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THE PROPHECY


1

In the beginning there were two of them. A sister and a brother who did not always like each other but would die for one another if it came down to it. They lived in Algid, in a home with parents who did not want them or care about them. They were a burden, a place for their parents to lay their anger—and sometimes their hands. The girl’s name was Margot. The boy’s was Goddard. Margot called him Go. She tried to shield Go because he was smaller, because he was younger, because he somehow always managed to find the creak in the floor or the exact thing to say to set off the powder keg that was their father or the battalion that was their mother.

But one day, the powder keg disappeared in the middle of the night, leaving them alone with her. And the mother made a decision. She woke them up and took them outside. At first the girl believed that perhaps this was some kind of lesson. Some kind of punishment that was really her mother’s way of dealing with her father’s absence. But when they arrived at the palace, the girl knew this wasn’t a punishment. This was a chance at freedom.

Margot had tried to talk Go out of loving their mother. But Go was so very young—Margot thought there was a world of difference between being four and being seven—and it was like trying to teach the North Lights not to glow in the sky. Part of her was almost grateful for today because today he would stop wanting to be their mother’s son. Today their mother would finally do something unforgivable. Today she was selling them—her own children—to the palace.

It was the monthly Havening, a day when families could trade their young for coins. It wasn’t as harsh as it sounded; there had been too many abandoned children left to the streets or the woods in Algid. This was better. The children could find a place in the palace. To live and work, and their families could get back on their feet. Very few families returned for their children. Margot was quite certain her mother would never come back for them.

If they were lucky they would wind up apprenticed to the house servants. But they had never been lucky, and they were not the most attractive of children. They would probably end up in the fields. It was still better than what they were leaving behind. Margot would rather give up her freedom and live under the King’s rule than be her mother’s daughter for one more day. And she believed that in time her brother would feel the same . . . just maybe not right away.

Go’s face was lit up by the Lights but also with the excitement of seeing the palace. Children were lined up with their parents in the courtyard. There was a balcony above, where the King and his son sat watching the action, as if it were some kind of sporting match instead of the buying and selling of children. Little Prince Lazar looked to be about Go’s age, only he was stuffed into a stiff, royal suit. The heavily embroidered blue silk suit was so closely tailored that he had little room to move his arms. He managed to raise one and point it in Go’s direction.

An older man, a soldier apparently in charge of the proceedings, followed the Prince’s finger. He nodded at Go, and looked at their mother. “We’ll take the boy. Leave with the girl.”

Margot’s brother clutched her hand, oblivious, as her insides swirled and sank.

“Lucky boy. He’s going to be a companion for the King’s son, so I will give you double,” the man said.

Margot had heard rumors about the Prince who never left the castle and never went to school. But she did not know what to make of him. She also didn’t know that the King was in the habit of buying him companions.

It had never occurred to her that she and Go could be separated. She knew her mother was cruel and her father was gone. But she did not know that the world had another blow ready for her. She had never imagined this.

She looked at her mother and pleaded with her. “Please,” she whispered.

Margot’s mother shifted away and looked up at the North Lights. She had no attachment to her children, so how could she understand their attachment to each other?

“Please,” Margot repeated, so loudly that some of the other parents turned and looked at her. It hurt her to ask her mother anything, but the prospect of losing Go made her forget every bit of her pride. She gripped her brother’s hand tighter.

“Find someone who will take both of us. It is the only thing I will ever ask of you.”

Her mother smiled a smile that Margot knew well. One that dismissed Margot’s protests, one that meant her mother was going to do whatever she thought was best.

Margot knelt down next to her brother knowing that she had no time left for bargaining. It was time for making promises. It was time for good-bye.

Her brother cast his long lashes in her direction. He looked from her to Prince Lazar on the balcony to the purse of coins their mother now held. What was happening was finally sinking in.

Margot had always hated disappointing him in small ways. There was never enough food to eat in their home. There was never enough of anything, but they had always had each other. Now they would not have that.

“No, you can’t do this,” Go said, looking at their mother.

She glanced down at him and pat him on his head.

“You don’t know how lucky you are. One of my babies is going to grow up in a castle.”

“I am not your baby,” he bit back, sounding much older than his four years.

Margot knew she needed to make this right, as much as she was able to. “Listen to me, little man. You are going to spend some time learning all about this castle. You’ll find out where the best hiding places are. And when I come back next month, you’re going to show me, okay? I’ll visit you.”

Go opened his mouth to protest again, but Margot spoke over him, pulling him close.

“No arguments. This is how it has to be for a while. But I will always come back for you. I promise you.”

She could feel his small arms clinging tighter to her neck, and when his wet cheek met hers she didn’t know where his tears ended and hers began. She felt the air between them again as their mother pulled them apart and handed Go off to a soldier who carried him away.

The ache was physical now. Margot sank to the ground, not caring as another set of arms picked her up. It was the soldiers who were lifting her, and pushing her toward her mother.

“Feed her something in the interim. The girl is all bones.”

Her mother laughed. The idea of feeding her own child was humorous to her.

Then, Margot’s mother dragged her out of the courtyard and back out into the day.

“I’ll take her,” a voice chased after them as they made their way down the winding road in front of the palace. The voice belonged to a strange looking treelike creature that could only be a witch.

Margot’s mother stopped in her tracks, and Margot almost fell from the change in momentum.

“How much do you want for her?”

Margot’s mother let go of her hand and looked at the witch. “How do you expect me to let go of my last child?” But she took a step toward the witch, ready to negotiate.

When their business was done, her mother turned to Margot.

“You should thank me. Today I have taught you something that you were bound to learn eventually. There is no such thing as family. Your father left me and I am leaving both of you.”

“I will never leave Go,” Margot replied.

“Then he will leave you. It’s how it works. We try, but we fail. Love is an illusion. Only this is real,” Margot’s mother said, clutching the purse with more passion than any hug she had ever given either of her children. “I have saved you a lot of time and tears. You do not believe me now, but one day you will.”

Margot looked at her mother for a long beat and then spit in her face.

Her mother wiped it away with a laugh and turned away. It was the last time Margot ever saw her.
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“If you like, I can turn those coins I gave her into leaves,” the witch said gently.

Margot felt a question rise in her throat. How many coins had the witch traded for her? How many for Go? Could the witch use her powers to show her the contents of her mother’s purse? It had been empty when they arrived at the palace. A part of her needed to know her price and that of Go’s. Somehow seeing the coins—knowing the exact number—suddenly felt necessary. If she knew the number, she could let go of her mother forever.

“Let her have them,” Margot said instead. Looking at her smiling mother weighing the purse in one hand and then the other was enough. She realized she had let go of her long ago.

“I am Cassia, Witch of the Woods,” the witch said as she took a step toward the edge of the forest.

Margot fell in step with her. Her head filled with thoughts of what it meant to go home with a witch, thoughts culled mainly from fairy tales. Would she be dinner? A servant? What on earth did the witch want her for? Was the person who bought children really any worse than the mother who sold them, especially if the person was a witch?

They stopped walking near the edge of the water and made a sharp turn along the bank of the river. Margot looked up and saw what looked like a castle made entirely of trees. But the trees were still alive.

“Welcome to the Hollow,” the Witch of the Woods said.

She touched the tree nearest them and it opened up. A flight of stairs spiraled down into the dark, but there was light radiating at the very bottom.

When Margot took a step forward, ready to see more, Cassia held her back with one of her branches.

“When I gave your mother those coins, I was not buying you. I was buying your freedom. You are your own Margot now. Your mother was not completely wrong. We make no promises. There is no bind that cannot break. There is no promise that will hold forever. I am not your mother or your family. I am your witch, if you choose to have me.”

Margot blinked hard, not sure what it meant to have her own witch.

“You may stay here. But it is not forever. Do you understand?”

Margot nodded and took her first step into the tree.
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At the bottom of the stairs, a second witch stood in the center of a room next to what looked like a stone hearth. Or at least Margot thought she was a witch. It was her dress and her eyes that gave her away. The dress was in tatters and on closer inspection, it looked as if the gray fabric were scorched in places. Her eyes flashed at Margot, eyes as black as coal but with a rim of gold behind them. They looked like mini-eclipses. The rest of her face was unremarkable in comparison; her nose was sharp and her lips were thin and pursed.

But Margot could not stop looking at those eyes.

“Another one,” the second witch said disdainfully.

“This is Margot,” the Witch of the Woods asserted. “Margot, this is Scoria, the Fire Witch.”

Scoria opened her mouth and a flame came out of it, reaching in Margot’s direction. Margot jumped behind the Witch of the Woods for cover, only to see that the flames stopped short of reaching her. Instead they lit the hearth in the room’s center.

