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For the frightened and the fearless
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A MAN LIES PRONE ON the ground at my feet, and if I am not mistaken, he is dead.

Dead, or close to it. His back is still. There is no rise and fall, no air moving within the lungs. A mess of filthy, gold-streaked hair encrusts the curve of his skull, insects slithering among the tightly coiled curls.

Setting aside my basket of foraged pearl blossom, I step closer. A gust rattles the ancient wood where the mountain stands alone. Carterhaugh, this forested expanse of moss and fern, is so dense that as soon as the wind dies, the world quiets. Sound does not travel far here. No birdsong. Not even screams.

I nudge his leg with the toe of my boot. No response. He has obviously strayed from the trail—his last mistake. If he is dead, the abbey must be informed. At the very least, he will receive a proper burial.

I kneel. The earth, moist and spongy from frequent rain, softens beneath my weight. Quickly, I don my thin leather gloves, and only then do I reach forward to touch his face.

Warm. Despite the leather barrier, the heat of his skin bleeds through.

With a great heave, I roll the man onto his back. My gasp slips free as he twitches once, then falls limp. I was mistaken. The man is not dead.

Two blackened eyes bulge grotesquely above a horribly broken nose. Chapped lips surround a glint of white teeth. Then there is his sun-kissed skin, barely discernible beneath the bruising. Dried blood clots along his hairline.

I perch on my heels with a frown. The reek of smoke clings to my dress, reminding me of the blades awaiting tempering in the forge.

His attire, similar to his battered face, has clearly seen better days. A heavy green cloak fans out beneath his mud-spattered tunic. Trousers, torn at the knee, encase a pair of strong legs ending in worn, knee-high boots.

“Judge what you know,” I murmur to myself. “Not what you perceive.”

I do not know this man’s story. He could be a traveler. Maybe the darkness of Carterhaugh disoriented him and he lost his way to Thornbrook? Kilkare lies only nine miles southwest of here—half a day’s journey by wagon. But his injuries suggest that someone dumped his body and left him for dead. Where does this man hail from? More importantly, who hurt him, and why?

The air shimmers with golden sound. Bells, echoing off the mountain peak. Seven tolls mark the sacred hour, and I am already late, having wandered too far to collect the medicinal herb.

Another glance at the man’s motionless form. My hands curl into fists as the echoes falter, then fade. Who can say whether this man encountered the fair folk? It is not uncommon to hear of mortals dragged beneath the earth, held captive by those who dwell in Under. Indeed, the Abbess of Thornbrook herself was once trapped in the realm below, if the stories are true. But even if I wanted to help him, I cannot. No matter how often Mother Mabel insists that Thornbrook’s doors remain open for those in need, only women may enter the abbey.

I rise, belly cold with the understanding that my departure will leave this man alone, vulnerable. But it must be done.

Snatching my basket, I fly across the sloped earth, navigating the winding footpath north. A break in the trees ahead reveals the impressive church spire overlooking the abbey’s moss-eaten walls, which enclose its sprawling grounds.

Thornbrook is a climbing triumph of pale stone. According to the Text, the Father’s most devout acolytes built this structure themselves, dragging the massive stone up the mountain, stacking it three stories high. Ferns cloak its base and crawl through cracks in the edifice.

The gatehouse offers two methods of entry: a wide archway for carts and horses, and a narrow doorway for those traveling on foot, both barricaded as a precaution against the fair folk. I wave to the porter, and she promptly lifts the iron gate.

The open-aired cloister comes into view as I dash across the grassy yard toward the dormitory, climbing the staircase to the third floor. Once inside my bedroom, I exchange my gray, everyday dress for my alb—the long white robe worn during Mass—and the cincture, which wraps my thick waist, secured by a single knot. Those who have taken their final vows tie the slender white cord into three knots. My time, however, has not yet come.

Sweat coats my skin by the time I reach the church, where the Daughters of Thornbrook have congregated, a sea of white interrupted by the acolytes’ ruby stoles.

Before entering the worship space, I wash my hands in the lavabo near the doorway. Once purified, I insert myself at the back of the church, sliding into a pew next to a fellow novitiate. She does not acknowledge me. Her attention remains fixated on the altar, white marble shrouded in scarlet cloth. Three everlasting candles—Father, Son, and Holy Ghost—burn atop it.

At the front of the room, Mother Mabel climbs the steps to the chancel, where the choir sits. She continues to the presbytery before turning to face us, hands lifted, palms up. Directly behind the altar, a window of green glass pours verdant light onto the draped marble and its fixings.

As one, we bow our heads.

“Eternal Father, our hearts are open. Guide us in these coming months as we navigate the approaching tithe.” Palms pressed together, I lift my hands to my forehead, as does the rest of the congregation. Mother Mabel’s prayer slides into a lull. My thoughts begin to drift.

It would make perfect sense for the man to have been attacked. Indeed, the fair folk have their reasons. Confined to those cramped tunnels and lightless caves, barred from entering any mortal town, they are prohibited from governing or holding council, despite having settled in Carterhaugh centuries before we mortals drove them belowground. But the wood, with its blanketing shadows and concealing nature, still draws many of the fair folk out into the open.

As for the man… I should not be thinking of him. This is the Father’s house, its walls and doors a rare sanctuary. What would He think, knowing I held space for a man other than Him? With some effort, I shove my treacherous thoughts aside, lift my face toward the heavenly Eternal Lands. Our Father, the maker of two realms. Carterhaugh: idyllic, abundant, unspoiled. And Under: a rotting seed beneath the earth.

“Let us recite the Seven Decrees,” Mother Mabel says, her voice succumbing to its own echo.

Dutifully, we repeat what is spoken.

“Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not steal. Thou shalt not covet, nor disrespect thy mother or thy father. Thou shalt not forsake thy God. Thou shalt remember the Holy Day.” And the last: “Thou shalt not lie.”

“In weaving these decrees through the very fabric of our lives, may we uphold our vows,” Mother Mabel continues. “May we act, always, with honor and rectitude.”

I clench my sweaty hands. Honor. What honor is there in abandoning a man to the forest, prey for whatever insidious creatures pass?

“May we abide devotedly by the faith. May we keep no secrets from the Father.”

My eyes snap open as the congregation stirs.

“And,” Mother Mabel intones, her gaze holding mine, “may we never lust for man’s flesh.”
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LIFTING MY ARM, I SLAM the hammer onto the smoldering metal. The discordant ring expands, then expires, crushed into silence beneath the sweltering heat of the forge.

Another strike. Back and shoulders tighten against the rising sting of exertion, but this, too, is familiar. Molten iron, shaped and cooled. The dagger, once complete, will be added to the rest awaiting transfer into Under. Though the tithe is months away, preparations have already begun.

Down falls the hammer. The work is never done. Sweat plasters long, red strands of hair to my neck and forehead. My cheeks flame scarlet—an unfortunate side effect of milk-pale skin.

While I work, I think of Carterhaugh. I think of the fair folk and their penchant for violence. An entire day has passed since I stumbled across that man in the wood. I told myself I would forget him, yet my thoughts reach for his battered face, the questions that plague me.

When the blade loses color, I return to the great slab of stone where the fire burns and shove the weapon into the smoking coals. I work the bellows surely. The contraption contracts, air punching outward, the coals flaring in response.

Hammer, reheat, hammer, reheat. The pattern will repeat itself until the dagger is properly profiled. Gripping the tang with my heavy tongs, I beat the metal against the face of the anvil. A chip flakes off the blade’s edge, singeing the front of my cowhide apron. After another hour of hammering, I quench the dagger in a bucket of water. A spitting hiss seethes the air as the iron hardens, its structure stabilizing. I examine the blade from all angles. Its silvery sheen brightens like a star, and satisfaction warms me.

While the weapon cools on the table, I refocus on my surroundings. Night has fallen beyond the small, darkened doorway.

Dampness springs to my palms, though the heat has nothing to do with it. Evening Mass finished an hour ago, but I often return to the forge following service to work in the more favorable temperatures, with Mother Mabel’s permission. It’s silly, this fear of the darkness. My lantern provides more than enough light. I tell myself it is enough.

After untying my apron, I hang it on a hook near the doorway, then toss my leather toolbelt onto the table with a clatter. Lastly, extinguishing the fire. I stir the coals, watch the cooler air lick their searing edges until they begin to darken. Within minutes, the fire is out.

Outside, I set my lantern on the ground and plant my feet. In the shadow of the forge, I draw my dagger and begin to practice a short round of exercises. I stab and duck, striking high, driving low. Although my old swordsmithing mentor taught me the basics, it is Mother Mabel who demands that I whet my knife-fighting skills as I would a blade. Not many know she is an accomplished swordswoman.

Drenched in sweat, blood humming eagerly, I sheath my dagger and return to the main complex, hurrying toward its distant glow. The bathing chamber is empty at this hour, allowing me the rare opportunity to bathe in peace, without any snide comments about how I take up too much room.

I soak in the tub, sloughing the soot and grit from my body, before returning to the dormitory, my wet hair plaited, cool cotton whispering against my skin. The bell tolls the ninth hour—curfew.

