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			Praise for The Unsleeping Witch

			“An enticing fable that celebrates unlikely friendships, unconventional families, and an uncommon hero trying to prove she’s made of more than she appears. The Gingerbread Witch is a magical tale, brimming with heart.”

			—Anne Ursu, National Book Award–long-listed author of The Troubled Girls of Dragomir Academy

			“A modern reimagining that reads like a well-told fairy-tale classic.” 

			—Kirkus Reviews
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			PARTICULARLY STUBBORN GINGERBREAD

			
			The gingerbread wasn’t listening to Maud today. Every piece she rolled out wasn’t quite right—too crumbly, a little too sticky, uneven, or scented too strongly with dragon fire spice. It didn’t help that Nuss sat on her shoulder, flicking her hazelnut mousse tail, and commentating on Maud’s baking like a beetle race.

			“And will this next one work?” the squirrel rattled off. “Last time she fell at the final hurdle, but now the young witch is trying to pull up from behind with some quick dough movements. An unusual tactic, some might say, but—”

			The gingerbread dough slipped through Maud’s fingers. She let out an irritated sigh.

			“Sighing at the gingerbread, also a strange choice—”

			Maud pushed Nuss off her shoulder. The squirrel landed on the table in an indignant huff of flour.

			“You’re worse than Florian, you know,” Maud told her.

			Nuss gasped, little paws over her mouth, as if there were no greater insult than being compared to a know-it-all buttercream vulture.

			Maud relented. “All right, no one is worse than him. But you’re getting closer.”

			“Don’t let Florian hear you say that. He’ll think he’s losing his touch.”

			But luckily, Mother Agatha’s vulture familiar was sitting outside, keeping an eye on the bunny hutch that Maud was supposed to be repairing. One of the barriers had come loose in a storm a few weeks ago, and then, this morning, they’d woken up to find the rabbits running all over the garden. Large orange honey bunnies nibbling on the meringue flowers, the grumpy little black-and-white peppermint rabbits arguing over the sugared violets, and the fluffy white cloud bunnies with their strawberry-red eyes beginning to float away on the breeze.

			Definitely not the ideal situation to wake up to.

			It had taken the better part of the morning to round them all up. Maud had ended up drenched in sweat despite the cold—all while Florian ordered her around from his perch. Apparently, vultures were better at directing others than catching bunnies themselves, even if he was the only one who could actually fly.

			So now the next task had fallen to Maud: fixing the hutch.

			However, it wasn’t something she could fix with a few wooden planks and some nails. It was never that simple when it came to magic. Because it wasn’t just a barrier, of course. The hutch was enchanted to fit the bunnies’ needs, making sure they were warm enough in the winter, ensuring they couldn’t burrow out and eat the poison berries. Just another part of the magic that kept the cottage running smoothly.

			The magic that had decidedly not been running smoothly ever since Mother Agatha had lost her powers.

			The dough landed on the chocolate countertop with a splat.

			Mother Agatha came bustling in just in time to witness it. She offered a sympathetic but firm smile as she came over to examine the mess.

			“Now, now,” she said, the words still strange in her new gingerbread body. “Concentrate on the spell and ignore any distractions.”

			Concentrate was becoming harder and harder with each failed attempt.

			Maud was meant to be learning a new spell for this—after weeks of Agatha insisting they continue to go over the basics before she could move on to anything interesting. And now even the basics had decided to go wrong.

			Agatha patted Maud’s hand. “Why don’t we try this tomorrow and you and Grim go foraging? We could do with some more springcaps.”

			Grim perked up from his spot by the fire—so close he was in danger of his lilac fur getting singed. Unlike Nuss or the bunnies, the rescued wolf pup wasn’t one of Agatha’s creations, so it would be much harder to fix if he set himself on fire. Maud clicked her tongue and he came hopping over on his three legs.

			He clearly expected a treat, so she slipped him a little bit of dough when Agatha wasn’t looking.

			But tempting as the idea of foraging and forgetting about this was, Maud couldn’t give up so easily. “No. I’m going to do this.”

			She knew Mother Agatha was being kind, but somehow it felt worse to get offered an out. As if even Agatha didn’t think Maud could do this.

			In the nearly four moons since Maud’s expedition to the Shadelands, since Agatha’s old friend-turned-enemy Vira had tried to steal the First Witch’s spellbook and destroy Agatha in the process, Maud had learned a lot about magic. The firestarter spell she’d so dramatically—and goopily—messed up in her first attempt at a spell was second nature to her now.

			But as the only resident witch since Agatha’s emergency remaking from gingerbread, Maud couldn’t help but feel she wasn’t doing enough. Before, Agatha’s magic kept the cottage trotting along at a tight pace, ensured all the different creatures were fed, kept the water flowing and magic cakes baking to trade with other witches for supplies.

			Maud could barely manage one of those things at a time, and the cottage was suffering for it. Slight cracks had appeared in the gingerbread foundations, and twice a sugared panel had fallen off the roof and nearly crushed the gingerbread pigs grazing beneath. All the creatures had to pitch in to help, making shelters and passing food down to the smallest sugar mice.

			And it was all Maud’s fault.

			If not for her attempted spell, for her argument and storming off, Vira never would have found them. Maud had managed to fix it—mostly. But that didn’t take away the pang of guilt.

			Agatha, as always, seemed to read all of that on Maud’s face. “All right, sweetest,” she said softly. “Let’s try again. Clear your mind, like sweeping flour from the counter.”

			Maud closed her eyes. She imagined blowing air on the tangled cobwebs of her mind, clearing them all away.

			“Now, try again.”

			Maud opened her eyes, her witchmark tingling on her wrist. She could do this; she could make it right.

			She raised her hands and ingredients began to float toward her, not nearly as gracefully as when Mother Agatha used to do this, but not quite as lopsided as Maud’s earlier attempts. Flour, griffin eggs, cinnamon, ginger root, dragon fire spice...they all came together in a whirling sphere in front of her.

			Tongue between her teeth, she forced all other thoughts out of her mind. She pressed her hands together. The swirl of ingredients obeyed, merging into a ball of dough in front of her. It dropped to the table with a thump.

			Agatha, Maud, and Nuss all leaned forward to inspect it. No cracks, no crumbling, no sticky honey texture.

			“I did it!” Maud yelled.

			“Very good.”

			Florian fluttered in through the window, always ready to give his opinion. “It’s still not finished though, is it?”

			Maud rolled her eyes. No pleasing Florian. “Aren’t you meant to be watching the bunnies?”

			He made a huffing noise, as if to say babysitting was beneath him, but at Agatha’s raised eyebrows he flapped back to watch over the hutch.

			Maud grabbed the rolling pin from its stand and began preparing the final steps, smoothing the dough out flat and shaping it to perfectly cover the crack. She popped it in the huge stone oven for only a few minutes. It was so small it didn’t need much more than that.

			Once that was done—complete with the intricate design Agatha had taught her to carve into the dough—she and Nuss carefully carried the gingerbread slab out into the garden. (Though, Maud really did more of the carrying, since the height difference meant Nuss could only hold on with the very tips of her claws.)

			Making sure all the bunnies were safely inside their enclosure, Maud positioned the new gingerbread slab across the break.

			She looked back to Agatha, who was holding their newly made spellbook. Her last spellbook, the one with all her carefully written incantations and potions, all those years of work, had gotten lost in the Shadelands. The new one wasn’t complete yet, but Maud was glad to see it in Agatha’s hands.

			“What’s the incantation?” Maud asked.

			Agatha handed her the spellbook with a thin smile. Once, Agatha would have been able to speak the words to Maud, slick as water in the air. But now, with no magic in her veins, Mother Agatha couldn’t even read the language of magic anymore.

			“Are you sure everything is ready and—” Florian started to ask.

			“Yes,” Maud said quickly. “I can do it.”

			She looked at the page, the words ordering themselves neatly in her mind, as if she’d always been able to read it. No longer backward tasting or upside-down feeling, they coalesced in her mind, smooth as honey on her tongue. “Klaw htiw em.”

			The now familiar buzz of magic, like bees in their hive, flowed through her fingertips. She felt it slip free and twine around the gingerbread in front of her, give shape to the magic she had spoken.

			It sank eagerly into the dough, solidifying it into something far stronger. She sat back on her heels with a satisfied smile, watching the hutch knit itself back together.

			But her smile faltered as the magic suddenly pushed back. Instead of being contained by the edges of the gingerbread slab, it was trying to spark free. She tuned in her focus again, tried to hem it back in where it belonged, but the magic wouldn’t listen to her.

			“Get back!” she started to say, cut off by a bright shower of sparks and a low boom that knocked her off her feet.
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			THE POINT OF MAGIC

			
			Maud sat up slowly, rubbing her head where it had luckily been cushioned by a marshmallow flowerpot (less lucky for Maud’s hair, as marshmallow took forever to get out). “What happened?” she mumbled.

			Behind her, Agatha had managed to keep her feet, balancing herself against the edge of the cottage. “A little too much cinnamon, I think. Or perhaps not enough flour. Makes the magic harder to contain.”

			Florian landed next to Maud, ruffling his wings to demonstrate his annoyance. “Too much haste, as always. Running right ahead without checking your work first.” He drew himself up to his full vulture height, gearing up for what looked to be one of his best lectures. “Reckless, irresponsible, not to mention—”

			“Florian,” Agatha said, “this is a mistake that could happen to anyone.”

			Maud groaned. She must’ve really messed up if Agatha was feeling sorry for her instead of telling her off. And maybe Agatha was right—but the mistake hadn’t happened to anyone, it’d happened to Maud.

			She pulled herself to her feet to inspect the damage. It wasn’t too bad, considering. With the excess magic gone, the gingerbread slab was nicely in place and the magical barrier seemed to be working again.

			She clambered inside to check on the bunnies. It looked like the magical blast hadn’t reached them, all curled up in a fluffy, sugary pile in one corner. All except—

			Maud’s heart dropped. One of the peppermint rabbits, with floppy ears and a perfect black patch over one eye, lay on his side. She snatched him up at once and he made an angry snuffling noise, which eased some of Maud’s fears. He couldn’t be too hurt if he could still be annoyed.

			A quick inspection showed a chip on his black-and-white pepperminty nose. He must’ve gotten caught in the blast after all.

			It was nothing too serious, but it would need healing to make sure it didn’t get any worse. Mother Agatha could have fixed that with a snap of her fingers, before. Before, before, before. Back when things were easier and Maud didn’t make messes of everything she touched.

			“Come,” Mother Agatha said, reading the look on Maud’s face. “Let’s have some tea.”

			

			Frog scale tea was Mother Agatha’s answer to most problems, and Maud had to admit it did help. It also sufficiently distracted Florian from attempting another lecture, which was always a bonus.

			They quickly identified the injured bunny as Minty (Nuss pointed out again that she thought it was a deeply unoriginal name but, given Nuss’s name literally meant nut, Maud didn’t think the squirrel really had a paw to stand on). Minty was one of the grumpier bunnies, though he seemed quite content now, sitting by the hearth and chewing a hole in Maud’s shoe.

			Mother Agatha was poring over a blank page in the spellbook, trying to re-create one of her old spells that healed any of her creatures in an instant. All Agatha’s gingerbread creations—from the tiny sugar mice scurrying around the floor to Florian perched on a ledge—had come from her magic. A little gingerbread, some icing, a dash of magic and she made all these beautiful things, giving them some semblance of life.

			It meant they were all connected to her—well, they had been. Now they were connected to Maud.

			From a single glance at the healing spell, it already looked quite complicated.

			As always, Mother Agatha caught the train of Maud’s thoughts. She looked up from the book, eyes sparkling. “No need to sit and mope,” she said. “Brew up some rhubarb oil in the meantime.”

			Maud sighed. She knew a distraction when she saw one. And even if she did need one, that didn’t mean she had to like it. “Don’t know what the point of doing something so small is,” she grumbled as she got the cauldron out.

			“Just because something seems small, doesn’t mean it’s unimportant.”

			Maud leaned on the counter. “I just thought I’d be doing...more by now.”

			“More what?” Florian asked.

			“Like other witches learn in the Witching Guild.” Maud waved a hand in the air, not quite sure what she wanted to say. “More magic, bigger magic.” She remembered Vira in the Abandoned Forest, how she’d commanded her magic with such ease, how the very trees had bent to her will. Maud had been so powerless in the face of it then. “The kind of magic that fixes problems in a blink,” she finished.

			“Just because it’s how the Witching Guild does it, doesn’t make it the best way to learn,” said Agatha.

			Florian huffed—his indignance always worse when someone mentioned the Guild. “If we listened to them, then you wouldn’t even exist.”

			Maud couldn’t argue with that. The Witching Guild deemed that using another person to create life—the very magic that had made Maud—was forbidden. And from Vira’s reaction, Maud didn’t imagine they’d change their minds just because of the circumstances.

			She sighed and began to add ingredients to the cauldron. “I just wish things could be easier. That I could keep the cottage running properly, like you did. What good am I if I can’t do all of that?”

			The thought echoed in Maud’s chest, a little painful. She didn’t have other talents, not like Ludo and his science knowledge or Gretel and her amazing sword skills. Maud just had her magic, and she wasn’t even very good at that.

			“You don’t need to put that kind of pressure on yourself, sweetest.”

			Given what was happening with the bunny hutch and the cottage right now, Maud was inclined to disagree.

			Agatha fixed her with a shrewd look. “Why do you want to do magic?”

			Maud cocked her head, confused by the question. “Because I’m a witch. Magic is what we do.”

			“No, that’s why you can do magic,” Agatha said. “Why do you want to do magic?”

			“I...” Maud trailed off. She’d never really considered the question before. Something told her that “because it’s magic, of course,” wasn’t the answer Agatha was looking for.

			She bit her lip. “Because it’s what I’ve always wanted?”

			“That’s still not a why.”

			Maud glanced at Nuss, hoping the squirrel might have some answer, but she looked just as confused as Maud felt. She tried to dig a little deeper. “Because powerful magic—proper, big magic—can fix things. It can make all these hard things go away.”

			From Agatha’s slight frown, that wasn’t the right answer either. “Magic makes as many problems as it solves.”

			But it still solved them, which seemed the most important part to Maud.

			“Have a think on it.” Agatha patted her cheek. “I suspect the answer will make all the difference.”

			“But what if I want the answer now?”

			Agatha smiled, a far-off look in her eye. “You do remind me of Rosenne sometimes.”

			Maud looked down at her fingers, caught between a smile and a frown. She still wasn’t quite sure how she felt when Agatha talked about Rosenne. For so long, Maud hadn’t known where she came from, but since the events of a few months ago, Mother Agatha talked about it openly now.

			But Maud wasn’t used to it yet. A mother she didn’t know and couldn’t know. Like an old sweater that didn’t quite fit anymore, but she still missed wearing.

			“She always wanted to leap headfirst into things,” Agatha went on. “Just like you. I remember when we first met. We were supposed to be finding unflies in the Diggering Swamp, but we got distracted talking and wandered too far. We came right up against a kingfrog. Instead of calling for help, or running away—or even doing magic, like a sensible young witchling—Rosenne threw her foraging jar right at its head.”

			“Did it work?” Maud asked. She’d seen drawings of kingfrogs before, and for all the terrifying things she’d faced in the Shadelands, she definitely wouldn’t love coming up against one of those huge, fanged, poisonous toads.

			“It certainly confused the creature long enough for us to get away. Though Rosenne insisted on going back for her jar.” Agatha smiled a little at the memory. “She didn’t want to leave behind anything not native to the swamp, in case it damaged any of the wildlife.” Her eyes snapped back to the present. “Also very like you.”

			Maud grinned. She couldn’t imagine a young Agatha striding through the Diggering Swamp, covered in muck, this unknown person at her side. A woman who would throw a foraging jar at a monster then run back to collect it.

			“I might still have it somewhere... I’d forgotten.”

			Maud sat up straight. The idea of having something that had belonged to Rosenne was like finding an unexpected treasure.

			Agatha bustled over to the lopsided chest of drawers—one of the few items in the whole cottage that wasn’t made from some kind of sweet.

			“Here we are,” she said and held up a gleaming foraging jar.

			It didn’t look very different to the ones Mother Agatha used to preserve samples. Clear glass—probably threaded with unicorn horn for extra strength—and a small cork stopper. Maud took it, rolling it between her fingers. It didn’t feel much different either.

			A small curl of disappointment twisted in her stomach. She’d hoped she might feel something, some connection to the person she didn’t know.

			But as she turned it over, she noticed it wasn’t quite the same as the ones Agatha usually had. A small design was painted on the top of the stopper. Maud held it up to the light. It was faded from the years in Agatha’s drawer, but Maud could just make out a spiderweb with a tiny flower in the middle.

			“What’s that?” she asked.

			Agatha picked up her sugar-glass spectacles and examined it. “I think it was the symbol of her family’s coven. She told me the name once, but I can’t quite remember...spider flowers maybe?”

			Maud was about to ask more—what kind of family did Rosenne have? Where did they live? Where are they now?—when she was interrupted by a bright burst of purple flame near the front door that meant only one thing: fire post.
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			TRIAL BY FIRE POST

			
			Maud leaped to her feet to grab the letter, but was just beaten to it by Florian. He moved surprisingly fast when he wanted.

			Maud held out a hand. “You know that’s for me.”

			Florian landed on his highest cinnamon twist perch. “I am the one who gets the post, so I’ll check it first.”

			Maud wasn’t sure why he bothered. Their only correspondents were Maud’s newfound friends—and she hadn’t heard from them in weeks. It was a complication that came with the fact that their friendship had to be kept secret. Hansel, Gretel, and Ludo were technically still Wolves: witch hunters whose job it was to get rid of witches like Maud. Even if Hansel was also a witch and Ludo was more interested in studying moss than hunting anything.

			And Gretel had changed her mind about all witches being evil.

			But a small worm of doubt wriggled through Maud. Had Gretel changed her mind? What if going back to her parents, to the Grand Wolves themselves, had reminded her of her old beliefs? Maybe that was the real reason none of them had replied to Maud’s last fire post asking them to come visit again.

			She was shaken out of her fears by Florian’s croaking voice. “We have one letter today,” he said, like a squire announcing important news. “It is for Maud as sent by young Gretel—”

			Maud snatched the letter from him—ignoring his grumbled, “A little thanks would be nice, for once”—and tore it open.

			The letter crumbled into ash, the smoking residue trailing through the air to relay the message.

			Usually, fire post was as easy to read as any letter, the words crisp and clear in the air. But this one came out all wobbly. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected after all these weeks of silence, but it wasn’t just one word, scrawled in Gretel’s messy hand and re-created by flames: Thornwood.

			Maud looked up at Agatha, watching expectantly over her tea. “Thornwood,” Maud said. “What does that mean?”

			Mother Agatha’s brows furrowed. “Did you give Gretel enough of the fire post charms? Perhaps they were running out of magic.”

			“Yes,” Maud replied. The glowing word was fading already. She wanted to somehow snatch it back, as if she could check for more. “I gave her ten of the gingerbread hearts enchanted for fire post.”

			Each of those should be able to hold a whole letter, but perhaps the enchantment wasn’t as good as Maud had thought.

			“It could be an accident,” Florian suggested. “Gretel is not used to magic and might have sent it without meaning to.”

			Maud nodded, trying to breathe normally. That was definitely possible.

			“Maybe it’s a trap,” Nuss said, pessimistic as always when it came to the Wolves. “Maybe one of the Grand Wolves found the charm and knows she’s secretly friends with a witch.”

			Well, that definitely made Maud feel more worried. Especially as that one word had looked so hurried, as if Gretel wrote it in a rush. Maybe right before something terrible had happened.

			Maud turned to look at Agatha, the one she could always rely on to give a sensible answer. Sure enough, Mother Agatha held out another mug of frog scale tea and said, “Let’s start by sending a reply and see what she says.”

			Maud nodded again. Of course, why hadn’t she thought of that?

			“Then,” Mother Agatha went on, “let’s see what we know about this Thornwood.”

			One and a half mugs of frog scale tea and two lemon biscuits later, Maud had sent a quick reply asking what was going on and was ready to tackle the next task. What did Thornwood mean?

			“How about we start with Ludo’s books?” Florian suggested.

			They’d started calling the pile Ludo’s books even though half of them were actually Agatha’s, because Ludo had carefully curated and hoarded them on each of his visits. Florian had tried to tidy them away the first few times, but Ludo determinedly re-piled them each time he came back.

			It would’ve been dusty by now if not for the little candyfloss chipmunks who’d made a nest in them, sweeping everything clean with their poofy pastel tails. That was how long it had been since he’d visited.

			Maud swallowed down the hard lump of disappointment. She was sure there were good reasons. Reasons that didn’t involve everything going terribly wrong.

			Nuss hissed at the chipmunks (she claimed they were the lesser squirrel) and they scattered.

			“Don’t be mean!” Maud scolded. She threw some treacle-nuts to placate the chipmunks and they squeaked happily.

			Careful not to topple the tower, Maud searched for one that might hold answers. But, unhelpfully, none of them were titled Cryptic Messages From Your Enemy-Turned-Friend and How to Interpret Them.

			“I think there’s a map in here somewhere,” Mother Agatha murmured as she sifted through. “Ah! Here we are.”

			She spread a cracked piece of parchment out on the table, covered in intricate lines and illustrations. Not just a map of the woods around Agatha’s cottage but far beyond. The black smudge to the far right Maud recognized as the Shadelands. She traced her finger across it, over places she’d never even heard of. A cascading waterfall inked in palest silver that led down to a snaking river. A large expanse of swamp that must be where Rosenne had encountered that kingfrog. A place confusingly labeled where the stars meet.

			“So many places,” Maud murmured. But still, no sign of anywhere called the Thornwood.

			“It’s getting late, sweetest,” Mother Agatha said. “Why don’t we see if Gretel replies in the morning?”

			Maud didn’t want to wait until the morning, but she recognized Agatha’s gentle but firm no arguing voice. And she didn’t want to risk another Florian lecture. Get him started on proper bedtime etiquette and he might just go on forever.

			Despite the warm coziness of her marshmallow quilt, Maud couldn’t sleep that night. It wasn’t helped by Minty the peppermint bunny, still on house watch for his nose, pulling everything he could off the shelves as if to test gravity.

			It was more than that, though. Maud couldn’t stop worrying something might have happened with Gretel and her other friends.

			The next morning, still groggy from lack of sleep, Maud did at least have a plan. Minty had helpfully knocked over a jar that gave her an idea: breadcrumbs.

			With no sign of any fire post reply from Gretel, Maud would just have to go to her. And if everything was fine, then she’d be back by this afternoon, no harm done. She’d leave a note for Agatha saying she’d gone snap-bean foraging.

			And if everything wasn’t fine...

			Maud swallowed hard. She didn’t want to think about that yet.

			It was surprisingly easy to get Nuss on board—which should’ve probably been Maud’s first hint this wasn’t the best idea. Florian was still sleeping soundly so they gathered supplies as quietly as they could (with Minty helpfully removing things if they left the pack too close to him).

			Maud knew she could tell Agatha, but she didn’t want her to worry. Not when there was so much else to think about. Not when Maud was now in charge of making sure the cottage all ran smoothly. She was the one with magic, so it was her responsibility.

			She crept back into the kitchen with a pair of Gretel’s gloves clutched in her hand—they’d be perfect to get the magical breadcrumbs to lead to her friend. Maud had used them to find a witch before, following the glowing trail of crumbs into the unknown. Having a direct connection to the person she was looking for should make it a little easier.

			Maud gestured at Nuss to hurry up and stop trying to leave nuts for Florian to trip over. She was squinting against the dark, looking for her pack when—

			“You’re up early, Maud.”

			Maud froze, caught red-handed. She turned slowly to see Mother Agatha sitting in her gingerbread-and-marzipan rocking chair. How she’d gotten there so quickly and quietly, Maud had no idea.

			“I...”

			Agatha stood up, holding something in her hands. “You can’t go without this.”

			Maud stared. “You aren’t angry?”

			“Of course not, sweetest.” Agatha smiled, soft and so real even in gingerbread. “You have to check on your friend. I knew you’d go whether I gave permission or not.”

			“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

			“I know,” Agatha replied. “And don’t worry.” She nodded to the still snoozing vulture in the corner. “Even without magic, I can keep this place running fine.”

			Maud launched herself forward and wrapped her arms tight around Agatha. She couldn’t quite bring herself to say it, but she made a silent promise to not make any more messes of things. No more letting magic run free and hurting the cottage, no more lying and silly mistakes. She’d do better than that now.

			“Don’t forget these,” Agatha said again, pressing some fresh-made gingerbread charms into Maud’s hands. “Always good in a pinch.”

			It was very different to the last time Maud had left this cottage to go on a journey. This time would be better. She knew more about magic and she had Mother Agatha to come back to. She took a breath, trying to ignore the nudging doubts.

			Though as Maud, Nuss, and Grim trotted off down the macaron path, she couldn’t help but worry. It was never that easy when it came to Wolves.
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			INTO THE WOLF’S MOUTH

			
			Maud was a little worried she wouldn’t be able to use the breadcrumbs while following a Toadstool Path—the magical pathway witches used to travel from mushroom to mushroom. It could take you from one end of the woods to the next in only a single leap. Handy for making long journeys much more manageable.

			But the breadcrumbs seemed to know exactly what to do. They were a special kind of magic that could track any person, a staple for any good witch, so they were probably used to getting cryptic instructions.

			Maud, Nuss, and Grim hopped from a shining emerald mushroom right at the edge of the woods to a spotted gold-and-blue one. The scenery changed with it, shifting from the bright green forest to a mossy rock face. There Maud spotted a purple mushroom, the same color as the first light of dawn, that led them to what must be their final destination. Or so Maud assumed, from the giant forest of shiny, thorned trees that spread out in front of them.

			“Well,” she said slowly. “I suppose this is what Thornwood means.” It was more literal than she’d anticipated.

			At least they hadn’t arrived in the midst of an armed group of witch hunters. She’d rather not have to deal with that again.

			But the sparkling trail of breadcrumbs didn’t lead into the dense thorns. Instead, it circled round the edge before disappearing around a bend. Though Maud wasn’t disappointed to avoid the Thornwood. She’d had enough of creepy forests on her last adventure.

			She, Nuss, and Grim followed the breadcrumbs along the edge of the Thornwood until they reached a town. Though calling it a town might have been generous. It was nothing like the expanse of Gone, the only other town Maud been to. This was more a small gathering of cottages.

			It hugged close to the reaching thorns—so close it looked like the nearest cottages were getting swallowed by the mass of spiky trees.

			The glistening trail wound around to the front of a squat, blue cottage. But something made Maud pause, one hand holding Grim back—and not a moment too soon.

			If she’d stepped forward it would’ve been straight into the path of someone she recognized. Someone who’d be none too pleased to see Maud (and the feeling would definitely be mutual).

			Hieda, the fearsome leader of this group of witch hunters. She also happened to be Gretel’s mother.

			It made their friendship a little strained at times.

			Nuss opened her mouth—no doubt to make a dramatic exclamation—but Maud pulled her back into a narrow space behind the cottage.

			Why was Hieda here now? Maud had assumed Gretel would’ve warned her to be careful if the Grand Wolves were around.

			Once Hieda’s footsteps faded, Maud peered around the corner. Her blood turned icy.

			It wasn’t only the Grand Wolf, which might’ve been bad enough on her own. It was a whole convoy of witch hunters, much like the one Maud had snuck onto in the Shadelands. Except now they all knew who Maud was. There’d be no pretending if anyone spotted her.

			She backed up, pressing into that slight recess as too many questions popped in her mind.

			“I vote we leave,” Nuss whispered.

			“We can’t leave. Gretel might be in trouble.”

			“We’ll be in trouble if we stay.”

			Maud raised her eyebrows. “What happened to Nuss, the intrepid adventurer who fears nothing?”

			Nuss smoothed down her ears. “Even the most intrepid of adventurers knows when they are outnumbered.”

			Maud couldn’t really argue with that. But she also couldn’t leave Gretel—what if her parents had found out how she’d helped witches?

			“Then you stay here with Grim,” Maud said. “And I’ll—”

			“There you are!”

			Maud nearly jumped out of her skin. She wheeled around, expecting to see an onslaught of witch hunters. But to her relief, it was Ludo’s grinning face. It had only been a few months since she’d last seen him, but he’d grown a few inches—all gangly limbs that he didn’t seem to know what to do with. But his curly hair and bright smile were just the same.

			He pushed his round glasses up his nose. “I knew you’d come right away. Gretel wasn’t sure but—” Grim nudged against Ludo’s ankles in greeting. Ludo reached down to scratch the wolf pup’s ears. “Oh, he’s gotten so big!”

			“Where’s Gretel?” Maud asked, trying to keep Ludo on track. He tended to speak at about a million miles a minute and while usually she appreciated his enthusiasm, right now time was of the essence. “What happened?”

			“It might be better if I show you.”

			Ludo led Maud around the back of the cottages, assuring her that the Wolves were all busy with a strategy meeting near the edge of the Thornwood (that sounded ominous, but Maud didn’t have time to question it).

			They stopped at a hastily assembled tent. Ludo poked his head inside to check the coast was clear, then beckoned Maud in.

			It looked like some kind of medical area. Bottles and serums and bandages were all laid out on one side. Nuss immediately went to examine them, but Maud managed to grab her mousse tail. The last thing they needed was a loud crash of glass bottles to bring all the Wolves running.

			“What’s all of this for?” Maud asked Ludo, who looked just as tempted as Nuss to go examine those bottles—though probably for more scientific reasons.

			But he gestured to the back of the tent. “Through here.”

			Behind a thin curtain, a person lay on a narrow cot. Maud’s heart jumped, worried for a moment it might be Gretel, injured or worse. But this person was too tall. For the second time, Maud recognized an unwelcome face. Not Hieda this time but her husband and fellow Grand Wolf, Ermen.

			He looked soundly asleep, but that didn’t stop the jolt of fear. He could easily wake up any moment.

			Maud gave Nuss a warning look and the squirrel glared at her as if to say when am I ever loud?

			“Should we be in here?” Maud whispered to Ludo. “Where’s Gretel?”

			“Don’t worry,” Ludo said, apparently not at all worried about being too loud. “He won’t wake up. Well, I’m pretty sure he won’t. At least eighty percent certain.” Maud’s eyes widened and he hurried on. “He’s not asleep. It’s some kind of magic.”

			Before she had a moment to process that, the tent flap rustled and someone walked in. There was nowhere to hide here. If someone looked into this curtained area, they’d spot the group at once.

			Unfortunately, Maud’s distraction over the appearance of another Grand Wolf had meant she wasn’t keeping an eye on Nuss. And the squirrel chose that exact moment to leap up onto the cot—her tail knocking off one of the small jars with a clatter.

			“Is someone there?” a new voice called, a little muffled by the curtain.

			Ludo’s eyes went wide. “I’m not meant to be in here,” he hissed.

			Maud gestured to herself and the animals. “We’re definitely not meant to be here.”

			“Hello?” the newcomer called again.

			Well, here goes nothing, Maud thought.

			“Yes, yes!” Maud called in her best approximation of a deep, stern voice. “Just checking on things in here. All looks in order.”

			She held her breath, hoping the person would leave.

			But instead the footsteps moved closer. Maud grabbed something from her pack at random. In the sudden pressure of the moment, she couldn’t think of a spell that would help.

			So Gretel walked in to a pillow thrown by Ludo and Maud brandishing a marshmallow.

			Maud let her arm fall, relieved.

			“What are you doing here?” Gretel asked—looking very surprised for someone who’d sent her a message. “And what would you have done if it wasn’t me?”

			“Marshmallow attack?” Maud suggested, deflating a little. “And I’m here because you asked for my help.”

			Gretel looked around worriedly and lowered her voice. “Yes, but I thought you might send a letter back. Not end up in the middle of a pack of Wolves.”

			“I did send a letter back,” Maud said. “And it’s not my favorite place to be either. But your fire post was just one word. I thought you were in trouble.”

			“Oh,” Gretel murmured. “It was meant to say more than that. And I didn’t get any reply.”

			Maud shrugged. She’d made those gingerbread charms herself. She might’ve made a mistake with the spell...

			But still, in all her worries about what might have happened, she hadn’t imagined that Gretel wouldn’t want her there.

