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To my kids, may you grow up


to possess an abundance of choices.


And your father’s eyebrows.


If his eyebrows were blocks of marble,


Michelangelo would’ve wept.
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The Swan

Araminta had no reason to suspect anything would be amiss with her hatchlings. For more than a hundred years, Araminta had hoped and waited and now, finally, it was happening and she refused to be anything but joyous.

In the manner of the veritas swans from whom she had descended, Araminta had brooded for six years. Her long, golden hair grew ever more thick and lustrous until a terrible itch set into her scalp. For a whole month, she paced the polished stone floors of Hush Manor. Her husband, the wizard Prava, concocted all manner of potions to soothe her and for the first time, Araminta did not fight his draughts. But a dozen of them made no difference.

“This is simply how it is,” she said miserably as she scratched at her head.

Prava was a monster, but he took his duties as a husband with uncommon solemnity. “What can I do to help?”

Araminta sighed and stared longingly through the carved windows. If one were to look at Hush Manor from a distance, one might remark that it looked as though the manor had been built atop a pile of clouds. Perhaps that person would shake their head in disbelief, convinced this was mere folly and a trick of the weather. But as it so happened, Hush Manor was built upon clouds. Long ago a handful of lazy cirrus and cumulus could not be bothered to stay in the sky and so they had dropped like apples into the Silent Lakes district. Once there, they had slowly hardened until they were as sturdy as the surrounding black oaks and silver elms. But although they had made their home on the Isle of Malys, their nature was still that of the clouds. In the evening, they thundered, and lightning skittered through their translucent blue-­gray bellies. And despite possessing no desire to move through the sky, sometimes they could not help but drift in their sleep. One might look out the window before bed and see the Mourning Pond only to wake up and find oneself on the other side of the Soundless Mere by dawn.

This was where the wizard Prava made his home. In his mind, the location was a kindness to his wife, a reminder of the clouds that had once been her home. Usually, Araminta found it more of a cruelty than a kindness, but this particular week she was grateful for any reminder of the sky.

“I need a place to nest,” said Araminta. “When our daughters hatch, I want their first breath to be only the sweetest and coldest air.”

Prava took his wife’s warm hand and kissed it. “My love, I shall have the most wondrous nest for you by nightfall.”

Araminta harrumphed and kept scratching her head.
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The wizard Prava hastened to his quarters, which took up the entire north wing of Hush Manor. Here, he had his study, his room of experiments, his chamber of mirrors in which he conversed with other wizards of import, and, most importantly, his library. The library lay beneath a dome of polished crystal. The floor was nearly hidden beneath color­ful rugs of woven silk and tufted armchairs. Prava could not remember what the walls looked like, for the library’s remaining space had long since been taken up by leather-­bound tomes, vellum scrolls and a couple of unsettling novels printed upon thin slices of bone and bound with human hair.

The moment he entered the library, the books fluttered in excitement. The novels, which tended to be anxious, shed a few pages—­oftentimes prologues, for these were considered largely useless—­hoping to gain his notice. Some of his books did not even wish to be read, but longed to be used as tables for mugs of tea that might only be sipped from once or twice before being sacrificed in the pursuit of endless daydreaming.

“Settle, settle,” said the wizard. “Araminta is brooding, and I must make her a nest. Which amongst you shall help me?”

The books quivered. A few of the cookbooks dustily settled back in their shelves. After a few moments, a shy, slim volume of pure white drifted toward him. The book was freezing to the touch and the pages within w­ere ­delicate panes of frost etched in the small, crimped writing of the Aatos Mountains’ scholars. Prava opened the book and felt the secrets of the wind and snow rush through his thoughts.

He smiled.
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The Wizard Becomes a Father

By nightfall, the nesting tower was ready, which was good because Araminta had begun to pull her hair out by the handfuls. Prava found her in the kitchen, walking in circles around the great hearth. Araminta did not normally venture into the lower levels of Hush Manor, but brooding had filled her with strange cravings. The cooks had offered bone marrow stews and hearty loaves full of milled seeds, butter cakes and winter berry porridge. But Araminta wanted none of that.

“Oh, the very thought of such food turns my stomach!” she moaned. “Don’t we have any pondweed? Or perhaps salt-­marsh grass! Goodness, what I would not do for juicy little tadpoles! And algae cakes! Perhaps a couple of spiders . . .”

When she began scouring the kitchen for lonely beetles, the cooks fled.

“Beloved!” announced Prava.

Araminta honked. Veritas swans were breathtakingly beautiful women. But their natures were still ­swanlike and as such they were wildly aggressive and prone to squawking.

“If you have not come bearing a basket of widgeon grass and dragonflies, then I must beg of you to leave me,” she said.

“I have something better,” said Prava.

He snapped his fingers and a delicate glass staircase appeared at Araminta’s feet. Every time Prava performed magic, Araminta felt the familiar tug of wonder coupled by a small wave of revulsion. She glanced at her husband, who was smiling. They had been married for some time now, and from the moment she had fallen in love with him, he no longer bothered to hide his true form.

Prava was tall and lean, with auburn hair that curled around his jaw and accentuated the slender knives of his canines. His eyes were speckled green with vertical black slits like a serpent. He was handsome and looked to be somewhere in his third decade though he was far, far older than that. When he was a young wizard, he had traded one magical text for another and thus figured out how to carve the time out of his bones. He was still mortal—­something which infuriated him to no end—­but time could not touch him. It was one of the many magics he possessed and it was the reason why Araminta both loved and loathed him.

