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For my sisters, Jenny and Stacie—I’d fight a vampire to save you.
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HUNGER DROVE MOST PEOPLE TO the edge of the forest. Bly felt it too, but hers wasn’t the grumble of an empty stomach. Dreams fueled her hunger. They burned in her belly, and sometimes she thought they’d turn her to ash from the inside out if she didn’t at least try to make them a reality.


She stood there often, staring at the spot where the trees grew thick and what lay beyond them rested solely in her imagination. But it was time to see what was really out there.


She tensed at the sound of shoes squishing in the mud behind her. Only one person knew of her plan. She turned and smiled at Elise. Her sister brushed at the sun-blond strands of hair that had escaped her practical braid. A frown pulled at her round cheeks, and her fawn-brown eyes crinkled in the corners with worry.


“I knew you’d come,” Bly said.


Elise bit her lip and glanced back over her shoulder at the village. Smoke curled from every chimney now, rising into the pale sky.


Longing and a little bit of regret filled her sister’s expression. Bly had a feeling that Elise was imagining sitting in front of the fireplace, enjoying a slice of warm bread that she’d baked, sipping mint tea and preparing for a day of work with either their father or mother.


Bly stared at the rows of wooden houses and wished she could feel what her sister did. It’d be easier, but all she saw when she looked at her home was cold that choked the lungs and muddy streets that never dried.


Bly didn’t feel longing until she turned back to the maze of oak and pine trees in front of her. Yes, these woods were dangerous. They lived in one of the human villages in the Gap, caught between the city of Vagaris, ruled by vampires, and the city of Havenwhile, ruled by witches. Vampires and witches didn’t agree on much, but neither would harm a human so long as they remained in the Gap.


The forest honored no such rules.


But Bly wasn’t foolish enough to crave danger. She wanted what you could get if you faced it, and she was brave enough to do it.


Elise didn’t understand that.


How could they be so close, yet so different?


Elise would never follow Bly beyond the woods, and Bly would never stay. They’d both have to break the other’s heart a little to feel whole. But in this moment, Elise was still here for her.


“Will you at least tell me why we’re going foraging?” Elise glanced at Bly’s thick wool pants that had already been patched at the knees multiple times. “Do you need money for clothing? Are you cold? I’m sure we could skip a few meals this week and pay for something new. Let me ask mother.”


Mother never said no to Elise. Her sister rarely asked for anything though. The original cloth of Elise’s skirt ended halfway up her shins. Instead of asking for more clothes, Elise kept stitching new material along the bottom and somehow, she’d managed to make it look beautiful and intentional, like a quilt of woodsy colors. The way Elise took what she had and made it something lovely was a type of magic, but not one that Bly envied.


Bly didn’t want to skip a meal for new, practical clothes.


Bly wanted more. She wanted a full belly and skirts in different colors and ribbons for her hair.


She wanted.


Elise didn’t. She was content. Bly had already listened to her lecture on how they had everything they needed; how this was a risk they didn’t need to take, which was why she hadn’t told Elise exactly why she wanted to forage for food to sell.


She knew her sister would follow her anyway, even without an answer.


Bly moved to take the first step, but Elise grabbed her arm.


“You could sell blood instead. It’s safer.”


Blood was the most valuable thing any human possessed.


The vampires needed it to live, and the witches needed it to cast their spells.


But she shuddered at the thought of getting poked by a needle and watching a red stream leave her body. “I hate blood. You know that.”


“I’ll sell some of mine then.”


“No,” Bly said. She’d already anticipated that Elise would make that offer, but Bly wanted to start her new life right. If she couldn’t be bold enough to wander into the woods for a day, then how would she ever step into them without looking back?


She’d been dreaming of this adventure forever. She and Elise and their friend Emerson had been coming to the woods since they were kids. They’d wander inside but only so deep, making sure they could still see the village, since vampires and witches rarely bothered with people who kept to the edge.


While Elise and Bly climbed the pines, Emerson would stand watch below. Elise always gathered the needles that they could chew on later, but Bly would sit on the highest branch she could and stare out into the trees. There were stories of people who lived far away, past the woods that were caught between Havenwhile and Vagaris, surviving off the land and living better lives than the ones in the Gap. Some people said they built their homes in the trees, hiding from anyone who might hunt them, and Bly loved the idea of living close to the sky with only the branches closing her in.


Then a couple of years ago, she grew too heavy for her favorite branch. It split while she was daydreaming, as if it couldn’t hold the impossible weight of everything she wanted. She’d fallen, banging herself up a little on the way down, but she hadn’t hit the ground.


Emerson caught her.


It was the first moment she saw him differently.


Every dreamer needed someone grounded to catch them if they went too high. Alone, she didn’t think she could do it, but with practical Emerson at her side, she knew they’d make it. They’d do more than that—they’d thrive. Her dreams shifted from half-formed thoughts and whimsical imaginings to something that felt possible. It’d be a simple life, but that was exactly what she wanted. She’d always been envious of the witches with their orchards and fields beyond the walls of Havenwhile. She loved the idea of being able to spend each day working in the dirt with the sun on her neck or climbing apple trees to pick the food she’d eat and share. Emerson would spend his days woodworking, which she knew he loved more than the metalwork he did now. He’d build beautiful tables they’d trade with others who lived near them for clothes as rich in color as the fruit Bly grew. When she came home, only after the sun began to fall, Emerson would be there waiting. He’d brush the dirt from her cheeks and grumble about it, then kiss her anyway. They’d make dinner, and it wouldn’t feel like a chore because the food would have come from her own hands, and she’d have the sunburn on her skin to prove it. That would feel like a home.


The problem was that Emerson never looked at her the way she looked at him. She’d been his friend for too long. But he just needed one moment—like she’d had when he caught her—to make him see her as someone to chase a different future with. And making sure Emerson came with her was the first, most important part of her plan.


So, trembling from a little bit of fear but mostly excitement, Bly stepped out of the mud and into the soft crunch of newly fallen leaves.


She didn’t turn back to see if Elise followed, but she heard her trailing behind as she moved.


They walked straight out for a while, weaving between the trees that hid the sun and let the cold creep in even more. Even a half-hour walk from the edge of town, the forest was completely scavenged: acorns and pine cones collected from the ground, pine needles cleared from the lower branches, bark for teas and medicines stripped from the trees. It would be like that for miles. They had to go deeper.


And they had to choose a direction: head toward Havenwhile or Vagaris.


