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Nemophilist
Noun. One who is fond of forests or forest scenery; a haunter of woods.




Chapter X
Let’s Recap
After the events in the gem-studded cavern basked in dawn’s light, Sestilia’s castle was a mess of chaos. It was over a dozen incapacitated guests, now free of hex, that Windley carried me in search of a healer to aid my wounds. On the way, he alerted Rafe and Beau, and though I tried to speak against them leaving the safety of their chambers, both followed us, Beau commanding her remaining cavalry to secure Albie’s body and to help search the grounds for Charm and Pip—a particularly evasive enemy, for they could change appearance at will and were not holding back on pulsing their power. I felt Windley stiffen several times as he carried me, peering over his shoulder.
He waited, though, waited until I was safely tended to in the castle’s healing chambers, in a bed not far from where Sestilia’s stewards had set her.
She was alive but weak, as I was weak after releasing Exitium. She would heal, and I would come to see her in a new light. Crazy or not, she did have merit, as I had told the echoes so many days ago. Even the darkest of souls are capable of merit.
“I need to go after them, love.” Windley’s voice was as soft as can be. “I have to while they’re still near. I need to help Ed.”
I knew that, yet I couldn’t say so without breaking.
“I will be back before you wake, I swear it,” he said, forehead to mine.
Be careful, Wind.
I didn’t voice it, but he knew my expressions well enough.
“I’m always careful.” He couldn’t even bring himself to grin. He lowered his mouth to my ear in the gentlest way. “I will help you through this as you’ve helped me. Whatever it takes.” Then he kissed my forehead longer and harder than he ever had before, fueling me with his intentions, as if he could leave a protective film over me to keep me from the dangers waiting out in the world.
And then he slipped away, leaving Beau at my side. Beautiful, regal, freckled Beau. “Oh Merrin. I am so sorry.” She wiped the hair from my forehead in a motherly manner. “Sir Albie loved you so very, very much. I can’t imagine the ache of your heart.”
Rafe was there too, with his sword drenched in fire and his hair tipped in silver. He didn’t have the words to say, but he somberly placed a hand atop my head and left it there, standing statuesque, as Beau cried for me and for us and for the great loss our queendoms had suffered.
Albie was dear to many.
Inside my pocket was a hidden token I had stolen from his body. Proof, maybe, that I was not who I believed myself to be and that my ties to Albie ran deeper than I ever knew.
I only liked poetry because Albie had read it to me in his grizzled voice, so many nights when I was afraid to sleep.
But… whose poetry had he been reading all those times?
Through all this, Vita was trying to comfort me, but I pushed her away, too weak to let in the warmth she was trying to share with me. I knew that it was for the best. I knew Albie would have wanted it. I knew that it was senseless for both of us to fall. I knew that I needed to fulfill the promises made and deliver the destroyer to the end of days so that this story could have a happy ending. But it didn’t seem right to feel at peace knowing I would never again see my knight.
My faith was not broken, but it was wounded.
I was not the only one.
Edius was distraught over what he had done, racing to atone, as if defeating Charm and Pip could undo what had happened.
He was both hero and villain, as so many of us were in this tangled web plaited from the crossings of our stories, driven to pick the lesser of evils, forced to reckon with our choices and our faith over and over again. And Edius? He was fighting for something so precious, so rare, so innocent.
Gwen. I’m sure you’d like to hear all about Gwen.
I now had both halves of the Nemophile’s Crown, and I had agreed to expel the destroyer to the end of days. I didn’t know what that entailed, but whatever it was, there was no going back. Without the echoes to dull Vita’s voice, I was the Nemophilist—once and for all, a haunter of the wood. Charm and Pip were one force to deal with, but our greatest trial was yet to come, at the farthest edge of the world, where lay a cave that had birthed the first of Windley’s ancestors.
The Drakaina.




Chapter 1
Eddy
This story would be better if it were told by Gwen. Lovely, fluttery, magical Gwen. But as always, I’m the best you’re going to get.
Hello, captive ones. It’s good to see your faces after all this time. Such nice faces they are. I hope I don’t cause them too much strife during the tail end of our story.
What? It seems we’ve too much to cover for one sitting?
It does, doesn’t it.
We’ll do our best.
My heart had never been heavier.
And velvet curtains had never been heavier. Those were what separated me from the hope of day in these royal medical chambers I now found myself in.
Windley had come back before I awoke, as promised, allowing Beau and Rafe a reprieve from my bedside. But he was worn himself, seated in a chair, sleeping his head on the side of the cot. He and Edius had had no luck in locating Pip and Charm, for the rogues had blasted their power all through the grounds like a cloud to block their location. It was anyone’s guess whether they remained in the castle or even the city.
It was the second day, and I was healing. Physically anyway.
Spiritually, there were wounds too deep to acknowledge, too painful to examine, too fresh to touch.
At least Sestilia had gotten her wish—bed confinement for her and me both. Not that she knew so, for her vitality was low and she was slumbering deep while Captain Delagos took control of the castle. The Cove’s queen-in-waiting, it seemed, had run away some time ago.
And then there was Edius. Edius, who had claimed the life of my dearest knight. Edius, who had yet to come see me. Edius, who was, as Windley reported, back at the tavern with the paper doors and bright umbrellas wallowing in his failures, drunk and surrounded by townsfolk eager to lie with a Spirite.
Have I forgotten anyone?
Oh yes. The goddesses. Both now tied to my soul, both whispering in the far reaches, both trying to get my attention.
“I know your heart aches, little royal, but you must mend the Crown of the Wood. It is not safe for the destroyer to move in you freely.”
I pushed Vita away, as I had repeatedly over the last days—her love and her warmth. I didn’t want it. And I didn’t want to do anything Nemophile-related. I wanted to forget all that had transpired in the spider queen’s chambers.
“Merrin?” That was Windley, rubbing his face at the end of the bed. “Shit, sorry. You’re supposed to be the one sleeping.” He scooted his chair closer, gaze filled with shared emotion. “Oh love… I can’t stand it, that look in your eyes.” He pressed his finger to my temple. “Can I?”
Dull me, he meant.
Whatever my answer would have been, I drifted away at his touch.
It was dark in the room when I awoke. Windley was gone, replaced by Rafe sitting at my bedside, the ends of his wavy hair tipped in silver, a flame-like glow trailing from his belt. When he saw me alert, a jolt of energy hit him:
“Your Majesty! Er—” His voice fell to its usual quality as he looked away from me. “Do you need anything?”
My throat was dusty: “Your release papers.”
He frowned. “What?”
“I wish to transfer you to the Queendom of the Clearing, and I wish to do it now. Get me your release papers, Rafe, so that I may sign them.”
“That can wait, Your Majesty… Your Majesty?!”
Poor Rafe, the least adept at receiving emotion, and yet he was my victim of choice, perhaps because I knew it would not affect him the way it would the others.
I was clinging to him, you see. Shaking and wetting his shirt.
Awkward over it, he set his hand to my head and looked away and allowed me to release. Such a calming presence. Like a lighthouse on the sea or a stalwart tree stuck deep in the ground, unchanging against even the mightiest winds.
And then, after some time had passed:
“A knight’s greatest honor is to die for his queen.” His voice was mild. “He said that, you know, to every new recruit.”
A very Albie thing to say.
Rafe’s shirt bore the brunt of my tears until my body could no longer stand the pain of bending.
…
The next time my eyes opened, they opened to something strange. Through the dim of the room, I could make out a man standing at the edge of Sestilia’s bed. A striking man with broad shoulders and maiden-length hair.
Edius. He had finally come.
It was the creak that had awoken me. The creak of his hand pressing into the mattress as he lowered his mouth to the sleeping queen’s forehead.
“Edius! Are you marking Sestilia!?”
But at my voice, he froze and looked behind him, to where two of Sestilia’s guards and one of Beau’s lay incapacitated. I shuffled into a sitting position.
“You’re… not Edius.”
The Edius figure straightened.
“Pip?” I ventured. “Is that you?”
The imposter took a step backward, toward the door, leaving Edius’s sharp eyes on me. I held them steady while forming a fist beneath the blankets to will the tree in the corner’s branches to sharpen. But the imposter turned and fled before I could put them to use.
“Windley! Rafe!”
It was Windley who answered my call, running in from an adjacent room. “Merrin?! What’s wrong? I stepped out to relieve mys—” His eyes fell to the downed guards. “DAMN IT! Who was it?!”
“I’m pretty sure it was Pip! He just ran through that door, disguised as Edius!”
“ARGH! I’ve had it with these games! It’s impossible to feel them in all this haze!” He looked from me to the door, deciding whether or not he should leave me without conscious guard. I willed one of the tree’s sharpest branches to spear the air. A show of my strength.
It worked.
“I’ll be back,” he said with a firm nod.
And then he was gone, chasing after a chameleon, and I was left to guard Sestilia’s body, wondering why on earth Pip had risked coming here to mark her.
I listened, wishing I had Windley’s hearing, for sounds of distress in the hall. Pip was considerably less dangerous now that his spidery wraith had been destroyed, but we didn’t know what other hexes he still held, what other stolen powers he could command.
Eventually, two more of the court’s guards raced into the room, sent by Windley, and began tending to their fallen comrades and sleeping queen. Meanwhile, I stole glances beneath my bandages at the unsightly wound in my chest. A living person should not have such a wound, should not have lost so much blood.
“Do not waste this gift given unto you by the elder knight—”
I tuned Vita out until Windley returned, out of breath. “Lost him.” He rushed to my side. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
I shook my head and recounted what I had seen.
“The fruitcake?” He eyed behind himself as if Sestilia might come leaping at him in her sleep. “Why?”
A question neither of us could answer.
“Argh! This is so frustrating! Why are they hanging around here? What’s their goal? Blasting off their power at all hours of the night. Their ripples are clashing against each other like angry waves. And it doesn’t help that fucking Edmond refuses to come here and help stand guard. I mean, I get his guilt, but you’d think he’d want to make up for it rather than… whatever he’s doing. The inn has a line out the fucking door!”
“Send for him,” I said, soft. “Tell him I wish to speak with him.”
“Merr… are you sure that’s—”
“Send for him.”
“Of course, my queen. But I doubt he’ll come.”
“Tell him I’m ready to deal his punishment.”
“Punishment?” Windley thought about it. “Yeah, that might work. I’ll give it a shot.” He was quiet, searching through hundreds of words for the right one. “Rafe said you woke before, while I was out. I hope you know my desire is to stay by your side. Things are chaotic right now, and I’m the only one that can feel their power—”
“I know,” I said. “It’s fine.”
He was looking at me as though he could absorb my hurt with his stare. “Let me know, love… when you’re ready.” He took my fingers and kissed each one. “I’m here, okay? I’m right here. So let me know when you’re ready to heal.”
I wasn’t ready.
“I’ll get you help so that your efforts aren’t split,” I told him. “Send for Edius and I will convince him.”
It was with absolute sadness that Windley left me in the care of the other guards. Strangers. It was easier with strangers. Strangers didn’t look at me that way.
“Queen Merrin?” One of them approached to offer me a concoction. The same they had been giving to Sestilia to keep her sleeping and healing.
I declined it. I wrapped myself in pain and hurt, and then I drifted into sleep, dreamless and dark.
…
“Merr?”
Windley’s whisper called me from the reaches. A world where I forgot what had happened. A world where Albie still existed or never had.
“Windley.” The image of him filled my line of sight as I whirred his name. He looked tired, his hair dismal gray. “Any news?”
“None,” he said. “The ripples have gone still. But let me worry about all that. How does your chest feel? The medic says you’re healing okay.”
It hurt.
“I feel fine.”
He knew I was lying. “Queen Beau has been with you all day. She said you’ve been tossing.”
“Did they say when I can get out of bed?” I diverted.
He put a hand to my forehead. “A lot of your vitality is going into sealing that wound.” He hovered his opposite hand over the bandages on my chest. “Couple of days yet, I’d expect.”
I put my hand over his. “And how do you feel, Wind?” It was a sticky question, and one I only now felt strong enough to ask. “I know you’re grieving too. The thing that happened… it’s hard on all of us. So… how are you?”
“Oh darling.” He set his forehead to mine. “Don’t worry about me.” He stayed that way a good while.
It was hard, guys. It was oh so hard to open my eyes each time, knowing I would open them into a world where my dearest knight no longer breathed. But each time I opened them, it was as though I was collecting little pieces of my fractured heart. Tiny fragments had been scattered, and I was slowly reforming them enough to become a person again. I wasn’t the only one fractured. Windley, Beau, Rafe—all of them tied to Albie. All held him in their hearts. But there was one among us fractured for another reason altogether.
“There’s something else,” Windley said with his forehead yet to mine. “He came. Edius. He’s out in the hall. Are you sure you want to see him?”
“I’m sure.”
Windley hesitated. “I know that heart of yours, Merr. Don’t… feel like you have to forgive him right away. I know he only did it to protect you, but you still have a right to feel whatever way you feel, and if you need to hold contempt, do it. Be selfish, queenie, if only this once. Whatever it takes to heal the wounds that gauze can’t help, okay?”
He kissed me sweetly before sending the other guards out of the room and allowing Edius entrance.
Poor, broken Edius.
The thewy Spirite looked even worse than Windley, ragged, bagged, and he would not meet my eyes as he shambled into the room. And then there was—
“Edius! Your hair! It’s… green?”
“Huh?” A lackluster word passed his lips as he connected eyes with mine for a fleeting second. “Oh yeah.”
Because he was making no efforts to maintain it.
