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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Servant of Earth deals with emotionally difficult topics, including violence, murder, torture, gore, sexual assault (secondary characters), sexual harassment, self-harm, death of a parent after prolonged illness, grief, explicit sexual content, and explicit language.







1



The winter solstice crept in cold, wet, and heavy with dread.


I looked out at the predawn darkness, tracing my finger over the frosted patterns that coated the exterior of the window. A wintry draft slithered through the gap where the wooden frame had warped with age. As the wind surged outside, a spray of icy rain smacked against the glass.


Another drop of frigid water splatted on my forehead. I yelped, then scowled up at the roof. This leak was new—I’d already been awoken unpleasantly by the one that had formed directly over my mattress during the night—and it was just one more sign of everything wrong in my life. I wouldn’t have the money to replace the thatching for a long time, if ever, so I grabbed a bucket and put it under the leak. Soon I wouldn’t need to go to the well for my water anymore.


As I straightened, a glow through the window caught my eye. In the distance, a golden faerie light shivered through the darkness. Its path was uneven, made more so by the warped glass. As I watched it move, my chest tightened with worry.


The winter solstice wasn’t just the shortest day of the year; it was the day the Fae took yet another thing from humans. A faith that yielded no rewards, prayers that met uncaring ears, a legendary history that had decayed into this disappointing reality … We gave the faeries our hopes, and for what? Silence and far-off lights that led nowhere.


And now the Fae—or at least our naïve belief in them—would steal the lives of four young women.


“You don’t deserve any of it,” I whispered as I watched the drifting orb.


My mother would have chastised me for the blasphemous words. Only the luckiest and most worthy humans are chosen to join the Fae, she’d told me eighteen years ago as she unsnarled the tangles in my hair with a wooden comb. It had been another winter solstice morning—a sacrifice year, like this one—and I’d been just shy of turning seven. Those women are favored above all other mortals, and they live out the rest of their lives in splendor in Mistei, the faeries’ kingdom under the ground.


There was longing in her voice whenever she’d told me that story. She hadn’t been chosen for the Fae during the solstice ritual when she came of age. Life had pushed a different fate on her, and there I was as the result: a ragged child held in her equally threadbare embrace, my father long gone and rain dripping through the roof onto the packed earth floor of our hut. Still, she’d passed the fables on to me, as if through hearing them maybe I’d one day be granted the blessings life had denied her.


I didn’t believe in blessings anymore.


Another drop plinked into the bucket. I made a rude hand gesture at the distant will-o’-the-wisp, then turned my back on it and began my preparations for the day.


The washbasin still held leftover water from the previous night. I splashed it onto my face, gasping at the shock of cold. Then I scrubbed my teeth and changed my nightdress for a loose shirt and trousers. The day would be a busy one—it was not only a sacrifice year but the first time I’d be eligible—but I didn’t want to miss my favorite morning ritual.


The one-room hut was dark, but I knew the layout by heart. I stepped around the small table and two mismatched chairs that served as a sitting area, making my way to the scarred wooden table by the hearth. Bundles of herbs hung overhead, along with a few withered onions. Anya had given me some cheese the last time we’d gone for a walk together, so I cut off a piece and shoved it in my mouth before grabbing my cloak and heading outside.


The rain had thankfully stopped, but the mossy ground was slick and rimed with overnight frost. The snows would come soon, but we were still in the first month of winter, with its glittering mornings and spats of icy rain. As I rounded the corner of the hut, the wind grabbed at my messy braid, trying to rip the brown curls loose.


The sky was purpling to the east, the blackness of night slipping away. The wood-and-stone buildings and thatched roofs of Tumbledown stood against the lightening sky like crooked teeth, and smoke began drifting from chimneys as the town woke.


The town wasn’t my aim, though. My mornings were dedicated to the bog.


Enterra was curved like an hourglass with a longer and wider lower part, and the bog banded the country like a lady’s belt, with Tumbledown its buckle. Just north of my hut, the shrubbed land merged into a vast, glassy wet expanse dotted with low mounds of earth and plant matter. Thick fog sprawled across it, obscuring the far side where the land became faerie territory. Dozens of will-o’-the-wisps drifted through that fog, the floating orbs fading as dawn grew closer.


I watched the lights dim and go out one by one, and a familiar sadness settled alongside my lingering anxiety. On solstice mornings my mother’s presence felt especially close. Her faith that she could become one of the Fae’s favored ones had never faltered. Supposedly the Fae used to travel across the bog to trade with, seek entertainment from, or rain blessings down on humans—and occasionally abduct those they took a liking to—but now the eerie lights that drifted across the wetlands at night were the only sign they even existed.


Loving the Fae hadn’t brought my mother any joy. Yet when she’d died eighteen months back, feverish and agonized, her last words had been for them: “Maybe now they will save me.”


They hadn’t, of course.


I filled my lungs with icy predawn air, willing my bitterness to wait a few hours. The morning was beautiful, and there were treasures to be found. When pink tinged the eastern sky, the last golden wisp disappeared, and I retrieved my net from a hollow log and wound my way out into the bog.


Most people were too afraid to come here. It was easy to get lost and drown; the ground between pools of water was deceptive, and more often than not what looked like solid earth was actually a pit of mud waiting to suck a traveler down. There were legends, too, of knuckers and other Nasties that lurked in the fens and wet places of the world, eager to rend the flesh of those who misstepped.


I’d spent my entire life at the edge of the bog, though, and I never misstepped—nor had I seen evidence of dragons under the water. It had been my haven for as long as I could remember, a place to be alone and free.


I took familiar twisting paths until a stretch of water blocked any further progress. Then I sat on a tussock of pale winter grass, my feet inches from a patch of clover that hid the edge of a pool, and dipped my net in.


“Fishing” was what my mother had called this odd habit of mine, though I privately thought of it as “collecting.” My mother’s stories had sparked my interest in the border between humans and the Fae, and the bog’s secrets had been so tempting that I’d attached a net to a long wooden pole, determined to see what rested at the bottom.


As it turned out, any number of wonders were hidden in the muck and silt. Smooth skipping stones, carved talismans, even coins tossed in by lovers who braved the treacherous paths to prove their courage and commitment to each other. They wished on coppers, hoping the Fae would bless their union. The Fae didn’t care, but I certainly blessed them for it. I’d even found what I thought were faerie artifacts before—pieces of faceted glass or strange twists of bright metal. I’d run my fingers over the objects, thinking about who might have crafted them in the distant past and what their purpose had been. Letting the wonder of my mother’s stories slip back into me, if only for a few hours.


Something caught at my net, and I grunted as I jerked it free. The object that came up with the muck was brown and misshapen. “Please don’t be something disgusting,” I said under my breath as I tipped the blob out onto the grass. Artifacts weren’t the only things hidden below; there were occasional bones, too, and in a thick, foul-smelling pool deep in the bog, I’d once found a shriveled hand still covered in leathery skin.


When the bog took, it was greedy.


I wiped away the slimy mud. Not a bone, thankfully. Just a rock. I threw it back in with a plunking splash and fished for more.


I was trying not to think about what awaited later that day, but the memory of that severed hand was making me fret about the solstice sacrifice again. The odds of being selected were minimal, but I wasn’t the only one eligible this year—my best friend, Anya, was as well, and she was all I had left in the world. Supposedly the will-o’-the-wisps would lead the chosen women to Mistei, but I’d stopped believing that a long time ago. Probably the first morning I’d fished up a human bone.


I squeezed my eyes shut and focused on my breathing. “This is my place,” I said softly. The Fae didn’t get to taint everything, and there were still hours left before the ritual.