The basic things anyone could gather in the forest wouldn’t fetch a high enough price. But mushrooms grew in abundance the closer you got to Havenwhile, and berries thrived the closer you got to Vagaris. There was a catch, of course. There always was. The vampires hunted here, snatching humans they’d drink to unconsciousness—maybe you’d wake up or maybe you wouldn’t. And witches put spells on some of their mushrooms, sleeping curses that would let them take blood from people—maybe you’d wake up or maybe you wouldn’t.


Bly turned toward Havenwhile. She wasn’t about to risk a vampire’s bite—she’d much rather have her blood stolen while she was unconscious. But Elise grabbed her arm for the second time, fingers digging in a little too hard. “It’s not too late to go back.”


Bly tugged away from her in answer.


“At least tell me what you need the money for,” Elise said.


Out here with nothing but the trees watching them, the words wanted to leave Bly’s lips. This was a place to whisper about secrets and desires. “I need a fancy dress I saw in the market.”


Elise blinked. “What?” She leaned toward Bly like she hadn’t heard her correctly.


Of course, it sounded foolish unless Bly told Elise everything—how that dress would set off each step of her plan.


“I want to leave,” Bly added. “For good.”


Elise didn’t look surprised. More resigned, like this was a moment she’d already played out in her mind and knew she couldn’t stop. Bly had talked about it since she was old enough to imagine things she couldn’t touch.


Her sister remained silent for a long time. When she spoke again, resolve hardened her face. “Then we need to start cutting back on meals, drying apples to pack, saving up for jerky. You do need warmer clothes. We’ll have to start selling blood—at least some. You’ll never get enough supplies without trading for it, even if you survive the forest.”


Relief flooded Bly’s chest, and just a little bit of hurt. Elise knew her too well to beg her to stay. That made it easier and harder all at once.


“Wait…” Elise paused her list of things Bly’d have to do to leave her forever. “Why do you need a dress? New wool pants to wear under a skirt would be better.”


Bly’s cheeks burned in the cold kiss of the breeze ruffling her curls. “I’m asking Emerson to come with me.”


Elise’s lips parted in surprise. “Our Emerson?”


Bly bristled at our. Of course all three of them were close, but Bly and Emerson had met first, on the edge of this same forest, where Bly had come to wander and Emerson had come to gather sticks to whittle into slender knives. At first she’d just watch him, imagining that he was carving swords and dreaming of battles and heroes, and she filled him into the stories she made up. They always walked the same section, where the oak branches grew out farthest over the empty field. He didn’t notice her until she started following him around, and then she finally worked up the courage to ask him what all his knives were for. He’d said practice. His father was the bladesmith, and he wasn’t old enough to work with him in the forge yet, so he practiced by carving miniature swords and knives. Bly’s stories about him were more entertaining, so Bly told them to him, and he’d laugh at all the silly adventures she made up. He’d laughed more back then—it was a big, bold sound that always caught her by surprise because he looked so serious most of the time.


She’d held onto that original fantasy—Emerson could be the hero in a world that belonged to her.


They were friends for an entire year before Elise joined them, since she was a whole year younger and rarely left the village. Bly would always sneak out in the mornings before her parents could ask her to work, and Elise would stay home baking and cooking. Elise preferred it that way. In the afternoon, she’d even meet Bly where the edges of the houses touched the field to give her a warmed slice of bread and jerky so Bly wouldn’t have to come home for lunch and get dragged with their healer mother to stitch up someone’s injury. Elise loved working with their mother. She had the stomach for it, and she’d told Bly once that healing felt magical. But one day, Emerson came to pick up Bly’s lunch with her, and the next day, Elise had brought a little for him too, and the day after that, Elise packed her own lunch as well and ate with them at the edge of the forest. Bly enjoyed sharing that time with her sister and seeing Elise love a little bit of what she did.


But it also made her jealous to share someone else with Elise, because Elise had their parents in a way that Bly didn’t. Their father was a tanner for the vampires, and Elise also thrived at assisting him as much as she did their mother. Both made Bly nauseous. At dinner, their parents were always arguing about who’d get to take Elise with them for the next day, and whoever didn’t win would look at Bly as if they wished she were another Elise and not a girl who wanted things they couldn’t give. She’d overheard them arguing about what to do with her—how she’d survive. They hoped she’d marry someone with a good job, and then she’d be their problem. She wanted to be someone’s solution, but she couldn’t be that in this world.


“I want him to be my Emerson,” Bly said. “I thought you knew that.” She’d never actually said the words out loud, but surely it was obvious to her sister that she wanted Emerson to be more than a friend, even if Emerson never seemed to notice.


Elise flinched back. She swallowed, looking around the forest as if it had shifted and left her lost.


“I just… Emerson didn’t seem the type to leave. I had no idea he wanted to,” Elise said. She was silent for a moment, looking everywhere but at Bly. When she finally spoke again, her voice was firm. “But I want him to go with you. It’d make me feel better.”


“Well, I haven’t asked him yet,” Bly admitted, hating the worry that immediately crossed Elise’s face at her words. Clearly Elise didn’t think Emerson would go with her.


“That’s why I need the dress,” Bly reminded her. “I need him to see me differently when I ask him.” When she’d seen the sapphire-blue dress in the market yesterday, she couldn’t help but go up to it and run her hands across the silk bodice and the velvet skirts. It was the type of dress that’d get ruined in minutes where she lived, but she hadn’t thought of that. She’d pictured herself wearing it on the balcony of a tree house with her legs dangling off the edge, watching a fire-orange sunset with Emerson at her side. Her dress would be the perfect contrast to the sky. If Emerson saw her in that dress with a matching ribbon holding back the dark brown hair that she usually left wild, he wouldn’t see the little girl with leaves tangled in her hair. He’d see her as she was now. He’d be able to picture the same future.


But Elise didn’t seem to see the possibilities that Bly saw. Her sister just looked sad.


Was Bly’s dream sad? It seemed romantic to dress up before you asked someone to run away with you. She should have known that Elise wouldn’t understand—even in the morning forest that seemed to glisten with lost magic.


“Can we just go?” Bly asked.


Elise looked back the way they came for a long moment before taking a deep breath and nodding.


Bly took another step toward Havenwhile.


“Wait,” Elise said. “Why don’t we go toward Vagaris instead?”


Bly spun back around. “I’d rather take a nap than get bit.”