Yes, I could feel it. The ache of his heart, harsher than Windley’s or Rafe’s or Beau’s. That shell of a heart that lay dormant was throbbing deep within. Regret. Shame. Guilt over what he had done to Albie. Sorrow over Gwen slipping out of his fingers yet again.
Edius was wounded. As I was wounded. As we were all wounded.
As Windley fell into a visitor’s chair near Sestilia’s bed, Edius made his way over, eyes anywhere but on me, settling at the foot of the bed and taking the frame in his hands. There, he leaned forward and let out a sigh from the deepest parts of his body. “Sorry I didn’t come sooner. I was…”
“Bedding everyone in the queendom?” I said, quiet.
“Trying to draw Charm and Pip. They… didn’t take the bait,” he said.
Ah. So that’s what it was.
“Come here, Edius.”
His eyes found me, however brief. He squeezed the end of the bedframe before mustering the courage to approach. “How ya feelin’?” He eyed my bandages.
“I’m okay.”
“Sure you are.” He stalled. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about what I was gonna say to ya, but I got nothing. Keep thinking I coulda pushed your grandad knight away. Could’ve taken him down by force instead of… what I did.”
Yes, I had thought over all of those scenarios too.
“Had you done that, I would have perished,” I told him. “For I am only alive because I took Albie’s remaining life into myself.”
“Yeah… I know… but…” He was solemn. “I smelled hex in there. Thought it was stuck to me from dealing with those party guests. If I’d realized in time it was your knight, then maybe…”
Yes, I had thought over that scenario too.
I sat up, ignoring the pain of my chest, and shifted to the edge of the bed.
“Merrín!?” That was Edius, worried, shooting looks from me to Windley. “Shouldn’t you, ah, stay put?”
Contempt? Selfishness? Maybe those things would work to help me forget and rebuild, but there are other ways to heal.
Hearts are fickle, uncontrollable things. Sometimes the key to healing your own heart is to comfort the heart of another.
“Eddy.” I took his shoulder and pulled him to my trussed bosom that was hiding crimson stains. “It pains me to feel your heart this wounded. Please, divest it.”
First, he stiffened. Then, he melted into me like one setting down a heavy anchor. Edius was not the sort of person that had been held like this often in his life. I cradled his head to myself until his hands found the base of my back.
“Punish me,” he said low enough that Windley couldn’t hear. “You’re supposed to punish me.”
“To punish you would do nothing for my grief nor your guilt. I know that you did what you had to. I know you held no malice when you did it. Please, allow yourself peace. You did, after all, save my life.”
And I was surely enveloped in green light. Vita’s light, which I had pushed away the last days. I opened myself to it, allowed it to fill me, for the sake of sharing it with broken Edius. And as that light fed from me into him, he gripped me tighter. “I’m so sorry, darlin’.”
“I forgive you. And someday, I will thank you, though I’m not strong enough to do so yet.”
He held me and I held him, as together we breathed, as together we grieved until the light faded from around us and Edius’s heart was murmuring softly like a calmed sea.
Mine was feeling better too. Not mended, but the pieces were closer together than they had been before.
He pulled away from me, hand to the bed, keeping his face in line with mine. “Sorry I’ve been AWOL, darlin’. Didn’t know how to face you. Struggling to accept they got away. Worried about Gwen.”
I tucked the hair around his scarred ear. “Will you rejoin my guard, Edius? Windley needs you. I need you. Together we will find them. We will free Gwen and we will have vengeance for Albie. Together, okay? You are not in this alone.”
He nodded slowly and then faster and then he leaned forward and touched his lips to my cheek. “Yes… my queen.”
His first time calling me such.
As he said it, his heart did beat. It beat for me twice, and this time I didn’t even care. I let it slide as he pulled away from me, hair transitioning back to its normal color.
“Get cleaned up, yes? And then report to Windley. I will do what I can to heal quickly so that we can go after them.”
I waited for him to leave the room before collapsing onto the sheets. Exerting Vita’s power was a lot for someone with vitality as low as mine.
Windley sprang at the bed. “Lion queen!” He helped me resettle with disapproval on his mouth. “Geez. It’s always for the sake of others, Merr. What about you?”
“I meant what I told him. Making him suffer would do nothing to heal my grief. We needed him stable. To help you.”
“Speaking of your grief.” Windley gathered my hands. “Unburden it, Merrin. Let it fall on me. Use me.”
Not yet.
It was too sticky a thing to attempt.
And I hated the agony it was causing him that I couldn’t.
“Hold me, Windley.” I shifted over. “It will help me if you hold me.”
Something he could do. Something that would make him feel useful. Something that would warm the abyss I saw whenever I closed my eyes.
Contact can be a remedy all its own.
Windley obliged, setting aside his hatchets, removing his guards’ jacket, and slipping into the cot beside me.
It felt good. For the first time in days, it felt good and safe. I told him so and he pulled me closer, sharing his body’s warmth until I drifted into healing sleep.
I awoke to commotion.




Chapter 2
The Last Farewell
“You must stay still, Queen Sestilia!”
“Merrin! I want to see Merrin! Off me, Cardory!” A lovely little thing tackled me before Beau or Windley could run forward to stop her.
I put up a hand. “It’s okay, guys.”
The pair exchanged dodgy glances as Sestilia climbed into my bed.
“Merrin! They said you got hurt! Can I see?” She poked at my bandages. “Ooh, that’s a juicy one. Were you stabbed? What sort of blade? How deep? By whom?”
By whom? By someone I trusted the most. I buried the ache of it. “Long story,” I said. “What do you remember, Sestilia?”
“I had too much fun at my birthday, and I fell ill,” she said, hair dripping all around us. “My digestion is dreadfully weak, you see. The reason I struggle to gain weight.”
“Wait, you don’t remem—”
Windley cleared his throat loudly from behind her back, flashing an empty vial before promptly tucking it into his pocket. A memory elixir? Probably for the best.
“It was a grand party, Sestilia. And I must thank you. You were quite intoxicated, so you may not remember, but you saved me from a terrible fate. I shall forever be grateful to you for it.”
Her gemstone eyes shined. “You’re grateful to me?”
“That’s right.”
She wrapped her arms around my elbow. “Then you’ll take holiday in my court!”
“I cannot. I have things I must tend to, but I swear to you, just as I returned for your birthday, I shall visit you again.”
She seemed satisfied with that. Though now that she was awake and able to command her network of assassins, we were all at risk. I allowed her to stay in my bed that night, under the watchful protection of both Windley and Rafe, and vowed that I would walk of my own accord in the morning no matter how bad the ache of my wound.
…
…
“Are you sure about this, queenie?”
“Quite,” I assured. “It’s healed up enough that I can care for it myself. We’ve packed plenty of bandage and vera. I’ll be fine.”
It was under a gray sky that we stood in the castle courtyard, saying our goodbyes to Beau and Rafe—Edius, now sobered and with hair turned dark; Windley, fretful over my state; and I, ignoring the things that plagued me:
The opposing voices at the reaches of my ears… the throb of my chest wound… the pain of loss stowed in my heart…
We had determined it best to depart in the early hours while the spider queen absorbed her beauty rest, having sat through an awkward dinner the previous night rivaled only by our first dinner at the Cove. Pip and Charm’s ripples had started up again, west of the queendom this time and furious enough that it seemed they were trying to lure us. We would oblige, hoping to put an end to this tiresome chase once and for all. Only then would I allow in Vita’s voice. Only then would I merge the halves of the Nemophile’s Crown and make good on my promise to deliver the destroyer to the end of days.
“I wish I could go with you,” said pretty, freckled Beau, her face in my neck. “I know I’m not skilled in fighting, but I—”
“You’re doing me a great favor in watching after my queendom while I’m gone, Beau. Lekhana must be overwhelmed by now. And Saxon too. Here.” I slipped her an envelope marked with my emerald seal. “Get this to Mother Poppy. It’s a royal decree that she aid in your secret.” I pressed my hand to her belly where magical twins rested. “She will help you cover it. She will arrange for a meeting with a kin of the Crag to pose as father.”
That left only one thing.
“Rafe’s transfer papers,” I said. “Where are they?”
“Ah, yes! I nearly forgot.” Beau shuffled in her pack to retrieve a roll of parchment marked by her seal.
Only instead of summoning Rafe—
“Come, Windley. Kneel before me,” she ordered.
Windley slid his gaze to me on his way to bend knee for his true queen. For me, it aroused… rare feelings to see him genuflect for another, though he had done so plenty of times before. He was a demon in the skin of a varlet lowering himself into the shallow courtyard grass, offering even shallower tributes.
And then?
Magicians are not the only ones who may utter magic words.
“By order of the royal family of the Queendom of the Clearing, I, Queen Beau of the Clearing, hereby release you, Windley of the south, from all oath and fealty to the Queendom of the Clearing. On this day, may it be known that you will forevermore be recognized as a citizen, loyal subject, and royal guard to the Queendom of the Crag and its sovereign ruler, Queen Merrin of the Crag.” Beau smiled fondly and tapped Windley on the head with the roll of parchment. “Here you go, Windley. I’ve already sent for it to be filed. Give this copy to your new queen and treat her well.”
Windley was stiff for but a moment before he snatched the papers, tearing them open hungrily to read them over. After, he looked at the ground, hiding his face with his shadow before taking Beau’s delicate hand and bringing her namesake ring to his mouth. “Thank you, Your Highness. It’s been an honor.”
“An honor?” She laughed. “Have you grown manners through your travels, Windley?”
He looked at her devilishly before pinning his attention on me. He raced at me and scooped me up by the waist, careful not to press into my bandages as he spun me around, setting me down only to slip into another kneel, this time at my feet.
“You’ll never be rid of me now, my queen.”
Nor would I ever want to.
For a brief time, joy passed over the other feelings of my soul and for a moment I was happy, drinking up Windley’s glee over officially becoming mine, taking in his kneel for the first time in official capacity. He kissed my hand and then my mouth and lastly my forehead as he shoved the documents into my pocket.
The Crag’s newest knight.
Knight.
Knight.
I pushed it away and smiled dearly to my friend. “Thank you, Beau. But what about Rafe’s?”
“Ah yes. Well…”
Rafe stepped forward. “Not yet, Your Majesty. Not until after we return.”
I looked between the pair of them. “From where?”
“Rafe’s going with you,” said Beau. “You’ll need all the help you can get, and if I cannot go with you, at least let me send my heart.” Rafe grimaced and looked to the side over the tenderness of it all in front of Windley and Edius, who were smirking to one another.
“But Beau! You need protection too! And if something were to happen to Rafe, I would never forgive myself!”
“It was our decision,” she said. “Both of us. For now, Rafe remains loyal to you and your queendom, and it will stay that way until you all safely return home. Only then will I accept him into my court.”
You know, for all the shininess of my soul, for all that conviction and empathy and compassion that the Spirites craved in me, I really don’t think it was of my own doing. Born in me, maybe, but the nurturing of it all, that was thanks to the efforts of others. I am lucky, for I am loved.
“Waaaah!” That was me, tackling the both of them, though Rafe quickly leapt out of my reaches, leaving Beau to take the heft of it.
“I knew chap couldn’t stay away,” said Windley. “Missed me, eh, angel boy?”
Rafe’s eyebrow tweaked. “Angel boy?”
Beau was giggling over it all and accepting my emotion. “Be safe, my dearest friend. I will be waiting.”
…
Windley’s hand was at my back as Rafe and Beau said final goodbyes and while Edius went to retrieve a certain naughty stag from the Cove’s stables.
“Queenie?” Windley said my endearment like a secret.
I set my head to his shoulder. “Wind?”
“I can feel how hard you’re clenching, you know.” I assumed he was talking about my spirit. “We could delay our departure a few hours… talk it out?”
I had grieved with Rafe and I had grieved with Edius, and yet I knew that to grieve with Windley would be something else. Something I couldn’t yet handle.
“I’m glad you’re officially mine, my gallant,” I deterred.
He sighed disappointment that I would not open up to him before covering with the tone he knew best: “If we were alone, I’d show you just how glad it makes me.”
I was fragile, my heart a shattered thing held together by weak glue. I would grieve with him, and it would be soon, but not today.
“Ugh! What’s with this thing?” Edius was trying his best to chaperone an unruly stag. “No amount of charm will make him listen! It’s like trying to beguile a goddess-damned squirrel!”
“A rantipole stag for a rantipole queen,” said Windley, drumming his fingers once along the base of my back before releasing me.
“Ruckus!” I ran to the beast and hugged his neck, glad that he would accompany us from here on out. “Have you been a good boy, Ruck? Of course you have. Though you look a bit fat. Have you been eating too much?” I poked his squishy side.
Animals were such a comfort. Their souls were quiet and honest, and they listened even when you had nothing to say. Ruckus accepted me as though no time had passed, as though he knew there was a reason I had left him, as though he had been waiting patiently for my return.
I was just leaning into him when I felt a hand on my waist.
“E-Edius?”
It wasn’t for show of affection, rather he slipped his hand into my pocket and retrieved Windley’s transfer papers, reading them over sharply before handing the parchment back to me.
“Ed?”
He said nothing but went to collect his belongings.
Yes, it was under a gray sky that a queen, two Spirites and a flame-wielding magician prepared to depart one final time.




Chapter 3
Sun Days
Charm’s bursts of power, and Pip’s too, were coming from a single location in the west, where the Cove’s domain bled into the Queendom of the Crater.
Oh? I suppose I’ve never listed them off before, though I’m sure I’ve mentioned most. All right then.
The northlands housed ten queendoms: Clearing, Crag, Cacti, Cove, Canyon, Crystalline, Cloudfall, Cottonwood, Crater, and Cavern. And the only person I knew of who had visited all ten…
I held my chest where two coral pendants now dangled together, their chains tangled in ways they shouldn’t be.
