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        Prologue

        Hector

      
      On a deserted battlefield, the scent of smoke and death steams in the mist trailing from the nearby fens. Ravens are hard at work on the corpses. Mire imps pick over what the ravens don’t dare to touch, but much remains uneaten. Necomantic constructs aren’t meant to be ingested. Not voluntarily anyway.

      Not far from the corpses, a fire has been kindled under a cauldron. The flames are blue, gold, red, and green, all the colors of magic. A boy stirs that cauldron, the sleeves of his black tunic rolled up to his shoulders, which are knotted in equally complicated folds. His long black hair sticks in strands over his forehead, but he doesn’t touch his face. Like the ravens, he knows better.

      With an ominous rattle, a construct approaches, an ancient skeleton held together by sinews and magic. It gazes at the apprentice through hollow eye sockets. A question shines in the red light glowing in the darkness there as it holds up a twisted root.

      “Put it in—but carefully.”

      With a soft plop, hemlock slides into the black soup.

      “Thank you,” the boy says. It’s never felt awkward saying thanks to the dead. He’s never had a problem with them. It’s the living who irritate him the most—the people who have gone to war over this particular patch of ground so many times that the compacted soil has long since turned to bone dust and blood meal. The boy has been tending this cauldron for hours—seven stirs counterclockwise, seven clockwise, seven counterclockwise, all day long. But it won’t be long now. He has a clear view of the great snowcapped range of the Dread Mountains, and the sun is kissing the peaks of Mount Dragon right now. In the chilly mists stealing across the plain, he sees the newcomers approaching. Three of them stride across the field, two in white robes, one in black. They are all old women, and they walk with purpose.

      “Gretel?” His voice cracks. “They’re here.”

      His mentor puts a hand on his back. “You can stop stirring now, Hector. It’s as done as we can make it.”

      He steps back, arms aching, more alert now than he’s been all day. He’s been working with Gretel on this piece of magic for his entire apprenticeship, but for her and the other Cardinal Witches, it’s been the study of their long lives.

      The oldest of them, a sharp-eyed crone with faded hair and a deeply wrinkled face, gives the boy an appraising glance. “What is he doing here, Gretel?”

      His mentor smiles all over her grandmotherly face. “That cauldron is heavy. I needed a young back and strong arms. You should consider getting an apprentice yourself, Hilde. You’re not getting any younger either.”

      The old witch snorts. “When I do get one, it will be a fine, upstanding young lady, not some stray farm boy I picked up out of the woods.”

      “Farm boys have a way of turning into heroes if you don’t catch them soon enough,” Gretel says. “There’s plenty of precedent. Besides, he’s good with the plants. Did you bring the wine?”

      From the folds of her white robes, Hilde pulls out a flask filled with a liquid so bright that it puts the rays of the setting sun to shame. “Golden wine from the frost grapes of the north—the last of it, I believe. No one grows them anymore, not since the famine.”

      “And the other items? Rosalind? Judith?” The other witches come forward, holding out two objects. One of them, the boy has only heard of in legends that his uncle used to tell, before the long war took him like it took so many members of his family. It’s an ancient crown that once belonged to the high king, back when there was such a thing, and not this splintered kingdom where every family with a drop of royal blood has decreed themselves king. The other item is something he’s quite familiar with. It’s a simple workman’s hammer, probably taken from some camp forge.

      Gretel nods in approval. “Now all we need are the elementals. Hilde, will you call them please? My hands are full.”

      The apprentice is so enthralled by the elementals, he forgets to ask his mentor if there’s something he should do to help. He’s never seen one before, except in Gretel’s books. The books didn’t do them justice. The earth elemental starts out as a toad, and then becomes a tall, thin green person with hard onyx eyes; the sylph materializes from the mist as a moth before becoming blue from the hair to the feet; the green undine swims through the nearest dewdrop as a tiny fish before taking their shape; and the salamander! They are a lithe blue, gold, red, and purple entity, sliding out from between the coals beneath the cauldron. When they take their form, they turn their bright blue eyes on him, and he feels like he’s been looked through from head to heart in a glance.

      “Hector?” Gretel’s voice recalls him. “I need the stone knife.”

      “Coming.” He turns around to the bag to fetch it. Witches don’t react well to iron, something he’s been coming to terms with since he found out he was destined to be one. It was highly disconcerting to find out he could prick his finger on a nail and wind up in bed for three days. But he’s so interested in the spell being chanted and items being added to the cauldron by the elementals, he can barely concentrate.

      “What are they doing?” he whispers to Gretel.

      She explains patiently, as she always has. “Elementals are the guardians of magic, Hector, and this is a very complicated spell. We needed their help to build it. A thousand years of peace is a long time to ask of magic.”

      “A thousand years of war would be longer,” he says.

      “That’s true.” Gretel pats his arm as if hearing his bitterness. “The earth elemental has brought a grain of sand from the far reaches of the south seas, the sylph has a breath of the north wind in their wings, the undine has brought a drop of water from the driest desert in the east, and the salamander has come all the way from Mount Dragon itself with a tongue of dragon flame.”

      “And the crown and the hammer?”

      “Watch and see. The knife please.”

      The boy hands it over. What he sees next will haunt him for the rest of his life. Gretel takes the knife and plunges it into her own chest. “Gretel!” He reaches out to stop her, but it’s too late.

      The blood slides over her hands and she smiles at him. “Don’t worry, child,” she says. “It doesn’t hurt much as long as it doesn’t belong to anyone else.” In front of his unbelieving eyes, she removes her heart from her chest.

      “Hilde?”

      The great northern witch sighs. “Not something I’ve been looking forward to,” she says, taking the knife from Gretel.

      “Then get it over with.” Gretel smirks. “We both knew it would need this.”

      “That doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Hilde says. But she cuts her own heart out with a wince, and the boy wonders who might have part of Hilde’s heart for her to react that way.

      All four witches approach the cauldron, two with dripping hearts, one with the crown, one with the hammer. Chanting fills his ears.

      
        No longer will war take its toll,

        Nor famine make the round

        Two hearts combined do make a whole

        When hammer weds the crown

        Preserve this peace with truelove’s kiss

        In a rose conceal

        Red rose will bring eternal bliss

        Black rose will make it real.

      

      There’s a blinding flash, brighter than the sun at noon, a noise like ten thousand thunders shakes the hills, and the scent of roses fills the air—wild, intoxicating, magical. The blast throws the boy ten feet through the air, and he lands unceremoniously on his rear end in a puddle, but the witches and the elementals are unmoved. The potion he labored on all day bleeds out into the fire through the shards of the cauldron.

      He gets to his feet warily. Over the past four years, he’s learned several things about magical potion making: First, always wash your hands before and after; secondly, never, for any reason, stick your burned finger in your mouth when you’re stirring the pot; and thirdly, spells that explode often have a second stage. But nothing else happens, and gradually he approaches.

      “Did it…did it work?” he breathes.