			“I think we’re missing the point,” Nuss piped up. She glowered at the sleeping Grand Wolf. “Are you really asking us to help save someone who tried to kill us multiple times?”

			Gretel bit her lip. “I didn’t know who else to go to. Our healers couldn’t do anything.” She glanced at Maud. “I know it’s complicated, but he’s my dad. Will you help?”

			“Of course,” Maud said, at the exact same time Nuss squeaked, “Absolutely not!”

			She scooped the squirrel up before she could pull out any of Ermen’s hair. Grim looked just as uncertain, even as he nudged Gretel to pay more attention to him.

			“Yes,” Maud said again. “I can try to help.”

			Even if Ermen had sort of tried to kill her...and Nuss, and Grim. And probably Agatha. They might think witches were evil, but that didn’t mean Maud would leave him to this fate. Especially not if it would hurt Gretel. Maud understood a bit about complicated family relationships.

			“What happened?” Maud asked, before Nuss could launch another protest.

			Gretel let out a breath. “We’ve been tracking...” She hesitated, catching Ludo’s eye for a moment before quickly adding. “A witch.”

			“Wonderful,” Nuss interjected.

			“We’ve been sabotaging witch-hunting attempts too,” Ludo said. “Hansel’s gotten very good at distraction spells.”

			“Anyway,” Gretel went on, never too happy to sing her brother’s praises. “We tracked them to the Thornwood. As soon as we saw it, we knew it was magical but I didn’t want to stay behind in case I could help.” Maud wondered briefly if she meant help the witch or help with the hunting. “So I went in with my dad to check it out. We’d been walking for a while when we reached this weird clearing, and then suddenly Dad got really tired. It was really odd. And then...” She gestured to where he lay. “He just fell asleep. And he hasn’t woken up since. That was three days ago.”

			“Did he eat something?” Maud asked, trying to stick to facts. “Or touch a plant?”

			“No plant did that,” Ludo said. “Unless it’s a new species I’ve never heard of.” He looked rather excited at the prospect.

			“Nothing like that,” Gretel said.

			“So I wonder why it didn’t affect you?” Maud asked.

			Gretel fished something out of her pocket. “I think because of this.”

			Another of the small gingerbread heart charms sat in her palm—one Maud had given her just in case. She hadn’t even put a spell on it; Mother Agatha just always said everyone should have something sweet in case things got tough.

			Maud leaned down to look at it. It didn’t seem quite right. The light slanted over it in a purplish hue. And she could feel something around it. Like it had absorbed a kind of magic it wasn’t used to.

			In the distance, a loud bell rang, followed by a low thunder of feet.

			Ludo looked up. “That’s the meeting ending.”

			“We’d better go,” Maud said, pulling Nuss and Grim closer to her again.

			“But can you help?” Gretel asked.

			Maud gave her a reassuring smile. “I’ll try. We need to know more about this spell.”

			“I should really get back,” Gretel said with a glance over her shoulder. “But maybe later we could—”

			Maud shook her head. She was here now, so she would sort this out however she could. “You can keep them occupied while Nuss and I figure out exactly what happened.”

			Nuss let out a dramatic sigh. “This means we’re going into another dark and dangerous forest, doesn’t it?”

			“No,” Maud replied. “I think this one’s a wood.”
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			INTO THE DARK AND DANGEROUS WOOD

			
			Walking into a wood sounded pretty simple in theory. But in practice, wading through the dense forest of thorns might have actually been worse than confronting the witch hunters.

			Grim had entirely refused to come with them, digging his heels in at the first sight of a thorn. So Maud gave him a giant cinnamon stick to chew on and he stayed behind with Ludo—who was much less pleased about the situation and said they had to bring him back at least five different samples from the Thornwood to make up for it.

			Now, in the strange quiet of this wood, Maud wished she could have stayed behind. The briars spread around her in a giant mess of sharp tangles. Dark and shining as blackberries, each one led to a point that looked as deadly as Gretel’s sword. They were packed so closely together that spikes snagged on Maud’s hair, her dress, her shoes, with every step. Nuss lamented the state of her fur, clutching tight to her bow so it wouldn’t get lost.

			As far as Maud could tell, the thorns weren’t poisonous. They didn’t look like any kind of plant she remembered. And besides, she could feel the sleeping magic that had caught Gretel’s dad. Purple swirls in the air that nagged at the corner of her eyes.

			The swirls led deeper into the Thornwood. Not an inviting option, but Maud wasn’t sure how else to find out more about the cause of the spell—and how to undo it.

			Whatever this magic was, it wasn’t something she’d ever learned about. It didn’t feel anything like Agatha’s magic or the spells Maud usually did. This was older, something dark and heavy.

			“Feeling awake?” Maud checked.

			Nuss swished her tail into Maud’s face as a yes.

			They each clutched a small gingerbread heart charm in their hands. It wasn’t buzzing with magic like the one Gretel had showed them before, not yet anyway, but Maud could feel something reaching toward them. Tendrils of some hidden spell.

			One of Mother Agatha’s first ever lessons had been to teach her how gingerbread was the perfect vessel to absorb magic. It had even worked in the darkest part of the Shadelands, so it made sense that it might absorb whatever spell this was. Hopefully it held up.

			Maud tried not to think about that as she hopped over another thorn the length of her arm.

			They’d been walking for a while now—though Maud wasn’t sure if that was because they’d gone a long distance or just because it took so long to traverse the thorns. In all that time, there was no change in their surroundings. Maud wasn’t even sure she knew which way they’d come from, as each direction was equally tangled.

			She fell more than walked into the clearing. The thorns dropped away so suddenly that one moment they were tugging on the fabric of her clothes and the next they were gone, sending her ricocheting forward.

			Nuss grabbed onto a handful of Maud’s hair to stop herself from crashing to the ground (and succeeded in pulling out several hairs in the process). Maud wasn’t so lucky. Without a helpful human to grasp, she fell hard, skinning her knees on the rough earth.

			“Hmph!” Nuss squeaked, hopping down with dignity. “I almost lost my bow.”

			Maud wiped dirt from her hands. “Yes, that would be a tragedy.”

			She groaned, pulling herself to her feet. “Do you think...” She trailed off as she finally got a good look at what was in front of them.

			The thick rim of thorns seemed to mute the light, maybe all part of the wood’s magic. But that didn’t stop the resplendent castle in front of them gleaming like a gemstone in the sunset.

			With neat turrets and gables, swathes of green ivy climbing the walls, and huge stained-glass windows, it looked like it had been pulled right from a storybook. Or perhaps one of Mother Agatha’s more detailed creations, a palace made of the most delicate gingerbread and dusted with magic.

			“Gretel didn’t mention that,” Nuss squeaked.

			“I guess this must be the center of the magic,” Maud said. “What the Thornwood is protecting.”

			“But who is it protecting?” Nuss asked, in her doom-and-gloom storytelling voice. “The people inside, or us on the outside?”

			Maud didn’t have an answer to that. She was beginning to get the distinct feeling they weren’t meant to be here. But she didn’t want to go back empty-handed. She’d seen how worried Gretel was—just like how Maud had felt when Agatha had been ashes. If she could do something to help, then she would.

			Maud turned to the wall of thorns again. Carefully positioning her fingers around the gleaming sharp barbs, she pulled hard. A small section broke away in her hands. She hoped it would mark her exit, but as she leaned in to look closer, the thorns slithered back into place.

			She recoiled. Was that magic? She couldn’t feel the telltale hum that usually buzzed around her if there was magic present. But what else could have made the thorns move like that? Unless...

			Maud shook her head. No, she didn’t want to imagine more living trees.

			But that didn’t stop the unease creeping up her spine. It reminded her far too much of Vira’s magic in the Abandoned Forest. Branches springing to life at the witch’s command and ensnaring Maud’s friends.

			Maud backed away from the thorns. There was nothing good to be found here. Maybe she could go back to the cottage and see if Agatha knew anything about sleeping spells. She was about to say as much to Nuss, when she realized the squirrel wasn’t next to her anymore.

			She spun around to see Nuss bounding toward a small archway. “What are you doing?”

			Nuss didn’t look back. “It’s a castle!” she shouted, as if that was an explanation.

			Well, Maud couldn’t let her go in there on her own. Nuss’s unique combination of chaos and curiosity really was getting more difficult to handle.

			Maud ran to catch up. They seemed to be at the back of the castle—no grand doors or drawbridges like she’d seen in storybooks. Just a narrow passage that Nuss hopped through, forcing Maud to follow.

			Inside, the palace was falling to ruin, nature slowly reclaiming the stone. She paused to peer through a grand archway. The room beyond was empty, stripped of everything. Even the portrait frames hung empty on the wall. A suit of rusted armor rested in one corner, as if it had just lain down one day and not gotten up again. But something about it wasn’t quite right...

			Maud squinted. It wasn’t just a suit of armor—there was a person in there. She hurried over, reaching for some of her healing ingredients. There was no sign of blood or any injury; the knight’s face was serene and peaceful. Definitely breathing, too, because he sounded like he was snoring.

			“I think he’s asleep, just like Ermen,” Maud said. There was definitely something strange going on in this wood. She clutched her gingerbread charm tight.

			At the edge of the room, Nuss seemed more interested in searching through the debris. Not finding anything breakable, she hopped back out to the passage.

			“They wouldn’t keep treasure down here!” she squeaked.

			“Nuss, I don’t think—”

			But the squirrel wasn’t listening. With a glance back at the fallen knight, Maud ran after her. If she could work out how to help Ermen, then they should be able to help that knight too. But where was she supposed to start looking?

			Nuss bounced over to a narrow door with a large, rusted lock. So rusted that it fell open at the squirrel’s touch. “This looks promising,” she said happily.

			The door led to a tight spiral staircase. Maud was about to tell Nuss there was no way she was going up there—they were here to help Gretel, not to find treasure—when she realized the swirl of magic she’d noticed in the Thornwood was stronger here. It wound up the stairs, growing denser as it went.

			Perhaps this led to the source of this magic. If they were going to figure out how to wake Ermen, that seemed a good place to start.

			The stairs wound round and round like looping coils of buttercream around a very narrow cake. They’d already been walking a while, and Maud’s legs were beginning to protest. After what felt like an unnecessary number of stairs, a door finally appeared ahead of them.

			Nuss scampered forward with her boundless energy and heaved it open to reveal a small, circular room. It must’ve been the very top of the turret, because the window looked down on to the forest of thorns. It looked endless from up here. Like a rolling sea of spikes.

			The only furniture was an elaborate four-poster bed that took up almost all the space.

			“That’s not very good treasure,” Nuss pouted.

			There was something very still about the room. Like a place left undisturbed for too long.

			Maud grabbed Nuss before she could climb up onto the bed. Through the thin, wavering curtains, it looked like there was someone lying on it. Her stomach whirred like she’d just cast a too-powerful whisking spell. She pulled back the curtain.

			A young woman lay on the bed, just as peaceful as the knight had been downstairs. And just as certainly asleep. Her blonde hair swept across the pillow, like a gleaming spill of rose syrup that shone against her silken gown, a delicate shade of lightest purple. And on her head sat a delicate tiara, which seemed like a strange sleep accessory. Though given they were in a castle, it did make sense there might be a princess.

			The magic felt stronger around her. Like the distant sound of the honeybee hive getting ready for a new day.

			This felt like it could be some kind of source, but Maud didn’t know what she was meant to do now. Examine the sleeping woman? Look around for magical artifacts?

			As she thought that, she noticed a ring winking on the princess’s finger. With a low gasp, she recognized the symbol etched onto the gold surface. A cobweb with a flower in the middle. Just like on Rosenne’s foraging jar.

			But that didn’t make any sense. Numbly, Maud reached toward the ring, when a flicker of movement caught her eye. She jumped back. Next to the high window stood a figure in a billowing cloak. A figure who Maud was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago.

			She threw up a hand instinctively, though the figure didn’t look threatening. It was simply watching her, as if waiting for something.

			Until it let out a low hiss, voice like grinding stone. “You shouldn’t be here!”

			Maud felt a great surge of magic then—right as it slammed into her with the solid weight of a brick wall.
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			MARSHMALLOW VS. THORNS

			
			Maud’s first thought when she crashed back down the spiral staircase was why do I keep ending up in fights with witches? Her second, much louder, thought was ouch.

			She pulled herself up gingerly, everything aching. A prickling pain ran up her right arm and she was vaguely aware that it was sticky with blood.

			Nuss scrambled past her. “Maybe not the place for treasure after all!”

			Maud rolled her eyes and ran after the squirrel. Trust Nuss to figure that out far too late.

			They careened back out of the castle, still going fast though Maud couldn’t hear her pursuer anymore. She glanced over her shoulder, but all seemed quiet again. She almost let herself slow down when the figure reared up in front of them.

			“We don’t need any trouble,” Maud said, backing away slowly, like retreating from a stampeding dragon.

			But apparently the witch didn’t agree with Maud’s line of reasoning.

			The witch threw her hands out and a spray of magic sliced through the air. Maud ducked, the thorns right behind her exploding like shattered caramel—and just as painful. But even in the adrenaline of the moment, Maud felt a wave of tiredness suddenly come over her. To her horror, she realized she’d dropped the gingerbread heart that had been protecting her from the spell. Even through her panic, she felt a jolt of pride that her theory had been right.

			She scrambled around for it, desperate. But it was nowhere to be seen.

			“I think it’s time to go,” Nuss squeaked.

			Maud ran. She couldn’t remember where she’d entered through, had no clue which way led back to the others. Her only thought was getting out, and the witch was still chasing them. Everywhere she looked was the same dense darkness of thorns.

			She reached into her pack, grabbing the first ingredient vial she touched. Vanilla and mallow seed. She threw it at the witch and yelled the spell she used to make marshmallow with Agatha.

			A cloud of pillowy white marshmallow engulfed the witch. Perhaps not the most practical spell, but it was a big sticky mess that should slow her down.

			But Maud had barely blinked before the witch drifted through the soft cloud, as if it were no more solid than a real cloud. Was that some strong magic Maud had never seen, or was this witch not as solid as she seemed?

			“You must leave,” the witch snarled.

			Maud backed away, only to remember the thorns behind her when they bit into her back. “I’m trying to!”

			But how was she supposed to know which way? As soon as the thought crossed her mind, the answer appeared. Of course—breadcrumbs.

			She grabbed a handful from her pack and threw them at the ground, thinking of Gretel. They burst to light in front of her. Summoning a small cauldron flame in her hand, anything to stave off these thorns, Maud dove back into the dense tangle.

			But even as she sprinted, Nuss holding on for dear life, the thorns seemed to be tightening around her. Where before it had been a difficult path, it was rapidly becoming impossible. The strange, living thorns constantly wove themselves back together. They elongated from pinpricks to serrated fangs, each large enough to impale Maud if she lost her footing.

			But she didn’t stop even as those sharp teeth reached for her. She had to get out of the wood, then she could find a Toadstool Path and escape. The witch wouldn’t be able to follow her there. Or so she hoped.

			A thorn tore into her ankle and she staggered forward, catching her hand on another jagged point. Blood dripped from her palm, oddly slow in the frantic rhythm of her heart. The sleepiness was hitting her again, but she couldn’t let it overwhelm her now. If she collapsed here, she’d end up sleeping on a bed of swords.

			She kept her head down, protecting Nuss as best she could with her free arm. The thorns were winding closer, but the breadcrumbs urged her on. She thought she could see a dash of sunlight ahead. A sign of a way out.

			They must’ve been wandering in circles on the way in after all, taking much longer than they needed. At least the breadcrumbs gave her a direct path.

			So close now—just another push.

			Maud hurtled out onto a rolling green hill. She fell again, grazing her already sore knees. With every step her limbs were getting heavier, like they did on a late night by the fire after some hot cocoa. Her eyes drooped too, sleep ready to overwhelm her, but she forced them open.

			She scrabbled away from the thorns as the witch’s snarling glare vanished behind the twisting briars. Maud expected her to burst through at any moment, to finish what she’d started.

			But the thick tangle of thorns remained still and peaceful now, wound back in place as if there’d never been a gap in them or angry magic chasing them. Though, when Maud looked closely, she saw a small crack remained. A fissure almost like a burn, right where she’d broken through.

			She didn’t have time to consider what that meant as the tiredness finally dragged her under. But as the darkness closed in she realized something else: Ludo and Grim were nowhere to be seen.
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			A (REAL) VISIT FROM THE GUILD

			
			When Maud awoke, the hilltop was no longer empty. Where before there had been bare fields and weak sunlight, there was now a star-speckled sky and at least a dozen people bustling around.

			She sat bolt upright, sure she must be surrounded by witch hunters again.

			But as she blinked sleep from her eyes, she saw no sign of weapons or Wolf masks. These people all looked stern and officious, examining what looked like a perfectly normal patch of ground with great interest.

			There was still no sign of Gretel or the others—no sign of Nuss, either, for that matter.

			“You’re not dead then,” said a haughty voice. “Or trapped in an eternal sleep.”

			“I... No?” Maud said, pulling herself into a sitting position. A girl in a shimmering green cape knelt next to her, the emerald bright against the girl’s own mossy skin. She was examining her the same way Maud might stare at her cakes while they were baking, uncertain how they’d turn out. It made her a little uncomfortable.

			“Who are you?” Maud asked.

			“Vyne,” the girl said, and pointed at the pin on her chest importantly. “I’m here from the Witching Guild.”

			Maud recognized the pin—the twirling W and G intertwined with vines. The same one she’d seen Vira wearing.

			“Here, drink this,” Vyne ordered. The girl couldn’t have been much older than Maud, but she spoke like she expected everyone to listen to her. She shoved a flask of bright blue liquid into Maud’s hands.

			Maud hesitated. Even with her mind slightly foggy, she wasn’t sure it was a good idea to drink something given to her by a stranger.

			“It’ll clear the last of the curse,” Vyne said impatiently. “You’re lucky we arrived when we did, or you might not have woken up at all.”

			Maud could still feel the heavy ache of tiredness, her head filled with candyfloss. Anyway, if they’d wanted to harm her it would’ve been much easier to do it while she was still asleep. She drank the liquid down in one.

			It was cool in her stomach, and brightly refreshing. It pushed away the muddled thoughts of sleep in an instant.

			With her mind alert again, she caught on to what Vyne had said. “Wait, this was a curse?”

			If it was a curse that had sent Gretel’s dad to sleep, they had a much bigger obstacle in front of them. Curses weren’t like regular spells—they almost had a mind of their own, and breaking one would take a lot more than a simple reversal.

			Vyne raised one eyebrow (Maud really needed to learn how to do that). “Of course. A Class IV curse to be exact, identified by—”

			“I think my—” Maud stumbled over the right word to say, ending up with “—f-friend’s dad might have been caught in the curse too. Can you help him?”

			“Is he a witch?”

			Only when Maud clambered to her feet did she realize quite how many witches stood around. All of them with that same gleaming WG pin. “You’re all from the Witching Guild?”

			“Obviously.”

			Maud took a sharp step back. Something told her that asking them to help revive a renowned witch hunter might not go very well—even if the situation was complicated. And the chances of said renowned witch hunter accepting help from the Witching Guild seemed even lower.

			She had a lead now. She knew this was some kind of curse. She didn’t need to get tangled up with another member of the Witching Guild.

			“I should really get going,” she stammered. “You haven’t seen a squirrel, have you? About this big, fond of causing chaos...”

			Another witch turned toward her at that. She had the flouncy, put-together look of strawberry mousse. Overly fussy and sweet, and too perfect to even want to eat.

			“That creature is yours?” she asked, her voice sour compared to her appearance. She stepped toward Maud, into the light of a hovering flame. Her skin was pale green and Maud saw pointed ears beneath her flyaway hair.

			Maud’s breath caught. She knew who that was—the Goblin Witch. One of the most powerful witches the Guild had ever seen. Florian always liked to go on about her wondrous accomplishments—and the accomplishments of her apprentice, the youngest apprentice ever taken on two years ago.

			“I gave her the revitalizing draft,” Vyne said quickly to the newcomer. Maud’s eyes flickered back to her. Was she that apprentice? “Measured out the correct magimance for her size and—”

			“Well?” the Goblin Witch prompted, ignoring Vyne. “Is this creature yours?”

			Maud swallowed. Now she had two witches from the Guild eyeing her suspiciously. Great.

			“Uh, yes,” she said. “Is she okay?”

			As if she’d been waiting for a cue (which, knowing Nuss, she might’ve been), an explosion of hazelnut mousse erupted from a cluster of witches.

			“You can’t lock me up!” Nuss squeaked angrily. “That’s inhuman!” The squirrel dodged around a lunging witch, flicking mousse back in her face with a hiss. Nuss hurried toward Maud. “Well, insquirrel,” she amended.

			She climbed onto Maud’s shoulder and tugged on her hair. “Time to go! They want to experiment on me.”

			Maud wasn’t sure if Nuss was exaggerating in usual Nuss-fashion, but she decided now wasn’t the time to take any chances. Whatever was going on here, she didn’t need to be part of it. And not to mention that if Gretel and Ludo turned up now, this could end up a much bigger mess.

			She turned to run, already looking for any sign of mushrooms (or toadstools), when a new voice made her freeze.

			Literally freeze.

			Ice crept all the way up to Maud’s knees, solid and immovable as rock.

			Another witch stepped into view. She was older than the others and so neatly put together even her wrinkles looked artfully creased. Her WG pin was shinier than the others, as if she’d polished it extra well. Her lips were a soft blue—not from lipstick or some kind of enchantment, but from cold.

			Maud gasped. She knew who this was too. The Snow Witch. Not just a powerful sorceress, but the head of the Witching Guild.

			“We still need to know what happened here,” the Snow Witch said, each word as crisp as early morning frost.

			Maud’s heart thudded. These were witches, she was one of them. So why did she feel so nervous?

			“I’m late already,” she said, clutching at excuses. “I was meant to be collecting snap beans and...”

			She trailed off under the Snow Witch’s withering stare. “No one is going anywhere. A Class IV curse has been disturbed, causing a breach that has allowed it to leak into the surrounding area. A nearby village has already fallen under the curse. Do you know anything about that?”

			Maud shook her head quickly. At least she didn’t have to lie when she genuinely had no answers.

			But then she realized what the witch had said. “A nearby village?” Maud repeated. She really hoped that wasn’t the same village the Wolves had been in. If Gretel and the others had all been there...

			“Then what were you doing wandering near a protected area?”

			Maud had no idea what that meant, and hoped her confusion didn’t show on her face.

			“She’s just a child, Moria,” said another witch. “There’s no way she’d have anything to do with a curse like this.”

			“I’ll decide that, Frim.”

			The witch wilted, shooting an apologetic look at Maud as if to say I tried. From where Maud stood, her toes already going numb, that didn’t seem like enough.

			“I was just foraging,” Maud said into the expectant silence. “I didn’t know anything about a curse. But can you help that village. They—”

			The Snow Witch raised her eyebrows. “Foraging without checking boundary lines first?”

			“Uhh...” Maud had no idea what those were either.

			“Who is your teacher?”

			Maud hesitated. She remembered what Florian had said over and over—how creating life was forbidden by the Witching Guild, no matter the circumstances. Especially using someone’s final breath to do so. Just as Agatha and Rosenne had done.

			It was probably best not to mention Agatha’s name in front of them. And now that she thought about it, that was another reason she really needed to get out of there.

			“She’s Mother—” Nuss started to say, but Maud cut her off.

			“I don’t think you know her.”

			“I know all of the witches in the Guild.” The Snow Witch drew up to her fullest height, as if offended by the implication she might not be all-knowing. “Unless she’s unregistered.”

			Another term Maud had never heard before. But from the way the witch’s lip curled as she spoke it, Maud took it to be a bad thing.

			When she didn’t reply at once, the Snow Witch changed tack. “You say this...creature is yours? Did you create it?”

			She said creature with the same distaste she’d said unregistered. It made Maud bristle.

			“My name is Nuss.”

			“I just found it,” Maud interjected, opting for her best confused child look.

			“It?” Nuss hissed with a nip to Maud’s ear, but Maud ignored her.

			She definitely couldn’t feel her feet now. How long did it take for frostbite to set in?

			“So you both just happened to be wandering in the vicinity of a Class IV curse?”

			“Yes?”

			“We’ve found the breach!” called a witch from somewhere behind Maud, finally taking the Snow Witch’s sharp attention off her. “Definitely caused by something magical.”

			Maud conjured a small flame while the witches weren’t looking at her. She held it to the ice encircling her legs, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. The ice was stubborn as set caramel.

			“Could it have been caused by a creature like this?” the Snow Witch asked, gesturing to Nuss while still addressing someone over Maud’s shoulder.

			“No, the breach is too large for that.”

			An icy worry crept over Maud that had nothing to do with the literal ice at her feet. She could just make out what the witch was pointing at. That small fissure Maud had left behind. Surely she couldn’t have caused the curse to leak out...could she?

			The Snow Witch looked back at her and Maud extinguished the small flame in her hand with a hiss.

			“See,” she said with an attempted smile. “Nothing to do with us.”

			But the Goblin Witch stalked toward her, sniffing the air. “I knew the scent was too strong.” She picked up a strand of Maud’s hair and wrinkled her nose. “It’s not just the creature. They’re both made of magic.”

			Maud’s stomach dropped. Even her best I promise I’m not made of gingerbread smile slipped.

			The Snow Witch turned her icy eyes back to Maud.

			The ice melted at Maud’s feet, giving her momentary relief. It crumbled the next instant when the Snow Witch spun her fingers through the air and a glinting bundle of twigs appeared. They twined together to form something like a rope, twisting around Maud’s ankles and wrists.

			They looked so fragile compared to the ice, but somehow they made Maud feel even more trapped. She took a hasty step back, trying to conjure that flame again.

			But nothing happened. Not so much as the faintest spark. And even as she tugged against the wood, it refused to break.

			The Snow Witch raised her eyebrows. “Rowan branches block a witch’s magic. You should know that, if you’d been trained properly.”

			Beneath the fear clogging her throat was a hot prickle of shame. It wasn’t her fault—or Agatha’s—that Maud’s training had been far from conventional.

			The Snow Witch stepped toward her, radiating disapproval. “So a witch has been breaking the rules,” she said. The rowan branches twined tighter around Maud’s wrists, biting into her skin. “And you are going to tell us who.”
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			THE EXPLOSIVE POWERS OF MOSS, PART II

			
			Maud was having the strangest feeling that she’d been through this before. But that wasn’t possible; she’d never met the Witching Guild, and certainly never this many witches at once. Then she realized what felt so familiar: adults not listening to her, making assumptions from a glance, and pushing her around like an object.

			It was exactly what the Grand Wolves had done when they captured her in the Abandoned Forest.

			The realization made her deflate like a soufflé around loud noise. She’d always thought the Guild would be better than the ones hunting them. But the Snow Witch’s utter immovability was just like Hieda and Ermen.

			“I told you,” Maud said for the umpteenth time. “I was made by Vira; she was part of the Guild. She got lost in the Shadelands a few months ago and I’ve been alone ever since.”

			Maud wasn’t sure if anything would save her now, but at least that would keep them away from Agatha and the cottage.

			The Snow Witch’s eyes narrowed. She held out her arm and a strange birdlike creature alighted on it. Though as Maud looked at it closely, it really was more like a bat than a bird. It had odd, leathery wings and sharp ears. The only thing that made it seem like a bird was its hooked beak, though the forked tongue flicking out was nothing like Florian’s.

			“Do you know what this is?”

			Maud shook her head again. Being captured was bad enough, why did this all have to feel like a school lesson she was failing too?

			“It’s a laschesser,” Nuss piped up. Perhaps it had been useful letting her read that book on night creatures after all.

			“And what does it do?” The Snow Witch watched Maud, waiting to see if she’d miss this answer too.

			Neither Maud nor Nuss had a reply for that.

			“It tastes lies,” the Snow Witch said. “It can smell them on the air. And a liar’s tongue is the best thing to sustain it.” The creature leaned toward Maud, forked tongue flicking again. “Now,” the Snow Witch asked. “Would you like to lie to me again?”

			Maud pressed her mouth shut. She wasn’t sure she could have spoken even if she’d wanted to, her voice stolen by fear. How had this all gone wrong? It was meant to be a simple trip to check Gretel was all right and back to the cottage by nightfall.

			Maud didn’t seem very good at simple trips. She only managed excursions that went drastically wrong.

			“If it won’t tell us who made it,” the Snow Witch said, not even looking at Maud now as she discussed her fate, “then we’ll have to take it back to Spelltower.”

			“Not nice being called it, is it?” Nuss whispered in Maud’s ear. Apparently even dire situations couldn’t stop the squirrel’s snark.

			“We can take it apart and find the magic’s signature inside. Then we should be able to track the maker,” the Goblin Witch said, regarding Maud with vague interest. No, Nuss was right. It was not nice being called it. “It would be a good lesson for my apprentice.”

			She nodded to Vyne. The girl’s chest swelled with pride at finally being acknowledged.

			“But I’m a witch,” Maud said for what felt like the thousandth time. “Aren’t you meant to help other witches?”

			The adults continued to ignore her, but Vyne shot her a look. “You’re not a real witch,” she said acidly. “You can’t just scrawl on a witchmark and pretend that makes you a witch without any actual training.”

			Maud was about to point out that was, in fact, the exact definition of a witch when the Snow Witch raised her voice and said, “We’re finished here. We cannot repair the breach until we understand the magical object that caused it.”

			Maud swallowed. Was that really her fault too?

			But she was distracted from the possible guilt by a swirl of magic gusting around them. The witches seemed to be doing some kind of spell in tandem.

			“Keep an eye on it,” the Snow Witch said to the apprentice. “Prepare to travel.”

			The magic swelled, a spell Maud had never seen before. One that would whisk her and Nuss away to a place where they’d be even worse than trapped, they’d be experiments. Taken apart until she gave up Mother Agatha’s secret. Maud couldn’t let that happen.

			“I really think there’s been a m—”

			Something landed between her and Vyne with a squishy squelch, disrupting the flow of magic. Maud only had a second to wonder why it looked like moss before it exploded.

			She threw her arms up, still hampered by the rowan branches, but nothing hit her. Instead, green smoke billowed around them, engulfing everything in a stinging haze.

			“Was that you?” Maud spluttered through the thickening smoke.

			“Sadly not,” Nuss replied—looking genuinely disappointed to have missed out on any kind of pyrotechnics.

			Maud didn’t have time to wonder what was going on. She’d take any distraction she could get.

			With her hands and feet still bound she had to resort to hopping awkwardly rather than running. She couldn’t even see blurred shapes around her so she had to rely on memory to avoid the witches. It was hard to bunny hop around them, and she stumbled almost immediately over someone’s foot.

			Someone grabbed Maud’s shoulder. She twisted free, managing to elbow them in the face in the process. The person let out a grunt of pain.

			A strangely familiar-sounding grunt.

			“Is that how you always thank your rescuers?”

			Maud squinted through the haze, her eyes streaming. She might not be able to see, but she definitely recognized that voice.

			“Gretel?”

			“Obviously,” Gretel replied, impatiently tugging at Maud’s arm. “Come on!”

			But that was easier said than done while still half blinded and bunny hopping. After only one hop, Maud toppled over again.

			Maud nudged Nuss. “A little help?”

			With a dramatic sigh Nuss scrabbled down and began gnawing at the branches around Maud’s ankles.

			Just as she did, another shape crashed into Gretel. They had a protective mask over their face and Maud would know that excited bounce anywhere.

			“Isn’t this great?” Ludo asked amid the complete chaos. “The virinian moss worked perfectly!”

			Right behind him was another masked shape, and Maud recognized the crop of sandy hair. Gretel’s brother, Hansel, a full-fledged Wolf who happened to also be a witch. It was more than a little complicated with his parents.

			“I think the moss worked too well,” Gretel said to Ludo, swinging her sword at the fog as if that might help. “How do we get out of it?”

			It only took a few seconds for Nuss to break through the rowan wood, but it was a few seconds too late.

			The Snow Witch’s crisp voice cut through the smoke, resounding with magic. “Stnaig htaerb!”

			All at once, as if a giant had sat down with a great sigh, the smoke whooshed away. It revealed a deeply unpleasant scene.