Margot looked from the fire pit to the Fire Witch. Flames dotted the tips of Scoria’s eyelashes and her flesh glowed red through the scorched places in her dress. The dress’s hem was edged with fire. Scoria, perhaps seeing the horror that played on Margot’s face, looked down at herself and stamped the flames out. Her lashes extinguished themselves in a single blink.

“Did you get this one from the cemetery? She looks half-starved,” the Fire Witch said, picking up the conversation with the Witch of the Woods as if breathing fire were an everyday occurrence. Margot assumed that it very well might be.

“You should see her little brother. He was positively robust . . .” the Witch of the Woods paused dramatically as if making a point that neither Margot nor the other witch could see. “The girl knows sacrifice.”

Margot shook her head. It was never a sacrifice to feed her brother first. Seeing him hungry was worse than any gnawing in her own belly.

“We will see . . .” said the Fire Witch as she busied herself with tending the flames.

Margot followed the Witch of the Woods down more circular stairs to a small room with an even smaller bed.

“Let’s get you some food and clothes.”

Margot lapped up the strange green soup that the Witch of the Woods brought her and then changed into the nightgown that she was given. It took her until just before she closed her eyes to recognize the texture of the gown. It felt like cloth on her skin, but upon closer inspection it looked more like paper.

The Witch of the Woods had given her clothing that was made of her very self. In just a few hours, she had shown Margot more kindness than her mother ever had.
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In the morning, Margot met a girl, prettier than any she had ever seen, in the hearth room. The girl had blond hair that fell in curls down her back and one of those faces with full lips and wide-set eyes that belonged on one of the palace’s statues.

“I’m Ora. You must be Margot.” she said. “I’m the seamstress around here. Among other things.”

Margot nodded, her hands idle for the first time in her life. Growing up, mornings had always meant making sure everything was clean and in its place so that her mother would have nothing to erupt about.

Margot could feel her new companion’s piercing brown eyes on her as Margot used her palm to sweep some crumbs off the floor.

“You are not here for that,” Ora said.

“Then what am I here for?”

“To learn.”

“What are you talking about? What do I need to learn?”

“How to be a witch of course,” Ora said casually.

“Is that what you’re here for, too?”

“No, I’m already a witch.”

“But you’re so pretty,” Margot blurted. “You look nothing like . . . them.”

“Thank you,” Ora said, smiling brightly. “Witches come in all shapes. And beauty is not a tenant of the witch. Beauty is a human concern.”

Something about the way she smiled at the compliment made Margot unsure if Ora agreed with the witches or not.

“Why did the Witch of the Woods pick me?” Margot asked. “There were a lot of kids at the palace. Why did she bring me here?”

“Because they are hoping for something more from you.”

“What could they possibly want from me? Why me?”

“You have more of something than most people in all of Algid.”

Margot could not for the life of her think of anything she had that anybody would want. Her brother was the last thing of value she had had in all the world. And as for herself, she had no skills, save for cleaning. And according to the back of her mother’s hand, she had never been good at that, either.

Ora laughed. For whatever reason—pure kindness it seemed—Ora had taken to interpreting the witch world for her. “Witches like me and the Witch of the Woods and the Fire Witch are born with power. But humans like you might be able to access it—some more than others.”

“Access it? How?”

“If you aren’t born with magic—and even if you are—magic requires payment. Words, sacrifice, blood, pain . . . They all control magic. If you have magic like me, you can sacrifice a little less.”

Margot felt the dull ache of recognition upon hearing the word “pain.” She felt as if her reason for being here, for being bought by the witch, had suddenly crystallized. But the idea of her pain being worth something still seemed somehow inconceivable. Almost as unimaginable as being adopted by witches had seemed a day ago. Yet here she stood.

“What is your magic?” Margot asked.

Ora blinked and then opened her palm. A small flame danced in the center of it. Ora closed her palm, snuffing the flame out.

“You’re like the Fire Witch,” Margot exclaimed with wonder.

“Yes, and not at all.”

Ora didn’t elaborate. Margot could see the physical difference: Ora’s eyes had remained their pretty brown instead of turning into fiery eclipses. And she did not appear to be burning through her dress.

“I would give anything to be able to do that,” Margot blurted.

“Be careful what you wish for. You might just have to . . .” Then she laughed a sweet little laugh, but it chilled Margot to the bone.

“I see you’ve met Ora,” the Witch of the Woods said, which Margot thought was a welcome interruption. “Are you ready?”

“For what?”

“To see what you can do. To see if you have magic. To see what power is within.”
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There were a dozen other would-be witches who lived in the Hollow. They formed a semicircle around a fire near the River, along with the three witches of the coven: the Witch of the Woods, the Fire Witch, and the River Witch.

Margot stood in the center in a special stark-white dress that Ora had made just for the occasion. The others were dressed in white as well and the light of the fire danced shadows upon them.

“We call fire, water, earth, and air.

Will you come to our new guest?

Will you make her our sister?”

Margot looked around, unsure of what was going to happen next and worried she would be a huge disappointment for the witches. For all of her life, Margot had been utterly normal. Her only talents were being silver-tongued, quick on her feet, and lightning swift with her hands. But those were skills brought on out of necessity to stay three steps ahead of her mother and to keep her brother out of trouble. Would the chanting change her? Would she sprout branches like the Witch of the Woods? Or tentacles and fins like the River Witch? Would she breathe fire like the Fire Witch? Or worse yet, would nothing happen? Nothing at all?

“We call on you fire, earth, air, and water.

Will you come to me?”

Margot felt silly saying the words out loud. But she found that she wanted the magic to come—and when nothing stirred, she felt a crush of disappointment. Asking for something was the surest way of knowing whether you wanted it or not. And she wanted it.

She could see the Witch of the Woods’s leaves rustling. She could tell that the witch had grown impatient.

Margot closed her eyes and focused. She did what Ora told her to do. She went to the saddest place she could think of in her mind. Her mother had given her a wealth of bruises to choose from, but it was the parting from her brother just yesterday that she called upon.

Suddenly, she felt warm from the inside out, from her extremities to her core. Her hands began to burn. She lifted her hands in front of her and turned them over so that her palms were facing up. The air quivered between them and a flame appeared over each palm. Then, just as quickly, the flames went out.

She looked around at the faces of the other girls to see if they saw what she had seen. Ora was smiling. The Witch of the Woods and the Fire Witch nodded at each other.

“I have the gift?” Margot asked, looking around the semicircle.

“You show promise. Tomorrow we begin again,” the Witch of the Woods said.

But Margot was barely listening. What she had felt in the glow of that flame was comparable only to the warmth she felt with her little brother’s arms around her neck. It filled her with a sense of well-being and hope and power—a sense that nothing could hurt her and nothing was impossible. If she was being honest with herself, the feeling was even better than Go’s arms.

And so it was. Out of all that pain Margot had experienced, something good had come after all. She looked at her hands as if they were brand-new. They had been powerless for so very long. But now this.
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Before Margot knew it, a month had flown by. It was time to visit Go, and she was determined not to break her promise.

“Leaving us so soon?” the Witch of the Woods commented when Margot started to climb the stairs up the tree.

“I’m going to see my brother. I will stay with you and I will learn from you. But I will never forget my brother,” Margot said with determination.

“Very well. But know that holding on to human things may keep you from ever becoming one of us.”

Margot heard the words, but there were some sacrifices that she was not willing to make. With a nod, she continued up the stairs.

Margot was surprised that she remembered the way back to the palace. She was grateful when she saw its white spire towering over the treetops. When she arrived, the guard gave her a pitying look before allowing her inside.

She was led to a large anteroom for visitors.

After a few minutes, Go finally appeared. He was holding hands with a maid who looked like she was barely old enough to hold the position. The girl was petite and smiling, in contrast to the hulking somber guards. Margot felt a rush of jealousy for that maid and her hand. Her own palm twitched as she remembered how it felt to have Go’s tiny hand in hers. But just then his face lit up as he found hers. He dropped the maid’s hand and they ran to each other as if an eternity had passed instead of just a month.

When she broke the hug, she noticed that the maid was gone. Margot pushed her brother away from her, holding him still at arm’s length. He sighed with annoyance but did not squirm away from her. He was happy to see her, too. He stood more upright than she had ever seen him.

“You’re taller. Tell me everything,” she insisted. “Tell me what the Prince is like.”

“It’s like he’s never had a friend before. He’s very odd.”

“Well, you can be his friend,” Margot said gently.