“The vampires aren’t all bad,” Elise said, staring down at her fingers. “I’ve worked in Vagaris with father for a while now. They usually send the worst ones to the village to deal with the humans to make us think they’re all horrible—to make us afraid. A lot of them in the city are… nice.”


Bly shook her head. “Don’t let Emerson hear you say that.”


Emerson’s older sister foraged in these woods once, and she never came back. They found her body tangled in the berry bushes, clothes stained red from the crushed fruit and neck stained red from the blood. Emerson had been twelve. He’d rarely laughed after that. Sometimes Bly felt like she was searching for the boy he used to be. She doubted she’d ever find him again while they still lived in the Gap.


“I just mean that maybe we’ll run into one I know,” Elise said. “They’d probably just let us go.”


“You sound like you think they’re your friends.”


Elise shook her head but she didn’t meet Bly’s eyes, and Bly couldn’t tell if she was denying being friends with them or protesting Bly’s hatred of them, but finally she sighed, walking past Bly in the direction of Havenwhile. She paused once, though, to look over her shoulder in the direction of the vampires.


But vampires were a more familiar danger to Elise—people always chose the fear they knew over the one they had yet to face. That was all.


The forest grew denser as they walked in silence, until eventually the trees started to thin again, and bright white glistened ahead.


“Snow?” Elise paused and squinted.


“No.” Bly grinned and sped up, ignoring the worry on her sister’s face.


Elise caught her just at the edge of the small clearing where grass grew wild around moss-covered stones and white mushrooms sprouted everywhere.


“Beautiful,” Bly breathed at the same time Elise whispered, “Poisonous.”


Bly laughed. “Beautiful things should be.”


Elise looked nauseous, but Bly bent down and found them two long sticks. “It’s totally safe if we’re careful.” Everyone knew the undersides would have faint blue lines that indicated a spell hidden in them if the witches had cursed them. They just needed to flip the mushroom over with the stick first and make sure there were no marks. If not, they were fine to touch.


Bly poked one, revealing the clean belly. Elise took a sharp breath as Bly’s fingers closed around the velvet-soft mushroom. Bly grinned up at her, running her fingers over it. It felt like touching clouds. Almost magical. She dropped it in the sack at her waist.


Elise stood watching for a while, shifting back and forth from one foot to the other until Bly turned around. “I’m not cursed yet,” she said. “It’d go faster if you helped.”


Elise bit her lip, but she bent down and used her stick to flip a mushroom, staring at it forever before pulling up the front of her skirt and plopping it there.


With both of them collecting, perhaps Bly could get enough for the dress and some supplies.


It wasn’t long before Bly’s bag stretched with enough to buy what she wanted. She was about to turn and tell Elise they should head home when she heard the soft thud.


Bly’s heart gave one matching thud before it seemed to stall out. It must have kept beating. She was still breathing, but she couldn’t feel it anymore.


“Elise?” she whispered.


Silence answered, and then her own foolish heart roared back, racing too fast, thrumming too loud in her ears, knowing already what she didn’t want to see.


She turned, somehow moving too quickly and too slowly all at once.


Elise lay on her side, golden blond hair fanned across the ground, brown eyes open and vacant. Sleeping didn’t look like that.


How could eyes empty so quickly?


Bly dropped to her knees beside her, reaching to knock free the mushroom still clutched in Elise’s hand. She barely caught herself. Her fingers shook so badly that it took her several tries to push it free with her stick.


The faintest blue streak ran along the stem. Easy to miss.


Bly shook Elise.


She was warm. It’d be okay. She could drag Elise away, hide before the witches found them, and wait out the sleeping curse.


It was only a sleeping curse. Only a sleeping curse. Just sleeping. But each time she told herself, it felt more like a lie.


Sleeping didn’t look like that.


Bly poked the mushroom again, and then she saw it: the tiny pinpoint of brown that marred the smooth white top of it. She crushed it, the flesh crumbling easily to reveal a tiny nightshade thorn. Her throat closed at the sight of it. She knew the spell such a thorn could hold. It was a death curse hidden inside the sleeping-spelled mushroom. She hadn’t considered the need to be afraid of a trap within a trap. Her stomach twisted at the evilness of whatever witch had done such a thing.


And then black veins began to crawl from Elise’s fingertips, webbing upward and across her cheek almost instantly, the sign of a death curse. But how long did Elise have? A year? A week? Only moments? Every death curse was different, and Bly clung to the fraying shreds of her hope until Elise’s lips turned a startling shade of blue, and the sound of voices forced her to look up.


She couldn’t see them yet, but the witches were coming.


She leaned close to Elise’s lips, holding her own breath as if denying herself could make her sister breathe again.


Nothing.


Laughter sounded closer in the woods.


It was so light and cheerful, and hearing it while she stared at her sister’s empty eyes made her want to cover her ears and scream and never stop, but she didn’t have time.


The witches were coming. People always said they knew somehow when a human had touched one of their curses.


Bly pushed Elise from her side to her back so she could try to grip her under her arms. Elise’s head flopped, cheek squishing more mushrooms, and a sob tore from Bly’s throat at the lifelessness of the movement. Wrapping her arms under her sister’s, she dragged her a few feet and then a few more. But even though Bly was taller and older, Elise had always been stronger, with hard muscles under her full curves.


There was nowhere to go.


The voices grew louder.


Nothing existed in Elise’s still-open eyes.


Dead. The word filled up every inch of Bly’s thoughts.


Elise was dead.


Bly might be too if she didn’t give up her sister’s body.


Elise would want her to run. A body was just a body, she’d say, not a person to be saved.


Bly gently laid her sister back on the ground. She pressed her fingers against Elise’s eyelids, soft like the mushrooms that killed her, and closed them. She didn’t want the witches to see the color of her sister’s eyes. They didn’t deserve to.


Elise would’ve yelled at her for that if she could. So impractical.


Bly ran until the trees thickened. She should’ve kept going, but instead she pulled herself into the branches of a black oak, the kind she’d dreamed of living in, and hid in its dense foliage.


The witches wore a combination of soft browns and greens that blended in with the forest, so Bly didn’t even see them until they stepped into the clearing. Greenery clung to their hair in wild crowns, and they walked with a slowness that made them seem like ancient trees made human for only a moment.


There were three of them. Their eyes flashed as they glanced around. Bly had always liked the deep blue pool of a witch’s eyes, but now the color seemed garish.


