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​Prologue
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Underneath the creak and groan of the floorboards, a mouse was stirring. It came from a place much distant to this and journeyed to one much farther. But it would be a dead mouse had it not stopped here, within the stone bricks of Kanzia’s castle. There were bountiful bugs to be found crawling through its walls if one only looked. Tonight, it would set from its nest and out into the quiet of the night in search of dropped food and beetles. But tonight came quite a bit louder than it had anticipated. 

A hacking cough had started towards the middle of the night, a sputtering wheeze that even the mouse knew was a final sound. There would be no bugs to be found with that sort of racket around. It decided to investigate the source of its disturbance. Where there were people, after all, there was bound to be food. 

It was not long before it came upon a wall that seemed to echo with the cough much louder than the rest and knew it had reached the room it was looking for. It writhed through a hole in the wall. The scent of the room caught in its nose instantaneously, rank, festering, and hot. No, this person did not have long left at all. 

It scurried to the window and began to climb the curtains, hoping for a better view onto the bed below. As it did so the coughing let up, plunging the room into eerie silence. The mouse reached the top of the curtain, and, looking down, was greeted with the sight of a small boy. He couldn’t be older than seven and yet deep bags hung under his eyes as though he’d lived years longer than his time. 

The hair that clung around his face was matted with sweat and bits of blood, his chin was stained red in a clear line, his eyes were limp and glassy. If it weren’t for the wheezing consistency of his breath, the mouse would have thought him already dead. But somehow, he still lived, and he knew of his visitor. His eyes rolled as one up towards the mouse and they snagged against its pelt. 

“Hello,” he whispered out in a rasp. “Did my coughing wake you?” 

The mouse twitched its nose. 

“I’m sorry.” Another coughing fit shook his small body and a small amount of blood bubbled at his lips. He wiped a shaking hand across his mouth and the blood smeared across his cheek. “Do you- want to stay with me?” A desperate loneliness clung to his request. 

The mouse once again only twitched its nose in response. 

“The nurses will shoo you away. They think you will bring me more- sickness.” The boy paused to catch his breath. “You wouldn’t do that to me, would- would you, little mouse?” 

It crept closer along the curtain. Though it could not understand his words, something in the boy’s tone was soothing to the mouse, bringing it nearer to his bed. 

A smile shuddered across his lips. “My name is Elias. What’s yours?” He rolled onto his side. 

The mouse leapt to the bed in one sure motion and crept closer to the boy. His voice lulled it forward like a song.

Elias reached out a shaky hand to its head and rubbed a single finger across its spine. The mouse quivered under his grasp but did not run. 

“You're very soft,” he breathed with another cough. A mixture of content and profound guilt settled across his face. He retracted his hand and settled back against his sheets, sighing towards the ceiling. 

The mouse crept a few centimeters closer. It did not know why but his sadness was contagious. Perhaps that is why it didn't notice when another presence joined the room. 

A tall shadow fell over the bed, the boy, the mouse. It was not a creature of this place, less so than even the boy with cat eyes and feathered ears and jagged teeth. Large ram horns branched from its forehead. Its eyes were pools of ink against its face. And oddest of all, where its legs should have been, furry hindquarters sloped into sharp, gleaming hooves. The mouse did not know of this being, but if it had, its fear would have trembled through the room. 

It smelled of the deepest parts of the forest. It smelled of gently rotting fruit. It smelled of the sky before it rained. 

“Boy.” A face so wizened shouldn’t have contained a voice so melodious. 

Elias rolled his pupils to the creature. He held back a cough that wheezed inside of his chest. 

“You have worsened since I last visited you.” Accusation brightened like fire in its eyes. 

“I’m sorry,” Elias muttered weakly. “I tried to do what you said. It-” His throat bobbed. “It hurts to swallow.” 

“Your cowardice will be the death of you.” The figure stooped over him and produced a fruit from the pocket of the large coat it bore. “I am trying to help you.” 

The mouse slunk closer to Elias. Perhaps his greater size could protect it from the gaze of the stranger, from its eyes that pulsed like nightfall. But it was not fast enough, and the creature’s attention was indeed drawn to it. 

Elias moved in a smooth motion that seemed too alive for the shivering body that carried it out. “Don’t,” he pleaded. 

But the creature didn’t listen. It pushed him aside effortlessly, as though merely batting away a fly, and closed long, pointed fingers around the body of the mouse. The mouse’s piercing squeaks were drowned out as the figure lifted it to its face and murmured a soft word into its ear. It went simply limp, still, silent. A figure of practiced death. Only its rising chest gave away that a heart still beat inside its tiny chest. 

Elias was crying now. Thick globules of tears ran down his cheeks in rivulets towards his chin. “Not again.” As if in protest of his blubbering, his chest gave away to another racking fit. 

The figure carefully drew a single finger along the stomach of the mouse almost lovingly. It split open the fruit to reveal a rotting inside, spilling nectar down its hand. It then sank a barbed nail into the belly of the mouse and let its blood seep into the spoiled flesh of the fruit. 

Elias quivered but did not move from where he now sat up on his sickbed. The creature extended the bloody offering towards the boy with a face of stone. 

“Eat.” 

