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    To my readers, who asked me to keep writing.

Thank you.
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Note
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This is an adult story containing subjects that may be triggering, including addiction, child abandonment, panic attacks, subsistence hunting, human and monster violence, grief, discussions surrounding the concept of suicide (no attempts or desire to commit), explicit language, and sexual content. A current and updated list can be found on the author’s website: mariahraebirch.com

Please take care of yourself. 
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CHAPTER 1

Goodbye, Friend
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After spending the past twenty years in nearly exclusively her own company, Crown Princess Eliza of Alludan had come to the uncomfortable yet reasonable conclusion that she was not entirely sane.

The dark wood writing desk set with pearl inlay was alternately littered with forgotten scraps of food and parchment, or shining with polish from when she scrubbed it until her fingers bled. Today, it was clean. She selected a quill, opened her ink, and boldly wrote in the perfect penmanship drilled into her skull and hands:


If insanity is the absence of normality, which necessitates others to be normal, can one be insane while alone? 



With a sigh, Eliza crossed out the pointless words before crumpling the piece of thin parchment and lobbing it over the grate into the hearth. It landed off-center. Eliza frowned, retrieved it, and threw it again. This time it landed satisfyingly at the heart of the orderly stack of wood she’d arranged earlier. There. Eliza’s aim had much improved over the years. 

She wandered back to the window and stared out at the desolately pretty outerlands of eastern Alludan. One advantage of being trapped in her tower was that it had an excellent view.

Mountains loomed up like teeth above the gummy forest, the hill lolling like a grassy, green tongue.

Eliza watched the clouds shift across the sky for a while, until all the interesting ones were gone, and she was left with an expanse of blue and a muddle of wispy tangles on the horizon. And it was only noon.

Boredom wasn’t something she felt anymore. It was simply something she lived.

She would go see Harriet.

The door to Eliza’s room was not locked. After all, locks had no purpose when she couldn’t cross the threshold to the outside world. But the tower, at least, was hers.

She descended the eighty-two steps, around and around. One long winter a decade ago, she had named them all. As she stepped on Lady Lena and Lord Lennox, she wondered what the namesakes would think if they knew she was treading on their faces. Eliza chuckled, the sound echoing back to her in a comforting way. Even if it was her own voice, at least it wasn’t the blank, empty silence far more terrifying than Harriet was to any of the hopeful knights who had all failed to rescue Eliza.

As Eliza approached Sir William, the sixty-eighth step, Harriet’s rumbling snore grew audible. By the time Eliza bounced into the great chamber at the base of the tower, Harriet was awake, slimy drool stringing between the cold stone floor and two of her three deadly jowls.

“Oh dear,” Eliza said, extracting her handkerchief. “You have something on your face.”

As Eliza approached, all of Harriet’s eyes narrowed and she hastily retreated, her deep purple scales screeching as they scraped along the stone.

“I’ll leave this here for you,” Eliza coaxed, laying the handkerchief on the floor and backing up a few paces. 

Head One and Head Two recoiled, but Head Three tilted. Head Three had always been Eliza’s favorite—not that she could ever admit that to the others. But then Head Three jerked back as well.

Harriet growled, low and menacing in a chorus of three throats, the sound like boulders churning against a riverbed. It didn’t frighten Eliza, simply made her shoulders sag in defeat. No matter what she tried, Harriet hated her. And Eliza had tried endlessly. Eliza couldn’t even blame her for it, since Eliza was the great hydra’s reason for being trapped here, with nothing more than a small moat to lounge in. 

Harriet was only one of the many wild beasts that lived in these outerlands. Eliza liked to think Harriet had ruled her river quite well before the witch had lured and trapped her, casting the shield magic to keep them inside this tower. Eliza wore a second invisible shield, and the same magic that bound them both to this place prevented Harriet from touching Eliza. Or Eliza from touching Harriet. Or anyone. 

“Not a good day, then?” Eliza asked, fighting off the clawing wave of despair and hopelessness she couldn’t let herself fall into. Again. 

Harriet glared at her. 

“Maybe tomorrow,” Eliza mumbled, shoving her handkerchief back into her sleeve.

She was about to head upstairs when she noticed the armor.

“Is that one new?” She eyed the punctured, stomach-corroded metal slumped against the wall, adding to the gruesome decor. “When did that happen? I didn’t know we had another one. You must have enjoyed it.”

And Eliza had missed it. It had been nearly two years since she managed to catch a rescue attempt.

In the early days, a veritable army had stormed her tower. But perhaps people were finally starting to forget about her, because they had become more of a rare appearance in recent years. 

Eliza steered away from the dark thoughts. Her father loved her. He would never forget about her. She was certain. 

She knew the king still lived, though he must have been getting quite old. Eliza was getting rather old herself. She hadn’t expected to still be waiting here, past thirty, with several alarming strands of silver in her brown hair. As her age grew, so did the possibility that if—no, when—she was eventually rescued, she would greet her hero with a bad back and wrinkled eyes, more likely to call him son than lover. Not that Eliza wanted to call any man lover. But it was the principle of the thing. 

