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         Be still now, and I will tell you a tale.

         It begins deep within Verloren, the land of the lost. From the time the first humans were buried in damp, fertile earth or sent out to sea on burning pyres, their souls have been guided into Verloren by the eternal lantern of Velos, the god of wisdom and death. Taken to rest and to dream and—once a year, beneath the Mourning Moon—to return as spirits to the mortal realm and spend one night in the company of their loved ones left behind.

         No, no, of course that does not happen anymore. This was a very long time ago. Hush, now, and listen.

         Though Velos has always been the ruler of the underworld, there was a time when the god was not alone. Monsters roamed the dark kingdom, and spirits filled the caverns with laughter and song.

         And then there were the demons. Wicked beings, the embodiment of all things foul and cruel, made of mortals’ sin and shame. When humans passed through the gates into Verloren, these despairs drained out of them, step by step, staining the bridge that connected our world to the next and dripping into the river beneath. It was from these poisoned waters that the demons were born, flesh and beauty—crafted from the regrets and secrets and selfish deeds that mortals carried with them after death. Today, we call these demons the dark ones.

         Their numbers swelled as centuries passed, and with time the dark ones grew restless. They yearned for independence. Thirsted for a life beyond the shimmering caves and misted swamps of Verloren. They went to Velos and asked to be allowed to travel forth into the mortal realm, to gaze upon the constellations of stars, to taste a salty wind on their tongues, to feel the press of warm sunlight on their ice-cold skin.

         But Velos ignored such pleas, for even gods can be foolish.

         Or perhaps it was not foolishness, but cruelty, for the god to keep the demons thus imprisoned, century after century. Or perhaps it was wise, for having been born of 2wickedness, the demons were capable of nothing but envy, brutality, and deception. Perhaps the god already knew the truth: There was no place for these creatures among humans, who—despite their many faults—had also shown that they could lead lives full of goodness and grace.

         The dark ones stopped asking for freedom, and instead—clever things—they waited.

         Hundreds of years they waited.

         Watching and listening and planning.

         Until one Mourning Moon, when the sky was so thick with clouds the moon’s swell was shrouded from view. While Velos held their lantern aloft at the gates, showing the lost souls the way to return to the world above—the dark ones suddenly surged forward.

         They cut through the throngs of waiting spirits. Slaughtered what beasts tried to stop them. They were prepared for the hellhounds, Velos’s beloved servants, having cut strips of their own bodies’ flesh to lure the hounds to their side. It worked. With the hounds placated and the god unprepared, the demons overtook the bridge.

         In a desperate attempt to stop the horde, Velos shifted into their beastly form—the great black wolf that even today is said to guard Verloren’s gates. The beast was as big as a house, with fur like ink, massive, protruding fangs, and twin stars like burning flames buried deep in each eye socket.

         But the dark ones were not frightened.

         The one who would become Erlkönig, the Alder King, lifted a bow that he himself had crafted from the bones of heroes and the ligaments of warriors. From his quiver, he took an arrow—its fletching made from the fingernails of dead children, its head cut from the hardened tears of their mothers.

         The demon nocked the arrow into place, took his aim, and let it fly.

         Straight into the heart of the god of death.

         The wolf roared and stumbled from the bridge, down into the depths of the thrashing river below.

         Where Velos fell, the arrow that had pierced their heart stuck deep into the riverbed, where it would take root. Where it would grow, pushing past the bridge and through the gates. A great alder tree that would never stop reaching for the sky. 4

         Velos would not die that day, if gods can die at all. But while the god of death lay powerless in the river below, the dark ones stormed overhead, their king at the helm. They emerged into a pitch-black night. Torrents of rain splattered upon their glorious faces, while the Mourning Moon hid behind lightning and thunder, choosing not to bear witness to the horrors that had just been unleashed upon the mortal world.
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            Chapter One

         

         Serilda stopped telling her tale, checking to see if the children had finally fallen asleep.

         A moment passed, before Nickel opened bleary eyes. “Is the story over already?”

         Serilda shifted toward him. “You should know by now,” she whispered, pressing down a lock of his fluffy blond hair, “that the best stories are never truly over. I would argue that ‘happily ever after’ is one of my more popular lies.”

         He yawned. “Maybe. But it sure is a nice lie.”

         “It sure is,” she agreed. “Now hush. It’s time to go to sleep. I’ll tell you more tomorrow.”

         He posed no argument, just rolled onto his side to make more space for little Gerdrut, who was sandwiched between Nickel and Hans, with Fricz and Anna splayed at awkward angles at the foot of the bed. The five children had taken to sleeping in Serilda’s bed, even though they had been given their own cots in the servants’ halls. She didn’t mind. There was something about their cluster of tangled limbs and open mouths, blue-tinged eyelids and muttered complaints that someone was hogging the blankets that filled her heart with something close to contentment.

         How she did love these children.

         How she hated what had been done to them. How she tortured herself with guilt, knowing it was her fault. Her and her traitorous tongue and the 7stories she couldn’t stop telling. The imagination that had carried her away on so many fancies ever since she could remember … yet had brought her nothing but trouble. A life full of misfortunes.

         The worst misfortune of all—the lives taken from these five precious souls.

         But they kept asking her to tell her tales, so what could she say? She could deny them nothing.

         “Good night.” She tugged the blankets up to Nickel’s chin, covering the spot of blood that had leaked through his nightshirt over the hole in his chest, where the Erlking’s night ravens had eaten his heart.

         Leaning forward, she brushed a kiss to Nickel’s temple. She had to bite back a grimace at the sensation of cool slipperiness on his skin. As though even the gentlest touch might crush his skull, as if he were as brittle as autumn leaves in a child’s fist. Ghosts were not delicate beings—they were already dead, and not much more harm could come to them. But they were caught somewhere in between their mortal forms and decaying corpses, and as such, it was as though their figures could not decide where to end, what amount of space to occupy. To look at a ghost was a bit like looking at a mirage, their outlines shifting and blurring into the air. To touch one felt like the most unnatural thing in the world. A bit like touching a dead slug, one that had been left to rot in blistering-hot sun. But … colder.

         Still, Serilda loved these five little ghosts with all her being, and even if her body was missing, trapped in a haunted castle, and she could no longer feel her heart beat, she would never let them know how much she wanted to pull away every time one of them wrapped her in a hug or slipped their dead little hand into hers.

         Serilda waited until she was certain that Nickel was asleep and Gerdrut had started to snore, quite impressively for such a tiny thing. Then she eased herself off the bed and dimmed the lantern on the bedside table. She approached one of the leaded windows that overlooked the great lake surrounding the castle, where evening sunlight shimmered on the water. 8

         Tomorrow was the summer solstice.

         Tomorrow she would be wed.

         A light tap at the door interrupted Serilda’s thoughts before they could fall into despair. She paced across the carpet, keeping her footsteps light to avoid disturbing the children, and opened the door.

         Manfred, the Erlking’s coachman and the first ghost Serilda had ever met, stood on the other side. There was a time when Manfred had served the king and queen of Adalheid, but he had died in the massacre when the Erlking and his dark ones murdered all the inhabitants and claimed the castle for themselves. Manfred’s death, like so many, had been brutal—in his case, a steel chisel through one eye. The chisel was stuck in his skull even now, the blood dripping slowly, eternally, from his eye socket. After all this time, Serilda had begun to get used to the sight, and she greeted Manfred with a smile.

         “I wasn’t expecting you this evening.”

         Manfred bowed. “His Grim has requested your presence.”

         Her smile fell fast. “Of course he has,” she said, her tone sour. “The children have just fallen asleep. Give me a moment.”

         “Take your time. I don’t mind making him wait.”

         Serilda nodded knowingly and shut the door. Manfred and the other ghosts might be serving the dark ones, but they loathed their masters. They tried to find small ways to annoy the Erlking and his court whenever they could. Small acts of rebellion, but rebellion all the same.

         She retied her long hair into twin braids. It occurred to her that many girls, upon being summoned to the side of their husband-to-be, might pinch some color into their cheeks or place a dab of rose water along their collar-bone. Whereas Serilda was tempted to sneak a dagger into her stocking on the chance she might have an opportunity to stick it into her betrothed’s throat.

         She cast one more glance at the children, noting how they did not exactly appear to be sleeping. They were too pale, their breathing too still. In rest, they looked utterly dead. 9

         Until Gerdrut’s head drooped to one side and she let out a sound like grinding millstones.

         Serilda bit her lip against a laugh, remembering why she was doing this.

         For them.

         Only for them.

         Turning away, she slipped out into the stairwell.

         Serilda had memorized the route to the Erlking’s chambers, but she was nevertheless grateful for Manfred’s company as they made their way through the corridors, lit with torches and hung with eerie tapestries that depicted the most grotesque scenes of hunting hounds and ravaged prey. She was growing accustomed to the ominous, haunting shadows that filled the castle halls, but she doubted she would ever feel comfortable here. Not when any corner could reveal a dark one sneering at her or some otherworldly monster watching her with hungry eyes.

         Soon she would be queen of this place, but she doubted even that would bring her much security. The ghouls and creatures that had been here long before her made it clear in their haughty expressions and snide remarks that they would sooner devour the skin from her bones than bow before a mortal queen.