They moved with fluid steps that somehow never broke a mushroom until two of them lay a burlap stretcher next to Elise, and the other bent down and pressed fingers to her throat. They rolled Elise onto the stretcher. One of them pointed at the drag marks on the ground, and they all glanced around again.


Take me too, Bly thought, but she didn’t say it.


That would be the easy way out.


They didn’t bother looking for her anyway, but as they picked up the stretcher and melted back into the trees, Bly felt the most important part of her go with them. The part that hoped.


She clung to the tree for hours, blinking again and again and looking at the spot where Elise had fallen as if time would make her reappear.


The air heated slightly in the afternoon and cooled again, and still she clung there, legs numb from the branch digging into her thighs. For the first time in her life, her mind was painfully blank: no dreams, no plans. Until her thoughts came back and caught on the moment of her sister falling. Then they spun into every second leading up to it—all the chances Elise had given her to stop. To go back. Every moment that could have changed what had happened.


Her throat burned.


The sky turned a horrible bluish black. She used to love the color of the time between day and night, but now it reminded her of the quick spread of poison under Elise’s skin.


The steady crunch of leaves distracted her. Maybe they’d come back for her body too. She felt dead enough.


“Bly?”


Hearing her name jarred her. How could they know it?


“Bly?”


This time she recognized the voice through her haze.


His voice made everything feel a thousand times better and a thousand times worse.


Emerson.


She tried to move out of the tree and fell. She hit something hard, but not the ground. He’d caught her, just like he had when they were younger, but she didn’t deserve to be saved anymore. She pushed away from him so violently that he dropped her. The ground hurt. The pain made her feel better.


She looked up into a face that felt like home: dark brown skin with darker brown eyes, always furrowed brows, full lips that pressed together when he was thinking—and he was always puzzling something through.


Even now.


Emerson yanked her to her feet.


“Bly? Bly?” He wouldn’t stop saying her name as a question as he ran his hands across her face. Finally, he paused. “Where’s Elise?” His eyes left her and roved over the darkening forest. “She left me a note. I came as soon as I found it. How could you two be so foolish?” His eyes came back to her face and darted away again. “Where’s Elise? Bly?”


She saw the moment he knew—that slow breaking apart of one reality as another awful one takes hold.


He looked the way she’d felt when she’d turned around and saw her sister motionless on the ground.


Somehow, it felt even worse seeing the expression on him.


Emerson’s lips moved again, but she couldn’t hear a thing. His hands wrapped around her arms, but she couldn’t feel that either. Her head wobbled, and she was vaguely aware that he was shaking her.


Eventually he let go of her and moved away to the spot she couldn’t pull her eyes from. She watched him pace back and forth, hands running over and over again across the dark brown curls he kept cropped close to his head.


She had to look away. She used to love the way he’d run his hands over his hair while he was thinking. It usually made her want to grab them and put them in her own hair while she kissed him, but she’d only ever thought about it and never actually did it. And looking at him now, that desire was already gone, stripped away from her the instant she’d heard that thud.


Her chest ached with the realization of everything she’d lost; not just Elise but herself too. She already felt like a person who didn’t know what dreams were, who went to sleep at night and saw only the dark, who moved through each day thinking only of surviving the moment they were in.


It terrified her.


And then guilt swallowed her terror. Even now, she was worried about her own dreams while Elise’s had been stolen from her because of Bly. What had Elise really wanted for her life? Bly had never asked her, just assumed that Elise was satisfied because she always wore a soft smile on her face no matter what she was doing.


Bly was a terrible sister, and not just for bringing Elise to the forest, but for all the times she’d never turned to Elise and asked her what she dreamed of.


She sat down and curled her legs up to her chest, making herself as small as she felt.


She couldn’t go home. She couldn’t stand the thought of seeing the horror on her parents’ faces when she told them, and then underneath it, she’d see their regret—that it was Elise who was dead and not Bly. She felt the same, but she didn’t want to see it reflected back at her.


Eventually Emerson came back, and he stared down at her for so long that she dropped her head onto her arms so she wouldn’t have to look at him and all the pain on his face. Unforgivable pain.


She felt deep inside that he would leave her, but he didn’t. Not yet. He scooped her up and carried her home. The dark had swallowed everything by the time they got to her house where her parents were surely wondering where Elise had been all day—their daughter who never wandered.


Emerson didn’t speak when he finally did leave her at the door, and the only good thing was that the dark didn’t let her see his face.





In the morning, Bly realized she still had the bag of mushrooms Elise had paid for with her life. She took them to the market. She didn’t buy the dress, but she did buy the blue ribbon that matched it, and she wrapped it around her wrist tight enough to make her eyes sting.


Then she started planning, but not for the dreams she’d had before.


Those had died with her sister.
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ONE YEAR, FOUR MONTHS, AND eleven days after she killed her sister, Bly stood on the edge of the forest again. Fear always haunted the woods, even when her dreams had lived beyond them, but these days, the shadows between the trees held her guilt too. Fear could be pushed down out of necessity, but guilt was a starving wolf always looking to consume. She could only run for so long. It gnawed on her now as she stood there, unable to take the last step from the muddy path to the crumbling leaves and fallen pine needles. Maybe she didn’t need to go foraging. She should at least try to sell more blood first. She could practically hear Elise suggesting it.


For once, she listened. Turning away, she imagined the branches reaching for her, attempting to drag her to where she deserved to be. But she was being ridiculous. Her guilt didn’t live in the forest.


It lived in her bones.


She tugged at the fraying blue ribbon around her wrist as she walked the path through the field of patchy dead grass that led back to the villages. She tried not to think of her sister, but not thinking of her only made the guilt more ferocious, and she had to stop for a moment and breathe before she became a curled-up ball of remembering. Then she’d be no good to anyone. And for the second time in her life, Bly had a real plan instead of just dreams.


This time was different. She wasn’t a child anymore. Before, she’d been selfish with too many wants.


Her heartbeat slowed and her breathing steadied. She was faint and darkness lingered around the edges of her vision, but that was from blood loss, not losing herself to her pain, and she’d gotten used to that dizzy feeling of not enough—too little blood in her veins and too little food in her belly, so when she started walking again, her steps were mostly steady. She focused on her brown boots sinking deeper and deeper into the mud until she reached the edge of the worn wooden houses where the road became wider, but even more precarious, with puddles that looked small but would swallow half your leg. Though once you stepped in one, you didn’t forget, so everyone wove around them except for the kids who were young enough not to be bothered with the cold yet.


