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“A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.”

—LA FONTAINE
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ACT ONE






ONE

A HINT OF RED. AN alluring curve. The anticipation of sweetness.

The apple promises and Croi falls. Eyes wide open and hand grasping. The fruit seller has no idea that one of his apples has gone missing. He is far too busy hawking his wares to notice. Besides, it wouldn’t matter even if he did. He can’t see her nor the apple she’s currently holding. Folding herself under his cart, Croi settles in the shadows to enjoy the fruit as it should be enjoyed. With quick, crisp bites and spurts of juice dribbling down her chin.

The apple is gone too soon, and Croi emerges from under the cart, looking at the other apples, wondering if she should take another one. She decides against it, however, when she looks around the market. There are too many other things to taste here. She takes a step and then skips back, narrowly avoiding a dirty little human. There are many, too many, in the market. It is their forest after all.

Croi is not supposed to be here in this sticky, stinky collection of moving humans. The rich ones try to mask their stench with perfumes. They sacrifice flowers and the bees mourn. The poor ones cannot afford the floral sacrifices, so theirs, at least, is an honest stink.

Across from the fruit seller is an old woman with far too many toffee sticks. Out of the goodness of her heart, Croi eases her burden. The merchant beside the bakery that sells honey buns has colorful scarves on display. Croi takes a few and thanks him, but he can’t hear her, so he doesn’t respond. She doesn’t mind his rudeness.

The market is her favorite place in the human city. Set up by the big gates that lead out, it is always full of sounds, smells, and colors. The smells are not always pleasant, but the colors frequently dance in the sunshine. Humans set up shop in any space they can find. Sometimes they quarrel in loud, ugly voices. Croi learns the language they speak by studying the shapes their mouths make as they throw words at each other.

She has been frequenting the human city for thirteen of the (almost) seventeen years she has been alive. Not once have the humans seen her walking among them. The animals are much more sensitive to her presence. A cat meows from her perch on a wooden fence when Croi passes it. She responds to it with a hiss. Meows don’t make music for her.

The Hag told Croi this morning that she is no longer allowed to visit the human city. She stood up tall, pretending to be a mountain, and said in her grandest voice, “You cannot, Croi. A little brownie will be discovered much too quickly. It isn’t safe there.”

“But I’ve been there many times before! Down the river path, through the hole in the wall, and into the grounds of the castle. The humans never see me!” Croi was mutinous.

“You must stop now,” the Hag commanded. She looked at Croi with her stormy eyes, and Croi became a boat about to be capsized.

“Why?” Croi wailed.

“No questions,” the Hag said, and turned away.

She says not to ask questions, but every time Croi glimpses herself in the mirror, all she sees are questions. Her body makes no sense to her at all. Her fingers, arms, and shoulders are whys, her torso and legs are hows, and her head is a who. Her body is a billion questions she keeps asking the universe. So far, it hasn’t replied.

She follows a little human boy through myriad alleyways to a shabby house near the city wall, not far from the market. She peeks through the open door of the house and sees him clamber onto the lap of a human woman sitting on a chair. She is a mother. Humans have them. They hold, they kiss, and they love. Brownies don’t. Well, this brownie doesn’t. She has a Hag who is part stone, part memory, and part tree. The Hag doesn’t hold, doesn’t kiss, and she most certainly doesn’t love. The Hag teaches and expects Croi to learn. She commands and knows Croi will obey.

The sun climbs the sky and the day gets hotter. Croi leaves the human child to his business and returns to the market, where she continues collecting various tasties. But the market gets too crowded, so she abandons it and follows the main avenue deeper into the human city. As she moves away from the city gates, the houses get bigger and bigger until she reaches the castle, which is the biggest of them all. Croi has glimpsed the king and the queen here and there on her meanderings through the castle grounds, but only once has she seen them make their way through the city with white handkerchiefs pressed to their noses as if they don’t stink as well.

The city is surrounded by a gray wall that keeps humans within and the Wilde Forest, where Croi lives, without. Humans don’t venture into the forest; the Hag says they’re not allowed. The Hag doesn’t ever visit the human city. Perhaps it is beneath her dignity to go through the little hole in the wall. Well, Croi doesn’t think the Hag would fit even if she tried.

The city has a rapid pulse. Everyone here is in a frenzy to breathe, to live, to couple, and to gobble. A maelstrom of emotions eddy in the air: hunger, greed, and lust are more common than others. What would it be like to live here forever, trapped within the metal and the stone, captive to decay?

Croi stands against a fence and watches human children shrieking with laughter as they play a game of chance by the road. Would the people here accept her? Would she want them to?

After a minute or so, she starts walking and doesn’t stop until she reaches the castle. As usual, the entrance is crowded. Guards stand in front of the horde of people seeking audience with the king. There’s no point in waiting; people won’t make way for Croi no matter how long she waits. So she shoves her way through the crowd, stepping on feet and pinching any flesh available. Humans react quite quickly to pain.

Once she has crossed the sea of people, Croi starts running. She runs until there is no breath in her. She runs until she can breathe again. Slipping into the inner grounds of the castle, she walks unseen through hallways and outer corridors until she reaches her destination: a forgotten courtyard in an older part of the castle. The place usually sees very few visitors, so the air is still and dank here. A sad fountain spews up rusty water in the middle of the courtyard while a few straggly trees wearily lift their branches in obeisance to a distant sky.

