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To Melissa,

who helped me find my way through the thorniest part of this forest






CHAPTER ONE


I was wearing my sister Gavotte’s face on the night the blighthunters came to our cottage. All eight of us were crowded around the table, waging a fierce poetry battle to decide who would get the last slice of Da’s gooseberry pie. Indigo was arguing passionately that “savage” really did rhyme with “cabbage,” which was probably why none of us noticed the threat except Sonnet, who didn’t care for gooseberries.

“There’s someone coming down the lane.” Sonnet rose from the table and went to peer through the diamond-pane window beside the door.

A spark of worry nibbled at me. Hardly anyone came all the way out to our farm. We were too close to the Mirrorwood. Our cozy cottage—a bit ramshackle with the extra rooms tacked on over the years to handle three sets of twins—lay on the farthest edge of town. If you stood in just the right spot, you could see the enormous wall of thorns bristling along the northern hills. A prickly promise, meant to bind away the magic of the blighted realm and keep it from tainting the rest of the world.

But it hadn’t worked. Magic still escaped. Dribs and drabs, like the spatters of madder and saffron that flecked Mum’s apron after a day working her dye pots. Fragments of raw blight that warped whatever—whomever—they touched. Twists, we called them. You might suddenly sprout wings or claws. Your skin might turn to flames or ice.

No wonder folks were scared of it. I would be too. That is, if I weren’t already blighted.

For me, the greatest danger wasn’t the thorns or the corrupting magic. It was being discovered by those who thought anything touched by the twists had to be destroyed: blighthunters. The crimson-coated warriors trained to fight and kill people like me. But surely there was no reason for hunters to visit our farm.

“Is it Aunt Nesta?” I asked hopefully. She was family. She knew my secret. She was safe.

“No,” said Sonnet. Her shoulders were stiff, and there was a note of wary tension in her voice. “There’s two of them. Riding horses.”

Da and Mum exchanged a look. Mum’s lips had gone tight. “Allegra,” Mum said to my twin sister. “Best be ready, just in case.”

Allegra groaned. “It’s not my turn. Can’t Fable go upstairs? It’s probably just another peddler.”

I started to push away from the table. “It’s okay. I’ll go. But if they’re selling charms against the blight, buy me one,” I added, trying to make a joke of it.

No one laughed. Indigo was glowering at Allegra. “Ease up, Leg. It’s not Fable’s fault. One extra day won’t do you harm.”

“Oh, I know exactly how much harm it does.”

She didn’t look at me, but I flinched anyway. Allegra was my twin sister, and I knew she loved me. But you can love someone and still be angry at them. Not that I blamed her, after what I’d done to her for the first five years of our lives.

Sonnet, still at the window, drew in a sharp breath. “They’re wearing red coats.”

No one spoke. No one moved. Hunters wore red.

“Everyone stay calm,” said Mum, her voice brisk and businesslike, as if she were negotiating the price of her wool. “We’ll handle it like we always do.”

A chilly pit had opened in my belly. We’d had close calls with hunters before. Last summer my brother Thespian had to truss me up in a burlap sack and carry me over his shoulder, pretending I was a lumpy bag of turnips, in order to pass a hunter on the road to Aunt Nesta’s. But they’d never come to our house. And I hardly ever left our family farm. The last time I’d seen anyone other than family was… oh. Oh no.

Last week. I’d been out gathering wild strawberries at the edge of the northern woods. The miller’s son had passed by along the old hunters’ trail. I’d run as soon as I saw him. But had he seen me?

More importantly, had he seen the face I was wearing?

I couldn’t answer those questions. All I could do was try to be what I’d always been: Allegra’s identical twin. I gulped, looking at my sister.

“Go on, then, take it.” She slid closer along the bench, wearing a look of grim resignation that stabbed me in the gut. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t want this either. I’d give anything not to be like this.

“Sorry,” I whispered, cringing at just how useless the word was, after everything I’d already done to her. Everything my blight had taken. “Sorry” would never be enough.

She only closed her eyes, bracing herself. I reached out to brush my fingers against her cheek.

That was all it took. My curse, my blight, woke hungrily. Buzzing warmth rippled up my arm, my neck, tingling across my face as skin shimmered, bone shifted, and my face reshaped itself. The wavy brown hair I’d borrowed from Gavotte lightened to Allegra’s honey blond. My nose shrank, turning snub. A heartbeat later, and no one would have guessed that I was anything other than Allegra’s identical twin.

Only my family knew the truth: that I was a blighted face stealer.

Allegra whimpered, gripping the edge of the table as if someone had just torn away a bit of her soul. That was how she’d described it, the one time I dared ask her how it felt. Thespian had tried to tell me it wasn’t bad, like standing up too fast and getting a head rush, but I think he was just trying to make me feel better. Allegra always told the truth, even when it hurt.

