleficent onward. Step by step she advanced, her gaze fixed upon the waiting book. She could barely breathe, a lump in her throat.

			Stepping up to the lectern, she ran a finger down the front of the ancient leather-bound tome. On the cover, written in shining gold, was its title:

			A Grimoire of Magicks Light and Dark
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			A giddy ripple of energy thrummed up Maleficent’s finger, the book practically purring, anxious as a cat to be caressed.

			Was this what she’d been waiting for all her life? Was this book the key to mastering the magic that came naturally to those fairies lucky enough to be born with wings?

			Except—

			Dark magic?

			That was something new. In Sweetvale, there was only magic, but this book seemed to divide magic up into two very different areas. Was dark magic…bad?

			Well, that probably depended on who was using it and why. Maleficent had no interest in magic that could do harm. She merely wanted the same opportunities as the other fairies back home. She wanted to fly.

			She would take whatever magic she could find.

			“Hello,” she said, because so far, the castle—the magic—had responded well to polite conversation.

			The cover opened of its own volition to reveal the first page.

			Magic is a privilege

			For those who dare to earn it.

			You first must make a sacrifice

			If you wish to learn it.

			Below these calligraphed words, there was a blank line, which seemed quite strange. Maleficent reached out and turned to the next page, hoping for elucidation, but it was blank. They all were. Every single page except the first one!

			What a peculiar book. And what did it mean—a sacrifice?

			“I don’t understand,” she told the room.

			The little green light appeared on the lectern, wiggling to get Maleficent’s attention before hopping to the floor and gliding to a small table that she was quite sure had only recently appeared. Upon the table sat an elegantly carved instrument, something like an awl. Or a spindle.

			Maleficent stepped to the table and picked the instrument up, turning it over in her hands. It was beautifully made and looked quite old and terribly sharp, and when she barely touched the tip of it with her finger, a bead of blood immediately welled up and dripped onto the floor.

			The little green light zipped back over to the lectern and drew circles around the blank line. A sacrifice.

			Maleficent looked at her bleeding fingertip, then at the book. She knew now what it required: her blood.

			But why? Why should blood be necessary? There was no blood involved in the Midsummer ritual back home; the magic simply happened.

			Didn’t it?

			Maleficent knew nothing of what occurred in Estrellian Academy after the ball. She knew very little about the practical use of magic, except that she wanted it more than anything in all the world.

			Walking back over to the lectern, she squeezed her finger until it was wet with blood, then signed her name on the line in thick, smeary letters.

			Maleficent

			The moment she crossed the final T, the signed page turned to reveal the next, which was no longer blank.

			First of all, you need a wand

			The instrument with which you’ll bond.

			To channel magic without wings

			Choose the one whose aura sings!

			Maleficent looked up, confused, and realized that since she’d been in the plain room, its offerings had again expanded: A lacquered cabinet had appeared against one of the walls. That same mischievous green light twinkled in the seam between its closed doors. Beginning to better understand, Maleficent opened the cabinet to reveal hundreds, maybe thousands of wands, all resting in vases and jars like the spoons and ladles in the kitchen upstairs. Some of the wands were slender and graceful, some were stubby and rough, some looked sharp and others velvety. Some were twigs or antlers, and others were glittery, with stars at their tips. Many looked hand-carved or lathe-turned. They shone in all colors of the rainbow, made of stone and wood and glass and metal and leather and crystal.

			How could she possibly choose? When she focused, each wand was prettier or more interesting than the last, and, well, she valued interesting things just as much as, if not more than, pretty things. She closed her eyes and reached toward the cabinet, moving her hand back and forth until she sensed…a sort of warmth. Yes! One of the wands—it had a kind of vibration. Like it was calling to her.

			She felt around until her fingers were greeted with an electric zap. Opening her eyes, she pulled the wand from its crystal vase and was overjoyed to see it give a glowing pulse like a heartbeat. Something deep in her heart pulsed in response.

			The wand she’d chosen—or that had chosen her—was made of golden metal, smooth and elegant, with curled claws clutching a clear green sphere of crystal at its end. Peridot, perhaps? She immediately loved it and thought that there was no prettier wand in all the world. Swishing it experimentally through the air, she returned to the book.

			“I have my wand,” she told it.

			In response, the page crisply turned to reveal more calligraphed words.

			Let’s try an easy spell or two.

			Turn the rose from pink to blue.

			Concentrate and be exact.

			Confidence powers each magical act.

			The spell included instructions with precise movements and words that should be spoken out loud at first, but which could be spoken internally once the student had learned the proper incantation and developed enough skill.

			So excited she could barely breathe, Maleficent turned to find a single rose resting in a slender vase on the same table that held the spindle. The rose was in full bloom, a glorious pink, its stem bright green, with leaves and thorns.

			Since the book was on the lectern and the rose was on the table, she tried to pick up the book and take it over to the rose, but it remained firmly stuck in place. Then she tried to move the lectern, but it, too, refused to budge. Slightly frustrated, she read the spell over at least twenty times, muttering the words under her breath and practicing the proper movements. Her heart fluttered as she at last turned to the rose, swished her wand in the correct pattern, and confidently spoke the spell.

			A single petal turned blue and fell to the table.

			She was momentarily annoyed, but then she reached for the petal and held it up to the light.

			There was no such thing as a blue rose, but the petal was now solidly blue, through and through.

			Maleficent had done magic!

			A swell of fierce joy washed over her, and she swished her wand through the air and spoke the words again, louder and sharper, brimming with triumph.

			The entire rose turned a uniform, glorious shade of blue.

			Picking up the rose, careful not to touch the thorns, she inspected it from every angle, but every single drop of pink was gone. Even the stem and leaves and thorns were blue!

			“I did it!” she told the book.

			The book did not respond.

			“What next?”

			There was no answer.

			She turned the page, but despite the book’s offer to show her a spell or two, the next page remained stubbornly blank.

			“Well? What do I do now? There are no more roses.”

			New words appeared on the blank page.

			To learn a new spell, master the last.

			Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.

			She shook her head in annoyance. She’d performed the spell. Was that not enough? She hadn’t been given a dozen roses, and who was to judge when she was ready to move on?

			“Well, it stands to reason,” she murmured to herself, “if this spell can turn a rose blue, perhaps it can make other things blue, too.”

			Irritated by the book’s lack of a response, she performed the spell on the lectern, turning it the same shade of blue as the rose. Then she used the spell on the floors, the walls, and her nightgown. Everything blended into the same blue. With each wave of her wand, the spell grew easier, and when she tried it without saying the words out loud, it worked just the same.

			Of course she had talent! Just as she’d always suspected, Maleficent had been born and bred to perform magic. Maybe she’d never needed wings in the first place; after all, no one had ever taught her any magic in Sweetvale, so it wasn’t like it was something she could’ve attempted before now.

			Grinning, she tried to turn the book blue, but it stubbornly resisted. And then, feeling reckless and alive and rebellious, she pointed the wand at her arm. And—

			Maleficent’s entire body turned blue.

			“Is there a reversal spell?” she asked the book.

			The book did not respond. Panicking, she turned the pages backward and forward and found no new information.

			“Come, now. Please help me. This won’t do. If the others see me—no, they can’t. I have to fix this. Does it…Can I make things other colors with the same spell?” she asked, desperate for another solution.

			Still no response, and the little green light seemed to have abandoned her.

			Staring down at the blue fingernails on her blue hand in her blue nightgown, she gritted her teeth and decided that if magic was mostly confidence and concentration, then she would try that. Since Midsummer, she’d learned to be resilient. She’d had no choice. No one was going to help her, much less save her.

			Turning to the blue rose, she did the same spell, but this time instead of thinking about the color blue, she thought about the color pink. To her great surprise and gratification, the rose turned pink—but so did the stem and leaves and thorns.

			No, she had to be more specific.

			This time, she concentrated on only the stem, thinking about the richness of its vegetal green, and soon the rose was back to its original colors.

			Emboldened, she turned one wall yellow and another lavender. She wondered if she could do patterns and stared fiercely at the floor, willing it to look like wooden boards.

			Almost.

			Apparently, this spell couldn’t turn one thing into another thing; it could only change colors. The stone floor went from blue to brown, but without the whorls and striations of wood. Still, it was progress.

			She was ready now. She focused on her arm and thought about the usual pale but rosy tone of her skin—

			Success!

			Relief swept through her. She wouldn’t have to slink back upstairs and hide until the book offered her a spell of reversal. Until this moment, she had not realized that, well, she wasn’t ready to tell the others about this magic. She would eventually, of course, but there was a delicious quality to this secret, to making her dreams come true in this hidden hideaway deep underground. This magic had chosen her and was now hers alone, something unique and special—a new feeling for her, but a welcome one.

			Magic would not be quite so fun or enjoyable, she well knew, with Celestine complaining about her wand or fussing about the shade of blue she’d managed to conjure. And Finnerick, clever as he was, would question everything and spend all his time interrogating the book and requesting treatises on the metaphysics of magic. Leonor would likely be a fine enough companion on this journey, thanks to his curiosity and dedication to craft, but Opal…

			Well, Maleficent had a sneaking suspicion that Opal would not approve.

			Opal prized common sense, goodness, hard work, and integrity above all things. As much as she, too, wanted magic, she had accepted that she wasn’t destined to have it, and that was that. And what’s more, Maleficent was fairly certain that Opal’s first questions would be in the interest of the whole group: Where was the magic coming from? Who had written the book? Why did it include dark magic? And why had only Maleficent been lured away from her friends and deep into a secret lair to learn magic on her own?

			All good questions, of course, but…Maleficent didn’t think the castle had malevolent motives. Thus far, it seemed kindly. It wasn’t as if it had shown her a spell to hurt people. It had merely taught her how to change an object from one color to another. Perfectly harmless.

			For now, she wanted more than anything in the world to learn magic, and the castle had kindly helped her to do just that. She desperately wanted more, and she didn’t want anyone else to get in the way.

			Her decision made, Maleficent let out a jaw-cracking yawn. She didn’t know how much time had passed, if it had been minutes or hours, but she was exhausted. As if noticing her sorry state, the book closed with a decisive thump, and a small and elegant stand materialized on the lectern beside the book.

			Immediately understanding what was desired, she clutched her wand to her chest. “Please, can’t I take it with me?” she begged.

			The stand rattled in place as if shaking its head no.

			With a sigh, she placed her wand on the stand, grateful when it did not immediately disappear.

			“I can come back, can’t I?” she asked the book. “I want to learn more. It’s so wonderful! Everything I ever dreamed of!”

			Her wand gave off a single pulse of green light, almost like a dog barking happily at its owner, and she understood that the answer was yes.

			Across the room, the door creaked open, and Maleficent hurried away. The faster she went to sleep, the sooner tomorrow would come. And hopefully, the little green light would return to guide her here, and the pages of the book would turn, and she would learn something new.
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			Maleficent drifted through the castle like a happy wraith, lost in thought as she navigated her way back to bed. Safely in her room, she hung the warm black cloak in the back of her armoire to ensure none of her friends would question why she might need something so opulent and warm.

			The next morning, she slept in until nearly afternoon. When she appeared in the kitchen, her breakfast was sitting on the table and Opal and Finnerick were already companionably working on lunch.

			“Where have you been?” Opal asked, hurrying over. “I banged on your door, but it wouldn’t open.”

			Maleficent had not heard a single sound, but then again, her room was now in a tower, the hallway door far below. Very thoughtful of the castle to do that.

			“I suppose it was all the excitement of the ball,” Maleficent answered. “I was exhausted.”

			Perhaps it wasn’t the truth, but it wasn’t exactly a lie.

			Opal cocked her head and looked down. “Something about you is different.”

			Maleficent almost gasped but stopped herself just in time. Had she forgotten to change something back last night after turning herself blue? She’d checked the mirror this morning, of course, but had not seen anything unusual. “I don’t think anything has changed.”

			“Are your eyes a bit more…green?”

			Well, that was easy enough to answer. “The hazel changes a bit depending on what I’m wearing.” She looked down at her plum-colored dress. “Back home, they always made me wear pastels, which made them seem more brown, or sometimes amber. But I like darker colors, and they seem to bring out the green.”

			Opal nodded. “Maybe that’s it. Very pretty, I assure you!”

			Maleficent ate her breakfast, wondering if, in fact, her eyes were a bit greener due to the complementary nature of her gown, or if perhaps the magic had something to do with that. She hadn’t made her eyes greener on purpose, but they did look a little like the gem in her wand, now that she thought about it. The light that had guided her was green, the torches on the way down the spiral staircase were green, the door was green. Could magic…change a person like that?

			Well, back home, magic made wings grow, so clearly magic could.

			Then she could only smile. Her first spell had taught her how to change the color of things. She could have any eye color she wished now!

			After the excitement of learning magic, the quotidian events of the castle at large were rather dull. Maleficent didn’t want to read a book or pull up vegetables in the garden with Opal or laugh at the antics of Rumpus playing with the chickens and rub his soft belly while he purred. If she was quite honest with herself, she didn’t even want to listen to Leonor play the lute or watch him fish. She only wanted to return downstairs and feel the jolt of recognition in her body as she held her wand, the glorious thrill of drawing shapes in the air and watching reality shift around her. She’d never felt so powerful, so joyous, so certain that she was on the right track. It took a great deal of effort not to tell the others or act like anything had changed. But it had. Oh, it had.

			As she wandered the castle and perhaps went to visit the hidden door, she found Finnerick in the foyer with a roll of paper and a pencil, a variety of tools scattered across the floor.

			“What are you doing?” she asked him.

			“I’m going to find a way out.” He picked up a chisel. “First, we need to get these doors open, and then we need to find a way to lower the drawbridge. The mechanism should be right above this foyer, so I’ll need to either find out how to get up there or build a scaffolding and chip away at the stone to open up a hole in the ceiling.”

			Maleficent shook her head. “I doubt the castle would like to be attacked with a chisel.”

			“Well, then it can open the doors and lower the drawbridge,” he said. “If it really is as benevolent as you believe it to be, it shouldn’t wish to hold us captive. Until it comes to this conclusion, I shall do my best to find a way on my own.”

			Maleficent was fairly certain that the castle wouldn’t allow anyone to do anything that would help them leave just now, but Finnerick’s clever mind needed something to chew on, and she wasn’t about to stop him. It would likely take him time to solve this puzzle; in setting him a challenge, maybe the castle was allowing Maleficent the space she needed to learn magic?

			As she headed down the ballroom hallway, she heard the heavy clunk of hammer hitting chisel and wondered if the castle would give the clever Finnerick any hope at all. If it was smart, it would. He needed just enough hope to keep him engaged without getting desperate. Without making him question why escape was so very impossible.

			Maleficent had visited this hallway only once before, for the ball yesterday. It was a long stone passageway similar to the one that held the bedrooms, but it led to the ballroom on one side, the parlor on the other, and at the end, as Finnerick had described it, a very fancy door that wouldn’t budge. Maleficent went immediately to this door, wondering if it was somehow related to her own magical journey of the night before. She wanted any opportunity to accelerate her studies and thought maybe, just maybe, it would offer passage. It had a similar look to the green door of the underground chamber, very old, with more intricate fittings.

			Standing before the grand door, she pulled and pushed the handle, ran her fingers along the edges, and leaned over to put an eye to its keyhole. There was no light on the other side; she saw only velvety dark. She even got down on hands and knees to look under the door, but the view was the same.

			Remembering that the castle had thus far responded well to praise and polite requests, she knocked softly and whispered, “May I enter?”

			There was no response. The door felt…dead.

			“Maybe one day,” she told it with a pat. “I’ll be waiting.”

			She went next to the ballroom to see how it had recovered from last night’s grandeur and eventual destruction. The double doors were back, and when she opened them, she was pleased to see that the ballroom had returned. There was no ghostly orchestra, of course, and no table of delicious snacks, but the unlit chandeliers were back in place and the waxed wooden floors gleamed. It almost felt like seeing a friend after an illness and feeling relief at their ability to bounce back to health.

			“Good for you,” she told the room.

			Back in the hallway, Maleficent realized she had not yet seen the parlor. She knew only that Finnerick had discovered it, and Leonor had later found a harpsichord there. Behind the simple door she found a cozy but cavernous room that reminded her of her uncle’s hunting lodge in the country. There was a massive hearth, Leonor’s harpsichord, a gaming table, bookshelves, a harp, even a cabinet of many little drawers containing everything a lady might need for her embroidery or needlework.

			It was, she realized, a hobby room. Moth-eaten taxidermized animals dominated one wall, their glassy eyes gleaming in the firelight as they seemed to follow Maleficent around the room. Various couches, chairs, ottomans, and tables were placed here and there, enough space for Maleficent’s entire extended family. For the first time, a pang of homesickness struck her heart. She missed—

			Well, it wasn’t so much that she missed her family. Her parents had always left most of her care to various wingless nannies and then governesses. Vertila had been more of a rival and a bully than a trusted confidante. Her grandparents and aunts and uncles all blended together, a collection of haughty and boring adults who doted upon her only on rare occasions. And yet she’d always looked forward to family celebrations, to holidays at her uncle’s hunting lodge or banquets in her great-aunt’s town house in the very heart of Sweetvale. She did so love a party. Even after many disappointments, she loved the idea of gatherings, the possibilities of a new place decorated for a celebration. She remembered sneaking out one night and watching from the balcony as everyone danced, their wings glittering over their ball gowns and tailcoats, and she’d dreamed of dancing among them one day.

			Maybe she could convince the castle to give her wings, or teach her the magic to conjure them herself. Then she could return to Sweetvale and take back her rightful place. Then she might get her own turn to dance.

			But for now, she was on the hunt. She didn’t want to wait until midnight to learn more magic. Somewhere in this castle, there had to be another secret door, or…

			Noticing the parlor’s heavy wooden bookshelves built into the stone wall, an idea struck her. Surely a magical castle had books on magic?

			The shelves teemed with books in all sizes and colors, not to mention all sorts of trinkets, from carvings and statues to geodes, glass jars full of seed heads and dried flowers, and little oil paintings on their own small easels. Maleficent ran a fingertip along the gilt spines, noting books on history and geology and animals, cooking and shearing sheep and fishing. But she didn’t see the word magic anywhere. She thought about asking the castle, but she had a sneaking feeling the castle would not respond. Perhaps she was trying to get around its rules, but she still didn’t like the feeling of indifference when it refused to answer her call.

			One object on the shelves caught her eye: a gleaming, polished horn of some kind, sitting on a display stand, proudly pointing up like a tree and ending in a sharp point. Curious if it was hollow or heavy, she reached for it. To her surprise, the base was stuck fast to the shelf, and when she pulled the horn just slightly, she heard a click as part of the bookshelf swung inward.

			Another hidden door!

			After pushing it out a little farther to make sure it wouldn’t randomly shut, she borrowed a candle from an obliging candelabra and lit it from the fire. She couldn’t see anything beyond the open bookshelf; much like the locked door in the hallway, it was pitch-black beyond.

			Her breath caught in her throat as she remembered her nightmares:

			Endless darkness with no up or down.

			Falling forever, helpless and hopeless.

			As she stared into the void ahead, she felt deeply unmoored, as if the shadows might swallow her whole, churning like a whirlpool around her, pulling her down underground, into the stone. When she reached her hand forward, it was swallowed by the inky black, her skin going cold.

			“No,” she murmured to herself. “It is only a dark hallway in an old castle. Nothing more.”

			Thrusting the lit candle through the door, she saw rough stone walls coated in dust and was finally able to draw a breath.

			Surely it was safe. Just walls and a floor. If the castle didn’t want her to go this way, the door would’ve remained firmly shut. Every time she had trusted the castle, she had been pleased with the results.

			Well, except for the ball, but that wasn’t the castle’s fault. They had simply been too greedy.

			As she took her first tentative step into the empty stone passage, she recognized the smell of a place abandoned for a long, long time. The floor was coated in a thick blanket of dust, and cobwebs fluttered from the ceiling. Candlelight danced along the walls, and she shielded the tiny flame with her hand as she glanced back over her shoulder, hoping the bookshelf wouldn’t automatically shut and leave her in darkness. The air was chill, and every shuffling footstep echoed. The passage held all the charm of a tomb.

			Her heart beat faster as she left the safety of the parlor behind. Perhaps there were no monsters or chasms here, but it was an unfriendly space long neglected. The passageway went straight back and turned a corner to yet another long straight dark hallway, and then she found a set of spiral stairs—going up this time instead of down. There were no lit sconces, but a few arrow slits here and there offered enough fresh air to give her some comfort and light. Up and up she went, and she could tell that she was in one of the many castle spires they’d seen from afar but had not experienced from within—well, except for her own room.

			Her calves ached by the time she emerged on a landing. An ancient door awaited, the wood gone gray and the hinges rusted, a broken lock hanging from its hasp. It pushed open under her hand, and at first, she didn’t understand what she was looking at. Manacles on the floors and walls. An old wooden bucket. And the only window crudely bricked in, blocking all light.

			This was a prison.
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			Standing there in the tower, Maleficent was overcome with a sadness so old and deep that she fell to her knees. Pain had soaked into every part of the room: the walls, the air, the cobwebs, the rotten straw spread about the floor. Otherwise, the room lay empty, but when she looked closer, she saw red stains on the manacles and in the mortar between the stones.

			She put a hand to the wall.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			But there was no answer, no pulse of warmth, no flash of green light. This tower almost felt like it was dead, a phantom limb. Sometimes Maleficent had found cicada shells stuck to tree trunks outside the country house, and this place had a similar feel. The main section of the castle had some level of awareness, but this part of it was merely an abandoned husk. Cold and empty and lifeless.

			She did not wish to remain here long, in a dead place steeped in sorrow.

			Hurrying down the stairs with her candle, she held up her skirts in one hand, running as fast as she dared without the threat of a tumble. There were no healers here, and what was more, none of her friends even knew where she was. If the bookshelf had closed, she might lie at the base of the stairs, bleeding, and never, ever be found, adding her own ghost to those already haunting the shadows. There was no comfort in the dark hallway; seeing the prison had only made her more certain she needed to hurry before something terrible happened.

			She shook her head. That was a ridiculous line of thought. The castle wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t let her be hurt. Would it?

			At the base of the stairs, she drew in a big breath and swallowed hard. She was fine. She was safe. There was no threat. And yet…someone here, long ago, had done great damage to someone else. Something about the tower suggested that the imprisonment had not been warranted. She got the feeling it was not, say, a great villain put away for crimes committed. Whoever had hung in those manacles had not deserved it.

			As she turned the corner, she held her breath, hoping the bookshelf door was still open. If all was dark, if there was no line of jolly firelight waiting there, if she was trapped in here, forever, her screams unheard, her hands bloody from pounding against the stone—

			But no, the bookshelf was still open, and Maleficent slipped through and pulled it shut, leaning against it and exhaling in relief. Once her hands were no longer shaking with cold, she tugged on the ivory lever again just to see if the secret door would pop inward once more. She was gratified to see that it did. Which made her wonder—could there be even more hidden doors than just the two she’d found?

			Curious now and filled with nervous energy after seeing the prison, she walked along the shelves, picking up objects and yanking on books that stuck out just a little bit more than their neighbors. The dark hallway behind the bookshelf was so narrow that there might yet be more secret passageways stemming from the same bookshelf and headed in different directions.

			“Interested in lepidoptery?”

			Maleficent startled and looked up to find Leonor in the parlor door, smiling at her. She then looked down, realizing she was holding a glass bell jar containing several dried butterflies, which she had very nearly dropped.

			“I’m always curious about things.” She carefully put the bell jar back and suddenly didn’t know what to do with her hands.

			“Don’t stop investigating on my account,” he said. “I was going to play the harpsichord, if you don’t mind?”

			He had paused in the doorway and was waiting for her answer.

			“Of course. Please help yourself.”

			Things felt quite awkward, and Maleficent wasn’t sure if that was because they’d danced together for the first time last night and then been interrupted by a catastrophe or because she was acting odd and keeping secrets. Probably a little of both. She returned his smile, gave a mischievous curtsy, and turned back to the shelf, running her finger along the spines of the nearest books. She heard Leonor cross the room and pull out the harpsichord bench, and then he gently tested out a few chords, making sure the instrument was in tune. Of course, it was; if the castle was going to bother conjuring a harpsichord, it wasn’t going to go to the trouble of making it discordant. Still, it was a nice sound, intimate and sweet, and she plucked a book from the shelf and feigned interest in its contents as he ventured into a sprightly tune. Her toe began to tap, and even if she’d wanted to concentrate on the book, there was no way—not with Leonor nearby. She placed it back on the shelf and went to a settee, settling in to listen. The familiar, jaunty song helped calm her, ground her, after what she’d just seen.

			As Leonor’s fingers danced over the keys, Maleficent was struck by the ridiculous fact that once he’d failed to grow wings, his family had not allowed him to touch their instruments again. As if he were contagious. As if his talent had disappeared. He looked so happy as he played, his face alight and his hair swaying. This was what Leonor was meant to do, and her heart was suddenly full with appreciation for the fact that, because they’d dared to leave home, because they’d found this place, he was able to do it, just as she was learning magic of her own.

			Some magic, she realized, was quite mundane but no less beautiful. Powerful, even.

			Leonor finished the song with a crescendo and cocked his head at her. “Have you ever played?”

			She shook her head. “Oh, no. My parents didn’t let me study music. Although I did enjoy plucking the strings on a harp at my grandmother’s manse before I got caught.”

			Leonor patted the bench beside him. “Come learn, then.”

			A blush rose to Maleficent’s cheeks, but she sat beside him, leaving as much space as she could.

			“Each key makes a specific tone, and you put them together to make a song,” Leonor told her. “All you have to do is memorize the tones. Or the keys. I’ve known them so long that I’ve forgotten which came first. May I?”

			When she nodded, he took her hand, curled her fingers in so that only her pointer finger was out, and used her fingertip to play the chorus of a simple child’s song. The thrill of his touch made her skin come alive, and she could barely concentrate. When he released her hand and asked if she could repeat it, she could identify only the first note. Laughing, he showed her again, and she was caught between wanting him to keep holding her hand and wanting to impress him with her quickness. Soon she’d memorized the brief chorus, and it was oddly satisfying, coaxing music from the complicated instrument.

			“There!” Leonor said, clapping softly. “You’re a musician.”

			“That’s all it takes?” She chuckled. “Well, then, you’d best watch out for your reputation. I’ll be playing in the concert hall soon.”

			She’d meant to be flippant, but the moment the words were out of her mouth, she saw the loss in his eyes as his shoulders fell, dejected. He had always dreamed of playing in the concert hall back home, and now he never would. He could play all he wanted here in this empty castle, but he would never have the adoration of the crowds or his father’s applause from the stage wings.

			“Forget the concert hall,” she said. “It would be full of a bunch of stuck-up fools, anyway. I’ll be your audience. And I’ll always give you a standing ovation.”

			“You know, I’ve actually been working on something new….” He let his voice trail off and set his fingers on the keyboard. “I’ve been composing a song about leaving Sweetvale. Almost…a battle song.” He pulled his hands away nervously and ran them through his hair, laughing. “It sounds silly, I know—”

			“It does not sound silly in the least,” she assured him. Reaching for his hand, she boldly placed his fingers back on the keys, as he had recently placed hers. “Songs are meant to make people feel, are they not? To capture a moment? Perhaps your music will spread the plea of the wingless and help bring about reform. I’d like to hear it, if you’re willing to share.”

			“Please don’t laugh,” he warned.

			“I would never.”

			With a crooked grin, he played a little flourish that led into a song that made the hairs on Maleficent’s arms stand up, a quiver running through her body. His music, combined with the perfection of his voice and the power of his words, so perfectly captured her feelings, her pain, her deep desires for equality, and what was more, it made her want to act.

			When the song was over, she stood and clapped.

			“Leonor, truly, that was remarkable. You could start a revolution with that song.”

