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Back to the Capital

luca looked every inch the man in despair as I watched him on the TV. His beauty was not diminished at all by the tear tracks down his face. If anything, the sorrow made him all the more beautiful. It was a shame it was all fake. Fake tears, fake sorrow, masking a monster. And yet, I couldn’t turn the TV off. It was one in the morning, and I’d watched this particular interview three times already in the past twelve hours. The first two times I’d been surrounded by my family and the members of the Freedom of Magic group as we huddled around the sofa, trying to take in everything that had happened. 

The palace was gone. Barely anything survived the catastrophic fire that had torn through it. The cause had finally been confirmed as a number of bombs placed at strategic points throughout the building for maximum impact. So much for extra security! Of course, when the person in charge of the extra security was the one who planted the bombs, there was little anyone could do. 

“Come to bed,” I heard Cynder’s voice behind me, but I didn’t turn around. I should have been sleeping as the others were, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to sleep again. 

I felt his hand on my shoulder. 

I turned to him and stifled a yawn. “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”

He slipped in next to me on the sofa. Just having him close brought me comfort.

“No,” he whispered. “I couldn’t sleep either. I’ve brought you some hot milk.”

I took the milk gratefully and gave him a sad smile.

“I should have known,” I mumbled. Just acknowledging my part in this made me feel sick to my stomach.

Cynder put his arm around me. “You’ve had it so tough this past year. A lot of people have not been who you thought they were. First your father, now your fiancé. There is no way you could have known. Please don’t put the blame on yourself.”

“I was with him every day,” I argued, “every single day for a year. Only an idiot would not have suspected something.”

Cynder stroked my cheek, causing me to take my eyes from the TV and look at him directly. “The only idiot I can see is him. He threw away everything and for what?”

“He didn’t throw away everything, though, did he? He’s quite the hero now. The whole of Silverwood feels sorry for him, and he’s been tipped to become the new king. King! Not President, but actual royalty. He’s the happiest person on the planet right now. He’s gotten everything he ever wanted.”

Cynder made a sound that could have been a huh. “I wasn’t talking about that. I was talking about you. He lost you. No title, no matter how powerful or glamorous could compare to being by your side. He is the fool here.”

“Hmm,” I made a noncommittal noise. The only people that had lost were my family and I. And we had lost. We’d lost it all. Everything we had was burned to cinders—our clothes, our belongings, our home. That paled into insignificance as I contemplated the loss of life. The majority of our staff were at the wedding when the bombs went off, but of those left behind to get the palace ready for the wedding reception, most had perished. A total of ninety-seven people had died yesterday. Ninety-seven families had lost a loved one all thanks to the greed of one man.

“Look at it this way,” assured Cynder. “He can’t really become king because you are still alive. As soon as you show your face, he’ll be done for.”

“And he knows that! You said yourself; he’ll have all the MDS looking for us. Nowhere is safe. We can’t even go to the press ourselves because we don’t know if they are members of the Magi Death Squad. You were right when you said there was nothing we could do.”

“I never said that at all,” he replied, referring to the meeting we’d had earlier in the day. “I said that we need to sit tight for a few days until we come up with a plan. You know we are going to fight this, right?”

I nodded slowly, not sure what I knew anymore. We both silently sipped our milk, watching Luca shedding his crocodile tears on the TV. 

“How unlucky can one person get. I’ve been engaged twice, and both times, my fiancée has tried to murder me on my wedding day.” I began to giggle. There was nothing funny about the situation, but my nerves were so tightly stretched that giggling was a nervous reaction.

“It’s not a coincidence. Either Luca pulled this stunt as some weird homage to Xavier, or the thing with your wedding last year had something to do with Luca in the first place. It won’t happen the next time,” he whispered, pulling me closer to him. 

His arms tightened around me, shielding me from the world like a warm cocoon. He picked up the remote and turned off the TV. 

It hadn’t occurred to me that Luca had anything to do with the atrocities of last year. I’d thought of them as two completely separate incidents, but it made sense that Luca was somehow involved. I just didn’t know how. I fell asleep on the sofa with Cynder stroking my head. 

I woke up the next morning to a whole group of people making breakfast in the open plan kitchen. They were all tiptoeing around and whispering so as not to wake us, but there were so many of them, it was impossible to sleep through. 

I yawned and sat up straight, waking Cynder with the motion. 

“Good morning, Your Majesty,” said one of the women.

I recognized that voice. Looking up, I saw I was right.

“Agatha?”

My old maid broke into a grin, one I couldn’t help but match as I saw her. 

“Is it really you? I’ve missed you so much. I thought you were staying with your aunt and uncle?” I leapt up and hugged her tightly.

“I was, but when I heard of the Freedom of Magic, I decided to join. I couldn’t find a job. No one would hire me because of who I was, so this seemed like the best option. I wouldn’t have had the courage to do it if it weren’t for you.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, taking a step back.

“Well, it was that last talk we had together. It made me see just how much of a slave I was.”

I remembered the talk well. I’d asked her if it bothered her that she was a mage who was only allowed to use her wand to fold my clothes. At the time, she’d said it didn’t bother her and that she liked her job. I was glad to see she had changed her mind. She was worth so much more than being a maid.

“I’m glad to hear it,” I replied, and I genuinely was. 

“I should go and help make breakfast,” she said, moving towards the kitchen.

“No.” I stopped her. “Let me do it. You’ve spent way too long looking after me. Take a seat, and let me look after you for a change.”

Her eyes widened as she gave me a shy grin.

I made my way into the mess of people in the kitchen. There was someone cooking eggs and bacon, another person laying out bowls for cereal, a couple were counting mugs for coffee. 

I grabbed a bit of everything and threw it on a plate which I gave to Agatha. She accepted it gratefully.

I headed back into the kitchen, keen to make myself useful and distance myself from my title. “Can I help?” I offered.

A collective round of no’s followed by a chorus of “Just sit down, we’ll serve you” went up. It had been this way my entire life. Would no one ever let me do anything for myself?

“You saved my life yesterday, and you are keeping me here with great danger to yourselves. Here, I’m not the queen. I’m just a person like the rest of you, and I want to help.”

“Maybe they just think you can’t cook!” whispered Cynder playfully in my ear. I grinned and gave him a swipe which he dodged. 

“You can make toast for everyone,” said the woman who’d been frying the eggs. She broke off to pass me a loaf of bread and a knife. With curly grey hair topping off a ruddy face, she was the quintessential grandmother type. Her half-moon glasses were steamed up, so she peered over the top of them. 

“Thank you,” I replied, taking the bread from her and fetching the butter. 

“We usually fend for ourselves around here,” she said, going back to the bacon and eggs, “but what with everything going on, we thought it would be nice to welcome you with a proper breakfast. There are thirty of us altogether, and we can’t fit around the kitchen table, so we’ll have to take it in turns to eat.”

“Alannah,” said Cynder sidling up to her and stealing a piece of bacon right from the pan, “you know you’ll not stop cooking until we are all fed. You can’t help yourself.”

“Looks like you’ve no problem with helping yourself,” she said, hitting him playfully with the wooden spoon she was holding. 

I sliced, toasted, and buttered mountains of toast. Every time I put a slice down, someone would come and take it. After I’d gotten through three loaves, I finally took a couple of slices for myself and added an egg and bacon to my plate. Alannah was right; there was no space around the table, so I sat next to Cynder on the sofa. Someone had turned on the TV again. I watched silently, eating my toast as my so-called husband continued the charade.

This interview was one I’d not seen before. He’d probably filmed it this morning. He was wearing a smart suit with a purple flower in the lapel. Oh, how I hated him for that!

The fake tears were still streaming down his face as he spoke. He really was quite the actor.

I chewed on a slice of toast as I listened to him.

“We had our whole lives in front of us,” he cried. “I’d been looking forward to our wedding for months, and I still can’t understand why anyone would do this. Why would someone kidnap my beloved?”

“The public is in mourning today alongside you,” said a voice just off camera. I recognized it immediately as the voice of Frederick Pittser. So it didn’t take long for him to crawl out of the woodwork. Without Leo at the police station and with Luca in charge, Pittser had nothing to fear anymore although I noticed he didn’t show his face.

“Yes,” replied Luca solemnly, “and I want to thank everyone for the overwhelming support they’ve shown at this terrible time. I will continue to support the public back in the way Her Majesty would have wanted.”

I resisted the urge to throw my plate at the television. 

“There is a slight possibility that the queen is still alive,” Pittser reminded him.

Luca looked up mournfully. “I hope so, but the truth of the matter is, whoever blew up the palace obviously wanted her dead. Why would they take her otherwise? I’m sorry to say that although I’d give anything to see her one last time, I fear she is already gone.”

“Oh, you’ll see me again alright!” I shouted at the TV. Cynder gripped my hand, quietening me.

“If she is alive,” continued Pittser “and somehow watching this, what would you say to her?”

Luca turned to the camera. His eyes pierced mine as though he could really see me through the lens. 

“I’ll find you, Charmaine. I’ll not rest until I do!”

To any one of the hundreds of thousands of people watching, it would look like a broken man doing anything he could to find his beloved, but I saw it for what it was—a threat. He was coming for me, and he would find me. Well, not if I found him first!

I was still seething with anger when Leo and Mother appeared. She still looked as graceful as ever, even after everything she had been through. Someone passed them both a plate of food. Mother took her’s to the kitchen table, where there was now space, but Leo sat on the arm of the sofa next to me. 

“How’s Elise?” I asked, noticing she wasn’t with him.

“She’s feeling rough. The journey yesterday did her no good. She’s too sick to eat.”

“I’ve got a remedy for that!” said Alannah. She bustled into the kitchen and began taking things from the cupboards and pouring them all into a large bowl.

“One glass of this, and she’ll be right as rain in no time!”

“Is it a Mage potion?” asked Leo suspiciously, looking at the weird concoction she was making. 

“No, it’s my mother’s recipe and her mother’s before her.”

“What’s happening today? Anything I should know about?” Leo nodded towards the now blank screen of the TV. 

“We are going to have a proper meeting when everyone is up,” said Cynder matter-of-factly. “All you’ve missed is thinly veiled threats from Luca. Pittser’s suddenly come out of hiding too.”

Leo nodded his head. “I’ve been thinking. Maybe I should go back. Chief Inspector Copper won’t know what’s going on. He needs my help, and he needs to know the truth.”

Cynder shook his head. “No one is going back yet until we’ve come up with a plan. It’s too risky. They know you are with Charm, and they suspect that Charm is with us. You go back there, and you won’t be able to come back here.”

“Actually, I am going back!” We all turned to see who had spoken. Daniel stood there looking distraught. “Dean is still there. Luca knows I’m with you. Who do you think he’ll be going after first? I’ve been thinking about it all night. Dean will be a target. Luca will think I was in on this, and if I’m in on it, he’ll think Dean is too.” 

“You don’t know that he’s been captured,” Cynder replied cautiously.

“And I don’t know that he hasn’t. Luca or his men will have Dean and will be holding him prisoner until we give Charmaine up. Why wouldn’t they? I’m going back to the capital to find him.”  
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“That’s not going to happen!” warned Cynder abruptly, standing up to face Daniel. “Charm stays here!”

“I said I was going back,” replied Daniel in retaliation, his distress evident for everyone to see. “I never said I’d take Charmaine with me.”

“I’ll go back!” I blurted, sounding braver than I felt. I’d been thinking of going back all night. Maybe Cynder wanted us to come up with a plan before hastily jumping into anything, but the quicker I went to the press, the better. So Pittser was now back with the main TV news channel. There were others. He couldn’t be everywhere. 

“No!” shouted a number of the others loudly, including Cynder and Leo. 

Cynder stood by me protectively as though Daniel might come over and pick me off the sofa. “It’s too dangerous. No one is going back until we’ve all talked about this properly.” 

Daniel gave him a hard stare. “They’ll kill him if I don’t go back. You know they will.”

“No they won’t,” interjected Leo. “If they have him, then he’s all they have. He’s a pawn in their game. If they kill him, they’ll have nothing left.”

“He’s not a pawn!” shouted Daniel accusingly. “He’s my boyfriend, and I thought he was your friend!”

Leo walked calmly across the room and rested his hand on Daniel’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he began. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that he is safe for the moment. Running back to the capital with no plan would be madness. They will probably torture you until you tell them where Charmaine is.”

“Let them torture me. I don’t care. I won’t give you all up.”

Leo furrowed his eyebrows. When he replied, his voice was soft. “What if they torture Dean in front of you? Are you confident you won’t tell them then?”

Daniel looked down to his feet. His body wracked with silent sobs. My heart went out to him. 

I ran over to him and held him close. He slumped leaving me almost holding his full weight.

“We’ll figure something out,” I soothed, although I wasn’t sure we could. I turned my head and spoke to Cynder. “We need to get everyone here now.”

Cynder nodded. Those that had already eaten got up and left, presumably to go get everyone else. Alannah handed Leo the strange concoction she had made and went back to the stove.

Leo left, fighting against the tide of people to get back to Elise  

The sound of sizzling bacon once again filled the air as the people bustled in. Most went straight to the kitchen counter to pick up bacon sandwiches that Alannah had rustled up.

Cynder had to stand on the small coffee table in the center of the room to get everyone’s attention.

“The regent is doing exactly as we feared,” he began. All eyes turned to him. “For those of you who have just come in, he has been filling the TV feigning sadness, but he ended an interview this morning with a direct threat that he’d find Charmaine.”

Someone took my hand in theirs. I looked around to see it was Agatha. I gave her a smile and squeezed her hand back.

“I feel pretty secure here at the moment,” continued Cynder, “but we have to think of security and make a plan to leave at short notice if the need arises. Make no mistake, he will find us, it’s just a matter of how long it takes him, and we need to be ready. Pittser is also back in the picture which tells me that the police and the media have been infiltrated. Basically, we can’t trust anyone at this point.”

“Like we ever could,” shouted someone from the back.

“Exactly,” carried on Cynder pointing at the man, “we’ve always been outsiders, and that is our biggest strength at the moment. Unfortunately, Luca knows a lot about us because we had no idea of his true motives which left us all unguarded around him. I have to hold up my hand to that. I spoke freely when I was living in the palace because I trusted everyone there, Luca included.”

“You couldn’t have known, mate,” said the same man. Cynder acknowledged this with a small head nod.

He sighed. “Maybe, maybe not, but he knows more than I’d like him to. He doesn’t know where we are, and he doesn’t know how many of us there are, and I’d like to keep it that way. A while back we planned a garden party at the palace. At the time, I thought it was a way to invite you all to further our cause. I should have known something was wrong when he told me he didn’t want help. Unfortunately, I’d already given him all your addresses. You’ll all need to contact family members to tell them to leave if they haven’t already. Tell them to go across the borders while they still can. They aren’t safe anymore. I’m certain that Luca will show his true colors to the public sooner rather than later so we need to be quick.”

I felt a person move behind me and saw it was Leo. He was back from giving Elise her potion. 

“We have a lot to overcome,” continued Cynder, “but our first problem is a man called Dean. Dean was the driver of the carriage at the wedding. I should have brought him with us, but he put up a fight, and at the time I thought he was a liability.”

Daniel’s hand clamped around my spare hand as he heard this.

Cynder glanced over at Daniel. “It was a mistake. Dean is on our side. I thought leaving him behind would be the safest option as I didn’t want him falling from the carriage, but we believe the MDS have taken him and are holding him hostage in exchange for Charmaine.”

“Who is this guy?” asked a stout woman at the front. “Why should we care if they have him?”

“Because,” answered Cynder, “he’s one of us. He’s a partner of one of us, and he needs our help. We are in this together, and to be frank, we are hopelessly outnumbered. We need all the help we can get.”

“Dean worked for the police in the capital,” interjected Leo. “He knows a lot about the area and the people there. He also helped start a task force on gathering information on the MDS. He probably knows more about them than anyone here. He will be an asset to our team.”

“Good enough for me!” said the stout woman, and Daniel’s hand relaxed.

Cynder nodded. “Here is what I propose. Leo, Daniel, Charmaine, and I come up with a plan to get Dean back. Charlie, Lucy, Emmet, Rob, and Nancy figure a way to get word to the other members of the Freedom of Magic without anyone finding out. David, Clement, Renee, and Jack do security on this place including making an escape plan, and the rest of you break into teams to figure out how we are going to defeat Luca Tremaine.”

Just hearing his name made me tremble. 

“What shall I do?” My mother asked quietly. I’d not even seen her come in. 

Alannah took her by the hand. “You can come and help me look after Elise. If she’s not well, she’ll need someone looking after her, and who better than her mother?”

As we were one of the smaller teams, we broke off into a side room. It had a bed in the corner and a small chest of drawers and not much else. On the top of the chest was a framed photograph of me that had been cut from a newspaper. 

“This is my room,” said Cynder awkwardly as he noticed what I was looking at. I suppressed a grin.

Leo took a seat on the bed while Cynder ran back out and grabbed a couple of chairs for the both of us.

“This is wasting time,” huffed Daniel, sitting on the edge of the bed next to Leo. His foot tapped rhythmically on the floor, and he rubbed his hands together impatiently. 

Leo looked at him kindly. “You know we can’t just go back. We don’t even know where it is they are holding him.”  

“Does it matter?” asked Daniel. “If I go back, Luca will see me and take me to him.”

“Yeah, and then what?” Cynder focused on Daniel.

“Why don’t I go back?” suggested Leo. “I’ll keep to the shadows. Dean isn’t the only one who knows the capital like the back of his hand. I’ve spent the best part of the last five years walking the streets, feeding the poor. I know the secret Magi haunts, the few families that stayed behind.”

“I do too,” interjected Daniel. “I am a mage remember?”

“Yes, but the difference is, I don’t have anyone I love being held. They have nothing on me, even if they catch me. I need to find a way to speak to Copper anyway. I’m pretty sure he’s not one of them, but he’ll be finding it hard right now. I want to know what’s going on with the police. We could do with them on our side.”

“Look,” began Daniel. “I appreciate you trying to help, but there is no way I can sit here twiddling my thumbs until you get back. I’m sick with worry.”

“I think he should go too,” I said. Daniel gave me a small smile of gratitude. 

“Fine,” agreed Cynder. “Both of you go, but it’s a reconnaissance mission only. Don’t be doing anything stupid. If the MDS see you, I want you to get out of there as quickly as you can. I don’t want to have to send anyone in to rescue either of you. If you do find him, come back here, and I’ll give you more men, do you understand.”

“No,” argued Daniel, shaking his head in frustration. “If I know where he is, I will try to rescue him.”

Cynder stood by the door blocking Daniel from leaving. “I’m only going to let you go if you adhere to my terms. It’s too dangerous otherwise. I need to know you are all safe, and I won’t compromise on that.”

“Ok,” replied Daniel defeated. “Come on, let’s go.”

Leo stood to follow Daniel out of the room. They both walked around Cynder who called after them.

“Take two of the horses. Tell the people in the barn that I said it’s ok. Alannah will pack some food for you. I want you both back by nightfall tomorrow, or I’ll be coming after you, ok?”

“Ok.” 

The door closed behind them, leaving Cynder and me alone. I closed my eyes thinking of Dean. Could Daniel be right? Would Luca have captured him thinking he knew something? It wasn’t really Dean I was worried about though. There was one other person we left behind, and if Daniel was right about Dean, Luca would surely have captured her as well. 

“You ok?” asked Cynder, sitting back down beside me and taking my hand. 

I opened my eyes and looked at him. “Jenny.”

“What about Jenny?” he asked, perplexed.

“Do you think Luca has captured her too?”

He was silent for a second while he weighed my question. 

He walked towards me, taking my hand in his. “Honestly? I’d like to say it’s impossible or even improbable, but I don’t know.” 

At least he had the decency not to fob me off.

 “I wish I could go with them and help,” I’d never felt more useless in my life.

Cynder pulled me into his lap and held me tightly. “I want you right here where I can see you. Of all the people in this house, you are the most important. You are the one that Luca wants the most.”

I nodded, wishing there was something else I could do. By the time we left the room, Leo and Daniel had already gone, so I decided to go and see how Elise was doing, now that her husband had left. 

She looked much worse than I feared. Mother sat at her bedside mopping her brow which was slick with sweat. An empty glass sat by her bedside with the remnants of Alannah’s potion in it. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. This was not just common morning sickness. She really looked ill. Her skin was pallid, and her face showed an expression of pain although I could see she was trying to hide it.

“I don’t know,” replied mother sadly. Her usual graceful expression had turned to one of worry, and she looked older than her years. “The journey yesterday hasn’t helped her, and it looks like she’s got some kind of fever. Alannah’s potion helped a little, but I’m not sure it’s helped enough.”

“I’m fine,” argued Elise, trying to pull herself up in bed. She looked so pale and fragile. Even with her baby bump, she appeared thinner than she had yesterday. Too thin. “Please don’t talk over me as though I’m not here. I might not be well, but my hearing is still working.” 

I bowed my head in guilt. She was right. We shouldn’t have talked over her. “Did you hear about Leo?” I asked, taking her hand.

“Yes,” she nodded. “He came and told me where he was going. He’s such a brave man.” She gave a small smile as she thought of him.

“He’s a foolish man,” replied mother brusquely. “He should be here with his wife and baby.”

“The baby isn’t even born yet,” I pointed out, trying to play the situation down, “and he’ll be home tomorrow. He promised Cynder he wouldn’t do anything stupid and you know Leo enough to know he’s a man of his word.”

Elise gave me a weak smile just as Alannah walked back in with more of her potion. I could smell it before I saw it. The mushy green substance smelled like boiled cabbage. Maybe that’s exactly what it was.

Elise screwed up her nose and downed the lot in one. I made my excuses before I threw up with the smell. Poor Elise. Hopefully, whatever was in the strange concoction would make her feel better in a couple of days. 

Without Leo and Daniel, and with everyone else broken into groups, I found that I had nothing to do. I decided to go outside and see exactly where it was we had all ended up. 

Fields stretched out in all directions as far as the eye could see. Apart from the huge farmhouse and barn, there was no sign of civilization. We were thoroughly alone. The mid-morning sun shone down, warming my face and bathing the golden fields in light.

   I felt someone’s presence beside me. I didn’t have to turn my head to know it was Cynder. He took my hand as we walked through the barley.

“It’s beautiful here,” I remarked. 

“It’s ok for now, but we can’t stay here forever. If the MDS find us, they’ll see us escaping. We’ll need to move sooner rather than later now that they are looking for us. We need to find somewhere more well-hidden, a forest maybe.”

“I don’t think Elise is up to being moved for a while. She looks pretty sick.”

“I’m not sure she’ll have a choice,” replied Cynder. If Leo and Daniel don’t come back soon, I’m moving us all out of here without them.”

“You are moving us already? Why can’t we wait? You can see for yourself that there is no one around here.” I gestured to the flat expanse of fields surrounding us. 

“I didn’t want to worry you, but one of our group has just come back from the city. He’s been spying for us.” He took my hand and looked directly at me. “Luca knows where we are.”
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“He knows where we are?” I asked, suddenly petrified. I glanced over the fields again, expecting Luca and his men to suddenly appear.

“Don’t panic. My man thinks Luca knows this as a potential place among others. He knows we are in one of the places he has a list of. We are quite far down south, so I think he’ll be checking the places closer to the Capital first, but I don’t want to hang around here too long, putting everyone in danger.”

I closed my eyes. Yesterday had felt like a nightmare, but now I felt like I’d just woken up to a reality that was just as bad.  

The wait for Leo and Daniel was nerve-wracking, to say the least. Every time the front door opened, I jumped nervously until I realized it was just one of the Freedom of Magic coming or going. To keep my mind from it, I watched the TV incessantly, stopping only to help with mealtimes. 

Cynder had the horses and carriages ready to go, just in case, and everything that could be packed up was already in boxes. Only the essentials were still out, and even then, they could be thrown into one of the carts at a moment’s notice. 

“We go at midnight,” announced Cynder that night after calling a meeting. I looked at the clock. It said ten pm. If Leo and Daniel weren’t back in a couple of hours, I knew it was unlikely we would see them again, at least not for a very long time. Even if they did get back, they’d come back to an empty house, and it wasn’t as if we could leave a note to tell them where we had gone. It was then that I wished we had a phone so we could communicate with them. Phones were extremely rare in Silverwood, and only the richest of the rich had them. We’d had three in the palace. I realized then just how privileged a life I’d led. 

One of the teams had come up with a number of alternative places for us to stay, and it was agreed that the best one was a couple of hundred kilometers from here. A girl called Renee had an uncle who owned a number of wooden houses in a forest that had once been a holiday park. It had fallen into disrepair twenty years ago when the Magi were no longer wanted, and people refused to go to anything owned by a mage. Apparently, Renee’s uncle had died a few years back, but the lodges were still there, and her family still owned the land. The last time she’d been there was when she was tiny, so she had no idea what state they were still in, but there was enough room for all of us plus extra for any new recruits. 

It sounded perfect if it wasn’t for the fact that if we went, it was all over for Leo and Daniel.

I played with the hem of my dress, gazing up at yet another interview with Luca. He was wearing a rose shaped pin. I recognized it as the one I’d seen on his bedside cabinet all those months ago. I remembered I’d seen one on Pittser too.

“Do you know what that rose pin is?” I asked Cynder who was alternately watching the TV and gazing out of the window.

“It’s the emblem of the MDS. It’s how they identify each other.”

I suddenly felt panicked. “Grace had a pin like that. I still have it somewhere. You don’t think she...”

Cynder shook his head. “I think it’s more likely that your father had one and ended up giving it to her as a gift. You already know he had connections to the MDS.”

I thought about it, and it made sense. If Grace was a member, she’d have married Xavier and would still be alive. I made a mental note to throw that pin out, before remembering it had been in the palace and had more than likely been burned in the explosions. I cast my mind back to the one I’d seen recently on Luca’s bedside cabinet at his parent’s castle.

“I saw that pin months ago. It belonged to Luca. If only I’d known then.”

Cynder’s interest perked up. “He wasn’t wearing it though?”

“No,” I replied. “I saw it in his room.”

Cynder sighed. “Yeah, he would have wanted to keep that out of view at the time. I guess if he’s wearing it now, the MDS will know where his allegiance lies. It doesn’t matter what he says about protecting the Magi. The MDS will be able to see through it thanks to that pin.”

“Won’t he be giving himself away though? It’s not as if he’s hiding it from the world.” And he wasn’t. I’d noticed he’d been wearing it in a prominent place on his lapel for the past few days.

Cynder pressed his lips together while he composed himself. “The MDS is an underground group, much like the Freedom of Magic. Most people are blissfully unaware of the existence of either. Any non-MDS watching would just think it was a piece of jewelry, but to the MDS, they’ll know the truth. It looks like your husband is bringing the troops in and probably recruiting more.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call him that,” I grimaced. I hated that I’d gone through with the ceremony. I’d thought I loved him, but even as late as walking up the aisle, I’d had reservations. I thought Luca would be the best for the kingdom, but now I could see, it didn’t matter in the slightest if he wasn’t the best person for me. And he never had been. It was always Cynder that came to my mind when I closed my eyes, and when I dreamed it was never about Luca. I’d been swept up in his beauty and position when all I ever really wanted was someone who’d dance with me and let me be who I was. 

Cynder didn’t reply. He just took hold of my hand which was exactly what I needed at that moment. I rested my head on his shoulder, and the hand that had been holding mine now snaked around my shoulders, pulling me even closer to him and crumpling the shirt that someone had lent to me. 

As I’d come to the house in a wedding dress, some of the women had given me some clothes, and for the first time in my whole life, I felt comfortable. No one was forcing me to look or act a certain way.   

Just thinking about it reminded me of Jenny and of Xavi and her crew. They were all at the wedding when the bombs went off so I knew they were safe, but Jenny would be worried sick about me. 

“I wish I could tell Jenny I’m fine.” I murmured aloud. 

Cynder replied by stroking my arm. He was as restless as we all were and the slowly ticking clock did nothing to calm our nerves. Soon we’d have to leave. 

It had just turned eleven when we heard the sound of horse’s hooves thundering into the yard. Cynder was up like a shot, peering out of the curtains. 

“It’s ok,” he said, holding his hand behind him to stop us all getting up. “It’s them, they are back.”

He opened the front door to welcome Leo and Daniel, and I followed.

I was expecting just the two of them, so I was surprised to find two carriages full of people. I recognized the carriages as the work of Daniel who’d turned a pumpkin into a carriage before. These were both temporary modes of transport thanks to Daniel’s magic skills.

“What happened?” asked Cynder as Leo climbed down from the driver’s seat.

“We kept to our word and didn’t try to rescue Dean, but we know where he is. We are going to have to take more people to get him back. He’s being kept in a big house in the capital. I don’t know who it belongs to, but Luca is living there along with a number of others.”

“Who are all these people?” I asked as they poured out of the carriages. I didn’t recognize any of them. 

“They are Magi,” Daniel shouted. “They are being hounded out of the city. We decided it was safer to bring them here and give them shelter.”

“Good idea,” replied Cynder. “Can you take them inside and ask Alannah to get them some food?”

Alannah appeared at the door, apparently hearing her name. She led the people inside. Daniel came over to us. He kicked a stone, sending it flying to the house where it bounced off the wooden wall. I could tell that he wasn’t happy to be back without his boyfriend. 

“We are going south,” said Cynder. “It’s too dangerous here, and now that we have more people, we have no space. We were going to go tonight.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. It was evident what he was thinking. We were going to go without them. “Tonight?”

“I’m going back!” barked Daniel. “You promised.”

Cynder shuffled on the spot. “I know I did, but it might not be possible anymore. I’ve had time to think and...”

Daniel pushed him up against the house and brought his fist back ready to strike. Leo jumped in between them as I screamed, bringing many of the Magi to the window to see what was happening.

“There is no point fighting between ourselves,” Leo snapped. “Cynder, do what you have to do, but I’m with Daniel. We owe him. We owe Dean too. I managed to speak to Copper. Dean’s information on the MDS has been invaluable. We can’t let him stay at that house.”

“What information?” I asked. I was desperate to hear about what was going on at the capital. The only information I had was from the TV, and thanks to Luca and Pittser, it was highly biased. They were telling the story they wanted to tell. I needed the truth.

Leo let go of Daniel and walked over to the first carriage. From inside it, he brought out a thick file which he handed to me. I opened it at a random page to see a photo of a man I didn’t recognize. 

“That’s one of the MDS, his photo, his address, and all kinds of information. He’s not the only one. The file is filled with them. All Dean’s work.”

“Fine! We go back tomorrow under the cover of darkness,” relented Cynder, “but everyone else has to move on. I’ve been given the address of the safe place, so when we have Dean, we can head straight there. Daniel, can you let everyone inside know that now we are moving tomorrow and not tonight? The new people will have to sleep in the barn as we are out of space in the house.”

Daniel nodded and headed inside leaving Leo, Cynder, and I.

Cynder turned to Leo. “Tell me honestly. Can we get Dean out?”   

“It’s not going to be easy,” admitted Leo. “The house is surrounded by guards twenty-four hours a day.”

Cynder sighed. “That’s what I thought. They’ll be waiting for us.”

“Yes, but we have something they don’t.”

“What’s that?” asked Cynder. 

Leo raised his eyebrows. “We have magic.”

Cynder shrugged his shoulders. “Even with magic, it’s not going to be easy. They know we have magic and will be ready for that. The MDS are highly trained on detecting it.”

“Magic is better than no magic, surely?” I asked, trying to look on the bright side.”

“I guess so,” relented Cynder, “but the likelihood is, some of us or all of us might not make it back. They won’t hesitate to kill us. It’s what they want after all.”

“There’s something else...” Leo started, but his attention was diverted by Elise calling his name. She ran outside, still looking frail, her nightdress flapping behind her. Leo scooped her up and took her inside.”

“I don’t like this,” said Cynder once he was sure we were alone. I could barely see him in the pale moonlight, but there was no mistaking the worry on his face.

“We have all day tomorrow to plan something,” I replied. “I know we’ll be fine.”

Cynder took me in his arms and held me tightly. “That’s why I like you, your positive attitude.”

“That’s the only reason?” I teased.

“No.” He pulled back slightly so I could see his face. It was almost blue in the dark light and yet I could still see the warmth in it. 

Without thinking, we moved towards each other. His kiss was a salvation, healing my broken soul, putting together all the parts that Luca had destroyed. His lips melted my heart as they touched mine, his kiss hungry and warm at the same time. I matched his urgency, realizing that this was our first real kiss. The first kiss we’d shared that was somehow legitimate. Just because it was no longer forbidden, didn’t make it any the less exciting. If anything, it was all the more intense knowing there was no one to stop us. His face, so close to mine, blurred until I couldn’t see him at all, and yet I could feel him against me. I shut my eyes and gave in to it as his tongue parted my lips, taking me to places I’d never known before. I never wanted it to stop. I wanted to stay locked in this magical embrace forever, and in that moment, I knew what I’d been missing with Luca all these months. Yes, he was a practiced kisser, and yes it felt nice, but what Cynder was doing to me wasn’t just kissing. He was unlocking a passport to another world—another part of me.

I moaned loudly, which was followed by a cough of someone behind us. We broke apart quickly, both embarrassed by being caught. I turned to see Leo back outside.

“How’s Elise?” I asked, trying to cover up the sound of my heart beating which could surely be heard even at the ten feet or so between us. 

“She’s gone back to sleep,” he sighed. “Your mother and Alannah are looking after her. I wanted to tell you something before that I think you both should know.”

“What is it?” asked Cynder. 

“It’s not just Dean they have. They have Daniels’ father and...”

“And?”

“They have Jenny too.”


The Plan

 

“You ok?” Cynder came into my room. I was one of the few people not required to share with one or more people. I’d protested of course, but it seemed that no one was quite prepared to share a room with a queen. 

“I’ve been better,” I admitted. “Jenny practically raised me.”

“I know.” His arm rested on my shoulder and I sank into him. There were no tears. If anything I felt too numb, too scared for crying. Crying might have helped me feel something, but I’d gotten to the point I didn’t really know how to feel anymore. My life had spiraled out of control so fast, and no matter what I did to make things better, every day brought more heartache, more trauma.

“I’ve been thinking about tomorrow. What is the plan?” I must have sounded muffled, buried as I was in his warm sweater, but he heard me.

“Tomorrow, the people in the house will finish packing the essentials. There are a lot of us, so it should be an easy task. Those of you not going back to the capital will be traveling after dark. Of course, the MDS will expect that, but it’s still safer than going in broad daylight when anyone could see them. We will use all the protective and stealth spells we know to get there safely. You’ll be traveling in the second carriage. I’m going to stagger them to make it less conspicuous. One carriage per hour once night descends.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll take Daniel, Leo, and a couple of others out to the capital tomorrow morning. There’s no point waiting until nightfall. The MDS will be waiting for us no matter what time of day. They’ll already expect our visit.”

“So what are you going to do?” I asked, trying to keep the doubt from my voice. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

Cynder hugged me more tightly. “Neither do I. I don’t know what we are going to do,” he admitted.

None of it sounded hopeful. All I could see in my mind was destruction and death. The death of someone I loved. 

Cynder’s hands weaved their way through my hair, comforting me. I’d been shivering and not even noticed, but it wasn’t the cold I was feeling, just the adrenaline rushing through me with no way to dissipate. 

Cynder gently laid me down on the bed, but he didn’t let go. In the morning when I woke up, I was still wrapped in his arms.

The noise of people clattering around in the kitchen woke me. Leaving my room hand in hand with Cynder raised a few eyebrows and elicited a few smirks from the crowd of people squashed in there. I ignored them and grabbed a slice of toast from a huge pile. Alannah had completely given up at trying to have a system in place and, instead, had piled hundreds of pieces of toast on a platter and put some pots of jam and some knives next to it. Cynder found Daniel and Leo and broke away to talk to them, leaving me feeling completely alone in the middle of the crowded room. 

There was no organization at all. People bustled in and out. Boxes were being packed and then knocked over causing them to have to be repacked. It was so noisy that I suspected the MDS would be able to hear us all the way in the capital. So much for trying to be inconspicuous. Thank goodness, we were already in the middle of nowhere.

I managed to pour myself a pot of the freshly brewed coffee and took it, along with my toast, outside where it was much quieter. I watched the people loading boxes onto a procession of carts and carriages, each one looking fuller than the last. It beat me how they expected to fit people in them too. 

As I took my first sip of coffee, Cynder came out and sat beside me. 

“Leo’s not coming,” he stated plainly. “It’s a blow. We could have used his help and expertise. Plus he was going to get Chief Inspector Copper and some of his task force to help us.”

“Why is Leo not going with you?” I sat up, feeling alarmed. It was not like Leo to back out of something so important.

“He doesn’t want to be away from Elise while she is so sick. I can understand it, but it’s going to make our job much more difficult without him. I was counting on the support.”