         She tried not to take it personally.

         “Is everyone eager for the festivities to be over?” Serilda asked as she and Manfred wound their way through the labyrinthine halls.

         Manfred responded in his usual monotone. “Not at all, my queen,” he said. Opposite to the dark ones’ indifference—perhaps, in part, because of it—the ghostly servants had adapted quite graciously to Serilda’s rise in station. Many had already begun to use royal titles when they addressed her—Majesty and Queen and occasionally even Your Radiance. “My understanding is that many have seen the wedding preparations as an enjoyable distraction.”

         “Distraction from what?”

         He glanced sideways at her with his good eye, a subtle smirk making his 10gray-speckled beard twitch. “Our lives,” he said dryly. Then, with a shrug, he added, “Or lack thereof.”

         Serilda frowned. Though Manfred and many of the ghosts had been dead for centuries, it was obvious how their deaths remained open wounds. Literally, in many cases.

         “Manfred,” she said slowly, “do you remember serving the former royal family? The ones who lived here before the dark ones came?”

         “I remember little of life in the castle before. But I do recall feeling”—he considered his words a long moment, and appeared oddly wistful when he finally said—“proud. Of my work. Though what I had to be proud of, I could not say.”

         Serilda offered him a soft smile, which quickly shuttered his expression back to stoicism. She was tempted to say more, to push him on this, to urge him to remember something, anything—but it was useless. All memories of the former royal family had been eradicated when the Erlking cursed the prince and his name, erasing the royal family from history.

         She found, in trying to get to know the resident ghosts, that the closer someone had been to the royal family, the fewer memories they had of their lives before the massacre. A maid who scrubbed pots and pans in the scullery might remember her former life almost in its entirety, but someone who had regularly been in the presence of the king and queen, or prince and princess, would remember almost nothing.

         No one else knew it, but their prince was still here among them. A forgotten prince.

         These days, the people of Adalheid knew him as Vergoldetgeist. The Gilded Ghost.

         Others called him poltergeist. Gold-spinner.

         Serilda knew him simply as Gild. The boy who had gone along with her lies, spun straw into gold in order to save her life, again and again. Who had unwittingly crafted the golden chains that the Erlking planned to use to capture a god.

         Even Gild’s own memories had been stolen from him. He could 11remember nothing. Not of his life. Not of his death. Nothing from the time before he was a cursed boy, a poltergeist trapped in this horrid place. The Erlking had even erased his name from all of history—from the books to the gravestones. Gild had not known he was a prince until Serilda told him the truth of what had happened to him and his family. Him, cursed. The others, dead. Murdered, all in an act of vengeance against the prince who had killed Erlkönig’s great love—the huntress Perchta. To this day Gild acted skeptical whenever Serilda mentioned it.

         But Serilda didn’t care about any of that. Not his name. Not his legacy.

         She cared that Gild was the father of her unborn child.

         She cared that once, in a fit of desperation, she had promised this unborn child to him, in return for his help spinning straw into gold.

         She cared that she was a little bit in love with him.

         Maybe—more than a little bit.

         “I imagine you were very important,” she said as she and Manfred passed a series of parlors. “Higher ranking than a coachman, for sure. The king’s valet, perhaps. Or a royal adviser. That’s why you can’t remember much. But I am sure that you have every reason to be proud.”

         Manfred remained quiet. She had told him, during their nightly walks, a little bit of the story of what had happened here. To the royal family. To him and all the people who had been unfortunate enough to be in this castle when the Erlking exacted his revenge. There was a time when she had told the story to Gild, believing it all to be a made-up fairy tale, but now she knew it was true. A gift from Wyrdith, her storytelling godparent, no doubt.

         None of this castle’s tragic past came as much of a surprise to those who had been forced into servitude to the dark ones for hundreds of years. They knew something horrible had happened to them. Many had the wounds to prove it. Some had fleeting memories of life before. They wore clothes befitting various roles in the castle, from chambermaids to pages to fancy courtiers, though former status meant nothing to the dark ones.

         It was no far stretch to assume they had been serving royalty when the 12Erlking took over and murdered them all, even if they could not recall their monarchs’ faces or names or whether they had been respected and loved.

         No one knew that Gild, the meddlesome poltergeist, was their forgotten prince. She dared not tell anyone the truth. She could not risk the Erlking finding out that she knew, and she couldn’t trust anyone to stay silent. Much as she liked many of these spirits, their souls belonged to the Erlking. He might allow them some freedoms, but ultimately, they obeyed him.

         They had no choice.

         It was the same with the children left sleeping in her chambers. The Erlking pretended they were a gift for her. Attendants for his queen. But they were also his spies. Or they could be, if she gave the Erlking any reason to spy on her.

         She couldn’t trust anyone in this castle.

         Anyone, except—

         Ahead of them, a glint of gold caught her eye. A tiny thread looped around the base of a candle on one of the wall sconces. The tiniest detail, easily missed by anyone. By everyone.

         But these past weeks, Serilda had grown accustomed to searching out tiny details.

         She stood straighter. “Thank you, Manfred, but you needn’t escort me the rest of the way. I can find it from here.”

         “I do not mind, my lady.”

         “I know you don’t. But I have to learn my way around this maze eventually, don’t I? And I could use a moment … to steel myself.”

         A touch of pity flashed over his features. “Of course, my lady,” he said, bowing. “I will leave you be, then.”

         “Thank you, Manfred.”

         He walked away with the same unyielding posture and measured steps with which he always carried himself, and Serilda couldn’t help but think of him as one of the few true gentlemen in this castle, surrounded by the demons and all their callous frivolity. 13

         As soon as he’d turned the corner, Serilda let her shoulders relax. She reached for the candlestick and slipped the knot of golden thread up and over the flame. She wrapped it around her finger as she studied the hall.

         Silence and shadows.

         “Come on out, Gild,” she said, smiling. “I know you’re there.”
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            Chapter Two

         

         Summoned to the king’s chambers yet again?”

         The voice came from behind her, so close she imagined the tickle of warmth on the back of her neck. She did not startle. She was used to Gild’s sudden appearances. His spirit had been cursed and bound to this castle like hers was, but he could move freely within its walls, able to vanish and reappear at will anywhere he liked. It was a marvelous magic trick, and he used it often—to pull pranks, to sneak up on people, to eavesdrop and spy. He especially loved to jump out and frighten the children, sometimes even passing right through them, since he could walk through ghosts. They pretended to be angry, despite their bewildered giggles.

         He had been trying to teach Serilda the skill as well, but it was more difficult than he made it seem. So far she’d only managed it once, and though she’d tried to transport herself to the queen’s boudoir, she’d ended up in the buttery instead, along with a vicious headache.

         Despite Gild’s closeness and the subtle dance of breath against her skin, there was an edge to his voice. An envy he had tried to keep from her since the king first announced their betrothal, but that became more apparent as the wedding approached.

         Serilda hated lying to him about this. It was the most difficult lie she’d ever had to tell.

         Gild knew that the Erlking wanted a mortal wife so that he could father a child. Gild assumed—and Serilda let him—that her frequent visits to the 15king were for this purpose, though the mere idea made her want to claw off her own skin.

         What Gild didn’t know, and she could never tell him, was that she was already with child. That she had been since the night Gild pressed his lips to hers, trailing kisses along her jaw, her throat, the swell of her breast. They had been intimate only once, and Serilda still shivered when she let herself remember his closeness, his touch, the way he’d whispered her name like poetry. That night, in their passion, they’d conceived a child.

         But the next time she’d seen Gild, the Erlking had him strung up on the castle keep with golden chains—the same gold chains he himself had spun in an effort to save Serilda’s life. As soon as the king learned of Serilda’s condition, he’d concocted this scheme: to marry her and claim the child as his own. If she told anyone the truth, he would never free the souls of the children she loved to Verloren. They would be trapped here, enslaved to the dark ones, forever.

         She couldn’t let that happen, which meant she couldn’t risk telling anyone.

         Not even Gild.

         Especially not Gild.

         “Yes,” she said, once she was sure her voice would not tremble. “I have been summoned to visit with the monster yet again.” She turned and met Gild’s eye. “Lucky me.”

         She made no effort to hide her disdain for her betrothed, not with Gild. This arrangement with the king was never her choice. It was not to be a marriage of love. She wasn’t even sure it could be called a marriage of convenience, as it certainly wasn’t convenient for her. This was the man who had abducted her mother when Serilda was just a toddler, left her father for dead, and murdered five innocent children just to spite her—and that barely touched upon his multitude of evils. Families torn apart, lives discarded at his whim, magical creatures hunted—some to extinction.

         She could not keep Gild from being jealous. He believed the Erlking 16had claimed her hand in marriage and her body in his bed. She might not have been able to tell him the truth, but she would never allow him to think that she felt anything for the Erlking beyond revulsion.

         She had to play along, had to keep up these lies, so she might eventually get what she wanted: freedom for the children’s souls. The Erlking had promised to release their spirits—Hans, Nickel, Fricz, Anna, and Gerdrut. He would grant them peace.

         In exchange, she would lie for him. She would say the child in her womb belonged to him. She would keep their secret.

         But she would not feign love for a man she despised. There were some lies even she could not tolerate.