			She meant every word, her voice husky with feeling.

			He, too, stood, and made a little bow, and then they were standing face to face, rather close together. They’d stood like this at the ball, but that was what one did at balls. That was what was expected. Now they were alone, and there was no dance, but he was looking down at her, and she was looking up at him, and—

			Over his shoulder, she saw a strange flicker of green, like Rumpus’s eyes shining in the darkness—

			The green light.

			Not dancing like a firefly. It was simply hovering, almost lurking.

			She gasped, and he stepped back.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, sounding almost hurt.

			Nothing was wrong, not really. She wasn’t scared, she told herself—just surprised. Still, she couldn’t tell him that. She wouldn’t. The magic was hers. She would like to share it with him one day—him, and maybe the others, too—but not today. The castle had chosen her, and she didn’t want to risk it, didn’t want to bring in anyone else who might say or do the wrong thing. Once she had mastered multiple spells and felt more confident, then she would reveal her new skills.

			Leonor looked back over his shoulder, but the green light had disappeared.

			“Was there something on the wall?” he asked.

			“I—a bug, perhaps? But it’s gone now,” she said weakly.

			“I haven’t seen a bug yet, now that you mention it.” He cocked his head. “Even in the garden. No worms. We’ve been fishing with bits of bread.”

			He turned back to her, and immediately the green light danced behind him, mischievously zipping around the room and toward the door that led to the hallway back to the foyer.

			Maleficent cast one last longing look at Leonor and sighed. “I should go.”

			His eyebrows scrunched down in confusion. “Why?”

			Quick as anything, Maleficent stood on her tiptoes and planted a chaste little kiss on his cheek before rushing for the door. “I have to do something. You’re brilliant, really. See you at dinner!”

			Her cheeks were on fire as she slipped out the door, stunned by her own audacity. She had shocked him; she knew that much. But that meant he wasn’t following her. The magic was beckoning, and she had to see where it would lead. As she followed the dancing green light down the hall, she heard the harpsichord playing a song full of longing, and she smiled to herself.

			Magic was the only thing more interesting than Leonor to her, and she was keen to discover why it was summoning her in the afternoon rather than the darkest part of the night. Perhaps the castle really had heard her plea? The green light zigged and zagged almost impatiently, turning somersaults around the foyer as Finnerick stared at the many drawings he’d spread out on the floor, too engaged in his work to look up as Maleficent picked her way around his workspace. Shivering like an annoyed bee, the light led her into the banquet hall, and Maleficent followed it to the enormous hearth, where it twirled excited circles around a hook set into the underside of the stone mantel. When she pulled it, the back wall of the hearth slid to the side with a gentle scrape, revealing another hallway.

			Maleficent trembled with excitement as she followed the green light through the open space, down a short hallway lit with green sconces that looked eerily identical to the ones behind the foyer tapestry, and then down, down, down the familiar spiral staircase. This time, she experienced no fear, no trepidation. She felt like she had as a little girl before a holiday morning, or perhaps when waking up to a world covered in glittering snow.

			The magic—it was happening! Again!

			The stairs ended, and she hurried past the doors with barred windows and pushed open the old green door to reveal a room that, like the castle upstairs, had changed. Last night, it had been bare and blank—until the table and cabinet had appeared. Now it was sumptuously outfitted with heavy rugs, cozy settees, vibrant tapestries, and blowsy bouquets of summer flowers. Rich velvet draped over several alcoves, and a wooden table with carved dragon’s feet held a variety of cheeses and fruits. Best of all, Maleficent’s wand waited on its stand on the lectern, the spell book already open to beautifully calligraphed words.

			Pick up your wand, and if you dare,

			Let’s move a thing from here to there.

			Maleficent was more than happy to take her wand in hand, finding it as warm as sunshine and filled with an eager energy. The spell appeared, and she read it multiple times, memorizing every aspect of it before looking to a dried rose that had been laid out on the small table.

			Tracing the correct shape in the air with her wand, she crisply pronounced the right words and imagined the dried flower rising into the air as if it weighed less than nothing. It obliged, drifting before her. With a swell of triumph, she swished her wand to guide it to one side and the next, up and down, then experimented with how far she could send it floating across the room while still retaining control. Maleficent was smiling so wide that her face hurt; last night had not been a mere coincidence. She clearly had talent, and soon she didn’t even need to speak the words aloud to complete the spell.

			Once she was sufficiently confident with the rose, the table presented her with a coin, then a small stone, then a shoe. With each larger object, she focused on exactly the amount of effort and concentration required until it felt as natural as picking up an apple.

			By the time she was floating a sofa around the room, her wand-wielding arm had grown tired and her stomach was grumbling. She let the sofa drop with a gentle thump and plucked up a piece of cheese. As she nibbled at the room’s thoughtful snack, she put a hand against the wall.

			“Who was kept in that tower?” she asked.

			There was a pause, and then the wall shuddered, as if there had been a tiny earthquake. Maleficent jumped back with a gasp. She was deep in the bowels of the mountain, so if things began to buckle and collapse down here, she would be buried.

			When she turned back to the rest of the room, all the luxurious furnishings and food had disappeared. There was only the lectern and the book, which snapped closed. Across the chamber, the door opened with an ominous creak.

			She was being kicked out.

			She put her hand back to the wall. “I’m sorry. I won’t ask again.”

			A chill crept into the room, a low white mist rolling across the floor just like the fog back in the forest. Maleficent began to feel very unwelcome, and she hurried for the door, eager to return to a part of the castle that felt more real. She needed windows and air and space, needed to be back amid the comfort of her friends. The castle, she was learning, could change its mood quickly and dangerously, and she had no way to anticipate what might set it off.

			As she crossed the door’s threshold, the wand dislodged itself from a pocket in her apron and flew back to the lectern, landing gently on its stand with a huffy little shiver.

			“Well, that’s rude,” she muttered.

			The castle, she knew, was temperamental, but she’d grown fond of the wand and thought they had an understanding. Apparently, its loyalty lay with the castle and not its mistress. For now.

			All the way back up the stairs, she could only wonder: Why had the castle reacted so badly to her question about the prison tower? And was her transgression so heinous that she might never be invited back?
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			After an interminable march of shame, the stairwell spat Maleficent back out into the empty banquet hall, and she hurried to her room to freshen up before dinner. It seemed like there were more twisting stairs up her tower than usual, and when she reached her chamber, it was slightly smaller, the rug gone, only one pillow.

			The castle had made its annoyance clear.

			“I really am sorry,” she said.

			There was no response.

			Frustrated, she went to dinner and did her best to pretend that nothing had changed and everything was perfectly normal and she wasn’t fighting with a mysterious disembodied magical entity. Leonor snuck a few glances her way, and they shared shy smiles that helped take Maleficent’s mind off the other bit of magic in her life. She complimented Opal’s food and told Celestine that Rumpus was looking sleek and handsome and asked after Finnerick’s attempts to open the locked foyer doors. He’d made no headway whatsoever but had drawn plans for a few machines that could possibly use leverage to crack the doors open. He’d asked the castle for a cannon, a battering ram, or a bit of scaffolding, but it had not obliged. Maleficent was not surprised.

			After dinner, Leonor offered to play the harpsichord for them, but Maleficent was torn. She wanted to go to bed and see if the green light might reappear. How long would it take the castle to forgive her for asking a simple question? And why was it so cagey about the topic? Had the castle itself imprisoned someone? The concept seemed quite far-fetched, but Maleficent didn’t know much about the limits of magic, whether the kind used by her own people back in Sweetvale or the kind favored by this strange place. It was very peculiar, having a teacher who couldn’t speak. Or who chose not to. She honestly thought that if it truly wished to be understood, the castle could put words in any book that it wanted or write them on its stone walls, and yet…

			It chose, for the most part, to remain silent and mysterious.

			“Maleficent, are you coming?” Opal called.

			The others stood by the kitchen door, and Maleficent realized she’d been gazing off into space.

			“Oh, of course!” She stood, leaving her napkin behind. She’d eaten only half her dinner. She was too excited about the possibilities of more magic.

			Normally, Leonor’s harpsichord concert would’ve enthralled her, but she kept glancing at the walls, hoping the little green light would arrive to lead her to the Hall of Enchantment, which was what she’d decided to call the room that contained the spell book. Celestine sat close to Leonor, fluttering her eyelashes at him, but even this couldn’t pull Maleficent’s attention from her vigil.

			The vigil ended in disappointment. The light never arrived.

			“Do you think they liked it?” Leonor anxiously asked Maleficent as they all headed back to their rooms. “The new song? I can never tell if people are just clapping to be polite….”

			Truth be told, she didn’t remember anything at all about his music this time around.

			“It’s a triumph,” she told him, which wasn’t a lie, because she thought that everything he did was a triumph.

			Back in her room, Maleficent lay on her back in the bed, which was now just a shade too small, her feet hanging off the end. She didn’t mind. The fire was low, the room slightly chill. She held her eyes open so long, gazing into the darkness, hoping to see a twinkle of green, that they began to water, almost as if she were crying. She fell asleep waiting, and her dreams took her somewhere strange.

			First everything was black, and then the air was opaque gray, filled with smoke. She was on the ground, crawling. Her lungs burned, and she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She had to get away, had to find someplace safe to hide before it found her.

			Whatever it was.

			She recognized the smooth gray stone of the mountain—she was in a part of the castle she’d never seen before. Up ahead, two shattered doors hung, broken and splintered, from their hinges. Beyond them, she saw the distinct indigo twinkle of the night sky, and she redoubled her efforts to reach clear air as yet more smoke billowed all around. She felt the temperature cool as she struggled to crawl onto what appeared to be a bridge between two castle spires. It was open and buffeted by the wind, and she gladly sucked in gusts of air to refresh her charred lungs.

			She didn’t know why, but she had to get across the bridge, and she had to do it quickly and without being seen. Pulling a hood over her head, she dragged her aching body across the stone, panting. And then, from somewhere overhead, a furious scream rent the night. An enormous shadow fell over her, and she knew it was too late—

			Maleficent woke on the floor of her room, splayed out on her stomach, shivering and frozen in place. She did not remember leaving her bed, but the dream had been deep and all-encompassing. The fire was going out, and gray smoke slowly rose from the dying embers. With nowhere to go, the smoke hovered in place, thickened, wavered.

			Curling, roiling, the smoke solidified, taking on the form of a cloaked figure. Two red coals burned in the darkness of what might’ve been a face had it not been charred black, burned beyond recognition.

			“Do not trust her,” the figure moaned, and then, like all smoke, it dissipated.

			Maleficent’s body thawed, and she struggled to her feet and stumbled back to the bed, diving under the covers, her eyes never leaving the place where the smoky figure had briefly hovered.

			Had that been—was it—

			No. She did not believe in ghosts. She had been dreaming, and then she’d woken to a smoky fire. Was that what had triggered the dream in the first place? It had felt so real. She had never been choked by smoke in her life, and yet her throat still burned.

			The light peeking through the window suggested it was dawn, and disappointment smarted as Maleficent realized that any chance of magic had passed with the night. She reluctantly dragged herself out of bed and again put her hand to the wall.

			“I’m very sorry. I won’t pry. Please let me learn again. Please teach me your magic. I’ll do anything. It’s all I ever wanted in my whole life.”

			Did she imagine a faint warm pulse against her palm? Or did she want to feel it so desperately that she was lying to herself?

			It didn’t matter; it was enough. It gave her hope, and hope was what she needed.

			When she opened her armoire, all the dresses there were rather drab, as if the castle hadn’t quite forgiven her. If only she’d had her wand, she could’ve turned them into colors that suited her.

			She looked around the room. Did one really need a wand to do magic?

			The spell book had said that mastering spells came down to concentration, words, and movement, that her intention and skill were more important than specific accoutrements. And she had chosen a wand when prompted, but there had been many wands, some quite plain. Was the wand merely an instrument of concentration? A writer might have a favorite quill, but they could produce a poem using practically any implement at all.

			Maleficent went to her small desk and picked up a goose-feather quill. Holding it by the shaft, she stood before her armoire and pointed the quill at one of the dresses, which was the faded greenish gray of lichen. Before she could perform the spell, she had the curious feeling that she was being watched. She spun around, but of course no one was there. And yet, she felt a sense of…disappointment. Disapprobation.

			She guiltily replaced the quill on the desk. The castle was always watching.

			Sheepish, she put on the least horrible dress, a plain thing in dull navy blue. How strange, to think that she was worried about being spied upon by a sentient magic castle, much less judged by it! Sometimes this place made her feel as if she were going a bit mad. But who wouldn’t go mad, locked in a castle and unable to leave?

			After fixing her hair, she went into the kitchen and tied on an apron to help Opal with breakfast. Maleficent had no idea how to do anything in the kitchen, really, and she had been horrible at peeling potatoes, but she had too much time and nothing to do, and she had missed her friend.

			As the sun painted the morning sky in shades of seashell pink and lavender, it felt as if Maleficent and Opal were the only people awake in all the world. The chickens pecked around the door, gabbling softly to themselves. It was nice. Not as nice as doing magic, but nice enough.

			“I feel like I haven’t seen you terribly much,” Opal said as she laid out strips of bacon. “What have you been up to?”

			“Not a lot, really. Reading, writing, exploring. But I am glad to be here with you now,” Maleficent hurried to assure her.

			Opal chuckled. “Funny that we are all trapped in this small space, and yet we all seem so very distracted.”

			“I think the distraction springs from the entrapment,” Maleficent replied, cutting the tops off a basket of dew-wet strawberries. “Back home, we had school and governesses and parents and then jobs and supervisors. Here, we can do what we like for the first time. But we can never forget where we are or that we’re unable to leave. We left Sweetvale to gain our freedom, but we are again caged.”

			“Do you resent it?” Opal asked.

			Maleficent had to think about that. Not when I can do magic was the real answer, but she was not ready to share her secret, even with Opal.

			“I don’t think anyone likes to be trapped,” she said. “I think we were all hoping to be part of a greater society that better understood our capabilities. We have so much to contribute, but…well, we are only five here. We can only appreciate one another so much.”

			“Celestine is unhappy, of course,” Opal confessed, “but that’s to be expected.”

			“Speaking of which…” Maleficent had to phrase this just right, as she never wanted to hurt sweet Opal’s feelings. “Has she always been so unhappy?”

			Opal gave her a bemused, knowing smile. “You’re wondering why we’re friends, aren’t you? Why I allow her to run right over me like a sassy pony?”

			Maleficent looked down, caught out. “Something like that.”

			Pitching her voice quieter, Opal said, “She lost her parents quite young, and Finnerick’s family took her in. That’s how I met her—he asked me to take her under my wing because she was lonely. She was so sweet back then, even meek. Finnerick’s parents are very fond of alliances, as you know, and they made an ambitious match for her. But of course when Midsummer came, the offer was rescinded and she again found herself a penniless orphan. It has made her cold and resentful, and I honestly can’t say I blame her.”

			I can, Maleficent thought, but she only said, “That is a tragic story indeed.”

			“I know she’s not terribly fun to be around just now, still fresh from losing all her dreams and family in one fell swoop,” Opal admitted.

			“She is not the only one,” Maleficent scoffed. Then she sighed. “But perhaps she will come around with time. It seems as if she needs a pastime?”

			Opal nodded eagerly. “Yes, I could not agree more. She needs something to do. Finnerick is dedicated to his work. It’s good that he has a puzzle to play with, even if it’s not the best situation for us overall. And Leonor seems pleased enough with his music. I’m happy here in the kitchen.” Opal wiped her hands on her apron and turned to face Maleficent. “But then there’s you. Sometimes you seem content, and other times, you’re like a tempest with nowhere to go. I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me.”

			Opal was too clever for her own good. Maleficent struggled not to show her surprise.

			She decided to stick with the truth, or a version of it.

			“You know what my parents are like,” she said. “Their entire focus is on forwarding the family’s greatness, and I was born to contribute to that goal. I wasn’t allowed hobbies unless they increased my value as part of fairy society. I was entirely dedicated to pleasing them and never rebelled. So truth be told, I don’t really know what I want to do, if it’s not magic. I seem to get excited about something here, and then that brief spark fizzles out. I guess I haven’t found myself yet.”

			Opal gazed out the open door to the garden. “You should spend more time out there. Being with nature, the plants and the animals. It’s grounding. You need fresh air and sunshine.” Her cheeks dimpled. “Maybe get Leonor to teach you how to fish.”

			But when Maleficent looked outside, all she saw was an illusion. Every little gleaming leaf, every pecking chicken, every silver-scaled fish—they were all the castle’s magic, and she couldn’t ever forget it like Opal could. None of it was real. The sunshine was real enough, but what she really wanted was to be down in the bowels of the castle, deep underground, learning magic. For her, that was the realest thing of all.

			“Maybe,” she repeated. But she didn’t really feel it. “All I ever wanted to do was learn magic,” she confessed. “To become the most powerful magic user in my family. And if I can’t do that, what’s the point of anything?”

			Opal tapped her shoulder lightly with a wooden spoon. “Magic exists to make life more pleasant, and here, the castle’s magic already does that. You just need to find a new purpose. Or, like Celestine, at least a hobby. This is our world, for now. We can only make the best of it.”

			A hobby. Ha!

			She was nothing like Celestine.

			Maleficent took off her apron and hung it on a peg. Neither the apron nor the peg was real. She could not escape the feeling that she was merely an actor on the castle’s stage and that, if nothing was real, nothing actually mattered.

			“I am tired of being in thrall to an outside force,” she blurted out, unable to hold her tongue. “Back home, it was my parents and a society that shunned me, and here it is a castle that, while very thoughtful, crafts elaborate illusions, a pantomime of life. I want something real. I want to make my own decisions. I want the power to choose my own destiny.”

			“If you’re living it, it’s real,” Opal argued. “The spoon feels real enough, the food fills my belly. What’s more real than that?”

			Maleficent shook her head sadly as she walked toward the banquet hall. “Believing a lie doesn’t make it the truth.”

			“Wait, Maleficent—” Opal called.

			But Maleficent didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

			Opal didn’t understand. She couldn’t.

			Despondent now, Maleficent spent the rest of the day in her room. Sweet, caring Opal brought trays of food, leaving them outside the door, and Maleficent ate just enough to keep the pangs of hunger at bay. It all tasted like ash to her now. At least when she’d dwelled in Sweetvale, dressed in her uniform and on her knees scrubbing out fireplaces, that had been real. The gruel and stew and iron-tasting water had been real. At least there’d been hope that something, anything might change for the better.

			But now, cut off from the Hall of Enchantment, everything seemed useless, fake. Just a shadow of reality.

			She lay on her back, staring up at the stone ceiling. She felt empty.

			It went on like that for days.

			She left her room only for hygiene reasons. She lay on the floor or in bed as if sick. Perhaps her friends stood in the hallway far below, whispering about her or calling out to her; perhaps Rumpus meowed plaintively and scratched at the door. Maleficent neither knew nor cared. She didn’t brush her hair or wash her face. Day and night lost meaning. Even Leonor couldn’t rouse her interest. Standing out in the kitchen garden, he played a song for her, a song he’d written for her, and it found its way through her open window but couldn’t reach her heart. She felt as if she were made of marble, as cold as the stone of the castle.

			She felt like a prisoner.

			Without magic, without hope, this place was just another cage.

			Which made her wonder…

			Did the castle feel that way, too?

			It seemed silly, thinking of it in those terms, but…well, a place did not build itself. People did that. Fairies, or humans. Someone in power had built this castle to their liking long ago, and they’d decided what happened within it.

			Putting a hand to the wall, Maleficent said, “You didn’t put anyone in the tower, did you? Someone else did that. A king, I’m guessing. And just because you mean well doesn’t mean the king did. Did he use your magic? Did he hurt you? Whatever happened that caused you harm, I am very sorry for it.”

			The castle did not respond to her, but at least her feet fit on her bed when she went to sleep that night. And then, sometime after midnight, she woke up to something warm on her face.

			The green light danced around her bed, zipping toward the door.

			Her heart leaped, her body fizzing with delight.

			The magic was back.
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			Maleficent hurried down and down and down the twisting staircase, past the green torches, and through the green door. There was the lectern, surrounded by the cozy opulence of rich furnishings and soft fabrics. There was her wand on its stand. She didn’t think twice; she ran to it, snatched it up, and hugged it to her chest like a lost kitten.

			“Oh, thank you!” she said to the room. “Thank you so much!”

			As if they had never quarreled, the book fell open.

			If you don’t want someone to know you’re here

			Use this spell to disappear.

			With no time to waste, Maleficent practiced the spell over and over again. At first, she was only half see-through, almost like ice. Then she was like an oil sheen on water. Then she was gone completely. She couldn’t even see her own hand. Everything touching her body, including her clothes and wand, had simply vanished. She went to a tall mirror conveniently leaning against the wall and spun around, pleased with her work.

			“And how do I undo it?” she asked.

			There was no answer. She turned the page but found it blank. Only the spells she’d already learned remained.

			“So I’m just…invisible? Until it wears off? Or I learn the spell to reappear?”

			No response.

			She began to panic a little, but…well, did it really matter? She still firmly believed that the castle didn’t mean her harm; if it wanted to hurt her, there were very easy and direct ways of doing so. This was only her third spell, but she had to trust that the book was doling out its knowledge according to some ultimate plan. In the worst-case scenario, she would remain invisible for the rest of her life, which was an unlikely eventuality. For now, Maleficent’s options were to have a temper tantrum in the vein of Celestine, or to enjoy this time practicing her magic.

			She of course chose the latter.

			First, she tried the color-changing spell on herself, but she stubbornly remained invisible and was thus unable to see if it had worked. Next, she used the color-changing spell on every object in the room, making changes both broad and minute to get the hang of more specific tones and patterns. When the chamber was a riot of color, she switched to the levitating spell and moved everything around. And when that got boring, she simply made everything invisible.

			It was satisfying, standing in a room that appeared empty but was actually quite full—right up until she banged her shin on something and discovered she’d unwisely given herself an invisible obstacle course. Now the book and its lectern were the only visible objects in the room, their stubborn resistance to spells in effect. Cracking a big yawn, she headed for the door. She felt her wand again zip out of her pocket, then heard a tiny click as it landed on its invisible stand.

			The next morning, her room was still in its most sumptuous state, but Maleficent remained frustratingly invisible herself. This would’ve been more worrisome if the group weren’t residing in a capricious magical castle; Maleficent could tell everyone that she woke up this way, and they would surely be quick to believe her. It could easily be just another of the castle’s strange pranks.

			When she reached the kitchen, however, everyone else was in the midst of a lively discussion. Maleficent had opened her mouth to greet them when she heard—

			“You have to stop coddling Maleficent,” said Celestine.

			They were discussing her.

			Celestine sat at the table with Finnerick and Leonor as Rumpus napped in his mistress’s lap. The cat’s lambent green eyes blinked open and immediately latched on to Maleficent. Had he sensed her, somehow? No one else seemed to notice.

			“Taking care of someone when they’re sick is not coddling,” Opal argued, preparing to serve breakfast.

			Celestine snorted. “She’s not sick. She just wants attention.”

			“She’s heartsick,” said Opal. “We’ve all had different reactions to this place, and she’s having a bit of a crisis with it. She hasn’t found her role. She’s lost.” Opal dished out the eggs. Maleficent noticed a place set for her despite her absence. “I would help any of you—I will help any of you—should you have the same issue.” She raised an eyebrow at Celestine. “You spent a few days pouting in your own room, you do recall.”

			Celestine sipped her juice. “I had a cold.”

			“Will she come out of it soon?” Leonor asked; he looked worried, which was nice.

			Opal shrugged. “I’m no healer. But Maleficent is strong. She just needs a purpose. Finnerick has his escape plans and his machines. Leonor has his instruments. Celestine has Rumpus. I have the kitchen and garden. We have to help Maleficent find some reason to go on.”

			“I’ve been trying,” Leonor said, his voice far away. “I thought I’d reached her.”

			“She’ll come back,” Opal assured him. “Just don’t give up.”

			Celestine’s nose wrinkled. “Well, I think she’s up to something. She’s so secretive and strange. She’s keeping something from us.”

			Leonor’s head jerked back. “Keeping something from us? Like what?”

			Celestine looked craftily about the kitchen. “In a place like this, who knows what she’s found? I heard her in the hallway one night, and she wasn’t going to the bathing chamber.”

			Finnerick sat up. “Do you think she knows a way out?”

			“Of course not.” Opal did not sound so sure now. “If she had a way out, she’d be gone. We’d all be gone, wouldn’t we? Because she would have told us, and no one actually wants to stay here?”

			Every head wagged emphatically.

			“A town, a village, anything,” Celestine moaned. “People! Boys! Society!”

			Leonor’s fingertips played along the table like he was tapping out a new song. “You know, she does seem distracted. Sometimes, when she looks at me, it’s like she sees me, and other times, it’s like she looks straight through me. Like she’s looking for someone else.”

			Oh, that one hurt.

			Maleficent was looking for the magic, not another person!

			But she couldn’t tell Leonor that.

			She valued her time with him, loved the way he made her feel. But there was an immediacy to the magic, an urgency. Leonor was stuck here with her, but the magic was proving fickle.

			“Well, I’m going to follow her,” Celestine said. “The next time she goes running around at night. I want to know where she’s going, and why she won’t tell us.”

			That…that absolutely would not work.

			Maleficent wanted so badly to speak up, to reassure her friends that all was well and that they should not worry on her behalf, but she still wasn’t ready to reveal her secret, even to the people she liked the most. She definitely didn’t wish to share the magic with Celestine. It would ruin everything.

			She was still learning, and she needed the time and space to learn more. Only then, when she understood more about how magic worked, would she feel ready to bring the others into her confidence. She bit down on her tongue and turned to depart before she heard them say something even worse. There would be no dramatic flouncing, however; she had to remain silent lest she arouse any further suspicion with phantom noises.

			Once she was out in the hall, she picked up speed and hurried to her room. Missing breakfast was inconvenient, but she knew full well Opal would leave a tray outside her door whether Celestine approved or not.

			Within the hour, Opal did exactly that. Once she was long gone, Maleficent picked at the good food. For all that she didn’t like to think of them talking about her, her friends weren’t wrong. She did have a secret, and she was preoccupied. And when the magic withdrew, she definitely felt heartsick. But none of them could know until she was ready.

			As to when that might happen…

			Maleficent wanted wings.

			She wanted to walk into the kitchen at breakfast in a dazzling brocade gown with a cutout for her gorgeous new gossamer wings.

			That was when she would finally reveal the truth and take everyone down to the cellar to find their own magic. She craved that dramatic moment she had been denied at Midsummer, and she felt certain that if she applied herself to learning whatever magic the castle offered, she would eventually have her wings.

			She stayed in her room for the rest of the day, keeping her door locked and moving trays in and out only when she knew she was alone. At one point, barely missing her emergence, Opal tapped at the door and begged her to come out or at least talk, and Maleficent stood on the other side, an invisible hand on the wood, arguing with herself over whether or not Opal could be trusted with the truth.

			Opal cared about her, and she was honest and meant well, but Maleficent knew she would insist they tell the others. Finnerick was her sweetheart, after all, and she’d been friends with Celestine forever; Opal was not the kind of person to keep secrets from her closest friends. Once one person knew, everyone would know, and Maleficent would have no choice but to share her magic lessons with them all. And when that happened, there was a possibility that the magic would withdraw entirely. It had not, after all, invited anyone else.

			Maleficent remained silent, and Opal eventually went away.

			After an afternoon nap, she stayed up all night until the green light arrived, fluttering across the wall like a curious moth.

			“Can you make it easier to get to the stairs?” she asked. “Celestine plans to follow me tonight.”

			The green light buzzed around on the stone as if thinking and then zipped over to her armoire. When she opened the door, she found not the usual array of gowns…but a door.

