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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone in war-torn Paduane knows the legend. Two peasant children, born on the same date, will eventually bring peace and prosperity to the land.

      It’s probably just a silly folktale, though. Nobody gives it any thought—not even in the remote village of Lethos, when two baby girls are delivered on the same starry night.

      One of the infants is dimpled, brown, and perfect. She inflates her lungs to wail, and the attending midwife chuckles with relief. Instantaneously, the mother is overwhelmed with love for her tiny daughter. Still, she has to suppress a sob when she thinks about her husband—killed months earlier in a border skirmish. Curse this never-ending war!

      In a rattletrap of a cottage on the outskirts of the village, another child is born. This one is spindly and pale, like her exhausted mother. Their hearth is cold, and the room is eerily silent. No midwife stands by, and there’s no sign of a father, dead or alive. The mother aches with love, but also with worry and shame, and her baby girl is so very sickly. Will the two of them survive to greet the dawn?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Annette and Laila Leave Home

        

      

    

    
      In the tiny village of Lethos, magic was everywhere, perfuming the air and swirling through the trees. It was free of charge and quite benign—a pleasant, run-of-the-mill experience that people took for granted. The villagers harnessed it for everyday tasks such as stirring pots and rocking cradles—leaving their hands free for other activities.

      It wasn’t that the villagers didn’t try to do more with their magical ability. Generation upon generation had experimented, attempting to use it to perform worthy deeds for the community. Whenever they became annoyed with each other, they also did their best to conjure up miniature lightning bolts—who wouldn’t? Providentially, though, nobody learned to wield magic with sufficient force to do anything really interesting with it—except, unbeknownst to the rest of the village folk, for Annette and Laila.

      The two girls were fast friends from their earliest days. They toddled together, played together, and went to the village grade school together, always encouraging each other in their efforts. They created ballets, making toads leap and pirouette like Harvest Festival dancers, much to the delight of their warty performers. They caused grasses to grow tall and turquoise, so that when the wind blew, the field undulated like the sea.

      Annette was sunny by nature and made friends easily. Laila tended to be shy and reserved. And who could blame her? For as long as she could remember, she’d been shunned and taunted.

      Once, when Laila was eleven, an older student flung a handful of mud at her in the schoolyard. He was the best-looking boy in school, with moonbeam hair and skin the color of woodland bluebells. Until that day, she’d had a secret crush on him.

      His scowl was ugly. “Hey, dirt-face, why don’t you and your filthy mother get out of this town?”

      She wiped the mud from her mouth. It was important not to cry. Crying only fueled a soulcutter’s malice. To respond with magic was even worse—a punishable offense for both child and parent. Laila had promised her mama she’d control herself, no matter what people said to her. No matter how mean they were. She clamped her jaw shut and felt the scrape of grit between her teeth.

      Before she could escape, another boy stepped forward. This one was as pale as Laila, and nearly as poor. He drew himself up to his full height, his scrawny ankles flashing under his too-short pants, and joined in the taunting. “Laila can’t move away. Who would scrub the village latrines if her mother left town?”

      Angry magic rushed through Laila’s veins, until her fingertips felt like they were filled with fire. She tried to hold her arms down, but they began to rise. She pointed at the two boys.

      “No!” From the other side of the schoolyard, Annette dashed to block Laila’s fingers, which were starting to smoke. She stood, hands on her hips, facing the soulcutters, who were skulking forward. “Leave her alone.”

      “We were just—ˮ

      “You heard me.”

      For an eternity of a moment, no one moved. Finally, as a teacher approached, the two boys sprinted away. The older one made a rude gesture behind his back as he ran off.

      Annette gave Laila a hug. As if sculpted from ice, Laila stood there, rigid and unresponsive. Then she crumpled against her friend.

      “We’ll get out of here. One day. I promise,” Annette said, patting Laila’s back.

      “Together.”

      “Always.”