      Gretel bends over the wreckage and takes something from the bottom of the shattered cauldron—two seeds. One red. One black.

      She hands the red one to Hilde. “Well?”

      “I thought it might be something like this,” Hilde says thoughtfully. “A thousand years is a long time after all. You’re right, Gretel. I need an apprentice.”

      Gretel turns to her apprentice. “This is yours, Hector, dear.” She drops the black seed into his hand. It weighs next to nothing, but it feels like he’s holding the whole world.

      “I…I’m not ready,” he says. “Maybe you’d better take it.”

      Gretel smiles, but he thinks she looks sad. “Believe me, child, I wish I could. But Happily-Ever-After is your burden now. You might as well take care of it from the beginning.”

      

      ***

      
        She was right, of course. Gretel usually was. But whenever I cut a bloom from the black rose that grew from what I planted, it feels just as heavy as the seed did so long ago.

        A Thousand Years of Wickedness: A Memoir

        Hector West

      

    
  
    
      
        1

        Hector

      
      
        My Dear Detested Ida,

        I hope this letter finds you poxed, feverish, and confined to your bed. Alas, I’m sure you are well and as hateful as ever.

        Regarding the plague you’re complaining about, you didn’t need to flatter me, but I appreciate it. As to the illegality, I suggest you take it up with this year’s Witches’ Council after the Happily-Ever-After. Pestilence and natural disasters are an acceptable, if messy, means of balancing the good and evil in our world. I’m perfectly within my limits to send a plague when I feel like it, and if it happens to blight roses as well as people, I can only applaud my ability to wreak a two-for-the-price-of-one kind of havoc.

        I took exception to the dandelion seeds you sent on the wind to spoil my lawn. But next time, you’ll want to give more attention to their vulnerability to goat-urine herbicide. I’m pleased to say I’ve eradicated them, and your attempt to sabotage my entry into the Witches’ Weeds Annual Gardening Contest has failed, yet again. By the way, how are your Cinderella pumpkins? Thriving? You might want to check.

        Wickedly yours,

        Hector West

      

      Hector signed the letter with his trademark flourish and folded it exactly five times before inserting it into the envelope along with a curse for blistered fingers. Ida would probably defuse it before she even touched it, but he could hope. Sometimes he could still get one past her. Satisfied, he sealed it with his personal ring in the hot wax dripped from the human fat candle that Adorphus handed him.

      “Will that be all, Hector?” Adorphus asked, putting the letter in the outgoing mail.

      “No, my dear fellow.” Hector sighed. “I need more goat-urine herbicide.” Ida’s stupid dandelions. But he would get rid of them all, even if he had to dig them out by the light of the crescent moon and recite a cease-and-desist over each benighted hole in his lawn. Irritating old witch.

      “I don’t know if they made enough for a bottle. You bought me out the last time you were in.” The little goblin disappeared entirely when he stepped off the ladder. His sharp ears moved like disembodied puppets behind the long black counter before he emerged through the swinging door at the end. With a sudden, stinking smell of billy goat, he disappeared down a trapdoor.

      Hector helped himself to a pickled eyeball from the counter jar. He still had six weeks until that infernal competition, and he intended to win this time. He wanted to rub it in Ida’s face after the Happily-Ever-After. But he wouldn’t put it past her to curse his sawbriers to puny brambles or send thrips to attack his death lilies. She certainly knew how to get him where it hurt the most. Curses! And for a good witch too. Her great-great-great-grandmother must have had a touch of fae in her. She’d inherited both their fabulously good looks and eviscerating wit. The first time he’d seen Ida North, he’d completely underestimated the power of both.

      He’d been twenty-six at the time. It was his first formal function as the Wicked Witch of the West, and although he would never have admitted it to anyone—a sure way to get himself hexed to infinity—he was nervous. He’d never been good at speeches, and with the newly minted Witches’ College first-year class staring at him like a parliament of wide-eyed owls, and the remaining two witches from Happily-Ever-After basking like ancient dragons on the stage behind him, he tripped over half his words and almost over his own robes on the way down the stairs.

      When the young woman came up to the punch bowl where he was eating his anxiety in the form of dead man’s peanut butter fingers, he was relieved to find he could crack a smile. She was lovely, like some fairy at her christening had dispensed gifts with the randomness of a drunk uncle—breathtaking beauty, sparkling presence, a dazzling smile, and the longest eyelashes he’d ever seen. Red hair fell in waves to the middle of her back, and both it and her eyes seemed to change color in the light. They shifted from evening blue to morning lilac when she looked up at him.

      “Nice save,” she said, dipping a glass of blood-colored punch into a crystal cup. “I thought you were going to go heels over broomstick there for a minute.”

      “I thought the same myself.” He laughed.

      “Not the sort of thing I’d have expected from the youngest-ever Wicked Witch of the West.” She sipped her drink. “Did you mean what you said about a blight in the north being good for the economy of the southern regions, or was that just a bad joke like all the others?”

      He almost choked on his cookie. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Because if you’re going to make a habit of turning us into your perennial target with your dastardly magic, I’m going to fight you. I didn’t spend the last three years working on a new breed of grain for you to wipe it out in a week, is that clear?”

      “I…well…” He had a million things to say, most of them quotes from his reams of notes he’d taken in case of questions about the balance of good and evil, but somehow, under that serpent stare of evident dislike, he couldn’t find anything to say, at least nothing diplomatic. “It’s my job to be wicked,” he finally managed. “You don’t have to like it, but you do have to live with it.”

      “We’ll see.” She turned her back on him and sailed off, trailing pixie dust from her long blue cloak, which had been bewitched to resemble the night sky shedding stars.

      Flabbergasted, he turned toward a sprite popping a fresh batch of frosted strawberries into a silver bowl below the rose-chocolate fountain. “Who was that?”

      The sprite looked up. “Ida Moonshadow—apprentice to the Good Witch of the North.”

      He’d hated her on the spot.

      Two years later, when she took her place across the table from him as a Cardinal Witch, he’d made an enemy for life.

      A thud behind the counter told him Adorphus had raised the trapdoor. He folded his hands in front of himself, as if he’d not been pilfering eyeballs.

      “Here you are, Hector,” Adorphus said, placing a gallon of yellow and green goat-urine herbicide on the counter. “Anything else?”

      “Perhaps a small jar of these eyeballs—”

      Adorphus glanced suspiciously at the counter jar. “You know what Tinbit says. Those things make your gout worse.”

      “Tinbit has been saying that forever,” Hector argued. “And I’m not laid up in bed yet.”

      “It’s your funeral.” Adorphus wrapped a small jar of the pickled eyeballs in crisp brown paper before adding it to the basket holding Hector’s weekly groceries: a pound of liverwurst, a half-pound of boletes, pasta shells, a portion of gorgonzola, and two pounds of lamb, along with his usual magical purchases of nightshade berries, henbane leaves, and hemlock roots.