The rising sun spilled rosy golden light across the landscape, and the fog began to clear. I scooped another stone out of the water and tossed it back. Found a single copper and wiped it dry on my cloak before stuffing it in a pocket. My net didn’t pull up anything but thick, slimy mud after that—much of which splattered over my already stained clothes—so I shifted to a different spot and tried again. This time I found a wooden doll the size of my index finger, its face carved with a carefree smile. It had tiny horns that signified it as an Underfae, a type of faerie that was lower in status than the Noble Fae who ruled Mistei.


“Look at you,” I whispered, enchanted by the figurine in my palm. This was the sort of treasure I loved most—the kind that made me wonder and imagine. Who had it belonged to, and how had it been lost? It had probably been dropped on accident by an adventurous child from the village, the kind who—like me—had decided to test their mettle on the dangerous paths.


But maybe … maybe a Fae child had walked here, instead. Maybe this doll was a thousand years old, a well-preserved remnant of a time when our two species mingled freely and the paths across the bog were clear and well trod.


I tucked the doll into my pocket before I could start speculating about more tragic reasons it might be here. This was already a more productive morning than most, and I considered ending my collecting expedition on a triumphant note. But the low sun sparked off the water and the world felt free and empty in a rare way, so I slid the pole back in. One more try, and then I would pack up and return to the worries and responsibilities awaiting me.


My net met resistance in the thick mud at the bottom of the pond. When I pulled it free, I could tell I’d caught something substantial. I thought it was a rock at first, but when the net emerged from the water, it contained the most beautiful dagger I’d ever seen.


I gasped, pressing a hand to my mouth. The steel blade and wire-wrapped hilt gleamed in the dawn light, and the pommel was capped with a large crimson jewel. Its shine was unnatural: no mud clung to the weapon, and there wasn’t a trace of rust on the blade.


My heart pounded as I pulled it from the net. It was heavy, yet the hilt fit my hand perfectly. Had it belonged to some wealthy lady, or even a faerie? The double-edged blade was wickedly sharp, and the scrollwork on the guard looked ancient and arcane. The blood-red stone capping the pommel was the strangest of all. I hadn’t seen many jewels in my life, but the few I had seen had been star-bright and faceted. This was a perfectly smooth semicircle, and the dull orb seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it.


I glanced over my shoulder, suddenly afraid that someone had seen me find it, but I was still alone.


This dagger would fetch a fortune. A real fortune, not just the meager coins I earned selling peat and bog-trinkets at market. It would be a life-changing amount of money.


For a moment I let myself imagine a future where I was rich and free. I could leave Tumbledown and its small-minded judgments, find a new place to live where I wasn’t known as the herbwoman’s wild daughter. No more leaking roof, no more nights where my belly echoed with hunger. No more despair as I imagined my life unfolding just like this, day after day, until I eventually died impoverished and alone the way my mother had. I could become a trader, passing spices and handicrafts between Enterra and other countries, getting to hold and study artifacts that told stories of other legends and other ways of life. Maybe I’d even visit those places someday: cross the western mountains to icy Grimveld and forested Lindwic, then on to other countries I didn’t know the names of yet.


Anya could come with me, too—she wouldn’t have to marry just to ensure her future. She could take painting lessons, maybe even illuminate manuscripts the way she’d wanted to since she was a girl. We could be new people, unbeholden to anyone or anything but ourselves. Dreams were nothing but air, though, and real change took more than just hope. Still, my hands trembled as I wrapped the dagger in the folds of my cloak.


I returned to the shore shortly afterwards, unable to focus on anything else.


My hut rose from the mist at the edge of the bog, looking like a boulder with its squat stone walls and inelegant structure. My parents had built the rough house by hand together when they’d first settled here. It wasn’t beautiful, but it had stood for over twenty years. Stacks of peat brick—my meager source of income—leaned against the wall, waiting for the next time I could take a full barrow into town.


I paused, considering my options. This dagger was so obviously expensive that I couldn’t risk anyone else seeing it. I needed to sell it quickly, and the solstice festival with its crowd of tourists was the perfect time.


I tore a long strip off the bottom of my shirt and wrapped the blade tightly. Then I slid the dagger inside the waistband of my trousers, strapping it to my thigh with the thin leather tie that had secured my braid. My curls sprang free, wild as ever.


There were other things I wanted to sell at market, so I hiked to my secret hiding place: a small cave in a rocky outcropping. The entrance was so short I had to crawl through. Once inside, the space was tall enough to stand in and several body lengths wide.


Every available surface was covered with treasure. Not gold or jewels, of course; if I’d found any, I would have sold them immediately. The objects here were more mundane: simple stone tools, useless household objects, a collection of unusually colored rocks. Each item had been collected from the bog, and each was precious to me. There was the wooden cup that had been one of my first finds. A rusty nail. A chunk of rose quartz. Each object told a story: of the morning when I’d found it, of the people or animals of the unknown past, of the bog and me.


I set the figurine down next to a battered metal cup, then moved to the corner that held things to sell at market. My basket contained a rabbit pelt from my last hunt and some faerie fruit I’d harvested the day before. The blue spheres would fetch a decent price, either from a visiting lady unfamiliar with their bitterness or from the vintner at the top of the hill who would turn them into hallucinatory faerie wine. I grabbed the basket, then headed back towards the entrance.


As I crouched to leave, there was a sharp pain at my right thigh. I yelped. “Damn!”


The dagger must have cut through the bindings. I hurriedly stripped my trousers off, exposed skin pebbling with gooseflesh, then unstrapped the dagger and examined the cut. Luckily, it was superficial: a bleeder, but one that would heal quickly.


The knife edge was clean.


I frowned, inspecting it more closely. Shouldn’t there be a trace of blood on the blade? Instead, it shone bright and silver as the moon. I tested the edge gently on my thumb, gasping when it immediately sliced through the skin. My blood slid along the edge of the dagger. Then, as if drawn by some mystical force, it ran up from the edge towards a narrow groove in the center of the blade. It sank into the groove like rain into soil.


“How is that possible?” Surely I hadn’t seen right. There was no way my blood had just … disappeared.


I etched another shallow slice in my thumb, wincing at the sting. Again the blood crawled up from the edge and pooled in the groove before vanishing.


Fae magic. It had to be. What else on this earth could do that?


I shivered.


It had been stupid to cut myself, but the blade looked clean and the wounds were already clotting, and I always kept a few lengths of bandage here just in case. I bandaged myself, then wrapped the dagger in the rough white fabric as well, adding far more layers than should have been necessary. I hesitated before tying it to my leg again. It might be impossibly sharp and potentially magical, but showing a dagger this valuable in my poor village would be more dangerous than keeping it strapped against my skin.


A little pain was worth what it would bring me, anyway. Money, possibilities … a future.


Tumbledown was fully awake by the time I reached town with my basket. Smoke curled from chimneys, women swept their doorsteps or clustered at the fences between houses to gossip, and children ran around shrieking solstice blessings at one another. Someone narrowly missed me with a bucket of slops they threw into the gutter, and when I dodged, I was nearly run over by the milkman’s cart as it rattled over the cobblestones. He always worked at a frantic pace on the major holidays, since the true believers of the faerie faith liked to leave saucers of milk out for any unnatural creatures that might be wandering. Part offering of worship, part bribe to avoid mischief from the less benevolent types of faerie—and a waste of drink and money, to my thinking.


The street market next to the temple was full of visitors from across the country, men and women who peered at us and our rickety stone and wood homes like they were at a menagerie. Tumbledown was famous for being the closest village to Fae territory, so visitors always seemed surprised to realize we were poor. I found their astonishment amusing. We lived in a miserably wet northern clime next to an impassable bog the Fae never set foot across. Why would we be rich? The tourists who flocked to our faerie festivals made up the majority of our town’s economy, though, so we let them gawk all they wanted.