Croi is not concerned with the dilapidated state of the courtyard. Her attention is on the stone maid half hidden behind the trees on the right. The stone maid is frozen midmotion; both hands have lifted her voluminous skirts to aid her running. One foot is arched on the ground while the other is lifted in a step. She is looking back, her features petrified in an expression of anguish.

Croi was six when she crawled through the hole in the city wall and into the castle grounds for the first time. As soon as she got to her feet and regained her bearings, she found herself pulled forward entirely against her will. She walked without knowing where she was going until she ended up in this courtyard, in front of the stone maid. At first she was confused, not knowing why she was called to this place. Then she looked into the stone maid’s eyes and met a horrific truth there; someone, alive and aware, looked at her through the stone maid’s blank eyes. Croi immediately returned to the Wilde Forest, found the Hag, and demanded she help the stone maid. The Hag refused, saying that some magick was beyond her. Croi, teary and apologetic, returned to the human city, clutched the stone maid’s hand, and cried.

It was at that moment that Croi first felt warmth in her hands. Though the stone maiden can’t speak using words, she makes herself clear by warming Croi’s hands. The stone maid became Croi’s only friend, a confidante, and someone to love—Croi, who is lacking in people, human or kin, adopted her. She tells the stone maid all her secrets, all her complaints, and all the dreams she is brewing for the future. Of course, she hasn’t stopped trying to break the curse on the stone maid, but she has even less magick than the Hag. Croi hasn’t given up, however. Someone out there will know how to free the stone maid.

Today, like other days, she presents her stony friend with the bounty she harvested from the market and is just about to launch into a protracted complaint about the Hag’s tyranny when a side door opens and two human maids emerge into the courtyard. They are carrying pails of water, scrubbing brushes, and soap.

“Oh my, I completely forgot this place existed,” one of them, red-haired and blue-eyed, says. “How did the King of the West come upon it?”

“Matilda from the right-wing drawing room says she saw him take a walk after luncheon. Presumably, he came upon the old king’s courtyard then,” the blond one replies.

“Right. I heard that the Old King forbade people from using this place. But he’s gone now, and the queen has her own rules,” her companion says in a lowered voice.

“Can she simply give away the stone maid, though?”

“Who’s going to tell her she can’t? Anyway, the King of the West took a fancy to the stone maid, and the queen is only too willing to please him. We are in no position to be asking questions. You know that already. Let’s clean the stone lass up and get her ready. I hear she’s being moved tomorrow.”

Hearing that, Croi turns in alarm and loses grip of a pack of toffee she was holding. It falls away from her, becoming visible in the process, and falls to the ground with a crisp sound. The maids startle. They look at the packet of toffee that has suddenly appeared, pale, and flee the place immediately after. Croi doesn’t care about their hysterics. She’s much more concerned about this unexpected danger to her friend.

She paces in front of the fountain, trying to think of a way to save the stone maid. She can do almost no magick; in fact, the only thing magickal about her is her invisibility to humans—Croi comes to a standstill and turns to the stone maid in excitement. She clutches the statue’s cold hand. “What if I make you invisible to humans, like me? If the human queen can’t see you, she can’t give you away, right?”

Croi rubs her sticky fingers on her equally sticky chin.

“The only problem is, I don’t know how.” She holds the stone maid’s hand tightly. “Do you? Can you try to tell me?”

For a moment, nothing happens. Then the hand that Croi is clutching heats; some sort of current passes through the maid’s stone hand and into Croi. She stares at the stone maid, bewildered for a second, before a sharp pain in her chest has her gasping. It feels as though there is a hot rock in her chest, trying to burn its way out. The pain is so intense that she squats on the floor and rocks back and forth.

The discomfort fades after a long while, leaving Croi flushed and weak on the cobbled ground. She gets up jerkily and scowls at the stone maiden. “What did you do to me?” She shudders. “I’ve never hurt that much before.”

Of course, no reply is forthcoming. Croi rubs her chest, torn between wanting to leave immediately and feeling like she has to stay.

“All right. How…?”

She gapes at the stone maiden. There’s a spell glowing hot in her mind. A spell that tells her how to make the stone maid invisible.

“If you could do that, why haven’t you told me how to turn you back into flesh and blood?” Croi asks the stone maid. “Oh well, I suppose it’s not that easy. Perhaps you don’t know how to break the curse on yourself either. Anyway, I forgive you for the pain. Let me try this. I don’t promise anything however.” She stands in front of the stone maid, places a hand on the maid’s stone dress that is covered by a thin layer of green moss, clears her throat, and pronounces the strange chant that appeared in her head. It is in a language she has never heard before. Nothing happens. She tries it again. Nothing happens. She tries it one last time, and this time, her chest throbs sharply once before her fingertips heat. Croi looks up into the stone maid’s eyes. She pushes a few potted plants in front of the stone maid, scatters some gravel around the area. “I think it’s done.”

Only, there’s no way to check. No sooner does Croi have this thought than the side door opens once again and the two maids who were scared off reappear. This time they are accompanied by two burly footmen.

“Look, there’s the toffee that appeared suddenly! I wasn’t lying,” the redhead says, pointing.

“The statue’s missing!” the other maid suddenly shrieks. “It’s no longer there!”

Croi tunes out the flurry among the servants and grins gleefully at the stone maid. “I succeeded!” She chortles, forgetting the pain. “Wait till I tell the Hag I did magick!” She pauses. “No, maybe that wouldn’t be the best idea. After all, she told me I am not allowed to come here anymore.” More humans enter the courtyard as she speaks, looking for the missing statue.

