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         My birthday was the worst day of the year. Each one was the same: Aunt Melusine would arrive at sunset, stare at me, judge me, and then drug me. My birthday drug was a bright-orange pill stamped with black letters: MDC.

         My Darling Child

         Melusine’s Dangerous Candy 

         Maybe Don’t Care

         Whatever MDC stood for, it was potent. I’d wake the next day in another place, with a new caretaker. For all I knew, shuffling my unconscious body around on an annual basis was Aunt Melusine’s only job, although who would pay for such a service was beyond me.

         It felt like a ridiculous thing—the structure of my life—but I was never really sure what was ridiculous and what was normal, and I strongly suspected Aunt Melusine wanted to keep it that way.

         I sighed and toed the dirt under my feet. When I’d first arrived at the farm a year ago, all the open space had disoriented me. Looking up at the million stars had made me dizzy, the endless horizon had been frightening, and the giant block of open blue sky had pushed down, suffocating me. So 8much space everywhere, reminding me I was an insignificant speck, and being so aggressive about it.

         But I’d grown to love it. On lazy days like this, when the breeze whispered through the wheat and the brilliant sun took its sweet time arcing overhead, it was so pretty and peaceful. Being an insignificant speck felt like a blessing instead of a punishment.

         I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, trying to meditate like Darling had taught me. Let go, Drinn. Everything will be fine. Be calm.

         It didn’t work.

         Another itch at my neck yanked me out of my fabricated peace. Bright yellow dandelions, complete with serrated leaves and hollow stems, grew out of my neck, one after another.

         Impatiently, I yanked out each flower. It always happened when I was upset—this mass production of dandelions. The wilting graveyard at my feet was already ankle-deep, yet the subtle itches that came before each flower sprouted—behind my ears and along the back of my neck—refused to stop.

         I barked out a laugh when it occurred to me that maybe my dandelions were fleeing out of self-preservation. They didn’t want to be around when Aunt Melusine arrived either.

         “Ya nervous, Drinn?” a gruff voice said from behind me.

         Without turning, I dropped my chin to my chest.

         There he was. The real reason I’d miss that farm.

         I’d half hoped he would avoid me that last day and make the goodbye easier on both of us. But that wasn’t Darling’s 9way, and I supposed I loved him all the more for it. Tentatively, I turned and looked up.

         Darling towered over me, his forearms as large as aspen trunks and a back broad enough to blot out the sun. He offered a small smile as he clasped his hands behind his back and rocked back and forth on his feet. How he always managed to sneak up on me when he was so huge and the land was so flat was still a mystery. He was a sneaky boulder.

         My sneaky boulder.

         “Nah, I’m not nervous,” I said. “I produce and shed flowers for fun.”

         That day, more than any other, my dandelions were a reminder that—no matter how much we pretended—our living arrangement wasn’t by choice. I was weird and different and had to be monitored, and Darling had made a deal with Aunt Melusine to do just that. He’d signed a contract for a year, and it ended at midnight.

         Darling nodded in understanding, his eyes misting with tears. Sometimes, I still made the mistake of getting attached to my caregivers—my heart was criss-crossed with old scars by then—but the fact that Darling was equally attached to me was novel. It created a different kind of pain inside me: deeper and more jagged.

         The scar from this break would never heal right.

         I cleared my throat. “I came out here for some peace and quiet, and of course, you had to ruin it.” I nudged one of his giant arms with my fist. 10

         Darling grunted but didn’t say anything. He looked younger than his sixty years because he was an old man naturally blessed with long blond hair. Standing together, it was no stretch to imagine we were related: my hair wasn’t as soft, thick, or long, and it was closer to the burned-out color of dust than wheat, but we were both light-haired, light-skinned, and had grayish eyes. Darling had called me “sister” a few times by accident; “son” a few times too. But lately, he’d called me “my child” and that had felt a little too real for both of us, so he’d stopped.