Bly remembered being that young—even though she wished she didn’t. She and Elise and Emerson used to collect sticks from the edge of the forest and tie them together with pine needles that were still fresh enough to bend without breaking, and then they’d set sail their contraptions in the deepest puddles and weigh them down with rocks to see whose was the strongest. Emerson and Elise both had a knack for practical designs, so Bly always lost. She wanted hers to be beautiful while it sank.


She’d always been too vain.


She touched her ribbon, wondering if she’d tied it more harshly than usual.


Pulling herself from those dangerous memories, she focused on the weary people with dim eyes walking by that had long forgotten a time they’d felt joy at puddles. Their world was harsh. Cold. Unforgiving. It was not a place for dreamers, but Bly had one more dream to hold onto before she let herself succumb to the same fate.


And she needed money to make it happen.


The Gap was long and narrow, made of little villages divided by markets that were run by the vampires and the witches. The houses got nicer the nearer you got to a market. They belonged to the people who worked closest with the vampires and witches—spies who’d report if someone disappeared for too long so a hunting party could be gathered. They couldn’t make it too easy to leave, which made Bly even more certain that there was another world beyond the one trapped between Vagaris and Havenwhile. But Bly was probably lucky she’d never gotten the chance to leave herself—all her plans had been for after she’d escaped. Sometimes she was astounded at how careless she’d been.


Finally she reached the market next to her village, which was kept much nicer since vampires and witches traded there as well. While they couldn’t care less about the squalor they forced most humans to live in, they had certain standards for themselves, and the difference was stark and immediate as Bly stepped from the mud to a road of smooth multicolored pebbles. At one point, they’d tried to make the road from shiny white stones, but the humans tracked too much dirt with them, so instead of fixing the constantly wet roads through the villages, they’d changed the color of the rocks.


Bly didn’t have time to be angry about little things like the road—not anymore. She was just grateful her feet weren’t as cold here.


She kept her head down, pulling her gray cap low on her forehead and tugging her brown curls free to frame her face as she walked past the booths owned by humans. They were simple wooden tables with an array of foraged mushrooms and berries, or odds and ends that people traded back and forth. Then there were the booths owned by vampires or witches, run by humans too. Witches controlled all the food that couldn’t be gathered because nothing grew in the sodden fields the human villages wallowed in, so they supplied bread, potatoes, apples, and other rarer foods like oranges. The scent of citrus in the crisp air almost always made Bly stop. It smelled like her distant dreams, and sometimes she’d still let herself linger and remember how bursting with hope she used to be, but today she didn’t stop. She moved past the booths stocked by the vampires that held meat, cloth, and metal pots and knives. Humans worked to produce all of these things for them, and then humans sold the harvest of their labor, all while the vampires and witches kept most of the profit and gave the workers just enough to survive and nothing more. They needed them hungry enough to sell their blood.


For a second, an old rage surfaced. Humans were the ones the vampires and witches couldn’t live without, so why did they deserve to be the poorest? After Emerson’s sister had died, she and Emerson had spent many days sitting on the edge of the forest, chewing the ends of pine needles and letting their anger bubble over about how unfair it was—how they should rise up and take control of their own lives. But ultimately, Emerson said they were too weak to win any type of uprising. They’d tried plenty of times in the past, and it never ended well. Why repeat a history that only ended in more death? They needed to stop pretending. Bly could see the fear in him, and he’d buried his rage beneath it—he couldn’t stand to lose someone else he cared about, and he’d live a quiet life if that’s what it took.


Bly would’ve followed him into a revolution if he’d asked, but he’d probably saved them with his practicality. Just a few years ago, a group had tried smuggling people through the forest. Rumor had it they’d even been successful a few times before they were caught and murdered. People said the group had been led by vampires, but most people didn’t believe that. What motivation did a vampire have for setting free its food?


Everything had been set up just right, so humans didn’t go extinct, but they didn’t get to really live either.


Life wasn’t fair. Neither was death.


But that was the way their world had worked for as long as anyone could remember.


They had a story, of course, of how things used to be, and how it ended up the way it was now. The story was undoubtedly made of both truth and lies, and what was true changed depending on who told it, but most things stayed the same.


Once, there were no witches or vampires, just people living in a world that bloomed magic. A lily petal made into tea would make your hair shine; water from a certain stream would cure a cough; a golden berry from a far-off bush would add a year to your life. Anyone could use the magic, combining ingredients for spells to create whatever their heart lusted for. And perhaps everyone could have remained happy and content, but there was always one more thing to be had, and pretty soon the golden berries vanished, lilies didn’t bloom, and a leaf that once gave strength to whoever crumbled it in their hand became nothing but crushed wants.


Magic disappeared.


But it had to exist somewhere, and nobody wanted to live without it. They named it the Hallow Pool, and people searched far and wide until they found a deep pool in a lonely forest that shimmered with too many colors not to be magical. People traveled to sip from it in hopes of recapturing a tiny bit of the power that had fled them, but it didn’t have the same effect on everyone. Some people came away from the pool as witches, with eyes like deep water and the ability to put spells back into the objects that used to hold them. Others came away as vampires, with eyes as dark as gray oak bark after the rain and raw power in their bodies: speed, strength, healing, immortality. Yet others seemed to come away with nothing. Or so they thought.


When the last drop from the pool was swallowed, people began to experiment with what they’d been given. The vampires’ new power began to fade until they succumbed to their cravings for human blood. The witches instinctually tried mixing spells, combining their ingredients with their own blood, but nothing worked until a human suggested they try human blood. The witches had laughed in their face at first—after all, humans were the ones seemingly rejected by the magic—but finally a witch tried it and it worked.


The very people who’d thought the pool had given them nothing held the key to unlocking magic.


In a different world, it might have made them gods. Bly used to enjoy imagining that other life.


But instead they became like the leaves, the grass, the flowers—all the things that got trampled before.


Witches and vampires began hunting humans for the blood they needed, all while fighting each other, each side believing that the magic had blessed them more than the other, so they should rule.


Eventually they realized they were evenly matched, and the one thing they both needed to survive was becoming extinct: humans. A truce was called that split the power between vampires and witches and protected the humans as well.


Bly shivered. Saved from open slaughter, but not from the cold.


Not from a life of misery.


The markets were a place for peace, where they could all trade without fear. For the most part.


On one side, Vagaris guards lounged between the booths, dressed in their bloodred uniforms with high black boots that gleamed like hungry eyes. On the other side, Havenwhile guards mingled, wearing dark brown cloaks and belts around their waists with dozens of pockets for spells. They were supposed to intervene if anyone illegally touched a human.