It was hard getting the words out. Some part of Margot hated that Go had been bought to be a companion to Prince Lazar. She wanted to tell him that he did not have to like him. But she also wanted things to get easier for him. She didn’t want to know what would happen to him if he was seen as an unfit friend for the future king. Still another part of her wanted to know what it was about the Prince that kept him from other children. He was rarely seen.

“I bet he’s just really lonely and doesn’t know how to make friends. Maybe you can teach him.”

She knew her little brother. She knew that what he liked most was to be helpful.

“I can try,” Go said finally.

“Good boy,” she said with a hair ruffle.

“Is it okay, where you are?” he asked finally.

She wasn’t sure how to answer. She didn’t want him to think that she didn’t miss him. She didn’t want him to know that her new life was filled with magic and wonder. Not yet. Not when he was so sad.

“It’s fine. It’s better than fine. I live in a tree house filled with witches.”

Go didn’t blink. He knew about witches. And he thought they were the best things in the world.

“Are the witches scary?” he asked, his eyes widening as he waited for her answer.

“Very,” she said dramatically. But thinking of Ora, she added, “But they are kind, too.”

Go frowned, suddenly remembering something.

“What is it?” Margot whispered, concerned.

“She’s not coming back, is she?”

Margot’s gut sank. He was asking about their mother. She couldn’t lie. And she couldn’t pretend not to be happy that she was gone.

“No, she’s not.”

He nodded. There were no tears this time. Only acceptance. Perhaps he was too young to understand that their mother had sold them, but he seemed to know this much.

The soldier who had led her in appeared again in the doorway of the anteroom. Their time was up.

She kissed her brother’s forehead and got up to leave. “I will be back as soon as I can come. Okay? And don’t you worry about the witches.”

“The food is strange. The boy is strange. I miss you. I don’t want you to leave,” Go’s words came out in a rush.

Each one struck Margot squarely in the heart. But she didn’t want Go to see.

“You know how stories begin, right?” she asked, forcing a smile.

“Once upon a time.”

“And how they end?”

“Happily ever after,” he said automatically.

“Well, right now we are still in the in-between. And I promise . . .” Her mouth stalled on the word “promise.”

There is no bind that cannot break, the witch had said.

“I promise you there is an end for us and it is happy.”

“And we will be together?”

“What other kind of happily ever after is there?” Margot asked with a smile.

“No, Margot, you have to say it. You have to promise.”

“I promise.”

She hated the lie. Nothing in their lives had ever ended up happily ever after. But she was not going to be responsible for turning out the light in her little brother’s eyes.
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When Margot returned to the Hollow, she found Ora in the hearth room. Ora couldn’t wait to hear what the palace was like. Margot could tell that Ora cared about what happened to Go; but she also wanted to know about the royal family, what the castle looked like, and how the Prince was. If Margot didn’t know better, she would have thought that Ora wanted to be a princess in the palace more than she wanted to be a witch.

Just then, the Witch of the Woods appeared in the doorway.

“It is time for a lesson,” she said. Her voice was sometimes barely audible. Now it was a scratchy whisper, like branches clawing through the wind.

And then the witch cut off one of her branches and burned it down to ash. She took the ashes and put them in a little glass vial. She spoke into the vial and the contents liquefied. And then she handed Ora the vial and ordered her to swallow the contents.

Ora did so obediently.

“Speak,” said the Witch of the Woods.

“What’s happened to me?” Ora boomed in a mellifluous tone.

“I gave you the gift of song. It will only last a few minutes.”

Margot looked at the vial and said, “Teach me . . .”
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The years passed, a blur between palace visits and witchy magic. Margot never stopped seeing Go. And she never stopped attempting to get that spark back. But the power that ignited that very first flame in her palm never came again. Instead, she found another kind of magic—one fueled by potions and silvery tongue and trickery—and took to it like a moth to a flame.

But there was a cost. Every visit with Go showed a change in him, not just his height but his manners. He became more and more of a gentleman and she became more and more of a witch. Margot noticed the distance between who they were becoming, but she still believed in their happily ever after.

There were other girls—witch apprentices—before her and there would be others after her. But Margot was the only one who had shown a real talent. There had been other glimpses of magic. A girl who made plants grow. A girl who sensed death. But none of those girls stayed as long as Margot. And almost none of them wanted to be a witch as much as she did. And Margot never bothered to make friends with them. She already had Ora. And the witches. And her brother. The other girls were temporary.

One morning Margot was fencing with Cassia, the Witch of the Woods, who wielded one of her branches while Margot defended with a real sword.

She pushed Cassia back, finally knocking her off her roots and onto the ground outside the Hollow.

“Better,” the Witch of the Woods said getting back on her roots. “Next time we try it again without the vials.”

“I can’t, Cassia,” Margot protested. She had swallowed a potion that had given her the strength to rival Cassia. Without it, Margot wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Perhaps I introduced the secrets of vial magic too soon,” the Witch of the Woods said. “You need to call on your inner strength. The Fire Witch was right.”

“I can do this.” Margot raised her arms in victory.

The Witch of the Woods’s twiggy brows knitted together. “Show me your arms, Margot,” she said pointedly.

Margot crossed her arms over her chest protectively.

Reaching out with one of her branches, the witch unfastened Margot’s dress with one swift move. The garment fell to the floor, revealing tiny cuts Margot had made over almost every inch of her body.

“You are hurting yourself and using the pain and power of blood to amplify your magic,” the Witch of the Woods accused with a stern look.

Margot attempted to cover herself up. “Why does it matter how I get my magic, as long as I get it?”

“Oh my child, you will bleed yourself dry . . .”

The witch laid a branch on each of Margot’s shoulders. Sap began to pour out of them, covering Margot’s scars. The sap stung as it poured into every wound.

Margot’s eyes burned, too. She let out a small moan and looked down, through the amber viscous liquid. She could see each tiny red slice on her body disappear. The witch was healing her.

When the sap fell away, Margot’s skin was as smooth and unblemished as a newborn’s. Margot reached to the ground to get her dress, but the witch stuck out a branch, stopping her with another quick move. She fished Margot’s dagger out of the dress pocket.

Margot felt her stomach drop. In all her years at the Hollow she had never been punished by the witches.

“No more sacrifices, Margot.”

“I am sorry, Witch of the Woods. It’s just . . . I know I went too far . . . but I need this magic.”

The Witch of the Woods’s lips were set in a firm line. “I can’t get Ora to mar one inch of that alabaster skin of hers, but you? I think it is time for you to find another way. Another place. A home with less temptation . . .”

“No,” Margot pleaded.

She realized instantly that the Witch of the Woods was about to cast her out of the Hollow. Where would she go?

“There are better ways you can carve out a life for yourself—a good life,” the Witch of the Woods said.

“Like the girls reading palms in the square?” Margot bit back bitterly. “That’s what you see for me?”

The Witch of the Woods reached out a branch and affectionately tried to put it around her, but Margot shrugged it off.

“There are other professions. Noble ones. There are healers . . .”

“I wish I’d never met you. I wish you’d never taken me in. It’s like you took me up to the clouds and gave me a home and now you expect me to live on land. It’s not fair.”

“Witches don’t believe in fair. I told you from the beginning this was only temporary.”

“Well, I’m not a witch so I can believe whatever I want now. Can’t I?“

“We will miss you . . . Remember this: a girl can start as one thing and become another. Magic helps. But you don’t need magic for true change,” the Witch of the Woods said, her twiggy eyebrows knitting.

Margot didn’t want her advice. She knew she couldn’t stay, but she wanted to. There was nothing else to say. Already feeling lost and alone, Margot turned to put her hand on the staircase to the world above—just as someone new came rushing down to the Hollow.
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Nepenthe was half mermaid and half human. She would become the new River Witch, like her mother had been, if she chose the River over land. Nepenthe was also an orphan. Her parents were dead and, like Margot, she had nowhere else to go. The Witch of the Woods had brought her to the Hollow right after the tragedy, but this was the first time Margot had ever laid eyes on her.

When Nepenthe arrived she immediately dove into the River and her body transformed. She became part girl, part water creature, complete with tentacles and gills that formed parentheses around her mouth.

Margot had been waiting for time and practice to catch up with her to turn her into the witch she was supposed to become. She was waiting for the magic to happen. But it never quite did. And seeing Nepenthe in all her glory made it clearer than ever who belonged in the Hollow and who did not. With Nepenthe’s lineage, Margot should not have been surprised. Her mother had been part of the coven, after all. But in her years with the coven, Margot had never seen anyone her age with inherent magic except Ora. And while Ora was always holding her magic back, Nepenthe was not holding back at all.