That was the second uncomfortable yet reasonable conclusion of the day. Perhaps Eliza would write it down. 

Harriet’s renewed growl made Eliza halt her climb yet again, and she turned excitedly toward the door. 

The witch checked on them every month or so. Unlike Harriet, Eliza treasured these days. She should probably have resented or hated the witch, but the witch was the only person Eliza got to interact with, so Eliza could not hate her. It was a relief to have someone who talked back to her when she spoke, no matter what the reply was. 

Contrary to the stories Eliza grew up on, the witch did not have a hunch, or any warts, or even dress in all black. Today she wore a deep red gown with a pink floral pattern on it. Looking at her, she didn’t seem evil. And speaking to her, she didn’t seem particularly evil either. She swished through one of the creaking double oak doors, letting it close with a loud, resounding thud. 

Harriet roared, lunging at the petite, middle-aged woman who didn’t so much as flinch. The hydra rebounded, her scales scraping again as her own efforts sent her flying back, splashing into her moat. Eliza cringed, wanting to go to her but knowing she couldn’t. 

The witch glanced almost apologetically at Harriet as she approached Eliza.

“What are you doing down here?” the witch asked. 

“Visiting. What’s that?” Eliza’s excitement spiked when she saw the package the woman was carrying.

“I brought you something.” 

“What is it?”

“I’ll show you upstairs.” 

Eliza hiked up her skirts to her knees and took the steps two at a time. The palace would have been scandalized, but this was Eliza’s tower, and she rather liked to dash.

The witch, however, climbed them at a painfully slow pace, so Eliza still had to wait. 

Late-afternoon light poured through one of the three large windows in Eliza’s room, catching on the witch’s features as she entered. Eliza frowned. The witch’s skin was usually pale, but even in the warm light, she appeared slightly green.

“Are you well?” Eliza asked.

“Fine.” The witch glanced at her quickly, clearing her throat and holding out the package. 

Eliza’s flighty mind had already forgotten about it. It rested heavily in her hands as she sank onto her wide, soft bed and unwrapped the velvet cloth. 

Midnight blue leather bound the book’s creamy pages, clasped closed with three bands of winding iron and silver. The stamped title read: A History of Glea. Their neighboring kingdom. 

“What do you think?” the witch asked.

“I love it!” Eliza hugged the book. 

The witch’s mouth twitched. “Only you would. But since you liked the ones of Alludan and Uvaria so much, I thought it would go with your collection.”

They both looked at the bookshelves lining the southern wall of Eliza’s room, which were nearly living things as they moved so much from Eliza’s constant reorganization. They were currently coordinated vertically by color, and horizontally by size. But Eliza would read through this treasure several times first before it found its place with the others. 

Happiness bloomed as she ran her hands over the textured leather. Something new. She brought it to her nose and inhaled, the scent of the ink on musky parchment mixing with the tang of metal. 

Then she forced herself to put it down. This would be here later, but the witch would not. 

“Is that a new gown? I like it very much,” Eliza said, simply to say something.

“I agree. I plan to commission several similar.” The witch swept through the room, scanning it quickly. 

“Who made it?”

“No one you would have known of.” 

“Oh.” Some of Eliza’s happiness dimmed at the reminder. She had no idea who the fine dressmakers of this or any kingdom were. “Well, it is pretty.” 

The witch stumbled, catching herself on the window ledge. Eliza had never seen her falter, and jumped up to help, but the witch threw out a staying hand. “Don’t,” the witch snapped, and Eliza stilled.

The witch was the only one who could touch Eliza through her shield, but she never did. And she never let Eliza come near her either. 

“You aren’t well,” Eliza said, swallowing her hurt. “Have you seen a physician?”

The witch let out a humorless bark of laughter. “No physician can treat this.” 

“Is it...the sickness?’’

Human magic, which infected witches to give them power, festered over time and ate the mortal within. Known as the green sickness, it was the reason witches were outlawed. Because of what they became once the person inside was gone. Eliza would know. Her mother had been killed by one. 

“I will be fine,” the witch said, straightening her shoulders. “I just need to purge.” She shuddered again and walked briskly to the door. 

“Thank you for the book,” Eliza called, following the witch’s now hastened steps down the spiraling stairs. “Perhaps next time you come, I can tell you about what I’ve read?” She sounded pathetic to her own ears, desperate for scraps of time in an endless sea of it. 

“Perhaps.”

Eliza was practically running to keep up with her as they spilled out into the hall below, where Harriet waited, growling malevolently. 

Eliza followed the witch right up to the tall doors, where the magical shield pressed Eliza back. It wasn’t uncomfortable, unless she tested it, which she had long since given up on. Touching it was like when she would hold her nose and sink beneath the water in her deep bath back at the palace—an enveloping pressure, but with an edge. 