“But-”

“Let me remind you yet again that your life is on the line. I do not know what your father was thinking, keeping you in a place like this.” It curled its lip, revealing fangs befitting its face. “He should have heeded my warnings. Our children are not meant to be raised in a place where moss is not under their toes. You are paying the price for him.” 

Perhaps he had found a fraction of his nerve, or perhaps he was simply curious, for Elias piped up a response. “But... then why is my sister well?” 

The figure’s shoulder shook with a half-growl. “She may as well be as mortal as the doddering creatures that serve under her.”

Elias did not ask anything further. He took the fruit and lifted it to his mouth with caution expected of one holding a serpent. Although his body lurched in sickness, he sank his teeth in and swallowed in slow bites every last bit of rot and blood. 

“Thank you.” He did not meet the things eyes. 

It studied him carefully, considering something. “If I took you away from here, would you let me?” It took a step away from the bed as though offering the boy room to think. Its hooves were loud in the silence. 

Elias did think of his offer. He cast a glance towards his door as though willing someone to enter, to make such a choice for him, but of course the castle was still at this time of night. 

The figure began to grow impatient. 

“I don’t know. Where would you take me?” Already his throat had lost the clot of infection that had cloyed his voice moments before. 

“Just away. Perhaps to the Seelie Court.”

“The Seelie Court?” he repeated.

“I forget how little you know.” Disappointment traced its voice, but not for the boy. For someone else. 

“Could you teach me?” Elias’s ears twitched like a rabbit’s, keen with interest. 