         My fake smile fell away and I pinched my lips together, trying to quell my own tears. “If you’d only tell me where we are,” I whispered, “I’d come back here one day.” One last time for me to make that request. One last time for Darling to shake his head and stay quiet.

         I liked to think it was a spell my aunt cast that kept him silent, but I knew it was fear.

         I plucked another flower from under my ear and scanned the horizon. There was only one road leading to Darling’s farmhouse, but Aunt Melusine never came to fetch me by conventional means. She sprouted out of the ground like a cleaver weed: one moment not there, the next moment there, and only living to choke.

         Almost everything about Aunt Melusine felt vaguely ridiculous too.

         “You’re wrong anyway, Darling,” I said quietly. “I’m not nervous; I’m terrified.”

         Normally, Melusine would spirit me away, well-drugged 11and under the cover of darkness, and I would start a new prison sentence tomorrow.

         This year, I was going to escape.

         Terrified was too mild a word.

         Darling didn’t respond for a while. He shuffled from foot to foot, his long blond hair swishing around his shoulders. “I made a birthday cake,” he finally said, tipping his head towards the farmhouse. His normally sunburnt face had turned even redder, the color of beets. He looked ready to explode with the effort of keeping all of his emotions inside. “Needs at least two mouths to chomp it.”

         He slung his arm across my shoulders, the weight almost pushing me into the ground, planting me like one of his seeds.

         I wouldn’t have minded one bit.

         I bit my lower lip before it could even think about quivering. “Even though I have no idea where we are, one day I’m going to find this place again. Keep your eyes on that wide horizon, Darling, I mean it.” I was stubborn, after all.

         That did it. Darling stopped trying to hold back his tears as he pulled me into a suffocating hug. I hugged my warm, soft, sweet boulder back, and didn’t pull away. Not even when my own tears started soaking his shirt.

         By the time we’d calmed down, neither of us was in the mood to chomp the cake at all.

         Instead, Darling went to tend to the chickens while I sat on the back steps and picked at the peeling paint with my fingernails. I sighed. Already, I was tired and it was barely 12mid-afternoon. My body’s nervous habit of flower production expended so much extra energy, draining my powers when I needed them the most.

         Leaning forward, I put my palm to the ground, feeling the compact soil.

         A faint tingling in my fingers began, like the itches at my neck but more subtle, and it soon spread through my whole body. Are you ready? I asked. Can we do this?

         I listened carefully as the thrum under my fingertips pounded a low, steady rhythm, waiting until it synced with my heartbeat.

         We’re ready, I heard.

         Best I could ever describe my powers to Darling was that the earth and I understood each other. The network of roots under my fingertips was almost like an extension of myself. When my powers were at their peak, it felt more like I was accessing a secret room inside me, rather than calling on something external. My own name was the sound of that thrum, the whir of life itself: Drinn, drinn, drinnnn…

         I’d made Darling’s wheat grow strong and tall by asking.

         I’d persuaded the pests to pack up and move far away.

         Now, I memorized the unique feeling of this land under my hand, claiming it, vowing to return and protect it. The thrum under my fingertips got stronger, more insistent until it echoed through my veins.

         To have any hope of returning, I needed this place to tell me how to find it again. 13

         “Drinn?” Darling called out sometime later. His voice was extra gravelly as if he was having a hard time forming the words. “She’s arrived.”

         I pulled my hand away from the soil and flexed my fingers, my joints stiff and popping after being held in the same spot for so long. I stood on shaky legs.

         The sun was touching the horizon, the light beginning to fade.

         “We’re ready,” I said aloud. I could do this. I had a good plan. It would all work out.

         With my resolve, the wreath of dandelions froze at my neck, dying quickly as with autumn’s first frost, biting deep. With each step I took up the back stairs and into the farmhouse, they fell off, leaving a trail behind me like shattered glass.
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         The inside of Darling’s home was sparse and open; everything was in plain sight as soon as you stepped over the threshold. Kitchen, bedroom, and living room were all one, with stairs leading down to a root cellar. The front door—almost always wide open, like then—led outside to the kitchen garden.