“Farewell, Your Highness,” the witch said, as she always did. It was a sickeningly familiar phrase. 

Eliza watched her until the closing door blocked her from sight. And Eliza was left alone again. 

***
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SIR KAYLEN HAD STARED down her own death more than once, and death always blinked first. And after finding clarity in the bottom of too many wine bottles, she wasn’t entirely certain that was a good thing.

Which brought her here, staring at the underside of a rotting thatched ceiling, three days—or however long it took her legs to arrive—before death was guaranteed. And Kay found herself rather indifferent. A strange peace came alongside the knowledge that one was going to die.

It had not been a difficult decision to accept the king of Alludan’s mission. It had been even easier to accept the promise of payment. The reward for attempting the quest remained constant over the years, even as the supply of willing knights dwindled. But it exceeded over five years of what she earned in wages serving in the queen of Glea’s ranks. And over twenty of what the farm made at its prime. 

The money she sent home that spring had run out already. Kay didn’t have any left to send.

The hardest part was not being able to say goodbye. But they would understand. One day, they would both understand.

“I wish you’d rethink this,” Sir Hugo said, his northern Glea accent as thick as the air as he leaned in the doorway to the attic of the inn, the angle of the early sun highlighting the gaps in the walls. This attic was the type of space that managed to be drafty in winter, suffocating in summer, and never anywhere near comfortable. But it had been cheap, and only one of the other six narrow beds had been claimed.

“And I wish you’d realize I’m not going to,” Kay replied calmly, pushing herself up.

She’d slept fully clothed, including her chainmail and sword. As noted, this place was cheap. But she had at least forgone the shoulder pauldrons, bracers, and breastplate overnight. She quickly pulled them on, the leather straps and buckles supple and worn, her body having molded them into shape with wear. Kay would have left them behind to be sold along with the rest of her full set, but Sir Hugo had sworn he would fight her if she tried to embark completely armorless, and Kay hadn’t been in the mood.

Kay stood from the last bed she would ever lie in. She would sleep on the forest floor for the next few nights, and then it wouldn’t matter anymore. At least, not to Kay.

Sir Hugo’s dark hair flopped rakishly in his face, making him look younger than his thirty-odd years. The dimples and sparkling eyes got him out of as many situations as they got him into. Her best friend since her first day as a wet-eared knight, he’d pulled her out of her own misery more than she cared to admit.

Sir Hugo wrinkled his nose. “What is that smell?” he asked, looking around.

“What smell?”

“The one that’s making my eyes water.”

Kay inhaled wet straw and rot, mice and stale food, and the scent that lingered from too many people in one space. She shrugged.

Sir Hugo gestured questioningly at the sleeping form in the other bed.

“He’s alive,” Kay assured him. “I checked.”

“You should have accepted the actual room I offered. Or bunked with me. You know I wouldn’t have minded.”

“You’re already doing enough.” Kay slung her lightweight bag over her shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

“With the greatest pleasure.”

He didn’t wait for her, and Kay cracked a small smile, following him down the ramshackle steps that solidified into polished ones on the lower levels.

“At least let me buy you breakfast,” he said when they got to the main room of the inn that was also the village tavern. “Please, Kay.” He looked pained, and Kay relented.

“Fine. If I can take it with me.”

Sir Hugo approached the bar as Kay waited near the door. Only a few people sat taking a meal in this sleepy yet hardened town, which was the last stop of civilization before the mountains. The stone wall surrounding the settlement was lined with a shallow moat to keep out unwanted beasts. And beyond that, in an unseen valley of those mountains, stood the witch’s tower.

The few patrons eyed both Sir Hugo and Kay curiously. This town had seen plenty of knights, but presumably most wearing Alludan armor, not Glea. The two kingdoms shared a long border, though only two routes—south by the sea and north above the mountain range—were reliably safe to pass through, skirting the outerlands. Alludan and Glea had been close allies for many generations. And Kay was no longer certain which she belonged to more.

A noticeboard hung nearby. Between an illustration of a suspected witch who could alter memories, and a warning of bandits on the roads north, a stack of superseded announcements was stuck haphazardly with more and more pins, the oldest ones browned and curling. Each one bore a name, title, and date. Knights who had perished in the quest to rescue the princess. In one month’s time, when Kay did not return, a new sheet would be pinned up bearing her name. That was somehow comforting.

“Here,” Sir Hugo said gruffly, shoving a large cloth-wrapped package at Kay. 

Kay frowned. “This is food for several days.” 

“Yes, exactly. Because I know you didn’t pack any. Am I wrong?”

“I didn’t see the point of eating.”

Sir Hugo sighed. “Maybe because you are about to fight for your life and need fuel for that? If you even make it to the tower without becoming something’s breakfast.”

Kay shrugged, but she did tuck the food in the leather bag slung over her shoulder. The sun was growing brighter, and Kay was eager to get going.