Hundreds of years ago, Prava had found her by the glimmering salt pools hidden in a maze of clouds far above the Isle. It was unheard of for a mortal to find their way to the sky, let alone know where the salt pools of the veritas swans might be found. Araminta had been so impressed, she ignored her mother’s warning about the Isle’s men.

“Bad things befall those who consort with humans,” she had warned. “Even worse things befall those who love them.”

“What things?” Araminta had demanded.

But her mother only shook her head. “Things that are bad enough that there is no one left to speak of them, my love.”

This had seemed like a load of nonsense to Araminta. Besides, she knew she was powerful. She could turn into a swan and fly away whenever she wished. Her voice drew out the truth. The man posed no threat, and besides . . . he was beautiful.

Araminta did not tell her sisters. She was the middle hatchling of her parents’ brood and as such often went unnoticed. All she had she was forced to share. But this . . . these secret meetings . . . 

They were all hers.

Prava left her gifts of daydreams baked in candies that melted on the tongue. He wove her a necklace of stars that sparkled at her throat. He planted a garden of songs that trilled her name in clouds of perfume. At the time of their courting, he had magicked away his fangs and wore a pair of bright-blue mortal eyes. Later, he would tell her that he had plucked them from a human prince who had traded his eyes for the ability to taste music from the air.

One day, Araminta sang for him and Prava fell to his knees, weeping. Araminta could feel the magic of her song thrumming through the air. Prava would be powerless before it and forced to tell the truth.

“What do you want from me?” Araminta had demanded.

“Your love,” said Prava, humbled. “Only your love.”

Little by little, she gave it to him. He would never hurt her. After all, he loved her. It would be years before Araminta realized she had asked him the wrong question.

One day, as they sat by the shore of the salt pool, Prava told her he loved her and Araminta knew in her heart she loved him too. The moment she uttered the words, a necklace with a small, winged key appeared in Prava’s hand. Araminta felt a pressure at the base of her throat. It was as if someone had collared her, but when she touched her neck, there was nothing there. For the first time, she felt nervous.

“What is that?” Araminta asked. “Is it for me?”

She reached for it, but Prava closed a fist around the jeweled key. He smiled. For the first time, she noticed the length of his teeth.

“My love, it is you.”

Dread settled in her bones, but when Araminta tried to turn into a swan and flee . . . she found that she could not. She strained to beat the wings she knew were folded tightly within her, but all that flapped were the delicate glass feathers on the dainty necklace.

“What’s happened to me?” she asked, choking.

Prava rolled his neck from side to side, dislodging the mortal prince’s fair, blue eyes—­oh, how many times she had dreamt of those eyes—­and revealing his green, serpentine gaze. Araminta still found him beautiful, a fact that he seemed to know, for he smiled widely.

Perhaps she should have left the truth alone. Knowing would make no difference, and in that moment, Araminta understood that the life she had known was gone. That she had been imprisoned, somehow. She sang—­it would be the last song Prava would permit her to sing in his presence—­and her magic sparkled in the air. Prava shuddered beneath the force of it, and his serpent eyes glazed over. For a few moments, he was in her thrall.

“What have you done?” she asked. “And why?”

Prava licked his lips. His tongue was forked. She had not noticed until today.

“I have done nothing to you . . . not yet, at least,” he said. “I courted you in the hopes that you would fall in love with me, for the moment you gave me your heart, you gave me control over you. You did not know such a thing was possible, which I am grateful for, as that would have made this task terribly difficult.”

Araminta heard her mother’s voice. Bad things befall those who consort with humans. Oh, how she longed for her mother. But she could not call to her. Nor could she reach any of her sisters.

“Few are aware that such a feat is even possible, but I have read the forgotten texts and I know how to find the kernel of truth buried in the heart of a legend,” said Prava with a haughty grin. “I want power, my darling. Endless amounts of it. And for that, I need something more valuable than my own magic. This is where you shall help me.”



“You mean to kill me,” said Araminta.

“Perhaps at first,” admitted Prava. “But the truth is that I have fallen in love with you. Do not breathe a sigh of relief, my love, for there will be times where you will prefer death to my affections. I will keep you close, my darling. But I will keep you in every comfort. If you try to escape, I will break your wings. But whatever cruelty I inflict, I shall endeavor to erase from your memory.”

Araminta’s stomach turned. “You are a monster.”

“I am, but you love me anyway, I can see it in your eyes. You like the sharpness of my teeth. You like that, trapped as you are, I would burn down the heavens to make you smile,” said Prava. “I am a monster, yes, but I will be your monster and yours alone. Now come, my love. It is time for us to wed.”

In time, Araminta would understand that the necklace could not control her will, only her form. If he wanted, Prava could keep her trapped in swan shape for as long as he liked. But he did not do this very often, for he loved her too much to be apart from her for long. It did not matter how many times she told herself that he was a monster and that he had destroyed her life. Prava was too powerful, and he did not resort to the vulgarities of brute force or threats to keep her in his thrall. What he did was far more subtle.

Every morning, he brought her a cup of tea in which he had distilled a drop of hope.

“Drink,” he said. “You will die without it.”

Araminta had considered death, but Hush Manor was attended by a legion of phantom servants and she had no wish to be tied to him in death as well. She thought of killing him too, but the death of one’s beloved was the death of a veritas swan. How cruel a trap was love.

“This is to make your life on the Isle more comfortable,” said Prava, holding out the tea.

