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For myself, because I believed first—and longest






CHAPTER ONE
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Cold wind bit at my cheeks, bearing the scent of fallen leaves in decay. I ducked my head and hunched my shoulders as I trudged along a path overgrown with wild grass, my feet aching with each step. My skin was chafing where my pack rested against the small of my back, and my boots pinched. We’d been walking for weeks—long enough for my resolve to wear thin, for my stomach to clench into an angry pit of hunger. Though we’d rationed the little food we’d brought with us, our provisions had run out yesterday morning.

Father looked over his shoulder, as if he sensed my dour mood. “We’re almost there,” he said.

I didn’t bother to reply. Instead, I pulled my scarf up over my chin as he turned and strode ahead of me through an empty field, his walking stick striking a steady beat upon the ground. He had been promising almost there for days now, as though our destination were something to look forward to. As though we hadn’t been forced to flee our last home because of what I’d done.

I supposed that an end to our journey was something to celebrate. We’d managed to outrun any rumors chasing us and avoid the notice of keepers of the peace. And most importantly, there were no signs that the witch had caught our scent. Still, part of me had welcomed the discomfort I’d endured during this flight. I deserved this pain. And at least my aching feet and empty stomach kept my thoughts from other, darker things. I didn’t know what I would do when the distraction went away.

In front of me, Father stopped walking. “Look, Lena.”

I lifted my gaze from the ground. We’d crested a small hill, and a valley lush with greenery lay before us, a huddle of houses at its base. There was a lake to the north that fed a stream running south through the village. And to the east, on the other side of the houses, was the Silence—a forest of trees so dense and dark they looked almost blue.

A prickling sensation skittered down my spine as I stared out at the trees. Even from a distance there was something unsettling about them. I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow they were watching me, too.

“What do you think is in there?” I asked.

Father shook his head. “We’re to keep people from going into the Silence. It’s not our duty to speculate on what might reside within.”

“But shouldn’t someone investigate—”

“No,” he said sharply. “The Onwey council sent very clear instructions. The Silence is deadly. No one who walks into those trees ever comes out again. You’re not to go near it, Lena.”

He started down the hill without waiting for my reply, leaving me no choice but to fall in line. It didn’t matter that I thought there had to be more to the Silence than what we’d been told. My father wouldn’t listen to me, and I had long ago learned it wasn’t worth challenging him—not on things like this.

The wind picked up, and I shivered, stuffing my gloved hands into my pockets. Maybe Father was right—maybe it didn’t matter what was in the Silence. He would have taken the job no matter what risks it entailed. Anything to get us away from—screams, the stench of blackened, burning skin—

Don’t think about that. I shook my head, as if I could shake the memory away. It was over. I was safe. I took a deep breath and followed my father down the hill.



The village houses were arranged in rough curves that gathered around a central square. It would have seemed quaint, were it not for the gloom that permeated the air. The streets were silent and empty, despite it being only midafternoon. Doors and windows were shuttered. The only sign of life was a thin plume of smoke rising from the chimney of a large building on the south side of the square, so we headed in that direction. The faded sign hanging above one window told us it was a tavern—the Midnight Song.

“Gloves?” Father asked, pausing on the stoop.

I held up my hands in answer. We were lucky to be traveling in autumn—no one would look askance at someone wearing gloves, even indoors.

He nodded curtly and pushed open the door.

My shoulders tensed as I stepped over the threshold, and I tucked my elbows in, trying to make myself as small as possible. But there were no drunken patrons veering clumsily in our direction, nor jovial groups brushing past us on their way out. In fact, it seemed unusually quiet. Only a few people bothered to look up from their glasses to take note of Father and me. I tried to force myself to relax.

As we moved farther into the tavern, my gaze fell on a small cluster of people on the other side of the room. At the center of the cluster was a single chair, which held a man with flushed cheeks and disheveled hair. His limbs were restrained by leather straps even though he was perfectly motionless, his head lolling to one side as though unsupported by his spine.

A charred corpse on the ground, unmoving—

Suddenly the man thrashed against his restraints, dragging me back to the present.

I drew a great, shuddering breath. That’s all in the past. This man is different. He’s alive. As if he could hear my thoughts, the man opened his mouth and began to sing in an eerie cadence that raised the hairs on the back of my neck and clawed against my skin.

“Down below the briars and the vines, let me down, until roses come to claim me, set me free, let me down…”

What was wrong with him? I glanced over at Father. His face was grim as he watched the man sing.

“Can I help you?” a woman’s voice called out, cutting through the song like a knife.

Father and I turned to see an older woman with neat gray hair standing behind the bar, eyeing us suspiciously.

Father cleared his throat. “Yes. I’m Joren, the new watcher. This is my daughter, Lena.” He nudged me with an elbow. I raised my hand in greeting, trying to avoid meeting the woman’s eyes. “But it seems we’ve arrived at an inopportune moment.”

She sighed, her expression turning resigned. “We were expecting you tomorrow, but you may as well stay. I’m Olinta, one of the council members.”

The man in the chair thrashed harder, catching my attention once more. His song had dissolved into incoherent mutters, and as I watched, he began to weep.

“What’s wrong with him?” The words burst out of me, unbidden and louder than I’d intended.

All eyes turned toward me. I felt my cheeks grow warm and saw Father’s jaw tighten before I looked down at my feet. I shouldn’t have said anything—Father would have the answers soon enough. There was no need to call attention to myself.

“Melor has been infected by the Silence, child. There’s no hope for him now,” Olinta replied.

I dared another glance at the man—Melor. A slight woman approached him now, a bowl of water in her hand. She dabbed at his brow with a cloth, then looked up at the others in the room. “It’s time,” she said.