I scooted back along the bench, giving her space. No one else said anything. Mum and Da had never made a fuss over my face stealing. I think they wanted to pretend it was an everyday thing, like feeding the chickens or washing the dishes. Not a curse that could have me and my entire family imprisoned, or worse.

I ran a hand over my hair. Allegra’s hair. It would be fine. Hunters had never visited our house before, but we’d practiced how to handle it. Just act normal. Absolutely normal.

“They’ve hitched their horses at the post,” said Sonnet. Mum went to wait with her by the door, while Da cleared away the dishes and Gavotte covered the last slice of pie with a napkin. Thespian sat at the end of the table, watching me out of the corner of his eye, the way our sheepdogs watched the flock.

I knotted my hands together, feeling utterly miserable. Moth sprang up onto my lap, butting his head against my fingers and purring. I cuddled him closer, his warm weight steadying me, as usual. Making it easier to breathe, to think.

Do not worry, his voice whispered in my mind. If the hunters try to take you, I will slash out their eyes.

“My sweet, bloodthirsty fluff.” I skritched him between the ears until his purr became a deep drone.

“Oh, yes, talk to your cat,” said Indigo dryly. “That’ll convince the hunters there’s nothing to investigate.”

“Lots of people talk to their cats.”

Indigo arched a brow. “But how many of the cats talk back?”

I ignored them. No one could hear Moth except me, in any case. And right now he was the only thing keeping me from falling into a complete panic.

Sonnet returned to the table, sliding onto the bench beside me, her shoulder bumping mine. “Remember what I taught you, Fey? If they grab you, go for the eyes. Or the throat. Or the instep.” Her hands, resting on her thighs, were clenched into tight fists. It made something sharp claw at my throat. I didn’t want my family to have to do this. To risk themselves for me.

Sonnet’s eyes fixed on the door. A moment later, a thump rattled the heavy oak.

Mum squared her shoulders, then reached for the handle, swinging it open. “Good evening,” she said, her voice cool and calm. “How can we help you?”

“Good evening, madam,” said the man on the doorstep. I couldn’t see much of him, only the way his tall shadow fell over my mother. His voice was as cool and chilly as deep-buried stone. “Might my apprentice and I come in? I don’t wish to trouble your family, but it would help us greatly if we could ask a few questions.”

Dread shivered through me. The miller’s son. He had seen me last week, out by the strawberry meadow.

If I’d been wearing Allegra’s face—or any of my siblings’, really—I’d have waved and called a hullo. There wasn’t such a great difference in size between us, though Sonnet and Thespian had both shot up since they’d turned sixteen over the winter. Even so, I could still pass myself off as them, from a distance.

But that day I had been wearing my father’s face. Including his long, luxurious brown beard. I was a good two feet shorter than him, so on me, it fell to my belly button. Indigo said it made me look like an overgrown gnome. So instead of waving and hulloing, I’d run, sprinting off into the woods like a startled rabbit.

I hadn’t told anyone about it. The boy hadn’t chased after me, so no harm done. Besides, if I told my parents, they might decide not to let me wander the wilds anymore, and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing my last bit of freedom. It was too dangerous for me to go to town: I couldn’t always control my blight, and the last thing I needed was to bump into someone at the market and accidentally steal their face. The farm, the fields, the woods, they were all I had. The only place that I could walk freely, breathe deep, feel like a normal twelve-year-old girl.

Clearly, I was mistaken.

If only I could sprint away now and lose myself in the green woods. But it was too late: Mum had already ushered the hunters inside. It would look suspicious to deny them. I sat stiffly, frozen in fear, as the two crimson-coated figures stepped into the large main room of our cottage. There were several empty chairs, but the hunters ignored them, choosing to stand before the hearth.

All the better to chase after anyone who tried to bolt.

“My name is Telmarque,” said the man. He was tall and bony, with white skin and sunken black eyes that made his hollow-cheeked face look disturbingly skeletal. “And this is my apprentice, Vycorax.” He nodded to the girl beside him.

She looked about my age, but the firm set of her jaw and her intent brown eyes made her seem older. So did the sword hanging from her belt. Even the scattering of freckles across her brown cheeks didn’t soften her.

Her eyes narrowed. She’d noticed me staring. I jerked my gaze away, desperately hoping she’d think I was just a curious farm girl who’d never seen a hunter up close.

“May we offer you some tea?” asked my father. “And we have walnut cakes.” Da probably would have offered tea to the demon prince of the Mirrorwood if he showed up on our doorstep, he was so unfailingly polite.

But Telmarque waved aside the offer. “No. We must attend our work. The evils of the blight do not rest.”