“You mean my imprisonment.”

Prava shrugged. “It could always be worse.”

And so, each day, Araminta gulped down the hope. She hoped that Prava would change. That he would free her. Barring that, she hoped that what he said was true.

It could always be worse.
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Araminta’s nesting tower was a thing of extraordinary beauty. The glass staircase led to a platform lofted into the clouds themselves, which skimmed the edge of a marble platform shaped like a star. A carved onyx pillar stood at each point, connecting a hanging garden that arced above the floor. Araminta spied tendrils of billow lilies and gloom violets, bone lichen and great tufts of drifting roses. Her heart ached, for these flowers did not grow on the Isle of Malys. They belonged to the sky realm and grew by the edges of the salt pools.

Araminta knew nothing of motherhood, but some ancient instinct reared up inside her as she brooded. The moment she saw the nesting tower, she sat in the middle of the floor and brushed her hair until she had amassed what looked like a pile of combed gold. She hummed and she sang, she braided and she wove. She grabbed glass baubles from Prava’s study and the fallen prologues from the library, which shushed and murmured as she tucked them amongst the strands. She took bales of straw and silk dresses, cobwebs and calligraphy pens. For two whole days, she waited by the edge of the platform, snatching snowflakes out of the sky so that her daughters would have only the softest lace upon which to rest their heads. Once her nest was complete, she crawled into its center and did not move.

Twelve days later, Prava checked on his wife. Per her request, he had left baskets of tadpoles and marsh grass outside the behemoth of her nest. But today, the nest was noisy. Little cries and chirps echoed and Prava held his breath.

“Come see! Come look!” called Araminta.

Prava walked to the nest. It was a huge structure, shaped like a beehive, with the hanging garden of the tower serving as a living ceiling. The fragrance of the billow lilies suffused the warm nest. All around, the walls sparkled from Araminta’s hair woven into and around a thousand books and baubles. The floor was strewn with eggshells that were a riot of colors—­mint and persimmon, sapphire and ­garnet. And the sound. Even when they were hatchlings, the power­ful magic of truth glittered in the air like stars pulverized to a fine grit.

It was thus that the wizard Prava beheld his daughters for the first time. Since they were part veritas swan, they were not red and wrinkled like typical newborns, but appeared more like toddlers. They were plump and mobile, rosy-­cheeked and bright-­eyed, with a pair of fuzzy wings folded between their shoulder blades. They sat amidst the wreckage of their eggshells, so that it looked as if they had emerged from shattered rainbows. His daughters had big, wet eyes and their mother’s rosebud mouth, and the love that he felt in that moment was unlike any he had ever known.

“They are . . . they are perfect,” he said. He turned to Araminta and kissed her hands. “Thank you.”

At first, Araminta beamed. She could not stop staring at her chicks. She was certain that any moment now she would collapse beneath the weight of this new love. She could see in Prava’s eyes that he was equally smitten . . . but a monster’s love is its own cage.

Thank you.

Her mind snagged on this. She swallowed.

By then, Prava had waded into the nest. He sat amongst their chicks, cooing at them, counting fingers and toes, blowing raspberries on little bellies. Prava named them one by one. “Eulalia, Euphemia, Evadne, Eustacia, Dulcinea and—­”

One chick, with chestnut curls and a dimple, clambered into his lap. Prava stroked her wings.

“And you shall be Corisande,” he said, gently depositing her amidst her sisters.

“What do you mean to do with them?” asked Araminta.

“Why, use them, of course! What else does one do with daughters?” said Prava. “They will be my greatest weapons. They will level empires. They will destroy kings. They will bring me the secrets of the universe . . . and all thanks to this.”



Araminta’s heart sank. She had been too exhausted to notice it before, but the slender chain around each of her daughters’ necks was unmistakable. Prava lifted one of the chains, revealing the pendant of a small, winged key.

“But that isn’t . . . that can’t be possible,” said Araminta.

Prava gathered his daughters’ necklaces. With them, he took control of their ability to transform. The chicks did not notice. They were sleepy and had crawled over their shattered eggshells to gather in a soft, downy pile.

“I did not think such a thing was possible either,” said Prava, with all the indifference of remarking on the weather. “I came across the theory in a text made of mist, which wrote itself upon the moors for only a week before dispersing, presumably until the next decade.” The necklaces chimed like bells in Prava’s grip. “Such a powerful idea that the union of a mortal and a veritas swan might bring forth a brood whose transformation is not tied to love. Can you imagine, Araminta? One merely has to possess the necklace and all the powers of the veritas swan are theirs. Imagine what a ruler of a distant land would do to have such a beauty in their court! A courtesan who can sing before enemies and draw out the secrets of their military strategy? Invaluable. Imagine what they would give me in return . . .”

Prava smiled.

“You will barter them off!” said Araminta, stunned. “You will leave them powerless—­”

“I will make them formidable,” said Prava, patting one of the chicks’ heads. “They shall not be powerless. They will have the magic of their song and the weight of my instruction. They will be bartered, yes, but armed with such skill that they will soon take over the ones they are betrothed to. Our daughters will be unstoppable.”

At that moment, a soft crack disturbed the silence. Prava raised an eyebrow. The sound was coming from the edge of the nest. Araminta followed the noise to a small egg nearly obscured by a trellis of gloom violets. The egg was the color of an emerald and veined all over in gold. It was beautiful and exquisite and smaller than all of its siblings. A crack appeared down the center.