The men standing next to her moved woodenly as they loosened the straps that held Melor down, then grabbed his arms and pulled him upright. He struggled and began to scream, and I stepped quickly aside as the men wrestled him toward the tavern door.

The unnerving cries cut through the air even after the door closed behind them. But those who remained in the tavern made no move to follow Melor and his escorts. Instead, a quiet hum of conversation picked up as they returned to their tables and plates of food. I looked around the room, surprised. Was it so easy for the residents of Onwey to ignore the sounds of such suffering?

“I’m sorry you had to see that, but it is the reason you are here,” Olinta said, addressing Father as she came out from behind the bar. “Would you mind stepping outside with me?”

Father moved to follow her but put out a hand to stop me as I started after him. He leaned in, whispering in my ear. “Go talk to someone.”

“What?” All my life he’d taught me to avoid close contact with others—why was he reversing course now?

“You’re new here. It’s only natural that you would be curious. That’s what they expect. Be careful and you’ll be fine.”

And then he followed Olinta outside, leaving me standing by myself.

I wanted to press my back against the wall and will myself into invisibility. My palms were sweating inside my gloves. But Father was right—it was imperative that I appear as normal as possible. The illusion of normalcy might be the only thing that would save me if anyone ever came searching for us here.

Most of the people in the tavern looked at least as old as my father, but there was a group of three around my age sitting at a table in the corner. I took a deep breath, steeling myself. Then I walked over to them, stopping a safe distance away.

It was a few moments before they noticed me. “Come closer,” said a girl with kind brown eyes and long dark hair. “We don’t bite.”

Ah, but I did.

I took a tiny step forward. “Hello,” I said, trying not to let my voice quiver.

The dark-haired girl smiled at me. “That’s quite a cloak you have.”

I couldn’t tell whether she was teasing or sincere. Years ago the cloak had belonged to my mother, and as such it was too long on me, falling almost to the ground. It had been mended over so many times that it was difficult to tell it had once been brown; now it was a patchwork of colors snatched from whatever scraps of cloth were handy.

“Thank you,” I said uncertainly.

“You must be with the new watcher,” said one of the others, a boy with a contemplative air about him.

They must have seen us arrive. “He’s my father,” I said. “I’m Lena.”

“I’m Wren,” said the first girl. She nodded to her companions in turn. “That’s Jasper, and this is my sibling Corina.”

Corina had the same dark hair as Wren, though it was cut shorter. They looked a little younger than their sister—or maybe that was because of the way they were nervously interlacing their fingers again and again.

“So, Lena,” Jasper said, “where are you from?”

I shrugged. “Lots of places. Minos, for a few years.” It wasn’t quite a lie. We had lived in Minos, though not recently. But I couldn’t risk naming a city tainted by my curse.

“Minos,” Wren said, her eyes gleaming with interest. “What’s it like, living in a city like that? You must know so many people!”

“Fewer than you’d think,” I replied. I’d spent most of my time indoors or in our garden, hidden away. But there had still been things to love about the cities I’d seen only from a safe distance—the different foods Father had brought home, the books from the city libraries, the people from so many places I’d made a habit of watching from my window…

Now all that was gone, traded away for this beleaguered village and its wan and weary inhabitants.

I blinked and realized they were watching me—waiting for me to say something more. “It was fine,” I said. “Crowded. Too noisy sometimes.”

Wren sighed. “Sounds wonderful.”

“I… suppose you don’t get many visitors here?”

Jasper snorted with contemptuous laughter. “Do you think anyone’s yearning to visit Onwey when we have that hanging over our heads every day?” He tipped his head in the direction of the door.

I smoothed the edges of my gloves, making sure my skin was completely covered. “I thought the Silence took people. But he’s…”

“Still here?” Wren said.

I nodded.

“People don’t just walk into the forest by accident. Something calls to them if they get too close. Bewitches them.”

“And they just go?”

Wren and Jasper nodded in unison.

“You saw Melor. They caught him before he crossed the border into the forest, but he’s not there anymore,” Jasper said, tapping a finger to his temple for emphasis.

I glanced back at the chair that Melor had been strapped to. “Will he recover?”

Corina shook their head. “He’s gone,” they said, their voice cracking. They stood up from the table without another word. I shied away as they ran past me and out of the tavern.

I looked at Wren, who bit her lip. “Corina was sweet on him,” she said.

“Well, there’s no cure for what ails him now,” Jasper said. “Once a person’s bewitched, they rave about the Silence until they can’t speak anymore. They stop eating and drinking—eventually they die. That, or find their way into the forest, never to be seen again.”

Jasper’s flat tone took me aback almost as much as his words. Dead? And these would be his last days, strapped down and delirious as his loved ones watched him waste away?

“So where did the men take him?” I said.

Jasper and Wren glanced at each other. “Sometimes the families elect to let them go into the Silence,” Wren offered. “But Melor’s family has chosen to…”

“Put him out of his misery,” Jasper finished.

“You mean kill him?” My voice cracked. If this was what happened to victims of ensorcellment, what might they do to me, if they found out what I was capable of?

“He’s already as good as dead,” Jasper said. “It’s better this way.”

Wren grimaced but didn’t argue.

A shiver ran down my spine. It was a horrific choice. Now that I was beginning to understand the extent to which the Silence preyed upon this village, it was shocking to me that anyone still lived here. “Has it always been like this?”

Wren shook her head. “The Silence has always been unearthly, but my grandmother said people used to go inside safely. She doesn’t remember exactly when it changed, but I think something happened—turned it vicious.”

“The forest itself does this?” What could a forest possibly want with befuddled humans? How could a forest possibly want anything?