         A shadow flashed across Gild’s face and she could tell he felt properly chastised. His shoulders hunched. “I hope he—” he started, but paused, lips tight as though he’d bitten into a lemon. It took him a moment to try again. “I hope he’s a … gentleman.”

         Gentleman was spat out like a lemon seed, and for some reason, Serilda’s heart softened. She knew he was trying to understand, to accept, as well as he could.

         Swallowing hard, she settled a hand on his wrist.

         “He does not hurt me,” she said.

         Which was true, in its way. He had never hurt her physically … excepting the time he’d cursed her by stabbing a gold-tipped arrow through her wrist. He hardly touched her when they were alone, in stark contrast to the gross affection he showed her in the presence of others. Serilda sometimes wondered what the court thought of the whole situation. Their king—beautiful, tranquil, dangerous—apparently pining for her. Mortal and plain by anyone’s estimation, with strange golden wheels overlaid on the irises of her eyes. In the mortal realm, her eyes had marked her as someone to be avoided. She was strange. She was cursed. She would bring misfortune on anyone who got too close to her.

         But the dark ones and their king did not harbor these superstitions. Perhaps because they were often the misfortunes that humans were so afraid of. 17

         Maybe the demons assumed it was her anomalies that the king was attracted to.

         The lines on Gild’s brow eased, but only slightly. He gave a curt nod, and it hurt Serilda—an actual sharp pain beneath her ribs—that she could not say more.

         True, the king did not hurt her. She would not be warming his bed, not tonight or any night. She would not be giving him a child, at least not in the way Gild suspected.

         It isn’t true, she wanted to whisper. To lean forward and nuzzle her cheek against his temple. To press him against the wall and mold her body to his. I am not his. I will never be his.

         But I still want to be yours.

         She said nothing, though, and released Gild’s wrist before continuing her journey through the castle halls.

         Toward her waiting groom.

         Gild followed with soft footsteps, and she couldn’t help being glad that he hadn’t vanished. It was torture to be around Gild while she harbored these secrets, but it was far worse to be without him. At least when he was near, she could imagine that he felt this way, too. A shared agony. A mutual desperation. A longing for what they’d once had. What had felt, for an achingly brief moment, like it might become something more.

         They came to a crossed path at the end of the hall, and she couldn’t recall if she ought to turn left or right. She stood, struggling to remember, when Gild sighed quietly and gestured to the left.

         She smiled at him, shy and grateful, but the misery on his face constricted her chest. There were gold specks in his eyes, catching on the firelight. His copper-red hair was unkempt, as if he’d spent the last week dragging his hands through it rather than a comb. The row of buttons on his linen shirt was uneven, a hole missed.

         She didn’t really decide to do it, so much as her hands were on the fabric of his shirt before she could stop them. Undoing the misplaced button.

         Gild went statue-still beneath her touch. 18

         Warmth flushed across Serilda’s cheeks, even though it was a phantom blush. She had no heartbeat, no real blood pumping through her veins anymore, thanks to the curse that had separated her spirit from her mortal body. But she was well acquainted with embarrassment and, these days, even more with yearning.

         The button popped free in her fingers, which had started to tremble. She smoothed out the material, aligning the two sides of his wide collar against his throat.

         Gild inhaled sharply.

         Her fingers stalled, lightly gripping each side of the collar, now revealing his bare throat, the dip of his clavicle, pale freckles at the top of his chest.

         She could lean forward. Kiss him. Right there on that bared skin.

         “Serilda …”

         She glanced up. Countless thoughts were written in his eyes, echoing her own.

         We can’t.

         We shouldn’t.

         I want this, too.

         She pressed the pad of her thumb against those freckles.

         Wishing.

         Gild shut his eyes and tipped forward, pressing his forehead to hers.

         Tensing, Serilda hastily did up the buttons. “I’m sorry,” she breathed. “I know we can’t … I know.”

         If anyone saw them … if there was even the slightest rumor that Serilda was unfaithful, bringing the parentage of her child into question, the Erlking would see her punished for it.

         Which almost certainly meant that he would punish the children.

         She pressed her fingers against Gild’s chest one last time, before pulling away.

         “I shouldn’t keep him waiting,” she whispered. “Much as I might wish to.”

         Gild swallowed. She traced the action with her gaze, the struggle within his throat, as if he were biting back words that wanted to choke him. 19

         “I’ll walk you the rest of the way.”

         “You don’t have to.”

         He smiled—a little wistful, a little cheeky. “There are monsters in this castle, in case you hadn’t heard. If something happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

         “My protector,” she said teasingly.

         But his expression darkened. “I can’t protect you when it really matters.”

         Her chest tightened. “Gild—”

         “I’m sorry,” he said hastily. “It won’t matter. Once we find our bodies. Once we break this curse.”

         Serilda slipped a hand into his and squeezed his fingers tight. It was the one thing that gave either of them hope. The chance that they might find their bodies and snap the arrows in their wrists, breaking the curse that kept them tethered to this castle. That they might someday be free. “We will,” she said. “We will break this curse, Gild.”

         His grip tightened briefly, but he was the first to pull away. “You should go,” he said. “Before anyone sees us and tells the king that you’ve been cavorting with the poltergeist.”
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            Chapter Three

         

         The first thing Serilda thought when she had seen the king’s chambers, some weeks before, was that he was a man who knew how to meet expectations.

         There was no bed, which led Serilda to believe the dark ones never slept, though she’d never outright asked. There was, however, an array of exquisite furniture. High-backed chairs and elegant sofas, all upholstered in the finest of fabrics and trimmed in black rope and tassels. Tables inlaid with mother-of-pearl and ebony wood. Thick fur rugs that were so large she shuddered to think what creature they might have come from.

         A cabinet of wonders against one wall held a curated collection of animal skulls, unusual weaponry, marble sculptures, hand-painted pottery, leather-bound books, grotesquely leering masks. There were the usual antlers and horns and taxidermy hung above tapestries, but here he also kept small, dainty creatures. Warblers so lifelike they seemed like they could start singing at any moment. Sprightly foxes that could have scampered right off the wall.

         The opposite wall was hung with a lavish collection of maps. Some appeared ancient, drawn onto animal skins and parchment. Some featured places in the world that Serilda had never heard of, that she wasn’t entirely sure were real, with flourishing depictions of the strangest of mythical beasts, their names written in neat penmanship and faint red lettering. Inkanyamba, a long serpent with a horselike head. The giant Buto Ijo, a fanged green troll. 21Gumiho, a nine-tailed fox. Serilda loved to study the creatures, loved to trail her fingers over the words and sound out the unfamiliar names on her tongue. She couldn’t help but wonder if they were real. If they lived somewhere far away. She’d seen enough creatures on the dark side of the veil, creatures she’d once thought were only in fairy tales, that she would believe just about anything.

         All in all, the rooms were dark and a little gloomy, yes, but cozy in their own bizarre way. If there was a piece of wood, it was ornately carved and polished to a rich, glossy sheen. If there was a scrap of fabric, from the drapes to the cushions, it was black or deep jewel tones and of the very finest quality. If there was a candle, it was lit.

         And there were lots of candles, so that the room gave the impression of a god’s altar at a busy temple.

         The thing that most held Serilda’s attention in the Erlking’s chambers was the tall floor clock that stood within an alcove near the hearth. It had a brass pendulum that was longer than Serilda was tall, and a face that tracked not only the time, but also the cycles of the moon and the yearly seasons. Four hands ticked slow and steady around the circle, each one carved from delicate bone. Serilda couldn’t help watching it when she was in the room.

         In part, perhaps, because she, too, was counting the minutes until she could leave.

         When she arrived on the evening before the summer solstice, a table had been set by the balcony, containing a carafe of burgundy wine, a block of cheese next to a loaf of dark bread, and a bowl overflowing with crimson cherries and glossy apricots. She had once assumed that the dark ones, especially those who partook in the wild hunt, must hunger constantly for the meat of their prey. She imagined them dancing around great slabs roasted over fiery pits, flames hissing with the fat that dripped from the bones, crisp char edged along the haunches of wild boar and stag. And there was plenty of meat eaten in the castle, but its occupants had more refined tastes as well, and fresh fruit was in constant demand. Not unlike at home, when there was such a rush of delight when the orchards and 22fields grew colorful with plums, figs, and wild berries—such a luxury after a hard winter.

         The Erlking stood at the window. In the distance, a waxing moon hung above the Rückgrat Mountains, its light shimmering across the black mirror surface of the lake.

         Serilda claimed one of the upholstered seats at the table and helped herself to a cherry. The flesh burst in her mouth. Sweet and the tiniest bit sour. She didn’t know how a proper queen was supposed to dispose of the pit, so she spat it into her fingers and dropped it into an empty wineglass before helping herself to another.

         And a third.

         She thought of what everyone else in this castle thought was happening in this room right now, and it made her want to laugh. If only they could see how their supposedly lovestruck king spent most of their evenings completely ignoring her.

         Then she thought of Gild, and how what he thought was happening was probably tearing him apart, and she quickly sobered.

         “How fares my progeny?”

         She started. The king was still turned away from her, his raven-black hair trailing loose down his back.