Bly had only seen it happen once: a woman bumped into a vampire, who turned around and tore into her neck before she could even scream. The Havenwhile guards were on the vampire a second later, subduing him with spells and dragging him off toward their city. That was their punishment—the other side could take you. The vampire had screamed the whole way, and the sound might have haunted Bly except that the woman he’d bitten was already dead on the ground. That was the thing that haunted her. A life gone for a bumped shoulder.


Bly reached the witches’ section that sold goods they didn’t trust humans to handle. Bly hated this area and the blue eyes that matched the ribbon she wore on her wrist; their eyes reminded her of poison and the tint to Elise’s lips that day.


Her heart stuttered, but she gritted her teeth as she approached the witches’ blood booth. Aside from the people who worshipped vampires and witches in hopes of one day being like them, almost everyone had a side they detested more than the other. Vampires were brutal and bloodthirsty, but at least they’d wound you straight to your face. They were like mountain lions, incapable of hiding their true nature. It was visible in the flash of their fangs when they smiled. But witches hid behind their spells. Pretending not to be bloodthirsty while lying in wait was worse. Bly had fallen for it once, but now she knew better. The greater evil was the one that smiled without the warning of fangs.


But she’d already sold blood to the vampires today.


The witches’ booth grew out of the ground, a thick bush with branches that wove together in an unnatural checkered pattern, creating the semblance of a tabletop. It was the work of spells, of course. Nothing grew here naturally. A young man leaned against the top, plucking a green leaf that grew back as fast as he could pull it. His dark brows furrowed in anger as it sprouted once more, and his expression didn’t change as he looked up at Bly. His eyes, the same lake blue of every witch, trailed from her mud-caked shoes to the deep purple circles under her dark green eyes. She knew she looked painfully human.


“Don’t waste my time,” he said as he went back to his leaf.


“I want to sell some blood.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


He sighed and straightened, waving her forward with two fingers.


As soon as she closed the gap between them, he grabbed her hand and jerked her forward so roughly that the stray branches from the table scratched her through her skirts. She bit her lip as he yanked her sleeve up to her forearm, revealing a blue line on her wrist. When a human gave blood, they marked their arm with a spell, and it would fade as soon as it was safe for them to give more. They needed blood, but they also needed humans to still be alive to sell it.


The witch’s lip curled into a slight sneer as he stared down at her. “You think I can’t spot someone who’s already been bled out from a mile away? Take your desperation somewhere else.”


He let go of her so quickly that she almost fell as she stumbled back.


She wanted to challenge him, force him to come out from behind the booth so she could draw some of his blood, but he was back to the leaf, which was more of an inconvenience than her. He could cast her aside much more easily. Her face heated. A few people gave her sad looks, and she wondered what they thought. Her parents had better jobs than most. They weren’t starving, so why was their child selling so much blood? They’d all be guessing the same thing.


More blood than usual got sold this close to the Games.


She smoothed out her skirt like that would distract people and headed toward the vampires. If she were lucky, Osmond wouldn’t be working anymore. Usually she wanted him to be the one to take her blood—she liked him, for a vampire—but he wouldn’t let her give more blood than legal. The other vampire who sometimes ran the booth was a different story. Rumor had it that Victor would take as much as you’d let him and dump your body on the edge of town if things went poorly. More than one starving person had gone that route.


The vampires’ booths were made of stone pillars topped with cold steel that glistened in the rare peeks of sun. Victor lay stretched out on top of the booth, arms tucked behind his head, bathing in the light. Only well-fed vampires could stand the sun. Their bodies didn’t work like those of humans or witches. Their hearts didn’t even beat—something the witches claimed was a sign they were abominations. All it really meant, though, was that magic kept them alive. But that magic grew weak if it wasn’t fed, and their bodies would start to fail. Victor clearly ate and ate well. The thought turned Bly’s already rolling stomach. Even a year later, she hadn’t gotten used to selling blood.


Victor didn’t open his eyes as she stopped in front of him. Her insides pinched again, but she needed the money, and it was this or the woods.


She cleared her throat, and he turned his head, opening one dark gray eye slowly.


He barely glanced at her before closing it and turning his face to the sun. “You’ll die.” His voice was bored.


“You didn’t even check for a mark.”


“Don’t need to.”


“Please.” She let her desperation leak into her voice.


He sighed and sat up, spinning around so his legs dangled off the edge of the table. “Me and my bleeding heart.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s see.” He waved for her arm.


She gave it to him, and his cold hands pulled up her sleeve. One of his fingers covered her mark. “Look at that. My mistake.” His smile morphed into a grin, and the excitement in it scared her. He loved this—taking too much blood and gambling a life that wasn’t his.


She supposed she should be grateful, but a little bit of hate crept in too. He didn’t care why she needed the money badly enough to risk her life. He only cared about his momentary thrill.


He hopped down and waved her around to the wooden stool. She stuck her arm out on the table and rolled her sleeves up, revealing the soft, bruised flesh in the crease of her elbow. This was going to hurt, whether he was gentle or not. Victor grabbed an empty bag and tube and leaned over her with a needle. His eyes lit up at the state of her arm, and he plunged the needle in without warning. He bit his lip at the little gasp she couldn’t keep in, and then he yanked the needle out again.


Blood leaked down her arm.


“Sorry. I missed.” His pupils had turned a solid black like all vampire eyes did when bloodlust filled them.


Tears stung as she turned her head to the side. He didn’t miss. He just wanted to stab her again, but she couldn’t do anything about that but try and deny him the pleasure of another reaction.


She closed her eyes and waited.


“You’re not supposed to be here.” The voice was worse than a needle prick.


She opened her eyes as Osmond yanked the needle out of Victor’s hand. Osmond was short and burly and loved to wear bright yellow shirts that sometimes got spotted with red from his work, but still somehow looked pretty against his warm brown skin. He always smiled with his mouth closed, so you didn’t have to look at his fangs when you felt the pinch of the needle, and Bly always wondered if he was attempting to hide his true nature or just trying to be kind.


But she didn’t need kindness right now.


“Didn’t you check her mark? I maxed her out earlier.” Osmond threw the used needle onto the ground.


“Oops.” Victor shrugged.


“I need this,” Bly said.


Osmond gave her a sad look. “There’s nothing you need enough to die for.”