      By the time they turned thirteen, they were both clever and talented but not at all alike. Happy-go-lucky Annette had deep brown eyes that matched her hair—hair that whirled and twirled in a chaos of curls—and she had rosy brown skin and a ready laugh. Laila was slender and pale. She had glossy black hair that cascaded over her narrow shoulders and down her back. Her ice-blue eyes dazzled, and she had to be vigilant not to scare people with them.

      The soulcutters weren’t as obvious in their taunts anymore. Mostly, they left Laila alone—probably because all of them were either smitten with overprotective Annette or worried that Laila’s smoking fingers might actually erupt one day. But Lethos offered little stimulation, especially for girls. If they stayed, Annette would be pressured to marry young and raise a family—not by her loving mother, of course, but by long custom and lack of opportunities, and who knew what would happen to poor Laila. Magic might be their ticket out of this remote community and toward somewhere—anywhere—better.

      “Would you be sad if I left home at the end of the school year to seek my fortune at the castle?” Laila asked her mother, Violet, who, as usual, was busy in the kitchen.

      Violet continued to knead, slapping the dough as if it had a bad attitude.

      “Did you hear me, Mama?”

      Violet turned her back on her labor, allowing magic to take over and continue knocking the dough around. Her eyes were pinched at the corners with sorrow and filled with the pure love only a mother could feel.

      “You want to be a magical apprentice?” she finally asked. When Laila nodded, Violet added, “Traveling all alone?”

      “With Annette. The two of us—well, we’re pretty sure our skills are strong enough for us to be accepted in the program.”

      “I’ve no doubt of that, sweetie.” Violet wiped her hands on her tattered apron and touched her daughter lightly on her head. She closed her eyes and said something under her breath, her lips moving in a prayer—or a spell.

      Goosebumps trailed down Laila’s arms. When her mother stopped her incantation, she asked, “Do I have your blessing?”

      “Always and forever.” Violet turned back to her gyrating dough and caught it in midair. She took a knife and cut it into squares for rolls. Although her movements were crisp and assured, her shoulders trembled as she sliced.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To ready themselves for their auditions, Annette and Laila worked in secrecy every day, teaching themselves new techniques and tricks. They levitated Mr. Lervey’s cow from one field to the next, with the result that Mr. Lervey forswore hard liquor for at least a whole month. They created fireballs of varying sizes, and changed rabbits into stupid, pink-eyed dogs and back again. And finally, after months of trying, they discovered the secret to flying, with or without broomsticks.

      Annette’s forehead dripped with sweat. She collapsed onto a grassy mound beside Laila. “What makes you think we can do this?”

      “Because we’re Annette and Laila.” Laila got back up. She rose onto her tiptoes, her hands extended toward the clouds, imploring the magic to come and lift her skyward. “Also, we need to know how to fly if we’re going to get into the castle’s program.”

      She tried hopping up and down. Nothing happened.

      “We’re going to need a better reason.” Annette dusted herself off and stood next to her best friend.

      For a time, they stretched and strained, willing themselves to fly. They ran up and down the field, arms held out like wings. Still, nothing.

      Finally, Laila turned to Annette. “If we can’t do this apart, maybe we can do this together?” She offered her hand.

      Annette accepted it. “You might be right.” She thought for a few seconds, and added, “With my best friend’s love, I take flight.”

      “With my best friend’s love, I take flight,” Laila responded.

      They looked into each other’s eyes. Love shone there, as well as trust, respect, and acceptance.

      They smiled at each other. And then, without any effort at all, their feet left the ground.
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        * * *

      

      The school term ended. Without saying a word to their teacher or classmates, they made quiet preparations to leave. Annette’s mother packed food for them to take on their journey. Laila’s mother washed and ironed their clothing and infused it with magic to protect them from robbers and kidnappers. Tear tracks lined the cheeks of both parents, but they never cried in front of their daughters. Whenever they looked at Annette and Laila, pride lit up their faces like sunshine.

      The girls left Lethos in an unspectacular fashion one fine summer’s day, ferried by a trusted neighbor in his serviceable but very smelly oxcart. He’d been commissioned by their mothers, who stood twisting their fingers and biting their lips by the roadside.

      “You know I’ve never thanked you,” Laila’s mother said to Annette’s.

      “Whatever for?”