And, much to his surprise, although the creature let out a long-suffering sigh, it agreed to his request. It told tales of far-off lands where the moon shone a magic light and creatures roamed under the coat of darkness. Of dancing and mayhem, of bewitching words and consuming vines. It talked until the boy’s eyes began to droop, and perhaps even after. He dreamed that night of faeries, of silver stags, and of air that did not fight him when he breathed. 

~~~
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Elsewhere in the castle, far from the gentle breathing of the boy and the steady voice of his guardian, a girl tossed in her sleep. Her muscles were restless from a day spent hunting and her mind was restless from a day spent worrying. Some hours ago, her brother’s cough went silent. Perhaps at one time, this would have been a comfort. Now, it just meant he might be gone. 

Did she rise from her bed to find out? Did she creep through the halls to his room and risk waking him? If he had simply slipped into sleep, it would be cruel of her to pull him from it. And besides, she was lucky. Lucky people’s brothers did not die in the night. 

The past few weeks had flown by in a blur of unease and abject terror. Each morning, she was not guaranteed her full family. At some point, the girl had grown used to her fear. She began to relish in it. Her adrenaline was as filling as the meals served by her maids. 

But the cause of her fear didn’t ever make her less afraid. She may have harnessed her terror, but she did not tame it. Perhaps that is why she sought out the stars that night, sick of her tossing and turning. Prophecy was said to be held in the stars, after all, and if anything could help her now, it surely was that.

She slipped from her bed sheets on light feet. She went barefoot, hoping her padded soles would grant her a quiet swiftness shoes might steal from her. It was easy to sneak through the halls during the witching hour. There was no one awake to catch her, anyhow. The girl knew, of course, that her father was probably no more asleep than she, but he would be confined to his room pretending to be. And of course, her stepmother could sleep through a siege. 

She slowed as she reached one of the large windows that framed the front of her castle to gaze upwards. If the girl truly wanted to view the stars in all their majesty, she would need to get to a balcony, but the blurry specks she could see from here were still magnificent. Still, she hurried on through the dark for one of the empty guest rooms with a balcony. 

But as she passed her brother’s room, a voice gave her pause. It was a deep grumble not unlike the earth moving. There was a beauty to its tone, although something deeply unnatural in the lilting grace of its vocals, as though it came from somewhere that spoke a different tongue. But what had really caught her attention was that it was not her father’s voice, and it most definitely was not her brother’s. 

The girl raised her hand to the door handle. Sure as she was that she must verify her brother’s safety, she still hesitated there, arm hanging in the air like a tree branch. She couldn’t just leave him to the whims of the voice with a face she had not placed. He had no way to defend himself. 

She pushed the door open in one decisive motion. Whatever had been speaking to Elias just moments ago was gone. The room was still, silent. Empty. She chided herself. What a fool she was. 

On feet carried like clockwork, she drifted to Elias’s bedside and gazed down at his slumbering shape. Fruit juice stained his lips and caught his hair in its sticky grasp and a bit of drool slid down his face, but otherwise, he seemed serene. The usual blood that caked his nose and mouth was all but gone, only a few, long dry specks left. He almost looked healthy. 

The girl did not question why this might be. She didn’t care. At least he was clearly breathing, and breathing well at that. Her reflective eyes went from his face to his window. Perhaps she was still unsure as to if the stranger could have left into the night. Perhaps she was simply gazing out into the garden below. Or perhaps she had remembered that her brother had a balcony of his own on which she could view the stars. 

She opened the window with little thought and slid through it. It was all finished in an instant, but she still glanced back to make sure she had not woken him. He didn’t even stir. The girl let out a breath from deep within her chest and raised her head to the sky. She turned a circle on the spot. 

The stars were as they have always been and always will be. She did not know the constellations, the names of the different twinkling lights, nor what sort of celestial event she was to look out for if she wished to see her future. She simply knew that if she gazed for long enough, something would be revealed to her. Perhaps it was misplaced hope, perhaps childish optimism. Whatever it was, she kept her neck craned towards the heavens until the darkness was swallowed by the rising sun, until the first birds of dawn began to chirp out their greetings, until she could look up no longer. 

Her eyes dragged down with exhaustion, she finally left her post and crawled back into the bedroom. Elias still slept, curled around himself, not unlike a small creature. His tail was tucked close to his nose and his ears shielded his eyes from the rapidly encroaching sunlight. The girl wanted nothing more than to sink down beside him, wrap around him, and rest her eyes, but she knew better. No matter how dire his situation, she could not let herself become ill as well. 

So she left her brother to his dreams and wound back to her own room. She lay on her bed and stared at her ceiling, listening to the creak of the mortar. Despite her aching legs and fluttering eyelashes, she did not sleep. She turned and flipped her pillow and even walked a circle around her room. Nothing made her mind ease. 

She was a creature running on adrenaline. Perhaps that granted her strength, but it did not grant her comfort. There was a power to be had in reclaiming her fear, but her fear had not become anything other than itself. Fear was not what most drifted into unconsciousness during. So she simply stared at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the brick, and letting every bit of terror inside of herself be consumed by flame. 

Each worry, each grievance, each thought of the boy upstairs and the weakness of his state of being, she dropped them all into the fire that cooked her inside. It burned and it blazed and it fueled her more than even the adrenaline did. Perhaps the adrenaline had been its spark. Perhaps the anxiety she now burned was simply eating itself. 

Whatever it was, it did not matter. The heat within her heart consumed every thought she might have and left nothing but dull anger behind. And anger? Well, that was something she could work with. It's said it’s best not to go to bed with unspent aggression in your heart. 