They walked out and around to the stables off the end of the inn. Kay ran her hand along the neck of her dependable steed. They’d been through a lot together.

“I hope you’re happy in your new home, buddy,” Kay told him as he nuzzled at her chest until the sensation sank inside, twisting. Before Kay could feel it too deeply, she stepped back, turning to Sir Hugo, who was watching her with a bleak expression.

“You are truly doing it,” he stated as if he hadn’t been riding with her for the past week for this express purpose. As if he was only now realizing that fact.

Kay handed him three things. One was a pathetically light pouch of coins, the second a small grass-woven doll, and the last a folded piece of parchment. “Please bring these to them. Ma can’t read, so you’ll have to do it for her.”

Sir Hugo pulled her into a bone-crushing hug that only her armor saved her from. Kay held him back just as tight.

“I’m gonna miss you, you heather-headed hag,” he whispered into her hair, and Kay smiled, feeling his fondness through the sadness.

“Back at you, you dreadfully dull dog.”

“You blue bilious beast.”

“You numb-nut nance.”

“Hey now.” Sir Hugo released her. “There is nothing numb about my nuts. That was low.”

Kay managed a huff of laughter, and then she sobered. “Thank you. For everything.”

“Take care, you fine friend.”

Kay nodded, hoisted her bag higher on her shoulder, and walked toward the rising sun.
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CHAPTER 2

The Witch’s Confession
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Harriet’s furious roar woke Eliza from her rather pleasant daydream. 

Eliza was sprawled on her back beneath her bed, and not entirely sure why. Then she remembered. 

The spider she’d been trying to befriend was hiding from her under here somewhere. A feather from her down-filled mattress poked out, which reminded Eliza of the last winter ball before her capture. A beautiful stuffed swan had commanded the center of the table. Eliza asked her father if she could have a swan as a pet. He’d smiled indulgently, patted her cheek, and promised her. But if her swan had ever arrived, it had been too late. 

If Eliza could grow wings, would the magic that contained her here apply to the window? Did the shield extend that far up? Could she fly away? But then she would have to deal with the wings themselves, which would need to be rather massive to carry her weight. She might not even fit out the window. So perhaps that was not a good plan after all.

Harriet roared again and Eliza shimmied out from beneath the bed. Harriet’s fury could only mean one thing: the witch was here. 

Had it been a month already? Eliza frequently lost track of time, but she could have sworn it had only been a few days since the witch had brought her the book. Eliza thumbed through the pages of her newest and favorite treasure. Yes. She had only read it once. Surely it hadn’t been a month.

As the witch appeared at the top of her stairs, Eliza was simply happy to see her as always.

“Why do you look like that?” the witch asked.

“Like what?” Eliza glanced at herself in the mirror on the opposite wall. “Oh.” Eliza rubbed at the dust and cobwebs sticking frustratingly to her hair and the lace trimming her gown. “How are you? Were you able to commission some more gowns? I was wondering if—”

The witch seized Eliza’s wrist, cutting off her rambling questions and frantic brushing. The witch never touched her.

“Listen to me,” the witch said, face and tone intense. 

Eliza swallowed. She listened, and she also looked closer. 

A sickly pallor tinted the woman’s skin, and the bones in her hands and cheeks stood out too sharply. “I don’t have long.”

“Are you all right?”

“No, I’m not. The sickness is taking me. Do you understand?”

Eliza nodded, her heart accelerating. 

“I will die soon,” the witch announced, and Eliza blanched.

“Can’t we do anything?”

A baffled smile tugged at the witch’s pallid lips. “You are such an odd child. No, there is nothing to be done. I tried to purge but I...couldn’t do it. It’s too strong now, and I can’t resist much longer.” Sweat broke out on her forehead, tinged green. Green like magic. “I must tell you why you are here.”

“You stole me. I already know this,” Eliza said gently, covering the witch’s trembling hand, distracted by how cold and clammy it was. Was that normal? Eliza hadn’t touched someone in a long time. 

The witch released her and shook her head sharply. “I took you, not stole. And it wasn’t for some petty reason your father proclaimed. He hired me.”

“What?” 

“You heard me.”

Eliza would not believe it. The witch was confused by her sickness. “Whyever would he do that? My father loves me.” He had always doted on Eliza, and his fond smiles remained Eliza’s strongest memories of her time before. The memories Eliza clung to when the loneliness threatened to overwhelm her. 

“Perhaps. But he also loved your mother.”

“What about my mother?”

“He didn’t love her at the end.”

“Of course he did. But she was killed by a malignant.” Killed by the very thing the woman in front of Eliza would soon become. Eliza involuntarily stepped back.

“In a manner of speaking, she was.”

None of the witch’s words made sense. “What are you trying to tell me?”

“I’m warning you that you don’t know the whole story. Be careful whom you trust.”

Eliza stared at the witch, who was her captor and also the closest thing she had to a friend. A friend who was growing greener with each moment. 