			Through the wardrobe she went, down the spiral staircase, through the green door, and into the Hall of Enchantment. All the furnishings had become visible again and returned to their original places, giving her a fresh burst of hope for her own predicament.

			The book fell open, and new words appeared.

			When you are invisible

			And do not wish to be,

			This spell and a drop of blood

			Are the only key.

			Fair enough. Maleficent looked to the usual table to see if the spindle would be there, but all she saw was a pincushion full of dainty silver pins. Plucking up a pin, feeling worry and fear squirm in her stomach, she prepared to draw it across her invisible wrist…but then more of the spell materialized.

			An enemy’s blood—just a drop

			Is required to make invisibility stop.

			Maleficent looked at the pincushion.

			If she wanted to regain her visibility, her life, she had to make Celestine bleed.
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			Maleficent stared at the pin, which appeared to be floating in thin air thanks to her ongoing invisibility. She had never willingly hurt another person, unless throwing hard-packed snowballs at her sister counted. Could she really just walk up to Celestine and—what, poke her with a pin?

			Well, that was barely anything, she rationalized. Why, Madam Serenia poked her full of pins every time she went to have a new gown made! And when she walked among the roses in the country garden back home, she’d received many a scratch from their thorns. Everyone had given themselves a cut while paring vegetables or threading a fishhook. A drop of blood was a tiny thing. Nothing at all, really.

			But an enemy’s blood, unwillingly given? That specific ask made her feel strange.

			She didn’t like Celestine, and Celestine didn’t like her. But that didn’t mean Maleficent wanted to sneak up and hurt her. Then again, it was the middle of the night, and Celestine had a cat who likely scratched his mistress all the time, even if by accident. If Maleficent could move in stealthily to do the deed, Celestine might blame Rumpus, thinking he was just sinking in his claws with a little more vigor than was necessary.

			One thing was certain: Waiting wouldn’t make this task any more palatable. She needed to do it now.

			“Fine,” she muttered. “If I must.”

			After rendering the pin invisible and hiding the pincushion in her apron pocket, she walked up the spiral stairs, through her armoire, down the long stairwell, and out into the hallway. Celestine’s door flew open, and the other girl burst out in her nightgown, holding a candle.

			“Aha!” she cried, but her face quickly fell when she saw nothing. “Maleficent?”

			Maleficent did not enjoy being invisible, but she enjoyed this part. Celestine had hoped to catch her sneaking around, and instead, she was staring at Maleficent’s open door, peering up at her staircase with a quizzical look on her pinched face.

			“Maleficent? Are you quite all right?”

			Maleficent rolled her eyes. Celestine did not care if she was all right, she just didn’t want to get caught intruding.

			“Merow?”

			Maleficent looked down to find Rumpus staring up at her. That wasn’t good. If Celestine noticed the cat’s behavior, she would know something was wrong.

			“Maleficent?” Celestine put a foot on the bottom stair.

			Aha! Celestine was breaking a social rule—intruding—trespassing!—and when people were trapped together, privacy and respect were important. As far as Maleficent was concerned, the girl now deserved whatever she got.

			Keeping the invisible pin pinched between thumb and forefinger, Maleficent dropped to her hands and knees and crawled forward. Celestine still had one foot on the stair and one foot planted in the hall, as if that kept her from being entirely nosy, and there was a strip of white skin showing between her nightgown and her woolen socks, because the castle always seemed to give her socks that were just a little too short.

			“Are you up there?” Celestine called again.

			As quickly as she could, Maleficent held her breath and scratched the pin over the girl’s bare skin, hard and firm, drawing her finger after it to catch her blood. Celestine screamed and stumbled forward onto the spiral stairs, after which the door firmly closed on her, leaving Maleficent alone in the hall.

			“Help!” Celestine screamed, beating on the other side of the door with her fists. “Somebody open the door!”

			The wood shook as she pushed and pulled on the handle, but when the castle closed a door, that door remained closed. Rumpus hissed at Maleficent before running back into Celestine’s room, but she didn’t particularly care what he thought of her at the moment. Her only problem just now was finding her way back down to the Hall of Enchantment. She hurried to the foyer, pressed the dragon’s eye in the tapestry, and was gratified to hear the door behind it pop open.

			The light of the green sconces showed a smear of bright red blood floating in the air where her fingertip was, and she had to hope that it would be enough to finish the spell. She hurried down the stairs and into the Hall of Enchantment, going directly to the lectern and working through the spell. She had to get this one right the first time, or else she would be trekking all the way back upstairs for more blood, which was a disturbing thought.

			Concentrating fully, wand in hand and blood on skin, she performed the spell, and to her great delight, her body shivered back into view. Her relief was immediate and overwhelming; though she saw the value in the spell, being invisible was unpleasant and unmooring. Of course, she also had qualms about ever using it again, knowing that she would require a supply of Celestine’s blood to return to normal. She wanted to ask if there was no other ingredient that would do, but she was growing wary of asking the castle questions. She didn’t want to be ignored or kept out or given a spell with even more difficult ingredients—and unpleasant effects.

			She knew by now that no further spells would appear in the book tonight, so she practiced the color-changing spell and levitating spell and made sure that her dress was a more flattering shade of green. Satisfied with what she’d learned but also unsettled by the entire experience, she went back upstairs, exited through the tapestry, and soon stood before her door, where Rumpus lay sprawled, his tail twitching. Kneeling to listen, she stroked behind his ears until he let out a rumbling purr.

			Was Celestine still inside? She had to be.

			And that meant that Maleficent had to pretend that everything was totally normal—except for Celestine’s presence in a place she had no reason to be. Schooling her face, she feigned a yawn and opened her door.

			“Celestine?”

			The spiral staircase had morphed into a small stone cell lit by a single torch, and Celestine sat in the middle of the floor, her arms around her knees, crying. When she saw Maleficent, she hurriedly stood and brushed away her tears.

			“What are you doing in here?” Maleficent asked, as if she had no idea what had been going on.

			“I don’t know,” Celestine lied. “I woke up here. What is this place?”

			Trying not to laugh, Maleficent said, “It’s usually a spiral staircase leading up to my room. I fell asleep on a couch in the parlor, but…where are the stairs?”

			Celestine glanced around as if she had just arrived and was confused to be there. “How would I know? I didn’t come here on purpose. I’m going back to my room.”

			As she walked out, Maleficent noticed the red line on her ankle, beaded with blood.

			She’d done that.

			On the one hand, Celestine was a liar who was trying to expose her secrets, a sneaky little spy who had stayed up late just to expose supposed wrongdoing. But on the other hand, Maleficent had hurt this girl on purpose. And though she loved magic, she had no wish to cause harm with her spells.

			And yet, back in Sweetvale, magic hurt plenty of people—mainly, the people without wings who were forced to work in servitude. They often performed more dangerous and physical jobs and were injured or simply aged faster due to the strenuous nature of their work. A builder or farmer was going to have a more challenging life than a duchess or scholar.

			But taking part in a flawed and unfair system wasn’t the same as directly harming someone and taking their blood. Maleficent took the forgotten pincushion out of her pocket and held it up to the single torch. It was a simple thing in the hands of a seamstress or tailor, but now, for her, it was a weapon.

			Uncertain what to do since her staircase had disappeared to punish or trap Celestine, Maleficent decided that the castle might need a moment to set things to rights.

			“I’ll go to the bathing chamber,” she said, and when she returned, the stairs were back to normal, as if nothing had ever changed. There were her luxurious bed, her bright tapestries, her soft rug. The castle, it seemed, was pleased with her.
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			The next morning at breakfast, Celestine glared at Maleficent, as if daring her to bring up their strange meeting the night before, but the others were delighted to see their friend back from her supposed sojourn. Opal rushed up for a hug, and Leonor’s eyes shone like the sun. As much as Maleficent might’ve enjoyed vexing Celestine, she didn’t want the others to question her own whereabouts, so she simply smiled and carried on as usual.

			“You seem happier,” Opal noted.

			“I have come to terms with my situation,” Maleficent told her, and it was true enough; she had found the magic again. “I just needed some time alone. I suppose a person can adapt to anything, with the right frame of mind.”

			Opal smiled, relieved, and Leonor asked her if she might like to go fishing, and for a few days, life went on as before. During the day, Maleficent helped Opal with meals, looked over Finnerick’s drawings, read books, wrote poetry, and listened to Leonor’s new music, watching him steal furtive glances at her, which she returned with interest.

			Each night, Maleficent waited for the little green light to call her and gladly followed the spiral stairway down to the Hall of Enchantment. Though she briefly worried that the castle might demand more blood—blood she dearly didn’t want to take—she was relieved when it pivoted back to spells that required only the proper movements and words. She learned how to make plants grow, how to start a fire and control water and wind, how to animate objects, and even the beginnings of conjuration, which was the hardest spell of all. She could make a small gray stone appear, if she concentrated very hard, but try as she might, she could not make a crystal. Making something from nothing was terribly difficult. She was beginning to push the boundaries of her innate power. The spell book’s reminder did not improve her attitude:

			The more you practice, you will see

			The greater will your power be!

			Maleficent had never studied anything that she had not immediately mastered; even the first few spells had not taken her long to learn. Still, she could do magic now, and she told herself that was enough. It was, however, quite frustrating that she could not take her wand with her when she left the Hall of Enchantment. She tried, several times, making it seem as if perhaps she had simply shoved the wand in a pocket and forgotten, but each time she crossed the threshold of the room to leave, her wand wiggled right out and flew back to its stand on the lectern.

			As Finnerick showed her his newest plan to lower the drawbridge one morning, she began to understand why the castle was so insistent about her wand: Using the magic it had taught her, she might be able to escape on her own. She could levitate her friends out of a window or float a rope over the garden wall. And the castle alone wanted to decide when that could happen. For now, it still wanted them here—it wanted her here—for reasons unknown.

			That, of course, made her captivity chafe all the more. She wanted to decide when she would leave, on her own terms. But she was fairly certain that if she attempted magic without her wand, the castle would know, disapprove, and possibly punish her. There was nowhere to hide when the walls were always watching.

			Or was there?

			The only place where she had never felt the castle’s presence was in that prison tower through the secret door in the library. Whatever had happened there was obviously a sore spot, and the magic felt almost…dead. Like a finger rotted by frostbite that could no longer sense hot or cold or anything at all.

			So, that afternoon, Maleficent went to the parlor, made sure she was alone, and pulled on the horn—or was it actually a tooth? It felt like ivory in her hand, smooth and the kind of cold that warmed to her touch. But what animal had ever had a tooth that large? Nothing alive today. According to the books she’d studied back in Sweetvale, dragons had been extinct for centuries, so perhaps it was something from deep in the ocean.

			Leaving it behind, she took a lit taper down the long passageway, around the corner, and up the stairs to the tower. She put a hand to the wall and said, “Are you here?”

			There was no answer. No pulse. Nothing.

			But it was so very dark up here, and it did not need to be. She used a dollop of candle wax to fix her taper to the floor and dug her fingers into the hastily stacked bricks blocking the window, prying one from its sloppy mortar and letting in a rectangle of sun. Filled with a strange anger, she yanked each brick free, one after the other, sometimes using another brick to pulverize an especially tricky bit of mortar.

			After quite some time, the window was mostly free of debris, and a stack of bricks sat on the floor. Fresh air blew in, and she looked down at the castle from an angle she’d never seen before, instantly recognizing the covered bridge from her dream, the one on which she’d been crawling through smoke. It was blackened and charred, the rock burned away in places. Her dream—had it been real? Part of the castle’s past, perhaps? A fire had befallen this place, of that much she was certain. Several of the spires visible from the window were likewise black and broken. But not as if they’d burned from the ground.

			As if they’d been assaulted from the sky.
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			A tragedy had happened here, and the castle was actively hiding the evidence from its current denizens. From Maleficent. At least half of the castle, it seemed, was closed off to their little group, and that half was burned, crumbled, and mostly destroyed.

			From her perch in the spire, it appeared she was at the highest pinnacle of the entire structure, and that there was a walkway around the top of this tower. That explained why the window she’d unbricked was so very tall, almost a door.

			Before she could lose her nerve, she hitched up her long skirts, kicked a leg over the window’s low sill, and stepped onto the walkway outside. It was ringed by a crenellated wall, so she was unlikely to fall, but she’d never been up this high in her entire life.

			The view was spectacular, and as Maleficent edged around the circular tower, always keeping the stone firmly at her back, she could see the topography for miles in every direction. As they’d guessed when they began this journey, a village nestled on the other side of the castle.

			But it was not bustling with happy villagers and a society ready to welcome them with open arms. It was in ruins, the stone charred black and overgrown with vines and weeds.

			Whatever had burned the castle had destroyed the village so badly that no one had even attempted to rebuild. Or perhaps no one had been left to rebuild. Nothing moved there, the air seemingly dead still and a malevolent fog hiding the ground. A chill crept up Maleficent’s spine as she thought about what it would be like in that haunted village at night. Would she hear the screams of those who’d died in the fires, the cries of children trapped in the flames?

			She shivered.

			Whatever had happened there had happened long, long ago, probably before she was born. An enemy had attacked, most likely. Trebuchets or flaming arrows must’ve started the fires. She’d read once about a weapon that involved flinging flaming pitch through the air, the sticky tar clinging to stone and wood alike as the fire spread. And perhaps that was why the castle was intent on keeping their group safely locked up: It remembered the siege so long ago and wanted to protect them from outside dangers. Maybe it didn’t know the enemy was now as dead as the castle’s former occupants.

			Moving farther around the circular walkway, buffeted by the winds, she saw the guardhouse and drawbridge. Three black vultures kept watch on the roof of the guardhouse, likely the same ones that had chased Celestine, but otherwise, nothing moved there. Maleficent suspected that there had been no guards for a very long time—only the castle itself, using its magic to influence them from the start. The haunted forest they’d traveled through remained swathed in mist, the trees dark and foreboding. Squinting, she could almost trace their path back to Sweetvale, but even from such a lofty height, her village was too far away to be seen from here. She should’ve been able to spot the human lands of King Stefan or King Hubert, as per Finnerick’s maps, but perhaps magic kept this place hidden.

			His telescope might reveal more, but…did she want that? Perhaps if Finnerick could see the castle from this vantage point, he might have more ideas about how to escape. Although Maleficent didn’t want to live the rest of her life here, she was not finished learning magic, and she did not want Finnerick interfering. She would leave only when she was ready.

			She was confident that with more time, she would grow so powerful that she would not need her wand and could work independently without the castle’s support. All the fairies of Sweetvale, as far as she knew, needed their wands to do magic, but perhaps she was learning a different method, or maybe no wingless fairy had ever dared try. It was considered an absolute truth back home that only winged fairies could do magic, which, as it turned out, was a lie; who knew how many untruths she’d been fed? Eventually, she would find a way to escape on her own. She was determined not to grow old here, with her four friends, living a pantomime of life, but for now, she desperately wanted, needed to stay.

			And what was more, maybe she could use this tower to practice her magic away from the castle’s prying attention. Even without her wand.

			Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a knitting needle she’d brought from Sweetvale. She’d almost felt silly at the time, tossing it into the bottom of her bag, but it had many uses and was one of the few items she’d been allowed as a servant that might be used as a weapon, if needed. And now, it was the closest thing she had to a wand, one of the few available objects that was not born of the castle’s magic. It was time to discover if the magic truly lay within herself and was merely amplified by the wand and the castle.

			She began with the easiest spell she knew, aiming her needle at a brick and attempting to turn it from dull reddish brown to blue. By now, she had perfectly memorized the precise words and exact movements, but when she performed her spell, the magic felt like a weak thread, like a slender line of spiderweb when she was accustomed to a rushing waterfall.

			Concentrating harder, Maleficent tried again, and the faintest blue spot appeared on the brick, a dot the size of a freckle, right where she’d pointed her needle. Triumph surged through her and quickly died when the spot refused to spread easily. Again and again she tried, growing more and more agitated. The blue spot grew until it was the size of a fingertip, but it took hours and left her exhausted and drenched in sweat. The sky was growing dark now, and her forgotten taper had burned down to nothing. She would have to find her way back without a source of light.

			Down the stairs she went, grateful for the scant twilight that sliced in through the arrow slits. She kept a hand on the stone, her skirts bunched in a sweaty fist. As she turned the final circle, she saw the shadows waiting to envelop her in the first of the two hallways that led back to the bookshelf and steeled herself for the unwelcome sensation of pure and utter darkness. With one hand on the cobwebbed stone, she walked carefully, her heartbeat pounding in her ears, the only sound in the empty hall. It was cold down here, the air stale and tinged with the ancient scent of burnt stone. She wanted to hurry, but…she had to go slow, had to be quiet.

			This space—it felt all wrong.

			And then her toe hit a solid object. Something big. Something cold and hard but with a little give. Something like a body.

			Her breath caught in her throat as she reached out with her foot, but whatever it had been, it was gone. Not something alive, not some animal—she would’ve heard its movements. She stood stock-still, throwing out her senses, but there was no other sound.

			“Help…”

			The voice was barely a whisper. A man, his voice deep and ragged, his throat shredded.

			“Hello?” Maleficent called.

			“Help. Fire. We can’t—she got loose—she’s going to—”

			The voice moaned, and something moved up ahead.

			Maleficent didn’t know whether to run toward the pained voice or back up to the tower. It was so cold now that her fingers and toes and lips were numb, and she could feel the frigid puffs of her breath as she panted.

			“Hello?” she called again. “Do you need help?”

			“She’ll pay for this…she’ll pay for what she’s done….”

			The voice trailed off, and Maleficent took a tentative step forward. Even if the voice was responding to her, she didn’t have light to show her how she might be of help. She needed to get to the parlor, with its candelabras and fire.

			When her toe didn’t encounter anything, she took another step, and another. Smoke rolled over the floor, filling the hall. She couldn’t smell it, but it blocked what little light she had. The stone was cold where her fingertips trailed over it, slippery under her shoes. She did not reach down to see what liquid that might be, turning to slick ice under the soles of her slippers. Step by step, body numb and shaking, breath coming in animal pants, feeling as if she were surrounded by ghosts, by smoke, by death, she forged a path down the hall. Finally, she turned the corner and saw the warm glow of the parlor’s firelight through the crack in the bookshelf.

			Bursting out into the room, she was grateful to see none of her friends. She lit another taper and hurried back to the long dark hallway, but no matter how carefully she looked, she found no evidence of another person—no bodies, no blood, not a single object bigger than a speck of dust. The temperature was back to normal, the stone walls no longer freezing. When she called out, the voice didn’t answer her. Whatever had been there, haunting the hallway, was gone.

			Once Maleficent was back in her own chamber, she politely asked the castle for a hot cup of cider, and when she looked to her writing desk, there was a tray with a steaming mug and a couple of cookies. Sitting before the fire, feeling her frozen limbs prickle as they thawed, she teetered on the edge of telling someone what she’d just experienced. She’d heard of ghosts, of course; Vertila loved to frighten her, after all, but ever since she’d become a young woman, she hadn’t really believed in the concept. Still, what other explanation was there?

			People in this castle had died during a fire, and she had encountered an entity moaning about a fire.

			And that spectral figure made of smoke had spoken to her in her room when she’d awakened from a nightmare, frozen on the floor. Surely that couldn’t be a coincidence? Both voices had mentioned “her” and “she” again and again—did that mean a woman had started the fire? A rival queen, perhaps?

			If Maleficent told the others, they would question her sanity. There was no proof of what she’d experienced, after all. And even if they’d been forced to accept the idea of a sentient magical castle, that didn’t make the concept of ghosts haunting it more palatable.

			No, she would tell no one, but she would look more closely at the parlor library for clues to this place’s history. And she would continue learning magic, building up her strength so that she could do more than give freckles to a brick. She was proud of what she’d accomplished, but as always, she wanted to do more, be more. The speed with which she could master the magic on her own terms might be the difference between a life spent within these haunted walls and a real life in the outside world.

			She was getting so good at pretending. At dinner, no one noticed anything different about her. Leonor played a new song for her on his lute, and he stared into her eyes as he sang lyrics about longing for a beautiful girl. Something fluttered in her chest, making her look down and blush. There was a secret energy between the two of them as they walked back to the bedrooms as a group, their hands brushing as they lingered behind the others.

			Once upon a time, Maleficent had yearned for Leonor’s attention, but that was before she’d tasted magic.

			That night, the little green light came to her with a sprightly, happy energy—seemingly unaware she had entered the prison tower—and she gladly followed it down to the Hall of Enchantment. Going straight to the lectern, she took up her wand, thrilling to its electric touch, so much more alive than a sad little knitting needle. The book spilled open, the calligraphed words surfacing on the creamy paper. Excitement skittered up her spine as she read.

			The next skill that the magic will bring:

			Transformation of a living thing!
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			A transformation spell—but of what? And into what?

			After her experience with invisibility, Maleficent immediately understood that she would not perform this spell on herself first. She needed a subject. A living thing that was not a person. That, however, was easier said than done.

			Maleficent bared her teeth in annoyance; the castle had thus far been entirely empty of creatures it had not created. She hadn’t seen a single spider, much less a bird, bat, frog, or rat. The only non-fairy was…

			Rumpus.

			No, there had to be another way.

			“Can we start with smaller transformations?” she asked. “Like rocks into roses, perhaps?”

			There was no response. Well, maybe she could—she might as well try.

			After memorizing the right words and practicing the gesture, she pointed her wand at a footstool and performed the spell.

			And nothing happened.

			She tried again, concentrating harder, imagining the footstool turning into a rock, because that seemed like the most basic and unornamented object possible.

			Still nothing happened.

			The footstool didn’t even turn a shade grayer or become slightly more rounded.

			She looked back at the book, and a flourish of ink underlined the words living thing.

			After all her nights in the Hall of Enchantment, she understood that the book worked in a very particular way: She must master the spell on the page, one per night, and only then, on the next night, would the page turn—no exceptions.

			Therefore, if she did not perform this spell, the page would not turn.

			She grunted with frustration. There was no teacher with whom to plead, no professor or dean who might be open to reason. Just a book full of empty pages that could not be persuaded. Disgust slithered in her chest at the thought of performing unknown magic on a living animal, but—

			Well, maybe there was an option. Hurrying up the stairs, Maleficent desperately hoped her gambit would work, although secretly she doubted it would. The stairwell spat her out in the foyer, and she crept through the banquet hall and kitchen and out into the garden.

			Except there was no garden. Just another stone parapet, walled in with yet more stone, a flat gray expanse gleaming dully under the light of a waxing moon. Much like Opal’s room and her own room, and like the ballroom when they’d overtaxed the magic, this space was currently resting. After all, if there was no one around to see it, why did the castle need to expend energy making magical chickens sleep?

			“Can I please have a chicken?” she asked, one hand on the wall.

			But no chicken appeared. Not even a fish. No bugs buzzed or sang, no night birds swooped across the stars. Perhaps there were vultures in the guardhouse, or maybe they, too, were just another tool of the magic, here and then gone again as needed. And in any case, she couldn’t reach the guardhouse.

			Back in the kitchen, Maleficent lit a candle and inspected every corner of the room, the leg of every chair, the cracks in the stone, but there wasn’t even the tiniest fly.

			“Mrow?”

			She was on her hands and knees looking under the table when Rumpus appeared in the doorway, his head cocked quizzically as he stared at her. How had the cat even gotten here? He generally spent every waking moment with Celestine; he was the only living creature who could really stand her for long periods of time, and she kept her door firmly shut at night. There were at least four doors between that room and this one, as far as Maleficent knew, and yet here the cat was, right when she—

			No. To say that she needed him suggested that she wanted to do this. She did not. She did not want to perform an untested magic spell on the cat.

			And yet that did not change the fact that Rumpus was here right when the castle wanted him to be here. Because the castle wanted this.

			But why? Why would it want her to spell the poor creature?

			Some cats could be a menace, but he was a reasonable and pleasant beast, loyal to his owner and no trouble to anyone. Maleficent always enjoyed petting him when he deigned to leap into her lap or curl around her ankles. Sometimes he would flop about on his back and let her stroke his soft tummy, and he never did harm the chickens but rather seemed to think of them as playmates. He was a sweet creature, and as with the fairies, it was obvious that if the castle wanted to hurt him or get rid of him, it could.

			Therefore, it must’ve had a reason for wanting him spelled. For wanting him transformed.

			Maleficent stood and picked him up, holding him like a baby, as Celestine did. His little feet splayed out, showing toes as chubby as beans, and he began to purr. His black fur was soft in her hands, his tail lying limp as if he were perfectly happy to be carried around all day.

			She kissed his black nose and put him down on the ground.

			She couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t do it.

			The spell was probably harmless, and the castle would likely teach her how to reverse it with the next turn of the page, but she didn’t know how she could possibly spend an entire day pretending to know nothing of the cat’s whereabouts as Celestine sank into despair.

			Instead of returning to the Hall of Enchantment, Maleficent went back to her own room with Rumpus trotting in her wake, left him outside her door despite his protests, and settled in under her covers. She was confused and angry, defiance making her jaw grind. It wasn’t fair. The castle was asking her to do something that felt wrong.

			“Please pick another spell,” she said to the room. “I don’t want anything to happen to Rumpus. He’s a nice cat.”

			If the castle heard her plea, it did not acknowledge it, and the green light did not return that night. For a long time, Maleficent lay awake, staring at the dying fire, trying to think of some other way past her problem. Try as she might, nothing came to mind.

			They were truly at an impasse.
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			The next day dawned dreary and gray, and Maleficent woke up grouchy and restless. What was the point of being here if she couldn’t do magic? If she didn’t have hope? There was a chance the castle would offer her a different spell tonight, but she doubted it. The castle, thus far, had been accommodating when it so chose and entirely inflexible otherwise. It would give them a pond to fish in but no way to open the main doors. The magic undeniably had its own agenda.

			Even Leonor got on her nerves that day.

			“Maleficent, were you even listening?” he asked, beautiful lips turned down as he sat at the harpsichord.

			She looked up, trying to remember what he’d just played. “Yes, of course. It was lovely, as always.”

			He cocked his head. “Any more specific thoughts, other than generic compliments?”

			She didn’t think it was particularly kind of him to put her on the spot like that, so she feigned a headache and went to her bed with a book and a bit of cheese she’d borrowed from the kitchen. She placed it on the floor in the corner, hoping that she might entice a mouse or rat—or even a roach! a disgusting roach!—to come nibble upon it. This, of course, was a fruitless gambit. They’d been here for weeks, and she had not seen a single insect in the castle or the garden. At some point in time, while she was looking elsewhere, the cheese simply disappeared, because the cheese was just one more aspect of the castle’s magic.

			She was a fool. A fool who’d tried to lure nonexistent mice to imaginary cheese.

			Was a mouse so different from Rumpus?

			Yes, Rumpus was Celestine’s main source of comfort, but he was not a person. Did cats have feelings? Maleficent thought they might. She’d seen Rumpus run away from danger, scamper to Celestine for attention, play with the chickens, purr in his sleep. What if the transformation hurt him?

			Well, turning invisible hadn’t hurt her, had it? If it was going to hurt him, surely the castle wouldn’t ask her to do it; it could manage that all on its own.

			Perhaps she should simply do the spell on herself. But she’d felt so trapped when she was invisible, like there was a chance she might forget who she was altogether and just fade away to nothing. If the transformation spell turned her into a toad or a rabbit or a horse, she would have very few options—with no hand that could hold her wand, no mouth that could speak the next spell.

			There were only two choices here: Do the spell on Rumpus or give up on her lessons altogether.

			And so the real question was: How much did she want the magic?

			She’d once thought there was nothing she wouldn’t do, nothing she wouldn’t sacrifice, to become powerful in the magical arts. She still felt that way. But she didn’t want to harm Rumpus, and even if she didn’t particularly like Celestine, she didn’t want to cause her pain. Maybe Celestine wanted her cat as badly as Maleficent wanted her magic.