I managed to sell the fruit within the first half hour. Visiting ladies went wild for the stuff, which was rumored to help you see faeries. Tonight they’d look with wonder at the will-o’-the-wisps across the bog, convinced the fruit had done its job, not realizing that the residents of Tumbledown saw those lights every night.


The rabbit pelt was harder to sell. I only found a buyer late that morning, and for a price I wouldn’t have taken if I hadn’t needed to purchase food. Hunger is the most efficient way to lower one’s standards, my mother had quipped once, back when she’d still had the energy to make jokes.


Hopefully my standards wouldn’t need to stay lowered for much longer. I kept an eye out for a buyer who looked wealthy enough to purchase the dagger, but this sale would need to be handled with care. Plenty of people would accuse me of thievery if they saw me holding a weapon that fine.


The crowd hummed with excitement and trepidation for the selection that would happen at noon, which marked the official start of the solstice celebrations. Even the poorest women I passed had taken the time to wash and press their outfits in honor of the holiday. I spared a glance for my grime-encrusted clothes. I should have changed into something nicer, but what did it matter? After the selection I could go home and change into my one decent dress before the main ceremony that night.


“Kenna!”


I grinned at the familiar voice and turned to see Anya rushing towards me, dimples flashing. She started to hold out her arms, then stopped a few feet away, eyeing my mud-stained clothes.


“No need for hugs,” I said. “You’d just get dirty, and you look beautiful today.”


Anya always looked beautiful, with her cascading golden-brown hair and large hazel eyes. She was tall and curvy, the kind of woman people couldn’t help gawking at. In comparison, I was short, thin, and usually covered in mud. “A little wild” was what some of the kinder village women called me; “half feral” was more common. Why Anya had taken one look at me when we were children and decided we’d be best friends, I’d never know, but I was eternally grateful.


“I would normally say the same,” she said, looking at my stained trousers judgmentally, “but you didn’t make even the smallest effort today.”


I stifled a laugh. Anya had called me beautiful plenty of times before, but she made no secret of her dismay over my grubby attire. “There’s no need to make an effort. Putting on a dress isn’t going to make people think any better of me.” I raked my fingers through my tangled curls, wincing when I encountered a long strand of grass. I would definitely be the only woman with grass in her hair during the selection.


“I’m less worried about it being a dress and more worried about the mud splatters. Were you in the bog?”


“Yes. Doing some collecting.” The bloodstain at my thigh was small and blended in with the dirt, so I wasn’t going to mention it and worry her.


She made a face. “I don’t know why you like it out there. What if you fall in and drown?”


“I know where I’m going.” Up to a point, anyway. Years of rambling hadn’t yet shown me a path all the way across. I nodded at her outfit. “Your dress is nice.”


A shadow passed over her face. “I didn’t exactly have other options. It is pretty, though.” The garment under her cloak was thin yellow cotton, best suited for warmer weather, but it was one of the only dresses to survive the fire that had claimed her house and her parents’ lives over the summer. She shook her head. “Maybe some rich man will fall madly in love with me today.”


The words sounded sad. Anya was an idealist, believing fervently that a love match was possible and would improve her life, but the kind of husband she found out of financial necessity would likely not be worth having in any other sense.


The majority of women in Tumbledown were married by twenty-five, so both of us were nearing the limits of what was considered acceptable. I was unmarried because I was poor, strange, and undesirable—which was fine by me, since the life of a merchant appealed to me more than that of a housewife—but Anya had had no shortage of suitors over the years. She’d been dedicated to her parents, though. Neither had been in good health, and they’d needed strong young hands to help out around the house. Now that they were gone, she was staying with an aunt who had made it clear Anya would not be welcome forever.


We wound through the market together, looking at the stalls while I kept an eye out for anyone wealthy enough to afford the dagger. I didn’t mention this quest to Anya, though—she was the dreamer of the two of us, and I didn’t want to get her hopes up about the future until the coins were in my hand. The crowd surged, easily five times what we might expect from a normal holiday, and the mood was one of nervous excitement.


Anya kept up a running commentary at my side. She was smiling, as usual, but there was tension in her cheeks, and her anxiety was evident in the speed of her chattering. My own worry lay heavy in my belly, but of the two of us, I was more likely to stew in silence. When a horse-drawn cart clipped a vendor stand with a loud crack, Anya jumped.


“Hey,” I said, pulling up short next to a booth full of woven textiles. “Are you all right?”


She pressed a hand to her stomach as she leaned back against a wooden post. “I’m nervous about the ritual. The thought of going to Mistei is …” She shook her head. “Amazing and terrifying all at once. It’s not pious of me to say, but part of me hopes we don’t get chosen.”


Anya lacked my cynicism. Like my mother, she believed the faerie lights would actually guide women across the bog. Still, even if those legends were true and the chosen women lived out the rest of their days in luxury, anyone would be nervous about leaving behind everything they’d ever known.


Fear thickened in my throat at the thought of Anya heading into the bog at night, trusting her life and safety to a children’s story. I knew the hidden paths better than anyone, and even I had never found my way to Mistei. I shook my head, dismissing the possibility. “We won’t be chosen.”


“You don’t know that.”


“There are hundreds of women here,” I said, trying to soothe her. All unmarried women in Tumbledown between the ages of twenty and thirty were required to participate, but women came from all over northern Enterra, either because their hearts were full of naïve faith or because their families couldn’t afford to keep them anymore and were desperate for a magical solution. “The odds are low. And if you do get picked, we can run away before the ritual starts.”


Anya looked pensively towards the temple two blocks away. It was taller than any other building in town, formed of glittering gray stone that had supposedly been quarried from Mistei many centuries back. The Elder’s acolytes were placing yew branches inside a large copper brazier at the top of the temple steps. “Maybe it would be a good thing to be chosen,” she said softly. “Maybe that’s the way out.”


My entire heart rejected the idea, but I knew why she would say that. Being chosen by the faeries would be a way out of her new poverty, a way out of uncertainty, a way out of this reality where she needed to marry a man she didn’t love in order to have a decent life.


I didn’t believe the ritual brought a fresh start, though, not after the bones I’d found. Maybe the Fae had truly cared about humans once, but no one credible had even seen a faerie in centuries.


“No,” I said fiercely. “There will be another way.” One that didn’t involve losing her to the bog or to some petty household tyrant who would control what she did and where she went and who she was allowed to befriend. Her parents had allowed her to run wild with a half feral bog child; a husband wouldn’t be so lenient.


Her smile was small, but her eyes had brightened. “If you say so,” she said. Anya the dreamer, taking my word that the future would be happier.


I shoved the fear away. I might not be an idealist, but I was tenacious, and that tended to yield better results anyway. Once the dagger was sold, we’d both have more options.


We walked through the village, and considering the way Anya hovered by my side, I knew she wouldn’t leave until after the selection happened. Selling the dagger in daylight might be risky anyway—better to wait until tonight, when the village would be drunk and raucous with celebration.


It was a relief, in a way. There was something comforting about carrying a weapon. Women weren’t supposed to unless they were hunting. Was this how men felt? Bold and brave, like no one could hurt them?


We passed a group of tavern louts at the edge of the market, the kind with unsteady steps and wandering hands. One of them whistled as he noticed Anya. “Why don’t you come over here? I have something to show you.” He cupped himself lewdly through his trousers, and his friends laughed.


Anya’s pale cheeks flushed, but she kept her eyes on the ground and walked faster. I stepped between her and the men, baring my teeth.


“Oh ho,” one of them said. “The little guard bitch looks feral.” “I couldn’t recognize her through the mud.”