“Perhaps you should sit down,” Eliza said. 

Something flickered across the witch’s features and her hand rushed at Eliza’s throat. Eliza jerked out of her grasp, the witch’s fingernails scraping against Eliza’s skin.

“Sorry,” the witch breathed, blinking rapidly. “It’s already happening. The magic is claiming me.” Her words picked up speed and urgency. “The magic that shields you from the outside world will end with me. You will be free, but you will also be unprotected. I have paid for the next several weeks of food but will not be able to ensure it is delivered. Be prepared that it will stop coming. Don’t attempt to stay here through the winter.”

The witch’s features flickered again and she lurched, leaning toward Eliza as her feet carried her farther away, some battle happening within her. “I’ll run as far as I can. But if you see my face again, know it won’t be me. Do whatever you must do to get away.”

Eliza rubbed at her throat, where the witch’s hand had tried to squeeze. “You aren’t actually evil, you know.” Eliza had never truly believed she was.

“That doesn’t matter. To everyone else I am, and always will be. And I’m more dangerous now than I ever was. Goodbye, Your Highness.”

“Wait!” Eliza called. “Will you tell me your name?” It was something the witch had never given her. 

The witch’s knuckles whitened as they gripped the doorframe, the decorated wood that lined it splintering with her unnaturally imbued strength. “Layla.”

Eliza repeated the name as Layla’s somewhat labored footsteps echoed. Eliza didn’t follow this time. 

She moved to the window that faced the front of the tower and watched Layla break into a stumbling sprint across the meadow, her new gown billowing behind her. Clouds threatened, casting the world in dark, stormy gloom as the witch vanished into the trees.

Eliza’s head spun from what she had learned, uncertain if she should believe it. She sat heavily on her bed, the rain thrumming on the slate roof above her.

This had by far been the worst visit by the witch in eighteen years.

Eliza didn’t know how long she sat there, listening to the rain. She was never good at telling things like time.

Downstairs, Harriet roared again, but it wasn’t like any roar Eliza had heard before. It wasn’t fury or rage or sorrow. It was relief. It was joy. 

The front doors banged open, sending a tremor through the whole structure. 

Eliza returned to the window to witness a sight she never thought she would. 

Harriet lumbered over the grass, her form slithering and powerful amongst the rain-dappled field. The shield magic that held her here was gone. Head Three glanced back and up, right at Eliza, before Harriet plunged into the river running through the valley basin, and she was gone. Finally free. 

Eliza cried for her, tears staining her cheeks and she didn’t bother to wipe them away. She was glad, and terribly sad, that Harriet and the witch were both gone. 

Eliza would never see either again. It was a ridiculous notion to wish she could. 

She should have been happy. Instead, she simply felt lonelier than she had when she woke that morning.

It was true, and yet it made no sense. Was that it? If Harriet was free, that meant Eliza was too. 

After all this time, it was over so calmly. So quietly. 

Eliza had never been rescued, after all. 

On shaking legs, Eliza descended her stairs, moving like in a dream all the way down to the empty hall. It had never been empty before. 

Thunder rumbled, rolling in and booming around the space.

The double front doors stood twice Eliza’s height, built of thick wood enforced by iron braces and scarred by Harriet’s furious attempts to break them, though they were not the cause of her imprisonment. Now those scars caught and channeled the falling water, grooves in nothing more than wood and metal. 

Eliza stopped short at the threshold to the world. The view looked different from down here. When she waved her hand in front of her, nothing pressed back, only air. She crept her toes forward to where the stone turned to grass. Chest pounding, she stepped. Rain hit her face for the first time in so many years. 

She was free. How utterly overwhelming. 

Eliza turned and fled back upstairs. 

***
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THE MOUNTAINS OF EASTERN Alludan were beautiful in late summer. Kay’s boots crushed the cheery wildflowers littering the slopes, petals of blues, whites, and pinks sticking to her damp boots with morning dew. They were the same varieties she used to run through briefly in her youth, before the weight of the world crushed her too.

Her mind started to wander toward home, but Kay firmly redirected it. 


Sing, my darling,

my heart, my starling...



The old lullaby rang in her head. 

As she crested the saddle between two hills, she saw it. 

The tower rose from a valley dotted with patches of trees and brush. Dark smooth stone made up its walls, devoid of any ornament or charming vine. It stood dispassionately as a beacon of death.

Kay focused on her feet. One in front of the other as she descended toward her tomb. The sky, which had been clear when she woke, had darkened with afternoon storms, clouds materializing overhead. A river rushed loudly, covering the sound of her footfalls and the increasingly loud thump of her heart.


When I say goodnight, it won’t be the last time.

When the sun returns, so will I...



Only when she reached the windswept field and stared up at the tower looming above her did she allow herself to think about what she was doing. But thinking about it didn’t alter her steps, just made her palms clammy.


Goodbye, my starling, goodbye.