The moment I enter my bedroom, I light the candle on my bedside table. Amber light warms the plaster walls. Like every dormitory in Thornbrook, mine is sparse. Very few personal possessions. The Text lies open on my desk, along with my journal.

All novitiates must share a room, but because I’m the bladesmith, coming and going at odd hours, I sleep alone in the eastern tower at the end of the hall. My window offers a view of the highlands to the north, and the strait—a dark line ruffled by white waves, twenty miles eastward—which separates Carterhaugh from a realm known as the Gray.

Text and journal in hand, I climb into bed and open my journal to the most recent entry, an entire page inked with last night’s musings.

I do not know where this man has come from, but I wonder.

I thumb the corner of the page pensively, then close the slim, leatherbound book. I’ve nothing more to add. The man remains a mystery.

Setting aside my journal, I complete my nightly prayers, ending with a mumbled, “Amen.” That leaves the Text. Seven sections comprise the complete liturgy: the Book of Fate, the Book of Night, the Book of Grief, the Book of Truth, the Book of Origin, the Book of Change, the Book of Power. These chapters are both history and moral compass, penned by the first of the Father’s followers: the bedrock upon which our faith is built.

Turning to the Book of Fate, I pick up where I left off yesterday. But the script may as well be freshly inked for how it blurs before me. I shut my eyes, think of the man lying in the wood, so still. His horribly disfigured face stamped into my mind.

My nature is not impulsive in the slightest. I am not the river’s current, cutting pathways into earth. I am the rock within the stream. The man is likely gone, dragged off by the beasts of Under, where only the truly insidious dare dwell, and yet—

My eyes snap open. The dark cuts shapes into the ceiling.

Easing onto my side, I stare at the flutter of candle flame. Here, safety. A small brightness. Yet sweat stings beneath my arms, as though my body has already sensed my mind’s intention. Night curtains Carterhaugh. These woods are not safe. But if I were to carry my lantern, surely that would be enough to guide me?

Cursing my soft heart, I toss off the blankets and throw on my cloak, my lantern gripped tightly in hand. As long as I return before dawn, Mother Mabel will be none the wiser.

I move with haste, tucking myself into the shadows along the pillar-lined cloister. By some miracle, I manage to navigate the corridors unseen, slipping wraith-like onto the outer grounds.

Darkness coats the cobblestoned courtyard and its ring of trees. The herbarium sits on the other side of an open gate to my left; tucked inside is a small shed whose door swings open to reveal pails, gardening tools, and a cart to carry heavy burdens. To muffle the creak of the wheels, I oil the axles of the cart, then toss a blanket into the back. Thankfully, I reach the gatehouse without incident.

Since Thornbrook hasn’t the funds to hire a night watch, I lift the gate with painstaking slowness. The crank shrieks so loudly I’m certain the townsfolk of Kilkare will hear it. I glance over my shoulder as a wave of cold pebbles my skin.

Nothing. Neither movement nor sound. Fear of discovery hastens me. As soon as the opening is large enough, I haul the cart through and lower the gate behind me. The iron barricade is all that stands between Thornbrook and the fair folk.

It’s a slow journey through the dark. Moonlight brightens the earth’s swells in silver, for which I’m grateful. The cart bounces and clatters onward, four wheels rolling sloppily over the uneven terrain.

I tread cautiously, for the fair folk revel in their nightly schemes. Not much farther. I lift my lantern high, let its orange light brighten the surrounding area. If memory serves me correctly, it is here I ventured off the path to collect pearl blossom—

And there lies the man.

He is exactly where I left him, spread-eagled in the dirt. It is strange. He seems to blend in with the soil, the ferns curling over his torso in a disconcerting impression of affection. I’m relieved by the rise and fall of his chest.

After setting down my lantern, I tug on my gloves and arrange his arms against his sides. My waist is thrice the size of his, my arms broad, heavy with muscle. Thus, it takes little effort to lift him into the cart. I cover him with the blanket for warmth.

The return trip takes an age. With a misaligned wheel, the cart veers crookedly over the ground, and the burn of exertion hooks talons into my upper thighs. Yet I push onward up the mountain, up and up and up. The ground levels off, then climbs once more as the east lightens. Soon, color will run cracks through the world.

By the time I reach the crumbling abbey walls, sweat pools beneath my arms. With dawn so near, it would be foolish to haul the cart back onto the grounds. I discard it outside the entrance, along with the lantern, heave the man across my shoulders, and enter Thornbrook via the gatehouse.

A worn footpath rounds the back of the forge where the smoky air lingers. After a few paces, I stop to adjust the man’s weight. Despite the filth coating his garb, a sweet scent, like moss and sunshine, drifts from his skin. I cannot hide him here, for Mother Mabel often drops by unannounced. My options are limited: the infirmary, or my dormitory. Ideally, I would take him to the infirmary, but with men barred from the abbey, I fear the physician would cast him out to the elements despite his injuries. And I cannot abandon him. This I know. Only my room will provide sanctuary.

My ears strain for sound as I pass through the herbarium, skirting the raised beds of vegetables and medicinal herbs before entering the cloister. Voices drift like a muffled fog through the pillars of stone. Who would be up this late? Curfew was hours ago.

I slow as I turn a corner. A dark, quiet passage, brightened by islands of flickering light. Moments later, a silhouette, tall and rigid, materializes at the end of the hall.

My blood turns to ice.

I dare not stir, though my muscles strain beneath the man’s weight. The distance is too great to determine if Mother Mabel looks this way, but something has caught her eye. As the twinge in my lower back lights to a brushfire, a whimper slips out, cracking the silence of the warm evening.

Her head swings in my direction. Shadow engulfs her form save the sheen of her eyes, the glint of her gold, serpentine necklace.

“Mother Mabel,” someone calls.

She startles, whirls toward dark-eyed Fiona, one of the novitiates. “My dear. What are you doing up at this hour?” Together, they stride in the opposite direction, vanishing through the doors leading to the church.

Silent as the dead, I climb the narrow dormitory staircase. I’m panting by the time I reach my bedroom. The door opens soundlessly, then shuts, a muffled click as I engage the lock.

My knees immediately liquify, and the man slides face down onto my cot seconds before I sink to the floor.

That was far too close.

To touch a man’s flesh is a grave sin. To house a man, unchaperoned, in one’s room? The thought of repercussions tightens my airway. We’ve all heard the gossip: women who had given themselves to faith, suddenly banished out into the cold, their vows broken.

No home.

No warmth.

No purpose.

No god.

But—the man.

Pushing to my feet, I turn to inspect my guest by the glow of the still-burning lamp. The rip in his tunic reveals a smooth, muscled chest covered in sparse brown hair. I push the fabric aside, revealing yet more wounds. A beating? If so, this is not the work of the fair folk. Those who dwell in Under enjoy their violence. It is a game to them. The objective is never to end, but to prolong, always. Why snap when you can bend and tear and wrench?

I straighten the man’s legs, which are so long they hang off the edge of my cot. Then I rummage through the chest at the foot of my bed, searching among my few worldly possessions. For I had another life before this one, long ago.

A small, woven basket holds a plethora of poultices and balms—the work of my mother. Unscrewing the top off a glass bottle, I pour a small amount of ointment into my gloved palm, coating the leather to a high shine.

I begin with the worst of the bruising—the underside of his jaw. As the swelling on the man’s face begins to recede, I pluck leaves and twigs from his hair, brush the curls from his face. Fringed lashes rest upon lightly freckled cheekbones. The color of his eyes remains hidden from me.

And then, inevitably, the tolling of the bell: dawn.

Followed by a knock at the door.
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THE DOORKNOB RATTLES. “BRIELLE!” A barked command.

My pulse scatters, and I leap halfway across the room before remembering the door is securely fastened.

“Mother Mabel wants to speak with you.” Another rattle. The doorframe groans in protest. “Why is the door locked?”

I look to the door, the bed, the window. Blood throbs in my ears. It branches down my limbs in a paralyzing cold. Two, three, four heartbeats later, I’m still rooted to the spot.

All Daughters of Thornbrook receive keys to their bedrooms when admitted as novitiates, though most rarely utilize them. Only twice in ten years have I used mine. This is the second occurrence.

“I’m changing,” I croak. Footsteps echo through the corridors as everyone heads to the church.

A scoff through the door. “I suppose you would need a locked door for that. Kind of you to consider others.”

The insult is but a distant nuisance. What am I supposed to do with the man on my bed? And why have I been summoned prior to service? Is it possible Mother Mabel spotted me last night in the cloister?

My hands shake as I peel the sweaty cotton from my body and don a clean dress, fumbling with the buttons stamped down its front. Through my window, the sleeping world has warmed to violet, and gold rims the curve of the earth.

“While I’m still young, Brielle.”

I flinch despite the barrier separating us. But she cannot hurt me if I keep it hidden. As for my unexpected guest, I toss a blanket over him—the best I can do for now. Whatever follows, I leave it in the Father’s hands.

I unlock the door to reveal a small-boned woman outfitted in the same gray, long-sleeved dress that all Daughters of Thornbrook wear, a clean alb tossed over one arm. Her name is Harper, and she is a woman of three temperaments: cross, irate, and hellish.