         Aunt Melusine was sitting at the kitchen table, openly staring at me, already assessing.

         “Good evening, Aunt Melusine.” Thankfully, my voice held steady, but my feet refused to move forward. My gaze flicked to Darling, who stood against the wall as far away from Aunt Melusine as the room allowed, his arms crossed over his chest. Our eyes met and held for a long moment before I could look back at my aunt.

         Melusine had light-brown skin, the same color as a tawny owl. She was ferocious like a tawny too; so silent and deadly you didn’t notice the talons until they were ripping you apart. “You keep growing,” Aunt Melusine said. She always over-enunciated her words, and although her voice was as melodic as a lullaby, it sent shivers down my spine. 15

         I nodded. I had learned long ago that the less I said to my aunt, the better. I’d gone through a particularly chatty phase at around six years old, and my aunt had nearly ripped out my tongue.

         Literally.

         I began to sweat. In the thirty seconds since I’d entered the farmhouse, Aunt Melusine had already made a dozen judgments and decisions, each one as loud in its silence as if she’d shouted it. Her deep hazel eyes bore into me like earthworms, and her long fingers, heavy with silver rings, tapped the tabletop like a judge’s gavel. I’d given up on guessing Aunt Melusine’s age; she could have been anywhere from forty to four hundred.

         The only consistent thing about Aunt Melusine’s appearance was her skin tone, those deep-set hazel eyes, and her impeccable dress. She always looked as if she’d just finished dining with royalty. That day, she wore a gown of deep blue velvet. A slit in the gown revealed heavy, functional black boots rising to mid-thigh. Her long, silver hair would have reached the ground had it been loose, but she always wore it in complex knots and braids, with never a strand out of place.

         “Help me prepare supper,” Darling said, turning towards the counter and the small pile of vegetables sitting there. “Let’s give our guest time to rest after her long journey.”

         Springing up out of the ground doesn’t seem too exhausting, I thought, but I nodded, grateful for the distraction. The timing would be the trickiest part of my plan. My escape had to happen in transit, when this farm was far behind us and 16our next destination was still on the horizon. I’d practiced holding a pill under my tongue without swallowing it. I’d trained myself to stay as still as death, even when being moved around. I would try to escape only when there was no way my defiance could be linked to Darling.

         It would have been so much easier if I didn’t care about him. If it had been Closter or Atta from years past, I wouldn’t have hesitated in throwing them to Aunt Melusine’s wrath.

         Aunt Melusine’s gaze followed me around the room as Darling and I chopped vegetables, boiled water, and forced conversation. An hour later—the longest hour of my life—Darling and I set the table, served the stew, and pulled up a crate and a stump to sit on, respectively.

         The table was far too small, Aunt Melusine’s pointy elbow grazing mine. I swallowed, hating this pretense. It was nothing but a show. Melusine fed on rats and spiders, probably, and had no need for homemade stew. Yet she insisted on being served, and so we served.

         “What trouble has she been?” Aunt Melusine asked Darling. She sniffed at the broth on her spoon.

         “No trouble at all,” Darling said. “In fact—” His gaze flicked to mine.

         Oh no.

         I tried to kick Darling’s massive shin under the table but only managed to graze the hardwood stump he was sitting on.

         Darling met Melusine’s gaze directly. “I’d like to keep Drinn on another year.” 17

         Aunt Melusine calmly put the spoon in her bowl and stood, the legs of her chair scraping loudly against the wooden floor.

         Darling was at least partially aware of the danger in the room, but the last time I’d seen that particular look on my aunt’s face was when she’d melted the skin off of a human body like wax. And that had been an argument with the orchardist I’d lived with for my twelfth year… over the fair market price of a bushel of apples.