         Your progeny does not exist, she wanted to say. This child is not yours. Will never be yours.

         Instead, she pressed a hand to her stomach. “I feel no different. If I’m being honest, I’m beginning to wonder what all the fuss is about.” She spoke lightly, to disguise the very real concerns that had started to bubble up inside her. “I’m hungry all the time, but that’s nothing new.” She grabbed a nectarine and bit into it. When the juice dribbled down her chin, she wiped it away with her sleeve and kept eating, ignoring the king’s disapproving gaze upon her.

         If Erlkönig wanted a queen schooled in courtly etiquette, he’d chosen poorly.

         “Is there a midwife in the castle?” she asked. “One of the ghosts, perhaps? 23Surely the previous royal family employed one. I have so many questions. It would be nice to have someone to talk to.”

         “A midwife,” the Erlking repeated, and Serilda could tell the idea had never occurred to him. “I will find out.”

         Serilda licked a drop of juice from her wrist before it could reach the cuff of her sleeve.

         Snatching a napkin from the table, the king tossed it at her. “Try to improve your manners. You are going to be a queen, and my wife.”

         “Your choice, not mine.” She ignored the napkin and took another bite of the nectarine. When she was finished, she grinned and dropped the stone of the fruit into her glass beside the cherry pits. She then used her velvet skirt to wipe the sticky residue from her fingers, one by one. “But if you’re embarrassed by me, there is still time to change your mind.”

         His expression cooled, which was a feat, given its usual iciness. “At least I will not have long to tolerate you. Six months. Barely a blink.”

         She prickled at the implication. Surely he should at least try to hide his intention to kill her once she’d served her purpose?

         Out of spite, she broke off a hunk of cheese and shoved it into her mouth, knowing full well it was the king’s favorite. She was still chewing when she asked, “Will we share your chambers once the ceremony is done?”

         The king scoffed. “Absolutely not. We will continue on as we’ve been until we can announce the pregnancy. There is no need for anything more.”

         Serilda exhaled. She’d been dreading that question for weeks, and she felt dizzy with the relief of knowing she would not have to sleep here, with him. They would just go on pretending.

         For now, she could do that.

         How long had she been there? She glanced at the clock. Barely ten minutes had passed. It felt like ages.

         “I wonder if we should have held the wedding ceremony on the Lovers’ Moon,” he said. “Choosing the solstice had a poetry to it, but it seems my bride has grown impatient.”

         “It is not impatience that I feel.” 24

         “You have not dreamed of being a summer bride?”

         She snorted. “I’m not a summer bride. I’m a summer sacrifice.”

         The Erlking laughed. It was a rare sound, and one that always gave Serilda a twinge of satisfaction, even though she didn’t want it to.

         The sad part was, she meant it.

         This was not to be a wedding. This was to be a ritual sacrifice, and she was the lamb. When the time was right, he would slaughter her and take her child, who she somehow already loved with a ferocity unlike anything she’d ever known.

         Serilda rubbed her fingers across the scar on her wrist. In truth, the sacrifice had already been made, from the moment the Erlking thrust a gold-tipped arrow through her wrist and put a curse upon her soul, splitting her spirit from her mortal body and tethering it to this haunted castle, trapping her here, on the dark side of the veil.

         She had witnessed her body lying on the floor of the throne room, breathing, yet lifeless. Serilda didn’t fully understand the magic. She could no longer feel her pulse or the steady drum of her heartbeat. She could hold her breath for an eternity, and yet she continued to breathe from habit, or comfort.

         And then there was her unborn child, who she could only hope was all right. She felt none of the symptoms of pregnancy, the bouts of stomach sickness or the aches in her back and ankles that she remembered women in Märchenfeld complaining about. She did not know if the baby was physically inside of her, even now, or if it was growing in the corpselike version of her, hidden away in this castle.

         She had to trust that the Erlking would not have done anything to harm the child, given his plans for it, and she very much hated having to put her trust in him.

         Finally abandoning the window, the Erlking reached for his wineglass. He hesitated, his eyes lifting to hers.

         “What?” she asked. “I didn’t poison it.” Then she gasped. “Though perhaps I should try that next time.” 25

         “I suggest wolfsbane, if you do. I’ve always found the aftertaste to be mildly sweet and quite satisfying.” He lifted the glass to his lips, studying her while he took a sip. When he lowered the glass, he said, “You see yourself as a storyteller, if I’m not mistaken.”

         Serilda sat straighter, feeling a little vulnerable that the king might have noticed this quiet, hidden part of her. “I’ve been called worse.”

         “Then tell me a story.”

         She scowled. “I am not in the mood. And don’t try to order me around. I am not one of your ghosts.”

         His lips curled, amused. “I only thought it would pass the time.” His attention turned meaningfully to the clock, as if he’d noticed her watching it.

         She huffed. “Actually, there is a story I heard long ago and I’ve always wondered if it was true. They say that the Lovers’ Moon was named for you and Perchta.”

         The Erlking cocked his head at her, but did not reply.

         “As the tale goes, it was beneath that moon that the two of you shared with each other your truest names, therefore tying your fates together for eternity. That is why some people share their secrets beneath the Lovers’ Moon, because supposedly, the moonlight will protect them.”

         “Superstitious nonsense,” he muttered. “Any idiot should know that if you wish to protect a secret, you should speak it to no one, no matter which moon you’re under. But you mortals give such power to fairy tales. You believe fate is determined by old gods and superstitions. That every misfortune can be blamed on the moonlight, the stars, whatever ludicrous thing suits you in the moment. But there is no fate, no fortune. There are only the secrets we share and those we conceal. Our own choices, or the fear of making a choice.”

         Serilda stared at him. How many times had the villagers of Märchenfeld blamed their misfortunes on her?

         Yet she couldn’t ignore that she was the goddaughter of Wyrdith. She had been cursed by the god of stories and fortune, and to say that those things were of no importance didn’t feel entirely true either. 26

         Perhaps there was something in between.

         A place for things that were out of control, things guided by destiny …

         But also, for one’s own choices.

         Dread welled inside her. The tragedy was that she wanted to believe in choices. She wanted to believe that she could have control of her fate. But how could she? She was a prisoner of the Erlking. She had made choices and she had made mistakes. But in the end, her fate had been decided for her.

         The irony. How Wyrdith must be laughing, wherever they were.

         “So,” she started uncertainly, “the story isn’t true, then?”

         He scoffed. “That Perchta and I shared names beneath the Lovers’ Moon? Hardly.”

         “Shame. I thought it was romantic.”

         The Erlking shook his head as he refilled his wineglass. “We do not need fairy tales to distort our romance. Perchta and I … our love was destined from the beginning. I am incomplete without her by my side.”

         Serilda stilled, embarrassed by his candor.

         It didn’t help that she knew the Erlking intended to bring back Perchta. On the Endless Moon, that rare night when the winter solstice overlapped with the last full moon of the year, the Erlking and his wild hunt planned to capture one of the seven gods. And when the first rays of sunlight struck the realm, that god would be forced to grant a single wish.

         The Erlking would use this wish to bring Perchta back from Verloren. The cruel huntress would once again walk the earth, and he would have Serilda’s baby ready to hand over to her. The Erlking had kidnapped many children in attempts to please her, but never before had he given her a newborn babe.

         The thought of it sickened Serilda. To him, the life growing inside her was a thing to be wrapped up and given away. A doll, a toy, a thing easily discarded.

         And while she might not have met the huntress, from all accounts, Perchta was not the motherly sort, despite her yearning for a child of her own. They said she was ruthless and haughty and cruel. Whenever she tired of 27one of the children gifted to her, the Erlking would take him or her out into the woods, and he would return alone.

         That was the way of the dark ones.

         That was the mother her child was destined for.

         That is, except for one little problem. A small caveat that the Erlking himself didn’t yet know.

         She had already promised this child to Gild. Her firstborn, in exchange for him spinning a roomful of straw into gold. The bargain was struck with magic. She did not think it could be broken.

         But she wasn’t about to tell that to the Erlking.

         She would figure it out, she told herself. She still had six months to come up with a plan. To save her child. Herself. Gild. The children asleep in her room.

         “How thoughtless of me,” said the Erlking, startling her from her thoughts. He paced around the table until he was standing beside her chair, then dropped to one knee beside her. “To be pining for another when my bride sits before me. I hope you can forgive me, my love.”

         “Of all the things you might apologize for,” she drawled, “telling me that you are in love with a sadistic demon who died three hundred years ago would not even make the list.”

         His jaw twitched. “Keep that fire, little mortal,” he said, taking her hand into his cool fingers and bending over it. “It makes it easier to dote on you.”

         He stood and grabbed an untouched nectarine from the table. He took a bite as he towered over her. Juice dripped down his chin as it had hers. He grinned smugly and used his sleeve to wipe it away. “Another ten minutes, I think, before you can see yourself out.”

         Picking up his wineglass, he turned his back on her, which was exactly the moment Serilda had been waiting for.

         In one motion, she grabbed the silver-handled knife on the table and drove it into the Erlking’s back, right between his shoulder blades. She felt the give of flesh. The crunch of vertebrae.

         The king stilled. 28

         For a long moment, Serilda wondered if maybe, just maybe … this time …

         Then he took in a long breath and released it—a slow, drawn-out sigh.