Jasper shrugged. “No one who goes in ever comes out, so who knows?”

I took a breath to ask another question but was stopped by an inconsolable wail that rattled me to the core. That sound—his piercing scream—

“I—I have to go,” I stammered, backing away from the table.

“Don’t,” Wren said. “It’s better not to see.”

But the roaring in my ears told me I had to flee—for anything was better than letting my legs fold beneath me here, where they might jump up to help. Might reach out and—

I turned and ran.

I yanked the tavern door open and stumbled outside. The sudden light was blinding, and I threw up a hand to block it as I crossed the square and saw the men from the tavern, solemn and still; my father, his hands clasped behind his back; a wailing woman, on her knees beside—the body.

From this vantage point I couldn’t tell how they had killed him, only that it had been bloody. It was everywhere, on the stones, on their shirts, their hands. And I could smell it now, the warm, metallic tang causing my throat to seize. They’d killed him, they’d truly killed him, it had been a slaughter, and they would do the same to me—

The roaring in my ears returned, and I sank to the ground. I was sweating despite the cold, and my heart raced—there was the stench of burning skin again, the stench I’d tried so hard to wash off—

“Lena!” Father’s voice came from far away as my vision blurred.

Flames crawling up the boy’s skin but I cannot help him. The falling rain does nothing, he is already dead—

Hands under my arms lifted me up. I leaned against Father as he put an arm around my waist, taking my weight and leading me away from the grisly scene.

“You’re all right,” he murmured under his breath. “You’re all right, it’s going to be all right.”

But I didn’t see how it could. Not here and not anywhere, not after what I had done. And there was nothing he could say that would make it so.






CHAPTER TWO
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The watcher’s outpost was a rickety two-story house that sat right up against the edge of the field between Onwey and the Silence, a lone sentry facing the darkness. It had stood vacant since the last watcher had departed, though Olinta had not said whether they’d moved on to a better opportunity, or whether they, too, had fallen victim to the forest.

I waited numbly as Father turned the key in the lock and shouldered open the door, revealing a cramped hallway with dark rooms and a staircase beyond. We shuffled inside and set down our packs. Father walked quickly through the first floor, lighting the lamps. I lingered in the hallway, my feet as heavy as lead. Having reached our destination, it suddenly felt impossible to take another step.

“Come here,” Father called.

I dragged myself after his voice and found him in the kitchen.

“Sit,” he said, nodding to a chair. I sank down upon it as he turned to light the fire. Some minutes of rummaging later, he pressed a steaming mug of tea into my hands. I clasped it like a lifeline, letting the heat sink into my skin.

Father unpacked a basket of provisions Olinta had given him. The villagers had provided a veritable feast—there was a cut of venison and a jar of pickled cabbage, along with a mess of carrots, potatoes, and onions. Wrapped in a dishcloth was a fresh loaf of crusty bread with two small pots of butter and jam. Without saying a word, he cut and buttered three slices, and passed them to me.

I ate mechanically, swallowing the food without tasting it. Before arriving in Onwey I had been famished, I remembered. But now all I could think of was how these people had chosen to kill a man because of something out of his control.

“Why did we come here?” I said at last.

Father looked at me somberly. “You know why.”

His words stung—but my fear won out over my guilt. “We could have gone somewhere else. Anywhere else. But you chose this place. These people will always be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary. What if someone discovers what I am?”

“I know it’s not ideal—”

“I don’t see how it could be any less ideal!”

“What’s done is done,” he said sharply. “I have always kept you safe, and I will continue to do so.”

“But Melor—”

“Enough,” Father barked. “I won’t be harangued about this when your carelessness is the reason we’re here at all.”

I rocked back in my seat, stunned. For a moment I stared at him. Then, to my horror, I burst into tears.

His face fell. “Lena, I didn’t mean—” he began.

I didn’t wait for him to finish. I jumped up and ran from the kitchen to the hallway and up the stairs.

An open door at the top of the staircase led me into a small bedroom. I closed the door and leaned back against it, clenching my fists.

Your carelessness is the reason we’re here. Did he truly think I didn’t know that? That what had happened did not haunt me every hour of every day?

The worst part—the worst part was that he was right. If I’d only been more careful, perhaps we would still be in that little house with its garden of flowers I’d loved so much.

I took a deep breath, trying to reach for composure. I would be more careful. And perhaps we could make a new home here, too. The house was rickety, yes—but if we swept the floors clean, threw open the windows, turned up the lamps…

And yet, the image of Melor’s lifeless body flashed before my eyes, raising more doubts about how long this new refuge would last.

A soft meow broke the silence, and I looked up to see a small gray cat poke its head out from under the bed.

I peeled off my gloves and knelt down. “Hello,” I said softly, holding out a hand.

The cat studied me, unblinking. Then, after a moment, it sauntered out from under the bed and butted its head against my fingers.

I swallowed down my tears as I scratched behind the cat’s ears. I’d begged for a pet when I was younger, as animals were unaffected by my curse. I’d even gone as far as feeding a stray dog in Minos for several weeks before Father found out. But he’d insisted that keeping an animal would make us more identifiable, not to mention being a liability every time we moved. Never mind that a pet would have offered me some small companionship—he’d made up his mind, and that was that.

“Where did you come from?” I asked. The cat didn’t answer, only lay down on the floor and presented its belly for further petting, purring as it did so.

I heard the creak of footsteps on the stairs, followed by a soft knock at the door. “I’m sorry for snapping at you,” Father said, his voice slightly muffled. “Will you come downstairs? Supper’s ready.”