“A late bloomer!” said Prava, excited. “Six necklaces were already more than I had hoped, but seven is a very good number indeed.”

When her daughters had begun to hatch, their chirps were the sweetest music to grace the Silent Lakes district in hundreds of years. Birds paused mid-­flight. The sun halted its course.

The sound coming from this egg was Araminta’s first clue that something was deeply wrong. To call it a song would be an insult to music. It sounded like a cat trying to expel a cursed bell from its throat. Prava clapped his hands over his ears.

“What in Wrate’s name!” he said, shuddering.

The top of the egg popped off. The chick inside squeaked. Alone of her sisters, Demelza was her father’s double. She had his russet hair, but by way of her mother’s ethereal ­nature so that it looked as if her locks were woven from the sunset itself. She had his serpent green eyes, though the pupils were not vertical slits. She had his pearly skin, so different from the golden tones of her siblings. When the little Demelza toppled over, her parents gasped.

Demelza had no wings.

And when she was raised out of her cracked eggshell, there was no key around her neck. It was locked deep, deep in her heart. And like any veritas swan, only one thing would summon it into being:

Love.
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Woe, Woe, Woe Shall Cry the Men Who Know You!

Demelza loved to sing.

That she was abysmal at it made no difference since she rarely had an audience anyway. Before her sisters had flown the nest, they used to hold contests seeing who could listen to Demelza the longest before finally clapping their hands over their ears. The last one standing was allowed to choose that night’s bedtime story.

“Father could offer you to a warlord, sister, and surely all his enemies would fall upon a sword rather than endure that screeching,” Eulalia had once said with an admiring sigh.

Eulalia was the most violent of Araminta and Prava’s brood. She wore spikes of glass in her elaborately braided golden hair and had filed her teeth to points. Long ago Eulalia had been promised to a lesser baron far from the Isle in exchange for a torn scroll. The baron thought the wizard Prava was a fool, for the torn bit of parchment was nothing but an obscure cooking recipe passed down as an oddity. Prava did not correct the baron of its true import: a piece of the puzzle to life everlasting. Once the marriage contracts were struck, Prava gave thanks that the baron was a fool, for he loved his daughters and hoped they’d be quick about dispatching any husbands, if only so they could come home faster.

Once Eulalia’s wings turned white, she would be wed to the baron. The baron planned to use her to lure out his brothers’ secrets and take control of his father’s land. After that, who knew what the future held. Eulalia’s betrothed might think he could control her since he possessed her swan key, but he was no match for her.

With the exception of Demelza, all the girls were promised to rulers in distant lands. Although the day they would fly the nest loomed over all of them, such an occasion felt as distant to Demelza as the horizon. At least, it did until it abruptly . . . didn’t.

As a hatchling, Demelza’s differences hardly mattered. There was only ever the warm weight of her sisters’ fuzzy, fog-­colored wings, the sound of their mother’s humming and the wind rustling the gloom violets above them. In the dark nest, the chicks’ sole source of light was Araminta’s hair sewn through the twigs, snowflakes and book pages like a living wisp of sunshine. Each night, their father, Prava, kissed their heads and sang them a lullaby to sleep:

My darlings, my dears, my sweet little fears

Together, the world will be ours

Your keys are my might

Your truth songs my sight



Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Now sleep and sleep, grow strong

Sleep now and develop your song

For one day you’ll fly and you’ll be my eye

Over mountains and river and streams

You’ll bring me power and you’ll be my spy

And soon, I shall have all my dreams

Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Sharpen your teeth and stretch out your wings

And the world shall be yours for the taking

One day you’ll be grown and then you shall sing

And you shall set all the lands a’shaking

Woe, woe, woe

Shall cry the men who know you!

Demelza remembered the day she realized that she was not quite like her sisters. It was early spring and they were six ­years ­old. They had just finished their breakfast of toasted aphids and honey gruel and were playing a game of hide-­and-­seek in the nest. Araminta sat in the middle, smiling and sewing while her daughters tripped over one another in an attempt to hide. All of a sudden, a familiar whistle echoed through the nest. The whistle could only mean one thing:

“Father is coming!” Corisande trilled, fleeing from her hiding spot.

The others followed, their wings aflutter. Their father’s visits were the best part of the day. When Prava visited, he brought gifts from all over the Isle. There were bits of shimmering ribbons culled from the strange flowers that grew in the Vale of Sylke; jeweled honeycombs from the cave bees of the Glimmers; nevermelt dolls carved of ice high up in the Aatos Mountains and ropes of opalescent sea pearls from the bottom of the Famishing Sea.

Father never visited them in the morning. Oftentimes, he did not join them until supper, but once Prava was with his daughters, his attention never strayed. He played games, read stories, bathed them—­always minding the spot behind their wings—­and sang songs so that he was always the last thing they saw before they closed their eyes.

Like the rest of her sisters, Demelza was eager to greet him, but she had tripped on a strand of pearls. As she righted herself, she caught a glimpse of her mother’s face. Araminta had not moved from her seat at the center of the nest. Her hands lay folded elegantly in her lap. Her mouth was curved in a smile, but her eyes were wide . . . shining. It reminded her of when her sister Evadne had tumbled down the staircase. Araminta had screamed, her eyes wild until Evadne let out a wounded chirp. It was fear, Demelza realized. But what would Mother have to fear from Father?

“Settle down, my sweet ones,” said Prava, standing at the entrance to the nest.

