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      To everyone who has ever fallen in love with someone they initially wanted to stab—this one's for you.
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      Someone was watching me.

      I could feel it, a heavy weight between my shoulder blades. The fine hairs at the nape of my neck stood alert beneath the loose waves of my strawberry-gold hair. Yet when I glanced over my shoulder, I found nothing but quiet, dew-drenched earth and the distant flutter of birds.

      My cart creaked over uneven cobblestones as I entered the waking village. The sun, still low and pale, touched wildflowers along the path, casting golden light across empty streets. Only a few early risers tended gardens or swept their doorsteps. My gaze admired the fluttering wings of a butterfly as it drifted past in the gentle breeze, my mind wandering even as a smile tugged at the corners of my lips.

      My magic had always been different from other seelie fae. While most commanded grand displays of elemental force, mine was subtle, internal. And frustratingly unpredictable. Some days it flowed like a gentle stream, and other days it flickered like a candle in a harsh wind, leaving me to rely more on herbal knowledge than magical ability. I could sense the life force in plants, coax healing properties from seemingly mundane herbs, and occasionally, when emotion ran high, tap into something deeper, but it exhausted me quickly.

      It was a week before the final full moon of the year, and I couldn’t help but feel like Briar’s time was limited. This morning, for the first time in decades, my sister had felt different. Her skin paler, colder. Everything pointed to the curse reaching a tragic end.

      I quickened my pace toward the town square, eager to claim my usual spot among the vendors, but my thoughts drifted to the rare book I'd commissioned, a tome filled with secrets about herbs and plants from the edges of the earth. Perhaps Kasto Nahas, the vendor who’d gained most of my coin over the years, would arrive early today.

      The town square came into view bordered by tidy stalls draped in ivy. A few vendors had already arrived with their wares. They glanced my way with that familiar look of quiet disdain as if my presence disrupted their peaceful morning rituals.

      I'd grown used to it. To them, I was a necessary evil. They grudgingly tolerated my expertise but never truly welcomed me. So I ignored their quiet scorn and focused on what mattered: the remedies I crafted and the knowledge I chased.

      My cart creaked to a stop in the same spot I claimed every market day. Kasto stood nearby, hunched beneath the weight of books and scrolls. His volumes looked out of place next to the vegetables and homespun goods, but knowledge was the only currency that mattered to him. I crossed the square without a second thought.

      "Did you bring it?" I asked, my voice carrying the calmness of one who had learned to wait in quiet patience.

      Kasto turned slowly, his dark eyes flickering as he dropped another scroll into a wooden bucket. His smile held only greed. "I did," he said, his voice soft like rustling dry leaves. "Though I must admit, it wasn't the easiest thing to procure."

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes at his performance. What mattered was the information in that book. It was my last hope.

      "I'm sorry to hear the journey was difficult," I offered. "Of course, I'll pay for your troubles."

      When he finally pulled out the tome wrapped in indigo silk, my breath caught. The wind tugged at my hair as I reached out, but his fingers tightened their grip.

      "Three gold pieces should suffice."

      My breath stilled. Three gold pieces would leave me scrimping for weeks, but the book was worth it. I withdrew the coins from beneath my woolen tunic, their weight familiar against my skin.

      "I'd like to see the cover before I provide payment," I said, my voice steady but firm.

      He methodically unwrapped it, revealing weathered tan leather with faded golden lettering: "Forgotten Plants & Uses Plenty: A Compendium." The book seemed to call to me.

      "I'll take the protective cloth as well," I said.

      He wrapped the book once more and passed it to me. "Now, if you don't mind, I still have a stall to set up. You're not exactly great for my business."

      I nodded, cradling the tome close. It felt like warmth, like hope, like new beginnings. I hurried back to my cart, arms folded across my chest with my latest purchase snuggled close.

      Years of practice made setting up second nature. My cart held four wooden shelves that folded out for display. Extra tonics and tinctures stayed tucked safely in the base, and a folding chair waited beside the cart for the long day ahead.

      By midday, my coin purse felt a bit heavier and, twice, under the cover of a thick brown blanket, I reached for elixirs forbidden by the mortal’s church but craved by women whose needs surpassed any law. I always handed them what they needed, charging only enough to cover my costs.

      As the market swirled around me, my mind wandered to my latest acquisition, and I couldn’t resist its call. Each turn of the page gradually dampened the hope that had bloomed within me until something caught my eye. A single phrase nestled between faded lines:

      Daemonacus Flower, Cursed Bloom of the Everland

      The Daemonacus Flower is a perilous bloom wrapped in mystery and danger. Known for its rare power to heal magical wounds and break curses, its beauty masks a deadly nature. It blooms only once every decade in the year of the Everfox.

      This flower can only be harvested beneath the full moon during the sacred Everfox year. Found deep in the heart of Everland Forest, the journey tests the courage of even the bravest. Only those with unwavering hearts will earn its gift.

      It was as though Fate herself had whispered through these pages. The year of the Everfox was upon us, and only a single full moon remained. Still, warmth settled in my chest; I had found something long sought, the last thread needed to unravel the curse's hold on my sister.

      Information on the Daemonacus flower filled three devoted pages with elegant script. Its petals, dark as the midnight sky, glowed faintly deep purple. But there was a catch, it bloomed only in the heart of Everland Forest, where tangled vines and moss-covered trees whispered of secrets long buried. Only the unseelie seemed to wander there without fear.

      My heart quickened. This flower was my last hope.

      "Excuse me," a quiet voice spoke, jarring me from deep concentration. "A friend told me that you would have what I need."

      A fist closed around my heart at her timidness. I'd grown used to the fear mortals held for me, but it affected me all the same. I closed the book, tucking the silken cloth around it.