Nepenthe was magic incarnate. She wasn’t trying. The magic just happened around her. Effortless. Pouring out of her and out of the sky.

With everyone’s attention on Nepenthe, it was time for Margot to go. Ora was the last person she saw on the way out of the Hollow. She pressed a beautiful spider silk shawl into Margot’s hands.

“You’re trying too hard,” Ora said.

Her sweet voice pulled Margot out of her reverie but not out of her despair.

“You don’t want to be like Nepenthe,” Ora said quietly.

“Why not?” Margot bit back, not meaning to sound bitter. Ora did not deserve her anger.

“Because Nepenthe doesn’t know what she wants. Her parents’ deaths forced her choice. If they were still alive . . .”

Margot shook her head. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel bad for Nepenthe. But Nepenthe got to stay, and she was being cast out.

“But still she got to choose. The choice is being made for me now.”

Ora pressed the shawl into Margot’s hands and kissed her on the cheek. “You would have been one hell of a witch,” she whispered.

“If you don’t have magic, make your own,” Ora said when they broke apart.

Margot turned and walked out of the Hollow.

When Margot pulled the shawl close, she felt that the lining held a dagger and dozens of potion vials. Ora had given her a parting gift.
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Margot made her way through the woods to the palace gates. But she stopped short when she saw her brother playing in the distance. His fencing sword was locked with another boy’s. But not just any boy. The Prince.

In all the years, in all her visits she had never seen the Prince again. He was half-grown now, like her brother. And they each wore the same expression, semiserious at the sword play and partly content, like there was nowhere else they would rather be. Her brother had succeeded at making the Prince his friend just she had told him to all those years ago. She had been far less successful with the witches.

She didn’t ask to see Go this time. She didn’t want to disturb his happiness with her grief.

Margot turned away and headed toward town, not remembering her steps and losing her way more than once.

As she walked the black stone streets, a tiny voice called to her. Margot looked down and saw a boy younger than her brother. His large, sad eyes were as gray as the sky. And hungrier.

She didn’t have anything in her pockets to give him. She wanted to turn away. But the boy’s desperate stare kept her in their orbit. She felt herself drawn in and tethered to him somehow, even though he was a total stranger. It was a single look, but it felt like something more.

The boy spoke, his voice a raspy whisper. “Mother?” he said.

The spell was broken. The boy didn’t want food alone. He wanted family. And Margot had nothing to give him.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, before racing away in the other direction.

Hours passed. Margot walked and wandered. She wasn’t paying attention to where she was going when she suddenly realized that she wasn’t alone. There were footsteps all around her. Too close. She counted six or seven boys about her age. And their expressions were not at all welcoming.

“Witch,” one of them said.

Margot felt herself tense.

She was not accustomed to being on her own. And among the witches, she had never felt fear. But she knew that there were some people in Algid who believed that witches should stay in the Hollow. And she knew that there were people who believed that witches did not belong anywhere.

Margot felt a rough hand wrap around her arm through her shawl. And she could smell the foul breath of the boy who had grabbed her.

With her free hand, she managed to retrieve one of the magic vials hidden in the shawl. Margot clutched the potion and whispered into it.

“What do you have there, witch? Are you going to put a spell on me?” The loudest boy, who was apparently in charge, laughed and tried to grab her other arm.

But Margot managed to splash the liquid into the air and the world lit up with a spray of fireworks as bright as the North Lights. The boys scattered in every direction.

Margot sank to the ground from the effort of the blast.

She laughed at the irony. She had almost gotten attacked for being something she could no longer be. She tried opening her eyes, but everything was light and shadows.

Just then, someone crouched down beside her and pulled her to her feet. Her legs buckled beneath her, but she was lifted up. Margot opened her eyes to find herself in a boy’s arms.

The boy wasn’t handsome exactly, but his features were pleasant and gentle. His hair was dark and shiny with spikes of blue. His eyes were green and arresting.

“You’re going to be okay,” the boy said as he carried her down the street and into an open doorway. “I’ve got you now.”
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Margot clung to the stranger as they wove their way through a boarding house. It was filled with kids around their same age. Some sat alongside a countertop, drinking. Others were playing cards. Still others were dancing in the middle of the room.

What had she gotten herself into? Margot wondered as the boy finally stopped inside a bedroom and lay her down on the bed. This felt safer than the square, but her instincts told her to be wary.

Margot sat up halfway and looked at him, forgetting the pain in her leg, to pepper him with questions.

“What is this place? Who are these kids?”

“Kids with no place to go.”

“And we’re safe here?”

“We aren’t safe anywhere. But we can sleep here.”

She wasn’t sure if it was a joke or an invitation. Margot looked up at him, deciding whether or not to repay him for his kindness with a kick. She decided on not. She leaned back against the wall.

Margot didn’t need rescuing. She just needed to rest. Her eyelids felt heavy. She began to drift off.

“Let me stitch you up,” the boy said, snapping her back to consciousness.

He placed a tumbler of whiskey at her bedside and ordered her to drink it for the pain. Margot took a sip, and the brown liquid burned as it went down. Usually, she would use magic for these sorts of things, but she didn’t want to after what had happened with the boys in the square.

The boy grabbed a piece of gauze and a cloth and went to work on Margot’s leg with a level of skill and dexterity that surprised her. Clearly this was not his first time stitching up a wound. It hurt, but she gritted her teeth and took a long swig of the drink. The room tilted, and she wasn’t sure if it was from the pain of the needle or the contents of the glass or the dance between the two.

She heard a scratching sound.

“What is that?”

“Cat,” he said simply.

A striped tabby purred and rubbed against the boy’s leg. Somehow the fact that he had a pet made him less intimidating. If something could love him—and more importantly, if he could take care of something other than himself—then there had to be some value to him. Margot felt her guard drop. Just a hair.

“You should eat something.”

“No, you’ve done so much already.” Margot tried to rise to her feet, but the pain in her leg stopped her. “Maybe I’ll just stay a little while.”

He presented her with some bread and cheese.

She ate every scrap of food before really looking at the boy who had given it to her. He looked harmless enough. His clothes were fine, made of silk that commoners did not wear, but she could see at their edges that they were well-worn. And there was room in the suit for a half of another person. Either he had fallen on hard times or they weren’t his clothes at all.

“Where did you come from?” he asked, examining her.

His eyes stopped on her clothing. The only thing that she was wearing that was remotely fine was the shawl that Ora had made for her. She clutched it tight around her body.

“I could ask you the same thing.”

“To be honest, I had every intention of robbing you . . .”

Margot looked down at her shabby dress and touched it as if to prove her point. “Why would you want to rob me? There were people in the square who obviously were far better off than me.”

He answered without hesitation.

“People like you tend to keep valuables on their person.”

“People like me?”

“Poor people,” he said without blinking.

It had never occurred to her that she was poor. Her whole life could be divided into before the witches and after. And she was in the after. And here, apparently, what was in her purse mattered.

The boy continued, “But you don’t have a purse. In fact you don’t have anything at all . . .”

“What are you? Are you a thief?”

“You’re a witch, aren’t you?” the boy side stepped answering. “I thought those creeps had just set off some fireworks . . . but you are the fireworks.” He looked her over again.

“Not quite. I’m not anything.”

“Everyone is something. You just have to choose.”

Margot thought of the Hollow. She had chosen, but the magic and the witches had not chosen her in return. “Being a witch doesn’t work like that.”

“Everything works like that.”

She thought about contradicting him, but that would involve spilling her entire story and she wasn’t ready to do that.

“You should get some rest.”

“Why are you helping me?”

The boy cocked his head in surprise. “To be honest, I don’t know.” He took the plate from her and grabbed a blanket off the foot of the bed. He began to cover her leg.

“I can’t sleep here,” Margot said, her voice filled with incredulity.

“Why not? Oh, where are my manners? I am Rule, by the way.”

Learning his name felt significant somehow. She considered lying but that was something that she had never done.

“Margot. My name is Margot.”

“That wasn’t so hard, was it Queenie?”

“Excuse me?”

“Obviously you have better accommodations elsewhere?” Rule asked, with an arch of his brow.

“I am the furthest thing from a royal,” Margot said, thinking of Go who was much closer to being one. “I am a . . .” She was going to say “witch” but she stopped herself because it was no longer true. “Thank you for your kind offer. I would be grateful to stay.”

“I’ll sleep in the chair,” Rule said preemptively.

Margot gave him a long look. His comment about her being too good to stay here came back to her. He had taken care of her. And she could not take his bed on top of that. Besides, his charm was starting to grow on her. There was something about him that made her feel calm.

“That’s ridiculous. We can share the bed,” Margot said quickly.