Moth settled himself more comfortably into my lap, and I fought a wild, desperate laugh at the irony of it. But there was a sting, too. I didn’t think I was evil. But I hurt people. Hurt my own family, every day of every week. So maybe he was right.

Mum cleared her throat. “Then, please, let us know how we can help you be on your way.”

“We’ve had word of a strange creature spotted in the woods near here. A young man from the village encountered it last week. A foul, hairy beast.”

I stifled a huff. Da’s face might be a bit hairy, but he wasn’t foul.

The hunter continued. “Small but vicious, he said. He managed to chase it off, but it’s still out there.” Telmarque’s lip curled, and he set one hand on the hilt of his sword as he spoke. “Have any of you seen something like this?”

He fixed each of us in turn with a skeletal stare. The air in the room seemed to have thickened, grown dim and chilly as a winter fog. We all shook our heads.

“Be very certain. We must find this beast and destroy it. We cannot afford to risk the taint spreading.”

“Is that how it works?” asked Indigo, innocently arching their eyebrows. “I thought the twists from the woods caused the blight.”

“Indeed,” said Telmarque. “But anything blighted is tainted with the evil of the Mirrorwood and must be destroyed.”

Mum shot Indigo a warning look, but they continued on, irrepressible. “Wouldn’t it be better to go after the source? You seem to have plenty of sharp, pointy things. Can’t you go inside the Mirrorwood and use them on the demon prince to stop all this for good?”

Silence. A weight like storm clouds settled over the room. Telmarque narrowed his eyes at Indigo. “Hunters have tried. Tried and died. The thorns refuse entry to all, as you well know. This isn’t some bard’s fantasy.”

“Very true,” said Indigo. “You’re clearly not the princess with a heart as pure as snow.”

Telmarque’s jaw clenched dangerously. Indigo never could resist a sly comment. And worse, they were doing it for me. Defending me. And risking the attention of the hunters in the process.

“I saw something,” I blurted out. “Yesterday.”

It worked. Telmarque fixed his gaze on me, like a knife stabbing a choice but slippery bit of meat. “What?” he demanded. “What did you see?”

“I thought it was a bear. It was over to the east, on Hay Hill.” I held my breath. Please. Please let them think the foul, hairy beast was only a bear.

The apprentice Vycorax cleared her throat, straightening her shoulders before she spoke for the first time. Her voice had edges, carving out her words, claiming them. “I already searched Hay Hill, sir. There wasn’t anything there.”

“We’ll search again,” snapped Telmarque. He gave a curt nod. “Thank you for your time. If we have other questions, we will return.”

The words felt like a threat, whether or not he meant them that way. Telmarque strode toward the door. “Come, Vycorax. Let us see what you missed.”

The girl stiffened. She glanced at me, the furrow between her brows deepening, before hastening after the elder hunter.

Slowly, Mum closed the door behind them. We sat, not speaking, not moving, as if even a small sound might draw the hunters back. Finally Mum let out a soft sigh. “They’re gone. Riding east.”

Gavotte punched her twin in their shoulder. “Indigo! What were you thinking?”

Indigo crossed their arms, looking unrepentant. “I was thinking that craven ham-wit ought to stop bullying innocent people and go fight some actual evil if he’s so slobbery over it.”

Mum sighed. “It would’ve been better to say nothing at all.” She flicked me a worried look.

My heart pinched. “I just wanted them to go,” I said. “It’ll be okay, won’t it? They’ll go to Hay Hill and won’t find anything. Or they’ll just think the boy in the woods saw the bear too.”

“Ah, yes, the bear,” said Da. “You know, I hear that bears are great fans of gooseberry pie.” He nudged the last piece toward me, smiling.

But I could see the worry in his eyes. I could feel it all around me, a sticky, sickening heaviness in the air. It matched the fog of fear in my chest. This was my fault. All I’d wanted was to pick strawberries, and instead I’d brought blighthunters to the farm.

“Thanks, Da, but I’m not hungry.” I scooped Moth into my arms as I stood. “Besides, Indigo had the best limerick. I’m going to bed.”

“It’s a clear night,” Gavotte offered, watching me in that way of hers, like she could see the color of my thoughts. “You were going to show us the new constellation you found in that book of star charts you’re always poring over. The Nose Picker?”

“The Rose Picker,” I said, though I was pretty sure she knew the real name. She was trying to make a joke of it, to cheer me up. And I loved her for it. Loved all of them.

“Thanks, Gav, but I’m not in the mood for stargazing,” I said, retreating up the stairs. “Good night.”

My family had always bound tight, protecting me, even letting me borrow their faces to hide my secret. To keep the red wolves away.

But they couldn’t keep me safe forever. Eventually, the wolves would catch me. And if I didn’t do something, they would catch my family, too.