      "What is it that you require?" I asked, keeping my voice soft.

      Her delicate fingers curled around her pale-yellow dress as she blinked through thick lashes. Her mint-green eyes darted nervously across the market, though something deeper outweighed the fear in her gaze.

      "My son. He took a tumble three days ago and hasn't opened his eyes since. The town's doctor has seen to his injuries, but I was hoping you would have something that could pull him from his slumber."

      My breath caught at her plight, so close to my own. I moved toward my cart, fingers grazing the jars of tinctures until I found what I needed: a small, round glass jar with warm orange liquid that flickered like a trapped firefly.

      "This should help," I said, holding it out. "Mix half into heated water, let it cool, then give it to him slowly. He'll wake within the hour, but if he doesn't, come find me in the woods."

      Her long fingers wrapped around the bottle, knuckles pale with effort. A single tear slid down her cheek. "How much?"

      The weight of my sister's slumber pressed down on me. Briar, trapped in endless sleep. I'd tried this potion on her too, but it hadn't been enough. Nothing ever was.

      "Take it," I said, voice sharper than intended. "No fee."

      Her fingers wrapped around my wrist with featherlight care, trembling like autumn's first leaf. "Thank you," she whispered, then disappeared into the market's bustle.

      With an hour left before market's end, I gathered my wares. Half remained unsold, but my coin purse felt heavier, though not yet close to three golds heavier. I draped the thick brown blanket over my glass containers and folded my chair, securing everything for the journey home.

      The unease lingered, that quiet weight between my shoulder blades, as though the forest itself watched me. I ran my fingers through my hair, the soft waves catching sunlight through the square's tall trees.

      I made my way toward Floribunda's Apothecary at the village edge. The bell tinkled as I entered, and the scent of dried petals and ground herbs enveloped me.

      "Good afternoon, Rosemary," greeted Madame Eliza, her silver hair pinned in a neat bun.

      I returned her greeting and handed her my list of needed herbs. As she gathered items from the shelves, I asked, "Have you ever heard of the Daemonacus flower?"

      "The Dae... The what, my dear?"

      My breath fell in a heavy sigh. "It's a rare flower I just read about. It has unique healing capabilities."

      She frowned. "I'm afraid I've never heard of such a flower. If you find it, I would love to see what you create with it."

      After paying for my purchases, she placed a small bundle of fresh lavender in my hands. "For you, dear. A little something to bring you peace."

      I smiled my thanks.

      "Oh," she said suddenly, "before I forget. That traveling book vendor dropped something off for you." She placed a thick tome on the counter: The Histories of the Seelie and Unseelie Fae.

      My fingertips traced the lettering, feeling some small connection to what I was.

      "If you’re smart," Madame Eliza said, "you'll forget what you were and find a way to appear more mortal." Her emerald gaze studied my seelie ears. "I've heard the unseelie are searching out the last of the seelie. It's better if you hide those ears and be careful."

      I nodded, swallowing sudden fear. After tucking the wrapped package and tome beneath my arm, I turned to leave.

      "Be careful out there, dear. You're the only fae I'd miss in this world."

      I pulled my cart through the village toward the forest path home. That feeling of being watched never dissipated. At the town square, a young woman I recognized stopped me.

      "I'm sorry to bother you, but I've been told you can help me," she said in a rush.

      "What can I help you with, Gwen?"

      "I'm pregnant and terribly sick. I haven't been able to keep anything down."

      I smiled, lifting my cart's shelf. "Let me congratulate you. A new baby is exciting news." I found the bottle she needed and gave her my price. "This should help. Three droplets in water before each meal."

      Gwen took the bottle, pressing more coins than I’d asked for into my palm. "Thank you. These past weeks have been awful."

      As she hurried away, a tall male across the square caught my eye. His silver gaze locked onto mine, stopping my breath short. An electric charge seemed to sizzle between us. His dark hair shimmered blue-black in the sunlight, falling around his temples. Sun-kissed skin highlighted sharp cheekbones, and his broad shoulders seemed impossibly wide.

      Runed tattoos traced his neck and up the right side of his face then disappeared under his tunic. Parts of that dark ink covered a thick, rigid scar left behind from what had to have been a gruesome wound. Its jagged edges lifted across his neck, disappearing around the left side of his neck. He was far too tall for any human.

      He winked, and one thing became clear. My breath fell from me in a whoosh.

      Unseelie.
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      Two Weeks Ago

      Ugh, I thought, wrinkling my lip as I stepped through the murky road, my boots will be good and ruined at this rate. 

      The recent rain had created nothing but mud and muck from the horses that traversed this path. Looking up, I spied what appeared to be a house of ill repute and smiled. This was just my kind of place. Even if it held only mortals within, I'd be in much better company than out here with the mud and stench.

      I entered the establishment, venturing into the dimly lit room illuminated by scattered lanterns. A mixture of new smells assaulted my senses—liquor, unwashed bodies, and general uncleanliness clung to the interior like a thick blanket. I pulled my sleeve up to my face, briefly shielding myself from the pungent scent. Around me, mortals sat engrossed at their tables, seemingly oblivious to the olfactory assault. Fae senses were undeniably sharper than theirs.

      My eyes roved over the bustling room until I saw him. Claude, a Bohgie, nestled in a dim corner where shadows clung like a shroud. His glamor shimmered around him, keeping mortal eyes turned away. He appeared as a short, stout, bald man huddled over a tankard of ale. His reddened eyes lifted to meet mine as I stood in the entrance, and he jerked his chin to the unoccupied chair across from him. One never approached a Bohgie without their approval.