Croi leaves the courtyard after promising the stone maid to come see her again the next day. Feeling good about her success with the spell, she runs through the immense castle grounds. She passes pavilions full of people and runs through a maze, leaving holes in the hedges. Finally, she comes to the rose gardens at the back of the castle. There, she finds more people. Courtiers are arranged around a princeling like the feathers in a peacock’s tail. Croi is distracted and still running; perhaps that’s why she runs straight into the princeling. He careens and would have fallen, too, had it not been for a quick-thinking attendant who rushes to steady him. The princeling looks around, as do his attendants, for the missile that almost knocked him over, made him stumble, and, for a lightning second, stole his dignity. They’re looking for Croi.

She stands frozen, like the stone maid she needs to save, staring at the princeling they call Prince Charming, with his blue doublet and the shiny buttons that don’t show her reflection and the white pants that mold his parts in ways that cause the maids to stare and giggle. The air crackles like it does before a storm, and that’s when it happens.

Invisibility is supposed to be Croi’s magick, and her magick is not supposed to fail. But fail it does. People look in Croi’s direction and they see her.

They see her.

A short, plump creature with long, straight brown hair, wearing a baggy dress that looks like the bark of a tree (only because it is) and scarves the color of dusk wrapped around her neck. They see a brownie with eyes the brown of a chocolate pudding. A brownie with a round face, a button nose, large pointed ears, sharp teeth, and brown skin. They see someone who is very obviously not human like them.

Nobody moves, nobody speaks, and for a second nobody even breathes. Then hysteria conquers the masses. Someone screams and someone else swoons. Croi stands, fixed in place, too surprised to move. The princeling is calling for guards. Croi can hear them running around the corner; she knows they have their shiny sharp swords at the ready.

She takes a breath of the suddenly suffocating air and squeezes her eyes shut.






TWO

ONE SECOND PASSES, TAUT WITH the possibility of death. Then the air crackles one more time, and Croi is able to breathe again. Her magick has reasserted itself.

Bewilderment shades the expressions of the humans. They blink and rub their eyes, distrusting their minds. Croi is invisible to humans again. Whispers crowd the tense air when the soldiers point their swords and find that there’s nothing to poke.

Croi slips away from the crowd, barely suppressing the urge to run. What if she bumps into someone else? Brownies are supposed to be unfailingly invisible to humans! Why did that change? How? Humans don’t truly believe in kin except as figments of their fancies. This disbelief strengthens their inability to fathom kin.

But they saw her! She saw herself reflected in their eyes! Croi doesn’t know the hows or the whys of it, but she rarely does about anything, so she’s not very bothered. What thrills her is the fact that for the very first time in her (almost) seventeen years of life, someone other than the Hag saw her. Of course, their reaction after seeing her leaves something to be desired, but that’s unimportant. What matters is that, just for a moment, she existed fully in the human world.

Suddenly Croi remembers the stone maid and hastens her steps. She slips behind the rosebush, wiggles through the hole in the castle walls, and enters the leafy embrace of the Wilde Forest. Sharp relief hits her and she takes a deep breath, drinking in the smell of the forest. Just as she is beginning to calm, a sudden pain stabs in her chest, and she falls to her knees, her palms flat on the ground.

The forest throbs underneath her hands. The pain fades after a moment, but Croi doesn’t remove her hands from the ground. She’s too busy feeling the forest breathe. It is alive in a different way than the human city. Where the city is animated due to the people living in it, the forest owes its life not to the beings that call it home but to something deeper, something wilder, something Croi doesn’t yet have the words for.

She gets to her feet after a while and looks up at the forest ceiling, trying to tell the time from the visible patches of the sky. A bunch of gringits the size of the wild pears she likes to eat are hanging from an oak tree. When they see her looking, they make rude gestures at her. Croi can’t speak Gringit, but she can click her tongue in a way that infuriates them. So, she does. They chitter excitedly, blending into the leaves with their green skin and gravity-defying green hair. Their sharp, pointy ears spread on either side of their heads like wings. The two antennae on their foreheads are currently quivering with rage. Before they can galvanize into action, Croi flees. As gringits are territorial and don’t ever venture too far from the tree they call their own, she is sure they won’t follow her.

Leaving the gringits behind, she follows the river path, avoiding the thorny attentions of the blackberry bushes growing alongside it. The river sings constantly. Croi wonders if the fish ever get tired of its song. Stepping off the river path, she ventures deeper into the forest, past three giant willow trees, a clearing filled with blue delphiniums and giant white butterflies, and onto a well-worn path lined on either side by wildflowers. The path leads to a clearing surrounded by four trees whose branches Croi has borrowed to form the roof of the dwelling she shares with the Hag. She stuck moss in between the holes in the roof to keep out the rain.

Croi and her guardian used to live in a cave, but then she discovered the human city and houses. She can’t build a house in the Wilde Forest, but this shelter functions similarly to one. The dwelling is just one large room divided into three parts: a space to eat, a space to learn, and a space to sleep. The Hag doesn’t eat, and she doesn’t sleep in the way Croi sleeps. The dwelling is filled with colorful gewgaws Croi picked up from the human city. There’s no furniture, just cushions, scarves, and sparkly things including a handheld mirror. Flowers grow inside, outside, and around the dwelling. Flower sprites love Croi, so they try to be as close to her as possible. Though they don’t speak the same language as her and her attempts at befriending them have been met with bewilderment, having them around makes her feel less lonely.

A cow and two chickens live at the back of the dwelling. Croi gives the cow delicious grass, and the cow provides milk in return. The chickens lay eggs when the mood strikes them, and Croi has to fight for every single one. She moves past the dwelling into an area more densely populated by trees than the rest of the forest.