         I should have told Darling that story. I should have told him a lot of things. I sensed an incoming disaster, and my mind scrambled for a way out of it.

         “This arrangement has worked well for both of us,” Darling continued.

         I dropped my gaze to my lap and inwardly moaned. For weeks, I’d implored Darling to stay quiet about our year. To show keen disinterest in anything but the payout. To trust me. To protect himself.

         “If there has been any impropriety here,” Aunt Melusine started, her nostrils flaring as she stared Darling down, “I will feed your own tongue to you.”

         Darling straightened; his spine like an iron rod. His hands wrung themselves into knots on the tabletop. “Impropriety…?” he said, confused.

         Melusine’s threat was very real—six years ago she’d ripped out Atta’s tongue and forced him to eat it raw for touching me—but Darling didn’t know this because I’d never told him that story either. 18

         Then Darling sputtered, reddening by degrees, when he realized what Aunt Melusine was implying. “No, no! Nothing like that!” The idea that our relationship had been romantic was too much for either of us to bear. “Drinn is like my own child! Oh, dear goodness no, this is—”

         Darling’s wounded look crushed me. He understood what Aunt Melusine had implied, but he couldn’t comprehend it. He had no coping mechanism for this. Abruptly, he stood too, muttering something about his chickens as he made his way quickly toward the door.

         Aunt Melusine’s hands contracted into claws at her sides and her eyes narrowed.

         Dangerously.

         “No, it’s fine!” I stood and put myself between Aunt Melusine and Darling’s retreating form. “He’s telling the truth. It wasn’t like that.”

         Melusine’s gaze snapped to mine. “Do you love him?”

         Darling stopped short of the open front door, his favorite rosemary bush swaying in the wind behind him. Slowly, he turned around and met my gaze, waiting for my answer.

         The disaster was coming, picking up speed.

         Because yes, of course I loved him. He’d been kinder to me than anyone I’d ever lived with, demanding nothing of me except companionship. But admitting I loved him was as dangerous as saying he’d touched me. If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that my aunt didn’t want me to have any happiness. Protection, yes. Supervision, yes. But happiness? Definitely not. 19

         I had to fix this. I had to convince Melusine that my time with Darling had been awful, but not too awful. That our relationship was one of abuse, but not that type of abuse.

         “He wants me to stay because I do so much for his fields,” I blurted. “His farm is thriving, his wheat is selling for a premium, and he’s barely had to work all year because I’ve done everything. Of course he wants me to stay.” I felt terrible for being so cruel, but I pushed on. “The year I spent here was the worst since the swamps.” The legendary swamp year, where every day had been an exercise in not dying from noxious gasses.

         Deep lines of hurt creased Darling’s face. “Drinn!” He was so tender-hearted that he didn’t immediately realize I was offering Melusine a bold lie in order to protect him. “I thought you liked helping,” he said. “You know I would never—”

         Understanding dawned and he snapped his sentence off, but it was too late.

         Aunt Melusine slapped her bowl of stew off the table. It smacked against the wall and shattered as it hit the floor, soggy vegetables and broth splattering everywhere. “You would never,” Aunt Melusine repeated slowly. “You would never… what, exactly?”

         The room darkened. Shadows lengthened. The breeze blew in from the open door with more insistence. Aunt Melusine loomed large, staring us down. A small lock of her silver hair had escaped her braid and that shocked me more than anything else. Even when my aunt had melted the orchardist’s skin off, her hair had stayed immaculately in place. 20

         “If you ‘would never,’” Aunt Melusine continued, her voice dangerously calm, “then why would Drinn say such a thing? Either you would, or she is a liar. And I can only assume she would lie to protect someone she cared about deeply, which brings this conversation all the way back to the beginning.” Aunt Melusine cocked her head, scrutinizing Darling now as she’d done with me before. “I’ll ask you one more time. Is there love here?”

         “Aunt Mel—” I started, but she cut me off.

         “I want to hear from him.”

