
  
    
      Damnation

      Tales of Cinder, Book 3

    

    
      
        M.J. Haag

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Character List

      

      
        Series Reading Order

      

      
        Sneak Peek of Demon Ember

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 Melissa Haag

      

      All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without express written permission from the author.

      

      
        
        ISBN 978-1-943051-22-9 (eBook Edition)

        ISBN 978-1-943051-33-5 (CreateSpace Paperback Edition)

        ISBN 978-1-943051-24-3 (Paperback Edition)

      

      

      

      The characters and events in this book are fictitious.  Any similar to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      

      
        
        Editing by Ulva Eldridge

        Cover design by Shattered Glass Publishing LLC

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To my grandma and my mom, thanks for giving me the writing bug.

      You’ll be missed, grandma.
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      Abused but not beaten, I will break the curse.

      With the reason behind her mother’s death revealed, it’s a race for Eloise to exact her revenge and prevent her stepsisters from marrying the prince. However, amidst the glittering jewels and colorful ballgowns, the royal court holds secrets of its own that will devastate Eloise and strike a final blow to her plans.  Betrayed by the one person she thought she could trust, Eloise questions how far she’s willing to go for revenge.

      After all, in the game of kingdoms, everyone is a pawn.
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      My stomach growled loudly, waking me.  With a groan, I rolled to my back and winced as the chain holding me to the fireplace rattled loudly in the quiet of the kitchen.

      As much as I dreaded Maeve’s return, I hoped she would hurry.

      I had no doubt she had sensed her mirror’s destruction the moment it happened.  And given that I’d attempted to break it once before, there was no question that I would be the one punished despite the manacle still securely wrapped around my wrist.  However, while I knew Maeve would enter this home in a fury, I didn’t fear her arrival.  She couldn’t hurt me, not truly.

      No, I needed Maeve to return so I could hear what had become of Kellen.  I thought of her, fast asleep somewhere, unable to prevent whatever Maeve had planned with her cursed apple.  There was nothing I could do but fear for my sister’s fate.

      Sighing, I sat up and threw a log onto the embers.  What would have happened if I hadn’t witnessed Maeve with Hugh and her use of the amulet?  Would Kellen and I still be together and safe, or would something more terrible have happened to us?  Would all those innocent people still have died?  I thought of Judith, Anne, and Mother and felt a bitter pang of longing.

      Nothing could change the past.  The choices I’d made were irrevocable, and I would need to face the choices yet to come.  And, it was those future choices that plagued my thoughts continuously.  What should I do when Maeve returned?  Should I acknowledge I’d broken her mirror or feign innocence?  What would best serve my purpose to prevent one of my stepsisters from wedding the prince?  Round and round went my thoughts.

      The dining room door opened, and Porcia walked in.

      “Good morning, Eloise,” she said cordially.  “Did you sleep well?”

      “I haven’t been fed more than a crust of bread since Mama left, and I’ve slept chained to the hearth.  What answer do you think I can honestly give?”

      “One that’s dishonest,” she said, meeting my gaze.  “Have you learned nothing?”

      There was no anger in the question.  In fact, there was little emotion at all.  In that moment, she reminded me of myself whenever I spoke to Maeve.

      “I’ve always struggled at being an adept student,” I said.

      “Then your suffering has only just begun,” she said.

      Turning her back on me, she grabbed her cloak and went outside to collect eggs.  A task I used to perform.  One I desperately wanted to return to.  I hated all of the time I’d been forced to spend indoors.  If not for the uncertainty of the spell binding me to the estate, I might have tried to run instead of waiting here, chained like an animal.  I gave my manacle an angry tug.

      Cecilia took that moment to enter the dining room and let out a laugh.

      “Do you honestly think you can free yourself?  It’s more than metal holding you in place.  It’s a curse.  And no one’s magic is stronger than Mama’s.”

      Playing my role, I glared at her then turned to stare at the flames slowly licking their way up the log.

      “Perhaps I made a mistake in feeding you yesterday,” Cecilia said, sounding too much like Maeve.  “Another day of hunger should make you more docile for Mama’s return tomorrow.”

      I looked at Cecilia.

      “Do you think that if I’m suitably starved beside the fire, Mama will praise you for your cleverness?” I asked.  “Don’t be daft.  She’s going to be upset.  By your very own words, she wants me alive to witness her triumph.”