Elise would be fine without him, but I could understand why he was so worried. She’d not been too bad before the race across Silverwood, and here we were, days later, planning to do it all again. She was really too sick to travel, but we had no choice. 

“What if I told Leo that I’d be with her the whole time? I’d look after her.”

Cynder shook his head. “You won’t be though. I’m separating you all up. The whole of the royal family cannot travel together. I hope nothing will happen, but if any one of the carriages is attacked, it makes sense that you and Elise don’t travel together. Your mother is going in a different carriage too.”

It was morbid to think about, but it made sense. If one of us was killed, the other would have to survive to carry on the royal bloodline.

I sighed and rested my coffee cup on the wooden deck. Rubbing my eyes, I tried to make sense of all of it. How could I when there was no sense to what was happening?

“Alannah will be traveling with Elise, correct?”

Cynder thought for a second before he spoke. “Yes, but that won’t stop Leo from worrying. I can’t force him to leave her. It wouldn’t be fair.”

He was right. I hated the thought of leaving her, of traveling with complete strangers in a carriage, knowing she was an hour behind and anything could happen to her. Suddenly, the thought of Leo traveling with her calmed me. Ok, he couldn’t do anything about her illness, but if the MDS were to attack, I trusted Leo to do everything in his power to save her.

“Leo should go with Elise,” I conceded.

Cynder wrapped his arms around me and nodded his head.

I swallowed, not sure how he’d take what I was going to say next. I took a deep breath. “I’m going to go with you.”

It was something I’d been thinking about at the back of my mind, and now that Leo wasn’t going, they’d need someone else to take his place—someone who would be able to get access to Jason Copper.

Cynder stood up quickly. 

“No!” His voice had risen, causing those around us to look over. 

He pulled me up by my hand and walked me to the edge of the nearby field, away from everyone. I absent-mindedly picked a stem of the long barley and pulled the seeds from the end, sending them scattering to the ground.

I tried to think of a way to reason with Cynder that he’d accept. Getting him to agree with taking me was going to be difficult. “You said you wanted the chief of police involved. I know Jason Copper. I’ve had occasion to speak to him a few times.”

“I don’t care who you know,” Cynder rasped, “You can’t go!”

“That’s not a valid argument,” I pointed out, “It’s just you telling me what I can and can’t do.”

Cynder stamped his foot in the dirt and huffed. “Ok, how’s this for an argument? You are the most wanted person in the whole kingdom right now. You are also the most famous person in the whole kingdom. How do you expect to simply walk into the capital without anyone noticing? You’ve been on the front cover of every newspaper for the past year. Everyone knows you.”

“I’ve done it before,” I retorted. “I’ve done it twice, the first time with Leo and the second time with you.”

Cynder  looked at me incredulously. “When?”

“Our date. I walked through the capital, and no one batted an eyelid. Everyone has seen me on the front of the papers looking regal, with expensive ball gowns and perfect hair and make-up. Look at me now! I look normal. No one would know who I was if I walked right up to them and asked them for directions to the palace.”

“Our date was different. No one was looking for you then. People see what they want to see.”

“My point exactly. People are looking for the beautiful queen. No one is looking for a girl dressed in a brown tunic. Can you imagine Queen Charmaine going out looking like this? I’ve hated having to dress up every single day for the past year, but I’m now beginning to see that it was a good idea. A bit of dirt on my face, my hair tied back. No one would recognize me.”

“The MDS would. A bit of dirt on your face wouldn’t stop them from noticing you.”

I stood my ground. I hated arguing with him, and I didn’t want to play my ‘Queen’ card, but at the same time, I was done with being useless. If I had to override him based on my title then so be it. “So I wear a hood too. It’s your only way to get in to speak to Chief Inspector Copper.”

“I see what you are saying, but it’s too dangerous.”

“You just told me that it wouldn’t be fair to separate Leo and Elise, and yet you are asking me to be separated from you.”

I saw Cynder’s shoulders' sag as he realized he was losing the fight.

“I don’t want to lose you, Charm.”

“I don’t want to lose you either. That’s why we should always stick together. Besides, it isn’t just me they are looking for. You’ve been on the front cover of all the newspapers recently too.”

Cynder sighed, knowing that I wasn’t going to change my mind. 

“Besides, I have an idea that might put a stop to all this, but I’ll need to be in the capital to do it.”

I told him my idea, and by the end of it, he knew he’d have to let me go.

He wasn’t the only one who argued with me about going to the capital. When I went in to see Elise and told everyone there what I was planning to do, both Leo and Mother told me I couldn’t go. It was amazing. I was the head of the entire kingdom, and still, people tried telling me what to do. 

“Leo, I’m going to the capital so you can stay with Elise. She needs you right now.”

Elise opened her eyes slowly when she heard her name. She looked so sick. She cast her eyes towards her husband. “I’ll be fine without you, Leo. I’ll see you again in a few days.”

It was apparent she would not be fine whether Leo came with her or not, but I could hardly say that. Alannah’s green sludge was not working, and if anything, she looked paler and more gaunt than she had the day before. She needed a hospital with proper medical care, but it was impossible to take her to one. The second she stepped foot in any medical establishment in the whole of Silverwood, the press would be there like a shot, followed swiftly by the MDS. 

“I’m not leaving you, baby,” replied Leo, mopping her damp brow. 

“I don’t want you to leave her,” I said. “That’s exactly why I’m going. I’ll be fine. I’ll have Cynder and Daniel with me.”

Leo massaged his temples, clearly torn between his duty to his queen and the love of his wife. I didn’t want him to feel like he had to choose between us.

“I’m going, Leo. I’m the queen, and that means that sometimes, you all have to do as I say. This is one of those times. I’m ordering you to keep my sister safe. She needs you more than I do.” I walked out of the room without giving anyone the chance to argue with me. Seconds later, Leo followed me out, and instead of shouting as I expected, he wrapped me in a bear hug. 

“Thank you,” he said, the tears freefalling down his face. It was the first time I’d ever seen him cry, but it reinforced the feeling that I was doing the right thing. 

Later, I found Cynder and Daniel outside, getting three horses saddled up. 

“I was half-expecting you to go without telling me,” I said to Cynder. 

“I was half-planning to, but knowing you, you’d just tack up your own horse and follow me anyway.”

I grinned despite the situation. He wasn’t wrong.

“Go inside and look for a guy called Matty,” Cynder ordered as he pulled the last strap on the horse.

“Why?”

“He’s going to give you a makeover,” he replied, cryptically. 

Just what I needed. Another makeover. I couldn’t escape them no matter what I did.


 

A Nightmare Remembered

I found Matty busy packing clothes at the far end of the main room. When I told him what I needed him for, he suddenly became very excited.

“I’ve always wanted to give a queen a makeover,” he squealed.

His high-pitched voice did not suit his huge, cumbersome frame and masculine features at all.

“As long as you don’t make me beautiful. I need to look the very antithesis of a well-turned-out lady.”

“Oh, don’t you worry,” he laughed. “I know exactly what I’m going to do with you.” 

He took me into a now deserted bedroom. It looked just like the one they had given me except it was much smaller. All that was left apart from the bed was a mirror.

“Where is your makeup bag?” I wondered aloud, casting my gaze around the bare floor.

“This is my makeup bag,” He grinned, pulling out his wand. “There are not many mages that can do what I do. It’s a specialized skill.”

I sat on the bed and faced him. “You know, before everything went bad, I used to have a Mage make-up artist. He was very good. He had a huge box filled with every color makeup you could imagine. Of course, I don’t want you to use color on me today.”

“Your Majesty,”—he winked—“let me work it.”

I nodded, cautiously, not knowing what exactly working it entailed. 

He scrunched his eyes up for a few seconds before pointing his wand directly at my face, making me flinch.

“It won’t hurt,” he trilled. “Just sit still.”

I did as he asked, feeling very uncomfortable with the wand just inches from my nose. He said some kind of spell, and my face began to warm up. I could feel my cheeks getting hotter. Not unpleasantly so, but the same feeling as when I was blushing. A few seconds later, the heat seeped from them.

Matty clasped his hands together and beamed. “Ok, look in the mirror.”

I turned and gasped. There was a complete stranger looking back at me. My blonde hair was gone, replaced by long, thick, shining auburn hair. My eyes were now a dull green, and my complexion had darkened slightly to an olive hue. My lips were full and slightly less defined, and my cheekbones were more prominent. Makeup couldn’t have done this. I looked like a completely different person entirely. A young girl of my age with a face that was nondescript. I’d fit in anywhere without being detected. 

Matty waved his wand again, and my brown tunic changed into a t-shirt and jeans. Another wave and a navy blue sweater appeared, covering the shirt. 

I thanked him and ran outside to test how good it actually was. Picking up a box, I followed the line of people packing. Even though I walked right past him, Cynder didn’t bat an eyelid. 

“Excuse me,” I said to him, breaking out of the line. “Can you help me with this?” I indicated the box, pretending it was too heavy to carry.

Cynder screwed up his eyes as he took me in

“Charm?”

“How did you know?” I said, dropping the box that, thankfully, only had bedding in it.

“Matty’s done a great job, but I know you too well. He’s covered your face in a magic mask. Most people won’t see through it, but for those that know you well, and know magic, they’ll see you for who you really are.”

My heart dropped like a stone. “So it’s pointless then?”

“I doubt anyone else here will know it’s you,” he replied. He walked over to me and kissed me lightly on the lips. “You still taste like you.”

I arched an eyebrow. 

“Go and see if your mother recognizes you if you aren’t sure. We are nearly ready to go. Daniel and I are having the Matty treatment too. I’ll meet you out here in ten minutes.”

He was right about everyone else. My mother actually screamed when I walked through Elise’s door until I told her who I was and then it took a good few minutes to prove it to her by answering questions only I would know the answer to. I gave them all a kiss goodbye with the exception of Alannah who was still sitting by Elise’s side. 

A tear escaped from the corner of Elise’s eye. 

“Be careful,” she whispered.

“You too,” I replied, sadly. I don’t know who was the most worried, her or me. 

Outside I waited for the two boys. Not knowing what they would look like, had me scrutinizing everyone that came out of the house, but when two men came over to me, I knew immediately who they were. It was strange to look at Daniel with dark red hair and a scruffy beard, but it was stranger still to see a fair Cynder. His beautiful deep brown eyes were now a light blue and his curly hair had been changed into a dark blond crop. He didn’t look like Cynder at all, but when he kissed me, and I closed my eyes, there was no mistaking whose lips were on mine. 

“We don’t have time for that,” shouted Daniel, jumping up onto his horse.”

“Follow us,” whispered Cynder quickly. “If anything happens, turn and run. Take your horse and get away.”

“I’m not leaving you!” I protested. 

“And I’m not letting you come unless you promise me,” he replied. 

As I looked into those unfamiliar blue irises, I knew I had to give him this. I nodded slowly and jumped up onto the horse that had been saddled up for me. Cynder handed me a folded up piece of paper.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a map of where the others are heading tonight. If we get separated, head straight there. Don’t let the MDS get their hands on it.”

I tucked the small piece of paper in my pocket, and we rode out of the grounds of the farmhouse to begin our long journey back to the capital.

The journey was a lot longer than I remembered it. Although without anyone chasing us, there was no need to ride the horses at breakneck speed. 

This was the first time I’d seen my own kingdom beyond the capital, and I took it all in, promising myself that if I ever got myself out of this mess, I’d plan a tour. It was much more beautiful than I imagined, with rolling hills, picturesque villages, and endless fields. Every so often, we’d pass someone, but no one stopped us. It was only as we came closer to the capital that I noticed the heightened security. On the very outskirts, where the fields and moorlands turned into suburbs, was a roadblock. I recognized the uniforms of the people manning it as those of the Silverwood Police.

I followed Daniel and Cynder cautiously. A policeman held out his hand, commanding us to stop.

“Where are you headed?” he barked at us.

“We are headed into the Capital,” replied Daniel. I could hear the slight tremor in his voice as he spoke. 

The policeman looked us all up and down. “What is your business?”

“I…I…”

“We came to speak with the chief of police,” I interjected. “We have seen one of the men traveling with the Queen.”

I saw Cynder giving me a curious look out of the corner of his eye. Either this would work, or it would go horribly wrong. 

The policeman became excited. “You saw him? Who was it? Did you see the queen?”

“No,” I replied thoughtfully. “Just the man on the TV who drove the carriage that took her.” 

“Where was he?”

I thought of a town as far away as possible from where we had been staying and from where the others were traveling. “Northich,” I said, remembering its position on a map.

“That’s north of the Capital,” replied the policeman suspiciously. “This is the south gate to the city. How did you see them?”

Damn!

“We saw the guards on the north entrance and decided to head round to the south,” improvised Cynder quickly. “We thought that there wouldn’t be guards here, and we’d be able to get into the city quicker so we could report our findings. Obviously, we were wrong.”

The policeman studied his face for a second, and then deciding that believing him, and potentially being the one that found the queen was preferable to making us turn around, he let us pass.

“I’ll need to know exactly where you saw him,” he shouted up to us as he raised the barrier.

“I’m afraid, we’d rather report it to the chief of police ourselves,” said Daniel.

“Ok,” replied the policeman, clearly excited now. “I’ll call him to come here. You three wait here.”

Our only option was to do as he asked. If we raced into the city, he’d be after us in seconds. 

He disappeared into his little makeshift hut, probably to call the police headquarters. Cynder and Daniel moved their horses so we were all standing close together. 

“I’m sorry, that was stupid,” I said.

“It was fine,” reassured Daniel. It got us through the barrier. We just have to decide what to do now.”

“I don’t think we have much choice,” replied Cynder. “If he’s getting Copper out to us, then that saves us a journey. I’ll use my wand to make sure that Copper sees the real you.”

I jumped down from my horse and led him to a nearby water trough. Maybe Cynder was right. My spur-of-the-moment idea was bringing Copper to see us which meant we wouldn’t have to walk through the city alone. It saddened me how terrifying a prospect it was to walk through my own city, the place I’d lived my whole life and had never ventured out of. I watched the people coming and going, many of which got turned away from the barrier by another policeman. A lot of them looked like farmers, trying to come into the capital to sell their wares. As each one was turned away, my heart became heavier. This was affecting so many people, and there was little I could do about it. A huge part of me wanted to announce that I was the queen, but in doing so, I was putting myself, not to mention Daniel and Cynder, at risk. 

A carriage appeared in the distance, and I recognized it as one owned by the police. The black carriage had a blue stripe running lengthways around it, and a man in a police uniform sat in the driver’s seat. 

“That was quick!” remarked Cynder.

“All the better for us,” Daniel replied. “ I guess they really want to find the queen.”

The carriage drew to a stop beside us, and the driver jumped down, opening the door of it. The policeman that had stopped us at the barrier came running out quickly when he saw who had arrived. 

I stepped up to the carriage, ready to hold my hand out to Chief Inspector Copper but instead of Jason, out of the carriage came my worst nightmare. For the first time since our wedding, I found myself standing face to face with Luca Tremaine.


 

Wedding Night

       Keeping my composure was difficult, but to show any weakness was to show myself, and that would result in death for all of us. 

Oh, how I hated the vile man I’d only just days before told the world I’d love until my dying day. What a joke. 

He walked over to us and ordered Cynder and Daniel down from their horses. A quick glance at Cynder told me that he was going to comply with Luca’s orders.

I followed suit and jumped down, feeling terrified that I’d be recognized. Cynder had already explained that my magic make-over was fallible. He’d proved it himself by recognizing me straight away. Would Luca recognize me? We’d spent the best part of a year together. I held my breath as he walked over, his jovial veneer much more convincing than my own mask. 

His lips pulled back into a grin I’d only ever seen on him on TV. It made me want to punch him in it.

“I hear that you have seen the queen,” he said, addressing us all. 

“In the north,” I replied, trying to deepen my voice and change my accent so he wouldn’t recognize it. “It wasn’t the queen herself, but the man who kidnapped her.”

“I’d like you to come back to my palace, and we can discuss it,” he invited. 

Daniel spoke for all of us. “I thought the palace had burnt down?”

“No,” laughed Luca. “Not that palace. I have another place in the capital, and I’d like you to be my guests.”

Cynder jumped in. “Actually, we were just going to tell the police and be on our way. We are busy merchants and cannot stay in town for too long.”

Luca looked him up and down wearily. His gaze then went to our horses which were not loaded with anything larger than a daypack with some food in them.

“Merchants?” he enquired, arching a brow. 

“We were on our way to pick up our wares when we saw the kidnapper,” I stammered.

“Nevertheless, I’d like it if you came with me in my carriage. Your horses will be well looked after here.”

Luca left us no choice but to squeeze into his carriage between two armed guards, both of whom had golden roses pinned to their lapels.

“Thank you for your invitation,” I said, smiling through gritted teeth as Luca jumped into the carriage and shut the door behind him “Those rose pins are fascinating. Are they a police emblem?”

I tried to act as innocently as possible, but at the same time, I wanted to see him lie to me. I needed him to, to see if I would know.

“They are an emblem to remember our dear queen.”

My blood boiled. Ok, so I’d wanted him to lie to me, but to use me as an excuse for his emblem of hatred was too much. 

“The queen isn’t dead,” I spat. Cynder who was sitting next to me squeezed my hand. 

Luca’s smile didn’t drop. “No, and thanks to you fine people, I hope we will find her safe and sound.”

I didn’t say another word to him. I thought if I did, I’d do something stupid like hit him over the head...hard.

Instead, I elected to look out of the window as we headed into town. The closer we got to the center, the eerier it was. It looked so different from the Capital I knew and the difference from the day of the wedding was staggering. Gone were the cheering people and excited crowds. Now, the streets were empty, devoid of any kind of life.

“Where is everyone?” asked Daniel, who had obviously noticed the same thing out of the window at the other side. 

“We are having a national week of mourning for the royal family,” replied Luca. I didn’t point out that the queen was still alive again. What was the point?

Fifteen minutes later we pulled up at a huge house with wrought iron gates. Where were we? I didn’t know this place at all. We were marched inside by the guards which made me feel nervous, but when we were shown to a large dining room and served tea and cakes, my nerves were beginning to dissipate. Maybe Luca thought feeding us was his way of thanking us for the information. 

Still, nothing sat comfortably with me. Dean, Jenny, and Daniel’s father were here in the basement of this very building, and without Copper and some of the task force that we trusted, we were woefully underprepared. Getting into the building was one thing. Getting out alive would be a different matter entirely. I nibbled on a pretty pink cake as I tried to come up with something to say. Luca sat down at the head of the long table with Cynder, Daniel, and I at the other end. 

“So,” began Luca, pouring himself a pot of tea from a silver teapot. “What exactly did you see?”

“I saw the man who took the queen,” I improvised, taking a sip of tea and trying not to choke on it. “I recognized him from the TV.”

“Where was he? Did you see where he was heading? Was he with anyone else?”

“Er...”

“Please may I use your bathroom?” interrupted Daniel. I glanced over at him. He didn’t need the bathroom. He wanted to scope the place out.

“Be my guest. First door on the right at the top of the stairs.” Luca indicated the door we had come through which led to the main entrance. Below the table, I crossed my fingers. 

“Do you think we will be able to see the chief of police?” enquired Cynder. As we had not yet come up with a plan to get out of here, being in this house was only helpful in the sense we could see the layout. There was no way we could save Dean, Jenny, and Daniel’s father by ourselves. 

“I’ll pass on any information you tell me,” smiled Luca. It was funny. In all the time I’d known him, I’d trusted him completely. Now, everything about him was so fake. “So you were just about to tell me what you’d seen.”

Luca turned to me leaving me with having to come up with something on the spot. 

The door opened just as I opened my mouth to speak. I expected Daniel to come back through the door, but instead, an attractive blonde woman walked in. Ignoring us, she walked straight up to Luca and whispered something in his ear. Something about her familiarity with him told me that she was more than a servant. As she walked back past us, I realized I knew who she was. I’d seen her before, and back then, she’d looked a little too comfortable in Luca’s presence. She was the girl in the black dress from the ball his parents had thrown for me all those months ago. 

So not only had he been planning to kill me, he was also cheating on me this whole time. Ok, I had no proof, but I knew. 

I seethed in my chair, hating him more and more with each second that passed.

A noise outside the room made me jump. Seconds later Daniel was brought back into the room, his arms held behind his back by a guard.

“I caught this one snooping around on the cellar steps, your majesty.”

I thought he was talking to me for a second before realizing he was talking to Luca.  

Luca didn’t look angry. If anything, he looked pleased with himself. 

“I thought so. I don’t know who you people are, but I can hazard a guess. If you want to see the basement so much, please, let me show you.”

“I was lost,” shouted Daniel, but it was too late. Luca clicked his fingers, and two guards ran towards Cynder and I. I tried to fight back as one of them dragged me out of the chair and pinned my arms behind my back, but it was no use. He was much stronger than I was, and the effort I was making to thwart him was having little to no effect. 

Luca stood up and walked over to us. Taking it in turns, he looked us all in the eye. When he got to me, I tried to look away, to his collar, to his hairline—anything but right into his eyes. 

“Take those two,” he said, indicating Cynder and Daniel. I’ll take this one.”

“No!” shouted Cynder as he was dragged kicking and screaming through the door. The man who had hold of me, relinquished his hold to Luca and followed the others outside to help them. 

Luca grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the dining room towards the main stairs. The last I saw of Daniel and Cynder was the three men pushing them down another set of stairs. I cried out as I heard the sound of them both hitting the stairs as they fell.

“You monster!” I screamed, but Luca paid no heed. Instead, he dragged me up the stairs to the first floor. Pulling me into a room, he threw me down on the bed. 

“I knew you’d come back. My advisors told me to go out looking for you, but I knew if I waited long enough, you’d come running back to me.”

“I don’t know what you mean!” I spat. 

“Really now? You might not look like you, but I know it’s you. Your boyfriend put a spell on your face did he, Charmaine?” His face contorted into a grimace. It was mean and ugly. He walked closer to the bed and began to unbuckle his belt.

“What are you doing?” I screamed, pulling myself further up the bed to get away from him. 

“You wanted our first time to be after our wedding. Well here it is. You are my wife now, and I think it’s about time we consummated our marriage don’t you?”

“You can’t be serious!” The full horror of what he was about to do sank in, leaving me short of breath and petrified. 

“I’d have preferred to do this with your real face to look at. The magic spell makes you look like a commoner, but beggars can’t be choosers, eh.”

I tried to hold my voice steady as he came closer.

“Don’t you dare,” I hissed, “or I’ll...”

“Or you’ll what?” he laughed. “Scream? Fight back? I think we both know that I’m stronger than you. And as for screaming, you wouldn’t be the first, and you certainly won’t be the last. I like to hear a little spirit in my ladies.”

Just listening to him brought bile to my throat. I glanced around me, looking for some kind of weapon, but the room was tidy. All I had at my disposal was a pillow. 

He crawled onto the bed and then on top of me. His weight crushed me, leaving me breathless, but I wasn’t going to go down without a fight. Pulling my legs up, I managed to leverage them into a position where I could push him off. It took every ounce of strength I had, but it made enough of a gap between us for me to bring my arms in and push. When there was enough of a gap, I kicked upwards as hard as I could, making him cry out in pain and roll to the side. Seizing the opportunity, I dashed to the door, but just as I got there, I felt my hair being tugged back, yanking my head back so roughly that I was looking towards the ceiling. Luca kept pulling, bringing my whole body backwards. As I fell to the floor, I could feel my hair being ripped out by the roots. I screamed as the burning sensation hit my brain, but Luca had been right. No one came running. 

 He dragged me onto the bed and, this time, pinned my arms to my sides. This time there was no escaping.

“Happy wedding night, honey,” he said.

I looked him in the eye and spit directly into his face. 


 

 

Trapped

I closed my eyes, waiting for the inevitable. His body was so heavy on top of mine that I couldn’t move at all. His hot breath on my neck made my toes curl. I wriggled as much as I could to try and escape, but if anything, my struggling seemed to excite him. 

“Leave me alone!” I hissed. “I’ll tell everyone the truth about the monster you are.”

Luca laughed. “The people think the queen is dead. No one knows you are here. Even the guards don’t know who you are. I have to say your boyfriend did a remarkable spell on you. I barely recognize you. I assume that’s your boyfriend down in the basement and the other one is...Daniel?”

“People will find out!”

Luca glared at me, his face a picture of ugliness. It was so strange how I ever thought him attractive. Yes, he was good-looking on the outside, but looking past that pretty exterior, all I could see was the monster within. 

“Don’t think for a second I’m going to let you go,” he rasped. “I’m going to have my fun with you, and when I get bored, I’m going to kill you. Most of Silverwood believe you are dead anyway. I wouldn’t want to disappoint them.”

He moved his leering lips towards me. I’d kissed him so many times; and yet, this wasn’t a kiss, it was an act of power, and he was winning. 

I tried moving my head to the side to escape, but he kissed my neck instead, making me want to throw up. He was rough, and I had to bite my lip to stop from crying out again as he hurt me. I could feel a bruise already appearing on my neck as he sucked down hard. 

I had never felt so completely helpless or alone. 

Suddenly I heard a kerfuffle outside. Someone was shouting although I couldn’t make out what they were saying through the closed window. Luca heard it too because he jumped off me and raced to the window. 

“It looks like your boyfriend has gotten himself into some trouble,” Luca jeered as he looked out from behind the curtain.

Cynder!

I hesitated, torn between running through the door for my life or seeing what was happening outside to Cynder. 

Something told me I’d not get very far if I tried to make a run for it. I’d seen a guard right outside the door as Luca had dragged me through it. I pulled myself from the bed and walked silently over to Luca. Peering out of the window from behind him, I could see Cynder on a horse. Sitting directly behind him was Jenny.

Another horse came into view with Daniel and a man I didn’t recognize sitting on it who could only have been Daniel’s father. A third horse held Dean. 

I jumped up and down silently. They had escaped!

Why weren’t they leaving? 

Policemen or guards rushed out of the house. Cynder danced around them on the horse as Dean and Daniel’s horses headed for the exit. There was more shouting, but Cynder didn’t turn to follow them.

Cynder was hopelessly outnumbered. The guards crowded around the frightened horse, trying to pull Cynder and Jenny off. One of the guards grabbed Jenny’s leg and almost pulled her to the ground, but as I watched she swung her arm around and landed a right hook to his face. I clapped my hands together as Cynder grabbed the back of her dress—the same one she’d been wearing at the wedding days earlier—and pulled her back up onto the horse. 

“It looks like your boyfriend is staying for you,” Luca leered. “He won’t get away.” 

As I watched, the throng around Cynder’s horse got deeper. There were too many guards now. He’d never get through them. As I watched, Daniel’s horse sailed through the air over the fence to the outside. Seconds later, Dean’s horse followed. Both shouted over to Cynder to follow, but it was apparent he’d waited until too late. There were too many guards

Daniel brought out his wand, and a flash of light hit the guards at the very back. They crumpled to the ground, but it wasn’t enough. 

“Come on, Daniel!” I whispered under my breath urging him to do more of the same. 

Luca, on seeing what Daniel was doing, opened the window and shouted down to his guards.

“Shoot him!”

“Run, Cynder!” I shouted from behind him, causing Luca to slap me hard across the face. As I fell backwards, I heard the sound of gunshots ring out. My head hit the floor, and within seconds, everything had gone black. 

Hours later I woke up with a banging headache and a dry throat. The room was dark, but I could see enough to know I was still in the same place I’d been hours earlier, only now I was tied to the bed. My clothes were still intact. Luca must have left just after the shooting. At least, that was something. I breathed slightly easier until it all came flooding back to me. The horses, the guards, the gunshots!

“Cynder!” I cried, sitting up in bed quickly as far as my restraints would allow. I was bound to each corner by four short ropes and moving was nearly impossible. 

As Luca had closed the curtains, I couldn’t see out of the window at all except for a sliver of moonlight telling me night had fallen. I must have been out for quite some time.

Resting my head back on the pillow, I thought of Cynder and Jenny. Why hadn’t he just gone like the others had? Had Luca been right, and he’d stayed for me? If he had, he’d put both his and Jenny’s life on the line. If either of them had been injured or worse, I’d never forgive myself. 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. There was nothing to say Cynder had been shot. Just because I’d heard shots being fired didn’t mean they had hit their mark. I could feel the tears beginning to form in the corners of my eyes, but I didn’t have time for a bout of self-pity. I needed to figure out a way to escape. I needed to find out if Cynder was ok. Pulling my right hand roughly towards me, I tried wiggling it free from its restraint, but it was no use. The harder I pulled, the tighter the rope became. Red welts appeared on my wrist as I pulled against the rough rope, and yet, I carried on trying, desperate to get out of the room to find out if Cynder and Jenny had made it.  

I’d been working on it for over an hour and getting nowhere when the door opened. The blonde woman I’d seen whispering to Luca earlier walked in with a tray of food. She flicked on the light switch and threw the tray at me, sending the contents all over the bed.

“The king told me to bring you this,” she spat, before turning on her heels and leaving me alone once again.

The king? That’s what he was calling himself now?

“Well, good luck!” I whispered to myself. Being king hadn’t turned out so great for my father. With any luck, Luca would go the same way.

As the food was scattered all over the bed, it took a great deal of effort to gather it all up so I could eat it. Thankfully, it was all dry food such as sandwiches and cookies and not a bowl of steaming hot goulash. Even the drink was in a carton, although as the ropes were too short to bring my hands together, I wasn’t sure exactly how I was going to open it.

I wasn’t in the least bit hungry despite not eating anything since breakfast. Every mouthful went down slowly, nearly making me choke, but I ate anyway. I would need my strength if I was ever going to get out of this place.

I ended up giving up on the juice box, so I threw it to one side in frustration.

The blonde came back in pulling a trolley with a TV on it which she plugged into a socket on the wall opposite my bed. The screen glared to life.

“The king wants you to watch this,” she said. Once again, she turned without another word. 

“Excuse me,” I said before she had the chance to close the door behind her. “Please, would you open the juice?”

“Do it yourself,” she sniffed and slammed the door shut. I guessed she wasn’t my biggest fan at the moment. 

I also guessed I was going to go thirsty unless I figured out how to open the juice box. 

I picked it up again and tried working the straw into the top of the packet with just one hand. 

An advert for ice cream finished, and Frederick Pittser’s face appeared, filling the screen.   

At the bottom were the words Breaking News.

Whatever this was, if Luca wanted me to see it, it wouldn’t be good. I held my breath, waiting for Pittser to confirm my worst fear, that Cynder was dead.

Pittser’s face was actually somber as he spoke. It made a change from his usually smug expression. 

“It is with deepest sorrow that I bring this announcement to you, the people of Silverwood today,” he began. “Officials have confirmed that the Queen, Her Majesty Charmaine has been killed by her kidnappers.”

I dropped the juice box letting the contents spill out on the blanket. 

A picture of four men appeared behind Pittser. Actually, it was only two men, but no one would know. It was Daniel and Cynder. The other two were drawings of Daniel and Cynder in their disguise. 

“No!” I shouted out at the screen, but there was no one to hear me. 

Pittser continued, “Reliable sources tell us that these men are the kidnappers. You might recognize the one on the left as Cynder York. It was I that broke the news earlier on in the year that Cynder and the queen were having an affair which resulted in another round of competition for the queen’s hand in marriage. Despite their sordid affair, her majesty picked Prince Luca. It looks like this was too much for Cynder who kidnapped the queen and her family and destroyed our great palace. It has also been made known to us that along with his accomplices; he has killed the Queen Mother and the Princess Elise, leaving no heirs. Therefore, from tomorrow, Luca Tremaine is Silverwood’s new king. We’ve had no formal announcement yet on the coronation date, but we’ll let you know as soon as we find out.” 

Long live the king. Long live King Luca!” 


 

Escape

I slumped back on the bed in shock as a news anchor came on. I was only half listening as he basically repeated what Pittser had said. 

Everyone thought I was dead. They thought Mother and Elise were dead and they thought Daniel and Cynder were the ones to murder them. 

A thought suddenly struck me  lifted my spirits out of the gloom. If Luca had told Pittser to announce that Cynder was the kidnapper, it meant he was free. He’d gotten away after all.

Luca had made me watch this, thinking it would break me, but instead it had done the opposite. Determination rose inside me. I was not giving up. I was going to fight! Luca should have known me better by now. He should have known I wouldn’t just sit back and swallow his particular brand of evil. If Cynder and the others had escaped, there was no reason I couldn’t too. With a renewed vigor, I began, once again, to pull on the ropes binding me. When the blonde woman came back to take the TV, I pretended to sleep, and when she was gone, I went back to the ropes. It took me a few good hours to get through the first rope binding my right wrist, but with a combination of biting and using my nails of that hand, I managed to finally work through it enough to snap it free. 

With each moment that passed, I was on edge, waiting for Luca to return, but he never did. Maybe he thought the news would shock me into quietness; maybe the blonde told him I was asleep? Either way, I got through the night without being disturbed. Once my first hand was free, the other ropes were much easier to unfasten, and by the early hours of the morning, I was completely free of my bindings. 

Peeking out of the window, I realized that there was no way I’d be able to escape from there. Even though I was only one floor up, the drop was far enough that I could easily break my leg or worse. Plus I could see quite a few guards, and unlike Cynder and Daniel, I had no horse, nor magic to work with. 

I already knew there was a guard outside the door. I’d seen him when Luca brought me in, and I’d heard him chatting with other guards every so often. I couldn’t hope to be able to leave without being seen, so I was going to have to fight. Literally!

I was reasonably tall, but in all my years of learning how to be a princess, not once was I shown the art of self-defense. Seriously, how hard could it have been to drop one of the lessons on how to hold a fork and show me how to stab someone with one instead?

I looked around the room for something I could use as a weapon, but nothing came to mind, not unless I wanted to hit the guard over the head with a pillow, which I didn’t. 

The only thing I had at my disposal was the element of surprise. If I rushed out and punched him hard enough before he even realized I’d left the room, maybe, just maybe, I could run for it.

It was a useless plan, but it was all I had. 

If I didn’t escape on my own, I knew Cynder would come back for me, and Luca wouldn’t let him escape twice. 

Padding quietly over to the door, I burst through it quickly. Thank goodness, I didn’t try to yell at the same time because the guard was asleep. He was sitting in a chair, his head lolled to one side, snoring quietly. Even better, on the floor beside him was a gun. He must have dropped it when he fell asleep. The blood pumped through my veins faster than ever as I tiptoed over to him quietly. If he awoke now, I would be toast. 

I picked up the gun and took off the safety release. For the first time since getting here, I had the upper hand. I was armed. 

As I didn’t know the layout of the house very well, I decided my best bet was to try to get out the same way I’d come in, and that meant through the front door. The back of the house, I already knew to be filled with guards in the courtyard. I tried to think back to how many guards had been out front, but apart from a couple on the door, I couldn’t think of any. Of course, I still had to get out of the capital, or at least, find somewhere to hide within it. I wished that Matty’s spell had expired, but I could still feel that my features were not my own. If I looked like the queen, I could find someone to help me. After all, it wasn’t long ago that the whole nation was cheering me on. 

At the top of the stairway, I glanced over. It was empty. Nothing stood between me and freedom except those two oak doors. 

It was too easy. I didn’t like it. 

As softly as possible, I padded down the stairs, keeping my eyes and ears open. The whole house was still, and the only sound I could hear was the guard I’d stolen the gun from, still snoring upstairs. I’d almost reached the door when someone shouted.

“Halt!”

Turning around, I came face to face with a guard. He was young. Younger than me even and looked terrified to have unexpectedly caught me. I held the gun steadily, pointing it at him, and for the first time, realized I may have to actually use it. 

Did I have it in me to kill someone? Probably not, but if he came any closer, I’d think nothing of shooting him in both his legs. 

“Stay back and keep quiet,” I hissed, keeping the gun aimed at his head. He wasn’t to know that I wouldn’t kill him.

I backed up until I could feel the wood of the door behind me. Keeping my eyes on the guard, who still hadn’t moved, I pulled back the bolt. All I had to do now was turn the latch and run, but as I did, the lights came up, and a siren blared out. The oak door was pushed open roughly, knocking me to the floor and as my hand hit the dark wood, a shot went off, narrowly missing the first guard and hitting a china vase which exploded into a thousand pieces. 

Within a minute I was surrounded. Someone roughly kicked the gun from my hand, sending it spinning across the polished flooring, and making me cry out in pain.