         Darling swallowed. His gaze flicked to me. For two seconds, he tried to figure out what to say to make her calm down.

         It was two seconds too long.

         Melusine leaned back, nodding to herself. “I see.”

         My body seized. Defending Darling put him in danger. Accusing Darling put him in danger. There was no way out of this corner.

         With a few misplaced words, Darling had made himself a target, and Melusine was an expert shot.

         I stood between Aunt Melusine and Darling in the middle of the room and called to my plants. Normally I needed to be touching the ground to communicate, but I’d learned how to send my energy some distance, like electricity buzzing along wires.

         Rise up.

         I need your help.

         Vines surged into Darling’s house, sprouting from under the floor and pushing through the baseboards like wiggling 21green fingers, unnaturally large and laced with barbed hooks, cleaving to anything they touched. The little weeds I’d noticed rimming the outside of the house months ago became behemoths, splintering the wood boards under our feet like sea monsters cresting a wave. I’d left the weeds alone to multiply so they would be there in numbers in case I needed to call on them, but it had been a whim more than a plan. Now, I was infinitely glad for my moment of forethought.

         A long vine as thick as Darling’s arm snaked through the kitchen window, knocking over my first birthday cake as it made its way with speed straight towards Melusine. Along the length of the vine were shiny barbs as large as fishing hooks.

         I almost laughed.

         Cleavers.

         Of course. Those little vines I’d left to multiply were cleavers, and they only lived to choke.

         Aunt Melusine’s mouth hung slack. She believed I was meek and unassuming because, for sixteen years, that was all I’d ever been. That I would use my power against her was unfathomable. Time seemed to slow, the clockwork of Melusine’s thoughts grinding as she pieced everything together.

         Darling gave a panicked shout, and it nearly killed me; it sliced my heart in half that his first instinct was to leap toward me. “Move, Drinn!” He kicked at a snaking vine and tried to grab my arm to haul me away.

         He thought I was being attacked, not that I was the one doing the attacking. 22

         The vines wrapped around Melusine and Darling, pushing them to opposite sides of the room before immobilizing them. I wanted to push Darling all the way outside to the safety of his fields, but I still needed to deflect suspicion from him. He would be in danger as long as Melusine believed I cared for him.

         Protect him, I told the vines, and they rippled in response, subtly rearranging themselves so the barbs pointed away from Darling’s skin.

         The vines did no such thing for Melusine, and her long gown was already dotted with blood from multiple small puncture wounds. “How dare you, child,” she said, her eyes narrowing.

         Her fingers clawed; her nails lengthened.

         A deep boom rumbled under my feet, and I lurched sideways, caught off balance.

         “No,” I said. I couldn’t give Melusine the opportunity to fight back. The element of surprise was the only reason this had even worked, and I needed to hold that advantage.

         I urged two broad leaves over Melusine’s eyes, and I slapped another over Melusine’s mouth. Another vine wound its way up her leg and bound her wrists, making sure those crooked fingers couldn’t do whatever it was they’d been poised to do moments before.

         The riot of movement in the room came to an abrupt stop.

         Aunt Melusine stood in front of me, incapacitated and unable to summon her powers. 23

         I exhaled hard, my hands moving to my face. Behind me, Darling inhaled a deep, ragged breath. I held up my fingers, gesturing over my shoulder for him to be quiet.

         And finally, far too late, he listened.

         “You’re unimaginably cruel,” I said. With Melusine forced to listen, I couldn’t help but take the opportunity to say some things. “I’ve lived sixteen years not understanding anything except that you hate me deeply.” My voice had started to shake with emotion. “And the worst part is, I don’t know what I did!” I went on my tiptoes so I was eye-to-covered eye with Melusine—the closest I’d ever come to the woman—and laughed bitterly. “Everything in my life has been orchestrated by you, but that is over. Right now.”