			“Better?” Ludo asked weakly, looking out at the ring of powerful witches that now encircled them.

			“On second thought, maybe I did prefer the moss,” Gretel said. Maud could now see Grim cowering at Gretel’s ankles, hackles raised.

			Hansel backed up a few steps to reach Maud’s side. “Nice to see you,” he said weakly. “Sorry it’s not under better circumstances.”

			The Snow Witch eyed the three newcomers with disinterest. “You are not witches. This is no concern of yours.”

			Gretel brandished her sword. “It is when you try to kidnap our friend.”

			Maud felt a momentary rush of affection. It wasn’t often that someone stood up for her. It was eclipsed in the next second by a shocked annoyance at how utterly reckless Gretel was. With no apparent plan beyond witch bad, stab, Gretel lunged at the Snow Witch.

			Moria deflected her with a simple wave of her fingers, sending her whooshing toward the thorns. Hansel looked about ready to leap into a fight as well, but Ludo’s more sensible hand held him back.

			“You do not want enemies of us, child.”

			All the witches were watching with vague disdain. Power swirled lazily around their fingertips, more magic in one place than Maud had ever felt before.

			This wasn’t something they could fight their way out of. A trainee witch, a botanist, an overzealous Wolf, and someone who wasn’t sure if they were a witch or a hunter had no chance against the most powerful witches in the land.

			“It’s all right,” Maud said before Gretel could do anything else stupid. “Just leave them out of it and I’ll come with you.”

			At least that way no one else would get hurt. And maybe once Maud was at the Guild headquarters things would calm down and they’d actually listen.

			“Finally, some sense,” the Snow Witch said.

			“But, Maud—” Ludo started, his eyes round beneath his glasses.

			“It’s okay,” she said with a pointed nod. “Just look after Grim. I’m sure I’ll be back soon.”

			Grim was looking at her with equally mournful eyes. Maud turned away; she couldn’t waver now. She had to stop this situation from getting any worse.

			At which point Gretel stood up and made things much worse.

			“I am a Wolf,” she declared. “And I won’t let witches hurt anyone.”

			“Gretel!” Hansel hissed. “You can’t just go around announcing that!”

			But it was too late now. A dark murmur rustled through the witches, their expressions of disinterest hardening to anger. Even Frim with her kind eyes had magic sparking threateningly at her fingers.

			Ludo held up a hand with an attempt at a smile. “What she means is why don’t we all just sit down and have a lively debate? We could consider the merits of scientific magic versus magical science...”

			Everyone ignored him.

			“And where’s your pack, little Wolf?” the Goblin Witch asked.

			Gretel raised her chin in silent defiance, but her eyes darted a little to the side. A slight betrayal of hesitation.

			The Goblin Witch let out a tinkling laugh. “Run back to them. This isn’t your fight.”

			Maud badly wished Gretel would listen, but wasn’t entirely surprised when she didn’t. With a fierce battle cry, Gretel leaped at the nearest witch, sword in one hand, dagger in the other.

			Movement exploded around them, almost too quick for Maud to follow. Spells pinged through the air, Gretel’s blades still whirling. Hansel leaped into the fray too, never one to be outdone by his sister.

			Even if Maud couldn’t follow the blows, she could see one thing clearly: someone was going to get hurt.

			But what was Maud meant to do? No one was listening to her and she didn’t know a spell that would help. Why hadn’t Agatha taught her an everyone calm down and let’s speak rationally enchantment?

			There probably wasn’t enough magic in the world for that.

			An idea sparked in Maud’s mind. Maybe there was...

			She looked back at the Thornwood. She might not have that power, but a curse did. She hesitated for a moment. She’d already caused one breach—did she really want to cause another?

			Then a spell blazed perilously close to where Ludo was still trying to start a civilized debate and her mind was made up.

			She ran for the thorns, relieved to be done with bunny hopping. Most of the witches were too caught up in the commotion to notice, but Vyne dove after her—evidently taking her orders very seriously.

			“My bag!” Maud called back to Ludo. He gave her a quizzical look and she added, “Grab some gingerbread, trust me! For Hansel too!”

			Luckily, Ludo was the sort of person who went along with plans and asked questions later. He grabbed her pack from where it had fallen and pulled out two gingerbread charms. He even managed to reach Hansel, knocked back briefly by a spell, to press one into his hand.

			Nothing could be done about Gretel caught in the midst of it all, but Maud hoped she could at least keep the others conscious.

			Maud ignited a cauldron spark in her hands and grasped the thorns nearest the breach. The magical flame ate through them with astonishing speed—more than Maud had anticipated.

			“What’re you doing?” Vyne tried to pull Maud’s hands away from the thorns, staring at her like she’d lost her mind.

			Nuss leaped from Maud’s shoulder to resume her mousse attack, sending the apprentice stumbling backward. Luckily the girl seemed too confused by Maud’s weird choices to think to use magic.

			Maud tried to call the flames back to her. She’d made a decent-sized hole now and the branches weren’t weaving back together. But the purplish flame didn’t want to listen. It sizzled through the thorns, leaving a burning fissure.

			“No, no, no,” Maud murmured, trying to put it out. A small breach could help her here; burning down the entire thing would be a disaster. She tried to think of an extinguishing spell—something that came in handy a lot when baking—but she couldn’t quite remember it.

			“Stop, stop!” Maud hissed at the flames. Finally, the spell listened to her, pulling the fire back under her control until it snuffed out. But the damage was done, a huge crack, taller than Maud. She could already see those slight tendrils of magic seeping out.

			She had to hope it’d pay off.

			Behind her, no one was showing any signs of tiring. Spells and swords still whirred around at a dangerous speed.

			Maybe they’d been wrong—maybe Maud and the magic that made her hadn’t been the cause of the breach after all. Now all she could do was watch as the Snow Witch encased Gretel in ice.

			Then, one of the witches yawned. And one by one, they faltered, eyes drooping as they were caught unawares by the curse. Gretel still had her sword clutched tight in her hand as she toppled over.

			The Snow Witch’s cold eyes snapped to Maud, furious at the deception. But before she could cast a spell, she fell to join the others.

			The silence was deafening after the angry clashes of the fight. Only Maud, Ludo, Hansel, and Grim remained awake, and even now Maud could feel tiredness at her heels.

			Ludo stared around, impressed. “That spell is strong.”

			Hansel had hurried over to Gretel, looking worried. “This is what happened to my dad?”

			“Yes, but it’s not a spell,” Maud replied. “It’s some kind of curse.”

			Ludo poked one of the sleeping witches—none too gently. “Will they be trapped in sleep like Ermen?”

			Given that Gretel lay slumped among them, Maud really hoped her theory was right. Otherwise it wouldn’t just be the witches under the curse, it’d be Gretel too. Just the idea of that made Maud’s throat squeeze.

			Hansel’s eyes widened but Maud tried her best to look reassuring. “I don’t think so. They weren’t exposed to it for too long.” She didn’t want to be around when the witches woke up and realized what she’d done. They’d been ready to experiment on her after an unintentional breach. She didn’t want to think what they might do now.

			Maud hoisted Gretel up, Hansel holding her other arm and probably doing more of the heavy lifting. Even with his help, they wouldn’t be able to go far with Gretel like this. But Maud could think of somewhere they could hide out. Somewhere Ludo was really going to like.
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			LUDO’S DREAM HOUSE

			
			Ludo’s eyes were wide as cake tins. “This is the best place I’ve ever seen.”

			Maud finished heaving Gretel into a chair and stood back, breathing hard. “I had a feeling it might be.”

			They’d only gone one mushroom along the Toadstool Path (which Maud hoped the Guild couldn’t track) to somewhere she knew how to find on purpose now thanks to Mother Agatha. And it seemed like a good place to recover.

			This Bewitching Hollow looked much the same as all the others Maud had been in. That was to say, the main theme of the decor was moss. A little moss teapot and tea set, a comfortable-looking blue moss sofa, a moss crystal ball—which really shouldn’t make sense but somehow did.

			“Wow,” Ludo said, examining the moss teacup. “Do you think I can take samples?”

			He was already taking out his sample jars and tweezers, the question a formality more than anything.

			“I’m sure the Hollow won’t mind,” Maud said.

			Hansel looked distinctly more nervous, standing very still as if to avoid any unfortunate moss encounters. “When will Gretel wake up?” he asked.

			Maud started opening the moss cabinets, avoiding giving an answer. Truthfully, she wasn’t entirely sure. She was hoping that because Gretel had only been under the spell a short time, just like Maud before the Guild had woken her up, they’d be able to rouse her. But if her mistake had gotten to Gretel too, Maud wasn’t sure what she’d do.

			Nuss hopped up and started jabbing Gretel’s cheek. Maud shooed the squirrel away. “Do something helpful and take a look if they have any medicines here.” Perhaps there’d be another of those bright blue revitalizing flasks Vyne had given her.

			With a dramatic sigh, Nuss joined Maud in poking around the small space. There were more of those moss cakes Vira had insisted they take into the Shadelands—Maud stayed clear of those—along with some moss bandages and a small moss compass that distracted Nuss from the task for a good ten minutes.

			Finally, among the cauldron ingredients, Maud found a small vial of pond water bubbles. It didn’t have any healing powers, but it smelled strong enough that it should be able to wake anyone. As long as the curse hadn’t progressed too far already...

			Maud held it under Gretel’s nose, trying not to breathe too deeply.

			For a moment nothing happened, then Gretel’s eyes shot open and she sat bolt upright. She shoved Maud’s hand away. “What is that?”

			“You’re awake,” Hansel said in relief, at the same time Ludo perked up to supply the answer. “Pond water bubbles,” he said from the other side of the Hollow, still scraping small samples from the teapot. “Isn’t it amazing how it retains the gases from—”

			“It’s disgusting,” Gretel said, with no hint of gratitude at the fact they’d just roused her from a sleeping curse. Maud corked the bottle and pocketed it with a shrug.

			Gretel looked around, face scrunched in confusion as she took in the mossy surroundings. “Where are we?”

			“A Bewitching Hollow,” Maud explained. “We’ll be safe here.”

			“And what happened? I remember those witches, then...”

			Maud bit her lip. She wasn’t sure how to tell her this part. “I think more of the curse leaked out.”

			“How? Was it one of the other witches?”

			“I was wondering the same thing,” Hansel added.

			Maud looked down at her feet, suddenly remembering that, friends or not, she was in the presence of two Wolves who usually hunted witches for this kind of thing. “I sort of broke some of the barrier,” she mumbled.

			Gretel’s eyes widened. “Why would you do that?”

			“To stop them from killing you,” Maud said, annoyed for a reason she couldn’t place.

			Nuss hopped onto Gretel’s shoulder, poking her cheek again. “You get injured a lot, don’t you?” she asked helpfully.

			Gretel glowered. “No.”

			“We do spend a lot of time healing and rescuing you,” Maud pointed out.

			“I was rescuing you.”

			“Maybe we didn’t need rescuing,” Maud said.

			“Wait,” Gretel said, distracted from the argument of who rescued who. “If you woke me up from the spell, then can’t you wake my dad up too?”

			“I think it’s more complicated than that.” As quickly as she could, Maud explained first what had happened in the Thornwood with the castle and the spectral witch and then how she’d fallen asleep briefly to awaken surrounded by the Witching Guild.

			“They said it’s a curse,” Maud finished. “We were able to wake up because it only affected us briefly. But the longer someone is asleep...”

			“The harder for them to wake up?” Ludo asked.

			Maud nodded. “And curses are complicated. They’re not like spells. They’re more like living things. Once someone casts one, it takes on a life of its own.”

			Hansel’s shoulders slumped. “My dad’s been asleep almost four days. Does that mean it’s too late?”

			“I don’t know,” Maud admitted. “And now there’s no chance of asking the Witching Guild for help.”

			Gretel stared at her. “I heard them. They wanted to take you back to their headquarters and experiment on you.”

			Maud pressed her lips together. “It was just a misunderstanding. And now it’s a disaster. You’ve just gone and made more enemies.”

			Ludo looked up, as if only just realizing there was an argument going on. “It’s okay,” he said weakly, clearly out of his depth. “We can...”

			“What were you even doing there? I thought you couldn’t get away from the Wolves.”

			The three Wolves exchanged a glance.

			“When you—” Ludo broke off, with an apologetic smile. “When the curse got breached, it leaked out to where we were.”

			So it had been the same village. Maud’s heart sank.

			“We only got away in time because Hansel did a fire spell to distract everyone.”

			“Show-off,” Gretel muttered.

			“Everyone got away, didn’t they?” Hansel interjected. Gretel rolled her eyes so dramatically it looked like they might fall out of her head.

			Maud sat down hard in one of the chairs, suddenly out of things to say.

			“We were just trying to help,” Gretel added, her voice smaller.

			“Well, you didn’t.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” Gretel snapped. “Should we have just let them cart you and Nuss off to get torn apart?”

			“They would never have gotten me,” Nuss said primly.

			“It looked like they already got you,” Gretel said.

			“Okay,” Maud admitted. “We weren’t in the best situation, but you didn’t have to come make it worse by going all Wolf.”

			“I am a Wolf, or did you forget?”

			“How could I forget that when your answer to everything is violence?”

			“They were attacking us,” Hansel put in.

			“Why don’t we go to Mother Agatha?” Ludo asked, trying to defuse some of the tension. “I’m sure she can help.”

			Maud hung her head. That was what she wanted to do more than anything. But then Agatha would worry all over again because of mistakes Maud had made. “We can’t,” she said. “Mother Agatha is exactly who the Guild is looking for.”

			Ludo tilted his head in question and Maud went on, “She broke some rules of the Witching Guild when she made me. Now they’ll be searching everywhere. I can’t risk leading them right back to her and all the others.” She paused, reaching for a gingerbread charm. “Though I should let her know we’re okay.”

			“Are we?” Nuss asked.

			Maud ignored her and wrote out a quick fire post to Mother Agatha. All good here. Staying with Gretel for a little longer. Tell Florian to look after Minty.

			Trying to give Florian an order should rile his indignance for long enough to distract him from realizing something might be off.

			Silence spread between them, the only sound the scratching of Ludo’s pencil as he went back to noting down specimen samples. Maud put her head in her hands, trying to stop everything spinning. She couldn’t see any solutions here. And, even if she had lashed out at Gretel, it was all Maud’s fault again.

			Maybe she never should’ve believed she could fix anything, not when her magic always caused more problems.

			“We need an action plan,” Hansel said, trying to take the lead. “What’s our next step?”

			“I guess we could try to fix that breach in the Thornwood, but I don’t know how,” Maud replied. “It would take a lot to contain a curse.”

			“You could always live here,” Ludo suggested. “It’s nice and cozy and you get instant access to any kind of moss you want.”

			Hansel shot him a small smile. “I’m not sure everyone would love living in a place made of moss.”

			Ludo looked a little crestfallen and Hansel scrambled to add, “Not because it’s bad or anything! I love the ready availability of all the types of moss and I’m sure it’s very convenient for scientific-y things or if you want to make a nice garden. Or a snack.”

			He popped a piece of moss cake in his mouth, almost choking on it while he forced out happy yum noises.

			“I hope that wasn’t the deathcreeper moss,” Ludo said mildly. “Not a nice way to die.”

			Hansel’s eyes widened, but then Ludo laughed. “That’s what happens when you insult moss.”

			Hansel still drank half a flask of water trying to get the taste out of his mouth.

			The fact that Gretel didn’t even crack a grin at that showed how dire the situation was. “The Witching Guild only found you because of that curse breach, right?” she asked.

			Maud nodded, not sure where she was going.

			“And my dad is only asleep because he was exposed to the curse?”

			“Yes...”

			“Well, if you can’t fix the leak, why don’t we break the curse? Then they wouldn’t need to hunt you down to figure out your magic-y inner workings—” Gretel waved a hand vaguely “—to fix it themselves. And wouldn’t breaking the curse wake up all the people affected by it? Problem solved.”

			That sounded nice and simple when she put it like that. “Except I have no idea how to break a curse,” Maud said out loud.

			“I’m sure we can figure it out,” Ludo said. “It’ll just take research!” He said research the way most people might say chocolate surprise cake.

			Gretel shuddered, clearly horrified by the idea of a solution that didn’t involve swords. “I’m not the biggest fan of books, but I suppose I can help with that.”

			Maud shot her a smile, some of her annoyance waning. Even if Gretel did throw herself headfirst into problems without thinking, she really was trying to help.

			And it wasn’t a bad idea. With the curse broken, finding Maud wouldn’t be a high priority for the Guild. And even if they did, maybe stopping the curse would be enough to prove to them that she was a witch.

			But that still left the question of how.

			“The Snow Witch called it a Class IV curse,” Maud said, turning it over in her mind. “And she mentioned boundaries, as if they were something I should know. That means there must be a place to find out more information about it.”

			Ludo perked up at that. “Does the Witching Guild have a library?”

			Maud shrugged. “I assume it does, but something tells me we wouldn’t be able to get in there unnoticed.” Gretel opened her mouth, but Maud cut her off. “No, I don’t think we could fight our way in Wolf style.”

			Gretel shot her a glare. “That’s not my only suggestion. I was going to say, aren’t there any other libraries for witches?”

			Maud shook her head. “I don’t know many other...” She trailed off, something tickling at the back of her memory. Something a witch had said to her in another Bewitching Hollow about an old book and a map of the Shadelands.

			“Maybe I don’t know of a witch library,” Maud said. “But I do know of a dragon one.”
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			A STUMBLE OF FAITH

			
			The Great Dragon’s Library was easy enough to find by following another Toadstool Path, which should’ve been Maud’s first clue that things were about to get much more difficult. Nothing was ever that easy for her.

			The first issue they encountered was that this library was definitely designed for dragons. Which was to say, the best way to reach the entrance was with wings.

			After a lot of arguing between Gretel and Hansel, Hansel had headed back to the other Wolves to tell them his sister and Ludo were on an important solo mission to earn their Wolf masks. He wasn’t too happy about leaving them, but it was the most believable cover story they could come up with.

			So it was just Maud, Gretel, Ludo, and the animals on the Toadstool Path heading to the library.

			Once they stepped from the last mushroom, a disheveled gray one that reflected Maud’s mood, they didn’t reach a doorway or any kind of library entrance. Instead they found themselves at the base of a towering cliff. Maud craned her neck. All she could see at the top of the stone was a cluster of clouds. No hint of a library, or even any dragons.

			Ludo found a worn stone slab that said Dragon’s Library, This Way with an arrow pointing directly up. Maud wasn’t sure how literal it was.

			“Is there some kind of flying spell?” Gretel asked, also squinting up at the clouds.

			Maud bit her lip. There probably was some kind of flying spell. Presumably that was what Vira had used to get in. But it wasn’t a spell she knew, which meant it was about as helpful as that sign. And even if she did know it, who was to say Maud wouldn’t accidentally send them all flying into the sun or something?

			Gretel was still looking at her expectantly. Maud just shook her head, useless as ever.

			“I think this might be the human way up,” Ludo said from a little way along the craggy cliff base.

			The human way seemed a lot more like the mountain goat way and involved a much less enjoyable trek up a very rickety, very narrow path that wound around the huge rock. It had no barrier, so every step felt like it might send them all toppling over the sheer rock face.

			It didn’t help the general mood of the group either. They were all hungry and tired by the time they were halfway up, and Nuss had already started sniping at Gretel. The only one who seemed unbothered was Ludo, who kept pausing to note particularly interesting stones.

			Maud kept quiet, her eyes resolutely on her feet and her mind trying hard to stop feeling so irritable. She knew she was mostly annoyed with herself, and her magic. But part of her was still annoyed with Gretel too.

			Maybe just because Maud had been so worried, and then Gretel hadn’t seemed to want her there. Or because of all the too-complicated feelings that came with helping the Grand Wolf wake up and go hunt down more witches.

			“Aren’t Wolves meant to be good at climbing and stuff?” Nuss asked when Gretel paused to lean against a boulder and catch her breath.

			Gretel glared back at her. “Weirdly enough, I don’t spend all my time climbing mountains. And anyway, I was under a sleeping curse a few hours ago.”

			“You could’ve stayed in the Bewitching Hollow to rest,” Maud said, still looking at her feet. “Libraries and swords don’t really mix.”

			She couldn’t see Gretel’s face, but she heard the tinge of annoyance—or maybe something else. “I do have other skills.”

			Nuss let out a disbelieving snort. “Prove it.”

			“Fine,” Gretel said, “I will. No matter what happens in the library, I won’t draw a single weapon. How’s that?”

			“Bet you can’t last.”

			“Bet I can.”

			“Okay, okay,” Maud said. “Let’s just get there first, shall we?”

			Just getting there sadly involved a lot more trudging up the cliff—the monotony only broken by fear when Nuss jumped ahead and some of the rocks gave way under her feet. Maud managed to catch her by grabbing her tail, which Nuss spent the rest of the hike complaining about.

			“Just because I have a tail doesn’t mean I can be hoisted by it,” Nuss was still saying when they finally reached the top.

			Maud put her hands on her knees, breathing hard. “Next time I’ll let you fall, then.”

			Nuss’s only response to that was a low hmph.

			When the ground flattened out and Maud’s lungs felt a bit less like they were on fire, she straightened up. She expected to see a huge library rising up above them, maybe some beautiful scrollwork signs, definitely some dragons.

			There was a huge door, rising at least twice Maud’s height. But it didn’t lead to anything, it was just a door standing in the middle of an empty cliff top. She stepped toward it. Some kind of portal maybe?

			She couldn’t hold back the heavy sigh. She’d really hoped this might get easier after the exhausting climb.

			There was no handle on the door, but Maud tried to push it anyway. In predictably frustrating fashion, it didn’t open. Instead, artful calligraphy began writing its way across the wood in gleaming gold.

			When is a door not a door?

			What holds the sky up above us?

			Why do we climb when we can so easily fall?

			Knowledge is not given, it is earned.

			Knowledge is not trusted, it is a leap of faith.

			“Is that a riddle?” Gretel and Ludo said at the same time, in very different tones of voice.

			“I guess it means what it says. The knowledge has to be earned,” Maud said. “We can’t get into the Dragon’s Library without proving ourselves.”

			“So what’s the answer?” Gretel asked.

			Maud didn’t know why Gretel was looking at her as if she might know. Being a witch didn’t make her any better at confusing riddles—she should know, she’d experienced more than her fair share of them.

			She sat down on the hard ground and stared up at the door. “Why can’t it ever be simple?”

			She was much too tired to begin thinking through a riddle. Today had been too long already—too many different kinds of fear.

			And now this riddle was standing between her and any solutions.

			The sun had already finished its climb, and was now descending back toward the horizon. It’d be dark soon and they’d made no progress. Maud would almost say they should give up, except giving up looked much the same as sitting here and doing nothing, so it wouldn’t make a difference.

			“Maybe it’s something to do with wood?” Gretel huffed. “Before a door is a door it’s a tree, right?”

			“So we just stand in front of the door and say tree loudly?” Nuss asked unhelpfully.

			“I don’t know. You haven’t come up with anything better.”

			“I just haven’t thought about it properly,” Nuss replied, crossing her paws.

			Ludo was already distracted by something at the base of the door, his notebook in his hands again as he examined it carefully. Maud’s mind was a wrung-out cloth with no capacity left to think.

			“Oh—” Nuss squeaked. “I’ve got it!” Nuss hopped toward the edge of the cliff. “It says knowledge is a leap of faith. A literal leap of faith.”

			Maud and Gretel looked back at her with matching looks of horror. “I don’t thi—”

			But Ludo also looked up. “Yes,” he said at once, as if he’d thought of this ages ago and forgotten to mention it. “I think that probably is the best option. Even if there’s a slight chance of being maimed.”

			“Or that’s meant for dragons and other magical creatures and we’ll just plummet to our deaths,” Gretel pointed out.

			But Maud was beginning to see the logic. It reminded her of the riddle above the First Witch’s spellbook. Annoyingly literal while also being incredibly vague.

			And it was the only answer they had.

			Turning her back on the door—which definitely felt opposed to all her instincts—Maud peered over the edge of the chasm. It certainly looked like a sheer cliff face, complete with sharp pointy rocks at the bottom. But she thought she felt a slight tingle of magic, not quite the same as a witch’s magic, but something more like trickling embers. Maybe that was a sign of dragons nearby?

			Or maybe it was a sign of how few options they had left.

			She glanced back at Gretel. “I’ll try first and if it doesn’t work...”

			“No way.” Gretel marched forward so her toes brushed the edge of the cliff too. “All together.”

			Nuss looked a little less certain now she was faced with the actual leap. “Maybe I’ll just—”

			But Gretel snatched her up, ignoring the squirrel’s irritable chirps. “Ludo,” she called.

			Ludo hurried to join them. He didn’t look worried about the prospect of jumping into the abyss. His confidence might’ve made Maud feel a bit better, but she remembered too many instances of Ludo being entirely oblivious to danger.

			Grim shrank back, his ears pressed down. Maud bit her lip. Perhaps it would be better to leave him behind again. But she didn’t want to risk him getting caught up in anything. She held out a hand to him and he reluctantly joined them.

			The wind was stronger standing on this precipice, whipping around them as if tempting them to jump. Maud glanced over at Gretel. She did look a little nervous, which was weirdly more comforting.

			“Ready?” Gretel asked.

			“Not even a little bit,” Maud replied.

			Then the five of them stepped out into empty air.
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			CLASS IV CURSES AND CONUNDRUMS

			
			As soon as Maud’s feet left the safety of the cliff, she knew this was a bad idea. They plummeted like stones, wind beating like a whisk and the ground rising quickly up to meet them. Why hadn’t she tried to remember some kind of useful spell before jumping off?

			Now all she could feel was a rushing terror and any moment now they’d all splat into—

			The air around her twisted. It made her stomach swoop again as the sky and ground seemed to invert. Where a moment before they’d been falling, now it felt like they were rising. Without warning, they hit something solid.

			Maud stumbled, a little dazed and still half-sure they were about to smash into smithereens.

			Nuss’s eyes were squeezed tight shut. “Are we dead? I think we’re dead!”

			Maud took a moment to get her bearings, the world still feeling weirdly upside down as the sky stretched below them. Then she focused on the building in front of her and it all seemed to slip into place.

			“The Dragon’s Library!”

			Nuss opened her eyes, shrugging off her fear in an instant. “Like I said, obviously this was the answer.” She looked pointedly at Gretel. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			The Dragon’s Library towered over them in soaring glass arches, spindled turrets connected by glimmering bridges and a purple, star-speckled sky. Winged shapes glided between the towers, some recognizable as the silhouettes of dragons, but others far more unusual.

			It reminded Maud of a tiered cake, delicate and beautiful, with a single glance making you want to find out more.

			She glanced behind her. The sky still spread below them and if she squinted up she could see the jagged points of the cliff face above. The library seemed to exist somehow between the two, invisible unless you approached it by air.

			A pretty dramatic way to enter a library, but Maud wasn’t going to complain that Nuss’s idea had worked.

			They climbed the steps in silence, eyes wide as they took everything in. Maud had a brief worry that Gretel might forget her promise and draw her sword at the first sign of magical creatures, but she kept her hands resolutely at her sides.

			Inside was every bit as soaring and open as outside, with high ceilings and vaulted glass domes that looked out onto the other towers beyond. There were no books in the entryway, but the smell of paper and scratching of pens were heavy in the air.

			“Where do we even begin?” Maud asked, but her words came out hushed, as if they had been buried under a layer of pastry cream. She cleared her throat, wondering if the wind had stolen her voice.

			“Why are you whispering?” Nuss also whispered. “Why am I whispering?”

			“There must be some kind of charm,” Maud replied, still soft. She supposed that was one way to make sure people didn’t disturb the library.

			Gretel wrinkled her nose. She didn’t look too pleased about being under a spell, but didn’t comment on it as they walked farther in.

			“Over here.” Ludo nudged Maud’s arm and pointed to a high desk—much too high for any human. It had a small engraved plaque that read: research librarian.

			They approached slowly. Maud was relieved for the hush spell that covered some of Nuss’s excited squeaks. Gretel, the tallest of the three, reached up to tap the bell on top of the desk, but before she touched it, the ground shuddered beneath them. It jerked up, raising them all up to equal height with the desk.

			A dragon with parchment-like scales and an expression of mild annoyance sat behind it. She looked down at them through horn-rimmed glasses, her nostrils flaring. “You smell of trouble.”

			“Why thank you,” Nuss said, at the same time Maud shook her head, saying, “I’m sure that’s not us...”

			Gretel leaned to whisper in Maud’s ear. “She can smell trouble?”

			“Some types of dragon are very attuned to emotion,” Maud replied, lips barely moving in case the dragon thought they were being rude.

			“Well,” the dragon said impatiently, as if she’d already asked, “what do you need?”

			Maud glanced over at Ludo for help, but he was distracted by the floating mechanism for returning books. She chewed her lip. This would’ve been a great moment for his academic talk.

			“We want to learn about curses,” Maud said, trying to sound like a grand person of academia. “In particular curses of the fourth class variety, for study in the ecological and uh...cultural sense.”

			The dragon stared back at her, clearly not on board with Maud’s attempts at fancy words.

			“We won’t be long,” Maud added with her best I’m a good child smile. Hopefully that worked on adult dragons as well as adult humans.

			“Curses are in Tower Four, below the inverted fountain of knowledge,” the dragon said finally, probably deciding that it was quickest to get rid of them. “Follow the fire.”

			“And, uh, which way is that?”

			But the floor juddered again and spun back down to ground level.

			“Helpful,” Gretel grumbled.

			Then a small burst of flame appeared in front of them, a purplish lilac that glittered with winking stars.

			Gretel jumped immediately into a combat stance, then looked a little embarrassed when the fire did nothing except float delicately toward one of the winding corridors.

			“I suppose we follow the fire,” Maud said.

			Nuss smiled evilly. “Fire in a library. What could go wrong?”

			

			The library was huge. Towers connected with spindly bridges that made Maud’s legs go to jelly as they crossed them. Each room and corridor lined with different bookcases, in increasingly surprising and fantastical shapes—from usual wooden bookshelves to a tree with paper leaves and a cascading waterfall of ink, each drop converging into a new volume.

			Then there were the books themselves. They came in every size, spines that towered three times Maud’s height and miniscule volumes no bigger than her thumbnail that she’d need a magnifying glass to read.

			Ludo’s fingers were twitching, his eyes darting around as though itching to get his hands on as many books as possible.

			But Maud forced herself to focus on the lilac flame, which seemed to get more excited the farther they went. It fluttered around her ankles, nudging at Grim almost like another wolf pup.

			The flame finally came to a halt in a tower coated with gleaming bronze flowers that rippled in the windless air. Well, the flame didn’t really stop, instead running loops around their ankles in excitement, but it didn’t move on from the room.

			Maud had expected the section on curses to be dark and dismal, maybe laden with cobwebs and an underlying swell of ominous music.

			But the room was similar to all the others they’d passed through. Light and open with high arched windows and columns of books that spiraled up to the ceiling.

			In fact, after some of the rooms they’d been in, this seemed quite ordinary.

			It was at least well signposted. The little purple flame kept nudging Maud toward one of the columns, labeled in so many languages she couldn’t even begin to count them. But she saw one she recognized. Class IV Curses and Conundrums.

			Maud had been hoping for a single book rather than an entire shelf of them, but at least that gave them somewhere to start.

			Ludo’s eyes widened in excitement and he immediately grabbed a pile of tomes and proceeded to set himself up on the floor. Maud traced her finger over the spines, but none jumped out at her. So she took her own pile and went to sit at one of the desks, ducking around Grim and the purple flame who seemed to be engaged in some kind of game of chase.

			Gretel eyed the flame with suspicion, inching around it to a chair. She caught Maud looking and shrugged. “I didn’t stab it.”

			Maud opened the first book with a small smile. “Progress.”

			They lapsed into silence, the air filled with the flicking of paper and scribbling of notes (by Ludo mostly; Maud wasn’t that patient and Gretel kept getting distracted by gusts of magic).

			“I found it!” Ludo’s shout was loud even with the hushed spell. It was met with annoyed shhhs from the nearest librarian—a dragon with pearly-white wings and little fuzzy antennae like a moth—but he was undeterred.