Behind me, a guard picked me up and pulled my arms back in an attempt to bind them A swift movement of my head backwards landed right on his nose. I heard the snap of the bones as he screamed out, letting me go at the same time.  I jumped up quickly as the next one came towards me. The adrenaline pumped through my veins as I kicked him hard between his legs. As he crumpled to the floor, another lunged at me. This one was much bigger. Instead of trying to fight him, I dropped to the floor and crawled quickly out of the throng. I didn’t have time to decide which direction to go in, so I ran down the long corridor in front of me. Right behind me, I could hear the guards chasing. The siren still howled, piercing the peaceful morning with its relentless screech. At the end of the long corridor was the servant’s stairwell. I could either go down to the basement level or up. Deciding that up offered a better chance of escape, I dashed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Unfortunately, it left me back on the same corridor I started on. Glancing down it, I saw the sleeping guard had finally woken up. The corridor was now empty. I was tempted to rush back down it, but I already knew there was nowhere to go from there, except back down to the entrance hall, so I continued up the stairs to the third and final floor. A doorway led to another corridor, identical to the one below it. I pushed a heavy desk in front of the door behind me to stall the following guards. The siren was much quieter up here, but the shouts and knocking coming from the door behind me made up for it. At least, I had a few moments to catch my breath and think. 

All along the corridor were doors to what I assumed to be bedrooms. I could either run the length of the corridor and see if there was some other way of escape, or hide in one of the rooms. Deciding on the former, to keep moving, I took off down the corridor at high speed. When I was halfway down, I heard the door crash open behind me. I turned to see four or five guards behind me. I picked up the pace, but just as I reached the main stairwell, a door opened, a door that I crashed straight into, knocking me backwards. 

Pain shot through my head as it hit the floor, followed by another sharp pain from my injured hand. I closed my eyes as the waves passed through my head. A rough hand grabbed me by my hair and pulled me upright. 

“Well, well,” said a voice I knew only too well. Luca glared at me although his mouth curled up at the edges into a sneer. “I should have known it was you who woke me up.”

A female voice floated out of the bedroom. “What’s going on?”

The blonde, I presumed. 

“Nothing, just a rodent. Go back to sleep.”

He slammed the bedroom door behind him, and still holding me by my hair, dismissed the guards who had followed me down the corridor. 

“I’d ask how you got out of your room, but I can only assume it is because of the incompetence of my guards. I shall have a stern talk with them in the morning. For now, you will come with me.”

He dragged me all the way down to the ground floor. I didn’t have any strength left to fight him anymore. In the entrance hall, a couple of the guards stood to attention as I was dragged past, but Luca ignored them. He took me to another set of steps leading down. At the bottom were two doors, one to the right and one to the left. He opened the door to the left and pushed me roughly through. Without windows, the place was pitch black with only the light from the upstairs illuminating it, but I already knew where I was. I was in the basement where Jenny and Dean had been kept. 

“You can stay here for a few days while I decide what to do with you. I knew I was too easy on you, giving you a nice bed in a nice room. You always were an ungrateful brat.”

With those words, he slammed the door shut plunging me into complete blackness.

I’d never felt so alone in my life.


 

 

Cinders

The basement was just that. A vast empty room with the only exit being the door which was bolted from the outside.

Although I couldn’t see anything at all, it was easy enough to feel around in the dark. The only things in there were a couple of sets of manacles, screwed into the damp wall.

Cynder had escaped from this room only yesterday, but he had magic on his side. If no one had taken either his or Daniel’s wand, unbolting the door from this side would have been a breeze. Plus, there were four of them. I was only one. 

“Hello,” I called out, but no one answered. 

I was well and truly alone. 

If Luca wanted to kill me, leaving the door shut would be an easy option. Without access to food or water, I’d be dead without him having to lift a finger. I sat on the cold floor, drawing my feet up and wrapping my arms around my knees. The floor was damp and cold, making me shiver. Without anything else to do, my thoughts turned to Cynder and to my family. Had they all managed to make it to the next safe house? I could only hope and pray that they had and that the journey had been smooth, especially for Elise.

I felt in my pocket. The piece of paper with the map on it was still there. If I ever got out of here, at least I’d know where to go. 

If I died in here, Elise would be the next in line to the throne. She had to survive. Her and her baby. Without them, there was no one left.

“She’s a fighter,” I whispered to myself. Whatever was making her sick, I was sure that Alannah would be able to cure it, and if not, Jenny knew every medicinal cure in the book. Between them, they’d make her well again.

I counted the months. Only three more to go until the next Annesley prince or princess was born. With Elise and Leo as parents, the kid was bound to be beautiful. 

I gave a small smile as I thought about the moment I’d see my niece or nephew for the first time. 

Luca remained true to his word. I was left down there on my own for days. I couldn’t tell if it was night or day, but I knew enough time had passed to be more than twenty-four hours. 

With each moment that passed, my thirst and hunger grew along with the feeling of helplessness.   

Banging on the door was no use as no one came to see me, and it was thick, way too thick for me to even contemplate trying to break through. 

The dampness cut right through to my bones making me shiver constantly and the hours stretched out endlessly.

Even sleep was not easy to come by to break the monotony. The stone floor was damp as were the walls so even when I did manage to nod off, the wetness of my clothes soon woke me up. 

On day three or four, I couldn’t really tell, the door finally opened. I lifted my head to see who it was, hopeful of someone throwing some food in to me. When my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw it was Luca. Despite my hatred for him running deep, I was still pleased to see him. If he was there to kill me, all the better. Anything was better than this misery. 

“Get up!” he demanded. 

My bones ached after days of cold temperatures, and getting up off the floor was a painfully slow process. 

“I’ve decided that you are doing no one any good down here in the basement. What use to me are you if I let you rot? I’ll only have to pay someone to get rid of your body. No, I’ve had a much better idea.”

When he got impatient with the time it was taking me to stand, he strode in and heaved me upright. 

“You stink. You’ll have to have a bath before I put you to work.”

He was putting me to work?

I didn’t have the strength to answer him, nor to walk, so he picked me up and slung me over his shoulder, before carrying me up the stairs. At the top, he carried me directly to a large bathroom with a deep tub on bronze claw feet. After putting the plug in and turning on the tap, he threw me in, clothes and all.

As the water hit my skin, it stung, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of crying out. It wasn’t actually that hot, but after days of living in the damp and cold, it felt like needles piercing my skin. 

“A couple of weeks ago, I would have enjoyed undressing you, but look at you now. Pitiful! I can’t bear the sight of you.”

He stormed out of the room, leaving me to enjoy the bath. Once I was warm enough to get my joints working again, I stepped out of the bath and undressed, throwing my wet, filthy clothes into the sink. Then I emptied the bath and refilled it with fresh water right to the top, letting the taps run a little hotter this time now that I felt like I’d thawed out. Before getting back in, I bowed my head under a tap on a nearby sink and guzzled down the cold, clean water. It soothed my throat and brought life to me.

I stayed in the bath as long as I could, until my fingers wrinkled at the tips and the water turned cold. There was no rush for me to get out, and no one came to demand I hurry up. Finally stepping out of the bath, I grabbed a towel hanging from a hook on the door and wrapped myself in it. It was then I noticed a pile of clothes folded neatly in the corner. 

I lifted the top item and held it out in front of me. It was a plain grey dress with the letters KL embroidered in gold on the breast pocket underneath an embroidered crown. KL? King Luca? I scrunched my nose up in distaste as I threw it on. Below it was a pair of clean cotton panties and a white apron. 

This was an outfit for a servant. 

I looked in the mirror, and a kitchen maid gazed back at me. I still had the face that Matty had given me. There was nothing left of who I was at all.

Remembering the map Cynder had drawn for me, I glanced down at my dirty wet clothes on the floor. Pulling the paper out I could see that it was now barely legible. The water had worn it away, and only a small part of the map could still be seen. 

I waited another twenty minutes or so to see if anyone would come for me, but no one did so I opened the door cautiously after pocketing the map once again. A guard, who was obviously waiting for me, directed me to follow him. At the top of the stairs to the basement I stalled. Why let me bathe and have clean clothes if they were going to throw me back in, but this time the guard chose the right-hand door. Through it was a kitchen. It was dark and old-fashioned and had the most terrible smell as if something had died in there, but at least I could see a little light shining through a high-up window. I could just about make out bars on the other side of it, so I had to dismiss it as a valid escape plan. 

“His Majesty has been having food brought in, but he’s expressed his desire for someone to cook for him and her ladyship. From now on, it will be your job.”

“Luca wants me to be a cook?” I croaked in disbelief. I’d barely cooked anything in my entire life. I remembered the last time I’d attempted it. I‘d made Cynder an omelet in his parent’s apartment last year. It had turned out ok. As I thought of food, my stomach rumbled.

“There are some ingredients on the table. He’ll expect dinner in the dining room in an hour. Don’t be late, or you’ll go back in the basement.” The guard turned on his heels and closed the door behind him. I waited a minute and tried to open the door. To my surprise, it wasn’t locked. Even more strangely, it had no one guarding it. Not that they really needed to. If I tried running away again, I knew that the alarm would sound the second I touched those front doors. 

I turned back into the kitchen and closed the door. After being in the basement next door for so long, the kitchen was a dream, even if it was filthy and had evidence of rats. I began my job by using some coal to light a fire in the old fireplace. Flames bobbed merrily lending both light and warmth to the place. Then I turned to the food on the table. The guard had said I was only cooking for Luca and a woman. Her Ladyship, he’d called her. 

My stomach growled again as I took in just how much food there was—more than enough for two. I picked up a fresh loaf of bread and inhaled its aroma. For a second it drowned out the stink of the kitchen. I pulled a chunk off and stuffed it into my mouth greedily. It tasted delicious but quickly stuck in my throat. I grabbed one of the beer bottles that had been left on the table and swigged the whole bottle down. 

After that, it was merely a question of figuring out what to cook. I wish I’d paid more attention to what Cynder did to make his food taste so amazing because I couldn’t figure out what to do with the chicken breasts and vegetables. In the end, I threw the lot in a pan along with a bit of oil and salt and pepper and kept stirring until it all looked cooked. 

Then I did my best to arrange it artfully on a couple of plates before adding a couple of slices of buttered bread as an afterthought. My only problem was how I was going to explain the missing beer, before coming up with the solution of pouring the remaining bottle into two glasses. 

I put the lot on a tray, and after glancing at the clock to make sure I was still on time, I took the whole lot up to the dining room. 

The blonde woman sneered at me as I walked in the room, but Luca treated me as he would any servant.

Without speaking, I placed a plate and glass of beer in front of both of them. 

As I turned to leave, Luca grabbed my wrist. 

“This had better be good.”

“I’m not a cook as you well know,” I replied, pulling my hand away from him.

“Well, you’d better learn quickly because I have guests coming next week and I expect you to plan a menu and prepare it for them. There will be eight of us.”

I nodded and turned away, grimacing. Just before leaving, I glanced back towards the pair of them. I noticed that Luca was waiting until the blonde tried hers first. He probably thought I’d poisoned it. It wasn’t a half-bad idea. Back in the kitchen, I found some old rags and made a makeshift bed by the fire. I’d not had a full night’s sleep in days, and I was exhausted. I lay myself down and closed my eyes, feeling the warmth of the fire next to me. I slept like a baby until dawn broke through the small window, streaming light down into the kitchen. 

  The smell of the kitchen was worse than it had been the day before, so I set to cleaning the place up. Looking in a cupboard, I found more rags and some cleaning fluid which I used to wipe all the surfaces and the inside of cupboards. In the last cupboard, I found the source of the smell, a large decaying rat. Scrunching my nose up, I picked it up and threw it straight into the trash, before using the lemon scented fluid to clean that cupboard too. I rubbed the window down, wiping years of grease and dust from it, and sunlight poured through. Only when everything else was cleaned, did I set to mopping the floor. By the time a man came with a box of groceries, the kitchen was immaculate. 

In the box was enough food for two large meals for two. Instead of jumping in like I had the day before, I put everything away in the fridge and cupboards and sat down with a pen and notepad that I’d found. They clearly weren’t ordering enough food for me to eat too, but if they weren’t down here to watch me, I was going to eat anyway. I mentally listed all the ingredients I had at my disposal and came up with a plan for both lunch and dinner. 

I prepared the food and cooked it before ladling it onto three plates. Two large ones for Luca and his girlfriend and a smaller one for myself. My portion might not have been huge after all, I probably wouldn’t have gotten away with it if they’d noticed too much missing, but at least, mine didn’t have dead rat rubbed all over it before I served it. I allowed myself a little grin before heading back up to the dining room. 

“The food yesterday wasn’t good enough,” Luca announced as I put his plate in front of him. “The vegetables were crunchy, and the chicken was rubbery. None of it had any flavor.”

“I told you yesterday. I don’t know how to cook.”

“What’s the use in having a chef boyfriend if he doesn’t show you anything?” barked Luca. The blonde sniggered.

“If you brought me some cookbooks, I'd be able to do better,” I replied, hoping that the rat had died of the plague. It would serve the pair of them right. 

“I’ll have some sent down to you by the end of the day,” he snapped.    

Back in the kitchen, I tucked into my dinner. Ok, it wasn’t as good as anything Cynder could have made, but the thought of the two of them upstairs eating lunch ala diseased rat, made it all the more delicious.


 

 

A New Queen

 A week later and I was still there. Any thoughts of escaping had abandoned me. Even though there wasn’t a guard directly outside the kitchen door, I knew that if I tried the main doors, I’d only set off the alarm again. The thought of being thrown back in the damp basement was enough to keep me from trying. By day, I studied the cookbooks and came up with my own take on the dishes in them, and by night, I slept on rags by the fire just like Cynder had done all those years ago when he was a boy. We’d had such different upbringings, and yet, we’d both managed to end up in the same place, being a servant and sleeping among the cinders. 

One evening I heard the sound of someone shouting. It was distant as if it came from outside, but when I listened more closely, I realized it was actually coming from upstairs. I glanced at the kitchen clock, just discernible in the moonlight, and saw it was close to midnight. Pulling myself up from the bed of rags and cinders, I cautiously opened the kitchen door and peeked out. The stairs were dark as was the entrance hall at the top, so I took the chance to sneak up. As before, there were no guards on the door, so keeping to the shadows, I followed the sound of the voice along the corridor. Light shone out from a crack under one of the doors, and I didn’t have to open it to know it was Luca in there. His voice was loud enough for the whole house to hear. He was arguing with someone about Cynder. I breathed a sigh of relief as I realized he was no closer to finding him or the others. That’s why he was so mad. I jumped back, hugging the shadows of the wall as he slammed his phone down hard. I hid behind a curtain thinking he was going to storm out of the room, but he didn’t. I heard him talking to someone else, this time much more quietly. Edging out from behind the curtain, I held my ear to the door. 

“It’s been a stressful day...”

“I know darling, we’ll be able to tell the world soon enough about us...”

Darling? Was he talking to his blonde friend over the phone? I could only hear his side of the conversation, so I had to fill in the blanks myself.

“She’s in the kitchen. I’ve got her working. First time in her useless life she’s actually done anything. She can’t cook, but I enjoy watching her try...” 

He laughed. He’d not be laughing tomorrow when I retried the dead rat recipe. Maybe I’d boil the whole rat carcass this time.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got guards surrounding the place. The door is alarmed, and only those with a special key fob can get in or out. Even if she did manage it, there are so many guards outside, they’d catch her...”

“Yes, the city is still under lockdown. No one can get in, and no one can get out without my permission. I’ve left the northeast gate open for your arrival. Make sure you go there, or you’ll not be let in. They are expecting you, so you can come through at any point in the next few days. Just leave it until tomorrow. I’ve got a dinner party tonight, and we don’t want to let the cat out of the bag and announce you as the new queen too early do we?”

More laughter.

“I love you too. Good night.”

A noise along the corridor had me jumping back behind the curtain. The blonde woman wearing a silk robe walked up to the door and opened it just as Luca put the phone down.

“Who was that honey?” she drawled. 

“Nothing, just one of my guards. Come on, let’s go back to bed.” He turned the light off, and the pair of them walked back down the corridor leaving me feeling extremely confused. 

So he was with one woman and telling another he loved her, and that she would be queen?

I don’t know why I was surprised. I was quite frankly amazed how he thought he’d pull it off. How could the blonde not know? And then I remembered what he’d done to me and to everyone in Silverwood. He was an unbelievably brilliant liar.

Making sure they were both long gone, I crept out from behind the curtain. Luca had mentioned something about a key fob to get through the main door. It was unlikely, but if he was having secret conversations in that room, it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that he kept key fobs in there too.

The door was slightly ajar, so I pushed it open and sneaked in, closing it behind me. I turned on the small lamp on the desk and looked around me. It was an office. Luca’s office. On the wall hung photos of himself dressed in his Thalian royal regalia. He’d also framed clippings of newspaper articles about himself. The guy was the epitome of narcissism. 

On the other wall was a huge map of Silverwood with arrows and scribbling all over it.

A huge red circle was drawn around the capital with red X’s marking the gates. I searched for the northeast one. It too had a red x, but in Luca’s tiny writing were the words leave open.      

Another set of X’s marked the border crossings surrounding the whole kingdom. He’d been thorough. Every path, road, and street crossing the border to another kingdom was marked in some way, and unlike the capital, none of these had been left open. Effectively he’d managed to shut down the entire kingdom in only a couple of weeks. Just how long had he been planning all this?

Smaller crosses, this time in green ink were dotted around the kingdom. The largest was over a field in the south. I realized with a shock that it was exactly where the farmhouse was. He’d found us. I’d never been gladder that Cynder had made the decision to move everyone. I scrambled around in my pocket for the map he’d given me. Comparing it to the large map on the wall, I saw, with relief, that he hadn’t yet found the Freedom of Magic’s new hiding place, but it was only a matter of time. With all the crosses on the map, he must have a whole army working for him. 

A noise outside the room alerted me to the fact that a guard was walking along the corridor. I quickly switched off the lamp and hid behind Luca’s desk. The footsteps continued past the room and drifted off into silence. The only sound I could hear was the sound of my own heart beating. I was really walking on thin ice, being out of the kitchen and yet when would I have this opportunity again? I’d noticed on the way in that this particular room had a lock on it, so I suspected the only reason it was unlocked now was because the blonde had caught Luca up to no good. I’d never get this chance again. When I was sure the guard had truly gone, I switched the lamp back on and began to open the drawers in his desk. The top drawer was filled with junk. Paper clips, pens, etc. The only thing in there that did cause me to stop was a gun and a round of ammunition. However much I wanted to take it to try and escape, I knew that I’d never make it. The guards were armed too, and there were a lot more of them than me. After sorting through the rest of the junk, and coming up with no key fob, I moved down to the next one. It was filled with papers. I pulled the top one out. It was a mock-up of an invitation to Luca’s coronation. I threw it to one side in disgust and moved on to the next one. It too was an invite, although this time to a wedding. It wasn’t the invitations we’d sent out. They had been delicately hand drawn with a beautiful carriage on the front and tied with gold ribbon. This had a crass painted picture of a man in a crown and a young woman. The man was obviously supposed to be Luca, but who was the woman? It was not the blonde upstairs that was for sure. This woman had dark hair. I opened the card and gasped when I read what was inside.

It was an invite to the wedding of Luca and Drusilla Bloom. I didn’t need to search around in my brain to remember that name. It had been in the papers almost as much as mine had in the past six months. Drusilla Bloom was one of Cynder’s ugly stepsisters. It all made sense now. How she’d managed to get the money to forge a wedding certificate to Cynder. Luca had been behind it. For a woman who desperately craved fame and fortune, she’d hit the jackpot with Luca. Although I’d never met the woman, the pair of them were a good match for each other. I checked the date. Three months from now. He was planning on getting married in three months, and no one even knew they were dating yet, least of all his mistress or whatever she was upstairs. Picking up the Coronation invitation I’d thrown to one side, I looked at the date on that one too. 

It was dated just one day before the wedding. When Drusilla got married, she’d be marrying a king.

She’d be leading my kingdom. 

The thought of that awful woman taking my place was almost too much to bear. She, along with her mother and sister, had abused Cynder as a child, forcing him to sleep by the kitchen hearth just as I was doing. 

I took a few deep breaths and tried not to let my emotions take over. Crying would do me no good. I needed to come up with a plan. Once Luca was the king, it wouldn’t matter if I was dead or alive. I had to stop this madness before that happened and I had three months to do it.  

After scrabbling around in the rest of the drawers, I found nothing else of any interest and definitely no key fob. I carefully placed the invitations back in the drawer where I’d found them and turned the lamp back off. 

The corridor was deserted as it had been before and it was easy for me to walk back down it without being detected. The main doors were still closed. How easy would it have been for me to just walk right through them, but as soon as I tried, all the guards in the building would come running. I remembered what Luca had told Drusilla on the phone. He had guards outside too. Basically, without a key fob, I’d never be able to leave.


 

 

The Dinner Party

The day of the dinner party came and along with it, a huge amount of food and wine. 

I separated everything out on the large table and began to prepare, leaving enough for me too. This time, I’d be able to have a full meal rather than the tiny morsels I managed to usually grab. It was much easier to take a bit from eight plates without being noticed than it was with two. 

I was no chef, but I’d taught myself a lot in the past week and felt confident that I’d do a good job. Uncorking a bottle of wine, I poured myself a glass and sipped at it as I stirred a sauce I’d made from scratch.

By the time I’d finished ladling the food out onto nine plates, I was a little tipsy. I was also incredibly proud of myself for the feast I’d prepared. Putting one of the unopened bottles under my arm, I carried the first two plates upstairs, with the intention of going back down and bringing the rest up after. When I walked through the dining room door, I nearly dropped the bottle in shock. There, alongside Luca and his girlfriend was his family. His parents and brother sat at one side while Seraphia and her children took the other next to the blonde. 

Luca watched me carefully as I placed his plate in front of him. I could see in his expression that he was daring me to say something, but what could I say? I didn’t look like me. His family thought I was dead. If I shouted out I was really the queen, he’d have me in the basement as quick as a shot and this time, I’d never be let out. He’d already planned for his family to be in my palace when it blew up, so he obviously thought nothing of killing them. 

I made two more journeys to the kitchen to bring the rest of the food and wine up, and all the time, my brain whirred as I tried to think of a way to communicate to them the truth without being caught first. 

It was only as I entered the kitchen for the last time, that I realized I could have slipped Seraphia a note, but it was too late. They already had their food. Luca wouldn’t expect me to go back now.

Crying out in frustration, I sat at the table and poured out the last of the bottle of wine.

There must be something I could do but what? I picked up my fork and began to eat. The food was delicious. Even better than I’d hoped, but that did nothing to make me feel any better about the situation I was in. I’d spent all week trying to think of a way to escape, and now that the opportunity had presented itself, I’d blown it. 

After finishing my meal, I washed up the pots and pans and stacked them neatly in the cupboards. I spent the rest of the evening pacing the floor, trying to get my brain to come up with something, anything to tell his family what he’d done. 

It occurred to me that they already knew and were in on it, but I brushed it off. Seraphia had been welcomed into their home as a mage. If they were anti-mage, she’d never have been able to marry Tomas. No. They didn’t know. Luca, after all, was great at keeping secrets and fooling people with his lies.

He’d kept me fooled long enough. 

I thought back to my time at his parents’ castle. Most of it, I’d not thought about since leaving as my departure had been somewhat hurried, but I’d spoken with Seraphia about him. 

She’d mentioned that he’d not liked her to begin with but had eventually come around, changed his ways so to speak. Coincidentally, this was around the time that the invites had opened to the ball where I was supposed to pick a husband. I sighed. Everything that had gone wrong had started at that party. Out of the four men I’d picked, one was a half-mage who’d wanted to rid Silverwood of the Magi, another was hugely anti-Magi and had kept me in his basement, Daniel was a member of the Freedom of Magic and had only come to the party to overthrow my father. Only Leo was there for the reason we threw it, to marry me for love. He’d found love alright. He’d found it with my sister. As parties went, I couldn’t think of a worse one. If I ever decided to have children, I’d let them marry who they wanted without a big show and without me telling them what to do. I’d let them find love themselves as I had with Cynder. I’d been so worried about being with a mage, a kitchen worker no less, that I’d carried on the charade that I loved Luca, even though deep down in my heart, I knew I was in love with Cynder. If Luca had lied to me, it was no worse than what I’d done to myself. 

The door opening broke me out of my melancholy. 

“They want whiskey up there,” barked one of the guards. I opened the cupboard where an unopened bottle of whiskey sat and put it on a tray along with six glasses and a bucket of ice from the freezer. As an afterthought, I took one of the whiskey glasses away and replaced it with a champagne flute. Seraphia, like me, was not a fan of whiskey. 

I opened the champagne and added the bottle to the ice bucket before hastily writing a note for Seraphia and tucking it into my pocket. 

Taking the lot upstairs, I headed back into the dining room. I placed it in the center of the table and handed them each a glass. I was just about to hand Seraphia her champagne flute along with the note when she stood up. 

“I’m taking the kids to bed.”

“Aw, mom!”

“Aw, mom, nothing. It’s late.” The two boys reluctantly stood up as I poured a generous measure of whiskey into the other glasses. As Seraphia headed out of the door with the kids, I put the bottle down and slowly walked after her. 

She’d just reached the top of the stairs. Glancing around to make sure there were no guards, I tiptoed up after her. 

At the end of the corridor, she opened a door and ushered the complaining boys in. I followed quickly and waited outside. 

Opposite, was another door. I opened it to check, only to find it was a small room full of unopened boxes. Luca obviously used it for storage. 

Keeping the door open to listen out for Seraphia, I peeked inside one of them. It contained jewelry. My jewelry! Luca must have been stealing it before he blew up the palace. What else did he have in here? I checked another box to find a stack of the palace china. 

My blood boiled yet again at the brazenness of his actions. There was so much stuff here that it would have taken weeks to pack up. He’d been stealing it for weeks, ready to take it out just before the explosion. He must have counted on me being too wrapped up in wedding planning to notice, and he was right. I’d not noticed half the palace finery disappearing. 

“I don’t want to hear a peep out of you,” I heard Seraphia closing the door to the children’s room. Running out of the storage room, I grabbed her arm and pulled her back in with me, closing the door behind us.

“What are you doing?” she shouted in alarm.

I held my forefinger to my lips to quieten her, but she wasn’t scared. She was angry at a servant girl grabbing her. Good! Anger I could cope with. Petrified screaming would have been a lot more difficult. 

“Seraphia, it’s me! It’s Charmaine.” I looked her straight in the eye, hoping for a spark of recognition. 

“What are you talking about? Don’t be ridiculous.” She turned as if to leave.    

“You prefer champagne to whiskey, you didn’t know what shoes would go with your red dress at the ball last year. You were the one that told me to advertise jobs within the police force to the Magi. I did that Seraphia. I did it because it was a brilliant idea and it worked. So many Magi signed up.”

Seraphia turned to me slowly. 

Her face showed an expression of incredulity “You can’t be Charmaine. The Queen is dead.”

I looked at her, desperate for her to believe me. “I’m not dead. I’ve had a spell put on my face, so I don’t look like me, but I am who I say I am. Take a good look at me.”

Seraphia gazed at me. Pulling out her wand she waved it past my face. My cheeks began to feel warm as whatever spell she was weaving was working. I felt my face return to normal for the first time in over a week. 

“Oh, Charmaine,” she cried, running towards me and enveloping me in a hug. “This is wonderful. We have been beside ourselves with sadness. We have to tell Luca. He still thinks you are dead.”

She turned to leave once again. 

“Wait!” I hissed. 

“What?”

I took a deep breath. I knew that she wasn’t aware of what Luca had done, but knowing what I was about to tell her, I was worried she wouldn’t believe me.   

I took a deep breath. “Luca knows.”

Seraphia shook her head. “No. Of course, he doesn’t. He’s been talking about you all dinner time. His PA had to fetch him a box of tissues at one point because he was tearing up.”

I laughed without any humor. His PA. That’s what he told them she was. 

“First of all, that’s not his PA, or at least if it is, he’s also sleeping with her, and secondly, why do you think I’m here in this house? He’s been keeping me prisoner for over a week.”

Seraphia shook her head again as she struggled to take in everything I’d just told her.

Pulling out an old chair, I bade her sit in it as I took one out for myself and started from the beginning. She was silent as I told her about the MDS and the fact that Luca was the leader. His sudden love for the Magi last year was only because he saw it as a way to rule Silverwood. His plan had worked, because now he was the king or at least would be soon. 

I told her that he’d been known as The Regent and had come up with the plan to kill me by blowing up the palace after the wedding. 

“He timed it so that the bombs would go off right in the middle of the wedding reception. There were so many explosives in the palace that the whole thing went up. No one would have gotten out alive. The staff working that day were all killed.”

“I was supposed to be at that reception,” she replied in a daze. “My children were going to be there.”

“He was going to murder us all. Maybe he had plans to get you out first. I don’t know.”   

Her face contorted into a look of horror. “My children! How could he do this?”

I waited while Seraphia processed everything I’d told her, keeping my ears open for footsteps along the corridor. If she took too long, Luca or a guard might find us, and then Seraphia would be in as much trouble as I was.

“We need to tell the world,” she raged. “This can’t be happening. I need to tell Tomas. I need to tell his parents.”

“No! Don’t tell anyone yet. The media is being controlled by him. Frederick Pittser is his right-hand man, and no one can get anything past him. I just need to get out of here to figure out what to do next. I had a plan to find a media outlet that isn’t controlled by him, but I’ve not had the chance. I’ve been with the Freedom of Magic hiding out down south. Cynder is with them along with my family.”

Seraphia sat up straight. “You need my help, right? What can I do?”

“I don’t want to get you into trouble. If you can get me out of here tonight, I think you should feign illness and get yourself out too.”

“I can’t leave tonight.”

“Can you leave early tomorrow? The quicker you are back in Thalia, the better.”

She thought for a few seconds, her face screwed up in concentration. “I’ll see what I can do, but first, let’s break you out of here.”


 

 

Jason Copper

With Seraphia and her magic on my side, getting out was going to be a lot easier than expected. With a wave of her wand, I was transformed into a guard complete with uniform and even a mustache. 

“I’m not powerful enough to keep this magic up for long, so you’ll need to get out of this place pretty quickly,” she said as I did a twirl for her. “In half an hour or so, the charm will fade, and you’ll go back to looking like your original self.”

“The guy that made me look different before managed to keep me that way for over a week,” I replied.

“All magic takes training. Morphing is not my specialty. You need to get out of here and as far away as possible. Once you turn back, you are on your own. Are you sure you want to do it this way? Won’t it be easier to just go downstairs and show his parents that you are alive? They’ll believe you.”

I hugged her tightly. “He was planning to murder you all remember. I don’t want him to know you have anything to do with this. Just promise me you’ll get out of here yourself.”

She nodded sadly. “I will. Here.” She handed me what looked like a small stone tablet. “It’s a talk stone. A lot of Magi use them instead of telephones. If I want to contact you, my words will appear on the stone. If you want to talk to me, you just use a pen to write on it. The words disappear pretty quickly so if someone finds it on you, they’ll think it’s just an ordinary stone. Again, the magic won’t last too long, a couple of days at most. Once you are back with your friends, they will be able to charge it with their wands. Promise me something...”

“Anything.”

“If you need me, get in touch. The castle in Thalia will always welcome you.”

I sighed. “The castle in Thalia is not safe for us. Nor you if Luca catches us there.”

“Then my own ancestral home. It’s near the border to Silverwood. My parents live there, but they are on a year-long vacation. Let me know if you need it, and I’ll draw you a map on the talk stone.”

I gave her one last hug and watched as she left the room. A minute later I walked the same corridor and down to the front door. I waited until I heard her mention how unwell she was feeling and then quickly opened the large front door. As expected, the siren went off, and seconds later more guards appeared followed by Luca.

“Where did she go?” he bellowed as the confused guards moved their heads around checking every direction. 

“Maybe she went outside?” I ventured. “The door’s open.”

“She’ll not get very far, but you should check outside just in case,” stormed Luca. “The rest of you, split into teams and check each floor. I won’t have my dinner ruined because the lot of you can’t do your jobs properly.”

He stalked back into the dining room. As the door closed behind him, I caught Seraphia back in her seat. She gave me a small wink and then the door closed. I slipped out of the front door and into the small garden at the front. As the back courtyard had been, this small space was also full of guards. I approached the one by the front gate.

“She’s escaped. Did you see her run this way?”

The guard shook his head, but I could see excitement in his eyes. “No. I’ve not left my post. No one has come this way.”

“Great! She must have tried climbing a wall at the side of the building. I’ll be the one to catch her. The King will reward me handsomely for this.” I tried to look as excited at the prospect as possible. The guard shared my enthusiasm. I saw his eyes light up at the mention of reward.

“Do you need some help...to catch her, I mean?”

“No,” I replied nonchalantly. “We can’t be leaving the front gate unmanned... but...”

He looked at me quizzically.

“I guess you are lighter than me and have more chance of scaling the walls if she is trying to escape that way. If you leave me your keys, I could man the gate, and we can split the reward ok?”

He practically threw the keys at me before running off. Idiot. 

I found the right key and made my escape into the night.

Without any kind of plan or transport, getting out of the city was going to be difficult. I could try to steal a horse, but as soon as I came to one of the cities borders, I’d be caught. Not one of them was close enough to get there within the half-hour timeframe that my disguise would last. 

I could also put the plan I’d spoken to Cynder about into action, but I’d need help to pull it off. It was then that I realized I still had an ally in the city.

With no one else to turn to, I headed for the one person in Silverwood I could trust. Jason Copper. 

The huge police headquarters was almost dead at this time of night although I could see a couple of lights still burning in offices for those that were catching up with work, or working on an urgent case.

There was no receptionist at the main desk, but a night security watchman was perched on a chair, his feet on the desk and his face hidden behind a newspaper. As soon as he heard the main doors open, he threw the paper to one side and adopted a more professional posture.

“How may I help you?” he asked politely. As soon as he recognized the uniform I was wearing, not to mention the golden rose pinned to my lapel, his whole attitude changed. He adopted a look of disgust at my apparel. I liked him already.

“I need to speak to the chief inspector. It’s urgent.”

“The chief inspector isn’t here. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.”

I leaned in, knowing that I could trust him. “I’m not working for the MDS. I’m in disguise. I need to speak to him urgently. I have news about the whereabouts of the queen.”

He eyed me up and down, and I could tell he was trying to decide whether to believe me or not. He picked up the phone and had a quiet conversation with someone. Either Jason was coming, or I was going to be arrested. I didn’t see a downside to either at this point. If I was in jail when I turned back into myself, Jason would be informed. I’d just rather not have to spend another night locked up first.  

“He’s on his way,” the guard said, replacing the receiver. 

I nodded and found a seat to wait for him in the reception area. With each minute that passed, I felt more and more nervous. Even though there was only myself and the guard there, the police reception was a public place which anyone could walk into or look into through one of the massive windows. 

I was just about to head into the public restroom to hide when Jason walked through the door.

“You wanted to see me?” Jason asked. I could hear the reservation in his voice.

“Can we go somewhere a little more private?”

“I am in charge here. If you don’t tell me what this is about, I’ll ask my night guard to throw you out.”

Obviously, he didn’t believe I wasn’t one of the MDS as the night guard had. 

I stood up until I was facing him and slowly brought my lips to his ear. 

“It’s me. I’m the queen,” I whispered.

He pulled back with a sneer on his face, but as he did, I felt my own face changing. The mustache was disappearing; my own features were rearranging themselves and my smart uniform was going to be replaced by a ragged grey dress. 

Jason’s eyes got wider as he took in my transformation.

Taking a quick glance to see if the night guard had noticed, he grabbed my arm and led me to the back of the reception where he jabbed his fist on the elevator call button. When we were safely in his office with the door firmly shut behind us, he bowed down to me.

“Your Majesty. I thought you were dead. Even with all our intelligence in the task force, we’ve not been able to locate you.”

“I’ve been in hiding with the Freedom of Magi. I need you and the task force to get me out of the city so I can get back to them.”

Chief Inspector Copper bowed his head.

“What is it?” I could sense that he was going to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

“Luca disbanded the task force days ago. All the Magi have been fired and those that haven’t fled the kingdom, are being rounded up and killed.”

I slumped in my seat. It was much worse than I feared. Luca was killing people? I don’t know why I was surprised after everything else he’d done, but to murder people for no reason? It was barbaric.”

“Why has no one stood up to him?”

“There isn’t anyone left to stand up to him. Everyone thinks you’re dead. He’s taken over the media, the police, everything. We are powerless to stop him.”

“No!” I slammed my hand down on his desk in frustration. After everything I’d done, it couldn’t come to this. “You said he’s taken over the police. What do you mean?”

“Officially I’m still in charge, but behind the scenes, I’m just a puppet. He’s got a lot of my best men and women looking for Magi to murder.”

I felt sick. 

“It’s not all bad news,” Copper continued. “What he doesn’t know is that a lot of them are very loyal to me and still loyal to you. Knowing you are alive will bolster their spirits. They are out trying to find Magi because they are told to, but in reality, many of the task force are helping them escape. It’s extremely dangerous, but those that were on the task force and a number of others joined the force to serve everyone.”