Albie… and my mother? Was I really a result of their hidden love? True, Albie was much older than my mother, though not… impossibly older.
I considered that Vita would know the answer. It was my divine-stained royal blood that allowed her to exist in me, after all. Surely, she would know if that blood was full or half.
But I wasn’t ready to begin conversing with her yet.
Windley was watching me with care, never taking one eye from me all the way through the country villages, his greatest desire that I would share with him the grief in my heart. But that wasn’t a bottle I could uncork just yet. Not with him, so I let him pine at me, pretending not to notice, focusing on the path ahead.
The Queendom of the Crater was a flat, piney place with dry, grassy stretches interspersed. It was in the center of one of these stretches that a great crater from ancient times housed the castle and court. We wouldn’t be going that far, though. The Spirite power was coming from the outskirts—where log-made cabins dotted the woodier parts of the land, sending thin trails of smoke that smelled of warmth and char off through the trees.
The smell of security.
“We aren’t that far off,” Windley said as the sun began to dip. “About an hour from the ripples, wouldn’t you say, Ed?”
Edius agreed.
“Then we shall continue through the night and ambush them in the dark,” I issued.
The Spirites were on board, eager to put an end to their nemeses. But there was one among us who had reason for pause.
“Wait,” said Rafe, amber eyes dull. “A word, Your Majesty?”
Unlike him to request one-on-one time with me. While the others tended to their stags borrowed from the Cove, Rafe led me out of earshot, looking as though he were battling internal demons the whole way.
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. We can’t do it tonight.”
“We can’t?” I said. “Why not?”
“It’s Sunday.”
It wasn’t Sunday. “No,” I corrected, “it’s Thursday. And why should it matter what day it is?”
Rafe sighed tiredly. “I mean it’s sun day.” He eyed the sky with clear malaise. “Remember back on the beach when Soleil… protected me?”
“You mean when she stole you and Windley away in my time of need? I remember.”
“Yeah well, she released Windley because he annoyed her, but once she saw what was going on with you and your shadows, she wasn’t going to let me go. I had to… make another deal with her to get her to agree.”
I felt my eyes narrow with trepidation. “What did she make you commit to?”
“I have to go be with her. Once a week, on the day of her choosing, she pulls me away when she leaves the sky.”
“She does? Well, whatever does she want with you?”
He scowled at the ground littered with pine needles. “Doesn’t matter.”
“Oh no, Rafe! We can’t have that. You know, Vita told me that Luna and Soleil shouldn’t even have those giant bodies to begin with. They’re meant to reside in the astral realm only. I wonder if we could free you once and for all if we demolished Soleil’s body the way we did Luna’s?”
“No.” He shook his head adamantly. “I can’t afford to have my bond with her severed. Then I’d be in the same situation I was with Luna, with the wraiths coming after me. I need Soleil’s protection for…”
The twins.
“I wonder if there’s anything I could offer her in your place,” I mused.
“NO, Your Majesty.” His tone was unnaturally harsh. “You have to stop. It isn’t your responsibility to heal the whole world, okay? This one’s mine. I’ve made peace with it.” His shoulders relaxed. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience. I would have said something earlier, but I’d rather those two didn’t know. If you really want to help, you can do so by covering for me.”
I looked him over to ensure he meant it.
“I understand,” I said. “Your secret is safe.”
I told the others that Rafe had concerns about these parts and would be off scouting all night. “We’ll rest here tonight and continue on in the morning,” I said.
“Sure.” Windley knew there was more to it but did not press me.
The floor of our campsite was soft with layers of dried needle and plush earth, our fire more eager than most, lit by Rafe’s magic blade and sustained by the crack and pop of dried pinecones and brush. These parts were rustic, the people here fond of nature and isolation.
And there was something else I knew of this region.
While Windley prepared a meal, I set off in search of thistle clusters native to the Queendom of the Crater. I had been gifted some once by envoys, and though they held no medicinal properties, they would be worth the dirtied knees and pricked fingers it took to collect them.
“There she is,” said Edius when I returned to the tent. “Your boyfriend was getting anxious.”
“Harder to see you out here, lion queen, without that enchanted glow. And what is it you’ve been doing? Scrounging around for truffles and grubs?”
I kissed his cheek and set one of the prickly clumps into his hand. “Make a wish.”
He frowned at the thistle in his palm. “What?”
“Make. A. Wish.”
He threw me eyes. “If I wish it does it mean I get to do it to you?”
“Whatever it is you want to do to me, you likely don’t need to waste a wish on it,” I told him.
Just what he wanted to hear. He smirked artfully.
“You too, Eddy.” I handed him a cluster. “Make a wish. Only one, and you can’t tell anyone. Got it?”
He rolled his eyes.
“Good, now throw them into the fire,” I said.
The Spirites looked between one another, humoring me, thinking me childish, playing along because they believed me grieving and unstable. That look wouldn’t last for long.
“H-holy shit!”
That was Edius.
“What the fuck?!”
And that was Windley.
As both leapt back from the fire which had doubled in size and was now glowing colors abnormal for a fire—pink and green and purple—as above the flames a miniature aurora formed like lights in the northern skies.
“What was in those things?!” said Windley.
“Pixie spice,” I said. “It has no use, really, other than to do this.” I beckoned to the painted fire.
“Heh.” Edius was grinning, and not just with his eyes.
“How long does it last?” said Windley.
“Mm, twenty minutes?”
He took me and pulled me to the ground with him, wrapping his arms around me from behind while admiring the display. The night sounds of the forest beckoned to us, familiar and yet different from the magical energy of the Scarlet and Emerald Woods. The fire cast warm gilt to break up the chill of autumn eve licking at our backs.
“Do you want to know what I wished for?” Windley asked after the colors began to die.
I had an inkling it involved words like ‘grief’ and ‘unburden.’
But I still wasn’t ready. Because Windley was different from the others. Because to grieve with him would mean the beginnings of recovery. And I wasn’t ready to face the pain it would take to get there.
“I know.” He squeezed me tighter though I had said nothing. “I’ll be waiting.”
That night, I turned in clinging to him harder than ever before, as he told me sweet things and offered me comfort through touch, as he tried to absorb my hurt with his body.
I would grieve with him. And it would be soon. And it would indeed begin a process of healing.
But not tonight.
…
…
I awoke to a throat clear to discover Rafe, returned from his escapades with the sun, standing at the entrance of the tent with arms folded stiffly. I turned to Windley, who had been cradling me in his sleep—
And found that it was no longer Windley.
“E-Edius! What the hell?!”
Edius stirred, flexing his arms around me once before: “Er, Merrín?” He blinked at me. “You, ah, come for a visit?”
Most certainly not! I scrambled away from him.
Rafe, meanwhile, was most certainly judging us. “Look, Your Majesty, I’ll keep quiet about this, but—”
“Windley!” I pushed Rafe aside. “Windley, come in here!”
Windley shoved Rafe to the other side on his way in. “Oh my goddess, if this is another spider—” He stopped and looked from guilty me to sleepy Edius to judgy Rafe. “Oh, were they cuddling again?”
Horror.
That’s what befell me.
“AGAIN?!” I blurted.
Windley’s mouth betrayed amusement. “It’s fine, Merr. I can’t tell you the number of times people have wandered into my bed back home. A lot of it is unconscious. Just your human self being drawn to his scent.”
Edius acted like it was nothing to be concerned over either. He stretched and reached for his shirt to return it over his tank top.
“It isn’t fine, Windley! It isn’t fine for me to love you and… cuddle him. That doesn’t make you upset!?”
He shrugged. “You only do it when I’m not around. And you always release him as soon as I return. If given the choice, my pheromones always entice you best. So long as he’s not marking you or running off with you, a little cuddling is harmless.”
“But…” I eyed Edius’s brawn.
It was no secret I found him attractive. No secret his heart wriggled in ways it shouldn’t. No secret I was a glutton.
“Humans leave our hearts lying open, remember?” I whispered.
Windley chewed at his cheek and folded his arms. “Still on that lust triangle bit, hm?”
And this, captive ones, is where the conversation devolved.
“Wait, what?” said Edius.
“She’s concerned over the prospect of a lust triangle.”
“Windley!”
“Why, because I want to fuck her?” said Ed.
“And because she wants to fuck you, I’d expect,” said Wind.
No. No, no, no, no. And in front of Rafe?!
“It’s okay, darlin’. Most humans want to fuck me.”
Windley sighed. “Well, if you’re worried, there are ways to satiate a lust triangle while maintaining your integrity. The three of us could—”
“No!”
“Or I could watch while you two—”
“NO.”
Those were not within my realm of comfort.
Edius sniggered over my resolve. “Also gonna have to pass,” he said, “for my own sake.” He rubbed his chest where his heart lay dormant.
Meanwhile, Rafe was letting out a flat, unenthused, FLAT, “Oh my goddess,” before leaving the tent.
“No, Rafe! Don’t think of me that way!” My hand reaching after him fizzled and died before taking Windley’s cuff to pull him aside. “It isn’t harmless, Wind. And I need you to acknowledge it. I understand that for your kind intimate touch is not necessarily an act of love, but for mine, Windley, intimate touch is a way to warm the heart. It isn’t safe for me to cuddle Edius or kiss him or hold him in any romantic way. And I need you to care if I do.”
“Wait, is that what you think? That I don’t care?” Windley looked in disbelief. “It isn’t a matter of me caring, Merrin. Of course I’d rather it be me, but…” He took my cheek. “Why wouldn’t I want you to be comforted even when I’m not there? I trust you. I know you’re mine.”
Oh.
That was quite sweet.
But I wasn’t budging on this one.
“Edius, does waking up with me in your arms further or diminish your instincts to feed off me?”
Edius slid his eye to mine in a way that was reluctant. “It makes ‘em worse,” he admitted.
“Does it further or diminish your instincts to steal me away?”
He sighed deep. “Makes ‘em worse.”
“Does it further or diminish your instincts to mark me?”
“It… makes them worse.”
There was disorder from the center of the tent.
For Windley had taken me in his arms from behind and was snarling with his sharp canines exposed. Ah. This is what I’d wanted.
“Windley,” I spoke softly. “I appreciate that you trust me. I adore that you want me taken care of even in your absence. But… it is because of our very natures that I must draw lines. Can you see them now?”
“Yes.” He said it darkly, territorially. “I won’t let him have you.”
“Er, darlin’? You might wanna be careful.”
Yes, I could feel it too—the predator in him was showing.
“Edius is a friend, and neither of us desires anything more, but as you’ve said, your kind are designed to tempt mine. The last thing I want is to fall to that temptation. My heart is unequivocally yours; I wish my body to be too. Edius and I will no longer share ground unless you’re with us, agreed?”
Windley’s grip was strong, his breathing tight. He held me, arms across my chest and stomach, keeping me to him as I waited for his instincts to ebb.
“S-sorry,” he said after slow passing time, easing his clutch.
I spun to hug him. “As I am sorry. I’m sorry I pushed you to that point, Wind. I did not know how else to elucidate it.”
“No.” He put a hand behind his neck. “You’re right. I’ve been treating you as I would a Spirite partner because I didn’t want you to feel like a human pet. But you’re neither. How am I supposed to claim you without claiming ownership of you?”
His strife over it was a bit endearing.
“I am your partner, Windley, but I am also human. Treat me as you always have, and I will help you navigate the parts that are new.”
The tent door flapped.
“Oh cripes, is this still going on?” said grumpy Rafe. “At least move it outside so that I can take down the tent. We have things to do.”
Rafe was right. We did have things to do. I had just started for the door, when—
“Wait!” Windley took my wrist and pulled me to him, kissing me solidly on the forehead before moving to my mouth. “I want to claim you so that everyone knows you’re mine but so that you know you’re free.”
I put a hand to his chest, smiling: “I want that too.”
Determination set over him. “I’ll figure out a way. Rafe! Oy, chap! Guy talk with meeee!”
“Oh goddess, what now?” griped Rafe.
I watched them fondly as I gathered our things, juggling grief, juggling anticipation for the battle ahead—
“Darlin’.” Edius’s hand was on my shoulder.
“Hm?” I lent him my curiosity.
“Keep in mind his nature too, yeah? He’ll conform for you, no question, but while he’s seen plenty of your world, you’ve seen hardly any of his. Careful you don’t go chaining him in your efforts to set boundaries. I can tell he’s worked hard to tame himself for you, but in our world, sex isn’t a thing reserved for love.”
I would soon find out how true a sentiment that was.




Chapter 4
Seriously, Ed?!
Sigh. Human-Spirite pairings. There’s a reason they aren’t common. I assure you that isn’t the end of it, but we have more important business to tend to, yes? Namely, revenge.
In earlier days of our journey, we might have been more tactical about it all. We might have made efforts to plan and plot, but our planning and plotting had never done us much good, so we opted for a new approach.
Barrel in and hope for the best.
Charm and Pip hadn’t let up their bursts of power—a signal for Windley and Edius to come find them. A trap, to be sure, but I had creation and destruction power in my veins, Rafe held the sun’s fire, and Edius and Windley were more than capable of physical combat. Indeed, as we approached the quaint cabin, Windley’s hatchets gleamed hungrily, having seen little action over the past few days.
In one hand, I’d mustered Vita’s breath. In the other, I’d drawn Exitium’s, which was different now without the host of echoes, lighter and wispier and cool in my palm, but it worked all the same. I had destroyed several bushes for practice on the way here, willing them to grow again with Vita’s power after blasting them with Exitium’s.
“Speak my name, Merrin, and your power will grow.”