         “Please,” he said, “remove the knife from my back. I would hate to ask Manfred to do it. Again.”

         Serilda cursed beneath her breath and yanked the knife out. Rather than blood dripping from the wound, there was a wisp of black smoke that dissipated into the air.

         She scowled. The first time she had stabbed him, she’d been sure he would fight back.

         But he hadn’t even tried.

         That first knife had gone into his side, just beneath his ribs.

         The next time she’d tried, it had been a knife to his stomach, or approximately where she thought his stomach should be.

         The third time—she hit his heart, and she’d been so proud of herself for her exceptional aim, she’d squealed with delight.

         The Erlking had merely rolled his eyes as he pulled the knife out and held it up to the light. Spotless, as if it hadn’t just been buried in his chest up to its hilt.

         Serilda dropped the knife onto the table. “The next will be to your head,” she said, petulantly crossing her arms. “Maybe I’ll take out one of your eyes, like one of your hunters took out Manfred’s.”

         “If it makes your time here more tolerable,” he said, taking a sip of his wine, “then do your best.”
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            Chapter Four

         

         Anna was supposed to be Serilda’s lady-in-waiting, but as she was only eight years old and had the attention span of a housefly, she was not particularly adept at her role. Instead, on the day of the summer solstice, two ghost attendants wearing blood-drenched aprons arrived in Serilda’s chambers to mold her into something resembling a queen. Or a bride.

         Or rather … a demon huntress, as it turned out.

         Serilda had been expecting a gown. Many of the dark ones enjoyed dressing themselves in luxurious fabrics, and she had imagined the king would procure some lavish spectacle of a dress for her to wear during the ceremony.

         But no—when the maids swept in, they were not carrying silk and brocade and voluminous skirts. Rather, they brought her a leather tunic that laced up over a flaxen blouse. Riding breeches and arm braces, goatskin gloves and the softest boots she had ever worn. Most notably, they brought her a finely crafted crossbow—smaller than the Erlking’s, but with bolts just as sharp. Serilda was afraid to touch the weapon for fear she would accidentally bump the trigger and send an arrow straight into someone’s head. No one in this room needed any more open wounds than they already had.

         “Lovely,” said Serilda, who had tried repeatedly to persuade her groom to give her any details about the wedding ceremony, with no success. “Please tell me I’ll have the pleasure of putting an arrow into my husband’s heart by the end of the night.” 30

         The children laughed.

         The servants exchanged uncertain looks, and one answered, “I do believe there is to be a ceremonial hunt, of sorts.”

         Serilda groaned. “I might have guessed.”

         Soon, she was seated at the vanity, her twin braids hastily undone and oil rubbed into her hands and cheeks, which made her smell a bit like the larder. All the while, Anna and Gerdrut practiced flips on the mattress, and Nickel and Hans played a game of dice they’d been taught by the stable boy, who was a few years Hans’s senior and had taken an instant liking to them all.

         Serilda peered into the looking glass that hung above her vanity. In the dim candlelight she could see the golden wheels on her black irises. When she had first met the Erlking, he had mistaken them for spinning wheels, which was why it was so easy for her to convince him that she was blessed by Hulda and could spin straw into gold. But no—she was marked with the wheel of fortune. She was the godchild of Wyrdith, god of stories and fortune and lies.

         It should have been a blessing, given that her father had helped the god years ago on an Endless Moon. But in reality, her cursed tongue had brought mostly misfortunes upon her and the people she loved.

         If she ever had cause to meet Wyrdith, she would smash that wheel of fortune over their ungrateful head.

         A knock was followed by Fricz—her “messenger”—bursting into the room. “Is she ready?” he asked, directing his question to Anna at first, even though Anna was upside down in a handstand, her feet on one of the posters of the bed for balance. “Never mind,” he said, turning toward Serilda and the attendants. He took in her hair, now done in an intricate single plait down her back, and the riding gear laid out on a tufted chair. “Best hurry, or the king might start murdering people out there.”

         “Who is he going to murder?” asked Anna, her pigtails trailing on the carpet. “Everyone here is already dead.”

         “Why is he upset?” asked Serilda. “I’m not late. Not yet.” 31

         “And it isn’t like they can start without her,” added Anna. She dropped her feet back to the floor and stood up.

         “We are working as quickly as we can,” said one of the attendants, dabbing something from a small pot onto Serilda’s lips. “It would be easier without so many distractions.” She sent an unsubtle glare at Anna and Gerdrut.

         Fricz shrugged. “It’s the poltergeist, I think.”

         Serilda stiffened. “What about the poltergeist?”

         “He’s gone missing. Some guards were sent to catch him this morning, meant to keep him chained up during the ceremony. You know, so he can’t cause trouble like he does. But no one can find him. Some of the servants are saying he might try to interrupt the ceremony.”

         “I hope he does!” said Gerdrut, hopping up onto the bed, which was high enough that her legs dangled more than a foot off the floor.

         “Remember when he replaced the taxidermy in the north wing with rag dolls and turnip heads?” asked Nickel, eyes shining. “It must have taken him ages to carve them all, but the look of surprise from the hunters was priceless.”

         The children started bantering stories between them, and Serilda couldn’t force back her smile. In the time since the Erlking had killed them and abducted their souls, trapping them here in this castle, Gild and his antics had made quite the impression.

         A small part of Serilda sparked with hope at the idea that Gild might stop the ceremony. Being rescued on this dreadful day sounded very appealing, even a little romantic.

         That, and she hated to think of Gild being chained up again like one of the king’s prized beasts. Serilda suspected the Erlking would have happily left him strung up on the keep for a century or two if he hadn’t wanted the golden chains back to use on his hunts. That, and Gild had made such an obnoxious ruckus, hollering drinking ballads for hours, that even most of the dark ones agreed it was better to let him go free.

         Serilda never wanted to see him tied up like that again.

         And yet—she had a deal with the Erlking. Her compliance, and her child, in exchange for freeing the souls of these children she loved. Hans, 32Nickel, Fricz, Anna, Gerdrut. Serilda had to marry the Erlking. Give him the child. It would destroy her when the time came, but it was her fault these darling children were here, and not home with their families, planning for their long, uncomplicated futures.

         Biting her lip, she squeezed shut her eyes and sent a silent wish to Gild, wherever he was.

         Don’t ruin this. Not today.

         “All finished,” said the attendant, stepping back from Serilda’s hair. “Let’s get you dressed.”

         She was in a daze as she let the attendants guide her behind a screen and show her how all the pieces of armor fit together. Serilda was not comfortable in hunting gear, but as soon as she was bustled back out into the room, the children gathered around her, wide-eyed and impressed. Except Hans, who was the serious sort, and lately had sunk into a dour disposition that Serilda didn’t know how to remedy. Not that she could blame him. He was old enough to know that no amount of enchantment in this haunted castle could make up for the lives that had been stolen from them.

         “You look like a warrior!” said Gerdrut, ogling her, one of her front lower teeth missing. The first, and last, milk tooth she would ever lose.

         Serilda couldn’t help feeling a sense of satisfaction to be called a warrior, of all things. To be someone capable of more than spinning unhelpful tales.

         “No,” said Hans quietly. “She looks like a hunter.”

         They were just the right words to dampen the mood. The lights dimmed in the children’s eyes, and Serilda felt her heart sink again into the dread that had plagued her ever since the Awakening Moon, the night that had sealed her fate.

         She swallowed hard. “Nothing is going to change. It’s only a silly ceremony.”

         “A silly ceremony,” said Hans, “that will end with you being the Alder Queen.”

         “I will always just be Serilda to you,” she said, tousling his hair—as much to make him squirm away in annoyance as anything. 33

         “No, you won’t be the Alder Queen,” said Nickel. “Not to us. That makes it sound like you belong to him, and I won’t accept that. We’ll come up with something else.”

         “The Golden Queen!” said Gerdrut. Beaming, she reached for Serilda’s hand. “You can make something from nothing. You can spin straw into gold.”

         Serilda’s breath caught. As she couldn’t have the children accidentally tell the Erlking the truth, she’d had to maintain the lie that she was a gold-spinner, even with them. But Gerdrut’s comment reminded her of that day, many months ago, when they had gathered in the shelter of a pine tree, surrounded by banks of snow, and listened to Serilda tell them a tale of the wicked Erlking and the huntress Perchta. That day, Gerdrut had been the one to liken Serilda’s storytelling to the magical gift of gold-spinning.

         Looking back, Serilda could see that was the day everything in her life had changed. She pressed a kiss to the top of Gerdrut’s curls, then drew the others tight against her. She ignored the shudder that scuttled across her skin at the feel of them all, their bodies like brittle leaves ready to crumble. She was grateful to have them close, dead or otherwise.

         One of the attendants cleared her throat and pulled open the door. “Forgive me, my lady, but we should not keep His Grim waiting any longer.”
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            Chapter Five

         

         Serilda did not know what to expect from her nuptials. When she asked the Erlking, he told her there was nothing for her to do but be a happy bride. To which she responded that, since for her to be happy would not be possible, perhaps she would just sleep through it all and he could send someone to wake her when the feast started. She’d been trying to annoy him, but the Erlking had merely laughed.

