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To my mother

For all the nocturnes, lake walks, and afternoons spent over marionberry biscuits and coffee that gave me the inspiration and courage to chase after my Big Dreams
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Once upon a time, in a land called Reverie, where magic flowed in the water and the wind, where enchantments were as common as loose coins and curses were, too, where all the stories that you’ve ever heard were true, there was a very, very bad princess.

She lived in a tall castle the color of the rising sun, in a city on the cliffs above the sea. And if you didn’t know any better—and most people didn’t—she might look like the good kind of princess. She had beautiful dark hair and beautiful green eyes, but her heart was off-center and warped at the edges.

To be honest, it wasn’t really her fault.

Many people from all over Reverie passed through the castle’s doors: wicked ex-stepmothers and good witches and mermaids with temporary legs; dwarfs that dwelled in the deep and swans that became girls only in the moonlight. They came to speak to the queen, to negotiate and barter and plead, and the princess watched them from afar, before being dragged off by a nursemaid, or a dancing tutor, or the cook.

She was just as good at fencing and archery as her twin brother, just as quick with numbers and figures as the king’s treasurer, and perhaps better than the king at unpuzzling complex negotiations.

But a princess wasn’t meant to do anything like that. A princess was meant to sit and be told she was pretty and receive gifts, silver-backed mirrors and jeweled birds and tin forests with tiny tin squirrels that would throw tiny tin acorns at you if you got too close. She wasn’t allowed to leave the castle—for her own good, they said. They didn’t even call her by name—just the princess, like she was a piece of furniture they needed, instead of a girl.

From her bedroom window the princess would see the birds swarm in the sky, the horned and hoofed beasts leap through the briars, the mousing cats curl in patches of sunlight, and would wish and wish and wish to be among them.

But since her wishes weren’t being answered, the princess did the next best thing, which was try not to be bored.

She put tar on the palace steps when the ex-stepmothers left so they’d get stuck. She stuffed the good witches into the larder and put frogs in the royal librarian’s tea. She pinched and teased and stole, because at least she was doing something.

It was dangerous, living in Reverie, because it meant that a fairy might visit. And fairies were known for their whims and for sometimes being a little too quick to grant wishes.

And when one did visit, when a fairy heard about all the princess’s nastiness, that fairy enacted his favorite kind of punishment on the bad princess. He gave her what wishes usually give—exactly what she thought she wanted.
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Don’t tell anyone you’re reading this.

In fact, maybe it’s best you don’t read this at all.

Because these pages are full of curses and contests, fairies and goblin attacks, betrayal and magical clocks. And in a story filled with so much magic, it’s too easy for some of the magic to spill out. To latch on to your wishes and make them come true, too.

Be careful. Or you might find yourself in the wrong story.
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Ella
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IT ISN’T THAT ELLA LIKES SLEEPING IN THE fireplace. And she knows that it only gives her stepsisters, Fiona and Marie—although mostly Fiona—more reasons to pick on her and pull her hair and leave her only charred bits of oats for breakfast, saying if she likes the cinders so much, she might as well eat them.

It’s just that when Ella lies at the bottom of the chimney and stares up, she can see the stars, and on each of them she imagines an adventure: that she is a prima donna in Apfel, a queen of thieves, or even a toymaker. And sometimes she imagines for so long that she falls asleep and wakes up to the clink-clunk of her stepmother’s tin bell, or Fiona kicking her and calling her “Cinderella.”

Except today, Ella isn’t in the fireplace. She’s in a bed. A soft bed. Early-morning sunlight scatters over a small, mostly untouched room. The ceiling slopes over her head like the inside of a globe, a few stacks of leather-bound journals totter in the corners, and there’s a brassy nautical spyglass on a wobbly desk.

Ella bolts up, shoving a blue quilt off her. A pang shoots through the knee above her glass leg, and confusion shoots through the rest of her.

This isn’t right.