No thanks. I was content with the watered-down version.
The cabin that was the source of their ripples was a lonely one, at the end of a long road connected to little else. A rundown place with branches desperately in need of trimming and grass grown tall and weedy.
Rafe valiantly moved to the front of the group, flame sword unsheathed. But Windley and Edius passed him up, forming a barrier between us humans and the cabin.
But really, out of any of us—
I moved ahead of them all, willing the power in each of my hands to grow. The circumstances were in our favor, for we were no longer in a nature-less cavern; we were in the wilds, where golems could be grown freely, where the pulse of life was strong, where I had limitless tools at my disposal.
They were fools to have called us to this place. I would have thought Charmagne had more sense.
Turns out, sense had nothing to do with it.
“Wait.” Edius stopped me before I could get too close. “Why not just destroy the place with them inside?”
I shook my head. “If they’ve been sending power blasts off for the past two days, then it’s likely they’ve got humans inside with them.”
“Amount of power they’re usin’, it’s likely any humans inside are…” Edius exchanged looks with Windley.
Depleted.
Yet I wouldn’t chance any more innocent lives on my hands.
“Wind, can you close off your heart? I’m going to see how many heartbeats I feel inside, and yours is distracting. Rafe, move over that way a second? Ed, yours is fine.”
“Heartbeats?” Rafe questioned, for he had missed a substantial stretch of our journey.
I closed my eyes, focusing on the pulse of the earth, the breath of the wind, the stir of the trees. “Two Spirite heartbeats. And two human heartbeats, one fainter than the other. And maybe a… cat or something?”
The door to the cabin swung open, though no one exited. An invitation? It seemed we were being watched from one of the shaded windows.
“Ugh, seriously?” Windley put one hand to his hip, the other cupping his mouth. “You’re going to have to come out here! Not keen on being ambushed!”
We waited a minute or more, but the call was not answered. That meant it was my turn. I crouched to the ground, digging my fingers into the spongy dirt beneath the layers of needle, whispering my intentions for it to form and grow, and the next moment a pair of golems shot from the earth, making Rafe leap back, flames unbridled.
“Golems!” I commanded. “Heed my voice! Enter that abode and retrieve its inhabitants!”
The clay men sieged the cabin, shaving bits off their arms and head in order to make it through the door. Inside, there was commotion, and when the golems returned, they were each holding a body.
Neither of those bodies held life.
They set the drained humans in a pile, and I turned from the horror of it, holding my mouth as Windley rushed forward to comfort me. “Goddess damn it!” he swore under his breath, eyeing the door. “Pip, what happened to you? You know better than this!”
The next time the golems entered the cabin, they came out emptyhanded.
“What are they doing?” I muttered up from Windley’s shirt. “There are definitely more people inside.”
But their sights had been turned to those of us outside. The first of them rushed at Rafe, who cut off a clay arm with his flaming sword, while the second set its course for Windley.
“STOP!” I commanded, and they froze. “Why did they do that?” I looked to the others for an answer they couldn’t give before trying again: “Golems, heed my command! Enter that abode and retrieve its inhabitants!”
Again, the golems stormed the cabin, and again they came out emptyhanded, this time both charging at Windley. “Lion queen?!”
“STOP!” I yelled again, and under my breath: “Why are they not obeying?”
“Oh, but they are obeying,” said a voice.
It was a voice I recognized better than most.
For it was my own.
Though it had not come from me.
“CHARM?! HOW DARE YOU!” Windley shouted at the cabin, where a replica of me had just emerged. “How dare you wear Merrin’s face!”
In actuality, the golems were doing what they were told, obeying the command of my voice, though I was not the one issuing it. Charmagne had donned a Merrin disguise, complete with tangled mane, and was moving in a manner sultrier than I had ever attempted.
“Kill them,” she said in my voice, through a copy of my lips. “All but Edius.”
“No!” I stopped the golems mid-charge. “To the earth with you both!” I released Vita’s breath from them, and the golems melted into the ground.
“Poo,” said Charm, disappointed. “I thought we were going to have a little fun. What else have you got?”
Out here in the wilderness? My tricks were aplenty. I summoned a cluster of needles from the ground, lining them up like a sharp-tipped serpent, and threw my hand forth to spear them at Charmagne, when—
“Ah, ah, ah, wouldn’t want to harm an innocent,” she cooed
“You are far from innocent!” I lashed.
“True, but—” She patted her stomach. “The little one isn’t.”
The needles halted in the space between us.
“W…what?” I said.
Windley lurched forward, giving his hatchets a spin. “Tch! You expect us to believe you’re pregnant, Charm? How stupid do you think we are?”
“I don’t know, why don’t you ask Eddy?”
“Like it’s his? Ha!” Windley laughed. “In order to produce a child, that would require—”
“Oh fuck,” said Edius.
“E-Edius?!” I let the needles fall and Windley’s gloating fell with them.
“Oh ew, mate!” said Wind, distaste apparent and hatchets limp. “With Charm? Were there no other palatable options?”
Charm’s eyes through my face gleamed wickedly. “Tell them how it happened, Eddy. Tell them or I will,” she purred.
Whatever the threat, it was enough to contort Edius’s expression into one of anguish. Those sphinxian eyes of his showed a burst of panic he quickly tried to hide.
For he was hiding a secret. One he hoped never to tell me.
One I wished never to hear.
“What? Scared her royal plumpness won’t like you anymore?” Charm stuck out her lip. “Afraid she’ll kick you out of her little harem? Your fault for thinking you’re good enough to join them in the first place. Why on earth would she want a dirty thing like you hanging around?”
“Enough!” I ordered. “You don’t need a tongue to give birth, Charmagne. I will not hesitate to have it removed. Edius, don’t listen to her. Whatever it is, you’ll have no judgement from us.”
“I really, really doubt that, darlin’.”
He was right.
Charm studied her nails. “Five, four, three, two—”
“I hate you, Charm.” Edius scowled at her before turning to the rest of us, where he prepared to divulge his secret. “Don’t… read too much into it, okay?” He seemed to be directing that part mostly at Windley. “It was back at the manor, after I let this one go.” He pointed his thumb at me. “I was having… urges. And Charm, she, uh, didn’t look like Charm…”
Judging by the way he wouldn’t meet my eyes, I could guess whom she had made herself to look like.
“Oh my goddess.” That was Rafe with his flat, disturbed, FLAT voice again.
“Oh my goddess!” That was me, mirroring him.
“Are you freaking kidding me?!” And that was Windley.
“Hey, I didn’t know I was gonna become friends with you guys!” Edius put up his hands in defense. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again, really. And I was all depressed thinking of the beating I was gonna get once Ascian got home, and when this one crawls into your bed with those virgin eyes and that soft skin…”
“Except it wasn’t me!” I cried.
“Yeah, I knew that,” he said. “But… it was the fondness I felt from ya while pretending to be him. Haven’t felt that before, not from someone like you. Charm took advantage of it.”
I imagined it. Vividly. And clutched my arms to my chest:
“That means you’ve seen me naked? I feel so violated!”
“Naw, there’s no way she got that part right. Not like she’s ever seen your tits. It was mainly just the face. And the… curves.”
“Oh my goddess.” That was Rafe, regretting every decision that had led him to this point.
“Oh my goddess!” That was me, feeling thoroughly skeeved.
“Dude! Not cool!” And that was Windley.
“I would never do it now! Now that I’ve gotten to know you guys. I was in a really bad place, okay? I’m sure it was nothing like the real thing anyway. She was mean… and bitey.”
“We’ll talk about this later,” I decreed. “But there’s one thing we can’t ignore. I do feel a second heartbeat coming from her. I thought it was a cat.”
“So Pip was right,” wooed Charm. “You can feel heartbeats. Just. Like. Him. So—” She turned her attention to the Spirite men among us. “What are you going to do? Kill me and Edius’s unborn? Or agree to let me live in peace.”
“In peace?!” blistered Windley. “After the shit you’ve pulled?! It’s because of you that… that—!”
That Albie was dead.
He couldn’t bring himself to say it.
“What other choice do you have?” mocked Charm.
“Give me Ascian’s ring,” said Windley, glowering.
“Um, how about no.”
“There are ways to keep you alive in misery until that psychopath you’ve got brewing—”
“Hey,” Edius cut Windley off. “You don’t know it’s going to be evil.”
“Really?” said Windley.
Rafe, meanwhile, looked like he had a migraine.
“Eddy,” Charm brayed. “You know that anything you want to do to her you can do to me, right? I’ll even keep on this thick costume for you.” She slid her hand up her side, saying in my voice: “Do you want me to tell you I love you, Eddy? Do you want me to beg you to make me your pet? Please, Eddy, come mark me and make me yours. Suck the spirit right out of my oversized tits.”
Edius was smarter than that.
And yet, that cocoon in his chest was wriggling hard.
“Go to hell, Charm,” he said.
Windley bared his teeth. “What is wrong with you, Charm? Ascian’s gone! You’re free! You should be thanking Merrin, not tormenting her! Why do you insist on being such a cun—”
“Because I loved Ascian, you cretin! And this human bitch waltzed into our life and blew him up!” Charm was shaking with rage.
“I mean, technically we waltzed into her life,” noted Eddy.
“Shut up, Ediot! You’ve lost the right to speak to me. I thought you were one of us! I thought you understood, but you think with your cock just like the rest of them!”
“Oh come on, Charm.” Edius rolled his eyes like he was dealing with a juvenile. “You know that’s not what this is about.”
Though I caught him glancing at me to check whether or not he was forgiven for sleeping with a clone of me.
And through all this, there was a voice in my head, fighting to be heard: “Mer…rin…!”
‘Lady Life’ had been buzzing at me all morning. “Not now, Vita!”
“Listen…me…rrin!”
“I can handle this myself!”
But the buzz was swelling, too great to ignore, until I had no choice but to fell the walls I had built around my soul.
“The female beastling is not pregnant! It is illusion magic! She holds a feline against her to make you think it!”
No matter the hurt of my heart, I should have let her in sooner.
“Charm’s not pregnant!” I shouted to the others. “Vita told me it’s a trick!”
“Oh, thank hades,” exhaled Eddy.
A most sinister smile spread over Windley’s face. “In that case—” He ran forward, hatchets thirsty.
Deception foiled, Charm let out a cry and released the cat she was holding, which scampered away, glad to be out of our drama, as the rest of Charm’s spell began to melt. Steadily returning to her true appearance, she sprang out of the way of Windley’s hatchets and summoned a large axe from Ascian’s ring. The axe began to fight on its own, slicing through the air at Rafe, who jumped into action and clanked against it with his fire-encrusted sword while Soleil watched from above, imbuing him with more and more of her light until his skin blazed orange.
Windley caught Charm’s arm with his blade, making her shriek and conjure a swarm of stinging insects to pursue him. I pulled the breath from the horde with a curl of my fist, and they fell around him like the grossest rain.
“Thanks, queenie!”
If only I could do the same to Charm, but her lifeforce was too dense. I would need to lay hands on her if I hoped to weaken her.
Meanwhile, Edius had run forward, attempting to grapple Charm so that Windley could get a clearer shot. I willed the ground below her to quake, making her lose focus enough to drop the axe pursuing Rafe.
Edius toppled with her.
“Sorry Ed!”
But it was to our advantage, for Edius was now on the ground, holding Charmagne’s shoulders while Windley prepared to strike.
“No!”
That timid voice was enough to make Windley falter, allowing Charm to kick one of his hatchets to the ground as a wide-eyed boy with sky blue hair came running from the cabin.
Windley turned away from Charm—leaving her struggling in Edius’s muscled grip—to acknowledge the person responsible for the cry. The same person responsible for the demise of his hometown, the fall of his countrymen and the death of a senior knight who had first invited him into the guard.
“…Pip?” Windley questioned, brow bent.
“About time, you little monster!” scathed Charmagne.
Pip wasn’t alone. He was using a human as a shield, a young girl—the stronger of the two heartbeats I’d felt inside.
“Release that child at once!” I ordered him.
Pip inched forward, pushing the girl ahead of him. “No! Let Charm go first!”
Rafe sprinted toward them, ready to take the child by force, but Pip flared his eyes into gleaming red—“I’ll drain it before you get to me.”—making Rafe skid to a halt.
“Pip, why are you doing this?” Windley demanded, lowering his hatchets and taking a step closer. “Ascian is gone. You don’t need to live this life anymore!”
Pip’s vacant eyes shifted from Windley to Charm. “Ascian?”
“Don’t listen to him, Pipsqueak! He’s trying to confuse you. Quickly, call one of your hexes!” said Charm.
All around the lawn, sharp spikes shot from the ground to form a protective barrier around Pip and his human shield.
Charm let out an odious cackle. “That’s her, Pip,” she said. “The one with the bushy hair. See? She’s already got two other Spirites under her control. You must end her and free them before she tries to make you her slave!”
Pip drank in the scene with vacant eyes, appearing nothing but confused in the aftermath. “O-okay, Charm.”
“Aw shit,” said Edius.
“What?” said Windley.
“Pip, do you know who I am?” said Edius.
Pip blinked at him.
“Do you know who that is?” Edius nodded at Windley.
Pip blinked at them both.
“Geez, how strong of a potion did you feed him this time, Charm?” said Ed.
“Enough to take away any dangerous ideas forming in that broken head of his after I caught him trying to mark that crazy-eyed queen. He thought she was his anam cara because she got rid of his monster! Can you imagine?”
That’s why he’d tried to mark Sestilia?
“That’s not why you made him drink it,” said Windley, quiet.
“Excuse me, Windalloy?” spat Charm.