      "Claude," I said as I sat in the filthy chair, reluctantly resting my fisted hands on the sticky table. Hopefully I'd be out of these lands soon and back in fae territory where things were nicer, cleaner.

      "You should glamor those," Claude grumbled, nodding toward my ears.

      I sat back with a grin. "Why would I do that when I so enjoy the look of terror on their faces?”

      "They don't like your kind here," he answered in that deep voice of otherness, so deep it almost sounded like rocks grinding together.

      "You mean our kind," I replied, leaning forward.

      "No, I mean your kind." He slammed his empty tankard down, splashing liquid onto my hands. 

      I pulled them back, trying to disguise my discomfort.

      "Lest you forget, Claude, we are much the same," I warned, my patience already wearing thin.

      We locked eyes for a moment, the tavern's clamor wrapping around us. I let my carefree expression slip, showing the vicious side of myself as I leveled Claude with a heavy glare.

      "I'll have you know–”

      I stopped his words before he could finish, my voice lowering to a deathly calm. "There is only one reason I won't teach you a valuable lesson right now. You have exactly what I want, and you will give me the information I seek." I leaned forward, staring into his widened eyes until I could see through the glamor into the darkened sockets beneath. "Be smart, Claude. You know who I am."

      He sighed, placing his knobby hands on the tabletop, fingers digging into the edge as if physically holding himself back. "There is talk of a healer in this village."

      A growl curled up my throat. "I'm not looking for a healer."

      I'd been searching for so long, my irritation stood on a cliff's edge, ready to dive into madness. She finally felt close, and soon I would be free of this damn curse.

      "Oh," Claude replied, his slurred words heavy with innuendo, "but this one you are."

      At his words, a memory flitted through my mind. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been young, her strawberry hair braided tightly. I remember tugging on it and finding myself on the ground, teeth rattling from impact. She’d loomed over me, eyes blazing with fury, commanding me to stay away. Oh, she’d been furious but all I’d seen was beauty, and being the curious boy I had been, I’d ignored her warning. Her image had never faded from my mind. In those early years of her absence, I’d almost unraveled under the weight of her loss. I no longer deserved to be in her presence. The things I had done. The things I would do, but I had to find her. I could endure the curse no longer.

      "You're certain?" I asked.

      "I'm certain. She lives just outside this village, right on the border of the magical barrier," Claude replied, lifting his tankard for a refill.

      "Have you told anyone else?" I asked, pausing when a barmaid stopped to refill his mug. When she glanced at me, I shook my head.

      "No. I've no need. What interest do I have in a seelie whore?" he replied with a frown, lifting his tankard to his lips.

      Something settled in my gut at his movements. He was good, using the large rim of his mug to hide his expressions. Perhaps he’d had no use for the seelie before I'd shown interest, but now… at first chance, he'd inform the unseelie queen and claim his reward. I couldn't have that.

      With deliberate movements, I stood, smiling down at him. "Thank you for the information, friend." I turned to leave, grinning at the sound of his expelled breath. Poor creature. He thought the danger had passed. Swiftly, I slammed my dagger into the soft spot above his left ear, my movements faster than any mortal eye could track.

      Claude's head slipped to the tabletop, cradled in his arms as if he'd drunk himself to sleep. Beneath the shadows in this dark corner, it could be quite a while before anybody discovered his true state.

      I made sure the wound bled into the thick sleeve of his tunic before I tucked my bloody dagger beneath my cloak and left the tavern with my chin held high, moving in the direction he had indicated, toward my destiny, toward her.
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      Calm down, Rosemary. I silently chastised myself, drawing in a sharp breath while pulling my gaze away from his. My entire body had gone rigid, ice flooding my veins. With eyes squeezed shut, I forced deep breaths into my lungs. Yet when I opened them again, that stormy gaze was closer. A surprised squeak escaped me, and the unseelie's lips twitched as if suppressing a grin. Heart pounding, I took a tentative step back.

      He didn't have horns or a tail, features common among the unseelie. This one had none of those traits, only disarming handsomeness that belied the danger lurking beneath. His gaze locked onto mine as he slowly stepped toward me, his grin widening with each stride. 

      I discreetly adjusted my hair, making sure my slightly tipped ears remained concealed beneath the sun-kissed strands of gold. My fingers brushed the familiar hilt of the blade at my hip. Though I avoided his gaze, his presence hummed in the air. I focused intently on organizing my cart, readying for the trip home.

      Every step he made resounded through me, sending more ice through my veins as I struggled to maintain even breaths. My heart throbbed against my ribcage as I swallowed back terrified tears. Energy snapped around him as he stopped next to my cart, and I knew, without doubt, that I was going to die.

      I'm so sorry I have failed you, Briar.

      "My lady," he murmured, his voice deep but soft. Something about that voice sent a shiver down my spine, not of fear, but rather recognition. As if I'd heard him whisper my name in dreams I couldn't quite remember. I shook my head, dispelling the foolish notion.

      I flicked my gaze to meet his as he leaned forward with regal grace. Quickly stepping back, I kept the hilt of my blade tight in my grip. His gaze fell to my weapon and returned to me, a slow grin spreading across his lips.

      Time seemed to pause as we stood locked in each other's gaze. The market's final sounds faded around us as nearly all vendors had packed and left for the day.

      "I'm sorry, but I'm already closed for the day. I have to go." My voice wavered but didn't break.

      "Please," he murmured, hand rising slightly before retreating to his pocket. "I understand you're upset. I mean you no harm."

      Silence lingered, each second heavy with tension. His brows knit in confusion, a flicker of concern in his silver eyes betraying his cool facade.

      "What do you want?" I demanded, fingers twitching along my dagger's hilt.