			Ludo pointed to the page as Maud and Gretel crowded around. Nuss was more interested in trying to steal the librarian’s glasses. The book was titled A Compendium of Concurrent Spells, as compiled by the Witching Guild, last updated two days ago. That seemed oddly specific, but given everything else in the library Maud probably shouldn’t be surprised.

			Ludo flipped it open. “It’s listed under Common Curses, subsection 12, Sleeplike Death and Deathlike Sleep.”

			Maud ran her finger down the page, across rows and rows of names and locations. “There’s so many. Are these all current curses?”

			Gretel shook her head. “No, look,” she said. “Some of these have been broken already.” She pointed to a column on the far right with notes like expired after the eighth sun and broken by a wandering billy goat.

			“I think it’s this one,” Ludo said.

			Maud leaned forward to read one near the bottom of the page. Class IV Sleeping Curse placed on Princess Rose and her court. In the final column, where some of the curses were marked as dangerous or already broken, this one just said contained.

			“That’s so strange,” Maud murmured. “The Witching Guild knows all about this curse, so why have they never tried to help break it before? They just contain it and move on.”

			“Maybe that’s the simplest solution.”

			Maud remembered the sleeping princess, the knight still in all his armor. How many other people were trapped in there? “But it still leaves all these victims cursed.”

			Ludo and Gretel shrugged back at her; they had no better answer either. It sat uncomfortably on Maud that the Witching Guild would consider something fixed when it was just swept out of sight. Was that what they wanted to do with her?

			She ran her finger along the information about the curse. The year it was cast, the likely ingredients—she shuddered at some of those. Her finger stopped when it reached a column labeled caster. Petallia of the Flowerweb Coven. Next to the name was a small symbol. A flower caught in a spider’s web.

			The same symbol from Rosenne’s foraging jar. The symbol Agatha had said might be her family coven.

			Maud’s breath suddenly felt tight in her chest. Surely that couldn’t be right. Because if that was right, then it wasn’t just any witch who’d cast this terrible curse. It was one of her own ancestors.

			“What is it?” Gretel asked, concerned at Maud’s sudden silence.

			Maud swallowed hard. She didn’t want to tell them, but she also didn’t want to lie. “I think... I think I’m related to whoever made this curse.”

			Gretel and Ludo stared at her, more confused than anything else. Maud explained as quickly as she could about the foraging jar and Rosenne.

			“That does make sense,” Gretel murmured.

			It was Maud’s turn to stare in confusion.

			Gretel grimaced like she’d just eaten some too-sour lemon curd. “The reason the Wolves were in the Thornwood was because they were tracking a witch.”

			“My great-grandmother?” Maud asked, thinking of the spectral witch from the tower.

			Gretel shook her head. “You.”

			“Me?” Maud could hardly imagine being considered important enough for a whole regiment of Wolves to come searching for her. “Why?”

			“The Grand Wolves weren’t happy about what happened in the Shadelands,” Ludo said. “It was a bit embarrassing for them to lose to just a fledgling witch.” His eyes widened. “Not that you’re just a fledgling, but—”

			“They must have been tracking your magic,” Gretel said, “and ended up following your family’s magic instead.”

			Maud stared down at the book, no longer seeing the words. Too many things blurred together in her mind. Wolves still after her, the problems with the Guild. The proof in front of her that perhaps her family’s magic wasn’t good. She didn’t like to consider the possibility that the Wolves might be right.

			“So how do we fix it?” Gretel asked, back to business. Maud blinked, trying to focus on that. Fixing this was what mattered more than anything else.

			“We’re not just going to seal it back up,” she said, surprised at her own determination. “We won’t leave those people like the Guild did. We’re going to break this curse.”

			“It can only be broken by true love,” Ludo read out, as if it were just another ingredient.

			“So we could wake my dad up with true love?”

			“I don’t think so,” Maud said, peering down at the book. “He wasn’t the direct target of the curse, just someone caught in it. I think we have to find the princess’s true love.”

			“You say that like it’s simple.”

			“There must be a spell,” Maud said, sounding far more confident than she felt. It was easier now she had some kind of plan to follow. “Right?”

			The others looked back blankly. Probably not the right people to ask.

			They went back to the reference librarian instead. She and Ludo almost got distracted by a debate on what constituted love and what might fall under the parameters of the spell, but then Nuss nearly upended an ink pot and the dragon seemed to decide she better move them on as quickly as possible.

			A bouncy green flame took them to a much lower room in search of a book made entirely out of flower petals.

			When the dragon described it, that made it sound like a happy, pretty little book. But the room they entered was distinctly unsettling. Some of the books had been tied down or clamped in metal, as if they regularly tried to escape and cause havoc.

			“I suppose spells about love can be dangerous,” Maud said, staring around, a little uneasy. If the spells were considered this risky, was it worth her even attempting one?

			But she couldn’t give up now. Not with Gretel’s dad still trapped in sleep—and definitely not if her ancestors caused this problem in the first place.

			And at least this time they had a specific book, instead of hundreds to comb through. The little green burst of flame twirled toward a shelf in the far corner—Grim following and trying to reach it on his hind legs.

			The book was, indeed, made entirely of flower petals. Sewn together with some kind of thread so fine Maud could barely see it, the front cover was a woven tapestry of brightly colored petals. Inside, the pages were made of even more delicate petals, soft and translucent. They hadn’t lost any of their luster, though. Not like when Maud picked a petal up in the forest and it wilted by the evening. These all gleamed as if life still thrummed through them.

			Ludo ran a finger across it and Maud could see the mental calculations sprinting through his head, wondering exactly how these flowers could be so well preserved.

			Maud turned the pages carefully, not sure exactly which spell they needed. The writing was soft and glittered like morning dew—definitely not any kind of ink she’d seen before. It was pretty but did make it rather hard to read.

			As Maud flicked through, she could see why this book might be considered dangerous. It contained instructions for everything from a potion to create the illusion of love to a shell that drained emotions from whoever touched it.

			“A charm for retrieving lost love,” Gretel read out. “Maybe that would work?”

			Maud was about to nod, when a noise made her pause. “What was that?”

			Even with the hush spell that blanketed the library, there was a sound that felt distinctly out of place. A kind of clinking like Nuss had just knocked over all the whisks.

			Maud looked out the window, down to one of the spindly bridges below. A very angry-looking dragon with a clipboard was flying after a group of people. A group of people that definitely shouldn’t be in a magical library. Wolves.
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			GRETEL WINS THE BET

			
			They were too far away to pick out distinct features beyond the bright silver of Wolf masks, but that was identifying enough. She’d worried about the Witching Guild following them with some kind of magic, so she hadn’t even stopped to imagine that the Wolves might.

			“Are they tracking you two somehow?” Maud asked, her eyes darting to Gretel before she could stop them.

			Gretel slapped a hand to her forehead. “Of course. I thought they’d be distracted with the Thornwood, but since they tracked you there, they must think you’re part of the spell that’s on my dad.”

			Maud wanted to say but I’m not, except this time she couldn’t entirely deny that the Wolves’ suspicion was fair. And if they thought a curse on their Grand Wolf was somehow her fault, then Maud needed to get out of there now. Muffled thumps and angry whispers were drawing closer already.

			Nuss shot a sidelong look at Gretel. “We could hold her hostage.”

			“You know Ludo is a Wolf too. You don’t always have to point at me.”

			Nuss shrugged. “Ludo isn’t rude.”

			“I could be a good hostage,” Ludo offered, eager to be of any help.

			“We’re not holding anyone hostage,” Maud interrupted. “It’s a huge library, we just need to find another way out.”

			Gretel, still holding the petal book, went to tear the page out. She stopped at the looks of utter horror from Maud and Ludo. “We need it, don’t we?” she said. “So it’s this or steal the whole book.”

			Neither was very appealing, but at least one way wouldn’t destroy it.

			Maud grabbed the book and pushed it into her pack, hoping the petals were protected against getting crushed as well as wilting.

			“Come on,” she called—well, loud-whispered given the hush spell.

			She hurried through a low arch that seemed to lead away from the approaching Wolves. But none of the passages made much sense here, and it immediately looped back to another translucent bridge.

			Unfortunately, that exposed them to the Wolves running the opposite way on a slightly lower bridge. Pointed fingers told Maud they’d been spotted. She just hoped it was far enough away that they couldn’t recognize Ludo or Gretel.

			“Keep going!” Gretel urged.

			Maud hurried on, holding Nuss close (she didn’t trust that squirrel on spindly bridges). They skidded into a room full of floating shelves, with smaller dragons hovering around them. A little orange one glared at them as they clattered past.

			“Sorry!” Maud whispered as they ran.

			“Do you recognize any of this?” Gretel asked when they came to a crossroads.

			Maud shook her head. She’d barely kept track on their way in; she’d been too interested in looking at everything while the flame led them.

			“It’s a huge library,” Maud panted. “It shouldn’t be hard to just lose them.”

			No sooner had the words left her lips, when she heard those soft-heavy footsteps—closer this time.

			“How are they following us?” Nuss squeaked, throwing a book back in their general direction.

			They didn’t have time to consider that. They ran on, past a tinkling fountain that flowed backward, and into a massive, domed room full of floating globes. Six more passages spiraled off it, and Maud was sure she could hear Wolves down at least two of them.

			“We can’t just keep running without a plan,” Gretel said.

			“Running is our plan,” Maud replied.

			“No,” Gretel said. “You all hide and I’ll send them off in the wrong direction. That might give us time to figure out an actual way out of here.”

			Maud wanted to disagree. But she didn’t have a moment to—the Wolves were drawing closer down one passage. Gretel pushed her toward one of the swirling globes that seemed to depict the stars.

			Maud ducked behind it, pulling Grim and Nuss along with her.

			“If it goes wrong, we’ll make a distraction,” Ludo whispered, crouching next to her.

			Gretel only just managed to get into position when two Wolves came careening around the corner. They hardly seemed surprised to see her, probably used to Gretel’s presence.

			“They went that way!” Gretel said, pointing in the opposite direction with a lot of authority. “Hurry!”

			For a moment, Maud thought it would work. One of the Wolves went to follow the false lead, but the other hesitated.

			“When did you get here?” the Wolf asked Gretel—and Maud recognized the hushed voice as Bern, the red-haired Wolf who’d never liked her even before he knew she was a witch.

			“With my mother,” Gretel said. “What does that have to do with anything?”

			The Wolf looked around, beady eyes searching toward their hiding spot.

			Spells wheeled through Maud’s mind. A cloud of marshmallow would slow them down, but what if she caught Gretel in it too? Cinnamon always made good explosions, but there were too many ways that could go wrong. All her spells had caused more problems than good the last few days.

			Nuss had no such hesitation.

			Just as the two Wolves began to turn in their direction, Nuss scrambled up onto the starry globe and hopped to the next one like it was a stepping stone. She kept going until she was on the one right above the Wolves.

			“There it is!” one of them yelled (well, tried to yell).

			But before they could do anything, Nuss leaped at the next globe and sent it flying toward them. Gretel ducked just in time, but the other two weren’t so lucky. They crashed back into the wall, falling to the ground unconscious.

			“Excuse me!” Gretel whisper-shouted. “That nearly hit me!”

			Nuss jumped down. “But it didn’t.”

			Maud and Grim hurried out from their hiding place, followed by Ludo. That was much more of a mess than she’d have liked to leave behind.

			“And for the record,” Gretel shot at Nuss, “I did that without taking out my sword, so I win the bet.”

			“Let’s go the way they came from,” Maud suggested, before Nuss could argue over the exact parameters of the bet. “That must lead out eventually.”

			Grim nudged at Maud’s knee, but she didn’t pause. Then he bit at her skirt, tugging her back, not just a little reminder but as if he had something specific to tell her. “Where’re you taking us?”

			Insistent, Grim pulled her toward a small hatch and the others followed. More muffled footsteps were close now. If this led nowhere they’d be forced to stand and fight—and Maud wasn’t entirely sure how Gretel would react to that. It would definitely be a bad situation all around.

			Grim pawed at the hatch and it fell open. Strange lights flickered from inside. It was barely wide enough for any of them to fit and Maud couldn’t see how it would lead them anywhere better than here. It could trap them completely.

			But Grim let out a little yelp and those strange flickering lights grew into something more solid. The little flames that had been helping them—this must be how they got around the library so quickly. Three flames whirled forward, like puppies greeting a friend, and nudged at Grim.

			He seemed to be able to communicate with them. Maud hoped he was asking for a way out.

			Grim snuffled and the flames responded, running around Maud, Gretel, and Ludo’s ankles to hurry them into the cramped space. Maud and Gretel exchanged a look that said, it’s worth a try, as Ludo jumped in without hesitation.

			It was awkward clambering through the vents on hands and knees, passing the library only in flashes through narrow grates. Several times little flames scooted past them, sparking angrily at their path being blocked.

			But there were no Wolves.

			The purple flame whizzed ahead and let them out at a small hatch right by the tall desk at the entrance.

			The main hall wasn’t as quiet as it had been. Dragons and other winged creatures flitted around in annoyance, snorting sparks and trying to stop the armed group from borrowing any books without permission. Maud didn’t have the heart to tell them the Wolves probably weren’t here to expand their reading.

			But the good thing was, it meant everyone was too distracted to notice the five of them crawling out of the little hatch.

			Maud paused, feeling a little bad about taking the book without permission.

			“I promise I’ll return it!” Maud called over her shoulder as they all ran back out the huge door. There wasn’t much she could do about the destruction of property and hunting Wolves that she’d brought on the dragons, but she could promise that.

			And she knew she would return it—she didn’t like to imagine what late fees might be like at a dragon library.
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			SQUIRRELS AND EXPLODING BEANS DON’T MIX

			In the strange, underwater light of another Bewitching Hollow, the spell was easy enough to cast. Though Maud had never used a moss cauldron before, it worked surprisingly well. She dropped in a last scattering of dragonfly wings and let the pot simmer for a minute. Ludo was still searching the shelves for samples, intending to catalog every different type of moss he could find.

			Gretel came and sat next to her, resting one hand on her chin. She’d been unusually quiet since the library, chewing over something in her mind.

			“Don’t worry about your dad,” Maud said. “He’ll wake up soon.”

			Gretel shot her a small smile, but she still looked concerned.

			Maud swallowed, wondering if Gretel was worrying about the same thing she was. “I’m sorry about the curse,” she said, all in one breath. “That it was my great-grandmother who caused all these problems. I guess you must think the Wolves are right about me.”

			Gretel’s eyebrows flew up. “Of course I don’t think they’re right. I know you.”

			Maud felt her eyes starting to prickle, all her worries bubbling up. “But even if I don’t mean it, my magic does keep causing harm. I let that curse out, and someone in my family cast it. That’s definitely a point in the witches are evil column.”

			“We’re not our families, right?”

			She met Gretel’s eye. Of course, of all people, Gretel really did understand that. It made Maud feel a little better knowing she wasn’t the only one.

			“Anyway,” Gretel added. “We’ll fix it, like we always do.”

			That we was very comforting. Them against everyone else felt a little more possible.

			But Gretel still didn’t look settled. Maud nudged her foot. “Then what are you worried about?”

			“Other than the impossible task of finding someone’s true love, getting through a cursed wood, and facing down a whole army of witches?”

			“You could do that in your sleep.”

			Gretel didn’t laugh at her joke, and for a long moment she was quiet.

			“Do you think Bern and Sefa saw me going off with you?” she asked finally.

			Oh, so that was it. The two Wolves Gretel had tried to trick. Maud had never had to keep a secret from her family, so she could only imagine how it must slowly eat away at you.

			“I don’t think so,” Ludo said from the other side of the fire. “Nuss really bonked them on the head.”

			Nuss took a bow from her perch on the highest shelf, clearly pleased. Gretel nodded slowly, looking relieved.

			“Do you think you’ll ever be able to explain it to them?” Maud asked.

			“I don’t know. I suppose one day there might be no choice...”

			Gretel trailed off, her foot tapping against the edge of the chair. Maud wished she could say it’ll be okay, but she didn’t know how to make that true. There didn’t seem to be any solutions that didn’t end with someone getting hurt. And Gretel was right—one day there might not be a choice. If they faced the Wolves again in the Thornwood, they wouldn’t be able to hide that Gretel was helping.

			“How do they keep tracking us?” Maud asked, trying to change the subject to something less painful. “It was almost like magic.”

			Gretel and Ludo exchanged a glance.

			“They were using a winged imp,” Ludo explained. “They’re excellent trackers. We’d been keeping it distracted by feeding it blabbering root, but I guess with us gone and the—”

			“The Wolves are so determined,” Gretel interrupted, “they must have figured out another way.”

			“But what do they use to track—”

			“Shouldn’t you finish the spell?”

			Maud glanced over at Gretel, not sure why she was deflecting so much about something that seemed so separate from her. Maybe there was still a part of her that didn’t want to share Wolf secrets. It felt weird after the unity moments ago.

			Nuss jumped down, almost knocking the cauldron over. “They’re such hippo critters,” she said angrily. “Using a magical creature is basically the same as using magic.”

			Nuss had a good point, but Maud was too distracted by hippo critters. “Do you mean hypocrites?”

			The squirrel folded her arms. “No. Hippo critters. That’s what Florian always says.”

			“And what are hippo critters?” Gretel asked with a sly smile.

			Nuss waved a paw. “Small creatures that annoy hippos, I suppose. Just like the witch hunters do.”

			They all burst out laughing. At least they could always rely on Nuss to be Nuss.

			The liquid in the cauldron started to bubble, and Maud quickly dropped in the last ingredient. The contents swirled, settling to something so clear it could have been water—except it seemed to hum faintly.

			Nuss poked at it, though Maud batted her paw away before they accidentally summoned the squirrel’s long-lost love of acorns. “What do we do with it?” Nuss asked.

			“We need a way to connect it to the sleeping princess,” Ludo said.

			“Like something that belonged to her?” Nuss asked.

			“Yes, but I don’t know where—”

			Nuss grinned and held up a necklace.

			“You took that?!”

			Nuss held up her paws. “I was looking for treasure. Anyway, it’s helpful now, isn’t it?”

			Maud sighed. She couldn’t argue with that. She took the necklace and put it on the mossy table, then scooped out a vial of the potion. Careful not to spill any, she let a few drops spill onto the gold.

			She held her breath. This was an important spell. Definitely not one to get wrong. “Esira detsernu traeh,” she said, the spell a little gritty on her tongue, like not-quite-smooth meringue. Like the language of magic had been back when she’d first tried it. Apparently magic didn’t like her hesitation either.

			But after a moment an image flashed into her mind. A person somewhere in the dark. Not much, but enough to start a trail of breadcrumbs.

			

			They spent most of the night following the breadcrumbs before deciding they needed to rest. After all, they had no idea how far the trail might lead, and there was no Toadstool Path to help speed it up.

			A little more refreshed by the next morning, they set out again—with only minimal complaints from Nuss, despite the fact she wasn’t even doing any of the walking.

			But once night fell again, Maud was sure they were close. She could feel that slight thrum of energy, as if the breadcrumbs were excited to reach their target. The sparkling trail took them to a town Maud had never heard of, but one that made Gretel grimace at the sight: Apple’s Bite.

			They paused at a small clearing, just close enough to see the first buildings. A huge glass coffin stood in the center, which was definitely a creepy way to say welcome. It was empty now, but Maud was sure she remembered stories about that. A different curse and another sleeping princess—somehow that seemed to happen to princesses a lot.

			“Nothing good ever happens in there,” Gretel said, looking from the coffin to the town beyond.

			“Have you been here before?” Maud asked.

			“No, but the Wolves always wanted us to stay clear.”

			“Statistically speaking,” Ludo added, “Apple’s Bite does have a higher venomous-fruit-to-occupant ratio than the general population.”

			“It’s probably just a witch town,” Maud said, trying to sound more confident. Though if that was true, she just had to hope the Witching Guild weren’t on the lookout. They hadn’t chased them as closely as the Wolves, but that didn’t mean they were safe from them.

			Nuss threw a berry at Gretel. “So, we’ll be safe as long as you don’t wave around that sword.”

			Gretel neatly dodged the projectile with a glower. “Okay, okay,” she said. “I extend my promise. No matter what, I won’t draw my sword. See how well that goes for us.”

			Maud waved her off. Gretel still had a lot of beliefs from the Wolves; that didn’t mean this town was actually bad. Or, at least, that was what Maud told herself.

			But as they stepped into the winding twist of alleyways, somehow darker than the twilight around, she wasn’t so sure.

			In terms of towns Maud had visited, Apple’s Bite sat somewhere between the small village by the Thornwood and Gone, the bustling town on the edge of the Shadelands. Where Gone had been overwhelming in its busyness, Apple’s Bite was eerily quiet. And where the village by the Thornwood had been small, this place seemed to stretch out forever. It made her wonder how many other towns were out there, all different.

			The three of them unconsciously pulled closer together, Nuss curling farther into Maud’s hood. Grim let out a low whine. Maud twined her fingers through his fur in reassurance.

			There was a definite creepy feel to the shadowy streets, as if something lurked just beyond what Maud could see.

			The crumbs glittered out underneath a lopsided inn, which leaned at such a steep angle it must’ve been kept from toppling over by magic. A sign painted in brightest green proclaimed it “The Number 1 Tourist Destination for Waterslides and Summer Fun.”

			Maud wasn’t quite convinced.

			There was a noticeboard under it, just illuminated by the light spilling out from inside. One poster caught Maud’s attention. It read: Warning—Curse Contamination. A Class IV Sleeping Curse is spreading from the Thornwood to surrounding villages. Evacuations in process. Stay clear of the area.

			“It’s spreading?” Maud murmured. She knew she’d left a hole in the protective barrier, but she hadn’t realized how quickly the curse would leak. It sounded like there were already other people who might’ve fallen to it.

			Her stomach curdled like sour milk.

			Gretel put a hand on her shoulder. “We’re fixing it, that’s what matters.”

			Maud gulped and nodded—though she couldn’t quite get herself to believe it. Even if they fixed it, she had still caused all this trouble along the way.

			Gretel nudged them on, until they were close enough to see a tall, horned figure on guard by the tavern’s entrance. Their main job seemed to be looking intimidating and nodding to their other equally intimidating friends on their way in.

			“Do you think they’ll let us in?” Maud asked.

			“I bet I can get us in,” Nuss said at once.

			“Without blowing the place up?”

			Nuss folded her arms grumpily. Her silence was answer enough.

			“Hansel’s usually good at this sort of thing,” Ludo said a little wistfully. “He always gets people to like him. Like that time he snuck into a goblin cave pretending to be selling moisturizer.”

			Gretel shot him a look. “Hansel’s not good at everything. And you don’t have to always go on about it.” Gretel tended to take compliments of her brother as a personal affront to her.

			Ludo looked down, a little flustered. “He’s just always nice to me, that’s all.”

			“It’s all about confidence,” Gretel said. “I can manage that.” She pulled up her hood and marched straight up to the door.

			With the hood hiding her face and the clink of her many weapons, Maud had to admit Gretel didn’t look entirely out of place.

			But she was still clearly a child.

			The horned figure shook their head, not unkindly. “Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

			Gretel drew herself up. “I’ll have you know I’m a dwarven warrior.”

			“Without a beard?”

			“I...shaved.”

			Maud had to admire that Gretel didn’t let her confidence waver, even when this wasn’t going to plan. But all that confidence didn’t stop her from slinking back to them in defeat.

			“Don’t worry,” Ludo said encouragingly. “I think you make a great dwarven warrior.”

			“What now?” Maud wondered aloud. “Do we just wait for them to come out?”

			“That could take forever,” Nuss groaned, stretching the words out to emphasize her point.

			Nuss’s dramatic proclamations aside, it could mean waiting out here all night. Maybe longer. Waiting where the Witching Guild or the Wolves could find them at any moment, all while that curse was spreading.

			All thanks to Maud. Guilt prickled through her gut again. She couldn’t just stand around here while things got worse.

			“We just have to get the guard away from the door,” she murmured, a plan forming in her mind. A somewhat desperate, probably ridiculous plan. She fished through her pack and held something out to Nuss.

			The squirrel’s eyes widened like she’d just sat on a praline hedgehog. Before Maud could give any concrete instructions, or remind Nuss to please be subtle, the squirrel snatched the jelly bean pods. She leaped off Maud’s shoulder and scampered down the side of the inn with a worringly maniacal laugh.

			Maybe that really had been a bad—

			Boom!

			Two plumes of smoke exploded from the alley and the entire lopsided building shook before it righted itself with what sounded like an irritated sigh. Grim whimpered and Maud put a reassuring hand on his back. She’d hoped it wouldn’t be quite that loud.

			The horned guard jumped and ran toward the smoke with a yell, leaving the door briefly unguarded.

			Maud grabbed a somewhat stunned-looking Ludo (maybe she should have given everyone a warning, she realized too late) and pushed him toward the door.

			“What was that?” Gretel asked, impressed.

			“Jelly bean pods,” Maud replied.

			At the sound of something plant related, Ludo seemed to come back to himself. “They explode if opened before their gestation period is complete because of the buildup of phosphoric acid.”

			Gretel grinned at Maud. “Causing chaos again.”

			The three of them, plus a hesitant Grim, ducked through the doorway just as another explosion echoed toward them.

			Gretel’s grin turned a little concerned. “How many did you give her?”

			“They shouldn’t do any actual damage,” Maud said. “They’re just loud.” She shot one last look back over her shoulder at the hazy smoke. “Hopefully.”
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			CARD GAMES WITH A GHOST

			
			Inside, no one seemed at all bothered by the explosions or the risk of the inn entirely collapsing. With the loud chatter and babble of music from some sprites in the corner, they might not have even heard it. Considering the sprites were only a few inches tall and playing miniature instruments, Maud was impressed at the volume.

			Most people sat in tight huddles, hunched over food and drinks. A pair of what looked like water nixe were arguing over a crystal ball. Most of the rowdy noise was coming from a far corner, where a cluster of people sat around a high table.

			It looked like they were playing some kind of card game with hexagonal cards decorated with various witches. Every now and then one of the cards would vanish in a puff of brightly colored smoke, to cheers and groans from different sides of the table.

			She and Gretel managed to push through the crowd to reach the edge of the table.

			“That’s them,” Maud whispered, with a nod to the second card player. They had a rosy halo to them, as if the spell was marking the final spot on a treasure map. Their hair was an unusual shade of bright blue, and it was cut short and shaggy, kind of like shredded coconut on top of a lollipop. There was a distinct sly slant to their expression. It was worryingly similar to Nuss whenever she was trying to hide that she’d snuck some burping acorns into Maud’s tea.

			Now that they were here, Maud wasn’t sure what they were supposed to say. Hi, we think your one true love might be cursed to eternal sleep. Do you want to come try to wake her up with us?

			That felt like a difficult way to start a conversation.

			The cards burst into a shower of purple and the first player coughed as it engulfed them.

			“We all know Bri cheats,” he said with a scowl. “They keep cards up their sleeves.”

			The other player—Bri—held up their hands with a flourish. “Prove it and I will happily forfeit.”

			The first player just let out an irritable grunt and pushed away from the table.

			Bri waved at the cards and they began collecting themselves back up, shuffling in the air. “Who’s next, then?”

			Maud ducked around a pair of onlookers to get closer. Now seemed as good a time as any. “Uh, excuse me?”

			Bri didn’t look down, still watching the cards.

			“I just wanted to talk to you about something,” Maud tried again. “It’s important...”

			Bri finally glanced over. “I’m a little busy right now, kid.”

			“It’s a matter of life and death,” Gretel pressed.

			“So’s playing pentagrams.” The cards laid themselves out with a final flourish, and Bri turned to the onlookers. Gretel looked at Maud, mouth agape, as if unable to believe someone could be so uncaring.

			It certainly didn’t bode well for convincing them to help.

			“Who’s it going to be?”

			“Me.”

			Maud almost didn’t realize she was the one who’d spoken, but that one word rang loud and clear. Her mouth decided before her brain could catch up. This was important and she’d make Bri listen to her, one way or another.

			A few people snickered, but Bri eyed her with renewed interest. “You got something to wager?”

			Maud and Gretel exchanged a glance. From Maud’s previous experiences in towns, the cookies in her pack wouldn’t be sufficient even if Agatha liked to claim they were worth more than gold.

			“Didn’t think so.” Bri began to turn back, when their eyes caught on the hilt of Gretel’s sword. Their expression stilled—as if they were trying very hard to not give anything away. “Is that a Wulfenblade?”

			“No.” Gretel put a hand protectively over it. “I mean, I’ve never heard it called that.”

			“But it’s made for the Wolves?”

			Gretel nodded, clearly not liking where this was heading.

			“We can play for that, I suppose,” Bri said.

			Gretel took a sharp step back. Maud bit her lip. She might not like the Wolves and their weapons, but she knew that was important to Gretel. But it also looked like their only option.

			“And if I win?” Maud asked, trying to shoot a reassuring smile at Gretel.

			“Then I’ll listen to your life-and-death problem,” Bri said, flicking a strand of blue hair out of their eye.

			Gretel leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Have you ever played this...pentagrams before?”

			“Nope,” Maud murmured back. “But I have an idea. Trust me?”

			It felt like a big ask, especially after everything with the other Wolves. Gretel hesitated, hand still tight on the hilt of her sword. But then she nodded.

			Relieved, Maud pulled herself up onto the high stool so she was facing Bri across the card table. The cards were laid out in a complicated pattern, with two decks on either side that Maud assumed were for each of them. She’d played some simple card games before; they were always a nice way to pass a rainy afternoon in the cottage. But she’d never seen anything like this.

			Bri raised an eyebrow as they picked up their first hand. “You know how to play?”

			Maud copied their movements, trying for some of Gretel’s confidence. “I’m a fast learner.”

			That earned more scattered laughter from the crowd. Maud’s cheeks burned, but she wouldn’t let that deter her.

			“While we’re here,” Maud said, trying for casual, “I wanted to talk to you about—”

			“No.” Bri held up a hand. “No talking while we play.”

			Maud sank back in her chair. Plan B it was then.

			The cards seemed to be divided into suits, loosely based around the power of the witch illustrations: water, earth, air, fire, ash, cauldron, potion, and forest. Maud could just about follow that based on what she knew of magic, but the rest was entirely confusing.

			Maud mostly played her cards at random, trying to follow whatever strategy Bri was using. More than once an onlooker or Bri would shake their head, explaining that she couldn’t play a potion card on a cauldron card. Whatever that meant.

			A few times playing a card resulted in another one vanishing in a poof but Maud couldn’t actually tell if that was good for her or not.

			Gretel, on the other hand, seemed to be deeply invested—either because her sword was at stake or because it brought out her competitive spirit.

			“No,” Gretel murmured as Maud went to play the Hedge Witch. She pointed to a water card instead. “That’ll counteract their Ash Witch.”

			It was probably cheating, but no one complained given how badly Maud was playing.

			With Gretel’s help, Maud still didn’t understand what was going on, but she did begin winning cards, which seemed to be the object. Several hands and poofs of smoke later, Bri was looking a little less confident.

			Gretel nudged Maud when she drew a new card and whispered, “That’s the Water Witch, combine it with the queen of another suit and you win!”

			“How are you following this?”

			Gretel shrugged, looking faintly embarrassed.

			“It’s impressive,” Maud added quickly, looking away to play her card—but not before she noticed Gretel’s blush deepen.

			The crowd let out a low ooh of excitement—they were now fully invested in the idea of two children beating the current champion.

			“I believe that means I win,” Maud said, still not entirely sure how any of this worked.

			“It would seem so,” Bri said with a sigh. “Except... I have the compass witches.” They laid down four cards, the North, South, East, and West Witches. “So that means we swap hands and I win.”

			“What!?” Gretel exploded, far more annoyed than Maud. “But that makes no sense!”

			Bri shrugged, pulling the cards toward them to reshuffle. “Maybe learn the rules before you play, next time.”

			Gretel looked like she was going to argue but Maud put a hand on her shoulder, trying to silently communicate that it was okay. Gretel relented, though she was still glaring at Bri.

			“Looks like you win the wager, then,” Maud said. She grasped the hilt of Gretel’s sword and pulled it free (wow swords were heavy) before handing it over to Bri. “Here’s the wolf sword, or whatever it was.”

			“Wulfenblade,” Bri corrected with an unreadable expression.