      Cecilia’s eyes narrowed on me.

      “I’m willing to risk her wrath to see you suffer.”

      Porcia entered the kitchen and removed her cloak.

      “Good morning, sister.  There are fresh eggs for breakfast as well as the stale bread you left on the table yesterday.”

      Cecilia’s angry gaze swung to her sister, checking for any hint of reproach.  Porcia remained focused on placing the eggs in a pot filled with water before carrying it to me.

      “Place this on the fire, Eloise, and tell me when the water boils.”

      Without argument, I hung the pot over the flames because I knew doing so would annoy Cecilia.

      “We should go to town as soon as we’ve eaten,” Porcia said, joining her sister at the table.  “With so many in Towdown now ill, we may not find a seamstress who can complete a dress for each of us in time for the ball.  Finding one shop with two gowns already premade might be our only option.”

      “I agree.  If we want the best selection—”

      “Then you should have looked yesterday,” I said.  “The moment you saw the proclamation.”

      Cecilia glared at me, and I smiled.  We both knew I was correct.

      A noise rose, faint at first but growing louder.

      “A rider,” Cecilia said.

      The thunder of hooves outside abruptly stopped.  Porcia rose to see who it might be; but before she crossed half the room, the door flew open.

      Maeve stormed into the kitchen, still disguised as the old crone.  Her cloudy gaze swept the room, noting her daughters then me.  I didn’t miss the lingering look she gave the manacle circling my wrist.  Just as I didn’t miss the extra dirt that now clung to her clothes or the new rips to her garments.  Whatever Maeve had done hadn’t been easy.

      “Mama,” Porcia said in shock.  “We weren’t expecting you for another day.”

      Maeve lashed out, striking her daughter across the face.

      “Do not speak,” she said in her deep, grating voice.

      Porcia lifted her hand to hold her cheek then thought better of it and clasped her hands in front of herself instead.  Cecilia remained at the table, wisely not speaking as she warily watched her mother.  Not that Maeve noticed.

      She remained focused on me as a pulse of green light started at her chest.  The glow grew larger and brighter with each beat until the emerald radiance enveloped her.  The lines on her face smoothed, and her hair darkened as signs of her false age disappeared.  Slowly, she straightened to her full height before the light faded away once more.  But not from her eyes.  The glow remained there as she studied me, her face flushed with anger.

      I didn’t consciously make my choice before words tumbled from my mouth in a rush.

      “I didn’t mean to kill Hugh, and I swear never to touch your mirror again.  I vow I’ll be a proper young lady.  Please, Mama.  I’ll do as you ask if only you allow me to eat.”

      Her gaze narrowed on me, and my stomach took that moment to growl loudly.  She looked at Porcia then Cecilia.

      “Come with me,” she said.

      She strode from the room without another glance in my direction.

      As soon as the door closed behind Porcia, I exhaled slowly and looked around me.  Blame could still be cast in my direction if Maeve thought for a moment I’d escaped my bond.  She would need proof that I hadn’t.  Pretending ignorance about any knowledge of the mirror’s destruction wouldn’t be enough.

      Thinking quickly, I lay on the floor and stretched out to my full length, once again trying to reach for the broom.  My breathing quiet in comparison to my pulse, I struggled to listen for sounds of their approach.  The door swung open again just as my shoulder cracked from the strain of pulling against the manacle.

      I sat up in a rush and guiltily met Maeve’s scrutiny.

      “What were you doing?” she asked.

      Not needing to feign nervousness, my gaze flicked to Cecilia and Porcia.  Cecilia’s face was now as red as Porcia’s.

      Getting to my feet, I focused on Maeve.

      “I was trying to get the broom.  I thought I might be able to knock the bread from the table.”

      She tilted her head at me.

      “When was the last time you fed your sister, Cecilia?”

      “Last night.”

      “What did you feed her?” she asked without looking away from me.

      “A crust of bread,” Cecilia answered.

      “Does Eloise look hungry to you?”

      Cecilia glared at me.

      “It had to be her, Mama.  She’s feigning her—”

      Maeve pivoted so quickly that I heard the crack of her hand against Cecilia’s cheek before noting her arm had moved.