      “Letting Laila be Annette’s friend. Being the only adult here who showed kindness to my daughter. Treating her like the wonderful girl she is.”

      Annette’s mother simply took the other woman’s hand in hers. Side by side, with heads held high, they watched their daughters leave the only village they had ever known.
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        * * *

      

      In all, the trip took just under a week.  A very long week, it seemed to Annette and Laila, who, when no one was looking, had developed a habit of rubbing their tender behinds, which had taken the brunt of the constant bouncing and jouncing from the rough conveyance that had brought them to the gates of Paduane’s royal castle. They were tired and grumpy and dirty, but at least they had arrived safely and were now all set to launch their sure-to-be illustrious magical careers.

      First, though, they had to gain access to the castle. From where they stood on the edge of the grounds, they could see nothing at all—just a long expanse of protective wooden stakes that formed the initial line of defense for the village and castle inside. Annette and Laila had been deposited outside a narrow gate in this wall, and, not knowing what else to do, they looked at each other, shrugged, walked up to it, and knocked.

      And knocked. And knocked some more.

      Laila snorted and dropped her hand. She was about to summon a discreet little fireball to get someone’s attention when, at long last, a creaky, wooden window, set high in the gate, opened and a heavily whiskered face appeared.

      “Who knocks upon my gate?” the guard asked in a bored voice.

      Annette stood up straighter. “Annette and Laila, from the distant village of Lethos. We’re here to offer our services to Her Majesty, the Queen of Paduane.”

      The guard looked at Laila and Annette. Indecision rippled across his face. Annette beamed at him with as much charisma as she could summon. Laila squinted, trying to overpower him with the full force of her will.

      For a matter of seconds, he hesitated. Laila narrowed her eyes even more. At last, he sighed, and the heavy gate swung open to admit the pair.

      “Proceed to the basement. Look for the kitchen.”

      Once inside the gate, they gawked at the splendor of the castle—a massive stone rectangle with forbidding gray walls and four turrets, one at each corner. A sprawling green space surrounded it, large enough to host a settlement that could have accommodated Annette and Laila’s entire home village of Lethos. Everything was storybook-perfect, with well-tended gardens and tidy, thatched cottages, and people who were well-fed and neatly dressed.

      They entered the castle through double doors that opened onto a broad but plain stone staircase. As they descended, Annette slipped her hand into Laila’s. Their rapid pulses merged.

      The clanking of pots drew them toward the cavernous kitchen. A brick fireplace with multiple ovens built into the wall above it dominated one side of the room, and on a spit over the fire, fowl roasted. The aroma was intoxicating, and Annette’s mouth watered.

      A merry-looking older woman offered the girls a glass of cider, some bread, and cheese. Annette made friendly small talk with an ample-bodied male cook, while Laila chomped her food silently and fretted.

      Several people filed into the kitchen. Quickly, the girls wiped their hands and stood. In the lead, a haggard crone hobbled, leaning heavily on an intricately carved wooden staff. She was dressed in an embroidered black robe and wore an ornate silver necklace. A bald man in a swirling, multicolored robe walked behind her.

      But what was this? Laila put out a hand, supporting herself on the table’s edge. The man shimmered in and out of focus. One second he was middle-aged and bald, the next young and chestnut-haired. She struggled to draw a breath.

      “What’s wrong?” Annette whispered.

      “Why, that man …” But when Laila focused her gaze on him, he was middle-aged and bald again.

      A dozen girls and boys, all garbed in black, entered. At a nod from the man in the multicolored robe, they took their places at the table.

      He cleared his throat. “Head Witch Malinda and I greet you. My name is Morton. I’m Head Wizard at this castle. We have brought with us some of our budding apprentices to bear witness to your tests of magic. I trust you will both impress us.”

      “Failure to do so will trigger unpleasant results,” added Malinda, in a creaky, birdlike voice.

      Laila crinkled her nose at Annette, who reciprocated with the ghost of a wink. This was their moment. Simultaneously, they straightened their posture, ready to engage in whatever trials lay ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Tests of Magic

        

      

    

    
      “First, levitation.” Morton waved in the direction of a large wooden bowl on the tabletop. “Annette, why don’t you begin?”

