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THE TWENTY-FIVE 
AND A HALF REALMS
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FOUNDED BY THE FAIRY GODMOTHER IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE FALL OF CAMELOT

REALMS MOST RELEVANT TO THE TALE

Arthurian: encompassing Camelot, Iselkia, and the Montagne des Chevaliers

Avalon: the Lady of the Lake’s home realm

Cherrault: Cinderella’s home realm and the seat of the royal wedding

Croakenville: famed for its autumnal Harvest Festival

Dragon: original seat of the Pendragon Empire, encompassing multiple islands, including the forbidden city of Kalenthia and Sehira, Mickey’s favorite vacation spot

Emerald: the realms’ center of learning and knowledge

Hobgobble: a northern realm known for its dangerous, sheer Cliffs of Hav’n Duoll

Lac des Reines: seat of the DeJoies’ power and home to the Evermore trees

Midsummer: home to the Fairy Godmother Academy

New World: nonmagical realm spanning most of the world, including Boulder Falls, Wisconsin

Selkieswamp: home to Gernie’s healing hut

BEYOND THE REALMS

Crystal Palace: Merlin’s ancient home

Knights Harbor: port from which the knights set sail

Valagor: the forbidden isle

REMAINING REALMS

Aristi

Aurelia

Enevizia

Glentess

Lendian

Lira

Manyloch

Merelle

Mistoria

Nymareath

Regali

Rue Charmante (the Half Realm)

Tragevelia

Underground

Unseen
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Dearest Reader,

’Tis I, the teller of tales, the heroine of the age, with brilliance surpassing the greatest of queens and beauty befitting a glorious stage.

Too long have you awaited my voice. Too long have you suffered my silence.

Yes, I, the heroine of your story,1 the light of your heart, have returned, for the plot has thickened, new stories abound, and danger awaits at every turn.

Ellie and Caedmon have survived the curse; another could leave them ever so worse.

Croven lingers in the dark, searching for blood and stones of hearts with a prince of yonder, a prince forgotten, an army surrendered with souls so rotten.

As haunted mists begin to lift and quests send our heroes adrift, still I pray and keep the faith. Still, I do not abate, for the Knights of the Round Table, Protectors of the Realms, shall not surrender.

Not this day.

We must believe that when slumbering secrets at last arise, they will stand for what is right, they will fight for what is good, and we will once again see the dragons rise.

Not this day, but perhaps…

Someday.

Once upon a time…



Footnote

1 My granddaughter, Aurora, has informed me that you, instead, await Caedmon Tuggle’s and Ellie Bettlebump’s stories, not my own glorious voice, to which I say, shame on you. Have you no sophistication? No appreciation for my brilliance? Do you have pig’s innards for brains? A heart of stone? A soul of griggleworms? Shame, I say. Shame upon thy griggleworm-infested soul.
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TWO LETTERS, WRIT IN BLOOD, FLUTTERED LIKE LEAVES from the old willow tree on the edge of the brook in the heart of the town of Boulder Falls, Wisconsin.

Caedmon Tuggle lazily blinked awake, the parchment crinkling in and out of a dream. A crest of twenty-five swords forming a sun glinted in the burnished light.

He knew that sign.

Twenty-five swords for twenty-five Knights of the Round Table, drafted every year to serve as Protectors of the Realms.

Caedmon rubbed sleep from his eyes, fully awake now.

The Knights of the Round Table had written him.

He’d spent the past hour sprawled in the dirt, arms tucked behind his head, listening to the whoosh of water over rocks, the sweet, grassy breeze tangling with the chirp of crickets as crumpled, puffy clouds smeared into a golden sunset.

People seldom found him here. He liked it that way. Except for—

“Oh my goodness, we have letters!” squealed Ellie Bettlebump, part fairy, full-fledged witch (in training), fellow knight trainee, and his best friend. The enormous book she’d been reading fell to the earth with a thud as she snatched the letters from the branch and bounced on the balls of her feet.

Caedmon hastily sat up, brushing his floppy brown hair out of his eyes. “Are they our quests?”

He’d been waiting for this moment for months—ever since Head Knight Dame Gwendolyn told them they had passed their knightly trials and become official Knights of the Round Table Trainees, their future at the Knights Academy secure.