      “Can you make your stomach growl on command?  You admitted to me that you spent time away from the estate.  If she could free herself, would she not eat?”  She pointed to the tray.  “Was there any food missing?”

      “We didn’t check the cellar,” Cecilia said defiantly.

      “Check.  And if everything is accounted for, you will pay for your incompetence with your blood.”

      “And Porcia?” Cecilia dared ask.

      “Your sister never tried to claim competence greater than Eloise’s, did she?”

      With a nod, Cecilia went to the cellar.  Maeve turned toward me.

      “What happened while they were gone?” she asked.

      I studied her for a quiet moment and saw that a hint of glow remained in her eyes.

      “I tried to reach the broom.  When that didn’t work, I screamed long and loud.  Then, I stared at the fire until I heard Porcia and Cecilia return.”

      “Did anyone come?”

      I shook my head.  “No, Mama.”

      “My mirror is destroyed, Eloise.  What do you have to say?”

      “Ah.”  I glanced at the fire for a moment before meeting her gaze.  “How?”

      “That seems to be the mystery, doesn’t it?  My bedroom door was locked, and you were chained in the kitchen.  Despite that, Cecilia believes it was you who broke the mirror.”

      “As I’ve tried destroying it in the past, I can understand why.  However, I tried breaking it because I feared you were going to use it to hurt Kellen.  Why break it after you’d already left to…”  I looked at the floor, truly unable to speak for several moments.

      “Is she still alive?” I asked finally.

      “She is,” Maeve said.

      Relief filled me only to leave just as quickly.  Alive didn’t mean safe.

      “What did you do to her?” I asked, meeting her gaze.

      Maeve’s eyes hardened.

      “I ensured she would be no threat to our plans to win the prince’s affection.”

      My heart chilled at those words.  Yes, I thought sadly.  Alive most assuredly did not mean safe.  Irrationally, I wished I hadn’t destroyed the mirror so I could look upon my sister.

      Footsteps heralded Cecilia’s return.  When she emerged from the cold storage, her face was pale.

      “Everything is still there,” she said.

      “Go out to the shed.  Find a lash.  Don’t stop until I come for you.”

      Cecilia nodded stiffly and started for the door.

      “Mama,” Porcia said hesitantly.  “Perhaps Cecilia’s punishment should wait until after we visit the dressmaker.”

      Maeve looked at her youngest daughter.

      “Explain.”

      “A proclamation was made that there is to be a ball tomorrow evening to celebrate the Prince’s return.”  She held her hand out to Cecilia.

      Cecilia took the proclamation from her bodice and gave it to her sister.  Porcia quickly handed it to Maeve.

      “Cecilia and I were just about to leave for town to find gowns.  We didn’t want to wait too long or we might have difficulty obtaining the best.”

      Maeve unfolded the paper and read through it, a slow smile curving her lips.

      “The mirror’s loss will not go unpunished.  However, your reason for staying that punishment is sound, my dear one.  It wouldn’t do to stir gossip immediately before the ball.”  She looked at Cecilia.  “The evening we return from the ball, you will take the lashings for your incompetence in safeguarding the oldest and most trusted means we had to watch our quarry.  Use this extra time wisely.  Find proof that it was your sister.”

      Maeve glanced at me.

      “Meanwhile, feed her.  I will not have her die needlessly.”  She turned and started for the dining room.  “I must change and clean up my room.  We will leave for town immediately afterward.”

      In the silence following her departure, Cecilia took her sister’s hand.

      “Thank you,” she said.  “I will not forget your kindness when I am queen.  Feed the bitch for me.  I need to find proof of her guilt.”

      “Of course,” Porcia said.

      Cecilia swept from the room without a look at me.

      “The eggs, Eloise,” Porcia said.

      I used my skirt to pull the pot from the fire and set it on the hearth.  Porcia took it from there and removed the eggs with a spoon.  She gave me two along with bread and water.

      “Eat while you can.  Cecilia will find something.  Have no doubt.”

      Overhead, something banged loudly, followed by several more crashes.

      I frowned and ate my food.  The noise continued long after I finished.  When Maeve returned to the kitchen, she barely spared the ceiling a glance as she uncuffed me.

      “Wash,” she said.