“You are telling me that people are fighting?” I asked hopefully.

“Kind of, no one is standing up to Luca publically. There is a lot of confusion and a lot of anger. Many believe it was the Magi that started the fire at the Palace. I’m assuming that isn’t true?”

“No. You can guess who did.”

Copper brought his hand up to his head and massaged his temples. “At first I believed him, but when he started messing with the force and bringing in his MDS men, I realized the truth. I still believed you were dead though. I’m sorry” He looked directly at me. I could see how upset he was for letting me down.

“You’ve nothing to be sorry about,” I said, taking a seat opposite him. “You’ve done everything you can to help the Magi.”

He sat down at the desk. 

I took the opportunity to tell him everything. About where I’d been and the fact I’d been held in Luca’s house.

“One thing is for certain,” Copper said. “You can’t stay here. It isn’t safe for you. I agree that you should go back to the Freedom of Magic group, at least for a while. It sounds like they know what they are doing.”

“You said that some of your men are getting the Magi out. How are they getting them out of the kingdom? He’s got all the borders closed.”

“Yes. The official borders are all heavily patrolled, but there are still a few places that aren’t patrolled. He might have a lot of men working for him, but they can’t literally stand around the entire border of Silverwood.”

“Can you show me on the map?” I asked, noticing one on the wall filled with pins.

There’s one place where they can cross into Thalia here, but it’s treacherous,” he said pointing to a particularly mountainous area. “It’s easier to get into Ramsden and Leafdonia here at the bottom of the country as they are much further south and he’s concentrating his efforts up here nearer the capital. On the west, it’s possible to cross the desert into Ling, but it takes a few days and a lot of provisions.”

I pulled out the scrunched up piece of paper that Cynder had given me with the details of where they were headed. Locating it on the map, I saw that it was closer to the southwestern border than any other. The Kingdom of Ling stretched down Silverwood’s entire west side. If I could get in somewhere near the top, I’d be free to head down and come back into Silverwood near the bottom. It was safer than trying to get down south through Silverwood itself.

I explained what I wanted to do to Copper. I wanted to get down south to the Freedom of Magic hideout and find a media station there where I could come out to the whole Kingdom. Once they knew I was alive, and let them know what Luca had done, there would be nothing he could do to stop me coming back to the capital and throwing his sorry ass in jail. 

Copper listened in silence, taking in everything I had to say. Only when I’d finished did he speak.

“Going to the media is a brilliant idea, but we have to know who we can trust. I know for a fact that Frederick Pittser has his fingers in a lot of pies right now, even down south. Even getting there is going to be a problem. It will be easier to get out of the kingdom and move down through one of the neighboring kingdoms. While I would say that the borders between Ling and Silverwood are less heavily patrolled than other borders, especially Thalia, getting across will be difficult. You’ll need a horse and a guide, and at this time of year, you’ll have to carry a lot of water with you. There are no shops in the Ling desert.”

I pulled all the pins from the map and ripped it from the wall. 

“If you can get me out of the capital and to the border, I’ll worry about the rest from there. The northeast gate is the only one still open. It’s the only chance I have to escape.”

“I could try. One of my best officers is from Ling.” He picked up the phone on his desk and barked a command into it. When he’d replaced the receiver, I placed a hand on his sleeve. 

“Thank you. I’m going to turn this kingdom around, I promise.”

“I don’t doubt it Your Majesty.” He nodded his head and smiled softly. 

“You keep doing what you are doing,” I insisted. “Get as many of the Magi to safety as possible. If you can’t get them to safety outside of Silverwood, get them to this address.” I wrote the address that Cynder had given me down for him. “Whatever you do, don’t let Luca or his men find it.”

I’d been incredibly lucky that Luca hadn’t thought to search my pockets back at his house. Otherwise, he’d have found the map. 

Copper nodded curtly. “You have my word. Wait here. I’ll bring officer Julep in. We’ll get you to safety!”

I folded the large wall map carefully as he left the room. I knew coming here was the right thing to do. If anyone could get me to safety, it was one of Copper’s men. 

Ten minutes later and Julep turned out to be one of Copper’s women.     

With dark hair put into a neat bun and dark features all the people of Ling possessed, she was pretty in an understated way. Although a good couple of inches shorter than me, she appeared strong and athletic. She was also extremely polite. 

“Honored to meet you, Your Majesty.” She curtsied. “I have a couple of horses waiting outside. We need to go now under the cover of darkness. I won’t be able to come with you all the way to Ling, but I’ve instructed my cousin to meet you at the border. He’s been a desert guide all his life. He’ll get you to Ling safely. He’ll also have the right supplies.”

Copper spoke directly to her. “You’ll have to use the northeast gate to get out of the capital. It was supposed to be closed like the others, but her majesty tells me it’s currently open.”

“Perfect,” she grinned. “I know it well.”

“I came in using magic,” I said. “Without it, I’m not sure how we’ll get out.”

Julep smiled. “The Magi aren’t the only ones that can perform magic. Leave it to me.”


 

 

A Stranger Revealed

  I jumped on the back of one of the two horses outside the police headquarters and wondered what Julep meant about magic. As far as I was aware, the Magi were the only people that could do magic. I’d heard tales of magical, mysterious beings in far-off realms, but they were urban myths.

I followed Officer Julep silently apart from the clip-clop of our horse’s hooves, through the streets of the capital. I knew these streets well, but now they looked different. They were quiet, empty apart from an occasional guard. Every time we passed one, I held my breath, waiting for them to make me take my cloak hood down as Julep flashed her police badge.

None of them did. I guess the news I’d escaped hadn’t got out yet. It wasn’t these officers that bothered me as much as the guards at the borders to the capital. They wouldn’t be so complacent, and a police badge would mean nothing to them. Whatever magic Julep had in mind, I hoped it was good. 

Once the exit out of the capital was in sight, Julep stopped. Beyond the city limits were endless fields and rolling hills. Perfect to run the horses, but before that, we had to pass a roadblock with two men at it. Two men with very large shotguns!

Officer Julep turned to me. “Follow behind me, keep your hood up and don’t say a word. Once we get past the border, head for the path between the hills as fast as you can. I happen to know these idiots. Neither can ride a horse very well.”

“I’m not sure I can either,” I replied nervously.

In front of me, I watched her from behind as she did something to her uniform. Her police hat came off and out of it tumbled the most luscious long dark hair.

When she turned to face me, I realized what her ‘magic’ was. She’d unbuttoned her top three buttons, showing just a hint of a bra, and put some lipstick on. She was breathtakingly beautiful and more than a little naughty looking. I blushed. I could never get away with something like that.

I arched my brows. 

“I told you,” she offered a wry smile. “The two guys are idiots. Show them a bit of cleavage, and they’ll let you do anything. I’ve been smuggling people out this way for weeks.”

I could see the two men in the distance. They’d noticed us now, but instead of appearing friendly, I saw one of them bark something into his walkie-talkie.

I put my hand on Officer Julep’s shoulder to stop her going any further. “I don’t like this. Something feels off.”

“You’re right. They usually wave at me when they see me.”

The man with the walkie-talkie shouted something to the second guard, and both of them whipped out their shotguns and pointed them directly at us. Officer Julep turned her horse around and motioned me to do the same. I didn’t need telling twice. In a second we were off, galloping back into town. The guards had no chance of catching up with us, but we both knew something had changed. The only explanation for why the guards were going to shoot us is that they had heard of my escape. Luca must have finally gotten the word out. I’d compromised the police and put Officer Julep’s life in danger. At the police station, she told me to head back inside.

“It’s not safe for me here now,” she said, turning her horse around. “You’ll have to tell the chief what happened. You’ve got a bit of a head start, and he’ll be able to hide you. Between you, you’ll have to come up with some reason why I was at the border and more importantly why I fled.”

I jumped down from my horse and tied it up. Officer Julep remained on hers.

“What about you?” I asked the worry evident in my voice.

“I’ll find a way out of town. I have resources. It’s been too long since I went back to Ling anyway. Please tell the chief I’m sorry, and it was great working with him.”

A sudden thought struck me. She was heading for Ling which meant that she might be able to cross the border back into Silverwood at the southwest as I had planned to do. “If you can manage it, can you get a message to someone for me?”

“Sure thing. Just write it down fast. The guards will be here soon.”

I pulled out a piece of paper and jotted down the address Cynder had given me on it. As an afterthought, I sent a quick message to Seraphia via the talk stone. Seconds later an address was displayed. I copied it down quickly onto the paper and passed it to Officer Julep. 

“Please go to the first address and tell them that if they need to, they can go to the second address. Tell them that Seraphia owns the house and will keep our secret. Tell a man called Cynder.”

“Got it! It’s been a pleasure Your Majesty.” 

She grabbed the paper and then took off before I had time to thank her. 

I turned and ran through the reception of the police headquarters not bothering to stop for the guard. I jumped the turnstile and hammered on the elevator call button. 

Copper was surprised to see me as I burst into his office.

“What happened?”

I told him the full story, not bothering to pause for a breath. It was important that we think of an excuse before Luca’s men came to interrogate Copper. If they thought for a second that he was helping me, he’d be killed, and my own safety would be in jeopardy. 

As if on cue, there was a hammering of knuckles on his door. Thank goodness, I’d thought to close it behind me.

In a panic, I dropped to the floor behind his desk just as the door opened.

“What is the meaning of this?” I heard Copper say. I was amazed at how calm and composed he sounded under the circumstances. I was even more surprised when I heard the voice of who it was that had come through the door.

“Why was I woken up by my men on the northeastern gate telling me that one of your officers was trying to get through with another person?” Luca drawled.

 “Your Majesty, I’m sorry for your trouble, but I have no idea to what you refer. I’ve been here working all night. As far as I’m aware, all my officers are doing the job you set for them.”

“I didn’t ask for any of them to go to the northeastern border as well you know.” He sounded angry. “My men there tell me that this has been going on a while. An officer by the name of Julep has been helping people leave town.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help you,” replied Copper smoothly. “Officer Julep has been assigned to finding Magi just like most of my other staff.”

“It seems to me that she has been doing the opposite.”

Copper scratched his nose. “I wonder why your men were letting her pass through if that is the case.” 

Luca’s tone became harsher. “My men have been dealt with, and now I want to deal with your officer.”

“I’ll send her to you when she reports for work if you like.”

I grinned. Julep wasn’t going to be turning up for work and with Luca’s men at the northast border of the city disposed of, it meant she had a clear free run to get back to Ling. 

“Why are you at your desk?” questioned Luca. “It’s a funny time to be working. It’s not even dawn yet.”

“I’ve been here all night,” replied Copper truthfully. It had been late when I first turned up. “You’ve given me so much work to do finding Magi that I thought I’d stay behind and catch up.”

I heard Luca shuffling his feet. I held my breath. If Luca didn’t believe Copper, we were all in trouble. I heard his footsteps walk toward the door. 

“Just send me the girl when she turns up for work,” he warned before slamming the door behind him. I let out a long breath and waited where I was for a couple of minutes just in case he decided to come back. 

“What now?” asked Chief Inspector Copper, helping me up from behind his desk.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “What do you think will happen when Officer Julep doesn’t show up?”

Copper sighed. “Beth Julep is one of my best officers. She’ll already be in Ling by now, or close to it. Luca will never find her. She’s way too smart for him. I’ll have to come up with some story to keep Luca off my back. My biggest concern right now is you. In a couple of hours, this station will be full of people. Many I would trust with my life, but some I’m not sure about.”

“I’ll leave!” I stated. I had no idea where I was going to go, but I didn’t want to put Copper in danger.

“You’ll do no such thing. Come with me.”

I followed him to a nondescript door. Unlike all the other doors in the place, this one didn’t have a sign on it. Copper brought out a bunch of keys and fitted one into the lock. Beyond the doors was a room filled with files. Shelves and shelves of them, all stacked neatly.

“These are our solved cases. By law, we have to keep the files on each case for three years. No one comes in here as I’m the one who signs off on each case. I’m the only one with a key and...” He pulled a key from his keychain “now so do you. I’ll bring a bed up and make sure food comes to you. It’s not a palace, but you can stay here as long as you need. It used to be an interview room before we got overwhelmed by files, so you’ll find a small bathroom near the back.”

I flung my arms around him. If anyone could keep me safe in the capital, it was Jason.

“Are you sure I’m not putting you in danger?”

Copper shook his head. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. You will need to keep quiet during the day though. If anyone suspects, we could all be in trouble. I’ll lock you in now and come back tonight to let you out.”

I grinned and stepped into the room. Copper locked the door behind me. Ten minutes later he gave me a shock by opening the door, but it was only to bring me food for the day.

“People are starting to come in to work now. I’ll bring you up a bed tonight.” He kissed my cheek and then was gone. 

Being quiet was a lot harder than I thought it would be. I could hear all kinds of noise from the large operations room outside. Phones rang, people spoke, and I tiptoed around the room trying to come up with a way out of the mess I was in. 

By the time Jason came back, I’d made a decision.

“How was it?” he asked as he opened the door. The smell of a warm meal wafted in.

“A bit boring,” I replied, taking the plate of meat and veggies from him gratefully. “But I’ve made up my mind about what we talked about earlier. If I can’t find a TV station down south, I’ll have to find one up here. I need you to find smaller news stations and newspapers. Ones that Pittser will think are too small to bother with. I’m going to tell them the truth.”

Copper shook his head thoughtfully. “Do you really think that will work? If we find a small publication that is willing to take the risk, who’s to say that anyone will even see it?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t spend the rest of my life locked in what is essentially a cupboard.”

Copper rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I hear you. I’m not sure if it will work, but I’ll look into it.”

I placed my plate on the desk and gave him another hug. Copper was turning into quite an ally. What I didn’t see as he hugged me back was the arrival of someone to the empty operations room. Someone who was watching us intently.


 

 

A Safe Place

“Hey. Get your hands off her!”

Copper and I jumped apart, startled by this newcomer. A man with long black hair and sickly pale skin strode forcefully across the operations room floor and stopped right in front of us. 

Copper reached for his gun. The stranger broke into a grin. It was a smile I knew well, even on the face of a stranger. 

“Cynder?”

“The one and only.” He scooped me up and spun me around. 

“Wait. What’s going on?” asked Copper looking perplexed. “Who is this?”

Cynder waved his wand over his face making his features rearrange themselves back into the face I knew and loved. 

“Woah!” exclaimed Copper in surprise.

“I see what you mean about recognizing you after using that spell now,” I said, grinning back at him. “You looked nothing like you, but once I saw that smile, I knew it couldn’t be anyone else.”

Copper clapped him on the back. “Well, you had me fooled. How did you get back here? Luca has got half his men out looking for you, and I’m pretty sure he’ll have closed the northeast roadblock after yesterday.”

“I came in from the south. It’s a long story,” he said, his expression sober. 

I looked at him in confusion. “But how did you know I was here?”

If he figured it out, it made sense that Luca or his men would sooner rather than later. 

“I didn’t figure it out at all. I’ve been hiding out in the capital for a few days searching for you. I’ve been casing Luca’s house trying to find a way past all those guards. I’d almost given up when I happened to meet a young police officer, Officer Julep. I helped her get out of town. Before she left, I told her who I was, and she told me that you were here.”

“She’s safe?” Copper interjected. “She got out ok?” I could tell he thought a great deal of her. I suspected it was just the way he was with all his officers rather than something more. He really was the papa bear in the office. 

“Yes. She said she was heading to Ling. She got out safely.”

I saw Copper’s expression soften. I felt better too. I’d asked her to put herself in danger by going down south and getting a message to Cynder. Now she wouldn’t have to as she’d already done it. She was free to go straight home to Ling. Luca had no jurisdiction there.

“I’m glad you are here,” Copper said, looking straight at Cynder. I need to get a bed brought up here from the basement. We just had a shipment of new beds for the cells. I know they aren’t the most comfortable of beds, but they are brand new, never been slept in.”

The two men left me alone in the filing room returning ten minutes later with a small metal bed with a new mattress. It was placed in the cupboard. 

Copper spoke. “Listen, I’m going to have to leave you both here. I got no sleep last night, and I’m beat.” He looked tired too. Black circles under his eyes testified to that. “I’d prefer it if you stayed close to the cold case room just in case Luca drops by unexpectedly. “I’ll be back at eight tomorrow morning.” 

He shook Cynder’s hand and kissed my cheek.

“It looks like we are alone,” Cynder noticed. 

And we were. For the first time in forever, we were finally alone. 

I‘d never been more tired in my whole life, but at that moment, my exhaustion wasn’t enough to stop me from falling into his arms. He kissed me as a mother would a long lost child, peppering me with kisses all over my face until he reached my lips where his kisses turned into something more.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he said, pulling back slightly. “I’m so sorry!” I saw tears in his eyes now that matched the ones that were falling down my cheeks.

I responded by kissing him again, taking away his apologies and words that weren’t needed. The exhilaration of not being caught at any second made that kiss a desperate need to connect filled with all the words we hadn’t said to each other and a passion I’d not known before. I’d never felt so completely consumed with the moment, knowing it might end and yet not caring at the same time. This moment was the only thing that had kept me going through the time at Luca’s mansion and the only thing that mattered. When it was over, I stared into tear-filled eyes. The eyes of a man defeated.

“I shouldn’t have left without you,” Cynder said. “I tried to come back, but it was impossible. I’ve been doing everything to find a way back to you.”

I placed my finger over his lips.

“I’m here, and I’m with you. That’s all that matters.”

The smile he gave me didn’t extend to his eyes, but it was a smile, nonetheless.

“I have a plan to get us out of this. I need to show the world I’m still alive and then we need to start to fight back.”

Cynder sat down on the nearest desk nearly knocking the plate of food that Copper had brought to me on the floor. I nodded my head to say that he could have it. I’d already eaten half. He picked up the fork. “What’s the plan because I’ve been thinking of a way to stop all this for days and I’m drawing a blank.”

He speared a piece of broccoli and popped it into his mouth.

I told him the same thing I’d mentioned to Copper earlier.

“Jason said he’d help me find some smaller television agencies or newspapers—ones that would go out of their way to help me.”

“Isn’t that a bit dangerous?” remarked Cynder, putting down the fork. “We can’t trust anyone. You know that.”

I trust Jason, and I trust his judgment. There must be a news agency out there somewhere that isn’t in Pittser’s pocket.”

Cynder shook his head, his brow furrowing. “I’m sure most of the news agencies are on your side, but that doesn’t mean they’ll help you. I’m guessing that Luca is using both bribery and fear tactics to keep the propaganda going. The smaller newspapers and TV stations would be fools to go up against him. He’ll have them shut down or worse within days.”

 “Ok, it’s a stupid idea,” I concluded, “But we have to do something. We can’t fight him; he’s too powerful.”

Cynder finished the meal. I took the plate from him and took it into the cold case cupboard. Leaving it out would mean people would know we were here. Cynder followed. I locked the door behind us.

“Welcome home,” I said outstretching my arms.

Cynder grinned.

“I’m so glad you’re here.”

 “Cynder?” I whispered.

“Hmm?”

I hesitated before speaking. What exactly was it I wanted to say to him? To tell him I missed him seemed pathetic, and yet what else was it I needed him to know? I turned to face him. It was so dark in the room, I couldn’t see him, but I could feel his breath on my neck. In that instant, I knew words weren’t enough. I kissed him lightly on his lips. It had been way too long since we’d kissed.

“Charm...I...” he said, pulling back. I followed him and kissed him again. This time he responded, kissing me back. Months of pent-up desire left me breathless as he teased my lips with his tongue before slowly kissing down to my neck, giving me goosebumps. I wanted him so desperately that I barely controlled myself as he delicately moved his lips down to the top of my dress. I nuzzled closer to him, taking the back of his head in my hands and running my fingers through his hair. 

I moved my leg, running it up and down his. He pulled his shirt off, exposing his bare chest. It felt warm to my touch, bringing sensations I’d only dreamed about. How could touching someone provoke such an amazing feeling? I’d touched him before, held his hand, ran my fingers over his face, but this was something else, something much more intimate, and I wanted more. 

“Charm!” Cynder breathed heavily as my hand found its way to the waistband of his trousers. “Stop!”

“Stop? Why?” I whispered. I’d waited so long for this, and I knew he had too. Why was he stopping me now? An image of another woman came to me. Was he about to tell me that all the time he’d been gone, he’d been with someone else? Dread descended on me. I pulled right back and turned the small bedside lamp on. If he was going to end things with me, I wanted to see his face while he did it.

He sat up on the bed and took my hand. “I want you, Charm. I can’t even begin to tell you just how hard it was to stop you just then.”

“So why did you?” I asked, genuinely confused. This didn’t sound like a breakup or a confession, so what exactly was it?

“You are a queen.”

“Yes? So?”

“Your first time can’t be in this small room. I can’t be with you this way because we are fighting for our lives. I want your first time to be special.”

“But...”

“Remember when we went on that date? The worst date in the world?”

“I loved every second of it,” I replied. Of course, I remembered it. The thought of that night had kept me going for months after Cynder left.

“I know you did because that’s who you are. You don’t need fancy things despite being brought up in a palace. You are happy with whatever you have, no matter how little.”

“I’m happy with you. I don’t care where I am.”

“No, but you should care. You deserve much more than I can give you.”

“In case it’s escaped your notice, none of us have anything at the moment. I’m wearing a maid’s uniform. I don’t own anything. Everything that belonged to me went up in that explosion. You are the only thing I have, and you are the only thing I need. Why can’t you get that into your thick head?”

“I can’t give you anything, Charm. I’m not a prince or a duke. I’m just me.”

“Look at the last prince I dated. He ended up trying to kill me. Why are you comparing yourself to people like Luca?”

 He lowered his head. My heart went out to him. The happy-go-lucky Cynder I knew was absent. He didn’t think he was good enough.

“Look at me,” I said forcefully. He turned to face me. In the absence of light, I could only just make out his features.

“I neither want nor deserve anything but you. You are all I want, all I’ve ever wanted. If you don’t want me, you should leave this room, but if you do want me, show me.”

I saw a hint of indecision on his face. Was I going to lose him now? I could feel my heart hammering beneath the cotton uniform. 

He brought his hand to my face and looked right at me. I could see into his very soul through his eyes. When he moved forward to kiss me, I let him. Instead of the frenzy of passion I was expecting, we took it slowly. Each touch and kiss was savored, each moment remembered, and when it was over, we fell asleep curled up in each other on the tiny bed. 


 

 

Media

The next morning, we were woken by Copper who unlocked the door from the outside.

Despite our situation, I woke with a grin on my face. The memories of last night would be etched in my mind forever. I think Copper saw the flush on my face and was embarrassed.  

He placed some clothes he’d brought with him and some sandwiches for the day on the bed by our feet.

“My officers will be here at any moment,” he said “I don’t have to remind you that you’ll need to be quiet all day. I’ll get on with that thing we talked about yesterday and report back when everyone leaves after work.”

I was just about to thank him when I heard the sound of approaching voices. Copper closed the door quickly, and I heard the key turning in the lock.

I handed one of the sandwiches to Cynder along with the clean clothes. He stripped quickly and used the bathroom to clean himself and dress.

“What are we going to do?” I whispered as he emerged from the bathroom.

Cynder answered me with the same quiet voice I’d used. I had to move close to him just to hear what he was saying.

“Actually, I’ve been thinking about your plan from last night.”

“The stupid plan?” I quipped. It was amazing how little I cared about anything anymore. I was on too much of a high from the night before.

He smiled. “I wasn’t the one to say it was stupid. That was you, remember? Anyway, I think it might work if...”

“If?”

“If we do it ourselves. We set up our own press and make a newsletter. That way the only people in danger of being caught are us. Ok, we won’t be able to unmask you as such, and it won’t have the impact of you being on TV, but we can counteract the lies Luca has been telling people until we find a safe TV station.”

I pulled a face. “It would take us a year to deliver a newsletter to everyone in Silverwood. Besides, how are we going to fit a printing press in here?”

“Not just us,” explained Cynder, “the Magi—all of us. If we can get a message down to the holiday cottages where they are all staying, we can get the word out. We’ll have to be extremely careful.”

I could think of a multitude of problems with this. While it was a good idea in theory, I couldn’t see how it would possibly work.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to get out of town without being seen, let alone manage to get all the way to the south of the country. Luca’s men are everywhere. I saw a map on his wall. We’ll have no chance.”

“We don’t actually need to get there ourselves. We just need a way to communicate with them. We could send them what it is we want to print, and they could figure a way to print it. Of course, they’d have to go out and distribute the newsletter which will be tricky, but I know many of them will put their lives on the line for the freedom of the kingdom.”

“How are we going to get information to them? We are currently locked in a cupboard hundreds of miles away, and although we have phones here, they don’t. We can’t even leave this room let alone travel through the kingdom.”

“That, I don’t know,” conceded Cynder.

I thought for a few minutes before a brainwave hit.

“I’ve got it!” I scrabbled around in my pockets before finding the talk stone Seraphia had given me at Luca’s mansion.

“You have a talk stone?” Cynder asked, his expression turning to one of excitement. “Who has the other?”

“Seraphia!” I whispered. “She knows the truth. She’s on our side.”

“Seraphia as in Princess Seraphia? Luca’s sister-in–law, Seraphia?”

“Yes!” I replied jumping up. “I spoke to her at Luca’s house. She helped me escape. I bet she can help us. Luca doesn’t like her, but he won’t stop her coming in and out of the kingdom. He’s trying to keep appearances up. She could get a message to the magi. I bet she could help finding us a printing press too.”

We couldn’t do anything without a pen, so we had to wait until everyone left the office and Copper opened the door later that day. 

When he did, I hurriedly told him the plan. He handed me a pen which I used to write a note on the talk stone along with the address of the holiday cottages. 

I watched as the words sunk into the stone. Seconds later there was a reply. 

I’ll see what I can do. S

We all cheered. For the first time since all this madness started, I finally felt as though we were actually doing something productive rather than just running.

“Look out, Luca. We are coming to get you!”

Our excitement turned to despair as we waited for news. A week later, we still hadn’t heard back from Seraphia.

Jason brought us the national newspapers to keep us abreast of the propaganda that Luca was spewing. As expected, all the newspapers were filled with news about how wonderful Luca was and how he’d make a great king. It made for sickening reading. From the perspective of the papers, it seemed that the whole of Silverwood was rooting for him. How could it be so when I’d seen for myself how miserable everyone was? Jason assured me that the majority of the people were against Luca, but were too scared to say anything. Silverwood was under the grip of tyranny, and no one had the guts to speak up. Those that tried disappeared under mysterious circumstances. 

Jason painted a depressing picture. People were losing their livelihoods because of all the travel restrictions. Shops were closing down, and people were starving. 

“On the plus side, the people are beginning to realize how hard it’s been for the Magi all these years now they are getting a taste of it themselves. It seems the people’s opinion of the Magi is changing for the better.”

 It was that thought that kept me going through that week while we waited for news from Seraphia. 

Finally, on the eighth day, it came. I’d been checking the talk stone almost constantly, desperate to hear from her.

Ready to go. Send news. S

I grabbed a pen and quickly replied.

Writing article now. Have you managed to set up a press?

Seconds later, Seraphia’s words appeared on the talk stone.

Press ready. Distribution ready. Headquarters at my house. S

“Headquarters at her house?” repeated Cynder who’d been reading over my shoulder. “What does she mean by that? They are doing this from the palace in Thalia?”

“No. She told me we could use her parent’s house in Thalia the last time we spoke. It’s just across the border from Silverwood. I guess some of them managed to get across without getting caught.”

Cynder considered this. “If they got across the border once, it was a fluke. How are they going to distribute our newsletter to the people of Silverwood if they are in Thalia?”  

“Seraphia must have gotten across to tell them the plan. They must have gotten across with her somehow. As Luca’s sister-in-law, they are probably letting her go through without doing much checking. We need to write an article quickly.”

Using the notepad, I drafted a quick article. Part of me wanted to expose Luca’s lies and tell the world that I was still alive, but that was bound to have Luca sending all his men out to find out who was printing it. Instead, I told a story of resistance, about how the Magi were still fighting alongside non-Magi and that they were ready to come out into the open to make Silverwood a better place. I hoped that if enough people were turning against Luca’s regime, they might pay attention to the newsletter. 

“What do you think?” I said, showing the article to Cynder. 

“I’m not sure,” he replied after scanning it. “It doesn’t say anything about you.  I thought that was why we were doing this? To let the people know you are still here?”

I reread the short article. It wasn’t good enough. I needed to make more of an impact. I tapped the pen against my cheek while I thought of what to write. I wasn’t ready to expose myself yet. Not in a newsletter anyway. It was too easy for Luca to say it was lies. The right time would present itself, but until then, keeping safe was the best option for everyone. Instead, I dropped the bombshell that no one knew about—the intended marriage between Luca and Drusilla Bloom. 

“What?” asked Cynder, his eyes wide as he reread my words. 

What with everything going on, I’d completely forgotten to tell him.

“I saw the invitation to the wedding in Luca’s office. It’s set for one day before the coronation.”

“He’s marrying my sister?” he sputtered.

“Step-sister,” I corrected him.” Are you really surprised? You know they were helping each other try to bring you down last year. If you think about it, it’s perfect. She’s desperate for the fame and fortune, he needs a pliable wife to be his queen.”

Cynder screwed up his face. “I’m not sure who I feel sorry for the most. Him for marrying her, her for marrying him or for the rest of us to be subjected to the pair of them. Yuck!”

“They certainly deserve each other,” I laughed. 

I copied down the article carefully onto the talk stone, watching the ink disappear into the stone.

I ended it with a question about Elise. Is Elise ok?

Seraphia responded almost immediately

Elise still ill. Left her in Silverwood in the care of your mother and a couple of other ladies. S.

So Elise was still sick. At least they’d not tried taking her over the border. The long journey would probably kill her.

I’d only just finished with the talk stone when the door opened. It was eight pm which was the usual time for Copper to bring us dinner. Right on cue, the door opened, and Copper came in carrying a tray with two plates full of food.

“I have news!” he said, handing the first plate to me. The second was then handed to Cynder.

“We do too. What’s yours?”

Copper placed the tray down and pulled a chair in from the operations room outside. 

“You know I’ve been looking for press agencies for you? Well, a friend of a friend of a friend has agreed to film you. He knows someone who is exceptionally technologically gifted and can get you onto TV. You’ll have to keep moving around to not get caught, but he says he’ll be able to promise you five minutes of airtime a week.”

 “Great,” put in Cynder, placing his hand on my arm. “We can do both. You being on TV will take the heat off the others.”

 “How soon can you set it up?” I asked Copper.

“I’ll see if I can get him to come this week.”


 

 

Charm Chronicle

We’d just woken up the next day when the door opened. 

“I don’t know how they manage it, but there are a lot of rumors circulating around the capital at the moment.” Jason Copper came into the room with a huge grin on his face and a crumpled piece of purple paper in his hands. 

I looked up from a copy of one of yesterday’s newspapers I was leafing through.

My heart raced as I took in the look on his face. Something good had happened. 

I put the newspaper back on the bed.

“What is it?”

Cynder emerged from the bathroom. “What is what?”

“This!” he said, handing me the piece of paper. I stretched it out flat and began to read. It was the article I’d written for Seraphia. Someone had taken my article and filled it out, making it sound so much better than anything I could have written. The essence of my words was the same, but this sounded like a real newspaper report. At the top of the page in bold type were the words CHARM CHRONICLE. It looked like the front page of any other newspaper in town. The only differences being that it was only one page long and was printed on bright purple paper.

I carried on reading to the very bottom. Just before a note saying to look out for the next issue was a hint that I was still alive. It wasn’t a statement of fact. It was too vague for that, but it was enough to give people hope. To keep them clinging onto something. I liked it. 

“Where did you get this?” I asked.

Copper beamed. “That’s just it. They are everywhere. The city is deluged with them. No one knows where they came from, but I’m telling you now, everyone has read them.”

I shared Copper’s enthusiasm. “Luca is going to blow a gasket when he finds out.”

“He already knows. I had a messenger arrive at my own house this morning with an extremely irate letter from Luca demanding to know where they’d all come from. He’s coming in to the station this morning, so I’ll let you know what he says.”

He gave me a wink and closed and locked the door behind him. 

Cynder jumped up on the bed. 

“This is fantastic!”

I agreed, but part of me worried about the people delivering the newsletter. Whoever it was had gotten away with it once, but I couldn’t see how they would do it again. Luca would be livid. He’d have all his men looking for the culprit.

I sent a quick note to Seraphia on the talk stone, congratulating her and the others and telling them to be careful next time. 

The morning went the same way it always did with the noise of the phones and the people beginning work at eight. Cynder and I had to be quiet. I stood by the door, trying to hear what was happening on the other side. It didn’t take long before I heard the booming voice of Luca, cutting across the operations room. 

His voice was muffled because of the thickness of the door, but I could hear he was angry.

He was currently screaming at Copper. I’d never once seen him lose it so badly before. The newsletter had made him angry. I grinned as he continued to shout at Copper who was having none of it. 

“I’m not sure what exactly you expect me to do about it,” Copper said keeping his composure. I had to hand it to him. He was cool under pressure because Luca was ladling it on thick.

“I expect you to get this filth off the streets and imprison anyone you see with a copy.”

“I saw hundreds of copies of this on my way to work this morning. If I imprisoned everyone I saw with a copy, I’d have to take in half the city. We only have twenty cells here as you know. I’d have to ask for a much, much higher budget for prisoners if you want me to take in half the town.”

I heard a thump. Hopefully, it was just Luca slamming his fist down on Copper’s desk rather than his face.

“Get the people responsible for this rag then.”

“I’m not sure I can. As far as I’m aware, printing a newsletter isn’t illegal.”

“It is now! Get all your men on it. Find out where it came from, and stop it from happening again!”

“I’ll do what I can,” replied Copper sweetly. 

“What’s happening?” Cynder whispered.

“You should come listen to this,” I replied, equally quietly “Luca has completely lost it over the newsletter.”

I heard a crash behind me. Turning my head sharply away from the door I saw that one of the boxes of files had fallen to the floor. Cynder had accidentally knocked them over.

“What was that?” balled Luca from the other side of the door. I could already hear his footsteps coming towards us.

Cynder was already picking up our clothes and all evidence we’d been sleeping there. I grabbed a couple of plates and followed him into the bathroom, locking the door behind us.

“This isn’t going to work,” Cynder puffed. He’s going to know someone’s in here if we lock the door from the inside!”

He was right. How could I have been so stupid? Already I could hear Copper fiddling around with the lock to the main door. In less than a minute, Luca would have what he wanted.

Cynder tapped me on the shoulder. I looked around and saw what he was pointing at. A small window. I quickly unlocked the bathroom door and opened the small window. It was just big enough for the pair of us to climb out. Below us was a sheer drop, but a small ledge on the outside allowed us to scale along the wall and then pull ourselves up above the window.

Seconds later I heard Copper.

“See. It’s just a box that’s fallen on the floor.”

“Who knocked it over though?” asked Luca. I could hear him coming closer to the window. I held my breath as he stuck his head out and looked around.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if you were keeping her in here.”

Copper joined him. I could just see the tops of their heads. 

“Well, as you can see I’m not hiding her. Why would I? I’ve got half my finest officers out looking for her.”

“You are right. I’m pretty sure it’s her printing that garbage newsletter, and she wouldn’t be able to do it here without anyone noticing. Why is there a bed in here by the way?”

Their voices drifted off. I didn’t hear Copper’s answer to Luca’s question. 

“The bed!” exclaimed Cynder as we dropped back down into the bathroom. 

“Copper would have given him a good reason for it being in here. Don’t worry.”

I kissed him lightly to comfort him, but it was I that felt comforted. Something had changed between us, something good. I’d never felt so close to anyone before. We were still kissing when Copper came back ten minutes later. 

 “Luca has demanded I put all my staff on looking for the people who printed the newsletters,” he began. “This is both good and bad. It means we can send my officers out to all the wrong places enabling you to move around the city without fear of capture, however it also means your friends might get caught.”

Cynder interrupted him. “What do you mean move around the city?”

“That’s the other thing. Luca wants to put a couple of his own guards up here in the station. It seems I’m no longer to be trusted.”

Cynder placed his head in his hands. “I’m sorry. I knocked over a box.”

“What’s done is done. I’m just glad he didn’t catch you, but you can’t stay here now. I gave him a story about using this room as a napping room for my officers who were pulling overnight shifts, but I don’t think he really bought it.”

“I know some places we can hide out, if you can keep your officers away from us,” Cynder said quietly.

“I can, but how will I know where you are? Luca has all the phone lines tapped so he can keep on top of everything.”

“A talk stone!” I said, pulling out the stone that Seraphia had given me. I showed it to Cynder. “Can you make one of these?”

“No,” he replied, taking the stone from my hand. “I wish I could, but it’s a spell I’ve never mastered.”