The first two, she reserves for her closest friend, Isobel. The last, she reserves only for me.

Her lip curls. “You look like a cow.”

“At least I don’t have the brains of one.”

Harper blinks at the unexpected rebuttal. “Excuse me?” She draws herself higher, though the top of her head barely reaches my nose.

Before Harper can peer into my room, I grab my robe from its hook, snap the door shut, and lock it.

Two eyes the color of lake water narrow at the sight. “Something to hide?” she murmurs, blocking my way forward.

“I have the right to privacy,” I mutter. “Please excuse me.”

She doesn’t move.

It takes a heroic effort not to give ground. I glance around the corridor. The novitiates have gone, and we stand alone.

“Did Mother Mabel request my presence or not?” If so, then I must not delay. Tardiness is grounds for punishment.

Harper’s mouth curls in a half-smile. Her long, shining black hair is secured in a plait down her back. “You are a mindless dog, Brielle. It is not becoming of you.” She shakes her head in vicious amusement. “Worry not. Mother Mabel isn’t expecting you. Why, she wouldn’t care to call on you anyway.”

Shame flushes my pale skin. If I am not a cow, then I am a dog, or a pig, or a rat, or some other useless creature. Unsurprisingly, this is merely a visit to antagonize me.

I stand there, quietly seething, until Harper flounces down the hall. With her disappearance, my heart slows its pace. The bell clangs thrice: once for the Father, once for the Son, once for the Holy Ghost. And I am officially late for service.



Thornbrook is a vast complex anchored by a cloister, each open-aired passage facing one of the four cardinal directions. The church, the largest of the buildings, sits north of the cloister—the heartbeat of a devout life. Tucked against the cloister’s eastern edge is the dormitory, with the lavatory and bathhouse attached to the end of the oblong edifice. The refectory sits south of the cloister. It is there the Daughters of Thornbrook gather for meals.

Following Mass, we head for breakfast. The cool darkness of the refectory welcomes me as I sidle through the entrance behind my peers. Simple wooden tables and long benches line the stone hall, enough to comfortably seat one hundred. Open windows line the eastern wall, welcoming the heavy, loam-scented breeze.

The hall is so quiet nothing can be heard beyond the padding of slippered feet. Grabbing a bowl, I plop a spoonful of porridge from the pot. My stomach cramps unpleasantly. Most mornings I’m not hungry, but I force myself to eat, knowing the next meal won’t be until noon, after an entire morning of hard labor.

Meals are a simple affair. There is always bread, always wine, always vegetables and fruits, rarely meat, and only if one is sick. Since I know better than to drink the water—who knows whether the fair folk have tampered with the well—I pour a cup of wine from the barrel, then choose an empty table near the back. Moments later, the doors open. I snap to attention, as do the rest of my peers.

Mother Mabel arrives draped in heavy folds of white. A gold stole warms her shoulders and hangs in equal lengths down her chest, the trinity knot embroidered at both ends. Acolytes wear the diaconal red stole to represent service. The gold stole, however, represents authority of the faith.

The Abbess of Thornbrook is an ancient woman, though she appears no older than middle-aged. No lines carve her face. Nothing droops below her chin. She stands as the tallest of pines, and glides toward her dining area atop the dais.

Stepping onto the platform, she surveys the room, her white-blond hair pulled into a bun. Snapping black eyes sit beneath pale, slashing eyebrows. Many claim her eyes used to be blue.

According to some of the older acolytes, Mother Mabel was stolen away into Under decades ago, having sacrificed herself to save three novitiates abducted by Under’s overlord, yet somehow she managed to escape. No one knows what occurred during her time there. She returned to Carterhaugh with an undying appearance—the mark of everlasting life.

“All rise for the morning prayer.”

Benches scrape as the women push to their feet. Heads bowed, hands clasped at our fronts, we speak as one.

“Eternal Father, bless this food to nourish our bodies, and strengthen the bonds that bind us to you.”

I lift my head. Mother Mabel’s gaze captures mine, its intensity burrowing straight through me.

With a softly uttered “amen,” I drop onto the bench, weak in the knees. Does she know of my disobedience? The man in my bed? It is too early to say. Following prayers, we dine in silence, using the opportunity to reflect upon our relationship with the Father. I focus on eating, the spoon scraping the bottom of my clay bowl. Eventually, her attention moves elsewhere, and I’m able to breathe freely.

At the table diagonal to me, raven-haired Harper settles next to silver-tongued Isobel, chin haughty, a queen before her subjects. When I close my eyes, I remember all that I have weathered: lashing insults, barbed words hurled down with stinging force. Cruelty, every shade of it.

Of course, no reign would be complete without a band of slavering followers. Today, three novitiates have joined Harper and Isobel, thrilled to finally be included in their circle. It pains me to remember that I once desired to sit in their place.

Breakfast ends just as it begins: in silence. Everyone carries their dishware to the kitchen before heading off to complete morning chores.

The abbey itself shelters fourteen acres within its fortified wall. In addition to the main complex, there is the herbarium, the stables, a few storehouses, the winery, fields of varying crops, and the forge. The remaining grounds contain plenty of benches and shade trees for prayer or meditation. Like all abbeys, Thornbrook is self-sustaining. There is always something to be done.

Those of us assigned to harvest barley congregate at the garden shed. On the eve of the tithe, when another seven-year cycle comes to a close, we will place milk and barley on the sills of our open windows, the thresholds of our doorways. A shield against the fair folk on the night when the veil between realms grows thin.

One woman grabs the twine. Another snatches the sickles and hurries toward the fields in the distance. Two more swipe the pails. What is left? The cart.

I am built for such labor, I suppose.

The wheels of the cart clatter over the trail, and I’m relieved to have had the foresight to return it to its proper place late last night. A sweet-smelling wind grazes the bottle-brush stalks, bending them in ebbing waves.

I cut barley until sweat drenches my clothes, back bent, neck crisping in the sun. Again and again, my thoughts drift toward my unconscious visitor. Each time, I recenter my focus. At noon, we break for lunch and individual prayer, then return to harvesting, tying the barley into bundles for drying until the bell tolls the third hour.

Lessons occur for two hours daily, except on the Holy Days. Reading, writing, astronomy, arithmetic, geometry. I’ve enough time to wipe myself clean within the privacy of the bathhouse before hurrying toward the library. After lessons, there is dinner in the refectory, followed by an hour of service. As I trail the women slogging up the dormitory stairs, the wall sconces flicker, though the abbey’s passageways contain no windows to provide a breeze. I’m halfway down the hall when I spot Harper hovering in her doorway, regarding me with suspicion.

The pit in my stomach pinches uncomfortably. Behind those frigid eyes, I can almost see her thoughts churning, slotting into place like a metal trap. Harper is cunning. She understands the subtleties of human behavior.

My gaze drops, and I shuffle toward my bedroom. Her attention follows me until I’m locked safely inside.

Moonlight slides over the vague, blanketed form lying on the cot. The man hasn’t moved since this morning. That worries me. Is it possible he is more grievously injured than I originally suspected? Still, I cannot risk bringing him to the attention of Thornbrook’s in-house physician. The question remains: What am I to do with a man who will not wake?

After slipping on my gloves, I move to his bedside and remove the blanket, prodding the base of his skull beneath the gold-tipped curls. No evident swelling. That is good. At least his breathing has evened into a slow, peaceful cadence.

“Who are you?” I whisper. “Where do you come from?”

The man does not answer.
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TEN MILES SOUTHWEST OF THORNBROOK lies Kilkare, a collection of mud-brick homes tucked in a shallow valley where the River Mur and River Twee converge. As with all towns in Carterhaugh, it is surrounded by a stone wall spiked with iron teeth. Kilkare adheres to some of the older beliefs about combating the fair folk, so a thick piling of salt rings the wall as an additional layer of protection.

We’re stopped at the gates prior to entering town. The chestnut mare drawing our wagon paws the dirt as the gatekeeper searches our cargo, the boxes of wares. Ten novitiates wait beside Mother Mabel, myself included.

The gatekeeper lifts a hand. “Clear.”

Fiona draws the mare forward by the reins, and the cart lurches onward. Aligned in single file, we trudge down the wide dirt lane. Every tree has been cleared, every blade of grass crushed underfoot, Kilkare a dark scar in the center of green-flushed Carterhaugh.

The air smells of smelted metal, and the sun peels away from the mountain’s crown to flood the valley in mid-morning light. Market Day—the first of the month. Although Thornbrook is self-sufficient, we sell much of what we produce—herbs, wine, fresh bread—to supplement the resources the abbey provides to the surrounding community.

Chaos overwhelms the main thoroughfare. Cart wheels dig trenches in the mud. Half-dressed children, all knees and elbows, dart beneath horses, dirt flinging from their bare feet. Tables, stalls, and storefronts clutter the road, merchants swinging their wares, artisans belting out prices as if they’re moments away from going out of business. The forge where I once apprenticed belches smoke from the next lane over. In the distance, the white spire of a cathedral interrupts Kilkare’s earthen tones.