“You gave it to him so that Merrin would never have closure, didn’t you?” Windley’s ire rose. “If Pip doesn’t remember what he did, there’s no way for him to atone for it!”
“Well, I suppose that’s a bonus,” said Charm.
Windley’s tone fell soft though his fists remained tight. “This ends now, Charm. Here and now.” In one fluid motion, he swiveled and released his remaining hatchet which rotated through the air, end over end, until reaching its destination squarely in Charmagne’s chest.
But while the blade hit Charm, she was not the one to cry out. Instead, Edius fell to the ground, clutching the hatchet wound newly formed in his chest.
“What?! H-how?!” Windley emitted panic while trying to figure out how his blade had stricken Charm but sliced Eddy.
Charm held up her hand where both her and Ascian’s blackstone rings lay side-by-side, revealing that his stone was a great deal larger than all the rest and seemed to fluctuate color deep at the center as if it were breathing, though it was likely only a trick of the light. “You’d be amazed the spells stored in Master’s ring,” Charm gloated, pulling the hatchet from her uninjured chest. “I’m practically a god!”
As she removed the hatchet, the protective film around her melted, revealing the sleeve of deflection she’d been hiding behind.
“Eddy!” That was me, racing forward to take him in my arms, bending over him and sobbing as Charmagne towered above us.
“You make it too easy, cupcake.” She took a handful of my hair and wrenched. “That compassion of yours gets the better of you. Every. Single. Time.” She bent down to whisper: “And that’s why I’ll win. Every. Single. Time.” She gave my hair a yank as she turned to the others: “Not one more step or I’ll make her death hurt.” She meant it for Windley and Rafe, both of whom were dashing over like the knights they were.
Little did she know, my tears were forced. She was no god, but I did have the power of a goddess, and her moment of distraction was all I needed.
Her ankle was within grabbing distance. I took hold of it in one hand and pressed my other into Edius’s bloodied chest, letting myself become swathed in emerald light.
Last time, this had been involuntary.
This time I meant every second of it.
In the way I had transferred Albie’s life into myself, in the way I had dispelled Edius’s blight, in the way I had aged the white tadpole, I pulled the breath of life out of Charmagne, through myself, and into gasping Edius.
“Hold on, Ed,” I told him as he reached for me. “It will be over soon.”
“What is this?!” shrieked Charmagne, for her smooth skin was becoming wrinkled, her youthful eyes becoming bagged, her rose gold hair wearing thin.
Encased in the green glow of creation, I took months from her, years from her, vitality from her that would never be returned, stopping only when she was ancient and withered and bent, while at her feet Edius glowed with new vigor despite the cut through his chest.
“Ha, hahahaha!” Charm released a throaty round of aged laughter. “Now I’ve no choice but to use the last of your precious GWEN, Eddy!” She held up Ascian’s blackstone ring. “You’ll have your frizzled girlfriend to thank when that fairy’s little body shrivels up and—”
She coughed a sputter of crimson.
For Rafe’s blade had found her spine: “Bitch.”
And at last.
At last, at last, as last.
Charmagne fell.
Edius swooped in to grab Ascian’s ring, putting it squarely on his finger next to his own as Windley ran forward to stop him:
“What do you think you’re doing, mate!?”
“Dropping the hexes, what does it look like?” said Edius. “All but one.” He took a breath. “All but—”
Gwen’s.
With forlornity bared, Edius severed the curses stowed in the ring, one after another, undoing the final chains of Ascian’s sins, until all that remained was the one that had held him hostage all these years. The one connected to a small glowing being with power beyond compare.
But in reality, it was another hex Edius should have left in place.
From the opposite side of the yard, Pip let out a harrowing scream as the sky turned black.
For an ancient tether had just been released.




Chapter 5
Pipsqueak
Collective cheer, captive ones, over the demise of Charm. Think me wicked if you like, but of all the deaths I have witnessed, this is the only one I look back on fondly. It’s okay if you do too.
The child Pip had been using as a shield was limp at Pip’s feet. And Pip himself? Now resembled someone in his mid-twenties as he stood yonder with all black eyes and sharp horns protruding from his fluffy hair. For at the dropping of the ring’s hexes, a funnel of dark had swarmed the boyish Spirite, rushing away to reveal a foreign being.
“What is he?!” yelled Rafe.
But the Spirites among us were just as confused.
“That is not a beastling!” Vita’s warmth was frantic against my chest. “It is something more ancient!”
“Something?!” I cried. “What sort of something?!”
“But they were destroyed when the angels fell! How did this one survive?”
“Vita—what is he!?”
“The first of the Drakaina’s children! Before the beastlings were created, a fiercer version was formed, too powerful, enough to wipe out the race of humes. We forbade the Drakaina from creating more and sent the angels to extinguish the ones who already walked. In your tongue they are known as Dracons.”
“Dracons?”
Windley shot me a sharp look. “What did you just say?”
“Dracon,” I repeated. “Vita says Pip is a—”
But Windley had grabbed me and was pressing his mouth to various parts of my body—forehead, wrists, neck—setting his scent all over me. “Do the magician!” he charged Edius. But Rafe and Edius merely exchanged equally unpleasant glances before turning back to Pip, sword and fist bared.
“Wind, what are you—?”
“Dracon,” he hasted, mouth full of me. “According to our lore, they nearly extinguished the humans long ago. They’re supposed to be insatiable. I’m trying to make you less appealing.”
Any other time, I wouldn’t have minded, but the air around us was swiftly changing as the creature Pip had become spilled his aura into the surrounding forest, stale, like the bite of death, while the overhead sky weighed the dark of heavy storm.
“I remember now,” said new Pip, voice steady—far from the timid, lost manner he usually wore. “All this time I thought you two were my big brothers, but really, I’m yours, aren’t I? All of yours. Even he who dared make me call him ‘master.’” His soft voice may have seemed natural on his former build, but now, with the matured version of his features, it seemed calculated and dangerous. Never had I seen his gaze so focused, his posture so refined. He extended a hand toward Edius. “Thank you, Eddy, for finally releasing me. I’ll take my ring back now.”
“Your ring?” said Windley.
“Mm. Before it was stolen by that caitiff, Ascian.”
Edius hugged it to himself. “Yeeeah, that’s not happening, Pip. Despite the obvious reason—that you’re a friggin’ psycho—Gwen’s still attached. No one’s touching this ring until I see her.”
Pip’s mouth turned at the corner. “That’s because you know she’ll fall the moment her hex is dropped. There can’t be much life in her after all this time, Eddy. You don’t want to see her. Not like that. Give me the ring.”
“You don’t know that!” growled Edius.
“Maybe. But I’m not leaving without my ring.” Pip’s black eyes flicked to me. “I’ll take the girl too.”
Windley pushed me behind himself. “Like hell you’ll take her!”
Pip’s smile grew. “Cute. My little brothers, acting like they have a choice. After spending a century stuck in that… hindered form, I’m not open to negotiation. I’ll take the ring. And I’ll take the girl. And then I’ll have leverage against those meddlesome goddesses.”
“Leverage for what?” demanded Rafe, eyeing the darkened sky where Soleil no longer showed.
Pip shrugged. “To release our mothers.”
“You mean the Drakaina?” Windley lurched forward. “Why would you want to do that?!”
“So that you all go back to your natures. God, you were all so much more fun before they were locked away. Brutal, merciless, cunning.”
The Drakaina. Some of the first things to form in the void, said to be serpentine in appearance, though some had wings. Who had warred with the goddesses for dominion over the world before being exiled to a place beyond the living and dead. The reason beasts desired to eat one another.
‘We were once predators of the human race, but we evolved out of those tendencies.’
Tendencies bequeathed to the Spirites by the Drakaina and conditioned out by the goddesses who had adopted them.
Wind’s brow sought motive. “You want to release them… so that we turn feral?”
“Among other things. This world has become too tame. And I’m sick of being the last of my kind. Our mothers can make more. And they can whisper desire into you and the other fettered of your kind. Taking mates from the humans, protecting them, befriending them? That is not how our mothers meant you to be. This is how you were meant to be.” Pip set his stare on me and tipped his head forward darkly. “Queen lion. Come.”
And without even a flash of his eyes, I was beguiled, walking toward him like an insect to a lighted window.
“Merrin, no!” Windley snagged me in his arms while the others raced forward to help, Rafe taking one shoulder, Edius taking the other.
But I stomped into the ground, quaking it enough to make them all lose footing as I continued to wander toward Pip, the awakened Dracon.
Windley stumbled up from the shaking ground to run after me, but I cut him off with a swish of the wrist, sprouting a line of hedge.
“Your Majesty!” That was Rafe, barreling through the hedges to little avail, for I made a root reach from the ground and wrap around his foot.
“Pip! How can you do this? We were brothers! All this time, I’ve been trying to reach you so that—”
“Save it, Windalloy,” said Pip. “The brother you knew is gone. I have all of his memories and none of his affections. But you’ll gain some of them back if you give up the ring and stop trying to interfere with the girl. Believe me, you’ll want to be on my good side for what’s to come.”
As Rafe used his flaming sword to cut Windley loose, as Edius became caught in a low hanging vine I sicced at him, as the ground under them all continued to spasm—I fell into Pip’s open arms.
The warm of his skin felt like hottest water after a chilled wind.
“Excellent. Easy enough, yes?” he said. “Now, let’s have a taste. Even in that pitiful form I knew there was more to you.”
Pip was tall now, as tall as Windley—his face as structured as his body, with curled horns sprouting from pastel hair and eyes without form. He held me in one arm and leaned over me, smelling at the soft skin beneath my chin.
“Mm. You’re like the best of all worlds. Goddess. Fallen goddess. Human. It will be a struggle not to eat you.” He licked my throat, turning my skin frigid in his wake. “Though it would be a suitable first meal.” He took the skin of my neck in his mouth and sucked, garnering objection from all three guards battling an onslaught of nature.
Pip ignored them. “You want to come with me, don’t you, queen lion?”
I could do nothing but agree. I was a fly soaked in venom and the venom was honey so sweet.
“Seal it with a kiss,” said Pip. He lowered his mouth to mine and waited for me to complete it.
Through all this, I was disconnected from my body, watching it act on impulses I couldn’t control, crying out far in the reaches of my mind to be freed from it, but my will was tucked into a place I could no longer access, overtaken by ancient power designed to ensnare my race. Of all the times I had been beguiled, this was the only time I truly felt like prey.
I took Pip with hunger, for his presence was ten times stronger than any of the Spirites, his breath tasting of liberation and his touch a glue binding me to his chest. If the Spirites were designed to tempt humans, Pip was designed to end them.
I would crumble if it meant spending my last moments tasting him.
Pip gave my body a squeeze as he pulled away. “Oh, I think we’re going to have fun together.” I was panting, wanting more, and he was licking the corner of his mouth as if lapping up chocolate syrup. He gave one final glance at furious Rafe, Edius and Windley before drawing his eyes to the sky and bending his knees. “I’ll be back for my ring,” he said. And then—
Well, I expect he meant to spring up into the sky with me, but that is not what happened.
“Mer…rin!”
The only reason Vita’s voice broke through was because it had merged with another. Pip’s influence may have been enough to drown out the will of one goddess, but it was not strong enough to drown out the will of two.
And then there was—
“Soleil!” shouted Rafe. “And… Luna?”
For both the sun and the moon were sweeping over the black sky from opposite ends, pushing away the wall of cloud. Four goddesses. Each with different motives. Each understanding the threat of what we were up against. Where the astral beings had failed us before, they came through now.
And me? Not only was I glowing, I was wrapped in a blanket of whipping shadow.
“NO!” shouted Pip, dropping me when the glow and shadow made contact with his skin. “You shouldn’t be able to do that while betwixed! Not now that I’m free!”
He said that as if it were my doing.
“Focus, little royal!” That was Vita. “Send the destroyer’s power at him but do not speak her name!”
Shadow formed in my palm as Pip leapt away from me, as the sun and moon continued to cross the sky, as Windley and Edius sped toward us.
And Rafe?
Rafe was immobilized, shot through the heart by an icicle that had just come hailing down from the sky.
“Rafe!” I let the shadow in my palm fall, and Pip snatched me up by the elbow, drilling the depths of his gaze into me to lock me in a trance.
“Be good, queen lion, or you won’t like what happens.”
One hatchet came reeling at Pip—though he ducked out of the way—and a second would have followed if Pip weren’t now using me as a shield, making both Spirites halt and reveal their fangs.
Had I not been beguiled, I would have been watching Rafe. I would have been fretting over the fact that a blade of ice had just materialized from the sky and struck him in the chest. I would have been crying for him, for Beau, for their twins.
But it would all have been for naught, for Rafe was not injured and the icicle had been a blessing from a goddess who knew the danger of a Dracon being loose in the mortal realm. A goddess who was willing to forgive in order to protect the rest of those with whom she was pacted.
It was with one eye pulsing moonlight and the other emitting flame that Rafe brought his sword down from the sky, newly charged with both the power of sun and moon, fire and frost, day and night, and came charging at Pip, who threw me down enough to break the beguilement.
“Dual wielding, chap!?” hooted Windley. “Not bad!”
Meanwhile, I was encased in Vita’s protective light while emitting trails of shadow from each wrist.
“I will blind you if he looks into your eyes again so that you do not fall to his influence! Call the destroyer—hurry! This creature is a defilement! The only beasts more loathsome are the Drakaina themselves!”
I pulled Exitium’s wrath through me and shot it straight for horned Pip, but this time he succeeded in blasting into the air, revealing wings that appeared to be made of the dimmest shadow, so transparent they almost looked to be figments.