“Can you try?”

He rubbed the smooth surface of the stone and closed his eyes. “I’ll give it a go,” he murmured.

Ten minutes later, Copper had brought a couple of stones up from outside, and Cynder was concentrating on them, his wand ready.

While he was doing that I sat and spoke with Copper. 

“If Cynder can get this to work, we’ll have two-way communications with you. As I already have communication with Seraphia, I can let you know where the Magi are smuggling the newsletter in so you can send your officers to other parts of town.”

“Sounds good,” replied Copper , nodding his head. “I forgot to mention. My friend of a friend is ready to come and film you. He wants to do it today, but I don’t think that’s going to be possible now. Luca will recognize this room in a second. He’ll need to do it elsewhere.”

I nodded. He was right. This guy would have to come out to us wherever we ended up. We just needed Cynder to make a talk stone. Without it, we’d be stuck.

The stones began to glow as Cynder pointed his wand at it, mumbling some kind of spell.

Seconds later, he fell back on the bed, exhausted. 

I picked up one of the stones. It was still warm. Taking a pen, I wrote my name on it. Seconds later it appeared in my handwriting on the other stone.

“You did it!” I cried, handing one of the stones to Copper.

Copper placed it firmly in his breast pocket. “If you can send me a message to tell me where you end up, I’ll send my friend of a friend out to you tomorrow. His name is Manny. Be ready for him.”

I nodded my head and thanked Copper for all his help. Without him, I’d surely be dead by now. I owed him so much.   

Cynder slept the rest of the afternoon to recharge his magic while I organized everything we needed to do. Once all his staff had left for the day, Copper brought us enough food to keep us going, along with a couple of changes of clothes for us.

He let me know which areas to avoid and which were safe. I thanked him and woke Cynder. 

With a final hug to Copper, we slipped out into the night. 


 

 

The Television Interview

Cynder led me to a part of town I was unfamiliar with. With anyone else, I’d have been scared, but Cynder knew what he was doing. We walked down deserted streets, keeping to the shadows. Copper had already told us that there would be no police officers in this area on this particular night, but he had no control nor knowledge of where Luca’s private guards might be, so we had to keep vigilant. Just before we left, Cynder performed the transformation spell on the both of us, so if anyone saw us, all they’d see was a middle-aged couple taking a nighttime stroll. It was dangerous enough though. No one took strolls after dark in the capital anymore.

On a particularly dark street, he opened a door and pulled me into a house. It was basic and in desperate need of updating, but it had everything we needed to spend the night.

“Whose house is this?” I asked, taking in the musty old kitchen and threadbare sofas.

“It belongs to Matty and his family. As they are all down at the holiday cottages, I knew his house would be empty. They left here months ago, so I expect Luca’s men have already thoroughly searched it. I think we’ll be safe here for a couple of days.” He pulled out one of the talk stones and sent a message to Copper, telling him where we were. Almost instantly he got a reply saying that Manny would come to the house at ten am tomorrow. 

I took the food Copper had given me and laid it on an old table. There were sandwiches, cookies, and bottles of water. It was hardly a feast, but it was enough. 

“I’ve been thinking,” said Cynder, tucking into his sandwich. “When you are interviewed tomorrow, I think you should stay in disguise for now. The newsletter has been seen by everyone. People are already starting to rally against Luca. We need to build up the momentum before unmasking you.”

I chewed on my lip while I thought about it. It wouldn’t have the impact that unmasking myself would.

“If I show the world I’m alive, this will all be over,” I argued. “I can tell the world what Luca has been doing.”

Cynder looked at me thoughtfully. “I’m not so sure. He still has a lot of people on his side. The public is confused. At first, he was the kingdom’s hero for winning your heart. Then he was the brave widower who lost you just after your wedding to a murderous cult.” He grinned at the last words. 

“The people loved him. It’s only been as the weeks have gone by that they’ve realized he’s not all he appears to be. He’s been killing the magi but doing it under cover. People in the city are confused. They loved him, but he’s taking away their liberties, their livelihoods. They don’t know what to think anymore. The Charm Chronicle has opened up a lot of people’s eyes, but I don’t think it’s enough. If you unmask yourself now, it could cause a manhunt for us. We need more people on our side before we do anything.”

I picked up a sandwich and took a bite, mulling over everything he was saying.   

“We need an army behind us—an army of people who believe in you. I say we let the others print the Charm Chronicle for a few more weeks and when the whole kingdom has enough information not to trust Luca anymore, then we unmask you. Plus, how do we actually know anyone will see this broadcast? If only a few people see it, it’s almost pointless doing it.”

He had a point. We had no idea how much reach this Manny guy could get us. If only a few people saw us, Luca could play it off as a hoax. We needed the whole kingdom to be watching.

“I agree,” I replied, finishing off the sandwich. “Doing it now will only have Luca out looking for me.”

“Well, he’s already doing that, but we need to make sure everyone sees you at once. If we unmask you now, it won’t have the same impact. If Seraphia can keep pumping out the newsletters with hints that you are alive, then, when the moment is right, we’ll unmask you to the world.”

“When’s that going to be?” I asked.

Cynder shrugged his shoulders making me sigh. It looked like we were going to be on the run for a little while yet.

The night was cold. I’d not noticed just how cold it was getting before now, but not even the four walls of the dilapidated house could keep the biting wind out. It would be winter soon, and then we’d have to find much better accommodations if we didn’t want to freeze to death. 

We fell asleep, huddled together on one of the sofas, using our change of clothes as blankets.

At ten on the dot the next morning, someone knocked at the front door. I peered through a crack in the wooden door. Opening it, I saw a slight man in a long overcoat carrying a large black bag. He gave the street a cursory glance up and down before coming in and slamming the door behind him.

He immediately dropped into a bow.

“Your Majesty, I presume.”

I’d almost forgotten I didn’t look like me anymore. I held my hand out to him.

“It’s me,” I confirmed. “There’s no need to bow. You are the one doing me a favor. I appreciate what you are doing.”

“Manny,” he replied, shaking my hand. “I’m doing this for Silverwood, Ma’am. I’m not a mage, but I know plenty of them. You’ve been a wonder, you have.”

“Thank you,” I said, accepting the compliment. 

Manny carried on, “I was over the moon when Jase told me you were still alive.”

“Jase?”

Manny placed his bag on the floor and began to open it. Inside was a huge camera.

“Jase. Jason Copper. The police chief.”

“Ah!” I nodded       

“Right. Where do you want to set this up?”

I looked around the nondescript room. It was grimy and dull, but at least, no one would know where it was. 

“How about here?” I ventured, pointing at the sofa where Cynder was still sitting.

“If you don’t mind me saying Ma’am, wouldn’t it be better if we did it somewhere nicer? I’m not sure the people will react well to seeing their queen living in somewhere like this.” He screwed up his face at the state of the room.

“The people aren’t going to see the queen. I’m staying in disguise.”

Manny put his camera back down. “I’m not sure I understand. Jase said you wanted to be filmed. I thought you were going to tell people the truth.”

“Oh, I do,” I agreed, “But I’m going to do it like this. Cynder and I have decided to leave me in disguise at the moment. We want to leave revealing me until we have more people fighting for us, for the Magi. We are going for maximum impact.”

“Huh,” replied Manny, picking his camera up again. “You’re the boss.”

Cynder and I sat next to each other on the sofa. A dim light bulb barely lit the room, but it was too dangerous to open any curtains lest we be seen. 

Manny placed the camera on his shoulder and counted down on his fingers.

Three...Two...One

I cleared my throat and looked straight into the lens. After a year of ridiculous interviews, I was used to speaking to a camera. I imagined all the people watching me. Sitting in their living rooms or watching on a screen in a tavern. What I said now would have an impact on everyone in Silverwood. I fished around in my mind for the two fake names we’d come up with the night before, and when the red light flicked on, I began to talk.

“Hello, Silverwood. My name is Jess, and this is Mitch. We are reporting to you from a secret place in Silverwood. You may have seen the Charm Chronicle. It tells the truth. The man who calls himself king is a liar and a cheat. I know what you’ve seen on television. All last year, he claimed to be helping the Magi. He still is claiming this, but the truth is those guards of his aren’t just searching for Cynder and Daniel, they are searching for all Magi. Those that have been found have been captured or killed. Cynder and Daniel are not to blame for the explosions at the royal palace. Luca himself planted the bombs.”

“We need you to know the truth,” took over Cynder. “Keep reading the Chronicle, keep watching out for reports from us. We need you to take a stand against Luca Tremaine. We need you to fight. You may not think that this has anything to do with you. Maybe you don’t even like the Magi, but the truth of the matter is, this affects all of us. The farmers can’t get into the towns to deliver their wares; the shops in the capital are empty. People are going hungry. Why? Because Luca Tremaine is sending out propaganda telling you it’s the fault of the Magi. It isn’t. How can it be when they are all in hiding? Silverwood, we need you!”

The small light went off at the top of the camera which Manny lowered.

“Nice job,” he said, giving us a thumbs up. “I can get this played on every TV station in the whole of Silverwood tomorrow night. If I don’t get caught and if my friends don’t get caught helping me, we’ll do the same next week.”

I thanked Manny and told him we’d contact him through Copper for the next week.

“No problem, Ma’am.” 

He left just as Cynder called me back. 

“What is it?” I asked heading back into the living room.

It’s a message from Chief Inspector Copper. He says get to a TV.”

I stared at him quizzically. Where were we going to find a TV? There certainly wasn’t one in this grungy old house.

“Follow me.” He took hold of my hand and pulled me outside into the street. It was as bleak in the daytime as it had been at night.

“What are you doing?” I hissed. “People will see us.”

“We don’t look like us, remember?”

As I looked into his newly-green eyes and up to his thinning grey hair, I conceded he had a point. We were free to roam around the city as we pleased. 

“Where are we going?” I asked as we headed to the end of the street. It felt so good to be outside despite the chill in the air. 

“You’ll see.”

He pulled me around the corner to a tavern. The painted sign that swung above the door read The Queen’s Arms. 

Inside, the tavern was as dark as the house had been. A barman wiped glasses with a grimy cloth behind the bar. 

“Two beers,” ordered Cynder as I took a seat at one of the small tables. Only three other tables were occupied and all by old men. All of them had their eyes glued to the TV in the corner. On it was some kind of sports match which seemed to involve dogs chasing a ball around a stadium. 

Cynder appeared with two beers. Under the table, I saw him bring out his wand and point it at the TV. Seconds later the channel changed. 

All the men in the tavern began to jeer. The bartender shrugged his shoulders. 

Luca appeared on the screen with a woman next to him. He was dressed in his royal regalia and cut quite the dashing figure sitting on a magnificent throne. On a throne beside him, the woman was also decked out in her finery although her choice of a ball gown with feathers conjured up images of a large chicken.

The reporter was none other than Pittser, who else? The room became silent as the jeering stopped and the men listened to what he had to say. 

“Today is a momentous day in the history of Silverwood,” He spoke in his nauseating drawl. “We not only have a date confirmed for the royal coronation, but his majesty, Prince Luca has also announced his engagement to the lovely Lady Drusilla Bloom. Both the wedding and the coronation are to take place in three months’ time with the wedding coming one day before the coronation on December 3rd.” 

It’s sure to be a week of celebration, and here at Silverwood News, we wish our soon-to-be king every luck in the world with his new queen.”

No one said a word as the TV was finally turned off. 

“What do you make of that?” I asked, sipping on the beer. The cold fluid tickled my throat as it went down. I wasn’t used to drinking beer, but I liked it.

Cynder nursed his drink. Keeping his voice low, he responded, “I think this is in retaliation to the Charm Chronicle. He’s running scared. He needs to keep the people on his side. The tide’s turning, and he knows it.”

“Just wait until he sees our interview,” I grinned.

“That reminds me. Tomorrow, everyone will know these faces. We are going to have to change them again. When we get interviewed again next week, we’ll have to go back to these faces.”

I downed my drink. “Doesn’t that take a lot of energy?” I knew it was a complicated spell and took up a whole lot of magic.

“Yeah, I probably shouldn’t be drinking this,” he said, standing up, leaving his beer untouched. I took his hand and left the tavern with him. As we rounded the corner to get back to the street with the house on it, I saw something that made my blood run cold. It was one of Luca’s guards. 


 

 

Out 

We ran in the opposite direction as fast as we could. 

“Where to now?” I asked, trying to keep up with Cynder after we emerged out onto a busy street full of shops.

Most had closed signs over the doors, but the few that were still open had lines of people out the door. 

Cynder stopped, out of breath, and checked behind us. There was no one there. The guard hadn’t seen us.

“I guess The chief inspector’s safe zones are only safe for one day at a time.” He glanced around to make sure no one was looking and pulled out the talk stone. He wrote a quick message to Copper.

Need safe zone for tonight. Nearly caught by Luca’s guard.

Seconds later Copper replied.

No safe zones anymore. Luca’s put one of his men in charge. I’m no longer the chief.

It was a blow, not only for him and us, but also for our cause. 

Having an ally in the chief of police was better than we could have hoped for, and now we didn’t.

“I can’t believe we lost him,” I cried.

Cynder took my hand and began to walk, peering in the shop windows as though he was shopping. “We haven’t lost him. He didn’t say he wasn’t working at the police station anymore. He only said that he wasn’t in charge. Unfortunately, it means that we are on our own for now.”

I took in a deep breath. Could things get any worse? I looked up and down the street at all the people. No one was looking twice at us. “Maybe we’ll be ok. No one recognizes us. We can book into a hotel.”

Cynder shook his head. “Luca will have every hotel on alert. He knows you are friends with Magi and he knows that the Magi can change their appearance. He’ll have his guards schooled on your mannerisms, the way you walk, your voice. I can’t change any of that. The second we book into any hotel in the city, he’ll have a swarm of guards descending on us.”

“What else can we do? Where are we supposed to...”

A thought occurred to me. It was brilliant. There was one place that Luca would never think to look for us

“What?” asked Cynder, catching my excitement.

“We can go back to the palace,” I said turning and heading in that direction.

He looked confused as he caught up with me. “What palace?”

“My palace,” I replied.

I quickened my pace, desperate to be back home for the first time in forever. Cynder almost had to run to keep up with me as I weaved between the throngs of people lining up to buy a loaf of bread or a bottle of milk. 

“Your palace burnt down, remember? You saw it yourself on the TV. There was barely any of it left.”

I stopped and turned to him, a grin on my face.

“Exactly. Which is why Luca won’t think to look there. Why would I go back to a palace that is no more than a pile of ashes?”

“He has a point!” replied Cynder. 

I purposely didn’t let on what I was planning for fear I might be wrong, but as we got to the palace, I could see that I was right.

The gates at the back were boarded up, but at least, there was no one guarding them. I already knew there was nothing left to guard. With Cynder helping me, I managed to hoist myself up and vault over the gate. Cynder followed. 

“There’s nothing left,” he said taking in the mess that used to be the royal palace. 

“The palace is no longer standing,” I began, heading towards the little that was left. A couple of rooms on the ground floor remained although neither of them had a ceiling. The beautiful mosaic floors were now wet with rain and blackened by ash. “But underneath...”

“The basement!” exclaimed Cynder finally realizing what I came here for. “It was a bomb shelter!”

“Well remembered! It should still be intact.”

We had to burrow under bits of broken wall and pieces of palace that could have been anything originally but now were blackened beyond recognition. Eventually, we came to the steps leading downward and a door. The keypad to enter the code was still there. I typed in the code 2103, my elder sister’s birthday. Nothing happened. 

“The code has been changed.”

“I’m not sure it has,” replied Cynder. “The keypad has no electricity running to it. Look.” I looked to where he was pointing. The little red light that usually appeared on the keypad was out.

“The basement has its own generator in case of emergencies. It should be working.” I tried the number again out of sheer stubbornness.

“Let me try.” Cynder brought out his wand and pointed it at the keypad. He mumbled something, and the keypad came to life. Seconds later, there was a click, and the door opened. Stepping over some debris, I headed through. Everything looked exactly as it was the last time I’d seen it. The shelves upon shelves of royal heirlooms were still there if a little dusty. I noticed many of them were missing, no doubt taken in Luca’s purge of the palace finery before he blew it up. 

I squealed as I ran through the huge warehouse-like room. Not everything had been destroyed after all. I didn’t care about the expensive jewelry or works of art. What I cared about were the photographs that had been stored down here. Pictures of Grace. Pictures of Elise and I as children.

Even better were the beds, the small kitchen, and the food that we’d stored in the event of an emergency.

“We can stay down here for weeks!”

Cynder picked me up and twirled me around before pulling out his wand and pointing it at my face. I felt the familiar warming of my face.

“What do I look like now?” I asked, bringing my hand up to my face.

“You look like you again,” he replied and kissed me. My heart rate increased as he ran his hands through my hair. I pulled back and looked into his eyes. 

“Can you turn yourself back too? I feel like I’m kissing a stranger.”

That wasn’t quite the truth. I’d know the touch of his lips no matter what he looked like, but I missed his brown eyes.

He waved his wand over his face and the Cynder I knew came back to me. 

His features were etched on my brain, but seeing them again, his beautiful face gazing right back at me made my heart flutter.

He reached up, cupping my face. There was nothing anymore—no palace basement, no rows of shelves where my heirlooms used to be. There was just Cynder and I.

I felt his breath, hot against my cheek and the flutters turned into something more.

All the chances I’d had to do this with Luca, and I’d come up with excuses not to, this time I didn’t need an excuse. I was all in.

We stayed down in the palace basement for weeks. I hated to admit it, but I loved those weeks away from reality with only Cynder for company. It was almost as though I could forget the dire situation we were in. I told myself it was fine because we were accomplishing something down there. We were still writing articles for the Charm Chronicle, and once a week, we’d head out of the palace to meet Manny to film our short segments for the news. Without Copper to help us and with the increased guard in the city, it became more and more dangerous, and yet, we persisted fueled by the hundreds of purple leaflets pinned up all over the capital. Whoever was smuggling them into the city was doing a fantastic job. They were everywhere.  

Things were changing in Silverwood, and there was nothing Luca could do about it. The Charm Chronicle was going strong, and now the mainstream newspapers were beginning to pick up on it. Oh, they still covered their front pages with Luca and Drusilla, but inside, questions were beginning to be asked. There were sightings of “Charm” all over the city (none of which were actually me), and polls as to whether I was actually alive or not kept up the people’s interest. Even more exciting, there were reports of the people beginning to protest against Luca. 

I’d always hated protests. The anti-Magi had done enough of them in their time, and they usually ended up in violence. Now, however, the people were coming together for a better cause. They were fighting for their kingdom against their own soon-to-be king. It was a glorious thing to witness. I only wished I could go out and join them, but Cynder pointed out that I was the one rallying them together. They just didn’t know it. We’d carried on with our aliases of Jess and Mitch, and according to the papers, we were becoming stars in our own right. Speculation abounded as to who we really were. Most people thought we must be Thalians because how else would we be able to broadcast if not from outside Silverwood’s borders. I suspected Luca knew the truth though. Cynder had told me that the magic masks were easy to see through if you knew the person well and Luca knew me better than almost anyone. It gave me great satisfaction to believe that Luca was seeing me tearing him down on television, and there was nothing he could do about it. 

All in all, everything was going to plan. The whole of Silverwood was littered with purple newsletters, our weekly TV segments were still going out, and Luca’s popularity was fading fast as people began to question his motives. 

Nothing could bring me down, not even the note from Copper to tell me that “Jess” and “Mitch” now had a death sentence on their heads and Luca was offering a ten thousand dollar reward for our capture.

In fact, I couldn’t be happier. That was until I received a message from Seraphia.

Elise really sick. In hospital. Come immediately! She might not make it.


 

 

Deception    

 Before rousing Cynder from sleep, I dashed a quick note back to Seraphia, Which hospital?

Cynder read the message and jumped out of bed. Pulling on a pair of my father’s old trousers (the only men’s clothes we had access to down in the basement), he started to make plans aloud.

“We need a new disguise...we need to think of a way to get out of the capital...where is she again?” He hopped around, trying to get into my father’s trousers while I kept my eyes fixed on the talk stone Seraphia had given me. Eventually, a reply began to form.

One km north of hiding place

 “Elise is in a hospital a kilometer north of the holiday cottages. We need to go now. It’s a long journey.”

I tried to keep the panic out of my voice, but it wasn’t easy. I couldn’t lose another sister. I wanted to ask more about Elise’s condition, but to do that would take time and I didn’t want to waste any more. 

“Are you ready yet?” I asked impatiently.

Cynder picked up on the fear in my voice. “She’ll be fine. We need to calm down. Going out there without a plan is madness. The whole of the city is surrounded by Luca’s men. The roadblocks are all manned and more have been put in place.”

“I don’t want to calm down,” I yelled. “My sister is sick. She might die!” I hurried along to the exit and opened the door. A bitterly cold gust of wind hit me along with big fat drops of freezing rain.

“At least, take this,” said Cynder, handing me a coat. 

Inside the basement, we kept our own faces, only changing them into Jess and Mitch when we were to be filmed by Manny. Today, however, Cynder changed us into other people entirely. He darkened his skin and gave me freckles. His curly dark hair straightened and grew even longer than it usually was, covering his ears and reaching his shoulders. My hair also grew longer and turned fiery red. 

I only noticed this as we passed a shop window later and I saw my own reflection.

“Why did you make me a redhead?” I asked as we hurried through the city. “It’s too eye-catching and memorable. You’ve made me too pretty too.”

Cynder hurried to keep up. “You’re naturally a blonde, Jess is dark haired. I figured no one would be looking for a redhead.”

I wasn’t too sure, but it was too late to do anything about it now.

 “What has Mr. Copper planned?” Cynder asked as the border came into view. I’d messaged him before we’d set off to ask him for help.

“He said he’d cause a diversion for us in the north of town,” I sighed. I doubted Luca’s men would leave their post to go to an emergency elsewhere, but getting through the border was our only hope. I needed to get to Elise. Needed to! The thought of losing her was too much to bear. In our childhood, I’d only had Grace and Elise as friends. We were so isolated in the palace, home schooled by the best tutors in the land, not allowed to play with other children. My big sister was already gone, poisoned by a man desperate for glory. I know that Elise’s illness had nothing to do with Luca, but if she died because the hospital wasn’t good enough, or she didn’t have the best medical attention, I would personally hunt Luca down and murder him myself.

Whatever Copper had done, he’d done it well. Contrary to my expectations, the border was now empty. The roadblock was still in place, but there was no one there to guard it. 

Our plan was to find a horse in a farmer’s field on the outskirts of town, but the moronic guards had left one behind in their rush to get to whatever emergency Copper had cooked up. It was tied up near the roadblock itself. 

After untying the horse and jumping on, Cynder held his hand out to me. I pulled myself up behind him, and then we were off. Away from the city, away from Luca, and away from the threat of being captured by Luca’s men. Ok, there were Luca’s men all over Silverwood right now, but in smaller concentrations. If we kept off the beaten track and were careful, we should be able to get right through Silverwood without being caught.

Through endless fields we galloped, the rain in our hair. The weather had taken a turn for the worse, drenching us. By the time we reached a small town in the right area, my newly red hair was plastered to my face.

Finding the hospital was easy. It was the biggest building in the area.

A huge brick building with square windows and not much character, the hospital was still bustling with people. The reception was full of people waiting patiently and not so patiently to be seen by a doctor. I ran past the people in the waiting area, straight to the reception.

“I’m looking for...”

“A young girl who is pregnant,” cut in Cynder. I raised my eyebrow.

“Can you be more specific?” The bespectacled receptionist peered at me in annoyance.

“Has a pregnant woman aged eighteen come in with acute sickness today?” asked Cynder.

The receptionist opened her mouth to speak, but before she could get any words out, Cynder grabbed my arm and pulled me quickly back through the reception.

“What are you doing?” I asked as we stepped back out into the rain.

“Get on the horse,” he demanded.

I looked at him in confusion. “What?”

He picked me up and practically threw me on the horse. Once I was up, he jumped on in front of me and took off at such a speed. I had to hold onto him to keep from falling off.

“Look behind you,” shouted Cynder, his voice almost disappearing in the wind.

I turned to see a couple of Luca’s men following us.

After ten minutes of chasing us, they sprinted off to one side. Another ten minutes later and Cynder finally slowed down.

He jumped off and led the horse to a tree to give us shelter from the rain. 

“How did they find us?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder in case they reappeared again.

“They aren’t coming back. We’ve already given them what they want.”

I jumped down from the horse and went over to him. It was already beginning to get dark, and I was desperate to get back to the hospital.

“It’s going to be difficult to get in to see Elise if they are casing the place. How do you think they found us?”

Cynder groaned and held his hand up to massage his temple. I got the feeling I wasn’t going to like what he had to say.

“Elise isn’t at the hospital. She never was at the hospital. She probably doesn’t know that this hospital exists.”

I shook my head, unable to understand what he was telling me. “Of course she is. Why would Seraphia lie to us?”

“She didn’t lie to us. She’s been found out. Luca must have got to her, and if he found her, it means he found the printing press. It also means he found the talk stone. A quick note to you about the one thing you’d leave the capital for, playing on your heart strings, and he had us both where he wants us. I should have realized it was too easy to get out of the capital.”

I was completely lost. “What do you mean?”

Luca knows you are still in town because he’ll have had no reports of you leaving when you escaped from his house. He wants you, but he also wants me and the rest of the Magi. I don’t know how he found out about Seraphia, but as you saw before, those papering the capital with the Charm Chronicle have hardly been discrete. It probably didn’t take much to find out where it was coming from. Once Seraphia was captured along with all the others at her parent’s house in Thalia, a note was sent to you to flush you out.”

“But they still don’t have me,” I replied, still baffled. “Those two men following us went in a completely different direction.”

Cynder sighed. “They will get you. They are too busy capturing everyone at the holiday village first including...”

“Including Elise,” I finished for him. I closed my eyes. We’d led Luca right to everyone. I thought back to the message I’d gotten that morning. It had said a hospital a kilometer north of the hiding place. This was the closest hospital to the holiday villages. It wasn’t quite two kilometers, but it was close enough. Cynder was right. It was too easy to get out of town. The horse left there for anyone to take should have been enough to alert us, but I was so desperate to get to Elise that I didn’t stop to think about it. We must have been followed all the way down here. The two people following us would have messaged Luca. Within hours, the place would be crawling with guards. The others would be found before dawn.

“We need to warn them!” I said.

“We can’t. If they’ve not found them already, they will soon. Luca wants you the most, but he’s gambled that he’ll still get you if he gets the others first. If you’ve proved you’d cross the kingdom for your sister once, he knows you’ll do it again. Even if we do get there before Luca’s men, how are we going to get all those people out without being seen? Roadblocks will be being put up all around here as we speak. They’ll all be kept alive. Luca will be counting on you to go rescue them. We really only have one option right now.”

I asked the question even though I already knew the answer. “And that is?”  

“We need to get out of here before it’s too late.”

I looked at Cynder, completely soaked with the rain. He was right. The only problem was where could we go? 


 

 

The Farmer

We rode the horse for hours through the night, not going anywhere in particular, just getting as far away from the holiday cottages as possible. 

Hours later, we stopped to rest on the edge of a village. An old barn filled with hay became our bed for the night not that I could sleep. 

“I’m to blame for all of this,” I said to Cynder for the third time as he conjured up a small fire in the straw. The magic fire  burned merrily without setting the rest of the straw or wooden barn on fire. 

“You are exhausted. Come here and sit by the fire. I’ll find us something to eat.”

Cynder beckoned me over to the fire beside him. I shook my head, too anxious to sit still. 

He stood up and hugged me briefly before leaving the barn. I paced up and down, leaving a trail in the straw at my feet until he returned five minutes later with some apples.

“It’s not much, but it’s all I could find this time of night.”

He handed me an apple. I didn’t think I was hungry, but my stomach growled, giving me away. I took a bite. It tasted all the sweeter from me having not eaten all day.

“Please stop worrying about Elise and the others. I really don’t think Luca will kill them. Not while you and I are still out here.”

I closed my eyes, remembering the cellar I’d been thrown in. If Elise spent only one night there, he wouldn’t have to kill her. Her frail body wouldn’t be able to cope with the cold and damp, and she would die without Luca having to lay a finger on her.

I paced some more before Cynder called me over again. “Come look at this.”

The warmth hit me as I sat down next to him, and I had to admit it was preferable to shivering while pacing up and down.

He handed me the talk stone that connected to Jason Copper’s.

The Queen Mother, Elise, Leo, and Jenny along with twenty Magi have been brought here by Luca. 

The message disappeared to be replaced by more words.

I’ve put them in the cells on his orders. I can’t let them out, but I’ll make sure they are comfortable.

 Again the message disappeared into the stone. I watched as the end of the message appeared.

Please keep safe. Don’t come back to the capital. JC

I pulled a pen from my pocket and wrote quickly on the stone. 

How is Elise?  C

Seconds later I had my answer. It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but it could be much worse.

Elise sick. Have ordered urgent medical attention for her. JC

I breathed a sigh of relief and handed the talk stone back to Cynder. He looked at the last message from Copper before pocketing the stone. 

“She’s being looked after,” he said, scooping up some of the straw and making a makeshift bed for the pair of us. It wasn’t the most comfortable bed in the world, but it was better than sleeping outside. I finished the apple and lay down next to him. He stroked my head until finally, my eyelids felt heavy and I fell into a deep sleep.

The morning brought with it more stress as the farmer who owned the barn caught us as we slept and promptly threw us out. At least he didn’t recognize the pair of us.

Breakfast was comprised of more apples and some bark from a tree that Cynder assured me was edible. I had to take his word for it as it tasted exactly like the dry bark it was. 

He was silent as we walked down a deserted country road, the reins of the horse in his hands. Yesterday, we’d galloped; today we had nowhere to go.

“I’ve been thinking,” began Cynder as we walked along a country lane. The weather had settled, leaving the morning feeling fresh and new. The sun shone through a slight haze, drowning everything in a pink light. “I want to head back to the capital.”

It was what I wanted too. I desperately wanted to see Elise and the others, but we’d both agreed the night before that it was too dangerous. 

“We’ll never get past the roadblocks. You think Luca will let us get through twice? Even if he does, it will be so his men can follow us like they did last time.”

He continued on walking, pulling the horse by the reins. I waited patiently for his answer. After a while, it came. “I didn’t mean to go through the roadblock. I say we stay on the outside. Close enough to keep an eye on everything going on, but far enough away that no one sees us.” 

I mulled it over. To be honest, it wasn’t like we had a lot of options. Going back to the palace was an impossibility now, and both the holiday homes and Seraphia’s ancestral home had been raided. I thought about Seraphia. Copper hadn’t mentioned her when he’d said that the others were safe. I could think of only two options. Firstly that Tomas had waded in and taken her home to protect her from Luca or secondly, and the most likely, Luca had taken her elsewhere without Tomas knowing. A mental image of her dead somewhere flashed through my mind. I shook my head to get rid of it and tried to concentrate on what Cynder had said. 

“I guess so. Where will we stay though? Another barn?”

Cynder shook his head. “Actually, I was thinking you could contact Copper. He’s the only person we know who is still on the outside of a cell right now. Maybe he knows someone who lives near the edge of town who will let us stay for a while.”

“It’s a long shot. There are only farms on the edge of town. We’d be putting them at an awful risk.”

Cynder stopped walking and turned to me. “Charm, everyone is fighting. This isn’t just about us anymore. You saw the town before we left. People are beginning to stand up to Luca. His lies are being exposed, and people are beginning to take note. I would imagine farmers would be the first people to want to take us in. Apart from the Magi, they are the ones losing out the most. They are prohibited from taking their produce into town. Luca is killing their businesses. It’s worth a shot.”

He handed the talk stone to me. It was the only one we had left that we could use. I kept the one Seraphia had given to me in my pocket even though it was now useless. Taking a pen out, I wrote another note to Copper. We had to wait almost ten minutes for a reply, but when it came, it was good news.

Friend will take you in if you can get there tonight. On the northeast edge of the capital. DO NOT attempt to cross into town.

He followed the message with an address.

I read the message out to Cynder before handing the talk stone back to him. I jotted the address down on my arm so we wouldn’t forget.

“He really doesn’t want us to try and get through the roadblocks does he?” pointed out Cynder as he jumped onto the horse’s back. He held out his hand and pulled me up. The journey to the east of town was uneventful although both of us were on edge, waiting for someone to spot us. The one thing that did raise my spirits was the purple posters tacked to everything. The closer we got to the capital, the more of them there were. They really were everywhere. It raised a smile to my lips. Luca wasn’t as popular as he liked to think he was, or at least, his popularity was fading. 

I could see the buildings in town on the horizon. I ached to be back inside. The capital of Silverwood had been my home since the day I was born, and here I was—an outcast. 

Cynder hadn’t the energy to use his magic today. Days of running and using his magic to change our appearance had taken its toll on his magical abilities. Our faces had gone back to being our own, making things even more dangerous for us. The hoods we wore on our cloaks, were our only disguise, and with the weather being as cold as it was, no one would think to look twice. At least, I hoped that was the case. 

I wrapped my cloak tighter around myself, trying to keep out the chill. Eventually, we came to the address that Copper had given us. It was bigger than I had expected. The owners of this particular farm were wealthy. The house itself had huge double height windows and had been kept in good repair. A number of stables and other outhouses were dotted around the property. I was pleased to see that a large hedge sheltered it from the main road. I jumped down and knocked on the front door. A good-looking man opened the door and gave me a warm smile. As soon as he saw me, he gave me a quick bow and ushered me in. He held out his hand to shake Cynder’s as he followed me through the door.

At six foot three or so, he was a man of great stature and could easily have passed for a male model albeit one who was rough around the edges. A young woman, equally as beautiful and equally as accommodating stepped into the hallway to greet us. Unlike her husband who had only given me a perfunctory bow, his wife dropped into a deep curtsey.

“I’m Alan, and this is Jeannie,” said the man “We are honored to have you in our home.”

“You are doing us a great service,” I replied, smiling. I liked them already. Their home was as lovely on the inside as it was on the outside. It looked lived in without being messy. Photos of impossibly beautiful children lined the wall. 

“We have three,” said Jeannie as she caught what I was looking at. “They are in bed at the moment. They are certainly going to be surprised when they wake up and see our queen here tomorrow. We thought you’d died. I can’t tell you how surprised we were when we got a message from Jason. I had to go straight to the kitchen to start baking. I hope you like cookies. I’ve baked a million of them! In fact, I’ve just got some out of the oven. They’ll still be warm.”

I laughed at her enthusiasm. Having eaten nothing but apples and tree bark all day, warm cookies sounded like heaven.

“We’d love some, thank you.”

We followed her into a large farmhouse kitchen. A huge wooden table laden with cookies and cakes filled the center of the room. The smell was utterly delicious.

Jeannie poured four glasses of milk as we each picked up a cookie. It tasted as wonderful as it smelled. I was just about to take another when something caught my eye. It was a photograph of Daniel.

“May I?” I asked, taking the newspaper when Jeannie nodded.

I nearly choked when I read the headline. 

Former Boyfriend of Queen Charmaine, Daniel Laurient, Sentenced to Death for Murder Plot.

I read through the article in horror. Daniel had been caught by Luca. He’d been sentenced without a trial for his part in plotting to kill Luca. I felt even sicker when I read who else had been sentenced. There was a list of thirteen more names, most of which I recognized as Magi. Dean’s name was among them. Even though it wasn’t printed, I knew without doubt Seraphia was with them too.  

They must have all been at her house. This was their punishment for publishing the Charm Chronicle. This was all my fault. They were going to die because of me.

I dropped the paper to the floor. I heard a scream as my legs gave way beneath me and everything went black.      


 

 

Back to Thalia

Three concerned faces gazed down at me as I came around. Jeannie was waving the paper up and down as a fan to try to cool me. 

I stood up quickly.

“I think you should sit down,” Alan said, grabbing a chair for me.

I propped myself up on the edge of the table. I didn’t want to pass out again. “I’m sorry. I appreciate your help, but we can’t stay here tonight.”

Cynder gave me a curious look while Jeannie looked stricken.

“Is it something we’ve done?”

“No,” I assured her. I have something I need to do.

Cynder shook his head, guessing what I was going to say. “Charm, what can we do? The article doesn’t say where they are being held. We can’t go back into the capital. Mr. Copper has warned us against it twice now. If we try, we’ll only end up with our own death sentence.”

“You know exactly where they are being held,” I replied, thinking of the damp basement of Luca’s house, “but that’s not where I want to go.”

“Where then?” he asked, looking perplexed.

“I want to go to Thalia. I need to see the king and queen. It’s about time they knew the truth about their son.”

Cynder closed his eyes. I could see he was trying to think of a way to talk me out of it. To my surprise, he didn’t. “Yes. We should go.”