			Oh, but there was nothing Maleficent wanted as badly as she wanted magic!

			She’d sworn long ago that she would do anything, and she’d meant it.

			All day, the thoughts chased each other in circles around her head. She would do it. She wouldn’t. She would just keep waiting until she found a bug.

			That night, when the green light appeared, she warily followed it downstairs and found the same page of the book, the same transformation spell. The castle had not provided her with an insect or a mouse. There were no alternatives. Nothing had changed. She trudged back upstairs, tears in her eyes.

			Several days passed. The weather outside her window seemed to reflect the bleakness in her soul—gray, cold, grim. She stayed in her room. Not being able to do magic…it made her physically sick. And yes, she could’ve turned everything in the Hall of Enchantment a different color and then floated it around and then made it invisible, but that would’ve been like reading a child’s primer when she craved an enormous tome resplendent with knowledge. She wanted to learn more magic, new magic, harder magic. She wanted to master it. She wanted to progress.

			And yet each night when she ventured down the spiral staircase, Maleficent found the same page open in the spell book, the same beautiful but useless room, the same lack of a subject for the spell.

			She had no appetite. Her head really did ache. It felt almost as if she had some sort of fever, an illness settled deep in her bones. The longer she went without doing magic, the worse she felt. Curled up in her bed, she turned her back to the fire.

			Opal visited her, sitting on the edge of her bed. “Maleficent, talk to me. Please. I thought you’d…I thought you’d found a way to go on. What can we do to help you?”

			But Maleficent could not, would not respond.

			Finnerick brought up his plans to ask her opinion on knocking down walls, and Leonor carried his lute up to play for her, but still she would not turn to meet anyone’s eyes.

			“Just leave me be,” she told them, and eventually, they did.

			She couldn’t tell anyone what was wrong. She couldn’t explain how she craved the magic, how the need to learn it burned under her skin, itched like a rash.

			She had to do magic or she was going to fade away—and lose herself completely.

			And then one evening, Celestine stood in her open doorway, Rumpus in her arms. Maleficent couldn’t begin to imagine why the castle had let her up—

			Unless it wanted to dangle Rumpus in front of her like bait.

			“This is getting ridiculous,” Celestine said. “Get up and act like an adult.”

			Maleficent said nothing.

			“You just want attention.”

			Maleficent could only stare at her.

			“I don’t care if you live or die, but Opal and Finnerick and Leonor won’t stop worrying about you. I actually care about them, and what you’re doing is hurting them. You’re not special. Stop being a baby.”

			Still Maleficent did not answer, and so Celestine heaved a dramatic sigh and disappeared. For the first time in days, Maleficent felt something besides desperation, emptiness, pain, and frustration.

			Act like an adult? Don’t be a baby? You’re not special? And then, to add on that she didn’t care if Maleficent died?

			She felt rage.

			Celestine had been rude before, but never like that. The other girl thought this was all what—an act? That it wasn’t real? That Maleficent was making it all up? All this pain, all this torture, all because Maleficent didn’t want to risk the girl’s pet cat, and still Celestine had said those horrible things to her.

			Yes, Maleficent wanted to learn magic for herself, but she was also aware that it might be the only thing that could help them all escape the castle one day. While Celestine did nothing to help anyone, Maleficent was working feverishly every night to save her and try to give her the life she’d always wanted. Wasn’t that worth something? What a nasty, ungrateful creature!

			Maleficent got out of bed and went to take a hot bath and put on a fresh dress. When the green light appeared that night, she stalked it out into the hallway. Rumpus was sitting there, his tail twitching expectantly. She picked him up and carried him down to the Hall of Enchantment. He seemed to like the journey, content and purring in her arms, all the way down the stairs. Entering the room, she placed him on a table, where he sat and gazed at her with intelligent green eyes.

			Fury sang in her heart as she picked up her wand and performed the spell.

			A swirl of golden glitter surrounded the cat, lifting him up into the air. He mewed in surprise, spinning, his legs churning uselessly. All the hair on his tail and along his back rose up in fear, and he threw his head back and screamed like he was dying.

			“Rumpus, I’m so sorry!” Maleficent shouted, reaching for him.

			But the Rumpus she knew…was gone.
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			A raven stood before her.

			“Rumpus?” she asked.

			“Caw caw!”

			The raven was a deep inky black with a yellow beak and matching yellow legs. He flapped his wings and cocked his head, looking at Maleficent with great curiosity. Lifting a leg toward his beak, he fell over in a flutter of feathers.

			Maleficent reached to help him. “Hold still, Rumpus. I’ll try to change you back.”

			She wasn’t sure why the cat had turned into a raven; she had not been thinking about ravens or birds at the time, and had honestly not thought about ravens since they’d arrived at the castle. She had only thought the word transformation. Pointing her wand, she pictured Rumpus the cat in her head, thinking very hard about his shiny black fur, dainty toes, and glowing green eyes. She swished her wand and said the right words.

			Nothing happened.

			There was no golden swirl of magic.

			Rumpus did not return to his cat form, but he didn’t turn into anything else.

			Perhaps the spell turned things into ravens and only ravens? That seemed like a very strange sort of spell. How many ravens did anyone need? And why wasn’t the spell just called Raven Transformation?

			“Tomorrow night, there should be a spell to turn you back,” she assured the cat—no, the raven.

			He cocked his head back and forth, bright eyes blinking, and said only “Caw caw!”

			Maleficent paced the room as she contemplated what to do. Normally, she would stay down here and practice her new spell and her old spells, enjoying each fresh zap of magic. She thought of this room like a playground, a safe place to practice, and the magic had a way of refilling her soul. The moment she’d performed the spell on Rumpus, all her pain, her weakness, her itchiness…it had melted away. Her mind was troubled, but her body and her soul were relieved and relaxed, back to normal. The fever had fled. She was no longer suffering.

			But she couldn’t enjoy it. Right this moment, she felt only jaw-clenching worry about what would happen when Celestine woke up to find her beloved cat gone. She couldn’t tell Celestine that Rumpus was perfectly fine and safe, if a little feathery, thanks to her magic.

			Even if Maleficent had spent all week sick in bed, she knew that she would be the first person Celestine suspected of foul play. The other girl would probably accuse her of throwing Rumpus out the window out of spite…not that it would do him much harm in his present form. Maleficent would need to stay in bed and, when informed, pretend that she was just as concerned as everyone else.

			With a sigh of acceptance, she went to a cozy chair and piled several soft blankets up like a nest, the sort of thing that Rumpus the cat would’ve loved.

			“You’ll have to stay down here for a while,” she told the raven. “Just for today. I’m sure that tonight I’ll have a spell to change you back.”

			“Caw?”

			She patted the nest of blankets, and the raven hopped off the table, falling to the ground with an impotent flap of his wings. She hurried to pick him up and dust him off so that his feathers went in the right directions. “Yes, you’re a bird now. So you’ve got wings instead of paws. It’s very odd. But if you’ll just settle in and take a nap, it’ll all be over soon.” She placed him on the pile of blankets, and he nestled down like a chicken. “Castle, could you please give him…whatever ravens eat? Seeds? Water?”

			“Caw?”

			Without looking back at the raven, Maleficent hurried from the room and back upstairs. Shame was a relatively new feeling for her in general, and her chest was tight with anger—at herself, at the magic for being so very unreasonable. She had no need for a raven. Why teach her this spell? Why require her to change a living creature when there had to be hundreds of spells she could cast on inanimate objects? The book could teach her how to make food! How to improve eyesight! How to heal wounds! What an utterly useless bit of magic.

			Back upstairs, she went to her armoire to select her nightgown and realized that her wand was still in her pocket. She pulled it out and held it up in the darkness of the room, expecting it to disappear in a shower of glitter as soon as the castle—the magic—realized its error.

			And yet the wand remained.

			Maleficent looked slyly around the room before pointing the wand at her chosen nightgown and performing a spell to turn it from pink to purple.

			Still the wand did not disappear.

			Smiling to herself, she slid it under her mattress. Maybe the castle was too busy keeping track of a curious raven in the room far below, or maybe it finally trusted her. There was no way to know. She almost felt like a child getting away with mischief, like she’d broken a rule and yet suffered no consequence.

			Of course, she wasn’t yet ready to show off her magic to anyone else. Her wand would remain a secret. Still, it felt pleasant to know that the magic was within reach, right under her mattress. It made her feel safer, somehow. Connected. Maybe even…

			Powerful.
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			The next morning, a frantic pounding on her door awoke her.

			“Maleficent!” shouted Celestine. “Open up. I know you’re in there!”

			Maleficent rolled her eyes and yawned, then took a moment to prepare herself. She did nothing to improve her appearance, of course; let Celestine think she was still feeling poorly.

			Although she didn’t know why the castle had allowed Celestine up her stairs, she opened the door a crack, rubbing at her eyes. “What is wrong?” she asked groggily.

			Celestine’s eyes were wide and wild and wet, her hair unkempt, her energy frantic. “Have you seen Rumpus?”

			Maleficent cocked her head and looked down at the floor as if just now realizing the cat was not with them. “No, why would I? I just woke up. Where is he?”

			“Let me in.”

			Celestine pushed past Maleficent and stormed into her room. Maleficent trailed behind and watched the angry fairy kneel to look under the bed, throw the armoire doors wide open, and even toss back the bedcovers. How fortunate that she’d already wedged her wand deep under the mattress.

			“Celestine, what are you doing?” she asked.

			Celestine stopped her rude search and glared. “Rumpus is missing.”

			“Don’t cats come and go as they please?” asked Maleficent. “Isn’t that…very in character?”

			Opal appeared in the doorway, looking exhausted. “Not for Rumpus, apparently.”

			“He’s never out of my sight,” Celestine snapped. Maleficent wanted to argue that this was likely more Celestine’s preference than the cat’s, but she had no interest in stirring Celestine up any more than she already was.

			“When did you last see him?” she asked.

			Celestine opened the armoire again and rifled through the gowns within. “Last night. He must’ve let himself out of my room. He can open doors. He’s terribly clever. And extremely loyal.” She picked out a light blue nightgown, throwing it over her arm, and slammed the armoire doors closed with an exasperated huff. “We have to look for him. Everyone. Who knows what the castle might do to him?”

			Again, Maleficent held her tongue. Apparently, the castle wanted the cat to be a raven, but that wasn’t necessarily hurting him.

			“Yes, of course we’ll all look for him,” said Opal. “But…maybe a bite of breakfast first?”

			“Rumpus is more important than food!” Celestine shrieked.

			Opal put an arm around her friend’s shoulders and ushered her out of the room, murmuring softly all the way down the stairs. “Yes, dear, but we must keep our energy up. Can’t have people fainting around the castle, can we?”

			Maleficent put on a robe and followed them to the kitchen, and when the boys arrived, they, too, were interrogated on the whereabouts of the missing cat. Celestine didn’t eat a bite and instead spent the meal urging everyone to hurry up, put down their forks, and start looking for Rumpus. Leonor had the clever idea to catch an enticing fish as bait for the cat, and soon Maleficent had been sent to the ballroom with a small dish of raw fish, calling out for a cat that could not answer—
a cat that was now a bird.

			Still, she diligently helped in the search for Rumpus, checking every corner, peeking behind every tapestry, getting on her hands and knees under every table. Anyone could take one look at this massive, mostly empty ballroom and know that there wasn’t a cat in it, but she had to appear to be thorough. As she left, she met Finnerick as he exited the parlor and, though he hadn’t found anything of note, realized she should’ve volunteered to take that room. She didn’t particularly want the cunning fairy in there alone, exploring. He might tug on the ivory tooth, and…

			No, next time she would be sure to get to the parlor first.

			Everyone reconvened in the kitchen, and when no one brought a big black cat, Celestine broke down sobbing on the table.

			“He wouldn’t leave me,” she said over and over. “Something must’ve happened to him.”

			“He’s a cat,” Opal gently reminded her. “He’s probably off exploring. If we’re going stir-crazy in here, so is he. I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

			“You can’t know that!” Celestine wailed. “He’s never done this before. Never, not a single time in his entire life. He never leaves my side.” Her head whipped around, and she glared at Maleficent. “Did you take him?”

			Maleficent’s jaw dropped. “Take Rumpus? Why? And what is it you think I would do with him?”

			“I don’t know, but you’re the only one I don’t trust,” Celestine hissed.

			“Yes, I remember that night you snuck into my room and got trapped in there,” Maleficent fired back. “So I don’t particularly trust you, either.”

			“You went into her room?” Opal cried. “Celestine, I told you—Maleficent isn’t hiding anything. There’s nothing to hide.”

			“This place…” Finnerick looked around uneasily. “We know it likes to play tricks on us. Things change. The gargoyles move around. Sometimes the window in my room is in a different place. It’s like it wants us to question reality. Like it wants us to go mad.”

			Maleficent felt insulted on behalf of the castle. “Maybe it’s forgetful,” she said. “Or playful. It’s just so old. I don’t think it means anything by it. Trees change throughout the year, so maybe the castle changes, too.”

			“You talk about it as if it’s a person.” Leonor chuckled. “It does feel playful, though. Almost tricky. I mean, it made the fish, so it must control them. But sometimes it lets me catch them and sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes they steal every bite of bread right off the hook.”

			Celestine smacked a hand against the table. “So you’re saying maybe the castle has Rumpus? Because that would be a very bad trick and quite rude. I want him back. Now.”

			The castle, of course, did not return Rumpus, not in cat form and not in raven form. Tired of Celestine’s glare, Maleficent took the rest of her breakfast back to her room, where she sat down at her desk and wrote out all the spells she’d learned so far in the journal she’d requested. Since the castle had provided it, she supposed it might disappear at any time, but it still felt good, like writing down math sums to make sure she’d learned the proper equation by heart.

			At supper, they were again commanded to search for Rumpus, so Maleficent took her candle and swiftly hurried to the parlor to poke around. Eventually, Celestine shouted at everyone for their failure and stormed off to bed, and Maleficent was blessedly alone once more. Thanks to Celestine’s hysterics and paranoia, she had to wait longer than usual before the little green light arrived, and she already had her wand in her pocket and ready. Normally, she was giddy with excitement as she scurried down the stairs, along the hall, through the secret door in the foyer, and down into the cellar. But this time, she was nervous.

			What if she couldn’t turn Rumpus into a cat again, and she had to spend more days fruitlessly searching the castle for him while Celestine glared at her?

			How long could she keep up the pantomime before she snapped and told Celestine exactly why someone, even a cat, might want to entirely avoid her?

			Maleficent threw open the door to the Hall of Enchantment and immediately heard the joyous cry of “Caw! Caw!” as a ball of black feathers fluttered into her chest. She caught the light body and helped him to perch on her wrist.

			“It’s nice to see you, too.” She stroked his sleek head and scratched under his chin, and he made excited burbling noises, almost like a purr. “Now, let’s go see if the castle—the sweet, lovely, generous, thoughtful castle—will teach me how to turn you back into a cat.”

			But before she reached the lectern, there was a loud shriek, and she spun around. Celestine stood in the open door, her eyes wide with surprise.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			25

			“I knew it! I knew you were hiding something!” Celestine crowed. “A hidden door and a secret room. A room full of pretty things! And gold! And a—a pet bird?” She shook her head in confusion. “Never mind that. Are you keeping Rumpus down here, is that it?”

			Maleficent did not know what to say. She had been caught, and all she knew for certain was that she had to silence Celestine and keep her from blabbing to everyone else.

			“Wait, what’s that?” Celestine walked over to the lectern.

			“It’s just a book,” Maleficent said quickly, moving to intercept her and slam the cover shut.

			But of course Celestine could easily read the cover. Her face went red as she stared at Maleficent in furious shock. “You can do magic? And you’ve been keeping it from us?”

			“No, I—”

			“Stop lying!” Celestine shouted. “You do nothing but lie! But here—finally I have proof. I’m taking this book upstairs to show everyone, right now.”

			Just as Maleficent had early on, Celestine grasped the book, attempting to lift it. As ever, it remained firmly affixed to the lectern, which likewise refused to budge. “Did you use magic to make it stick? Is this another one of your sick jokes?”

			Maleficent stepped closer and put a protective hand over the tome. “It’s just an old book. It doesn’t mean anything. You’re overreacting.”

			“Says you! Liar!” Celestine turned and marched for the door, and Maleficent fumed. She was not a liar. Not really. Technically, it was just an old book!

			But Celestine, of course, was always determined to see the worst in her. Maleficent couldn’t stand her, really only tolerated her for Opal’s sake and because they had no choice but to live together in the castle. As Celestine reached for the door, Maleficent racked her brain for some way to stop her, some way to regain control. Arguing with Celestine was always hopeless.

			Maleficent needed time. She needed silence. She needed—

			Magic.

			Whipping her wand out of her pocket, she pointed it at Celestine’s back and performed the only spell she knew that might be able to help.

			The transformation spell. A raven, after all, could not speak.

			The magic swirled around Celestine, enrobing her in a golden tornado of glitter, and she gasped and then screamed as she spun around with it, her body seizing and arching and shaking, growing smaller and—

			Rounder. Not sleek like a raven. Not feathered like a raven. Celestine was becoming something else.

			She was beastly now, with gray skin and…and…a snout?

			The creature that stood there had trotters, a rotund body, pointed ears, and, yes, a snout. From the tufty wisps of rough black hair to the claws and tail, Celestine was now—

			A pig.

			A pig, standing on its hind legs, looking terribly confused, fussing with the gold bracelets now tight on each wrist.

			“Celestine?” Maleficent asked, horrified.

			Celestine—the pig—snorted and then gasped, staring down at her body.

			“What did you do?” she asked in a gravelly voice that sounded nothing like the finicky fairy.

			“This is a mistake,” Maleficent assured her. “I can fix this. Let me check the book—”

			But Celestine squealed and ran over to the mirror, staring at her new body. “Oh! Oh, no! Maleficent, you—this magic—it’s evil. Why? Why did you do this?”

			Pulling at her ears and wrinkling her snout, she covered her hideous face and began to cry.

			Maleficent went to the spell book and turned the page. Since she had completed the transformation spell yesterday, she expected to find a new spell today. Hopefully, as with invisibility, it would be a spell reversal, and she could fix both Celestine and Rumpus. Perhaps she couldn’t hide her magic anymore, but at least then she could introduce the book to everyone else without showing Celestine in her present hideous form.

			But of course things were not so easy. The new spell was not what she’d expected.

			Perform this spell, and with ease,

			You’ll erase a person’s memories.

			Maleficent’s teeth clenched together. If only Celestine hadn’t been—well, Celestine—Maleficent might’ve had time to look at the book first, see this new spell, and solve this problem with actual ease instead of transforming the girl into a hideous pig-monster. Now that she had a memory spell, she could’ve simply made Celestine forget all about the Hall of Enchantment and seeing Maleficent here with the spell book. But no. As always, Celestine couldn’t be quiet or curious or polite; she had to start shouting and threatening. She wouldn’t even listen.

			Celestine had basically done this to herself.

			“If you wait a moment, I can use a spell,” Maleficent began.

			Celestine looked up, terrified. “No. No more magic. You turned me into an animal! I’m leaving. I’m telling everyone.”

			She scrambled toward the door, her trotters sliding on the slick stone. But Maleficent hadn’t had time to memorize or even practice the new spell. There was no way she could hit a moving target and erase Celestine’s memories before she escaped. As Celestine stumbled toward the door, Maleficent had a sudden burst of inspiration and performed the spell to move objects, sliding a couch in front of the door, then a chair, then a table. Piece by piece, she built a barricade, and just in time. Celestine slid to a stop before the pile of furniture, and her porcine jaw dropped.

			“What, you’re trapping me here?” she spluttered. “Help! Opal! Finnerick! Leonor! Help! Maleficent has gone mad!”

			Celestine could shout as loudly as she liked—Maleficent knew that there was no way anyone else in the castle could hear what happened in this room. Now that Celestine was trapped, she had a moment to consider her choices.

			Could she let Celestine go?

			Absolutely not. She would run upstairs and tattle, and when the others saw her in her current form, they would immediately see what Maleficent had done. She didn’t know what actions they might take against her, but she knew it wouldn’t be good. It would tear out her heart to see Opal’s face fall with betrayal, or to see the hurt in Leonor’s eyes as he understood the depths of the secrets Maleficent had kept from him as they’d been growing closer.

			Even worse, they would surely overpower her and take her wand so that she would no longer pose a threat. They would take her magic away!

			No, she had to keep Celestine down here, at least until the book offered her a spell to reverse transformations. When that happened, she would turn Celestine back into an annoying fairy and Rumpus back into a sleek black cat, and things could go back to normal. But until that time, she had to make Celestine forget everything, because there was always a chance she might be discovered before she could be returned to her original form. Standing at the lectern, Maleficent read the spell several times, memorizing it, as she had the others.

			But of course, this time, she wasn’t alone.

			“Maleficent, you let me out! You let me out right now!” Celestine turned away from the barricaded door, her clawed hands in fists and a snarl under her snout. “You are the most selfish, lying, greedy, cruel person I have ever met. I told Opal she shouldn’t invite you along to the pond, and she said you were a good person, and now look. I was right! You’re a monster! You’ve been keeping secrets, just like I told everyone, and now you’ve probably killed Rumpus for your dark magic, and—”

			“I didn’t—” Maleficent began.

			“Then where is he?” said Celestine. “Where is my cat? I know you know. Did you turn him into a teacup? Did you close the drawbridge? Did you bring us all here so you could experiment on us?”

			“No, of course not!” Maleficent cried.

			“Lies!” Celestine’s voice was a grating squeal. “All you do is lie! But I’m not putting up with it anymore.” She picked up a lute and held it like a club. “I’m getting out of here, and I don’t care what happens to you, because you definitely don’t care about anyone else. You’re so selfish—you only care about yourself.”

			Selfish?

			Maleficent?

			Why, everything she’d done was ultimately in service to the group! What everyone wanted most of all was to have magic, and she was learning magic so she might teach them. And what they needed most of all was to escape the castle, which would be easily managed once Maleficent had found a way to give wingless fairies wings. All her hard work, every night, was to give her friends exactly what they desired. Freedom. Power. And now Celestine, of all people, was calling her selfish?

			At that, Maleficent threw back her head and laughed. “Who are you to call someone else selfish? You whine and complain more than anyone I’ve ever met in my entire life. Truly, this piggish form suits you!”

			A snort, and Celestine took a threatening step forward. “Let me out, Maleficent. You’re a liar and a witch, but you don’t have to be a coward, too.”

			She took another step forward, and Maleficent reared back and performed the new spell, concentrating on the events of the last hour and hoping that it would work. Her wand warmed as the spell sparkled all around Celestine, who gave a surprised snort and dropped the lute.

			The pig looked so ridiculous that Maleficent couldn’t even tell if the spell had worked—

			Or what it had done.

			“What’s all this?” Celestine said in her deep, piggy growl. “Who are you?”

			“Who are you?” Maleficent countered.

			Celestine looked down at her clawed hands. “I don’t know. I don’t know anything. Who am I?”

			Maleficent was immediately relieved…

			And then horrified at the true breadth of the spell.

			Not only had Celestine forgotten the events of the last hour—

			She had forgotten everything.

			And now, hopefully, with the slate wiped utterly clean, she would believe whatever she was told.

			“You are my servant,” Maleficent told Celestine. “And I am your mistress. You are…a pig named Trotter. You live only to do as I command. You are quiet and happy and never, ever complain, and you love to follow orders.”

			Celestine blinked. “Yes, mistress. So what do I do?”

			Maleficent looked around the room. What was she going to do with…whatever Celestine had become? This new creature was not any more pleasant than the old Celestine, and Maleficent did not want a constant reminder of what she’d done.

			Ah, but she knew a secret place, didn’t she?

			Waving her wand, she removed all the furniture barricading the door.

			“There are some lovely, cozy little rooms,” she said, leading Celestine out the door and down the hallway. “This one belongs to you. You love your comfortable room and can’t wait to go to sleep.”

			She opened one of the doors to reveal a stone cell with a cot.

			The pig-thing stepped into the room, rubbing her large chin. “Yes, I love my room. I can’t wait to go to sleep.”

			Maleficent slammed the door shut, sliding the bolt home to lock it.

			“As your mistress, I must ask you to remain here and be quiet,” she said.

			After a thoughtful pause, Celestine—no! Trotter—replied, “Yes, mistress.”

			Maleficent heaved a sigh of relief and returned to the Hall of Enchantment. She put a hand to the stone and said, “Please, castle, keep her fed and watered. Make her as comfortable as she deserves.”

			The stone pulsed under her hand, and she took that as acquiescence.

			“Caw!”

			She turned to the raven, who was perched on a table. He cocked his head, blinking, and Maleficent went to him. When she held out her wrist, he stepped away and shook his head.

			“Do you remember Celestine?” she asked. “Do you remember your mistress?”

			“Caw caw!”

			The bird flew to the door, hopping back and forth in front of it and pecking at it once with his beak. A swift pang of shame made Maleficent briefly hunch her shoulders. Yes, he clearly remembered. But she could change that, couldn’t she?

			Celestine was out of the way, and this creature needed a new caretaker. Maleficent had always enjoyed Rumpus, and perhaps now she could have a pet of her own. Her posture straightened; she was done feeling bad about things she could not change.

			While the raven worried at the door, Maleficent performed the memory spell, then knelt and held out her wrist. He stepped up, settling in on his talons, and cocked his head at her with bright curiosity.

			“I am your mistress,” she said. “And you are my clever, loyal pet raven, and we are the best of friends. You are devoted to me, and you always will be.”

			“Caw caw!” The bird rubbed his beak lovingly against her wrist, then walked up her arm to settle on her shoulder. “Caw!”

			Delighted, she reached up to stroke his head, and he snuggled into her hand. Feeling a bit exhausted by the night’s emotions, Maleficent walked to a nearby chair that somewhat resembled a throne and settled back. Dealing with the missing cat had been challenging enough, but now she had to go upstairs and pretend that she didn’t know what had happened to Celestine. Sure, she could use the memory spell, but so far, it had wiped a creature’s entire memory, not just the pertinent parts. Celestine had not only forgotten everything she’d ever known—she’d forgotten who she was, every facet of her personality. Though, honestly, that was no great loss.

			Until she had learned all the magic in the book, Maleficent had to maintain peace among her friends during the day. And that meant that she had to go upstairs, go to bed, and wake up as if nothing had changed. She would act appropriately worried and disturbed by the disappearance of Celestine and her pet. She would help look for them both. And while doing so, she would always take the parlor so that Finnerick would not discover the tower and find some new way to escape the castle.

			She stood and went to the lectern, attempting again to pick up the spell book. It might as well have been carved from solid rock, same as before. The book would not budge; the lectern could not be moved. Even when she stood back and used her spells, neither object could be shifted a single inch. If Finnerick found a way to leave, she would be unable to take the book with her unless it, like the wand, became more mobile sometime in the future. There were still many pages left unturned, and she had to stay until she had learned every spell. That couldn’t take more than—what? A year? She flipped through the pages, wishing she could learn at her own speed instead of being forced to trudge along at the castle’s pace.

			The more magic she learned, the more powerful she became. Why, soon she would have the entire book memorized, and then she, not Finnerick, could be the hero who found a way out. She just had to play along for a while. She just had to keep up the illusion.

			It would be easier now, she told herself. The group would be better without Celestine. The whiny fairy had always been a squeaky fifth wheel. Now Opal and Finnerick could have more time together, and Maleficent could enjoy Leonor’s company. And when she had mastered the magic, Maleficent would take her wand as she led her friends to a better life, and no one would ever know what happened to Celestine and Rumpus. The castle, after all, was a treacherous place, and everyone knew it had taken a dislike to Celestine from the start.