A ball of destroyer’s power followed after him along with Windley’s remaining hatchet and a blast of flame from the tip of Rafe’s sword. Of the three, my shadow was the only one to make contact, while Windley’s hatchet fell to the ground, disappointed, and Rafe’s blast of flame died without something to chew.
Pip swore, spewing daggered glances back at us, clutching his calf that was hissing where shadow devoured it. And then he was gone, and the overhead heavens had returned to blue while the sun and moon hurried to take their respective places in the sky.
In the aftermath, there were many things to say, but one thing came first:
“Eddy! How’s your chest?”
He had bandaged sections of his shirt around it to tie it tight.
“Should hurt like hell, but it feels fine, darlin’,” he said.
“He will not perish from it. There is an abundance of life in him now, and it will replace any he loses long after that wound is healed.”
Charmagne’s death was all the sweeter knowing Edius was being sustained by it.
Morbid? I’ve never pretended to be all good.
“That smile mean you forgive me for screwing a cheap imitation of ya?” he said, rubbing at his chest.
“Edius!” I scolded him. True, the danger of him dying had been enough to overtake my mixed feelings over what he had done with Charmagne, but that didn’t mean I was ready to openly discuss it.
He ate up my discomfort with a smirk.
“Too soon, mate.” Windley whapped him on the side of the head.
Meanwhile, Rafe ran forward to collect the discarded child Pip had used as a shield, who was just starting to stir now that the Dracon’s aura had retreated. Rafe pulled her close to his chest: “You’re safe.” And suddenly that dull tone of his didn’t seem so dull. Rafe was a fortress as he rubbed the girl’s back and shielded her from the bodies the golems had carelessly strewn beside the cabin.
“There’s another inside, with a fainter heartbeat. Collect them, Ed?” I said.
Edius gave a nod and ventured inside, returning moments later with another small girl—a chubby one too young to speak.
“Oh poor thing.” I took her from Edius and bounced her on my hip. “Those must be their parents.”
“No,” said Edius, dipping his nose toward the bodies. “They don’t smell related. Neither do the kids, for that matter.”
I stiffened. “You can… smell whether or not people are related?”
“If the relation is close enough,” said Edius.
I threw eyes to Windley, but he was preoccupied with the other child, and it was hard to say whether or not it was intentional.
For if Spirites could smell relation…
The two necklaces around my neck bounced together in ways they shouldn’t.
“S-so these people had two children unrelated to them?” I said.
“Yeah,” said Ed. “And there’s no kid stuff inside from what I can tell.”
The girl in Rafe’s arms was older than the one in mine. I returned the chubby one to Edius and then approached the one Rafe was holding, stroking the hair from her gray eyes.
“Hello, I’m Merrin. May I ask your name?”
Cheeks dirty, eyes shy, the girl curled into Rafe.
I crouched to her level. “It’s okay, little one. We’re the good guys. We’re going to make sure you’re all right. I’m a queen, and these are my guards.”
She eyed my hairline, for I wore no crown.
“Ah, right—” I shuffled in my pack until retrieving the ivy crown Albie had packed for me so many days ago and set it on my head. “See?” The girl shifted in Rafe’s arms, curiosity budding. “Would you like to wear it?” Her saucer-sized eyes preluded an eager nod. I chuckled as I set the crown upon her head. “Well, look at you, it seems we’ve another queen in our midst.”
Windley gave her a bow to further the charade.
“Tell me, your highness, do you live here?” I said.
She shook her head.
“You don’t? Do you know the adults who were with you?”
She shook her head.
“They were strangers?”
She nodded.
Oh dear. “Were they… kind strangers?”
That was one she didn’t answer but withdrew further into Rafe who showed no discomfort over handling the small being.
I took Windley’s sleeve and turned from them. “What is this?”
He looked reluctant to answer, instead exchanging glances with Edius, who was handling the other child as if he might accidentally break her, until—“There may be a reason why Charm chose this place,” said Windley.
I took my mouth. “You believe these to be the people who… who purchased her?”
“No,” said Windley. “I’ve heard a lot about that place, and this isn’t it. More likely they’re peddlers. These children were either stolen or sold.”
“How horrid!” My heart told me I should keep them, carry them back to the Crag, set them up in the castle, give them sweets and sparkly things. Windley knew me well.
“You saw Pip, Merr. We can’t have nippers hanging around us. We passed the road to a city yesterday. We should take them there. There should be at least a few of the Crater’s guards stationed, and if you send a decree for them to be brought to the Crater’s castle, Queen Sneha will make sure they’re taken care of. I hear she’s a good queen.”
A solid plan, and yet…
“We don’t have time to bring them there ourselves,” I said, solemn.
“No, and you and I should avoid cities. Ed, too, but especially you and me. Pip will come back for us and when he does, better to be away from other people he might use as leverage. Dracons were known for their brutality.”
There was something in his tone. He was trying not to let it show. And yet he was lamenting. For this new version of Pip meant the Pip he knew was gone. Forever. In some ways, Windley was shouldering grief. As I was shouldering grief.
“We’ll send Ed and Rafe back to the city with them,” I said. “You and I will stay. I must rejoin the halves of the Nemophile’s Crown, and you…”
“Yeah. There are things we should talk about,” he said. “Alone.”
A bit ominous for my liking.
I relayed the plan to the others and returned to the child in Rafe’s arms. “We’re going to get you something to eat and then I’ll have the royal guards escort you somewhere where you’ll be taken care of, how does that sound?”
I could not blame her for the wary look she wore.
“Don’t worry, these guards are trained to care for queens. You, my little highness, may borrow my crown for the time being, okay?”
That seemed to do the trick.
“Rafe, we’ll swaddle the younger one to you, for your gallop is steadiest. Edius, would you mind taking the older one?”
But the older girl looked at Edius, who was, in a word, a bit intense, and pointed to Windley instead.
“Oo yes, he’s quite handsome, isn’t he?” I said with a giggle.
“Ha!” Windley cheered while Edius shifted his weight, grouchy. Windley swooped in to take the girl from Rafe: “Come here, my little schniblette.” And gave her a spin. “You know, I do have a special affinity for queens, but I must stay behind and watch this one.” He nodded in my direction, lowering his voice: “She likes to make mischief if I’m not around.”
Adorable. It was adorable to see him behave with a child so. Spirites weren’t the only ones with instincts, and mine were throbbing over the image of Windley treating a child so gently.
Alas, ours was a love that could never produce such a thing.
Windley continued: “I know Ed seems… big, but he’s actually a softy. And he has a secret. Show her, Ed.”
Ed’s sharp eyes slipped to me before he let out a sigh and—
“E-Edius!”
He had smiled. Not a half-smile. Not a grin. Not a smile done only with only his eyes or other parts of his face. He had released a brilliant, charming, princely smile I had never seen from him before.
I felt a sudden urge to run to him. I wasn’t the only one. The girl leaned away from Windley to reach for Edius.
And that was that. I built golems to dispose of the bodies. We fed and cleaned the girls, swaddled the younger one to Rafe while the older one clung, infatuated, to Edius’s neck. I handed Rafe a sealed scroll with my decree and then Windley and I saw them off from that cursed cabin where lay the corpses of two fiendish humans and one evil cupcake.
Much had happened.
Much needed to be said.
But as the last of the stags’ hoof patter disappeared into the forest, Windley fell to his knees, dropped forward his head, and released a wrenching confession:
“I can’t do this anymore.”




Chapter 6
The Talk
I dropped alongside him, giving him a touch of comfort while trying to get a look at his eyes which were sure to betray what he was going through.
“Wind? What is it? Is it Pip? I understand it’s as though he’s—as though he’s died, and I have no words to—”
“Stop, Merrin.”
His voice was cold.
“Wind…ley?” I touched him with care. “Surely you are feeling disappointed over never having reached him, over never regaining your brother—”
“Argh! This isn’t about me, Merrin! It’s about you. You and that frustratingly absolving heart of yours!”
I felt as though I had been slapped. “W-what?”
“You and your lack of regard for your own needs!”
“I beg your pardon?”
Windley was not grieving. He was angry.
“Goddess damn it, Merrin! This is my fault. All of it. The reason Pip turned into that thing. The reason we even had to worry about ending Charm. The reason you even know who Ascian is or what the Drakaina are! I brought this mess into your life. And your spirit holds not even the tiniest ounce of malice over it! I mean, you just nearly fucking drained the life out of someone. You, who hates killing. You, who wants to fill the world with justice and light. You just nearly got captured by an ancient unholy monster, and through it all, you’re just pouring empathy, for those kids, for me, for Ed, for Rafe! Hell, for Pip, even! And—and your dearest knight was stabbed less than a week ago, but do you hold even the slimmest piece of contempt for the one that stabbed him? No! I know it wasn’t his fault, but any normal person would at least allow in a shred of those feelings to help them cope with it, to help bring them through it! But you refuse to grieve properly. Yeah, I know you cried on Ed’s shoulder, but that was for his sake, not yours. You should be cursing the heavens and the goddesses and the beastlings that wrapped you up in all this, and you aren’t. It’s always for the sake of someone else, Merrin. Always. I… I love it about you, but it’s killing me. Am I distraught about Pip? Yeah, I am. But my feelings are a fraction of what you’re going through over the loss of Sir Albie. Why won’t you allow yourself to be angry, irrational—whatever it takes to heal? You’re wounded, Merrin, and you’re damn good at hiding it, but I know you better than anyone because I’ve been watching you for years. You aren’t okay, and I have to see you acknowledge it because you’re the person most precious to me in all this forsaken world. You’re worth that much and more. You’re fucking everything. So enough about me.” He met my eyes with pleading in his. “Let it out already.”
After, he looked as though he had finished a long, grueling battle.
And he was right. I was open and honest with him, but there were plenty of things I had kept inside for his sake and the sake of others.
My fears over returning home.
My uncertainty over my place in the world.
My disdain over the thought of having to hide Windley away like a dirty secret.
My lamenting over the fact that he and I would never produce an heir together.
My anger with Vita and reluctance to join the Crown of the Wood.
My guilt over pulling Albie into a battle that was not his.
My questioning over Albie’s true relationship with my mother and the possibility that he and I shared closer relation than I ever knew.
And my grief. My all-encompassing grief that was at the root of everything I had done since stealing the last of my knight’s life.
“Merrin. My lion. My queen.” He took my cheeks in his hands. “I know you have been protecting me by shielding me from your emotions. You are so quick to cry for the sake of others and never for yourself. You are strong and fierce and kind, but there is no rule that says you can’t be selfish. Let it out. Kick something, break something, scream into the woods, cry until you run out of water. Whatever it takes, please, unburden yourself.”
I could not speak. I could not move. And if I blinked it felt I would sob, so I looked only into his eyes, dulled and dark to protect me from his power. But even in that state they were hard to look away from.
“It’s only you and me.” He set his forehead to mine. “You have no image to uphold here. You don’t need to be a heroine. And if it means relieving you, I would gladly share in your hurt.”
Things seem so insurmountable, don’t they? When kept in the dark. For only when they are bought to light are we able to see the hurdles before us to climb.
I clutched Windley’s shoulders, and I cried.
And the sun moved lower, casting the lawn in shades of twilight as together we breathed, as together we grieved, until I had no more water left.
…
My head was in Windley’s lap and he was tugging softly at pieces of my hair under the dusky sky.
“Feel better?” he asked.
“I do.”—Though a lot of things had come out while I wept, and I wasn’t sure how best to approach them. The issues before us were a great lake to cross.
It was Windley who dipped the first toe.
“You know, lion queen, it would be my greatest honor to make a child with you, but can you imagine what a little terror that child would be?” He tapped his chin. “Although it would be quite the looker…”
I grinned up at him, though it was a bit too fresh for me to comment.
Windley’s voice turned soft as cloud. “You will have children, Merrin. Even if not by me, you will have them with anyone of your choosing.”
“What if I don’t want to lie with another?” I whispered.
He shrugged. “Then we’ll adopt. Or rather, you will adopt. It wouldn’t be out of your nature. Everyone in the court knows what a soft spot you have for abandoned youth. And in the shadows, I could be a—a, well I suppose it wouldn’t work for them to call me ‘Pop,’ but I could be, like, a fun uncle?”
A fun uncle.
Not what I wanted from him. But what I wanted was something that could only come at great cost.
“I am expected to bear an heir of royal blood,” I said.
“There are other royals. And there are ways of trickery. Hell, I’ll beguile all your maids into thinking you’re pregnant if you want.” He cast shadows over me. “A child is the one thing I cannot give you, but I will give you anything else to make it so that you can have one.”
That was enough.
For now.
“Now,” he said, brushing his fingers through my hair. “That Crown of the Wood business. I’m afraid there’s no getting around that one. Vita did what she did for your sake and the sake of the world. If you can forgive Edmond, there’s no reason you can’t forgive her, yes? Plus, the sooner you merge the Crown together, the sooner you can be rid of it all.”
“I know,” I said. “I already decided I need to do it. I just wanted to bitch about it first.”
He cracked a smirk. “Shall I stop trying to solve your problems, then, and just absorb them?”
“No, no, carry on. You’re pretty when you’re musing.”
“I must be musing at all times, then,” he said.
Humble to the core.
But he wasn’t wrong.
“And now I’ll say something that will hurt a bit.” He stopped his stroking. “Are you ready for it?”
I nodded in his lap, studying the intricacies of his face, waiting for the weight of what he was going to say.
“Sir Albie likely would have died for you one way or another—he would have jumped in front of a moving caravan or pushed you out of the way of a falling branch or something. But the fact that you literally used the last of his life to survive is… For him, there would have been no greater honor. It’s poetic.”
The world was silent.
As long as it took.
