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      Elle stood on the quiet moonlit street outside her stepmother’s townhouse, working up the nerve to walk up the front steps and knock on the door. Without a watch or a phone, and after spending hours—which were apparently days—in an enchanted forest, followed by a well-deserved nap in the car during the drive back to Vale City, she’d begun to lose all concept of time. She had no idea how late it was, but lights illuminated the windows of Salvia’s home, and the occasional shadow moved behind the curtains, so someone was definitely home and awake.

      Elle looked around at the sound of a door banging shut somewhere nearby, but it appeared she was still alone out here. She swallowed and told herself to stop being so jumpy. She’d asked Dex to wait in the next street over, wanting the reassurance of knowing she wasn’t completely alone, but not wanting the pressure of him watching as she faced her stepmother. “I have to do this on my own,” she’d told him.

      “They’re just possessions,” he’d reminded her. “Are you sure you need them?”

      “It’s not just that. I need this part of my life to be over. I need Salvia to know it’s over. Then we can face everything else.”

      She climbed the stairs and stopped in front of the door. “I can do this,” she whispered. “I’m not a slave, and I have magic.” Adrenaline spiked in her veins at the reminder, and bright silver dust materialized on her fingers in response. Dex had promised that if human magic was anything like fae Essence, he would teach her everything he knew. But exhaustion had knocked Elle out soon after getting into Xander’s car to drive back to the city, so Dex hadn’t had time to explain a single thing yet.

      Elle exhaled slowly, watching the silver glow fade from her skin. Then she lifted her hand to the door. But before she could knock, the image of Salvia looming over her in the Never Woods rose in her mind. She’d been on the ground, so helpless, and the slave charm had somehow reappeared on her leg—

      It wasn’t real, she reminded herself silently, closing her eyes for a moment. It was all a trick of the Never Woods. She opened her eyes, took a deep breath, and rapped three times on the door.

      Seconds ticked by.

      She considered knocking again.

      She considered running.

      She didn’t really need to—

      The door swung open, and there stood Salvia, elegant as always with her glossy red hair spilling over her shoulders in perfect waves and her face flawlessly made up. Though the slave charm was gone from Elle’s ankle, she almost flinched at the sight of her stepmother. She imagined the burn of magic on her skin. She was late returning home, so very, very late, and surely the pain would eat into her leg any second—

      “Salvia,” she said before her fear could take over completely. She forced her shoulders back and held her stepmother’s gaze. “I’m here for my things.”

      Salvia’s expression, initially one of annoyance—most likely because someone was unexpectedly disturbing her evening—turned instantly to rage. “Where the hell have you—”

      “I’m not your slave anymore.” Elle bent quickly, lifted the bottom of her pants, and showed Salvia her bare ankle.

      Salvia gaped. Then her eyes narrowed to slits. “How did you—”

      “I’m here for my things.” Elle straightened. “Then I’ll be gone, and I don’t want to see you ever again.”

      Salvia pulled herself a little straighter. “As if I give a damn about what you want.” She stepped back. “Get inside right now.”

      “Thank you.” Elle marched past her, across the hallway, and into the living room.

      “Thank you?” Salvia repeated behind her. “Thank you?” The door slammed shut. “You know you’re never leaving this house again, don’t you? I’ll put a confinement charm on these doors so strong you won’t even be able to touch the handles without getting burned.”

      “I told you,” Elle said, spinning to face her stepmother, “I’m not your slave anymore.”

      “Well that—”

      “And I have magic,” Elle blurted out, raising her hands as silver dust trailed across her skin. “So don’t try anything.”

      For what might possibly have been the first time in Elle’s life, she watched genuine shock come over her stepmother’s face. For several moments, all Salvia could do was stare. “It isn’t possible,” she whispered eventually. Her eyes traveled across the silvery glow of Elle’s skin. Then she pressed her lips together, appearing to regain some of her composure. “Well, you always were a freak of some sort. I suppose this shouldn’t surprise me.”

      Hatred that had spent years simmering beneath Elle’s fear began to bubble. “I’m not a freak. There’s nothing unusual about me. This is possible for all humans. Centuries ago, everyone knew about it. Plenty of humans went on the quest I’ve just been on, and plenty of them ended up with magic.”

      “Quest?” Salvia sneered. “Possible for all humans? How ridiculous. And of course you’re foolish enough to believe whoever told you this.”

      “It was the Godmother.”

      “Ha! Exactly. Only the foolish would believe a word out of that woman’s—”

      “Oh, so just because you’ve never heard of this quest, that means it’s nonsense?” Elle took a step closer, her fear all but eclipsed now by the anger that was about to boil over. “Because you’re so knowledgable about the world and its history? You don’t know anything, Salvia. You’re narrow-minded and selfish, and you—”

      “Don’t you dare speak to me like that!” Salvia shouted, and Elle flinched, expecting the burn of magic to lash across her skin at any second. Salvia advanced toward her, and Elle, with years of terror ingrained in her very bones, found herself unable to stand her ground. She backed up until she felt the wall behind her. “Do you know how easy it would be for me to burn the slave charm back into your skin?” Salvia hissed, magic crackling around her fingers as she brought her face right in front of Elle’s. “You can’t fight back. You have no idea how to use that pathetic imitation of faerie dust you’re calling magic. You’re powerless against me, Elle. I could enslave you right now, throw you into a taxi, and by morning, we’d be somewhere new. We could start over again somewhere else, and no one would know. Nobody would ever come looking for you because nobody cares.”