      “Oh, and one of those flats of skunk cabbages outside,” Hector added, unable to resist the charms of the small plants reeking their fetid odor into the shop when the door opened. They’d be beautiful in a drift next to his bat orchids.

      “Oh, congrats on the Unicorn Jubilee. One thousand years of Happily-Ever-After is a credit to you, Your Wickedness,” Adorphus yelled after him as he left the shop.

      

      ***

      Hector carried the flat of skunk cabbages home himself, refusing Adorphus’s offer to bring it by the next day. Once he’d set his heart on a plant, he didn’t like to leave it behind. Adorphus was a businessman and his head was filled with shopkeeping, receipts and tallies—turning a profit, not turning the soil. Specialty plants came from one of his fae suppliers. This particular species was carnivorous, requiring a bog culture. A grin curled Hector’s mustache as he considered diverting a suitable spring beneath their bed to provide them with the optimal habitat at Castle Grim. Within a month he’d have them big enough to take out an army of knights even if they came in with their noses pinned shut. Beat that, Ida North.

      It wasn’t entirely a dark witch’s province, this fascination with gardening, but he couldn’t help himself. He’d loved plants from an early age, and his parents—long dead now—indulged his rambles through the forest and neighboring bogs. At least, that’s how he liked to remember it. Once upon a time, his parents didn’t actually care if he got lost and died. He was the third child of seven, not a number anyone gave significance to, and he could hardly wait to go on his own quest to see what the world held for him.

      No one was more surprised than he when he dutifully journeyed to the Dread Mountains in the West, twisted his ankle outside a charming gingerbread house, and was rescued by the person who lived there. The Wicked Witch of the West turned out to be a gentle and intelligent old woman who seemed to know that, at sixteen, he wasn’t as brave or bold as he’d hoped to be. She gave him a plate of gingerbread and offered to tell his fortune by the knucklebones. Knowing this to be a good way for a young man to find out everything, from the location of a sword in a stone to who his future enchanted bride might be, he happily acquiesced. Thankfully, he was sitting in bed with his ankle wrapped in a block of never-melting ice when she told him he would be her apprentice.

      “But I’m a boy,” he’d protested.

      She shook her head and gathered up the bones. “It doesn’t matter. The bones never lie. If they say you’re a witch, you’re a witch.”

      “Do I have to wear the hat?”

      “Why wouldn’t you? They’re quite comfortable, and the brim is excellent sun protection for your ears. You’ll never get skin cancer.”

      “What about the broom? I don’t think boys can ride a broom like that.”

      “If you don’t want to ride astride, you can always try sidesaddle.”

      He took a bite of the gingerbread. “Maybe I can manage. This is delicious, by the way.”

      She patted his shoulder. “It’s world-class bait for children who need to be fattened up for their first quest. My own special recipe.”

      He laughed. “Why, you’re not wicked at all.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, my dear boy. You have so much to learn about being a witch. Now, pass me the eye of newt and I’ll teach you how to brew poison apples.”

      Hector smiled at the memories as he set the baby plants on the skullery table.

      “Not there, you horrible old man!” A giant voice boomed up at him from beneath the table. “I just cleaned that!”

      He snatched the cabbages up quickly. “Tinbit. I didn’t know you were back already. How is Crowbone? Better, I hope?”

      A shock of black hair and a flash of red eyes and Tinbit, his gnome, popped up from beneath the table. “Dragon-flu is a bitch,” he said. “I took him some carrot and ginger soup.”

      “Good, good.” Hector tried to hide the plants behind his back. “Ginger is excellent for colds.”

      “What in the name of all that’s evil did you want those for?” Tinbit eyed the plants. “I hope you don’t expect me to take care of them. I’ve got more than enough to do, supervising your skeletons. Did you know one of them dyed your boxers blue this morning? You left indigo in your robe pockets again.”

      He winced. It could’ve been worse. It might’ve been madder root. “I’ll try to be less careless next time.”

      “See that you are.” Tinbit slapped a folder down on the table. “Three questors are waiting for you in the dungeons, here’s a request for a pair of red-hot dancing slippers, oh, and the Flamelord asked you to visit tomorrow. Something about the Happily-Ever-After.”

      “I’m supposed to visit at the end of the week. What’s so important that it can’t wait?”

      Tinbit shrugged and took the tray of skunk cabbages. “It just said visit him tomorrow. You know how dragons are.”

      “But what did he want?”

      “No idea,” Tinbit said, walking out of the room. “The message burned up the minute I read it, but if you want to dig through the ashes, that’s your prerogative. It’s in the fireplace. Do you want watercress sandwiches or cucumber with your tea?”

      “Watercress, I suppose.” Hector sat at the table, fingering the correspondence: bills, a letter from the king, a few fan letters—even wicked witches had admirers—and a notice for the annual greenhouse sale at the fae university. What on earth did the Flamelord want with him that couldn’t wait? And he’d intended to spend the next day puttering around in his garden too.

      But he was the Wicked Witch of the West.

      Pulling his robes straight, he headed to his evil lair, which doubled as his library, to deal with his afternoon appointments before tea.

    
  
    
      
        2

        Ida

      
      
        Dear Horrible Hector,

        Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m healthy as a horse and so are my roses—your plagues never amount to much in the great scheme of things.

        My Cinderella pumpkins are thriving and will be ready in time for the contest, not to mention the Unicorn Jubilee parade for the Common Princess. I must say that infestation of vine borers was beneath you—such a small-scale attack on your part—are you feeling well?

        By the way, have you prepared the chosen dragon for his role in the upcoming Happily-Ever-After? I expect you to uphold your end of the magic and provide a suitable reptile for the occasion, not like the miserable excuse for a dragon we had last time. Hopefully this one will breathe a little more fire and less poetry.

        Sincerely wishing you the worst,

        Ida North

      

      Hector’s letter lay open next to Ida’s mother-of-pearl penknife, stained the most appalling shade of green-black. She’d learned to be careful opening his letters. Hector liked to send hexes by mail and she couldn’t always remove them by first counter-cursing the envelope. He’d always been clever, she’d give him that, even if sometimes he acted nine years old and not nine hundred ninety. She rubbed the blister on the tip of her index finger with a smidge of calendula cream.

      She rose, folded a letter precisely into thirds, and set it aside to ripen. Potent charms like the one she’d added needed time to embed properly in the paper.

      “Nearly noon—oh, goodness.” She pulled her dressing gown over her shoulders and slipped out onto the balcony where she always took breakfast, a very late breakfast. At her age, she’d long since resigned herself to the flipping of her days and nights, a chronic insomnia that, over the last four hundred years, had become her normal. She rose around eleven, ate breakfast, then saw her appointments from noon to four. After lunch, she took a nap, and worked in her garden or greenhouses until nine, at which point she’d eat dinner and retire to her spellroom for the remainder of the evening and go to bed around three in the morning. No one minded this unusual schedule. She was the Good Witch of the North—her castle, her rules.