         Like she was joking.

         She tried not to worry. It didn’t matter if she had to say some absurd vows about love and eternity. It didn’t matter if he gave her a ring or kissed her or did anything else to sell the spectacle. This marriage was a farce. Nothing was going to change.

         He could claim her hand in marriage, but her heart would always be her own.

         Well, except for the part where her heart was trapped inside her physical body and hidden away somewhere and she might never see it again until her baby was born and it was too late.

         She was led over a high bridge that she had never crossed before to a portion of the outer wall she had never walked, a reminder that the castle was so vast, and so full of nooks and crannies, rooms and towers where her and Gild’s bodies might be kept.

         She walked down a set of steps, into a long narrow corridor. The day 35was sunny and warm, but even now these windowless halls held a chill. The leather of her hunting uniform made soft groaning noises with every step, and though a part of her felt ridiculous in armor and breeches, another part of her felt shockingly bold, almost brave. No one could touch her, and if they dared try, she had a loaded crossbow to ensure they’d regret it.

         Her entourage paused at a doorway hung with a heavy velvet curtain. They held the drapes aside, ushering her through.

         Serilda stepped out onto a stone balcony and her burgeoning confidence immediately began to crumble. Her muscles tightened.

         The balcony stood two stories above the northeast gardens. She had spent little time on this side of the castle, where the grounds were largely utilitarian, housing the dovecote, the infirmary garden, the groundskeeper’s cottage, a small orchard, and a vineyard.

         Now a field of sorts had been set up below, fully fenced in by wooden posts. The grounds around the enclosure held the entirety of the Erlking’s court. She saw Manfred, the coachman, his impaled eye dripping blood as he looked up at her with an expression that was just a touch sadder than his usual indifference. She spied the bruised stable boy, whose head was lowered, fingers fidgeting with the hem of his tunic. The headless woman had traded her usual riding gear for a simple gown and tied a scarf around her neck to hide the wound, though her blood had already seeped through the fabric.

         And there were the dark ones, who were so breathtaking it almost hurt to look at them. But theirs was a hollow beauty, absent of compassion and joy. Most appeared bored, even irate, as they glowered up at her. She returned a smile.

         Gild was nowhere to be seen. She wondered if the guards had managed to capture him after all. Perhaps he was even now bound up in golden chains. The thought made her ill.

         She hoped he was all right, hidden away somewhere safe. 36

         She hoped he wasn’t planning something disastrous.

         And then there was a tiny, ridiculous part of her that wished he were here. Not in the audience, watching this spectacle of a nightmare play out. But here. On this balcony. Taking her hand into his . . .

         Foolish, foolish.

         The balcony she stood on had been decorated for the ceremony. The stone rail was hung with a garland of roses the color of claret wine. The balusters ornamented with posies of sage and lamb’s ear tied with black lace. Gold and black banners decorated the castle walls, and spicy incense burned below, trailing a heady perfume into the air. The overall effect was lush and decadent and might even have been thrilling to Serilda, if the groom hadn’t been a cruel tyrant that murdered children and mythical creatures for sport.

         The moment she thought it, she spotted the balcony directly opposite her, jutting out from the wall of the castle keep, lavishly decorated like her own. The curtains parted and the king stepped out. He was dressed in fine leather armor and tall black boots, just as he had been the first time she met him, on the night of the Snow Moon.

         A hunter, and a king. The sight filled Serilda with equal parts awe and disgust.

         “My bride,” he said, his honeyed voice carrying across the silence that stretched between the keep and the castle wall. “You are as radiant as the solstice sun.”

         “Charming,” she responded, unflattered, as she set the small crossbow on the rail. “In Märchenfeld, we have a tradition of shattering a bunch of clay dishes right before a wedding ceremony in order to frighten away wicked spirits. I would suggest we start with that, but we might lose half our guests.”

         “No dark one has ever been frightened off by broken platters and soup bowls. But the idea does amuse me.” He flashed a simpering smile, one that might have tricked their onlookers into believing that he did so dote on his strange human bride. Was anyone fooled? Was this charade even necessary? 37Surely no one believed there was any love between them. It would require an imagination far beyond her own, and that was asking a lot.

         “Our customs,” he continued, “are a little different.”

         “I gathered as much,” said Serilda. “I’ve never been to a wedding where the bride and groom were first handed deadly weaponry.”

         “Then you have never lived,” said the king, stroking the curve of his own crossbow. He looked down at the crowd below. “Welcome all. I am honored at your presence in witnessing the union between myself and the lady I have chosen for my eternal companion.” He raised an arm. “Release the game.”

         Down below, a series of carts were pulled toward the large fenced area, each one loaded with crates. As the crates were opened, dozens of animals were released onto the course. Hares, pheasants, a couple of boars, and two small deer. Ducks, geese, and quail. A mountain goat, half a dozen sheep, even a peacock, who unfolded its fan of bright-colored tail feathers as soon as it was free of its cage. A dozen partridges spread their wings and flew up into the boughs of a fig tree, unbothered by the fence that kept the other animals caged.

         Lastly, from the largest crate, emerged a single enormous stag with glorious antlers reaching toward the bright afternoon sky.

         The animals scattered across the field, some hiding in what shelter they could find, others meandering about the yard, befuddled and frightened. There was a cacophony of squawks and honks and snuffles. The mountain goat claimed a corner of the yard for itself and was quick to lower its horns threateningly toward any creature that dared to approach it.

         “Our custom is simple,” said the Erlking. “You shall make a vow to me and take a shot. If your aim is true, then so shall be your words, and the vow will be considered unbreakable. When our vows are complete, then we shall all feast on our happy sacrifices.” He swept his arm toward the animals.

         A sour taste gathered on Serilda’s tongue. She had eaten meat all her life, and she had no qualms about visiting the butcher in Märchenfeld or enjoying roasted pork during a feast or cooking up a hearty beef stew for her and 38Papa. But she had never been hunting. Never been the one to shoot an arrow into an animal’s heart or drag a knife across its throat.

         But she supposed this was the way of life and death, predator and prey.

         “My bride,” said the Erlking. “You may have the honors of making the first vow.”

         She lifted an eyebrow. “With pleasure,” she said. “There are so many things I might say to you.”

         Below, the dark ones tittered in a way that made her fingers tighten around the crossbow.

         The king smiled back, but his gaze carried a warning. A reminder that they had an audience.

         Nonsense with sauce. She had promised to carry on the lie that she bore his child. She had never promised to pretend to be in love with him.

         “I vow,” she started, “that so long as my spirit remains detached from my physical body and I am given no other choice in the matter, I shall remain resentfully by your side. Now, let’s see.” Surveying the animals, she chose a target that she knew she had little hope of hitting—a pudgy quail that was skittering back and forth across the yard.

         Serilda took the crossbow into her hands, rather liking its heft and the sense of power it gave her. She took her gaze off the bird to look up at the Erlking—not intending it as a threat, but not able to keep away a flash of fantasy. What would happen if she shot this bolt straight into his head?

         She would probably miss. Even if she didn’t miss, it wouldn’t kill him.

         Though it would be satisfying.

         As if he knew what she was thinking, the Erlking grinned at her.

         Serilda scrunched her nose, turned her attention back to the quail, and took the shot.

         The bolt struck the dirt. It wasn’t even close.

         Their audience laughed, but Serilda wasn’t bothered. She hadn’t really wanted to hit it.

         “I vow to you,” said the Erlking, drawing back the bolt on his own 39weapon, “that I shall never forget the many great sacrifices you have made in order to be a part of my court, to be my wife, to spend eternity at my side.”

         Serilda scowled. As if he hadn’t taken everything from her. As if her sacrifices had been by choice.

         The Erlking pulled the trigger. The bolt struck a wild boar straight through the side of its head. The death was so quick, it did not even squeal with pain.

         Serilda shuddered.

         It took her a moment to realize she was expected to make another vow.

         She sighed. “I vow,” she said, glaring at her groom, “to never again let you lead me before the entire court without first telling me what it is you expect of me. I’ve had no time to prepare for this ceremony, my lord.”

         She aimed for a turkey this time.

         And missed, no closer than the first shot had been.

         The Erlking shrugged. “I’ve been under the impression that you enjoy making things up as you go along.” He held her gaze as he went on, “I vow to cherish you, body and soul. That my adoration and desire for you shall continue to grow with every passing moon.”

         A chill swept over Serilda.

         The king sounded almost … sincere.

         He waited, his gaze fixed intently upon her in a way that brought unwelcome heat rising to her cheeks.

         She wanted to snarl in response. What game was he playing now?

         Finally, he looked away. He had barely glanced down toward the yard before his finger squeezed the trigger. This time, he claimed a goat for their feast, as swiftly as he had the boar.

         “So much for a true shot making for an unbreakable vow,” she muttered, hoping the Erlking wouldn’t see how he had unsettled her. “I vow that on the best days of our eternal marriage, I shall continue to find your presence almost tolerable.”

         This earned another round of laughter from their audience, and this time, it wasn’t the mean laughter that had come from her failed shots. 40

         Serilda did not bother to aim. What was the point?

         Holding the Erlking’s gaze, that tight smile on her lips, she pointed the crossbow toward the yard and fired.