But when she positioned herself on the bed, she found herself almost paralyzed at the prospect of sharing the bed with him. She was aware of the weight of him when he sat down on the edge of the bed. And when he settled in and faced the ceiling, she felt him not looking at her. Margot wasn’t sure if her nervousness came from sharing a bed with a boy or if it was this boy in particular.

There were no boys at the Hollow. And she had never given any thought to romance the way Ora did. But lying here next to him she became more aware of him. He did not smell of earth or water or fire like the witches. Or even flowers, like Ora.

He wore some kind of scent that was spicy and sweet and male. She inhaled and exhaled, turning further away from him.

Rule did not think of her in that way. She was sure of it. But to her surprise, she was starting to think of him that way. She wondered what he was thinking—if he was thinking of her—as he shifted to get comfortable.

The muffled sounds of a couple yelling came through the walls.

“Quiet is a stranger here. The girl is an actress and the boy is ridiculously jealous. They go on like this for hours . . .”

Rule talked like there was no difference between them lying here and them standing up. She had her answer. He was wholly unaffected by her.

Margot turned toward him purposefully as if to prove to him and to herself that she could be unaffected, too.

“Do you ever stop talking?” she asked. But when she looked at him this time, he was fast asleep.


12

When Margot woke, Rule was gone and there was a simple orange dress at the foot of the bed. It looked to be about the right size for her. It was probably stolen. Had Rule stolen it for her?

Before she could process the idea, the bedroom door swung open. Rule stood there holding a paper bag that smelled of breakfast.

“What’s that?” she said, pointing to the dress.

Rule opened the bag and handed her a cup of coffee and tore off a chunk of bread—all with one hand. She should not have been surprised by his dexterity. He was a thief. But she had never seen anyone’s hands move that fast.

He finally answered her question as she held the hot cup between her hands.

“I believe it’s a dress. I think you should burn the rest of your clothes. Except the shawl. I sense that it has some sentimental value. And it’s kind of beautiful.”

“What is this for?”

“You can’t go back out to the square wearing that. No one would let you get close to them.”

She looked down at her dress reflexively. She flashed on a memory of Go asking her to find a better dress for her visits. She had not cared about her clothes then anymore than she did now. But Rule wasn’t living at the palace. And he wasn’t a wannabe royal. Why would he care what she wore?

“Why would I want to get close to anyone?” she asked instead.

“You asked me last night why I helped you. I think we can help each other. I can make a Robber out of you. And I am sure you will help me, too.”

“I don’t want to steal from people.”

“You said yourself that you didn’t know what you were. This is the place where you can be whatever you want to be. And I can help you make a home here. Or you can go back out there and starve.”

“I could find work. The kind that does not involve picking pockets.”

“No one will hire you. No one will take you in. Witches or almost witches have only one home in Algid.”

Margot considering biting back, “I would rather die.” But she couldn’t say the words because what she wanted was to live. And she felt the gravity of the boy and the dress and the promise of being something new.
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Rule took her to another town to try out her robbing skills. The busier the town square, the lower the chances of getting caught. The glittering buildings looked like cylindrical lipstick tubes twisted halfway up toward the sky. Margot could see the web of beams winding their way up.

“This is Dessa,” Rule said. “Now pick a mark.”

Margot’s instinct was not to go for one of the generals policing the square. Instead, her first choice was a rather haughty-looking woman whose nose was almost cartoonishly raised in the air. But Rule shook his head.

Rule directed Margot to a middle-aged man whose suit was clean but a little shabby. She realized that he was chosen for those shabby edges. Like her, Rule assumed that the man would probably be carrying his most valuable possessions on his person.

“Excuse me,” Margot said, falling in step beside the man.

She struck up a conversation about being new in town and wanting to see the sights. And as predicted, he was only too eager to show off and launched into a history of the town and the things that she could not miss.

Rule said that the key was seeing what the mark needed most. She’d seen what that was: someone to talk to and someone to lead.

When the man paused to point out the theater, Rule came walking from the other direction and bumped into the man, brushing against his shoulder.

At the exact moment of contact, Margot slipped her hand into the man’s jacket, pulled out a couple of his coins, and slipped them into her pocket.

Margot endured a few more minutes of the tour and then parted ways with her mark, who thanked her for the pleasant, if one-sided, conversation.

Her heart was racing as she exited the square to meet Rule outside the town’s gate.

“How do you feel?”

“Like I’m going to throw up,” she blurted. A wave of nausea chased the excitement.

“Good, that means you care.”

To be honest, it wasn’t the same as magic. Her heart was racing, but there was no warmth rushing through her. Still, Margot could hold the coins in her hand. She could touch them and they were not going anywhere. They were tangible and they were hers. He had given her that. And there was a part of her that was more grateful than she liked. His words echoed back to her, and so did the words of her mother and the Witch of the Woods: There is no such thing as family. There is no bind that cannot break.

She pushed the words aside and rolled the coins over and over again in her pockets.

“Next time can we pick someone who has more money?” she asked out loud.

“Greedy, greedy, Queenie.”

But it wasn’t what she meant. Margot hadn’t taken every coin in that man’s pocket because she knew that he needed them.

She stopped short. “What did you just call me?”

“Queen Margot,” Rule said without hesitation.

“Why?”

“Because you think you are too good for this. And I don’t see how you are in any position to judge.”

Margot looked hard at him. Rule was right. But he was wrong, too. She knew she wasn’t a witch anymore. But their idea about sacrifice was still a part of her whether she liked it or not. Magic was a gift. Or a product of sacrifice. Witches did not take. They did not steal.

“Maybe we’re both too good for this.”

“There isn’t anything I am too good for,” he countered without a second of hesitation.

“I just mean, what if we went after the purses of the rich instead of the poor?”

“Don’t you think I’ve thought of that, Queenie?”

He glanced back toward the square where a couple of policemen were walking.

“They don’t investigate when poor people are missing something.”

“We’ll be long gone before they notice anything is missing . . .”

Rule laughed.

“You really think you can teach me how to rob better?” he asked, his voice filled with challenge.

“I think magic makes everything better,” Margot countered.
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Margot and Rule went back to the boarding house and counted up their take for the day. He handed her half of it and ordered her to hide it. Even from him.

“Why should I hide it? You know every inch of this place,” Margot pointed out lightly. She was almost amused at how he felt he had to remind her on a daily basis of what a bad guy he was.

When she visited Go that day, Margot was wearing the orange dress. She smoothed it down. She couldn’t wait for him to see it. She didn’t look like a witch. She could pass for a lady.

Go entered. Ingri, the maid who had been bringing him to see her every month for what seemed like forever, trailed behind.

“Leave us,” he ordered Ingri.

Margot remembered seeing him year after year, his small hand in Ingri’s. But today, he dismissed her as if she was nothing to him.

A look of hurt flashed across Ingri’s face before she beat a hasty retreat.

Margot looked sharply at her brother, wanting to admonish him. “Go,” she began, “how can you talk to her that way?”

“She’s the help . . .”

“And you think you aren’t?” she blurted.

Go laughed. “I am not a maid, sister.”

She sighed and looked down at her dress, but she would not let her excitement be dimmed.

“What do you think?” she said, twirling around for him to see the dress.

Go blinked at her innocently. “The dress? The ladies are wearing pink this year,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Well. I am hardly a lady and I like it. I think it suits me.”

“It’s much improved.”

“Would Sir Go actually deign to speak to me if we crossed paths out there?” she asked, taking his arm in hers and trying to push him to take a walk around the room with her.

He resisted. She dropped his arm.

“People call me Goddard now.”

“Well, la-di-da . . . But you will always be Go to me,” Margot countered.

Go did not join her in her smile, and Margot sighed. She was used to this, having to work to get Go back to himself. But every time it seemed to take a little longer and be a little harder. And today she really just wanted him to be her brother again without all the work.

“That’s the thing, sister. You are not that far off. I am closer to being Sir Goddard than I ever thought I could be. Than I ever dared imagine.”

“Go?” she asked.

Go got up suddenly and began to pace back and forth, telling her of his hopes and dreams for his future within the kingdom. She had to stop him in the middle when it just got to be too much.

“Prince Lazar says that it won’t always be like this. When he is King, he will give me a position of great power. He will make me his Hand.”

“And will he give you your freedom before or after he gives you this great gift?”

“Lazar is not like his father. He doesn’t believe that a person can own another. I am free.”

“Perhaps in the eyes of Lazar. But not yet in the eyes of the Kingdom. If you trust Lazar, ask him to let you leave the palace. You can come home with me. You can return to the palace for your lessons and to take your place at his side. If he means what he says.”