			The next morning, Maleficent slept in nearly until noon and woke to someone banging on her door. She put on her dressing gown and found Opal waiting in the stairwell. The fairy’s pale eyes were red with tears, her hair tangled and unkempt.

			“Celestine is missing,” she said, voice shaking. “I can’t find her anywhere.”

			“Oh, no!” Maleficent replied, schooling her face into a proper representation of shock and horror. “I’m sure we’ll find her.”

			And she drew Opal into a sisterly hug.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			26

			Once Opal had snuffled against Maleficent’s shoulder for a while, the two friends went downstairs to the kitchen to strategize.

			“I checked her room, and it is…well, not gone. But empty, as Opal’s was,” Finnerick said. “Of course, that doesn’t mean something bad has happened to her, and yet…” He sighed. “I’ll admit I’m worried for my cousin.”

			“I saw her briefly last night leaving the bathing chamber. She complimented my robe, and…” Leonor blushed and looked away. “I tried to be kind, but when she reached out to touch the fabric, I stepped back. She took it rather personally.”

			Opal nodded. “She does not like to be denied. I didn’t see her after dinner, but ever since Rumpus disappeared, she’s been—”

			“Angry? Mean? Worse than usual?” Maleficent said before catching herself. “And why not?” she continued quickly. “Who wouldn’t be? Being trapped, losing the creature you care about the most. It’s upsetting. I really do feel for her.”

			She could only hope that her performance was up to snuff.

			“Let’s spread out and look again after lunch,” she said. “I’ll start in the parlor.”

			At first, everything went according to plan. Maleficent fumbled around the parlor and found nothing, because there was nothing to find. She next checked the ballroom, which amounted to walking around a large, obviously empty room, daydreaming about magic. She was feeling quite pleased with herself; thus far, no one suspected her at all.

			But when she entered the hall again after an appropriate amount of time in the ballroom, she heard a worrisome exclamation from the parlor.

			Hurrying to the parlor door, she discovered Finnerick standing exactly where she didn’t want him: by the bookshelf, where the hidden door was open.

			Why was he even there? Maleficent had claimed—and already checked—the parlor. Did Finnerick doubt her? Celestine had, of course, doubted her, but had her doubt spread to the others, like some vile contagion? Maleficent schooled her face and hurried inside before he could slide into the secret passage on his own.

			“Did I hear you shout?” she said, and then, feigning surprise, “Oh! What happened?”

			“I know Celestine isn’t in here, but I had a thought that perhaps Rumpus might be hiding on the shelves, and I leaned into what appears to be a large tooth.” Finnerick moved the lever back and forth. “And now a secret passage has opened! So perhaps Celestine came this way and got trapped behind the door? She doesn’t like the dark, but if she was chasing Rumpus, she would risk it. Shall we see where it leads?”

			“Of course!” Maleficent swiftly agreed. “How strange! I do hope we find her.”

			They each lit a candle from the hearth, and Maleficent was pleased to see that the castle had cleverly replenished all the other candles she’d borrowed from this same candelabra on previous forays. The long dark hallway of course remained unpleasant but was far less unpleasant than when traversed alone.

			“This is so scary,” she said, sticking close to Finnerick. “How long do you think it’s been since someone was here?”

			“Unless Celestine came this way, centuries,” Finnerick said excitedly. “Decades, at least. This is amazing! Now we’ll have to pay closer attention to other possible areas that might harbor secret doors.”

			Maleficent didn’t like that part; it wouldn’t do for him to discover the secret doors in the foyer and banquet hall. As they walked, she kept close and shuffled her feet, bending her knees to let her skirts disturb the dust in the hopes that Finnerick would not look down and see that someone had been here more recently.

			“So do you think Celestine went this way?” she asked him.

			“Hmm.” They’d reached the base of the stairs, and he looked up. “The farther we go, the more I doubt it. Celestine? Celestine, are you here?” His words echoed up the stairs. There was, of course, no response. “She would answer. She would make noise. She has never been one for quiet, my poor cousin.”

			“Do you think she’s”—Maleficent considered her next words carefully—“in trouble?”

			Finnerick sighed wearily. “In general, I’ll admit I fear the worst. The castle has never liked her, and it seems suspicious that she would disappear so quickly after her cat. Finding this passage makes me wonder how many more there might be. Perhaps she went looking for him all alone, discovered some secret door or stairwell, and fell into some terrible predicament. A trapdoor, maybe, or a dungeon. Who knows what the castle can really do, if it wants to?”

			“Do you think it’s always listening?” she asked. “I mean, I know we requested fish, and the ball.”

			He looked around suspiciously and lowered his voice. “I spend so much time working on getting the doors open and the drawbridge up, but I worry…does the castle know? It must, as it won’t give me any of the real tools that would ensure our escape. And yet, why does it let me continue my work at all? It clearly doesn’t want us to leave, but it’s being almost apologetic about it.”

			Of course he had considered the same issues she had. But she didn’t share her own conclusion: that the castle knew he would ultimately fail and thus didn’t bother to discourage him.

			Then again, if Maleficent gave the castle that much power, she might lose all hope. She might start to ask herself why it was going to such lengths to teach her magic, and under such strange conditions.

			It was better not to think too hard about the castle’s motivations. Maleficent’s goals remained the same: to learn magic and, when she felt ready, to escape. The more magic she learned, the more easily she might accomplish the latter.

			“Maybe its sight is limited,” she said in answer to Finnerick’s confession. “Do you feel its awareness here? I don’t. This part of the castle feels…dead.”

			Finnerick stopped at the base of the spiral stairwell and put a hand to the stone wall, as Maleficent had before. He looked like a healer seeking a pulse in a sick person. “I’m not sure how stone could feel alive, but it certainly doesn’t seem particularly magical in this area. I’d like to go up these stairs and see what is there, but it might be dangerous. Do you want to join me, or would you rather stay below?”

			Maleficent’s cheeks heated with anger. Why, she had traversed this space by herself! Twice! She wasn’t scared of the dark, and even if she rightfully feared what certainly seemed like ghosts, she didn’t let it stop her from doing what she needed to do.

			“I’ll come along,” she said, trying to sound meek because he thought her so. “I’d rather not be left alone.”

			Up the stairs they went, and when they arrived at the top, Maleficent was grateful that nothing had changed—the window she’d pried open had not been fixed. That was further evidence that the castle had no awareness here; if it wanted the window bricked up and was able to keep it thus, there would not have been fresh air and sunshine gleaming upon the chains and manacles.

			Finnerick reached for the bindings. “Someone was held captive here. But dungeons are usually underground.”

			Maleficent knew that, of course. She knelt to inspect the pile of bricks, hiding the one that had several blue spots from her attempts at magic without a wand.

			“And it looks like the window was bricked in,” she said. “And then unbricked.”

			“Oh!” Finnerick gazed out the window. “There’s so much more to the castle than what we’ve seen! And look—there is the machinery for the drawbridge, so there must be stairs somewhere near the foyer. Or a hidden door. Or perhaps we could dislodge the mechanism from here? I wonder if the castle would allow us a bow and arrow.”

			She felt sick to her stomach. “I suppose we can always ask.”

			Finnerick was alight with possibilities now, a return of his old self. “There must be more to this side of the castle. We need to take everything off the bookshelves and see if there are other levers, other hidden doors. And we should check the hallway down below more carefully.”

			As he leaned out the window, likely drawing a map of the castle with his mind, Maleficent turned and subtly pulled her wand from her pocket. Whispering the right words under her breath, she sent a breeze down the stairs, hoping it might reach the hallway and disturb all the dust so that Finnerick’s closer inspection wouldn’t reveal anything questionable.

			“Did you say something?” he asked.

			“I was just worried about Celestine,” she said. “It’s awful, thinking she might be lost somewhere in this part of the castle. It looks…burnt, don’t you think?”

			Finnerick stared down a long time. “Yes. Burnt from above. Flaming arrows, perhaps? A siege?”

			Maleficent, of course, had come to exactly this conclusion, but she still couldn’t imagine where the arrows might’ve originated from, considering that the castle sat alone atop the cliffs. Surely arrows couldn’t shoot that far? It defied reason.

			“Perhaps,” she agreed.

			“Celestine!” Finnerick shouted, making Maleficent wince. “Celestine, are you here? Rumpus?”

			There was no answer. There couldn’t be one. Celestine was in the deepest part of the castle, in the dungeons, and even if she still remembered her name, even if she answered, it would not be with a voice Finnerick would recognize.

			He shook his head. “Nothing. Well, that was a slim hope anyway. Let’s go try to find another secret door.”

			In his usual busy fashion, Finnerick started down the stairs, and Maleficent picked up the blue-dotted brick and considered it before chucking it out the window and watching it sail far, far below until it passed out of sight. It was so far to the bottom of the canyon that she didn’t even hear it land.
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			The rest of the day was spent fruitlessly tearing apart the parlor. Opal and Leonor, having found no sign of Celestine, joined Maleficent and Finnerick as they removed every book from the shelves, stacking them in precarious piles around the room. They wiggled every bookend, pressed every odd stone, felt around the wooden shelves for levers or buttons. When that proved useless, they moved all the furniture and rugs as they hunted for a trapdoor. Maleficent was wary; the castle, she was certain, had some level of awareness in this room, and yet it did not stop them, which suggested there was nothing else to find. Why, then, had it allowed her to reach the large ivory tooth that opened the door to the tower? Why her, and why Finnerick?

			A futile line of thinking. Maleficent barely understood other fairies, and now she was trying to understand the subtle psychology of a magical castle with a traumatic past. It was ridiculous, in a way.

			They found no sign of Celestine or Rumpus, and when they returned to their bedrooms after supper, they found only five doors in the hall.

			Opal put a hand to the stone wall where Celestine’s door had once stood, tears welling in her eyes. Maleficent was surprised that she had any tears left at all. “That’s the truth of it, then? The castle knows she’s gone?”

			“Or maybe it’s just conserving energy until she returns,” Maleficent hurriedly assured her. “It doesn’t seem as if anything here is permanent. I’m sure once she and Rumpus turn up, the door will reappear as needed. They always do.”

			Opal sniffled. “Maybe. I just can’t help thinking that something terrible happened to her. She’s not a bad person. I swear, she really is a good friend. She’s had such a hard time lately, and Rumpus is the only thing left of her life from before.”

			Celestine had never appeared, to Maleficent, to be a good friend to Opal, but that argument wasn’t worth her time. Opal would honestly be better off without Celestine there to drag her down. And she still had Maleficent, who would do her best to be cheerful and kind and helpful, the kind of friend that sweet, generous Opal deserved.

			“We’ll find her,” Finnerick said, putting his arm around Opal’s shoulder.

			“I don’t know…” Opal turned in his arms and pressed her cheek to his chest, and the moment became uncomfortably personal.

			Leonor shrugged, and Maleficent shyly smiled and nodded farewell, then went to her room to wait for the green light to appear. She could not wait to escape to the one place where she wasn’t full of conflicting emotions and falsehoods. She hated lying to Opal, the first person who’d been kind to her after Midsummer. She didn’t like lying to anyone. Hopefully she would find the spell to turn Celestine back into her usual self—and Rumpus back into a cat—and then life could go on as usual.

			Well, “usual,” once everyone accepted that Celestine was suffering a strange case of memory loss.

			When the green light finally appeared, it went directly to Maleficent’s wardrobe, which was a great kindness. The castle must’ve understood that with Celestine gone, everyone would be jumpy, and that if anyone caught Maleficent roaming about the castle in the dark like a ghost, it would not reflect well on her. With her wand in her pocket, she pushed past a riot of dresses and cloaks and descended the familiar spiral staircase.

			The moment she entered the hallway far below, she could hear heavy, snorting snores. When she peeked in the barred window of Celestine’s—no, Trotter’s—cell, she saw the pig creature curled up on a cot with a ratty gray blanket, drooling a little in her sleep. An empty glass and a plate of chicken bones and bits of vegetable sat on the floor by the cot, suggesting the castle was taking good care of its guest. The very sight was repugnant, and Maleficent shuddered and hurried into the Hall of Enchantment.

			Everything was in its proper place, and she pulled her wand out of her pocket as she approached the lectern. The book fell open to a new spell, but…

			This was not a spell for undoing other spells or returning a creature to its original form.

			This spell was simply labeled Lightning.
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			Lightning? When might she need to produce lightning?

			And yet…Maleficent understood the rules now. Useless or not, the spell had to be done, or she could not progress to a new spell the next night.

			Annoyed and impatient, she went through the motions of memorizing the spell and practicing the correct movement before attempting it. She aimed her wand at the wall, and violet electricity bloomed, arcing harmlessly into the stone with a loud bang and shaking the floor.

			“There,” she said to the room, hands on her hips. “Are you happy now? Is that what you wanted?”

			The castle, of course, did not respond, but the black mark the spell had left on the wall was reabsorbed into the gray stone as if it had never been there.

			She didn’t want this spell. She didn’t need this spell.

			And yet something about it felt…absolutely delicious.

			As if the electricity were crackling up her arms. She felt absurdly powerful, like she stood taller, was stronger. Almost imperial.

			Like a queen.

			But that wasn’t what she needed. It was nearly shameful, the way she’d swelled up there for a moment, proud as a bullfrog.

			“Please give me a spell to reverse the transformations,” she said aloud. “Please. I don’t want—it’s not—”

			She sighed and sat in the throne-like chair, and Rumpus flew to the chair’s arm and hopped eagerly back and forth.

			He didn’t even seem like Rumpus anymore—not after the forgetting spell. The raven’s mannerisms were so different as to be unrecognizable. The only similarities to his old form were that he was just as clever and still loved affection and attention, and now he wanted it from Maleficent. His eyes blinked brightly, and his beak seemed to grin as he rubbed his head against her hand, and she stroked his feathers and smiled. “You like to be petted, don’t you? Well. Now that you are my pet, you can have all the pets you want. We can spend every night together here. Would you like that, my pet?”

			Pleased, he gave a purring sound and melted into her fingers as she scratched around his neck.

			“You know, nothing is going the way I’d planned,” she told the raven, realizing he was the only one she could confide in. “I want to learn magic—it’s all I want and all I’ve ever wanted—but this whole business with Celestine is so tiresome. I don’t like her, but I don’t like what she’s become. I want to turn her back. I want to turn you back. And then Opal won’t be sad, and I can go back to spending time with Leonor without feeling guilty or feigning concern. It’s just all so very unnecessary.”

			“Caw caw!” he agreed.

			She stroked the raven’s head thoughtfully. “Things have changed so quickly. Finnerick will likely ramp up his plans now that he’s found the tower. We’ll just have to find a way to stay here, won’t we? At least for a little while.”

			Unburdening her conscience to her new pet left her feeling quite refreshed, and she stood back up, ready to work through her usual routine. She ran through her entire repertoire of spells: turning things different colors, moving them about, and blowing wind around the room. She made fire dance along her fingertips and spilled water from a vase of fresh flowers before sending it flying around in swirls and loops. She did not use the memory spell, the invisibility spell, or the lightning spell, but she said them quietly to herself to keep them fresh in her memory. Her wand felt like an extension of her arm now, so natural as she drew elegant shapes in the air with it.

			The raven’s eyes followed her adoringly as he preened his wings. Maleficent watched each iridescent feather run through the bird’s beak, and a stab of jealousy shook her.

			This simple animal possessed wings and could fly about as he pleased.

			Maleficent finally had magic, but she still didn’t have wings.

			Wings, in her mind, were the key to everything. With wings, she could fly—out of the castle and then wherever she wished to go. With wings, she could return home triumphant and claim her place among her family. She could go to the academy. She could prove to everyone in Sweetvale that she really was one of them, that she was valuable, that she was skilled.

			She strode to the wall and put a hand against the stone. “I appreciate the magic more than I can say, and you’ve seen how hard I’ve worked. If it’s not asking too much, I’d like wings,” she told the castle. “Please. But I want Celestine and Rumpus turned back to their usual forms first. That’s more important. I just…I really hope you have a spell for wings. Without them, I’ll never be more than what I am. I’ll never be able to go home. I’ll never be more than this.”

			The castle, of course, did not respond. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t listening.

			Maleficent bid the raven good night with a farewell kiss on his sleek black head and returned to her room.
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			The next morning, she found Opal sobbing in the kitchen and did her best to comfort her friend.

			“Something terrible has happened to Celestine,” Opal said. “I feel it in my bones.”

			“Let’s not assume the worst,” Maleficent calmly replied. “The castle hasn’t hurt anyone. She’s likely just lost, and we’ll find her.” She looked around the room. “Castle, if you can hear us, please take good care of Celestine,” she added.

			Opal looked up, her brow rumpled. “Please bring her back, if you have her.”

			“Yes, of course that’s what I meant,” Maleficent agreed.

			She was keeping so many secrets that she could barely speak without twisting the truth, but that didn’t mean she was ready to tell outright lies.

			Finnerick joined them shortly, and Opal immediately went to him for comfort. He held her and whispered softly to her, but Maleficent could see that he was excited about something. His eyes were all alight and red with sleeplessness. He looked almost feverish.

			“Did you find something?” Maleficent asked, perhaps too sharply.

			He patted Opal’s shoulder and smiled sheepishly. “I figured it out! How to open the drawbridge and escape. I took my telescope up to the tower, and I can see the mechanism. We just need to build a system of ropes and ladders to get us down from the tower to the parapet.”

			“Do you think the castle will allow it?” Maleficent asked. “That it will give you the raw materials?”

			“That’s the best part!” he said. “I found another room hidden near the tower. An old workshop full of tools.” He sat and took a big bite of breakfast. “I have everything I require.”

			“But what about Celestine?” Opal pressed.

			Maleficent saw conflict in his eyes; Finnerick was too clever to think Celestine was still alive, but he would never say anything to hurt Opal. “We will keep looking for her, of course. But if we can escape, we can find help. Go to one of the kings, like we had originally planned, and bring back a search party. With dogs, perhaps. But first I have to get us out of here. Now it is simply work.”

			“Work? What work?” Leonor strode into the room, and Maleficent’s pulse, as always, jumped. He looked so delightfully rumpled in the morning.

			She had barely had a moment alone with him since Celestine had disappeared. They were always either talking about where she might be or fruitlessly searching for her. Maleficent had great hopes that once she’d learned enough magic and could give him wings, there would be no further reason for them to waste time. They could be together, and he could learn magic, and…

			Well, hopefully she would either learn how to fix Celestine or learn to finesse the memory spell and make everyone forget that Celestine had ever existed. Then there would be no reason to worry or quarrel.

			“I know how to let down the drawbridge,” Finnerick told Leonor. “Care to spend a day in the workshop with me?”

			Leonor, too, looked conflicted. “Are we no longer searching for Celestine?”

			Finnerick glanced guiltily at Opal. “Perhaps the girls might carry on in that pursuit while you and I focus on escape? We have explored every part of the castle we can reach and seen no sign of my dear cousin, and as much as I hate to say it, I don’t know what else can be done.”

			“We can keep looking!” Opal cried.

			“Always,” Finnerick assured her. “But we must consider the long-term situation, my love. We have to find a way out before—”

			He broke off. Maleficent knew how that sentence would’ve ended.

			Before someone else disappears.

			“I’d be glad to help you,” Leonor said to fill the uncomfortable silence. “The castle doesn’t feel as safe as it once did. As nice as it is having access to all the instruments in the world, I’d relish them more if I had an actual audience for my concerts.” He smiled softly at Maleficent. “And you, my lady, deserve to enjoy a real ball, one in which the room doesn’t try to crush you.”

			“I’d like that,” she said shyly.

			But inside, Maleficent was panicking. This room Finnerick had found—had the castle supplied it? Surely not. Why would it trap them here and then offer them the tools to escape? Plus, Finnerick had said it was old, which meant that, like the tower, it might be…well, not dead, necessarily. Cut off from the conscious part of the castle? A place where the castle’s magic didn’t hold sway? If so, then the castle couldn’t stop him.

			Which meant…Maleficent had to.

			Because if they left now, two things would happen: Maleficent would have to leave the magic behind, right as she had begun to master it. And she’d have to abandon Celestine and Rumpus completely.

			Or—

			Oh, no. What if they followed Finnerick’s suggestion and found the nearest settlement and asked the locals for help finding the missing girl? What if they brought outsiders here?

			No. None of that could happen.

			She had to find a way—a sneaky way—to stop Finnerick’s progress. At least for the time being.

			Somehow, in just a few weeks, Maleficent had gone from wanting to leave the castle to needing, more than anything, to remain inside the castle. Having finally discovered the magic she’d spent her entire life seeking, she absolutely could not ever live without it again. She wouldn’t. And she wouldn’t leave Celestine here to rot, either.

			The boys soon headed off for the workshop, leaving Maleficent and Opal alone in the kitchen. Maleficent finished clearing the table while Opal pulled the rising bread dough from its warm spot near the hearth and began to knead it, utterly lacking in her usual buoyant optimism.

			“You know, the castle would just give you any bread you requested,” Maleficent said.

			Opal shook her head. “I need something to do, Maleficent. It constantly feels as if I am going mad. I left a happy home to work in an unhappy one, and I left that place to come here, where the people I love disappear and there is nothing I can do about it. What use am I if I just sit around all day doing nothing? A person needs a purpose.”

			“What would you do if you had your druthers?” Maleficent asked her.

			“My druthers. Ha! As if I’ve ever been able to afford druthers.” Opal sighed and looked up, her eyes red and wet. “I don’t need much. A family. A husband.” She looked down, blushing. “Finnerick, if I had my choice. Children. A hearth of my own, where everything is exactly where I choose to put it. Some animals in the barnyard. A horse to ride—one of my mother’s ponies. If I couldn’t work for Celestine’s dress shop, I’d like to be a midwife. I think I’d be good at it. Don’t even need magic to do that, although it can help.”

			“Then why’d you end up at—where you were?” Maleficent didn’t want to say my home because it sounded puffed up, and also because it no longer felt like hers, or like a home.

			“I didn’t want to be a burden on my family,” Opal admitted. “Didn’t want to be an embarrassment. I figured it would be better to move out quickly and start saving up so I could afford to get choosy about my next step.” She chuckled sadly. “Celestine was so excited to run away—the happiest I’ve ever seen her. She hated her life, after Midsummer—after her betrothed dropped her. She had such visions of grandeur before that, such hope. It feels silly now, doesn’t it? Magic was never going to fix everything. But it sure would’ve helped.”

			Maleficent canted her head toward the bread. “Then why don’t you let magic make the bread?”

			Opal stopped and stared at her, hard. “Because this isn’t my magic. This is—something else. In the same way that your grand country house wasn’t my home just because I slept there. I want something for myself. Something of my own. Something innate or earned. Not something borrowed. Not a gift with a price tag. Not something that can be snatched back if I don’t behave. Freedom isn’t freedom if it can be taken away.” She went back to angrily kneading the bread, pushing the dough harder than necessary.

			“It’s just bread,” Maleficent said, trying to lighten the mood.

			“And bread is just flour and yeast and work, Maleficent. If you get something without working for it, you get spoiled. Greedy. Jealous.” Opal scowled with disgust. “You begin to think you deserve things you haven’t earned. And spoiled, greedy, jealous people are dangerous. We learned that back home, remember?”

			That made Maleficent feel…prickly.

			Spoiled, greedy, jealous? That seemed to apply to Opal’s beloved Celestine more than it did to Maleficent herself.

			And yet it sounded like Opal was accusing her of something.

			Had Maleficent earned the magic here? Yes, of course she had! She spent hours every night practicing, and before she’d been able to take her wand with her, she’d given herself headaches trying to do spells without it. She learned her spells meticulously, wrote them all down…

			She worked just as hard here as she had back home as a student and a maid. Well, harder than when she’d been a maid, because she hadn’t really cared about that. But here? She was trying. She deserved this.

			And maybe Midsummer wing magic was innate, but didn’t it mean more now because she had to fight for it? This magic—it belonged to her. It was hers because she claimed it.

			“You’ll have your freedom one day,” she told Opal. “I just know it.” She put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “And you forgot the most important ingredient in your bread, something the castle could never add: love.”

			That seemed to mollify Opal, who smiled and shook her head. “You always know the right thing to say.”

			Maleficent returned her smile. “That’s what friends are for,” she said.
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			For the rest of the day, Maleficent couldn’t rest. The sounds of hammering and sawing echoed annoyingly up and down the castle halls. She went through the propped-open bookcase in the parlor and followed the noise to a well-hidden door she’d never noticed in the long dark hallway. Sconces were lit on all the walls as Finnerick and Leonor built a ladder on a long worktable. Maleficent put a hand to the wall but couldn’t tell if the castle was present or not. It could hide, she’d begun to suspect. There was no way to know if it was listening in or not, if it could access an area or not.

			The boys hadn’t noticed her, so she backed away and paced the parlor as she concocted her plan. She had to slow their escape. She could not allow them to succeed.

			That night at dinner, Finnerick was bursting with excitement, certain that in the next day or so, he’d have a way to get to the drawbridge mechanism. Even better, he’d determined that they could use a rope ladder to climb down from the machinery to the entryway and the drawbridge itself, so they wouldn’t have to find a way to open the main foyer doors, which remained so stubbornly locked.

			“We’re almost free!” he told everyone. “We’re so close!”

			As they all sat in the parlor, singing along to Leonor’s liveliest songs, Maleficent’s smile was empty, her excitement fake and forced. Opal, too, couldn’t quite match Finnerick’s enthusiasm. Maleficent knew Opal had spent much of her day looking for Celestine, but of course there was no trace of the missing fairy or her cat; the castle had made sure of that.

			“I cannot celebrate anything, I’m afraid,” Opal finally said, standing up. “I’m going to bed.”

			“My love—” Finnerick began.

			Opal shook her head. “I know. I know there is nothing more we can do. But that doesn’t mean I can sing and dance and pretend.”

			“Perhaps there is value in keeping our spirits up,” Finnerick said gently. “If we don’t move forward, we can only stagnate here. Stagnate, and sink. I need hope if I’m to go on.”

			“Hope.” Opal’s smile was gentle but sad. “Hope for me, then, until I can hope again.” She nodded once in farewell and left. With a shrug, Finnerick followed her.

			For a long moment, Leonor sat at the harpsichord, quietly picking out a tune. Then he looked up at Maleficent and smiled mischievously.

			“I don’t wish to drown in sorrow. I’m going to choose hope for the future. Castle, would you please continue playing that song?” he said aloud. “I’d like to dance a bit myself.”

			The harpsichord obligingly began to play, and he bowed to Maleficent, and she curtsied and took his hand, and this should’ve been a delight, a memory, a dream, everything she thought she’d ever wanted, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the ladders and ropes that might lead them all to freedom tomorrow—and take away her magic forever. Leonor gazed softly down into her eyes, but she could only stare through him, and then, confused and looking a bit lost, he bid her good night.

			Long after the halls went quiet and the others were in their beds, Maleficent snuck out of her room with her wand, as usual, but this time she didn’t wait for the green light—and she didn’t go to the secret door in the foyer. She went to the parlor and through the bookcase, which Finnerick had kept propped open. She took a lit candle with her, of course, but not just for light.

			Creeping into the dark workroom, she lit a single sconce and considered the best place to start. She didn’t want to harm the castle or endanger anyone; she simply wanted to destroy Finnerick’s work—and the raw materials he might use if he chose to start again. She knocked the ladders and ropes to the ground, piling them up in a place where they might safely burn on the stone floor without spreading. But as she leaned to touch her candle’s flame to the wood, she heard a voice.

			“Maleficent, what are you doing?”
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			Finnerick stood in the doorway.

			Maleficent swiftly stepped away from the pile. “I was taking a closer look. These ladders are cleverly made.”

			But Finnerick wasn’t smiling now. “They are. And yet you were about to set them on fire.”

			Just like Finnerick, to boldly say it out loud.

			“No, I just—” she began.

			“Don’t lie, Maleficent.”