And there Croi finds her.

The Hag is standing under a tree with large waxy leaves. In the fractured light that filters through the gaps in the forest canopy, she seems as strange to Croi as Croi must have seemed to the humans. She is so still and so silent that at this moment, the Hag is no different from a tree. Tall with smooth, unmarked cheeks made of stone, and eyes, when they are open, the green of a seedling pierced by sunlight. Her limbs are made of a mixture of stone and wood. Her hair is a ropy brown mess on her head. Her stone-and-wood body is swathed in a silver cloak that she never takes off, not even to wash. She smells like the forest, like something green and growing.

“I told you your excursions to the human city are no longer allowed.” The Hag opens her eyes suddenly, startling Croi.

“You did tell me that, and I also told you that I can’t abandon my friend in the city,” Croi replies immediately.

“She’s made of stone,” the Hag says.

“So are you,” Croi replies.

“We are not the same,” the Hag says slowly. Her voice has no inflection and her face no expression.

“I agree. You’re not the same,” Croi says. “She, though infrequently, gives me warmth. You, on the other hand, are always cold.”

A bunch of gringits peek out from the shadowy depths of a tree beside the Hag, but they are too afraid to make any sound; the Hag has a way of silencing even the loudest of creatures.

Croi looks up at the Hag, irritated by her unchanging mien. “Don’t worry. I won’t ask you to save her. I can do that all by myself. Today, I made her invis—” Too late, Croi realizes that she should have kept her spellcasting a secret.

“You made her what?” the Hag asks, her slow drawl somehow even more menacing than usual.

A long moment, punctuated by the squawks of birds in the forest, passes. Croi exhales loudly. “I made her invisible. She taught me how.” She peers at the Hag, afraid of her reaction. She has forgotten; the Hag has no emotions.

“Is that all that happened?” The Hag’s words contain no rancor, but Croi’s face drains of color. She bites her lip, knowing that if the Hag finds out that she became visible to humans, she’ll make sure Croi never sets foot in the human city again. Never see those fever-burning frenetic humans. Never again feel the thrill of the market. Never see the stone maid, ever again. Never feel her warmth, have her company. The narrow corners of Croi’s loneliness will suffocate her.

“Tell me,” the Hag demands. “Clearly.”

Croi cannot lie. She has tried, many, many times, but her tongue refuses to cooperate.

“Did your magick fail?” the Hag asks, a compulsion in her voice that makes a mockery out of Croi’s resistance.

“Just a bare moment,” Croi spits out. She draws away from the Hag, folding her arms around herself. “A tiny moment. Less than a second. I blinked and it was back.”

She avoids the Hag’s gaze. The guardian looks at Croi from her great height and sighs. The trees surrounding them echo the sound.

“Follow me,” the Hag says, and starts walking without another word.

Unable to disobey, Croi follows. The Hag takes her to a part of the Wilde Forest she has never been to before. In fact, Croi has only explored a tiny portion of the forest, as the Hag won’t let her run around as she pleases. She says there are too many dangerous things in the Wilde Forest that will make meals out of little brownies.

Tall, thin poplar trees grow in two straight lines in this part of the forest. Between these two lines is a corridor filled with verdant grass and little else. The Hag pulls Croi back when she would have ambled into the corridor.

“Why?” Croi looks at her. “Is there a monster I can’t see waiting to eat me?”

The Hag gives her a piercing look in reply. Croi huffs at her in resentment and turns her attention to the gringit-infested tree behind her. The gringits are hanging upside down from the branches, making faces at her. Croi sneers at them when the Hag isn’t looking.

“Croi,” the Hag says, and she immediately comes to attention. “Go, stand in the corridor for a moment.”

Croi narrows her eyes and looks at the Hag suspiciously. After preventing her from entering the corridor, the Hag now ordered her to go there. She hesitates.

“Go!”

Croi takes a breath and walks out of the cover provided by the trees and onto the grass. For a moment, she feels nothing. Then she senses a breeze laving her face, playing with her hair, and ruffling her dress. This breeze is somehow weighted with smells that she cannot identify. It brings a sweetness both to her tongue and to her heart, pricking it awake, making it hurt, hope, and grieve. Her eyes fill and spill over without her permission. Croi’s limbs are heavy, but her insides feel like they’ve been shocked. What’s happening to her?

“Croi,” the Hag calls from the side. “That’s enough. Come back.”

No way. Croi has decided to live in this corridor from now on.

“Croi,” the Hag says again. “I won’t repeat myself.”

Because Croi is a good brownie and fears what the Hag will do to her, she, very reluctantly, returns to where her guardian waits.

“What was that?” she asks the Hag with wide eyes.

“That…” For the first time ever, the Hag seems to be at a loss for words. Her face is still expressionless but her eyes are deep. She clears her throat. “That is the smell of home. Of magick. Of the Otherworld.”

“Hag,” Croi says, following her back to the dwelling. “If the Otherworld is home, what are we doing here? Did you do something bad and were exiled? But if you were exiled, why did you bring me with you? Where is my family? Did you kidnap me?”

She asks the Hag these questions periodically, hoping that one day the Hag will be annoyed enough to answer. This hasn’t happened yet, but Croi hasn’t given up hope. She is confident that one day she’ll anger the Hag into answering.

“Are you sure you can’t help me rescue the stone maid?” Croi asks one more time before they reach the dwelling.