“You know the drill, ladies.” Mother Mabel gestures to an empty lot squeezed between two storefronts, where we unhitch the wagon. “I will return shortly with sweets. Any requests?”

Harper pushes to the front of the group. “Sugar cookies, if you please.” She scans the group expectantly, as if anticipating a challenge. A few women drop their eyes to the ground.

Mother Mabel nods, somewhat distracted. As soon as her attention moves elsewhere, Harper’s expression presses into disappointment.

“I will see if they’re available,” The abbess says. “Anyone else? Brielle?”

Though I’m partial to the raspberry tarts, I merely say, “No, thank you.” I’ve little inclination to stir Harper’s ire, and my preference feels too trivial to voice anyway.

“Very well. Fiona, if you will accompany me?” She gestures to the fair-skinned youth, and off they go to the bakery.

Harper’s eyes narrow on Fiona’s back. The loathing twisting her features needles my spine, for I have seen that expression directed at me before.

The novitiates talk. They claim Fiona will be next in line to undertake the calling of a vowed life. I sincerely hope otherwise. Ten years I have studied and prayed, all to one day accept my appointment as an acolyte—a shepherd of the Father. Due to the exhaustive instruction required to train new acolytes, only one novitiate may ascend each year. Yet again, I worry I will fall short in the abbess’ eyes. Does Mother Mabel not see how deeply I desire to serve the Father? It must be me. It must.

My back twinges as I haul the crate of knives from the wagon to my table. Prying open the lid, I remove a bolt of white fabric and begin to unfold it.

“Give that to me.”

I glance up. Isobel looms over the table, her hand outstretched.

The cotton crinkles in my fist, and I frown. “I need it for my knives.”

“And we need it for the wine.” Harper appears at Isobel’s side. Both wear their trinity knot pendants, which we must never take off. Mine rests beneath the collar of my dress.

“You already have a tablecloth,” I say. Two, in fact.

Isobel grins rapaciously. Her teeth gleam like rows of pearls against her dark skin. “We want this one.” Striding forward, she snatches the fabric from my hand, pivoting so fast the cotton whips my legs and her numerous coiled braids nearly whack my cheek. Together, she and Harper drape it over the table where they’ll sell jugs of wine.

My chest tightens with a feeling I know well. How easily they rile me. Today of all days, I seek clarity. Without a clear mind, I cannot safely move forward in handling my predicament, the mysterious stranger in my room.

Business is steady throughout the morning. The sun climbs, and my skin grows sticky in the heat. I sell four daggers and two kitchen knives before noon. When the crowds begin to thin hours later, a cloaked figure strolls our way, parting the lingering chaos like a river cutting through limestone.

My gaze tracks the limber motion. Beneath the raised hood, two dark eyes swallow the woman’s ashen face. They sit dull as rocks, as though someone plucked out her eyes and shoved smooth black stones into the sagging hollows instead.

I straighten, a hand drifting to the iron dagger hanging from my waist. Fair folk. How did one manage to slip through the iron gates?

As the woman halts at my table, Fiona darts off, hopefully to find the abbess, or at least to alert the authorities. I’m afraid of what will happen if I move too suddenly.

“I do not see a touchmark stamp,” she mentions in a low rasp, gesturing toward one of the daggers lining the table. Those stony eyes lift to mine. “Are you the bladesmith?”

“They were forged in Thornbrook,” I whisper. She is small, this woman, her body underdeveloped, bony beneath her long, sheepskin cloak. Her papery lips peel apart over oozing gums. Seeing this unsightly creature, it is hard to believe the fair folk once shared Carterhaugh with us mortals long ago.

“By your hand?”

I glance around to find that the market has all but cleared, awareness of Kilkare’s undesired visitor having spread. It is true: I coaxed the fire to life, commanded the hammer, yet the blade bears no signature identifying its maker. I’ve never had the courage to create a touchmark stamp of my own.

She purses her mouth. Beneath the cowl of her hood, shadows swirl, even in brightest sunlight. “I am in the market for a blade. One can never underestimate the tithe. I’m sure you understand.”

My palms dampen, the leather-wrapped hilt fusing to my skin. She dares speak of the tithe? Here?

“May I?” She reaches for one of the blades encased in its protective sheath, and I nod, watching her slide the weapon free of its casing, fitting the hilt to her palm.

“Ah!” A bark of pain, and the dagger slips through her grotesquely elongated fingers. It clatters against the table. I recoil from the sound.

The woman whimpers, clutching her hand to her chest, teeth gritted. Horror bleeds like a killing cold through me. “I’m so sorry.” I glance around in a panic. Harper hunches behind Isobel, who clings to another novitiate as the group cowers behind the wagon. “I can fetch you a healer—”

“It’s not your fault.” Her hand unfolds, revealing large white growths swelling on her streaked gray skin. “A mortal-forged blade would contain iron.” She closes her wounded hand, smiling tightly, and slips it into her pocket. “I should have known better.”

“You should not be here.” Mother Mabel speaks softly, stepping in front of the woman with her chin erect, dark eyes ablaze with the fury of a thousand suns. She presses forward, forcing the visitor into the center of the lane. “I will give you the opportunity to leave Kilkare freely. Otherwise, I will call the sheriff, and he will not be so merciful. Choose wisely.”

The woman looks to me. I flinch, yet hold my ground. Is that fear, or do I only imagine the emotion crossing her expression? Pulling her cloak tightly around her body, she hurries off, glancing over her shoulder once before slipping down an alley.

Mother Mabel turns to me, her mouth pinched with suppressed rage. “She did not harm you, did she?”

“No, Mother Mabel.” My voice wobbles. It must be shock, for my limbs buzz with a numbing cold.

Relief softens her face, eases those lines of worry. “Good.” She scans the area. “I do not know how that creature was able to enter Kilkare, but if one managed to slip through the gates, there might be more. It is best if we return to Thornbrook immediately.”



We have barely finished unloading the wagon before I’m hurrying to the dormitory, taking the stairs two at a time. I’ve ten minutes before the dinner bell rings.

My boots slap the icy flagstones. The wall sconces dance, teased by the moving air snaking through the vacant hall. I’ve nearly reached my bedroom when a shape snags the edge of my vision, and I falter.

Harper stands in a shadowed alcove, watching me.

The surge of fear is so overpowering I momentarily cease to breathe. How did she arrive here before me? When I left the courtyard, she and Isobel were deep in discussion, likely plotting how best to humiliate me, and at the soonest hour possible. It matters not that we are women grown. In their eyes, I am Mother Mabel’s pet. My very existence is a threat to their ambitions, for they, too, desire the acolyte’s red stole.

“Are you following me?” I ask, chin lifted despite my thundering heart.

Harper slinks into the light, no better than a fox in the brush. “What are you hiding, Brielle? What is it you wish to keep hidden from prying eyes?”

She suspects, but she does not know. It makes no difference. My door is locked. Only Mother Mabel and I have a key.

“I’m going to change for dinner,” I state with impressive calm.

She cuts into my path, blocking my way forward. “Do you think I’m blind? The others are oblivious, to be certain. Perfect Brielle, who can do no wrong. But I see beyond that.” One step closer and we stand nose to nose. She is so slight in comparison to me. “I see the truth.”

I’m shaking. The fury and the fear. “I do not answer to you.”

“No, you don’t.” Looking over my shoulder, she croons, “Good evening, Mother Mabel.”

“Good evening, Harper.”

My heart skips a beat. Harper’s smile reveals bone-white teeth.

Slowly, I pivot to face Mother Mabel. Hands clasped at her front, she strides forward, boots scuffing the ground. That heavy gold necklace hangs like a yoke around her neck. “You claimed the matter was urgent,” she says with thinly veiled irritation. “Well? What is so urgent that you would have me delay supper?”

Harper’s mouth pulls in obvious discontent. “I’m afraid one of our own has made a grievous error.” She gestures to me. “It is my belief Brielle has brought an outsider into the abbey.”

I cannot speak. If I open my mouth, I fear I will vomit.

Mother Mabel’s face grows pointed with displeasure. “That is a harsh accusation. Do you have evidence to support this?”

“I do,” she replies, head bowed, the image of pious humility. “I’d hoped it was untrue, but I heard something yesterday. A man’s voice.” She swallows. “Groaning.”

There is a pause. All is still. “A man, you say?”

“Yes, Mother Mabel.”

No matter how hard I fight the blush, it rages red across my cheeks. Has the man awakened at last, then?

“Brielle,” Mother Mabel says, her black gaze drilling into mine. “Is this true?”

I think of our Seven Decrees, the bedrock of our faith. The seventh, the most inviolable.

Thou shalt not lie.

But I made my choice days ago. I chose this man’s life over Thornbrook’s safety. I hadn’t thought of what perils I might invite. I’d thought only of the unanswered questions, and above all, helping a person in need.

“Well, my dear?” The abbess stares at me, waiting.

My leaden legs shamble toward the door, which I unlock before stepping aside.

She crosses the threshold. I fist the fabric of my dress in my clammy palms. It is entirely possible I will be banished from Thornbrook. That is a decision I must live with, and yet, an overwhelming dread depletes my lungs, for I have risked all that I hold dear to save this man, who means nothing to me.