      Gratefully, I hurried outside to do as she commanded.  I couldn’t help but wish I had time for a full bath, though, instead of a quick swipe of a cloth at the trough outside.

      Under Maeve’s watchful eyes, I removed the soot from my skin and shook out my skirt.

      “Don’t bother,” she said.  “You’ll change before we leave.”

      Her words caught my attention.  Leave?  Did that mean I was to go to town with them?  I was so occupied with my thoughts that I didn’t notice the silence inside.

      “Mama!”  Cecilia’s shout rang out.

      Looking up, I saw her leaning out an open window above, joy in her expression.  In her hands, she held several papers and a familiar book.  My heart froze, and my stomach wanted to expel my long-awaited breakfast.

      “I found many items of interest in Eloise’s room,” she said before disappearing inside.

      “Come, Eloise.  Let us see if your sister has spared herself her lashings.”

      I followed Maeve inside, never more grateful for Rose’s spell that kept me safe from physical harm.

      “It’s a spell book,” Cecilia said, entering the kitchen moments after we did.  “And letters from a caster named Elspeth.”  She held out the book and a pile of letters in one hand.  In the other was a single folded piece of parchment.

      “What is that?” Maeve asked.

      “A letter from Kellen to Eloise.  Proof that Eloise knew about the book and those letters.”  She gave the letters to Maeve.  She read Kellen’s letter first.  Then, without looking up, she started reading the letters to Mother from Elspeth.  Her face grew redder with each one, and the light started to pulse at her chest.  When she finished, she gave the book the barest of glances.

      “I knew your mother hadn’t acted alone,” Maeve said softly.  She looked up, and her eyes glinted with a hard, green light.

      “You knew of these letters, and you never told me?”  She stood and slowly walked toward me.  “Was it Elspeth who cast the spell of protection on you?”

      I opened my mouth to deny it but choked on the words from the second spell Rose cast on me.

      Maeve tilted her head to study me.

      “What letter does your sister have?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard and briefly thought of lying, but something in Maeve’s eyes told me she already knew.  As Kellen had said in her letter, Maeve had been searching for something.

      “A letter from the King stating Margaret Cartwright had permission to live at the estate, and that should she or her children ever have need, they could call upon him.”

      Maeve halted before me, unmoving, gaze unfocused.  I waited, ignoring the growing smile on Cecilia’s face as she remained behind Maeve.

      “Your sister is a disappointment to me, and I do not regret my decision to leave her where she is, out of our way.”  A secretive smile lifted Maeve’s lips.  “Eating the apple will ensure no Prince will touch her now.  However, what am I to do with you?”  She began to circle me and flicked my dirty hair.  “Your deception cannot go unpunished.  While you may not have broken the mirror, I cannot help but think you had a part in planning its destruction.”

      She stopped before me.

      “I cannot hurt you, but I can hurt others while you watch.”

      I said nothing and kept my face perfectly blank.

      “I know how losing Heather and Catherine pained you.  I think perhaps it’s time we found new help.”

      My chest tightened at the thought.  How many more deaths would I have to witness?

      “There’s no need,” I said.  “I’m happy to cook and clean for you.”

      Maeve smiled knowingly.

      “What a sweet, self-sacrificing offer.  Would you still be so willing if I were to host a dinner party tonight to celebrate the Prince’s impending return?”

      My stomach once again threatened to empty.  I swallowed hard and remembered all of the things that Catherine and Heather had to do.  Would I be able to endure such acts to spare others from having to endure them?  My hands trembled.

      Maeve’s grin widened.

      “I thought not.  However, your suggestion has merit.  For now, I will allow you to serve as a maid.  If you perform your duties—washing, cooking, cleaning—then I will not need to bring any other maids here.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      “However,” she said, turning to look at Cecilia, “we will need more than a maid if we’re to keep up appearances.  Go to town and find a new man for us.  Someone without family or ties to town.  Someone like Hugh.”

      “Yes, Mama.”  Cecilia dipped her head and started toward the door.

      “Cecilia,” Maeve said, stopping her daughter just as she reached the door.  “Don’t mistake your paltry discovery as evidence to deflect blame for your failure.  Whether broken by Eloise or some caster our dear Eloise has managed to find, it was your responsibility to protect the mirror.  You will make amends.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Maeve smiled at Cecilia.