“At least she doesn’t have to worry today—there’s no way the Fae want that scrawny ass.”


They burst into uproarious laughter. I scowled and kept moving—I was used to men talking like that—but Anya stopped.


“Shut your mouth,” she snapped. Her hands curled into tight fists as they laughed louder.


“It’s not worth it.” I tugged on her arm, hoping she’d yield. This wasn’t a fight worth picking, not when Anya was wearing her yellow dress, when she was nervous about what might happen.


She dug in her heels and kept glaring. This was one of Anya’s most frustrating—and endearing—characteristics. She never fought for herself, but she always did on behalf of her loved ones.


Anya yielded to my tugs at last and we walked on, leaving the men laughing behind us. Her cheeks had reached fever brightness. “Pigs,” she muttered.


“And what do pigs become?” I asked lightly.


Her lips twitched. “Bacon.”


“Exactly.”


Anya looked over her shoulder one more time, then faced forward again. “Where to?” she asked. “We have a few minutes before we need to gather at the temple.”


I hesitated, eyeing the temple’s bell tower. There was a fenced yard behind it filled with small stone markers. “She loved the solstice.”


Anya understood instantly, as she always had. Her expression softened, and she tucked her arm into mine. “Let’s pay our respects.”


My mother’s grave marker was a crooked flagstone set in an overgrown corner of the yard. Wildflowers would bloom around it in summer, but now it was as unadorned as her life had ended up being. I’d scratched her name into the stone myself, deepening it every few weeks: NEVE HERON.


I knelt in the dirt, placed my hands in my lap, and closed my eyes. I thought of her curling brown hair, the way her smile had flashed bright and quick as a fish in a sunlit stream. Of her laugh, which she always hid behind her hand, and how at night she tried to cry so I couldn’t hear it. She’d smelled like earth and pungent herbs, and her fingertips had always been stained yellow and green from her work.


My jaw clenched as I remembered the way she’d pressed those tonic-stained hands to her breast each night as she begged the Fae for a blessing. Please let me serve you, she’d whispered. Let me be worthy.


An icy wind surged through the cemetery, sending dead leaves skittering across the gravestones. “She loved the Fae,” I said, eyes still pressed shut. “And they gave her nothing.”


Anya’s hand came to rest on my shoulder. “They gave her hope,” she said softly.


Hope hadn’t gotten her much in the end. Maybe Anya was right, though. I found it hard to believe in a better future without the proof of it in my hands, but my mother had always been full of dreams. When she hadn’t been dreaming of Mistei, she’d dreamed of love and a marriage that would leave her happy and comfortable. She’d nearly had it once. My father had been clever and charming, with a laugh like a thunderclap and eyes that sparkled with merriment. He was a traveling merchant who had come to Tumbledown for the Beltane festival. One look into her blue eyes and he’d been lost.


Or so she’d said. It was Beltane, after all, a holiday when people’s passions ran away with them, and my mother loved her stories.


I was born less than a year later with the odd amber eyes of my father and the wild curls of my mother. I’d been born on a frozen, moonless night, screaming as if I were furious with the world. Perhaps I had every reason to be.


My father hadn’t been as wealthy as he’d claimed, and when his business deals fell through, she’d ended up poor and hungry at the edge of the bog with a man whose charm could never quite make up for the rest of it, and whose patience for having a child and a disappointed wife ran out long before I was old enough to remember him.


I opened my eyes and pressed my fingertips to the cold, rough stone. “Happy solstice, mama,” I whispered. “May your spirit find Mistei.”


Bells began to toll in the temple tower, a rapid, melodic cadence that only rang out once every six years.


Anya’s anxious eyes met mine. “It’s time.”
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Hundreds of women from towns across northern Enterra gathered in the temple courtyard. Most looked terrified and thrilled at once. Anya and I joined the crowd, and soon we were crammed in so tightly it was impossible to move.


Northern Enterra’s faerie rituals were famous, both among true believers and those who considered us superstitious oddities. It was one of the oldest traditions of an old country at the edge of the world. Ocean surrounded Enterra on three sides, while the mountains to the west reached craggy fingers across the northern wilds. That untamed north, all mountains and forest and salt-scoured coast, belonged solely to the Fae.


Enterra wasn’t the only country with stories about the faeries or elves or however each region termed them, of course. They lived in wild places: in deep forests and under mountains and on islands in the midst of turbulent seas. But they were as elusive as they were mysterious, rarely interacting with humans. In the south, people had largely abandoned the faith, but Tumbledown and the other villages that clustered near the border were the last outposts of humanity in Enterra. We saw the lights and passed down the legends; we believed where others might not.


“It’s my first winter solstice,” a woman near me whispered to her companion.


“My second,” was the breathless reply. “Hopefully this time I’m chosen.”


I hoped she would be, too, if it meant Anya and I wouldn’t be.


The bells stopped ringing, and our village Elder walked slowly up the steps of the temple. The years were wearing him down, but Elder Holman was still the most powerful man in Tumbledown—our priest and mayor in one, keeper of the ancient faith and controller of the town’s coffers. He grabbed a torch from an attendant, then lit the yew logs in the brazier.


“Welcome, faithful,” Elder Holman said, bowing his white head reverently as the flames soared. “This is a sacred day.”


All around the courtyard, families were packed in between pillars, watching nervously. Some held their hands to their lips, murmuring silent prayers—though what outcome they prayed for, who knew.


Elder Holman recited the traditional words, telling the story. When humans and faeries first met at the edge of this bog well over a thousand years ago, they’d viewed one another with distrust. After many years, they had found their way to peace and then to a mingled society. Eventually the realms split again, but both sides decided on a compact to bind the two species together and ensure eternal peace. Every six years on the longest night of winter, four human women would be sent into the bog. The will-o’-the-wisps would light their way across, and the women would become citizens of Mistei, the faeries’ vast underground realm. Some would even wed princes, bear their children, and spend the rest of their days in eternal bliss. In exchange, the immortal Fae would keep our country safe, ensuring our prosperity and peace with their magic.


“It is a great honor to be chosen,” Elder Holman said solemnly. “And the selection may seem random, but I assure you, the Fae guide my hand from afar. They will adore each and every one of you.”


It was more likely the Elder’s hand would be guided by the tremors of age, I thought cynically. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in the Fae; I just didn’t believe they cared about us at all. How could anyone say with a straight face that they brought prosperity to the human lands when so many of us struggled? People were richer in the south, where the Fae were considered an inconsequential legend.


Beside me, Anya stood with her hands clasped to her breast. She looked … not entirely afraid, and the hint of excitement in her expression set me on edge.


“We beseech the Noble Fae for help,” the Elder said as one of his acolytes brought a large copper bowl forward. Scraps of paper fluttered inside as the breeze threatened to yank them away. “Guide my hands as I make the selection. Help us find the women who will bring you the greatest joy.”


The crowd collectively held its breath as he dipped a hand into the bowl. He squinted at the paper. “Nora Martin.”


I didn’t know the name, which meant she must be from another village. There was movement at the edge of the crowd, and then a pretty, round-cheeked woman was pushed forward. She wore a skyblue dress belted in orange, and she was beaming like this was the best day of her life. A true believer. At the edge of the square, two people who were presumably her parents clutched each other and started to weep. Nora ran towards them and hugged each in turn, then climbed the steps to stand at the Elder’s side.


I exhaled through pursed lips. One sacrifice down. Three more and Anya and I would be free. Then I could find a buyer for the dagger and surprise her with the news that the two of us would no longer be dependent on the mercy of others.


The Elder selected a new paper. “Fiona Key.”