“Harper, can you help me with something?”

The younger woman saunters forward. “Yes, Mother Mabel.”

“Can you please point out this mysterious visitor?”

There is a pause. “A man was here! I am certain.”

“Then where is this man now?”

My heart lifts with tentative hope as I enter behind them. Torchlight from the corridor illuminates the bed where the man had lain this morning. But the cot is empty. The rumpled blankets have been smoothed. The spots of blood staining the floor have been scrubbed clean. It takes every effort not to gape in bewilderment.

My attention cuts to the window. Closed shutters, latch secured. The door to my room was locked as well. How, then, did the man manage to escape without notice?

“I heard someone, Mother Mabel, I swear it.” Harper’s blue gaze scours the room. “Brielle was acting oddly. I knew something was amiss.”

Mother Mabel turns, straightening to her impressive height. “The next time you decide to waste my time with petty games, you will know the sting of the lash. Am I clear?”

Harper’s dumbfounded silence is perhaps the most beautiful thing I have ever experienced.

“You will have latrine duty for a week. Think deeply on your actions and whether your values align with those of Thornbrook.” With that, she takes her leave, heels clicking down the corridor.

Quiet engulfs us. Harper’s stillness pricks at me, yet I remain motionless, a hind caught in an open field.

Slowly, I begin to retreat into the hall.

Harper snags my arm, fingernails gouging so deeply into my skin I’m surprised she does not draw blood. “I don’t know what you’re hiding,” she snarls, “but I’m going to find out.” Before I can shake her off, she storms past me, slamming the door behind her.

My hands tremble as I light my lamp. Then I sink onto the lip of my mattress, the bed frame groaning beneath my weight. I do not understand. A man cannot walk through walls. Neither can a man lock a window from the outside. Though the bloodstains are gone, my pillow bears the imprint of his head, and a springtime aroma saturates the room.

“Well, that was quite the scene.”

I whirl around, freeing my blade from its sheath and leveling it at the man’s sternum. He slouches next to the now-open window, a shoulder propped against the wall, completely unperturbed.

A pair of clover eyes take me in.

We stare at each other, neither of us moving. Red-edged panic recedes from my vision, and my pulse eventually returns to rest. It is the man from the wood. Strange, indeed, but not a stranger.

Somehow, he has managed to procure a set of clean clothes. A green tunic hits mid-thigh over a pair of form-fitting trousers tucked into boots of dark, supple leather. His shoulders are broad, though his physique, on the whole, is on the leaner side. He does not wear his cloak. My fingers twitch around the dagger.

“Do you agree?” the man asks, canting his head. An errant curl falls across his forehead.

“Excuse me?”

“Quite the scene, wouldn’t you say?”

Perhaps, if his countenance were not so distracting, I could focus on the conversation rather than his appearance. Though the swelling is somewhat reduced, he is still a sorry sight to behold.

There is no natural flow to his features. His nose appears broken, bent horribly out of shape. His skin stretches in uneven patches across a jaw far too wide and sharp to be natural. Only his eyes are striking, slightly translucent in color, a certain curiosity darkening his gaze as he scans me from head to toe.

“Is it you I have to thank for my swift recovery?” he asks in a low, musical tone. The weightless timbre of his voice seems content to drift until the end of time. It is too pretty for his mien.

“It is,” I reply.

“Then I thank you.” He dips his chin, and gazes at me with a forwardness that draws heat to my face. “This is a kindness I must repay.”

After some consideration, I lower the dagger from his chest. I sense no ill-will from him. “No repayment necessary, but in the future, I would think twice before startling a woman in her bedroom. I could have hurt you beyond repair.”

“I do not think that is likely,” he says, eyes bright with amusement, “but I appreciate the forewarning.”

My mouth twitches in irritation, and I retreat toward my cot to put additional space between us. If the shutters were locked, how could he have gained access from outside the window, and on the third story no less?

“It seems that I am in your debt.”

“As I said, repayment is unnecessary. You were hurt. Anyone would have helped.”

“So you claim.” I cannot read the intention behind his response. “Even so, debts must be repaid.”

The intensity of his focus briefly forces my attention back to the window. Darkness lies thickly over Carterhaugh. It is not my business, the why or how or what of his predicament.

“I can sense your curiosity.” He lifts a hand, studies it front to back, before sliding it into his pocket. “What is it you wish to know?”

My eyes drop. I take a breath, then another for good measure.

“What manner of creature gave you those wounds?” Peeking through my eyelashes, I catch an emotion tightening his facial muscles, too fleeting to read. Doubt maybe, or pain.

“The manner of creature would be my brother, unfortunately.” A shrug. “What’s done is done. I insist on repaying your kindness.”

“It was nothing.”

“A life is not nothing. Isn’t that what your teachings preach?” He gestures to the contents of my desk, the heavy tome that is the Text.

“You keep the faith?” Intrigue colors my inquiry.

He pushes off the wall, and I am taken aback twice in the span of a few minutes. Buoyant. It is the only way to describe his gait. A seamless floating of limbs, nothing but ebb and flow.

“You could say I was once quite devoted to faith. Now I am merely faithless.”

The bell tower tolls the sixth hour, signaling dinner. At the man’s approach, I retreat further, lifting my dagger in warning. Was I naive to think him harmless?

He studies my weapon yet does not come within striking distance. Perhaps he recognizes I will not hesitate to use the blade if I must. “That’s a fine knife,” he says. “Where did you procure it?”

“I am a bladesmith, sir. It was fashioned by my own hand.”

He merely blinks. “Well, that’s not something you encounter every day.”

Insult, or compliment? I cannot discern his intention. “Is the dagger your weapon of choice?” I ask, unable to stop myself.

He laughs, and my heart skips a beat. “No. I favor the bow. I have found knives to be an inconvenience. They force you into an enemy’s space, which I find disadvantageous.”

So he considers the dagger an inferior weapon? “Perhaps practice is needed. Maybe then you would not feel unprepared.”

He inclines his head, regarding me with those bright, bright eyes. If I am not mistaken, he accepts the challenge with an eagerness that borders on desire. “Perhaps.”

Distant footsteps inform me that the women are heading downstairs for dinner. Meals cannot begin until everyone has arrived. Someone will notice my absence. They will question my delay.

“I would ask for the name of the woman who cared for me,” he says. “Surely you would not deny me that?”

I look to the door. I should go, yet my feet remain in place. “You are fair folk.” Though he does not look like one of their kind, his insistence on repaying debts makes perfect sense. The fair folk will do anything to gain leverage over another.

“No,” he says harshly, his tone suddenly acrimonious. “I am not one of the fair folk. But much of my time is spent in Under. Now will you tell me your name, or do you insist on remaining a mystery?”

I consider this man, the information given. The fair folk cannot tell a lie. It is good enough for me. “Brielle,” I concede. Just a name. So why does it feel as if I am granting this man more than he asked for?

“Brielle.” My name unfolds in a single wave of warm curiosity. “A lovely name for a lovely woman. I thank you, Brielle.” He touches a hand to his chest. “I am Zephyrus.”

Lovely? He hardly knows me. But I keep the thought to myself.

The man—Zephyrus—glides to my desk, scans the various liturgical manuscripts. He flips open the Text, idly shifting aside documents as though he has every right to. My fingers tighten around the hilt of my dagger. Don’t touch that. But the words will not come.

“What is your station at the abbey?” He glances over his shoulder at me, green eyes keen.

“Novitiate.” I’ve dedicated every spare moment to the consecrated life: deepening my relationship with the Father, examining the faith, expanding my self-awareness, understanding the importance of community. It has been no small task.

Leaning back against the desk, Zephyrus folds his arms over his chest, one ankle tossed lazily over the other. Candlelight gilds the curling tips of his hair. “How old are you?”

This, too, I am reluctant to announce, though it shouldn’t matter. “Twenty-one.”

His eyebrows wing upward in surprise. “How long ago did you enter the abbey?”

“When I was eleven.”

“You have been a novitiate for ten years? Shouldn’t you have taken your vows?”

“I have. My first vows, at least.” I will take my final vows once I’m appointed an acolyte, my commitment to the faith set in stone.

Generally, a novitiate studies for five years, although there are always exceptions to the rule. Following the novitiate phase, a Daughter of Thornbrook is appointed an acolyte, a station she will maintain for the rest of her life, as long as her final vows remain intact. It is possible to climb higher in station, as Mother Mabel has done, solidifying her religious leadership over the region, but a woman may climb no higher than abbess.

“Why haven’t you taken your final vows then?”

“It is not up to me,” I say, more tersely than I intend. “Mother Mabel decides who is ready to graduate. Considering there is only one slot available per year, it is understandably a difficult decision. My time as an acolyte will come.”

There is a silence. The longer we regard each other across the room, the stranger the man’s eyes seem. He cannot be human. The green fires too brightly. “You’re certain of that?”

“I have worked toward this for a long time,” I state. “Mother Mabel recognizes my efforts. She will choose whoever is best fit for the position.”

“And if that person is not you?”