      “I think the docks would be a suitable place to find the help we need.  Remember, it must be someone passing through with no ties to the people in town.  And, be sure to measure his ‘worth’ before returning.  I will not settle for anything less than Hugh’s measure.”  Maeve gave a sigh.  “That man was magnificent in bed.”

      I shuddered slightly as Cecilia nodded once more and left.

      Maeve’s gaze pinned me.

      “Prepare a bath.  I’m sure whoever she finds will need a thorough washing before he’s fit to serve us.  And prepare something to eat.  Impress me, Eloise, or I will bring others into this house who will.”
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      Naked and unashamed, the man stood before us in the kitchen.  Although I kept my gaze firmly on his face, my cheeks felt as if I had sat too close to a roaring fire.

      Maeve circled him like a wolf circled prey.  This new man was much like Hugh in build and handsome enough to look upon once the salt was washed from his skin and hair.  Maeve seemed to think so, too, as she ran a finger along his skin while the firelight glinted off the water still on his tall, lean frame.  A small smile played about his mouth like he found her amusing.

      I pitied him.  Yet, there was little I could do to prevent what was to come.  I’d already tried to warn him away when I’d brought him a rinse bucket.

      “Are you sure you want to give up your life at sea to work on an estate run by a woman?”

      “A life at sea can be very lonely, and your daughter was very persuasive that sinking my roots here would be worth my while.”

      Maeve chuckled.

      “I do hope you are willing to sink your roots deeply, for I require absolute loyalty.  Can you swear to give me that?”

      He boldly lifted a hand and touched Maeve’s cheek.

      “You’re a very fine woman.”  He glanced at the three of us.  “You all are.  I’d gladly service all of you.”

      Maeve captured his hand.

      “Those are my daughters,” she said, losing her humor.  “You’ve met Cecilia.  Beside her is Porcia.  Behind them is Eloise.  You will not touch any of them.  It will be only me you serve.”

      “Aye, I can swear to give you my loyalty while you desire it.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Seth, My Lady.”

      “I will take you into my service, Seth.”

      A green light flared and was absorbed into his soft brown eyes.

      “Come,” Maeve said.  “Let us seal our pact in privacy.”

      His grin widened, and with a heavy heart, I watched them leave the room.

      Cecilia turned to me.

      “Eloise, drain the tub, and refill it for me with what remains of the potion.  That man’s seed is making me itch.  He probably had the pox before Mama cleansed him.”

      She said it all with annoyance, not noting my shock.  Everything Maeve had said about worth and measure suddenly made sense.  Cecilia had lured the man here with her own body, and Maeve would ensure he stayed with the use of hers.  I’d already witnessed the obsession that developed because of it.

      I thought of poor Hugh, dead less than a week, and realized I no longer grieved him.  I barely grieved Mother or Father anymore, either.  Was I growing used to losing everyone?  Even thoughts of Kellen, gone so long now, didn’t cause me the same degree of anguish they once had.  Was it perhaps because I’d finally realized how little control I had over my situation?  Or, was my determination to stop Maeve hardening my heart against all of the people around me who were yet destined for damnation?

      As I worked to empty the tub, I decided the reason didn’t matter.  I was grateful I no longer felt such deep sorrow.  Detachment from the suffering of those around me would make it easier to do what I must.

      Cecilia started stripping the moment I emptied the last clean bucket of water into the tub.

      “Go straighten our rooms,” she ordered as Porcia stepped forward to help her.

      Leaving the kitchen, I went upstairs to tidy their rooms.  The faint sound of low groans emanated from Maeve’s chamber, and I hurried through my tasks so I could escape to my attic refuge.

      However, what once had been a haven as much as a prison now lay in ruins.  My walls were no more.  Furniture rested in tumbled heaps across the large expanse.  Smaller items, strewn about haphazardly, added to the disarray and made walking through the mess difficult.  I picked up an old dress as I made my way toward where my sitting area had been.  I wasn’t sure if the gown was Mother’s or something that was left here before we’d moved in.

      Finding a chair, I righted it then sat and looked at the wreckage for a moment.  Cecilia had vented her anger at me thoroughly.  Not that it had saved her.  I smiled a little at the thought of Maeve’s words.  Cecilia would be punished because I’d succeeded.