         A scream of pain echoed up from the yard. Startled, Serilda nearly dropped the weapon off the balcony.

         She had struck the stag, but it was not a killing blow. The bolt had buried itself in the stag’s abdomen, and it reared back on its hind legs, its enormous black eyes rolling in its head.

         Serilda gasped. Nausea swirled inside her as the stag bucked and jolted, trying to free itself from the pain. “No … I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly, tears gathering in her eyes.

         Across the yard, the king clicked his tongue. “It is unmerciful, my queen, to leave an innocent creature to suffer.”

         Nostrils flaring, she glared up at him. She wanted to snarl and snap, to ask how many innocent creatures he had let suffer in all his years as the leader of the wild hunt. She could think of five such precious souls who were suffering still, not to mention the countless ghosts that wandered these castle halls, or her own father, who had been left to rot on the side of the road, only for his corpse to be reanimated as an insatiable nachzehrer.

         Or her mother—her mother, who had been taken by the hunt and never seen again.

         But she bit back her anger and resorted to pleading instead. “Please,” she said, “put it out of its misery. I did not mean to …” Hot tears blurred her vision. “Please do not let the suffering go on.”

         The Erlking did not move.

         She wanted to strangle him. But she wanted this to end more.

         She swallowed back her bile. “Please. My … dear husband.”

         One corner of his mouth lifted, and she could sense his temptation to draw out this moment. To let her go on pleading.

         But hardly a breath had passed her lips before she heard the thunk of his crossbow.

         The bolt went into the stag’s skull and it collapsed, lifeless. 41

         Serilda wilted, relieved and yet horribly, horribly sad. And suddenly so very tired.

         The feast would go on all the night, she had been told. But she did not know if she could even make it to sundown. All she wanted was to throw off this constraining hunting gear, crawl into her bed, and sleep until all memory of the solstice and this sham of a wedding had passed.

         But there would be no such respite.

         So instead, Serilda raised her chin and forced bitter words from her mouth. “Thank you, my lord. You are a merciful king.”

         He inclined his head toward her. “Make any wish of me you like, for surely I could deny you nothing, my love.”

         She couldn’t help the ireful laugh that escaped her. Obviously, he was lying. He would never grant any wish that did not suit his own desires.

         It was only with his next words that she realized he had not framed that promise under the guise of one of his vows.

         “My final vow to you, my mortal queen,” he said, voice carrying over a crowd that had grown eager with the death of the stag, “is that I shall never again take your presence for granted.” His tone softened, and Serilda frowned. Never again? “I vow that every moment of your company shall be held as dear to me as god-spun gold, as precious as fleeting mortal lives. I vow that even with an eternity to have you by my side, I shall never tire of seeing your eyes cast in moonlight and your lips kissed by the sun. With you at my side, I can never feel lost, never feel loneliness, never feel the endless agony of a life without purpose. With you at my side, I am complete, and I dedicate all my life to loving and completing you.”

         At some point in his speech, Serilda’s lips had parted. She stared at him, unblinking. Sure that if she had a heart in her chest, it would have stopped beating. A hush had fallen over the castle grounds. Even the squawking and braying of the animals had fallen eerily silent in the stillness of such a proclamation.

         The Erlking regarded her, as if waiting. But what was she supposed to say to that? This was a mockery of love. He had no true feelings for her. She was 42merely a pawn to him. And yet, he sounded like he meant it, and Serilda—simple mortal girl that she was—could not help but feel light-headed to be the recipient of such poetry, spoken in that voice that sounded like a song even when he was making threats on her life.

         “You … forgot to take a shot,” she managed.

         Eyes glinting, the Erlking raised his crossbow.

         Aiming it straight at her.

         Serilda’s eyes widened. “What are you—?”

         The loud thunk of the weapon. The whistle of the bolt.

         Serilda screamed and ducked.

         A bird squawked.

         Something fell on the rail beside Serilda, mere inches from her elbow.

         A puff of gray and brown feathers drifted past her face.

         Serilda gaped at the dead partridge.

         The king’s laugh echoed off the castle walls. “We are wed! Chefs—prepare the feast!”
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            Chapter Six

         

         Serilda had been instructed to wait in the corridor until she was summoned, so that she and her husband could enter the feast arm in arm—a spectacle to the last.

         But she didn’t mind waiting. She was in no hurry. With all the servants preparing for the night’s celebrations, she was blessedly, unusually alone.

         For the first time in weeks, Serilda felt like she could exhale.

         It was done.

         She was married.

         She was the Alder Queen.

         What she felt wasn’t relief so much as resignation. More than seven weeks had passed since the Erlking announced that she would be his bride, and though she’d believed he meant it—along with all the other threats he made—she’d still retained a desperate hope that it might not come to pass. Something would stop the wedding or the Erlking would change his mind or … or something.

         But now it was done.

         She need not waste another minute hoping her fate might be avoided. Now she could turn to what she’d vowed to do: persuade the Erlking to give peace to the five children who had been brought here because of her.

         And perhaps, also, find some way to save her unborn child.

         And if she could manage it, it would be lovely to break the curses. Her 44curse. Gild’s curse. The curse that had made the world forget the royal family that once lived here.

         Somehow.

         “My wife.”

         Serilda startled and looked up from the bench she’d been waiting on to see the king standing in the golden light of one of the hall’s few windows. She often thought he seemed unreal in the daylight. The Alder King was the sort of being that ought to be cast always in shadow. Whose portrait could only be captured in charcoal and the blackest of inks. Whose countenance might inspire poetry, but it would be poetry filled with words like melancholia and sepulchral and bereft.

         She stood. “My lord.”

         He held his elbow toward her. “The festivities await.”

         She eyed his arm, clad in a billowing black shirt. For a moment—the briefest of moments—she wanted to ask him about the vows. What had he meant by them? Had he meant them to be genuine, or were they merely a part of their farce?

         Serilda shuddered. It was easier to pretend that his words of eternal devotion had not affected her in the slightest.

         To admit otherwise would be insufferable.

         And so, Serilda swallowed back her questions and tucked her fingers into the crook of her husband’s arm.

         They walked toward the stairs that would take them down into the gardens beside the main courtyard, where there was to be music and dancing and feasting—not only on the animals from the ceremony, but on countless dishes the cooks had been preparing all week.

         But they had just turned into the narrow stairwell when they came to an abrupt stop.

         A piece of rolled-up parchment dangled eye level to the king, tied with a velvet bow and hung from the doorway with a piece of twine.

         Serilda blinked. “Did you not see this when you arrived?”

         “It was not here,” said the Erlking, snatching the parchment from the 45air. He undid the bow and dropped it to the floor as he unrolled the note. Serilda peered around him to read.

         
            To Erlkönig, Thou Lucky Lord of the Castle,

            In honor of traditions most ancient, I see that it is my sacred duty to follow the customs laid out by generations before. Surely, as a man of honor and duty yourself, you understand the importance of maintaining such a valued ritual within the court of Adalheid.

            Thus, as we are all in agreement, I am writing you this note as a symbol of goodwill.

            Let it be known that our new illustrious queen—may she reign with wisdom and grace—shall not be harmed in the course of this night.

            But neither shall she be yours, until a full ransom is paid.

            Such ransom I shall convey when I declare that you, Your Grim, have well and truly suffered from the absence of such a charming mortal as you have managed to secure for your wife.

            I hope you were not needing her?

            
                

            

            Very truly yours,

            The Poltergeist

         

         “Poltergeist,” Serilda whispered, her lips barely forming the word.

         With a snarl, the Erlking crumpled the note in his fist with such violence that Serilda jumped back from him, startled.

         “What is that insolent wraith up to now?” he said, glaring around at the empty hall, his porcelain skin flushed a shade of amethyst. Though the Erlking knew Gild was the castle’s true prince and heir, he always pretended 46that Gild was nothing more than a nuisance. Serilda assumed this was because the Erlking didn’t want her or the ghostly court or even Gild himself to figure out his true identity. He didn’t realize that Serilda had figured it out a while ago.

         She glanced around, too, but Gild was nowhere to be seen. “What traditions?” she asked. “What rituals?”

         “Nothing but nonsense,” said the Erlking. Nostrils flaring, he held a hand toward her. “Come.”

         “I think not,” came a voice from behind them, followed by a rope being tossed around Serilda, cinching her arms to her sides.

         She gasped and glanced over her shoulder to see Gild, grinning wickedly with the end of the rope in his hands. “What are you—”

         “Until the ransom is declared and paid, your lovely bride is officially … kidnapped.”

         The Erlking started to reach for one of the numerous weapons kept at his belt, but he was not fast enough.

         Gild shoved Serilda toward the nearest window and pushed her up onto the windowsill. “Enjoy the party, Your Miserableness!” he shouted.

         The lake glittered cerulean and gold before them—but they would crash upon the jagged rocks below the castle wall long before they hit the water.

         Gild threw them both into the air.

         Then Serilda was falling. Screaming. Wind in her hair and whipping at her cheeks.

         But they did not crash upon the rocks.

         Instead, she and Gild blinked out of existence mid-fall.

         Serilda stumbled as her feet hit hard ground that had not been there before. Instead of vivid sunlight, she was surrounded by tall columns and a dais holding two majestic thrones, lit by a row of candelabras.