If she had to choose between that crushing feeling of powerlessness and the scorching pain of her rage, she would always take the latter. At least the latter could be aimed. Tomorrow, she would burn down the abandoned houses just south of here. But for now, she could finally close her eyes and drift off to the sounds of the servants beginning their days. 

She did not dream of faeries or magic or wonder. Her dreams simply consisted of a man looking down at her with a smile and a hand rested against her shoulder, a boy with bright eyes and lively skin, and a woman whose face she could not quite conjure. They withered, and, as the night went on, collapsed under the weight of their own improbability, leaving her to sleep without dreams at all. 
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​Chapter One
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I believe the first thing I learned about death is that it was not as merciful as many believed it to be. Mercy would have been letting go, drifting away into nothingness like a gentle embrace. Death gripped everything and anything it wanted and did not let them go. Death was a possessive thing that did not like to take no as an answer. 

I should be dead. It was something that I was reminded of in every bug that crawls across my flesh, in every whisper that followed me across ballroom floors, in every mirror I passed. I should be dead. I’ve heard it called a miracle. I believe that to be too kind of a word. 

A miracle would have been waking with fresh skin and white-ringed eyes. It would have been a ghost free day and footfalls that could be heard without effort. It would have been knowing I would never have to taste blood in my mouth again. But this was not really a miracle and I was not really alive. 

As I leaned over the railing of one of our spires, I wondered what it would be like to simply leave this place. The woods were where my kind truly belonged, despite the fact that I was not raised there. If I strained my eyes enough, I was sure I could spot movement in the tree line just to the east of our castle. Perhaps it was Gladwick. He had not visited me in a long time. 

He was my only source of aeturnus. I suppose I could gather it myself from within those caging brambles, but I didn’t trust the creatures that called Cypress Wood their home. I was lucky to be one of them; Mortals who partook of their fruits were trapped in those trees forever. Bound to the land of the fae. 

What would it be like to disappear into the woods for good? There must be less responsibility there, less requirements or people telling you how you’re supposed to act and think. I had spent my time in those trees, hunting, gathering plants, mapping the terrain. No one ever bothered me. Perhaps sometimes I ran across one of the critters that called the place their home, or one of the forest’s faeries, but they left me well enough alone. 

What would happen if the next time I went herb gathering, I didn’t come back? Would my father send search parties after me? Or would he even know I was gone? 

“Whatcha lookin’ at?” 

A weight dropped onto my shoulders as my sister leaned against me. She pulled me from all thoughts of running. It would have been useless anyhow. I had too much work to finish here. 

“I just needed some fresh air.” I shifted under her in the hope that she would rise from my back. 

Divine sat her chin against the top of my head. “I didn’t think you cared anymore. You’re like a little mold spore down in that dank hole of yours.” I could feel the sharp bone of her jaw as her mouth moved. 

“It is not a hole. It is my study.” 

“In the basement,” she retorted. She slipped off of me and onto the railing beside, pulling herself up to sit on its edge. It was quite a precarious position. One less sure than her may have fallen for just their fear. 

I shook my head. She was trying to lure me into an argument. She seemed to prefer those over conversations. “At least the wine cellar is close by.” 

Divine threw her head back in a sharp laugh, her blonde hair billowing around her as she did so. “Right, ‘cause you’re such the rabble rouser.” 

“I don’t think that means what you think it does.” I felt a smile pull at my lips, but held it back. It annoyed her when she couldn’t break through my niceties. 

Divine shrugged. “It’s close enough.” 

“I don’t start fights for fun. We aren’t twins.” I gazed back across the forest. Oh, how much easier it would be if we were. 

“Oh.” She scrunched up her nose. “Yeah, no, I thought that was like, some sort of party person term.” 

“I thought as much.” 

“Anyway, I didn’t come out here to argue over words with a human dictionary. Dad wants you for dinner.” She said all this quite quickly, as she tended to do, and picked herself off of the railing. “They might have some meat for you tonight.” 

I simply nodded as she turned away towards the stairs that led back to the interior of the castle. The sun was starting to go down; I had figured I would be needed soon. Stalling would only put off the inevitable. So, I followed after Divine, back into the depths of the castle. 

Our hallways were lit with flickering torchlight, casting the whole place into stark, moving shadows. Every few intervals, a kingdom crest or suit of armor gave you something to look at. Otherwise, the whole place was empty and dark. I’d heard of spells that cast light across your home, but if my father knew of them, he did not want them to ruin the eerie vibe of the place. I couldn’t blame him. My eyes saw better in the dark, anyhow. 

Down a few stairwells, I came to the dining hall. I was the last one to enter. Divine waved me over to where she sat towards the middle of the table. Our father, Damian, was positioned at the head of the table, per usual, with our stepmother, Calypso, on the other end. Her twins, Sage and Canyon, were just beside her. With how large of a table it was, the amount of space that yawned between the family didn’t make much sense. 

I sat beside Divine and rested my hands into my lap. 

“So nice of you to finally join us,” Damian said as I did so. “I thought we might have to start without you.” He laughed as though he’d told a joke of some kind. 

Calypso smiled indulgently. I think that’s one of the reasons he married her. She didn’t mind being associated with an absolute loser. 

“I was out.” I did not look up at Damian as I spoke. 

“He was watching the woods like he might ask it on a date,” Divine added. She jabbed her fork towards me. “Maybe he’ll bring home a nymph, too.” 

“Divine.” Damian’s voice was taut with warning. 

“I wouldn’t mind the company,” Calypso murmured. Her voice had an almost breeze-like quality to it, not unfitting the wispy black hair that flowed around her like water. 

Damian looked as though he might scold Divine further, but Canyon had tipped his plate sideways off the table. Both he and Calypso scrambled to their feet in the same instant to grab it. Canyon grinned across the table at Divine. Perhaps he had done it on purpose. 