      Annette leaned forward and tapped the bowl. Instantly, it floated into the air and hovered, as if held by an invisible string.

      “Satisfactory,” Morton said.

      Annette couldn’t repress a smirk. She nodded in the direction of the bowl, which descended smoothly.

      Morton’s face was expressionless. “Next, Laila’s turn. Let’s make it more interesting. Lift a chair.”

      Laila inhaled and exhaled. Then, with the arch of an eyebrow, she levitated both a chair and the junior wizard who was sitting on it. His young colleagues guffawed, as he grimaced and flailed desperately to keep from tumbling.

      “Girl, you’re getting way ahead of yourself. Stop showing off,” Malinda croaked, and Laila quavered slightly as she smoothly set the apprentice down.

      Morton and Malinda turned their backs on Annette and Laila and conferred privately. The girls exchanged reassuring smiles.

      Morton pointed to a set of candles in brass holders. “Next test, the creation of fire. Light these, Annette.”

      The girls had practiced forming fireballs many times. Rarely had they tried to confine themselves to lighting dainty candlesticks. It was almost too basic.

      Annette crooked the baby finger on her left hand. Ping! Immediately, the wicks twinkled. The student witnesses murmured to each other. One girl actually gasped, her tongue glinting pinkly in the candlelight.

      Morton’s face, though, was unreadable. He turned to Laila. “Send me a golden fireball. Simultaneously, send Malinda a red one.”

      “And don’t try to be fancy about it, either,” rasped Malinda.

      Laila blinked. This was her payback for showing off.

      She closed her eyes, blocked out all distractions, and envisioned herself standing tall, with a red fireball in her right hand and a golden one in her left. Then, she circled once in place, and, with hands outstretched toward the two elder magicians, flicked her wrists. When she opened her eyes, a ball of golden flames danced in front of Morton’s nose. Malinda grunted in surprise, as she inspected the fiery red orb rotating in front of her.

      Laila groped for the table and propped herself against it, her knees wobbly. For a split second, Morton’s form seemed to oscillate, from old to young. Her jaw dropped, but, almost immediately, his middle-aged form solidified. Catching Malinda’s sour gaze, she clicked her teeth back together and forced herself upright.

      Annette grinned at her friend. If only, though, the two adjudicators would give her a test with a moderate edge to it. She was equal to anything, and every magical bone in her body ached to prove it.

      Malinda looked at Annette appraisingly. “Third trial, transmogrification. Annette, take one of the apprentices—why not choose Charlotte there; she isn’t amounting to much, and a little scrambling shouldn’t hurt her. Change her into a pony. Proceed.”

      Charlotte was a freckle-faced girl with plaited brown hair. Slim to the point of thinness, she was half a head taller than either of the girls seated next to her. As she processed what was in store for her, she rolled her gray eyes heavenward as if begging the gods to spare her this unpleasant experience. Annette mouthed the word “sorry,” shook her head to clear her thoughts, and focused.

      An instant later, Charlotte disappeared, and a stunning white pony popped into being. It had soft, glowing eyes and a flowing tail. Annette was particularly proud of the pony’s long, curly eyelashes and its jeweled bridle.

      Malinda cackled. “That absurdity is fit only for a pampered little prig. Talent you may have aplenty; but your judgment is sorely lacking.”

      Hot blood pulsed upward into Annette’s cheeks, and she barely managed to stifle a protest. Her magic had been sophisticated. Maybe her pony was fancy, but it was flawless.

      Morton turned to Laila. “Your turn, child. Convert that ridiculous carnival animal to a bird—and it doesn’t have to be pretty.”

      Pretty had never been Laila’s forte, and she didn’t hesitate. She jutted her index fingers toward the graceful pony, which immediately transformed into a magnificent eagle, with wings outstretched and talons digging into the back of a chair. It raised its head, opened its razor-sharp beak, and uttered a piercing shriek. The apprentice sitting closest to it jumped up and darted away.