The time for trials had ended. Their quests were about to begin.

Anticipation shivered up his spine. Three months after graduating from draftee to trainee, and he still had no idea what to expect, other than that his most recent classes were meant to help him prepare.

Which Caedmon hoped was more of a symbolic thing than a real thing because he had spent two whole weeks collecting mold from gremlins’ webbed toes last month. If his quest involved any more squishy green toes, he’d hurl.

Even their friend Omari Evelant, who had been at the academy longer than them, couldn’t reveal what the quests entailed. Only that everyone training at the Château des Chevaliers was required, every year, to accomplish three knightly quests before officially becoming knights when they were eighteen.

The quests were different from the trials they endured last year, Omari promised. This time, they weren’t trying to prove their worth to stay at the academy; they were helping actual knights. Quests were realer. Riskier.

Failure could cost a stranger their life.

There was also the whole “If you fail, you’ll have to repeat the same year at the academy until completing the dreaded Impossible Quest” snag. Omari’s only advice had been, “Just don’t fail and you’ll be fine.” Super helpful. And no matter how many times Caedmon asked, no one bothered to explain what the Impossible Quest was. It made waiting feel like forever.

Not that life at the Château des Chevaliers could ever be described as boring. Between Poison Resistance class and Outsmarting Dangerous Beasts, Caedmon spent most of his days trying really hard not to die.

The newly instated two-week vacations every quarter were a welcome break and a chance for Caedmon to momentarily pretend he was a normal kid with summer vacation, worrying about eighth grade.

Until Ellie practiced witchcraft in his kitchen, or a dagger slipped out of his laundry, and he remembered he would never be normal again.

He was a knight.

And he was about to receive his first knightly quest.

Ellie’s hazel eyes sparkled. “You ready?”

Caedmon grinned. “You want to read them?”

She tore open his letter, and out fluttered two pieces of parchment.

“‘First-year trainees,’” Ellie read. “‘As you begin your quests, you will have the opportunity to—’” She stopped and squealed. “Ooh, ‘to choose some of your courses this year! Select seven classes and be prepared to submit your answers upon your arrival back at the Château des Chevaliers.’”

Caedmon peered over Ellie’s shoulder. Not his quest—but still, really cool. Did this mean he got to stop tasting poisons every week?

Three of his previous classes were already circled for him: Strength Training, Swordsmanship, and Curses and Spells. But Star Speaking, Outsmarting Dangerous Beasts, Poison Resistance, History, and Archery were all just options now, along with a host of brand-new courses.

He opened Ellie’s envelope for her—and frowned. “Hey, not all of our classes are the same.” She was given Star Speaking, Curses and Spells, and one not on his list at all: Witchcraft.

Ellie wiped tears from her eyes. “Thank every saint under the moon, no more Strength Training!”

They examined the new options:


1. Makings of a Monster

2. Potions of the Ocean

3. Surviving Full Moons in the Midsummer Realm

4. Understanding the Fall of Camelot

5. Politics Between the Realms

6. The Origins of the Chivalric Code

7. Where Astronomy and Magic Collide


Caedmon scrunched his nose. “What’s with the full moon class?”

“Oh, nothing. Just that sometimes fairy magic creates opposite days during the full moon, so the Fairy Godmother’s Treelala Castle flips upside down and hangs from the sky.”

Caedmon blinked at her. She couldn’t be serious.

Ellie met his gaze. “Oh, it’s not a problem!” She nodded sagely. “They hire a lot of Mother Geese to catch people without wings.”

“Okaaay…” Caedmon made a mental note to avoid the Midsummer Realm at all costs. He quickly circled a few classes at random and tried to peek at the second piece of parchment. “Are the quests in there?”

Ellie brandished the letter with a playful smile. “Maybe. I’ll read yours first!”

She cleared her throat.

“Dear Caedmon Tuggle, Knight of the Round Table Trainee, excels at Swordsmanship, definitely still believes in Santa Claus despite objections to the contrary.”

“What? No!” Why didn’t anybody get this? “It’s not that I believe in him; I just think we can’t rule it out! There’s a difference.”1

Ellie pressed her lips together, as though trying not to smile. “Who’s Santa Claus?”