It was not what I was expecting him to say at all. “We should?” 

“I know we are hardly the king and queen’s favorite people at the moment, but we have a history with them, you as their daughter-in-law and me as a member of staff. Even more importantly, they’ll be worried about Seraphia. We have to speak to them. The date for the execution has been set for the day after the royal wedding. It’s a weird kind of honeymoon, but there you go. I’m not going tonight though. We’ve barely eaten in days, and we are both exhausted. Please let’s stay here tonight and get some rest. We can make a real plan rather than setting off in the middle of the night. Crossing the border into Thalia isn’t going to be easy.”

I saw Jeannie nodding her head enthusiastically beside him.

“Actually, I can help you there,” said Alan. “I go to a market across the border every Saturday. Luca has started letting the farmers cross the borders again since the Charm Chronicle appeared. It’s his way of making up for not letting us sell things in town. I think he’s trying to win back some approval.”

I nodded. One more night wouldn’t make much of a difference. The execution was still a number of weeks away.

Jeannie made us a magnificent meal which we followed with even more cookies and warm milk. I’d not eaten a decent meal in weeks, and Jeannie was an exceptional cook. 

After dinner, we were shown to a lovely room with a view of the city in the distance. The bright lights twinkled, reminding me that all the people I loved were now within the capital’s limits. If only I could go and see them. They were so close and yet so far.

I took a long, hot bath, another luxury I’d been deprived of in the previous weeks and wrapped a white cotton robe that Jeannie had lent me around myself.

I watched the lights imagining how my family and friends were getting on half in the main police station cells and the other half hidden below Luca’s huge house. 

A pair of warm arms enveloped me from behind. “They are going to be ok.”

“Hmm?” I didn’t share his optimism.

“We’ll get them out. I know it. We’ll get them all out.”

I turned and looked into his beautiful brown eyes. I’d seen him look out of so many different colored eyes in the past few weeks thanks to magic, but his real eyes were my favorite. They held more truth than the ones he conjured up to mask himself. I could see forever in them. 

I twirled a lock of his curly hair around my finger before letting it fall. He responded by picking me up and taking me to the bed. 

Exhaustion overcame me. In all my life I didn’t think I’d ever felt so utterly tired and yet when he kissed me, I fought the urgency of sleep and kissed him back. 

His lips were warm, soothing my weary soul. I felt my body responding to his touch, waking up, coming alive. He kissed down my neck, sending rivers of pleasure through me and producing goosebumps down my arm. If only this moment could last forever—this moment of perfection in a world of madness.

I murmured lightly, enjoying the feelings Cynder brought to me. Everything always felt new when I was with him.

“I love you, my Lucky Charm,” he said, pulling himself back up to face me. He stroked my face. His eyes glistened as he looked at me. Whatever he was thinking eluded me, but whatever it was, it was filled with emotion. I’d never seen him quite like this. It made me feel protective as though I held his heart in my hands the way he held mine.

“I love you too,” I replied giving him a small smile. It could have been weird or awkward, us proclaiming our love for one another in a warm bed in the safety of a beautiful house, but it only felt right.

“Charm, when this is all over...will you marry me?”

My heart jumped as I took in his words. I’d been engaged twice before, but this was the first time I’d been proposed to. I couldn’t speak with the emotion I felt. Getting the words out was impossible, but he understood completely when I nodded. He took me in his arms and held me tightly, both of us giving into tears. When he placed his head on the pillow beside me, I nodded my answer—Yes! I knew that I’d never have a night without him ever again.

The next morning, Jeannie must have wondered how my mood had changed so completely overnight, but she didn’t ask questions as she served us a huge cooked breakfast.   

Three perfectly gorgeous children sat staring at me as I ate. Cynder pulled faces at them to amuse them. Every so often one of them would break into fits of giggles. 

“They are awfully good,” I remarked to Jeannie as she took her place at the table. 

“They’ve been forbidden to ask you any questions about being a queen,” she replied. “Haven’t you?”

Three cute blond heads nodded in unison.

“Nearly ready!” cried Alan, coming through the door and kissing his wife, then his three children’s heads, before grabbing a piece of bacon from the youngest’s plate.

Cynder and I gobbled down our breakfasts, keen to be off. I hugged Jeannie and promised to visit again, hopefully, in better times.  

Outside the front of the house was a wagon filled with produce. I hopped up to the front, followed by Cynder and Alan who took the reins of the three horses. Three because we needed to take ours to get from the market to the palace. Jeannie and the three children waved us off as we headed out into the country lane. It wouldn’t take much time to get to the border, but it was quite a journey on the other side. I’d done it a couple of times before and wasn’t particularly looking forward to it.

About a mile away from the border, Alan stopped the wagon. He’d piled boxes of fruit, vegetables, and meat (all grown on his farm) in boxes, leaving a small space for Cynder and me to crawl under. It was a tight squeeze, especially when he lifted another box on top to cover us, but it was the only way we’d get past the border guards undetected. 

I felt each bump in the road as we meandered up the dirt track to the border. My bones physically ached, and my fingers and toes were beginning to go numb in the cramped space. It seemed to take an age to get to the border, but really it was no more than fifteen minutes. I heard the sharp voice of the border guard demanding to see a permit to cross.

“I cross here every Saturday,” stated Alan. 

“You know the rules,” replied the border agent gruffly. 

I crossed my fingers and prayed that Alan had remembered whatever permit was needed these days to cross. I couldn’t stay cramped up in the tiny space much longer. 

He must have shown the permit because the wheels began to turn on the wagon once again. Ten minutes later, Alan lifted the box from above us enabling us to stretch out.

“I think my feet are going to drop off,” I exclaimed as I jumped down from the wagon. 

Alan grinned at me as I hopped about, trying to get the blood flowing to my legs again. “This is where we part ways. I wish you both the best of luck, and if you ever need somewhere to stay again, you know where we are.”

I gave him a hug as Cynder unhooked our horse from the wagon. Hopefully, the border guard wouldn’t notice he had fewer horses going back than coming in. 

Having recharged his magic thanks to a good night’s sleep and a great breakfast, Cynder was able to pick up his wand and, once again, change our appearance. He lightened his hair and darkened mine to a similar auburn hue. 

“If anyone asks, we are brother and sister, heading to the Thalian capital for a vacation.”

The journey was even rougher than I’d remembered. I’d made this particular journey once before with Luca. Back then, we’d had a carriage to shield us from the weather. Now, at the beginning of November and with nothing to shield us, we plodded along at an excruciatingly slow rate. I insisted we stop at inns along the way, both to rest and enable us to be ourselves each evening. Cynder only agreed when I pointed out that the horse needed to rest too. It also gave us the opportunity to eat warm meals – sorely needed after a day in the cold. 

Three days later, we finally arrived in the capital. The imposing Thalian castle with its red slate-topped turrets stood magnificent as always. A thrill ran through me, as I remembered the happy time I’d spent here, spoiled only by Pittser trying to kill me. 

I’d left on horseback behind Cynder, just as I was arriving today. 

With no way to contact the royal family in advance, we had no choice but to speak to the guard on the front gate and ask to be let in. It was only when Cynder waved his wand in front of my face to make my own features reappear, that the guard took notice. He opened the wrought iron gates quickly, understanding my urgency, and led us under the portcullis into the central courtyard. 

My heart hammered in double time as he walked up the stone steps to speak with a guard at the door. The last time I’d come here, I’d been greeted by Queen Sarina herself. Now, I was forced to wait until the door guard went to fetch her. I had no way of knowing how the queen, or the king for that matter, would react to me being here. For all they knew, I was dead, killed by Cynder. My pulse rose as the minutes ticked by, and no one appeared.

The original guard was now waiting by our sides, probably on the order of the door guard. I could understand why everyone was suspicious. I’d be suspicious too if a dead person turned up at my door with her murderer in tow. 

A curtain twitched, and I caught Sarina peeping out. It was only for the briefest of seconds, but it was enough for me to catch the expression of shock on her face. 

A minute later the door guard emerged from the palace and nodded at the gate guard. As Cynder and I climbed the stone stairs to the Castle’s main door, the door guard held up his sword to us. Inside a second guard greeted us in the same way. Fear ran through me as I wondered if we’d made a terrible mistake. The two guards led us to a room I’d not seen before. It was smaller and less grand than the rest of the castle, but it was cozier. To one side was a beautiful chaise lounge covered in a royal red fabric and to the other was a mahogany desk. Sitting behind the desk was an ashen-faced queen.

“Your Majesty,” I curtsied. Cynder followed suit.

“Charmaine?” she asked, bringing her hand up to her mouth. “Is it really you?”  

I nodded and gave her a shy smile.

Her eyes widened. “I can’t believe it. I’m in shock. I thought...”

“It is me. I’m alive.”

She gasped, uncertain that what she was seeing was real. “It can’t be!”

“I assure you it is,” replied Cynder.

For the first time, she saw who it was I was traveling with. Her eyes, already wide with the sight of me, widened even more at the sight of Cynder.

Her already white face paled even more. 

“He...he...” she stammered, her beautiful features contorted in fear. She found her voice and shouted. “Guards!”


 

 

King & Queen

“Please don’t do that, Your Majesty. He’s with me. We need to speak to the king urgently,” I fretted. My eyes went to the door as though the guards would walk in at any moment to take us away.

“He’s upstairs. What’s going on?”

“Please, can you get him? We need to talk to him now!” The urgency in my voice was unmistakable. I’m sure she must have caught the fear in it too.

She wrung her fingers in her hands. I’d never seen her so skittish. “I don’t understand what is happening here.”

 “Please!” I begged. If she didn’t summon the king, I was going to have to go looking for him myself and in a castle this huge, it would take me forever to find him.

A couple of guards entered the room. I pleaded with the queen with my eyes. 

“Can you ask His Majesty to come down here, please?” she said to them with authority. “It’s rather urgent.”

They bowed again and left the room. I exhaled sharply. Finally, I would be able to tell Luca’s parents the truth. Now all I had to do was to get them to believe me. 

Five minutes later, the king blustered in. 

“What is it? I was...”

He stopped talking as he saw who was in his wife’s study. I watched as his mouth opened to form a perfect O shape. 

I curtseyed again. “Your Majesty.” He bowed his head to me in a daze. “You’re dead!”

“I assure you I’m not dead and as you can see that I’m not dead, you’ll also be able to see that I wasn’t murdered by Cynder.” I indicated Cynder to my right.

His eyebrows shot up as he took in the sight of Cynder by my side.

“I think I need a drink,” he said weakly. “Do you have any whiskey, Sarina?”

The queen shook her head in mock frustration. “No, but I could do with one myself. Maybe we should all head to the parlor.”

The king nodded. We followed him to the wood-paneled room I’d been in the last time I’d been at the castle. Then, Seraphia and I had drunk champagne instead of whiskey. With a heavy heart, I realized I’d have to tell them the truth about Seraphia too. This was going to kill them.  

“Where have you been all this time?” asked the queen. “Luca is worried sick. Oh goodness me, he’s going to marry that dreadful woman!” Her hand flew up to her mouth. She seemed so unnerved, unsure of herself. I’d never seen her this way before. The king poured four very generous glasses of whiskey and downed his in one go before passing the rest around and pouring himself another. Even he was rattled by my arrival.

I glanced at Cynder who nodded. I needed to tell them everything. 

“Luca knows I’m alive. He knows Cynder is alive. On the day of our wedding, Cynder wasn’t kidnapping me, he was rescuing me.”

Theron sniffed and adopted a quizzical look. “Rescuing you from what, my dear?”

I sighed. I wanted to put this gently without hurting them, but I realized there was no way to do that. “He was rescuing me from Luca. You see, it was Luca who planted the bombs at my palace. He was planning to kill me to get the crown.”

Both the king and queen looked at me as if I was telling some kind of joke and they were waiting for a punch line.

When it didn’t come, Theron spoke. “That’s preposterous,” he blustered. “He loves you. He’d get the crown anyway if he married you.”

I could see the queen nodding slightly beside her husband. I couldn’t tell if she was agreeing with him or on the verge of fainting. 

I pulled a chair over for her just in case. She sat down, giving me the smallest of smiles.

“Actually, he would only become the prince consort,” argued Cynder. “He wouldn’t become king by marrying the queen.”

“But it’s the same, just a different title,” huffed Theron. 

Cynder carried on, trying to make Luca’s parents understand. “But that’s my point exactly. It’s the title he wants. Prince consort doesn’t have the same value. The king is the highest ranking person in the whole kingdom. A prince consort is one below the queen. Luca has had enough playing second best. He wants to be number one!”

“Luca has spent his whole life in his brother Tomas’s shadow,” I agreed. “He’s resentful that Tomas, a man who really isn’t that interested in being the next king, will get the crown when you, sir, pass away. When Tomas married a Magi; a group of people that Luca thinks are beneath him, it only compounded the issue. He couldn’t bear it that a Magi was going to be the queen here when he could never be king. The fact that Seraphia and Tomas have two sons makes it extremely unlikely that he’ll ever get the throne in Thalia. Seraphia told me that he hated her for a long time, but when he saw an opportunity to become king in my country and saw my desire to integrate the Magi, he began to suck up to her. 

“He had a good feeling he’d be picked as one of the four. Why wouldn’t he? Already a prince in his own right, good -looking, charming. He was known as a ladies’ man before the ball. He knew what it took to woo women. He still does. Remember the woman at the dinner party at his house, his PR lady? He’s sleeping with her. He probably was the whole time. Who knows?”

Sarina made a sound of horror. This must be so difficult to hear, but she had to know.

“When he had what he wanted, me, he hatched a plan to kill me and my family ensuring that he would become king. Everything was planned until Cynder and some others found out. It was only after the wedding that I found out the extent of his lies. He has guards all over Silverwood looking for the pair of us. He wants us both dead. He’s been hunting the Magi too. In less than a month’s time, he will be king, and he’ll be able to do whatever he likes.”

Theron swirled his whiskey around in his glass as if contemplating whether to drink it or not. 

“I know there are a lot of things happening in Silverwood at the moment and I can’t say I agree with everything that Luca is doing,” he said, downing the whiskey. “Marrying that Bloom woman when he barely knows her for a start, but I’m afraid you are wrong. He’s made it very clear to us that he’s missing you terribly, and I’ve seen no mention anywhere of him hunting the Magi. I will agree with you that he wasn’t too fond of Seraphia for a long time, but recently they have been the best of pals. If anything, he’s become an advocate of the Magi.”

“He’s lying to you. Everything is a lie!” I shouted in frustration. Cynder took my hand to calm me down. 

“Seraphia!” I said, “Where do you think she is?”

The queen’s brow furrowed, and she frowned. “She’s at her parent’s house down south. Her mother has been quite unwell, and she’s gone down there to look after her. Why?” 

“Her parents are on vacation.” I sighed, looking to Cynder for help. He nodded in encouragement. I knew I was hurting these people which in turn hurt me. “Luca has her. She’s locked in his basement.”

The king’s eyebrows shot up. “Why ever would he lock Seraphia in his basement? It makes no sense.”

“She’s locked in his basement because he’s planning to kill her. She, along with some other people, has been printing a newsletter to tell the people of Silverwood the truth. Luca found out and caught them. The execution date is set for one day after the royal wedding and two days after he becomes king.”

Theron shook his head. He had a pained expression on his face. 

“I’m sorry, this all sounds very far-fetched. I think we need to contact Luca and bring him here to sort this mess out once and for all.” Both Cynder and I shook our heads abruptly, but it was the queen who spoke. 

“No need. I called him when they arrived.”

“He knows we are here?” I felt physically sick at the thought of it. The last thing we needed now was for Luca to come and capture us here.  

The queen looked pained. “When the guard told me, I didn’t believe...I had to take a look for myself. Of course, I had to tell Luca the good news immediately.”

“What did he say?” asked Cynder quickly, giving me a quick glance. I could see the fear in his face. It matched my own thoughts.

“He said he would come here to see for himself. He said he was on his way!”


 

 

Heading Home

I looked over at Cynder. “We can’t stay here!”

“But you have to,” argued the king. “Luca will want to see for himself that you are still alive.”

“I won’t be alive long if Luca finds me!” I said, the tone of my voice getting more panicked by the second. “Have you not been listening to me? He needs me dead so he can become the king and marry Drusilla Bloom. If I’m alive, all his lies will come out.”

“I heard what you said, dear,” the king came over and patted my arm in a comforting manner. I could smell the whiskey on his breath. At some point, he’d finished the second glass too. “I think this is all one big misunderstanding. When he gets here, we can all sit down and hash it all out. I think you’ll find that you’ve got nothing to worry about. Luca loves you. He’ll get rid of that horrible woman when he knows you are still alive. I think it was only a rebound thing borne of mourning you, my dear.”

I could tell that he was trying to be nice and make me feel better, but his words were having the opposite effect. Luca was on his way. 

I turned to Cynder, my face full of desperation. I didn’t know what to do.

“He’s days away!” said Cynder, coming over to me. He took the glass of untouched whiskey from my shaking hand and placed it down on a nearby surface. “We can be miles away by the time he gets here.”

I nodded in agreement. 

“You can’t leave!” announced the queen. “Luca told me to keep you here. He said not to let you go under any circumstances.”

“He’ll be devastated if you go now,” agreed the king.

“I’m sorry, but we have to go!” I replied. “Unless you are going to keep me here against my will.”

“Of course not,” blustered the king. “But...”

I turned, heading for the door. 

“What shall we tell Luca if you go?” asked Theron gruffly.

I turned back and looked directly at him.

“Ask him about Seraphia. Ask him about me. Listen to what he says and see if you still believe him. Then you can tell him that I’m not going to stop. He’ll never find me, and when the time is right, I’m going to bring him down!”

I stalked towards the door, Cynder hot on my heels. Just before I slammed the door behind us, I heard the queen exclaiming “Oh dear!”

I thought the guards might follow us as we raced through the castle to the front door, but nobody tried to stop us. The guard opened the door and let us leave freely. Even as we jumped back on our horse and left through the iron gates, I was expecting someone to chase us. It was only when we were a good few miles away that my panic subsided. 

Cynder brought the horse to a standstill next to a homely looking inn. “Let’s get some food while we think our next move through.”  

I nodded in agreement. I was hungry, tired and cold. 

Cynder waved his wand over my face, and I could feel my features changing back to what they were before we went to the castle. We were once again the auburnhaired brother and sister.

The inside of the inn was cozy with a roaring fire crackling away in the fireplace. We took a seat in a booth in the darkest corner and ordered a couple of coffees and a roast dinner from the waitress.

“What now?” I whispered, not wanting to be overheard.

Cynder grinned. I wasn’t sure why. As far as I could see, we had nothing to be happy about. 

“Don’t you see? Luca is doing us a favor.”

“By coming here to kill us?” I deadpanned.

“By coming here, yes. If he’s here, that means he’s not in Silverwood. He’s leaving the place with no one in charge.”

I didn’t see how that would help us any. His men would still be there and no doubt shoot us on sight. “If Luca knows we are in Thalia, he’ll know we somehow got across the border. Do you really think he’ll let us back in? I’m betting all those permits for the farmers will now be revoked.”

I speared a potato and took a bite. 

It’s funny how having a hot meal inside you can make you feel so much better, and so it was with me. By the end of the meal I couldn’t say I shared Cynder’s optimism, but at least I wasn’t as fearful as I had been.  

I ordered some sandwiches to go. The trip back to Silverwood was a long one, and I had a feeling that Luca would get his men to all the inns along the route just in case we showed up. This was going to be our last hot meal for the foreseeable future. 

The journey back was harsh, made harder by the dreadful weather conditions and the fact we had to keep off the main tracks so that we didn’t accidentally bump into Luca. 

Snow had begun to fall by the time we got back to the border, and we still hadn’t come up with any idea on how to get through.

In the distance, I could see two guards standing sentry, one at either side of the roadblock.

“Can’t you just blast them with your wand?” I asked, only half-jokingly. 

“Nope, blasting people is not a spell. However, you have given me an idea. Hold on!”

I wrapped my arms tighter around him as he kicked his legs. The horse bolted, nearly making me fall off in the process. 

The roadblock got nearer and nearer until we were close enough for the guards to see us. 

“Slow down!” I hissed. We were going to crash straight into it. 

Cynder ignored me and pushed the horse faster. I closed my eyes, waiting for the crash. It never came. Instead, we took off. I opened my eyes to find us sailing over the roadblock. The horse landed deftly on the other side. I looked back to see the guards getting over their shock and pulling out their guns. 

“They’re going to shoot!” I screamed.

Cynder waved his wand behind us and shouted out a spell, just as I heard the crack of a gun being fired. Seconds later another shot echoed through the night. 

A volley of shots came at us, but none hit. We’d escaped. We were free.

Cynder kept the horse going until we pulled up at a familiar house. The door opened as we cantered up the farmhouse tracks.

Alan welcomed us back into his home. “Charm, Cynder, you’re back. How did it go?” 

It was so nice to be back in a comfortable home. Alan and Jeannie couldn’t be more accommodating. After a home-cooked meal and a long hot bath, we all sat down in their cozy living room to get each other up to speed. 

I’d been right about the farmer’s permits. As of three days ago, no one except Luca himself was allowed to cross any of the borders into or out of Silverwood.

“I think he’s cracking up personally,” said Jeannie. “The news from the city is that everyone is fighting. Not that the newspapers are reporting that. They are trying to cover it all up. All they ever print these days is news about the royal wedding and coronation. There’s nothing of any value in any of them anymore. I have to say I miss the Charm Chronicle.”

“We’ve not heard any real news for days,” agreed Alan. “Even the TV stations are full of reports about what Ms. Bloom will be wearing on her wedding day and what food they’ll be eating at the reception. I mean, who cares?”

“I don’t know,” replied Jeannie coyly. “I’m quite enjoying it. Seeing how the other half live. I know it’s a diversion tactic to keep eyes away from all the problems in the capital, but it’s fun all the same.” 

I sighed. The royal wedding was getting so close. Only three weeks away. That meant the coronation wasn’t far behind and then... and then the execution of my dearest friends. The paper had only mentioned the ones that had been printing the Chronicle, but why would he stop there? There was nothing to gain by him keeping the ones in the police cells alive. They were only alive now because he was hoping that I’d try and get to them. 

“Can we watch it?” I asked, pointing at the TV in the corner. Jeannie seemed surprised by request but turned it on all the same. 

It was weird watching the news about Luca’s wedding. It hadn’t been that long ago that I was at one of Luca’s weddings. Watching it brought back horrible memories of that day. I probably shouldn’t be watching it, but I had to see what was happening. 

Alan passed me a beer as I took in all the details of the royal day. They’d booked the same cathedral, hired the same bands, and even picked the same caterers. 

I almost choked on my beer when I saw Xavi on the screen giving an interview about the bride-to-be’s makeup. 

I cheered when she announced to the world that she’d have to use much thicker makeup on Drusilla because her skin wasn’t as clear as mine. Seconds after she announced this, she was quickly cut off to be replaced by a segment on the wedding color scheme.

Something vibrated. Seconds later, Cynder threw the talk stone to me. As I read the three words, my heart flew into my mouth.

Elise in labor

I stood up quickly, spilling beer all over the floor.

“What’s the matter?” asked Cynder in concern. 

“We have to get into the capital. Elise is having her baby.”

Cynder stood up and took the talk stone from me as though he didn’t quite believe what it said.

He took my hands in his. In a soft voice, he replied. “We can’t go into the capital. You know that. Even with Luca out of the kingdom, his men will still be on guard. Word that we crossed the border back into Silverwood on a black horse will have already gotten around. We won’t be able to do that again. The only reason they didn’t shoot us last time was because I used a shield spell. This time they’ll be ready to follow us.”

“None of that matters. I already know how to get in, and we won’t need any horses or any spells.”


 

 

Amazing Grace

“Where are we going?” asked Cynder as we jogged down the country lane. We’d said a hurried goodbye to Jeannie and Alan and left the farmhouse in a hurry.

“Luca is copying our last wedding. Either he’s extremely unimaginative, or Drusilla wants it to be exactly the same, but they are using all the same contractors.”

Cynder huffed beside me. “So?”

“So, the caterers we used for my wedding have their headquarters about a mile from here. I visited it once for a cake tasting with my mother and Jenny. Wouldn’t Drusilla want to sample cake too? You might think that no one is allowed into the capital, but if they are delivering items for the royal wedding, who is going to stop them?”

Cynder was quiet for a second as he took in what I was saying. “You are a genius!” 

“Maybe,” I replied. “We still have to break into the caterer’s building, steal a couple of uniforms plus something to deliver. Then we have to persuade the guards at the roadblocks that nine o’clock at night is a perfectly normal time to deliver food.”

The building that housed the catering business was a drab grey industrial block. Its dull exterior hiding the delicious food they made within. 

At the front was a small window with some cakes to show their wares to the public.

The building itself was pretty simple to break into. A quick wave of Cynder’s wand and the lock opened. Inside, the lights were off but I could just about make out the industrial-sized mixing machines thanks to a streetlight outside. 

“Through here,” I whispered, remembering exactly where the spare white cloaks with the company logo embroidered on them were kept. I’d had to wear one the last time thanks to health and safety regulations. We took a couple of cloaks, and as we left, I grabbed a couple of the fancy display cakes.

I could feel my heart beating wildly as we walked up to the roadblock at the entrance to the city. 

“City Catering, here to deliver some cakes for the wedding,” I said to the guard. I tried to keep my voice airy and light as if it was normal to be delivering cakes at night.

“No one can go through here. The king’s orders.”

I fought the urge to tell the stupid man that Luca wasn’t the king yet, but I held my tongue.  

 I pulled myself up to my full height and took a deep breath. 

“Lady Bloom is having a cake crisis and asked us to deliver these tonight as a matter of urgency.” 

“She can’t decide between chocolate fudge or red velvet for the cake,” added Cynder.

“The cake has already been chosen for the wedding,” replied the guard uncertainly.

“And now Lady Bloom isn’t sure if it’s right,” I replied with authority. “Now, if you want I can go back to the bakery and tell my superiors to contact King Luca to let him know why his bride-to-be isn’t getting the right cake, or you can let me take these cakes to her. Which is it going to be?”

The guard thought for a second, no doubt caught between disobeying his boss’s direct order or upsetting his boss’s fiancée which in turn would upset him more. I almost felt sorry for the guard as he waved us through. 

Once in the city, we ditched the cakes and ran, keeping an eye out for more of Luca’s guards. They seemed to be on every street corner. Getting to the police station was tricky. Thanks to the curfew, the streets were empty, so we had to be careful not to be seen. Getting there involved taking a circuitous route, taking us much longer than it should have. Even though the streets were empty, the reception desk at the police station was busy. I fought through the throng of people to get to the policeman on duty. 

He was in the middle of an argument with one of Luca’s guards. I trusted Cynder’s mask spell for them not to recognize me and stood patiently behind them, listening in to their conversation. 

“I’ve told you,” began the policeman. “The cells are full. We are already doubled and tripled up. There’s no more space.”

Luca’s guard huffed. “You are going to have to find some then. This guy was out after ten.”

“Yeah, him and a hundred others. What do you think all these people are here for? It’s the same every night. Take the guy home and give him a slap on the wrist.”

“I was just walking my dog!” the man in handcuffs protested.

“Shut up you,” cried the guard, kneeing him roughly in the back.

“I’ll speak to the king about this,” growled the guard, taking his prisoner away.

“You do that!” shouted the policeman after him. “Next!”

He was surprised to see someone not in handcuffs.

“I’m here to see Jason Copper please,” I asked quietly. So far none of the other of Luca’s guards had noticed me. They were all busy with their own captives.

The policeman at the reception desk raised a brow.

“And who can I say is looking for him?”

I hesitated. I didn’t recognize this man. Copper had told me that a lot of his men were still devoted to the queen, but things had changed a lot since I’d last been here and I wasn’t sure who I could trust.

“It’s urgent,” I hissed. “Just tell him that a friend wishes to speak to him. He has my sister.”

I hoped that was enough for Copper to know it was me. I needed him to come for me quickly because it wasn’t going to be long before one of Luca’s guards noticed I was also there out of curfew.

“Sergeant Copper doesn’t have time to speak to friends at the moment. He’s currently dealing with an emergency and has asked not to be disrupted. Our new chief inspector, might be available if you’d like me to speak to him?” Damn. I’d forgotten someone else was in charge now. Jason had been demoted to Sergeant.

“No!” I backed off and pulled Cynder into a corner.

“I can’t get to him!” I cried, putting my head in my hands. Somewhere in the cells below me, Elise was giving birth. I needed to be with her.

Cynder didn’t say anything to comfort me. I looked up. He was busy scribbling something on the talk stone.

“The talk stone!” I whispered excitedly. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

I craned my neck to see Copper’s response. 

Elise taken to hospital. She’s in a really bad way. I’m sorry. JC

I’m sorry he’d said. I’m sorry. Didn’t people only say that when there was no hope left? The last time I’d seen Elise, she looked deathly ill, and that had been months ago. I cried silently, despair filling me.

“I shouldn’t have left her!” I said as Cynder hurried me out of the station. Throughout my childhood whenever I’d been ill, a physician had come to the palace to see me, but I knew there was a hospital in town. I’d been there once to give a speech. I turned into a street that I knew headed towards the hospital.

“Where are you going?” hissed Cynder, grabbing my arm to stop me.

I frowned. “The hospital.” Where else would I be going?

“We can’t. Luca’s men will be swarming the place.”

I glared at him. “We have to go. You saw what Copper said. What if she dies?”

“If we go there, we will get caught, and we will die! How do you even know that it was Copper that sent that last message? Maybe one of Luca’s men found the talk stone and is now luring you into a trap like they did before with Seraphia’s talk stone?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, ripping my arm from his hand. “And I don’t even care anymore. This is Elise we are talking about. She needs me.”

“No, Charm. She doesn’t need you right now. I’m sorry but what she needs is the best hospital care with the best doctors. She needs Leo by her side.”

Tears began to prickle at the corner of my eyes. “If I was you, and it was me in the hospital. What would you do?”

He closed his eyes and shook his head resigned. “I’d do anything to see you.” His voice was quiet. I waited until he looked back up at me.

“So, well then, maybe you are right when you say Elise doesn’t need me right now, but I need her.”

I was struggling with keeping it together. The last few days had exhausted us both, and I was emotionally near rock bottom. The tears began to fall. Cynder drew his thumb up my cheek, wiping the tear away before pulling me into a hug. 

“Come on, let’s go.”

The hospital was only a couple of streets away, so getting there was relatively easy. 

Remnants of the Charm Chronicle still clung to walls and posts, now faded and half worn away by the weather. The snow had begun to fall again, but this time instead of a light shower, it was coming down thick. By dawn, there would be a carpet of white covering Silverwood’s capital. 

Our tracks could already be seen behind us in the snow, but they would soon cover over. 

The hospital entrance had a reception and a waiting area. I hurriedly glanced around, but apart from a young girl with long flowing blonde hair, who was checking her watch and a young boy with a grazed head, sitting with his mother, there was no one there. 

“No guards!” I noticed.

“Yeah, and that’s what worries me. Don’t you think this is too easy?”

He had a point. If Elise was brought here, there was no doubt in my mind that Luca would have been contacted about it. Even if he hadn’t and was still on his way to his parent’s house, his guards wouldn’t have let Elise leave the cells alone, not even in an ambulance. 

Instead of speaking to the receptionist, I nodded to the sign that said maternity and followed it. 

Each step closer to the maternity ward felt like one step closer to danger. I wasn’t sure if I was more scared of what I’d find when I got there or being caught before I did. 

At the end of the corridor was a set of double doors.

“Still no guards!” I said under my breath. I hesitated before opening them. The ward was small with a birthing suite to the left side and a ward with four beds to the right. I turned left as Cynder grabbed hold of my sleeve. I turned to see why he was stopping me. And that’s when I saw it. The most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

“Elise!” I cried, running over to her bed. She looked frail and tired but so, so happy. Beside her bed sat Leo and at the other side Jason Copper. In her arms, she held the cutest little thing I’d ever seen.    

I couldn’t help myself. I burst into tears. 

Copper stood up and rushed over, ready to push me back.

“Jason, it’s me.”

He recognized my voice immediately. “Charmaine?”

I nodded as Elise looked up.

“Charmaine?” she echoed. 

“Cynder transformed my face, but it’s me,” I sobbed “You’re alright?” 

Elise began to cry too. Happy tears. “I’m fine. The doctors saved me. They said that now that I’ve had the baby I’ll get better all on my own. I have to stay here for a few days, but anything’s better than those cells.” She passed the little bundle to me. My heart blossomed as I looked down into the most perfect face of my new niece. She slept, completely unaware of the emotions swirling around her.

Leo stood up and hugged me carefully avoiding the baby.

“What have you named her?” I asked, my voice little more than a whisper. 

Elise smiled through her tears. “Grace.” 

Grace. It was perfect. I gave her a quick kiss on the nose and handed her to Leo.

“Congratulations, Elise, Leo.” Cynder stepped forward and shook Leo’s hand. “Chief Inspector, are there any other guards here?”

“No. I was allowed to bring Elise and Leo here. I’m supposed to keep an eye on them and take them back to the cells when the hospital discharges them.”

“Don’t you think that’s strange?”

Copper nodded. He took a quick look at Elise before pulling Cynder and me to one side and lowering his voice.

“I do. At first, I was only concerned about Elise. She was so sick; it’s a miracle she’s still alive. After she got the all clear, I began to wonder why no other guards had turned up. I hate to say this to you, but I think you should go before it’s too late. I’ll keep you updated on Elise’s condition, but the doctors think she’ll make a complete recovery.”

I’d never felt such relief in my life. I ran over to Elise and kissed her. Leaving her now was going to break my heart but every second I was there brought Elise and baby Grace closer to danger. If Luca found me, he’d have no need for her anymore. 

“I’ll find a way to finish this!” I said loudly enough for them all to hear. 

Cynder took my hand as I wiped away the tears that were now freefalling down my face.

I’d composed myself completely as we got back to the hospital reception area. It was still relatively quiet although a few more people had turned up. 

Cynder and I walked quickly across the floor to the main entrance. We’d just walked through the doors when I heard a voice boom out. 

“She’s there! Get her!”

I knew that voice. I knew it well. It was Luca.


 

 

The Announcement

My body went rigid in fear. I felt my heart rate elevate as a couple of guards came out of nowhere and ran towards us, their guns raised in the air as they ran. 

I felt Cynder try to pull me away, but I couldn’t move. There was nowhere to run. The guards were in front of us, Luca was behind us. He’d done it again. He’d recognized me despite the mask. When would I learn?

The guards came closer and closer. Behind me, I could hear Luca shouting ‘Now, now, now!’ He sounded almost delirious. Maybe he was. He was finally getting what he wanted, and I knew that this time there would be no escape. They’d made the mistake of not taking Cynder’s wand from him last time. They wouldn’t make it again. Seraphia was already at Luca’s house. She wouldn’t be able to help me this time. Of course, there were always Luca’s parents. Would King Theron and Queen Sarina come to Silverwood after everything I’d told them? Would they be suspicious when Luca didn’t turn up at their castle like he said he would? My gut feeling told me that they wouldn’t. Luca would have made up an excuse. He’d be convincing too. He’d have an answer to all their questions, a plausible answer. Cynder yanked on my hand much more roughly now, but it was too late. The guards were almost upon us. I closed my eyes and gave in to the inevitable. 

Seconds later, I heard the guards thundering past. I opened my eyes and swiveled my head just in time to see them grabbing the young girl I’d spotted at reception earlier. The girl with the long blonde hair. 

She let out a scream as Luca stalked over to her. Upon seeing who it was, she became immediately quiet.

Cynder pulled on my hand again, and this time I let him. We walked slowly away from them, afraid that if we ran, we’d bring attention to ourselves. Once we were out of sight of the hospital, we pelted full pace, not stopping until we were back at the Royal Palace. I slammed the basement door shut and bent over breathlessly. 

“You ok?” asked Cynder, patting my back. He must have been as tired as I was, but he thought of me first. He always had. 

Between breaths, I began to giggle. The last few days had finally caught up with me. I’d never known tiredness like this, but knowing Elise was going to be alright made everything worthwhile. 

I began to laugh again, this time more loudly. Cynder joined in. We were quite the pair. 

After a depressing meal of tomato soup, cooked on the small stove, we tumbled into bed. We would have to discuss our strategy for freeing everyone and exposing Luca, but it would have to wait for another day. I was too tired to think.

The next morning I made a couple of rounds of toast for both of us and brewed a couple of cups of coffee. We had no milk, but I wanted the caffeine buzz, so I drank it black, choking on the bitter taste. 

“You ok?” Cynder mumbled from under the bedclothes. “Do I smell coffee?”