         One hooked barb, almost as long as my finger, stood poised at Melusine’s temple, ready to pierce on command. I started at the sight. I hadn’t intended to convey that level of anger, but that’s what the vines had heard.

         “I’m done pretending to be grateful for your mistreatment.” Rocking back on my heels, I leaned away, part of me mortified at the sight of that hook, part of me bolstered by it. The barb pressed gently into Melusine’s skin, creating a divot. I watched the divot deepen with a morbid satisfaction, wondering when it would break skin.

         “Drinn.” Darling’s voice clapped through my reverie. “That’s enough.”

         Ashamed, I turned around. Swaddled gently in vines, it looked as if Darling had aged ten years in the last ten minutes. His long hair flowed over his shoulder like a 24waterfall, but it hung limper than usual with no breeze rustling it. His shoulders drooped. When his soft gaze met mine and he shook his head sadly, that jagged cut on my heart flared.

         This entire drama had started because Melusine had figured out that Darling had broken their contract by caring for me.

         Before I ran, I needed Darling to know how much I loved him, but with Melusine listening, I couldn’t say the words I wanted.

         “And you,” I hissed at him, accusingly.

         I’m sorry, I mouthed, and I put my hands over my heart. Right over that spot that hurt. “You dare have an opinion about what’s ‘enough’ here?”

         I pointed out the smashed window towards the dark horizon. I mouthed, Watch that horizon. I’m coming back.

         Darling’s lips wobbled; tears misted his eyes.

         “I’m done with people controlling my life. You included. You never cared about anything except your precious fields.”

         I’m coming back, I mouthed again. I would be there for another harvest one day. I put my crossed fingers to my heart and tapped gently in time to my heartbeats. I promise.

         I promise. I promise.

         He nodded. He understood.

         Then Darling mouthed two words that nearly undid me.

         My child.

         A choked sound erupted from my mouth before I could swallow it back. 25

         Then, setting my jaw, I swiveled and pulled the leaves off of Melusine’s eyes, meeting her gaze dead on. “I’m done with this,” I said, aiming my glare at both Darling and Melusine, making sure—in no uncertain terms—that Melusine saw that I was including Darling in this proclamation as well. “I never want to see either of you again.”

         There was a fiery passion in Melusine’s glare that I needed to lead away from the farm. And quickly.

         Without looking at Darling again, I darted away, running through the kitchen garden filled with all the lovely herbs and flowers we’d tended together towards the back shed where Darling kept his rusty, ancient motorbike. He’d let me ride it once, and I’d zigzagged all over the road. Melusine would no doubt be able to catch up to me, but I could get far enough to keep Darling safe.

         Then a colossal ripping sound shattered the night.

         A blast of hot air whooshed around me, making my hair and clothing whip against my skin. Dust and debris pelted me, and I had to shield my eyes and put my hands up to protect myself.

         The shed I’d been aiming for collapsed sideways like a house of cards.

         Then the rip turned into a crunch so loud that I slapped my hands over my ears. A wooden board smacked the side of my head and I jolted sideways, falling to my knees.

         Squinting at where Darling’s farmhouse had stood moments ago, the wind swirling viciously, all I saw was moonlight illuminating the horizon. The walls and roof had collapsed 26as if the house had been made out of twigs. Amid the rubble, Darling stood unharmed. He was wearing his vine armor and was just as I’d left him.

         But even so many paces away, I saw his panic.

         Melusine was free.

         “Run!” Darling screamed at me. His hair was a wheat-colored tornado around his head and he almost buckled forward in his desperation to get to me.

         Without even a glance sideways at him, Melusine made a quick series of subtle hand movements, and the vine around Darling—the one that had promised to protect him—began to turn black.

         The black vine grew and tightened, the sound like dry gears creaking against each other. Darling audibly gasped and then wheezed a long, pained scream.

         I screamed too, my fingers clawing into the dirt as I tried to command the vine to stop squeezing him, but I knew with a terrible certainty that my powers were no match against Melusine’s.