“What did you see in the forest?” Sage’s small voice carried over the fuss of her brother’s mess towards me. She watched me with pale, watery eyes. She never blinked as often as you thought perhaps she should. 

“Nothing. The trees are too thick to see much from our spire.” I wished there was something to busy myself with eating. Then perhaps I wouldn’t have to speak to anyone. 

“Will you take me with you next time you go?” she pressed. 

“I don’t think your mother would allow such a thing.” I hoped she wouldn’t. Cypress was no place for someone like Sage. She was far too inquisitive, much too small, and definitely too young. 

“As long as she stayed with you, it would be alright,” Calypso said, setting the plate back on the table in front of Canyon. “At her age, I was frolicking across the waterside.” 

Both she and Damian returned to their seats. 

“There’s quite a few things out there that wouldn’t pass up eating something her size,” I reminded her. 

“Then it will be a perfect opportunity for you to teach her what to avoid,” Calypso countered. 

“And you’re not that much bigger than her anyway,” Divine pointed out. She looked quite like an imp as she grinned at me.

Sage followed the conversation back and forth, eyes gleaming. I was beginning to suspect she’d asked me within earshot of her mother on purpose. It was clever of her, I had to admit. Perhaps that was one of the things that made me so uncomfortable around her. 

I was about to protest again when the doors at the back of the dining hall opened and several servants streamed out holding plates of food. They dished them out before us, filling our plates with steak, bread, and steamed vegetables. Just as fast as they had come, they disappeared. But the damage had been done. The conversation was over. I was taking Sage to the woods. 

I poked at my food with the half-hearted hope that perhaps I could work up an appetite. Of course, nothing they served ever did fill me up anyhow. No, I’d worked up a different sort of appetite. Nothing else would suit to fill me quite the same.

“Your food tastes better when you actually put it in your mouth, y’know.” Divine nudged me with her forearm. 

“I can’t say I’m actually hungry.” 

She was halfway through lifting a bite to her mouth and stopped. “But they even had meat this time for you. I made sure they did.” She looked so forlorn I felt I had to make at least an effort to get something down.

I forced down a few bites for her sake before turning my attention back across the table to the twins. 

“You know that we will only be in there long enough for me to gather some herbs, yes?” I asked Sage. 

She nodded, her black hair falling over her eyes as she did. “I’ll stay with you and be very quiet.” 

At least she had the sense to do that, I supposed. “You will also do exactly as I say.”

Sage was earnest in her agreement. “Can I see the water while we’re there?” 

I would have said no if anyone else had asked me. I wanted to say no as it was. The water was dangerous. There could be kelpies, nixies, or even other water nymphs that might not have taken kindly to one of their own leaving the forest. But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her she could not see the water of which she had come from.

“We can try.” It was no promise. I had room to weasel out later, if I so wished. The thought of visiting the waterside had begun to tempt me as well, though. I stayed well enough away when I could, perhaps it would be enlightening to see the life that swarmed its banks. There may even be more plants I hadn’t yet tried growing just beyond my scope of exploration. 

Damian cleared his throat from the other end of the table. “You two would do well to stay away from anything that speaks the same language as you. That’s my rule of thumb.” 

I rolled my eyes towards him and blinked them into as dead of a stare as I could manage. “I am aware.” 

“There’s plenty of critters out there that would make mincemeat of you two,” he continued as though he hadn’t heard me speak. “Really, Elias, I do not know why you insist on traveling there.”

“Oh please, would you stop talking about the woods,” Divine hissed. “I’m so fuckin’ sick of this conversation. I swear you guys have been having it for the last eight hours.” She jabbed her fork into her vegetables. 

“Sorry, sister dearest.” I flashed her a grin. “We are simply incapable of meaningful conversation.” 

“Well, we could talk about our plans for the day.” Canyon’s voice caught me off guard. I had forgotten he existed. He’d been so busy actually eating that he somehow hadn’t managed to talk our ears off yet. 

“I would love to,” Calypso purred. 

Canyon cleared his throat and I braced for impact. “I’m gonna go out to the garden and look for frogs, and when I find one, I’m gonna bring it upstairs and make it a hat, and then I’m gonna release it back outside and see how the other frogs react to it.” 

Divine snickered. I sighed into my plate.

“Well, that sounds like lovely fun, dear,” said Calypso, shooting a look at Divine. “Perhaps you could find some time for your lessons in your plans, though?” 

I felt one of my eyes begin to twitch and slapped a hand over it.

Canyon shook his head. “No, I think I’ll be too busy. Maybe tomorrow.” 

The buzz of his voice felt like splinters under my nails. I pushed my chair from the table and got to my feet. “Well. This has been lovely. I’m going to my room.” 

Before anyone could protest, I turned and hurried to the door. Let them have their meaningless chatter, for all I cared. I had more important things to see to. I flashed past the hallways and took the stairs down to the cellar two at a time. Past the door to the wine cellar, my feet stopped. I gently pressed my shoulder into my door and pushed it to. The smell of growing things greeted me like an old friend. 

The darkness I nurtured writhed around me as I stepped through the doorway and into my own private sanctuary of silence. The door slid closed behind me. Everything was as I had left it. My shelves held all their bottles and books, my walls were still covered in my papers, my creatures were still snug in their cages. One of my cats, Jiper, leapt from his place upon my chair to twirl around my legs a few times. 

“Hello. Did you miss me?” 

He gave me a soft chirp in response. I ran a hand along his back and he arched into my fingers. I felt I could finally breathe again.

I set to watering each of my plants, checking their leaves, picking out bugs. I fed my mice, let one of my spiders crawl along my hand, and made sure my lizards had enough bugs to chase. It was a simple routine to fall into, an unconscious one. I loved it.

A knock came to my door and every bit of comfort I had soaked up vanished. 

“Hello?” 

I recognized that voice. Sage. If I ignored her, though, perhaps she would leave me in peace. 

The knock came again. “Are we going to the woods?” she asked. 

I groaned and leaned my head into my hands. Jiper began to pace before the door, clearly irritated with the disturbance.

“I’m coming,” I grunted, submitting to answering her call. I opened back up my door and leaned against the edge of it. “What do you want?”