The Hag enters the shelter without replying, and with a sigh, Croi follows her. The flower sprites cavort when they see her, and the air gets heavier with the scent of blossoms.

“Here.” The Hag takes out two books from somewhere on her body and holds them out to Croi.

The brownie tries to figure out where exactly her guardian had been keeping the books. She hadn’t noticed any bulges.

“Croi,” the Hag says. A very faint exasperation colors her voice.

“Have you realized that you call my name a bit too much?” Croi asks her.

“Take the books,” the Hag says. Oh.

The books are heavy and very ornate. The first one is thick with gold-edged pages. The title of the volume is A Compendium of the Peoples and the Magicks of the Otherworld. The edges of the pages of the other book are black. The title of the book, written in gold on the equally black cover, is: The Talamh Crown.

The first book Croi can understand, but the second one? She looks at the book and then at the Hag with not a little confusion on her face. The Hag doesn’t say anything, so she puts the first book on the cushion and tries to open the second one. No matter how much she pulls, the cover doesn’t budge.

“Your book is broken,” she finally tells the Hag.

“As I have taught you before, the Otherworld is divided into four elemental kingdoms,” the Hag says, ignoring Croi’s words. “Talamh or Earth kingdom, Aer or Air kingdom, Uisce or Water kingdom, and Tine or Fire kingdom.”

“Why aren’t there queendoms? Are there only kings?” Croi asks.

“Regardless of the gender of the ruling monarch, the lands separated by the elemental magicks are known as kingdoms,” the Hag says patiently.

“There’s something very wrong with that,” Croi mutters.

“The book you are holding contains details about the monarchs of the Talamh kingdom. You will be able to read it soon.” The Hag gives Croi a look she can’t interpret.

“But I am a brownie. You said that only fae can be kings and queens, remember?” Croi reminds the Hag, just in case she has forgotten. “Why do I need to worry about the monarchs of elemental kingdoms?”

“Ask me no questions,” the Hag says, and this time Croi cannot hold back a rude snort.

“What kind of a teacher allows no questions? A bad one!” Croi crosses her arms.

“Sleep early. I will see you tomorrow morning. Don’t leave before you see me.” The Hag gives Croi another opaque look and leaves, melting into the forest as Croi watches from the door of the dwelling. Don’t leave? Where would she go? Unless the Hag doesn’t mind her going to the human city, but somehow Croi doubts that.

She squats down at the entrance and sighs deeply. The magick of the Otherworld… Would there be someone in the Otherworld who would help her save the stone maid? Will the stone maid be able to survive until Croi can find someone to help her? A flower sprite chitters at Croi loudly, and she jumps, startled. The cow bays, reminding her that she needs to milk it. Croi gets to her feet and busies herself with the business of living.



The sun is high in the sky when she finally sits down in front of the dwelling, among the flowers and the sprites that live in them. She shares a bottle of fruit juice she filched from the market along with some pastries the baker put out. Once full, she brings out the books the Hag gave her, and under the waning light of the day, opens the one that can be opened. The thick, creamy first page doesn’t have a single mark on it. The second page has the oddest table of contents she has ever seen, though admittedly she hasn’t seen many. The chapter titles and page numbers zoom around the page as if undecided where they will appear in the book. Croi clears her throat sternly and the writing calms down; the words and numbers slink back to their proper places.

“Brownies” appears on page sixty-four, so Croi turns to the page and reads. This is what the book has to say about brownies:


	1. They are domestic.



Obviously a lie. Croi detests housework.


	2. They are fiercely loyal.



Croi suspects this one as well. She would betray the Hag in a heartbeat.


	3. They live in large extended families usually in a brownie village.



Presumably large families mean more than one large Hag.


	4. They have a fondness for sweets.



This is the only one that rings true. Croi is dangerous around pastries. The bakers in the city keep setting mousetraps, and Croi keeps avoiding them.

She peruses the page, and the illustrated brownies at the bottom giggle at her. She rewards them with a frown.

Croi taps her chin and thinks. Perhaps the reason her parents abandoned her into the dubious care of the Hag is because she has very few of the qualities innate to brownies. Maybe the Hag accepted her as her own out of the goodness of her heart.

Somehow, Croi doubts that.

For one thing, she doubts the Hag even has a heart.

Her thoughts return to the problem of the stone maid again. Croi hopes the spell holds and the humans continue being unable to see her. She flips through the pages, wondering if there is anything in the book that will help her free the maid. Not finding anything, she goes back to the beginning.

A separate table of contents marks the section on magick. The page is shiny, and the illustrations slither around as though looking for the most comfortable spot.

Distill the Night into a Cloak of Darkness

Charm the Wings Off a Butterfly

Hex a Fire Fae

Cast Glamour on Kin

There is a fingerprint beside the Glamour spell as if the Hag tapped her finger on the title. Curious, Croi turns the pages to the spell and reads. Glamour, the Hag has taught her, is the magick kin do on themselves to appear in a shape other than what they are. With Glamour, a brownie could make herself look human—not that Croi would ever do that. The only magick Croi can lay claim to is her invisibility.… Well, she can’t be too certain about the invisibility, either.

She reads ahead and is surprised. She didn’t know that kin could do Glamour on other kin without their permission. She turns to the spell excitedly. If she could, she’d Glamour the Hag into a bunny. The Hag wouldn’t be amused, but—Croi grins to herself—it would be an excellent adventure. However, no matter how much she tries, Croi can’t read the spell. The words shimmer and slouch, completely frustrating her. Finally, she bangs the book shut and shoves it aside.