CHAPTER TWO


It was late the next afternoon before I convinced Mum to let me out of the house. I was still wearing Allegra’s face when I stepped outside. The skin had faded a bit, going gray around the edges, the eyes sagging slightly, but still good enough to pass me off as her twin. Not that I expected to meet anyone where I was going.

I told Mum I’d check on the sheep out in the far pasture. And I did. They were fine, fat and happy and fluffy as meringues. But I didn’t stop there. I climbed the fence, Moth leaping lightly beside me, then pushed through the thickets and out into the birch grove. It was one of my favorite spots: the slim white trunks, the rustle of the leaves, the scattering of speckled red toadstools in the fern-fringed grass. It was a place I could think. Could try to find some space inside me that was Fable, no matter what face I wore.

As far as I knew, I’d never had one of my own.

When my sister Allegra and I were born, everyone thought we were identical twins. We had the same honey-gold hair, the same blue eyes and tip-tilted nose. But there was a difference: I was the hale and hearty child, always climbing a tree or singing a song. Allegra was the sickly one, kept in bed more days than not by a strange illness no healer could cure.

Until the first day I went to the village school and came home with the face of the miller’s daughter, green-eyed and curly-haired. Until Allegra climbed out of her sickbed, suddenly full of energy, smiling and laughing and chasing the chickens.

That was when my parents realized it wasn’t a sickness that made Allegra weak. It was me. For five years I’d been borrowing her face, borrowing her strength. Maybe even her soul.

Somehow, one of those twisted bits of magic from the Mirrorwood had found me. Slipped into the cradle where I lay swaddled, or caught me crawling in the grass on my pudgy baby hands. I was too young to remember how it happened. All I knew was what it had turned me into. A girl with no face of her own. I could only steal the faces and energy of others. Nowadays I could control it better, but back then I didn’t even realize what I was doing. All it took was a touch and I could be anyone.

At first we thought maybe I could just stop. Maybe if I didn’t touch anyone, I’d go back to my true self. To a face that was mine, only mine. So we waited.

Within a day my skin started fading to a colorless gray. Two days and my lips and nose began to blur like fog in the morning sun. Three days and I could barely speak, barely breathe. There was no true Fable. Only emptiness. Nothingness.

Without a borrowed face, I would die.

Some parents might have turned me over to the hunters then and there. But my family loved me. Loved me enough to keep my blight a secret. Loved me enough to lend me their faces. Between my five siblings and my parents, I could get through a week. Borrowing a face for a day didn’t seem to do much harm.

Except.

Except I hated it. Hated hurting them. Hated being a burden. Hated that we all lived in fear of discovery. Last night had been close. Too close.

My family did everything they could to protect me, but it wasn’t enough. If something was going to change, I had to make it change. I was the blighted one. This was my responsibility.

I drew a bracing breath. My feet felt heavy, sunk deep into the familiar soil. Into the land that had been my only home for more than twelve years. This birch grove was along the far northern edge of the farm. I’d never dared go farther.

I forced myself to take one step. Then another.

The birches gave way to a thicker, darker forest of oaks and beeches. I trudged through them, climbing over the vast tangled roots that wove across my path like serpents. I should turn back. Run home, to my family. To safety.

But home wasn’t safe. Especially not if I was there. I didn’t know what I could do. I just knew I had to do something.

The tangle of trees opened, releasing me into a clearing at the top of the rise. And finally I could see them.

Thorns. A towering wall of briar and bramble that stretched even taller than the highest oaks. They spread along the horizon, curving away to the east and west. According to the stories, there was an entire realm inside. Villages, lakes, farms. The sleeping prince and his castle. The land must have had some other name, centuries ago, but we knew it only as the Mirrorwood. The source of the blight.

The wind whispered along my neck, raising goose bumps under the coil of Allegra’s honey-blond braids. “How far away do you think it is?” I asked Moth, who had settled himself comfortably atop a large stump so overgrown with moss it looked more like a fat green pillow.

Why does it matter? Moth’s tail lashed as he followed my stare.

It was a good question. It shouldn’t matter to me. I wasn’t a princess, and I certainly didn’t have a heart as pure as snow, not after everything I’d put my family through.

Once, that story had given me hope. I’d begged Indigo to tell me the prophetic tale, over and over again, sitting breathless as they described the princess fighting her way through the terrors of the Mirrorwood to the castle at its center, where she faced the most terrible enemy of all: the demon prince who had first cursed the land with the blight over a century ago, casting the true prince into an endless slumber and taking his place.

Maybe it was just a story, but stories had power. And I had to believe this one was going to come true someday. That it was more than a fairy tale. But my hopes had worn thin lately. When would the princess decide to show up? How old would I be when she defeated the demon and restored the true prince? When the blight lifted and I finally had my true face?