“I just told you. We were supposed to go to the woods.” 

I clenched my jaw. “No, I only agreed to take you with me next time that I went. I did not say it would be tonight.”

Sage’s white eyes widened and she tipped her head to the side. “Please,” she begged. 

“No. I am busy. I need to check my supplies and take count of what I actually need to gather whenever we do go out.” I started to push the door closed.

Sage’s ears drooped. She hung her head and began to turn back towards the stairs. I should have just let her go, but there was something about the way that Jiper was looking at me that made me wonder if I was being cruel. 

“Fine. I’ll take you,” I said with a sigh. 

Her entire body perked back up. “Really?” 

“Yes. Just- Let me finish taking inventory first.”

“Okay! I’ll meet you up in the sitting room!” 

I heard her feet as she retreated back upstairs. What had I signed myself up for? I didn’t have time for little girls and their needs to explore places that wanted to kill them. But some more plants to help with my studies wouldn’t hurt. And, I had to admit, I was quite looking forward to being back among the cypress trees and their twisting branches. 

It didn’t take long to go over everything I had in stock. I decided it would be best to just gather anything I ran across. Being picky would only end with having less herbs. I grabbed a hunting knife off of my desk and slipped it into my pocket. Better safe than sorry. 

I headed up the stairs two at a time. By now, the anticipation to feel the forest breeze against my skin, the leaf litter under my feet, and the leaves surrounding me on all sides had worked up a burning in my chest. I began to wonder if I might even run into Gladwick again. 

I greeted Sage as I reached the sitting room. She was resting on one of the couches, her legs drawn up to her chest and her hands rested on her knees. She jumped back to her feet as she saw me. 

“Are we ready?” she asked. 

“I believe so. Does your mother know you’re here?” 

Sage shrugged. “She knows I left the dining hall. I think she can assume where I went.” 

It was good enough for me. “Alright, then, come on.” I led her from the room and out into the greater castle. Haste made our journey much faster, and soon enough, we were standing just outside the entrance to the castle. I glanced over at her. 

“For now on, you stay by me.” 

She nodded. “I know.”

I took a deep breath and began the walk towards Cypress Woods.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two
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The woods were quiet for this time of day. Perhaps that would have put most at ease, but if you knew these trees like I did, you knew that silence was never a good sign. The soft chatter of birds and squirrels meant that there was relative safety for such fragile creatures. Without them, anything could be lurking. 

I kept Sage close to my side as we walked along the deer trails by the trees. The undergrowth was pushed flat in many areas from my own expeditions, and from the common patrol grounds of the woodland fae. Where there were no paths, I swished my tail before us, using it as a shield against the worst of the tall grass. Where there were swamp waters, I stood just on the other side, waiting for Sage to make her way across safely. 

I need not have worried, though. Her mother was a water nymph from these very woods, after all. Traversing the swamps was in her blood.  Her form would shimmer each time her feet slipped underneath the murky water. More than that, her face would split into a smile I rarely saw upon it. 

Now, we slipped between the trunks of old growth bald cypress trees, moldering moss hanging like old bedsheets from their branches. Ancient roots dug hungrily into the earth around us, lichen creeping up their bark and staining the ground green. Elderberry bushes, monkshood, and marsh fern made traveling more tedious, but at least the monkshood proved useful to gather.

“Are we close to the waterside Mother spoke of?” she asked me after half an hour of walking. 

“Close enough.” We still had a ways to go, but I didn’t want her to begin to tire so far from the kingdom. Perhaps thinking we were nearer than we were would give her a boost. 

She did not seem all too worried about the journey, though. As I answered, she leaned down towards a plant and glanced back towards me. “What’s this?” 

I followed her gaze. “That’s spearmint. Quite a nice find.” I bent to pluck a few stems. 

Sage’s eyes brightened at my approval. “What do you use it for?”

“It’s quite good for nausea and aches. I personally think it makes a nice tea.”

“I like its flowers.” She crouched beside the purple buds and poked one with her finger. 

Feeling a bit giddy at having someone to share my plant knowledge with, I plucked a leaf and held it out to her. “Try one.”

She gave me an odd look, as though she suspected a trick. She took the leaf from me and placed it on her tongue with gentleness befitting poison. I found myself a bit offended. If I wanted to poison her, I would have done so long ago.

She stood back up, rigid, eyebrows raising with surprise. “It tastes cold,” she said. 

I held back a laugh. “Indeed. It will make your breath smell of chill as well.” I placed the collected spearmint into the pocket sewed inside of my suit jacket. 

We continued on, gathering more flowers and herbs as we went. I found the silence beginning to slip to the back of my mind, my focus instead on the many questions Sage asked. She was curious about the lone toad we came across, the dragonflies that zipped before us, the lichen that clung to the trees we passed. At first, it was refreshing, but soon my throat grew tired of answering.

“We are nearing the bank of the pond. Try to keep your voice down from here.”

She indeed shut her mouth at my words. The trees thinned before us, the outer banks rolling along the stretch of land before us like a paint stroke. Only a few trunks rose from the water in stark outlines. Their branches were leafless, lifeless, dark. 

Sage took a step ahead of me as we emerged from the trees to the waterside. She slipped a foot into the water and pulled it back out with a muffled squeal of delight. As much as I would have liked to let her enjoy her time, I kept my eyes trained on the waterline. Any movement would be enough to pull her back. 

I hated the nakedness of the land we stood on. The gloom of the trees and their respective undergrowth gave as much security as it did shade. Without them, the sky loomed above us, ever watchful. The underbrush rustled behind me, the wind brushing like footsteps across the leaves. 

“Hey, Sage-” As I turned my head back from the sky, I realized she had left my peripheral vision. My immediate reaction was panic, but I swallowed the desire to call out for her. Any further loud noises could just put her in further danger. 