The day’s light slowly fades, yielding to the stars gradually blinking awake. A sliver of a moon hangs ponderously in the sky. The flower sprites lean against Croi, their small bodies providing pockets of warmth. The birds have fallen silent, and the crickets now preside over the music. Croi reaches for peace but it eludes her. Intense melancholy suddenly tries to drown her; this melancholy is accompanied by terror at the thought of spending seventeen more years in this stagnant state. She shifts and fidgets, feeling like the skin she is in has become unable to contain the person she is becoming.

Croi sighs a little and sprawls on the ground among the flowers in front of the dwelling. As she has done many times before, she will sleep outside, collecting stardust in the shadows cast by her body.

The snores of the flower sprites soothe her, and Croi closes her eyes, conceding to the demands of the darkness. When she opens her eyes again, it is in a sunny clearing in a forest. A long, wide table stands in front of her, groaning under the weight of numerous dishes, like scones with dollops of cream on them and steam as evidence of their freshness. Chicken, roasted, fried, and stewed; potatoes, crispy and baked; bread, savory and sweet; and so much more. All these things are Croi’s favorites. She steps toward the table, her eyes wide and her mouth full of water.

She knows very well she is dreaming because such bounty will only occur in her dreams. She won’t complain, however. At least her subconscious gets to feast.

“You must be very hungry,” a voice says just as she is about to reach for a chicken leg.






THREE

TOWERING ABOVE HER IS A boy, fae from the pointed shape of his ears. Because this is a dream, his edges are blurred, but the rest of him is clearly visible. His nose is straight and thin, and his forehead is narrow and elegant. Croi is momentarily fascinated by the shape of his lips. They are full and look firm. She wonders what they would feel like if she kisses him. Bewildered by her thoughts, she shakes herself. Is this fae boy casting some sort of enchantment on her? Maybe his lips are magick.

“Who are you, and what are you doing in my dream?” Croi takes a step back. She looks at the full table and turns to the boy suspiciously. “I hope you don’t think I’m going to share my food with you.”

“It’s just dream food,” the boy points out with a grin. He has dimples and a really nice voice. But these two things are not enough for her to forgive his trespass.

“It’s my dream food. If you want to eat, you should dream up your own food. It is very rude to go uninvited into other people’s dreams, you know.” Croi crosses her arms and tries to look stern. It is a difficult prospect since she is only as tall as the boy’s thigh.

“I do apologize for invading your dream. I most certainly don’t plan to steal your food,” the boy says, bowing formally.

“I will think about accepting your apology.” The trouble with tall people, Croi decides, is that talking to them is painful. She addresses her words to the boy’s belly. If she can’t see his face, she won’t be tempted by him.

“My name is Irial,” the boy says after a short hesitation.

“Hello, Irial. Why are you in my dream?” Croi asks. Then, because she can’t help it, she picks up a meat bun and takes a bite. For dream food, it is delicious.

“I’m looking for the Forever King’s descendant,” Irial says softly.

Croi blinks, wondering who this Forever King is. “In dreams?”

“It’s a scrying spell. It uses dreams…” He trails off, seeing her disbelieving face. He clears his throat. “Anyway, are you?”

“Why are you looking for the Forever King’s descendant anyway?” Croi asks instead of answering Irial’s question. Though only in a dream, this is the first time she has talked to anyone besides the Hag, and she wants to prolong the experience.

Irial’s eyes narrow at the question. He coughs slightly, perhaps trying to find the best answer. “I… It’s complicated. There’s no point telling you. You won’t even remember this conversation happened,” he mutters, and Croi raises her eyebrows.

“Why not?”

“The spell will erase your memories afterward,” he confesses.

“In that case, you should tell me all your secrets.” Croi leans forward, her eyes gleaming. “Since I won’t remember them, or you for that matter, go ahead and get things off your chest. Vent!”

Irial doesn’t seem to need much persuasion. After a minute or so of pondering, he sits down on a wooden stump and pats the space beside him. Croi obliges and sits down, her head tilted to listen. He clears his throat and begins. “My mother is the nominal queen of Talamh. They call her ‘the Robber Queen’ because they think she stole the throne.”

“Did she?” Croi asks, forgetting to eat probably for the first time in her life.

“It would be better if she had. At least that would mean she wants the throne she’s stuck with,” Irial says, his voice bitter.

“Why doesn’t she abdicate? Can’t fae monarchs do that?”

“There are reasons she can’t. Reasons I am not allowed to say. But I’ve noticed that she has become more secretive with the approach of the Saol ceremony. She has frequent meetings I am not invited to, conversations with her allies. She is making plans for something that she won’t tell me about, and that worries me.” Irial sighs, leaning back to stare at the forest canopy. Croi’s dreamscape is quite detailed.

“What do you think she’ll do?” Croi asks.

“I don’t know what she can do.” Irial frowns. “If we make it through the Saol ceremony, she will be stuck as queen for many more years. I heard her crying herself to sleep one night, and when I asked her ladies-in-waiting, they said it was a common occurrence. The Talamh throne, for all that she sits on it, is not hers. So, I thought that if I found the Forever King’s heir, we could hand them the crown. Are you his heir?”

Croi makes a face at him. “I’m assuming this Forever King was fae?”

“Yes, of course. All monarchs are fae,” Irial replies.

Croi remembers the Hag’s lesson and sneers. “I’m not even fae. How could I be his descendant?”

Irial shrugs. “I just thought you were Glamoured to look like a brownie.”