This name I knew. Fiona’s father was the vintner and better off than most in town, but he had a quick temper and it was common knowledge that he was losing patience for housing an unmarried adult daughter.


Fiona looked dazed. Her hands were clenched white-knuckled at her waist, but she didn’t protest at being chosen. As she walked up the steps, her father dropped to his knees, making loud, impassioned pleas to the Fae to take care of his beloved child. His beloved child who, incidentally, looked to be healing from a blackened eye—a purple deeper than exhaustion brushed her cheekbones.


That was the way of some men. Their tongues wagged in an imitation of love while their fists dealt pain. I stroked the dagger’s outline at my thigh, thinking about what it might be like to live in a world where women didn’t have to depend on people they feared for safety.


As Fiona took her place next to Nora, Anya grabbed my hand and squeezed. I squeezed back, hoping—because I never prayed anymore—that the next two names would be unfamiliar.


A third woman was chosen: Bertha Hollyngworth, also from a village to the south. She looked to be barely twenty, with the sharp edge of starvation to her cheeks and a dress patched together from rags. She mounted the steps with effort, gripping the balustrade for support, though her face glowed with ecstatic happiness.


I bit down on my tongue. They planned to send this hunger-weakened woman into the bog at night? They expected her to follow the dangerous, narrow footpaths that even I, who had grown up beside the bog, only navigated with extreme caution? Say the myths were true; what were her odds of actually following the lights to safety, much less ending up wedded to some impossibly wealthy and handsome faerie prince?


More likely I’d be scooping up her bones in a few years.


I forced myself to take a deep breath. “Almost over,” I whispered. One more name and this farce would be done for the next six years.


The Elder unfurled the final scrap of paper. “Anya Hayes.”


All sound ceased as black encroached on the edges of my vision.


Then there came a vast roaring in my ears, a sea of hoarse screams that grew in intensity. A pit opened in my mind, and I began to fall. “No,” I whispered.


Anya’s hands were pressed to her mouth. “It’s me,” she said past her fingers, eyes wide. “They chose me.”


The other women were muttering. “So lucky,” one said, and I wanted to spit.


“They can’t.” My voice sounded like it came from a distance. “They can’t.”


One of the Elder’s acolytes pushed through the crowd to reach Anya. He reached for her arm, and I immediately shoved him away. “No,” I said, pulse pounding in my temples and my gut sour with terror. “You can’t have her.”


“Kenna!” Anya sounded startled.


“You can’t,” I repeated, baring my teeth at the acolyte. “There’s been a mistake.”


“The Fae don’t make mistakes,” the acolyte said. He was barely out of adolescence, with sparse fuzz on his chin. “They guided the Elder’s hands true.”


“No!” My shout echoed off the stone walls of the temple. A scandalized murmur rose behind it as people craned their heads to see the source of the commotion.


Anya’s fingers slipped into mine, warm and familiar. “Kenna,” she said. “It’s all right.”


“It’s not,” I said as my vision turned blurry. “They can’t take you. I—I found something in the bog—I should have told you earlier. Once I sell it, you won’t need to get married or any of that.” A tear slipped down my cheek. “You don’t have to go away.”


“But the Fae chose me,” she said gently. Her own eyes shone with tears, but I recognized the longing in them, too. It was an echo of how my mother had looked every time she’d gazed across the bog. “I have to go, Kenna.”


I refused to accept it. “We can run away,” I told her. “I’ll come get you before the ceremony—”


She shook her head, and her lips curved with a small, sad smile. “This is a way out, Kenna. And more than that. This is … It’s a blessing.”


The word hit me in the chest like a fist. The blessing my mother had died wanting, and here Anya was getting it. And she had too much faith to believe it would end with her corpse resting at the bottom of the bog.


Anya’s life and home had burned to ash, I reminded myself as I looked at the growing certainty in her expression. Like my mother losing her husband along with her plans for a loving, stable future—something had to fill that void, and here it was.


“Maybe they’ll let me bring you to Mistei,” she murmured. “I can ask, once I’m settled in. We won’t be parted forever.”


I didn’t know what to say to that. It wouldn’t happen, but how could I rip this shred of hope away from her? So I just nodded, throat tight with grief.


Anya took a deep breath, then turned to face the acolyte. “I’m ready.”


I watched her walk towards the temple steps, feeling numb and agonized all at once, like I’d been crushed by a boulder and was losing blood flow to my most essential parts. Anya had been my best friend for as long as I could remember. My only friend, really, the sister of my heart. We kept each other’s secrets like treasures, and if I had never quite managed to dream for myself, I could sometimes do it for her.


Anya stood in the line of four as the Elder concluded the ceremony, her eyes wet but head held high. The pale winter sunlight picked the gold out of her hair, and the wind whipped life into her cheeks. She was beautiful enough to be a faerie prince’s bride, and if anyone deserved a happily ever after, it was her.


This wasn’t a dream I could believe in, though. Not after the years of hearing my mother pray to closed and distant ears, not after fishing up pieces of the drowned.


My faith was a bitter one, my hope nearly nonexistent, but I did have a stubborn streak a mile wide and more familiarity with the bog than anyone in Tumbledown. Somewhere in that vast, foggy expanse would be a route to Mistei—and if not Mistei, a path to distant towns and a fresh start. I had a walking stick to test uneven ground and a dagger to turn into coins so I could buy a new future for both of us.


Anya might not believe she needed saving—but I was going to do it anyway.
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I stood at the edge of the crowd that night, hood pulled over my head. It was full dark, and the air had grown so cold my bones ached. The scent of snow was on the wind, and the bog paths would be even more treacherous once ice settled atop the mud.


The entire village and all our visitors stood in neat rows facing the wetlands, lit torches in their upheld hands. This section of the bog wasn’t close to my hut, but I knew it anyway. I’d watched other girls go to their fate here and had tried many routes as a child, wondering which one led to the faeries.


None of them had.


Anya and the other three sacrifices stood at the edge, clad in matching diaphanous white dresses. If they didn’t drown, they would likely freeze to death. Fiona wept silently, but Nora and Bertha’s faces were alight with excitement. Anya just stared into the distance, expression calm as her thoughts traveled paths I could only guess at.


I’d tried to see her between the selection ceremony and tonight’s sacrifice, but she’d been sequestered in the temple and the acolytes hadn’t let me in. I’d returned home to eat and grab my trusty walking stick, which I could use to test the ground once we reached uncertain territory.


I may have never found a route to Mistei before, but there had to be one or else the legends wouldn’t exist at all. So I would take the group as far as I could on the paths I knew, and then we would figure it out together, no matter how long it took.


Or we’ll die together, my mind whispered.


I thought of a crooked flagstone etched with my mother’s name and the leaking hut where I spent my lonely days. If I had no one to share this life with, what was the point? And Anya was one of the best people in the world. Better to drown trying to save her than live knowing I could have helped and chose not to.


Elder Holman was speaking, but I didn’t pay attention, too busy tracing and retracing the map in my mind. I’d heard the same speech before, anyway. These women were so lucky to be favored by the Fae. So gracious to give themselves willingly for the good of Enterra. The heathens in the southern cities would never know what a debt of gratitude they owed the women of the north, for only through rituals like this did we ensure the Fae’s benevolence towards our country.


My pulse thumped in my throat and wrists, and I felt sick with anticipation and fear. The will-o’-the-wisps drifting in the distance seemed to beckon. Their movements had always appeared aimless before—was there a chance they would grow more purposeful tonight?


Bells tolled in the distant village, and the Elder raised his hands. “Live well, my children.”


The crowd cheered.


Then Anya and the rest were being ushered forward by men holding torches. Fire licked towards Fiona’s sleeve when she hesitated, and she yelped and scurried forward.