			Maud had to tug on Gretel’s hand several times before she managed to get her to move, and even then, Gretel kept looking back like a forlorn puppy.

			Once they were out of earshot, Maud explained, “Don’t worry. It’s just an illusion, a copy.” She pushed the real sword back into Gretel’s hands, hiding it under the folds of her cloak as she let it regain visibility. “Here’s the real one.”

			Gretel grabbed for it at once, clearly relieved. Then she frowned. “But how does that help us?”

			“Once Bri realizes we gave them a fake, they’ll come after us to try and get their prize. Then we can explain everything without anyone else eavesdropping.”

			“So just to clarify,” Gretel said, in a voice that made it clear she understood every detail, “your plan was to intentionally antagonize this person into coming after us to a place where there are no witnesses?”

			“Pretty much...”

			“I like it.”

			Unfortunately, it didn’t work out quite like that. Less than a minute later, when Maud and Gretel were still making their way back across the room, an irritated shout sounded behind them.

			In a sudden blink, Bri appeared in front of them. Maud stumbled back. She hadn’t realized they had magic. They tried to reach for Gretel but she ducked away quickly, backing up a few paces. The fake sword slipped from Bri’s fingers, no longer substantial enough to hold the illusion. Maud had hoped it’d last longer than that.

			“I’ll give it to you, fair play, a good try,” Bri said, far less angry than Maud had expected. “But hand over the real one now. A deal’s a deal.”

			“Technically, you didn’t ask for the real sword. And we really do need to talk to y—”

			Bri shook their head. “Nope, like I said. That’s the deal.”

			Maud tried to back away, but there were too many people around. Gretel looked about ready to draw her sword, but that probably wouldn’t go well in a crowded inn full of people armed to the teeth. Plus, she’d lose part two of the bet.

			“See, the thing is we’re trying to reverse this curse,” Maud said, speaking as quickly as she could to get it all out. “So I cast a spell to find someone’s true love—uh, your true love—to help break it and it led us here and—”

			“Ah.” Bri’s eyes narrowed. “So I suppose I have you to thank for this predicament?” They held a hand up to the light. The glow of the torch shone through it, not quite solid. Here, but not.

			Maud’s eyes widened. Even for someone used to a lot of strange magic, that was very unusual.

			Bri sighed heavily. “Let me get another drink. I suppose we should have that chat after all.”
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			A SPELL TO UNITE LOST LOVES

			
			Bri herded them to a table in the corner where Ludo and Grim rejoined them, the little wolf pup still not entirely happy with their surroundings. Maud scratched his ears and explained as best she could what had happened while Bri went to get what they called poison cider.

			“That’s great!” Ludo said. “So we can fix it now. Break the curse, wake up Gretel’s dad, and get the Witching Guild off Maud’s back.”

			Somehow, Maud wasn’t so sure.

			Bri returned with a large tankard for themselves and three smaller glasses for Maud and the others. The liquid inside was an acidic green and even from a few paces away, the smell was burning.

			There seemed to be something moving in it and both Maud and Gretel scooted back from theirs. Maud usually considered herself adventurous when it came to new flavors, but anything alive was definitely too far. Ludo took an enthusiastic sip, choked, and proceeded to have a sputtering coughing fit.

			Gretel clapped him on the back and he wheezed, “It’s quite good actually.”

			Bri took a long drink—managing somehow not to choke—before leaning their elbows on the table to address Maud. “So, what spell did you cast?”

			“A spell to reunite lost loves.”

			Bri groaned. “That’ll do it.”

			“But we had to,” Maud went on quickly. “It’s the only way to break this curse that’s spreading—”

			“And did you think to check when the curse was set?”

			Oh. Maud hadn’t considered that. Because of course if the curse had been set by her great-times-however-many grandmother over a hundred years ago, then anyone alive then would be...

			“So are you a ghost or some kind of other specified phantasma?” Ludo asked.

			Gretel shot Maud a horrified look while Ludo continued to speculate on exactly what type of spirit Bri was, whispering, “Did you raise the dead?”

			“I didn’t mean to...” Maud shrugged helplessly. Apparently love spells really were powerful. Especially when cast by someone who had such a habit of making things worse.

			Bri clanked their glass down on the table, interrupting Ludo’s stream of questions. “Ghost, spirit, here or there, it doesn’t really matter.”

			Maud felt it really did matter, but instead said, “So will you help us? We just have to get through a sentient forest of thorns, past an angry witch, then you can break the curse. Somehow.”

			Bri raised an eyebrow. “Oh, is that all?”

			Maud tried for a reassuring smile. “I’m sure it’ll be easy.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Bri said. “My answer is no.”

			“No?” Maud repeated, too shocked to think of anything else. She’d been so sure that once everything was explained, the princess’s true love would immediately be on board. Who wouldn’t be with so much at stake?

			“You don’t want to help a person you love?” Ludo asked, as if someone was trying to prove the incorrect answer to an equation.

			“No,” Bri said again. “It was a long time ago. No use digging up old wounds.”

			“But it’s hurting people now,” Maud pressed. “The curse—”

			“You are not supposed to be in here.”

			Maud, Gretel, and Ludo looked up in unison to see the door guard towering over them.

			“You’re thinking of someone else...” Maud tried. But there really was no point in lying when they sat directly below a row of glowing candles, ridiculously out of place among the other patrons.

			“Come on,” the guard grumbled. “Out.”

			“It’s all right,” Bri said, with a wave of their hand. “They’re with me.”

			The guard turned their eyes on Bri. “Well, would you look who’s back. Been a while. Do you have that money you owe me? You’ve got nearly half a century of interest fees.”

			Bri hurriedly put their drink down and pointed at Maud and the others in mock outrage. “Rasser, did you know there are children in here? I better get them out at once!” Bri proceeded to hurry Maud, Gretel, and Ludo out the back door like a worried mother, throwing admonishments back at the guard. “Ridiculous the kind of security you get here, letting children in among all these dangerous activities!”

			Maud half expected the guard to follow, but they just rolled their eyes and took the rest of Bri’s poison cider.

			Bri puffed out a breath when they were outside. “Some people really live too long.”

			“So how long ago were you alive?” Ludo asked.

			“About a hundred years, give or take.”

			Before Maud could process that, Nuss scampered up to them. She was grinning wildly despite a slightly singed tail. “Did you see those explosions? We have to do that again.”

			“Definitely,” Maud lied—that was generally the easiest way to placate the squirrel.

			Bri’s eyes widened a little at the sight of the gingerbread-and-hazelnut-mousse creature, but didn’t comment on it. Interesting, Maud thought, that means they must be used to magic. Anyone else who encountered Nuss was sure to ask questions.

			Maud was about to say something else to Bri, hopefully a convincing speech about how true love was worth pursuing, when something caught her eye. They stood next to one of the narrow windows, warm light spilling out into the darkness. From this angle, Maud was perfectly positioned to see the front door of the inn.

			So she couldn’t miss it when a group of masked figures stepped inside—apparently Rasser had nothing against letting Wolves in.

			“Wolves again?” Maud said. She’d expected they might be followed by the Witching Guild, but the Wolves were proving relentless. Though, she supposed the Guild were probably caught up trying to patch the leaking curse, while the Wolves were trying to find the person they thought was responsible for it.

			She turned to the others. “Are they still using that flying imp?”

			“Winged imp,” Ludo said cheerfully. “They’re really quite interesting, they have enlarged scent glands that they use...”

			But Maud was more focused on the Wolves. There were at least ten of them, all spreading through the inn and asking questions of disgruntled-looking patrons. Maud pulled back from the window, peering just around the edge to watch the Wolves moving closer.

			“Maybe they’re not here for us,” Gretel said hopefully, at the precise moment the lead Wolf turned and pointed directly at them.

		
	
		
			[image: A witchmark in the shape of a crescent moon]

			16

			NO SIGN OF WATERSLIDES

			
			“Run!” Maud yelled, though the others were already moving—even Bri. She had no idea where to go in these tangled streets, but away from the Wolves seemed like a good start.

			The alleyway led to a dead end here, so they had to sprint back around to the front of the inn to have a hope of getting away. More Wolves waited there already, weapons glinting in the faint light.

			It was only the brief surprise that gave them a window to escape. Maud swerved to the right so sharply Gretel almost collided into the back of her. Maud nudged at Grim to go faster—if only she could carry him, but he was getting too big. The others were close on her heels, but unfortunately so were the Wolves.

			“Can’t we follow the mushrooms or something?” Gretel asked.

			Maud gestured to the gray stone surrounding them. No sign of mushrooms (or toadstools) anywhere in sight.

			Gretel threw a look back at the Wolves. “We should split up. Make it harder for them to follow us. Meet back at the Glass Coffin.”

			Maud wanted to disagree—she didn’t like the idea of them all fending for themselves against the Wolves—but she couldn’t think of another way.

			An arrow whizzed overhead, so close Maud felt it ruffle her hair. Her lips moved, preparing to murmur the firestarter spell. But something caught in her throat. She’d accidentally raised the dead once already today. She didn’t want to add to that list.

			But what use was she as a witch if nothing she did helped her friends?

			Gretel and Ludo both peeled away in opposite directions, Grim lolloping after Gretel. At least she’d do better at protecting him. Bri had vanished somewhere—which Maud should’ve expected but still stung. The whole reason they’d come here was to find them.

			Maud hurtled down a side alley so narrow it was almost invisible.

			“How are we going to get rid of them?” Maud panted to Nuss, casting a desperate look back over her shoulder. The shadowed shapes of at least five Wolves still followed them, getting closer by the second.

			“I know what’ll slow them down,” Nuss said, with an evil smile.

			Sadly, Maud knew exactly what Nuss meant.

			She reached into her pack for the last few jelly bean pods and Nuss grasped them with her little claws.

			“Be careful, okay?” Maud said, but Nuss had already launched herself off Maud’s shoulder with a cackle.

			At least Nuss could always regrow anything she lost.

			The little squirrel scuttled back down the alleyway, dropping opened jelly bean pods as she went.

			The resonating boom nearly knocked Maud off her feet. She stumbled forward, catching herself on the wall. Nuss scurried back to her, always surprisingly fast on her tiny legs, leaving more pods in her wake.

			Sounds of pursuit grew further and further away as Maud ran through the convoluted alleyways of Apple’s Bite. At least if they were lost, it’d be hard for the Wolves to track them.

			When she could no longer hear angry shouts or pounding feet, Maud allowed herself to stop and try to take stock of where she’d ended up. She didn’t have a map, and in the dark most of the teetering buildings looked the same.

			“I think we’re lost,” Nuss said helpfully when they passed a cracked window that looked like a grinning smile for the third time.

			“The Glass Coffin is to the west...” Maud squinted up at the clouded sky. Florian would be very useful right about now, being able to get a bird’s-eye view of everything.

			“And which way is that?”

			Maud glanced down at her hands. Surely there were spells for this sort of thing. Witches didn’t get lost just because it was dark.

			She sighed. “Let’s try going as straight as we can. We have to reach the edge of town at some point, and then we can just walk around.”

			With the adrenaline and fear of the chase gone, Maud was left to trudge drearily through the unfamiliar town. Despite the sign, there were definitely no waterslides—much to Nuss’s disappointment. It was getting cold now and Maud was really regretting not bringing her extra sweater with her when she’d left the cottage. It felt like a long time ago now.

			The streets seemed to be widening, the houses pulling a little farther apart, which Maud hoped meant she was nearing the perimeter.

			She bit her lip, a worry still bubbling up inside her like an overflowing cauldron. She hoped the others had made it to the Glass Coffin all right. Maud knew they could take care of themselves, but coming up against people they might know...

			Or even Gretel’s mother. Maud shuddered at the thought. She didn’t want to have to watch Gretel face her parents. What would she choose then?

			Maud must’ve made it closer to the Glass Coffin than she realized, as its translucent shape rose up in front of them. Her tired muscles began to relax. They’d all meet up here and then—

			“Would you look who it is.”

			Maud whipped around, for a moment unable to tell why that voice sounded so familiar. Then she saw the sour lemon smile and the wolf-claw sword.

			With no mask, it seemed like Oskar was still a novice and just as unpleasant as he had been on their journey to the Abandoned Forest.

			Maud glanced from the sword to the expanse of darkness behind her. Could she run before he managed to lunge?

			But he seemed to follow her logic. In a flash he switched the sword for a wicked-looking crossbow. Maud didn’t love her chances against that. Oskar had never been very competent, but even he could hit a target only three feet in front of him.

			A spell. Think of a spell!

			But she couldn’t. Her mind had gone resolutely blank. It was too busy spinning through all the possible ways this could go wrong.

			Oskar moved closer, eyeing Nuss where she sat on Maud’s shoulder. “Only one of your strange familiars today, then?”

			“You should stay back,” Maud said, trying for threatening but landing somewhere closer to a tremble. She summoned sparks to her fingers—not as strong as they usually were, as if they felt her uncertainty. But she hoped a display of magic would be enough to keep Oskar away.

			“Your little magic tricks won’t help you,” he scoffed. “This time I’ll get to bring you to the Grand Wolves myself for them to witness my first witch kill. Then I’ll get my mask.”

			“Sounds fun,” Nuss squeaked. “But we’re really busy to—”

			Oskar jabbed the crossbow in Nuss’s direction. “Tell your monster—” Nuss let out an irritated sound at that “—to keep quiet or I’ll have to kill it now.”

			Maud’s heart was hammering. An unsteady rhythm that made it harder and harder to think. Her legs tensed, everything in her preparing to spring, but the arrow never flew.

			“What’re you doing?” Gretel appeared from the shadows, as silently as if she’d moved by magic. Maud really needed to ask her how Wolves did that. “We need to take them alive.”

			Maud tensed. She knew Gretel was playing along, that it was easier than an outright fight, but it still made her feel impossibly trapped and alone.

			Oskar swung toward Gretel, his brow furrowing. “Go away, Gretel,” he snapped. “This is my mission and my catch. I won’t let you upstage me this time.”

			“It’s not about any of us individually,” Gretel replied, as if reciting from a handbook. “It’s about ensuring people are kept safe.”

			“Yeah, yeah...” Oskar cocked his head. “Wait, what’re you even doing out here? I thought Hansel said you were off on some special assignment?”

			Maud swallowed hard. She couldn’t let doubt creep in now. That was just the cover story Gretel had told her mother. Right?

			“Yes,” Gretel said, in a tone of superiority. “This is the assignment. You’re currently ruining it.”

			That made Oskar hesitate.

			Grim chose that moment to come trotting up to Gretel’s heels, nudging against her with clear affection.

			Gretel tried to jump away, but the damage was done.

			“Why do you have her familiar?” Oskar asked.

			“I captured it,” Gretel replied. “Obviously.”

			But Oskar was glancing between them all now, putting pieces together.

			He stepped toward Grim, a nasty look on his face and his fingers tight on the crossbow again.

			“Then we better get them all back to the Grand Wolves. Well, the Grand Wolf,” Oskar said. “But I assume you won’t mind if I get rid of the familiar first?”

			“No!” Maud cried.

			But she still couldn’t bring herself to cast a spell. If not for Gretel lunging at the exact same moment, wrenching the crossbow from his hands and flinging it away into the night, then Grim could’ve been skewered.

			He glared at Gretel, who now held him at sword point, with venom in his every word. “You traitor!”

			“Shut up, Oskar.” Gretel scowled back at him, but it didn’t have quite her usual bite.

			His eyes lit up. “It was all a lie, wasn’t it? When you and Hansel and Ludo came back from the Abandoned Forest saying what an amazing victory you’d won. You’ve been working with her this whole time.”

			Gretel ignored him, turning to Maud. “Are you okay?”

			She nodded. “You?”

			“Of course,” Gretel said, with a tinge of her usual certainty back.

			Ludo came hurrying up to them then, his glasses slightly askew. He looked like he was about to greet them but stopped at the sight of Oskar.

			Oskar’s eyes widened. “I knew it!”

			“Nice to see you too, Oskar,” Ludo said with a smile.

			Maud’s shoulders slumped. This really was a mess. Gretel and Ludo’s cover blown and no sign of the princess’s true love anywhere.

			“Bri’s not with you?” Ludo asked, peering around.

			“No, they—” Maud started to say, when Bri stepped out of thin air next to them.

			“Of course I am,” they said, as casual as if they were all on an afternoon stroll. “You still owe me a sword.”

			Maud blinked, surprise shifting into relief. Okay, not a total mess. They could at least fix one thing. Everything else could be dealt with later.

			Gretel’s lips tightened. She jerked her head at Oskar’s discarded weapon. “Why don’t you take his?”

			Bri shook their head. “We both know it’s not the same.” That was strangely cryptic, but before Maud could ask anything, Bri clapped their hands together. “So hand it over. A deal is a deal.”

			“Technically,” Nuss said, “we did give you a sword. Temporarily. You’re the one who didn’t specify.”

			Bri surveyed the squirrel for a moment. “Well, you’re not wrong there. I guess I’m out of practice, being dead all these years.”

			“How about this?” Maud said, an idea springing into her head. “You can’t take the sword from us, can you?”

			That was a guess, but from the way Bri’s eyebrows lowered, Maud was right.

			“We’ll give you the sword if you come with us to the princess. The actual sword, this time. No tricks.”

			Bri smirked. “When you’ve been double-crossed by someone once, it’s pretty hard to trust them again.”

			“We can make a real deal,” Maud said. “A Witch’s Bargain.”

			Bri tilted their head. “I could go for that.”

			“What’s a Witch’s Bargain?” Gretel asked, still trying to keep Oskar from running off.

			“If either party breaks the bargain, then they lose all their magic,” Bri explained. “A good way to keep people honest.”

			Gretel’s eyes widened. She waved Maud toward her and whispered, “You can’t do that! I don’t want to give up the sword. And we can’t risk your magic.”

			“We don’t have many other options,” Maud whispered back. “Not if we want your dad and all those other people to wake up.”

			Gretel clenched her jaw, but nodded.

			Maud turned to Bri. She held out a hand. “I swear by all the First Witches that I will give you that sword if you fulfill our bargain.”

			Bri held out their hand, not quite corporeal enough to touch Maud. Nothing more than a tiny pressure. “And I swear by all the First Witches, and ghosts or spirits or whatever I am, that I will accompany you to the princess.”

			Maud felt a slight shudder in the air, as if something ancient had been listening and had now sealed their pact. She hoped Gretel really would keep up her side of the bargain, otherwise it was Maud who’d lose out. She’d only just proven she was a real witch. No matter all the trouble, she wasn’t sure who she would be without her magic.

			“Shall we head off, then?” Bri asked, apparently unbothered by Gretel’s prisoner.

			But none of the rest of them moved. The same question was flitting between them.

			Gretel finally voiced it, gesturing to Oskar. “What’re we going to do with him?”

			Maud bit her lip. What could they do? He’d seen Gretel and Ludo helping Maud, which he’d undoubtedly tell Hieda as soon as he got the chance. Oskar’s anger seemed to have simmered down to fear now, his eyes strained as he watched them discuss his fate.

			“We can’t just leave him here,” Maud said, almost a question.

			Ludo and Gretel shook their heads. Bri was examining their nails, bored by the entire thing.

			“I say we hit him really hard on the head and hope he forgets,” Nuss suggested.

			“The Wolves will find him here,” Gretel said. “And then he’d tell them what he saw.”

			“My dads think I’m safe learning with the Wolves,” Ludo said with none of his usual optimism. “If they find out I’ve run off, they’ll make me come home.”

			“And my parents...” Gretel didn’t need to finish that sentence.

			“He’ll get free eventually,” Maud whispered, not wanting Oskar to hear. “And then your parents will find out. I don’t think we can stop it entirely.”

			“Unless we throw him off a cliff,” Nuss supplied. They’d mostly stopped listening to her now.

			“You don’t have some kind of spell?” Gretel asked, a hint of desperation in her voice. “Something to make him forget?”

			Maud shook her head sadly. She didn’t know anything close to that. Maybe Agatha could help...but the idea of taking a Wolf back to the cottage was not an appealing one.

			Well, if they were out of options, Maud knew what they should do.

			“We’ll have to take him with us.”

			Four pairs of eyes goggled at her in surprise. Grim’s probably would have too if he could understand what she’d said. “You can’t be serious.”

			“We can’t leave him here,” Maud said simply. “And we’re not going to kill him.” Both Ludo and Gretel looked a little relieved at that statement—probably because that’s precisely what the Wolves would have done were the situation reversed. “So he has to come with us.”

			It was hardly a permanent solution, but it gave Gretel and Ludo a bit more time to figure things out.

			Maud sorted through her pack, looking for something that might function as ropes. She had a few gummy snakes at the bottom, ones made months ago and never animated. That was, at least, something she could do without messing up.

			The spell sprang from her fingers and the two snakes—one green and pink, the other a sunset of reds and yellows—yawned, stretching as if they were just waking up. They coiled around Maud’s arms, blinking into the newfound world.

			She nudged the snakes toward Oskar and they slithered over, winding themselves around him like rope.

			“We’ll have to name them,” Maud mused.

			Gretel seemed a little too preoccupied with making sure Oskar couldn’t break free to think about names for gummy snakes.

			“Does this count as kidnapping?” Ludo wondered aloud.

			“We will let him go...” Maud said with a glance at Gretel. “Just not quite yet. Temporary kidnapping.”

			Oskar glared darkly at them, murmuring angry threats under his breath.

			“Come with us quietly, or...the snakes will bite off your head,” Maud said. The snakes definitely wouldn’t bite off his head (especially as their teeth were also made of gummy sweets), but she trusted the Wolves’ general fear of being eaten to be enough to stop him trying to run away.

			“Let us depart,” Bri said, more interested in this quest now there was a possible reward for them. “The lost princess awaits!”

		
	
		
			[image: Mother Agatha’s spellbook: Common Spells for Uncommon Witchery]

			17

			DON’T PLAY CARD GAMES WITH A SQUIRREL

			
			They couldn’t risk hiding out in a Bewitching Hollow—no way was Maud going to let Oskar in on that particular secret. So they made camp at the base of a large, hollow oak tree that seemed to be home to a family of nesting fairies. The fluttering light from their wings above was especially helpful in building their own fire.

			Maud had the remains of a dragon spice loaf, which did well to warm them all up and Ludo convinced them to try some corvenroot that he insisted tasted like honeycomb (it decidedly did not). Grim snuggled up by the warmth of the fire while Nuss and Gretel talked Bri into teaching them how to play pentagrams.

			It might’ve been a nice, cozy scene if not for the glowering witch hunter still restrained by gummy snakes, the looming pressure of the sleeping curse, and the anxious guilt threatening to consume Maud.

			Oskar, unsurprisingly, refused all food offerings and sat as far away from them all as he could with a scowl that said he was probably plotting their demise.

			Maud didn’t care. That was a problem for tomorrow. Right now, she was just relieved they were all safe and warm and full of her favorite bread.

			There was a puff of purple smoke from the other side of the campfire and an irritated yell from Bri as Nuss won the next hand—and their scarf. Maud should’ve probably warned them it was never a good idea to gamble against Nuss.

			“You are definitely cheating,” Bri said, with no hint of accusation. “And you better show me how.”

			Nuss flicked her tail. “A squirrel has her ways.”

			Ludo returned from the trees and joined Maud on the fallen log, a pile of corvenroot in his lap. For a few minutes they sat in silence, watching the dancing flames and the reflected light of the fairy wings.

			Ludo glanced over at Maud. “You okay? You’re very quiet.”

			Maud tried for a smile that felt more like a grimace. “I’m fine. You know, trying to fix another problem that I caused without letting my friends get hurt. Seems pretty normal for me.”

			“You didn’t set that curse,” Ludo said with a nudge. “Or make Ermen go wandering into the Thornwood.”

			“I guess. But I did set the curse free.” Maud shook her head sadly. “I don’t know. And now we’re facing a witch again. It’s just...” She trailed off, not quite sure how to put that into words. “Why do witches always end up being the villains?”

			Oskar let out a snort, apparently listening from his angry corner. “I think we all know the answer to that one.”

			Ludo ignored him, something well practiced from the convoy, Maud assumed. “Maybe it’s never as simple as that,” he said. “The Wolves have done enough to be considered the villain in some stories. Witches in others. Normal humans have done plenty themselves.”

			Maud rested her chin on her fist, considering that. She could see the logic there—the Wolves had certainly done their share of bad things. But that didn’t change Vira in the Abandoned Forest desperate for power, or the witch in the story who’d cursed an innocent princess to eternal sleep, or how quickly the Guild had turned on her. It didn’t account for Maud and the way she seemed to bring trouble everywhere she went.

			“It always comes back to the same thing, doesn’t it?” Oskar said poisonously. “Witches causing problems for everyone else.”

			That got Gretel’s attention away from the pentagrams game. “Yeah, you would know about causing problems for people, wouldn’t you?” she shot back, abandoning her cards.

			“Coming from the person who betrayed their own family.”

			Gretel couldn’t seem to find a response to that, her lips pressing together so tight it looked like she might snap. Maud wished she could say something to help, but what could fix this?

			Oskar turned his spite on Maud. “And, you know, it was your fault Ermen went into that strange forest.”

			“It’s a wood,” Ludo provided helpfully.

			“Strange wood, whatever,” Oskar said. “They were tracking you and your evil coven with that spellbook.”

			“What?” Maud couldn’t think of anything more coherent to say. He must be confused; her original spellbook was long gone.

			“The Grand Wolves have your spellbook,” Oskar spat, trying to shift one of the snake’s heads off his shoulder. “That’s how the winged imp has been tracking you. I wonder why your friend Gretel didn’t tell you that?”

			Maud’s mouth fell open. She’d thought Mother Agatha’s spellbook had been lost in the Shadelands after she’d used it to help her escape. She hadn’t imagined the Wolves might’ve gone back for it.

			The idea of them holding that book, the book that was such a piece of both Agatha and Rosenne, made Maud queasy.

			Gretel had gone a little pale. “I wanted to tell you,” she started. “And Ludo and I were trying to put them off the scent. But...”

			“It’s fine,” Maud said, trying to ignore the sting of tears. She didn’t want Oskar to get what he wanted. “We don’t need to talk about it.”

			The raised voices got the attention of Bri and Nuss from across the fire. Nuss hopped over, now carrying several of Bri’s partly translucent possessions. “We could still throw you off a cliff, you know.”

			Oskar made a sputtering noise of contempt. “You can make all the threats you want. Tell yourselves whatever stories make you feel better about what you’re doing,” he said. “Doesn’t change that you’re traitors. Or that none of this would’ve happened without her and her magic.” His eyes cut to Maud, accusing.

			Maud tried to swallow past the painful lump in her throat. She could feel Ludo and Gretel exchanging glances, but couldn’t bring herself to look up.

			Bri broke the silence. Maud was surprised they’d been listening. “Take it from someone who’s much older than they should be,” Bri said, with an ominous finality. “Nothing’s ever as simple as it first appears.”
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			INTO THE SLUMBERING CASTLE

			
			They reached the Thornwood by the time the sun was high in the sky the next day. A far more subdued group than before, despite finally getting closer to their goal. Maud couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling that Oskar was right. A sentiment she’d hoped never to consider.

			The only one who seemed cheerful was Nuss, who was recounting the various ways she’d beaten Bri and Gretel at pentagrams.

			They didn’t arrive at the wood the way Maud had before, from the rolling green hills, because even from far away they could see a hovering cluster of silk tents. That could only be the Witching Guild, either trying to sort out the curse finally or waiting for Maud to return.

			They decided unanimously they didn’t want to try their luck there.

			“What about the Wolves? Do you think they’re following us?” Nuss asked, voicing the question Maud had been avoiding. If they were tracking her with Agatha’s book, then they could be there any moment.

			“They can’t use Toadstool Paths,” Gretel said. “So they might take a bit longer to track us.”

			“Ready to burn you at the stake,” Oskar interjected.

			Everyone ignored him. They’d gotten quite good at that.

			To make sure not to alert the Guild they skirted around to the side, past a river wide enough that Maud couldn’t see the far bank, until they found another crack in the dense curtain of thorns. This wasn’t one Maud had made—they must be spreading.

			They stopped at the very edge, Maud squinting into the darkness for any sign of that witch. Last time she’d only appeared once they were in the castle, so hopefully they’d be safe until then. Well, as safe as they could be in a forest full of thorns as deadly and sharp as swords.

			Maud pulled out the hastily made gingerbread charms from her pack. She hadn’t made them on an open fire before, so they were a little singed, but they should hopefully work to soak up the curse all the same.

			She handed them out to everyone, even tying one onto a ribbon around Grim’s neck and tucking one into one of the gummy snake coils. She ignored Oskar’s protests that she was trying to hex him.

			Gretel poked a thorn experimentally with her sword. “What about that witch you saw last time?”

			Maud bit her lip. “I’m not sure. I still don’t know how she fits into all of this.”

			“Could she be the witch who cast the curse?” Ludo asked while examining the tangled roots.

			“It could be,” Maud replied. If so, that would make her one of Maud’s ancestors. She didn’t like the idea of fighting any witch, and she liked the idea of fighting one she was related to even less. “I don’t think even powerful witches live that long, though.”

			“It doesn’t matter if we can’t get past her.”

			“We could run really quickly?” Not exactly the best thought-out plan.

			“May as well get this over with,” Bri said, frowning at the dark cluster of thorns. “I know a shortcut. Well, it used to be a shortcut. Hopefully it’s still there.”

			Without waiting to give an explanation Bri marched off toward a particularly dense knot.

			Maud, Gretel, and Ludo exchanged bewildered looks. Oskar glared over his gummy ropes.

			Maud recovered first, hurrying after Bri. “How do you know a shortcut?”

			“I was alive when the wood first grew,” Bri replied, stopping to examine a particularly lethal-looking thorn. “Remember?”

			Of course, how else would the princess even be Bri’s true love? That only led to more questions, but Maud wasn’t quite sure how to ask someone why they didn’t care about their magically ordained true love. Satisfied with their examination of the thorn, they nodded to Gretel. “Pull on that thorn.”

			Gretel looked a little suspicious, but did as they asked. A small hole in the ground popped open like a trapdoor.

			It was so dark inside it looked like a drop of kraken ink in the middle of a sea of grass.

			Ludo knelt down to inspect the hinge mechanism with interest but Gretel pulled him back. “You want us to go in there?”

			“I’ll go first,” Bri said. Maud was beginning to learn that Bri said things with a lot of confidence, which should make them sound comforting, but was somehow more worrying.

			Without hesitation, they jumped down into the hole. Maud murmured the cauldron spark spell and held her fingers over the darkness. Sparks trailed down, illuminating Bri staring up at them from a cramped passage.

			“Are you coming or not?”

			Maud hesitated. “Grim can’t go down there.” Grim let out a low whine, emphasizing her point.

			Oskar snorted. “Not much of a familiar, is he?”

			Maud shot him a glare, tempted to get the gummy snakes to try biting off his head even if she knew they wouldn’t succeed. She didn’t mind insults about her, but being mean to Grim was another story.

			“Can he wait out here?” Gretel asked.

			Maud looked around, unsure. He might end up captured by the Witching Guild—or the Wolves. With so many people on their tail, she wasn’t sure she could just leave him here.

			If she knew a good protection spell, or if he was a real witch’s familiar, she wouldn’t have to worry.

			“Maybe he could go back to the cottage?” Ludo suggested. Grim’s ears perked up, his head cocked as if he was considering that.

			There were a few mushrooms around. But did Grim understand how to follow a Toadstool Path?

			“Tac could take him,” Gretel said.

			Maud frowned at her. “Who?”

			Gretel’s cheeks reddened, and she looked the closest Maud had ever seen her to embarrassed. “The gummy snake.”

			Maud’s lips twitched. “You named them?”

			“You don’t have to make it a whole thing.”

			“Okay, okay.” Maud held up her hands in surrender, but couldn’t help a smile. “So Tac could lead Grim back and...” She trailed off pointedly.

			“Tic,” Gretel grumbled.

			“And Tic can stop Oskar from running off.”

			Maud waved a hand and the green-and-pink snake—presumably now named Tac—slithered off Oskar and over toward her feet. She hadn’t given orders to be carried out at such a distance before, and she really hoped it would work. But it would at least get Grim out of harm’s way and it might stop Mother Agatha worrying too much. Anyway, this was barely even a spell.