I instead searched the waterline with desperate hope. Spadder-dock and horsetail clogged the shore and made it hard to see beneath the water, but I thought I could see some movement far below. It’s not her. I couldn’t jump to conclusions. It was probably just a nixie or a nymph. That conclusion almost made me feel worse. 

I strained my ears to make out any possible tramping of the undergrowth that could be her, but with as many creatures as this wood had, I heard nothing. The shape beneath the water moved closer to the surface with every moment that passed. I could make out ashy green skin, frog-like hands, and bulbous eyes as the creature moved through the murk. It was definitely a nixie, not Sage. 

The spadder-dock ebbed around her head as the nixie rose from the water to meet my eyes. “Boy.” Her voice gargled and water streamed from her mouth as she spoke. Her black eyes were liquid in the sunlight. They reminded me of Calypso’s. 

I dipped my head in a polite greeting. “Hello.” It would have been wise, perhaps, to ask her if she had seen my sister, but I didn’t want her to know there was easy prey around. “Any disturbances to your pond today?” 

The nixie’s dark eyebrows narrowed on her face. “Only you.” A clump of pondweed fell from her hair. 

“My apologies,” I murmured, dipping into a soft bow. “I was merely hoping to collect duckweed.” It was lucky I had set out with two goals.

“And this must be gathered at my pond?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Your kind is not welcome here.” 

I pushed a few steps away from the edge of the water as her hands snaked towards me. Leave it to nixies to drown you mid-conversation. 

“I thought you were bound by rules of hospitality, nixie.” Perhaps if I could keep her talking, I could convince her to let me stay. 

The nixie bared her teeth at me. I had never seen a barracuda, but the pictures I had found in books shared her fangs. “You were not invited here. Nor were you expected. As far as I’m concerned, you are a trespasser.” She lunged up the bank and dug her clawed fingers into my ankle. 

I fell backwards into the spongy mud and moss of the bank and desperately gripped the earth behind me. Why had I interacted with her? I could have just left before she’d ever surfaced. Now not only was Sage missing, but I was about to be drowned in the middle of the woods where no one would even hear me struggle. 

I kicked out a foot and was relieved to feel it connect with something. The nixie gurgled a growl and grabbed my other leg. My feet hit the water and mud clotted itself to my skin. I writhed against her but could feel my energy already seeping out into the ground below. There was no use in screaming. That would only draw out more creatures. 

She sank below the water with my legs. The lukewarm surface reached my torso. What would it be like to drown? It couldn’t be too much different than hacking away on your own mucus. The taste of blood welled against my tongue at the thought of it. I pulled my legs against her grip one last time before my body went limp with exhaustion. The water was up to my chest now and I had to use the last of my strength to hold myself up with my arms. 

By this point, our splashing had caused quite a scene. I could feel eyes watching me from the undergrowth, waiting for the nixie to finish her job. She might get a few bites off of me, but most would be left for fish and scavengers. My hands gave way underneath me as she gave a final pull and the water abruptly closed over my head. 

My nose stung, chest filled with foggy sludge, my throat burning with each gasp. My eyes blurred against the murky water. I could just barely make out the pale green shape of the nixie before me. Her eyes glowed green in the gloom. 

I tried to push towards the surface, but her grip was still strong against me, now gripping my middle between her arms. She pulled me close to her body, wrapping her knees around mine and holding my head still with her chin against my throat. My panic gave way to pain as more and more water flowed through my mouth, my nose.

I wasn’t one for prayer, but I sent a silent plea to whatever could hear me. I don’t want to die. The thought echoed around my head, pounding with each beat of my heart. I don’t want to die. Bits of red dissipated into the water around me. It was all becoming so dark... 

Was I falling? The light felt farther away than it had just been. The weak filterings that made it through the water were feathery and dim. Through my twitching eyelids I saw only blackness. But you didn’t fall when you sank, surely? Perhaps the weight of my suit was dragging me down. Or the water in my lungs stole my buoyancy. But why had the nixie let me go? 

My fingers went numb one at a time, my lungs stopped burning. I found myself weightless in that moment. What had happened to the nixie? When had her weight disappeared? It must have been ages ago. I couldn’t be this light without her. Perhaps I was simply dying. Something in the pulsing of my head was familiar enough. It would be easier to just drop into the yawning darkness of the water below me. 

I forced my eyes open. I refused to let myself disappear in the middle of the woods. Sage was still missing. I had put too much work into keeping myself even half alive to let myself go now. My agony flooded back over my body as feeling flowed through my limbs again. 

I choked on black water as I forced my tired legs to kick towards the surface. Was I getting any closer? I had to hope I was. Water plants grasped around my legs like wet paper and the heaviness of the pond around me clung against my skin. The feathers of my ears felt near to falling off, as soaked as they were. Shapes fluttered around my face. Perhaps I would have been able to make them out if my eyes were suited for the water, but as they were, they were only blurry green smudges against the dark abyss of the pond. 

My body was tugged from the water and my head broke the surface. I gasped on air that suddenly didn’t seem fit for my lungs and what felt like gallons of water started to stream from my mouth. I was dragged in a daze to the shore. Had one of the woodland creatures decided to make a meal of me? Surely, they would have waited until I was dead? My eyes fluttered open long enough to see a pod of nixies staring at me from beneath the spadder-dock, faces swathed in gloom. 

I tried to move my head to assess the creature dragging me, but my neck was limp with exhaustion. I supposed it would be fine to die now. My muscles ached enough that it would be a mercy. I shivered as my body convulsed up more water. If I didn’t get eaten, I would surely catch cold out here soon. 

“Can you move?” 

It was something that spoke the same language as me. The exact sort of creature Damian warned against approaching. Although, I hadn’t listened to his advice the first time, either, had I? 

I opened my mouth to respond but all that came out was more damned water. I settled for a groan. 

The thing leaned over me, lifting me by the front of my jacket. It was a faerie, that much was certain. Their body was lean, skeletal, and sharp. Spines grew from their forehead and extended up like horns. Their skin was the brown of wood bark. Perhaps they were wooden. 