      "You don't…" he trailed off. He looked disappointed. His silver eyes scrutinized me as if he were seeking something beyond my gaze.

      "I don't what?" 

      "My apologies. You just... looked familiar to me. Like someone I once knew."

      Was that sadness in his tone? I didn't care. All I wanted was to get back to Briar with my life intact. I couldn't leave with this unseelie's attention still on me, there was no way I'd lead him back to Briar.

      "No offense, but I'd feel much better if you left. I'm not who you're looking for," I said, then instinctively added, "Sorry."

      "Ah, I see," he replied, voice almost coy. "You're one of the prejudiced seelie then."

      His words hit like a slap. Me? Prejudiced? Anger flared in my chest. It wasn't prejudiced to fear death. The unseelie had destroyed everything—my kingdom, my people. They had cursed the land until it withered. That curse still lived in my sister's blood.

      "I am not prejudiced!" I snapped, satisfaction filling me as his silver gaze widened. My fingers tightened around my dagger's hilt, knuckles paling. Then fear sliced through me as I realized he knew what I was. But underneath the fear was something else, a warmth that bloomed in my chest when he looked at me like that. As if he saw something precious rather than threatening. The feeling was so foreign, so inexplicable, it left me more unsettled than his knowledge of my heritage.

      Anger won, and I boiled from ears to toes with the need to stab him. If this was my final moment, so be it. I would stare death in the eyes and not look away.

      He took a step forward, unbothered by my weapon, a smirk lifting his lips as if he enjoyed provoking me. How dare this man think he could intimidate me, take pleasure in my discomfort? I stood my ground, not letting his nearness force me back.

      I sheathed the dagger and crossed my arms over my chest, hoping he took it as a sign that he didn't concern me.

      With my chin tilted, I narrowed my gaze. "I am not afraid of you."

      "You should be. I'm exactly what your people taught you to fear." His voice carried genuine warning, not seduction, but the shiver that ran down my spine had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the way his voice seemed to resonate in my bones.

      He took another step forward, and when he spoke next, the warmth of his breath tickled my nose. His gaze flicked toward the side of my head, to my covered ears. "I think you know that."

      "So, you are going to kill me then." I didn't phrase it as a question. With him this close and me so powerless, there was no stopping this outcome if it was what he desired.

      "Now, why would I want to do that?" he asked, jerking back a step as if my words had shocked him.

      I took the room he'd given me and reacted within a second. "I don't know," I said, the tip of my dagger, within my grip again in a second, causing a slight indent in the pale skin of his throat. I didn’t even flinch, the blade steady in my healer’s hold. "You tell me, you black-hearted, unseelie scoundrel."

      He had the decency to lift his hands into the air, but still, pure delight crossed his stormy eyes even as his smirk grew wider. I pressed my dagger deeper until a pebble of crimson coated its tip.

      "Oh, how I love the insults that always fall from those beautiful lips," he said, his throat bobbing against my blade. "I must say, the dagger is a lovely addition to these games."

      His words made no sense. He spoke as if he knew me, but I wasn’t going to back down. "This is a very real dagger, and a true danger to your throat. I don't see any games here."

      "My mistake, princess."

      I swallowed hard, trying to force my breathing to slow even as my heart continued to thud rapidly. Princess. He couldn't know, could he?

      "I'm not a princess. Don't call me that."

      He grinned. "It's just a term of endearment. I am no monster. I meant what I said. I mean you no harm. Do you think we could do away with the sharp and pointy?"

      "I don't know who you are, nor do I care, but you will stay away from me." I lowered my weapon and took a purposeful step back.

      His gaze followed the blade as it dropped. "That's an unseelie dagger." He reached for it, but I jerked back. It was mine, though I couldn't remember when or how I’d obtained it. As I tried to focus on those lost memories, that same fuzziness filled my mind. I gave up trying, shoving the crimson-tipped blade back into its sheath.

      I tossed the blanket around my wares, grabbed my cart's handle, and hurried away. The glass bottles clinked as I pulled it along the cobbled streets toward the path home, yet with each step, I still felt his lingering presence. He was following me. I dropped the cart's handle with a resounding thud as I spun. "I said go away!"

      "I'm sorry," he said earnestly, his silver gaze widening. "I've just not seen one of our kind in quite some time."

      I almost sneered at him. "We are not the same kind, you and me. You're a murderous unseelie and I'm... not."

      Picking up my cart, I continued toward the town's edge. He followed, his deep voice almost singing. "There's that prejudice again, princess. It really isn't a pretty look for you."

      He sauntered closer, hands deep in his pockets, moving with the steady grace that only fae possessed. A grace that I, despite also being fae, lacked.

      "I'm not prejudiced. I'm just being honest. You are..." I waved my free hand up and down, indicating his unseelie heritage, "and I'm⁠—"

      "A very beautiful fae female. Yes, I know," he interrupted, lips curling into a crooked grin.

      My cheeks flushed at his words, and I hated that my mind chose that moment to remind me of just how gorgeous he was. I gave my eyes a dramatic roll. The deadliest things were always presented in the prettiest packaging. My work with plants and herbs had taught me that much over the years.

      I halted, not wanting to show this man the way to my cottage. "We are different," I exclaimed, arms folding over my chest.

      "Are we though?"

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. "You are unseelie."

      "I am." He nodded, hands still in his pockets. "And you're a⁠—"

      "I am no one," I hissed, interrupting whatever he'd planned to say. There were no people close enough to hear our hushed conversation, but the trees, the wind, all of nature had ears. With the vast majority believing that the seelie had vanished, I didn't want to give anyone reason to believe otherwise.