“I know,” I told him finally. “And I know it would have been senseless for both of us to die, but to have his blood on my hands…”
“It isn’t on your hands; it’s on Ed’s. And you’ve already forgiven him, yes? It was easy for you to forgive Ed. Why should forgiving yourself come any less easily?”
Oh.
“Wind, who knew you were so wise?”
“Well, I did, for one,” he said.
We exchanged flirty glances, though his lasted longer than mine.
Since we were on the topic of Albie…
I took hold of the two crystal pendants against my chest. Was I brave enough to ask it? Windley didn’t seem to be jumping to bring it up.
“Wind… Edius said you can smell relation…”
Windley’s finger was against my mouth. “Before you ask it, are you sure you want to know?”
Was I?
Windley took my cheek as if to cushion me from the pain the question caused. “He loved you and you him, and all the memories you have together… what will happen if you find out he was your father? And what will happen if you find out he wasn’t?”
I wasn’t sure. Would I be disappointed one way or the other?
“You would love him no more or less. Your memories together would be no more or less meaningful,” said Windley.
I responded: “But you do know, don’t you? You know whether or not Albie was my father?”
Windley nodded one admitting nod but gave nothing away in the build of his face. “Think about it and let me know, lion queen.”
‘I want you, and I would give up everything to have you, so… think about that and let me know.’
Albie was perhaps a wound too fresh to continue prodding. I would think about it, and I would let him know. And with that piece locked away in a space for later viewing, there was one more topic we hadn’t yet breached—the one with the greatest consequence: me questioning my role as queen and dreading the thought of tucking Windley away behind curtains and doors.
He wasn’t acknowledging it, I suspected, because he knew how easily I could be swayed, and he didn’t want to be the reason I gave up so much. Was an invitation from him all it would take for me to abandon my duty and run away with him?
He loved me too much to ever offer me a proposal like that.
“What?” he tipped his head. “You look like you want to say something.”
“In the days since we left the Crag, you’ve opened up so much to me, Windley. You’re like a different version of yourself. I never would have guessed it for all your teasing, but… you’re a good partner. How is it you know how to treat me so?”
His mouth twitched, pleased at the compliment. “It comes easily for me, queenie. I thought for so long about how I would treat you if you were mine. Played it over and over in my head.” The emotion in his eyes was one he never showed anyone else. “Not to mention when someone cares as cleanly and deeply as you do, it’s easy to do it back to them.”
I felt closer to him than ever before. I reached to cup his face and he kissed my thumb in return.
“What color’s my hair, queenie?”
“Yellow.”
He closed his eyes and blew air through his nose to slowly transition it to scarlet. Like the wood.
He rubbed his cheek into my palm.
“W-Windley! You have stubble! I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you with stubble!”
He gave a soft laugh and kissed the inside of my palm. “You have. I actually have a full beard right now. This is all an illusion.” He wiggled his eyebrows.
My mouth may have been hanging open, for he laughed again.
“Kidding.” The stubble reversed. “Psh, who do you think I am? I don’t grow stubble. Not unless I want to. Guess it’s built in, in case we find prey that prefers it.” He took the side of my thumb between his teeth.
I rolled my eyes but was caught on the word ‘prey.’
“Windley, is Pip… are Dracons really as bad as they sound?”
“Worse, I’d expect. Enough for the moon to give Rafe her power again. You said the angels killed them off? No telling how he slipped through. But, I mean, you saw what went down. We make for a formidable foe. Well, you and Rafe do, anyway.”
“Your hatchet work is quite impressive,” I exhaled, thumb still to his lip.
“As I’ve told you countless times, flattery will get you… everywhere.” He set a hand to my stomach. “Ev-ery-where.”
Yes, physical mischief seemed the right thing, but not yet. First, I needed to ensure his demons were laid to rest the way mine were now buried.
I brought my hand to his, which was surely sliding down my abdomen. “You seem to be handling it well,” I said. “Pip, I mean.”
He stopped his foreplay efforts and took his hand from my stomach, using it instead to lean back and gaze at the fiery clouds streaking the sky. “To be honest, it’s a relief.”
Not what I had expected. “What do you mean?” I said.
“Well, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you this, but I was feeling pretty guilty. I mean, I left him behind and he turned into some monster? All those people at Abardo, those guests at the castle, Sir Albie… But he didn’t get that way because I abandoned him. He was never just some defenseless kid. I guess seeing what he really is absolves a lot of my guilt.”
“But you cared for him once, didn’t you?”
“Yeah. I did. But the more I saw what he was capable of, the harder it got to justify those feelings, and after what he put you through back at the Cove? The kid I knew is long gone.” Sadness glossed over him but was quick to hide. “I mean it, Merr. I’m okay.”
I sat up to take his collar. “And if you realize you aren’t?”
“You’d be the first one I’d go to.”
The autumn air was crisp and still, the sky a beautiful spread of angry orange. With a gathering of Windley’s shirt, I eyed him over—each tempting feature, listening to each soft thud of his heart. I pulled him close and kissed him once as around us tall, tall grass began to sprout in a circle and below us softest moss began to form. I breathed and he swallowed, and then he took the small of my back and kissed me again. And again and again. Until we became unclothed and our bodies were tangled.
Sex. Not something reserved for love in Windley’s world.
I knew that. Knew he had slept with other royals, handmaids and guards. Knew he was practiced. Knew he had tried to quell his instincts with those other than me.
There was proof of his experience in the way he effortlessly found the grooves of my body. In the way he teased and primed and coaxed moans from the depths of my throat.
Windley was an artist.
“I don’t want to tame you,” I told him as a distant ocean began to crash.
“Tame?” he said, breathing heavy.
“Is it true you wish to lie with other people?”
He stopped what he was doing. “Fuck no. What are you talking about? I have you. Why would I want to lie with anyone else?”
I rolled over him and the distant waves began to move again.
“I just… I want to make sure. As much as you don’t wish to claim ownership of me, I also don’t want to cage you.”
“Merrin.” He took my back to press my hips closer. “I have never felt more uncaged than when I’m with you.”
I felt the same way. I told him so.
He seized me so that my shoulders were pressed to the moss and he was over me dominantly. As his hands found my wrists, as his stomach muscles pushed, as his eyes flashed green:
“Do you want to see a trick only my kind can do?” he said. His stare was piercing—the deepest, darkest stare; his mouth curled like a malefactor.
I wanted to nod, but the ocean was swelling, the waves crashing, it was nearly upon us—!
And then it never came. It just continued to swell while Windley watched over me, lapping up my cries of desire.
I uttered many embarrassing things—profanities, names, sounds akin to the animal world—as I waited for it to hit, all the while shaking from feelings too pleasing to contain.
“All right,” he said, after minutes. “Once we’re done you can tell me if that was too long or too short, and I’ll adjust accordingly next time.” He released whatever spell he was holding, and this time I wasn’t the only one crying out as together we collapsed, sweat mixed and hair damp, against the mossy bed beneath us.
I was too out of breath to speak and when I finally could: “H-holy,” I panted. “Only your kind can do that?”
He nodded, mouth sinfully pleased.
“No wonder the entire Cove was lined up to bang Edius.”
Tight enough to feel good but not so tight as to hurt, he took my hair to tilt my head and expose my neck. “Don’t talk about Edius while looking like that.” Then he licked from my shoulder, up my neck and to my ear, taking hold of the lobe of it between predator’s teeth. “Just wait until you see what else I can do, lion queen.”




Chapter 7
Mending the Crown
“Mmmm.” Windley held me from behind, cross-legged in the moss as we watched the dawn bleed into night. He kissed my shoulder, nuzzled at me. “If I could freeze time, this seems a good moment to choose, yeah?”
“Yes. I mean, there was that other moment just a bit ago, but if you wish to have me in functioning order, then this might be a better one.”
He pinched me between his knees. “You liked that moment, did you?”
I really, really did. We watched the death of day until the sounds of night began to crawl at us.
“Windley?”
“Yes, love?”
“My heart is broken over Albie, and anxiety writhes in me regarding Pip, but in spite of it all… I’m happy.” I turned to take his face. “I’m happy with you.”
“Me too, queenie. Me too.”
Oh, this moment, captive ones. May be the most perfect moment of all the ones we spent together during—
Oh! Nope. I forgot about that moment. Pay me no mind.
“Merrin? I do not wish to disrupt you, for I feel the warmth of your heart, but that is precisely why I must disrupt you. You are in perfect condition to mend the Crown of the Wood.”
Vita.
I let Windley hold me one more minute before pulling away and tapping my own ear. “Goddess stuff.”
He pushed the hair from my shoulder and brushed his fingertips across me as if disrupting a still pond. “Mm. Hard to let you go, queenie. Getting harder and harder…”
For me too. My skin turned chill in his wake.
He left me to search the cabin and grounds for supplies while I stood beneath the slowly darkening sky where the first of night’s stars were starting to wink. It was autumn. Northern autumn meant auroras of scarlet and gold. Maybe we would be so lucky.
“Are you ready, little royal?”
“Not yet, Vita. I need to say something to you first.”
I had practiced it, actually, but in practice, I had never been able to get it all out.
“It is not necessary to say. I already know it,” she said.
But I needed to say it. For my own sake. To prove I could.
“Very well, Merrin. Proceed.”
I took a breath of courage. “What happened with Albie… the moment you forced my hand… it was horrible. It wasn’t my will, and I don’t know how I’ll ever come to terms with the fact that I stole the last of his life.”
Vita was silent. I continued:
“But that’s the emotion-based part of me. Logically, I know it had to be done; logically, I know it was senseless for us both to die.” I took another breath, deeper still. “So I wanted you to know that I forgive you for it. But not all the way. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forgive you all the way. I feel I must hold on to a small piece of anger if only to keep from crumbling.”
“Humes are complex creatures. It is natural to feel as you feel. I do not mind taking the burden of your anger.”
“Thank you for ensuring my survival, Vita.”
“It was necessary for the good of all. And I also did not wish to see you perish.”
Warmth spread over me, through me, pushing away any disdain I had toward the goddess and what she had made me do—all but a small cold abscess. A pit where I would tuck my anger and regret, for I was an imperfect being, as we all are.
“Okay, I’m ready,” I told her, taking my third, deepest breath. “I’m ready to restore the Crown of the Nemophilist. What do I do?”
Vita lost no time.
“Hold my light in one hand and the destroyer’s shadow in the other. Connect the soles of your feet with the palpitation of the earth. Connect the line of your eyes with the expanse of the heavens. Heed the cry of the wood and the will of the sea. Visualize the halves of the broken Crown and think how you might mend them.”
I did as she said, imagining I held one half of the Crown in my shadow-drenched fingers, the other in the hand basked in gleamy green light.
And suddenly, I was no longer in that piney place; I was in a shimmering one that smelled like spring, holding two halves of a fractured crown made of sparkling jewels—one side crystalline, the other like polished coal. My soul—I was comforted to know it had not changed since welcoming Exitium back in, comforted that no bloodlust thrashed in me.
I brought the two halves of the Wood’s Crown together. Or so I tried. They protested like angry magnets, pushing my hands away from each other.
In the far reaches of the space, the destroyer gave a hissing laugh.
But Vita’s voice was stronger. “Bend them to your will, Merrin. Feel it in the marrow of your bones and the sinew of your muscle. Desire it most, and it shall be.”
As I had when casting out Exitium and the echoes the first time around, I willed that the halves be mended. I willed for them to stop resisting. With everything in me I desired it—so that we could be done with this task and move on to what came next. It was for selfish, not at all altruistic reasons that I bade the Crown to mend.
It worked all the same.
That hissing voice in the corners of my soul gave a screech as the two halves finally stopped repelling.
“That is it, Merrin!”
The two halves met with a blast, vivid enough to blind, erupting from the place where they fused. When it cleared, I was no longer holding the Crown, for it rested upon my head, whole and heavy.
And inside of my veins I felt new power budding like apricity—the feeling of warm light breaking into the dark of winter. A power strong and arcane and sinuous.
“Now, Merrin, you are the true bearer of the Crown. Now, we may banish the destroyer to the end of days.”
The end of days. Such an intangible thing. Until now, the Crown had been too. I felt my fingers along the stones of it:
“It’s an actual crown.”
Vita laughed as though I were daft. “Not one that exists in the physical realm, but yes, it is an actual crown, hence the name of it.”
“But why was it created in the first place? And who created it?”
“I did,” Vita said simply. “As a means to tie the destroyer to the will of a mortal.”
The truth of it came unexpected.
Silly, maybe, that I had never stopped to consider how this ancient magical relic I was harboring inside my SOUL had come to be.
“It is not what you expected? Then I will tell you how it came into existence. I will start at the beginning, before the first pages were ever written. In the beginning, there was no matter, only void. We were many in those days. We were a host.”
Nameless goddesses that existed in the heavens like a wave. That’s what Windley had said once.
“Among the host, I had visions of a world to be and breathed into it the first of life, and as I passed my breath, my divine presence grew. But just as my presence grew, so did another’s, for creation and destruction are forces equal in nature. It was not long after the first angels flew that the first destruction came. Ruin littered the void. I created life anew and was met with the same fate, for creation cannot exist without destruction.”
“So how did anything ever get made?” I asked.
“Time,” said Vita. “Time as you know it was created as a means to separate us. I was to remain at the beginning of things while the destroyer waited at the end. For eons, this was the shape of things. Together, we watched the seeds grow.”
“And then?”
“The mothers of the beastlings turned on us.”
“The Drakaina?” I said. “They were already around?”