Two great doors at the base of the tower stood open, welcoming her in. Kay drew her sword. It wouldn’t be much of a fight, but it felt wrong not to defend herself at all.

Kay had been a knight for five years, and a soldier for nearly five before. She understood the value of her sword, and of what she was. But she’d never liked it. That mantle she carried would finally be put down. That fate she had accepted but never wanted would end. With this one act, she could do more for her family than ever before.

As she reached the doors, a sudden jumble of memories of home spattered through her mind. Pa in the fields, grinning as he took off his sweaty hat. Luka helping him, whole and tall, freckles stretching around a matching smile. Finley laughing, catching at Kay’s hand as Ma called, waving for them to come inside. Stella toddling, arms outstretched.

This was for them. The ones who were left.

Kay adjusted her grip on the hilt of her sword, straightened her shoulders, and stepped through the doors.
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CHAPTER 3

An Unusual Battle
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Kay braced to be assaulted at once, but the vast room was eerily quiet. Absolutely still.

She took another step, spine tingling with anticipation.

A moat ran a ring around the side of the chamber, and not a ripple disturbed the surface. The rusted remains of armor and weapons shadowed the walls, a few corroded piles of crushed helmets and shields shoved into the corners.

The space was empty. Vacant. And that was so much worse than facing the raging beast.

Kay’s shoulders knotted as she moved forward, her footsteps reverberating back at her.

Where was the beast? She was prepared to meet it. She’d already decided and settled her mind on it. 

“Show yourself,” Kay called, and that, too, came back at her, mocking. Kay turned in a circle.

Silence spiraled, until a faint clattering rang from somewhere high above. Kay snapped her head upward, scanning the rafters. She had expected the hydra to be enormous and impossible to hide, but Kay could adapt. After all, no one who had faced it could give an accurate description, could they? Small things could be just as deadly as large ones.

Kay softened her knees and circled to the side, eyes straining through the darkness as she looked for her fate.

***
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ELIZA CURLED ON HER side on the bed. She hadn’t moved much since both of the beings she knew had abandoned her, though the sun had set and risen again at least once. She should probably get up and eat.

How long would the food continue to come? What would she do when it didn’t?

When Eliza was younger and the darkness closed around her, she had thought about trying to kill the witch to end her entrapment. But those had been passing fanciful ideas and she never planned to actually do it or, if she did, for it to work.

Eliza was not a stranger to death. She had seen plenty of knights perish to Harriet, and the remnants afterward. But those people were unknown to her. Even when Eliza’s mother had died, they had never been close. While the king had doted on Eliza, the queen had been distant at best. Not much changed for Eliza when she died only a month before Eliza’s capture. Or so Eliza had thought. 

Her pulse sped up. What had the witch meant? She’d said her father had not loved her mother at the end, but that couldn’t be right. Eliza had seen his grief. He had retreated, barely speaking to Eliza at all.

Had Eliza been in danger too? If true, was that why her father had orchestrated her capture? To keep her safe? But from whom? From what?

All she had were questions, and no one to answer.

Eliza was now free and yet had never been more trapped. Every time she thought about getting up and walking out of the tower, she panicked. What was she supposed to do out there? Which way would she walk? What would she do when night fell?

All manner of dangerous beasts lived in the woods. These were the outerlands, where the creatures that fed and ate nightmares roamed. She had seen and heard a few from her window and knew stories of the rest from when she was young. 

A faint sound echoed up from the main chamber. The only reason Eliza heard it at all was because she had been motionless for so long.

She sat up. Was her mind playing tricks on her? Had someone truly come?

Or had one of those deadly creatures wandered into her tower? Too late, she realized she hadn’t shut the front door. She’d never needed to before.

Eliza glanced around, fear quickening her movements as she searched for a weapon to defend herself. Something heavy.

Her gaze landed on her new history. Perhaps not the best choice, but it was something.

Gripping the large tome, she tiptoed down the steps. Eliza would throw the book to distract the beast, close the door at the base of the stairs, and run back up to her room.

Then...what?

Eliza would figure that out later.

Light filled the lowest part of the stairwell, pouring through from the open doors across the chamber. Eliza paused, adjusted her grip on the book, and flung herself down the last few steps.

A person stood facing away from her, sword in hand, like a drawing from one of her storybooks. Like what she’d always dreamed of, and been waiting nearly twenty years for.

The knight whirled, sword raised and fabric swishing as the book that had already left Eliza’s hands slammed into their face.

“Oh! I’m sorry!” Eliza rushed forward as the knight reeled backward, stumbling away from her. Eliza pursued, arms outstretched. “Here, take this.”

Eliza offered her handkerchief, as she had to Harriet. Only it wasn’t a hydra staring back, with blood slowly trickling from her nose.