“Oh.” Caedmon’s face flushed. He sometimes forgot Ellie grew up in one of the twenty-four and a half magical realms hidden around the world. Normally he was the one asking her questions about magic and rules of kings and queens he still didn’t understand. “Never mind, what’s the rest of it say?”

She glanced back down at the letter. Her eyes bulged.

Caedmon’s heart dropped. He’d been so excited for his quest, he hadn’t stopped to consider what he’d do if it was horrible. A thousand scenarios leapt through his head, each one more terrifying than the last. He’d resigned himself to cleaning the Château’s resident giant centipede’s gnashing teeth when Ellie exclaimed, “You had a crush on a girl named Mellie Melowski?!” She met his gaze, her grin pure mischief. “Who’s Mellie Melowski?”

Caedmon scrambled upright, suddenly alert, and grabbed the parchment. “Um, maybe we should read our own letters.”

He stepped a healthy distance away and read the bloody, scrawling script.



Dear Caedmon Tuggle,



Knight of the Round Table Trainee, excels at Swordsmanship, definitely still believes in Santa Claus despite objections to the contrary. Formerly had a crush on Mellie Melowski. New crush status: unknown.



He hadn’t thought about Mellie in ages. That was a long time ago. Before his best friend Jimmy died and he started skipping school, before he was drafted, before his life was cut in two, before he moved to the knights’ floating castle above a lost sea and the direction of his path changed forever.

Shaking his head, he continued reading.




Inexcusably meddlesome.

You have been assigned your first official quest as a Knight of the Round Table Trainee, Protector of the Realms, Guardian of the Sword.



Guardian of the Sword? That was new. Caedmon’s chest swelled with pride; was it because the knights had Excalibur back?




Your escort will arrive at 8:30 PM on the twenty-third of July, 716 YATRDOC2 to provide further instructions. To tarry is to suffer.

Dame Gwendolyn



He flipped the note over, but that was it.

A familiar irritation burned—a needle poking the same spot too many times.

Last year, the sorcerer Merlin had given him a road map. Find the lost, shattered pieces of Excalibur, become a knight, and his kin would be safe.

Caedmon had done what he set out to do. With the help of Ellie and their friends, they had reforged the sword and broken the curse draining the knights of their power.

But the witch who cast it wasn’t gone.

Croven.

The name still sent shivers up his spine.

As long as Croven walked free, they could never be truly safe.

For months, Caedmon had secretly awaited another message from the sorcerer. A clue as to how to move forward and protect his friends.

But there’d been only silence. The powerful sorcerer had disappeared. He’d arrived on the shores of Lake Michigan, confirmed Caedmon was the boy who reforged the sword, and claimed he must “attend to crucial matters of life and death,” as though he hadn’t let the entire world believe him dead since the Fall of Camelot over seven hundred years ago.

Caedmon peered over Ellie’s shoulder. “Does yours say July twenty-third, too?”

Ellie’s cheeks darkened as she turned to face him. “I’m… I’m still reading.” She cleared her throat. “Mine’s long.”

“What do you mean?”

With an enormous sigh, she read:

“‘Dear Ellie Bettlebump, somewhat less neglected but still inferior stepsister to the glittering star who shall be Princess Bella of Cherrault, engaged to the handsome Prince Henri, who rose to international notoriety across the realms after measures were taken to ease the long-standing war between the gremlins and goblins of Gabbleger Glen, a place revered for its magical properties embedded in the earth since the Clamping Wars in the aftermath of the Fall of Camelot. These properties include instant tea, forgetfulness—’” She gave him a look of pure exasperation. “It goes on for five pages!”

“Just skip ahead,” he advised.

She flipped through the parchment. “Oooh, here: ‘Easily irritable when not fed on a regular basis.’” She stomped her foot. “That is not true!”

Caedmon busied himself with his own letter.

It was definitely true.

“And… here! Yes, eight thirty on July twenty-third.” She blinked at him. “Wait, isn’t that today?”

Caedmon’s heart leapt to his throat. He reread the final line with growing dread. “To tarry is to suffer,” he whispered.

By the time Caedmon’s familiar white shutters and wraparound porch came into view, nervous sweat trickled down his forehead.

Fireflies flickered through the garden hedges as twilight blinked its velvet eyes awake.