      It didn’t bother me that the attic lay in ruins.  I’d made it a haven once and could easily do so again.  Perhaps a bit more securely this time.

      I’d only managed to clear a small path when I heard Maeve call me from below.  I hurried down the stairs and found her waiting for me by the door.

      “Seth is bringing the carriage around.  It’s time to go.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      She held out her hand to me; and I moved toward her, eager to see how she would reverse her spell confining me to the estate.  As soon as her hand closed around mine, I felt the tingle of her magic worm its way under my skin.

      “Cross the boundaries of the estate at my side, and to me you will be tied.”

      She smiled at me and released my hand.

      “Come let us see if that does the trick.”  She opened the door and ushered me outside.  “Start walking to town.”

      Curious as to what she’d done, I started down the drive.  I knew the moment I crossed the boundary of the estate.  Something tugged at my middle, a nauseating twist that demanded I go back.  My steps slowed.

      “Keep going,” Maeve called.  I glanced back at her.  She didn’t stand by the carriage but several feet behind me.

      I tried taking another step away from her and the nausea intensified.

      “I’ll help you,” she said.  Then she turned and walked back to the carriage.  Each step brought an increased level of upset to my stomach.

      Understanding her spell, I hurried after her.  As soon as I crossed through the boundary, the feeling of sickness vanished.

      Maeve said nothing as I climbed into the carriage and sat across from Porcia and Cecilia.  Cecilia watched me with a knowing smile that quickly vanished when Maeve took the seat beside me.

      “Won’t it look odd for a servant to ride with us, Mama?” Cecilia asked.

      “It will.  But this is one exception to appearances I will allow.  Despite her many flaws, Eloise is still my daughter.  As are you.  I will never give up on my children.”

      She turned to me.

      “However, you will learn to obey.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      The carriage lurched forward, and I watched out the window as we passed the spot where I’d stood.  Nothing happened, and I exhaled slowly.  If Maeve was with me, I would be able to leave the estate without repercussion.  Yet, I would be bound to her side.  Such a spell would certainly impede my efforts in finding a way to stop Maeve and my stepsisters from achieving their plans.

      The ride through town was eerily quiet.  Few people walked the streets.  Even the market district was surprisingly barren with many of the vendor stalls empty.

      “My prince had better hurry, or we won’t have much of a kingdom left to rule,” Cecilia said.

      “They are ill, not dying,” Maeve said.  “Our subjects will be fine once the Prince returns.”

      The carriage pulled to a stop before the seamstress who had been used the last time dresses were required, but the sign before the door stated the shop was closed due to illness.

      “Mama, we might have to cure the people we need,” Porcia said.

      Maeve turned her carefully composed face to her daughter.

      “Sweetling, we have our distance from Towdown to explain our continued good health.  However, if the people who help us are suddenly cured, do you not believe we will be questioned as the cause?”

      Porcia flushed.

      “I apologize for speaking without due consideration.”

      “Thank you,” Maeve said.  She looked out the window at Seth, who’d hopped down for direction from Maeve.

      “Continue to drive around until you find a seamstress who is still amenable to work.”

      “Yes, My Lady.”

      Moments after he reclaimed his seat, the carriage rolled forward.  Making an ever-widening circle around the market district, Seth searched as Maeve had asked.  We passed many homes and businesses, most shuttered and dark.  There were no children running through the streets or hiding in the shadows in any of the roads we traversed.  At one common well, several women wore shawls over their mouths as they collected water.  It was hard not to worry when faced with so much quiet despair.

      Finally, the carriage slowed.  Porcia leaned to look out the window with me.

      “Madame Blye’s Exquisite Trousseau and Accoutrement,” Porcia said.  “At least it’s a well-known establishment.  I was worried we’d end up at the docks looking for someone to sew.”

      “Nonsense,” Maeve said.  “I would never allow such a thing.  Let’s go in, my dears.”

      I waited, exiting the carriage last.  Seth’s hand closed around mine as he helped me down, and the warm way his fingers caressed my skin as he released me sent a coil of disgust straight to my stomach.

      “Wait with the carriage,” Maeve said.  “We won’t be long.”

      The bell above the door rang as Cecilia entered first.  At the sound, a woman, dressed in a gown far too grand for a seamstress, straightened from her task of folding cloth samples.