Curly red hair draped in a frizzy, flyaway braid over the knight’s shoulder. Beneath a simple wool cloak, she wore a partial set of silver armor etched with scrolling patterns Eliza quickly recognized as that of Glea. Eliza had become somewhat of an expert in armor since it gave Harriet indigestion, so she usually spat it back up. But Eliza had never encountered it on a woman, except in illustrations of the lady knights of Glea. Like inside the book she’d just thrown.

Was this even real? Or had Eliza’s mind finally betrayed her and created a champion?

“I didn’t mean to hit you,” Eliza promised. “I thought you were a beast.”

The lady knight’s eyes widened and she lowered her sword, taking another step back.

“Your Highness.” The knight dropped to a knee and bowed her head. Then she straightened and turned toward the door again, throwing a protective arm out between Eliza and the empty room. “Get back.”

“Why?” 

“The hydra.”

“Harriet is gone.” The words were harder to say than Eliza had expected.

“Gone?” 

“I mean, she’s taller than a house. Where do you think she’s hiding in here?” Eliza managed a small laugh at the thought, and the knight’s fair, freckled cheeks pinkened.

Eliza curled her hand around the knight’s arm to reassure herself this wasn’t a hallucination, slightly shocked when her fingers connected with cool, textured metal. 

Eliza was about the same height as the other woman, though not as sturdily built. “I am so glad you’re here. You have no idea. Though I wasn’t expecting...you.”

“No?” The knight tensed at Eliza’s touch. “Did someone already slay the hydra?”

“Oh no. Harriet is fine, thank goodness.”

“Might she be coming back?” The knight sounded strangely hopeful, turning to gaze at the open doors.

“She’s long gone.” Eliza tugged at the arm she held. “What’s your name?”

The knight cleared her throat and sheathed her sword. “Sir Kaylen, Your Highness. At your service.” She bowed again.

Sir Kaylen. What a wonderful name. The woman’s accent was a strange mix of rough and lilting, and the most beautiful sound Eliza had heard in years. Eliza vibrated with excitement.

“I am Princess Eliza, but you already know that. Please, take this.”

Eliza shoved her handkerchief in Sir Kaylen’s face, who hesitantly accepted, pressing it to her nose with a wince. “Thanks.” 

Eliza was delighted. “Come upstairs. I have so many questions for you!”
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CHAPTER 4

An Unwise Venture
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Princess Eliza turned and ran up the stairs curving out of sight. Kay swallowed, her body waiting for another attack. 

But nothing attacked her. Except for that book which, judging by the pain, might have cracked her nose. She clutched the darkening handkerchief to her face.

Kay had not been prepared to meet the princess. She’d never imagined getting so far, let alone finding the princess unguarded.

Kay stooped to retrieve the enormous book that had collided nicely with her face. Glancing around, uncertain about what else to do, she started up the steps.

They went on forever, finally ending in a single, high-ceilinged room. The princess waited just inside the door and Kay nearly walked into her. Kay hastily bowed and stepped sideways.

The princess smiled brightly. She was much older than Kay had imagined her, but of course, it made sense she would be. Princess Eliza had been captured when she was fifteen years old, and that was nearly twenty years ago.

The pink silk gown complimented her smooth, warm-toned skin. However, said gown was creased and rumpled, and exhaustion ringed beneath heavily fringed eyes. Her dark chestnut hair fell loose and mussed, one pin barely clinging to a strand, reaching toward where a discarded tiara rested on the unmade bed. 

Kay’s sinking instincts from earlier returned. Something was terribly wrong.

“What has happened?” Kay asked.

“Oh, um.” Princess Eliza bit her lip, hands fluttering around each other. “There’s been a change of circumstances.”

“What sort of change?”

“The witch. She’s dead.” Princess Eliza shook herself and hurried to a large desk.

The witch was dead. The hydra was gone. Kay was still bewilderingly alive. And the princess was... “When?”

“Yesterday. I think. Or the day before?” The princess bent, diving elbow-deep in a drawer. “Where is it?” she asked absently. “I know I had it last year.”

Kay had a headache. This was not how today was supposed to go.

“I found it!” The princess straightened triumphantly, holding up a carefully bound stack of parchment nearly the size of the book Kay gripped. Kay reactively stepped back as the princess looked down at the top page. “I already asked your name...Where are you from, Sir Kaylen?”

“I was born not far from here, in the borderlands of eastern Alludan, Your Highness.”

The princess frowned. “But your armor is from Glea.”

“It is. I am a knight of Glea.”

The princess sighed, looking down at her page again. “I’m already getting distracted. That wasn’t one of my questions. Sorry.”

She looked oddly distressed, and Kay slowly approached. “Perhaps we can go through your list later, Your Highness. I need to understand what has happened. If the witch is dead, and the hydra is gone, does that mean you are able to leave freely?”

The princess hugged her bound list to her chest. “It seems so.”

If the princess was free, that meant she didn’t need rescue. Would the king honor the payment? If only Kay had arrived a few days earlier. 

Why Kay still expected things to work as she’d planned, she didn’t know.