The nest was a curious thing. During the evenings, it hunkered down, settling atop the chicks as snug as a blanket. But during the day, the nest widened. The star-­shaped pedestal upon which it stood clambered outward into the sky. The nest was constantly accommodating Araminta’s brood, who sometimes wished for mazes to run through and who, lately, had been craving little beds to sleep upon rather than crowding together at the nest’s center. When Prava entered, the nest creaked as it expanded. A few of the billow lilies lost their grip in the garden ceiling and floated to the ground.

Prava wore a long, black suit with flashing gold buttons. Gold earrings winked at his ears and his russet hair fell in mussed hanks around his shoulders. His slitted eyes were full of warmth.

“Today is a very special day,” said Prava, patting each of their heads.

“Presents!” screeched Eulalia.

“Please?” added Dulcinea, fluttering her gray wings.

“Presents, presents, presents!” chanted Evadne, Eustacia, Corisande and Euphemia.

“It is better than presents,” said Prava, smiling. “I knew you would all be vital to my plans and now I have proof! Today is your first step into glorious power, my little ones, for I have struck a bargain for each of your keys, and with the secrets you shall bring me, I shall have immortality within my grasp!”

Eulalia frowned. “So . . . no presents?”

“Power is its own present, my dear,” said Prava.

“Can you eat it, father?” asked Corisande.

“Well . . . no, not exactly.”



Corisande pouted. “Then I don’t want it!”

Prava had been smiling, but now his grin fell. He crouched to Corisande’s level and smiled. Six delicate silver chains winked around his throat. Prava touched one of them and Corisande gasped as her wings shot out and lengthened, surrounding her in a flurry of feathers. When Demelza blinked, her sister was a cygnet. Corisande cried out—­or rather, squawked—­and their mother ran to her.

“Araminta, let the girl feel her feelings,” said Prava, holding up his hand. “She must learn. You all must learn.”

He gathered Corisande in his arms, cooing softly to her as he stroked her head. “Do you understand, my sweet? It is not about what you want. Your wants will come later. If you play your parts correctly there shall be world and wants enough for us all.”

Corisande trembled.

“Oh don’t give me that face,” said Prava. “You will still get your honeyed aphids and licorice treacle, but you are to remain in this form for the next hour while you reflect on the ungrateful attitude you demonstrated to your doting father.” Prava glanced at his daughters. “Does anyone else wish to say something to me?”

Demelza’s other sisters crowded closer. All of them eyed one another’s wings with matching wary expressions. All but one. Alone of her sisters, Demelza did not have wings.

She had noticed, of course, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. She could climb and run as well as any of her sisters. She could not flutter a few inches off the ground, but she could jump very high and surely that was the same thing? But for the first time, Demelza sorely felt the lack of them.

Prava set down Corisande and clapped his hands. “Now for my surprises! Today you shall learn to fly! Come along, come along.”

Araminta’s brood toddled out of the nest with Corisande waddling behind them. Demelza fell into line, but Prava touched her shoulder.

“Not you, sweet.”

Demelza watched her sisters vanish down the steps. She felt a strange lump in her throat. Her palms felt hot.

“Now, now, Demelza, do not weep,” said Prava, gathering her to him. Her father smelled like hot metal and bog smoke. Anyone else would think the wizard reeked of death. But the daughter of a monster knows only that the monster sits beside her each night to sing her to sleep. She does not concern herself with how he occupies the rest of his hours.

“I want to be . . .” Demelza hesitated, searching for the word her father had used. “I want to be vital too, father! I want to fly.”

“Dry your tears, my child,” said Prava. “We all have different gifts in life. You may envy your sisters, but I am certain they will envy you, for while their days will be filled with rigorous instruction, you shall have free range of the Manor and the Lakes. I have instructed the library wyvern to compose a curriculum of independent study as well. Won’t that be nice?”

Demelza sniffed. Running outdoors and reading in the library sounded very nice indeed. Perhaps it would not be so bad. She hugged her father and Prava kissed the top of her head.

“Do not fear, my strange little bird,” he said. The bottom of his fangs grazed her scalp. “I will find use for you yet.”
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The Tale of Enzo the Fool

Demelza and her sisters loved Hush Manor and Hush Manor loved them back. It had always been a restless and roving place, but when the chirping sounds of Araminta’s brood echoed over its stones, the Manor discovered a new purpose. For the first time, the Manor did not shuffle through the moors, but swayed, for it noticed that a certain movement lulled the girls to sleep. It tried to shush them the way Araminta did, but its stones made an awful groaning sound and so it quickly abandoned all thoughts of lullabies. For the girls, the Manor sprouted ballrooms spangled with snowflakes and banisters made for sliding and animated the dim and dusty armories where the bones of ancient knights genuflected and leapt to play.

Prava liked to say that Hush Manor was the only domicile of its kind . . . but this was not entirely true. On the other side of the impenetrable mists surrounding the Silent Lakes loomed Hush Manor’s twin: Rathe Castle.

Rathe Castle was the ancestral seat of the royal family descended from the line of Enzo the Fool. Prava himself had built Rathe Castle for the royals, although he had done so under significant duress and therefore liked to pretend it didn’t exist at all.

Prava could spy into time itself and soar into the clouds with a snap of his fingers. But he could never—­ever—­step foot onto or spy into Rathe Castle without an invitation. And since he had—­more than once—­expressed a desire to wipe out the monarchy and install himself as ruler, he was never invited. Banishment from the court had been a fair price to operate the Silent Lakes district independent of royal meddling.