         Darling’s scream transformed into a breathy squeak.

         Then his bones snapped, one by one, in a series of whip-like cracks.

         His squeak abruptly cut off and he fell over.

         The vine continued crushing him, a series of pulsing, undulating movements now grinding up his insides. Like walking through a pile of dry autumn leaves—crunch, crunch, crunch—Darling’s bones were milled to dust.

         “No!” I couldn’t even comprehend what I was seeing. 27There was no way my beloved farmer, the closest thing to a father I’d ever had, was lying amid the rubble of his house in a slumped pile with a blackened vine around him.

         There was no way he’d just died in front of me.

         “No,” I choked. My arm reached out to him.

         Abruptly, the wind stopped. Pieces of rubble that had been flying through the air moments ago fell to the earth with dull thuds.

         Melusine set her gaze on me.
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         Through my blurred vision, my terrible, choking sobs, a subtle shift in the earth fought for my attention. “Stop,” I whispered. My plants hadn’t protected Darling like I’d asked.

         I wouldn’t listen to them now.

         “I should thank you,” Melusine called out calmly. “You saved me a year’s worth of wages.” Melusine should have been frothing with rage, punishing me in a number of inventive ways for finally standing up to her. Instead, she seemed relieved. Perhaps even… happy.

         “I fear I ruined the plumbing,” Melusine said, sighing dramatically. She held up my birthday drug: that bright-orange MDC pill. “Ah, never mind. I see a well.” Melusine shifted direction and made for the garden well. She always insisted on watching me drink a full glass of water with the pill as a way of ensuring it went down.

         It was one of the many things I’d planned for, but nothing about my plan had looked like this.

         The grass under my hands pushed and pulled, tugging at my attention. With difficulty, I looked away from Darling’s form, so still and so small, swaddled in a black vine.

         You didn’t protect him, I moaned to the earth under my hands.

         The grass shifted faster, calling me forward.
29

         Through a blur of grief, I made out a sliver of light near the overgrown mint bed that ringed the once beautiful kitchen garden. Glancing at Melusine—whose back was to me and who was in no hurry now that she’d won—I moved towards it in a deep crouch.

         A sob caught in my throat as I followed the path the grass laid out for me, trying to discern what the light could be. The path ended in front of a knee-high pin cherry sapling, one of its willowy branches disappearing into the sliver of light. This close, I could see the faint—nearly invisible—outline of a door. The sapling had wedged it open.

         My heart gave a loud clap as it restarted, and then it kept right on drumming.

         I’d always suspected Melusine traveled via magic somehow—she always popped up out of nowhere—and here was the proof. A door where there shouldn’t have been a door. All afternoon, I’d asked the land for help, and it had answered by giving me a way to escape.

         Choking back a sob and with one last glance at the dim outline of Darling’s body amid his ruined home, I wrenched my hands into the sliver of light and pulled. As I flopped through the open door, I pinched my eyes shut against the bright light. I fell sideways and rolled, the door shutting behind me with a gentle echo.

         Weeping, I curled into a ball, trying to protect my aching heart the best I could.

         Which wasn’t at all, it turned out.

         I cried and cried and cried.

      

   


   
      
         
30
            4

         

         Something nudged my side. A stick or a boot. Then a second time with more insistence. Sniffling, I swatted it away.

         A high, thin voice shrieked, “Not dead!” and shuffling feet quickly retreated.

         I knew I had to uncurl and get up. I had to get away from the door I’d rolled through and run, hard and fast and far.

         Impossible.

         “Hey!” that same voice shrieked from some distance away now. “Yewkay?”

         Reluctantly, I opened my eyes and saw her sideways first: a young girl with dark skin and long, braided hair. As I straightened, the entire image did too. The girl appeared to be a leader: arranged behind her were about ten other ratty-looking girls—none of them older than twelve—peering at me with wide-eyed interest.