This isn’t Marie’s room, which always has plates etched with the dried remains of chocolate cake, or Fiona’s, littered with the odds and ends she demands that her mother buy her from the market.

And this is certainly not her stepmother’s room, where everything smells like her cloying perfume and pipe smoke.

If this is one of her stepsisters’ jokes—well, then they’re a little more clever than Ella gave them credit for. All Ella knows is that she needs to get out of here before Simone realizes she’s gone; her stepmother doesn’t take kindly to her breakfast being late. Not that Ella cares if Simone gets her toast or not, but she does care about the extra chores that will be forced upon her if Simone gets into one of her moods.

Ella limps over to the window, the knee above her glass leg aching. And she gasps.

Ella’s expecting the pink stone buildings of Miravale, one of the five capital cities of Reverie’s five kingdoms. She expects the busy cobblestoned streets, the distant spire of the royal castle. This is—

Sheep.

Green hills tumble past the window, dotted with woolly bodies, a few oak trees.

Ella’s not just not home. She’s very, very far from home.

It seems Simone’s toast will be late after all.

And Ella … Ella has no idea how she got here. Or who brought her.

Still. Escape first. Worry second.

Ella shoves the window up, the smell of fresh grass and clover riding the summer breeze. But she pauses once more; a little square clock is propped on the windowsill, its sides painted with roses. Ella’s fingers twitch. The time is wrong—it can’t be that late in the morning—but it reminds her of a picture her father showed her once, and she stuffs it into her pocket. With everything that reminds her of her father, she feels an almost irrational desire to hold it close, like a person can be put back together with mementos.

Ella swings her good leg over the windowsill, wincing at the pain in her left knee. Below the knee is a glass leg. She’s had it since she was younger, but it’s been hurting more and more recently.

Someone coughs.

“What are—who are—why are you—” A man with a whirlwind of white hair splutters in the doorway. His eyes widen as he takes in her half-successful window escape. “There are stairs, you know.”

“Who are you?” Ella demands. “Why did you bring me here?”

The man runs his hands through his hair until it sticks up even more. Ella’s heart thumps. Had Fiona found out about Ella’s friendship with Amir? Had she plotted all this out of jealousy because the prince liked Ella and not her?

“You?” the man cries. “You? I don’t know you! Where’s Belle? How did you get here?”

Ella swings her leg back over the sill so she’s planted firmly in the room. She places her hands on her hips. This is all too strange for her to feel frightened, at least not yet.

“You didn’t bring me here?” Ella demands. “This isn’t … This isn’t a prank?”

“A pr—Oh no,” he whispers. “Oh no. I’m afraid I may have made a terrible mistake.”
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Belle
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A YEAR AGO BELLE WAS KIDNAPPED BY THE Narrow Sea Pirates.

It wasn’t as big a deal as it sounds. This type of thing wasn’t entirely surprising when your father trades in the rarest, strangest, most extraordinary of magical goods.

And they were nice enough, as far as pirates went, and offered her mulberry cider as they waited for Belle’s father. They even gave her a brass spyglass to take home. It really boiled down to a misunderstanding and was easily resolved over tea and Henrik’s ginger biscuits.

Which is why Belle knows that she shouldn’t be worried now when she wakes to find herself in a fireplace, with a woman and two girls staring down at her. One of them kicks her shins.

This means that it worked. Belle’s plan worked.

Belle pushes herself up, adjusting the sleeves of her shirt and shoving a few unruly locks of brown hair behind her ears, and gives them her biggest grin. She can’t believe—well, she should believe, because it was such a good idea, but still—it worked.

“See,” demands the shin-kicker. “I told you this wasn’t Cinderella.”

The woman kneels down next to Belle, a thin pipe between her fingers, smoldering with lemon-smelling smoke. Her hair is brilliantly red with a white stripe on one side, her skin is pale, and even this early in the morning, she shimmers with jewelry: chunks of rubies around her neck, globs of emeralds hanging from her ears, dollops of sapphires on her fingers. A few spidery lines spark outward from the edges of her eyes and pull down the corners of her lips.