“And where would I go, home with you and the witches?”

“I am not with the witches anymore. I am on my own. And I have come into some money. I could set us up nicely.”

“And how did you get that money?” Go asked, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“It doesn’t matter. I have it. We can finally be the family we’re supposed to be.

“I am happy here. I like being here. Where would I go?”

“You are living someone else’s life, not your own,” Margot countered, thinking of him, but also thinking of herself and the witches. “I was given my freedom even before I stepped into the witches’ Hollow. I think I didn’t fight for yours because I didn’t realize it. Because your cage was . . . no, is . . . a castle. I am so sorry. I was wrong; I encouraged you to fit in here. I should have done everything in my power to rescue you.”

“Do I look like I need rescuing?” Go gestured around the room.

“Would they let you walk out that door if you wanted?”

“Of course.”

“So when was the last time that you did?” she pressed.

Her brother thought for a beat and frowned in frustration, apparently unable to come up with an example.

“The Prince never leaves the castle, either.”

“But you could if you wanted to. If you wanted, you could walk right out the door with me right this second and no one would follow us?”

Go didn’t answer at first. “The only reason you are here now is because the witches do not want you. I think you should go—”

“Come home with me, Go.”

“Would you be saying this if you were still with the witches? I have been here for years and this is the very first time you have ever suggested I come home with you.”

Margot could see the old hurt flash in his eyes. Why had she never noticed it until now? All those years. All those visits. And she had never asked until she left the witches.

“You’re right. It took losing them to realize what is important. I see it now.”

“Well, you are too late.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I think it’s best if you don’t come back here,” Go said, looking up at her like she was a stranger. Worse than a stranger. He looked at her like she was something he could not bear to see.

“What about us?” Margot asked.

Her brother said nothing in response.

“Go, remember? How does the story end?” she prompted. When he got like this, intractable bordering on unkind, these words always seemed to being him back to her.

“Happily ever after,” he answered.

She smiled a small smile, feeling relieved as he finished her thought.

But then he added something that wasn’t in their usual script. Something that sank her heart.

“We can have our happily ever afters. But who says we have to be together?” Margot walked back to the boarding house with purpose. A new plan formed in her mind. One that she felt should have been there all along. She would make enough money so that Go would want to come stay with her. She would buy them whatever clothes or manners they needed to make him comfortable. She would make them a home.

She wasn’t exactly sure what Rule would think of this, but she assumed that as long as the end result meant they all would be rich, he wouldn’t care what her reasons were for doing it.
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“What is it?” Rule asked, reading Margot’s face as she walked through the door. She could never be sure if he knew what she was thinking because he was a thief or because he knew her.

She told him everything, more than she had intended to. But the words came out in a flood as she and Rule sat side by side on the bed, an inch apart but somehow closer with every word. And when she was done, Rule pulled her up onto her feet and said, “Where do we start?”

Margot had been right. Rule was more than happy to participate in a bigger mission with an even bigger payoff. They planned and plotted and practiced their Robber skills. It would happen at the opera.

On the night of the mission, Rule surprised her with another dress. Rather, it was a gown. It was red and edged with white lace. It matched Ora’s shawl perfectly.

“You couldn’t very well go to the opera dressed like that,” he said dismissing his gesture.

“Thank you!”

“Don’t thank me; it’s coming out of your cut. And you don’t want to know where I got this one.”

“As an almost witch, I absolutely want to know.”

“The morgue. There’s great shopping at the morgue. Did I shock you, Queenie?”

She laughed. “Well, it isn’t as if the dress’s owner is using it anymore.”

Later, when Margot slipped on the dress, she understood why his clothes and the dresses he brought her smelled of lavender. Lavender was often used to mask the scent of the dead. A tiny shiver went down the center of her. But she shook it off. The dress was hers now. The fact that Rule had braved a morgue to get it for her was almost as flattering as it was creepy. She reminded herself that Rule’s actions were not for her. They were for their mission. But as she modeled it for him, she liked having his attention. And she couldn’t help but notice how long his eyes seemed to linger on her.

Rule cleared his throat but he didn’t offer any compliments. He simply nodded as if to say that she was acceptable.

Margot knew that her looks weren’t her great power, like Ora’s. And she had come to the Hollow with virtually nothing but the clothes on her back. But her time with the witches had changed her. She could fully admit to herself that she liked things. Pretty things. No matter where they came from.

Margot slipped her arm through Rule’s and let him lead her out into the streets. She had never been anywhere as nice as the opera house, other than the palace. But this was different than the palace. This place belonged to the people—rich people. But there was no gate keeping anyone out. If you had enough coins, you were welcome here.

Inside, everyone was looking at one another, trying to see or be seen. Margot felt eyes on her. She was a jumble of excited energy.

It had been her idea to step up their mission. But she knew that Rule would pay the price alongside her if their plan did not work.

Rule wasn’t a perfect Robber, but he did have a perceptiveness that came from studying so many marks. He leaned into Margot and knew exactly what to say to quell her nerves.

“You do not have to be the prettiest girl in the room to be the prettiest girl in the room. Or the richest. Act like you belong here and everyone will believe it. No one will question it, or you,” he advised.

Margot adjusted her posture and exchanged her purposeful step for a more graceful, leisurely one. She relaxed her expression of wonder and replaced it with boredom. The last part was hard, since she was enamored with this place.

“But for the record, you do look ravishing tonight . . .”

She moved to punch his shoulder in protest, but at the last second she looped her arm through his again.

“This way,” he whispered in her ear.

She picked up the scent of lavender and musk as he leaned into her. Margot inhaled deeply, hating how much she liked it but inhaling all the same.

Rule led them to the standing-room section of the theater, which just happened to be behind the most expensive, prized seats. Her eyes lit on the operagoers in all their finery.

The lights dimmed and the music swelled. Margot had never heard music like that, and the story that unfolded before them was one that would have made Ora swoon. The opera was a story about a princess and a commoner and a true love that could not be denied. The music and the story stirred something in Margot. Something she wanted to tamp right back down. The witches spoke of romantic love as a distant shore where they never landed.

Just as they’d planned, Margot waited until the last act to remove the magic vial from her shawl. Rule nodded to her and disappeared in the crowd.

When the lovers on stage finally had their first kiss, Margot set off the vial.

The explosion of light and color was bigger this time and showed up better in the dark theater. People thought, just as she had planned, that the lights were part of the show. As they craned their necks to see, Margot saw their smiling faces bathed in the light of the fireworks and caught a glimpse of Rule making his way through the crowd.

Margot reached for the purse of the woman closest to her. At that exact moment, the woman smiled. Margot froze.

“The King really outdid himself. What a treat,” the woman said.

Margot smiled back and then moved on.

She tried again with another operagoer. Her second mark was a tall man who seemed to be alone. She slipped one of her hands into his pocket and took all his coins.

The money felt heavy in her hands and she was relieved when she released them into the pockets of her dress.

The next lift was easier. And the next. She moved from person to person, filling her pockets as her magical light show continued above.

By the time the fireworks stopped, she and Rule were on the other side of the city walls heading back to the boarding house.
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They poured the contents of their haul from the opera house on the bed. Rule whistled low and long at their prizes.

She expected him to be proud of her and for him to be excited about the other jobs they could do. But as they sat in the room cross-legged and counting their spoils, Margot could feel Rule’s eyes on her. Sizing her up, assessing her. She wasn’t sure if using her magic had changed them. Or if he was jealous of the magic she knew how to use and he didn’t.

In that moment, Margot realized that despite Rule’s skills as a thief, sleight of hand didn’t compare to magic. Perhaps it was all the years of watching the witches do the impossible, but there was something about stealing that wasn’t quite as satisfying as the moment of creation, the moment of power.

“Can you teach me?” Rule asked after the longest of pauses. He touched her arm, tracing the length of it to hold her hand.

His eyes touched somewhere inside her that she did not know existed, and his touch set off an electricity that shot through Margot. She felt like she was finally seeing behind the curtain of charm. For the first time, she wasn’t seeing exactly what he wanted her to see. There was longing in the look, not the same kind of want she’d seen when he held coins in his hands, but something more soulful. Maybe he was asking for more than magic. Or maybe he was asking for a different kind.

“Of course,” she said finally. But she was unsure if she would be able to uphold her promise. She wasn’t a witch, and the magic she possessed was limited to and contained in the potion vials hidden in her shawl. And the only way to make more required blood and sacrifice.