         It was the biggest group of people I’d ever seen in my life, all staring directly at me.

         Startled, I scrambled to my feet.

         “What did you say?” I asked in a breathless whisper as I tried to orient myself. Where the door had slammed shut behind me was only a bare brick wall. No doorframe glowing 31with light. No indication there’d ever been a door there at all.

         Where was I?

         If I’d been thinking about it, I would have expected Melusine’s magic door to lead to some sort of a laboratory or spell room, something sinister with shelves lined with candles and dead creatures suspended in jars of gooey liquid. But despite the stench, this was no lair.

         It was an alley. Massive brick walls loomed on either side of us, and round lamps on tall posts cast an orange-hued flickering light. It was fully night but bright enough that I could see all the way to the bustling cross streets at either end of the alley. I knew about electricity of course—I’d spent a year with a shepherd whose home had been luxuriously outfitted with a few modern amenities—but I’d never seen so many lights. They hummed like a chorus of honeybees.

         “I said,” the girl called out slowly, hands on her hips, “Are. You. Okay?”

         My gaze snapped to her, and then to each of her little followers in turn. All so young, and out so late. “Well”—I shrugged—“you’re right, I’m not dead.” It was the most truthful way of answering.

         The girl sniffed and nodded, agreeing with me about my not-deadness.

         “Gotny money?” she asked, getting to the point.

         “No.”

         She began turning away, herding her group toward the mouth of the alley. 32

         After being terrified of all their little round faces staring at me, now I didn’t want them to go. “Wait! Stop! Can you tell me where I am? What is this place? Who are you?” My questions came out staccato. “I, I think I’m lost. Can you help?” Maybe they’d let me join their group. Adopt me like the orphan I was.

         The only thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t in Darling’s fields, and probably would never be again.

         “Hey now,” the girl called. She separated herself from her group and approached me carefully. As she got closer, I amended my guess about her age down to no more than ten. “Whatever it is that’s got you all”—she paused, trying to find the right word—“wild… at least you’re not dead.” A chorus of agreement came from her followers as if this was an excellent point. Did being not dead count as a fabulous day here? “And as to where you are,” she continued, “this is Oblison, right?” Seeing my look of incomprehension, she added slowly, “The big city on the north shore of Malabria. On the Oovlish Sea. This is Windrip Province?”

         She kept tacking on more information, waiting for my understanding to dawn. But this was a city I’d never heard of, in a nation I’d never heard of, on the coast of a sea I didn’t know. None of those place names meant anything to me. The only reason I knew anything at all was because I read voraciously, and many of my caregivers—isolated as they were—coveted books like diamonds.

         The nape of my neck began to itch as a dandelion pushed against my skin, trying to sprout. My shock was wearing off 33and my anxiety flowers were desperate to bloom. I knew nothing about the world, not even where in the world I was. I was utterly unprepared for even basic life on my own.

         More dandelions began growing, the sprouts turning to buds and then opening to flowers that tangled into my hair. The girl’s eyes widened when I pressed my hand to the nape of my neck. When my efforts to hide the flowers didn’t work, I twirled my fingers around a few stems and yanked them out. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It happens when I’m nervous. I can’t help it—”

         For a girl of only ten years old, she had the moves of a wild boar. Before I could blink, she’d kicked me in the shin, swung a tiny fist into my stomach, and kneed my chin for good measure as I buckled. Three swift attacks—not especially powerful, but enough to bring me to the ground.

         “Run!” the girl screamed at her friends as she pivoted. “She’s a damned!”

         The children shrieked and scattered, all running at breakneck speed down the alley. In a frenzy, the girl scooped up the smallest child so she wasn’t left behind.

         “Wait!” I called, reaching out a hand to the girls’ retreating forms. “I’m not going to hurt you! Come back!” But they were already gone.

         They’d been ready to rob a dead body and hadn’t flinched at my wild appearance.

         Yet my flowers had made them flee in terror.
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