After a moment I heard him retreat down the stairs. I briefly entertained the idea of staying put. But my stomach was growling again. And besides, I couldn’t keep this anger burning forever. Father and I—we only had each other.

I sighed and stood—against the cat’s protests—and opened the door.



We sat with our plates on the stoop of our new house, watching the sun set over the Silence.

“Do you think what they did to Melor was right?” I asked after a while. “Can it be so much better to die than to go into the forest?”

Father sighed. “I think… that some things are worse than death. And that they are doing the best they can under terrible circumstances.”

I stared out at the trees. Though there was still light in the sky, the forest was a deep well of darkness. What was it like for the villagers, to live so close to something that might easily be their doom?

“Why hasn’t the village done something more? One of the girls at the tavern said the Silence wasn’t always this way. So maybe it could be fixed?”

“Some things are too powerful to be changed by human means. This is one of them.”

I wondered at his certainty. Until we’d come to the Silence, we’d never before encountered anything to rival my own uncanniness. So how could he know there was nothing to be done but walk the border of the forest and try to save those who would fall into its trap?

Before I could organize my thoughts into a coherent question, Father rested a hand lightly on my shoulder. “You’ll stay here tomorrow while I take a look at the forest boundary. I need you to be careful and keep to the house. Perhaps you can make it presentable while I’m out.” He paused, and then added, “Good night, my girl.”

He rose to his feet and took the plates in, leaving me alone on the stoop.

I pulled my legs up against my chest and rested my chin upon my knees. I’d always known that I was different. I still remembered the first time I had cried to my mother, asking why I couldn’t play with the other children, why my parents discouraged me from going outside at all. And then there was the night they had sat down with me and, for the first time, explained the curse. I’d been six years old, and Father had told it like a fairy tale—like it was something happening to the heroine of some grand story. For a while I thought that the curse made me special, somehow. That I only needed to figure out how to break it, and my life would become marvelous.

I hadn’t believed that in a long, long time.

Still, even with the curse, it hadn’t always been so grim between Father and me. Back when we’d had Mother, we’d at least been happy. I remembered Father laughing, even playful. But it was like the life and mirth had drained from him when she’d left us. The transformation had taken place almost overnight—he’d turned dour and humorless, his only prerogative keeping me safe.

If only safety didn’t feel quite so much like captivity.

I tried not to resent my father. I knew he regretted his role in my being cursed. But regret changed nothing about the outcome. We’d managed to evade the witch for many years, but deep down, I knew that one day she would find me. Until then, my curse was an unceasing reminder of what I owed—what my parents had bargained away.



I barely slept that night, the memory of Melor’s screams echoing through my dreams. I tossed and turned in the unfamiliar bed, waking to find my cheeks wet with tears. I was glad Father wasn’t much of a conversationalist at breakfast the next morning, as it was all I could do to keep my eyes open.

Once Father left to meet with the council, I opened every door and swept out every room, hanging dried sprigs of lavender I’d found in the pantry. For lunch I heated the remains of last night’s supper over the fire, and although it filled my belly, nothing could alleviate the chill that had settled in my bones the moment I’d seen Melor in the tavern.

Father had said there was nothing to be done about the Silence—that there was no escape from the trap in which Onwey was caught. But what the villagers had chosen instead was horrific in its own right. Could the Silence truly be more evil than that?

I was supposed to stay inside. But there wasn’t much else for me to do indoors. Besides, this was no bustling city with people around every street corner. Before I could second-guess myself, I grabbed my cloak and boots and pulled on my gloves. I let myself out of the house and walked toward the Silence, scuffing my boots through the grass.

Up close, the Silence was no less foreboding. Its trees were so tall I had to crane my neck to see their tops. Their branches tangled and interlocked, blocking out the light. I felt an all-encompassing sense of stillness. The Silence was not dead—it was waiting. Watching.

The villagers believed the Silence so terrible that they would rather kill their own than allow them to be taken. But I, too, was dangerous. I, too, was deadly. And that made the two of us alike, in a strange, misshapen way. Was the Silence like me—cursed, somehow?

I stared into its darkness… and the darkness within me unfurled, pulling me forward.

I took a step—then caught myself, trembling.

Was this what is was like, to be called?

No. Yesterday Jasper had described something like delirium. And I was not delirious.

But there was something about this forest that called to me nevertheless.

“Lena!”

I gasped. Could it be—?

“Lena!” I turned to see Wren running toward me. I suddenly felt foolish. Of course the Silence hadn’t called my name.

Wren slowed to a stop, then bent over, gasping for air. I didn’t know what to do with my hands. I settled for clasping them behind my back. “Hello,” I said cautiously.

She straightened. “You’re all right,” she said, her cheeks flushed. “The Silence hasn’t gotten you.”

My brow furrowed. “Of course not, why would you—” Oh. No one would choose to come so close to the forest, so naturally she had thought I’d been infected when she saw me standing almost below the trees. And now I had to give a reasonable explanation for what I had been doing. “No. I was just helping my father.”

An uncomfortable silence stretched between us. “Thank you for your concern,” I continued belatedly.

Wren smiled nervously. “You’re welcome. But come away from there, won’t you?” We walked back toward the village as Wren went on. “I was coming to call on you anyway. I saw you with your father yesterday, after… Well, it must have been quite a shock. I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Warmth bloomed in my chest. She’d been concerned for me? “Thank you. You’re right—it was a shock.”

She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry.”

“Why do people still live here?” I asked, unable to contain the question. “This all just seems… horrible.”

“It is,” Wren agreed. “And many people do leave. But Onwey is still home. And some of us still have hope that someday things will change.” Her face brightened a little. “I’m meeting a few friends in the tavern. Join us?”