Steel snaps my spine straight. What is the purpose of his animus? To prove a point? To draw the red to my skin?

I’ve considered the possibility. I’ve seen it come to pass too many times. Still, I hope.

“That woman with the black hair? She is hungry for the opportunity as well.” A lazy, pointed remark. The corner of his mouth tucks into his cheek. “What will you do if she is chosen over you?”

“Your antagonism is unnecessary.”

“Is it?” he croons, sidling closer. “I merely speak the truth.”

His scent hits: moss and rain. My throat opens; my heartbeat spikes. I’m so blindsided by my body’s response I fail to gather an appropriate retort. Instead, I glare at him, and Zephyrus winces, a hand going to his temple, as though his head pains him. “I must leave you now,” he mutters. “But first, there is something I would ask of you.”

“No.”

Zephyrus merely arches an eyebrow. “No?” He appears intrigued by this, amused even, though I do not understand why. No is a complete sentence. “But you have not heard my request.”

Something about his presence fuels increasing alarm in me. His own brother wanted him dead. Why?

“You have been here too long,” I manage. “I must ask you to leave at once.”

The hallway echoes from another wave of departing novitiates. My eyes dart to the door. Zephyrus slides into my path, blocking my view of the exit. “You saved my life. I only ask that you hear my request and then decide.”

“Whatever it is, I’m not interested.”

“Oh, I think you’ll want to hear my offer.” He returns to the window. I have half a mind to yank him out of sight. Anyone peering up at the tower could spot him. “Haven’t you wondered why your abbess continually overlooks your accomplishments? Have you not questioned what might guarantee your ascension?” Lowly, silkily, he murmurs, “Come with me, learn what it is you wish to know, and my debt to you will be repaid.”

Whatever I wish to say—No, Leave, Go away—the declaration fails to emerge. For I know this feeling. The unholy desire to reach and grasp, and catch something solid within one’s hand.

A decade I have studied. How many seasons will pass before I’m selected to take my final vows, if at all?

“How?” I whisper. “If I am to learn this information, what must I do?”

“We will pay a visit to Willow,” he says with burgeoning delight, “and you will have your answers.”

I lower my dagger slightly. Willow. I’ve never heard of this person. “Why do you want to help me? Why can’t you accept that I want no repayment and be done with it?”

A little notch crinkles his brow. “There is no such thing as goodness of heart. There’s always a catch.”

Not from me.

“Is there somewhere we can meet tomorrow evening?” Zephyrus asks.

“Tomorrow is the Holy Day. Our day of rest.”

“Then the day after.”

I am likely going to regret this, but any advantage will outweigh the risks. Serving the Father is all I have ever wanted in life. To be known, embraced, revered? Only my final vows will grant me such privilege. But more than this, I wish to be proven worthy of them. “There’s a forge south of the main complex. It is empty in the evenings.”

“Excellent.” Zephyrus braces a palm on the wooden sill. “Light a lamp in your window two nights hence. When you see an answering glow, head to the forge. I’ll meet you there.”

Leaping through the window, he vanishes into the night.






5

I ARRIVE AT THE FORGE when the night is darkest, for the abbey sleeps, and I must return before the rising sun.

When I enter the shrouded, still-warm workshop, however, I find it deserted. Had I misunderstood Zephyrus’ instructions? The lamp hangs in my window, a mellow glow likely visible across the strait to the east, a small sun atop the tower to lead those at sea home.

Lingering smoke stings my nostrils as I pace the area, tugging on the cord cinching my waist. Zephyrus said he would be here. Yet I am alone.

As I consider my options, I spot a note nailed to the front door.

Brielle, meet me where the River Twee splits. I will await your arrival.

Irritation washes through me. Of course he informs me to meet him at the most inopportune time, and at the most inconvenient location. I consider returning to my room, forgetting this fool’s bargain. But the promise he’d given me: Willow. Whoever this person is, they hold the answer to my prayers.

With my dagger secured at my waist, I cross the outer grounds to the deserted gatehouse and make the treacherous journey down the mountain. My pulse thunders as I navigate the rocky trail on shaky legs. The moon is not as bright as I had hoped. It hides from me, and forces me through the dark. Do not stray from the path. Mother Mabel has hammered this warning into our very beings.

Last year, tragedy struck Thornbrook. Curious Madeline, a novitiate in her second year, went missing while roaming Carterhaugh after dark. Seven days later, we found her in a nearby glen, wandering in circles around a ring of mushrooms sprouting from the moist soil. The girl rambled about a strange man smelling of roses, whose face she could not remember.

The pregnancy progressed at an inhuman speed. Within a few short weeks, Madeline could no longer hide the enormous swell of her stomach. The transgression resulted in her dismissal from Thornbrook. We never heard from her again.

“I suppose they do not teach you to step lightly at this abbey of yours,” a musical voice drawls from somewhere in the dim.

I’m panting, dripping sweat, and in no mood for barbed conversation. Moreover, I cannot determine if that was an underhanded insult about my size.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” Ahead, the river glitters through the trees.

“Indeed.” Zephyrus materializes between two towering oaks, a heavy green cloak warming his shoulders. Moonlight silvers the tips of his eyelashes and softens the awkward planes of his face. “Most do not brave the forest after dark.”

Apparently, I am more foolish than most. Desperate, certainly. For only desperation would send me into utter blackness, no lamp to light my way.

“I am to return before dawn,” I state, falling into step behind him as he gestures me across a shallow section of the river.

“And you will.” He leaps from stone to flattened stone. “This should not take long.” Another effortless bound and he reaches the opposite bank.

“You will not leave me?”

His eyes catch the light, the small black pupils narrowing. He studies me for a time, and if I am not mistaken, there is some semblance of understanding in his gaze, though it may be a trick of the light. “As long as you follow my instruction,” he assures me, “you will have nothing to worry about.”

We delve deeper into the innards of Carterhaugh, surging through the vein-like openings between the long-standing trees. The tangle of leaves shutters the stars, yet Zephyrus glides over every dip and knoll as if our path were marked by sunlight. My tread is not as light, nor as quick. This man denies he is one of the fair folk, but how else could he navigate so well in the dark?

We arrive at a clearing as perfectly round as a plum ripe for plucking. A spring interrupts the spread of softened grass, a deep pool of icy clarity.

Without turning around, Zephyrus whispers, “We’re here.”

“Where is here?” My voice drops, for the night sounds have hushed. And the wind? That, too, has died.

He approaches the edge of the water, painted in white moonlight. “Under.”

My toe catches on a root, and I stumble. “What?” When I manage to regain my footing, I stare at Zephyrus’ back, the strong line of his shoulders beneath the heavy cloak. “You said you weren’t one of the fair folk,” I manage faintly. Am I truly so naïve as to have accepted his word?

He glances over his shoulder at me, expression cold. “I’m not. The fair folk and I have an understanding. I am allowed to come and go from their realm as I please.”

Only on the tithe, when the veil between realms is at its thinnest, may the Daughters of Thornbrook venture into Under, and only accompanied by Mother Mabel. Without her guiding hand, one might lose oneself.

We all understand the tithe’s importance. The contract between Thornbrook and Under is clear. The land upon which the abbey was built belongs to Under. The abbey may only continue to lease the land if we participate in the tithe. Too many towns depend on Thornbrook to risk its closure, Kilkare and Aranglen especially. Even Veraness, my hometown.

“You didn’t mention Willow would be in Under,” I say, hesitating by the edge of the pool. Then again, I never asked. “I’m forbidden to enter.”

Zephyrus hums in acknowledgment. “That is quite the predicament.”

A moment of silence passes.

“Well,” he says casually, “the way I see it, there’s a simple solution.” He pins me in place with that evergreen gaze. “Do it anyway.”

It is no jest. That concerns me. “You understand there are rules I must abide by. I am not free to go where I want.”

“So it would seem.” He laughs, and the sound is almost too pleasant to be scornful, despite the tension behind it. “You are free to choose your own path, yet you choose to live your life within the boundaries Thornbrook has set for you. But please, correct me if I am wrong.”

I’ve half a mind to shove him into the spring for dismissing my faith, but I would not disappoint the Father with my actions.

Zephyrus sighs and rocks back on his heels. “Let me explain. Beyond your abbey walls”—he sweeps an arm eastward, toward the distant realm of the Gray—“there exists an entire world you have never touched. If you are truly committed to your faith, then consider this: once you take your final vows, you will be forever bound to the church. Why not take the opportunity to explore while you still can? It may be the last thing you ever do for yourself.”

I wish I were not so easily swayed. Obedience: the first of my vows. But might breaking it be worth the guarantee of my appointment?

“Be that as it may, I am still mortal. The fair folk do not look kindly on us.” I tug the ends of my cincture with both hands, twisting the rope around and around.

“Never fear. As my guest, you will be granted amnesty.” At my hesitation, he says, “Do you want to become an acolyte or not?”

I have worked too hard and for too long to allow this opportunity to pass me by. To watch someone like Harper, of all people, obtain the honor before me. It’s hard enough believing I belong in Thornbrook most days. Forsaken, motherless, fatherless but for my god. Maybe I’m tired of being stepped on. Is there room enough for change in me?