“I could rule this entire place and do it far better than those fools,” Prava would mutter darkly.

“Then why don’t you, Papa?” Demelza had asked.

“Alas, my love . . . no one but the royal family may sit on the throne, and it’s all thanks to Enzo the Fool,” Prava would say, practically spitting the name.

Centuries had scrubbed the truth down to a tale, but for all the twists and flourishes the poets had added over the years, only one piece was never disputed.

When Enzo found the Isle of Malys, he was greeted by the Isle’s reigning witch queen. Or perhaps she was a goddess. Such differentiation depended on who did the telling of the tale. Whoever she was, she fell in love with Enzo, and in return for his hand in marriage, Enzo extracted a boon.

As the Isle’s magic was tied to the throne, Enzo asked that only the male descendants of his line could sit upon it. The boon demanded so much magic that the witch was forced to give up her own name, but she was in love and no sacrifice was too great. Such a magic, however, could not take place without a contingency.

Enzo was powerful, but he was only mortal, and if one of his line died without an heir then the Isle would be ruined. Perhaps Enzo could have expanded the conditions of his boon, allowing only those of his line and their consorts to sit upon the throne, but Enzo was a heartless man. He sweetened his words and clarified his boon thusly:

“Only my male descendants or whomever possesses their hand and heart in marriage.”

The sea witch, still besotted, granted his boon. Time passed and Enzo waited until she had borne him a few children before attempting to divorce her and banish her from the Isle. The sea witch was, understandably, enraged.

“It was I who gave you your power,” she said. “Repent and perhaps there will be hope for you yet.”

“All the power is mine,” Enzo laughed.

“That is not so,” pointed out the sea witch. “The power also resides in whoever possesses your hand and heart in marriage.”

“My hand you have, but my heart has never been yours.”

“Is that so, husband?” The sea witch then promptly cut out his heart. “Well, now I have both.”

Thus the magic was hers.

From that point on, marriage became a matter of life and death for the royal family. The gentry of the Isle often fought for the hand of Enzo’s descendants, but once someone had it, they rarely wasted any time going straight for their heart. Everyone possessed two lives, but the first lives of the male descendants of Enzo the Fool were famously short.

Nothing would have delighted Prava more than being able to send one of his own daughters as a potential bride, but it was impossible. Only the sons and daughters of the gentry were considered eligible partners for the descendants of Enzo. Prava found the whole thing very offensive.

“Our daughters are beyond aristocracy! They are magic! It is insulting!” he would say. “The stones of Rathe Castle and Hush Manor taunt me terribly . . . They whisper, you know, for siblings talk and such. They say that the latest royal sapling is gentle as a petal and searching for true love! Arris, I think he is called. Ha. Our daughters could have slurped out his trembling heart before the royal crown could even warm the boy’s head!”

The only thing greater than Prava’s anger with the royal family was the pride he felt for his daughters. Seventeen years had passed since the girls had hatched and they had all but conquered many of the Isle’s neighboring kingdoms from across the seas, seizing treasure and magics and sending these riches back to Hush Manor along with bags of candied local insects for Araminta and coins for Prava, who fancied himself an amateur numismatist.

With each land his daughters conquered, Prava pieced together the spell for immortality. From the island winds where Eulalia ruled and the shifting deserts that Euphemia pillaged, Prava stole half the spell. From the whispering caves of a lost land where Evadne seduced and the dusty library of a forgetful god where Eustacia connived, Prava wrenched the secrets of the spell’s second half. From the enchantments of Dulcinea’s baleful song and Corisande’s soul-­searing lament, Prava knew how the spell wished to be spoken.

Now all that was left was the sacrifice.

It was here that Demelza hoped—­needed—­to shine. Language and stories were her specialty and it was she who realized the spell had been written in an ink distilled of midday sunshine and thus could only be performed when the sun was at its peak. She had also been the one to deduce that the material upon which the spell was written was not vellum cured from the pelt of a white fawn, but winter moonlight reflected on the snow. One could only read the spell wearing the very same fabric, and missing that detail could have been disastrous. Prava had been so proud of her. Should you ever doubt yourself, my little one, remember that wings are no match for wisdom. The words glowed through her entire being.

Everything was nearly ready for Prava’s spell. Everything except the sacrifice in question. A sacrifice of a _______ born of _______ and beast.

No matter what Demelza did, she could not coax out the missing words. Someone had injured the sentence, and so it often collapsed from the mere stress of being observed.

For the past year, Prava had been even more obsessed than usual and spent long hours in his study trying to decipher the sentence. Demelza wanted her father to succeed, but in her heart of hearts, she wished to be the one to offer the missing piece. Perhaps then her mother would finally let her live. Demelza was the last of her sisters to remain in the nest, and if Araminta had her way, perhaps she would never leave.

“You seem rather despondent. Did you get another ­letter?”

Demelza turned to see the library wyvern at her feet. The wyvern did not look like a dragon. It looked, if anything, like a rabbit. But a rabbit with a long, scaled tail made of writing quills and who occasionally huffed out smoke. The wyvern’s fur was the color of yellowed parchment. Its paws were ink black, and wherever it hopped, it left behind lines of poetry. The only hint of its dragon self lay in the eyes, which resembled banked fires and ancient gold.

Prava had hired the wyvern as his personal librarian when it was little more than a hatchling. It had been cast out of its horde for collecting books instead of gold out of the belief that knowledge was a far greater treasure to possess. Demelza agreed, though why it had chosen to take on the form of a rabbit made little sense to her.