She reached toward me—no, wait—and I flinched, stepping back. Hurt flashed across her face.

“I—I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I can’t.”

I turned and walked—almost ran—back to the house. Father had been right, after all. No matter how careful I was, it wouldn’t be careful enough. The only way to keep everyone completely safe was to keep myself away from them.



Three days passed as Father set himself to planning a strategy for guarding the Silence. Parchment papers covered in sketches piled up on the kitchen table, depicting everything from some sort of trip wire hidden in the field to a scribble that might have been a bonfire, though now that I’d caught a glimpse of what we were facing, I had my doubts that anything he came up with would be enough.

In the meantime I cooked and cleaned—anything to keep my mind occupied. The gray cat came and went, and I was grateful for its company. But nothing could save me from my thoughts when I lay down to sleep. Even after everything that had happened, I’d been incautious. I’d put Wren in danger. I had to be better—but was this to be the entirety of my future? Constantly vigilant, constantly afraid?

What would I even say, when I saw Wren again? I didn’t know how to answer her if she asked why I had run.

Because I’m a monster. Because I’ve killed. Twice.

The first time it had happened my mother had clasped my hands tightly between her own and whispered, No. The curse killed that boy. The witch killed him, not you.

But I’d been cursed my entire life. Sometimes I felt that the curse and I were one and the same. And my mother? She must secretly have thought me monstrous—why else had she finally chosen to abandon us?

I sat up and went to the window, looking out at the stars hanging low over the Silence. My life had always been bound by constraints—don’t go outside, Lena, don’t touch them, don’t forget your gloves, don’t, don’t, don’t—and I’d learned to live with them. Learned to make myself small. Shut away any desire for anything beyond the cage of my own body, and resigned myself to a life spent always looking over my shoulder.

But being here, seeing the Silence—something had broken open within me. It frightened me… but also, it made me feel alive. And I hadn’t felt like that in a very long time.

I still wanted, I realized. To touch, to kiss, to love, to simply move freely through the world without fear of hurting someone. But I knew there was no hope of such a life for me. So what was worse? To shrivel into a husk of a person waiting for a witch, or to seek out the darkness myself? Even if on the other side lay things more dangerous than me, even if the forest never gave me back, at least I would have had one reckless taste of freedom.

My resolve strengthening, I dressed quietly and slipped out of the house, then made my way across the field to the Silence.

At night the Silence was as black as the open jaws of a beast, ready to snap shut on any who took a wrong step. And oh, tonight I wouldn’t have minded being devoured.

There was no sign of a path into the forest. There were only the trees that flowed on and on until I could see no farther, and their impossible stillness.

I took a defiant step forward. My father’s warnings echoed through my mind. But the earth on the other side of this tree looked no different from that beneath my own feet.

I took off a glove, my heart pounding. The cold nipped at my skin, and I welcomed it. I flexed my fingers and reached forward, pressing my palm against the cool, rough bark.

There. I’d done it. And I was still here.

Feverish energy flooded my limbs, whispering that I could do more, go further. I grinned and looked out into the forest.

There was movement, a change so slight it could have been the rustle of wind through the trees. I froze, waiting, listening. In the darkness it was difficult to see. Panic clawed at my throat as I stepped back slowly, searching my surroundings. Tree. Grass. Rock—

Human.






CHAPTER THREE
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I screamed and jumped back, jamming my hand hastily into my glove. The figure leaned against a tree not fifteen paces away—and then stepped toward me, their movements sluggish and shaky. Had they been wounded? Or was this a symptom of the Silence bewitching them?

“Stay back!” I cried, but the figure kept coming. Terror ran quick through my veins as the stranger moved into the moonlight and was revealed to be a tall girl, her tangled hair dark in the night.

“Please—help me,” she said desperately, stumbling forward.

I reined in the urge to flee, though fear still leapt at me like a vicious dog. This girl had come from within the depths of the Silence—something the villagers claimed had never happened.

“Who are you? How did you get out?” I said.

Instead of answering, the girl staggered and dropped to her knees mere steps from where I stood.

All this could be a trap, a ruse to make me let down my guard. If the girl was an agent of the witch, I should run. If she was truly injured, if whatever had hurt her was still out there in the dark… I looked up, but the Silence was as still as it had ever been. Except for the girl, who was listing to one side. My skin was clammy with sweat. Run. I should run now.

“Please,” the girl begged again, and I knew I couldn’t leave her. I was the only one here.

But what if I touched her and—his scream—

The girl moaned with pain and began to pitch toward the ground. Without thinking, I darted forward and caught her under the arms as she fell unconscious.

She was heavier than I would have guessed, and my breath grew short as I strained to pull her away from the forest. Looking back, I saw a dark smear on the ground where she had fallen. Blood.

I swallowed hard. Someone had hurt her, and that someone, or something, was still out there.

Suddenly even the air I breathed felt sinister, but I could do nothing except try to move faster. The muscles in my arms ached as I dragged the girl out of the Silence. When her boots were clear of the last grasping tree root, I flopped to the ground, gulping in deep breaths.

A lantern loomed out of the night, and I scrambled to my feet, raising a hand against the glare. Who—

“Lena!”

Father. Relief flooded me—Father would know what to do.

He lowered the lantern, and as my eyes adjusted I saw that he was still wearing his nightclothes. He’d run out of the house without even grabbing his coat.

“What happened? Are you all right?” he said urgently, searching my face.

“I’m fine,” I said. “But this girl came out of the Silence!”

“What?” Whatever he’d been expecting me to say, this wasn’t it. He looked down and seemed to notice her for the first time. “She came out of the Silence? You’re certain?”