      Malinda nodded approvingly. “That’s more like it. Strike fear into the heart of the enemy. This is what we’re looking for.”

      Laila gave Annette an apologetic shrug. Annette crossed her fingers and hoped for the best, while Morton and Malinda chatted quietly to each other for a few moments.

      Malinda appeared to be disagreeing with something that Morton was suggesting, but in the end, she gave a reluctant nod. Then, he made a sweeping gesture, turning the unfortunate Charlotte from the awe-inspiring eagle back into a much-rattled girl.

      “We’ve reached our decision,” he said. “Both of you possess exceptional powers, with reserves you haven’t even begun to tap. Annette, you shall study to become a Queen’s Guard, charged with protecting the Queen and her royal retinue. Laila, you show a more visceral power. You shall learn the ways of the Warrior.”

      Malinda spluttered something. The apprentices fell into formation behind her.

      Morton laid a hand on Charlotte’s forearm. “If you’re not too dizzy, show Annette to the apprentices’ quarters. She can share your room.”

      “For now,” Malinda snarled. “But don’t get too comfortable. I doubt either of you will make it to the next assessment. You, Charlotte, because you’re weak. And you, Annette, because you care too much for style and not enough for substance.”

      Annette’s shoulders drooped, but, at a meaningful glare from Laila, she made herself stand taller. She’d show Malinda. She would.

      “And you, Laila,” Morton said, as if he’d never been interrupted. “Please bunk with Bracken.”

      Bracken, a tough-looking girl with narrow, dark eyes and a shiny cap of black hair, beckoned, then took off at a gallop. She didn’t look back. Laila dashed after her new roommate toward her magical future, hoping she wasn’t making the biggest mistake of her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Annette and Charlotte Bond

        

      

    

    
      Annette trailed Charlotte through the dark, twisting corridors beneath the castle. Torches positioned at intervals along the wall cast juddering light. She stumbled once or twice on the uneven flagstones and wondered why Charlotte didn’t use magic to create a more dependable source of illumination.

      Charlotte said nothing as she continued to lead the way. Was she being deliberately unfriendly? Then, Annette noticed that Charlotte’s shoulders were shaking.

      At once, Annette’s kind heart melted. She touched her new roommate’s sleeve, but Charlotte shook her head and kept going.

      Eventually, Charlotte halted in front of a plain wooden door and said a soft spell to open it.  She walked into the room and clenched her fists, muttering a few furtive syllables to light some candles. Annette followed her into the small chamber, and the door silently swung shut behind them.

      Their shared space was stark and unadorned. Apart from two small cots, one against each of the side walls, there was an unvarnished wooden armoire tucked in the corner beside the door and a washstand with a jug and basin.  A tiny window let in a filament of light from the setting sun. No rug lay on the stone floor, and no pictures hung on the whitewashed walls. It was a step up from Annette’s cottage in the village, but it certainly wasn’t the royal upgrade she’d been hoping for.

      In a tight little voice, Charlotte said, “I sleep here, so you can have that bed.” She gestured to the narrow cot against the right side of the cell-like chamber. “I hope you’ll be happy⁠—”

      But at this point, Charlotte broke down in a flood of tears. Within seconds, she was wailing with despair.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” she cried. “I’m so scared. They’re going to expel me.”

      “That can’t be true.” Annette hesitated. Should she give Charlotte a hug?

      “What’s going to happen to me?” Charlotte threw herself facedown on her bed.

      Annette rushed to Charlotte and pulled her into her arms. Maybe she didn’t know this girl—yet—but she couldn’t stand aside and watch her weep.

      “Shh, everything will be fine,” Annette said.

      Charlotte continued to sob. “No, it won’t. You’ll pretend to help, and then you’ll blame everything on me.” She hiccupped, before adding in a torrent, “They sent Cornelia home last week, and now I’m the weakest apprentice here. And I have nowhere to go. No home. No family.”

      It took some time before Charlotte’s wrenching sobs settled down to sporadic gasps.

      Finally, she said, “I’m so sorry.”