Books are very flammable, the wyvern once told her. And rabbits are delicious.

The wyvern hopped closer, tapping an inky paw on a stack of correspondence.

“You did get a letter,” it said.

Demelza managed a weary smile. “Corisande’s latest report. Shall I read it?”

The wyvern rose up on its hind legs, nodding eagerly. Demelza sighed. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it. She had no desire to go down and see her mother. In fact, she didn’t wish to see anyone.

The library had sensed her mood and cinched the room tight like the drawstrings of a purse. At the moment, the walls of books spiraled up and up, their end point obscured by the webs of fire spiders, whose intricate nests cast a soft glow on the rich green carpets and golden tables piled high with Demelza’s abandoned teacups and notebooks.

Until last year, it had just been Corisande and Demelza left in the nest. Demelza had selfishly hoped that Corisande might never molt but then one day she woke up and saw a pile of brown feathers on the floor of the nest. The next morning, Corisande was sent off to a faraway desert to serve in the court of a young queen as her personal secretary and spy. Demelza read the letter aloud:

“I have foiled yet another assassination attempt, though this one pained me . . . the queen had ordered her master tailor to sew her a dress so bright that the moon would rise early out of envy, and goodness, Demelza, you would have loved the gown! It was poisoned, of course, and so deadly that the mouse that crept in the shadow of its hem perished on the spot . . . but still. One must admire the handiwork!

“Thinking of you, dear sister, and confident that you will be the one to solve father’s dilemma. I am sure by then mother will see that you are more than capable of leaving the nest. My hope is that afterward you too shall know the joy of bringing down an entire kingdom! Or conducting your first siege! You are Demelza the Dread, after all!



“Yours,

Corisande”

Demelza set down the letter. Then she grabbed a pillow and smushed it over her face. Then she screamed. When she was done, the wyvern blinked.

“If I might be permitted to make an observation . . . I see that you are disheveled, horizontal, and clearly hungry. Is your frustration with this letter compounded by the fact that not only is our research going nowhere, but also you have already fought with your mother today?”

“I don’t fight with my mother!” said Demelza, tossing the pillow. “I speak to my mother with reason, compassion and patience. And she returns it with madness, meanness and manipulation.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” asked Demelza. “I didn’t know you had a mother.”

“Oh, not a mother in the sense you understand it,” said the wyvern, twitching its rabbit ear. “I was essentially born from the union of imagination and man’s insatiable greed, but from what I have gathered from my readings, mothers are tricky creatures. Imagine a being racked by the resentments of youth, embattled by societal claims upon its body and beset by an abundance of altruistic love. Even acts of affection might carry poison.”

Demelza grumbled. “Nothing Araminta does seems like affection.”

“I could pull some tomes on mothers who eat their young if that might change your perspective and improve your mood?”



Demelza shuddered. “No thank you.”

“Perhaps at breakfast you should tell her how you feel,” suggested the wyvern.

“Perhaps,” said Demelza, though she wasn’t sure if there was any point.

With a brood of seven daughters, Araminta’s focus had always been a wavering thing. Someone’s wing was always acting funny or Eustacia was sleep-­flying again or Dulcinea’s throat was scratchy and she couldn’t sing. Demelza used to love catching a cold, for it meant that her mother would insist on letting her rest in her lap. But then her sisters began to molt . . . and everything changed.

When her sisters took lessons on courtly etiquette, Araminta insisted that Demelza study the butchering of beasts. When her sisters learned to dance, Demelza was taught to run without tiring. When her sisters practiced cosmetics and beauty, Demelza found that all of the mirrors had been enchanted to blur her reflection.

“But why can’t I learn those things too, mother?” Demelza had asked.

She was tired of wearing the rough homespun of the kitchen staff. She wished to wear brocade like Eulalia. Or brush her hair with an ice comb like Eustacia. Her voice was not beautiful like her sisters’, but did that mean the rest of her had to match?

“You must trust me, my daughter,” Araminta said. “I did not listen to my own mother and I will not have you suffer the same mistakes. Know that I am always doing what is best for you. Always.”



Demelza trusted her mother. At least, she wanted to. But lately it seemed that her mother was more on edge than ever. Every time Demelza tried to share her progress about the spell for immortality, Araminta got angry. As if she knew Demelza could never solve it and didn’t see the point of listening further.

At that moment, a slight chiming sound echoed through the library. A few feet away from Demelza, a bright light appeared on the rugs, slowly expanding into a hollow through which the familiar glass staircase appeared. It was a summoning from Araminta to join her for breakfast.

“At least this time she didn’t send me clothes to wear,” said Demelza.

A little parcel soared out of the hole, plopping at Demelza’s feet. The wyvern hopped down, scrabbling at the ties with its paws. Inside was a tunic made of dried reeds. A few sugar beetles crawled across it. If Araminta thought a few juicy bugs would tempt her into wearing that, she was wrong.

Even before all her sisters had flown the nest, the clothes Araminta left out for Demelza could hardly be called clothes. Oftentimes they were sooty rags or cloth held together by bramble. And that was only the clothes. Last month Araminta had thrown away Demelza’s hairbrush, and now her red hair hung in lumpy knots down her back. For the past year, every time Demelza wished to take her evening bath, her mother insisted she powder herself afterward with the ashes of the fireplace. When Demelza asked for a coat, she was given stinking pelts. And now . . . this.



“I shall leave you to change,” said the wyvern, but Demelza raised her hand.