His front door swung open, revealing his mom, wringing her hands, dark hair slipping out of its messy bun. “Caedmon, Ellie, good, you’re back. You…” She glanced behind her. She was… twitching. Mom never twitched. A fresh wave of anxiety bubbled up his throat. To tarry is to suffer. To tarry is to suffer. “You have visitors.”

They rushed toward the door. “Maybe it’s Dame Gwendolyn and Dame Ethyl Botts,” Ellie suggested. That wouldn’t be so bad. Dame Gwendolyn was a bit intense, but their magic teacher, Dame Ethyl Botts, was friendly enough to calm any situation. His parents weren’t exactly thrilled with the whole my-son-is-a-knight-and-drinks-poison-every-week thing.

“Or Roxie brought a friend,” Caedmon said, referring to their skeletal friend who had once recruited them to become knights. Maybe she would give them their quests, too. His parents were unfamiliar with the magical realms, so a walking, talking, poufy dress–wearing skeleton would definitely make his mom twitch.

They were both wrong.

Caedmon skidded to a halt in his cottagey kitchen. Shock gave him roots and planted his feet on the white wooden floor, for never, in his entire life, could he have pictured the most famous sorcerer of all time eating a slice of his dad’s strawberry shortcake.

With his twinkling blue eyes and long silver beard, his aged, wrinkled face and thin, knowing smile, there was no mistaking the man.

Merlin was sitting in the Tuggle family kitchen.

Footnotes

1 Do not let Caedmon fool you; he most certainly believes in Santa Claus. And rightly so—I had crumpets with him just last Tuesday.

2 Years After the Regretful Demise of Camelot. Or, if you live in the Dragon Realm, Year 2, because Stanley is the greatest failure the world has ever known, and no amount of apology sonnets can convince me otherwise.
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“OH, SWEET SAINTS, IT’S MERLIN!” ELLIE SCREAMED, flinging her arms wide.

Thwack! Her elbow collided with something squishy.

“Agh!” Caedmon doubled over, clutching his nose.

She squealed. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”

“I’b fibe,” he said thickly as blood dribbled down his face. Ellie grabbed a napkin to help, her mind buzzing with thoughts.

Holy. Saints. Merlin was here. Sitting at the Tuggle kitchen table. The living legend, the sorcerer of the highest order had come to give them their quests? This was the greatest honor of her entire life.

Fresh dread spooled through her. Or perhaps their quests were so gruesome only Merlin could convince them that fleeing the Knights of the Round Table in fear was objectively a very poor decision.

Ellie stuffed more napkins into Caedmon’s hand and clutched the kitchen counter for support, knees suddenly wobbly, stomach gurgling.

Merlin set down his fork and puffed a perfect smoke ring from a long wooden pipe carved with suns and moons. “Caedmon Tuggle and Ellie Bettlebump.” His voice was a gravelly, sonorous tune that gently eased across his words, like he knew he had all the time in the world to speak and all the people in the world to listen.

Ellie had always wished for the kind of stillness that came from knowing you were heard. Instead, words sprinted from her lips in a constant race against time. Even now, a thousand questions she didn’t have time to ask during their brief meeting last spring caught in her throat and longed to burst free.

Where have you been for seven hundred years?

What is your favorite spell?

How many ferrets accompany you on your quests?1

What is your opinion on Unregistered witches, such as myself, and will you sign my petition to illegalize the clamping of witchcraft?

The chair scraped the floor as Merlin stood, tall and unhunched. With his long, swishing beard; elaborate midnight robes dressed in more suns and moons; and ceiling-scraping, pointed hat, he seemed far too grand for the simple kitchen.

His long wooden staff glowed.

White magic swirled around Caedmon’s face, and the blood gushing from his nose stopped. Caedmon wrinkled his nose a few times. “Hey, thanks.” His cheeks turned pink. “I mean Sir. I mean Merlin… Sir.”

Merlin chuckled. “You are welcome, Caedmon Sir.” He checked a pocket watch that clicked past various suns. “We have limited time, so unfortunately, I must be brief. A draftee does not truly become a trainee until their first quest.” His bright eyes twinkled. “So, welcome to the order of the Knights of the Round Table. Would you like to hear your first quest?”