			He stepped fully into the room, and as if for the first time, she became aware of his size. He was so thoughtful and clever and awkward that she often forgot that he was nearly a man, a head taller than her and with probably twice her mass. And he was blocking the only door.

			“Some people think you’ve been keeping secrets,” he said, stalking forward on light feet as if she were some wild animal.

			Maleficent stood proud, candle in hand. She was not cowed by his size or his anger. “People may think whatever they like.”

			He took another menacing step forward. “I think you have some hidden agenda. Celestine told me you often leave your room at night, and it looks like she was right.”

			A cold smile. “I’m a night owl and I go where I please. That is no crime.”

			“Rumpus disappeared, and then Celestine disappeared, and now you’re sabotaging our efforts to escape,” he said. “I can’t help concluding that you’re indeed hiding something, and you don’t want us to find our missing people or leave this castle. But I can’t figure out why.” He looked around. “We were in school together since we were children, and I’ve always respected you. You’re a logical person, so there must be a reason for your actions. What’s here, in this castle, that could possibly make you want to stay?”

			Finnerick was no fool. Maleficent ran through a hundred answers in her mind before realizing that there were no passable half-truths, nor even any believable lies. It was like a key turned in her heart. For so long, she’d been on the defensive—deflecting, demurring, sliding away from the truth. For once, she would go on the offensive.

			“Magic,” she said simply.

			She put her hand in her pocket, her fingers tightening around her wand. The candle in her other hand was melting, hot wax dripping toward her bare skin.

			“Magic?” He cocked his head, genuinely confused. “Do you mean you want to keep using the castle’s magic? It’s pleasant enough, I suppose, but it’s not much of a long-term plan. I suppose you could live out your days here, but you’d never have a passion, a calling, a family—the usual things people want. You certainly struck me as ambitious when I knew you before. And anyway, all you’d have to do is say you wanted to stay. No one is forcing you to leave.” He jerked his chin at the ropes. “So why do you want to ensure we can’t leave?”

			Suddenly, Maleficent wasn’t so sure herself. She valued Opal’s friendship and saw her as the sister Vertila had never been. And she had feelings for Leonor, feelings that he might not return when he was back among the adoring crowd that had always surrounded him back home. Selfishly, she wanted them both to herself. But Finnerick…

			Well, honestly, he was nice enough, but she had no further need for him now that she’d decided to stay.

			Hot wax dribbled across her finger, making her hiss. And waking her up.

			“I don’t think I care to tell you,” she said.

			Finnerick took a step closer. “Then just put down the candle, and we can talk. I want to leave, and I don’t care if you stay behind. Let the others make their own decisions. You are welcome to have this hideous husk of a thing all to yourself.”

			Hideous husk? Anger roiled in Maleficent’s chest, heavy as the clouds that had ringed the castle the day they’d arrived. Finnerick saw this place only as a way station, an ugly, burnt old thing with no value. He couldn’t see the beauty and magic that was truly here. More hot wax ran over her fingers, over her fist, and she bared her teeth.

			“You’re going to tell them, aren’t you?” she whispered.

			Finnerick was clever with machines and science, but he had never been so canny with human emotions. Maleficent could feel the magic building around her, churning and sparking, and yet he looked merely puzzled, as if none of this mattered. As if he couldn’t sense her rage, couldn’t see the hatred building in her eyes or hear the grinding of her teeth.

			“Am I going to—oh, tell the others?” he said. “Yes, of course. They deserve to have all the available facts before deciding whether to stay or go. Leaving will be dangerous, but I doubt they’ll want to remain. Leonor wishes to play for crowds, and Opal wants a family, and we can’t have those things here.”

			“And what do you want, Finnerick?” asked Maleficent. “What do you want more than anything else in the whole world?”

			His face briefly lit with a far-off smile. “Besides the freedom to be with Opal? I want to build things. To help people and make a difference. I can’t really do that here. There’s something about the magic that feels off. Like a bad taste in my mouth. So let’s just leave the ropes, and you can do whatever you like. No need to burn anything. Yes?”

			She shook her head slowly. “No.”

			He faltered. “No? Why no? I don’t understand. You can stay. You can have the castle all to yourself. Isn’t that what you want?”

			Maleficent could not explain to him the weight of all that she desired. He would never understand, and if he did, he would try to stop her. Worst of all, he would tell Opal and Leonor, and they would look at her like she was some kind of monster. Whipping out her wand, she performed the spell to erase his memory—

			And he dove to the side.

			A burst of magic slammed harmlessly into the wall, and Maleficent growled and ran to block the door. There was no other way out of this room, and there were few places to hide. Finnerick might be bigger and stronger, but she had two major advantages: magic and a strong feeling he wasn’t willing to hurt her…even though she was willing to hurt him.

			If he left here with his memory intact, it was all over. She would lose the only two people she still cared about. She had to make him forget what had happened in this room.

			But first she had to get him out from behind the table where he was hiding.

			“Is that a wand?” he asked, incredulous. “Are you doing magic? Without wings?”

			“I don’t need wings to do magic,” she snapped, squinting through the darkness, wand held at the ready.

			“How?”

			She smiled. “Come out and I’ll show you.”

			Finnerick’s head popped up, and she zapped the memory spell directly at him, but he ducked down, narrowly avoiding it. “Maleficent, stop!” he called. “I’m on your side!”

			She answered by using magic to knock the table away, exposing him.

			The look on his face—surprise. And fear.

			It felt almost…delicious. Maleficent had never felt so powerful. So in control.

			“Maleficent, don’t—” he begged.

			She performed the memory spell again, and this time, he didn’t dive away quickly enough. His eyes went wide and dazed, and for once in his life, Finnerick did not look like a cunning genius. Relief washed over Maleficent; the problem was solved.

			“Finnerick?”

			His head turned toward her, his jaw agape. “Who?”

			“Finnerick, what do you remember?” she asked.

			He blinked. “Nothing.”

			Oh, no. She’d hoped that concentrating on only memories of tonight would help lessen the spell’s impact, but either she was more powerful than anticipated, or the spell really did remove all memories every time, not just those the spellcaster wished. Of course, it wasn’t a spell she could try over and over and finesse, like the color-changing spell. She’d used it three times now, and all three times…

			“Do you know my name?” she asked.

			He shook his head.

			“Do you know who you are?”

			Another head shake.

			“Stand up.”

			At least he could still follow orders. Finnerick stood and looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time—as if his eyes had just opened for the first time. There was no understanding there, none at all.

			Which meant, of course, that she could not simply open the door and let him wander back to his room. He wouldn’t know how to find his room. He wouldn’t recognize Opal and Leonor. He certainly wouldn’t appear to be his usual intelligent self.

			There was only one thing to do, and Maleficent didn’t want to do it, but…

			“I am your mistress, and you must do as I say. Now, follow me,” she ordered him. “Stay close but don’t tread on my heels. Don’t speak. Do you understand?”

			He nodded.

			Wishing she’d brought a proper candlestick, Maleficent tipped her candle sideways and pried the dried wax off her burnt fingers. She kept her wand in her other hand as she led Finnerick down the long, cold hall, out the open bookcase, and to where the secret door waited behind the foyer tapestry. Perhaps he no longer had any memories, but he was just as obedient as Celestine and Rumpus. He didn’t make a single sound as he followed her down the spiral staircase, nor did he tread on her heels or dress. When they came to the long row of doors, she opened the first one.

			“Go inside.”

			Finnerick went into the empty cell.

			“This is your room now,” she told him. “You will be quiet and well-behaved. Do you understand?”

			He shuffled inside, faced her, and nodded.

			For a long moment, they stared at each other, and Maleficent felt a little twitch of guilt. She’d had no quarrel with Finnerick, right up until he found her with the ropes and ladders. Ever since the day they’d left Sweetvale, she’d considered him a valuable member of the group, clever and hardworking. She liked how sweetly he cared for Opal, and she’d appreciated his even temper and general good mood. Seeing him like this, his jaw slack and his eyes empty, made her realize exactly how much her spell had taken from him.

			She could not stand to look upon him as he was—

			And she could not risk someone else discovering him in his current state.

			With a heavy sigh, she withdrew her wand once more and used the transformation spell. The magic swirled around him, and he shrank a little, growing a large beak, almost like an eagle’s. His legs thinned out until his pants fell away, revealing the slender, bony legs of a bird. Thankfully, his tunic covered the lower half of his body.

			“How do you feel?” she asked him.

			“Fine.”

			Like Celestine, his voice was now gravelly and deep. And stupid.

			Maleficent was glad she no longer had to see Finnerick looking mindless and empty, but that didn’t mean she wanted to see this…brute. This goon. “Good work, then. Please remember to remain silent.”

			He put a finger to his beak and chuckled. “Heh heh heh.”

			There was nothing, not one thing here, that reminded her of Finnerick.

			And so she would cease to think of him as such.

			“Your name is Beaky,” she told him. “You are Beaky, and your fellow is called Trotter, and you will call me mistress.”

			“Yes, mistress,” he agreed.

			Fascinating, how the combination of the transformation spell and the memory spell had turned Rumpus into a raven, with all the mannerisms and movements of a raven. He didn’t act like a cat, or as though he remembered ever being a cat. Whatever this new sort of creature was, they seemed to be rough, stupid, easygoing things. Both Trotter and Beaky no longer acted like their former selves; they were, in body and mind, goons.

			She closed the door and sought the solace of the Hall of Enchantment, with its sumptuous furnishings and luxurious furs and fabrics. The raven cawed in delight and flew to her, and she held out her wrist and made a fuss over him.

			“You don’t hate me, do you, my pet?” She scratched all around his neck and petted his sleek head, and he wriggled with delight.

			At least someone was glad to see her. At least someone didn’t look upon her with distrust.

			The spell book, of course, did not give her a spell to reverse spells or restore memories or transform a creature into its original form and species. Instead, it offered her a spell to change the size of an object. As she tested the spell on various items in the room, she was glad to learn that this one, at least, allowed her to make things as big or small as she liked; she had total control of the result. She made jewels swell to the size of a horse and shrank the couch so small that the raven could pick it up in his beak. She played with minor adjustments and sudden, large metamorphoses, and practiced them all until she didn’t need her wand at all. Like the color-changing spell, this one appeared to be quite fluid. She wondered why some spells seemed so absolute, while others allowed a bit of play.

			“I suppose it’s like non-magical things,” she said to the raven. “A seamstress can make major or minor adjustments to a garment, whereas an ocean cannot be changed at all. There are subtle rules at play. I quite simply don’t know what they are without trial and error.”

			And then it struck her: After much practice, and with superior concentration, she could work her spells without using her wand. But her wand was a small thing, wasn’t it? A magical amplifier small enough to hide in her pocket.

			What if it were…

			Much bigger?

			Might it then improve her skills exponentially? Would that allow her to really finesse the memory spell? Could she make not just objects float around the room, but also herself?

			Curious, she used the size spell to transform her wand into a staff.

			She was delighted when it worked, and it seemed as if, when she tested it out with her full gamut of spells, the tall gleaming staff and its glowing green crystal channeled her magic even better than the tiny wand did. It felt good in her hand, standing nearly as tall as her shoulder. Of course, the staff couldn’t fit in her pocket, so she shrank it back down before she left. Now that she could change it at will, it could be any size she liked.

			On her way out, she stopped at Trotter’s cell door. The goon caught sight of her and immediately perked up.

			“Yes, mistress?”

			“Hold still, Trotter.”

			Trotter nodded eagerly. “Yeah, okay—”

			Maleficent paused for only a moment before swirling her wand through the air. The goon shrank to the size of a mouse and ran around in circles, squeaking. Pleased, Maleficent tried the spell again, making the goon so big that its head scraped the ceiling. Almost immediately, she returned it to its usual size. It blinked, looking stunned, but did not complain.

			Pleased with her night’s work, she went back upstairs to the workshop and set fire to the ropes and ladders, watching them burn to cinders.

			No ropes. No ladders. No clever Finnerick.

			Now no one would leave the castle until Maleficent was ready to go.
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			Maleficent slept long and deep and woke in a puddle of sunshine, stretching and yawning with great satisfaction. She selected a pretty dress and skipped down the stairs. As she opened the door to the hallway, she schooled her face to appear concerned in case anyone happened to be there. In the kitchen, she again found Opal crying.

			She immediately hurried over and put an arm around her friend. “What’s wrong?”

			Opal let out a shuddering sob. “First Rumpus, then Celestine. Now Finnerick is gone. And all the ropes and ladders were set afire. I don’t understand.”

			“Set afire? By whom? Why?” Maleficent asked.

			Opal pulled away and dashed at her wet red eyes. “How could I know? Finnerick is always up early, and we gather eggs together. Today he didn’t show, so I checked the workshop and found all the wood and rope burnt to ash. And when I went to check his room, the door was gone. Just like Celestine’s.” Opal cocked her head. “Didn’t you notice? When you left your room just now.”

			“I saw that one of the doors was missing, so I came here as quickly as I could. I was hoping you knew what had happened. I was terrified that something had happened to you!”

			Maleficent had spent all her time here trying to dance around the truth and avoid telling falsehoods, but that had grown exhausting, and her secrets had piled up too deeply. She now found that the lies fell easily from her lips, as if they wanted to be told. Opal didn’t want to know the truth, anyway, and Maleficent didn’t want her to know it. This was better for them both.

			“It’s just…oh, Maleficent! I rely on him. He’s so steady, so sweet. Up until now, I felt like as long as Finnerick was working to find a way out, we’d be successful. We would get help and find Celestine. And now he’s gone, and I don’t know what to do.”

			Opal threw herself fully into Maleficent’s arms, and Maleficent caught her and held her as sobs racked her body. She’d seen Opal cry several times recently, but never with this level of pain and abandon. It really did hurt her heart to see her friend so upset; ever since they’d met, Opal had been an optimistic presence, the sunshine that could always find a way through the thickest of clouds. Even with Celestine’s disappearance, she’d remained steadfast and positive, for the most part. But the loss of her beloved Finnerick had sent her over the edge. She was broken.

			Maleficent hadn’t really given this part much thought; she’d been so eager to have Finnerick out of the way, to have one less thing to worry about, that she’d neglected to consider how his absence would make her life harder.

			It was truly annoying.

			Looking over Opal’s shoulder to the garden beyond the open door, Maleficent could only frown. What could she do to make Opal feel better? She and the castle had magic aplenty, but Opal wasn’t the kind of person who wanted things.

			“He’ll turn up,” Maleficent said. “He has to. He’s the cleverest fairy I’ve ever known.”

			“No,” Opal wailed. “No. He was trying to get us out, and the castle didn’t like it, so it got rid of him. Probably swallowed him in stone. At least—at least—he wasn’t—with the burned ropes—”

			She broke off in a fresh burst of tears as Leonor appeared in the doorway.

			“Finnerick’s door,” he said, brow drawn down.

			Maleficent could only nod.

			“I’ll go look for him,” said Leonor. “He has to be here somewhere. When did you last see him?”

			Opal looked up, sniffling. “Last night. Rather late. I—he—” She pulled away from Maleficent and dried her tears on her apron, trying to pull herself together. “I saw him in the hall. He said he was going to go check on the ladders. He was going to test the ropes today. Try climbing down from the tower.”

			Leonor nodded. “Then I’ll check the parlor and the rooms beyond. And I’ll look down from the tower. He left his telescope up there. If something happened—”

			“No!” Opal yelped. “I can’t bear to think of him falling from that height. I told him to make certain the ropes were strong and wouldn’t break. I didn’t want anything to happen to him.”

			“We don’t know that it did,” Maleficent said soothingly.

			“We do!” Opal pulled away and stared at her with eyes full of betrayed desolation. “This castle is tearing us apart. It pretends to be nice, but it’s not. It’s evil, and cruel, and maybe the magic can keep us alive, fill our bellies and give us light and warmth, but it doesn’t want us to leave, and what sort of a life is that? It won’t set us free. I hate it!”

			Maleficent flinched, wondering if the castle was listening and if it would react to Opal’s speech. Did this place have the subtlety to understand grief, or was it more like a willful dog, answering to commands when they were convenient and recognizing insult? She wanted to tell Opal not to say such things, but she knew from her time with Vertila back home that when someone was this upset, there was no such thing as reason.

			Leonor approached and put a hand on Maleficent’s shoulder, another on Opal’s arm, almost a hug. “I’ll go look for Finnerick. We’re going to get through this. We just need to stay calm and levelheaded.”

			Opal snorted. “We just need to behave and remain complacent, you mean. This castle is worse than everyone back home. At least there, we weren’t in danger. We were lesser, but we were safe. I wish we’d never come here.”

			Leonor squeezed Maleficent’s shoulder and left. Her arm was falling asleep from holding Opal, so she stepped away and picked up a roll.

			“Have you eaten?” she asked her friend. “Things always seem worse on an empty stomach.”

			Opal took the roll and smashed it on the counter, flattening it with her fist. “What’s the point? It’s not real. Magic flour. Magic eggs from magic chickens. Magic butter from cows that never even existed. It makes me feel sick.”

			Maleficent picked up the smashed roll and inspected it. “I just see a roll, made with love by the hands of a talented baker and a wonderful person. I never saw the flour or eggs at home until they appeared on the table, and they still kept me from going hungry.”

			Opal’s lip lifted in disgust. “Are you taking the side of the castle—of the magic? The castle that keeps making our friends disappear? That won’t let us leave?”

			Maleficent’s head dropped. Yes.

			“I’m just trying to make the best of a situation we can’t control,” she said. “I can’t change it, and I can’t fight it, so I just want to survive it.” She reached for Opal’s hands. “I want you to survive it. If we’re just patient, I know that one day we’ll be able to leave.”

			Opal’s fingers were freezing. “You keep talking like you know things I don’t. You can’t know that.”

			“I have to believe it,” Maleficent replied. “It’s the only way to go on.”

			After a big exhale, Opal dropped Maleficent’s hands and went through the motions of eating breakfast, even if she mostly just moved her food around the plate. Maleficent watched her, wondering how long it would take her to come around. With Celestine gone and Finnerick no longer trying to find a way out of the castle, perhaps things would settle down and they could find a new sort of peace. Opal and Leonor were the ones she cared about the most, after all, and now they were here, safe, with everything they needed to be content. If only her friends could get along with the castle, at least until Maleficent had learned all the magic and was ready to leave.

			After breakfast, Maleficent helped Opal clean up, and then they went together from room to room, looking for any clues to Finnerick’s whereabouts. Maleficent had made sure there was no sign of him in the workshop, and she thought that the castle would do what it must to protect itself, hiding any other evidence of his passing. With his door gone, they couldn’t even access his room to see his sketches and journals, if they still existed at all. Aside from a scattering of ashes that had once been a pile of ropes and ladders, there was nothing to suggest Finnerick had ever existed. Just like when they’d arrived here and found no artifacts from the prior occupants.

			This only further convinced Maleficent that she needed to continue her training. The castle was powerful, as powerful as she’d heard Estrellian Academy was back home. The two buildings seemed to have much in common. Here, however, Maleficent was welcome to train even without her wings, whereas back home, she was welcome only to scrub out the fireplace.

			And to think—Opal wished she were back there! Back under the thumb of Ms. Fizz, back in a uniform, back to eating whatever slop was offered and sleeping in the cramped attic garret, all the way up the stairs.

			Maleficent would not go back until she had her wings, and then she would show them all.

			And if she couldn’t go back—if the castle wouldn’t give her wings—then she would find a new destiny all her own, a society where she was free to employ her special brand of magic and fraternize wherever she wished. A place where Leonor’s skills would be celebrated, where he could pluck up a tune on any lute that he liked. A place where Opal would settle in and know that things were real, and that what she did mattered, and that she was safe.

			Opal was quiet again at lunch, and Maleficent did not push her. What was the point in having the same conversation again? Leonor was somber, disappointed in his inability to find any clues to Finnerick’s whereabouts. After shoving the food around her plate and throwing down her fork, Opal pled a headache and left, and Leonor invited Maleficent out to the dock to fish.

			“I used the telescope,” he confessed. “I looked all around the castle. There were no ropes or ladders, nothing at all. And no sign of him. That he might have—fallen.”

			“He was—is too careful for that,” she quickly corrected. And then, in a softer voice, “I saw his plans. I know he was the cleverest by far, but I don’t understand how it would’ve worked.”

			Leonor shrugged. “Pulleys and counterweights. I didn’t really understand it, either, but I believe in Finnerick. I offered to try the ropes first. I know I weigh less. And if something happened, well, then he could draw new plans.”

			Maleficent gasped and reached for his hand. “No! Oh, I’m glad you didn’t try. The tower is so high! And I just feel like…what if the castle didn’t want that? It could probably loosen the rope.” She shivered. “Or worse. Please promise me you won’t try to escape that way.”

			“I won’t,” he assured her. “I don’t particularly like heights. But I’m more athletic than Finnerick, and I wanted to help.” He ducked his head, his hair falling over one eye. “I’m not as anxious to leave. I don’t mind it here. The castle provides, and whatever happened to Finnerick and Celestine, I don’t want it to happen to me.” His voice lowered, softened. “Or you.”

			A thrill shivered through Maleficent at the intimacy in that statement. “I have no plans to challenge the castle. I don’t want trouble. And I don’t want you to get hurt, either.”

			Leonor looked down, and Maleficent looked up, and she tilted her face toward him, and—

			The fishing rod jerked in his hands, drawing his attention away as he pulled in a bigger fish than usual.

			“This one’s full of fight!” he called.

			Maleficent glanced back at the castle, lips pursed.

			It certainly was.

			The moment was lost as the fish flopped on the deck and Leonor—well, Maleficent hated this part. She knew it was necessary to put food on the table—or he thought it was, or he needed it to be—but that didn’t mean she wanted to watch. Much like with the bread, she would’ve preferred the fish to simply arrive on her plate steaming hot. If magic could handle the dirty parts of life, why not let it do so?

			“I’ll see you inside,” she told him, standing to brush off her skirts before things got messy. Funny how a magical fish had just as many troublesome scales and bones as a regular fish and took just as much work to prepare for consumption.

			Despite her sadness, Opal set a fine table that night, and the fish Leonor had caught was light and flaky, perfect with Opal’s potatoes and bread. Afterward, Leonor offered to play the harpsichord, but Opal demurred.

			“How can I enjoy anything knowing that Celestine and Finnerick are likely dead?” she spat. “Somewhere in this very castle, crushed between stone or left to rot in some dungeon?”

			“I don’t think it has a dungeon,” Maleficent said, hoping to calm Opal, who was being uncharacteristically angry and dramatic.

			Opal’s eyes were bleak, her tone sour. “Oh, every castle has a dungeon. That’s part of what makes it a castle. Just like back home. Some people get to live the good life, while other people get tossed away like garbage.” She looked around, her voice raspy. “I’m willing to bet there’s an oubliette in here somewhere. A place where some mighty king put people to forget about them. But I can’t forget Celestine and Finnerick. I won’t.”

			After that, Leonor didn’t really have the heart to play, either, and Maleficent would’ve felt frivolous asking him to play just for her. As Opal stormed back toward the foyer, Maleficent and Leonor slowed their pace in the banquet hall, stopping beside the long, elegant table.

			“I feel like I’ve searched this room a hundred times,” Leonor admitted. “And every time, I already knew that I wouldn’t find anything. There is nowhere to hide. But still, I had to look, have to keep looking. I’m worried, and I’m frightened, but there’s nothing I can do, is there?”

			Maleficent nodded sympathetically. “We can only keep trying. I’ll search the parlor every day if that’s what it takes.”

			Leonor picked up a heavy golden chalice, now gleaming in the light of the sconces. “This place has changed so much from when we first arrived, with all the dust and tarnish. It almost reminds me of a horse gone glossy with dapples. It seems…happy.”

			“Maybe it was lonely, and taking care of us satisfies it. I think it likes having us around,” Maleficent agreed with a small smile.

			“And maybe I should hate it, but I like being here.” Leonor put down the chalice and looked into Maleficent’s eyes, his own soulful eyes shining with feeling. “I keep thinking about Finnerick disappearing, and it makes me want to grab hold of every happy moment I can catch. Like fireflies. They don’t last forever, and perhaps…perhaps this won’t, either.”

			“I’ve had some moments here I’d like to capture like fireflies in a jar to light up the darker nights,” Maleficent said shyly. “Or perhaps they’re more like butterflies, and I wish to pin them down so I can always remember how they glimmered and danced.” She looked away and giggled. “Oh, goodness, I sound fanciful, don’t I?”

			Leonor reached for her hand. “I like fanciful. I cannot dwell in sadness like Opal. I need hope and joy in the darkness. I need fireflies and butterflies. You’re like that, too, I think. You have an artist’s soul. Have you ever painted?”

			He held her hand up to the light, turning it as if inspecting her fingers.

			“No,” she said, blushing. “My parents didn’t believe in the arts, only in ambition. I’ve sketched a little….”

			He laced their fingers together. “I’d like to see that. You could draw in the parlor while I play. There’s something pleasant about creating something new with a like-minded soul who is also passionate about their work.” He looked down at her, his eyes glowing softly. “But then, I think most things are pleasant with you.”

			“Oh,” was all she could manage.

			Leonor brought their entwined fingers to his lips and kissed the back of her hand. “Maleficent, what do you think we’ll do when we leave this place? Do you think you could ever imagine a future with…well, with a ne’er-do-well musician?”

			Her breath caught. “I only know one musician, and he’s talented and driven. He’s been writing these amazing songs—”

			A delighted chuckle. “Amazing? They’re amazing, are they?”

			She nodded and shocked herself by placing his hand against her cheek. “Very amazing. I expect he’ll play in the grandest concert halls one day, perhaps in King Hubert’s court, or possibly that of King Stefan. They’d be lucky to have him.”

			“Would they? And would anyone else be lucky to have him, do you think?”

			Their eyes met, and it was as if Maleficent forgot how to breathe, this close to him, to this boy she’d silently, secretly loved for so long. Oh, but his blue eyes were deeper than the deepest pools, full of feeling that made her heart flutter in her chest. His dark lashes swept down as his face moved closer, closer, so close she could feel his breath. Maleficent closed her eyes as his lips brushed hers, softly, tenderly, and the butterflies in her middle danced like his music, twirling and swirling and soaring into the sky as his other hand gently cupped her face.

			“Pardon me. Forgot to hang up my apron.”

			They all but leaped apart as Opal rushed past, holding a wad of fabric.

			“But don’t pay me any mind,” she snapped. “I’m just grieving our missing friends. Please, do continue.”

			Maleficent and Leonor stood there awkwardly as Opal disappeared into the kitchen, then stalked past them again.

			“Opal, I’m sorry. You’re right,” Leonor called after her. “That wasn’t—I mean, we really do—”

			“I don’t want your explanations, Leonor. Or feigned sadness.” Opal gasped with a sob as she all but ran from the banquet hall.

			Anger simmered in Maleficent’s veins. It was none of Opal’s business what they did privately, and Leonor owed her neither apologies nor explanations. Just because Opal’s beloved was gone didn’t mean that love was somehow forbidden to others; how ungenerous of her to interrupt Maleficent’s first kiss with her foul mood!

			“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” Leonor muttered.

			“She is an open wound just now,” Maleficent said with as much feigned sympathy as she could muster. “Everything hurts her. And so she lashes out, heedless of the pain it might cause. There is no shame in seeking solace, nor in finding it.”

			With the mood utterly deflated, they guiltily murmured their goodbyes and went off to bed. Maleficent, wide awake and eager for magic, curled up among her pillows with visions of Leonor dancing in her daydreams.

			They had kissed! He kissed her! After all these years of loving him from afar! He’d asked her about the future, about spending it with him. He wanted her! Wanted to be with her! His lips had been so soft and warm, and she’d felt the heat of him, and—

			If only Opal hadn’t interrupted them.