      He rocked back on his heels, dipping his chin closer and lowering his voice to barely there. "Oh, I disagree. I think you are lovely deep down... under all that seelie hate festering on the surface."

      I sighed, irritated and wanting to go home to talk to Herb and check on Briar. "Why are you following me?"

      "I heard you ask about the Daemonacus flower."

      "What about it?" I asked, trying to keep my voice even. I didn't want to let him know how important this was to me.

      “Well, it’s just that I know where it is.”
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      She laughed, and it was like a sharpened knife straight to my rapidly beating heart. I tugged gently at her braid as she picked up her cart's handles, our old signal from when we were children. Nothing. Not even a flicker of recognition passed through her warm brown eyes.

      Someone had stolen her memories of me. Stolen us.

      With a derisive snort, she simply replied, "Yeah, I know where it is too. It's deep within the Everland Forest."

      The words fell from her like she couldn't care less that the woods were vast and dangerous. But I caught the faint flicker of apprehension behind those eyes that should have remembered mine. I crossed my arms and leaned back, settling into the cockiest stance I could manage even as my heart pounded at her nearness.

      "Yes, but I know exactly where the Daemonacus flower blooms, and I can take you to it."

      Her entire body froze as the world seemed to hush for us. Her dark brows furrowed, creating that little dimple between her eyes, just like when we were young and she was trying to solve a puzzle. "Why would you do that?" she asked, her unease clear in her voice. She didn't trust me, but I needed her to, even if she shouldn't.

      I shrugged. "I have my reasons.”

      "Reasons?" she parroted. 

      "How about we make a deal?" I softened my jaw, giving her what I hoped was a disarming smile. "I will tell you my reasons as we travel together to retrieve the flower you seek." She took a step backward, tugging the cart with her, and I felt the familiar sting of her retreat. "Listen," I said, my voice rushed, "you can't go alone. It's too dangerous for anyone to travel alone, and I could use a companion. What do you say?”

      For a moment, she seemed to contemplate my offer, and my breath stilled as that moment stretched between us. Then she replied, "No deal," before whipping around and hurrying away. Her cart bounced across the uneven stones, the sounds of jars tinkling making her escape noisy.

      I stood on that dusty road, my heart still racing as I watched her retreat. Her hair swayed with her quickened steps as she raced away from me. All my charm hadn't reached her. I couldn't remember a time my charm hadn't worked in my favor. And yet, as my heartbeat returned to normal, it felt a little hollower.

      She clearly hadn't remembered me. But this wasn't mere forgetfulness or the passage of time. I'd searched for any hint of recognition within her mind as we’d spoken, pressing against the edges of her consciousness. Only shimmering fog remained where I should have been. Magic. Someone had woven powerful magic around her memories, thick as morning mist and just as impenetrable.

      But who? And why would anyone want to erase what we'd shared?

      Watching her with the mortals, I saw the way she handled each one with quiet care. Genuine. Patient. They accepted her, if uneasily. They needed her healing, but I knew the truth. If another healer appeared in their cozy village tomorrow, they'd toss her to the pyre without blinking. Her safety was conditional. This war between fae and mortal had dragged on so long no one remembered how it had started. All they knew was fear and wild stories.

      These mortals would turn on her eventually. I could feel it in the air of every village I traveled through. The animosity grew as the lines between the lands blurred. It was only a matter of time before Rosemary would feel their teeth. So, in essence, what I was doing would save her life. She'd have to thank me for it one day.

      Oh, she'd hate me for it at first. Especially since someone had been thorough enough to steal even our sweetest memories. What kind of person would do such a thing? And…why? 

      Rosemary disappeared into the forest, and I waited several long minutes, testing the barriers around my own memories. They remained intact, every stolen moment with her sharp as glass. She'd been torn out of my life, leaving a void that nothing had been able to fill. Not alcohol. Not danger or risk. Not another's touch.

      Nothing.

      As I trailed behind her, I was torn between wanting to turn back and leave her to the quaint life she had built here, or following her. But I knew I had no choice. Not with what I needed from her. Not with the curse eating away at me with each passing day.

      I paused out of sight as she reached her cottage. It didn't take me long to realize what I'd found, where she had unknowingly led me. I'd found them both. The gears of destiny clicked into place. There was no going back now.

      As I stood hidden within the woods surrounding her home, the words of an old seer echoed in my mind, spoken to me just a decade ago on a frigid night deep within unseelie territory. "The rose with no thorns cannot bloom without her true heart. The crow cannot find salvation without the taste of her nectar. You have walked the wrong path all these years, and yesterday still, the prophecy has begun."

      I'd gripped her shoulders, desperate for answers. "What do you mean? Why a rose?"

      "The rose of your heart," she had murmured, trapped within a trance before her eyes had snapped open. "Let go of me, boy. I only share what is shown to me and nothing more."

      For the first time in what felt like an eternity, hope had bloomed within my black heart. A brilliant light that felt warm and gave me purpose. It hadn't lasted long, for her next words shattered that feeling in an instant.

      "Betrayal is what I see in your path, boy. Betrayal of the one you love most. Betrayal of the one that destiny has chosen for you."

      I'd scoffed at that, all strength sapped from me. "Destiny took that person from me long ago. I've already betrayed her by not being there to protect her when I should have."

      "One must but look to the clouds and see, boy." Then the old woman had spat at my feet, turned, and left. With her absence, my mind was locked into memories I'd long thought past.

      The memory hit me like a physical blow, not the painful kind I usually suppressed, but the sweet ones someone had stolen from her.

      

      "Elias!" the girl before me said with a wide smile. "I was hoping you'd be here. Come." She grabbed my hand, uncaring that it was an unseelie hand, uncaring that we were supposed to be enemies.