“Yes!” Ellie bounded over to him, knocking into a chair as she belatedly remembered to curtsy. “Erm, yes please, Sir.” Ellie had waited long enough. She was ready. Her heart still fluttered as she recalled the conversation she’d had with Loreena Royenale, most gifted witch of the age, most magnanimous woman of the realms.2

I have affairs to settle before we begin your witchcraft lessons in earnest, she’d explained. But Dame Gwendolyn and I spoke and agreed that when the time comes for your knightly quests, your talents would be best put to use intertwining them with witchcraft.

For Ellie wasn’t just a knight. She was a witch. There were rare exceptions like the one and only spectacular Loreena Royenale, but most witches and sorcerers were forced to visit the Clampers when they were young—horrible doctors who stunted the growth of magic so it could never grow to its full capacity.

Though the punishment for being an Unregistered sorcerer was a mild scolding compared with the avalanche of hate witches endured.

Mother, despite loathing witchcraft, had helped Ellie avoid that particular fate, meaning Ellie was Unregistered, unclamped, illegal but free.

And it was time she used her magic for something good.

It took all her energy not to bounce around the Tuggle kitchen. Instead, she cut herself a slice of shortcake, if only to give her fingers something to focus on.

Caedmon was still furtively touching his nose.

His little sister, Carly, sprinted down the stairs, the edges of her chocolate hair dyed green and swinging from her pigtails. “I want to see the sorcerer! I want to see the sorcerer!” She stopped short and gasped at the sight of Merlin. “Whoa.”

“Carly, shh.” Caedmon tried shoving her behind his back, but she slipped out of his grasp.

“Do you keep magical things in your hat?”

Mr. Tuggle’s heavy footsteps thundered down the stairs after her. “Carly! Carly, wait.”

With his tangled beard and imposing frame, Mr. Tuggle could have been intimidating, but there was something teddy bear–like about Caedmon’s dad. The glints of red in his bushy brown hair, the berry stains on his fingers, the eternal mud on his shoes, all made him seem as if he’d lumbered out of an autumnal forest like a big, cuddly bear.

And in all of Ellie’s time spent in the New World (the most glorious town of boulders and falls), Mr. Tuggle had never been too busy for them.

Something deep in Ellie’s heart ached whenever he stopped to ask about her day. She had never known life with a father. And despite all she had gained and learned and her many granted wishes, part of her couldn’t help but wonder how different her life would have been with a father to make her shortcake.

Merlin smiled kindly. “Thank you for the treat.”

If Merlin’s presence was a big deal to Ellie, it must have been realms-shattering for Caedmon’s family.

“Robert,” Mrs. Tuggle warned. She had quietly slipped into the kitchen, arms folded across her chest. “You’re truly… Merlin.”

The sorcerer dipped his head. “Though I sometimes go by Martin if you prefer.”

“I do not,” she said, a touch sharply. “Caedmon told me he and Ellie reforged Excalibur?” There was a hint of desperation in her voice, as though she were dying for an adult to speak sensibly.

Merlin’s eyes twinkled. “It was one of the most important and impressive feats I have witnessed in many long years.”

Ellie beamed at her best friend forevermore, her pride a glittering, golden balloon in her chest. Ellie had been an enormous help, but it was Caedmon who had unriddled most of the clues.

Mrs. Tuggle’s gaze narrowed on Merlin. “Fine. Fine.” She took a deep breath, as if steeling herself. “Then you are going to tell me exactly what you plan to do to protect them.”

Ellie nervously ate a bite of shortcake. Protect them from what?

Merlin tented his fingers. “Ahh. You’ve noticed their names in The Daily Fairy.”

Ellie’s jaw dropped. “We’re in the newspaper?”

“I don’t need a subscription to your newspaper to figure it out. They’ll have created enemies. Eyes and ears will be on them. Right?” Her nostrils flared. “Right? They’ll have the world’s—your world’s—attention.”

“My world is your world. Walls might separate us—the nonmagical realm might not know of our existence—but we all share the earth. And someday, if the threads of fate tangle the way I believe they could, Caedmon and Ellie might have the entire world’s attention. Which is precisely why my companion and I are here.”

Caedmon looked around them, confused.

Ellie started. That was right. Mrs. Tuggle had mentioned more than one visitor.