Her nose and cheekbone throbbed, but the bleeding had stopped. The fine handkerchief was thoroughly ruined, and Kay hastily wrapped it in her own rough one and shoved it in her pocket. 

The princess didn’t notice her move. She was staring at the window, her face turned away, but her eyes glued to the spot.

Kay waited, but the princess remained frozen, simply staring at the window as the time crawled by. 

“Your Highness?” 

The princess startled. “What?”

Despite herself, Kay felt bad for her. She was clearly shaken by something. “Would you like to tell me about what happened?” Kay offered.

The princess looked at her with large brown eyes. “She’s gone.” 

Kay nodded. “I imagine that’s a relief. She was your captor.”

“Yes, but...” The princess trailed off as she reached out to pick a moss remnant from Kay’s messy braid. Elegant fingers lingered, brushing lightly down the strands that fell over Kay’s breastplate. Kay’s heart accelerated unnecessarily. When she cleared her throat, the princess snatched her hand back.

“But now you are here. And you can take me home,” the princess added, smiling cautiously. She had a narrow gap in her front teeth, which Kay found unreasonably charming.

Kay swallowed. “I don’t believe that is wise, Your Highness.”

“Why not?”

“I’m not prepared,” Kay admitted, that fact cringing through her. “You should wait here, and I’ll return to the nearest town and arrange—”

“No.” The princess shook her head vigorously, her hand clamping around Kay’s arm again. “I won’t stay here alone. Not another day. I’m coming with you.”

Kay was not equipped to go anywhere, and certainly not with a princess. She had no food left, no supplies, no transportation, and no money. She also had no choice.

“Do you have any boots, or a simpler gown?” Kay asked, assessing the princess’s silk skirts and delicate slippers as she tried to figure out what she was going to do with her.

“They are all like these.”

“What about a cloak?”

“I’ve never needed one.” 

“Right. May I examine your room for supplies?”

The princess nodded easily and finally released her grip on Kay’s arm, but she followed Kay’s steps only one behind, watching her intently. Unnerved, Kay kept her focus on the room.

A small food box contained a hard loaf of bread, some strong cheese, and several fresh apples. She slipped those into her own pouch and took a finespun wool blanket from the bed, rolling it up and slinging it over her shoulder.

Then she asked the question that should have stayed in her mouth, but she couldn’t afford to keep there. 

“Is there anything of value here you wouldn’t mind parting with? Perhaps a necklace or something?”

“Would you like one?” The princess put a hand to her head. “Of course, I should give you something for rescuing me.” She hurried to the wide dressing table and pulled out a jewelry box. “I’m making quite a mess of this being rescued thing, aren’t I?”

“No, Your Highness.” Kay was the one who had glanced at mess and hurtled right past on to unsalvageable disaster.

The princess considered her jewelry box, and then presented Kay with a silver chain cascading with ruby pendants. “Please accept this as a token of my gratitude,” she said with all seriousness.

Kay stared at the beautiful, rare piece. She was about to explain, but simply nodded and accepted it. It would be easy to break apart, at least. “Thank you.”

***
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ELIZA STOOD AT THE threshold of her tower for the second time in as many days. 

She looked at the expanse in front of her, and then back at the stairs on the other side of the cavernous hall. Eliza had repeated each name as she stepped on them for the last time, saying goodbye to her old, inanimate friends. They said nothing back, of course. Because they were made of stone—not friends at all, but worn slabs of rock a silly, desperate girl had ascribed personality to. 

Harriet’s hall gaped silent and dark, like the past years. The familiar misery of these walls offered a bleak safety in their own way. Eliza didn’t have to leave, right? A tiny, deceitful, cowardly part of her wanted to stay. 

Eliza shook herself and turned back to the outside. There was just so much of it. 

“Princess?” 

Sir Kaylen watched her, and Eliza realized she was still being silly. She wasn’t a child, and she wasn’t alone. With a deep breath, Eliza stepped off stone and onto earth.

The weight of Sir Kaylen’s cloak hung around Eliza’s shoulders, unfamiliar and comforting, like a sort of hug. It smelled of damp wool, moss, and something Eliza could not name. She inhaled and took another step. Being free was incredible, and frightening, but Sir Kaylen stood sturdily beside her.

The sun broke through the temperamental clouds and highlighted the woman’s fiery hair, catching the frizz and turning into a glowing aura. Eliza had to force herself to look away, or she might have stood there and stared for the rest of the afternoon. 

“Where is your horse?” Eliza asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“What do you mean you don’t have one?” In all of Eliza’s imagined rescues, her champion always had a horse.

“Well, I did. But I sent him to be sold several days back.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t expect I would be needing him again.”

Eliza stared at her.

“Your Highness, I must be entirely honest with you,” Sir Kaylen said, her cheeks turning that fascinating pink once more. “I was not prepared to live past this morning, let alone take you to safety. I truly think it would be best if—”
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