“You do indeed,” I replied while turning on the TV. I wanted to see if there was any mention of Elise or even the girl that Luca had taken thinking she was me. Guilt coursed through me as I thought of her. I’d get her out, along with everyone else. 

Of course, neither of those things were given any airtime. It made sense I suppose. Luca was hardly going to publicize his incompetence. Besides, for all anyone knew, Elise was already dead. Luca must have paid the hospital a great deal of money to keep her a secret. 

“Why do you think Luca let Elise go to the hospital?” I mused aloud. “It would be a lot easier for him if he let her die.” 

“He knew you’d show up. He probably thought you’d not bother to try the police station for fear of getting caught. That’s why there were so many guards there, and not one thought to check us.” 

I nodded, taking another sip of the bitter coffee. 

A news item came on that had me sitting up straight. I wouldn’t have noticed it at all, coming as it did at the end of a long section of news about the upcoming wedding, but it was about the bakery we broke into last night.

“Cynder, look,” I said, pointing at the TV.

The report only lasted a minute and told how someone had broken in and stolen a couple of the cakes from the shop window. I had to laugh when they reported that the cakes weren’t even real. They were just for show. Evidently, the reporter thought it was funny too. Cynder and I were branded a couple of idiots. Suited me. They had no leads which was just the way I liked it. 

The news went back to images of all the preparations for the big day. Drusilla delighted in telling the world how fancy everything was going to be and how much better her wedding would be than mine. I’m sure it would be. Maybe her house wouldn’t blow up at the end of it.

We were still no closer to overturning Luca, and practically everyone I knew was either in jail cells or in a damp basement, but in spite of everything, I was happy. I’d only gotten to see her for a couple of minutes, but my heart filled with joy every time I thought of baby Grace’s perfect little face, her rosebud lips, her skin darker than Elise’s porcelain complexion, but lighter than Leo’s, the perfect blend of the two of them.

I was still thinking about her cute baby cheeks when the news was interrupted for a special announcement. 

I sat bolt upright. It must have been something major to interrupt Drusilla talking about wedding corsages. 

Frederick Pittser appeared on the screen. Behind him was the huge square in front of the cathedral where our wedding took place and where Luca and Drusilla were due to marry. It was also the place where coronations take place. At my wedding there had been thousands of people with banners, and today, judging by the report, there were still thousands of people with banners. This time though they weren’t well-wishers out to wish their queen a happy future. The people marching behind Pittser looked defiant.

“Police are trying to control the angry protesters, most of whom are illegal Magi. They stormed across the border into Silverwood and broke down the capital’s defenses. The people of the capital are warned to stay in their homes. These people are dangerous and will kill non-Magi people on sight.”

I should have been outraged, but I was delighted. I knew for a fact that not all of the people marching were Magi. I recognized some of them as people who worked in the palace. I even spotted some prominent community members in the march that looked anything but angry. Thousands of people marched peacefully through the square, their banners filled with slogans such as “Charmaine Lives,” and “We love Queen Charmaine.” It wasn’t the slogans that made me cheer. It was the color of the fabric used for the banner. It looked like most of the city had come out, and all were dressed in purple, the color of the Magi. 

“They are fighting, Charm,” Cynder said, gripping my hand. “The people are fighting. I knew Luca’s time would come.” Even as we watched the live feed, more and more people joined them. It was a beautiful sight. 

Pittser looked more and more afraid as the throng turned towards him, but before they got near, the police arrived. Hundreds of Luca’s guards raced towards the protesters, batons raised as if to hurt them, a song went up. The guards found that they could not quite reach the protestors. The camera panned round to see the Magi with their wands outstretched. Instead of using them to hurt the guards, they had elected to cause a barrier between them. The more the guards tried to break down the invisible barrier, the louder the protesters sang. There was no mistaking what the song was. It was Silverwood’s national anthem. Instead of singing ‘God save the King,’ instead, they sang ‘God save Queen Charm.’        

Cynder and I jumped out of our seats at the same time, cheering. Cynder tossed a stone to me, and when I looked down, I saw that it was Copper’s talk stone. On it in his handwriting were the words Turn the TV on.

I grinned broadly as I replied that I was already watching it.

“We need to go out there,” I shouted. “The people want me. Now is the time.” I was finally ready to unmask myself and show everyone in Silverwood I was still alive. 

And now, a special announcement from His Royal Highness, Prince Luca.

The TV flashed away from Pittser’s face to that of Luca’s. He was sitting in a room I remembered at his house. It was the study where I’d seen him have a secret conversation on his phone. 

He looked somber as he addressed the camera. 

“People of Silverwood, as you have seen, the center of the capital has been overrun by people of magic. It saddens me after everything I’ve done for the Magi that they would do something like this so close to my wedding day, and more importantly, my coronation. I do not blame the Magi for what they are doing. An illegal purple paper has been circulating throughout Silverwood, spreading lies. I want to assure you that the perpetrators of these crimes have been caught and are due for sentencing. I’m afraid to say that although I understand that the Magi out there today have been influenced by this purple rag, they have become dangerous. You’ve seen for yourself the trouble they are currently causing. This has brought me to a monumental decision—one that will allow me to make a law to rid Silverwood of this threat, once and for all. I’m bringing the date of my coronation forward. Because of this, I will also be moving my wedding to Drusilla Bloom forward. 

“Tomorrow, I will walk down the aisle of the cathedral as an un-married prince. The day after, I’ll become Silverwood’s new king. As for those treacherous Magi out there today, I’ll be handing them the steepest punishment a king can give. In three days’ time, I’ll be holding a public execution in the same spot they are now standing. As ruler of Silverwood, I’ll finally rid us of the vermin that corrupts our safe land.”  

Cynder and I looked at each other. 

We’d run out of time.


 

 

Drusilla and the Cake

We sat up all night, trying to come up with a plan—anything to beat Luca at his own game. Once he was king, he’d be unstoppable. The reason he’d not publically killed anyone yet was that only the ruler of the kingdom had the legal power to do such a thing. Being a prince wasn’t enough. He had to be king. If I outed myself after the coronation, it wouldn’t matter anymore. I would no longer be able to call myself queen. I had to show the world I was alive before that crown was placed on his head. I had to do it at the wedding.

The next morning, we dressed in the bakery cloaks we’d stolen, hopeful that no one would connect us to the break-in. Our auburn twin masks had worked well for us, so we elected to keep ourselves that way. 

There was a strange atmosphere in the city as we walked through. Many people lined the streets holding the kingdom’s flag and banners with the names of Luca and Drusilla written on them. To most people, it looked the same as when I’d married Luca, but it didn’t feel the same. It all seemed forced somehow. There were no smiles on the faces of the people lining the streets, waiting for the royal carriage to bring Luca and Drusilla home after the wedding. On my wedding day, the excitement of the crowd was palpable. People were screaming my name and waving. Now, it was eerily quiet despite the number of people. I followed Cynder past the groups of people until we reached Luca’s house. The guards were still there. In fact, if anything, there were more of them, but this time the front door was wide open as a stream of people with flowers, centerpieces, and more importantly, food came in and out of it. Finding the bakery wagon was easy. We followed the smell of fresh food and there it was. Boxes and boxes of food were piled up ready to be taken into Luca’s kitchen. In the center was a cake. I thought my mother had gone overboard with my seven-layered cake, but this was a monstrosity. It was baked into the shape of a white castle and at the front, were two little figures kissing. They were obviously meant to be Luca and Drusilla. Both wore tiny crowns on their heads. After checking that no one was looking, I picked up the little figures and broke both their heads off, before placing them back on the cake. 

“Don’t you think that was a bit petty?” Cynder grinned. 

“You’re only saying that because you didn’t think of it first,” I replied, sticking out my tongue at him. “Besides, after everything that has happened, I feel entitled to a little pettiness.”

I picked up one of the boxes and joined the line of people going into the house. 

Our plan was to get inside the house and try to rescue Seraphia, Daniel, Dean, and the others. At the same time, we planned to use the talk stone to contact Copper to free the prisoners. Last night, we’d let him know the plan, so he was ready. The new chief of police was heading up the security at the actual wedding, so Copper had been left in charge of the cells. It was all working out perfectly. 

I tried to look as harassed as the other people as I was bustled into the house. Of course, they were harassed. They were expecting the wedding to happen in a couple of weeks and here they were, having to move it up with less than twenty-four hours’ notice.

I knew exactly where I was going. Once inside I took the stairs straight down to the kitchen. I took the door to the right. The door on the left was currently being guarded by one of Luca’s men. I was glad to see that it didn’t have a lock on it, just a huge bolt that would be easy to pull back if only we could find a way to get the guard to move. 

As I walked into the kitchen, I thought I’d be nervous after being locked in there for so long, but it was so busy with people working that it didn’t feel threatening at all. 

“Put that over there on the table with the other boxes,” shouted a chef with such a red face I was sure he’d explode. Behind me, I felt a nudge. It was Cynder with a box of his own. We placed the boxes on the table.

“We need to find a way to get into the door opposite,” I whispered to Cynder.

“I know. I was down there myself, remember?”

We both headed to the door but were stopped before we left the kitchen by a young woman with bright white hair. She had a clipboard in her hand and an air of efficiency about her. She reminded me of Xavi.

“I need a volunteer to help upstairs,” she announced. “You!”

She pointed at Cynder. He had no choice but to follow her. I tried to tag along behind but was stopped by the chef yelling at me.

“Where do you think you are going? I need someone to chop vegetables.”

I couldn’t help think it would have been better if I’d been called upstairs and it was Cynder that had been left behind. He was a whizz in the kitchen, whereas I had to make do with bumbling through.  

Pulling out some carrots, I began to chop them as neatly as I could. All I could think about was Seraphia and the others just behind the basement door. I listened out for them, but any noise they may have been making was drowned out by the hustle and bustle of the wedding preparations.

Although we’d planned to help them escape, we’d not actually come up with a plan on how we’d actually do that. With so little time to prepare, winging it was our only option. 

“Where is the cake?” shrieked someone from upstairs. This question was shortly followed by the pounding of someone stomping down the stairs. I almost fell over in shock when I saw who it was. Drusilla Bloom. Having only ever seen her on TV and in photos, I was not quite prepared for the sight of her. She was large, much larger than I expected, both tall and wide. The corset she wore was practically bursting at the seams, her bosoms pushed up so high she could practically rest her chin on them. 

Her makeup was so thick that it looked like she was wearing a mask herself. It was almost grotesque. What on earth did Luca see in her? Urgh. And goodness only knew why she was wandering around in her underwear.  Maybe she’d look better once her dress was on. She’d definitely look better with her veil on. I suppressed a snicker and went back to chopping carrots. 

 “The cake!” she screeched once again. The head chef, who just seconds before had been the epitome of angry was now bowing and smiling to this hideous woman. He was now fussing around Drusilla as if his life depended on it. Knowing this woman, it probably did.

“I don’t know where it is, Your Majesty. We have many boxes of food we haven’t opened yet. Perhaps it’s in one of those?” The poor guy looked like he was going to cry.

“You heard the lady,” he boomed, causing everyone to stop what they were doing and look at him. “Find the cake.”

I certainly wasn’t going to let on that it was still on the wagon. Let them look for it. I used the pandemonium of people opening boxes while Drusilla and the chef screamed at them to duck outside the kitchen. Very quietly, I closed the door behind me. The one guard that had been standing at the bottom of the stairs guarding the door opposite had gone into the kitchen to help. With him distracted, now was the best time to get them out, but how? Someone was bound to notice them, even in the melee of people. Opening the door was simple. Only a bolt held it shut, but I still had no idea what to do once it was open. 

Deciding I’d worry about it later, I pulled back on the large iron bolt. It made a horrible screeching sound as it opened, matched only by the same noise Drusilla was making in the kitchen. 

“Hey!”

I jumped, fearful that I’d been caught, but when I looked back up the stairs, all I could see was the ridiculous cake coming towards me.

A face peeked out from behind it. 

“Cynder!”

“I was asked to bring this down to the kitchen,” he explained. It was so huge; I could see he was buckling under the weight of it.

“You can’t take it in there. Looking for the damn thing is the only thing keeping everyone occupied. Once they search through all the boxes, the guard will be right out. Bring it in here.” I opened the door to the basement. 

Ten pairs of eyes looked back at me.

“Seraphia! Daniel! Dean! It’s us, Charm and Cynder!” I ran over and hugged them. They were all noticeably thinner than the last time I’d seen them, and their clothes were filthy.

Cynder placed the cake on the floor and hugged them all. Apart from Seraphia, Daniel, and Dean, the other seven were all people I recognized from the farmhouse.

“Seraphia,” said Cynder, throwing a wand to her. “I found your wand in an office upstairs. I hear you are good at transforming. I can only do so much. Can you transform your clothes to uniforms like this?”

She nodded and waved her wand. Seconds later, instead of nine Magi and Dean, there now stood ten caterers. She’d done a magnificent job of transforming them. Their faces had changed too.

Leaving the cake where it was and carefully closing and bolting the door behind us, we all dashed upstairs. At the main door, the guard gave us a quizzical look. Maybe we should have changed everyone into something else. There were now more caterers trying to get out than had come in.

“We are looking for the wedding cake,” I said, looking harassed. “It seems to be misplaced, and Her Majesty is rather upset.”

The guard blocked our exit. “The cake already went down to the kitchen. I saw it being brought in just a few minutes ago.”

Damn! I’d not thought of that.

“It’s another cake. The one brought downstairs was the wrong one!” cut in Cynder. The guard arched his brow but didn’t back down. 

“My cake!” Drusilla screamed. She was so loud, we could all hear her all the way up here.  

Her loud footsteps began to pound on the steps.

“Ok,” I smiled sweetly to the guard. “I’ll just let Her Majesty know that you won’t let us go look for it.”

The guard adopted a terrified look and backed off, letting us go through. 

We’d done it! 

We’d gotten everyone out.

Getting away from the house was easy. Only streets away, huge numbers of people were gathering to see the royal carriage make its way to the cathedral. All we had to do was join the throng. 

“Stand together,” Seraphia commanded. We did as she asked, and she once again waved her wand. I felt warm as the spell consumed me. All the others changed clothes again. I looked down, and my catering uniform had now been replaced by a beautiful blue dress.

“It wouldn’t be enough to fool Luca up close, but with us all mingling in with so many other people, he’s got no chance of spotting us.” Seraphia put her wand back in her waistband. 

“Luca!” I exclaimed out loud. “Where is he?”

I’d not seen him at all at the house.

 “He’s getting ready somewhere else,” said Cynder.” I overheard one of the staff talking about it when I was getting the cake. His guards at the house were drastically reduced because most of them are already at the cathedral and what was left had to be shared between his house and the place where he’s getting ready. That’s why it was so easy to get in and out. I guess he wasn’t expecting us to just waltz in and out on the day of his wedding. Hopefully, it will be a long time before anyone notices that the prisoners are all gone.”

“We still need to get the others,” I reminded him.

“Others?” Seraphia asked. She’d turned herself into a dowdy middle-aged woman, but somehow her radiant beauty still shone through. 

“Luca caught everyone. They are all in cells below the police headquarters.”

Seraphia’s hand flew to her mouth. “What about Elise? She was so unwell the last time we saw her.”

I took hold of Seraphia’s hand. “I’ve got so much to tell you. Come on, let’s go.”

“Actually,” interrupted Cynder. “I need to talk to you alone before we go anywhere. You’ll never believe what I found out in that house.”


 

 

The Magi    

I let him pull me back from the parade route. The expression on his face was enough to tell me something huge had happened. He’d only been gone ten minutes while fetching the cake. How could something so momentous have happened in such a short space of time?

“What is it?” I asked. I was aware that time was running out to rescue the others. We still had no definitive plan, but once Luca found out that Seraphia and the others had been freed from his basement, he would put extra security on the cells.

Cynder took a deep breath. “The woman who asked me to come upstairs, she didn’t ask me to fetch the cake. She wanted me to get something from Luca’s study. Apparently, he’d forgotten the rings. He’d left them in the drawer of his desk. The blonde woman couldn’t find them, so she asked me to help. Eventually, we found them in a locked drawer. I had to smash it open to get them out. 

“When she’d gone, I had the opportunity to have a quick look at what else was in there. I found some personal letters from your father.”

“My father? Why?”

“I didn’t read them all. There were so many, going back years. It seems that your father knew Luca from a long time ago.”

“Of course he knew him. The King and Queen of Thalia visited us years ago. Luca came with them. It’s quite common for royalty to visit other kingdoms.”

“It seems that they struck up quite a friendship. I didn’t read all the letters. There were so many, but I got the gist of them by scanning through a few.”

“So what did they say?” I asked impatiently. 

Cynder hopped from one foot to the other and puffed out his cheeks. I waited patiently for him to spit it out.

Luca was behind all of this. It wasn’t Xavier like we thought. Luca planted the evidence that Xavier had set everything up, but Xavier was nothing more than a pawn in Luca’s grand plans. That’s why both your father and Xavier died at your first wedding.”

“No!” I replied in shock. They died because of the riots. They were both trampled to death.

“And who do you think organized the riots? All this time, we thought your father and Xavier were the bad guys. They were, but it was Luca that orchestrated it all. He’s been planning this for years. It was Luca that found Xavier, Luca that persuaded your father to hold a ball to find you a husband, and Luca that arranged for your sister to be murdered.”

I couldn’t breathe. The noise from all the people began to ring in my ears.

“Why?” I whispered, through labored breaths. “Why would he want Grace dead?”

“Your father told him something about Grace that he didn’t like.”

What was there not to like about Grace? She was so much better than I, more beautiful, more graceful, more regal. She bettered me in so many ways. “What did he tell him?”

“Grace contracted a disease when you were all little. It wasn’t bad enough to kill her, but it rendered her infertile. Grace couldn’t have children.”

I closed my eyes. “That can’t be true. I read her diary. She’d told my father that she wouldn’t marry Xavier, just the day before she was killed.”

“And your father told Luca,” Cynder explained. “It was he that suggested that your father poison her. He was the one to supply the poison.” 

“But why would Luca want Grace, or for that matter, me, to marry Xavier if he wanted to become the king himself?”

Cynder sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “The whole ball was a set up. I found a list of names. Almost everyone there was someone that Luca had requested your father invite. Most were his guards pretending to be other people. He’d orchestrated it so you’d pick four people of his choosing. What he wasn’t expecting was your mother to invite a few other people at the last minute. That’s how Leo got invited. You already know we managed to get Daniel in there too. It made it harder to get you to pick Xavier, so Luca put pressure on your father.”

I frowned. All around me people were shouting and cheering. The noise was giving me a headache. “It still doesn’t explain why Luca wanted me to pick Xavier instead of him. Why would he plan it that way?”

“As far as I can tell, Xavier was manipulated as much as your father was. Luca planned it all along that you would marry Xavier. He also planned it that Xavier would die at your wedding. I think he wanted all the heat away from him. If you were looking closely at Xavier, you’d never think to look into Luca’s past. He was free to build his army under your nose while pretending to be working against your father and Xavier. When they were both dead, he could carry on in the role until the moment he needed to get rid of you and Elise too. I’ve got no doubt in my mind that both Elise and now baby Grace will be on the list of those people to be executed in a couple of days.”

Even though I knew it was true, hearing it made it all the more real. “We need to get to the hospital before we go to the cells.”

“No, we don’t. I contacted Jason on the talk stone earlier. He told me that Elise is back at the police headquarters.”

I nodded. It would take me a long time to come to terms with the scale of Luca’s deceit, but I didn’t have time to be upset about it now. I had to save my sister and time was running out. The carriage carrying Drusilla to the cathedral had just gone past.

“Guys!” I yelled, shouting in the general direction of the others. I’d already lost them in the throng of people as I couldn’t remember what they all looked like. Ten people ran over. I studied each of them quickly, so as to remember their faces.

“Seraphia,” I said to the middle-aged woman. “Please, can you give everyone a badge or something so I know who they all are. It’s going to be too easy to lose each other otherwise.”

She waved her wand discretely and immediately, we all had a small violet broach pinned to our clothes.

“Will that do?” she asked.

I nodded. “Let’s go. If Drusilla has already gone past, that means she’ll arrive at the cathedral in about twenty minutes. I need to be there when the wedding starts.”

We took off through the backstreets. Today, thanks to the royal wedding, there were no guards on duty anywhere except the parade route and the cathedral itself. Getting to the police headquarters was a piece of cake. I only hoped getting in and out of it would be just as easy. 

Copper met us in the reception area. Unlike the last time I’d been there, it was now empty except for Copper and a policewoman I’d not seen before on the reception desk.

“Come with me,” he said once I’d whispered who we all were to him. “Danielle, it’s ok, they are with me.” 

 The policewoman nodded and went back to a magazine she was reading. 

“Luca left me in charge of the cells, but he doesn’t trust me. There are cameras down there. If he knows it’s me that let everyone out, I’ll lose my job. Scratch that; I’ll lose my life. I’ll be coming with you afterwards. There’s nothing left for me here.”

I took his hand and looked him straight in the eye. 

“After today, you won’t have to worry about Luca, but I do want you to come with me anyway. You have an important job to do.”

“What is it you need me for?”

“In less than an hour, I want you to arrest Luca.”

Copper blew out his cheeks. “I hope you know what you are doing, Charm. Because I’m telling you now, there are over a hundred of Luca’s men in that Cathedral. He’s put everyone on it. You might be able to magic your way in, but there is no way you’ll get out of there alive.”

“Let me worry about that!”

We followed Copper down to the cells. Each one was crammed with people. Many of them I recognized as being Magi. A lot I didn’t know at all.

“Who are all these people?” I whispered, wondering how we were going to separate our friends from everyone else. As far as I could see, everyone was mixed up, and there were at least ten people in each cell. “Are any of them dangerous?” 

Copper shook his head. “We’ve got a hundred and thirty-seven people down here, and the only crime any of them have committed is either being a Magi or friends of Magi. Luca wasn’t bothered about catching actual criminals, so thieves and murderers have been getting away with their crimes while innocent people have been brought down here and sentenced to death. Every last one of them is due to be hanged in a couple of days.”

I looked at the people. Each cell was supposed to house one person. There weren’t even enough places for them all to sit, so a lot of them were standing. I scoured the cells until I came upon the one I was looking for. I ran over. Inside were Elise, Leo, and mother. I hurriedly looked around, but there was no sign of the baby.

“Where’s Grace?” I shouted at Copper.   

  He went to his desk and picked up something from behind it. It was a bassinette. Inside was the gorgeous sleeping form of my niece.

I didn’t like the idea of her ever being in a cell,” said Elise, running over to me and speaking through the bars. “Jason said he’d happily keep her by his desk. He lets me out to feed her and cuddle her whenever I want.”

“I’d have done more, but if I let her out too much, Luca would have been all over me.”

I nodded grimly. While it was nice that Copper was doing everything he could, just having a baby down in the basement of a police station was enough to make my blood boil. 

“Let them out please Inspector. Let them all out.”

Copper nodded his head. 

“Before you do, I want a word with all of them.” I walked to one end of the cells and shouted to get everyone’s attention. I had to keep it brief, but I told them everything they needed to know. Ten minutes later, I had another hundred and thirty-seven on my side. I only hoped it would be enough. 

Just before Copper pressed the button to open the cells, I picked up my niece before running over to speak to Leo.

“I don’t want Grace caught up in this. It’s way too dangerous. Can you take Mother, Elise, and Grace back to the palace? The cellar is still intact. Cynder and I have been living there. You shouldn’t have any problems if you are quick. Take the back streets. There are no guards there. They are all at the cathedral.”

I nodded at Copper who opened their cell first. I kissed Grace on the head before passing her back to Elise. She fluttered her tiny eyelashes a little then decided to go straight back to sleep. I only hoped I’d see her tiny face again, but if I didn’t, I had it burned into my memory. 

“Goodbye, little one,” I whispered.

Elise put her arms around me. “I know you’ll be fine. If anyone can bring Luca down, it’s you.” She kissed my cheek. I could see the tears in her eyes.

“Be safe,” I said.

She gave me a smile. Two minutes later, she was gone.

I waited for another five minutes to pass. If everything went wrong and we were somehow caught, I wanted to know that she had gotten away. I knew Leo would be able to keep them all from harm, and it was this thought that calmed me down. Once Copper opened those cell doors, there was no turning back. I’d be putting a plan into motion that would either get us all freedom or end up with some, if not all, of us dead. 


 

 

The Cathedral

The cell doors opened, and all at once, people began to pile out of them. I watched as they passed me and headed up the stairs to freedom. 

“That was easy,” I beamed as the last one passed, leaving Cynder, Seraphia, Copper, and myself behind. 

Cynder grimaced. “I don’t like it. First the house, now here. It has been easy. Too easy. Why did the guards let us leave Luca’s house and why is it that only Copper is on duty here. He said himself that Luca doesn’t trust him. If he doesn’t trust him, why leave him in charge of the cells?”

“He’s right,” agreed Copper. “When I opened all those cells I expected an alarm to go off. Something’s not right.”

I hated to agree with them, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it had all been too easy. Luca had stumped me at every point until now. I knew he was caught up in his wedding, and it was possible that he had too much on his mind with the coronation tomorrow and the mass execution the day after, but he’d not left anything up to chance before now.

“Do you have the Magi’s wands?” I asked, remembering that many of the prisoners knew magic.

“No,” admitted Copper. “Luca had them all destroyed when they were brought in.”  

I thought about it. We had nearly a hundred and fifty people on our side. Out of that number, ten had wands. Would it be enough? I had to pray it would be because at this point, I had little choice but to go on and hope for the best.

“Let’s go before I change my mind,” I said only half-jokingly. As we stepped out into the cold winter sun, Seraphia waved her wand again. Now it wasn’t just the ten of us that had violet broaches, all of us did. 

“Does everyone know what to do?” I asked. A unison of nods went through the crowd.

“Let’s go then.” 

I walked through the empty streets with my new army behind me. Luca had an army, it was only fair that I brought mine. I tried not to consider what it was that armies do best—kill each other. 

I just had to follow the noise to get to the part of the city where the wedding parade route was. I took the street that would get me closest to the cathedral. 

As I turned the corner into the huge square in front of the cathedral, I could see that it was going to be harder than I thought. The crowds were hundreds of people deep.  

On the outside of the vast facade of the beautiful stone cathedral were a number of screens so the people outside could watch. They were set up exactly as they had been at Luca and my wedding here all those months before. I glanced up. By my calculations, Drusilla should be walking up the aisle, but the aisle was empty. I traced the length of it to see that Luca was not there yet. Trust him to want to show up after the bride. I could just about see the top of the golden carriage that Drusilla had been in, parked just outside the cathedral doors, waiting patiently to take the newly married couple away after the wedding. She must be inside somewhere, probably waiting in an office for Luca to arrive. How embarrassing for her. I almost felt sorry for her, before I remembered what she’d done to Cynder. 

I had a sudden and very real flashback to my own wedding—the screens, the people, the noise. I began to hyperventilate. This is where my life had started to crumble. Actually, it had started long before that when Luca had first put the wheels in motion to take Silverwood as his own. But up until my wedding to him, I hadn’t known it. Just then, a golden carriage pulled up. It was him. I watched as he stepped down from it and waved at the crowd. I was glad to hear the majority of the crowd booing. He grimaced a little before regaining his composure and fake smile, and headed into the cathedral along with at least ten guards. My sister had died along with countless innocent Magi because of him. The fear I was feeling began to turn to anger. My blood was boiling. 

Scanning the cathedral, I saw an opportunity to get in. One of the side doors was manned by only two guards. That was going to be my way in. I beckoned the others to follow me. Getting through the thousands deep crowd was more difficult than I imagined. No one wanted to move, packed tightly as they were, pushing forward to the barriers to get a good view. We couldn’t even walk behind everyone because the entire square was full.

As I pushed through the masses, apologizing for stepping on toes along the way, I heard the first strains of the wedding march. I looked up at the main screen above the cathedral door.

Drusilla had just come into view at the bottom of the screen. If I thought she would look better with a dress on, I was wrong. She was wearing a dress almost identical to the one I’d picked for my wedding although she’d decided to wear it in a size that was clearly much too small for her. 

I shook my head. Drusilla’s fashion sense was hardly my main priority at the moment. I had to get into the cathedral!

By the time Drusilla had reached Luca, I had reached the two guards. Both had guns, and both had radios. 

I turned to Cynder to ask him how he thought we could get through them, but behind me, I could only see the crowds. I’d gotten through them so quickly, thinking the others were right behind me, but they weren’t. I scanned the crowd quickly. I could barely see over the tops of anyone’s heads. It was useless. I glanced up at one of the screens again. The ceremony had already begun. I needed to get in, and I needed to get in now before it was too late. 

The plan had been to find the entrance with the least number of guards and take them out using magic. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. 

The voice of the priest boomed out via a loudspeaker. 

Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to celebrate...

I needed to be in there now! I didn’t have time to wait for the others to make their way through the crowd. 

There was no way I was going to get through the guards using force. They both had guns for a start. If they fired just one shot, they would hit someone. Instead, I would have to try and get through some other way.

I still didn’t know what I was going to say when I reached them. 

“No entry!” said the one on the right roughly.

“Please!” I begged. “I lost my invitation. I’m a friend of Drusilla’s.”

“Guests were admitted an hour ago and fully vetted at the main door. I’m afraid that the guards with the guest list doing the vetting have already left.”

“Please. Drusilla would think me a terrible friend if I didn’t see her marry her handsome prince.”

I laid it on thick, even managing to squeeze out a few tears. 

The second guard nodded lightly at the first guard.

“Fine, but be quiet and find a seat at the back. I don’t want you to interrupt the wedding.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I beamed.

I found myself in a small antechamber. Apart from the ornate stonework of the cathedral itself, there was nothing in the room. I could still hear the sound of the priest speaking via the loudspeaker outside, but now I could also hear him, just a fraction of a second earlier, speaking in real time. His voice sounded rich thanks to the acoustics of the high ceilinged building. 

I opened the wooden door opposite and walked through. 

Hundreds of rows of people sat before me, all eyes on the couple at the front. A quick sweep of the vaulted room told me that it was heavily guarded. 

A thought went through my mind, bringing me back to what had been said earlier. There were so many guards here and yet I was allowed entry with not so much as an awkward question to fend off. The two guards didn’t even ask my name. 

It’s too easy.

Those three words had cropped up time and time again. All day, we’d managed to get past guards without being stopped. No one had been hurt. Why?

Luca wasn’t stupid. He knew I was in Silverwood’s capital somewhere, and he knew I was with Cynder. He also knew or must have figured out that I was in disguise. He certainly knew that the Magi could change my features. He’d seen it before.  He’d so carefully planned everything up until this point. Why was he so lax about security today? Today, the biggest day of the year for him, with the exception of his coronation tomorrow.

Yes, he had so many guards, I could barely count them all, but if they were just going to let me do what I wanted, what was the point of them?

I knew exactly what I wanted to do. When the priest asked if there was anyone who knew of any reason for the couple not to marry, I was going to run up the aisle and announce that I was the queen. 

I was just thinking this through when I realized my mistake. When I’d come up with the plan, Cynder had been by my side. I’d planned for him to change me back into my normal appearance. Without him, or another of the Magi, I was just some unknown woman proclaiming to be royalty. Who would believe me?   

Damn!

I ran back into the antechamber. Time was running out. I’d been through enough weddings by now to know when the right moment was, and it was coming up soon.

Outside the exit, I saw someone arguing with the two guards. Cynder! I ran to him and pulled him inside.

“He’s with me,” I said sweetly, winking at the guards for good measure.

Taking his hand, I pulled him quickly through the antechamber before the guards got a chance to realize what had happened. We only had a minute or so left, and I didn’t want to spend it arguing with two guards. 

“What are you doing?” hissed Cynder. “I thought we were all going to come in here together. Strength in numbers!”

I shook my head. “We don’t have time! I need to get up to the front, now! If I don’t, I’ll miss the opportunity. When I get to the front, make sure there is at least one TV camera on me and when I nod my head, turn me back into me. I need the whole of Silverwood to see my face.”

“No! Without the others, it’s too...”

I cut him off. I already knew what he was going to say, but I calculated I had about thirty seconds to get up the aisle. The priest had already begun to say the words.

“Sorry!” I murmured before taking off up the aisle. 

The priest stopped what he was saying as he caught me running towards him. It didn’t matter; he’d already more or less said what I needed him to say. Luca and Drusilla both turned their heads to see what he was looking at. Good! I wanted them to see this.

“I do!” I shouted, stopping just feet short of Luca and Drusilla.

All around me, I heard gasps from people as they took in who was stopping the wedding. I couldn’t blame them. No one would know who I was in this disguise. Making sure there was a camera on me, I turned to the guests.

“Luca can’t marry Drusilla. He can’t because he’s already married to me!”

The guests looked on at me in shock. The collective gasps filled the cathedral. In the front row, I saw King Theron, Queen Sarina, Prince Tomas, and his two young children. They both looked miserable, unsurprisingly as their mother was currently lost. Little did they know that she was outside somewhere. Very soon they would be reunited with her. I smiled at the thought of it.  

I nodded to Cynder. At the back of the cathedral, I saw him raise his wand. 

I opened my mouth to tell the world exactly who I was. This show was finally over.


 

 

Chaos

“I’m Char...” I began, but I didn’t get to finish

At that second, a hundred guards descended on me. I was tackled to the floor, and a black cloth bag was forced over my head. 

I could no longer see, but I could hear the screams coming from the guests. Someone dug his knee roughly into my back while simultaneously pulling my arms behind me.

It had been too easy. This was why. Luca had known that I would do this. He’d managed to ruin every wedding I’d had so far, he would expect me to try to ruin his. I should have known. I cursed myself as I was hauled to my feet, my hands now tied behind me. 

This was why I’d been able to get in so easily. The guards on the door already knew it was me, but why let me help the others to escape? The more I thought about it, the more I realized that this had been his plan the whole time, but why? He was planning to kill everyone anyway in a couple of days’ time.

“Quiet everybody.” I heard Luca’s voice, echoing around in the giant chamber. Then I heard it again, this time quietly in my ear. This time it was just for me to hear. 

“Hello, Charmaine. Glad you could make it. I would have sent you an invitation, but I didn’t know where to send it.”

“Bite me!”

“How very unladylike,” he chuckled. “Now I expect your friends are here somewhere. I made it easy enough for you to get them all out.”

“Let me go!” I wriggled against the man holding my arms behind me, but he was too strong. 

“Why would I do that,” Luca whispered smoothly. “I’ve gone to so much trouble to get them all here. I could have killed them all before now, but I needed to flush you out of hiding. You’ve played right into my hands.”

I lifted my leg and kicked out ahead of me as hard as I could. I felt a deep satisfaction when my foot hit something hard—more than likely Luca’s shin. 

“Bitch!” he muttered under his breath. I felt a punch to my stomach making me gasp for air.

“Don’t ever try that again. I did this all for you. I could have waited until tomorrow to kill you. It would have been easy enough to get one of my guards to put you in my basement or have another policeman on duty in the cells. Jason Copper did as I expected too. You are all so predictable. Anyway, he’ll be dead soon too.”

He was quiet for a moment before beginning again. “Yes, this was all for you. I’d even planned the execution. It would have been fun to watch you and all your Magi friends hanging by your necks, but then I thought, wouldn’t it be more spectacular to do it on air? The TV stations do what I tell them, but many were averse to screening the killing of so many people. Plus, there are still many people out there that still like the Magi and to murder them all on live TV, well, it might have started a backlash I didn’t want to deal with. I have to say I blame you for that. That purple rag of yours, the Charm Chronicle, it’s stirred up a lot of anti-royal feeling. I can’t begin to tell you how it angered me. Anyway, I thought about it and realized that I couldn’t just kill all those people. I needed a good reason to do it. Now what better reason than coming to my wedding and trying to kill me. I’m assuming your friends are on the way. My guards are ready for them. As soon as they come to rescue you which I’m sure they will, my guards will shoot them all dead.”

He snickered quietly as my heart dropped. 

The whole thing was a trap, and I’d fallen into it. Worse still, I’d dragged everyone else into it. The Magi outside would be seeing all this on the screens. Any second now they would be trying to get in and the guards would let them. 

I closed my eyes. They were all going to die, and it was all my fault. How could I be so stupid? The only good thing in all of this was that Elise had gotten away. She would be safe in the palace basement...for now.

I kicked out again, but this time kicked air. 

“Luca!” I cried out, loudly enough for everyone to hear me. “You are a murderer! You can kill me now, but you’ll never be anything more than a liar, a cheat, and a murderer!”

Someone slammed their fist into the side of my head. For a few seconds, I felt dizzy and sick. 

One thought kept running through my mind. Cynder, please run away! 