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was just a child’s tale invented to pass a chilly night around a dull tavern hearth. My chest ached with the thought. I needed it to be true. I needed to believe that the curse could be broken. If not by the pure-hearted princess, if not by the hunters, then by someone!

I let out a long sigh that was perilously close to a sob. “Ugh,” I said, because if I was talking then maybe I wouldn’t be crying. “Why did I even come here? I’m just some girl from a sheep farm.”

You are not just some girl, said Moth. You are Fable.

“Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s…” I trailed off, squinting at the velvety green stump he was sitting on. There was something strange about the shape.

I marched over to kneel beside the thing. It wasn’t a stump. There was stone beneath the moss. Not rough boulders but smooth blocks bound with mortar. And… were those letters carved along the top? I waved for Moth to move. “I need to get a closer look at this.”

He stretched out even more luxuriantly across his mossy cushion. It is better as a bed.

“Really, Moth, I need to see it.” I tried to scoop him up, but he evaded my grasp, springing down to the ground on his own. He sat there, regarding me balefully.

But I didn’t have time to feel guilty. Now that I could see what was inscribed along the top of the not-stump, all I could feel was a bone-deep, heart-thrumming awe.

“ ‘The Well of Mirachne, Lady of Dawn, Guardian of Dreams,’ ” I read. “ ‘Offer, and let thy wish be granted.’ ”

A wishing well! I’d heard of such things, of course. They could be found scattered across the lands. But I’d never seen one.

I could barely bring myself to touch the old gray stone. I half expected it to spark back, to set me ablaze. Lady Mirachne was one of the Subtle Powers. Immortal. Inscrutable. Beings with vast and unknowable power. Dangerous, too. One of Indigo’s favorite stories involved a pair of desperate young lovers who went to one of the Subtle Powers for help, only to end up tricked into a bargain that left one of them a fox by night, the other a crow by day, so that they could never be truly together.

But it wasn’t Mirachne in that story. It was the Bannon, and everyone knew he was the Power who caused nothing but trouble. Mirachne was the lady of dreams. It was she who set the wall of thorns in place, centuries ago, to keep the blight from corrupting all the world.

A spark kindled in my chest. This was it. This was how I could fix things. Lady Mirachne granted wishes. Maybe she could make mine come true. I set my hands against the edge of the stone that lay across her well. It didn’t budge.

Fable. This is not wise. The Powers are not to be trusted.

“I have to do something.” I gave the stone another shove, harder this time. Finally it scraped open, revealing a slice of damp-smelling darkness.

There was definitely water below. It flashed and glimmered, reflecting back a patch of the afternoon sky above. A creamy oval stared back at me, and I flinched. I’d never cared much for mirrors. But that could change. Everything could change if Lady Mirachne granted my wish.

I patted my pockets for a suitable offering. I had no coins. No jewels. Only a plum turnover, slightly squashed, which I’d brought in case I got hungry. Well, it would have to do.

With trembling fingers, I pulled it out, holding it over the dark, damp well. Cool air rippled up, chilling my skin. I closed my eyes so that I didn’t have to see Moth glowering. This was going to work.

“Please, Lady Mirachne. Please send a hero to break the curse of the Mirrorwood.”

I waited another heartbeat, then released my plummy offering. There was a distant sploosh. Then silence.

I opened my eyes warily. I surveyed the wall of thorns in the distance. My heart sank. It was as dark and impenetrable as ever.

Of course it was. What was one wish going to change? I didn’t even know if Lady Mirachne was listening. There were plenty of fairy tales about the Subtle Powers, but it wasn’t like I knew anyone who’d actually encountered one. Well, Indigo did claim they once played a game of dice with a strange, red-eyed man out on the north road and won a pair of socks that never needed darning. But Indigo had a tendency to… embellish… their stories.

Still, the Subtle Powers must be real. The thorns were real. The blight was real. And maybe my wish had been heard. Maybe it would just take time for the hero to get here. Time, I quickly realized, I might not have. Not with the blighthunters prowling so close.

I squinted at the distant thorns again, a nameless yearning in my chest. “What do you think is on the other side?”

I do not wish to know. It is an unnatural place.

“Says the talking cat.” I skritched his head, and he leaned into my fingers, purring deeply. I tried to take comfort in the warm rumble.

Says the girl who can hear me.

He had a point. I had never figured out whether my ability to hear Moth was his blight, or part of mine. No one else could hear him, but that might just be because he didn’t deign to speak to anyone else. Who knew, with cats?

Either way, I couldn’t hate his talking the way I hated my face stealing. Because Moth was the one being in the world who always knew me, no matter what face I wore. And the fact that I could hear him, that was something that belonged to me. That didn’t change. Moth was a fixed star in my shifting, dizzying sky.

I pressed my face into Moth’s silky neck, letting his low purr drive away all my fears and unanswered wishes. “I’m glad I can hear you,” I told him. “I don’t care if it’s unnatural.”