Those torches would travel up and down the border of the bog all night. This was the other aspect of the ritual few people knew about, since few people wandered in the foggy dark the way I had. As a child I hadn’t understood why men guarded the shore, but six years ago I’d seen them herd a crying woman back into the marsh and the reason had come clear. The faith couldn’t survive being proven wrong—so the Elder and his acolytes needed to ensure no one turned back.


The four women stepped hesitantly into the bog. My muscles tensed as I fought the urge to immediately follow, but they would be safe for a while. People had been wishing on coppers for generations, and these paths were well-known. Once they got into the true dark, though …


The white-gowned silhouettes grew ghostly as they moved farther away. I pushed down my fear, my focus narrowing to one thought: Protect Anya.


Fiddle music started up, and people began to dance around bonfires lining the shore. I waited until the Elder had turned to speak with one of the faithful. Then I pushed through the crowd and started running.


There were yelps of alarm as hands grabbed at my cloak, but I ripped away. Soon my boots squelched over muddy moss, and after that I was too fast and sure-footed on the narrow trail for anyone to catch up. Not that they tried; it was a sacred night, and most people were hesitant to transgress on a ritual. The Elder would no doubt turn my defiance of the rules into a sermon, probably one in which he invented all manner of nasty ends for me, but who cared? We would either reach Mistei, find a new route out of the bog and settle elsewhere with the money from the dagger’s sale … or die together.


The path was familiar beneath my feet and the reflected glow of torchlight lit the way, though the light was ember-dim by the time I caught up to the white-garbed figures.


“Kenna!” Anya gasped. She stared at me like she couldn’t believe I was real, then lunged forward and hugged me. “What are you doing here?”


“Helping you find a way across.” I looked at the other women; they were all shivering and seemed much less certain away from the light and warmth of the gathering. “None of you know these paths. I do, at least to a point. And I have this to test the ground.” I raised the walking stick.


“The faeries are going to guide us,” Nora said, looking at me judgmentally.


“They’re welcome to.” I eyed the drifting golden orbs in the distance. “But if they don’t …”


“They will,” Nora said firmly. “You should go back. It isn’t right for you to be here.”


Anya just looked at me. In the darkness, her shadowed eye sockets seemed eerily hollow.


“I’m coming with you,” was all I said.


There was another grumble from Nora, but the others seemed relieved. Anya gripped my hand hard. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said quietly. “I still don’t know how to feel about everything, but it’ll be easier with you by my side.”


I hugged her again. “I would never leave you. And don’t think you can leave me, either.”


She laughed, a barely-there chuckle. “Kenna the Fierce,” she said, echoing the long-ago warrior’s name she’d given me when we were just children at play. “Let’s find Mistei together.”


The moon was our only companion as we slipped deeper into the bog. The fiddle music receded, echoed by distant laughter. The villagers would celebrate until midnight, feasting and dancing in honor of the solstice.


Nora tried to lead the way at first, but when her foot slipped off a narrow tussock of grass into a pool, she decided letting the person with the walking stick go first might be best after all. Soon the girls were following me like ducklings. Mist swirled around our ankles, and the air was cold and clammy. Someone started crying softly—probably Fiona again—but I didn’t look back. All I knew was that Anya was directly behind me, and I would do anything to get us out alive.


I gripped Anya’s hand while I led the women along a path I had memorized. I’d chosen this one because it was the most direct route towards the middle of the bog—that seemed a more likely choice than the routes that meandered aimlessly closer to shore. It was comforting to walk hand in hand, but eventually the path grew too narrow and I had to release her. “Careful,” I warned. “It’s only a few feet wide here. Step exactly where I step.”


The moon was full enough that I could make out familiar details. A rotting log. A thick tussock of grass. An intersection where the path split in two.


I hesitated, tapping my walking stick against the spongy ground. I hadn’t needed it yet, since these paths were familiar, but we were reaching the limits of my knowledge.


“What’s wrong?” Anya asked.


“I don’t know which way to pick,” I admitted. “I’ve never found a way back to land besides the path we just walked out on.”


“Maybe we can stay here,” Fiona said, wiping tears from beneath her bruised eye. “We can sneak back after the celebration ends.”


“We can’t go back,” Nora said, looking scandalized. “The faeries chose us.”


Bertha bit her lip; the emaciated girl looked doubtful for the first time as she stared at the drifting lights. Were they moving purposefully towards us? It was hard to tell through the thickening mist. Anya, too, seemed uneasy.


“We can’t go back tonight, anyway,” I told Fiona. “There will be guards on watch even after the celebration ends.” I’d first seen them when I’d been a child too full of excitement to sleep after the revelry—I’d returned to the bog to see the faeries, but instead I’d seen the Elder and his acolytes conferring by moonlight. “And do you really think they’d let us go back to Tumbledown? The Elder wouldn’t know how to explain that.” I shook my head. “If we can’t make it to Mistei, we’ll have to find a route that comes out far away from town.”


Nora narrowed her eyes at me. “We’ll make it to Mistei,” she said. Then she reached for Bertha’s hand, squeezing it. “We can’t lose faith now.”


“Let’s follow the lights, then,” Anya said. “As best we can, anyway.”


I’d never been so close to the faerie lights before. They floated in the air around waist height, looking almost like dandelion fluff. One of the will-o’-the-wisps in front of us drifted to the left, then another.


It was better than nothing. “The left path.”


The trail forked again and again. Each time I selected the path closest to the lights. They floated within thirty feet of us now, hovering as if watching.


At last we reached the limits of my familiarity with the routes through the bog. I stopped to consider our options, stroking the outline of the dagger at my thigh for comfort.


“Ouch!” The sharp blade had practically leapt to my skin, slicing through layers of bandage and the fabric of my trousers with ease.


“What is it?” Anya gripped my arm.


“Nothing. Don’t worry.” I could just see the dark stain of blood on my finger.


The ground below me glowed with a line of blue-white light.


I blinked, uncertain what I was seeing. It looked like the slimy trail a snail would leave, but it shone faintly in the moonlight. The line stretched back along the route we’d taken.


I looked ahead, and my heart pounded. The glowing thread wound forward, disappearing into the distance. It was a path, and somehow the dagger had helped me see it. Was Mistei on the other side of that silvery line, waiting for us?


I forged ahead, but the light began to fade. I gripped the dagger again, this time making sure to only touch the hilt through my trousers. The path shone bright as starlight.


A Fae path. A Fae knife. Fae magic.


I turned so my cloak would conceal my actions from the other girls, then loosened my belt so I could reach the dagger strapped to my thigh.


“What are you doing?” Anya asked.


The dagger slipped into my hand like an old friend. I could have sworn the hilt vibrated, a soft greeting like the purr of a cat. I fixed myself up again, then turned to show her the dagger. “It’s a knife I found today. I was going to sell it, but I didn’t get a chance.”


She gaped at the wicked blade in my hand. The scrollwork on the hilt looked otherworldly in the moonlight, and the dark red stone glowed faintly. “That’s what you meant earlier,” she said. “About having something to sell.” Her eyes met mine, and an unspoken communication passed between us. She knew as well as I did how much money something like that was worth, the possibilities it could open up for two poor young women. Yet here we were instead, charging into the uncertain night.


I was glad I hadn’t sold it that morning. Anya would still have been selected; at least now it could protect her this way. “I think it was made by the Fae,” I said, raising my voice so the others could hear. “When I touch it, the ground glows, like it’s showing me the way.”


The other women gathered around to look at the dagger, too. I held it tightly, not trusting anyone else with it. What if they dropped it in one of the bog’s dark pools? Then we’d be alone out here with nothing but the will-o’-the-wisps again.