Merlin’s eyes blazed. “And why it is of the utmost importance they begin their quests now. Their training now.” He turned to Ellie and Caedmon. “As Knights of the Round Table, you will receive three quests every year. You already know the consequences of failure.”

Ellie swallowed her shortcake. The dreaded Impossible Quest.

“But if you complete your quests poorly, your future quests will also be grim.”

Caedmon frowned. “So… if we don’t succeed, we’ll basically be punished next year?”

“And in the years to come. The Knights of the Round Table have myriad duties, ranging in complexity. The most coveted jobs require the best performances as you age and grow. The best marks.” Merlin checked his pocket watch again. “Your first quest begins in one hour.”

Caedmon’s mouth hung open. “Whoa, what?”

“No,” Mrs. Tuggle growled. Her eyes widened when Merlin looked at her, as though she hadn’t meant to speak, but she straightened. Held her ground. “He has four more days of vacation.”

The front door squeaked open, and all thoughts fled Ellie’s mind.

For the most magnanimous woman of the century had arrived.3 “Loreena Royenale!”

She was exactly as Ellie remembered: auburn hair twisted into a simple updo, green cape bright against her skin, and a single emerald ring matching her pale emerald eyes that glinted with youth despite the surrounding crinkles.

As the only witch Ellie had ever heard of who was legally allowed to keep the full might of her magic, Loreena was more than a witch.

She was Ellie’s future.

When Ellie grew up, she was going to be just like her.

“It is time,” Loreena announced.

“He has four more days of break,” Mrs. Tuggle repeated, eyes flashing. “I do not give my consent.”

Caedmon’s cheeks turned pink. “Mom…”

Ellie cleared her throat. “Erm, we haven’t packed yet.”

Loreena gave her a sad smile. “I’m afraid most of your belongings will have to come after you. There is little time to lose.”

Mrs. Tuggle shook her head. “You have a castle full of knights. Use them. But this is ridiculous. You can’t just… just take him.” She wrung her hands, gaze darting about the room, seeking allies. “Either of them. They’re only thirteen.”

Technically speaking, Ellie was only almost-thirteen. But she had a feeling announcing her impending birthday wouldn’t exactly help the situation.

Merlin shook his head. “It has to be them.”

Mrs. Tuggle blocked the doorway. “Caedmon is meant to finish middle school. He almost died last year because of your academy.”

Merlin’s gaze cooled. “It is a risk we take.”

“That is not a risk you can take with my kid.”

Merlin puffed three more rings of smoke around them, as though contemplating. “Magic this deep cannot change with a spin of my hat. No matter how many objects I store in it.” He winked at Carly. “It is powerful, it is old, and there are rules it must obey. Rules we must all obey or risk the undoing of our world.”

The weight of his words settled about the room. Mrs. Tuggle bristled. “The world will not be undone with the absence of one knight. I want to pull him out of school.”

Caedmon stepped toward her. “Mom, no.”

“I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “I’d rather have you resent me forever than watch you die at that school. You’re not going back.”

The color drained from Caedmon’s face. “Please, Mom, stop! I want to go back! I have to go back.”

Ellie’s heart started to spin.

And for a moment, she knew exactly how Mrs. Tuggle felt. Caedmon’s mom didn’t want anyone to take Caedmon away from her.

Neither did Ellie.

“He has to go to high school and college and I have been so patient and I have tried to understand, but you can’t take my son away again.” Her voice broke. “They’re just kids.”

“They are knights,” Merlin corrected.

“Sometimes they’re both.” Loreena approached Mrs. Tuggle, whose jaw was tight, eyes flashing with fury, though Ellie could have sworn her lip trembled. “I lost a daughter once,” Loreena said softly. “Long ago. To knighthood.”

Ellie could have sworn Merlin flinched, but Loreena’s focus remained on Mrs. Tuggle, who sniffed. Listening.

“I understand what you fear. And neither Merlin nor I can stand here and tell you not to be afraid. To parent a knight is to be afraid. It is easy to wish we did not need knights at all. But the draft is writ in the magic of fates far older than any of us can fathom. It is past and present and always, and cannot be undone.” She took Mrs. Tuggle’s hand in both of hers. “Unless we risk the breaking of the world.”