Margot remembered all the times that she had cut herself. And the chanting. And the small magic she had accomplished. And the Witch of the Woods’s warnings. But she remembered, too, that not every girl at the Hollow could do what she could do. What little magic that she had—the kind that was manufactured from potions—came from her pain. She didn’t know Rule’s past. She didn’t know if he was capable of dropping the mask he hid behind to find it. And now she had so much more pain herself. When she made the first cut, she wondered if there would be more or less magic in her blood, in her sacrifice, since she had lost the witches.

Rule smiled at her and squeezed her hand. Some of her trepidation slipped away. But some remained. What little knowledge of magic she had, she would share with Rule. He had done the same for her.

Margot didn’t know how she could or would teach Rule magic. Only that she would try.

They sat opposite one another on the floor the room. Margot had lit candles they had taken from all over the boarding house, and there was an unlit candle between them.

“Now tell me something you haven’t told anyone. The saddest thing you can think of,” she demanded.

“I thought this was a magic lesson, not confession.”

“Magic requires sacrifice. And honesty. If you cannot tell the magic who you are, it will not work for you.”

He looked at her, unsure. The boy who had no problem breaking into a morgue blinked at telling the truth.

“I’ll go first.”

She took a deep breath and cut her hand. The cut wasn’t deep, and it was welcome. The simplicity of this pain felt good compared to the complexity of the other hurt she’d experienced.

She whispered into the blood: “My mother sold us. The witches sent me away.”

She held her hand over the candle and a flame lit when the blood dropped onto the wick.

“Pain is the match?” he asked.

She nodded. “Your turn . . .”

She blew out the candle and handed him the knife.

He took a deep breath and took it.

He cut his hand and began.

“Once there was a boy. Or at least he looked like a boy. He was raised by the birds. They found him and taught him how to take. And take he did. And when he was old enough, they left him, because if they didn’t they knew he would take from them. Or he would catch them and bake them in a pie.”

Margot recognized the story. It was an old tale, meant to tell children something about gratitude to their parents or about eating their dinner. Margot couldn’t remember which, since there was never enough dinner and never any reason to be grateful to her own mother.

He held his hand over the wick. His blood dropped onto it.

Nothing happened. The wick remained unlit.

Rule looked up at her, his face filled with disappointment.

“The magic needs more than a child’s tale. You have to tell it the truth.”

“I did,” he said, his face going red with frustration.

She looked at him hard. Had Rule been lying so long that he did not know what the truth was anymore?

“Who are your parents? How did you become who you are? Who has hurt you?”

“Who says anyone has?” he deflected. But she knew better. She could see it behind his eyes.

“You are more than a thief. The magic needs to know who you are.”

He paused and opened his mouth as if he were ready to tell her his story. And she was ready to hear it. All these weeks of being close but never really knowing each other. She had told him bit by bit about Go and about her mother and about the witches, and he had given her nothing in return. She needed to know just as much as the magic did.

“You know who I am . . . ,” he said finally, leaning into her. He was going to kiss her.

She was surprised and she wasn’t. But she didn’t want him to kiss her to avoid telling the truth. If his lips ever met hers, she did not want it to be another con, another trick.

“Magic doesn’t thrive on distraction,” she said firmly.

His face fell, but only for an instant. He smiled again, quickly and easily, as if nothing had happened.

“Rule . . . ,” she said gently.

“You’re right. Magic doesn’t thrive on distraction. And neither does robbing. We should stick to what we do best.”

He got up. And busied himself with blowing out the candles.

“We can try again tomorrow,” she said.

“I think I’ll leave the magic to you.”

Before she could protest again, Rule rushed out into the night to take a walk. Margot relit the candle with her blood. He’d given her a little more pain to work with.
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Margot spent most of the night waiting for Rule to return and wondering if he would. She finally drifted off. She awoke to sunlight blaring through their window and the smell of coffee. Rule was back.

He handed her the coffee and she opened her mouth to smooth over the events of last night. But Rule smiled at her, letting her know that her protests were unnecessary.

“If you ever want to try again . . . ,” she began.

“I’ll let you know,” he assured her.

She took a deep sip of her coffee. It tasted bitter and sweet at once. The coffee was his apology. His way of putting things back in place between them. She took another sip and smiled at him to let him know she accepted it.

They shared another long, charged look. And the need to explain why she pushed him away bubbled up in her.

“Shouldn’t you be on your way?” he asked suddenly.

“Are you trying to get rid of me?” she asked, alarmed.

“Never. But aren’t you late, Queenie?”

She remembered her brother. It was visitation day. She pushed down all her thoughts and feelings about Rule and rushed off to the palace.

When she got there, Margot’s pockets were filled with coins and she had more hidden back in her room at the boarding house. She wanted—needed—to say something important to Go. The words mattered like a spell. She had to get it just right for the result she wanted. She was going to tell Go that she had money now. How they could start anew. How they could be together. Go could be a gentleman with the money she stole. And she could be a lady, or whatever he wanted, just as long as she could be his sister again.

“I am sorry, miss,” the palace guard said. “But your brother does not want to see you.”

Margot took her usual seat in the anteroom and was only half listening to the guard.

“Tell him that I will wait here until he is ready.”

Margot sat in the anteroom until the sun went down and the North Lights came up. But her brother never came.

“Tell him that I will be back tomorrow,” she said to the smirking guard.

Margot would come back. Every day, no matter what it took. Witches, Robbers, money . . . She had lost sight of what was important for a minute. But never again.
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Margot returned to the boarding house, feeling lower than ever. Rule was pacing around.

“I thought maybe you weren’t coming back,” he said, relief washing over him.

She dropped her shawl in her chair, and Rule crossed the room and threw his arms around her. Again, that same rush of electric energy from his touch shot through Margot. And again the look of longing that was for more than magic danced in his eyes. This time, she was almost sure that the look was just for her.

“You’re in a funny mood. How was Sir Go—”

Margot put a finger to his lips.

“Remember when you . . .” She paused, trying to find the right way of bringing up the time she rejected him. “What you said about me distracting you?” she asked, removing her finger from his lips.

“I apologized for that. I thought we agreed to forget it ever happened.” His cheeks reddened as he remembered.

“What if I don’t want to forget?”

A look of confusion crossed Rule’s face before what she was saying set in.

“Distract me,” Margot ordered.

He bent down and kissed her. It wasn’t a gentle kiss of love. It was the fireworks of magic.

That night, they did not talk and they did not sleep. And in the morning she woke and he was gone.

Margot did not wait for him and his cups of coffee. She did not check for his clothes in the closet or the shoes under the bed. She was as sure he was coming back to her as she was of the North Lights in the sky. They had more robbing to do together.

She got up and put on her orange dress and went to try again to see her brother.
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“I’m here for Go, I mean, Goddard,” Margot said impatiently when she arrived at the palace the next day. She wanted to tell Go all about their latest heist, or rather, the spoils from the heist. She was sure she had enough to buy a house.

The guard frowned.

“Dangerous work, being a friend of the Prince. I am so sorry,” the guard said almost gently.

Margot felt the world tilt.

“There was an accident. None of the Prince’s companions made it. I am so very sorry.”

Margot walked away from the palace doors not believing it. She would feel it if her brother was gone. She would know. Wouldn’t she?

Margot heard a rush of steps after her.

She turned around and saw that it was the maid from the visiting room. She had brought Go to her month after month, year after year. Some bit of her rose in futile hope that there had been a mistake and that Go would be a second behind her.

“Ingri?”

But Ingri shut her eyes hard as if blinking back tears. And Margot felt her hope crashing as quickly as it had risen.

“It wasn’t an accident, exactly. It was magic. It was the Prince. He froze the lot of them,” Ingri said in a rough whisper. “I had to tell you. I wouldn’t want to go through life wondering what happened. I would want to know . . . Goddard . . . Master Goddard . . . He was a good boy . . . It’s easy to get caught up in all this . . . but he never deserved this. No one does.”

Margot’s insides were still protesting against the maid’s words. It couldn’t be true.

“What do you mean froze?” Margot demanded.

“I can’t say any more. I am so sorry for your loss.” The maid turned and made quick tracks back toward the palace.

But as her footsteps retreated against the palace gravel, Ingri added, “The Prince did care for him. He gave him a gentleman’s burial among the court. He’s never done that for anyone.”

Margot didn’t care what the Prince thought of Go. If her brother had never known the Prince, he would still be alive. Margot tried to imagine what it must have felt like—what Go’s last moments were like. Did he see it coming? How did he feel? Did he suffer?

Go was dead. They would not have their happily ever after. Together or apart.