      "Where are you taking me, princess? To my death?" I forced a groan, pretending to be annoyed even as my lips twitched.

      "You'll see, silly," she called over her shoulder, tugging me up the low hill. Lavender filled the air as we raced through a wild patch, the scent clinging to us like laughter. She let go of my hand and fell backward into the blooms, giggling. No hesitation. She trusted the land not to harm her. It cradled her like something sacred. Even without her seelie magic, the world already seemed to answer her.

      She reached her hand out toward me, motioning for me to join her. I couldn't say no to her, so I lay down beside her. Though she could trust the land to catch her, I knew it would not treat me with the same kindness.

      "Do you see it?" She breathed, inhaling the essence of the flowers before letting the breath escape her in a content sigh. Her large brown eyes fixed on the sky as she watched the soft clouds above.

      I followed her gaze. "See what?"

      She nuzzled closer to me, her shoulder grazing mine in the barest of touches. "The beauty of it."

      My attention shifted until all I could see was her face. She stared up toward the clouds with a gentle grin upon her rosy lips, and the lavender lifted toward the same sky behind her, painting the serenest image I'd ever seen. Her hair fell over her shoulders in waves of strawberry blond, so silky I fought the urge to run my fingers through the strands. "I do. I can see the beauty."

      "I think that one looks like a crowned frog," she announced, pointing to a large cloud above us.

      "Hmm," I said softly, "I don't see it. Looks more like a dungeon rat."

      "What is that?"

      "Nothing. Just a big rodent," I answered, hoping she never had to know more than that.

      She sighed, then rolled onto her side to look at me. I did the same, lifting my head onto my folded elbow, my other hand lifting to tuck her hair behind her ear. It was silky smooth, just as I'd known it would be.

      "I wish you could stay here. I heard what she... they are making you do." Her eyes glistened with moisture, though I knew my strong and brave princess would never let them fall. She breathed deeply, then blinked the wetness away before giving me a smile that neither one of us felt. "You could stay anyway," she offered. "Just become one of us and live with me forever."

      I pressed my forehead to hers for half a moment before pulling away. "You know that I would spend forever with you in a heartbeat if I could. I have no choice in this matter."

      I'd made the mistake of telling my mother what Rosemary was to me, what Rosemary was still too young to realize herself. She'd discover it when she came of age. Until then, there was nothing I wouldn't do to keep her safe. She was the one creature on this earth for whom I would soften. My mother knew it, and she apparently did not consent to what fate had decided. In the morning, I'd be sent to the northern front to fight along our borders.

      Her fingers wrapped around my own. "I'll miss you terribly when you're gone, but while you're there, just look to the clouds when you miss me. You will find me there." Her head found my shoulder, soft and trusting, as we both stared up at the clouds, her clouds.

      "I will look up at those clouds, at every cloud, because I will miss you fiercely. I will watch the skies until one day we are reunited," I said, the words soft and full of what I already knew consumed my heart. I did not confess my love or the pulsing thread that formed between us; it wasn't time for that yet.

      "Oh, Elias. Not every moment," she replied, a quiet laugh vibrating through us both. "You have to live. Promise me you will live too."

      "I promise to live for you." I twisted then, placing a gentle kiss on her cheek as she yawned. The scent of lavender hanging thick in the air around us tugged us both toward sleep.

      

      I pulled myself from the memory, my chest tight with a loss I couldn't name. Someone had ripped these moments from her mind, left her defenseless and alone. Someone powerful enough to weave memory magic so thorough that even I couldn't break through it.

      But who? And why?

      As I watched her cottage windows glow with candlelight, one thing became crystal clear. I would get her memories back. I would have her love me again. And I would discover who had dared to steal us from each other.

      Even if it meant betraying her all over again.
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      Tap. Tap, tap. Tap. TAP!

      "Okay, okay!" I muttered, setting my journal and pen down with a quiet sigh. Crossing the room quickly, I noticed Herb perched outside, his beady eyes locked on mine. His blue-black feathers shimmered, capturing the dawn's gentle light.

      "Hold on a moment," I said to him as if he could understand me. "I may have some seeds for you."

      Herb had shown up several decades after I'd woken in the cottage, and he hadn't left since. The first time I saw him, he was impossible to miss, slamming his little body into the window, his beak tapping frantically at the herbs drying behind the glass. Somehow, he’d broken through. He’d flailed through the hanging herbs, feathers flying, and had crashed into the back bedroom. His caws had been so loud I’d had to cover my ears as I’d ducked each time he’d swooped by. Pure chaos.

      It had taken me two hours to wrangle that damn bird out of the cottage. That had been forty years ago. In all that time, he’d remained just as unchanged as my slumbering sister. He'd show up every day, searching for herbs or seeds. The only way I knew he was the same bird was the spot of white on his beak.

      It hadn't taken long for him to develop the name Herb since he damn near destroyed my entire collection of dried herbs. The length of his life far exceeded a normal bird’s lifespan. I figured he was a familiar who had yet to find his witch. Or maybe he’d lost her. Poor thing. He'd have to look elsewhere as I barely had enough magic to maintain my healing endeavors.

      Besides, the seelie didn't take familiars even if they held enough magic to do so. To take a familiar was to create a bond that lasted until death. A seelie bond was a powerful thing, and the death of a familiar was dangerous for a seelie, often fatal. That was a risk I could not take, not while Briar was trapped in slumber.

      Still, Herb remained even without the familiar's bond, and whether he knew it or not, I was secretly grateful for the company.

      I stared at his dark brown beady eyes as he cawed a sound that resembled 'no.'