With any luck, he’d seen what had happened and turned back. If he managed to get word to the others, there was a chance they could escape without anyone getting hurt. Sure, I’d be dead, but it was a small price to pay for the lives of everyone else. Elise was still alive. She would be the rightful queen with me dead. If they all left now, they could regroup, come up with a better plan. Maybe next time they wouldn’t fall into the same trap.

“Run!” I shouted as loud as I could, hoping Cynder could hear me. “Save her!”

I couldn’t say Elise’s name, but he would know who I was talking about. It was imperative now that Elise and her daughter survive so that one day she could rule. Luca couldn’t win!

“Get them!” Luca shouted, his voice reverberating around the room. All of a sudden, there was pandemonium. I was too late. The Magi had arrived. 

I was dragged backwards to the edge of the room. All around me, I could hear screaming, gunshots, and the noise of benches being knocked over as people scrambled for the exit. Above everything, I could hear Luca laughing into the microphone. I could see nothing but darkness thanks to the bag over my head, but I had the feeling Luca was saving me until last. If he wanted to kill me, he would have done it already. No, I was going to be the last to go. He’d want me to see the bodies. He’d want me to see Cynder dead. It was over. Luca had won. 

I slumped against my captor, feeling defeated. I had nothing left but death to look forward to. 

I didn’t cry. There were no tears, but my world was as black as the covering over my face. I’d brought so many people to their deaths because of my need to rule my kingdom again. Once we had helped them escape, I could have told them all to cross the border. Thalia wasn’t safe anymore, but Ling was. The other kingdoms to the north, southeast and southwest would have taken them. They could have lived.

No! I reminded myself. If we had gone, there would be no one left to fight for the people of Silverwood. The Magi would never be allowed to return. The heirs of Luca and Drusilla would be coached to continue the tradition of hatred. It didn’t bear thinking about.

I heard Cynder cry out, but it wasn’t in pain. He was fighting back. They all were. Hearing him gave me the motivation to stand, to pull myself forward and then jerk my head back so quickly it hit the face of the guard holding me. I heard his bones crack as my head made contact. Like that, he let go of me. I ran forward, lowering my head at the same time. Thanks to gravity, my hood fell to the floor enabling me to see what was happening all around me. It was complete chaos. Guests in their finery were fleeing, creating a bottleneck at the entrance while people from the outside were trying to go against the tide and get in. 

The Magi and the others were already in the cathedral which meant the ones coming in were members of the public willing to fight. It wasn’t just the Magi who wanted to bring Luca down. Business leaders, farmers, merchants, and all the other people whose lives and livelihoods he’d ruined stood up to fight.

Seeing them gave me the courage to fight too. In the main part of the cathedral, the guards were shooting as the Magi fought back with their wands. Flashes of light bounced off the beautiful masonry as gunshots filled the air. I could already see bodies littering the floor, some wearing the dark blue of Luca’s guards, and some dressed as civilians. Luca himself was standing at the front where the priest had stood. Surrounding him, were a dozen or more armed guards. It would be impossible to get to him without being shot. He was laughing. This was all a game. He didn’t have anyone to lose. The only person he’d ever loved was himself. Drusilla wasn’t with him. Perhaps, she’d run at the first sign of trouble. Maybe he didn’t deem her important enough to stay in his armored circle. Either way, she was nowhere to be seen. 

In front of me, one of the guards was strangling a Magi. As their magic mask was still on, I couldn’t see who it was. I tried to remember exactly what Seraphia now looked like, but it was impossible. We’d all changed appearance so much; it was difficult to remember who was who. Whoever she was, she was definitely a mage, and she was definitely in trouble. Her hands waved uselessly around in front of her as a belt was wrapped around her neck, being pulled roughly from behind by a particularly large guard. Instead of going for him, I ran around him to her. Lifting her wand arm up, I did for her what she couldn’t see to do for herself, point her wand directly into his face. With the last of her breath, the mage uttered a spell. Almost immediately a flash of purple light shot out of the end of her wand, hitting the guard right in the face and causing him to topple over. I pulled the belt from her neck. With a hurried thanks, she ran right back into the middle of the melee, ready to fight again. I looked around for Cynder. Of all the Magi, he was the one whose new face I’d committed to memory. I scanned the fighting people, purposely keeping my eyes from the bodies on the floor. At first, I didn’t see him, but then he appeared from behind one of the cathedral’s pillars engaged in a fist fight with one of the guards. 

He was fine. It was Luca I needed to get to now. I ran towards him, trying to figure out how I was going to get past the circle of guards when an opportunity arose. A flash of purple zoomed past my ears, singeing my hair and knocking three of the guards out. Now was my chance. As I ran towards the hole in the circle, someone grabbed me and knocked me to the ground for the second time in ten minutes. I was just about to punch the woman before realizing who it was.

“Sorry about that,” said Xavi. “One of the guards was aiming for your head. One second longer and your brains would have been splatted on the pillar behind you.”

“Xavi, it’s me, Charmaine!”

“I knew it!” She grabbed my head in both of her hands and searched my face. “I knew you were alive. What happened to you? You look like you’ve not seen a good stylist in months.”

I burst out laughing. “Trust you to worry about my clothes at a time like this.”

“Your Majesty,” she said, taking in my appearance, “I always think about clothes, but you need your hair and makeup seen to too.”

I gave her a hug. It was so nice to see her again. Despite her making me wear all kinds of fancy dresses and wear too much makeup, I missed her.

“I can’t believe you are here.”

“I did Drusilla’s hair, makeup, and styling.”

“But she looked awful,” I replied.

“Exactly!” She grinned, and I grinned back. I had friends here. I had people left to fight for. I let Xavi help me back up. 

All around me, people were fighting, but as I looked, I could see that the Magi were winning. More and more people were trying to get through the doors to help them. So much so that many of the guests were still trapped. 

“I can see that my wedding is now over,” boomed Luca over the loudspeaker. His voice was so loud that for a second everyone stopped fighting to look at him. “But my coronation will commence now. Soon I will be king, and no one will be able to stop me.” 

The aged priest was dragged into the circle. With horror, I saw the guard behind him carrying the royal crown. He must have stolen it from me before blowing my palace up. The second it was placed on his head, this would all be over. He would be the king and ruler, and there would be nothing I could do about it.


 

 

Tomas

“No!” I screamed out loud. “He can’t be king!”

A bullet zipped past me, narrowly missing me and in front of me, two of the guards began to run towards me. I ran quickly, dodging bullets and jumping over bodies to the cathedral’s entrance. It was here I’d last seen Cynder. I needed him now. I needed him to help stop Luca from becoming king.

The priest began to speak. I remembered the words he’d used for my own coronation. His speech would last about ten minutes, but it was the placing of the crown upon Luca’s head that would signify him becoming king. 

“Cynder!” I shouted, desperate to find him. My voice was lost in the panicked noise of the crowd. In front of me, the last of the wedding guests were trying to leave, pushing against a tide of those trying to get in. With a shock, I recognized King Theron and Queen Sarina.

“Theron!” I shouted. 

The king of Thalia turned.

There was no fear in his eyes, only anger as he saw who it was—the girl that had started this madness.

“You...you...” he roared and then came running towards me, catching me by surprise. 

“Stop!” I yelled, dodging to the side, just in time. He righted himself and then came towards me again, this time grabbing me and pulling me tight.

“Luca!” He shouted above the noise, trying to get the attention of his son. 

“Theron!” I hissed back. “It’s me, Charmaine. I know I don’t look like me right now, but it is me. I came to you a few weeks ago. We had whiskey in the study.”

He gazed at me, the shock of everything apparent in his eyes.

I could see him trying to understand the situation, but he looked torn. A bullet whizzed past the pair of us, taking one of the retreating guests out. A man next to Queen Sarina fell to the ground, a plume of blood drenching his shirt. Sarina grabbed her chest in shock and ran towards us, looking for comfort from her husband.

“You aren’t going to get out this way. It’s too crowded. Follow me.” I grabbed Sarina’s hand, making her scream. 

“Theron, let me go! I’ll help you,” I begged. His hands were still holding me tightly around the waist, while I was holding his wife’s hand so she wouldn’t get swept away in the tide of retreating people. All I could hear above the noise of screaming and gunshots was the priest, giving the speech needed for the coronation. He was already a quarter of the way through it.

“This can go one of two ways,” I explained hurriedly. “Either you let me go and I get you out of here quickly and safely, or we all stay here like this and either get shot by a guard or trampled in the crowd.”

Sarina whimpered and shook her head. My hand hurt from her pulling against it, but I knew if I let her go, she would run and more than likely end up dead. 

I felt Theron’s grip around my waist lessen and then drop. Still holding Sarina’s hand, I pulled her towards the small door that I’d come through at the side of the cathedral. Upon opening it, I saw that the antechamber was still empty, but the outer door was now shut, and the guards were nowhere to be seen. Pulling the door firmly behind us, I turned to them.

“You can get out through that door,” I explained, pointing to the outer door. “You’ll be safe out there. Look for a policeman, not one of Luca’s guards.”

Instead of heading for the door I’d pointed out to her, Sarina ran around me and began to pull on the inner door.

I grabbed her and pulled her away before she managed to reopen it. She kicked backwards, badly bruising my shin, but I didn’t let her go. 

“Sarina, it’s me, Charmaine.”

“I believe it is, Sarina dear. She knew about the whiskey in the parlor. I think she has one of those mask spells that Seraphia does so well.”

Sarina stopped pulling against me, so I let her go. She turned and looked closely at me. I saw her searching my face, looking for something familiar. A second or two later, her features relaxed a little.

“What’s happening, Charmaine?” she asked bewildered.

I took a deep breath and spoke slowly. “I told you before. Luca will stop at nothing to be king. He didn’t care about killing you at my wedding, and he doesn’t care about you all dying now. I’ve got about six minutes left to stop him from becoming the king of Silverwood. If he does, he can do whatever he wants, and the first thing on his agenda is killing me and all my friends and family. If he decides you are a friend of mine, you’ll end up with the same fate. You need to get out of here as quick as you can. If you go through that door, you’ll be outside. Find a police officer to protect you. Don’t go to one of Luca’s guards.”

Sarina shook her head again.

“I don’t understand any of this, but I can’t go out there. Tomas and my grandbabies are still inside. I lost sight of them.”

With that, she burst into tears.

Damn! I could see there was no way I’d get her to leave without her son and grandsons and I didn’t have time to try and persuade her to.

“Hand me your jacket,” I said to Theron. 

He hesitated and then decided to take it off and hand it to me without question.

It was huge on me, but it did what I wanted it to do, cover my clothes. I asked for Sarina’s hat which she passed over. 

I pulled my long hair into a bun and hid it under the blue hat. I knew I looked ridiculous and with even the briefest of glances would never pass as a wedding guest, but it changed my appearance. Any guard looking for a girl with long hair and a blue dress would have to look a lot harder to see me in the throng of people.

“Wait here,” I said, opening the inner door. I took a deep breath and headed back into the cathedral.

Finding Tomas was hard. I couldn’t see him or the children in the rush of people trying to get out. Of course, they could have already have gotten out, but I doubted it. They had started at the back just as Sarina and Theron had. They definitely weren’t anywhere in the center of the cathedral. If they had been, the chances were they were already dead. There were now more bodies on the floor than there people still standing, and yet those that did stand were still fighting furiously. The beautiful vaulted ceiling was lit up with flashes of purple, and the sound of gunshots seemed never-ending. By keeping to the walls and hiding behind pillars, I managed to stay out of the worst of it. Up at the altar, I saw the terrified priest reading from his book. I estimated I had about four minutes left. 

Luca was still surrounded by his guards, and even though the Magi had toppled some of them, there were still way too many for me to get through to stop him. It was then I saw Tomas. Actually, it was Jacob; Tomas and Seraphia’s eldest son, I spotted first. He was cowering behind a pillar on the opposite side of the cathedral. I could just see his face peeking out. 

Looking both ways to make sure none of the guards had seen me, I ran as fast as I could, leaping over bodies until I reached the little boy. 

As I rounded the pillar, I saw Tomas laid out on the floor, his eyes closed. Next to him was his other son, little Michael. The boy was clutching his dad’s hand, sobbing wildly.

I bent down and looked at Tomas. There was no blood on him, and he was still breathing.

I nudged him. “Tomas?”	

He didn’t stir, so I nudged him again, this time a little harder. 

“Hmmm?” he mumbled, his eyes closed. 

The priest’s voice filled my head, making me panic. I had about three minutes left.

“Come on, Tomas,” I shouted, really pushing him now. “Wake up.”

His eyes opened. As soon as he saw me, he grabbed Michael and pulled himself back along the floor. 

“Jacob,” he shouted to his eldest who was a little to my right. “Come here. Come to daddy.”

“It’s me, Charmaine!” I said, desperately hoping he realized I was telling the truth sooner rather than later.

“Jacob,” he repeated, looking more agitated. The little boy ran past me to his father.

Tomas scooped him up in his free arm. He glared at me with such anger. “I don’t know who you are, but stay away from me and my children.”

“Tomas,” I pleaded, taking a step towards them. Tomas shuffled backwards again. 

Why didn’t he stand up?

It was then that I saw that he was injured after all. His left leg was twisted. The only way he was going to get across the cathedral to his parents was if someone helped him. I glanced back at Luca and the priest. Luca looked almost manic now, his eyes wide, a scary grin on his face. I had about two minutes left. If I helped Tomas and the children to the antechamber and ran as fast as I could back, there was a slim chance I’d be able to get to Luca. I’d still have to get through Luca’s guards without being killed. 

“Tomas, your parents are in an antechamber. They are safe. Please let me take you to safety.”

He looked like he was about to say no when a woman stepped between us. 

“I’ve got this,” she said, holding her hand out to Tomas. With a wave of her wand, the woman became Seraphia again.

Tomas’s eyes went wide. “Seraphia? I thought you were at your parent’s house down south?”

“Mommy!” The two boys yelled and ran over to her, leaping up to hug the mother they hadn’t seen in weeks. 

I quickly explained where Sarina and Theron were. 

“You can get out to safety with them. I have to go and stop Luca from becoming King.” I looked at Seraphia. “Can you use your wand to knock out some of those guards?”

She turned to look towards the altar. In less than a minute, the royal crown would be placed upon Luca’s head and my time as queen would be over. Even if I showed the world who I really was, after Luca gained the crown, I’d never be able to get it back.

Seraphia nodded and pointed her wand at the guards. “I’ll only be able to knock over one or two. My magic isn’t powerful enough to do more than that.”

I realized it wouldn’t be enough. Even if she knocked half of them out, the other half would capture me before I was anywhere close to Luca or the priest. I grabbed Seraphia’s arm and pointed her wand at me. 

“Change of plan,” I said. “I want you to do a spell on me instead.”


 

 

One Shot

As Seraphia cast her spell, I felt my face begin to change. My hair shortened until it was the right length and my features returned to normal. I was finally me again. I threw off Theron’s jacket and Sarina’s hat so the blue dress could be seen. 

“Take the children and Tomas to that door over there,” I said pointing to where Sarina and Theron were. “Go around the edge of the cathedral and keep in the shadows. You are going to have to help Tomas. His leg is in a bad way. He’ll need medical attention.”

“Thank you, Charmaine,” she said, hugging me.

I nodded, then turned and ran through a small door I’d spotted, hoping it would take me to where I wanted to be. To my left, was a set of steps going down, more than likely, to the royal crypt where generations of my ancestors now rested, and to my right, was a set of steps going up. I turned right and bounded up the stairs taking them two and three at a time. As I hoped I would, I came out on the cathedral’s balcony. 

The balcony was usually used when the cathedral was full, but today I had a hunch it was being used for a different purpose. This whole event was being televised, but I hadn’t noticed any cameras down below which led me to believe that they were up here. After a couple of years of having a love-hate relationship with the media, I had never in my life been so happy to see a television camera. There were actually three of them, all pointing at different angles. Two of the camera operators were missing, probably having fled in the chaos, but one remained. He was crouching on the floor, hiding from the bullets and spells being sprayed everywhere. His arms were over his head, protecting himself. I ran over to him and glanced over the balcony. The priest was saying the final part of the ceremony. In less than a minute, Luca would be king. 

“Are the camera’s still running?” I asked urgently.

The cameraman looked up. He was a young man; he looked like he’d only just left college. His expression changed from one of fear to one of surprise as he saw who it was who was addressing him. He bowed his head.

“Your Majesty, I thought...”

“No time for that,” I cut him off harshly. “Are they still running?”

He nodded uncertainly. “The red lights are still on Your Majesty. That means they are still on. We are currently showing this live all over Silverwood and across the five kingdoms.” 

“Point one at Luca and follow me,” I demanded, running across the balcony to one of the other cameras.

“That one is already on Prin... er... Kin...Luca,” he stammered, keeping up with me.

I looked over the balcony. The priest had finished the ceremony and was already picking up the crown. 

“Point this camera at me!” I urged. The cameraman nodded and swiveled the camera away from the pews.

“Stop!” I yelled as loudly as I could. My voice echoed around the building, stopping not just the priest, but everyone else. Apart from the reverberation of my voice, everything else had become deathly quiet. Both wands and guns had been lowered as people looked around to see where my voice had come from.

“Put the crown on, you idiot!” I heard Luca say, but the priest had seen me. 

Looking towards the cameraman, to make sure the camera was rolling, I went right to the edge of the balcony.

“Don’t crown him. I am the Queen of Silverwood!”

“Too late, Charmaine!” I looked down. The crown was on Luca’s head. The priest was now cowering at his feet. Luca must have crowned himself.

Did he put it on before I showed myself to the camera or after?

I turned back to the camera. “People of Silverwood, Prince Luca has been lying to you. All this time, you thought I was dead, I was in hiding—hiding from a man who wants me dead.”

“Charm!”

I looked over the balcony to see who it was shouting my name. There were so many bodies. With a jolt of fear, I saw Daniel laid out on the ground beside Dean. Neither of them was moving. Daniel’s head was covered in blood. 

“Charm,” he shouted again, and this time I knew exactly who it was. 

Cynder stood there, in the middle of the cathedral, surrounded by the bodies of both Magi and Luca’s guards. The Freedom of Magi versus the Magi Death Squad. From what I could see, the casualties were equally balanced and much too high. Cynder pointed to Luca. I looked over to see him holding a gun. It was pointing right at me.

“I have one bullet, Charmaine, and I’m an excellent shot.” 

I didn’t cower or hide. I’d had enough of hiding from Luca. I pulled myself up to my full height. 

“Shoot me if you must, Luca, but be aware that you are on camera. The people of Silverwood will see what you are.”

“It doesn’t matter anymore. I am the king. I can do whatever I want!”

He was manic. The beautiful man I’d once known was long gone. He now looked crazy, unstable.  

“Even if you did put the crown on your head and even if you are now the king, you shooting me without sentencing me will be illegal.” 

I waited for his reaction. There was none. He still pointed the gun at me. I held my hands in the air. “I’ve committed no crime. I have no weapons. Shoot me, and you will show your subjects that you are a coward and a murderer. If it is on film that I showed myself before you put that crown on your head, then you will not only be a murderer but a murder of royalty, and Elise and then her daughter will become queen. Either way, you’ll end up in jail. I doubt the other prisoners would care whether you have a crown or not.”

Luca glared up at me. “We are still married, remember? I’m the king either way. I cannot lose this. If you did show yourself and you are still the queen, if I shoot you, the title of king will go to your husband. The kingdom will be mine anyway.”

“Do you really want to be the king in prison?” I spat back.

Luca snorted. “I control the prisons now, Charmaine. The police force does exactly as I say. How do you think I arrested all those Magi and the filthy Magi helpers? I had to kill many, many of them to fit them in, but I’ve rid the streets of them. I am the king, Charm. It’s too late for you. No one will take me down.”

He pulled the trigger. I heard the crack of the bullet leaving the gun before I felt it. It felt like no more than a bee sting, but when I looked down, red blood blossomed out over the blue dress. For some reason, Baby Grace’s image passed through my mind. Without me, Silverwood would go on. The last thing I heard as my world turned black was the sound of Cynder screaming my name and Luca laughing.


 

 

After the Wedding

“Charm...Charm?”

I heard his voice calling me. Either Cynder and I were both dead, or we were both alive. I didn’t actually care either way as long as we were together. 

“Cynder?” I whispered his name through the blackness.

“Wake up.”

I opened my eyes. White light almost blinded me. I blinked a few times as my eyes got accustomed to the brightness of the room. It was painted all white and was unfamiliar to me. Cynder looked down at me. I could see him so clearly. His beautiful brown eyes, the curls growing way too long. A smile. We were alive after all.

“Cynder, where am I?” The last thing I remembered was Luca laughing as I fell to the ground. 

Cynder pulled me up into a sitting position. As I looked around, I could see that I’d been wrong about the room. It wasn’t all white. The ceiling and walls were, but hundreds of flowers of every color filled the room. My eyes settled on one bunch in particular. 

“The tulips,” I said looking at a golden vase filled with the most beautiful flowers I’d ever seen.

“A gift from King Theron and Queen Sarina. They sent a card too. They hope to visit you as soon as you are well enough to take visitors. If you look, there’s another tulip arrangement there from Tomas and Seraphia. You can tell Seraphia had something to do with them because they keep changing color.”  

“What happened, Cynder?”

He picked up my hand. I could see tears in the corners of his eyes. “You got shot. The doctors weren’t sure if you were going to make it, but the best surgeon in the kingdom operated on you. You’ve been in a coma for three weeks.”

“Three weeks?” I asked, startled.

“You are going to be fine. The operation went really well. You just need to rest. I should go and tell a nurse that you’ve woken up.”

He stood as if to leave, but I wouldn’t let go of his hand.

“What happened after I was shot?”

Cynder looked directly at me. I could see he was wavering between telling me what I wanted to know and getting help.

“Please,” I whispered. “I have to know.” 

When Luca shot you on live TV, everyone saw it. It was shown on the big screens outside the cathedral, not to mention in the homes of everyone in Silverwood and the surrounding kingdoms.

I think people were in shock. No one knew you were alive. Almost the second you fell, the cathedral filled with people. All those that had been watching the wedding outside were horrified. The cathedral was flooded with people. They were fighting for you, Charmaine.”

“They were fighting for Silverwood,” I smiled. “What happened to Luca?”

He was surrounded by a thousand people in no time. Even with his guards shooting, they were hopelessly outnumbered. Chief Inspector Copper was able to go in there and arrest him. You should have heard the people as he was led outside in handcuffs. Hundreds of thousands of them cheered. It was amazing. I just about heard it as we put you into a carriage to bring you here. We are at the hospital. If you look outside now, you’ll see thousands of well-wishers, just waiting to see if you are ok. They’ve been camped out there for three weeks.”

I smiled at the thought of it, but I could see in Cynder’s face that he had bad news. My mind flashed to the bodies of Daniel and Dean.

“Daniel!” I sat up away from my pillows.

“Daniel is fine. He had the room next to this, but Dean took him home a couple of weeks ago.”

“Dean is ok too? I thought they were dead. I saw their bodies.”

Cynder sighed. “I’m not going to lie to you, Charm. There were a lot of casualties—over a hundred on both sides. The hospital here is full of people who are injured. A lot of Luca’s men have been arrested; some have fled.”

I closed my eyes. So many lives had been lost. Silverwood had hit rock bottom and yet there was hope in the story. The thousands of people outside attested to that.

“Maybe you should get the nurse now,” I said. My eyes were heavy and it was a lot to take in.

“There’s just one more thing, Charm.”

I could hear it in his voice. Whatever he was about to tell me, this was the bad news.

“Hmm?”

“Luca did put the crown on a split second before you went on air. He is officially the king of Silverwood.”

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Having the title of Queen was not something I’d ever really wanted, but with him being the king, he was still entitled to murder all those people. My eyes widened as I realized the consequences. The mass execution was supposed to be two days after the wedding. That was three weeks ago.

A sharp pain tore through my side as I pulled in a deep breath. 

“It’s not happened yet,” said Cynder quickly, reading my mind. “But it could happen.”

“Could? It will happen. I’m only surprised he’s not done it yet. Why has he waited so long?”

“Because he doesn’t know he’s the king yet. We’ve told him that it was so close that we’ve had to review the footage. It’s taking a long time.”

Cynder’s face broke into a grin. I wanted to smile along with him, but I couldn’t. The consequences of this were massive. Luca had been right about one thing. If he was king, he was still in charge of the police. He’d have complete control. Once he got out, he’d not only kill all those that he’d already planned to, but also all the officers working at the police station.

“What are we going to do?”

Cynder shook his head. “We don’t have to do anything. Jason Copper is now the chief inspector again. The man Luca hired to replace him died in the cathedral. Inspector Copper has told his staff to hold Luca until they get confirmation that he’s king.”

“But you have confirmation,” I argued. 

“Yes,” replied Cynder, his face beaming. “but they don’t know that.”

 I closed my eyes. It was too much to take in. Officially, Luca was now the ruler of Silverwood, and yet, thousands of people were cheering for me outside my hospital window. It had been the people of Silverwood that had come to my rescue, both Magi and non-Magi alike. If Luca was told the truth, a death sentence would hang over all of our heads, but if he wasn’t, I’d be gaining back the monarchy by deceit. I mulled over the two options as Cynder brought the nurse to check me over. 

By that night the dilemma was still taking over my thoughts. It would be so easy to leave Luca where he was. He certainly deserved no better, but if anyone ever found out what I’d done, I’d be taking his place in the cells. 

I could now hear the people outside. They were singing the national anthem. It brought a smile to my lips, but it was a sad smile. I wanted to do what was best for them. It was all I ever wanted. 

The next morning, I had an unexpected visitor before official visiting times.

“My darling!” Jenny rushed over to me and handed me a bacon sandwich. “I was going to bring you flowers, but Cynder insisted I bring you this instead. I can see why now”

I took the sandwich gratefully. It was possibly the most delicious thing I’d tasted in all my life. Much better than the hospital breakfast of cereal and toast I’d eaten earlier.

“What’s wrong?” Jenny asked. I’d had a smile on my face since the second she stepped through the door. She’d always known me so well. Better than I did myself most of the time.

I explained my dilemma. When I’d finished, she crossed her arms and huffed.

“He deserves to rot in that jail cell forever. I can’t believe you are even considering letting him know the truth. You should see how the people are coming together since he’s been in the cell. People are inviting the Magi into their homes. People who up until a few weeks ago were self-proclaimed haters of the Magi are now putting on fundraisers to build them homes.”

I sighed. “I understand that putting him back on the throne is madness, and yet being the queen under false pretenses feels wrong. I’ll be breaking a law of my own kingdom.”

“Charmaine, I’ve known you since you were a baby and I’ve brought you up to be honest. If I’d have known this was going to happen, I’d have brought you up to be a liar and a cheat.”

I snorted and gave her a playful swipe. “No, you wouldn’t.”

“Ok, no, I wouldn’t, but look at it this way. You’ve finally gotten what you always wanted for Silverwood. Everyone is coming together, and they are all on your side. They need you now more than ever. Do you really want to spoil that for the sake of half a second?”

“Is that all it was? Half a second?”

“Half a second. If you’d have shown yourself on camera just a fraction earlier, you wouldn’t even have to worry about this.”

I knew that she was right and yet the whole thing weighed heavily on my mind. Luca had hardly played fair from the start, but this wasn’t a game, and I wasn’t in the habit of playing.  

“Jenny, can you get me the footage from the day of the wedding? I want to see for myself.”

Jenny looked uncertain. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to relive it, you’re still not well.”

I stared at her heavily. “I want to see it. Please go to the TV station and ask for it. All of it. I want a TV brought into my room so I can watch it.” 

Jenny clucked and fussed around, but eventually, had to agree. She knew if she didn’t get it for me, someone else would.

“Good morning.”

Cynder came through the door. As it had been the day before, his expression was dour.

“What’s happened?” I asked. Cynder never looked like that unless he had reason to. He pulled up a chair and sat next to Jenny.

“You remember what I told you yesterday? Chief Inspector Copper has just told me that tomorrow is the last day we can hold Luca. By law, we either have to release him or charge him. He’s going to be charged with attempted murder whether he is king or not, but if he is the king, he can change the laws as he sees fit. He’s already told the chief that he intends to change the law over murder and attempted murder. When he finds out he’s king, he intends to make it legal.”

I closed my eyes. How could he legalize murder? “I need to go and see him.”

Both Cynder and Jenny acted exactly as I expected them to act with such a proclamation. 

“No!” they both shouted at once.

“You are not going to see him. What do you think you’ll accomplish?” asked Cynder.

“You are too sick to leave the hospital,” added Jenny.

There was no point arguing with either of them. They were both as pig-headed and stubborn as I was. I just wasn’t going to give them any choice in the matter.

When the footage from the cameras came that night, I sat up in bed to watch it. Seeing Luca cackling like a maniac all over again and knowing I was going to see him pull out a gun and shoot me made me feel uncomfortable, but I made myself sit through the whole thing. I watched the footage of Luca first, following it with the footage of me jumping in front of the camera. Jenny was right. Luca had forcefully taken the crown from the priest and jammed it on his head just a fraction of a second before I appeared onscreen. If only I’d have run quicker, or not stopped to help Theron, Sarina, and the others, this nightmare would be over now. But it wasn’t. The proof was there onscreen in front of me. Luca really was the king, and there was nothing I could do about it.


 

 

The Cell

I rewound the tapes and watched them again and again, thinking about what Jenny had told me earlier, how hard would it be to delete just a couple of seconds of the tape showing me? That way, I’d appear onscreen sooner, and I’d still be queen. I knew the consequences if I didn’t do it, and yet, the thought of keeping the crown by illicit means still didn’t sit well with me.

Making sure that none of the nurses were nearby, I found my clothes and got myself dressed. The hospital wouldn’t like letting me leave, but I wasn’t going to give them any choice. I might not be the queen anymore, but they didn’t know that...yet.

I needed to speak to Luca. To see him one last time. I had to stop him from his madness. I had no idea what I was going to say to him, and I wasn’t sure if anything I said would make a difference, but I had to try. 

“You can’t leave!” The head of the hospital herself, blocked the main exit, stopping me from going through it. “You need rest.”

“I’m going. I’ll be back later tonight.” I wasn’t even sure if that was true, but I pushed past her anyway. When the people outside saw me, a huge cheer went up. Dozens of cameras started clicking, flashing, and rolling. In my haste to leave, I’d forgotten about the press. Cynder was going to see this on TV and come straight down here. Actually, he’d go straight to the place where he knew I was planning to go myself. I had to be quick.

I forced a smile and waved as I rushed by the people. Thankfully, there were barriers separating the entrance and the crowd, but once I walked past them, I was going to be mobbed. Part of me wanted to turn around and go back to the comfort and safety of the hospital, but the queen in me knew that this was my only chance to persuade Luca to let everyone live.

I saw my opportunity in the shape of a tied up horse and took it. Being on horseback made it simple to cut through the crowd, and a minute later I was heading through town. 

The police station looked as foreboding as ever as I pulled up. Tying the horse up at the front, I ran in and demanded to be let into the cells. A surprised guard at the reception desk let me through without questioning me. One of the perks of having a famous or maybe infamous face.

Jason Copper was seated at his desk. I tried to walk right past him, knowing he’d try and talk me out of speaking to Luca, but I was too slow. He jumped up and grabbed my arm. 

“Cynder told me you’d be coming.”

“How did he... Ah, the talk stone.”

Copper shook his head, his brow furrowed. “You don’t want to speak to him. No good will come of it.”

“I need him to see reason. I can’t act as I’m above the law because if I do, I’m not fit to be queen.”

Copper lowered his voice. “If you don’t slightly bend the law, you won’t be the queen anymore, and that lunatic over there will kill us all. It won’t be just you. He’ll kill Cynder, he’ll kill me, he’ll kill your mother, Elise, Leo, and hundreds more. Charmaine, he’ll kill Grace. Do you really want that?”

“Hello, wife!” Luca, having just noticed me, shouted from his cell. His was the only one occupied right now, but I knew if he got out, he’d soon fill them all again. 

I pulled my arm from Copper and walked towards Luca’s cell slowly.

His expression didn’t change as I stood before him. 

“How nice of you to come visit,” he sneered.

“You are the king, Luca. I saw the footage. You beat me.”

His expression changed before my eyes. The anger had fled to be replaced with a look of superiority.

“I knew it. I knew I’d beat you.” He looked at me with such an expression of malice that I almost shivered under it.

“I have a proposal for you,” I said, trying my best to keep eye contact with him under the weight of his stare. 

He raised an eyebrow questioningly. “Hmm. And what is it that you, a lowly commoner, could possibly have to offer me, the king?”

I took a deep breath. “In exchange for letting my family and my friends live, and letting them move to another kingdom far away from you where you’ll never see them again, you can have me. I am already your wife, and I will play my part well. I will tell Silverwood how wonderful you are.”

“Why would I want that?” he spat. “You have been nothing but a thorn in my side from day one.”

“Your reputation is ruined, Luca. The people hate you. I think they are planning some kind of revolution. They want to overthrow the monarchy after what you did to me on live TV.”

It was a lie. I had no idea if the people were planning to overthrow him, but it was the only thing I could think of to make my argument more compelling. 

“They love me,” I continued. “There are thousands of people outside my hospital room right now just waiting for a glimpse of me. Do you know how many are standing outside the police station to see you? None. Not one.”

I moved closer to the bars now. “I can make you great again. I can make you the king you want to be.”

I waited, trying to read his expression. It looked like he was weighing it in his mind. A full minute passed without either of us speaking. 

“I don’t think so,” he roared, his expression now clouding with thunder. Quick as a flash, he put his hand through the bars and grabbed my neck, pulling me towards him so that my face was crushed between them. With his other hand, he began to choke me.

I felt the life dripping from me as he squeezed harder and all the while he cackled. 

As the light began to dim, I heard a crack and the pressure lifted. Luca’s body fell to the floor, a puddle of red appearing beneath his head. 

He was dead. I turned to see Copper holding a smoking gun out in front of him. 

“Are you ok?” he asked, running towards me. I pulled in a painful deep breath and bent double. I was going to need more time in the hospital; that was for sure. 

“Charm!”

I looked up to see Cynder running towards me. He scooped me up in his arms. For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt safe. I rested my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes.

“What happened?” he asked Copper.

Copper replied. “It’s over. The king is dead. Long live the queen.”


 

 

 

Six Months Later

The only sound I could hear as I made my way down the sunlit forest aisle was the cute gurgling sounds of a newborn, happily snuggled in Elise’s arms. More beautiful and wondrous than any world-famous orchestra.

Everyone I cared about was there. My mother, Leo, Elise, and of course, baby Grace. Daniel held my hand as we walked side by side over the layer of fallen leaves. Other friends and family sat on fallen logs that Daniel and his father had quickly carved into makeshift pews, and the sun shone down through the leaves creating patterns on the floor. 

It was perfect. 

Unlike my last two weddings that had been full of pomp and ceremony, not to mention thousands of people watching on the TV screens, this was the wedding of my dreams with no photographers, no journalists, and more importantly, full of the friends I’d made over the past year.

I smiled as I walked past Jenny, Xavi, and Agatha, all sitting together on one of the pews.

My dress was simple, made out of plain white cotton with no embellishments and I wore only flowers in my hair instead of jewelry.  

As I looked upon the faces of the people as I walked past, I had a memory of each one. Memories that would last a lifetime. 

These people had become intricately linked to my own life. For the Magi among them, they would now be free as long as I ruled, and with luck and a lot of work, our society would become a better, more accepting place.

Memories of the last six months flooded through me as I made my way up the aisle, Daniel taking the place of my father and escorting me. 

News had gotten out pretty quickly about Luca’s death, and once again, my picture was emblazoned on the cover of every newspaper for weeks. I had yet to give an official interview despite many requests for one. Only three people knew what had happened in that police cell and I wanted it to stay that way lest Jason lose his job and end up in a cell himself. He’d killed Luca in self-defence, but there were still enough of Luca’s supporters out there who would see it differently so the world was told he’d died of a heart attack. 

Even though I knew it was for the best, I still felt guilty about taking back the throne. With Luca being the rightful king, the kingdom would have passed to his eldest nephew on his death, but Jacob was already first in line to his own kingdom’s throne. I worried about whether to tell the Thalian royal family the truth for two whole days until something happened that changed everything. 

There had been three cameras running the day of Luca’s and Drusilla’s wedding. I’d watched the one showing Luca and the one showing me a hundred times, but it was only later I watched the third. It had been pointing towards the pews to show footage of the guests. What it also caught, just at the very bottom of the screen was Seraphia waving her wand and turning my features back into my own. It was a good minute before Luca put on the crown. I was rightfully the queen of Silverwood again. 

As I gazed up, I saw the one person who’d stood by me, whom I knew would always be by my side. 

Cynder took my hand from Daniel and kissed it, and as he looked into my eyes, I knew that this was the beginning of a whole new chapter. Not only for us but for everyone in Silverwood.

   

The End
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