When I looked up, I realized the faerie lights were brighter, clearer—and much closer. One drifted within ten feet of us, approaching from the right. Suddenly it didn’t look like an orb at all. The thing that approached was a pale, shriveled creature with webbed feet and enormous red eyes, and the light hung like a lure from an antenna on its head.


Its mouth opened to reveal jagged fangs.


A surge of terror swept through my body. I knew, as certainly as I’d ever known anything, that this creature wanted to kill us. The hilt in my hand vibrated with urgency.


Others were closing in on us. “You see them, right?” I asked Anya, my voice sharp with fear. “The monsters?”


Her brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”


She couldn’t see them, I realized sickly. Just like the dagger had shown me a path, now it was showing me the truth beneath the lights. “Touch the knife,” I ordered, holding it out. She reached for the hilt, then pulled her hand back with a shriek. “Ow!” A thin line of blood trailed down her palm. “What was that for?”


A razor-sharp metal thorn retracted into the hilt.


Apparently I was the only one allowed to touch it, and therefore the only one who could see the monsters approaching. The closest creature hissed at me, and a long black tongue darted over its fangs.


Run. The word echoed in my head, cold and metallic, but there was no time to question where it had come from.


“Everyone listen,” I said urgently. “We need to run as fast as we can. Whatever you do, stay away from the faerie lights, and only step where I step.”


“But the lights are leading us to safety,” Nora argued.


“No, they’re not.” They might have lured us along the correct path until we were far from the Tumbledown crowds, but now they approached with darker intentions. “Just trust me. We have to run.”


The nearest monster opened its jaws wider. It ran towards us from the right, its webbed feet skimming over a patch of murky water.


I sprinted over the uneven ground, hoping the blue-white light really did paint a safe path forward. The other girls followed, shrieking and begging me to stop.


A bloodcurdling scream split the air.


I glanced back. Frail Bertha had fallen behind, and now monsters swarmed over her. I heard wet ripping sounds: not fabric, but flesh. The arcing spray of her blood glistened in the moonlight. Nora shrieked, shielding her face from the dark drops.


We ran.


The starry path arrowed across the bog, then turned in dizzying switchbacks. We were running so recklessly it was a wonder I didn’t slide right off the path, but terror seemed to lend me extra agility. Anya followed a few feet behind with Fiona close on her heels, but Nora was struggling to maintain the pace. A light bobbed in her wake. The monsters weren’t as fast as we were, but they had the advantage of being able to skim across more treacherous sections, rather than being tied to this narrow, winding path. They were closing on us quickly.


Nora cried out, a sound of raw animal pain. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw Anya’s terrified face, then Fiona’s … and then Nora’s head tumbling wetly to the ground as her body sagged into the claws of a monster. The creatures began to feed, teeth flashing in the moonlight.


Nora’s death might buy us time. I ripped my cloak off and tossed both it and the walking stick aside to lend me speed. The air tore out of my lungs as I ran faster than I ever had in my life. I couldn’t hear anything but my own breathing as I followed the treacherous path. The fog was thickening, but the glow of the trail cut through it, and my feet continued to meet solid ground. When I reached another straightaway, I looked back to see how close the monsters were.


Anya was gone.


Not falling behind, not splashing in the water, not surrounded by monsters, not screaming, just … gone.


She had been a few feet behind the last time I’d looked. Where was she?


I staggered and nearly fell. “Anya!” I shouted, voice shredded. She couldn’t be gone. She couldn’t have drowned or been caught by those creatures. She couldn’t be …


Fiona ran into me, nearly knocking both of us down. “Go!” she screamed, face tight with panic. “Or they’ll take us, too.”


My eyes darted wildly over the bog. The mist was rising, and I couldn’t see Anya anywhere. Lights bobbed as the creatures tore after us with bared fangs. “What happened—Where is—”


“It’s too late. Go!”


Too late. No, it couldn’t be. It couldn’t.


But Anya wasn’t there anymore, and if she was still alive, she would be there. She would never leave me, any more than I would leave her.


The truth settled into my gut and bones, a feeling so heavy and horrible I didn’t know how my body could possibly contain it.


“Please,” Fiona gasped, tears streaking down her cheeks. “I don’t want to die.”


Grief nearly choked me, but I forced myself to keep moving. One step after another. Every pound of a foot on the ground was a syllable of her name. Anya Anya Anya said the beating tattoo, but I forced it into a different chant: Survive survive survive. I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t cry. Couldn’t hesitate for even a single second or the fanged monsters at my back would rip me apart.


There was a shriek and a splash and then a horrible, keening cry from Fiona. I blocked out the sound of them feeding. They’d be done with her soon, and then I’d be the only one left.


There. Ahead of me. I finally saw a dark line that looked like trees. The path took one last dizzying twist before straightening out into the final stretch that would take me to solid ground.


I was about to find out what was on the other side of the bog.


A sob tore from me as I forced my aching legs to keep moving. As I rounded the final corner, fangs punctured my ankle and I fell. I kicked, striking the monster with my booted foot. It squealed, but then it was back, sinking its teeth in deeper.


This was it.


I still clutched the dagger in one fist. I wrenched free, then rolled over to face the monster. The blade shone sharp and lethal between us, and I felt suddenly certain it wanted to taste the monster’s blood.


The creature stopped. Its red eyes widened and its mouth dropped open. Then … it backed away.


I didn’t stop to question my luck. I pushed to my feet and began running flat out down the final straightaway.


My leg was bleeding. My lungs ached. My soul had been torn wide open. My vision was starting to blacken.


It didn’t matter. I wouldn’t stop.


So when I burst out of the bog and onto a grassy slope, I couldn’t slow for a while. Not until I reached the forest and realized the monsters had stopped at the edge of the bog and were staring after me.


I had made it to Mistei.


I collapsed onto a bed of dead leaves as the strength left my body. My vision was almost completely dark from exhaustion.


I saw two more things before passing out, neither of which made any sense.


The dagger melted and flowed liquidly up my hand and inside my sleeve before I felt it solidify into a spiral around my upper arm.


Then the face of a goat appeared directly above me. The square pupils of its yellow eyes dilated until they almost swallowed the irises.


“Well,” the goat said in a raspy, bleating voice. “This is unexpected.”
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I woke on a hard surface.


I jolted upright, startling the few people in the room with me. No, not people. Faeries. They were tall and unnaturally thin, with moon-pale skin and rainbow hair, and they wore draping purple robes. They stared at me with eerie black eyes: large and liquid, with no whites to be seen.


I sat on a black stone table in a chamber with no windows. The only other furnishing in the room was a gleaming copper tub. My leg stung and my muscles ached from running, but there were no new injuries. These faeries apparently hadn’t done anything awful to me while I was unconscious, and I wasn’t restrained, either. Because I was a welcome guest?


My emotions tumbled into a chaotic mess. Terror, relief, and then a deep, awful stab of guilt and grief as I remembered that I was the only one here. I’d gone into the bog to help the other women find a path out, but I hadn’t led any of them to safety.


I hadn’t even witnessed my best friend’s death.


Sorrow bit at me harder than any monster could. Tears rolled down my face, and the faerie closest to me recoiled at the sight.


“Get in the tub,” it commanded in a chiming voice.


Devastated and frightened, I obeyed the command. My leg throbbed as I limped over to the tub. I hesitated, not wanting to undress before these creatures. Thankfully, they filed out of the room, and I was able to strip and step into the water.


I yelped as blood and mud bloomed on the surface from my submerged calves and feet. The warmth took me by surprise. I lowered myself into the enormous tub, and although it was the most decadent bath I’d ever taken, I couldn’t appreciate anything about it.


I just sat there crying.