         She would have fallen to her face had Gild not been gripping the rope. He hauled her up to standing and made quick work of untying her. 47

         Then he let out a whoop of laughter. “His face! That was everything I’d hoped for!”

         Serilda turned to him, bewildered and trembling. In the span of half a minute she’d gone from being led to her wedding feast on the arm of her wicked husband to being kidnapped and shoved through a window where she should have fallen to her death, to being magically transported into the castle’s throne room.

         “What did you do?” she asked, her voice still shaky. “And why? What are you—”

         “I’ll explain later,” said Gild, yanking the ropes off her. “Come on, we need to keep moving. He’ll know we were sent back to the throne room.”

         He grabbed her hand and raced for a narrow door tucked behind the dais, where presumably servants might have waited to heed the monarch’s summoning. Beyond the door, a dim, narrow corridor stretched in the direction of the kitchens.

         “Gild, stop,” said Serilda, even as her feet hastened to keep up with him. “What are we doing?”

         “Just a fun little wedding tradition,” he said, coming to a stop as the corridor branched off into a T. He peered around both sides, before waving for Serilda to follow him. He turned right, hurrying down a hall, then up a flight of steps that ended in a closed door. Gild put his ear against the wood, listening.

         “What wedding tradi—”

         He shushed her, frantically waving his arms.

         Serilda crossed her arms over her chest.

         A moment passed, then Gild looked at her, eyes glinting, and nodded for her to go on.

         This time, she whispered. “What wedding tradition?”

         “You know,” he said, “the one where the bride is kidnapped and spends all night hiding from the groom until he’s forced to pay a ransom for her return.”

         She stared at him. “What?”48

         Gild cocked his head. “Don’t they do that in Märchenfeld? It’s great fun. You’ll see.”

         She shook her head. “The Erlking will not think this is great fun, and you know it.”

         “You’re right, he won’t.” Gild snickered. “But I will.” His eyes widened and he held up a hand, urging her to be silent again.

         They listened, and it took Serilda a moment to pick up on the footsteps. At first she thought they were coming from beyond the shut door, but no, they were coming from the corridor behind them.

         Gild’s eyes widened as he realized it at the same time.

         He shoved the door open and took Serilda’s hand again, pulling her through.

         The door slammed in their wake.

         “There!” someone yelled.

         Serilda started running, Gild beside her.

         It took a moment to get her bearings, but as they ducked in and out of parlors and studies and game rooms and libraries, all the while hearing the storming of dark ones in pursuit, Serilda found she didn’t much care if she was lost. Or if she was kidnapped, for that matter.

         Every time they barely evaded detection—

         Every time Gild pulled her into an alcove and their pursuers unwittingly sped past—

         Every time they simultaneously dove beneath a desk or behind a curtain, their bodies pressed as tightly together as they could, as they struggled to contain their panting breaths and the giggles that threatened to overtake them—

         Serilda wished that she might never be found.

         “I think we lost them,” she said some twenty minutes later, as she and Gild pressed against the back wall of a tall cabinet filled with fur cloaks and moths. “For now.”

         Gild gave her hand a squeeze, a reminder that he had not let go. Not even when she tripped and had been sure the game was up. He’d just laughed 49and urged her on, overturning a couple of tables to slow their pursuers as they made their escape.

         “We shouldn’t have done this,” said Serilda, catching her breath. “He will be angry. It was too big a risk.”

         “It will be fine. He can’t exactly blame you for your own kidnapping, can he? Besides, he expected me to try something. It would have been more notable—and suspicious—if I’d behaved myself.”

         Serilda laughed. She could not see Gild in the darkness, but she could exactly picture his expression. Proud to the point of cockiness. She could practically feel him winking at her.

         She wanted to argue, except he had a point. The king had expected him to try something.

         “Consider this my wedding gift to you,” he went on. “You can’t tell me you’d rather be stuck in a stuffy old party with your dearly beloved and his sycophants.”

         Serilda slumped against the back of the cabinet, even though some paneling dug painfully into her shoulder blade. “You’re right. I much prefer this company.”

         “And if he didn’t want me to kidnap you, then he should have invited me to the feast. It was the least he could do.”

         “Gild, are you doing this because you felt left out?”

         “Wouldn’t you? I’ve been spying on the cooks for days. This feast is going to be incredible. How would you feel if you were the only one in the castle who didn’t get to enjoy it?”

         “They do like their grand celebrations, don’t they?”

         “And they’ve got surprisingly good taste. The best of everything. Straight down to the serving dishes. Stoneware from Ottelien. Blown glass from Verene. Even the soup ladles are fancy, with these intricate little carvings.”

         “They were probably hand-carved by Hulda,” said Serilda. “I bet they’ve got magic properties, those soup ladles.”

         “Wouldn’t doubt it. The cutlery was probably forged by Tyrr. The bread baskets woven by … Freydon?” 50

         “Hmm, probably Hulda again.”

         “Being the god of labor sounds like a lot of work.”

         “To be fair, I suspect most everything in this castle probably belonged to your family once.”

         Gild hesitated. “Hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right. I must come from such tasteful folk.”

         They were met with a short silence, and Serilda wondered if he was still thinking about the feast, or the family he couldn’t remember.

         “I can’t help but worry,” she said, “about what he might do once he finds us.”

         “No need to worry, Your Luminance. I have everything under control.”

         Serilda frowned, doubtful.

         “Don’t give me that look,” he said, and she laughed again. It was far too dark for him to see her. “Everything is under control.”

         Serilda scooted closer so that their shoulders were touching. “They are hunters, Gild. And we are trapped inside a castle on an island that we cannot escape. He will find us.”

         “The point isn’t to evade him forever,” said Gild, tilting his head to press his brow against hers. “Only until sundown.”

         “What happens at sundown?”

         “The veil falls and the feast begins. But they can’t start without the bride, which means he’ll have to pay your ransom, which means bargaining with me. The poltergeist. He will be very embarrassed. And that is the point.”

         Serilda considered this. “All this, just to humiliate him?”

         “You say that like it’s a petty goal.”

         “Well … it is. A bit.”

         “I can’t kill him,” said Gild. “I can’t defeat him. I can’t keep him from marrying you. Let me have this, Serilda.”

         She wilted. “All right. Until sundown, then.”

         Sundown.

         It wasn’t that far away. An hour at most.

         An hour. 51

         What would they do for an hour?

         She inhaled sharply, suddenly aware of just how confined this cabinet was. The heavy cloaks pressing against them. The wooden walls squeezing them in together. The length of his arm against hers. The warmth of his palm. The way her skin tingled with every accidental touch.

         If they were accidental at all.

         What could they do for an hour …?

         Gild cleared his throat and scooted an inch away from her, which was all the space he could move. “Those were, um—” he started, then cleared his throat a second time. “Some pretty intense vows, during the ceremony. Almost romantic, even.”

         It was as if he’d known exactly what to say to chill the feelings that had started to simmer inside her.

         She released his hand and pulled back toward her corner of the cabinet.

         “Just another one of his games,” she said, wishing she weren’t already so flustered, for her wavering voice did not make the statement sound particularly sincere. “He was mocking me.”

         “Yeah. Yeah. That really sounded like mockery.”

         “Gild, you know I don’t love him. I could never love him. Or even like him. I would never choose him if I had a choice.”

         “Of course,” he said. “Of course I know that.”

         But she wasn’t sure if she believed him.

         “He killed my father,” she said, more forcefully now. “He killed—”

         “Hush!”

         “No, Gild, you have to—”

         “Serilda!”

         She froze, hearing it, too, now. Howling.

         They had released the hellhounds.

         “Great,” whispered Serilda. “How long before they find us?” She hesitated, considering. “Can they find us? We’re spirits. Can they still smell us?”

         “Us, maybe not,” said Gild. “But I bet they can smell that ridiculous costume you’re wearing easily enough.” 52

         Serilda pressed a hand to the sides of her leather jerkin. She’d forgotten about the hunting gear. “You don’t like it?”

         Gild’s response was a grunt, which she did not know how to interpret. “You know,” he said, “this would be easier if you could just …”

         Serilda heard a finger snap.

         Then, silence.

         “Gild?” She reached for him, but her hand met empty space, then the back of the wardrobe.

         A creak of a door was followed by a flood of light. Serilda threw up her arm to protect her eyes.

         “Come on,” said Gild, reaching in and grabbing her arm. He tugged her out beside him. “Do you think you could try?”

         “Try what?” she said, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the pink light filtering in through the windows. Twilight was approaching. “Doing your … thing?” She snapped her fingers in imitation.

         “Exactly. You’ve got to learn sooner or later.”

         “Do I, though?”

         “Just try it. Meet me in the gatehouse.”

         No sooner had he said it than he vanished.

         Serilda glowered. “Show-off.” But her words were met by another howl, much closer than before. “Fine. No harm in trying.”

         She squeezed her eyes shut and pictured the gatehouse above the drawbridge as clearly as she could. Then she raised her hand and gave a snap of her fingers.

         And waited.

         There was a change in the air, she was sure of it. The light filtering through her eyelids was different, dimmer.

         She opened first one eye, and then the other.
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