      Northern spring days were chilly, but the noon sun warmed her face. The twinges of pain in her hands and wrists began to fade with the calendula cream she’d worked into her skin. Getting old didn’t bother Ida greatly, except for the damned arthritis. She sat in her chair and gazed proudly at her garden. The Happily-Ever-After rose was in full bloom. The enchanting fragrance wafted on the cool breeze, some musky, others sweet. The red roses sprawled wildly through the trees and over the garden walls, tenacious as any weed. It always made her happy to think how well they’d naturalized since she’d planted that seed in the ground—the first magic her mentor had entrusted her with. Now everyone could have one of these roses in their own garden. Granted, they weren’t magical like hers, but still, they smelled and looked good, a constant reminder of how beautiful Happily-Ever-After was.

      “Aren’t they lovely, Hari?” she asked the gnome when his light footfall pattered up the stairs.

      “Yes, my lady,” came the glum reply. He was definitely unhappy about something. Hari was one of the few servants who heeded her when it came to not calling her that.

      She half rose from her chair. “Hari, what on earth are you wearing?”

      He stood before her in a brown hunter’s jacket, a tight white shirt, brown breeches, and shiny black boots, a huge change from his usual flowing tunic and smart red-and-blue trousers. With his long brown curls and deep brown eyes in his pale face, he resembled a pert mushroom. She would’ve laughed if he didn’t look so miserable.

      He set the breakfast tray on the table. “Will that be all, my lady?”

      “Don’t you ‘my lady’ me, young man,” she scolded. “Why are you wearing that ridiculous outfit?”

      “With the princesses coming this week, I was told to wear a uniform.”

      Ida shook her head. “You know I don’t insist on uniforms for anyone, least of all you.”

      A small smile appeared on his face. She smiled too. Hari looked so much like his great-great-great-great grandfather. She could admit she missed old friends. That too was one thing she didn’t like about the immortality that came with being a Cardinal Witch. After the first eighty years or so, everyone she’d ever loved had died. The only people left were her colleagues. And Hector. He hardly counted. But she always made new friends. Like young Hari.

      “Go change, immediately. You look like a starched fungus.”

      The smile broadened to a grin. “I feel like one. I won’t bother to tell you where this outfit rides up, but it’s not pleasant.”

      “I need to have a talk with the housekeeper about you.”

      He winced, pouring her cup. “I wish you wouldn’t. She already calls me your favorite, and I don’t think you talking to her would make it any better. I’ll change and tell her you asked me to water the roses.”

      “Well, go and do it soon,” she said. “You’re a cloud on a sunny day when you frown, Hari.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll try to frown less, my lady.”

      “I ought to make you wear a tie for that.”

      “Don’t tell her. She’ll take it as a command. How are your hands?” He reached out and took them in his tiny ones, massaging the bones gently.

      “Better,” she said. “Your calendula cream worked wonders.”

      “It’s a friend’s recipe. He claimed it would even soothe a dragon burn,” he said. “Got to keep your fingers nimble if you’re going to keep writing letters to his Wicked Witchness.”

      “Speaking of Hector West, did you get the last of the moth larvae out of the vines? I can’t lose anymore coaches to that pestilence of a man.”

      “Done,” he said. “But the chickens are refusing to eat them now. I think they’re sick of worms.”

      She sighed. “At least we saved a few of them. Of course, I told him his plan failed utterly.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think it will deter him. Perhaps, for a change of pace, you could tell him what a great job he’s doing as Wicked Witch and how much you admire his nasty necomancy. See if that works.”

      She drained her teacup and rose. “That will be the day. I’ll take my breakfast in the reception room. I want to see the preparations for the princesses for myself. I’m not too hungry—there is no need to bring me more than a cup of fruit and buttered toast.”

      “I’ll bring it myself,” Hari said, collecting the cup.

      “No. I want you go to the garden and bring me a dozen roses. Have the housekeeper bring breakfast.”

      Hari glanced at her sharply. “You won’t—”

      “I won’t.” She watched him go, smiling. Good witches weren’t supposed to lie, but that didn’t mean they had to tell the whole truth either. She wouldn’t consult the housekeeper. But she absolutely would talk to Hari’s mother.

      

      ***

      The reception room was Ida’s favorite place in the castle. She’d designed it herself, along with the rest of the Castle Peerless. Immortality guaranteed a woman one great privilege—the delight of designing and building one’s own house. She knew every stone of this place intimately.

      By day, massive skylights admitted all the glorious sunlight ceiling to floor, giving the pure white marble hall a dazzling radiance. Whenever she entered it, she thought of snow—snow and home. But home had not been a tenth of the size of this room, let alone a castle.

      She’d been born in a tiny cottage with a thatched roof, coming into the world as her mother left it. Her father remarried when she was twelve. Her stepmother was a witch.

      According to the new rule of Happily-Ever-After, an evil stepmother was just the thing for a girl growing up in poverty in the cold mountains of the north. Ida jumped around, clapping her hands in joy. Then she ran upstairs and put on her most ragged dress and grabbed a broom, ready to enter a life of servanthood until she would be chosen as the Common Princess, go to her first ball in uncomfortable glass slippers, and meet a prince. But as soon as her new stepmother came in, she spotted the broom, grabbed her own, and took Ida out for a ride in the moonlight. By the time they came home, windblown and laughing, Ida’s new mother was her best friend.

      She taught Ida potion making, the growing of herbs, how to speak to the trees, how not to ever laugh at a dragon if you met one in the mountains, and complex mathematics, along with the reading and writing of the languages of magic. By the time she turned eighteen, Ida was a witch herself, and apprenticed to the ancient Good Witch of the North, well on her way to becoming a preeminent sorceress.

      She toured the snow-white room, breathing in the scent of roses. Every vase in the room overflowed with them—white roses, pink roses, yellow roses, red roses, even a purple kind that flirted with being blue. Dense fragrance surrounded her as she sat on the White Throne, a grand name for the most uncomfortable chair in the world. Even the seats in the Witches’ Council Chamber weren’t so bad. She might’ve padded it with a velvet cushion, but as she often told Hari, the chair served as a constant reminder that governing the balance of good and evil in the kingdom was her job, one she took seriously enough to endure the ache in her tailbone as she lowered herself onto the stone seat. Almost a thousand years she’d been doing this, and it never got any easier.

      Wicked magic didn’t take the effort good magic did, or at least Hector never seemed to exert any effort thinking up the plagues and pestilences that fueled his magic. He wasn’t fooling her when he said he was just doing his job—the man loved it, even stuffing the more minor of his magics in an envelope simply to annoy her, and all at the expenses of someone else’s life. Ida’s spells brought life into the world, which required more responsibility than killing for every spell you made, like Hector’s necomancy did.