      I pressed my lips into a firm line to avoid smiling. "Yes," I insisted, leaning forward as I pushed open the window. "You want your special treat? Then you will eat the good stuff first."

      Herb cawed in protest again, his head shaking side-to-side. Stubborn thing.

      "Fine then, fly away and come back when you are more agreeable." I turned away from him.

      His little talons clicked as he hopped across the windowsill and onto my worktable. I sat back down, pulled open my journal, and let my gaze linger on the page as he stood idly in the center of the worn table.

      Caw!

      I closed the journal and glared at him. "The seeds then?"

      With a frustrated sigh, I pulled a bowl from the cabinet and filled it with seeds, placing it in front of him. As he pecked through the offering, I returned to my seat and picked up where I'd left off.

      Like the dozens before it, this journal held every recipe I'd tried in my relentless attempt to wake my sister. But today's entry was different. It detailed everything I could gather about the daemonacus flower. On another page, I'd started a list of what I'd need to bring with me to find its petals.

      Herb hopped on the tabletop, his little feet tapping against the worn wooden surface as he danced. He opened his wings, flapping to get my attention. The bowl now sat empty.

      When I looked to him, he seemed to nod toward the book in my hand. It seemed as if he were asking me what had happened.

      "Kasto returned from his journey and brought with him a promising book," I explained, nodding toward the thick tome still open on the table next to my reading chair. "I think I’ve found the missing ingredient. The one thing powerful enough to wake Briar."

      As the words filled the room, hope bloomed warmly within my chest. After failure upon failure, I couldn't remember a time when I'd felt any hope at all.

      I watched Herb as I spoke, and even he seemed to perk up with my words. Perhaps he could sense my hope in some preternatural way only nature seemed to offer.

      My satchel sat next to my worktable. I hadn't packed everything yet, but I'd started placing clothing into the bottom for the long trek. The crow followed my gaze, his shiny beak pecking at the table before he hopped closer to my pack.

      "It means I must leave Briar for a time. There is no other way. I need to travel deep into the Everland Forest. It is the only place the daemonacus flower can be found. Time is limited. There is only a single full moon left before the bloom disappears for another ten years' time." A heavy sigh fell from me. "I trust that you will keep an eye on things here. Briar will be safe here for a time without me. I will return as quickly as I can."

      The crow seemed wary, or maybe that was just my own wariness. Yet everything I had spoken was true. Briar would be okay in my absence. That was the nature of her curse. She would remain asleep, untouched by time. The only change would be the dust that settled around her. Except, as my gaze lingered on the doorway to the back bedroom, I couldn’t help but think that wasn’t necessarily true anymore. Time no longer seemed to be on our side.

      I turned from Herb, walking around the room to snuff out the candles one by one, the sunlight now sufficient to light the space.

      I prepared a simple breakfast of eggs and toasted bread from the loaf I'd baked two days ago. I tossed Herb a slice of fresh bread before taking my plate to my worktable. I would miss our cozy cottage and simple life, but if there was a chance to wake Briar, I had no choice.

      My meal finished, I crossed to the large bedroom tucked into the back of the cottage. Briar's hair still looked pristine in the braid I'd twisted it into days ago, but I carefully pulled the ribbon from it and combed my fingers through the long length. Her pale blond hair lay in gentle waves down to her waist when I finished. More strands had fallen free from it again today. Something that had only begun happening a few weeks ago. "I'll be right back, Bri."

      I grabbed my cloak and stepped into the dawn. I needed fresh water for my sister's bath, so I made my way to the stream just past the tree line. I filled the bucket to the brim and grunted at its weight as I turned back toward the cottage. My eyes scanned the trees, the uneasy feeling of being watched settling around me. I hoped the unseelie wasn’t lurking in the woods, and for the hundredth time since coming home last night, I hoped he hadn’t followed me. It had been careless of me to scurry off like that, but I hadn’t the nerve to stand there a moment longer.

      Herb followed me all the way back, his movements curt and his beady eyes glaring at me as he angrily cawed at my back. I hurried back home, knowing I would give him more seeds once inside.

      Opening the door wide, I waited for Herb to enter before swinging it shut behind him. He settled onto my worktable, his usual place to perch, as he flapped his wings at me impatiently.

      I heated water for Briar's bath. Twenty minutes later, she lay smelling like the roses I'd used to create my soap, dressed in her light-yellow dress. I left her hair in waves around her body. None of it made up for the lack of attention I'd given her these past days, but it felt good to care for her.

      After tidying up, I returned to the kitchen and realized I hadn't opened the window for Herb to leave. I rushed to open it, but Herb stayed put on the worktable. Exasperated, I sank into my chair, sighing with relief.

      "For over a century, all I've wanted is to fulfill my promise to my mother, to wake my sister, my best friend, whom I miss dearly." My voice faltered, tears burning at the back of my throat. They stung my eyes, trailing down my cheeks as I sniffled. My hair framed my face as I hung my head, failure weighing heavily on me.

      Herb cawed again, as if he could sense the downward spiral of my thoughts. When I looked up, he shook his head.

      "You're right," I murmured, wiping my damp cheeks with my sweater sleeve. "I can't succumb to this way of thinking. I must refuse to let it sink its claws into me. I need to save my sister, and inevitably, my kingdom, no matter how long it takes."

      A loud crash sounded from outside as if every one of my buckets and pots had just collapsed. Before I could wonder what had happened, a high-pitched string of curses hit my ears, and my shoulders drooped with recognition.

      "Magdalyn!" I shouted, shocked as I rose and hurried toward the door. "It's been over a decade since last you called!"