			Maleficent had so very much yet to discover with her Leonor. But—

			Oh. The green light!

			It seemed fussy, almost indignant, as it swirled and jumped across the door.

			“Yes, yes,” she said. “I see you. I’m coming.”

			This time, Maleficent was not offered the ease of the wardrobe’s quick passage. She zipped down the stairs, through the secret door in the foyer, down more stairs, and into the hallway, her first kiss momentarily all but forgotten in her eagerness to do magic. She checked on the goons and found them well-fed and in good spirits. The raven was delighted to see her. And tonight’s spell promised her the best sleep of her life, which would be quite a boon, as she’d always had trouble with insomnia, even before nighttime had become the most exciting part of her life.

			Of course, she wasn’t going to try a sleeping spell on herself first, not when the goons were available. Standing at the door of Trotter’s cell, she aimed her wand through the barred window and watched the magic swirl around the goon, who instantly fell asleep.

			“Trotter!” she called, but the goon didn’t stir. Wand in hand, she threw the bolt and went into the cell. She didn’t want to touch that greenish-gray shoulder, but she needed to know the limits of the spell. Shaking the goon, she called, “Trotter! Wake up!”

			After a few moments of shouting and shaking, the goon blinked sleepily and looked up. “Yeah?”

			And that was all Maleficent needed.

			“Go back to sleep, Trotter.”

			“Yes, mistress.”

			The goon rolled over and was soon snoring again, and Maleficent tried the spell on Beaky, too, pleased to achieve the same result.

			Thanks to the spell, she slept especially well that night, and the next morning, Opal was not in the kitchen. She wasn’t in her room, either, but at least her door still existed. Of course, Maleficent was aware that the missing fairies had not been devoured by the castle; she knew exactly what had happened to them. Still, that didn’t make her worry any less about Opal. Where could she be?

			Maleficent checked the garden, then all the other rooms, but there was no sign of anything amiss. She next checked the bookcase, still propped open, and took a candle down the long hallway to the workshop. One of the sconces was lit, suggesting she was on the right trail. Up and up the spiral stairs she went, all the way to the top of the tower, and that was where she found her missing friend, her eye to Finnerick’s telescope as she gazed down at the castle ramparts.

			“I can see the drawbridge mechanism,” Opal said dully, ignoring what had happened the night before. She looked like she hadn’t slept at all. “It made my poor Finnerick so happy, finally understanding how it worked. He had a plan. He was going to get us out.” She pushed the telescope aside and turned to Maleficent, her eyes brimming with desolation. “Why won’t the castle let us out?”

			“I don’t know,” Maleficent said, and that, at least, was the truth.

			“Wait. What’s that?” Opal was looking down at Maleficent’s dress, where her wand peeked out of a pocket.

			Maleficent looked down, too, feigning surprise, but did not reach for the wand. “Oh, that? I don’t know, I found it in the parlor.”

			Opal snorted. “Maleficent, we are fairies of Sweetvale. We both know that is a wand. Can I see it?”

			“That’s really not necessary—”

			Opal’s pale face went red, her watery eyes furious. “Maybe it is! Why are you being so strange? Let me see it!”

			She reached for the wand, but Maleficent snarled “No!” and slapped her hand away.

			Opal gasped. “Celestine was right, wasn’t she?” Hurt and betrayal shone in her eyes. “You’ve been hiding something from us all.”
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			Maleficent had never felt anger like this before. It coursed through her like fire, burning in her cheeks, her fists, her chest.

			No one could touch her wand! This felt like an invasion, an assault.

			Opal’s hurt transformed into a matching fury. “Are you doing magic, Maleficent? Is that your secret? You’ve been learning magic—and hiding it from us? From me?”

			Maleficent clutched her wand tight, running through spells in her head. She knew that there was no way she could explain it to Opal in a satisfying manner, but she loved Opal like a sister and didn’t want to hurt her. Growing up in a family like hers, Maleficent was accustomed to being glared at with disgust or anger or pity, but never had anyone looked at her with eyes so full of pain and betrayal.

			“Yes, I hid it, but…I wanted to show you,” she said, grasping for the right words. “I want to show you. Come with me tonight. Maybe it will let you choose a wand, and we can learn together.”

			Opal did not relax. She did not smile. “Let’s go now. Show me.”

			“I don’t know if I can even go there during the day,” Maleficent confessed. “It’s always called me at night.”

			Opal shook her head sadly. “Try.”

			Maleficent had always known Opal to be resilient and buoyant, but now she seemed to barely be hanging on by a thread made entirely of rage. Maybe the Hall of Enchantment would be there, and Opal could pick a wand and learn her first spell, and then she would understand. Maybe it had been wrong, keeping this from her dearest friend.

			“Let’s go see, then,” Maleficent agreed.

			She walked down the tower stairs, and Opal trudged along behind her. Maleficent had never seen Opal like this, so empty and deflated yet cold and furious, and so she had no idea what her friend was thinking or feeling, what she might do. This knowledge made Maleficent hurry ahead, one hand holding up her skirts. Maybe Opal would push her down the stairs. She could certainly feel the other fairy’s antipathy, filling the tower with a sadness as cold and gray as stone. Opal had lost Celestine and Finnerick, but she still had Maleficent, and maybe once she did her first magic spell, she could find a new source of hope. Maybe together they could grow strong enough to escape.

			Showing Opal the secret door was a huge risk. Maleficent still hadn’t found a way to practice tempering the memory spell, so once Opal knew how to find the door, the die was cast. And that was why, after they had exited the long dark hallway, Maleficent stopped in the parlor.

			“Wait.”

			“What?” asked Opal, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

			Maleficent went to the heavy curtains and pulled the sash free. “You need to wear a blindfold.”

			Opal stepped back. “No. I don’t trust you anymore. If you’re taking me somewhere, I want to see where it is. I don’t want to disappear like Celestine and Finnerick.”

			Maleficent’s fists tightened around the velvet sash. “You think I made them disappear?”

			That Opal would even suggest such a thing infuriated her—even if it was true.

			“I think you have magic, you have a secret place, and you know more than you’re saying,” Opal said through gritted teeth.

			Maleficent held out the sash. “Opal, it all makes sense, I promise. I’ll tell you everything. You just have to trust me. Let me tie this over your eyes—”

			“No!” cried Opal. “How do I know you won’t—I don’t know—push me off a parapet? Or lock me in a dungeon? I don’t. I don’t know anymore. I don’t know you anymore.”

			Her fingers white around the velvet sash, Maleficent said, “I’m not going to show you unless you’re blindfolded.”

			“Then let’s go get Leonor,” Opal snapped, “and we’ll all go together.”

			They glared at each other, chins raised…

			And a different bookcase swung inward.

			Opal gasped, but Maleficent was accustomed to the castle’s whims, and she recognized the green sconces glowing in the revealed hallway.

			“Come on, then,” she said. “Looks like there’s a new door.”

			Dropping the sash with a flourish, she pushed the bookcase door open all the way and waited for Opal to pass through.

			“You first,” Opal said.

			Maleficent rolled her eyes. “It’s like you’ve forgotten you’re my best friend. I would never hurt you.”

			“Well, I was Celestine’s best friend, too, and I think you know what happened to her,” Opal replied. “Which makes it even worse, because you had us all fooled. I really believed you were just as worried and scared as I was.” Opal pointed at the green-lit hallway. “So you go first.”

			“Fine. But here’s the thing. If the castle wants to hurt you?” Maleficent paused meaningfully. “It will.”

			As Maleficent slid past her, Opal twitched away like she was trying to avoid touching some slimy thing. Maleficent slipped into the hallway, but it was not the usual hallway. The stone was the same, the sconces were the same, and yet this place was different. It still led to the spiral stairwell, and she felt more confident the moment she was winding down toward the Hall of Enchantment.

			Opal would see the room, and she would choose a wand, and Maleficent would help her catch up in her studies. They’d start with the color-changing spell, of course, but Opal was a quick study, and Maleficent wouldn’t force her to wait, as the book did. And Opal would be so excited to have magic that all would be forgiven. This was her dream, too, the key to everything she wanted in life. As she counted the stairs, Maleficent’s heart grew lighter.

			It would be good, having someone to share the magic with, especially Opal. She was clever, logical, hardworking, fun. She had always deserved magic, just as Maleficent had; perhaps she hadn’t craved it to the same degree, but it was her birthright. With magic, she could return to Sweetvale and inherit her mother’s business or perhaps find some other settlement and start her own. She couldn’t marry Finnerick now, but there were other fairies, more options if she could do magic. She could become a midwife, have a family without being judged for her lack of wings. This magic was a gift.

			The stairs ended, and Maleficent waited for Opal to step out into the hallway before moving toward the green door.

			“What is this place?” Opal asked, tentatively curious.

			“I call it the Hall of Enchantment,” Maleficent told her, almost giddy now. “It’s right through that door.”

			“And what’s behind all these other doors?”

			Oh, no. Maleficent had forgotten about this part.

			“Nothing—” she began.

			But Opal could hear the desperation in Maleficent’s voice and stopped to investigate. She peeked in the barred window on the first door, but luckily that one was empty.

			“Just old cells.” Maleficent tried to make it sound nonchalant. “From whoever lived in the castle before. Now, come on. You’ll need to choose a wand.”

			But Opal did not hurry for the door. She stopped at the next barred window. And the next.

			“Come on!” Maleficent urged. “Don’t you want to do magic?”

			Opal cast her a suspicious glare. “I do, but I want to see what you’re hiding, first.”

			Maleficent was frozen as Opal looked into Trotter’s cell and, yet again, gasped.

			“What is that…thing?” she asked.

			“I call them goons,” Maleficent offered. “They’re servants from the old castle. I locked them up so they couldn’t cause mischief.”

			“Who’s that?” Trotter asked in its husky goon voice. It waddled over to the door and looked up at Opal.

			“That is a friend,” Maleficent said.

			“Oh, yes. A friend.” The goon nodded.

			“Hello.” Opal looked down, perplexed. “Do you have a name?”

			Maleficent tensed as the goon pursed its lips and rolled its eyes, thinking hard.

			“Trotter,” it finally said. “Yeah, I’m Trotter. And then there’s Beaky.”

			“Is that…are those…” Opal’s voice trailed off, and she turned away from the door to look at Maleficent, her eyes blazing. “Is it wearing Celestine’s bracelets?”

			It took everything Maleficent had not to flinch, not to let her jaw hang open as she thought of a lie. She shrugged. “I don’t remember Celestine having bracelets.”

			“Yes, you do,” Opal insisted. “She never took them off. They belonged to her dead mother. And now that thing is wearing them. Which means that either that thing killed Celestine and took her bracelets, which I doubt, because the bracelets are too tight for it to remove, or—”

			Maleficent shook her head. This was all going wrong. Opal should’ve breezed right past these doors and into the Hall of Enchantment. She should be happily waving her new wand right now.

			“Just come pick a wand,” Maleficent begged. “The goons, the castle. It doesn’t matter. It’s the magic that’s important.”

			Opal swallowed hard and took a step back.

			“There are two goons in these—these cells,” she said. “And we have two missing people. Maleficent, please tell me you didn’t…that the goon isn’t…that they aren’t…” She briefly closed her eyes, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “What have you done?”

			“I—”

			But even Maleficent didn’t know what to say.

			Shaking her head, Opal turned to walk back up the hall. “I have to get out of here.”

			But Opal absolutely could not be allowed to return upstairs and tell Leonor what she’d seen. Maleficent had messed this up horribly, and she had to fix it.

			Without making Opal into a goon.

			As Opal marched up the long hallway, Maleficent concentrated on her newest spell and sent the magic as gently as possible toward Opal’s back. The sparkles exploded against Opal’s dress, and she staggered to the wall, one hand against the stone. She turned, looked Maleficent in the eye, and whispered, “Why?”

			And then she slid down the wall to the ground, asleep.

			Breathing an enormous sigh of relief, Maleficent opened the door to the Hall of Enchantment and used a spell to move the sleeping fairy onto one of the sumptuous couches. She carefully arranged Opal’s arms and legs so that she would be comfortable as she slumbered, and covered her with a blanket. Just as Maleficent had hoped, the selection of wands had been prepared for her friend.

			If only Opal had been more reasonable. If only she’d listened.

			As Opal slept, Maleficent learned the newest spell, which allowed her to change her appearance. She could make her nose bigger or smaller, alter her eyebrows, make her hair longer or shorter, curly or straight. She gave her lips a reddish tint, made her hair more lustrous, gave her eyebrows an audacious curve. She even used the spell on Opal as she slept, fixing a broken tooth that the other fairy had often complained about. But still Opal did not stir.

			Well, maybe that was to her advantage. Leaving Opal to sleep, Maleficent went out into the hallway and used a spell to make Celestine’s bracelets bigger and float them away from the goon, who didn’t seem to notice they’d ever existed. The bracelets were warm as they landed gently in her hand, and she wanted nothing more than to be rid of them forever. She used magic to shrink them down, making them so small she couldn’t even see them anymore, then tossed them on the floor like grains of sand.

			If Opal remembered the bracelets when she woke up, she would find them gone.

			But Opal didn’t wake up.

			Not in an hour, and not in three hours.

			Not when Maleficent shouted her name and shook her shoulders.

			Not when Maleficent sat down and cried.

			Poor Opal slept like…the dead.
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			Maleficent spent all afternoon in the Hall of Enchantment waiting for Opal to wake up. When she finally returned to her room, she did not use the sleeping spell on herself, even though she was too anxious to sleep. She was up until dawn, and only when the morning’s light shone into her room did she finally fall into a fitful rest.

			Before returning to her quarters, she’d placed Opal in one of the cells and locked the door. She wanted Opal to wake up—she did!—but she did not want an angry Opal waking up alone and letting the goons out of their cells, much less wreaking havoc on the Hall of Enchantment. What if she found a way to hurt the book? What if she learned spells that she could use against Maleficent?

			No, Opal needed to be contained.

			Sometime around noon the next day, Maleficent looked in the mirror and used her new spell to make herself look…well, like she’d gotten sleep, and like she hadn’t been crying. She made the whites of her eyes bright, got rid of the purple smudges of exhaustion, pinked her lips, gave her hair a happy bounce. She had to pretend that she had no idea what had happened to Opal. She had to keep Leonor on her side.

			She found him in the kitchen, standing by the cold hearth, looking confused. When he saw her, he ran to her and enfolded her in his arms. She returned the embrace gladly, snuggling her face against his chest.

			“Oh, Maleficent, thank goodness! I was so worried. You’ve been gone—” He broke off, burying his face in her hair.

			“Just in my room, sleeping. I didn’t feel well.” Another lie, but an easy one.

			He pulled away and looked down at her. His hair was adorably messy. “You don’t look sick, thank goodness. But have you seen Opal? She’s always the first one up.”

			Maleficent shook her head. “I last saw her yesterday morning. Perhaps she was sick, too? Do you think she might’ve slept in?”

			“Another door was gone. I know she was upset about Finnerick and Celestine. She probably went looking for them and…” Leonor went to the hearth, picking up a pot as if he had no idea how it might be used. “We need to look for her—I know that’s what I’m supposed to say—but I already know what we’ll find. Nothing. People disappear, and we find no clues. I was so scared it was you this morning. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

			She offered him a gentle smile. “But here I am, and here you are. And you’ll be needing food to keep up your strength.” Maleficent put a hand to the wall. “Castle, could we please have a little lunch, if it’s not too much trouble?” The pantry door creaked open, and Maleficent opened it the rest of the way and found a picnic basket waiting. “Thank you!” Looking around the kitchen, she was fairly certain that if they stayed inside, all they would talk about would be Opal and Finnerick and Celestine. “I suppose it is a rather nice day for a picnic….”

			Leonor shook his head at her, incredulous. “It’s not a nice day if our friends are gone. I don’t think I can just…have a picnic.”

			“We have to eat,” she reminded him. “And perhaps we’ll think more clearly with something in our stomachs. And then we can go look for them. Twenty minutes won’t change anything.”

			He did not look convinced. “If you say so.”

			Maleficent took the picnic basket out into the garden and found a blanket laid out beside the pond. Gardenias and roses perfumed the air, the freshly magicked bushes covered in bright blooms. A mature willow was newly placed near the shore to provide shade, and a light breeze lifted the hair from her shoulders as the white willow blossoms fell around her like snow. She sat down and opened the basket, unpacking a luncheon of sandwiches, cheese, and fruit. Leonor sat down with her and silently began eating, and for a long moment, it might’ve been a day back home in Sweetvale before Midsummer, just two young fairies enjoying the afternoon. But then Leonor had to go and ruin it all.

			“Is there another way into Opal’s room?” he asked. “Perhaps from the outside of the castle? Or the bathing chamber? Might she have fallen from the tower? Her door was gone, so I worry we won’t find anything, but…” He put down the sandwich and looked at her, and she didn’t see a strong, confident man; she saw a frightened little boy. “Maleficent, I’m scared. We’re the only ones left, and we can’t leave this place. I wanted so badly to trust the castle, but I don’t understand what’s happening. What are we going to do?”

			Oh, how she longed to reach over and smooth the worry lines on his forehead, the frown bracketing his beautiful mouth!

			“I’d like to hope we don’t have any reason to be worried,” she said soothingly. “I think as long as we get along and are polite to the castle and don’t try to leave, it will continue to treat us well. Look at this lunch! I asked politely, and the castle provided. We could be happy here.”

			Leonor gazed up at the looming stone walls, all the way up the forbidding spires. “How could we be happy when we don’t know what’s happened to our friends? The best we can hope for is that they’re unharmed and being held captive somewhere. The worst we can expect is that they’re…they’re dead. That the castle killed them, for some reason. I keep wondering if maybe there’s someone else here. Someone very good at hiding, picking us off one by one.”

			Maleficent wanted to laugh at how ridiculous and paranoid this sounded. A secret assassin, sneaking around the magical castle just to kill some random strangers? It was preposterous. But, from the outside, not knowing what she knew…

			“I don’t think there’s anyone else here,” she said, pouring out glasses of juice from a bottle kindly provided in the basket. “We would’ve seen footprints in the dust when we arrived. You can’t erase footprints or signs of passage. And why would someone hide here for years?”

			“Maybe they were trapped, just like us.” Leonor leaned forward. “Maybe it drove them mad. Maybe they were lured here, as we were, with a group, and the castle picked off the others one by one until only one person was left. Being alone in a magical castle, all by yourself, without friends or family, for years or even decades…it would make anyone doubt their sanity, don’t you think?”

			No. Not at all.

			That was what Maleficent thought, but what she said was “I can’t think of a single reason why the castle would want to do that.”

			Leonor picked a rose off a nearby bush and began to pluck the petals. “Well, then maybe it eats people. Invites them in and feeds on them. Like a carnivorous plant.”

			That ran shivers up Maleficent’s arms, goose bumps Leonor thankfully couldn’t see under her long sleeves. The castle had definitely drawn them here—driven them here—but it wasn’t eating them. It was giving Maleficent the chance to learn magic, to make her dreams come true. Everyone else was just collateral damage…because they got in the way of that goal.

			It was mostly her fault, now that she thought about it. She’d had no choice but to use magic to keep each member of the party from ruining everything. If only they hadn’t been so nosy and desperate to leave! Such a shame that, one by one, they’d made the same foolish mistakes.

			But Leonor’s hypothesis did raise questions that Maleficent didn’t really want to consider: Why had the castle chosen her to learn magic? What did the castle really want? She couldn’t figure out how it all fit together: A magical castle that wanted people trapped inside. That chose one person. That had haunted hallways and blackened rooms that were abandoned, scarred and charred by fire, haunted by old ghosts. A magical castle with a tower as dead as an amputated limb, a place where someone long ago had been chained and bricked in. A castle that kept its magic lessons strictly controlled and forced uncomfortable choices on its singular student.

			What was its endgame?

			“Well,” she reasoned, “the one thing we know is that if we try too hard to escape or if we’re rude, it will send us elsewhere.” She picked up her glass of juice. “So I vote we make the best of what’s left. That we try to be happy here.”

			Leonor picked up his glass but could not toast her. His lips twisted in confusion. “I don’t know how to be happy when I’m constantly walking on eggshells and I can’t understand the rules. At least back home, as a son or a servant, I knew where I stood. But…how can you hide your true feelings, your sadness, from a castle that surrounds you? How can you feign happiness and security when you feel threatened? How can you live a real life when someone else, something else, is always watching?”

			“Maybe we don’t have to actually feel the happiness,” she said softly, “but we at least have to be outwardly polite and grateful. Perhaps that will be enough. Not that different from home, honestly, once we were servants.”

			Leonor cocked his head, squinting. “You look different, somehow. Is your hair a shade darker? Are you wearing cosmetics?”

			Maleficent cursed herself for her vanity. “I was playing with some of the products I found in my room. I know it’s silly, but…well, I missed pretty things, after Midsummer, when I was just a maid.”

			He nodded but did not offer a compliment. He was too distracted. His cornflower eyes traced each spire, followed the ramparts, gazed up at the tower.

			“Finnerick was so close to escaping,” he said softly.

			“And look where it got him,” she said without really thinking.

			Leonor’s attention snapped to her. “Where? Where did it get him? I would love to know. At least then I’d know the truth of what we’re dealing with.” He reached for her hand, and her skin thrilled as he covered it with his own. “Maleficent, I fear for you. I can’t keep you safe. I don’t know where the danger is. I can’t identify the villain. Each night when you go to your room, I don’t know if I’ll wake up and find you gone. It terrifies me.”

			She turned her hand over to grasp his. “The castle won’t hurt me. I don’t care to challenge it.”

			“You can’t know that.” He squeezed her hand and gave her half a smile. “I keep thinking maybe I should gather up my blankets and drag them into your room. I know it’s scandalous, but we slept in a circle on the road. If we were in the same room, I would know you were safe, and you would know the same about me.” He blushed and looked down. “Not that I think you worry about me. Or think about me at all.”

			She squeezed his hand in return. “Of course I do. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

			He chuckled. “Shouldn’t I be saying that?”

			She instantly saw her error and looked down as if suddenly shy. “Well, I did take care of that boar. I suppose I could take on an entire castle if I had to. But…I don’t think the castle will trouble us. As long as we don’t try to leave, we should be able to dwell here comfortably. But you couldn’t possibly sleep in my room….”

			Because I have to sneak out every night.

			“That would be utterly scandalous,” she finished.

			Another squeeze, and he released her hand and picked up a sandwich. “There is no one left to call it a scandal. It is only us now.”

			“If I must be trapped here, Leonor, I am glad that I’m with you.”

			She’d never felt so bold, and he gave her a fond smile, his eyes crinkling up, and ate his sandwich without complaint. All around them, the castle’s magic shimmered, the roses blowing in the breeze and little flowers sprouting in the grass. Dragonflies skimmed over the pond like iridescent jewels, and sprightly birds swooped out of the sky, singing among the willow whips. Even the chickens clucked musically, and Maleficent wondered why the castle still bothered with the chickens if they were just going to ask for prepared food from now on rather than insist, as Opal had, that they needed to be involved in the kitchen.

			But that was one thing Leonor had gotten right: Maleficent did not understand why the castle did what it did. She did not understand why it had chosen her—or why it was helping her.

			She did not know what it wanted—or if it would ever be satisfied.
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			Thankfully, Leonor did not insist on sleeping on the floor of her room. She was able to convince him that she would not take any risks—and that a lady had to uphold her dignity, even if there was no one around to spread rumors. The castle continued to allow her to access the spiral staircase using her wardrobe, so she felt relatively safe on her way down to the Hall of Enchantment. There was only one person who might catch her sneaking around now, but it was the one who mattered the most.

			She was almost ready to share the magic with Leonor, and not only because she was sick of hiding this part of herself. She wanted to show him what she knew and invite him to join her. She wanted to be together, linked in heart and mind without fear of judgment. If only he would be reasonable. If only he would behave. It was so easy to get along. The castle had so many more benefits than it did drawbacks.

			It was a castle!

			Maleficent lived in a castle.

			An enormous castle that indulged her every whim, that could make a beautiful golden afternoon or a sumptuous ball or just a dress the same shade as her eyes. A thoughtful castle that could create an endless banquet of fine foods—and even dispose of the dishes. Why, she was as good as a queen, so long as she was here. She had no drudgery, no responsibilities, no pains. She would never go without, never go to bed with an empty stomach. The only thing she had to do, other than be gracious, was learn magic, and that was the very thing she wanted most in all the world.

			It was perfect.

			If only the others could’ve understood.

			Well, there was still a chance the book would present Maleficent with a spell that would change them back. Perhaps she quite simply wasn’t powerful enough yet. Maybe the spell would be there tonight.

			She all but danced down the hall, checking the cells. The goons were happily eating from trays and greeted her enthusiastically, and Opal still slept, utterly unchanged from the night before. Guilt bit at Maleficent’s heart, but there was nothing she could do, other than continue to learn magic so that she might one day be able to awaken her friend from the painless enchanted sleep.

			Perhaps this situation wasn’t ideal, but it gave Maleficent what she needed: quiet, and time.

			Time to learn.

			Time to grow more skilled.

			Time alone with Leonor.

			The Hall of Enchantment was waiting for her, the raven eager for her attention. He flew to sit on her shoulder as she pulled the wand from her pocket, transformed it into a staff, and stood before the spell book.

			If you long to touch the sky

			This spell will give you wings to fly.

			Maleficent read the words again, and her blood fizzed in her veins.

			Wings!

			She squealed, startling the raven, then comforted him with head rubs.

			“You and I will fly together, my pet,” she promised him. “I’m going to have wings!”

			She studied the spell over and over, then went to the mirror to inspect—as well as she could—her wingless back, hopefully for the last time. She would have to ask the castle to make slits in her dresses for her wings, after this, just like Madam Serenia once had.

			What color would her wings be? she wondered. Violet was her favorite color, but green might be nice. Hopefully not the pink or sky blue her mother had always pressed upon her, claiming they did the most for her complexion.

			She would think very hard as she did the spell, focusing on the exact shade of violet she liked best.

			Standing before the lectern, she held her staff at the ready—but something was off.

			This moment—it was important. Perhaps the most important thing that had ever happened to her. It was like Midsummer, except this time, she, not some random unknown entity, would choose her own wings.

			And she wanted to share this moment with someone special.

			Leonor.

			She gently placed the raven back on the lectern and scritched his neck. “I’ll be back soon, my pet. But promise you’ll be sweet to my friend, when he arrives?”

			“Caw, caw!” the raven said, hopping back and forth as if her excitement was contagious.

			Staff in hand, she stood before Trotter’s door and used a spell to turn the barred window into solid wood. She did the same for all the doors, making certain there was no way that Leonor, like Opal, might see what Maleficent wished to keep hidden. Then, as an added precaution, she changed the color of the wood to match the stone walls and lowered the light on the sconces. Anyone might now pass down the hall and not notice the doors to the cells, if they weren’t looking too closely.

			Hurrying up the stairs with her wand again small enough to fit in her pocket, Maleficent’s mind fluttered and flew. Celestine had followed her, Finnerick had caught her, and Opal had witnessed an unfortunate mistake. But Leonor would learn about magic on Maleficent’s terms. She would choose her words carefully, and she had already paved the way downstairs for a smooth entry to the Hall of Enchantment.

			Standing before Leonor’s door, one of only three doors left in a hall that had once held six, she knocked gently, then more urgently when he didn’t immediately respond. The door flew open, and Leonor stood there, sleepy but indelibly charming, wearing a hastily tied velvet dressing gown.

			“Maleficent! What’s wrong?” He stepped into the hall holding a fireplace poker, looking around as if expecting enemies to writhe from the stones.

			“Nothing!” she assured him, a calming hand on his arm. “But I have something I need to show you. Something I’ve discovered.”

			He blinked excitedly. “Something you discovered? Did you find the others?”