Then why do you wish to change what you are?

I let out a long sigh. “Oh, I don’t know. Take your pick. The fact that I’m a face-stealing lamprey sucking the life out of my family? That I almost got caught by hunters last night? The fact that everyone else is going to grow up and leave and live their lives and I might never find out who I could be if I wasn’t blighted?”

I hadn’t meant to say that last bit, but it surged up from my chest, the fiercest and most sharp-toothed of all my fears. I drew in a ragged breath, fighting to keep from falling even farther into the bleak pit yawning open inside me.

“I appreciate the confession,” said a girl’s voice from somewhere behind me. “That’s going to make this so much easier.”

I spun around just in time to see the hunter’s apprentice Vycorax step from behind a stand of oaks. In one smooth motion she drew her sword, brandishing it between us. “Now,” she said, “I suggest you surrender.”

Moth growled. Are we fighting or running?

But my mouth couldn’t move. My feet were stones, sinking into the loam. All I could do was stare at the tip of Vycorax’s sword, my insides quaking. My parents had warned me, time and again, what would happen if the hunters discovered me. My mother had even once taken me to see the poor, mangled remains of a man cursed with ears like a bat. The hunters had killed him and set him at the busiest crossroads as a warning.

No doubt they would do the same to me.

“And don’t bother running,” she drawled. “I tracked you here easily enough.”

She’d tracked me. Like a beast. Like a rabid wolf. That was all I was to her.

It was unfair. I wasn’t evil. Dangerous, yes, but I’d be no trouble if they would only leave me alone.

“Why surrender?” I said, abruptly furious. “You’re just going to kill me.”

Something shifted in the apprentice’s eyes. A flicker of doubt? Then she shook her short black hair. “Anything blighted must be destroyed. It’s the only way to keep the curse from spreading.”

Of course that was how she’d see it. But I wasn’t giving up that easily. “Or maybe you’re just lazy,” I snarled. “You’d rather murder people you’re afraid of than try to break the curse.”

“We’ve tried!” she snapped back, as if my words stung her. “You heard what my father said.”

“Telmarque is your father?”

She lifted her chin defiantly. “Yes. And he’s one of the best hunters in the order.”

“Not good enough to break the curse, though.”

“You think you could do better?” scoffed Vycorax. “You’re just a blighted little farm girl.”

Her words kicked me in the chest. She wasn’t wrong. I’d spent most of my life no more than a mile from the same cozy house, surrounded by fields and dells I knew better than my own heartbeat, trusting my parents to keep me safe. They hadn’t coddled me—no room for that on a farm—but my knowledge extended only to things like how to wrangle a truculent ewe and what flowers made the best yellow dye. I was just a blighted little farm girl.

A soft warmth curled around my leg. Moth pressed close, his fur fluffed in fury. If only I could be so brave. So fierce.

Was it so impossible? There were plenty of stories about everyday people like me doing grand things. Assistant pig-keepers who saved the realm. Hatmakers who undid wicked spells. If they could do great things, why couldn’t I? I’d spent the last twelve years letting other people protect me. I’d even sacrificed my plum tart to summon a hero to save me.

But maybe it was time to try saving myself.

The Mirrorwood wasn’t that far away. Maybe a farm girl could break a centuries-old curse. I bounced on my toes, quivering with the possibility. Then everything would change. I wouldn’t be a danger to my family. I could finally start living my own, real life.

I stood straighter, summoning my fury and fear and despair and braiding them tight into something like hope. “Yes. I think I can. And you can’t stop me.”

She has a claw, Fable, said Moth. She is dangerous.

He was right. The girl might only be a hunter-in-training, but that blade looked painfully sharp, and she seemed to know how to use it. She was dangerous. But so was I. Or at least, that was what she thought.

Just as Vycorax was about to take another step, I called out, “You’d better not come any closer, or you might get blighted too.”

She froze.

My threat had worked. I’d turned the girl’s fears against her. It was rubbish, of course: my family was around me day in and day out, and none of them had shown any sign of blight. But if the girl thought my touch could curse her, maybe I had a chance of escaping.

I backed away, coaxing Moth after me. “Come on, Moth. We have work to do.”

Vycorax watched me, her eyes wide. Then she gulped, stiffening her shoulders. “No,” she growled. “I can’t let the blight spread! It’s my duty to stop you!” Jaw set, she started toward me.

Curse it! I had one last trick, though the thought of using it turned my stomach. Maybe I was just proving that Vycorax was right. I was dangerous. But she’d left me no choice.

I lunged at the girl, reaching for her face.