Belle stands, shaking out her legs, which are starting to fall asleep. She’s in a small cellar where murky light tumbles through a tiny window, like the four of them are deep underwater.

“Where am I?” Belle asks, and then remembers herself. Politeness is always the best sort of diplomacy, either because it makes people happy or because it catches them off guard. “Good morning, by the way.”

The woman looks a bit startled but recovers quickly. “You’re in Miravale, my dear. In my cellar.” Then she adds, like this should matter to Belle, “I’m Lady Simone Steinem.”

It takes all Belle’s willpower not to gasp out loud. What she cares about is “Miravale.” Hundreds of miles from Belle’s home. The city of pink stone, perched above Reverie’s northwest coast, where the Revel of Spectacles will take place in two weeks’ time.

So Belle’s plan 100 percent, absolutely, truly worked.

She fiddles with her locket. It helps her think better, as it always does. It sits warm between her collarbones; it’s nearly an extension of her.

“It’s a lovely cellar,” Belle says, because sometimes being polite requires lying. “But why am I here?”

“I believe that’s my question,” Lady Simone Steinem says, breathing in smoke from her pipe. “Along with, Who are you?”

The woman’s two daughters hover behind her, glaring at Belle suspiciously, and Belle mostly ignores them. Sharing Simone’s vibrant red hair and wearing billowy nightgowns, they are less tattooed and far less fearsome than pirates.

Belle’s question: Why is she in a cellar? The enchantment she used to travel was supposed to plop her in Miravale’s market square.

Unless …

Unless something has gone wrong.

“Where’s Ella?” One of the girls chimes in, with something that looks like chocolate crusted around her mouth. Her hair is a riot of red curls, ineffectively restrained by some ribbons.

“Finally made good on her promise to run away, it seems,” Simone sniffs. “And good riddance to that little brat.”

“She was a brat,” says the daughter with long shiny hair and a long narrow nose. “She never put enough honey in my milk, even when I told her to.”

“Maybe the beast of the woods got her!” the other daughter exclaims.

“Quiet, Marie. She’d probably terrorize the beast anyway,” Simone snaps. “Now. Where were—”

“What are we going to do without a maid?” The shiny-haired girl wails, as though she’s been told the world is ending.

“Well …” Simone’s eyes narrow, reminding Belle of a wolf she had seen back home, standing on the edge of a lamb pasture. Belle twirls her locket to calm her nerves.

“I should be going,” Belle says quickly. “But my father’s a very successful trader. Henrik Villeneuve? Of Villeneuve Trading? To make up for the inconvenience of me showing up in your cellar, he’ll be happy to find you …” She doesn’t like the look in Simone’s eyes. “Any—anything you want.”

“Anything I want?” Simone echoes. “I might want a lot of things.”

“Anything,” Belle whispers, because Henrik is—was—capable of granting that, even if bad luck has been plaguing them. With his fleet destroyed so he can’t ship goods from elsewhere, and his caravan wrecked so he can’t find them himself, maybe anything is pushing it a bit far. But Belle’s plan will make sure that their next bout of luck is only good.

“Girls.” Simone’s voice is so saccharine, it makes Belle’s jaw ache. “Go upstairs.”

Grumbling, the two girls climb up a set of stairs and out of the cellar, and Belle studies the woman again. Her jewels are almost-convincing fakes, but Belle’s traveled a lot and learned a lot, which means that Belle knows a lot, even though it sometimes never seems like enough.

“Jewels,” Belle blurts. “He could give you a real set of jewels.”

Immediately, she knows she’s said the wrong thing. The woman’s smile tightens, and she takes a long drag from her thin pipe.

“You think you’re quite clever, don’t you?” The woman’s lips peel back. “But what good are jewels going to do me when I don’t even have a maid before the Revel of Spectacles?”