Not true. Not true for a lot of people: there was plenty in the world to die for.


Some of those reasons were horribly pointless.


But it could be a worthy death if it meant correcting your mistakes.


“Please…,” Bly started.


“No.” Osmond’s voice was harsh, his eyes hard. Whatever niceness he showed the people who bled here, it only went so far. It was probably an act.


He was still a vampire, and he lived by their rules. They only broke them to hurt, never to help.


Bly stood up, knees shaking so badly that she knew she would have passed out and Victor would have dropped her body in the frozen mud behind the town. She’d probably have died, depending on how much blood he’d continued to take after she was unconscious. Emerson would’ve mourned her. Even though they weren’t as close as they once were, he’d still have taken a moment to remember her. Maybe he’d have even felt guilty about the distance between them.


But she wasn’t dying today. At least not here.


She checked the sun in the sky. It wasn’t even noon. She still had time to travel deep into the woods and get back before dark.


She had to if she wanted any hope of winning back her sister’s life in the Revenant Games.
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THE GAMES STARTED SOON AND Bly wasn’t ready. She felt comfortable enough with a blade in her hand—Emerson had given her one after Elise died, and even though he’d never taught her to use it, she’d practiced holding it and running through the moves she made up. But one blade wasn’t enough. She’d also spent more than a year studying spells but knowing how to use them would mean nothing if she didn’t have enough of them. And a heavier winter coat could mean the difference between freezing in the forest and winning. Plus, she needed time to get stronger, too, but that wasn’t an option. She couldn’t live through another year of her parents looking at her and wishing she were someone else. Another year of Emerson being cold and distant. She worried that she’d run out of hope if she kept waiting.


Her steps quickened as she wove back through the village toward the woods. Mud splattered the hem of her skirt, but she didn’t care.


The Revenant Games only happened once a year, and this year had to be it for Bly.


The Games were another part of their world meant to keep peace because the original truce wasn’t enough. The story was that with the human population almost extinct, it didn’t take long for vampires and witches to try each other’s blood. The vampires quickly discovered that witch blood was a delicacy and increased their powers tenfold; meanwhile, the witches found that vampire blood could be used to concoct more powerful spells, including one for immortality—the one thing the vampires possessed that the witches were jealous of. Chaos descended again, and with the vampires and witches killing each other, the humans revolted and almost won.


Bly smiled anytime she thought of that part. They’d been so close to winning, to proving humans were just as strong. She wished she could have seen it, but that had happened so long ago that the tired faces of everyone she passed in the village held no memories of it. The power they’d almost taken had become a cruel myth.


The threat of human victory had been enough for the vampires and witches to unite once more. Stricter rules were put in place, and they weren’t even allowed to sell their own blood to each other—too much access made their bloodlust turn frenzied, but they also needed an outlet for their cravings, so they devised the Games.


For two weeks at the start of winter, the Games were held. Humans who wanted to play would pick a side: while both sides promised wealth, the witches would also raise one person from the dead for whoever brought them the highest-ranking vampire, and the vampires offered immortality to whoever brought them the most powerful witch.


They called it the Revenant Games—the witches brought someone back to life and the vampires saved a human from a life that was as good as death.


Plenty of humans grew up dreaming of playing the Games. And then others, like Bly, had nightmares they needed to undo.


Vampires and witches couldn’t participate themselves. After all, witches couldn’t be turned into vampires and resurrection spells only worked on humans. Some people said that was a gift to humans from the magic because it’d given the witches and vampires so much already. But it wasn’t like humans could create the spell.


A gift held in greedy hands is nothing but a curse.


Bly felt the full weight of that curse. For a second, she stopped her march to the forest. A cold breeze nipped at her ankles as she breathed deep, trying to quiet a familiar rage. The worst part about this whole thing was that she needed a witch to get Elise back. She needed the help of the very people who’d stolen her.


Because even though they couldn’t win the prizes, vampires and witches still loved to play within the loopholes. Days before the Games would start, the vampires and witches would open their cities to humans under the guise of luring them to play for their side. But along with the lavish parties and feasts they’d throw for the humans, they also held trials for humans to prove their prowess. From those trials, any vampire or witch could choose a human to sponsor—which Bly knew was truly the key to winning. She’d need someone powerful on her side if she had any chance of coming out on top, because sponsors would do just about anything to help their humans since that also meant they’d win their own prize: an endless supply of blood for a year.


And even if a human didn’t want to play for the vampires or the witches specifically, they could still participate in the Games as bounty hunters. Both sides would pay a reward to anyone who could take out players from the opposing side.


For vampires and witches, it was the only way to get the blood they craved most—and it also gave them a way to hurt each other without starting a bloody war that would leave humans with the upper hand again. Plus, it fixed the pesky problem of humans rebelling against them for better lives. Revolutions were hard to plan when most people were focused on winning the Games. After all, it was easier to lift just yourself out of poverty than try to change the entire world.


But for Bly, the Games just meant hugging her sister again.


If her sister would hug her at all after what Bly had done.


So by the time Bly reached the edge of the forest again, she’d pushed aside her fear and called on her guilt to draw her in, not keep her out.


She walked, tugging her scarf tighter around her neck as the forest grew denser. Eventually she stopped. It looked like the same spot where Elise had begged her to turn around one more time. Too late for that now.


The cold suddenly became too much. Bly’s breath puffed in short white clouds, making her panic visible. But what was the point of panicking at a memory? It wasn’t practical. What was done was done. It made more sense to be fearless, to forget the past and focus on what she had to do. But cruel memories clung harder than good ones. Only a little more than a year later and already Bly struggled to hold on to some of the little ones, like the exact shade of her sister’s brown eyes—were they a darker muddy brown or more like a tanned deer hide? Why was that so hard to remember when her death haunted Bly’s every thought?


So standing there again, it was an easy choice: she headed toward the vampires.


It was a two-day journey—one and a half if you didn’t rest—to the walls of Vagaris, but it’d only take a few hours to reach the first of the berry bushes. And it’d be faster if she ran. She might not have been that great with a knife, but when Emerson and Elise had raced her around the edges of the village as kids, she’d always won. And in the past year, she’d honed the skill further while foraging, tearing through the woods and darting around trees with a speed she liked to imagine rivaled a vampire’s. She knew, of course, that a vampire would be faster, that she didn’t actually stand a chance if they spotted her, but something about being fast enough to feel a breeze against her cheeks made her feel safer.