I nodded. “And she’s hurt.” I hugged my arms to my sides, waiting for him to take charge. But he did not. Instead he just stood there, expression impassive, and made no move to touch the girl.

“Father, she needs help!” I said impatiently.

“Quiet,” he said harshly. I closed my mouth.

Finally he stepped toward her, cautiously using his foot to nudge her shoulder. There was no response—but her chest still rose and fell. She was alive.

In the lantern light, I noticed that a trickle of blood had dried into a thin line beneath the girl’s nose. Her garb was plain and muddied, but as I looked closer, I realized that beneath the dirt, the fabric of her shirt was finer than any I’d ever seen. Father passed me the lantern, then knelt down and rifled through her clothing. He soon uncovered something else I’d been too hurried to notice—a tear in the leg of the girl’s trousers, through which I could see a bloody mess of a wound. He whistled one low, sharp note, and sat back on his heels.

“All right. I’ll carry her—you run ahead. Put water on to boil and find some clean rags. And, Lena—keep your gloves on.”

He gathered the girl in his arms, then pushed himself to his feet, grunting with the effort. I wavered for a moment.

“Lena—go!”

I ran.

By the time Father came through the door I’d added wood to the fire and poured water into a pot to heat. Rags were harder to come by—I rummaged through the kitchen cabinets and an upstairs closet before surfacing with a few old towels.

Father went to the spare room on the first floor, which must have been a study for a previous inhabitant, as there was a desk and chair, as well as a couch. He set the girl down on the couch and removed her boots, his movements ruthlessly efficient. I hovered uncertainly in the doorway, towels in hand.

“Is the water ready?” he said, turning toward me.

“Almost.”

“Good. Go get the sewing kit—and see if there’s any edrik’s leaf in the kitchen.”

I left the towels on the desk and hurried out again. When added to food, edrik’s leaf gave a light citrusy taste, but it was also used for warding off infection in open wounds. We were in luck—there was a small jar of it on a shelf in the pantry. I shook several leaves into a bowl of cold water, then ran upstairs to retrieve the sewing kit. The pot was boiling when I came back down, so I took it off the fire. I brought the edrik’s leaf, the water, and the kit back into the study and set them down next to the couch. Father had lit the lamps while I was gone, and the room was cast in a yellow glow.

“Stand back,” Father warned.

He took the sewing scissors and cut a slit up the side of the girl’s trousers. The fabric stuck, and he had to tease it gently away from her skin. He took one of the towels and dipped it into the hot water, then pressed it gently against her leg, blotting it clean. The girl shifted but did not wake. And as the blood came away, I saw bite marks.

“What could have done that?”

“A wolf, perhaps,” Father said, studying the wound. “I’ll have to stitch this shut. Lena, come hold up a lamp.”

I did as he said as he threaded a needle and began stitching the deepest of the girl’s wounds shut.

My stomach began to roil at the sight, so I tried to focus on her face rather than what Father was doing. Her skin was pale in the lamplight, and her features were delicate, with a thin nose and full, dark lashes. Her hair—a deep, dark wine red—spread wildly across the cushions. She was beautiful. The sort of beautiful that people painted into portraits.

Having finished with the stitches, Father packed the wound with edrik’s leaf and wrapped a towel around the girl’s leg. When he was done, he got a blanket from one of the bedrooms and laid it over her. Then he gathered our supplies and ushered me out into the hall, closing the door behind him.

“What now?” I asked.

He let out his breath in a sigh. “We wait and see if she wakes up. And in the meantime, you are not to go into that room.”

“What about the council? What if she’s a villager?”

“She’s not.”

“But shouldn’t they be notified? They must know things about the Silence that we don’t. And if there’s a wolf out there—”

“Lena, let it be. This girl is not a villager, and it would be unwise to tell the council about this before we have a handle on what is going on.”

I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“Know what?” he said, exasperated.

“That she’s not a villager.”

“Her clothing. It’s not from these parts. Maybe she’s just passing through. She’s lost a lot of blood. No use in alarming them about her presence if she…”

The word dies hung in the air, unsaid, as his gaze slid away from mine. I stared at him, my chest tightening. Had he just lied to me?

Father cleared his throat. “It’s late. You should get some rest. But don’t think I’ve forgotten that you were out of the house when you weren’t supposed to be. We’ll discuss it tomorrow.”

His tone made it clear that the conversation was over. So I turned reluctantly and went upstairs.

If the girl wasn’t from Onwey, then where had she come from? Father had suggested she might be a traveler, passing through—but I had seen her emerge from within the Silence. And unlike Melor, she hadn’t seemed bewitched.

Once again I found myself unable to sleep, though now all of my previous worries had been pushed aside by the mystery of this girl, and the Silence—and what my father could possibly be hiding.



I thought I was the first to rise in the morning, my curiosity making me restless and impatient. But when I dressed and went downstairs, I heard muffled voices coming from the other side of the study door.

I put my hand on the doorknob, then hesitated. If I went in, Father would surely find a reason to send me out again. So instead I pressed my ear to the door, holding my breath as I strained to make out their conversation.

Father was speaking. “But you must know—” I couldn’t catch the rest of his words.

“I don’t,” replied a firm voice, pitched low. “If that’s the only reason you helped me, then I’m afraid I must disappoint you. And I’ll take my leave as soon as I’m able.”

“At least tell me this: Who rules the Gather?”

What was the Gather? I’d never heard of a place by that name before, nor seen it on any of Father’s maps.

There was a pause. “If you know of the Gather, you know I should not say his name.”

“We are in the Mundane,” Father said impatiently. “Shale’s magic does not stretch so far.”

I drew in a sharp, surprised breath. Had he just said magic? So he was keeping secrets from me.