      With a long sigh, she sat down on her throne. A thousand years of Happily-Ever-After, a thousand years of peace and prosperity, a fairy tale come true, and it was largely up to her to maintain it. She was the one with the red rose. She had to arrange the happy marriage of the crown prince to a commoner, joining the two hearts required to maintain the spell. And on top of all that, as a good witch, she had to think of something nice for the world at least once a week, not to mention thinking up new and wonderful happy endings for every farm girl with a wicked stepmother who actually was wicked, and not a witch. And yes, she was proud to be helping to preserve the world, but there were certainly times when the weight of it felt heavy.

      Meanwhile, Hector lounged around his castle for decades, waiting for the next time he got to stick his long and pointed nose into the affairs of the kingdom every time a crown prince turned twenty.

      She fingered the red rose sitting by itself in the vase beside her.

      One of these days, she thought, feeling rather vicious, I’d like to trade places with that second-rate witch, and make him see it’s far harder to be good than bad. And then I’d pop a blister-butt hex in an envelope and see how he likes it. She hoped her laughing charm made him miserable for a full twenty-four hours. Would serve the bastard right.
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        Hector

      
      
        My Dear Detested Ida,

        There’s friendly rivalry, and then there’s war.

        Hector West

      

      Hector lay on his back, soaking in a gray-green bath of marshmallow root and slippery elm bark. He’d smudged the letter disgracefully, but his fingers were singed and raw, along with the rest of him. He groaned and set the page back on his bath table, an invention he’d designed and given to himself for his five-hundredth birthday, and sank down into the water. He found his best creative moments came when relaxing in the warm water with all his long salt-and-pepper hair floating around him like drifts of silver seaweed.

      Tonight, it looked like smoke on the water as he stewed in his rage. Irresponsible, foolish, reprehensible, old…

      “Witch,” he muttered.

      He had so much more he wanted to say but couldn’t bring himself to say what he wanted, not even in his own thoughts and certainly not in a letter. Even unintentional curses had a nasty way of coming true. He had a sudden vision of Ida North, dressed in her most becoming white robes, greeting the candidates for Common Princess, transforming into a replica of his hellhound and eating half the eligible girls in six big snaps. It would serve her right, though.

      He settled down lower in the bath. He’d come up with something—something really nasty this time, something that would make her smart as much as he was smarting now. The nerve of that woman! Now everything was ruined.

      It had started out as such a nice day too.

      

      ***

      Tinbit began it on a good note by bringing him breakfast in bed.

      “What did I do to deserve this?” Hector set his memoirs aside. This was an ongoing project, begun in his seven-hundredth year when he became worried that his memory might fail him on the more obscure details if he waited much longer. “Thank you, Tinbit.”

      “Mmmph,” Tinbit grunted, opening the curtains.

      Hector spooned chokeberry jelly into a bowl where he could break up the hot buttered scone and eat it submerged in his favorite jam. Sweet, but still retaining an acidic, poisonous tang, it came from his own garden. The espaliered trees were the pride and joy of his orchard.

      Tinbit squatted beside the fireplace, scraping at the coals from the night before. He added a few fresh juniper sticks, grumbling under his breath.

      “What is it, Tinbit? You’re frowning.”

      “I always frown; you know that.”

      Hector set his spoon down. “But not down to your shoes. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just you show more appreciation for the little things I do around here than Crowbone does, and it makes me want to thump him. You know what he said yesterday when I scolded him for not eating his soup? He said I was a meddlesome old hen and to go cluck somewhere else.”

      Hector repressed a sigh. He’d once lectured Tinbit’s grandmother on the feasibility of maintaining a relationship with no mutual respect and admiration. He struggled to recall the exact words. Something like “tell that man to go choke on his own selfishness; you can do better,” and she’d listened. Perhaps that might work here.

      He glanced at Tinbit.

      Perhaps not. They’d been through this before and not only with Crowbone. “Don’t worry, Tinbit. One day, he will see how amazing you are, and carry you off on his best bullfrog to his home in the swamp and you’ll live happily ever after.”

      A ghost of a smile appeared, and the laugh was harsh and dark, which sounded right for Tinbit. “What would you do without me? Get your own breakfast? Clean your own clothes? Sweep this castle on your own?”

      “Nonsense,” he said, spraying crumbs. “The skeletons do that.”

      “Next you’ll be telling me you like bone broth in your coffee every morning.”

      Hector eyed his coffee suspiciously. “You didn’t!”

      “No, but I ought to, you old relic,” Tinbit said, jerking Hector’s second-best robe out of the closet and tossing it unceremoniously at him before heading back to the fireplace, this time with his broom. “You’ll have to wear this today. I’m still trying to magic the indigo out of your better one. It may be ruined.”

      Hector tasted his coffee dubiously, rolling the first sip around, checking for the foul concoction Tinbit always tried to slip into his meals one way or another. “You know I wouldn’t keep you here if it negated your happiness.”

      Tinbit’s shoulders stiffened. “I am happy. Anyway, if he loved me, he’d have come to work at the castle. And aren’t you a little wicked to be matchmaking? That’s Ida North’s job.”

      “Since I get the distinction of choosing the villains in the story, I can say I’m an excellent judge of character.”

      Tinbit stopped sweeping ashes. “You don’t like him, do you?”

      “I don’t know him like you do, Tinbit.” Hector blew on his flaxseed meal to cool it.

      With a sigh, the harsh veneer vanished, and the surly, grumpy gnome Hector had known since he was a gnomelet slumped all over his little body. “I think I love him, Hector, but when I do something nice, like applique his jacket so he can go on the big frog hunt, he doesn’t even thank me. He grabbed it and left—bye, Tinbit, see you this weekend—like I’d just be there when he got back. And now when I try to be nice and forget the whole thing, he calls me a meddlesome mother hen. I don’t know what to do. I just want someone…someone to love me.”

      Hector stirred the gruel, thinking. Roughly six months had passed since he’d found Tinbit crying in the skullery, declaring he and Crowbone were done. He’d thrown a plate across the room and said he didn’t ever want to see the arrogant, toadstool-barf of a man again. A month later, Crowbone came to the castle with a bouquet of swamp saxifrage, asking for forgiveness. Tinbit took him back without even asking for an explanation. Now it looked like they were separating again, and Hector was fairly sure it wasn’t really about the jacket or the soup. Regardless of his opinion of Crowbone, it hurt him to see his favorite so depressed. Tinbit deserved a nice gnome who would love him in all his grouchy, overbearing, completely devoted mother hen obnoxiousness. It would be a happy ending for once. But as Tinbit had reminded him, Hector wasn’t in charge of those.

      “Do you want me to go with you to see the Flamelord today?” Tinbit asked.

      “No, I’ll have Pocket with me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely,” Hector said. When it came to dragons, a taciturn temperament was useful. Dragons could be touchy, and Tinbit lacked tact, especially when he was grumpy. The giant, at least, would be quiet.

      

      ***

      Hector left Castle Grim immediately after breakfast. A trip into the mountains, even in a basket perched high on a giant’s shoulders, took most of a day. He’d packed a good book to read as well as his personal correspondence. He spotted Ida’s thin script on one of the envelopes and smiled grimly. She never wrote back so quickly unless she was furious. He imagined ravenous moths descending on her pumpkin patch and swelled with professional pride.