      Annette gave her a bolstering shake. “You’re my roommate. Whatever’s troubling you is my problem, too.” She let go. “Now let’s sit down and discuss this.”

      It took a lot of coaxing and a great deal of patience, but Annette gradually got Charlotte to talk.

      “My magical skills are awful.” Charlotte’s eyes were glazed. “I’m getting weaker, and I don’t know why. I used to be able to toss fireballs. Now I can barely summon a spark.” She took a shuddering breath. “It’s not that I’m jealous, but you and your friend just made me look even worse.”

      Annette’s brain was whirring. Why had Charlotte’s powers declined?  Was there something in this castle that caused this effect?  Or, perhaps someone?

      She gave a decisive nod. “I’m going to be a burr and stick to your side until we figure this out. We’ll find the answer.”

      Charlotte said nothing, but the corner of one red eye twitched. At the sound of footsteps in the hallway, she jumped to her feet.

      “Oh, gods above, it’s dinnertime. We can’t be late. Here, put this on, and let’s run.”

      The robe Charlotte handed Annette was a round-necked, black garment with belled sleeves, identical to the ones worn by all the apprentices who’d been present at the tests of magic. There was a small Queen’s Guard insignia embroidered in gold beneath the neckline. On most people, the gown would have reached the ankles, but on height-challenged Annette, it trailed along the ground. She waddled over to the washbasin. Quickly, she splashed herself haphazardly, before snatching up the hem of her borrowed robe and following Charlotte out the door.

      Through the gloomy corridors they rushed, feet flying and robes billowing. Charlotte didn’t hesitate as she rounded eerie corners and zoomed through pitch-black stretches. Annette kept pace as best as she could.

      Abruptly, Charlotte stopped, turned, and gripped Annette by the shoulders. They were at the bottom of a flight of heavy wooden stairs that were carved with mysterious symbols and soared steeply upward.

      “Let me have a look at you,” Charlotte said.

      With her thin fingers she brushed Annette’s tumbled, chocolate-colored curls out of her eyes. She studied her, before tugging at the overly long robe to twitch the fabric into place. Annette thanked her, and they climbed the staircase sedately, toward bright lights and the merry buzz of conversation.

      The Great Chamber at dinnertime was the most marvelous sight imaginable. Annette lingered in the doorway, paralyzed with awe. Candles blazed from huge wagon-wheel chandeliers. The room was high-ceilinged and rectangular—wider than it was deep. Across from where she stood, four tall, stained-glass windows dominated. She’d have to wait until daylight to make out the designs, but she had no doubt they’d be magnificent.

      The furnishings of the Great Chamber were arranged to focus attention on the head table, set directly in front of the dramatic stained-glass windows. Judging by the frizzled white hair of six of the seven people seated there, this was where the senior mages dined. Morton, who had the sole shining bald dome among them, sat in the most elaborately carved wooden seat in the middle.

      The other tables in the Great Chamber were organized in three arcs, like a set of three new moons resting on their backs. The line closest to the High Table was the shortest of the three crescents. At it sat fifteen adults, ranging from young to middle-aged, all wearing robes of contrasting colors. The middle curving line of tables was longer, and the young adults seated there were dressed in deep burgundy robes. The last line was the longest of all and appeared to be where the fifty or so apprentices sat, judging by the youthful exuberance of the diners and the fact that they were all wearing black robes identical to Charlotte and Annette’s.

      Charlotte took Annette by the hand and slipped between gaps in the three rows of tables to approach the dais. She spoke directly into Annette’s ear, over the hubbub of the room, “Bow to the High Table.”

      Annette complied. The eminent magicians who were sitting there did not break off their conversation, but one of them nodded slightly to the girls, whereupon Charlotte tugged Annette to a third-tier table.

      “These spots are reserved for the apprentices of the Queen’s Guard,” Charlotte said.

      Their area took up much less than half of the row. Annette raised an eyebrow. “Why is our section so small? Who sits at the other tables?”

      Charlotte glanced down the line. “Those are reserved for the Warrior apprentices.” She shrugged. “There are a lot more of them than there are Queen’s Guards. It’s just the way things are. More magical
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