“And what do you know that makes you so certain of that?” the girl replied.

I held still, waiting for Father to answer. Instead he asked, “What about his daughter?”

“She rules by his side, as always,” she said. “There, I’ve answered your questions. Do we have an accord?”

“Yes. Two days,” Father replied. “Then you must go. I cannot have you raising suspicions. And do not speak with my daughter while you are here.”

There was a slight, musical peal of laughter that danced across my skin. “Do not worry, Watcher. I am as eager to be rid of you as you are of me.”

A floorboard creaked, and I realized too late that Father was moving. I stumbled back as the door opened. Alarm flashed across his face. “Lena, what are you doing?”

“I heard voices,” I said. “She’s awake?”

I tried to look past him, but the curtains were closed and the lamps unlit—I could see nothing.

Father stepped out into the hall and shut the door firmly behind him. To my surprise, I watched him produce a key and turn it in the lock before looking back at me. “She’s improving, but still needs rest,” he said, his expression more composed. “She will stay here for two days, and then she will be on her way.”

“That’s all?” I looked up at him. I’d known him all my life, but in this instant, he seemed almost like a stranger.

“That’s all,” he said, drawing me toward the kitchen.

I pulled away from him. “What is the Gather? And who is Shale?” I asked.

His face darkened. “That has nothing to do with you. You should not have been listening. And you’re to stay away from this room until that girl leaves.”

“Why can’t I help? I helped you care for her last night.”

His jaw tightened. “And last night you also showed that you cannot be trusted. You were out of the house when I specifically told you to stay here.”

“But—”

“Do you think these rules are for my own amusement, Lena? Need I remind you why we are here in the first place? What you risk every time you disobey me?”

I flinched.

“You will not go into that room. You will not speak to the girl. You will not speak of anything that you overheard again. That is final.”

His mouth in a thin line, he turned and walked away, leaving me shaking in the hallway.

My own anger rose up within me, overwhelming the sting of his words. He’d been needlessly cruel, and I was sure he’d done it to avoid answering me. And the lies he’d just told me—my father was strict, but he’d always been honest with me… hadn’t he?

I wasn’t a child anymore. I deserved the truth. And if he wouldn’t tell me, perhaps there was someone who would.






CHAPTER FOUR
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I wasted precious minutes searching for the key once Father left the house for his rounds, before realizing that of course he would have taken it with him. For a brief moment, I considered giving up. Even if I could get in, the girl might not talk to me. And even if she did, whatever I learned from her might only serve to torture me in the endless days to come, gloves over hands, alone except for Father, little more than a captive in this house—

No. The Silence had woken something in me. I would no longer be held down, boxed in, told no, and don’t, and you can’t. There was a larger world out there that my father had been keeping from me. I would not rest until I knew it.

If the door was locked… then I would go in through the window. I tugged my gloves up before going outside and around the house. I took a deep breath, bolstering my resolve. Then I exhaled as I prized open the window, pulled myself up over the sill, and tumbled into the room, landing with a thump on the floor.

“Who are you?”

I looked up. The girl was still lying on the couch, but she’d propped herself up on one elbow to study me. In the morning light, her hair was even more striking. I would never have mistaken her as a villager by day. Aside from her garb, her coloring was much closer to the people of the Northern Isles than anyone I had met in Onwey.

“I’m—I’m not here to hurt you,” I stammered, pushing myself to my feet. “I just wanted to meet you.”

“You must be the daughter,” she said, looking me up and down with quizzical gray eyes. Having seemingly determined that I was not an imminent threat, she relaxed, leaning back upon a pillow set against the arm of the couch. “Your father is very protective of you.”

I couldn’t disagree with that.

“In fact,” she continued, “he told me that if I valued my life, we must not speak. And that got me to wondering, what is so special about you? Is he frightened that I might seduce an innocent girl?” She quirked an eyebrow at me.

Nervous laughter rippled from my throat. I was shocked that she would be so blunt—although I couldn’t deny that I was drawn to her, and not only because of the answers she might hold.

Even so, I didn’t know how to respond. Instead I pressed on. “I want to know about the Gather.”

She snorted. “Then talk to your father. He’s been there before.”

“That’s not true.” My counter was automatic, but even as I spoke, I doubted myself.

“Oh? He certainly isn’t from the Mundane. He was born on the other side of the Silence. Like me.”

I leaned back against the wall, trying to steady myself. Trying not to show how much her words had shaken me. “What do you mean? What’s the Mundane?”

She shook her head. “Ask him yourself. I’m trying to keep out of trouble.” But there was still a glimmer of mischief in her eyes… as though she was daring me to keep going.

“He won’t tell me,” I said.

“Then he certainly doesn’t want me to.”

But she was speaking to me nonetheless. If she really meant to hold to my father’s decree, she would have shut her mouth the moment I confirmed my identity. I smiled, feeling emboldened. “He doesn’t need to know.”

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. She pushed herself up into a seated position. “You want answers? I’ll tell you—but only if you tell me why your father went to such lengths to keep us apart.”

I bit my lip. Don’t ever tell. That was what my parents had instilled in me from the moment I could understand what the curse was.

But this was different. Wasn’t it? This girl was no keeper of the peace, trying to coax a confession out of me. No avenging sister, come to kill me for what I’d done. Still, I wavered.

“You first,” I said.

“Very well,” the girl replied, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Ask me a question.”

There were so many. But the one that bubbled up first to my lips surprised me. “What were you running from, when we met? What attacked you?”

She pressed her lips together, suddenly serious. “The Gather is ruled by a tyrant. I displeased him, so he sent his Wolves after me.”

“What’s the Gather?”