No. No. Belle doesn’t like where Simone is going with this.

“My father …,” she begins.

Simone nods like she’s humoring her. “If your father, miracle man that he is, shows up at our doorstep with all you’ve promised, then you’re welcome to leave. But it seems that I’m short some help. And here you are, sitting in her place.”

Belle blinks and rubs her locket. It’s so preposterous that she thinks she must have misheard. “You … You want me to be your maid? Why would I do that?”

“Oh, I’m sure a smart girl like you can think of one reason.” Simone snatches Belle’s locket, ripping it off before Belle can react. She clasps it around her own neck, straightening. The locket, usually a warm gold, looks faded and flat on Simone’s skin.

“What are you doing?” Belle gasps. She can’t lose the locket. It’s the only piece she has of her mother, dead the day Belle was born.

“Being practical,” Simone says. “I need a servant until the end of the Revel. You need this.” She prods the locket and Belle shivers, like Simone’s prodding her.

“You can’t do that,” Belle retorts, aghast. Belle is used to being called odd, head-in-the-clouds, which is why she’s worked hard to be nice, and to prove she’s practical and sharp, and to be taken seriously. Not to be trapped in someone’s cellar. “You can’t force me to be your servant.”

“I suppose I have no need for new jewels now, do I?” Simone says, as if Belle hasn’t spoken.

The locket is not just a locket. Circular, plain, the gold scratched with age, and looking like nothing special, it possesses a magic so powerful, Belle has been instructed to never ever open it, not unless it’s the most important reason in the world.

“You can’t do this,” Belle chokes out. That locket—it’s her family’s future.

“All I’m doing is making my own fate. It’s a lesson perhaps you should learn.” Simone’s smile is calm, almost friendly, the way a poisonous flower can seem beautiful. “But you’re right. I’ll be a little kinder.”

Simone kicks over a pail of lentils, scattering them in the fireplace where they mix with the cinders and ash. Belle gapes.

“If you can pick out all the lentils before the clock strikes twelve, I’ll give you back your little locket and let you leave.” Simone smirks. “Good luck.”

Simone strides up the stairs. The cellar door shuts and locks behind her.




3
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BEFORE THIS MAN’S TERRIBLE MISTAKE, and before Ella’s father died, and before he married that horrible Simone with her two horrible daughters, Ella used to spend her days beside her father in Miravale’s royal library, an enormous underground cavern where fairy lights flickered gold over bookshelves and you could hear the distant whisper of the sea.

Her father, Redmond, was once the royal librarian, and Ella would curl up with old maps as he showed her: there, where oceans brewed with sea monsters and sea witches. Or there, where doors grew inside trees. When she would demand to see such a place herself, he would sit beside her as they traced out their own maps. Walking home, he would point at the night sky, saying that anyone bold enough to tug on a star would arrive in a place beyond imagination.

Before, Ella had long pale-blond hair that swung like her mother’s used to, Redmond had said. No one minded too much that her left leg ended below the knee and that the calf and foot below it were made of glass. It was an enchanted gift her father had searched all of Reverie for, had traded his antique watch, a family heirloom, for.

But then things changed. Redmond married Simone, and things soured at home. A year later, the horrible Miravalian princess made her father lose his post at the library, and coin ran low. And when he fell sick, Ella stayed at his bedside as summer grew heavy, and the fever consumed him. And when grief and panic turned her cold stepmother cruel, and when Fiona started to taunt her, threatening to cut her hair off, Ella grabbed the shears herself. She learned how to sharpen her tongue and cheer herself up by imagining cockroaches in Simone’s oats.

But they couldn’t take away the one thing she treasured most: the maps that wound through her head. The possibility of adventure.