His words fall on Croi the way a knife falls on the neck of a chicken before it becomes food. It has almost the same effect. Croi wakes up gasping, her heart galloping in her chest.

Cold sweat dots her forehead as an unwanted realization blankets her horizons. The Hag doesn’t do things without reason, so the books have more meaning than she accorded them. The Glamour spell is a sly presence within her, a burr snagging on her insides. Irial’s words have unwittingly answered the question Croi doesn’t recall asking.

She sits up, feeling uncomfortable. Her tiniest toe hurts suddenly. Engrossed in the idea that she might be under a Glamour, Croi initially dismisses the pain as petty discomfort.

Then the pain becomes deeper, becomes an ache. All the bones in her feet are waking. Their awakening affects the rest of the bones in her body, which feel as though they are sitting up and stretching, trying to move out of the flesh that confines them.

White-hot agony stretches from her toes to her ankles, journeys up her legs to her thighs. Her hip bones creak a protest before her back arches as her spine rebels against the shape it has been forced into. The pain travels down her shoulders, thrums through her elbows before scorching her fingertips. Her skull tries to reconstruct itself, and that is when everything goes dark for a few minutes.

When Croi comes to, she is lying facedown on the ground, her fingers sunk into the soil. Her body spasms, a broken marionette of some diabolical puppeteer. She takes a deep gasping breath and trembles. A taste of tears lingers on her tongue, a taste of the earth.

As the pain fades, the absence of sound becomes louder. Her throat is raw, her cheeks are wet, and her heart is a mess. She tries to get to her feet but her knees buckle. The flower sprites cling to her, chittering in high-pitched voices, trying to provide comfort. However, she doesn’t have the strength to respond to their goodwill. She tries to stand up again and succeeds this time. The ground seems farther away now than it did before. She takes a step toward the dwelling and stumbles. To settle her fawn legs, she stands still for a moment, trying to understand what just happened to her. Her mind retreats from thinking about the pain; it’s a monster she doesn’t want to provoke. What if it returns?

Croi lifts her hands and stares at her fingers. They look longer in the starlight. Something rustles in the forest close by, and she startles, peering into the darkness. The trees that surround the dwelling seem unfriendly all of a sudden. She is so desperately alone. Even if she screams for mercy, no one will hear. She resolutely turns her back to the trees and enters the dwelling, lies down on some blankets in a corner, and shuts her eyes.



The sun spilling into the dwelling through the spaces in the branches wakes Croi up the next morning. The light intrudes in all the shadowed corners of the room and seeps through the thin blanket she is hiding under. A direction echoes in her head when her eyes yield to the inevitable and flutter open. There is a tug in her middle as though someone has begun pulling on a rope attached there. Her feet seem bent on answering a summons her ears can’t hear. She sits up, her chest hurting. She gets up without even thinking about moving. Her hands wash her face, clean her teeth, and feed her fruits while her mind tries to regain control of her suddenly rogue body. She doesn’t know what is happening to her. Is this what unraveling feels like?

Did the Hag know that a summons would come for her this morning? Croi milks the cow, battles the hens for eggs, and packs a bag, all without choosing to. Her newly awakened bones demand, and her brain insists on answering.

Her packed bag contains stolen bread, a flask of water, gaudy scarves she took from a merchant in the human city, and a spare dress made of green bark. She packs the book detailing the peoples of the Otherworld and leaves the one she can’t read, the one titled The Talamh Crown, behind.

The bag is slung over her shoulder, and she is poised to walk away when she grits her teeth and digs her feet into the earthen floor. Croi has spent a lot of her hours in this dwelling, sunk many minutes into the ground here. Surely she has forged a bond to this land that should anchor her until the Hag returns. She pulls herself to the middle of the dwelling, her body fighting against the direction she’s moving in. The flower sprites hold on to her with their slight bodies, trying to keep her stationary. Time passes, and the urge to leave becomes so intense that she is standing and walking to the entrance without realizing it. At the last moment, her arms go around the trunk of one of the trees that form a pillar of her dwelling. She holds on tight and exerts all her will over a body that seems determined to betray her.

It is then that she feels the Hag’s presence. The guardian feels like the lack of pain, like deliverance from this compulsion to move. She feels like safety.



She emerges from the trees like an answer to Croi’s unspoken prayers. Her steps are unhurried; she moves with the grace unique to her. She flows up the path, through the garden, and comes to stop in front of the not-brownie.

Croi looks up at her and feels hot tears slip down her cheeks. Despite their prickly relationship, the Hag is her only family.

“You’re still here,” the Hag says, her face expressionless as always. “I expected you to have already left.”

“What?” Her words shock Croi still, until pain lances through her. This pain has nothing to do with her bones and everything to do with her heart. “You knew…?” she whispers, then laughs. Of course she did. Her words yesterday prove as much. Croi takes a shaky breath. “What’s happening to me?”

“I left you the books for a reason, Croi.” The Hag’s eyes are infinitely old, and in this moment of half-truths and impending abandonment, Croi can feel her guardian’s age in her bones.

“Someone Glamoured me?” she croaks. “You?”

“No. This is not my work,” the Hag says.

“Then who?” Croi demands.

The Hag doesn’t reply.

“The person who placed a summoning spell on me?” she tries again, but it’s no use.

The urge to walk away becomes more intense, and she gets more desperate.

“I really am not a brownie?” She begs for an answer. “You said I was! We cannot lie!”

“I did not lie, child. You were a brownie. However, you are no longer one.”

“If not a brownie, what am I?”

“You will find out.”