I take the deepest breath I can manage, and when I release it, my fear ebbs with it. “I don’t know if I’m capable of completing the journey, but I will try. What must I do?”

Zephyrus offers me one long-fingered hand, which I accept. Even through the leather, the heat of his skin seeps into mine.

“Do your gloves serve a purpose?” he asks. “I noticed you wore them in your bedroom as well.”

I step to his side, toeing the edge of the spring. The wall of trees edging the clearing hoards shadows. “It is against our moral law to touch a man.”

“Why?”

“Because it is,” I snap. “Why is the sky blue? Why does water flow downhill? It is fact. It is known. There is nothing to understand beyond that.”

“Isn’t there?” How piercing that gaze is when resting wholly on me. “Tell me, Brielle,” he continues softly. “Have you ever wondered what a man’s touch feels like?”

An unexpected heat flutters through my stomach. This conversation has begun to slide into uncharted territory. I am not ignorant. The Text explains what occurs when a woman lies with a man. Purity—our second vow. To live a consecrated life, one cannot be impure of body. The Father would know. I would know.

“I have not,” I state. “Only a virgin may become an acolyte.” Despite the unnerving focus of his stare, my tone permits no argument.

When he speaks, his voice comes throaty and low. “Who said anything about losing your virginity?”

A sweep of chill bumps pebbles my skin. What he insinuates… No. I refuse to respond to such a ridiculous comment.

Zephyrus smirks and faces forward. “Originally,” he says, still fighting a smile, “Under had four entrances, each aligned to the cardinal directions. All cut into the mountain’s heart.”

I’m so relieved by the subject change I do not retreat when he edges closer to me.

“Over time, however, Under came alive and shaped new entrances. Today, only two of the four doorways remain.”

“This is one of them?” Knowledge. I encase myself in its armor, for I will need it.

“Indeed it is. The original doorways can only be accessed by the fair folk and those whom they have granted the right of passage. But they are not the only means of entering Under. You might wander a path and cross into the realm without realizing it, or an entrance might one day decide to seal itself off, never again to open. There is no rhyme or reason to it. Trees, springs, doors, caves, holes in the ground—all might lead to Under with the right conditions.”

“And what are the right conditions?”

Zephyrus shrugs. “That is for Under to decide.”

He turns to me then. A strange man standing in an even stranger place. “Can you swim?”

“Yes.” My attention flits to the water. I cannot see the bottom.

A cunning little grin ghosts across his mouth. Beautiful teeth for a face that is anything but. “Here.” Zephyrus offers me a small white shell. “Place it between your teeth and breathe through your mouth. It will prevent you from drowning.” He pulls me closer as I follow his instructions. Our shoulders brush, and even that brief touch brings a dryness to my mouth. He smells of the mountain. “Don’t let go of my hand.”

What awaits me beneath the surface? Salvation, perhaps. Or the ruination of everything I hold dear.

“Trust me,” he murmurs, slow and mesmeric.

I do not.

A sharp tug drags me forward, and we free fall into the spring.



Frigid water engulfs me. Then—panic.

A wave of heat branches down my limbs, and I begin to flail. My shoulder rams into hard substrate; the rush of bubbles blinds me. I will die here. I will die in this watery grave, alone, without a proper burial, forever denied the Father’s divine gates of respite. As my lungs seize, I kick in the direction I believe is up, only to slam my face into stone, its edge slicing my cheek open.

Someone grabs my arm, halting my frenzy. Zephyrus. He is close, overwhelmingly so. Short tresses float from his scalp like brown river grass. The clarity of his crystalline eyes in the murk has an odd, calming effect on me.

Recalling his instructions, I inhale through my mouth, salt bristling on my tongue from the hard, spiral shell clamped between my teeth. Water tickles my nostrils, and when my throat opens, air rushes in.

By the Father, he was right. What is this sorcery?

Darkness yawns beneath, and the underground current tugs us farther from the surface. My fingers twitch, deepening the contact with Zephyrus’ hand—the only warmth in this airless, lightless place.

As we drift, the gloom thickens, the enclosed tunnel that surrounds us narrowing, like a long throat swallowing us whole. Down we sink into the obscured depths. I fight the climbing panic in my chest, the instinct to claw my way back toward the light. I am breathing. I am alive. The water will not take me.

As we hit the bottom of the spring, pressure shoves against my feet. With Zephyrus’ guidance, we float upward toward a separate branching tunnel, bubbles streaming from our open mouths.

My head breaks the surface. Releasing Zephyrus’ hand, I tread water, peering at our surroundings. We’ve reached the heart of a prodigious cave, all dark rock against which the echoing splash bounces. My teeth chatter around the shell, and I promptly spit it out, swimming to the edge of the pool and dragging myself from its icy clasp. Water pours from my dress onto the smooth, stony ground. The drenched fabric adheres to every generous curve, so my body feels more exposed than if I were wearing nothing at all.

Zephyrus, meanwhile, hauls himself from the spring with ease, lean muscle displayed beneath the clinging cotton of his clothes. A glimpse is all I allow myself, no less and no more, before I push to my feet and look elsewhere. I have seen a man’s form before, but never one so revealed.

I brush the thought away as if it were an errant cobweb and focus on the chamber. Tunnels branch from the main cavity. Its ceiling is supported by multiple arches glowing with faint pink light. “This is Under?” I assumed it would be more fearsome.

“Not quite.” Zephyrus squeezes droplets from the hem of his tunic. “The mountain is a neutral zone between Under and Carterhaugh. See that archway? Passing beneath it will lead you into Under.”

The path ahead vanishes into the murk. I release a slow, shaky breath. I have come this far. I cannot stop now.

“There are three things you must know if you wish to leave Under alive.”

My throat dips with a nervous swallow, but I nod in understanding. After all, I have heard the sordid tales.

“The first thing to remember,” he says, lifting a finger, “is that you must not eat or drink anything offered to you.” His expression, pressed into solemnity, holds a curious allure. “The wine tastes sweeter, the fruits brighter, the meat is impossibly rich with flavor. Once you begin to eat, you will lose your sense of self.”

Decades before, one of the novitiates failed to resurface following the tithe, or so the story goes. Mother Mabel returned to Under, only to find the woman dead, having gorged herself for so long her stomach split clean in half.

“The second,” he says, “is that you must not stray from the path.”

“The path?”

“The path,” Zephyrus emphasizes, and gestures to the ground.

Indeed, an uprise of grass sprouts from the bedrock a stone’s throw ahead, which passes beneath the carved archway. A chilled gust belches from the passage, reeking of decomposed plant matter. I choke on the taste.

“The path will keep you safe,” he says. “Do not stray.”

This is Under, an unfamiliar current, and Zephyrus is my anchor. I will follow his instructions without complaint. “And the third?”

“If you must remember one thing, let it be this: never speak your name aloud. Ever. Should any of the fair folk learn your name, they will have power over you, more power than you can ever imagine. Keep it safe. Trust no one.”

“What of your name?”

His mouth curves too sharply to be pleasant. “My name has already been claimed by another, so you may use it freely. It will make no difference.”

“What do you mean your name has been claimed?” As I fall into step beside him, we pass into the dense gloom of the tunnel. Quiet like a void, like a tomb.

Nothing. I see nothing.

“Once your name is known,” says Zephyrus, “the sound is captured and stored in a glass bottle. It may be sold, or bartered with, or given to another, or set free, though rarely are the fair folk amiable enough to do the latter. Whoever among their kind possesses your name may dictate your every movement, the where and when and how of your life.”

Is it the darkness that makes his reply slither and spit like a viper? I wrap my arms around my front as we shamble onward. Beneath the chilly air, a warmer, tamer breeze skims my ankles. “There’s nothing you can do?”

“When your name is called, it is impossible to ignore. Only death can break the bond.”

Then I must keep my wits about me.

One moment, we shuffle in utter blackness, a low pulse of sound building in my eardrums, and the next, the walls fall away, the ceiling climbs, the space before us bleeds red. It is not natural, this light.

We stand on the bank of a wide, underground lake. It expands so far into the distance that I cannot see the opposite shore. At my feet: grass. Safe to tread, though I do not know if I am willing.

In the center of the lake floats an extensive wooden platform the size of a barley field, on which a crowd of creatures has amassed, writhing to the blood-pounding rhythm of thundering drums. Large glass orbs bob like lanterns in the water, flushed pink, occasionally a richer scarlet. It’s obvious we have intruded on a celebration of sorts.

I peer upward, startling in surprise. There hangs the moon, only I do not recognize it. The globular shape reminds me of a yellowing growth attached to the ceiling, except it is not a ceiling, but the sky. A few stars throb dully in the darkened fabric.

“Under’s enchantments reflect what occurs aboveground but, as you can see, there are some differences.” Zephyrus points to the feeble glowing orb above. “The realm’s sun and moon do not always cycle reliably. Sometimes, the moon gets stuck. A rudimentary design, but it does the job most days.”

“I see.” One last glance upward before my attention returns to the lake.