      “Are we there yet?” he asked, taking her letter from the pile on his lap desk and settling back in the comfortable nest of blankets to enjoy it.

      Pocket’s voice rumbled up to him. “I can see the Flamelord’s lair now, master.”

      “Pocket, I’m nobody’s master.”

      “As you say, master.”

      Hector growled under his breath. In the past thousand years, significant social changes had happened. With his reforms, all giants were paid appropriately, and given pensions and paid time off from pillaging, carrying off fair maidens, and building castles in the sky. Your Wickedness or plain Wickedness was the appropriate address for him, but he’d found it impossible to get them to drop an honorific carryover from the time when giants were pawns, used in war to cause as much destruction as possible and then discarded like the rubbish they left behind. Giants could be set in their ways. It had taken him six centuries to convince them they could eat something other than magic beans, at what point the air quality in the Dread Mountains became much better. Now one only needed a mask on the cloudiest days when the dragon smoke mixed with the fetid mist that settled in the mountain valleys.

      He slit the envelope open with his obsidian penknife. Ida’s charms were potent, and he’d found them unpleasant on every occasion when he didn’t neutralize them, but obsidian usually did the trick. He pulled the letter—ivory stationery strongly smelling of roses—and read the contents.

      He burst out laughing.

      The giggles shook him to tears. “Pock…Pocke…Pocket…” but he couldn’t stop chortling. He gasped, he cried, he snorted until he hiccupped. Nothing was funny. He stared at the letter, eyes wet, furious. And burst out laughing again. A mirth charm, laughing gas, the shits and giggles, and he couldn’t stop. Quickly, he zipped his mouth shut, all but the very center, and spoke through the hole, “Poookett, hume.” He couldn’t possibly be diplomatic with dragons while laughing his fool head off.

      “We’re here, master.”

      “Cwap.”

      A sudden drop told him that Pocket had set his basket on the ground. Hector rummaged in his satchel for a mirror. Below his angry green eyes and beetling brows, his mouth turned up at the corners in the worst kind of smirk. Frothy giggles trickled out of his lips. Crap indeed! He couldn’t even go in to make an apology looking like this. The worst thing a person could do was laugh at a dragon.

      His gaze fell on his mask.

      Thoughtful, thoughtful Tinbit! Hastily, he tied it on, pulling it well up over his nose, mouth and beard, and tightened it around his ears. He’d go in, find out why the Flamelord had asked for him, and leave before his muffled snorts and chuffs would be taken for anything other than a bad case of dragon-flu.

      He feigned a particularly loud sneeze followed by several collapsed giggles and approached the Flamelord waiting at the entrance to the cave.
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        Hector

      
      
        The only thing more offensive than laughing at a dragon is refusing to have tea with one.

        A Thousand Years of Wickedness: A Memoir

        Hector West

      

      The Flamelord Adair was a beautiful dragon, more than ten feet tall, with blue eyes the shade of a summer sky and shiny red hair trailing well past his shoulders. When he smiled, rows of fabulously sharp, serrated teeth sparkled like rubies in the sunlight. He used this human form for visitors, but Hector had seen him in his true shape, soaring over the mountains as a twenty-foot dragon-king, all smoke, fire, and roar. He was red then too, with massive, webbed wings and a heavy, armored tail complete with razor-sharp spikes.

      “Hector!” The dragon grabbed Hector’s hand in both of his. “What’s with your mask? We specifically had a no-smoking order for the last week in anticipation of your visit.”

      “Dwagon foo,” he spluttered through the tiny hole he’d left between his lips, turning another giggle into a cough.

      Adair grinned. “Got my vaccination earlier this year. Hector, Hector, Hector. When will you ever learn you’re not completely indestructible?” He clapped Hector on the back.

      “Can’t shay long. What’s wong?”

      Adair still smiled, but it looked forced now. “I need you to talk to Alistair. Come in and I’ll explain. Morga has made your favorite, toffee cakes and chamomile tea.”

      A laugh shuddered through him so suddenly, he almost didn’t suppress it in time. He patted his throat. “No fanks.”

      “Just the tea, then.” The Flamelord put his arm around Hector and propelled him into the cave.

      Once upon a time, Hector believed dragon caves were just caves—uncomfortably large spaces underground, featuring ridiculous faux dwarf interior design, straight out of the overactive imaginations of second-rate writers. He also believed they should be filled with treasure, mostly of the shiny variety, equating dragons to oversized magpies with an unfortunate craving for fresh princesses with a side of butter and a hot roll. He was sixteen. By seventeen, he’d met his first Flamelord and been reeducated.

      The room Adair led Hector into was indeed a cave but spacious, airy, and beautifully decorated. The walls were polished black granite, with sensible furniture carved of the same. No gold lay about—the dragon kept that in a safe deposit box. But the room was filled with treasure, although the average person might be hard-pressed to see its value. The Flamelord collected obscure folk art—the more inscrutable the design and obscure the artist, the better.

      He’d acquired a new piece since Hector had been here last.

      Adair paused a pregnant moment to let Hector admire the animal in the corner, an odd combination of a horned animal and a fish, covered in black and white spots, made of driftwood and shells. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said, looking gratified by Hector’s stunned silence. “It’s called Sea Cow. It was made from natural materials, locally sourced, by an old mermaid who lives by the coastal city of Myst.”

      “Mmm.” He’d call it more striking than beautiful, but he wasn’t artistic, unless he counted picking the right color of orange prickly poppy to contrast with black pussywillow. All the works of art in his castle came from friends, including the young dragon who slouched through the hallway at the back of the gallery clearly trying to be invisible.

      “Alistair!”

      The boy paused. He turned slowly. “Yes?”

      “Don’t you go flying off,” the Flamelord said. “Hector has come to see you, and after I talk to him, I want you to hear what he has to say.” He sounded unnecessarily loud. Alistair must have been listening to that heavy metal dwarf group again—Smashing Mountains? Crushing Gravel? Hector couldn’t keep track of them anymore. That might have been the Flamelord thirty-odd years ago. Funny how parents could never remember how rebellious they’d once been when their teenagers turned against them. He smiled. A small bubble of giggles trickled from the hole between his mostly sealed lips. He turned it into a coughing fit.

      The Flamelord patted him on the back. “Dear me—you really do need a cup of hot tea. Morga! Hector’s here.”

      Morga swept into the room in her human form, long black hair swinging down to her ankles. “Hector!” She took his hands in her own and held them up to her mouth to kiss them. “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here. Addy and I need your advice on how to deal with Alistair. You see, Hector, he doesn’t want to kidnap the princess!”

      “Fwat?” An explosion of furious laughter almost burst out of him.

      Morga looked at Adair in confusion.

      “He’s got dragon-flu.”

      Morga rolled her eyes. “Didn’t you get a shot? Hector!”