“What’s your name?” she countered.

I could feel my cheeks flush and resisted the urge to touch my face. “Lena,” I said. “And you?”

“Miranda.”

Miranda. It fit her perfectly.

She leaned forward, her hair falling over her shoulder as she gazed at me intently. “I’ll tell you what the Gather is, but you’ll have to make good on your bargain.”

I had no doubt that she meant it, though I wasn’t certain how she might ensure my cooperation.

Miranda cleared her throat. “The Gather is a city within the forest of the Silence.”

I stared at her. “But I thought no one lived in the Silence. No one who has ever gone in has come out again.”

She held up a hand. “A bargain is a bargain. Tell me what makes you special.”

I could leave. Slip away out the window with Father none the wiser. I didn’t believe Miranda would tell him we had spoken. I could still return to exactly the life I’d had yesterday, and the day before, and the day before that.

But I didn’t want to. Now that I’d tasted the truth, I’d do whatever it took to know more.

“I’m cursed,” I said, the words rushing out of me like a river. “Ever since I was born.”

I felt light-headed, almost dizzy. I’d done the thing my parents had told me never, ever to do. And I was still here, still standing. Nothing had changed. Everything had changed.

“Ah,” Miranda said, a curious gleam in her eyes. “What’s the curse?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“You want to know about the Gather; I want to know about your curse. Why can’t we both be merely curious?”

I supposed it didn’t matter if I told her. Not when she said she’d come from a place I wasn’t even sure existed, and would return there in a matter of days. “I’m dangerous,” I said finally. “To others around me.”

Her gaze slipped down to my hands. “Something to do with your gloves, perhaps? And the fact that you’ve kept yourself all the way on the other side of the room from me?”

I inhaled sharply. She noticed too much. And yet she was looking at me so kindly. I’d told her this much, and she hadn’t even flinched.

I suddenly wanted to tell her… everything. I’d never told the story to anyone. I’d never had the opportunity.

“My parents cheated a witch before I was born,” I said softly. “My mother was very ill, and the only person that could help was a witch who lived nearby. She saved my mother’s life, but the price she demanded was me. She said that my parents would have a child, and that when the child was born, she would claim it. At the time, they agreed. But when I came, they fled rather than fulfill the bargain. For that, the witch cursed me. And we’ve been running from her ever since.”

My parents had never told me exactly what they thought the witch would do to me. My imagination had filled in the gaps a thousandfold. I looked down at my hands, properly gloved. “I can’t touch anyone with my bare skin. If I do, they—” My voice broke. “Two people have already died because of my mistakes.”

When I glanced back up, I saw Miranda was studying me intently. I wondered what she saw. Sometimes I thought of myself as absolutely nothing but this curse, this blight. A monstrosity wearing the shape of a girl.

“You must be very lonely,” she said at last.

I couldn’t speak past the sudden lump in my throat. Instead I just nodded jerkily.

“You know, there may not be much magic here, but that’s not the case on the other side of the Silence.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean there’s magic there—inside the forest, and the rest of the world on the other side. Perhaps there’s a way to break the curse.”

“There isn’t,” I said harshly. “There is no remedy. Only death.”

“And who told you that?” she asked, her voice silky. “Your father?”

“It’s true,” I insisted, even as my certainty began to crumble away.

“Then perhaps your father isn’t as protective as I thought. Because if my daughter were so afflicted, I would walk the whole world to break the curse. And like I said, he has been to the Gather.” Miranda leaned back. “Look, Lena. I have my own problems. I don’t need to take on yours. But there are mages in the Gather who might know what to do. I could help you get there….”

She trailed off, and I understood that such help would not come free. Nothing did. I tried not to betray my inner turmoil as I raised an eyebrow.

“In exchange for what?”

“There is a legend about the Silence—about a castle hidden somewhere in the forest, and within the castle, a princess under a sleeping spell. She’s rumored to hold the key to liberating the forest from its rulers. That’s the real reason the Wolves of the Gather were chasing me—because I tried to wake her. I intend to try again… and perhaps, if I had you with me—”

“You think I could help you with that?” I said, cutting her off. Princesses and tyrants and deadly wolves? I was no intrepid adventurer. I’d spent most of my life alone, indoors. Poor qualifications indeed for such a quest.

She shrugged. “Your curse could come in handy, don’t you think?”

“No!” I cried, horrified. “You’re suggesting that I kill people for you?”

“Not people, just Wolves,” Miranda insisted.

“But my curse doesn’t work on animals,” I protested.

“These Wolves were human once, before the tyrant twisted their bodies and souls with magic. And I’m not suggesting that we would go about looking for trouble! I only meant that you could offer… certain defensive advantages. If we were to be attacked.”

“If you were to be attacked, you mean.”

Miranda shrugged one shoulder, not denying it. I continued. “You’ve spun this wondrous story, but you haven’t given me a shred of proof that what you’re saying is true. About the curse or the magic or the Silence.”

“You want proof of magic?” Miranda said.

She reached down and pressed her fingers under the edge of the bandage covering the wound on her leg. When she lifted her hand, I saw blood on her fingertips. She turned her palm up and began to murmur under her breath.

At first there was nothing. And then something that looked like silvery thread rose from her fingers, weaving together in the air. I gasped. Miranda kept murmuring as the weave thickened and stretched, forming a shimmering net about the size of my hand. It hovered in the air, and then fell into her lap. She slouched back against the couch cushions, clearly fatigued by her efforts.

“Is that magic enough for you?” she said.

I could scarcely speak. “What is that?”

“Nothing—a trinket. Magic is much harder to do in the Mundane. This would be the work of an instant in the Silence.”
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