After Redmond died, Fiona took her bedroom, and Ella moved into the cellar, and Simone filled the house with fake antiques until it was unrecognizable, and the garden shriveled, and Ella was forced to grind the wheat into flour and knead the flour into dough and bake the dough into loaves that were never quite right, wash the towels and hang the sheets on the line and dig dirty socks out from under beds. She scoured the pans and scrubbed the pots, wiped the floors and sudsed the windows, bruised her knuckles and made the knee above her glass leg ache.

She could stop doing chores, move back upstairs, when she was good, Simone promised.

And Ella did what Simone asked, because she thought that maybe—maybe things might get better. Simone would see that she was trying to be good, she really was, but she couldn’t help the anger that burned in her chest at the rotten princess, at her father’s illness, at Simone.

Weeks passed, and then months, and then years, and all Ella had was Amir, Miravale’s prince, who couldn’t understand why she didn’t love the city like he did. And Ella grew frustrated wishing on stars for so long without them listening. She promised herself she would run away, find her own adventure, even if she always found an excuse to stop herself from leaving.

Now it seems like she has run away, even if by accident.
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“GINGER BISCUIT?”

Ella nods, nibbling at its edges and fidgeting in her seat. The man, Henrik, glugs about a sheep’s worth of milk into his tea. He thinks better with tea, he explains, so Ella had turned it down, to avoid thinking better about Simone and how furious she’ll be when she realizes Ella is gone.

But … what does that anger matter if Ella is gone?

Ella decides to accept a cup of tea upon second thought, hiding a gleeful smile behind the teacup and imagining Simone ringing her little bell, demanding toast and coffee, with no one there to answer.

Henrik alternates between shoving a pair of thin wire glasses into his mess of hair and peering through them to study Ella. She wonders what he sees: her blond locks that she’s kept chopped above her shoulders, her blue eyes that she got from her father. How the sleeves of her pajamas are stained from the charcoal she uses to sketch maps, how she’s a bit pasty, which Simone is constantly criticizing her for, how, if he looked closely, he’d see that part of her is made of glass.

What does he think of all that? She wants to know but is afraid to ask.

“This tea was a gift from a genie in Ambrosia,” he says, breathing in the steam. Its sweet, delicate scent is different from the dark, bitter tea of Miravale, though Ella recognizes it from her days at the Miravalian Palace. Queen Milan, Amir’s mother, was from Ambrosia and had it imported, and Ella always looked forward to it.

Henrik is a merchant who travels throughout all of Reverie with his daughter, he explains, a once-very-successful merchant who ventured to fantastical realms deep within the Dreamwood—the Ten Falls, the Blue Bear Lakes, Apfel’s wyvern nurseries, jungles where rivers tumble with bright pink water. But recently he’s been pursued by bad luck, his ships sinking, his caravans breaking, and now his daughter, Belle, vanishing, with Ella in her place at his home in Shepperton, practically on the other side of Reverie from Miravale.

“And that’s when I went to get a gift for Belle.” Satisfied with his now nearly bone-white tea, Henrik continues. “Belle—well, she’s a sharp little thing, and so polite. A dangerous combination. You never can tell exactly what’s happening in that head of hers. She hardly ever asks for anything, but then she—the Revel—and I—so …” He clears his throat, like there’s something he’s leaving out.

Henrik frowns at his tea.

“I thought it would be nice to bring her home something special. It’s not much. Her mother loved roses, but roses die, so … it’s just a little clock painted with them.” Ella’s heart quickens, and her fingers sneak into her pocket, squeezing that exact clock.

Listening to Henrik talk about his daughter makes it unbearable for Ella to give the clock back. She could almost imagine that her father had gotten it for her, even as she can imagine her father chastising her for letting her imagination bolt away. Again.

Henrik raises his thick eyebrows. “And last night, seeking shelter, I stumbled upon a … a nice place. Bit run-down, if we’re being honest. And when I saw the clock, I of course thought of Belle … and as it happens, I think … I think whoever I, erm, borrowed it from might not be too … too happy about all this.”

Ella guesses “borrowed” is the polite word for “stole.” Also, it’s a clock. All this fuss for a clock?