“Stay close,” he murmurs. A boardwalk extends from the grassy bank to the platform, and it rocks gently beneath our combined weight as we make our way across. When we reach the raft, the crowd parts around us, then sutures into a neat seam at our backs. I press nearer to Zephyrus, trying to avoid touching anyone or anything.

The fair folk do not share any specific traits, no single skin tone, no general shape, really, except for their eyes—black stones, like that woman from the market. Some possess tails. Others, beaks or antlers. Their skin is a collection of browns, ochres, olives, whites, grays.

Bare shoulders.

Bare arms.

Bare stomachs.

Bare legs.

They slink and they fondle. Their hands stroke and slither across torsos, down arms, over backs, up spines.

I look away, but there is always another person of interest amongst the loose-limbed dancers, the undulating hips. They wear waistcoats and elaborate gowns, top hats and long, ragged tunics. When I spot a man’s hand slipping between the thighs of another, I drop my gaze.

“The fair folk enjoy their merrymaking,” Zephyrus drawls beside me, having no qualms about studying their half-naked forms, male and female both.

“It is unholy,” I state stiffly.

“To you, perhaps.”

As we push through the festivities, I notice a woman draped in gauzy silks, one arm bared, and one breast. A pair of antlers protrudes from her skull. We then pass a trio of men whose skin resembles the texture of tree bark. The tallest man brings a glass of pale, sparkling liquid to his mouth. A forked tongue slithers out, curling slightly to capture the fluid, before retracting behind his teeth.

“Dryads,” Zephyrus murmurs, tracking my dumbfounded gaze. “They prefer the taste of flesh.”

I hasten my steps. This place is like nothing I’ve imagined. There appears to be no purpose to the gathering. They drink and laugh and dance as if it’s a compulsion.

“Excuse me,” I mutter, trying to squeeze between two owl-eyed girls while attempting to avoid the downy wings folded across their backs. I dodge a woman lying spread-eagled across the listing platform, a scaly tail wrapped around one leg. As I shrink from the sight, Zephyrus catches my eye and smirks.

“You have lived a sheltered life,” he says. “It is nothing to be ashamed of.” And yet, he cannot quite conceal the condescension.

“Maybe I have seen less of the world than you,” I snip, “but I have the Father. I need nothing else.”

A shrill, raptor cry soars over the gathering, followed by raucous laughter. “Is that so?” Intrigue colors his voice. “You are comforted by your god. I understand that. Indeed, there was a time when I myself was a symbol of good tidings.”

The last bit of information snags my attention, but Zephyrus continues before I have a chance to question him.

“Your world is not the same as mine. You sleep and you read and you eat and you pray. Every hour of every day is spent safely within the boundaries of your faith. My world?” He bares his teeth, and for a moment, I could have sworn they had developed points. “It is a treacherous place, unfit for the pure.” The warm, heavy weight of his palm braces my lower back, and I startle, my eyes flying to his face. “But we are attracted to things that lie outside of our lived experience,” he says lowly. “We crave something deeper.”

I do not agree. Why would I be attracted to this? What is the purpose of exploring something so depraved? Under lacks morals, it lacks faith. It is walls with no foundation, nothing to build upon. His claims are ridiculous. The abbey is my home and my heart. I want for nothing there.

The deeper we tread into the frenzy, the greater my awareness of the unwanted attention I am attracting becomes. For this reason alone, I remain close to Zephyrus.

“They stare,” I whisper.

He smiles, a small, contemplative thing. “They smell the innocence on you.”

A few paces later, someone slips a chalice into his hand, which he lifts to his mouth. I catch his arm. “Don’t drink the wine, remember?”

His eyes dance over the rim of his goblet. “You cannot drink the wine, my darling novitiate. You are mortal. I am not.” And he downs the red liquid, a bright sheen staining his laughing mouth.

At last, we step onto the boardwalk leading to the opposite shore. I thought the crowd would have cleared out, but if anything, it has multiplied. Something pinches my rear, and I whirl, my breath shortening. Look at these fair folk with their dark, oil-slick eyes, wildness clinging to all their wretched points. What has possessed me to accompany a man I know nothing about to a place that will readily eat me alive if given the chance? A moment of weakness, apparently.

“I want to go back,” I tell Zephyrus. But the crowd is so dense I cannot see the cavern walls.

He slows, cants his head in my direction. A single curl tumbles across his forehead. “You can’t go back.”

“Why not?” I fiddle with the cord around my waist, tightening my grip to strangulation.

“It’s not that I won’t take you back. It’s that I can’t. The only way to return is to go forward. Should you attempt to backtrack, you will find yourself helplessly ensnared in Under.”

“That makes absolutely no sense.”

“Doesn’t it?” He regards me for an uncomfortably long moment, and my cheeks heat. I do not think I imagine his eyes lingering on my dress, the damp fabric clinging to curves of skin. “Consider this: you are a mortal who has wandered into Under. The fair folk will do whatever it takes to prevent your escape. Why? Because they are bound to the shadows while mortals are gifted the sun.”

His claim rings with authority, and I dare not challenge it. Turning, I take in the scene. The black lake shines like oil beneath the scarlet glare. If I cannot go back, my only choice is to trust Zephyrus to lead me forward.

“Fine,” I manage, though my chest twinges. “We continue. But hurry, please.”

The crowd parts, and the grassy path unfolds as we veer from the shore toward a grove of trees draped in twinkling blue lights. They float in long strings, these lights, catching the air on the upswing, briefly suspended before drifting back into place. It is strange, yes, but any light is better than none.

Zephyrus strides ahead, limber and sure-footed. I am not certain how long we walk. An hour? An age? My clothes are nearly dry by the time he lifts a hand, signaling us to slow. I peer around him, and my jaw drops.

It is without a doubt the most beautiful tree I have ever seen. It sprawls in a field of darkness, its smooth, twisting trunk the color of fresh snow, innumerable branches clothed in strands of blue lights.

“It’s lovely,” I say, though lovely seems an inadequate description of something so other.

“According to the fair folk, Willow is the heart of Under.” Ducking beneath the hanging lights, he calls back, “Ask, and you shall receive.”

Willow is not a person, but a tree. It makes sense, I suppose.

“So I just… speak?” When I push through the strands, a pale chime brightens the air.

Zephyrus lounges against the trunk, mouth quirked in mischief. “You may ask Willow anything you wish, but she will only answer the questions she believes to come from your true self.”

That, I can do. “Do you mind if I have a little privacy?”

His eyebrows lift. “You’re sure?” When I merely glare, he says, “I’ll be over there if you need me.” Pushing off the tree, he melts into the darkness beyond.

With Zephyrus gone, the burden eases from my chest. I want him far away when I make my request. I’m ashamed of my voice’s tendency to wobble under pressure, how easily it breaks beneath the great weight of the unknown.

“My face is here, child.”

The throaty command draws my gaze upward. What I had believed to be knots in the bark have cracked open to reveal lidded eyes, the curving seam of a mouth.

“There you are.” The bark creaks as the eyelids sink low. “It has been a long time,” Willow intones, “since a mortal woman has graced my presence. But tell me, child. What do you desire?”

This answer, at least, is easy.

“I would like to know what I must do to become the next acolyte.” And then, hushed: “How can I be seen as worthy?”

The tree’s mouth pinches into a dark whorl. “I can see your whole history in your eyes. Ten long years you have toiled. You wonder why your efforts have failed to bring about the opportunity you seek. You wonder why it has not been enough.”

My throat aches fiercely. Tears well, and the blue lights burn into brightest stars.

“What must I do?” I whisper. Shall I kneel? Shall I close my eyes and lift my hands to the Eternal Lands?

“My dear.” Willow sighs. “Your path is not an easy one. It is lonely, and long, and marked by conflicting desires.” The great tree pauses, her wooden mouth crimped in what I believe to be sympathy. “You ask whether there is anything you can do to bring about the change in station you so desperately desire? Unfortunately, there is not.”

I clasp my trembling hands at my front. “I see.”

“One cannot control another’s actions, but do not despair. This path is yours alone, and a time will come when you gain your heart’s desire.”

“When? Am I to work diligently for another five, ten, fifteen years before I’m granted the opportunity to become one of the Father’s most loyal shepherds?” A novitiate’s duty is to build a foundation upon which faith can rest, but an acolyte acts as the Father’s own messenger, traveling to far-reaching towns and communities to spread His word, the good of all that is holy. It is a privilege many never experience. The truest representation of belonging to the faith.

A branch drifts down with an aged creak to skim my back, the way a mother might console a disappointed child. “Do not fret,” soothes Willow. “Trust that what will be, will be.”

What did I expect, exactly? Comfort, perhaps. Reassurance of the Father’s warmth, proof of Mother Mabel’s investment in my future. But all I feel is the hollowness where my heart once beat, cotton stuffed in its place.

“Very well. Thank you for your guidance.” It’s silly to have believed I could change something beyond my control. I had hoped—too much, I think.

Soft grass muffles my footsteps as I turn to go. Pushing aside the strands of blue lights, I step into the clearing. Darkness rests as a veil over my vision, a relief after the piercing brightness. Zephyrus, however, is gone.
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