			Maud put a hand on Tac’s slightly squishy head. Take Grim home, she thought, trying to push the thought from her fingertips into the little snake.

			It blinked up at her, forked tongue flicking out, then nodded.

			Tac glided away, threading itself through Grim’s legs as if to nudge him on. Grim looked back at Maud, his eyes wide and glittering. She hated not being with him. They usually went everywhere together. But this was for the best.

			She nodded to him and he let out a low whimper before turning to follow Tac. They reached a small red-and-gold mushroom and vanished.

			Maud’s heart squeezed. She pushed as much magic as she could after them. Not even a specific spell, just a general plea to protect them. That would have to be enough.

			She turned away so the others wouldn’t see the tears pricking at her eyes.

			“He’ll be okay,” Nuss murmured.

			Mother Agatha’s question popped into Maud’s head. Why do you want to do magic?

			Because she didn’t want to feel helpless like this. Wasn’t that enough of an answer?

			“I’m going to die of old age if you don’t hurry up,” Bri called up to them. “Or I would, anyway, if someone hadn’t decided to bring me back to some kind of half-life.”

			“Come on,” Maud said to the others, teetering on the edge of the hole. This was nearly over now. They just had to break the curse and it’d be done.

			She tried hard not to think about the other remnants of this mess that would still need cleaning up.

			She jumped down, surprised to find the landing cushioned by some kind of spongy stone. The others followed. Gretel dragged a grumbling Oskar with her and Ludo looked like he would like to spend some time examining this strange stone, but he managed to pull himself away.

			As her eyes adjusted, Maud could just about make out the small space. It was smooth and strangely uniform, as if it had been cut by a careful hand. Tree roots formed the ceiling above, with a few of those jagged thorns poking through.

			Bri led the way, though it wasn’t really necessary as there was no other direction but forward.

			“I’m not so sure about them,” Gretel muttered to Maud.

			“Me neither,” Maud admitted. She reached down for the comforting warmth of Grim’s fur before remembering that he wasn’t there. “But we can’t go back now.”

			Gretel huffed, glaring daggers into Bri’s back as they continued along the passage.

			It didn’t feel like they’d walked very far, certainly not the whole expanse of thorns, when they reached another trapdoor. Bri instructed Maud to pull on a dangling root and it swung open.

			“Me first, this time,” Gretel said before Bri could move.

			Bri just pulled a bemused smile and an elaborate bow, as if to say after you, madame.

			Gretel hauled herself out of the passage and Maud squinted up, biting her lip. If this was a trap...

			“All clear,” Gretel called down.

			“I am a ghost of my word,” Bri said to Maud.

			The rest of them clambered out after Gretel—Oskar with a lot of fussing about being forced to climb while tied up with a snake. Maud would be more sympathetic if he hadn’t tried to kill so many of her friends.

			Maud straightened up to take in the new surroundings. She was back in front of that powdered sugar castle. Though this looked like the grand entrance, complete with drawbridge and everything.

			“Remarkable,” Ludo murmured, his hand twitching toward his notebook.

			Even Gretel’s eyes were wide and staring.

			“Up there.” Bri pointed to the highest tower, reaching up to brush the clouds. A faint shimmer hung around it, like a haze of residual magic. The same one Maud and Nuss had been in before.

			“More climbing,” Nuss grumbled.

			“Now you show restraint,” Maud said, rolling her eyes.

			The trapdoor had let them out at the very edge of what must’ve once been a moat, but was now just a dry trench. The drawbridge was lowered, but from the decrepit state of the wooden planks, Maud wasn’t so sure about its structural integrity.

			But luckily it held as the five of them crossed. The doors were torn open, thick vines tangled around them. There was that same odd quiet Maud remembered, like the hush spell in the library. Coming in this way, they passed by more sleeping figures. Gretel sucked in a surprised breath at the sight of someone who looked to be carrying a tray of now very solid food, several more guards, and even a bright orange cat. So many people who’d done nothing wrong, all caught up in this.

			Ludo and Oskar gathered in close behind. Gretel drew her sword and for once Maud didn’t disagree. She wasn’t quite sure how a place could simultaneously feel so empty and eerily like someone was watching them. She hoped it wasn’t that witch again. She hadn’t even managed to fight the witch last time—just run away from her.

			“Maybe I need a sword,” Nuss suggested as they began to climb the tightly winding staircase.

			“No,” Maud and Gretel said in unison. Maud grinned; it was nice to be on the same page as someone, even if they were in a somewhat creepy abandoned castle.

			“Hmph.” Nuss crossed her arms, sulking on Maud’s shoulder.

			The stairs were so steep, one misstep would send her tumbling all the way back down. But Bri forged on ahead, as if this was a well-worn path for them. They stepped through the door with no trouble—directly through it. One benefit of being a ghost, Maud supposed.

			But the moment Maud’s hand touched the brass doorknob, a different spectral figure whooshed out at them. It moved so quickly Maud almost toppled back down the stairs, only just caught in time by Gretel.

			“You shouldn’t be here,” the witch hissed, in the same eerie tone as before.

			More prepared this time, Maud spotted the flower and spiderweb symbol on the witch’s floating cloak. She noticed similarities too—Maud’s own pointed chin and sharp nose, the same pale eyes and bright hair as the paintings she’d seen of Rosenne.

			There was no denying it, this really was her ancestor.

			“Petallia?” Maud guessed.

			The witch paused, head tilted in quiet surprise.

			“I’m going to fix your mistake,” Maud said, determined even as she couldn’t think of a spell that would work against a ghost.

			The witch let out a low hiss of anguish and lunged toward her. Maud braced for the impact, hoping that at least Bri could wake the princess up—but then Gretel was in front of her, Wolf sword raised. Maud expected the witch to pass right through it, just as she had the marshmallow spell.

			But instead, the blade seemed to split through her. It tore her into two separate, swirling shadows that vanished into thin air. Maud whirled around, expecting the witch to reappear. But the tower was silent and still once again.

			Maud felt strangely empty too. Even if her ancestor had been trying to attack them, there were so many things she could’ve talked to her about. She didn’t want to lose more pieces of her family.

			“I didn’t know it could do that,” Gretel said slowly, staring at her sword with a matching expression of shock. Ludo reached out a hand to examine the blade, his eyes narrowed in scholarly interest.

			Bri poked their head through the door. “Come on, some of us don’t have forever.”

			Shaking off her questions, Maud pulled the door open and they all piled into the round tower room. The small space looked a little different to Maud this time.

			Not just something strange and unexplainable, but home to a victim of a curse who’d been abandoned.

			“Princess Rose,” Bri said softly, an expression Maud couldn’t quite understand on their face. “It’s been a long time.”

			“So you did know her?”

			“She was a princess,” Bri said, as if that answered the question.

			“How do you wake her up?” Gretel asked, still holding her sword as if waiting for an attack. “True love’s kiss or something?”

			Bri looked scandalized. “She’s asleep. I’m not just going to just waltz in here and kiss her.”

			Gretel flushed. “That’s what they do in all the stories.”

			“Stories are rarely accurate,” Bri replied.

			“Maybe you just have to touch her,” Maud suggested.

			“That sounds right.” Bri paused, eyes on the Wolf sword in Gretel’s hands. “I’ve done my part now. Give me the sword.”

			Gretel took a step back. “Wake her up first.”

			“How can I know you’ll keep your word?” Bri asked. “You have already tried to trick me once.”

			“We made a Witch’s Bargain,” Maud said. “I can’t break that.”

			Bri jerked her chin to Gretel. “But she could.”

			Maud chewed the inside of her mouth. She couldn’t really argue with that. And what difference could it make now? She glanced over at Gretel. This almost felt like making her choose between her friendship and the Wolves again. Magic didn’t mean the same thing to Gretel. And especially after what that sword had just done...

			“I wouldn’t make you lose your magic,” Gretel said, reading Maud’s worry on her face. As if to prove it, she shoved the sword over to Bri.

			“Can you even hold—” Before Maud had finished the question, the answer was clear. Bri somehow could touch the sword. It seemed to have a new weight in their hands, like they’d become less translucent.

			They stepped toward the bed, pulling back one of the fluttering gauze curtains. It let some light spill onto the princess, glinting off a bright ruby ring on her right hand and shining in her pale blonde hair.

			Bri reached out a hand, tender, toward the princess’s cheek. But they stopped a breath away, not quite making contact. Bri’s face hardened. In a single, swift move they reared up, Gretel’s sword held aloft. The tip ready to plunge into the princess’s heart.

			Maud lunged forward. “What are you doing?”

			But Bri swatted her away easily, with a strength they hadn’t had before. “I’m afraid we’ve reached the part of the story where I betray you.”
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			THE PRINCESS AWAKENS

			
			“Finally,” Oskar said. “Someone around here has some sense.”

			“They’re trying to kill a sleeping girl.” Nuss glared at Oskar from where she’d fallen on the floor. “Maybe think about what you’re siding with.”

			“You said you were a ghost of your word,” Maud tried desperately as she pulled herself to her feet. “You said you’d help.”

			Bri didn’t move, but they also didn’t let the sword fall yet. “You’re the one who reminded me I have to be careful how things are phrased. I said I’d take you to the princess in exchange for the sword. Nothing else.”

			“A technicality,” Gretel growled.

			Bri shrugged. “That’s business.”

			Maud held out a hand, her mind still reeling. “Wait, wait—if you kill her, the curse will never be broken. It’ll just keep spreading.”

			“Not my problem.”

			“But why do you want to kill her?” Maud asked, partly to understand and partly to keep Bri talking and not stabbing.

			In the back of her mind, she reached out for Tic, who was still coiled around Oskar. She nudged the snake forward as soundlessly as she could. She hoped Gretel could make sure Oskar didn’t give it away.

			“It’s a long story.”

			“Try us.”

			Bri frowned at Maud. They seemed to be genuinely considering. They were definitely too preoccupied with her to notice the small gummy snake slithering onto the silk sheets behind them.

			“Why come all this way only to kill her?” Maud pressed.

			“And why do you need my sword to do it?” Gretel added.

			Bri tilted their head. “You really don’t know? This isn’t a normal blade. It’s a Wulfenblade, from one of the first Wolf families. It—” But before they could finish, Tic launched at them. It coiled around Bri’s sword hand, pulling the weapon away from the princess.

			Bri let out an angry yell, trying to throw Tic off. Gretel leaped forward, joining the snake in trying to wrest the sword from Bri’s hands. They shoved Gretel away and finally managed to shake Tic off—Gretel diving to catch the snake before it could hit the floor.

			Bri straightened, leveling the sword at the three of them. “I don’t want to hurt any of you, but I will. I made a promise a long time ago. It’s about time I fulfilled it.”

			But they’d been so preoccupied with Gretel and the snake, that they didn’t notice Nuss at their feet. With the practiced precision of someone who loved causing trouble, Nuss pulled her tail taut around one of their ankles. The perfect trip wire.

			They stumbled back into the bed, steadying themselves with one hand. One hand that brushed against the princess’s arm.

			Maud had expected a bright flash of light. Or perhaps swirling winds and a rush of magic. But instead the moment was just as quiet as the rest of the palace.

			The princess’s eyelids fluttered. One of her fingers twitched. Then she opened her startlingly blue eyes and sat up, as if she had just awoken from a brief nap instead of a centuries-long curse.

			“Bri?” she whispered, looking at Bri’s turned back.

			Bri stilled. Maud readied herself to throw any spell she could think of in case they raised the sword again, but Bri’s shoulders stayed hunched in defeat as they faced the princess.

			“You woke me.”

			“I didn’t mean to.”

			“Don’t start that again, my love.”

			They seemed to be caught in something very private. Maud inched back toward Gretel.

			“Does this mean the curse is broken?” Gretel whispered, looking like she felt equally awkward intruding on this moment. “My dad will be all right?”

			“I think so,” Maud muttered back. “But I still don’t understand, why—”

			The princess stood up from the bed, dust falling from her like water. “You brought company,” she said with a soft smile.

			Maud gave a small wave. “Uh, hi. We were just trying to help.”

			Nuss climbed back onto Maud’s shoulder. “I’ll happily accept any form of payment for my heroic part in saving you.”

			“Nuss!” Maud hissed.

			“I’m just saying we did face mortal peril to come here.”

			The princess walked toward them—no, walked wasn’t quite the right word. She moved with an elegant grace, more gliding than anything else.

			They’d broken the curse, hadn’t they? So why did none of this feel right still? Maud inched back another step. Gretel pressed in against her side, as if she, too, felt there was something wrong here.

			“Why, thank you, little one. I am grateful.” The princess cocked her head at Maud. “Do I know you?”

			“I—I don’t think so,” Maud replied.

			“No, you’re too young,” the princess said. “But perhaps I knew your mother...or grandmother. One does lose track of time.”

			Maud took a slight step back, hoping the princess wouldn’t make the connection.

			Oskar chose that moment to use his newfound freedom to launch himself at Maud. He crashed hard into her side, pinning her to the ground. “Witch,” he snarled. “I’ll show you—”

			“Oh, no, no.” The princess spoke so casually, like a parent reprimanding a child. She reached out and grasped Oskar’s arm.

			He froze, his expression going slack, hands still pinning Maud.

			Red lightning crackled from the ring on the princess’s finger. It spidered up her arm like veins before sinking into her eyes, turning them a vibrant, burning crimson. The sparks traveled from there to Oskar, pulling tight around his throat. Everywhere the sparks touched, a strange grayness seeped across Oskar’s skin—almost like stone.

			His face still blank, Oskar released Maud and stood up.

			Maud scooted back, putting as much distance between herself and whatever that was as possible, before pulling herself to her feet. “What did you do to him?”

			The princess smiled again, but there was nothing sweet about it now. Not the innocent princess but a monster looking down at its dinner.

			“Nothing much,” she said, still caramel-sweet. “What I’ll do to you is far worse.”

			Maud barely had time to roll out of the way as jagged red lightning bolted toward her. It exploded where it hit stone, leaving deep scorch marks on the floor. Gretel was at her side in an instant, but she had no weapon either, fists raised against magic.

			The princess turned to them again. “I learned this one from the witch who cursed me. Not quite as strong as hers—she tied her entire life to that spell. But enough to send you into a cursed sleep.”

			“Here!” Ludo threw Maud’s pack to her from where it had fallen.

			She only had a second to respond, a moment to decide which spell to do. And she hesitated. That uncertainty had taken root inside her and now she didn’t act fast enough.

			The princess looked at Ludo. She held her hand to her mouth and blew, as if dispelling seeds on the wind. Something engulfed Ludo and he dropped to the floor.

			“Ludo!” Gretel yelled. Maud tried to run to him when she was cut off again by lightning. But she could still see his chest moving. He was breathing.

			The princess narrowed in on Maud, crimson crackling around her fingers. It grew, ready to blast.

			But Bri jumped between them, Gretel’s sword still held aloft. “Leave them alone. They don’t have anything to do with this.”

			“She has everything to do with this.”

			The princess tried to lunge at Maud, but was now met by Bri. There was a sharp clang as if two blades had hit, the sword rebounding against the princess’s magic.

			“Run!” Bri yelled back at them. An abrupt change from the relaxed card player they’d first met. Why did none of this make any sense?

			Maud’s legs were still frozen but Gretel grabbed her arm and pulled her along, the two of them almost tumbling down the spiral staircase in their haste. They passed slowly stirring courtiers, still too sleepy to do anything. Nuss ran ahead, deciding to use her squirrel speed for once.

			“But Ludo—”

			“We can’t help him if we’re dead.”

			Maud knew that was true, but that didn’t make her feel any better about sprinting away while Ludo lay unconscious.
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			WITCHES OR WOLVES?

			
			Maud, Gretel, and Nuss sat in silence at the edge of the Thornwood as the sun set. From here, they couldn’t see the castle hidden at the center, or the floating tents of the Witching Guild, but they were all still tense. Their group kept getting smaller and smaller.

			Gretel had managed to grab Tic before they ran and the gummy snake seemed to have taken to her, curled tightly around her ankles as it slept.

			Maud passed out the last of the spiced rolls, now going a little stale. She wasn’t really hungry but they definitely needed the energy.

			“Do you think my dad woke up?” Gretel asked, picking at her own spiced roll.

			Maud swallowed a piece. “He should have. We did break the curse, even if everything after that went wrong. It looked like the people in the castle were beginning to wake up.”

			Gretel nodded, looking relieved, and Maud really hoped she was right. She’d almost lost Agatha once, and she didn’t wish that pain on anyone.

			Maud toed the ground as they fell into silence again.

			She’d followed what seemed like the right path trying to break the curse and she’d made it worse all over again. And now she had no idea what to do.

			What did the princess want? Bri had tried to warn them, but that still didn’t answer any of Maud’s other questions. And, most importantly, how were they going to get back in there to save Ludo?

			It all felt so big. A responsibility Maud didn’t know how to lift.

			“I think we might need help,” Maud said finally. She didn’t like the idea of having to involve more people, but she’d already proved she wasn’t the right person to try to fix anything. They needed real help.

			Gretel nodded grimly. “I was thinking the same thing.”

			“The Witching Guild,” Maud said, at the same time Gretel said, “The Wolves.”

			Maud stared at Gretel, her own horror mirrored back at her.

			Nuss let out a chittering laugh. “Because the Wolves are always so welcoming.”

			“But we could do with Hansel’s help, much as I hate to admit it,” Gretel said. “And...” She scrunched up her mouth. “And they might be the best help against a witch. It is kind of their whole thing.”

			Maud bit the inside of her cheek. “I don’t think they’d like to see me again.”

			“And the Witching Guild would?”

			Gretel didn’t say it with any malice, but it hurt anyway.

			Maud folded her arms. “Maybe not, but they have things that can help too. Like those rowan branches they used to block my magic.”

			Nuss made a shushing sound, pointing unsubtly at Gretel.

			Gretel glared. “Obviously I’m not going to use that against you.”

			“We can’t go to the Wolves,” Maud said. “They’ll kill me.”

			“The Witching Guild already tried to kill you,” Gretel pointed out.

			“They wouldn’t have killed me,” Maud corrected. “Just experimented on me and maybe killed me...”

			“Is that better?”

			Maud wrapped her arms around herself, hunching over her knees. No, it wasn’t really better. But she still trusted the Guild more than the Wolves. Last time she’d seen the Grand Wolves they’d accused her of working with Vira and left her tied up in the back of a cart.

			“But I think we need a witch to fight magic like that,” Maud pressed.

			“Or maybe we need a witch hunter.”

			Maud sat back, tightening her arms around her knees. She didn’t like this.

			“It’s Ludo,” Gretel said. “Hansel will want to help.”

			“And your parents?”

			Gretel pressed her lips together in that way she did when she didn’t want to say an uncomfortable truth. But Maud could guess it anyway: they’d want to help Ludo and Oskar, but not Maud.

			“I suppose they might be tracking us anyway,” Maud said, a hint of bitter cranberry shining through her voice. “Since they have Mother Agatha’s spellbook.”

			“Which you didn’t tell us about,” Nuss added with a glare.

			Gretel huffed out a breath. “I’m sorry about the spellbook, okay? I didn’t want to tell you about it until I could get it back to you. I’ve been trying to steal it back all this time because I know how important it is to you.”

			Maud blinked. She hadn’t thought of that.

			“And I’m not just like the other Wolves,” Gretel pressed on, as if she’d pent up all these thoughts the past few days. “I don’t run into things without thinking or draw my sword because I think magic or witches are evil. I want to protect the people I care about, same as you do.”

			“Your family,” Maud finished for her.

			“I’m talking about you.” Gretel waved her hand to the trees. “About you, and Grim and Nuss even though she hates me.”

			“Hate is a very strong word,” Nuss muttered.

			“You’re all my family too,” Gretel went on. “And it doesn’t make me feel good when you assume I’m only interested in violence. Or still trying to steal your secrets.”

			Maud stared at Gretel, at a loss for what to say. In all her own anxieties, she hadn’t stopped to realize she was being unfair to her friend.

			“I’m sorry,” Maud said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel like that.”

			Gretel ducked her chin, a little embarrassed now she’d shared her feelings. “S’okay.”

			But Maud grabbed her hand. She wasn’t going to just skate past this or pretend. “I really am sorry,” she said again. “I think I was so caught up in feeling like you were choosing between me and the Wolves...and maybe thinking you were choosing the Wolves more, that I didn’t think of it that way.”

			“I’m never choosing between you and the Wolves,” Gretel said. “I’m always on your side, you know that.”

			Maud pulled her into a hug, which Gretel accepted a little reluctantly. She wasn’t one for big displays of emotion.

			Gretel pulled away, looking over at Nuss with a grin. “And you?”

			Nuss straightened up indignantly. “I don’t have anything to apologize for.”

			“Nuss,” Maud said, raising her eyebrows.

			Nuss flung her paws in the air. “Fine. I suppose I’m a little sorry even if you and your family have tried to kill us multiple times.”

			Gretel laughed. “I’ll take it.”

			With the air clearer between them, Maud could see a solution to their next steps even if she didn’t want to. She hated the idea of whittling their group down even further. But she couldn’t go to the Wolves, Gretel couldn’t go to the witches, and they desperately needed all the help they could get.

			She supposed there was always Mother Agatha, but this seemed like such a magical problem. And without magic, Maud wasn’t sure what Agatha would be able to do.

			“I think we have to split up,” Maud finally said. “You go to the Wolves, I go to the witches.”

			It would be so much easier if they could just all work together. Easier if she and Gretel could just be friends like anyone else, without people trying to kill them or split them apart.

			But as long as Gretel and Hansel had to keep lying to their parents, if Maud had to keep hiding, then there weren’t many other options.

			She just hoped it wouldn’t result in a bigger disaster. Surely even sworn enemies would see they had to stop a bigger enemy.

			And it was more important to save Ludo and Bri—and even Oskar. To stop whatever new magic Maud had managed to unleash. Even if it made her feel more alone than ever.

			“No,” Gretel said, with a sudden, quiet determination.

			“No?”

			“No.” Gretel stood up, hands balled into fists at her sides. “I don’t care what anyone else says. We’re not splitting up again, not when we’ve already lost so many people.”

			Maud’s heart lifted. “But I still can’t go to the Wolves.”

			“No,” Gretel said again—her new favorite word. “We’ll go to the witches together.”

			Maud stood up too, everything lightening inside her. It really was easier when she didn’t have to face this alone. She glanced down at Tic, still curled around Gretel’s feet. “And we can send Tic to Hansel,” Maud said. “Tell him to come meet us. Strength in numbers, right?”

			Gretel smiled back at her, tired but equally relieved. “Right.” Her brow furrowed as she glanced around. “Are you sure the Guild will listen to you?”

			Maud straightened her shoulders and said, with much more confidence than she felt, “We’ll have to make them listen.”
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			THE WITCHING GUILD’S SOLUTION

			
			Maud was both wrong and entirely right. The Witching Guild did have to listen to her, because she marched into their camp with a bright burst of sprinkles and yelled, “Listen!” She had chewed on some echo leaves to make her voice reverberate and, finally, everyone did stop and listen.

			She was glad she had Gretel at her side with the weight of all those people staring.

			The camp was surprisingly busy for this late at night, witches floating gently between the hovering tents. Spells buzzed around them, thick in the air as the smell of burning cookies.

			She recognized the Snow Witch first, who turned her frosted eyes on Maud with an expression of disinterest. Her strange creature, the laschesser that ate liar’s tongues, sat on her shoulder, its own forked tongue flicking. At least it could be useful now in seeing that Maud was telling the truth.

			“The princess has woken up,” Maud forged on, before the Snow Witch could interrupt—though she skipped the part where she’d been instrumental in the princess being awoken. “And I think there might’ve been a good reason she was cursed.”

			“She’s holding our friend captive,” Gretel added. Maud was impressed that Gretel didn’t look at all freaked out to be surrounded by so many powerful witches.

			The Goblin Witch stepped forward, her apprentice at her side. “Clearly, we are aware of that. Why else would we still be here?”

			Maud deflated a little. She’d had more of a speech prepared. “Oh.”

			“So you’ll help save them?” Gretel asked.

			The Goblin Witch surveyed her as if she were a not very interesting ant.

			“We are dealing with the problem,” the Snow Witch replied. She drifted toward them like a snowflake on the wind. She didn’t seem particularly bothered about the whole problem.

			“But you don’t even know what happened,” Maud pressed. She might’ve chosen to come to the Guild for help, but she still wasn’t sure she trusted how they liked to handle things.

			“We have plenty of ways to keep an eye on magic.” The Goblin Witch raised her eyebrows, her apprentice, Vyne, mirroring the expression at her side. “Without an abomination like you interfering.”

			Maud winced. The insult still hurt, even if she didn’t believe it herself anymore.

			“Our friend is in there,” Gretel said again. “We need to help him. And stop that witch and—”

			“You don’t need to worry,” the Snow Witch said as she turned away. “The forest will be gone by the morning anyway.”

			“What?” Maud tried to hurry after her, almost too shocked to get her legs to move.

			“They’re destroying it,” Vyne said smugly. “That’s what happens when a curse gets out of hand.”

			“But you can’t—” Ludo was still in there, and Bri who’d helped them. Even Oskar didn’t deserve to get destroyed just for the bad luck of being near a curse. “You’re supposed to help. Isn’t that the point of the Witching Guild?”

			The Snow Witch glanced back. “The point of the Witching Guild is to protect the interests of all witches.”

			“Even if it hurts people?” Maud could see the Snow Witch had made up her mind, but she couldn’t stop pushing. She’d always believed the Witching Guild was for the best, that it really made a difference—even if they hadn’t been willing to overlook the laws of magic for Maud. For all their flaws, surely they couldn’t go this far.

			“The curse would hurt people,” the Snow Witch replied. “The curse that you released. You are in no position to question how we fix the mess you made.”

			Maud opened her mouth to keep arguing, but Gretel put a hand on her shoulder. She shook her head slightly. Maud knew what she was saying, even if she didn’t want to believe it. We’re on our own.

			But before either Gretel or Maud could move, the Snow Witch waved a hand in their direction. Ice swirled around their feet, solidifying and trapping them in place. “Just to ensure you don’t cause any more trouble.”
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			WHO GAVE THE SQUIRREL EXPLOSIVES?

			
			This time, Maud was prepared for the ice, and the rowan branches around her wrists. Even if she’d hoped the Snow Witch would help, she wasn’t foolish enough to go back to face someone who liked cold so much without a fiery backup plan.

			But said fiery backup plan seemed to be taking its sweet time.

			Maud’s toes were already numb and the assembled witches were preparing their spell. They mostly ignored Maud and Gretel at least, leaving the Goblin Witch’s apprentice to watch over them—which she clearly wasn’t too happy about. She alternated between very pointedly studying her spellbook and muttering under her breath about real witches.

			It was past dusk now, the cue Nuss was supposed to be waiting for, and Maud kept peering into the dark around them, her stomach in knots. What could’ve kept the squirrel so long?

			Gretel was obviously wondering the same thing. She leaned as close to Maud as she could while their feet were still encased in ice. “Do we have any backup backup plans? Maybe some magic?”

			Maud shook her head. Something told her she’d need more than a cauldron spark or marshmallow onslaught to get past this many witches. And even if she tried a spell, who was to say it wouldn’t just make all of this worse? That seemed to be what she was best at.

			Vyne looked up from her spellbook, with an expression of deep superiority. “You don’t even know a flaring spell? Or a conjuration of candescence?”

			Great, apparently she’d heard Maud’s failures too.

			“I can do plenty of spells,” Maud said, with as much dignity as she could muster while currently trapped.

			“Pity. It’d at least be interesting if you tried to escape.” The apprentice turned back to her book, muttering loudly enough for them to still hear. “If you were a real witch.”

			That still hurt, like the slight sting of water nettles. She’d come to terms with a lot about herself, with the gingerbread core that made up her essence. But she couldn’t ignore that her magic was useless when it came to helping her friends.

			Because the apprentice was right. A proper witch wouldn’t have to rely on everyone else to get her out of the messes she created.

			Gretel glared. “Maud’s a real witch. And she doesn’t spend all her time turning her nose up at other people.”

			Maud shot her a smile. A small bloom of sweetness to counteract the sour disappointment.

			The apprentice huffed, searching for a retort. But before she could find one, the Goblin Witch marched over.

			“Vyne. Are you listening?” The Goblin Witch snapped her fingers. “How many times do I have to tell you? Anticipate the spell’s needs.”

			Vyne jumped to her feet, scrabbling for her ingredient jar. “Sorry—coming!”

			“I said I needed essence of a full moon almost five minutes ago...” The Goblin Witch’s admonishments faded as she and Vyne hurried back to the other witches.

			At least that left Maud and Gretel without any watchful eyes.

			Gretel raised her eyebrows. “I can’t imagine Mother Agatha ever being like that.”

			Maud snorted, even with ice creeping up her legs. “Maybe Florian.”

			Gretel tugged on one of her stuck feet, the spell not budging. “So I don’t want to have to say I told you so again...”

			Maud shot her a half-hearted glare. “You definitely want to say I told you so.”

			Gretel shrugged. “I’m a younger sibling, that’s in the job description,” she said. “But back to now, you could say we’re worse off than we were before?”

			Maud nodded. She knew Gretel was trying to make light of the situation, but she couldn’t help but feel bad. “I guess. You probably should’ve gone back to the Wolves. I’ve gotten you in trouble again.”

			“I’d rather be here. I’m glad we’re together, at least.”

			“Really?”

			“Yeah. I’d rather be trapped in ice with you than dealing with this on my own.”

			Maud’s cheeks heated—despite the numbing cold spreading from her feet.

			Gretel grimaced, still trying to pull her foot free. “Not for too much longer though. I’d still like to keep my toes.”

			Maud turned back to scanning the trees again for any sign of Nuss. “Maybe she got lost? It is dark now.” And the world was pretty big for a small squirrel. “We could try sending up a signal?”

			Gretel nodded to Maud’s wrists. “Except I can’t reach you to get those rowan branches off.”

			Maud frowned, trying to push past the fear churning inside her. There was always a solution, always some way around it. Agatha called it sideways thinking—if a problem was too big, you just had to look at it a different way.

			“Okay,” Maud said slowly. “If I can’t do magic, maybe we just need to get someone else to.”

			Her eyes slid to where Vyne had left her spellbook on the ground. A witch’s spellbook was their most valued possession.

			Maud bent down awkwardly—more folding than bending because of the ice—and stretched a hand toward the book. She strained against the solidifying cold, trying to get those last few inches.

			With a low pop a small piece of ice broke away and Maud’s fingers caught the edge of the book.

			“Do you think that’ll help?” Gretel asked.

			“No, I think it’ll get her attention.”

			Maud flicked it open, more out of curiosity than anything else. She’d never seen spells written by anyone other than Agatha. Immediately, she could see these were very different. Instead of the gingerbread core, these were all drawn from rocks and minerals, with more of a focus on the components than the language of magic itself.

			“Vyne!” The Goblin Witch’s voice sliced through the air. “Why aren’t you watching the prisoners?!”

			Vyne ran back from the cluster of witches, trying to keep up with her mentor’s ever-changing demands.

			To Maud’s disappointment, Vyne didn’t immediately go for a spell. Instead she snatched the book from Maud’s hands. A simpler solution that she probably should’ve seen coming.

			“That’s not yours.”

			“I’ve never seen spells like that before,” Maud said, trying to keep her from marching away again.

			Vyne wrapped her arms protectively around the spellbook—a stance Maud knew well. “Probably because you haven’t ever studied properly. There’s lots of ways to do spells.”

			“How do they work?”

			Vyne sat back down on the ground, legs crossed. “Like I’d tell you.”

			“Ohh,” Gretel said knowingly, shooting a look at Maud. “She doesn’t know how they work.”

			“Yes, I do!”

			“Why don’t you tell us, then?” Maud tried, a lot less forcefully than Gretel.

			“Because I don’t want to.”

			“See?” Gretel raised her eyebrows at Maud. “I bet she can’t even do any of those spells.”

			“I’m a trained witch.” Vyne glared at them. “I can do lots of big spells.”

			“Go on, then. Prove it.”

			Maud held her breath. Gretel’s challenge hung between them all, powerful even without any magic.