Margot wandered through the village and that was where she spotted him. She could just see the back of him. A boy whose size and shape matched Go’s when he was four and she was seven and they parted ways at the palace. She believed in magic. Not ghosts. But her feet didn’t care. They propelled her forward toward the boy, through the crowd. When she finally reached him, her hand made contact with his very real, very solid shoulder. The boy turned. It was not Go. It was the little beggar boy she’d seen the first day she got to the city.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered.

Go was gone.

The boy looked at her with his silvery, sorrowful eyes and said, “Mother.”

Margot fished in her pockets for coins and found one. The rest she’d left in the room. She handed it to him and ran back to the boarding house, the tears finally coming. At the boarding house, she opened the door without bothering to wipe her eyes. Rule was hunched over something on the bed.

“Rule?” she said. He turned around and stood in front of the bed blocking her view from something. His smile was wrong. It wasn’t the one that belonged to her. It was the one she’d seen out in the street and in the opera house. The smile he gave while his hand was in someone’s purse.

“Rule?” She said again.

He stepped aside. On the bed was her stash and her vials of magic.

“What are you doing? Where are you going with that?”

His smile dropped. He looked at her with a mix of confusion, surprised that she was surprised. “I told you exactly what I was. A Robber,” Rule said.

It was as if he believed that this moment was inevitable, that there was no outcome other than him betraying her.

She calculated the scene. If he had only taken the coins, she would have been able to let him leave. But he was holding her vials, too. She even spotted the handle of her dagger in his back pocket. Rule was trying to take her magic from her.

He smiled a small smile. “Last night was great, but I thought about it and I realized that you were right before. I shouldn’t get distracted. We shouldn’t—”

Margot felt the anger that was already there begin to boil. “You’re doing this because I didn’t return your feelings at first. Because I hurt your ego.”

“I’d say you more than made it up to my ego last night.”

“Poor little Robber boy. Hurt before you get hurt . . . is that it? So now you steal from me?”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I have been planning to leave from the start. But then you took your treasure chest with you.”

He nodded at the shawl which she’d left behind this morning. He had been waiting for his moment to take it from her from the moment he’d seen it.

Margot felt her stomach turn. She had not had an ounce of regret when she woke that morning. But now . . . she was flooded with it.

Rule was going to leave in the night and take everything with him. The money almost didn’t matter now. But the vials of magic and her dagger? She couldn’t let him have them.

She stood in front of him. “I don’t want to hurt you. But I will,” she said defensively.

She considered letting Rule go, but she couldn’t give up magic. Those vials brought her power. Somewhere to belong. Even if it was with the witches.

Margot grabbed the vials and they began to struggle. When she realized he had no intention of letting go, she tried to scream. Rule cupped a hand over her mouth and she felt her panic rise. She bit down on his hand. When he released her, she reached for one of the vials and threw the contents in his direction. Without thinking, she murmured the words and the fireworks began. But the explosion did not go off into the air. It did not scare him like she’d intended. This time it went right through him.

Margot pushed Rule away and he landed with a thud beside her. He was still—too still. She had wanted to stop him, not to kill him.

His eyes had glassed over and were cold. She scrambled through her vials futilely looking for something to save him. But nothing could fill the gaping hole in his chest. There was nothing to still the blood that seeped out onto the floor and all around him. Margot got to her feet. She whispered something between an apology and a prayer over his body before slipping out of the room.
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She walked through the night and though the woods to the Hollow. She knelt beside the River and rinsed her bloody hands until they were clean before she entered.

Ora came upstairs, rubbing her eyes from sleep. She stopped cold when she saw Margot standing in the center of the hearth room.

“Margot? What are you doing here?”

Margot didn’t answer. She just let Ora wrap her arms around her.

Then, Margot spilled out the entire story, from losing her brother to defending herself against Rule.

“What must you think of me?” Margot said, trying to stop the tears that she could not seem to halt.

Ora started to cry, too. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for me.”

“What are you talking about?” Margot asked.

“Maybe everything would have been different if I hadn’t done what I did. You would have left us sooner. You would never have even met that thief boy.”

“Ora, what do you mean?”

“I made the spark that first time in your palm. Not you. When the witches were testing you, I did it.”

“I don’t understand,” Margot said quietly. “I did it once. You saw. You all saw. I have the gift. I felt it. I know I did.”

“The spark went through you. But it was mine.”

“I felt it.”

“I gave you just enough. That’s why you felt it.”

“Why would you do that? I don’t understand.”

“I wanted you to stay. I wanted a friend . . . I was sure that your magic would come eventually.”

“You lied to me.”

Ora’s full pout turned into a resolute line. “I did. But I did it for you. For us.”

“I spent all those years believing . . .”

“I know . . . I thought you just needed time. I am sorry.”

This is who they were now. Liar and victim. Witch and thief.

“And now you have blood on your hands. Because of me,” Ora said, her voice full of what sounded like regret.

“I didn’t mean to do it. I had to do it. I want to come home. Please, let me come home.”

“This is my fault. But this isn’t your home anymore. It never was,” the Witch of the Woods said, appearing suddenly. “Margot . . .”

Margot hugged her and ran out of the Hollow.


21

Margot walked through town toward the boarding house. Outside, there were some of the King’s soldiers. She remembered that she had left Rule there; she could not go back. She wasn’t sure where to go. She was all alone again. But it was better being alone around people, somehow.

As night fell and the North Lights rose in the sky, she saw the little beggar boy on the side of the road again. The one who had called her “Mother.” She stopped.

“There is no such thing as family,” her mother had said when she sold her to the witch.

“There is no bind that cannot break,” the Witch of the Woods had said.

Ora’s words chased all of the others. “If you don’t have magic, make your own.”

“What’s your name?” she asked the boy.

“Jagger.”

The little boy raised his hand to her like he had before. The word “mother” was half on his lips again.

“Not Mother. I’m . . . Queen Margot. If you want, you can come home with me.”

Margot did not have a home yet. But the boy didn’t know that. The magic, the home, the everything was to come.


EPILOGUE

Margot and the boy made a home in the middle of the woods where the trees were lavender and the weather was mild. She started collecting things: little bits of things that belonged to others. They brought her comfort. She believed they made her whole and gave her purpose.

She took because she needed, she told herself. She took what they needed. And they were happy for a time.

But one day she learned of a girl named Snow who could change everything and a mirror that was rumored to hold new power—more power. Power that could be all her own. And Margot decided she had to have it.


THE PROPHECY

When the Lights go out at century’s turn,

The progeny of the King will rise to power.

She will either claim the throne herself . . .

or she will give the King more power than he has ever known.

Only she can choose the path for Algid.

But not every path is clear, and there are those who have the power to change the course of fate:

the prince,

the thief,

the thinker,

the secret.

If they are destroyed, the King will surely fall. And should the sacrifice come exactly when the Lights are extinguished, whoever wears the crown will rule Algid forever.
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Read on for an excerpt from Before the Snow, Danielle Paige’s first prequel novella to Stealing Snow!

The King’s royal palace was made of stark white stones that spiraled up toward the North Lights. The sparkly glow danced above all of Algid. It looked like there was magic in the sky every night.

When Nepenthe and the River Witch entered the Throne Room, Nepenthe took in the ice sculptures. There were six of them posed in midaction—but their poses made no sense. The one closest to her looked like a soldier cast in ice midrun. His face was etched in horror. She had heard that the King had eccentric tastes, but this did not look like art to her.

She reached out to touch the ice sculpture . . .

“No, Nepenthe . . . ,” her mother stopped her. She put her arm around Nepenthe and squeezed her close, apologetic.

Nepenthe could feel the cold emanating off the statue. And then realized that these weren’t statues at all. They were people who had been frozen to death.

“I am sorry. There is nothing I can do to bring them back to life. I can’t help you,” the River Witch said as the King entered, soldiers at his side.

“This was not my doing. It was my son’s,” the King corrected.

It was only then that Nepenthe noticed the boy. He was about her age and hiding behind the throne. She knew from the way he was dressed that he was the Prince. And she knew from the expression on his face that he had done this to these people.

“He has the power of Snow,” his father whispered, confirming.
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Read on for an excerpt from Danielle Paige’s Stealing Snow!

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Who you are is what matters, Princess.”

I had been called a lot of names at Whittaker. “Princess” was never one of them.

He saw that he had my full attention. A smile spread across his face. He was pleased. Then he bent down, closer. “You need to leave this place, Princess. It’s breaking your spirit. The gate on the north corner will open for you. Head north until you see the Tree.”

“The Tree?” I asked. I thought of the tree from my dreams.

This had to be another dream. It was too coincidental.

“You’ll know it when you see it. I promise. When you get to the other side of the Tree, I’ll be waiting. And they will kneel for you.”
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