“You’re lucky I was in the area. The kelpies would have moved in soon. That is, if you didn’t drown first.” 

They were a woman, from what I could tell. Her voice was raspy and creaked around the edges. I could not discern if she was simply old or perhaps born with such a voice. 

Seeing as thanking her for saving my life was off the table (both physically and by the law of the land), I settled for giving her as much of a nod as I could manage. Strength was returning to my limbs; with it, my common sense. I pushed myself into a sitting position. Letting her have this much of an upper hand was not wise. 

She rose away from me as I did so. “Good. Can you walk?” 

I shook my head. I didn’t even need to try to know the answer to that. 

“Can you speak?” 

“I-” I coughed. It didn’t appear my throat would be clear enough for such things for a while yet. 

She glanced towards the waterside before holding out a hand to me. “We should get you away from here.”

As I contemplated taking her hand, I started to take in my surroundings. We weren’t far from where I went under. I could see the scramble marks left in the mud from my fingers. She had pulled me further into the brush. I was now lying on a pile of smashed ferns. It was comfortable enough here. And with her presence, it was unlikely any of the water dwellers would get any ideas. 

“No.” It was a full word this time, which was a start. If I let her take me with her, perhaps she would see this as a debt that I owed. She certainly would be well within her rights for it. I had my continued state of living to thank her for. 

“No?” One bushy eyebrow raised. “If you want to be left for the crows, be my guest.” She pulled away from me as though to leave. 

I couldn’t risk being alone in my state, but I didn’t want her using my vulnerability against me. It was decidedly stupid of me to ever even risk nearing the water. What did I think was going to happen? But actually letting myself be dragged beneath? That was an all-new low. It was the sort of thing I would have expected Sage to fall for. Not me. 

Speaking of Sage... “I’m- looking for my sister.” My words came easier to me now. I could feel my face again and the deep scratches on my ankles finally began to sting. It was a good sign. I was maintaining my body temperature enough to get my blood flowing well. 

“If she’s anything like you, she’s most likely fish food,” the hag snorted. 

“She disappeared before the nixie showed up.” I forced myself to my feet. I had to keep looking for Sage. If I didn’t bring her back in one piece, Calypso would kill me. Worse, I would kill me. 

“How old is she?” Her attention was fixed on me firmly. Perhaps she really would help me. 

“She’s only ten.” 

The old woman’s face was grim. “All alone out here...” She shook her head. “You’d better hope she has some sense to her.”

I wasn’t sure if I truly believed that she did, but she had shown herself to be smart enough. I had to hope she hadn’t gotten herself eaten. “She does.”

The hag clearly doubted me but did not correct me. “Where did you last see her?”

“Just over there.” I pointed towards the bank we had stood on not long ago. She had gazed across the water with a wistfulness I should have taken more seriously in the moment.

A wooden hand went to her chin in thought. “I know someone who hunts this land. I could ask him if he’s seen your sister.” 

The first bit of hope I’d had since Sage had disappeared beaded in my chest. “That’s kind of you.” I gazed across the trees. If I could only part them with my eyes alone, if I could shove them out of the way and see for miles in each direction... 

“You should let me take you to the Seelie Court. I’m sure one of the Gentry will be able to help.” 

“I do not need their help.” Indeed, visiting the faerie court did sound appealing. I had never been, but had heard many tales of riotous debauches and glittering folk. Her offer tempted me more than I could admit. 

The woman gave me a cruel smile. “You are not supposed to tell lies, little one.” 

I couldn’t tell lies, she meant. No faerie could. “I have done no such thing,” I said, for I had not. 

She didn’t seem pleased with my response. “A child could see you’re in a sorry state.” 

Because I couldn’t bring myself to fight her, I simply said, “This is getting us nowhere.” 

She was silent.

“I’m going to look for my sister. You may come along if you wish, or you may send for your friend. What you do is of little consequence to me.” 

“Bold and arrogant, you are.” She bared glass-like fangs at me. “You groveled for my help and now you find your legs and cast me aside.” 

I dipped my head. “I thought you’d find it reassuring. It’s what your kind do.” 

The hag raised herself up as though offended. She flexed the joints of her fingers, tilted her head gently, and let out a slow, creaking laugh. “Our kind, little one.” 

“No. I am not like you.” This was as much of a tragedy as perhaps a blessing. I turned from her to survey the woods once more. Conversation was wasting my time. Perhaps that’s what was making me contemplate something so stupid as what I was about to offer. 

“You have saved me. I owe you a favor of equal worth. Let us both be on our way and you shall be able to collect some other time.” 

The hag didn’t move. She watched me warily, as though expecting a trick. “I will hold you to that,” she hissed. 

“I would expect you to.” It was a terribly stupid thing to allow her to have over me. Favors with fae hardly ever went well. And she was owed something equal to my life. “I do have one trade to make with you, though, if you will let me.”

She made no move to shut me up, so I took that as a cue to continue. 

“I would like to trade names.” 

“Names?” 

“It would be quite a deal easier to call upon the debt of someone whose name you knew, no?” 

The old woman snorted an incredulous laugh. “I suppose so. Grimes.” 

Grimes. At least my impending doom had a name. “I’m Elias.” Out of habit, I added, “Elias Blackwood. Second in line for the throne of Kanzia.” 

Grimes’s mouth twisted in a disbelieving smirk. “I’ve caught myself a little princeling, eh?” She shifted closer to inspect me with quick, splintery fingers. “What luck I have.” 

I pulled back away from her. A dull drizzle of rain had begun to fall. My already soaked suit couldn't become more wet, of course, but the moist chill the air gathered was starting to seep through to my skin. I needed to get home before I came down with something. 

“I should be off.” 

Grimes dipped her head in acceptance. “Farewell then, Elias Blackwood. Do not expect your offer to go unclaimed.” 

I met her gaze with a grim smile. “I never did.” Regret pulled at my chest as I turned from her. I was stupid. I was foolish. I was deserving of whatever she asked of me. I hoisted myself from the bank with an abject certainty that I would regret letting Grimes have such a deal over me.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AL





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