      Every single moment that Elle had ever wanted to fight back rose up inside her at once. She raised her hands and shoved Salvia away. Glittering silver light erupted from her in a flash. Salvia shrieked, a heavy thud sounded from the other side of the room, and when the glow diminished, Elle saw Salvia sprawled across an upturned couch against the far wall. Elle walked toward her struggling, cursing stepmother, hands shaking at her sides. “I didn’t come here to fight you,” she said between heavy breaths, “but if you to try to touch me again—if you so much as mention the slave charm or send one speck of faerie dust in my direction—I won’t hesitate to defend myself.” Then she turned and made for the door. “I’m getting my things and then I’m leaving,” she called back. “I suggest you don’t move from that spot until I’m gone.”

      With hands and legs that still shook slightly, Elle headed for the attic stairs. Her rhinestone-studded combat boots clomped all the way up. At the top, the door to the attic was open. She stepped inside and paused as she took in the moonlit space: the worn, striped rug that covered part of the floorboards, the old, creaky bed, the screen that concealed the makeshift bathroom area, the simple table and chair, and the wardrobe. Though she’d lived here for years and had been free for only a few days, it felt as if this space belonged to another lifetime.

      She crossed the room, tugged the quilted bedspread off the bed, and folded it several times. Then she slid her hand between the mattress and bed base and pulled out her pocket watch necklace. As she walked toward the wardrobe, she slipped the necklace over her head. She retrieved the photo album that contained pictures of her parents and selected the few clothing items that looked the least bit like faded rags. Meanwhile, questions knocked at the back of her mind—Where would she live now? How would she buy clothes and food and basic necessities? Could she work for Cress, as she’d suggested when she asked Cress to make a potion that could mimic death?—but she did her best not to focus on them. She would confront those questions after she and Dex had spoken to his father and revealed the truth about humans and magic.

      Placing her chosen items on the floor, she knelt down and leaned partway into the wardrobe as she opened the hidden compartment at the back. She stuck her hand inside and grabbed hold of the clothes she’d hidden from Salvia. They were mostly of the sparkly, scandalously short, club-appropriate variety, but there might be a few things worth keeping.

      She had chosen two tops and was digging around for a third when her hand brushed a piece of paper. With a frown, she leaned further inside the cupboard and fished around until her fingers found the paper again. She pulled it out—a single sheet folded over once—and opened it. At the sight of Sienna’s handwriting, her breath caught in her throat. She sat back, cross-legged, and started reading.

      

      Elle,

      I don’t know if you’ll ever return home and see this. I hope you don’t, because at least that means you’ll never have to be near Mom again. But in case you do end up back in this attic, I just wanted to let you know my plan.

      I’m getting as far away from Mom as I can, and I’m coming to look for you. I have no idea what happened or even where to begin looking, but I can’t just sit here and let Mom force me into ruining other people’s lives with these never-ending cons. So I may as well try to find you. I know she’ll go to the police and they’ll try to track me, but I asked a friend at school for help, and I’m pretty sure the charm we got hold of will work.

      I hope I find you. I hope we see each other again. But even if we never do, please don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’m stronger than you think.

      Love you,

      Sienna

      P.S. Mom bought a second-tier wish with all the Essence you spent years collecting. She said something about wanting to wish for it to be impossible for the prince to wish against Meredith’s first wish. Something complicated that probably doesn’t exist in any wish catalog. Anyway, I’ve stolen it. I’m not going to use it yet. If I hear that you’ve returned home, I’ll come back for you. We can use it together. I know it can’t grant your freedom, but we can wish for something else that’ll help. For now, don’t give up. One day, you’ll have your freedom.

      

      Elle squeezed her eyes shut as a single tear traced down her cheek. A quiet laugh escaped her. Dex had been right: Sienna was stronger than Elle gave her credit for. She had taken a wish, and she would be fine. The fact that no one had been able to track her yet meant that whatever magic her school friend found must have worked.

      Elle folded the letter until it was small enough to fit into her pocket. Then she stood and picked up the few items of clothing she’d chosen. She had no idea how she would find Sienna—she didn’t want her coming near this house ever again—but somehow, she would make it happen. Maybe Cress could help her.

      She stuffed her clothes somewhere amid the folds of the quilt, clutched the bundle against her chest, and held the photo album in one hand. Then she marched downstairs, past the living room, and out of her stepmother’s life. As the front door shut behind her with a satisfying bang, it seemed a weight lifted from her shoulders. A long and horrible chapter of her life had finally come to a close. She smiled, and if the folded quilt wasn’t currently blocking her view of her feet, she would have skipped down the stairs.

      With newfound confidence, she walked to the end of the street, turned the corner, and aimed for Xander’s car. Reaching it, she opened the back door and dropped her belongings onto the seat. Dex twisted to face her from the front passenger seat. His bright eyes sparkled as he smiled. “I was just wondering if I should come looking for you, but I shouldn’t have worried.”

      “See?” Xander said from the driver’s seat. “Told you she’s totally capable of handling her stepmother.”

      As Elle squeezed in beside the quilt and pulled the door shut, Dex added, “Did everything go okay?”

      “Not for Salvia,” Elle said, “but in general, yes. I’m fine. She’ll be fine—when she recovers from her shock and from being thrown across the room by magic that came out of nowhere.”

      Xander snickered as he lowered the hand brake and pulled away from the curb. “Things are going to be entertaining until you can get a handle on that.”
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