      “That’s what I told him. A big grown-up witch shouldn’t be afraid of a little needle.” Adair sat in one of the huge granite chairs. “Now, how about a cup of your lemon-chamomile blend and a slice of cake for him?”

      “No cake.” Hector sat and removed his mask. His nose was practically bumping the edge of the table, but he didn’t like to ask for a booster seat. In the middle of the table sat the magical centerpiece: the everblooming black rose shedding petals on the stone table. Of all the foolishness. Alistair had been groomed for this position since he was a twelve-year-old wyvern-sized dragonet. Now at eighteen he was getting new ideas?

      “S’why?” he asked as Morga plunked a flagon full of tea at his elbow. At least it was large enough to hide his grin when he drank it, and he’d have to. It would be rude not to.

      “It’s all those weird books he reads,” Addy said. “At first, we thought it was a phase—him reading outside of the traditional fairy tales. And frankly, Morga and I were just glad he was reading. You remember how hard it was for us to get him to give up comic books.”

      “Graphic novels, dear,” Morga said.

      “He thinks girls shouldn’t be forced to go with a dragon against their will. It’s like he doesn’t believe it’s the way the whole world works. I’ve tried to tell him how good it is for the Common Princess, how it greatly improves her life, how it lifts her out of her usual station and lets her become a queen. But all he keeps saying is he won’t support a practice that has its roots in medieval…abduction fantasies.”

      “Talk to him, Hector,” Morga said. “Alistair respects you so much, and you are, of course, human and can explain it so much better than we can. Addy has gone over the dragon’s role in the Happily-Ever-After with him—how he doesn’t even have to touch the girl’s hand if he doesn’t want to, and how he’s to be a perfect gentleman and furnish her a cave as befits a princess. I even suggested he decorate it with his art for her—he wasn’t having any of it. Please, Hector. We’re at our wit’s end.”

      Cwap indeed. The date for kidnap was barely a week away. Ida would be interviewing the candidates today or the next. He’d have to find some way to talk to Alistair without laughing. A teenage dragon was about ten times as volatile as a grown one. He lifted his empty cup and set it down beside the slab of cake Morga now pushed hopefully in his direction. “I’ll twy,” he said.

      

      ***

      Alistair’s studio used to be his bedroom. Hector had been there countless times in the past, when Alistair was a young, wiggly, excitable dragonet who couldn’t keep his form from one second to the next. Sometimes he was a wild-haired, brown-skinned, blue-eyed little boy with grabby hands, rushing from one treasure to the next, eager to show off his latest toys. The next minute, he was a hard-scaled, lithe little snake with undeveloped wings, fawning against Hector’s ankles, climbing up his robe with razorlike claws, panting in his eagerness, a typical dragon child. His room used to be the typical room of a dragon child too—brightly colored stone furniture, windows open to the sky, a balcony from which to take the air, and a large, open bathing pool for shedding skins—in short, everything to make a dragon prince feel like a king.

      Not anymore.

      Hector coughed. Smoke billowed out the moment he opened the door, although the crystal windows stood open, admitting a stiff, cold breeze and plenty of sunlight into what had essentially become a volcanic vent.

      Everything was black—the curtains, the walls, the asbestos bedding. Even the ceiling was black. The bright furniture had been removed, leaving a long, sterile-looking sleeping couch completely covered in ashes. The swimming pool-sized bath was empty and soot colored. The reason for all the cinders was evident immediately. Alistair had completely filled his room with fire sculptures.

      The closest one roared all the way up to the ceiling, flying up as a man, crawling down itself as a dragon. It stood far taller than the dragon himself, breathing out enormous jets of fire onto a granite base, shaping them boldly with his hands.

      Alistair wasn’t as tall as his father yet—he had years of growing left to do—but he wasn’t the vampire-thin, scrawny boy he’d been a year ago. Working with fire had given him an upper body a dwarf would’ve been proud of. His muscles rippled as he worked; his skin glistened in the heat. Hector was somewhat surprised to see Alistair caught between dragon and man—his human legs were covered in his dark scales and he sported crimson wings from his shoulder blades. Only when Hector saw the mirror did he understand.

      Alistair was carving a self-portrait. Every now and then, he’d check the mirror and blow another long, flaming breath into the sculpture. He glanced at Hector, smoke leaking from both nostrils.

      With the greatest of care, Hector fully unzipped his lips. A smile still curled the corners of his mouth but no giggles emerged. The worst might be over, and this wasn’t the sort of conversation one could conduct through a blowhole.

      “Very nice. What do you call this one?” he asked, gesturing to the sculpture.

      “The Quintessence of Being,” Alistair said. With a broad slap of his large hand, he carved off a substantial chunk of semi-soft lava. It shuddered in the air and fell from the pedestal as a pyroclastic cloud. “I know why you’re here, and you’re wasting your time. I won’t do it. Find another dragon. There must be any number of hotshots who want the notoriety.”

      “Notoriety is not the point,” Hector said. “Alistair, you are the prince. Every Flamelord for the last thousand years starts his reign by kidnapping a princess. Your father did. Your grandfather did. Your great-grandfather—”

      “And my great-great-great-grandfather did, yes, I know. You sound like Dad. But it’s not for me. I don’t want to be the Flamelord. I’m an artist. And I don’t want to take an innocent girl, trap her in a cave, and fight some stupid prince when I wanted nothing to do with it in the first place.”

      “It’s not like that at all, not now,” Hector said, seriously disturbed. “It’s not a real fight—no magical weapons allowed. And your scales will turn any blade that isn’t enchanted.”

      “Dad got wounded.”

      “That was a…misunderstanding.” It wouldn’t be happening again. A stint in his dungeon had taught that royal fool a lesson.

      “Well, if dragons aren’t supposed to be wounded and it happened anyway, what makes you think the princess actually wants to be shut up in a cave and kept as a prisoner until she’s rescued? What if she wanted to rescue herself? What if she didn’t want to be a princess at all? Have you ever thought about that?”

      “Frankly, no,” he said. “That’s not my department. But I can assure you that the princess does not want to rescue herself and she does want to be a princess. It’s all included in the spell.”

      Alistair snorted sparks. “Yeah, right. Because you say so, it has to be true.”

      “Fine. Don’t fight the prince. Leave the princess in the cave and come right home. I’ll find some way of making it work—an illusion of some kind, perhaps. But you can’t overturn centuries’ worth of tradition because of human feelings.”

      “Maybe they are dragon feelings. Did you ever consider that?”

      Hector’s lips trembled, curled. Oh no. No, no, no, no. He laughed.

      Alistair caught him full in the face with a blast of ultra-hot dragon fire and roasted him like a marshmallow.

      

      ***

      Adair was incensed. He stormed off to Alistair’s room, promising to ground him for the rest of his life.

      Morga bandaged Hector tenderly, apologizing until she literally turned blue in the face.

      Pocket, bless his kind heart, wrapped Hector carefully in blankets, tucked him in the basket, and ran all the way home with him.