      “Good afternoon,” she greeted us with a smile.  “I’m Madame Blye.  How may I help you?”

      “We require gowns for the ball in two days’ time,” Maeve said.  “Can you accommodate us?”

      The woman’s gaze swept over us.  “Four gowns in two days?”  She turned her head and lightly coughed into a white linen cloth she still held.

      “Only two,” Maeve said.  “If you’re too ill, I can—”

      “Think nothing of my cough,” the woman said.  “I would be honored to create two exquisite gowns for you.  Let’s take some measurements and look at the cloth I have to offer, shall we?  Then, we can discuss costs.”

      While Porcia and Cecilia stood for measurements, Maeve wandered the shop, looking at the various samples of cloth.  I followed her, unable to endure more than ten feet between us before I felt the sickening pull to return to her side.

      “What do you think of this color for Cecilia?” Maeve asked, holding up a lavender swatch.  I considered it.

      “It seems too subtle a color for Cecilia.  What she wears should demand the attention she wants, should it not?”

      Maeve sighed.

      “You disappoint me.”

      My brows rose in surprise.  “You truly want her to blend with all the other young women who will be there?”

      “Not that.”  Maeve moved farther away from the seamstress as the woman discussed skirt sizes and embellishments with Cecilia and Porcia.  Between the conversation and her coughing, I knew she wasn’t listening to my discussion with Maeve.

      “You are correct that the lavender will not do,” Maeve said.  “My disappointment is in your choice to spurn your gifts of beauty and intelligence when it should be you standing for a fitting.”

      While she acted like she wanted me to be fitted as one of her obedient daughters, I knew she hadn’t absolved me of the mirror’s destruction or my lies of omission.  So I said nothing, knowing no answer I gave would be suitable.  Instead, I focused on the colors before me.

      “Red would be too bold and matronly,” I said.  “What about this subtle rose color?”

      Maeve nodded her approval, and I looked at Porcia before returning to the colors.

      “Porcia’s fair skin and dark hair will make this a sound choice for her.”  I touched a cloth that was a deeper shade of purple than the lavender but not so bold as to make her look matronly.

      “Very well done,” Maeve said.  She took the two choices and gave them to Madame Blye just as she finished the last measurements.

      “I’ll deliver the dresses to the estate, myself, the day after tomorrow to make final adjustments,” she said.

      “Very good.”  Maeve handed over a purse heavy with coin.  “Ensure they are the best gowns to be seen at the ball, and we will return for more.”

      Based on the look on Madame Blye’s face, the dresses would be as exquisite as her establishment’s sign boasted.

      “There’s a cobbler, three doors down,” she said.  “If you stop there for measurements, I will ensure he has the material needed to make fine slippers to match.”

      Cecilia’s eyes lit with delight, and Maeve nodded her agreement.

      The cobbler greeted us as warmly as Madame Blye had and with the same cough.  He promised to deliver the shoes to the seamstress so Cecilia and Porcia would have everything they needed to make a grand impression at the ball.

      Giddy with excitement, the pair left the shop.  I resented their behavior.  This wasn’t just an idle girl’s fancy to go to the ball at the palace.  This was so much more.  It was a step in the right direction for them to achieve their goals.  Despite Maeve’s words that it should have been me preparing for the ball, I was relieved I was not.  Free of the fittings and other obligations, I would have the time to plot and discover a way to put an end to Maeve’s plans for good.

      The desolation of the street outside the cobbler’s cottage affirmed my need to do so quickly.  Yes, the people of Towdown would recover when the bells chimed, but what about the next time Maeve sought to use them to force the King’s hand?  I’d witnessed the depths of her evil and feared for the kingdom’s future if she succeeded.

      In the carriage, I leaned against the seat, more than ready to return to the estate.  However, the carriage did not head northwest as I expected.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To find the caster helping you, of course.”

      My stomach pitched violently, and I struggled to keep the fear from my eyes.  Instead, I turned to look out the window.  I watched the passing homes until I realized our direction.  The Brazen Belle.  How could she know?  Had she witnessed it in the mirror?

      As if reading my mind, Maeve began to speak.

      “While traveling, I gave your problem great thought.  The spell of protection woven into your being would have required a caster of great power and knowledge.  It’s an ability I would have sensed
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