      "Peter's balls! When did you move this here?" she demanded, brushing debris from her legs. A deep frown creased her face, but I couldn't suppress a laugh at her disgruntled antics. Once her pants were mostly cleared of dirt, her wings flitted, lifting her off the ground.

      "I always place those there near the end of a growing season. You know that. Where have you been all this time?"

      When my mother had sent us away, she’d entrusted our care to this fairy. Fairies never stayed still for long. Magdalyn visited us occasionally, checking in on 'her girls' as she pleased. I practically starved my first winter before she decided to check up on us. After that, I learned not to rely on her help.

      "That doesn't matter, dear. What does is this: Are you ready for a magic lesson?" she said, peering at me with her pale blue eyes.

      "You mean, the magic lessons I should be having on a daily basis?" I questioned, my brow lifting.

      While I might be skilled with potions and elixirs, my magical capabilities were completely underdeveloped. I should have been receiving magical lessons since childhood.

      "Precisely," she replied, a satisfied grin lifting her thin pink lips. She lowered her fingers toward the ground, and the dirt she'd disturbed danced back into place as she magically tidied my front yard.

      "Maybe another time, Magdalyn. Try in another ten years. Today, I have plans." Magdalyn flinched at my harsh tone. Normally, as a healer, I took pride in my caring nature, but Magdalyn had a way of bringing out the worst in me. She was a lingering reminder of a world that had abandoned us.

      Magdalyn huffed, glaring at me. "Listen here, young lady. Today is lesson day. Now, you turn that attitude around and maybe you will learn something new."

      I laughed, my head falling back. "Mags, I’m one hundred and twenty-two years old. I’m not a child any longer. You cannot speak to me as such." I swatted my hands toward her. "Now flitter off to wherever you come and go from."

      Mags stilled. Her small body drooped before she finally landed on a nearby table. Herb chose this moment to join us outside, landing near her and snapping his beak at the small fairy. She lifted herself back into the air, floating before me with her face scrunched with worry.

      "I... I didn't realize so much time had passed."

      Something cold settled in my stomach. Her tiny face crumpled like a child's. "Magdalyn, you don’t remember all the times you've come over the years? After the first ten years, I grew and became very different. Or the years where I'd grown so thin and fragile due to hunger?"

      "I didn't abandon you," she squeaked, shaking her head. "I just... I can't remember. There are gaps, Rosemary. Holes where memories should be. Your mother, her death. It took from me. Took because of our bond.” Her tiny shoulders sagged heavily, as if carrying the weight of the world, as she shook her head with a palpable sense of defeat.

      The delicate, butterfly-like wings on her back flickered nervously, catching the light and scattering it in a dazzling display. My anger, which had been boiling within me like a storm, began to fizzle out, replaced by a reluctant empathy as I watched her struggle.

      "Your mother was desperate those final days," Magdalyn whispered, her tiny wings trembling. "She knew she was sending you away, knew she might never see you again. A mother's love can work powerful magic when it's driven by the need to protect."

      "What kind of magic?" I asked.

      Magdalyn's expression grew distant. "The kind that ensures a child can grow up safely, without the weight of impossible burdens. Sometimes... sometimes forgetting is a gift, until you're strong enough to remember."

      A chill ran down my spine. "What burdens?"

      "Memory magic," she whispered, her form already beginning to fade. "She took specific memories from you, child. Ones that could have gotten you both killed if the wrong people knew they existed."

      "What memories?" I demanded.

      She pressed her small hands to her temples. "It started right after... after your mother..."

      A chill ran down my spine. "After mother what?"

      She huffed in frustration. "I can’t, the memory won't come. It's like trying to grasp smoke." Her voice grew distant and pained. "Your mother was powerful, Rosemary. More powerful than anyone knew. In those final days, she worked magic I'd never seen before. Binding spells. Protection magic."

      "What kind of protection magic?"

      Magdalyn's eyes grew unfocused, as if she were trying to see through a thick veil. "She said some secrets were too dangerous to remember. Some connections too powerful to leave intact." The fairy's form flickered, becoming translucent. "Memory magic, she called it. Said it would keep you safe."

      "Keep me safe from what?" I demanded, but Magdalyn was already fading.

      "Ask your crow," she whispered as she winked out of existence. "He remembers what the rest of us cannot."

      I turned to Herb, my shoulders lowered with newfound dread. His beady eyes stared back at me with an intelligence that suddenly seemed far too keen for a bird. "Well, that went well, don't you think?"

      But Herb was watching me intently now, his head tilted as if he were trying to tell me something important. For a moment, his eyes seemed far too knowing, too ancient.

      In all the years of Magdalyn's visits and the years in between, I had never once considered what she had lost when my mother had perished. Mags had been the bonded fairy to my mother. Their bond should have been eternal. Instead, our mother had sent Magdalyn away with us, begging her to stow us somewhere safe.

      But what if there was more to it? What if my mother hadn't just hidden us from the unseelie queen, but had hidden something else as well? Something dangerous enough to require memory magic?

      Herb moved to the edge of the table, stretching his neck so he could be as close to me as possible. I stepped next to him, my fingers moving over the feathers like a whisper. "You remember, don't you?" I whispered. "You remember what really happened."

      He cawed once, softly, and something in that sound made my chest tight with a loss I couldn't name.

      "All I need is you, dear friend, and to break this curse so that I can have my sister back," I muttered the words, his soft feathers a comfort as I spoke. But even as I said it, I wondered what other secrets lay buried in the gaps of my memory, and whether I truly wanted them back.

      I didn't know if I was trying to reassure him or myself, but now that Magdalyn was gone again, more than guilt settled deep within my heart. Fear had taken root there too, growing like a weed in the spaces where my memories should have been.
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