			Vyne let out a huff of annoyance and stood up. “Fine then.” She flicked open the spellbook and pulled out a small glass sphere of ingredients. It rattled faintly with what sounded like pebbles. Her lips moved as she murmured a spell, too low for Maud to catch.

			A sharp crackle of lightning burst from her hands. It shot right over Maud’s head, close enough that she was sure a few of her hairs got singed.

			As the lightning faded, Vyne gave Maud a smug look. “Told you so.”

			“Vyne!” The name screamed through the clearing again. The Goblin Witch strode over, her perfect hair bouncing with each step like uncooked swirls of meringue. “Why are you messing around with spells? You know—”

			“I’m sorry,” Vyne stammered, her smug smile vanishing. “They were trying to—I just wanted to—”

			“I gave you one task. Just sit there and watch them. Is that easy enough for even you?”

			Vyne bit her lip, looking down at the ground. “Yes.”

			“Good.” The Goblin Witch turned to flounce off, her skirts flying behind her. “Now stop interrupting our work.”

			Maud felt a little guilty getting Vyne in trouble again, but if they didn’t find a way out of this, the trouble would be much much bigger. And besides, she’d noticed something scurrying in those brief moments of light.

			She caught Gretel’s eye and gave her a small nod.

			Gretel let out a low sigh of relief. “Do you think we need to take cover?” she murmured.

			Maud shook her head. “No, I only gave her four of the small firestarters. They’re for cauldron sparks, so it should just—”

			Boom!

			A purple plume of smoke and sparks erupted from a little to Maud’s right—significantly larger than one firestarter should have been able to make. The shock of it thundered across the clearing, a thick wave of heat that melted the ice around Maud’s ankles. But it also sent her stumbling back, falling hard to the ground.

			The rolling wave swept toward the witches too, in their tight spellcasting circle. It broke around them easily, crashing against some kind of protections. But it certainly got their attention.

			Vyne had been sent tumbling back too, her spellbook flying from her grip.

			Maud pulled herself to her feet, new bruises already forming along her sore legs. “Did you use all of those at once?” she asked the squirrel, her ears still ringing. “You were supposed to sneak in and do it subtly—without knocking us both out!”

			Nuss grinned as if this was the most fun she’d ever had. “It saved time.”

			Maud wasn’t convinced by that, but now was hardly the moment to argue. And, to be fair, it was probably Maud’s fault for giving the squirrel any kind of explosive material.

			She hurried back over to Gretel, who still had one foot trapped in a stubborn bit of ice. She tried to pull it free as she glared at Nuss. “What took you so long?”

			Nuss glared at Gretel. “Remind me why I’m rescuing you again?”

			“Nuss,” Maud said warningly.

			The squirrel rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh yes, because I am such a saintly squirrel.”

			Maud held out her bound wrists to Nuss and the squirrel bit through the branches with her strong nut-cracking teeth. Magic whispered through her again, a fresh breeze on a summer’s day. But she didn’t drop the rowan branches. They’d need those again.

			Maud held her hands to Gretel’s still stuck foot. For a horrible moment Maud froze. Not because of the Snow Witch this time, no actual snow or ice to hold her in place. Just her mind suddenly shorting out, unsure what she could do to help Gretel now.

			What if her spell didn’t work? What if she made things worse again, or, or—

			“Maud!”

			Gretel’s voice broke Maud out of her spiraling fear.

			Cauldron spark. The simplest spell, but it should be enough. Maud murmured the words and the pale purple flame flickered to life in her hands. The ice was still thick, water splashing down from where Maud touched it.

			She could hear the other witches coming toward them, pulled away from their spell again.

			“Come on, come on,” she urged the little flame.

			Gretel kicked at the ice with her free foot, and the final piece shattered.

			Nuss scurried up Maud’s back and the three of them sprinted toward the wood. Shouts chased after them, followed by the wooshing of spells and a creeping frost.

			The Thornwood rose up before them. It didn’t look quite so dense now, almost as if it was ready to accept them into its midst. Maud threw out a hand and the nearest thorn recoiled, giving them enough space to dive into the thick branches.

			The shouts stopped, the crackle of spells swallowed by the forest. The witches didn’t sound like they were pursuing them in here. Maud had a bad feeling she knew why. There was no point in chasing them down when the Thornwood was about to be destroyed anyway.
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			SIMPLE AS PIE

			
			Maud really needed to spend less time in creepy magical forests. Between this and the Abandoned Forest in the Shadelands, she was ready to never see another murderous tree again.

			The thorns didn’t crowd in on them this time, trying to skewer with their razor-sharp points. Instead, they seemed to be carving a path in front of Maud. Almost as if they knew where she was going and wanted to hurry her along. It was more than a little disconcerting.

			And now they were back in here, facing the witches’ destructive spell at any moment, the helplessness of it all came back too. They didn’t actually know where the castle was and so far their only tactic was head deeper into the wood.

			“We don’t have much of a plan, do we?” she said as a particularly nasty thorn bent away from her like it was made of gummy sweets.

			“Who needs plans when you have explosives?” Nuss asked seriously.

			“Do you have any left?”

			Nuss’s face fell. “I might have used them all...”

			“You know,” Maud said. “That might be for the best.”

			Nuss mumbled something angrily under her breath that Maud couldn’t quite hear over the sound of Gretel bashing back branches with a stick. She’d broken off one end into a point—the closest thing she had now to a weapon.

			“We have a plan,” Gretel said. “We meet up with Hansel, go find the others, do some impressive feats of heroism, and escape. You’ve stopped an evil witch before, I’m sure you can do it again.”

			Maud swallowed, her throat dry as the dirt beneath them. That was true, in a way. She’d managed to stop Vira with the help of the First Witch and her entire coven—not to mention the ancient magic of that clearing.

			They didn’t have that now. They just had Maud and her very sparse list of spells.

			“I don’t know how to stop her,” Maud said quietly. “You saw what she can do.” She shuddered at the memory of that crimson magic, the way Ludo had collapsed so instantly under a sleep spell. “I don’t have strong enough magic for that. My magic just causes more problems.”

			It hurt a little to admit that out loud. She liked when Gretel looked to her as if she could fix everything, as if somehow Maud had the answers. But she couldn’t lie going into an impossible battle like this.

			“Is that why you’ve been hesitating with it?” Gretel asked.

			Maud nodded. She didn’t realize Gretel had noticed that.

			“Remember,” Gretel said, stepping over a dense patch of the thorns, “without your magic my dad would still be cursed to an eternal sleep. Not to mention all the other people in that village. And I’m pretty sure your magic has saved my life more than once. Even if sometimes it makes things go wrong, it has helped a lot too. Anyway, it’s not just your magic that makes you great.”

			Maud dropped her head into her hands. “Is that enough? This problem feels even bigger.”

			“We’ll figure it out. We don’t have to stop her,” Gretel said—and though Maud could hear the false confidence, she appreciated that Gretel was trying. “We just get in, use those rowan branches to block her magic, grab Ludo and Oskar—maybe Bri if they look like they’re on our side again—then get out. Let the witches take care of the rest.”

			“We just let the witches destroy the forest?” Maud didn’t like that idea. Even if the princess had tried to kill them (or maybe just put them into an eternal sleep), why did destruction always have to be the answer?

			But Gretel just shrugged, whacking another thorn out of her way. “It seems like the easiest solution.”

			Maud chewed at her lip. Right, easy. Simple as pie. Except pies were actually quite complicated and required a whole number of different steps, not to mention getting the pastry the exact right texture and consistency, and making sure it was baked without overbaking the filling.

			So maybe it was simple as pie. As in, not simple at all.

			

			They hadn’t gone much further when Maud began to feel like someone—or something—was watching them. A creeping presence that prickled against the back of her neck. From the way Gretel hesitated, Maud guessed she felt it too.

			“Do you think the witches followed us?” Gretel murmured, her eyes darting around.

			“I don’t think so,” Maud replied. But there were plenty of other things that could be after them.

			“Maybe it’s Hansel?” Nuss suggested. “And hopefully none of his Wolf friends.”

			“I don’t think he’d just skulk behind us,” Gretel whispered. “He’d want to be out front saving the day.”

			“If we keep moving quietly, it might just ignore us,” Maud said. That had worked for the most part in the Shadelands.

			Okay, they’d still had some issues involving being attacked by a night raven and a child-eating witch—but other than that it had been fine.

			“Maybe now is the time to start running,” Nuss suggested.

			“If we run, then they’ll know we know they’re there,” Gretel said—frowning even as the words came out of her mouth.

			Nuss crossed her arms, chocolate eyes narrowing. “That’s an unnecessarily complicated way of saying they’ll probably eat us either way.”

			“Now you sound like a Wolf,” Maud said. Nuss gasped as if Maud had just delivered the most heinous insult.

			“How dare—” Nuss started, clearly ready for a squirrel-sized tantrum.

			“Anyway,” Maud cut across, keeping her voice low. “I have an idea.”

			She gestured to a particularly tangled clump of thorns ahead of them, dense and low to the ground. “Let’s hide in there. Then either the person following us will just wander past, or we’ll have a chance to surprise them.”

			Neither Nuss nor Gretel could find anything to argue with for once, so the three of them hurried toward the clump. Maneuvering their way in so they were hidden but not accidentally impaled on one of the spikes was harder than Maud had anticipated.

			But after a lot of wriggling—and angry squeaking from Nuss—they managed to create some semblance of a hiding place. As long as whatever was following them couldn’t see in the dense twilight of these trees, then they should have the advantage.

			Maud held her breath as she peered through the small gap in the thorns. She couldn’t hear anything now, but the tingling feeling of something watching them was still there.

			Maybe hiding here hadn’t been the best idea. Instead of giving them the element of surprise, it could also just make them into rabbits caught in a trap. She was about to say so, when, out of the corner of her eye, she caught a movement.

			A flash of trailing cloak and gnarled hands. Petallia?

			Maud pressed back. For all her bold words, she still didn’t want to face her great-grandmother.

			But the next moment, the flickering movement was gone, and Maud was sure she must’ve been imagining it.

			Maybe they were imagining being followed at all. Just letting the darkness and fear of what lay ahead get to them.

			They didn’t really have time to waste anyway, not with the witches still completing their spell.

			Then the distinctive crunch of a foot on thorns made Maud jump.

			Gretel leaped out, ready to attack even as Maud tried to hold her back. But there was nothing there. Only the grating shadows of deeper black.

			Nuss let out a nervous chirrup from her perch. “You know, I’m really beginning to not like this forest.”

			No sooner had she spoken—before anyone could point out it was a wood, not a forest—than a silhouette reared up behind her.

			Maud raised her hands and Gretel brandished the stick, but the looming shadow got smaller as its owner approached.

			Not another monster, or the princess, but the Goblin Witch’s apprentice, her arms riddled with small cuts from the thorns. Maud let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, it’s just you.”

			Vyne looked deeply offended by that. “Just me?”

			“Yeah,” Gretel said. “We thought it might have been something actually scary.”

			Vyne glared, her fists clenching. “I’m scary. And I’m taking you both back to the witches.”

			“You can try.”

			“Okay, okay.” Maud stepped between them. She didn’t want any more fights today if she could avoid it. “How about we make a deal?” She nodded to Vyne, going for the easiest solution. “You help us save our friends, then I’ll come back to the witches with you.” She saw Gretel open her mouth to protest, but pushed on. “You can get all the credit for bringing me back in and helping defeat the princess.”

			Vyne cocked her head, considering. “Why would you agree to that?”

			Maud’s cheeks heated in embarrassment. “Because you’re better at magic than me.” It still hurt a little to admit, but she couldn’t deny it. That display of lightning back in the clearing had been almost as strong as the princess’s. “And we could use all the help we can get.”
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			SLEEPING STATUES

			
			They made an odd quartet walking up to the towering stone castle. A squirrel made of hazelnut mousse, a gingerbread witch, a glaring witch hunter, and a sort-of enemy witch.

			Not quite what Maud might’ve imagined, but she was going to make it work.

			They paused in the shadows of a tree just before the drawbridge. There was no sign of the princess and her scarlet magic. The quiet made the hairs on the back of Maud’s neck prickle.

			Gretel scanned the surrounding trees. “I don’t see Hansel anywhere.”

			Maud fidgeted with the strap of her pack. “Maybe he didn’t get your message?”

			“We could wait for him,” Nuss added—a suspiciously sensible suggestion that earned her looks from both Maud and Gretel. “What?” the squirrel said innocently. “Am I not allowed to want to postpone going to see a murderous witch for as long as possible?”

			“Well, we can’t wait for him,” Gretel said, turning to face the castle. Maud was relieved she didn’t have to be the one to say it. “Not when we don’t know how much time until the witches’ spell.”

			“Dawn,” Vyne said, as if it should be obvious.

			“That’s still not enough time to wait,” Gretel said. The sky above them was dark, but dawn couldn’t be more than four hours away. “We have to get Ludo out of there. And Oskar, I guess.”

			“So what’s your plan?” Vyne asked, tucking an invisible strand of hair behind her ear—entirely unnecessary as her hair was immaculate despite the Thornwood. The thorns shrank away from Maud and she was sure her hair still looked like a licorice bird nest.

			Gretel and Nuss both looked to Maud, expectant, and her stomach swooped. Did they expect her to have the plan? She wasn’t sure when she’d become the person they turned to. She didn’t feel nearly qualified enough for that.

			“Uh...” Maud glanced back at the strangely quiet castle.

			Vyne groaned. “Am I going to have to do everything?”

			“I thought you had all these big spells that’d solve everything,” Gretel shot back.

			Vyne scowled and Maud felt another fight coming on, and this really felt like a bad place to draw any more attention.

			“We sneak in,” Maud said quickly. “Try to distract the princess, then we free Ludo and Oskar.”

			“That’s not a plan,” Vyne said. “That’s an aim. How will you wake them up? And how will you distract this super powerful princess?”

			Maud pressed her lips together. She didn’t have much more than that. “We’ve got the rowan branches.”

			Nuss waved a paw dismissively. “We usually just make up the details as we go.”

			“It’s worked out so far,” Gretel agreed.

			Maud’s mouth fell open. Things must really be dire for those two to agree on something.

			It gave her a surprising rush of confidence.

			Instead of waiting for more of Vyne’s nit-picking, Maud crept out onto the drawbridge. She had to be decisive.

			The bridge looked shinier than it had before, like a freshly glazed peppermint bun, as if the palace was beginning to wake up too. Maud thought she might come across some of those courtiers, or perhaps some armored knights now roused from their slumber. But it was still quiet—eerily so.

			It was the same inside—the great hall was no longer covered in dust and thick cobwebs. Instead of empty frames, all the paintings were bright and newly done. But there was still no sign of the princess or any of their friends.

			The silence was unsettling. She exchanged a glance with Gretel who gave her a small nod and they edged on down the passage.

			They turned the first corner and Maud leaped back at the sight of a figure looming over them. But as her breathing settled, she realized it wasn’t a person at all. It was a statue, one she was sure hadn’t been there before. Actually, now that she looked around, there were a lot of statues she hadn’t noticed before.

			An icy chill crept up her spine. No one made statues of people halfway to standing up, or still stretching out from sleep. These weren’t statues at all.

			Gretel realized at the same moment she did, lunging back with a shudder. Even Vyne looked a bit uncertain.

			“She turned them all to stone,” Maud whispered in horror. “All the other people under the curse.”

			“What’s going on in this castle?” Vyne murmured back.

			“We did try to tell you,” Nuss said, not nearly so quietly.

			“This really grows tiresome.”

			Maud jumped, that voice echoing all around her. Her muscles tensed, ready for a confrontation.

			But the voice had come from an ornate door just ahead of them. The throne room Maud had noticed before. It just sounded loud because of all this echoing marble.

			Putting a finger to her lips—for Nuss’s benefit, the only one who might not immediately realize the importance of silence—Maud crept forward and peered through the crack.

			The princess sat on a newly gleaming throne, like sunlight trapped in metal. Red gemstones adorned one side, the exact same hue as her magic.

			Bri leaned against the back of the throne. Not tied up as a prisoner, but definitely not happy. They seemed to be the recipient of the princess’s angry words.

			“I don’t know why you can’t see my side of it,” the princess went on. “Not after everything we’ve been through.”

			Maud pulled back from the crack. “No Ludo,” she mouthed to Gretel.

			Gretel pointed to the other end of the passage—to the spiral tower they’d been in before. Maud nodded back and they hurried on, as quiet as possible.

			Vyne hesitated for only a moment to peek through the door, perhaps to see the princess for herself. Maud worried for a moment she might give them away, but then the apprentice walked on after them.

			Even with the princess behind them, Maud moved cautiously up the stairs. There was still plenty of other magic here, and Oskar could be a threat even when he wasn’t being controlled by an evil princess’s magic.

			But the small circular room was just as quiet and empty save for Ludo curled up in the corner.

			Relief flooded her veins and Maud ran to kneel down next to him. She shook his arm. “Ludo,” she said, hushed at first then a little louder. “Ludo, wake up.”

			He didn’t stir even as Nuss held pond water bubbles under his nose. Maud could see the rise and fall of his chest—he was definitely alive. She had woken up after she’d been hit with the sleeping curse and so had Gretel. So why wasn’t Ludo?

			“It’s a Class IV,” Vyne said. “You can’t just shake him awake. Especially not if he was the main target.”

			Maud remembered what the princess had said as she’d cast it—she’d learned this spell from Petallia. This was a whole new sleeping curse, concentrated entirely on Ludo.

			“What do we do, then?”

			Vyne’s cheeks puckered, as if she’d just eaten one of Nuss’s famous extra sour lemon drops. “I don’t know. I haven’t gotten to Class IV curses yet.”

			“We need to get him out of the wood,” Gretel said with a grim determination. “Then we can deal with this.”

			Maud bit her lip. “Carrying him out of here is going to make sneaking quite hard.” She turned to Vyne and the ingredients strapped across her back. “Do you know some kind of heavy lifting spell?”

			“Do you?” Vyne snapped, her cheeks reddening.

			Maud gritted her teeth—she wasn’t trying to have an argument, she genuinely wanted to just get them out of here. “Okay,” she said, turning back to Gretel. “Let’s just try to carry him. And keep an eye out for Oskar.”

			Maud grabbed Ludo’s ankles and Gretel took his shoulders. With a lot of unhelpful instructions from Nuss, they just about managed to maneuver him back down the stairs. Maud kept expecting for crimson magic to come roaring toward them, or for one of them to trip and go crashing down the stairs, immediately alerting the princess to their presence.

			“What about Oskar?” Maud whispered when they reached the bottom. He was definitely no friend of hers, but she didn’t like the idea of leaving him here, magically controlled, only to be destroyed by the witches’ spell.

			Gretel shrugged, the same struggle plain on her face. “I could stay and look for him while you take Ludo out.”

			Nuss started hopping back toward the drawbridge. “Sounds good to me, best of luck with—”

			“Nuss,” Maud hissed and the squirrel came to a reluctant halt. “We can’t split up again.”

			“But we can’t leave anyone behind either,” Gretel said.

			Before either of them could say anything else, the decision was made for them. Oskar stepped out from behind an ornate pillar. His expression was much the same as Maud was used to—annoyed at her presence. But there was something wrong with the way he moved.

			He stepped into the light and Maud gasped. Just like all the other people in the castle, he’d been turned to stone. But unlike them, he was still moving, still controlled by the princess.

			He drew his Wolf sword, threaded with that red lightning too. “The princess will see you now.”
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			AN AUDIENCE WITH THE PRINCESS

			
			“Oskar, I know we’ve had our differences, but—” Maud started, hoping to stall even if a diplomatic approach didn’t work. But before the sentence was even out of her mouth, he swept the sword in a wide arc toward them. Red lightning scuttled out from it, blasting all of them back.

			Maud went crashing into one of the stone walls, the air knocked from her lungs. Vyne landed in a heap next to her, ingredient jars shattering. Nuss let out an angry squeak and tried to launch herself at Oskar, but he threw her off without so much as pausing.

			“If you won’t come see the princess willingly,” Oskar said, his voice oddly stilted, “I’ll have to make you.”

			Maud pulled herself up shakily. Everything felt shaky. Her mind, her magic, her stomach. All too rickety to help. Gretel was on her feet, brandishing her stick with as much intimidation as she could manage. Maud caught her eye.

			They both knew they couldn’t stand against this. Their only chance in this massive castle was to run—to lose Oskar in the corridors and find another way out. They might even get him to chase them all the way to safety. Gretel lunged for Ludo’s prone form, while Maud grabbed Vyne’s wrist and hurtled back down a side passage.

			Oskar’s heavy footsteps pounded after them, moving much too fast.

			Maud tugged on Vyne’s arm again and dove into one of the many alcoves that lined the passage, hidden only by a tall marble statue of a king. Maybe Oskar would just keep running past them, not realizing they’d stopped.

			But Maud heard his footsteps pause.

			“Do that spell from before,” Maud hissed to Vyne. “The lightning one.”

			Vyne’s face crumpled. “I can’t.”

			“What do you mean, you can’t?”

			“I...” Vyne gulped, a tear slipping down her cheek. “I’ve been having problems with my magic.”

			Maud stared at her. “But you’re the youngest apprentice the Guild has ever taken.”

			Vyne swiped at her cheek. “It started out well. I had lots of natural magic. But all the pressure, all the training and constant criticism...it just kind of went.”

			“So what was the spell you did before?”

			“A trick,” Vyne mumbled. She nodded to her now smashed ingredient belt. “It’s science, not magic. I’ve been trying to hide how badly I’ve been doing. The Goblin Witch doesn’t want me to embarrass her. That’s why I came after you into the forest. I wanted to prove I could at least get that right.”

			Even with a possessed Wolf and all-powerful princess bearing down on them, Maud felt a stab of sympathy for Vyne. It sounded like they had a lot more in common than she’d thought. And that even with all that natural magic, Vyne didn’t have things easy. Perhaps that was the real reason she kept going on about if Maud was a real witch or not—because Vyne was worried she wasn’t.

			It was strange to think. If anything, Vyne starting off with such strong magic had caused those problems. Had given her too much pressure to hold up under. Even strong magic didn’t help much if your mentor wasn’t very nice.

			“That must be really hard,” Maud said.

			Vyne wiped her cheeks again, looking away as if she could make this conversation disappear.

			Maud didn’t push it, looking instead to the remaining ingredients on Vyne’s back. “Maybe it doesn’t matter if it’s not real,” Maud said. “As long as you can make it look real? That might slow him down.”

			Vyne hiccuped through her last tear, glancing up at Maud. “You still think that might help?”

			Maud tried to give her a reassuring smile. “It’s definitely worth a try.” She took a breath, pushing herself forward. “I’ll distract him. Get ready.”

			Not waiting to see if Vyne would listen or not, Maud stepped out into Oskar’s path. She held up her hands in surrender. “All right,” she said. “I’ll come with you to the princess.”

			Oskar eyed her suspiciously. “Why would I trust a witch like you?”

			Maud wiggled her empty hands, trying to keep him looking at her. “No tricks.”

			“Fine,” he grunted, gesturing with his sword. “You go ahead of me.”

			She stepped forward and he jabbed the point of the sword between her shoulder blades, urging her on. It positioned him perfectly for Vyne’s attack—as long as Vyne really had listened to Maud and went through with it.

			They turned down the next passage, and fear clenched around Maud that she might really have to face the princess alone. Then she heard something whizz through the air. Oskar spun around, just in time for Vyne’s projectile to smash at his feet.

			If Maud hadn’t known the difference, she’d have believed a magical fog had just enveloped them. But she was ready for it, even as Oskar fumbled in the hazy dark.

			Maud sprinted back to the main passage, past where Gretel was still trying to drag Ludo to safety. “Quick!” Maud yelled. “Let’s go!”

			Maud had only gone a few more paces when she skidded to a stop. She should’ve realized the noise would attract more attention, but she’d been so focused on Oskar she’d forgotten the other threats.

			Bri stood in the middle of the passage, casual even as they spun a knife in one hand and held Nuss tight in the other. It looked like the princess’s magic was making them more able to hold a form.

			“Come on,” Bri said, in a resigned sort of voice. “Not much point fighting this now.”

			“I thought you were trying to help us,” Maud said as Nuss squeaked angrily. The squirrel thrashed against empty air, arms too little to reach Bri.

			Bri sighed heavily. “This might be the only way that ends without you all dead.”

			Out of options, Maud marched ahead of Bri into the throne room. Behind her, she heard Gretel face the same immovable wall, followed by Oskar dragging Ludo.

			The princess still sat on her throne, serene and smiling like when she’d first woken up.

			“We all have to get out of here,” Maud tried to say. “The Witching Guild is going to destroy the forest and—”

			The princess flicked a lazy finger and sparks fizzled toward Maud. “I hardly think I need to worry about silly little threats like that.”

			“She’s telling the truth,” Gretel tried. “You—”

			“Quiet!” The tranquil illusion was broken at the princess’s yell, something angrier and far scarier lurking beneath. Gretel and Maud pressed back against each other, Maud relieved for that small warmth at her side.

			The princess descended from the throne, her eyes on Maud. “I worked out where I know you from.”

			Maud shook her head, her throat tangled. “I—I don’t know—”

			The princess grasped Maud’s chin, nails digging in to cut off her words. “As your ancestor was so fond of this curse,” she said softly, “let’s see how you like it.”

			But before the princess could cast a spell, Maud reached up and grasped her wrists. She wrapped the rowan branch tight around them and all the fizzling red magic sparked out.

			The princess staggered back. “What is this?”

			On Maud’s other side, Oskar came back to himself, staring around in confusion.

			“What did you do?” the princess hissed. She scrabbled at the rowan branches—already weakened from where Nuss had bitten through them. But Maud had bound them together with some leftover caramel and she knew from experience how much of a sticky mess that could be. It wouldn’t hold forever, but they didn’t need that long.

			“Quickly!” Gretel yelled, grabbing Maud’s arm. “Run!”

			But the words were barely out of her mouth, Maud only just beginning to turn, when the doors banged open.

			“Stop, witch!”

			Hansel had finally arrived—but he wasn’t alone. Both Grand Wolves stood next to him, their weapons at the ready.
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			A MORE WOLFISH SOLUTION

			
			Bri raised an eyebrow at the newcomers, still leaning against the throne in front of the chaos. “This looks like it’s going to get messy.”

			Maud gave Hansel a hesitant smile. “Hi, there...”

			His eyes widened as he looked around—definitely not the situation he’d anticipated. When he saw Ludo’s collapsed form, he ran over to him at once, not even bothering to draw his weapon.

			“Gretel,” Ermen said from behind his scowling mask, much more awake than when Maud had last seen him. “Get away from them.”

			Vyne reached into her pack, backing up several paces. “They’re witch hunters?” she hissed at Maud.

			“It’s a little complicated.”

			Gretel stepped forward slowly. “We all have to get out of here,” she said quickly. “We don’t have time to explain, but—”

			Hieda brandished her sword at the princess. “This is the witch who cursed your father.”

			“If we’re being specific,” Nuss piped up, “it wasn’t this witch.”

			Hieda’s eyes jumped to the squirrel then Maud. From the glare, Maud guessed she recognized her. “And I see this witchling has powerful friends again.”

			“The whole Thornwood is going to be destroyed,” Gretel pressed on.

			“We can’t leave these witches alive, not this time,” Ermen growled.

			“We saved you from a sleeping curse,” Nuss said. “This isn’t a very good thank-you.”

			Ermen turned his sword on Nuss, as if the squirrel were the biggest threat in the room. It would’ve been funny if it weren’t so unhelpful.

			The princess was incapacitated now, but for how long? Even as the Wolves were talking, Maud could see the princess tearing at the branches. Caramel could only hold for so long.

			She caught Gretel’s eye. The decision hung before them: get the Wolves to listen in time, or fight their way past Gretel’s parents. Not an appealing option.

			“We’re all on the same side here,” Maud tried, earning another glare from the Grand Wolves. She was sure if not for Gretel between them, they’d have attacked already. Gretel moved closer to Maud’s side. A sign of solidarity.

			“Gretel,” Hieda said, the name a warning now. “Has this witch enchanted you?”

			Maud had a brief flutter of fear that Gretel might rush back to her parents. Maud would hardly blame her.

			“She was taking me prisoner—” Maud started, trying to give Gretel some cover here.

			But Gretel set her shoulders and said, “Maud is my friend. She helped break this curse and save you.” She nodded to her father. “And now we have to work together to get out of here.”

			Maud reached out and squeezed Gretel’s hand. She’d really meant it, then, when she said they were family too.

			The Grand Wolves looked far less pleased by that revelation.

			Oskar chose that moment to jump in. “She betrayed us, Grand Wolves. She’s been working with them.”

			Before anyone could react, there was a wrenching snap, and the rowan branches splintered. A surge of red sparks rolled from the princess as her magic broke free again. It crashed against all of them, knocking everyone except Bri to the ground.

			No, no, no, ran through Maud’s head. They wouldn’t get that chance again.

			The princess let out an anguished hiss. Maud scrabbled back frantically.

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” the princess spat.

			“I mean, I don’t think it made things worse...” Nuss said, tugging at Maud’s arm as if she could help her up.

			But the princess didn’t raise her magic to Maud again. Instead she turned and swept an arm toward the Grand Wolves—the same way she had when commanding Oskar.

			“No!” Hansel yelled. He threw out a hand. “Tcetorp!”

			A wall of magic burst from his hands, blue, sparking, and impossible to ignore. It surged in front of the Grand Wolves, stopping the princess’s spell before it tore through them.

			The protection spell flickered out, leaving the two Grand Wolves staring at their son with matching expressions of shock. Hansel’s face was white, his hands still held out as if he could hardly believe what he’d done.

			The princess took advantage of the surprise. This time, her spell hit true. The red sparks consumed the two Grand Wolves, jolting up to their eyes. Just like Oskar before, they were now under the princess’s command.

			Witches and Wolves against them now.

			Vyne took the chance to throw another of her spheres. It erupted with that same puff of smoke. For a moment, the Wolves faltered. But this wasn’t Oskar. These were fully trained Grand Wolves, and it’d take more than a little smoke to hold them off.

			Hieda grabbed Gretel and pulled her to her feet, keeping a tight grip on her arm. “Mum?” Gretel said hesitantly, but there was no recognition in Hieda’s eyes now. Ermen took hold of Maud, dragging her toward the princess.

			Hansel looked between his parents and the princess, magic sparking at his fingers, too confused by this turn of events to find a target.

			“We weren’t lying before,” Gretel said desperately, pulling against her mother’s grip. “The Thornwood really will be destroyed.”

			“You might want to listen to them,” Bri added, a little tense considering they were the only one not genuinely in danger. “Not much use getting all your grand revenge plans in if you die right after.”

			“I have time enough to deal with them,” the princess said, her voice a soft, resonating slither. “But now, now is for retribution.” She loomed over Maud, trapped by Wolves again. “And I think I know a fitting punishment for the descendant of the witch who trapped me here.”

			Maud heard Bri’s yell, too late, and saw Gretel trying to lunge forward.

			But neither of them could stop the lightning from crackling around Maud. Her hair stood on end—but it wasn’t painful. It was like slipping into a sudden sleep, falling down, down, down into velvety black.
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			A PRINCESS’S NIGHTMARE

			
			Maud opened her eyes to nothing. She blinked a few times, wondering if she’d woken up in the middle of the night. She usually slept so well in her bed at the cottage, it was strange that—

			Oh. She wasn’t in the cottage at all.

			Her memory filled in slowly. The castle, the princess, the spell. Was this a dream?

			It wasn’t like any dream Maud had ever had before. It felt oddly blurred around her, as if it balanced on the precipice between real and not.

			Maud tried to stand up, but it was like moving through treacle, the air solidifying around her. But as she moved, the darkness thinned a little—tiny grains of brighter light ebbing in.

			She pushed herself up again, using the strange solidness of the air for leverage. Though going forward was hard, up appeared to be possible. The idea of swimming through treacle almost sounded like it could be fun. The sort of thing Nuss might suggest they try on a sunny afternoon.

			This was definitely not fun.

			Every movement was a huge effort and there was nowhere for Maud to rest. If she paused, she just started sinking back into the inky blackness below. So she pushed on, spurred by worry for her friends and whatever they were still facing while she lay trapped in this endless sleep.