There are plenty more worthwhile things to fuss over here. Henrik’s house, a bit lopsided, like a giant picked it up and plopped it back down, is stuffed with items wonderful and strange. The kitchen alone overflows with books that cluck, books covered in fur, snow globes where the people and snowmen inside are moving around, a glass box filled with jeweled beetles, a chessboard where all the pieces are lying down and snoring, a knife broken into three jagged parts with a note that reads REMINDER: DO NOT FIX. OR ELSE. Even the kettle does a jig when it whistles.

“You think the person who owns the clock cast a curse?” Ella asks around a ginger biscuit, soft and sweet and spicy. “And stole Belle?”

“As punishment. And you must have gotten caught in the magic.” He shakes his head. “A bad curse can be very sloppy. Very sloppy indeed.”

Ella licks biscuit crumbs off her fingers. An accidental curse. She doesn’t feel very cursed.

Henrik leaps up and begins throwing random items into a leather bag, pulling on a patched traveling coat. “I have to get to Belle,” he mutters, then pauses, slapping his hand against his forehead. “You need to get home. You said home was Coralon?”

Ella nods at the lie. While Henrik may make good ginger biscuits, he’s still a stranger, and she doesn’t want to risk that he might know Simone.

And what home really awaits her? Simone and her stepsisters aren’t home. There’s Amir, but he’s the prince, and after the last time … that horrible, awkward, terrible moment … In Miravale, she’s just an orphaned scullery maid with half a glass leg.

Your differences make you powerful, her father used to tell her. But what was powerful about a leg that might shatter if you set it down too hard? About being born in a way that made other people believe that maybe you couldn’t do as much as you knew you could?

“What if I come with you to help find Belle?” Ella asks, surprising herself. It might have been a misfiring of magic that got her here, but that doesn’t mean she can’t finally tug a star down and find her own adventure.

“It’s too dangerous.” Henrik shakes his head. “And your family will be worried.”

“They won’t be,” Ella says. “And I’m not scared.”

She’s been threatening to run away for months. Simone will think she’s finally just gone through with it. Most likely, she’ll be panicking that there’s no maid. A maid was Simone’s proof she was creeping closer to nobility, even if the maid was her stepdaughter, even though the family’s coffers only contained cobwebs and memories.

“The person I … erm, borrowed … from isn’t the friendliest sort,” Henrik hesitates, and Ella resists the urge to roll her eyes and ask why he even borrowed from that sort of person to begin with, but she’s never understood adults and doesn’t plan to try now.

“Then you need help,” Ella insists. “Please. I can help.”

Adventure has never been so close. She’s not going to let this chance slip through her fingers.
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ONE THING BELLE HAS LEARNED IS THAT magic can solve nearly any problem.

Except the problem of not having magic when you need it most.

Over the past hour Belle’s tapped the cellar walls to detect hollows, shifted the wine barrels to see if they covered any secret passageways, dug through the fireplace’s cinders and the fallen lentils and the pile of dirty laundry to search for a trapdoor. But all she’s uncovered are a few maps in some sketchbooks. No way to escape and retrieve the locket. No magical objects tucked away for Belle to use.

If only she’d snagged one of the skeleton keys Henrik kept on the kitchen counter. If only she’d had that old wristwatch that froze time for a few minutes. If only if only if only.

Belle doesn’t bother with the lentils. She analyzed it, and it’s an impossible task. And impossibilities just mean you have to come up with new ideas.

Already her mind is spinning with one: a wild, ridiculous idea. But sometimes ridiculous is the only way forward, especially in a place like Reverie, where towns have been known to go upside down for a few months and then back to normal, no explanation.

The cellar door cracks open, and the girl with unruly curls slips in. Marie.

“Hi,” Marie says. She fiddles with a loose string on her sleeve.

“Hi?” Belle says, but she stops herself before saying anything more. The worst thing
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