      Tinbit, all concern and very little sarcasm, made Pocket tell him what happened about ten times while he undressed Hector and hissed with sympathy over the crispy bits while Hector tried to assure him he’d gotten worse in his lifetime, which he had, but a very long time ago, back when the dragons were wild, ungoverned, and particularly suspicious of wicked witches, who compelled them to fight in the wars. What was wrong with kids these days? No respect and irresponsible to boot. But he would have handled it better if he hadn’t been laughing.

      Hector glanced again at the unfinished letter lying on his bathtub writing table.

      He crumpled it up and grabbed a fresh sheet of paper.

      If Ida wanted war with him, he’d give her one.
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        Ida

      
      
        Hector,

        That was uncalled for. I meant no harm with my laughing charm, and if you found a way to get yourself barbecued as a result, it’s not my fault. If you want to stop our correspondence, I can assure you, it won’t bother me to take you off my mailing list.

        I hope you got second-degree burns.

        Ida North

      

      A teardrop splashed onto the creamy white paper Ida was writing on and blurred the ink. A tiny little laughing charm, that’s all it was. His retaliation was unconscionable, and if she hadn’t been so angry, she would’ve summoned him up and yelled at him face to face in the crystal ball. But her face was puffy from crying all night, and she’d never let him see he’d made her cry. Never. That ass of a man! Now she was crying again.

      A timid knock on the door made her wipe her eyes hastily. “Come in, Hari.”

      The gnome poked his head around the door. His eyebrows crinkled in deep concern. “You didn’t send for breakfast. I thought you might be ill.”

      “No,” she said, voice cracking. “I’m not ill. But I’m not hungry.”

      “Can I come in? I brought oatmeal.”

      She waved her hand at him.

      He slipped in, back first, and shut the door gently with his foot before carrying the tray to her writing table.

      She glanced at the bowl and the wineglass. “That’s not oatmeal, Hari.”

      “So I lied,” he said, shrugging. “Raspberry sorbet goes well with white wine. And I put mint chocolate syrup in it.”

      She rubbed her forehead with both hands. “Do I really seem so upset?”

      He pulled up a footstool, clambered onto it, and dug his tiny hands into her shoulders. “It’ll be all right. You tell the Council the truth. No one should ever get in trouble for telling the truth.”

      Oh, sweet, wonderful Hari, but so, so naïve.

      The truth? She’d sooner let Hector see her cry than let the Council know what had happened. The truth would get her fired.

      

      ***

      Hector’s letter arrived on the afternoon Ida met with the contestants vying for the role of Common Princess. She hated this day with all of her heart and soul, but it hadn’t always been that way.

      Once upon a time, the position of princess was hereditary. The rival factions of royalty fought each other for the kingship, marrying their sons and daughters by betrothal, all in the name of power. The world was awash in magical chaos from the witches fighting for the various sides. Plague, pestilence, famine, and unimaginable poverty blanketed the land.

      Ida had been a child during those dark days, but she certainly remembered them. It would have taken an army of witches centuries to clean up the mess that centuries of war had caused—everything from salted earth to battlefields so piled with corpses there weren’t graves to bury them all.

      Until Happily-Ever-After.

      The first Happily-Ever-After was a beautiful one. The crown prince married a common girl, the first of many such marriages. Ida remembered the story well—the downtrodden servant with her wicked stepmother and two horrid sisters, the glass slipper, the elegant ball where her luck changed. It was the day everything changed. From that time forward, magic worked for the good of the people, for the good of the land, for the good of all. It was her job to maintain that, and one she took very seriously.

      Ida had a great deal of sympathy for the girls who came from farms, smithies, salt mines, orphanages, and taverns. This used to be a difficult but rewarding part of her job, choosing girls for a royal Happily-Ever-After. They all deserved Happily-Ever-Afters in her opinion. Everyone did. She wished she could give a fairy-tale princess crown to every last one of them. But she couldn’t. Therefore, she devised quests for the girls, challenging them to various tests and trials to prove their worthiness. At the end, the victorious princess claimed the red rose imbued with Happily-Ever-After magic, ensuring them a wonderful life with their prince.

      That’s how it used to be.

      But five hundred years ago, the commoners decided no witch deserved so much power in choosing the royal family. If the common folk became royalty, they wanted a say in the process. Ida had been all for it. It seemed fair. Only it didn’t quite work out that way. It got political, then literary, and when things get literary, there’s not much even a very great witch can do to make things better. Now the position of Common Princess was decided by a committee composed entirely of various upper-class citizens, mostly belonging to the Storyteller’s Guild. They decided every elected princess needed a story worthy of the fairy-tale rags-to-riches legends of the past.

      This year, they’d chosen The Little Match Girl Gets a Happy Ending. The lucky recipient was Mildred Cheapstreet, an orphan with an upbringing to make even someone as hard-hearted as Hector cry. Mother died when she was three. Father was a drunk. At five, he sent her out to sell matches, which she dutifully did, and with very poor sales, since no one in the kingdom had used matches since the dwarf Nikel Tessler made electricity free for everyone. This enabled her to spend her days doing good for anyone who passed her street corner, where she dispensed everything from advice to little dolls for babies that she made out of matches tied together with strands of her long blond hair. They were a choking hazard, but it was the thought that counted. From her bald head to her chilblains, this was certainly a girl who deserved a happy ending to her story.

      Ida would have agreed, if she hadn’t known it was completely fabricated.

      The girl in question did come from a common background, but her father was no drunk, and he didn’t make her sell matches. He was a popular tavern owner, and she was a spoiled only child. Her indulgent father called in a bar tab with three of the committee members. But that was how the cookie crumbled these days. It could be worse. There was the current queen—now that had been a fiasco.

      Still, as Ida sat in her receiving room, in the uncomfortable, ass-biting chair, fiddling with the red rose, she wished she could give it to any other girl but Mildred Cheapstreet—like the little seamstress who had just left the room weeping.

      Hari passed the girl on her way out, carrying the tea tray. Ida was never so glad to see it. She set the rose down in her vacant seat and joined him at the table.

      “Tea, quiche tartlets, and prosciutto and honeydew,” he said. “Don’t worry. Mother will see to the rejected princesses. She’s laying out a high tea for them right now. She saved you some petit fours if you want one.”

      Ida shuddered. “I couldn’t possibly.” She helped herself to the melon. “How many more are there?” She downed the tea, wishing it were wine.

      “Only two. This came for you.” Hari set a letter on the table with the sugar tongs. Hector’s thin, intricate script was on the envelope. A proper precaution—it wouldn’t be beyond Hector to give her a sudden and acute case of diarrhea. She’d never ripped open a letter so fast.

      Hari spooned the required sugar into Ida’s second cup of tea. “Is that wise?”

      “At this point, Hari, I’d welcome one of Hector’s curses if it would postpone the rest of this day until I’m ready to deal with it.”

      She pulled out the soft gray linen stationery and read.

      
        Ida,

        What you did was completely reprehensible.
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