Her only regret was the full skirts she wore today instead of breeches, which were easier to run in, but skirts were better for hidden pockets of spells. Breeches required a belt with pouches, and flaunting your collection so obviously was just asking to be robbed, so she’d taken to skirts lately. Her parents thought she was trying to look prettier—her mother had even mentioned how she was pleased to see her trying to attract a husband. In reality, her skirt just made her deadlier. Nobody could see the spells she carried: three acorns for strength, two blue jay feathers for speed, sharpened birch twigs for binding, a lump of coal for warmth, a satchel of herbs for energy, and a few dead fireflies that would light the night around her in a pinch. Hopefully she wouldn’t use any of those today, though—she needed them for the Games.


Bly tried to make her mind as numb as her toes as she sped through the trees. The past was her motivation, but she also couldn’t let it distract her from the task at hand. It sometimes felt impossible to balance those two things.


She slowed, dropping her skirts back around her ankles, when she reached a small stream. The frozen mud around the edges cracked like glass as she approached it. On this side, there was nothing but the same picked-over forest, but on the other, bushes hugged the edge of the water, crawling up the sides of trees, consuming the already dense growth. It wasn’t like the water was some type of boundary the vampires wouldn’t pass, but they didn’t really need to bother.


Anyone willing to come this far was probably going to keep going.


And all the bushes nearest to the water had been stripped of berries already.


Bly took a deep breath and jumped to a clear section on the other side. Her boots slipped on the ice, and she teetered backward as her hand shot out on instinct, gripping a thorny branch. She hissed but held on long enough to balance herself before letting go and pulling off her ragged glove, glancing down at the wells of blood across her palm. At least she didn’t fall in the stream. Walking back wet in the near freezing cold could be a death sentence.


But so could fresh blood. Vampires had a heightened sense of smell.


Kneeling, she plunged her hand into the icy stream before taking it out. It stopped the bleeding, but blood stained her glove. She hung it on the branch that had bit her and moved away, wrapping her hand in the tail ends of her scarf to muffle any lingering smell. It’d have to be enough. There just wasn’t time to go home and come back another day.


The bushes were somehow both wild and tamed. The branches reached chaotically in all directions, attempting to draw more blood, but clear paths also wound in all directions.


Everything about it seemed like a trap: a place you could easily get lost. A place you could easily bleed.


Fear pulsed in her chest, the faint sting of her hand reminding her that she already had one mark against her. With any luck, there wouldn’t be hunting parties out today, not when the vampires opened the gates of their city tomorrow to hold a trial for people seeking a sponsor for the Games, but she needed to hurry regardless.


She crept deeper into the brambles until she finally caught the first glimmer of red and stepped into a small clearing of grass surrounded by deep green branches laden with berries that hung like drops of blood. Rumor said that the vampires watered the fruit with their own blood, and that’s what kept the plants growing through any weather. People even thought the berries had healing properties because of it, but Bly didn’t believe that. Her mother didn’t use them. But truth didn’t matter—all Bly cared about was what people would pay for them.


She removed her remaining glove before grabbing the pouch she carried at her waist. Holding it in the hand still wrapped in her scarf, she started gathering as quickly as she could. The soft skins of the berries burst easily, and it wasn’t long before her fingers turned red from the juices, but so many grew in this clearing that a few damaged ones didn’t matter.


This would be easy. She wouldn’t have to travel deeper.


It was just like her world for one positive thought to curse her.


“Caught you.” The cold air of the vampire’s breath hit the sliver of bare skin at the back of her neck.


Bly spun, her bag slipping from her fingers as she scrambled back, but thorns pressed into her, each pinch reminding her that she had nowhere to go.


That’s why there were so many berries here. Seasoned foragers would know better than to enter somewhere with only one exit.


And that exit was blocked by a startling array of vampires.


The five of them filled the clearing, shining like sharply cut jewels in richly colored velvets and extravagantly patterned brocades. It almost hurt to look at them, like stepping out of the dark and into the sun. Despite the fact that vampires never got cold, they all wore capes with plush collars hugging their chins.


Bly focused on the one right in front of her. He had a square jaw and thin, smirking lips. His red hair was one shade lighter than the berry juice stains on Bly’s fingers.


He tapped the glove she’d abandoned earlier in his leather-clad hands. “I bet you thought that was smart. Leave a bit of blood to send us off course.” He lifted her glove to his nose and sniffed. “Just made me hungrier. And angrier. I don’t like wasting my time—no matter how much of it I have.”


He stepped closer. Bly’s heart ricocheted against her ribs. His gaze dropped to the movement of her chest, and his eyes seemed to warm at her discomfort. “She looks like a rabbit,” he said over his shoulder.


Some of the other vampires laughed: a short girl with white-blond hair and two twin boys with black hair pulled into matching ponytails. The only one who didn’t laugh was the most extravagantly dressed of the lot. He looked like he might be the brother of the vampire holding her glove. His hair was red too, but more coppery, like it had been faded in the sun, and his features were sharper except for the round pout of his mouth. He wore black leather boots that went to his thighs, green velvet pants, and a silky pink shirt that opened to reveal a scarf embroidered with wildflowers. Over all of it was golden cape that brought out the threads of blond in his hair. Bly couldn’t imagine putting on such an impractical outfit—even if she were a vampire—and she was someone who admired pretty things. Or rather, she used too. This vampire wasn’t even looking at her, though. He eyed a circle of vultures above—his pretty mouth curved downward.


“Did you hear me, Kerrigan?” the vampire in front of her snapped. “We caught a rabbit.”


The pretty one, Kerrigan, glanced down, his stare settling on the other vampire. “Funny, Donovan, I thought you preferred drinking from humans.”


Donovan, the one in front of Bly, scowled, but Kerrigan went back to admiring the sky above them. He hadn’t even acknowledged Bly.


Her attention darted back to Donovan when he bent down and grabbed the bag of berries at her feet. He wrinkled his nose as he held them up. She couldn’t stop herself from reaching for them, but he tossed them over his shoulder, and they landed at the feet of Kerrigan, who still stood back at the entrance to the clearing. The others had stepped closer.


Donovan grabbed her still-reaching hand. She tensed but didn’t pull away. This was the price—allow them to drink her blood. She agreed to it the moment she stepped into the woods. But her blood was weak in her veins. Osmond had been right. If she let them drink from her, she might never wake up. And with five of them, the odds seemed high that they wouldn’t be satisfied with the little blood she had left to give. And then who would save her sister?
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