Merlin looked Mrs. Tuggle square in the eye, gaze steely. “You worry for the living alone. Be grateful you need not think of the dead.” He turned to Caedmon. “Come. Your first quest is to protect the royal wedding, and we must leave at once.”

In the bottom of Ellie’s heart, her magic bristled. Sensing danger. “But… my stepsister’s wedding isn’t for another month.” They had changed the date four times, so she had triple-checked her latest invitation, just to be sure.

Loreena released Mrs. Tuggle’s hand. “It has been moved again—to tonight.”

“Why?” Caedmon asked, voice edged with worry.

“Nothing to be concerned about,” Merlin replied breezily.

“Caedmon, instructions await for when you arrive,” Loreena explained. “Ellie, you will help me cast a protection spell around the perimeter of the forest where the wedding will take place. I’m most excited for you to shine as a witch, Ellie. But Merlin is right. We must make haste. Pack only what you need, and we shall depart.”

A zing of excitement swirled through Ellie’s soul. Her witchcraft, starlit and ever-bright, crackled beneath the surface of her skin, ready to be used and loved and needed. It had spent too long silenced.

She scampered up the stairs to the guest bedroom across the hall from Caedmon’s room, her home away from home. It wasn’t as though Mother would have wanted Ellie to visit during vacation.

Her flying horse, Galahad, was safely back at the Château des Chevaliers, as were her most faithful toads, but she scooped Bianca, her fluffy white cat with mismatched blue and black eyes, into her arms.

Royal weddings were always three-day affairs, so she grabbed her trunk and pulled the fanciest dresses from her wardrobe.

Her cheeks ached from beaming.

Ever since she accepted the full might of her Unregistered magic last year, her heart had longed for a moment to use it. Not just on her own, fumbling through an old spellbook, but truly, properly, with a teacher.

Unregistered witchcraft was outlawed across the magical realms. Books written for girls like her were few and far between, as most were burned in the aftermath of the Fall of Camelot.

It is fortunate the DeJoies let witches keep their power at all, the ladies at court used to snipe on the rare occasions Mother let Ellie accompany her to royal functions. Even then, seven and small, she knew girls were not lucky their magic was clamped. They were not lucky they could never become their full witchy selves.

Stories all told the same tale, again and again, of witchcraft growing so powerful it consumed the world and sent the golden towers of Camelot crumbling into the sea.

Dragons spiriting from the sky, their fires guttered and spent.

The magic of the Pendragon Empire obliterated.

Witches, evil.

This was what was told.

But Ellie often wondered what was true.

She had been locked in a cage, counting the passing of the moon, when the witch Croven revealed another tale: that one witch, not many, was responsible for the breaking of an empire, and the plague that swept through cities and towns, washing clean three-quarters of the world’s memories of magic.

Ellie did not like to allow Croven into her thoughts. They made her shiver and sweat and dream of death.

But Ellie couldn’t help but wonder: Had Croven been telling the truth?

Was the reputation of witches the greatest lie ever told? Would Mother’s opinion of Ellie change if she knew witchcraft itself wasn’t responsible for the Fall of Camelot?

Ellie stilled, the sweater she’d been folding slipping from her fingers. Mother.

What would she think of Ellie coming to the wedding to perform magic? Mother didn’t even want Ellie there as a guest at all.

She could nearly picture the disappointment. Lips pursed. Hazel eyes turning to ice. The image was a pulled plug in a bath, and her excitement swirled down the drain.

This would be the first time she would see Mother in nearly a year, and despite months of Bella’s efforts, she still didn’t approve of Ellie attending the grandest wedding of the century.

Loreena’s bright smile wavered in her mind, cutting through her fear.

Ellie had to go to the wedding. She had to cast this protective enchantment. Not just because it was her quest but… for herself. For her future as a witch.

She took a deep breath, finished packing her bag, and strode out the door.

Nothing was going to stop Ellie from being the witch she was meant to be.

Not even her mother.

Footnotes

1 Always seven, no more, no less. Some scholars have suggested that Merlin’s allowance of eight ferrets on his Quest to Capture the Golden Shield was why the Pendragon Empire collapsed. Investigations are still ongoing.

2 I. Beg. Your. Pardon?

3 Are you trying to hurt me, you ungrateful little sprite?
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