The door opened and closed again. I whirled, but this time the person approaching me looked human: a woman with a crooked nose, brown hair tied back in a bun, and downcast eyes. She carried a copper bowl and had a towel and a length of gray fabric draped over her arm.


Other humans actually lived here? Had she once run across the bog, too?


“Hello,” I said, but she didn’t respond. She knelt by the tub and dumped the contents of the bowl into the steaming water. My aches and pains started to fade as a flowery scent filled the air. Had the bowl contained some kind of healing liquid? “Where am I? Who are you?”


She motioned for me to dunk my head.


I did, bewildered by the interaction, and was even more surprised when she pulled a comb out of her pocket and started working on the long tangle of my hair. She was gentle, but each tug hurt—the wild sprint through the bog had created impossible snarls. I closed my eyes and bore it until she finished.


She studied my arm, and I started as I realized my vision of the melting dagger hadn’t been my imagination. A silver spiral wound from my elbow to just under my shoulder. The metal had the same unnaturally bright sheen as the blade, and in the very center, positioned on the outside of my arm, was a smooth red jewel.


It hummed against my skin as if greeting me, and I felt a pinprick beneath the jewel. Had it cut me?


The servant cocked her head questioningly, and I scrambled for an explanation. “It was a gift from my … father.” I wasn’t going to let anyone know I had a weapon—assuming it was still a weapon. “I can’t take it off.”


I swore I could feel the metal yearning for her, hoping for a taste of her blood. Was this Fae magic infiltrating my mind? The woman soaped neatly around the metal, and when she dropped to my forearm, disappointment echoed through me, radiating outward from the armband.


There were more pressing questions than how the dagger had managed to shape-shift or if the impulses I sensed were magic or just a trick of an overtired mind. I asked about Mistei—Were we underground? How far from an exit? Who else was here? What was going to happen to me?—but she didn’t answer any of my questions. She just helped me wash and then gave me the towel, laid the swath of gray fabric on the table, and left.


I dried myself and hurried to the table, relieved to find a new, clean dress. As I changed, I was astonished to realize my bruises and cuts had nearly vanished.


The dress fit differently than the gowns I was used to seeing in Tumbledown. Human dresses were modest with high necklines. This one clung to my torso tightly before falling in a sleek flow from my hips. The sleeves belled at the end, and the neckline was rounded just enough to show a hint of cleavage. It was the nicest thing I’d ever worn.


Anya would love it. She had always adored dresses and cosmetics, even after she had grown too poor to afford them.


Reality slapped me hard, puncturing the thought. Anya couldn’t love it … because she was gone.


My eyes burned, and I dug my knuckles into them. How was I supposed to go on without my best friend? Without my heart-sister?


I’d failed her.


Grief threatened to drag me to my knees, but the door opened again and the faeries returned. They cocked their heads and studied me with those liquid black eyes, like pools of ink against their parchment skin.


They couldn’t see me cry. I didn’t even know what they were going to do to me.


The faeries commanded me to follow them out of the room. My pulse raced as we walked down a corridor lit by torches that glowed in an array of rainbow colors. There were no windows to be seen anywhere.


I was truly in the mythical underground kingdom of Mistei.


I thought about everything I’d learned about the Fae over the years. Elder Holman had told us the highest-ranking faeries, the Noble Fae, were so beautiful they glowed and possessed magic beyond comprehension. They looked like humans but taller, stronger, and so captivating you could fall in love just by looking at one. They were served by Underfae, who were more likely to have horns or wings or other unusual features and wielded only a small amount of magic. My current eerie-eyed guards were probably Underfae. Worst of all were the Nasties, foul monsters who lived to prey on humans.


I shivered at the memory of the fanged creatures from the bog. That fear was followed by swift, scalding hate.


After what felt like an eternity, the corridor ended at an archway that opened into a huge, glittering chamber. The floor was polished black stone, and the silver walls shone with jeweled accents. Colorful torches flickered throughout the room and glowing orbs hovered in the air, drifting like soap bubbles on a breeze. I flinched at the sight of them, but the dagger vibrated in a way that felt reassuring, and I was relieved to realize they were just lights.


Lining the room were hundreds of the most gorgeous beings I’d ever seen.


The Noble Fae were tall and elegant, richly dressed, and as colorful as butterflies. The shades of their skin varied, but each faerie emitted a faint shimmer, as if they’d been sprinkled with golden powder. These otherworldly lords and ladies wore strange and opulent fashions: velvet robes, dresses light as moonbeams, and brocaded tunics that sometimes reached their thighs and sometimes their ankles. Many of them were armed, too, with swords or daggers in jeweled scabbards. My gray dress, the nicest one I’d ever worn, must look shockingly plain to their eyes—the clothing of a servant or peasant. And indeed, those beautiful, haughty faces looked at me with disdain as my guides ushered me to the side of the room.


A carved obsidian throne rose from a dais at the head of the chamber. Dazzling faeries stood around the dais, but the one sitting on the throne was the most beautiful of all.


He wore a close-fitting violet tunic lined with jewels over silver trousers tucked into shining black boots. His white-blond hair was long and straight, and his cheekbones angled sharply, the lines of his face so precise it seemed as if he had been carved from stone. The cruel spikes of his black crown contrasted with the elegance of his clothing. Rainbow-colored mist wafted around his pale hands, and his power seemed to hover in the air, clinging to my skin like fog.


He looked coldly at a faerie who knelt before him. “Your insolence is unacceptable.” The musical tenor of his voice was lined with ice.


“Forgive me, King Osric. It was only a jest.” The lord was trembling, his head bowed and hands clasped at his chest.


“A jest aimed at me and uttered in my presence.”


“I didn’t mean—”


“Silence. I do not find you amusing.” The king looked to his left, where a coal-haired male faerie stood. “Take care of it.”


The faerie bowed. His face was stern, his skin pale. Unlike most of the Noble Fae in the room, his hair was cropped to his shoulders, and he was dressed simply in a stark black tunic adorned with an opal brooch. A sword was strapped to his waist.


As the swordsman approached, the kneeling lord shook harder, tears leaking from his eyes.


The black-clad faerie unsheathed his sword and plunged it through the other man’s heart, then jerked the blade down viciously.


I struggled not to scream as the faerie collapsed to the ground, choking on the blood that bubbled from his lips. The executioner wiped his blade on his victim’s tunic and strode back to the king’s side, looking politely bored.


According to legend, the only way to kill one of the Noble Fae was to cause severe enough damage that their accelerated healing couldn’t fix it quickly enough. The wounded faerie clutched his chest as blood pumped over his fingers in hot gushes. Soon the flow slowed and his struggles turned into weak twitches.


The entire time he lay dying, not a single faerie helped or comforted him. Most of them didn’t even watch his last moments.


I had escaped the bog, but I was still surrounded by monsters.


When the dying faerie exhaled a final, gurgling breath, King Osric sighed. “What next, steward?”


“The human, your majesty,” a bleating voice replied, and I blinked as I noticed a goat standing on its hind legs near the king. Was it the same goat I thought I’d hallucinated earlier? It wore mauve velvet trousers, a matching coat, and a pair of golden spectacles. It had furry hands instead of front hooves and gripped a tablet and pen as if that were the most natural thing in the world.


The king waved his hand, and my guards pushed me forward. I stumbled towards the center of the room, stopping short of the bloody corpse. I focused on the obsidian floor, trying to control my trembling.


“Bow,” the goat bleated. I bowed at the waist, then belatedly tried to switch to a curtsy and nearly fell over. A titter went through the crowd.


“How did it manage to get here?” the king asked.


“She followed the ancient trail, your majesty. It is unclear how she accomplished this.”
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