My fingers brushed her cheek, and that was all it took for my blight to do its work. A familiar tickle fluttered over my skin, not quite painful. The weight of Allegra’s honey-gold braids lifted. I blinked, my eyes suddenly slightly farther apart. My lips felt thinner, my chin sharper. My skin warmed from rosy cream to freckled brown.

Vycorax staggered woozily, then fell to her knees. Blearily, she blinked up at me and gave a small gasp. “You… you took… my face!”

There was no time to waste. I pelted away, Moth a gray streak beside me, heading for the deeper woods. But I’d gone only a few paces when something flickered crimson at the corner of my vision. I shrieked, trying to duck, but I was too slow.

An arm wrapped around my waist, pinning one arm to my side. Another clamped across my shoulder, pressing something cold and sharp to my throat. A man’s voice rasped harsh and triumphant in my ear. “That’s far enough.”

Telmarque! Blight it. I should have known Vycorax wasn’t alone.






CHAPTER THREE


I tried to breathe lightly, to hold myself still and tamp down the panic rolling through me. At least Moth was free. I could see him crouched under a clump of ferns nearby.

“Careful, Father,” croaked Vycorax. “She only needs to touch your face to steal it.”

“I am more than capable of dealing with a blightborn. The real question is, are you?”

I turned my head a fraction, surprised by his harsh tone. Da never spoke to me like that. Even when I’d forgotten to pen the ram and he ate an entire patch of Da’s prize turnips.

But Vycorax didn’t flinch. Only clambered to her feet, brown eyes bright with fury and vengeance. “Of course,” she said stiffly.

“You had the girl at your mercy and yet she lives. If not for me, she would have escaped.”

The girl’s lips wobbled for a heartbeat; then she lifted her chin. “I… I wasn’t ready. But I am now, Father. I swear. I won’t let you down.”

I couldn’t see Telmarque, but I felt his huff, felt the shift of the blade against my throat. “We shall see.”

What was he going to do? Terror ran icy fingers along my arms, my legs.

Suddenly I was stumbling forward toward Vycorax. Her eyes went wide briefly, but she rallied, lifting the tip of her sword to press against my collarbone.

Telmarque stalked to her side, dagger sheathed, arms clasped behind his back, his attitude almost scholarly. Like a teacher advising a wayward student. “Very well. Go on, then. Show me what you’ve learned. What is the best way to dispatch a blightborn like this?”

“I—I need to stab her through the heart.” Vycorax looked faintly ill as she spoke, but that might’ve been only the weakness from having her face stolen. The cool touch of her blade still hovered at my throat, terrifyingly close.

“Indeed,” said Telmarque. “What are you waiting for?”

“Nothing, Father.”

But still, she did not strike me down. Her eyes seemed caught by my face. Her face.

I wanted to close my eyes, to look away, to bury myself in some useless dream that Da would come crashing out of the woods to save me. That Lady Mirachne herself would appear in all her golden glory to whisk me away. But they weren’t here. It was only me, in my stolen face, and all I could do was stare back at the girl, desperately hoping her hesitation might become mercy.

“I did not raise you to be weak, Vycorax,” said Telmarque.

“I’m not weak. It’s only that… she looks like me.”

“Because she’s blighted,” he spat. “Even now she steals your strength. Strike her down and be done.”

The girl drew in a bracing breath and clamped her lips tight. She drew back her sword, preparing to take the blow. Please, thundered my heart. Please. I didn’t care if it was true mercy. I just wanted to live.

The girl’s eyes locked on mine. Her grip trembled. She did not strike.

Telmarque gave a growl of frustration. “Very well. I thought you had your sister’s strength, but it seems I was mistaken. I will finish this, since you cannot.” He drew his sword and advanced toward me.

“No, Father. Wait—”

The girl’s protest was lost as a yowling gray fury leaped at Telmarque from beneath the nearby ferns. The hunter staggered back, ducking. His free hand lashed out. A feline scream turned my heart to ice. Even Vycorax froze, her dagger lowered now, watching her father with wide eyes.

Telmarque held Moth by the scruff of his neck. The cat writhed and spat, clawing at the air.

“Moth!” I screamed. “Please don’t hurt him! He’s just a cat!”

Do not fear, Fable, said Moth. I am not the one about to have his eyes torn out.

With a growl, he suddenly coiled his gray body, kicking out his rear paws to slash at Telmarque’s face. Telmarque screamed, dropping his sword. He pressed his other arm to his eyes. But still, he held Moth.

I will finish him! Run, Fable! Flee!

“Not without you!” I lunged forward, slamming my heel into Telmarque’s instep, just the way Sonnet had taught me. He staggered back, hand spasming. Moth fell free, landing lightly upon the mossy earth.

Telmarque snarled, trying to snatch at me, but the movement was sloppy. Blood streamed down his face, pouring from the four slices that cut across his left eye. Vycorax dashed to his side.