“No. I shall go down in this.”

Demelza was wearing one of Evadne’s old dressing gowns. Truthfully she could not remember the last time she had felt something so luxurious against her skin. The robe was the color of dusk, embroidered with silver thread to form wispy clouds along the sleeves and embellished with seed pearls at the cuffs.

“Really?” asked the wyvern. The creature laid its ears along its back. “You do realize this might lead to a confrontation . . .”

“But it shouldn’t and that is the point,” said Demelza, resolute. “At least this way, she’ll be forced to address me directly instead of making some excuse to discuss anything else.”

“Hmph,” said the wyvern.

Demelza raised an eyebrow. “Unless you have any other suggestions on how to settle conflict?”

“I typically settled conflict by incinerating the individual that offended me, but I suspect this is not welcome in family settings.”

“No,” said Demelza. “That would not be welcome.”
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The breakfast room was the least ornate chamber in Hush Manor, but to Demelza it was the most beautiful. A scarlet carpet lay across the stone floor. A roaring hearth served as one wall, while the rest were great, tear-­shaped windows. The windows looked out onto the rolling moors of the Silent Lakes, where the low hills appeared splashed with bright purple swamp heather and silver bog daisies. In the distance, Demelza could even see the enchanted gloom that kept Prava’s realm separate from the rest of the Isle.

Today, the breakfast table had been laid with boiled quail eggs, parfaits of tadpole, spider geleé and toast points. A samovar of tea solemnly puffed steam and marched back and forth across the linen.

Demelza had almost gleefully braced herself for a fight, but when she sat down, Araminta did not look up from the book she was reading. Her mother was dressed in a white gown. Her shining hair was swept into an elegant bun. Demelza cleared her throat, but Araminta did not notice. She never noticed. Sometimes Demelza suspected her mother would not look at her on purpose . . . 

As if she was that ashamed of her youngest daughter.

“Is father joining?” asked Demelza.

“He will be late,” said Araminta, gaze fixed on the page. “I believe Prince Arris is to be married today? Or perhaps tomorrow? And you know how grumpy your father gets when there’s any sort of announcement from Rathe Castle.”

Poor prince, thought Demelza. Royal weddings were so often their own funerals.

“I’m sure father’s mood won’t be helped when he discovers how little headway I’ve made in my research,” said Demelza. “A sacrifice born of . . . something and beast . . . I actually think—­”

“Stop!” said Araminta. She threw down her book with such force that her teacup rattled. “I cannot listen to this first thing in the morning!”

Heat rushed to Demelza’s cheeks.

“Because you do not think me capable of it, Mother?” she asked. “Because you intend to keep me here dressed in rags?”

Araminta looked at Demelza, her blue eyes widening in shock. “What in Wrate’s name are you wearing?”

Demelza nearly wilted beneath her mother’s stare, but she raised her chin. “I am wearing Evadne’s robe.”

“I specifically sent you clothing,” said Araminta.

“As if it could be called that!” said Demelza, furious. “You sent me a tunic of woven reeds! Dirty reeds, no less! I plucked several sugar beetles off the neckline alone!”

“I hope you did not waste them,” said Araminta. “I know I did not raise a wasteful daughter.”

Demelza almost rolled her eyes and then made herself stop. She had no wish to fight with her mother so early in the day.

“I did not waste them,” said Demelza. “Though they might have spoiled my breakfast. There is no reason for me to wear such clothes.”

“There might be a time where you must make do with what the land provides. Not everything may be laid out before you like a feast,” said Araminta, looking away from her daughter. “Go change your clothes. Now. I am very disappointed, Demelza.”

Demelza did not move. All she had ever done was try to please her parents. Hadn’t she put soot on her cheeks and clay in her hair at her mother’s request? But today, she was cold. And all she wanted was to sit in a beautiful robe and drink tea.

“No,” said Demelza.

Araminta stared at her. “What?”

Demelza took a deep breath. Losing her temper would get her nowhere and so she reached for reason. “Mother, this is . . . this is ridiculous! To be honest, it makes me feel as though I am worth less to you than my sisters. I am not a child! I’m seventeen! And I cannot begin to guess at the reason why you insist on having me comport myself like this!”

Araminta paled and her hand flew to her throat. It was a gesture Demelza had seen a thousand times. She was old enough to understand that her father might be a loving husband, but he was not a kind one. He was a good father, but he was not a good man. While her sisters relished their assignments and all of them wished for Prava to possess eternal life and more powers than Wrate himself—­ambitions they had been assured were very normal for wizards and nothing to be alarmed over—­it was not as though they had been given a choice. If her father wished, he could turn them all to swans and keep them locked in the oubliettes of Hush Manor. That he did not was only because he loved them. Demelza alone lay outside his reach.

“I am your mother,” Araminta said, her voice trembling. “How dare you disobey me, Demelza? Go to your library. Now. I shall deal with you later.”
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Demelza had charged halfway up the stairs when she stopped, took a breath and stared back down the steps. She did not want to spend the rest of her day angry. Araminta seemed so distracted lately.

Perhaps they could go for a walk. Or talk by the fire. Or simply get out of Hush Manor to understand one another better.

Demelza was making her way back to the breakfast room when she heard her father’s calm, low tone and her mother’s shrill voice.

“I’ve had it!” said Araminta.

“Be reasonable, my love—­” Prava started, but Araminta hissed at him to be quiet.

“I will not have a stain on my lineage!” said Araminta. “Demelza must go. Get rid of her.”
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