			“No, but—”

			“Wait. It’s the middle of the night.” His expression grew soft, worried. “Why are you awake?”

			“Just trust me. Please. It’s important, I promise. And it’s good.” She gently tugged at his sleeve. “You don’t need the poker.”

			He shook his head as if trying to leave a nightmare behind, but he did not relinquish the poker. “I’ll keep it, thanks. The castle is creepy at night.”

			“All dark places are,” she said soothingly. “But the castle means well. Now, come on.”

			She led him down the hall, into the foyer, and to the hidden door.

			“How did you find this?” he asked when she pressed the button.

			“I think the castle wanted me to.” She pushed the door wider and held up the dragon tapestry, but he didn’t step into the stairwell. “It’s well lit. And safe. Don’t worry.”

			When he didn’t budge, she went first, looking back for him to follow.

			“These stairs go down a bit, and then there’s a hallway,” she told him.

			The only sound was Leonor’s bare feet on the stone steps. “Maleficent…”

			“Yes?”

			He drew in a breath. “When did you find this?”

			Oh, how she hated the suspicion in his tone! Why couldn’t anyone just accept this gift without question?

			Her hand tightened around her wand. “Recently. But something interesting happened tonight, and I had to show you. I had to share it with you. It’s a revelation.”

			“A way out?” His voice rang with hope.

			“Perhaps.”

			Which was true. With wings, they might fly away. Surely the castle wouldn’t offer a spell for wings and then bar all the windows?

			“You know, Opal told Finnerick and me that she thought you were hiding something,” Leonor said as he paced down the steps behind Maleficent. “She was worried for you. As a friend. Worried for all of us, really. But she said you were acting different. I didn’t exactly see it, but now…”

			Maleficent stopped under a green-lit sconce and looked up at him. “Please,” she begged. “Please just don’t judge until you see what I’m going to show you. It’s what I’ve always wanted. I think it will change things. Just trust me. Can you do that?”

			His face twisted in pain, painted in shades of vicious green by the sconce light. “I will try.”

			Leonor was silent for the rest of the descent, and then Maleficent grabbed his hand and pulled him swiftly down the hallway, past the doors she’d done her best to conceal. She’d left only the door to the Hall of Enchantment open, and it presented a glorious sight, like an oasis in the midst of a desert. Warm light puddled on the stone floor, and beyond, the sumptuous tapestries and furnishings glowed in the firelight.

			“Caw caw!” The raven’s voice was cheerful, and he almost seemed to smile.

			“What is this?” Leonor asked, dropping Maleficent’s hand and staring all about him in wonder. At least, Maleficent hoped it was wonder.

			“Just a room. A room full of lovely things. And look!” She pointed at the cabinet of wands. “You can choose a wand. Any wand you like. And then we can learn magic together.”

			Leonor stepped to the cabinet and plucked a twisted green wand that resembled a rose stem turned to crystal. It flared with light at his touch, and he cocked his head. “Magic? How? How is this real?”

			“How has any of it been real?” she asked with a chuckle. “From the moment we arrived, the magic welcomed us, and it has only grown stronger. Now come. Come see the book. There are spells.”

			She tugged his sleeve playfully, guiding him toward the lectern. Reaching for the book, she turned it back to the first page, but none of the old spells were there. That was odd—every night when she’d checked before, all the past spells had been there, like in a normal book. But tonight all the pages were blank except for the new spell—the one for wings.

			She had planned to start teaching him the simplest of spells, but the book was exerting its will. It wanted them to do the spell for wings. And only that spell.

			“How do we know it won’t hurt us?” Leonor asked, taking a step back. “Maybe that’s what happened to the others. Maybe they found this place and did spells and…something bad happened to them.” He stared all around, as if Celestine and Finnerick and Opal might be hiding somewhere nearby. “Have you looked for them? Is there any sign of their passage?”

			“No one else is here,” she assured him. “But I have done these spells, and they have worked.”

			Sometimes too well. Sometimes in unexpected ways. Sometimes in horrible ways that could not be reversed.

			Maleficent, of course, did not tell him that.

			Instead, she pulled her wand from her pocket, swished it through the air, and turned Leonor’s dressing gown from gold into a deep navy spangled with stars, the color that suited him best. He stared down at this transformation, his jaw dropped.

			“Did you…did you just do magic?” he asked her.

			Maleficent grinned so wide it almost hurt. This was the moment she’d dreamed of, when she finally had someone with whom to share her greatest gift.

			“Yes, and I can do more than that.”

			Swishing her wand again, she picked Leonor up and moved him across the room. He pinwheeled his arms and made adorable noises of surprise before she gently lowered him to the ground. Next, she caused a gentle wind to blow around him, ruffling his hair. Then she made his hair grow down to his waist and back up to his usual shaggy length. As she did each spell, Leonor could only watch, stunned, and she was proud of how far she’d come, how much she could do.

			“That’s…that’s so much magic, Maleficent,” he said, awestruck.

			“I know!” It felt as if her heart were alight, as if she were glowing from within.

			“How long?” he asked. “How long have you known of this place?”

			His face was twisted with hurt. As if she’d betrayed him, a thing she would never do.

			“Not long,” she lied. “I wanted to practice before I showed you. I wanted to make sure that it was real. So many things in the castle fade away, but I—”

			“This was your secret. This is what you were hiding.” He glared all around the room, arms held out. “You’ve been learning without us.”

			Maleficent knew that she was losing him. She could see it on his face as he put everything together. Instead of focusing on the magic, he was focusing on all the wrong things! Just like Opal had.

			“But I brought you here now,” she cried. “I wanted to share this with you. Look! This spell will give us wings. We’ll be able to fly. Just like everyone else at Midsummer. We’ll finally have our wings, and we’ll have magic, and we’ll be able to fly away from here. You can go back home, reclaim your instruments, join the orchestra or play your music at the concert hall—”

			“Stop it!” he shouted. “Stop spinning dreams from wool.” His head was in his hands. “You lied! To me. To everyone. I thought so much more of you. What else do you know, Maleficent? What happened to the others?”

			“I don’t know—”

			He slashed a hand between them, silencing her. “I know you’re lying, and that’s all I need to know.”

			Leonor dropped his wand, and it shattered against the stone, the glowing crystal breaking into cold, dead shards. He turned and walked toward the door.
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			“Stop!” Maleficent shouted. “You don’t understand!”

			But he kept walking as if he didn’t even hear her. So she used her magic to slam the door shut.

			Leonor tugged on the handle before spinning around to face her. “Is this why you kept the magic to yourself? So you could use it against us? So you could always get your way?”

			Maleficent stepped back as if she’d been slapped. “No! Of course not. I learned it so I could help us all—”

			“You were clearly only helping yourself,” he sneered. “Let me out, Maleficent. This is done. The castle, at least, is big enough that we can avoid each other.”

			She shook her head, tears streaking down her cheeks. This was not the way it was supposed to go.

			Leonor, of all people, should’ve understood. He was an artist, someone who could see beyond the surface, someone who understood passion. He should’ve recognized the magic for the gift it was, should’ve looked past her minor sin of waiting too long to make it known. Once wings were on the table, she’d thought she could trust him with her secret. Wasn’t that enough?

			“Just wait,” she begged. “Please. Watch. You’ll feel differently when you have wings. When you do a spell. When you feel the magic in your blood. Then you’ll understand.”

			Leonor threw up his hands. “I want no part of this. This is some kind of dark magic. This is not what we grew up hoping for. This is not what they teach at the academy. It’s unnatural. Can’t you feel it? The wrongness of it?”

			Maleficent stamped a foot. “There is nothing more natural than magic. It was denied to us, and the castle has returned what should’ve been ours.”

			“If it is not ours, it is not ours, and it never was, and it never will be.” He slipped out of his changed dressing gown and threw it on the ground. He looked so tired. So broken. “Let me go, Maleficent.”

			Instead, she transformed her wand into the more powerful staff, went to the spell book, and read the new spell one more time, memorizing its every particular.

			“Watch,” she urged him, glancing back over her shoulder as he tugged fruitlessly at the door. “Watch me and see. This magic has nourished us for weeks. We eat the food, we bathe in the water, we sleep in the beds. It’s as real as anything else in the world. If this magic can give me wings, then I was meant to have wings.”

			Taking a deep breath, turning to look directly into Leonor’s eyes, she performed the spell.

			The magic surrounded her in a sparkling golden glow, and she waited to feel gossamer wings sprouting from her back.

			Instead, she felt a…heaviness.

			She was growing.

			Her head scraped against the ceiling, and then the castle grew taller to accommodate her, the walls groaning as they shot upward. Her body was changing, her fingers becoming curved black talons as she dropped her staff on the lectern. Her feet grew out of their slippers, ripping the leather, claws screeching against stone. Her clothes fell away like rags, and she would’ve felt mortified of her nakedness except…

			Her body was…different. She wasn’t a fairy now.

			She grew powerful muscles, her skin rippling over with sharp black scales everywhere except her chest and belly, which were bright violet, her favorite shade of violet, but in overlapping plates like armor. She had a tail now, powerful and muscular, tipped with spikes, and her head bowed with the new weight of twisting black horns.

			But then she felt it—the sensation she’d longed for on Midsummer:

			Wings, sprouting from her back.

			Not delicate fairy wings in gossamer pastels, threaded through with veins and glitter, but leathery wings tipped with yet more claws.

			The Hall of Enchantment was now large enough to hold her, its luxurious furnishings as small as the accessories of a dollhouse in comparison to her own vastness. The tiny raven cawed frantically, flapping to get away from her as she turned her head on its long neck, trying to get a better view of her wings.

			They were not the wings she had wanted, but they were wings nevertheless, and after a few tries, she was able to spread them, flap them, fold them against her back.

			How strange, she thought, to have one’s dreams become a reality.

			She stretched her head down to the mirror and beheld her new form.

			She was…

			A dragon.

			“Maleficent?” Leonor cried from somewhere near the door.

			The room was large enough to contain her now, but it was still crowded for everyone and everything else. She swung her head around and found Leonor with his back pressed against the wall, his eyes wide with terror.

			She opened her mouth to speak, to assure him that she was still the same old Maleficent, that nothing had changed in her heart or in her soul, but instead of words, a gout of acid-green fire burned out of her throat, enveloping Leonor in a burst of flame.

			By the time she snapped her mouth shut, there was only a pile of ash where Leonor had once stood.
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			“Leonor?” Maleficent cried, but yet more fire gushed out of her mouth, along with the words. The door didn’t burn—because it was magic, wasn’t it? But Leonor…

			Leonor was gone.

			Maleficent’s heart—

			Did she still have a heart?

			If she did, it hurt. Her chest was tight, her throat on fire, curls of smoke rising from her nostrils. The raven was somewhere in the room, cawing frantically, and suddenly everything was too small, too confining, too much. Swinging her tail with all the power in her body, Maleficent knocked a hole in the castle’s wall. Cool night air rushed in, and she bashed the wall again, dislodging more stone until there was an opening big enough to admit her new shape. She didn’t know if her wings would work, but she had to leave this room, had to stop smelling the scent of—seeing the pile of—

			She had to leave!

			Turning, she struggled through the hole and leaped into the sky, flapping her wings. It was a struggle at first, the muscles new and burning with use, but she was powered by pain and fury. Using her wings and claws, she managed to clamber up onto the highest tower, the stone groaning under her great weight.

			From here, she could see the castle with new eyes. All the places she’d been, and all the places that had been kept from her. She focused on the bridge that was charred and blackened, and now she thought she knew perhaps how fire had rained down from above.

			Yes. A voice, old and tired, sounded in her head. Now that you have taken the mantle of the dragon, you can understand.

			“Who said that?” Maleficent whispered, green fire leaking from between her sharply curved teeth.

			Once upon a time, long ago, there was a great king, the voice said. And after he had destroyed all his enemies, he longed for a challenge, so he went hunting dragons. He found one. Dragons possessed the ability to walk in human form, so he threatened to kill her if she did not transform. Once she was human and pliable, he had her dragged back to his palace and chained up in the highest tower, placing her in enchanted manacles.

			Images swam through Maleficent’s head like a dream:

			A great dragon, black and violet, soaring through the sky, then peacefully sleeping in a cave, then surrounded by little men with lances and torches.

			A swirl of golden glitter, and then a woman standing there, her skin green, her eyes leaking tears, her long black hair almost down to her knees. Manacles snapping around her wrists. A bricklayer with a bucket and trowel, blocking her view of the sky where she longed to fly.

			The king wanted the dragon’s magic, and all he had to do was bleed her. It kept her weak, and her magic was infused into the newest parts of the castle, added to the mortar that held the very stones together, making it so strong that no one could ever break down the walls. But as the dragon grew weaker and weaker, as her blood ran out, the king neglected her. He forgot about her. And so she shrank away until she was skin and bones, and she managed to break her thumbs and slip her shackles.

			Maleficent thought about the sorrow soaking the tower, the blood on the manacles.

			Was she now…talking to that dragon?

			She left the tower and took her true form, climbing into the sky and raining down fire upon the king and all his people. With her magic in the castle’s bones, she controlled every aspect of it, and no one escaped her wrath. But the dragon was lonely. She slept for a long, long time in a crypt under the castle.

			A sigh of relief.

			And then one day the dragon sensed a bright soul nearby, a girl with the heart of a dragon. A girl who killed a boar with her own hands, spilling blood into the very roots of the dragon’s forest. A girl who craved magic, a fierce girl who wanted more and was willing to fight for it. And the dragon called her forth. And the girl heard that call and followed.

			“You felt me?” Maleficent asked, remembering the ferocious triumph she’d felt in the forest.

			I felt you, and I recognized you. A like soul. It has been centuries since a living heart beat in this castle. At first, I thought you a dream, but then you became the answer to my dreams. An heir. A daughter. A new dragon.

			“Are you still in the crypt? Shall I free you?” Maleficent asked.

			A sad chuckle. My sleep is eternal, daughter, but my ghost remains between every stone of the castle. I am the bones, and I am the blood. I am with you now and always. I am the magic, and the magic is me. Take this gift, child. Take this gift of revenge. I know your mind. I know it’s what you crave.

			For a long time, Maleficent was silent. She felt the truth of this story. She felt the dragon inside her like a memory, felt the magic now flowing heavy in her veins.

			“Thank you,” she whispered. “Magic is all I ever wanted.”

			Magic, and wings, and revenge. You have all three at your disposal. So what will you do?

			Maleficent’s heart lifted. “Can I transform my friends? Can they have the magic, too?”

			A weary sigh. For them, it is too late. Some transformations cannot be undone. Great power requires great sacrifice; you have learned this lesson earlier than most.

			Acid tears dribbled down Maleficent’s snout. “Even Opal?”

			She sleeps. She will forever sleep. But it is painless, at least.

			Maleficent drew a deep breath. Perhaps it was painless for Opal, but she would carry this pain with her always. “I can leave now?”

			Another chuckle. Now that you have taken on my form and my magic, you can never truly leave me. The castle is your home, and it will always call to you, but you can go where you choose. You were never a captive, only a baby bird who didn’t yet have feathers. Go! Go and fly!

			Maleficent felt it in her soul, a clarion call, like a bell ringing.

			She had wings, and she was meant to fly!

			Gathering herself, she leaped into the air.

			Wings pumping ferociously, she aimed her sinuous neck toward the moon, climbing high into the sky until the castle was just a small dark blot far below. From up among the clouds, she could almost pretend that nothing terrible had happened, that she was simply flying, her dream finally come true. It did feel delicious, the rush of wind against her scales, the rippling of her wings and tail, the power in her muscles, the peacefulness of soaring overhead while the rest of the world slept.

			For so long, she’d dreamed of going to Estrellian Academy, dwelling in those tall spires, and learning magic. She’d wanted to look down on Sweetvale from the lofty peaks, to see the world from a different vantage point.

			Well, she could do that now. She could fly even higher than Vertila and Flora and Fauna and her parents and her entire town. She could learn all the magic she liked. She even had her own castle, didn’t she? And she could leave that castle!

			Finnerick had worked so hard to discover a method of escape, but now Maleficent possessed one. If only he hadn’t been so pushy. If only all her friends had simply trusted her. They could all be here together, flying.

			But as the dragon said, it was too late. They’d all betrayed her, hadn’t they? They’d doubted her. They’d accused her.

			And now here she was, and there they were.

			No one would ever doubt her again.

			Wheeling in the sky, she played with climbing and descending, soaring lazily and pumping her wings for maximum speed. She delighted in flips and barrel rolls and accidentally surprised an owl. She dove down low, swooping over the treetops, the fir branches brushing the scales of her belly, and streaked across a lake, skimming her black talons over the inky water.

			And then she saw lights sparkling against the night. Another castle overlooking a valley.

			Without really meaning to, she had followed the route they’d taken on their way to the castle. Now she was flying toward Estrellian Academy and the valley surrounding Sweetvale.

			Well then. She would see it from a new point of view, just as she’d always dreamed.

			Circling around the academy of moonlit alabaster, she thought about all the promising young fairies slumbering peacefully within, their wings folded gently against their backs. She thought about their wands waiting to be used, their spell books and notebooks and exams and their sparkling futures among their own kind. She could not join them, not now and not ever. The spell had not given her the kind of wings that would allow her to walk among them. Maybe someday she would have that kind of power, but for now, this was her body, and she had limited choices.

			She could fly, and she could burn.

			Curving left, she flew toward her family’s country house. It was unmistakable, grand and imposing with beautiful gardens. The horses in the pasture looked up and screamed, galloping to get away from her, and she laughed in puffs of green smoke.

			“This is my home,” she told them, flying behind them as they panicked. “You should belong to me.” She noticed that her beloved Windwhistle was not among them, her pony likely sold to some other promising young fairy who still had options.

			She landed gently on the perfectly cropped green lawn outside the front portico, coming to rest on all four feet. It took her a moment to learn how to walk in this body, head held high. She peered in her old window, struck by the sadness of the cold, abandoned room within. There was her old bed, her desk, her trunk full of new dresses with carefully tailored cutouts for the delicate fairy wings she’d never grown.

			But they’d locked her out.

			Forced her to sleep in the attic with the servants.

			Treated her like she was worth nothing.

			This should’ve been hers!

			Raising a claw, Maleficent shattered her window and snaked her head inside, opening the trunk with her mouth. The dresses smelled of lavender and disappointment, and she gently breathed on them until they caught fire in a frenzy of bright green.

			Withdrawing her head, she watched the flames leap to every wall of her room. It was quite beautiful, and even if she hadn’t meant to do it, she found herself quite satisfied by her work.

			And then she remembered the servants upstairs in the attic.

			Perhaps Ms. Fizz deserved some amount of retribution, but the others had merely been born with bad luck and were thus doomed to servitude. Maleficent had been forced to make difficult choices in the castle, and she had indeed made mistakes and accidentally hurt people, but she had no quarrel with these innocents. They had done her no harm, and in fact, much harm had been done to them. She did not wish them dead.

			She galloped to the gables and stood on her back legs, breaking a window with a claw.

			“Fire!” she cried, careful this time not to breathe flames. “Get out!”

			As she withdrew her head, the narrow beds lining every wall erupted as the servants leaped into action. She had not considered this part, had not truly intended to set the entire house alight. She had just wanted the dresses to burn. But now, she thought that this was a fitting fate for the place that had made her so very miserable. If she couldn’t live her old life, why should anyone else get that chance?

			The fire in her room was swiftly spreading to the rest of the house, and green smoke billowed out of her windows. Maleficent launched into the sky and hovered, watching the scene below. Doors opened, and fairies in their dressing gowns and nightshirts poured out onto the lawn, crying and coughing. Most of the evacuees were servants, but she made note of her parents, holding each other as they watched their home burn.

			Well, one of their homes. They had another one, just as grand.

			She did not pity them.

			“Dragon!” someone called, and she looked down to find her father pointing at her, his face twisted with horror.
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			Oddly, her parents weren’t even holding the wands of which they were so inordinately proud as they pointed and shouted. If they’d left their wands behind in their rush to evacuate their burning house and avoid death, then perhaps people really were more important than magic.

			Such a pity.

			Tucking her wings, Maleficent dove toward the ground like a streak of lightning, snatching her parents up in each of her clawed hands and soaring back into the clouds as they screeched and gibbered nonsense.

			“Let me guess,” Maleficent said, careful not to breathe fire. “This sort of conduct is unbecoming, isn’t it?”

			In response, her mother fainted, going utterly limp. Which, honestly, was an improvement.

			Wheeling in the sky, ignoring her father’s cries, she left the flaming manse behind and flew to Estrellian Academy, where she perched on one of the spires briefly before choosing a more comfortable parapet and moving her mother to the same hand as her father. From here, she could see the elegant stained glass windows on all the dormitory rooms, rows and rows of them in the tall spires, each window designed to suit the student who slept within. There were suns, moons, cats, horses, lightning bolts, clovers, hearts, flames, butterflies. Vertila had often gushed to Maleficent about the pomp and glory of seeing her chamber for the first time and finding her well-appointed bed settled underneath a window crafted with a large V surrounded by a rainbow of crystals. She had felt such joy and belonging. Such welcome.

			Vertila, in fact, had often bragged about life at the academy, and Maleficent had had no choice but to listen. She now knew she would never hold her head high in the grand ceremonies, dine in the cafeteria, wear her school robes. Her painting would never hang on the wall of the stately hallway. Even with magic like hers, she would never be welcome here. Every student behind one of these windows had done literally nothing to earn their wings, their magic, and yet they were treated to all the spoils.

			Not like Maleficent. She had fought for every spell. She had left her home, journeyed through dangerous forests, battled a boar, lost her friends, lost her very body—

			And they all slept so soundly, thinking they were powerful.

			Well, she would show them what true power looked like.

			Launching into the air, she swirled around each tower until she found a window with a V surrounded by crystals. Glass exploded as her claws punched through and down, plucking Vertila out of her bed. Her older sister, who had always seemed so much bigger, so much more mature, shrieked and squirmed like an angry frog in her fist, but she could not escape. As Vertila’s roommate woke up and began screaming, Maleficent pumped her wings and lashed her tail, flying away from the tower before the rest of the academy understood what had happened. The professors of Estrellian were learned and powerful, and she did not yet know her full capabilities.

			As she flew back toward the castle—her castle—Maleficent’s father and sister screeched and shouted and fought. They were loud and doing their best to escape her clutches, plucking at her fingers and scales.

			“Oh, do stop,” she told them. “You are plainly inferior and too small to do me any harm. And since you’ve forgotten your wands, you might as well be wingless.”

			“That voice is so familiar,” Vertila said. “Who are you?”

			A deep chuckle. “If I tell you, I’m sure you’ll find fault with me—”

			“Maleficent?”

			“Put us down at once, child,” her father commanded coldly.

			“Why should I?” This time, Maleficent chuckled fire. “Why should I show you any pity, any mercy, any kindness, when you so clearly denied them to me? I didn’t ask to be born wingless, and yet you treated me like garbage, like offal—”

			“Put us down, and we can renegotiate,” said her father. “Are you—can you be a regular girl again? What magic has made you so monstrous?”

			Monstrous.

			Her heart hardened to stone in that moment.

			“If I am a monster now, Father, then I have always been a monster,” she told him. “And if you are helpless now, then you have always been beyond help. Both of you, with your cruelty. You are the true monsters.”

			“If I had my wand—” Vertila began.

			“Well, you don’t.”

			Maleficent didn’t have her wand, either, and yet…

			She was a dragon. A beast of immense power. A creature imbued with a magic of her own.

			Soaring over the clouds, she looked at Vertila, focusing as hard as she could, and swished her head, muttering the spell.

			And in her hand, Vertila became thicker, shorter, less squirmy: a goon.

			“Maleficent, what have you done? You beastly thing—” Father began.

			She didn’t even have to mutter the spell this time.

			Her father shrank, fattened up, and squealed. And then Maleficent silently did another spell she knew by heart, and he forgot he had ever been her father, and Vertila forgot she had ever had a sister, or been a sister, or been anything but a horrible little crocodilian lump. Her mother became something a little like a gargoyle, snoring gently in her clutches.

			“I am your mistress,” Maleficent told them, “and you will stop squirming, and you will hold very still and be quiet, and you will do everything I say because you love me. You love me above all things and live only to do my bidding.”

			“Yes, mistress,” Vertila said.

			But she wasn’t Vertila anymore, was she?

			“Your name is Snoot,” she told Vertila. “And his name is Batty, and the one who’s asleep? That’s Blinky.”

			“Yes, mistress,” Batty said.

			Yes, mistress.

			Oh, this was good. This was very, very good.

			There were so very many fairies back home who did not deserve their magic, who did not deserve their comfortable lives and their beautiful wings. So many fairies who had once looked at Maleficent and seen a pathetic, useless wretch, a servant, a lesser. So many fairies who would now look at Maleficent and see a monster.

			Ah, but Maleficent had magic now. She had a castle. And she would soon have enemies.

			They had taught her that dragons were extinct, and now she had taught them that dragons were still to be feared.

			One day, someone would come to challenge her, and when that day came, she would need an army. She knew exactly how to make one.

			What these fairies had been given—wings, magic, safety, happiness—could be taken away.

			But what Maleficent had taken for herself would be hers forever.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]

			

			



	

EPILOGUE

			Maleficent woke in a sunbeam in her massive bed and stretched, smiling. She slipped into the black-and-violet cloak the castle had kindly left in her armoire. The dragon’s magic was just as eager to please her as it had ever been, but they understood each other perfectly now.

			The day beyond her tower window was bright and sunny, and she ate her breakfast outside in the garden, sitting at a table by the pond with her raven perched nearby. As she nibbled her pastry, she watched the little silver fish dart about in the cool blue water and thought about Leonor and their one perfect kiss. She missed him less and less these days. She had closed off her heart to everyone who had disappointed her. It was easier that way. Perhaps one day, it wouldn’t hurt at all.

			Things were different now. The castle had healed the hole she’d made in the dungeon wall, and she could open and close the drawbridge at will. Dozens of goons lived in the cells underground, while the once magically closed door in the foyer now led directly to the Hall of Enchantment. The spell book, however, stubbornly continued to offer its spells one at a time, doled out at the rate of one per day. The dragon was clear that her knowledge and mastery would not be rushed. Maleficent had to learn each spell perfectly and with great focus, for the dragon knew that there was always some petty king waiting to attack and take what was not his, and that her protégé had to be ready.

			Although she no longer had to wait for the green light to appear, Maleficent still preferred to practice her magic at night. As the goons slept, she took her staff in hand and ran through all her spells, never tiring of the way the magic filled her veins, fizzing in her blood. She was so close to knowing every spell in the book. Only then, she had decided, would she return to Sweetvale by the light of day and claim her family’s legacy.

			She was the only one left, after all.

			On this night in particular, she stood before the mirror, considering her image. Years had passed since that fumbling spell had made her disappear, and she’d played with her features so often that sometimes she wondered if any of her old friends would even recognize her. She could change almost anything at will, except for one thing.

			Ever since the night she’d taken on the mantle of the dragon, her skin had stubbornly remained a cool, pale green, just like that of the woman she’d seen in the dragon’s vision. She had grown accustomed to it, now took pride in it. Maleficent had always felt different, special, and now she wore her chosen lineage on her skin for all to see. Her eyes, too, were the lambent yellow of the dragon’s eyes, and she wore violet eye shadow to heighten the contrast. She kept her lips as red as blood. If she could not be classically beautiful, then she would be terrifying. Beauty had not helped her in Sweetvale before, and she would rather fairies tremble in fear than judge her on some random accident of birth.

			They had not valued her then; she would force them to see her now.

			There was only one more spell in the book, and then she would make her triumphant return to the place she had once called home.

			She turned the page.

			If you wish to curse someone,

			You’ll find this spell useful and fun.

			A curse. Yes.

			She had a feeling that spell would come in quite handy indeed.
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