This was my chance. My chance to flee.

Instinct tugged me south, toward the cottage. My family would rally around me. They’d fight for me, no matter the cost.

But I couldn’t do that to them. They’d already given too much. No, there was only one option for me now. One place I had any hope of making things right. Of ridding myself of the blight and setting myself free.

So I ran north, toward the Mirrorwood.

Branches whipped my stolen face, tore at my stolen hair. Moth raced beside me, a ripple of gray in the green shadows. North, we had to go north. If I could just reach the Mirrorwood and somehow slip inside, I would be safe!

Well, as safe as I could be inside a cursed realm ruled by a legendary demon prince. Still, it was better than being pursued through the woods by angry hunters who I was quite certain wanted to kill me.

I could hear Telmarque shouting, “After her, you fool! Catch that blightborn and finish her if you want to remain my apprentice!”

I caught a glimpse of scarlet between the trees to my left. Vycorax was trying to cut us off. I veered right, each breath rasping my tight chest, legs on fire with fear and desperation. The woods ahead were darker, thicker. Everywhere I looked was a jumble of branches and clinging vines. I drove myself toward the shadows, into the tangles. It was my only chance.

“This way, Moth!” There was no sign of Vycorax, but I couldn’t risk slowing. I shoved aside the branches blocking my way.

Pain lanced my palm. Pricks of fire scraped along my cheek and across my arms. Thorns! There were thorns on the branches. Were these the magical briars of the Mirrorwood? Or just a bit of wild blackberry? Shadows clung to me. The bramble wove a dark veil above, blocking out the late-afternoon sun. I had to fumble my way forward, but every movement sent jabs of pain along my skin. There were barbs everywhere.

Then I felt something smooth, a bit of branch. A feathery brush of leaves. A shifting, a murmur. Wood creaked, vines slithered, and abruptly my way was clear. Was my vision playing tricks? A tunnel had formed among the branches, leading deeper into the greenery. I spotted Moth at my feet and bent to scoop him into my arms. I didn’t dare lose him. We had to stay together, especially now.

Deeper, darker, the tunnel carried us onward. Shivers raced over my skin. The way was clear, and yet it felt as if I were running through cobwebs, my entire body sticky and slow. The next moment the ground spun faster, taking my stomach with it. I gritted my teeth, fighting a swell of dizziness. One step, another. Another. And then…

I stumbled out into a dusk-tinged meadow. No more clinging vines. No more stabbing thorns. I’d made it through.

My melting legs collapsed. I fell to my knees in the soft grass, staring into a clump of tiny blue flowers trembling on thin, arching stalks. And they stared back.

Each bright blue bloom held a pale, goggling eye.

I yelped, scrambling away as the blooms tilted, following my movements. I’d never seen such uncanny things. Not in any wood or meadow I knew.

Moth coiled himself in my lap as he spat at the flowers. They seemed more curious than menacing, but even so, their unblinking floral stare made my skin crawl. I wrapped an arm around Moth, cuddling him closer. His tail lashed as I held him, his head craning over my shoulder to peer behind us. I felt his body tense. Fable. Look.

I turned, looking back the way we’d come.

The tunnel behind us was now an enormous, unbroken wall of thorns. Not just a hedge along the lane, not just a bit of briar that dared you to prick yourself snatching the ripest berries from its heart. This was like the wall of a fortress. In the deepening dusk, I could barely make out the top of the hedge, flung high against a sky starting to sparkle with stars. How had it gotten so dark so quickly? It wasn’t even dinnertime.

“We did it,” I said shakily. We had made it inside the Mirrorwood.

The tunnel is gone, said Moth, his tail lashing. We are trapped.

I breathed in. Out. Panic still fluttered in my chest, but I had to be sensible now. Be like Da and find the honey, not the sting. I’d come here for a reason, even though I’d been rather forced into it.

“Only until I break the curse,” I said. “And look on the bright side. At least this way we’re safe. There’s no way the hunters can find us now.”

Moth’s green eyes glimmered. I do not think you understand the meaning of that word.

“Hunter?”

Safe. He swiped a paw at one of the eye-flowers as it bent toward him. We are inside the cursed realm now. We are not safe.

I scanned the meadow. The blue eye-flowers were faintly luminous, dotting the darkening grass with a shimmer of light. “It doesn’t look that dangerous. It’s kind of pretty, actually.” I leaned forward to get a closer look at a spotted toadstool I’d noticed among the flowers. Probably not edible, but—


OEBPS/e9781534497160/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497160/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298








OEBPS/e9781534497160/images/f000v-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534497160/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497160/fonts/ViaodaLibre-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534497160/images/9781534497160.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534497160/images/title.jpg
THE

MRR,QWO@D

DEVA FAGAN






OEBPS/e9781534497160/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