“I want to know now.”

“It is not allowed.”

“Whose law are you following?”

“I cannot say,” she replies in the same uninflected voice. Croi cannot read a single emotion from her.

“You cannot say?” Croi repeats, her voice thick with tears. She laughs a little. “Of course you can’t. I should have known. Is there anything you want to say to me?”

The Hag turns her head for a moment before speaking. “Tell the princess I did my part. I have paid off my debt. Tell her I owe her nothing more.”

Time, that trickster, freezes. Croi looks at the Hag, standing serene in front of her. Unaffected and cold, like always.

“I was a debt to you? That’s all?” Her voice cracks and she sucks in a breath, trying to keep her emotions in check. The Hag doesn’t like it when she is too excitable. “What if I promise to always listen to you? I will be so quiet, it will be like I don’t exist. I will never go to the human city again, all right? I will stay right here every day. Please don’t make me go like this. Please!”

The Hag doesn’t meet her eyes. “Do not tell anyone about yourself. Do not trust anyone. The forest paths are far more sinister than you think them to be. Be aware and be alert because the forest will no longer recognize you as kin. While the Glamour is in the process of breaking, you are not kin but something in between. Until the spell is broken, the forest will consider you a stranger.” The Hag stops speaking, hesitates, and finally meets Croi’s eyes. “I will remember you.”

Then she turns and walks away, leaving Croi looking after her, like a fool.

She used to play a game when she was little. She would try to find the softness in the Hag’s eyes. The softness would be a good enough substitute for the love she was sure the Hag would never be capable of. Croi was sure she would catch her unawares one day and see the emotion on her face, in her eyes. She was certain she would at the very least hear it in her voice. It took some years before Croi finally understood. You cannot expect softness from a creature made of stone.

Croi lets go of the tree trunk, and her feet start moving. She looks back once and murmurs a farewell to the garden, to the flower sprites, to the dwelling, and to the Croi who lived there.

Her goodbye tastes of pain, feels like forever, and smells like the earth, wet from the rain.






FOUR

THE WILDE FOREST IS A stranger to her now. Croi no longer knows her curves, and the forest, in turn, shows her no softness. Croi stumbles over roots, slips on muddy patches, and is attacked by briars. She suspects the vines of harboring sinister plans and the trees, with their coarse barks, of providing less comfort than they used to.

The pull in the middle of her stomach is steady and no longer as intense as it was before she started walking. Her feet seem to know where to go, so she lets them carry her away. Who is this princess the Hag mentioned? Could she be Croi’s mother? The word “mother,” however, is too strange. Her tongue curls around the unfamiliar syllables; the expected sweetness is missing.

Why would a mother put a Glamour on her own child? Cast a summoning spell? Croi hasn’t met any kin mothers, so she’s not sure, but human mothers don’t seem to hurt their children as a rule. Croi dismisses the idea. The princess the Hag mentioned cannot possibly be her mother. Surely no mother would be that cruel to her child.

She sucks in a breath and thinks of the stone maid. Will the stone maid think she has been abandoned? Will the stone maid hate her? Croi rubs her eyes when they sting. Her steps are slow and her feet drag, but the summoning spell pulls her forward regardless.

As she walks deeper into the forest, she thinks about the kin she might meet on her journey. All she knows about them is what she has learned from the books. How should she talk to them? What if she says the wrong thing and angers them? Croi has learned the correct etiquette, but theory is different from practice. Angry faces don’t bother her much, but what if their anger moves their hands and they try to hurt her?

When the light in the forest dims and a chill finds its way under her dress, Croi comes across a hollow in a wide-trunked tree and examines it curiously. She has always had an amicable relationship with trees. Perhaps it’s because she is—no, she was—the Hag’s own, but she has always felt warmth emanating from them. Now that she has left the Hag—no, now that she has been thrown away by the Hag—they have become alien to her. But she has no other place to go, and she’d much rather be in the hollow than on the ground, so she shrugs and crawls in. It’s a snug fit, and she has to curl up tight, but she is safe and warm. Exhaustion slides its gnarly fingers up her body. She hurts all over, but it is the uncertainty about who she is, what she is, that makes her shiver. She tries to curl up into as small a not-brownie as she can. Fear is an unfamiliar emotion. It resides in her chest, and when she pokes at it, it bites her insides.

She is not a brownie. But if not a brownie, what is she? Not a human. The Hag would never keep her around if she were one. Perhaps she is a sylph or maybe a goblin. A centaur? Croi doesn’t fancy being part horse, though. She would like to be a pixie, but they’re tiny, so she’d be shrinking instead of growing taller.

She has been living a lie for almost seventeen years. No wonder her body didn’t… doesn’t make sense to her.

The thoughts are distressing, so she decides to think about food instead. Chicken, roasted with sweet onions, garlic, and rosemary; baked potatoes sprinkled with salt, herbs, and cheese; savory vegetable stew. Sweet cakes dripping with honey and custard tarts hot from the oven. Apple cider, delicious whether chilled or warm. Her stomach growls its longings, and her mouth waters.

All she has are slightly squashed berries, some stale bread, and tepid water. No one would call that a feast. She deflates and hugs herself in the hollow, deciding that her need for sleep is far greater than her need for food. Just as she is on the cusp of unconsciousness, the pain hits again.

She grits her teeth, determined to be braver tonight. Biting down on an orange scarf helps to drown her screams. The pain is doing its best to splinter her like wood under an axe. The moment of agony stretches halfway to forever, and just when she thinks the pain is gone, it returns.
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