			Just when she thought her muscles might give up, the bright grains of light expanded above her into a clouded kind of sky. Everything still moved slowly around her, but she suddenly felt she was standing on solid ground again.

			Even with the lightness of the sky, she still stood in nothingness. The light petered away into darkness again. It reminded her of the hidden grove she’d found in the Abandoned Forest, the one that protected the First Witch’s spellbook. Maybe that meant this was a magical place too. Something physical enough that Maud could escape from it.

			“There’s no use in fighting it.”

			Maud turned to see another figure, partially submerged in the strange magic of this endless place. They were slumped back against it, letting it slowly consume them. Maud walked toward them, black tendrils of deeper sleep lapping at her heels.

			But when the soft light shifted to show the figure’s face, Maud jerked back at once. Though her eyes were not red and her face held no cruel smile, it was clearly the princess.

			Maud’s heart thudded, her eyes darting around for some place to run. But where could you run when there was nothing around you?

			“Don’t worry,” the princess said, and there was something different about her voice too. “I can’t hurt you here.”

			Maud swallowed and took a cautious step forward. It certainly seemed true, as the princess stood partially submerged in that inky black. “And where’s...here?”

			The princess waved a hand, an eerie mirror of the same gesture from before. “Here, there, everywhere, nowhere.”

			Right. Well, that was helpful.

			“It hardly matters,” the princess said, sinking further back into darkness. “As I said, there is no fighting this.”

			Maud shook her head. She refused to believe that. “My friends are still out there,” she said. “I have to do something to help them.”

			The princess laughed—not a cruel sound but a sad one. “I’m out there and I can’t even do anything to help myself.”

			Maud was going to march on, to ignore whatever trick or magic this was and try to find another way out of here, but that made her pause. “Are you trapped in here too?”

			“Of course.”

			Maud frowned. “But if you’re in here...how are you out there too?”

			The princess sighed, as if forcing herself to retell a very dull story. “I assume if you’ve met me, the other part of me, then someone must have woken me up.”

			“Yes,” Maud said. “But I think finding a way out of here might be more important right now.”

			The princess fixed her with a look—one that reminded Maud of those delicate sugared flowers Agatha was so good at making. Things that had to be treated with care.

			“...Your Highness,” Maud added, suddenly remembering.

			But the princess offered her a wan smile. “We’re in a magical dreamscape, I think you can call me Rose. I always preferred that to the titles. Princess Rosenne, such a mouthful.”

			Maud gaped at her. “Rosenne?”

			“Yes, it’s a family name.”

			“I...that was my mother’s name.”

			The princess tilted her head, as if only vaguely paying attention. “Then I suppose we’re related too.”

			“I thought Petallia—my great-grandmother—was the one who cursed you.” This was all too confusing—a magical place that was not here or there and now more lost members of her family were popping up.

			The princess sighed and folded her hands in her lap. “I suppose I should start at the beginning. I imagine you’ve heard some version of the story, but probably not the truth.

			“I was born a princess, always destined to be queen. I was happy for that; I enjoyed growing up in the palace and learning all my courtly duties from my mother. But when I turned twelve, this appeared.” With a concerted effort, she pulled one of her wrists free of the tendrils to show Maud the faint crescent moon of a witchmark.

			“Witches were seen as evil in my father’s kingdom and they couldn’t possibly have one on the throne. I didn’t understand any of it—the hatred of magic or why I had these powers. I was afraid of it. One day I found out that my mother had a sister, one who also had magic. So I ran away to find her. And that’s when I met Bri. They were helping my aunt with potion-making. They showed me another side to magic, a way to be a witch and still do good. When I was sixteen, I returned to the castle, hoping to show my family what I had learned and prove I could still be a good queen.”

			Maud bit her lip. She could see where this was going. “They didn’t accept your magic?”

			The princess shook her head. “No, and they did not appreciate my return. But my mother still hoped to salvage the situation. She had heard of a relic, a ring, that worked in opposition to magic. She thought if she could find it, it would take away my magic. My aunt warned it wouldn’t work, that it could have far worse consequences, but my mother didn’t care. All that mattered to her was destroying my magic.

			“The ring does work in opposition to magic—it twists it into something else, something evil.”

			Maud thought of the ring she’d seen on the princess’s finger, the corrupting lines of red.

			“As soon as I put it on, it changed me. I turned on all of them, even—” Her voice caught, some emotion coming back. “Even Bri. If not for the sleeping curse, I would have probably done far more. Even the curse didn’t work at first. This ring was too strong. My aunt had to tie her life force to it to make it powerful enough.”

			“So that’s why,” Maud said slowly, trying to put it all together, “Petallia’s spirit is still tied to the wood. And she was your aunt?”

			The princess nodded again.

			“That makes you my...great-great-aunt?”

			“I suppose.”

			She said it in the same tone you might say, I suppose it’s cold today. As if it wasn’t massive information that made Maud’s head want to explode. She wasn’t just connected to the witch who cast the curse, but also to the witch causing all their current problems. And it wasn’t really magic at the center of that mess—it was the hatred of it.

			She squeezed her eyes shut. She remembered what Mother Agatha always said—one step at a time, no point following the fifth step of the recipe before the second. And right now, there was a more pressing issue.

			“But how are you trapped here?”

			“This is where my consciousness went,” the princess said. “Or my goodness, I suppose you could call it, when I first put on that ring.”

			“But that means there is still good in you—there’s still a chance,” Maud said. “So why don’t you try to escape? Maybe we could help each other or—”

			“It’s far too late for that.”

			Maud glared, frustration fueling her words. “It’s never too late to fix things.”

			She hadn’t always believed that, not recently. Not with all the messes she’d managed to make. But now she found she did. Fixing messes was something a baker was always good at. She’d spent enough time covering up cracked cookies with frosting to know that.

			The princess didn’t say anything. She looked away and let herself sink back into the darkness holding her fast.

			Maud grabbed her shoulders, trying to pull her back. But it was stronger than treacle now—it was like a vortex pulling the princess back down. “No!” Maud said. “You can’t just give up!” Her fingers scrabbled against the princess’s shoulders, trying desperately to hold her up.

			“Don’t you care at all?” she yelled, her movements growing heavy again. “There are still people you could help—what about Bri?”

			The princess’s eyes snapped back into focus. Grief and guilt crashed across them—something Maud recognized. “I killed Bri. There’s no coming back from that.”

			“Bri’s alive,” Maud said desperately, one last try to pull the princess from this grip. “Well, sort of alive,” she amended. “Maybe a little bit of a ghost. But alive enough to wake you up.”

			The princess stilled, the dark tendrils no longer pulling her down. “Bri is the one who awoke me?”

			Maud held her breath, afraid to speak in case it broke this fragile moment. She nodded.

			“They broke their promise, then,” the princess murmured.

			“What promise?”

			“If the magic corrupted me, I asked them to kill me.” Something softened on her features, like a warm memory. “But Bri never was very good at doing what people told them.”

			The truth of that took a moment to hit Maud. The decision the princess had made in the face of that magic. It seemed like such an unfair choice.

			The princess lifted her gaze to Maud again. “And Bri is there now?”

			“Held captive by you,” Maud said. “Well, the other you.”

			There was a long pause, everything still and quiet around them. Maud hardly dared hope.

			“I may be able to offer some help.”

			The princess pulled herself upright again, the shadowy tendrils falling from her like smoke.

			“I could try to distract myself,” she went on. “Give you and your friends a small window to escape. Do you have a safe way out of the Thornwood?”

			“Kind of,” Maud said. “There are witches preparing a spell to destroy the castle. But I’m sure we can get past them. I’ll help you.”

			The princess stood tall now, serene and sure like a painting come to life. “If the Witching Guild can destroy the forest with me in it, then let them.”

			“But it would kill you.”

			“That’s probably for the best.”

			Maud gaped at her, momentarily lost for words. In all the different ways this story had played out—with the witch as the villain one way or another—she hadn’t expected this. There was no single villain here, no person who deserved to pay for what had happened. It was a whole tangle of problems, of people trying to do their best.

			“But it’s not your fault,” Maud said finally.

			“I thought you wanted my help?” the princess asked.

			“Yes, I do, but—” Maud said. “But why does the answer always have to be more destruction? There has to be another way we could help you.”

			The princess tilted her head, examining Maud as if she were a very unusual species. “I haven’t found a way in the past hundred years,” the princess said. “It makes one believe there isn’t one.”

			Before Maud could react, before she could try to think of any other option, the princess’s hands flashed out. She shoved Maud hard and instead of stumbling back into more of the treacle dark, Maud plunged through it.
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			A LITTLE HELPING HAND

			
			Maud awoke with a jolt, as if she’d just hit the bottom of a very high chasm. Shouts echoed around her as she sat up.

			The throne room looked much as it had when she’d left. The princess stood by the gleaming throne, the Wolves still under her control and holding the others fast. But Bri was no longer holding Nuss—instead they stood protectively between the princess and the children.

			Maud saw the ring on the princess’s finger. The ring the queen had found in the hopes of destroying her magic.

			“You choose them now again?” the princess spat, none of the serene calm around her now.

			“Isn’t this enough?” Bri asked. “How much more do you need?”

			“I need them all on their knees. Every one who questioned my magic destroyed.”

			Maud’s heart lurched as red lightning snaked toward Bri. It encircled them like sparking thorns and they screamed—even in their incorporeal form this affected them.

			She pushed herself to her feet, to the surprise of everyone around them. “Don’t!”

			The princess’s hard eyes turned on her, the lightning fizzling around Bri. “How are you awake? The curse should be eternal.”

			Maud stepped in front of the others, hoping that the other piece of the princess would step in soon. Like, maybe now. “I had some help.”

			From the dark look that crossed her face, the princess knew what that meant. “Help,” she spat. “From someone so weak? She has never been able to help anyone. I doubt she could start with you.” Lightning built around her fingers again and Maud could feel it now, the way it wasn’t truly magic but the absence of it. Something darker that lurked in its shadow. “No matter.” The princess smiled, a leering grin that turned Maud’s blood cold. “I can offer a more permanent solution.”

			Maud braced herself for the spell, for that lightning to grab hold of her again. A suffocating grip that she wouldn’t be able to escape this time.

			But it didn’t come.

			The princess’s face was contorted, torn between two warring expressions. Her hands clawed against empty air as she choked out, “Go!”

			Maud scrambled back, grabbing Gretel’s arm. The Grand Wolves and Oskar all looked a little dazed, the red briefly losing its grip on them.

			“Quick,” Maud said. “We have to get to Ludo.”

			She tried to urge Bri on too, but they were watching the princess, entranced. “Is that really you?”

			“Go!” the princess yelled again, scarlet flickering back into her eyes. “Help them.”

			Bri looked back at Maud and the others. They clearly didn’t want to leave the princess, but they forced themselves to move. “Come on,” they said, voice shredded with emotion. “We don’t know how long we’ll have.”

			Maud knew she should listen. This was the smallest window of opportunity and they might not get it again. But she couldn’t leave the princess to die here.

			Mind made up, she sprinted back to the throne, ignoring the confused yells that chased her. If the ring was somehow the absence of magic—a corruption of magic—that still meant there was something there. Something that could be grasped onto.

			And even if the princess had said no one in centuries had found a solution, something had still caught in Maud’s mind. Maud’s gingerbread and sugar mind.

			The princess still seemed to be locked into a battle with herself, too distracted by that to notice Maud.

			“Nuss,” Maud called. “Cover me!”

			The squirrel leaped forward, always happy to jump into chaos with no questions. She landed on the princess’s head, a little mousse tornado.

			Maud used the chance to lunge at the princess.

			“No!” the princess screeched, eyes lighting scarlet as she pushed her other self away.

			But it was too late. Maud’s hand had closed around the ring, the red sparks were already sinking into her skin. The gingerbread that made her was absorbing the magic—just as the small gingerbread charms had saturated with the Thornwood’s curse.

			A jolt of fear froze Maud’s muscles, her fingers stuck to the icy metal of the ring. She hadn’t thought about the consequences to this. Hadn’t thought about what this magic might do to her. What if it corrupted her magic?

			She could feel how it wanted to run free, how it wanted to cause destruction. Maud might make messes with her magic, but it was nothing like this. And if she let this ring consume her, it would be far worse.

			But how could Maud control this? All those mistakes flashed behind her eyes. The fissure in the Thornwood, bringing Bri back as an unwilling ghost—how the Wolves had been tracking her all because she lost Agatha’s spellbook.

			And now this. Trying to do more than she was capable of, again.

			She felt something in her other hand. Not the sparking, numbing feel of the ring’s magic, but someone’s hand. Gretel’s face was suddenly visible through the scarlet, Nuss on her shoulder. Despite everything, despite all those mistakes and the problems Maud had caused, they were both looking at her with a determined belief.

			And if they believed in her, then maybe Maud should believe in herself too. She gritted her teeth and with a last crackle, she pushed the ring’s power away. Absorbed into the gingerbread and then dissipated, like lightning down into the earth.

			The ring clattered to the ground, its light winking out. The princess staggered. Her eyes were a bright, clear blue, no hint of red.

			Bri rushed forward, catching her before she could fall. “It’s really you?”

			“I think so.”

			But even in this brief moment of peace, they weren’t safe yet.

			Beyond the window, Maud could see the sky was lightening already. Dawn and the witches’ deadline.
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			A DIFFERENT KIND OF POWER

			
			It was clear at once that the princess couldn’t travel in her condition, and moving Ludo at any kind of speed would be impossible. The Grand Wolves were a little hazy too, their minds recovering from whatever the princess had done. Then there were all the other residents of the palace, still turned to stone. Princess Rose thought she could help them, but it would take time. Time they didn’t really have.

			So Maud, Gretel, and Vyne sprinted back through the Thornwood to try to reach the witches before it was too late. Hansel stayed behind, partly to make sure nothing bad happened to Ludo, partly to mediate any Wolf-witch arguments that might spring up once his parents came back to themselves.

			They hadn’t said anything to Hansel about the spell he’d done, or to Gretel about betraying the Wolves’ interests, so Maud hoped maybe the aftereffects had addled their most recent memories. At least that would be one less thing to deal with.

			The thorns parted before Maud as easily as water, and the others followed as closely in her wake as they could. It made sense now, given what the princess had said. Maud wasn’t only related to the person who cast the spell, but the one it was cast on. The magic she could feel here was as familiar as her own.

			She felt like she was racing the sun, the sky lightening with every step.

			But there was still a smudge of darkness on the horizon when she finally careened out of the line of thorned trees, her lungs burning, and straight into the cluster of witches.

			They all turned to look at her as one, with matching looks of distaste at her disheveled shape. Maud gulped in air, trying to catch her breath.

			Gretel managed to get there first. “You have to stop the spell.”

			Moria stood at the front, her frosty gaze cold as the snow she conjured. “Not that it’s any concern of yours, but it’s too late. The spell will be complete any moment now.”

			“No,” Maud panted. “We broke the curse and the witch isn’t going to hurt anyone. You don’t need to destroy it.”

			Moria gave an exaggerated shrug. “Perhaps if you’d provided us with that information yesterday, we could have done something. But the decision has already been made.”

			She turned to march away, leaving Maud staring after her retreating back in outraged horror. “There are still people in there! The princess, and our friends—everyone in the castle. You’ll just leave them to die?”

			Moria didn’t even turn around, though the Goblin Witch answered, “The needs of many witches must stand above the problems of a few.” She looked over at Vyne, who wilted a little under her glare. “A thing you would know if you’d been trained properly. Come now, Vyne. We need to discuss your behavior.”

			Maud expected her to hurry after her teacher—she couldn’t even blame her. But Vyne rolled her shoulders back. “No. You have to listen to Maud.”

			The Goblin Witch blinked, apparently stunned at having someone disagree with her.

			“It really is too late,” another witch said. She pointed to the sky behind them, right where the castle pierced the sky. A roaring hurricane of magic was gathering there.

			“Can’t you cast another spell?” Maud asked desperately. “One to protect them?”

			“Why should we?” the Snow Witch replied, an eyebrow raised.

			Maud looked back at the thorns. They weren’t beautiful, but they shouldn’t be obliterated—and the people inside definitely shouldn’t be. But how was she supposed to get anyone to listen to her? She couldn’t cast a strong enough spell herself, she couldn’t cast something to make them listen.

			The magic was swirling faster now, the first hints of sun peeking across the horizon.

			There was only one thing Maud could think of to do. If she’d had more time to consider, she might not have done it. But time wasn’t something she had.

			So without a moment to reconsider, she ran back to the first hanging thorns—the boundary of the spell. “Will you let me get destroyed too?” she yelled.

			For too long a moment, no one moved. So long Maud thought the magic might release and disintegrate her.

			Gretel came to her side first, followed closely by a grumbling Nuss.

			Even putting them both in grave danger, Maud felt a rush of affection for both of them. Relief that they’d stand next to her even now.

			“Two abominations and a witch hunter,” Moria said, her expression not shifting. “How does that change my interests?”

			But some of the other witches looked unsure. For all of Moria’s cold adherence to rules, not everyone agreed.

			“It’s two witches,” Vyne corrected, coming to stand at Maud’s side. “And whoever they are,” she added, waving a hand at Gretel and Nuss. They shot her twin glares, but it was still a victory.

			Frim, the witch who’d smiled at her before, took a tentative step forward. “They’re children, Moria, maybe we should—”

			The Snow Witch ignored her. But that icy command didn’t seem to be enough now. Frim marched forward and stood on Maud’s other side. “They’re right. We can’t destroy something and say that’s a real solution.”

			Magic zinged in the air, raising the hairs on Maud’s arms. They didn’t have much time.

			Frim held out her hands. “We can cast a protective barrier together. Just follow my lead.”

			Maud took her hand and offered her other to Gretel.

			“But I’m not a witch,” Gretel said.

			“Your energies can still help us,” Frim said.

			Maud followed Frim’s recitation, the language of magic slipping across her tongue in her haste. She felt the magic pulling around them, but she could also feel it wouldn’t be enough. Not with just the five of them.

			But as soon as Frim joined them, it set off a chain reaction. More of the witches flooded toward them, until the majority stood in the shadow of the thorns, hands interlocked as they recited the counterspell.

			“Very well,” Moria said, as if accepting an annoying student’s argument rather than dealing with a matter of life-and-death. “We can reassess the matter.”

			She raised a hand and the magic gathering to destroy vanished into a flurry of snow. Apparently she had been able to do something about it if she cared. In the shadow of the magic vanishing, Maud caught a glimpse of that spectral witch, Petallia. She gave Maud a small smile and a nod, before flickering away.

			Maud sagged in relief as Gretel threw her arms around her. “You did it!”

			“But,” the Snow Witch’s voice cut through the celebrations. “That still does not clear up the matter of the illegal magic that created you.”

			Gretel stood protectively in front of Maud, and Nuss let out a low growl. “She just fixed your curse problem for you.”

			“That doesn’t change how she was made.”

			Maud spotted something behind Moria, so out of place it took her mind a moment to accept it was real. The familiar silhouette of a vulture, shedding buttercream feathers. Grim came loping across the clearing after him, followed by another familiar shape.

			Maud pushed through the line of witches and flung her arms around her. “Mother Agatha!”

			Agatha squeezed her tight, the familiar warmth and scent of cinnamon such a comfort. “Hello there, sweetest.”

			Florian alighted on her shoulder with an annoyed ruffle. “This looks like quite the mess. Good thing I’m here.”

			Maud didn’t even mind his scolding. It was such a relief to have them around again. She pulled back a little. “But how are you here? How did you know where I am?”

			“Grim,” Florian replied.

			A little nose nudged at Maud’s knee and she looked down to see Grim looking very pleased with himself.

			“Grim got you a message?” Maud gasped. Grim was a regular wolf; he wasn’t meant to have any magical ability. He definitely shouldn’t have been able to tell Mother Agatha exactly where she was. “I thought only familiars could do that.”

			“There’s more than one way for a witch to find their familiar. Sometimes it just requires a strong connection.”

			Maud knelt down to hug Grim properly. “Such a clever boy.” He gave her a knowing look in return, as if he really understood all of this.

			The Snow Witch cleared her throat loudly. “If I’m not interrupting...”

			Nuss glared at her. “You are, actually.”

			Agatha stepped forward, an unusually grim expression on her face. “Good to see you again, Moria.”

			Maud stared at her—another person Agatha had known in her life before?

			Moria folded her arms. “I suppose I should hardly be surprised to find you at the middle of this, Agatha.” Moria sniffed, nodding in Maud’s direction. “I assume you are responsible for this abomination.”

			Maud tried to step in front of her, very aware that Agatha couldn’t do magic anymore. If this came down to some kind of magical duel, Agatha wouldn’t be able to do anything. But Agatha’s strong baker’s arms pushed Maud back, firm. And even without power, she still seemed commanding. Someone who couldn’t be ignored.

			“Now, now,” Agatha said, in the sort of voice she used when Maud got frustrated with a recipe. “There’s no need for name-calling, Moria. My daughter seems to have done you a great favor sorting out this curse.”

			“She’s the one who caused the curse to leak out—”

			“Technically,” Nuss interrupted, “you left the curse here, so that’s on you.”

			Moria shot her a chilling glare, but Nuss just smiled back. “Nothing changes that you performed illegal magic, Agatha.”

			Maud’s stomach twisted tighter than a cinnamon swirl. She hated them talking about her like she wasn’t here.

			“Need I remind you of all the times you’ve bent the rules, Moria?” Agatha looked around at the rest of the gathered witches. “Or any of you? I’d remind you that I’ve been around a long time and a lot of secrets find their way to me.”

			“A bird does hear a lot of things,” Florian supplied.

			“I suggest you let my apprentice and I go home unless you’d like to discuss them further.”

			Several of the witches looked away or found some excuse to turn and discuss another matter. None of them raised their hands or reached for magic. Somehow Mother Agatha had convinced all these witches to stand down without casting a single spell.

			“Come, Maud, Gretel,” Agatha said. “I think we have some friends we need to check on.”
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			MAYBE TEA CAN SOLVE EVERYTHING

			It was clear as soon as they entered the castle that the Grand Wolves remembered exactly what had happened. Maud could hear raised voices echoing toward them. Gretel ran ahead and Maud hurried after her, leaving Mother Agatha to follow at her slower pace—though Maud would rather Agatha stayed out of this entirely. Wolf business never seemed to end well for her.

			Everyone was still in the throne room. Bri stood next to Rose, who was clutching on to the edge of the chair, exhausted. The two Grand Wolves and Oskar stood on the other side of the room, their weapons turned into what looked like flowers. That was a relief at least; hopefully that meant no one could hurt each other.

			And in the middle of all of it was Hansel, hands raised as if trying to keep the two sides apart.

			“You have taken control of my son just like you did to us!” Ermen was yelling, brandishing his much-less-threatening daisy sword.

			“Relinquish your hold on him!” Hieda demanded.

			“No—it’s not—It’s my magic. That’s what I was trying to tell you, I’m... I’m a...” Hansel stammered, clearly at a loss as to what to say.

			“You can’t have magic. You’re not a witch.”

			“I could do a distraction?” Maud murmured to Gretel. “Make it look like a witch released a spell and you could all run?”

			But Gretel shook her head, that look of determination etching onto her face. “No, it’s time they listened.”

			She strode into the middle of the room, right between Hansel and her parents.

			“There you are, Gretel,” Hieda said. “You have to help, your brother—”

			“No,” Gretel said again, folding her arms and glaring up at her parents. “You have to listen.”

			She said it with such command that everyone did listen, much to Maud’s surprise.

			“Hansel’s magic saved you all from being turned into stone earlier,” Gretel said. “And he’s saved you even more times before that. Remember the Thornwood? If he hadn’t done magic, we would all be under the sleeping curse.”

			“I don’t think mentioning more of my magic is helping...” Hansel said out of the corner of his mouth.

			But Gretel ignored him, on a roll now. “And Maud has been helping too. She helped break the curse to make sure you woke up, Dad, even though you’ve been trying to hunt her down.”

			Ermen’s sharp eyes fell on Maud and she tried not to squirm under the intensity of his stare. She gave an awkward wave.

			“She’s my friend. And Hansel’s still my brother. Their magic doesn’t change that.”

			Her words left a ringing silence. Maud held her breath. She didn’t want to watch this go bad, but she couldn’t do anything to stop it now.

			“You have had a witchmark all this time?” Ermen asked Hansel.

			Hansel nodded, biting his lip.

			“And you didn’t tell us?”

			“I didn’t know how to. You hunt witches, so if I’m a witch...”

			“You are our son first,” Hieda said, with a shadow of that same determination Gretel had. “Anything beyond that isn’t important. We can always work it out.”

			Ermen looked a little less certain about that than Hieda, but he stayed quiet. Hansel looked relieved, and maybe still a bit scared. But the Grand Wolves hadn’t immediately reached for pitchforks and burning torches, so Maud thought that might be progress.

			“And what about that witch?” Oskar glared at the princess, apparently still hoping he could get in some fighting. “She attacked us.”

			It was Maud’s turn to step forward. “That’s because she was under a curse of her own. She’s good now.” She glanced over at Rose. “Right?”

			The princess nodded. “I don’t know that I can be considered good, but I do want to fix all of this.”

			That was the moment Mother Agatha decided to make her appearance. She smiled around at everyone, as if this were a normal morning chat. “Tea, anyone?”

			Surprisingly, even though Maud summoned the teapot and fire to heat it out of thin air, the tea did seem to settle everyone down. Even Oskar drank down his steaming mug without complaint. They didn’t comment on how Mother Agatha was clearly some kind of magical abomination, and there wasn’t one mention of how the witches might be planning to eat them.

			Between the three of them, Maud, Gretel, and Hansel told the whole story, right from the beginning back in Mother Agatha’s cottage with the oven. Hieda and Ermen didn’t look too pleased about many of the escapades, but they did listen (and didn’t try to grab any new weapons). That seemed like it was enough for now.

			While Bri and Rose went around the castle trying to turn all the statues back into people, the Grand Wolves decided they should go back to the rest of the Wolves to let them know what was going on. They didn’t quite say goodbye to Maud, but they glanced in her direction without looking murderous. And Hieda managed to give Hansel a hug. It was a start.

			“What do you think they’ll do now? Keep hunting witches?” Maud asked Gretel.

			“I don’t know. But maybe I can convince them to make the Wolves a force for good. Only stopping bad magic, like I wanted.”

			“If anyone can convince them it’s you.” The two girls grinned at each other. It really was easier to face everything with someone at your side.

			But back in the castle they still faced one unsolved problem: Ludo. Mother Agatha had tried a variety of methods to wake him up, all to no avail. Somewhat sheepishly, Princess Rose explained that as it was a whole new sleeping curse, it would require breaking, just like hers had.

			A little disheartened, they decided to take him back to the cottage where Agatha had more supplies and plenty of books for them to research.

			It should have been a nice stroll back along the Toadstool Path to the cottage. They’d promised to come back and visit Princess Rose and Bri—who were still in the midst of waking the sleeping castle, and full of plans to make it a safe haven for witches. Rose was also planning to renounce her title, which Maud thought was a good idea. Princesses definitely got involved in curses much too often. And the Wolves were off her back—for good now, it seemed.

			But none of that made up for the lingering worries about Ludo.
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			EPILOGUE

			The next morning, back in the warmth of the gingerbread cottage, Ludo still hadn’t woken up. Mother Agatha had combed through all her books and Maud had tried every spell she could to revive him, but the curse wouldn’t budge.

			Hansel had arrived the night before and kept vigil at Ludo’s side.

			Nuss sat back, rubbing her eyes as if she’d been examining the books in great detail. “I don’t know why we’re bothering with all this.”

			Gretel glared at her—back to their usual animosity. “Because we need to wake Ludo up.”

			“Obviously,” Nuss replied. “But we already know how.”

			Maud yawned, too tired to argue with Nuss’s general rambling. “And how’s that?”

			“True love,” Nuss said simply. “Just like how Bri woke up the princess.”

			Gretel snorted. “Oh, true love, is that all we need. Good thing that’s so easy to find.”

			“Yes,” Nuss said. “It is.”

			Maud tilted her head, expecting Nuss to laugh or turn it into a joke as she usually would. But Nuss spoke as if she really had found the most obvious answer. In unison, Maud and Gretel turned to look at Hansel sitting hunched at Ludo’s side.

			“You don’t think...” Gretel started.

			“It couldn’t...” Maud said, though her lips were tugging toward a smile.

			Nuss sighed. “Am I the only one around here who notices anything?”

			Hansel wasn’t at all sure about the idea. In fact, when Gretel suggested it very bluntly, he went bright red and proceeded to go on a half-hour ramble about how that was ridiculous and Ludo probably didn’t see him that way anyway, and they were only fourteen anyway so what did any of this mean.

			But after an encouraging hot cocoa from Agatha (and a less welcome treatise from Florian on the nature of true love), Hansel stood at Ludo’s side, his hand hovering over Ludo’s fingers.

			“What if this doesn’t work?” he asked for the hundredth time, glancing up at Maud and Gretel.

			“Well, then, Ludo will never wake up so at least he won’t hear about your embarrassment,” Gretel said. Despite the humor in her voice, she gave Hansel an encouraging elbow nudge.

			Steeling himself, Hansel reached forward. Maud tried to pull Gretel back a little, to give them some privacy—but they were both too curious and hopeful to entirely retreat.

			Just like when Bri had accidentally brushed the princess’s hand (while kind of trying to kill her), Ludo’s eyes fluttered open almost at once.

			“Hansel?” he murmured.

			Hansel threw his arms around him in a tight hug. “You’re all right!”

			“I told you so!” Nuss said, much too loudly.

			

			Later that day, once Ludo was back to himself thanks to some lavender morning dew tea, Agatha pulled out her most recent bake to celebrate.

			Maud sat in the squishiest armchair, relieved to be back in the comfort of this cottage with all her friends safe and awake. Even Minty the peppermint bunny was doing better. His nose was all healed and he was back to his favorite activity: making a mess.

			“Did you find what you were looking for?” Agatha asked as she handed the last slice of lemon poppy seed cake to Nuss.

			Maud took a bite of cake, chewing slowly as she thought everything through. “I found out more about Rosenne and her family. And I managed to help my friends in the end.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Agatha said. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to tell you more about her.” She sat in the chair opposite, two of the sugar mice scuttling to curl up in her lap. “Did you think any more on my question?”

			Maud poked at her cake. She hadn’t had much time to think about why she wanted to do magic between running for her life, awakening an evil witch, and stopping the Guild from destroying an entire forest.

			But now she had a moment to pause, she thought back over the last few days. She’d wanted to believe that having bigger and better magic would make everything easier, but she couldn’t say that was true now. Look at Princess Rose with all that power, or Vyne who had shown so much promise as a young witch only to have it turned against her.

			Magic didn’t always cause all their problems, but it didn’t solve them either.

			Actually, several of their problems had been solved without magic at all. Mother Agatha had gotten the Witching Guild to stand down without a single spell, and Gretel had managed to get her parents to listen to her. And Ludo often solved problems with his moss knowledge, which worked much more consistently than anything else.

			So why did Maud want to do magic so badly? Because she still did, even knowing all that she knew.

			“I think it’s complicated,” she said finally. “I know I want to be able to help people—to help my friends if they need me. And magic is a good place to start for that. But it’s also not the only way to help them.”

			“That’s very true,” Agatha said with a small smile. “You matter to your friends with or without your magic.”

			Maud realized that really was true. She had been thinking that her only worth was her magic—her ability to fix things or not with a click of her fingers. But maybe that was just one aspect of her, an important one, but not the only thing that mattered.

			She started to smile. “I think I want to do magic for me,” she said. “Because it’s an important part of me. But maybe I also need to remember other things matter too. Like friends and making the right choices and working to fix your mistakes.”

			Mother Agatha squeezed her shoulder. “See? You know more than I did at your age already.”

			Warmth blossomed in Maud’s chest, the comfort of hot cocoa and safety and all her friends around her. Nothing would be simple going forward, not even with the Wolves, but she had plenty of ways to work to make things better.

			Nuss flicked her tail. “Maybe I should learn magic next,” she said. “I bet I could do some great explosive spells.”

			Mother Agatha, Florian, and Maud all spoke in unison: “Definitely not!”
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