“Those you call Drakaina existed before the first pages were ever written. From within the void, arose a variant to live among us, but although they aided in the forming of life, their vision was not a match with ours. They tried to bend creation to their will, turning beast against beast, creating things to upset the balance we had sown. War waged, and the pull of destruction drew the destroyer from her resting place. She fed off the bloodlust rippling through creation and grew, declining to return to the end of days even after the war was won. But as she grew, so did I, and I formed a vessel to hold her—the Crown of the Wood, for it is in the wood that my breath most thrives—but to bind the destroyer was to bind myself.”
“So you created a way for that vessel to become attached to a mortal so that they could bring her there for you?”
“Not just any mortal. Only those I had held in my hand the longest, those with divine energy stained in their blood, for I knew their will would be to protect the whole of creation. You, little royal, contain that will. And that is why you will be the one to use the Crown for its purpose. You will be the one to deliver the destroyer to the end of days.”
This was the moment I realized that I had agreed to something far weightier than I had ever intended.
The next time I commit to an epic quest, remind me to get all the details beforehand.
“In the farthest edge of your world, there is a cave where crawled the first life. It is a place outside of the mortal realm, beyond the living and the dead, a passage to the end of days, where the Drakaina exist in banishment. Here, you must carry the Wood’s Crown and put an end to the cycle of destruction.”
“Wait, the Drakaina are at the end of days?”
“It was the only suitable place to exile them.”
If what I’d heard about them was true, it was no wonder Exitium didn’t want to go back. “And just where is the farthest edge of the world? Can it be marked on a map?” I said.
“For you, it is a direction known as south.”
“But Vita, we’ve just come from the south! I don’t even know how vast the south is! And now we’ve got Pip after us—”
“The Dracon is of much concern, but he will not be much longer. To cast the destroyer to the end of days is to put an end to the Drakaina and their offspring.”
Is there a word for being stricken through by a realization? I’m sure there is, and I’ve experienced it more than I’d like.
“Wait, by offspring, do you mean only the Dracons?”
Vita did not answer.
“Vita?”
“Destruction belongs at the end of days. The end of days is where the Drakaina exist in banishment. To end the Drakaina is to erase their breath from the world. When the Drakaina fall, their offspring will fall with them, Dracon and beastling alike.”
“What?! But I thought you adopted the Spirites—the beastlings—when you banished the Drakaina! They’re your children now! I will not be vehicle for the ending of an entire species, and how can you expect me to? You have felt the love I have for Windley, the warmth I have for Edius!”
“That is the duty of she who bears the Crown of the Wood. Will you accept it?”
Absolutely NOT.
The line between good and evil is a thin, thin line indeed.
“Destroyer!” I called to Exitium. “Can you hear me? I will not utter your name, but I wish to speak with you!”
“Merrin! Do not call for her! She will offer you nothing but ruin!”
“I don’t have much of a choice, do I, Vita? There is no way I would ever destroy an entire race of people, no way I would ever condemn my anam cara to death! What is wrong with you?!”
A new presence slinked into my ear like sinew and ire.
“Hello Merrin,” said the unhuman voice of Exitium. “Are you ready to awaken to your true nature once more?”
“No! I will not be your conduit for destruction, but I will neither be Vita’s vessel for ending an entire race. What other options are there?”
“I do not wish to be banished from this world either,” hissed Exitium. “The end of days is no nearer than a dream. Split the Crown and cast me out, and I shall leave you be.”
“To find a new host that you might use to end the world?”
Exitium said nothing.
“ARGH! No! My choices can’t be ‘destroy the world’ or ‘destroy the Spirites.’ I refuse to accept it! Logic dictates that in a world as vast as ours, there is always another way! The lesser of two evils is never befitting of those who forge their own paths!”
“Yes,” said Vita. “And now you are thinking like a creator. Two options have been created for you. If you desire a third, it will be up to you to create it. I did find it humorous that your soul chose the soul of a beastling. Maybe it was a sign of things to come. I will be watching in silence, little royal. Luck be yours.”
With that, Vita tinkled away with a giggle, and I was returned to the cabin in the woods, under a star-splashed sky, while an annoyed Windley hopped up from the front porch steps to run to me.
“Took your time this time, did you?” That was him, talking through tight teeth, but only until he laid arms around me—“O-oh. Whoa. Your skin feels, like, really good, Merr. I can’t explain it, but it’s like the feeling of seeing a light at the end of a long and lonely tunnel.”—Again, the term is apricity.—“What happened? Did you repair the Nemophile’s Crown?”
I recounted it to him, all of it, leaving nothing behind.
“W…what? Lady Life wants you to—oh my goddess! It’s because she saw what I did to you! I defiled the Nemophilist’s virtue! And I defiled it hard! I—”
“No.” I placed hands on his chest. “It seems like more of a test to me. Almost like she expects me to go against it and find another way. I… I still trust Vita. I still think she has our best interests at heart. I think this is a roundabout way to get me to where I need to be, but I have no idea how to start.”
If there was one thing I knew, it was that I wouldn’t be releasing Exitium into the world. But I also wouldn’t be carrying the Crown to some ancient cave so that the Drakaina, Dracons and Spirites could be erased from existence.
And I got the feeling Vita didn’t want that either.
“Er, Windley?”
He was rubbing his cheek along my forearm as if trying to wipe a smudge. “Shit! Sorry, it’s just you feel really, really good. I think your spirit is juiced up or something.” He shook his head and lifted his face but left hands on me, passing his fingers up and down my arm. “I’ve got to say, I’m glad it was you whose head that crown landed upon. There are plenty who would have put an end to us beastlings, no questions asked. Even tamed, we could easily become an enemy to humans if we chose to. Look at Ascian. And Charm. It wouldn’t be unlike a royal to want to put an end to a threat like that.”
“I have met evil humans and good humans, evil Spirites and good Spirites, cruel animals and good. Goodness is not something swept over entire species or races. Neither is wickedness. I will find another way.”
I drew my eyes to the heavens where Luna, restored to her spherical shape, was beginning her crossing. Her bulb was bright against the canvas of night, her rays thick and loomy.
And as I looked into a sky starting to show the auroras of fall over the jagged tips of inky silhouettes, the answer was right in front of me.
But I couldn’t see it yet.
Windley stopped his fondling to rest his elbow into the nape of my shoulder in the way he liked best, observing the sky alongside me: “If anyone can do it, it’s you, lion queen.”




Chapter 8
Perpetual Dawn
By the time Rafe and Edius returned, I had little in the way of plan, and while Windley and Rafe were looking to me for direction, Edius had motives of his own yet to be met.
“I’m leaving tonight.”
This was his announcement not five minutes after returning from dropping off the girls.
“What do you mean you’re leaving?” I said.
“I wanted your help to get the ring from Charm.” He nodded toward the backside of the cabin where the corpse of a golden-haired cupcake had been laid to rest. “Mission accomplished. So now…” His ancient eyes grazed the southern skies.
Gwen.
“Ah—” Windley looked intently at the ring on Ed’s finger. “Yeah, that’s not going to work, mate.”
“What?”
“Sorry, it’s not that I don’t trust you, but I’m not keen on letting that ring go on living. Especially not if Pip’s after it. We’ve got to destroy it, and it just so happens we’ve got a destroyer in our midst. Queenie’s shadow power can take care of that, I’d imagine.”
Edius covered the master ring with his opposite hand. “She can’t. Not until…”
Yes, based on his exchange with Pip, it sounded that Edius didn’t want to drop the hex remaining in the ring until he could see Gwen in person. Because he feared her fate may be like those unfortunate souls back at the hexed town of Abardo. If there was no life left to sustain a hexed person when their hex fell…
“Then we’ll accompany you, Eddy. To Gwen’s, and once you’re… ready, I will destroy the ring so that it never again falls onto evil’s finger,” I decreed.
“Better for us all to stick together in case Pip comes for it anyway,” said Windley.
“When he comes for it,” I said. I was counting on it. And when he did, I would use the Crown to end him. For Beau’s cavalry. For the hexed town of Abardo. For Albie. For all the pain he had caused. I turned to the non-Spirite among us. “Rafe? I know you didn’t sign up for another long journey—”
“I’m with you until you return home, Your Majesty.”
Edius looked between the rest of us northerners. “Wait, really?”
The surprise on him was endearing enough to make me extend a hand to his shoulder—“I told you, Edius. You are not in this alone.”—but the hand never reached its mark.
“Don’t!” Windley cried, clasping me around the wrist to stop me. After, he looked sheepish for it. “Eh-heh. After the Queen mended the Crown, she feels extra good to touch. May wanna avoid doing so, Ed, lest we feed that lust triangle of ours.”
Indeed with his hand taloned around my wrist, Windley couldn’t help drawing me closer and holding me against him by a hand firmly pressed to my collarbone, allowing that uninhabited neck access he so enjoyed.
Rafe didn’t hide his disgust over such a public display. “Tch. Just what we need.”
“Guess that means no more sneaking into my blanket for cuddles, darlin’.”
“We’ve already addressed that!” I swallowed the embarrassment of it. “But Ed, where IS Gwen?”
“That’s… hard to explain. But I think you may be able to get us there quicker than I can get on my own. We’ll need a wide, open area, though.”
Intriguing.
“Wide and open? Such as the land south of here, between the queendoms and the Emerald Wood?” I said.
“Should do.”
Rafe appeared no more in the know than I. Windley was too preoccupied with sniffing me to offer insight. And Edius was already mounted on his stag, eager to depart.
From there, we traveled several hours south before making camp, ever watching the skies for signs of Pip through the pine-coned trees. With the power of flight, it would be easy for him to find us, and it was only a matter of time before he decided to do so, but I had no fear over it.
For the first time, the Nemophile’s Crown was mended and atop my head, and although Vita and Exitium had gone quiet, I could feel insurmountable power at my fingertips.
When Pip returned, I would be ready.
…Assuming it was us he came after.
“Oh my goddess! Why didn’t I think of that before?!” I cried out of nowhere, seemingly.
Windley, who had been especially grabby since dismounting our stags, had captured one of my hands and was rubbing my knuckles as if they might ignite fire.
“You mean, what’s to stop Pip from going back to the north and devouring Queen Sestilia, Beau and any others he crosses paths with?” he said. Far too off-handed for my liking.
“Yes! How could I not have considered—”
“Because you’re harboring an immense amount of responsibility and grief and are using nine-tenths of your mind’s power on thinking of a third option to the quandary presented to you by Lady Life.”
While that may be true that didn’t solve the issue of there being a destroyer of humanity on the loose—one which could easily find leverage in our northern allies. Windley saw it brewing:
“Chap’s taken care of it.”
“Rafe has? What do you mean?”
“Well, firstly, when he was in that town with Ed, he sent out directives to warn the surrounding queendoms, including Queen Beau. But that’s of little use if we’re dealing with a Dracon. More importantly, he’s asked his mistress to help.”
“Mistress? You mean Soleil?” I said.
“Mm. The sun’s vested in protecting the Queen and that divine baby she’s carrying. You saw how she and Luna jumped in to push away Pip’s influence before, right? They’ll do so again—Luna to protect the others of Rafe’s clan and Soleil for the sake of her babe. It’ll be perpetually dawn in the queenlands until Pip is exposed of, which should keep him from using whatever spell he used on you.”
That effortless beguiling.
“And the lands south of royal domain?” I said.
“Will have you and those two goddesses in your head to look after them.”
Two goddesses who had gone silent now that the Crown was whole.
“I see. And just what is it you’re doing with my hand?”
“Ech!” Windley dropped my hand that he had been rubbing along his neck. “Sorry, lion queen. I’ll try to behave. It’s even harder to resist you now. Best no other Spirites lay hands on you.” His teeth were set against each other tightly making that muscle at the side of his jaw protrude.
“What… does it feel like?” asked I, the glutton.
“It’s like pushing into a sore muscle with the perfect pressure or that moment just before… eh-heh.” He didn’t finish but forced a laugh that ended with him biting against his own lip.
To be looked at that way was not a bad thing.
“You can touch me all you’d like—” I brought my mouth nearly to his ear: “Later.”
“Fffuckkk.”
It was with the smile of a temptress that I left to check on the others, for there was one thing I wanted to make sure of and I wanted to do no harm in the process.
“Ed, come here a moment?”
His tent making skills had grown drastically since we’d departed Flora’s cottage all those days ago. It was with the correct side of the canvas in his hand that he said:
“Fine, fine, but do ya really think now’s the right time for a cuddle?”
“Edius!”
“Heh.” He donned the smile of a scamp.
A good sign, for it might mean a good answer to the question I was about to ask. I drew him away from the others into a stretch of woodland sparse of timber.
“I’ve heard about the plan from Windley,” I told him. “By the sound of it, the north will be protected by the celestial goddesses but not the south, and so, I wanted to make sure that… I was worried that…”
“Spit it out, darlin’.”
“Pip… does he know where Gwen is?”
Edius yielded no trace of emotion through his crafty stare. “No one knows where Gwen is except me and a few trusted others. Had to stow her away after…”
That perpetual dawn was beginning to settle in for a long stay, and the amber of it reflected in Edius’s dark eyes, turning them nearly the color of Rafe’s.
I think I’ve mentioned, but Ed was the sort with a lot to say and not a lot of will to say it.
“Will you tell me about her?” I said. “And about…” I brushed gaze over the ear tips hidden beneath his hair. “Will you tell me?”
He gave a sigh large enough to crack mountains, staring elsewhere, caught in heavy memory; and when he returned to me: “You look real pretty like that, Merrín, with the sun all caught up on you. Don’t mean to be creepy.”
I was not pretty. I was dirty and worn and frayed from the events of the day.
“You know I’ve never found you creepy, Edius. Even when we were enemies. A bit… brutish at first, but that did not last long after your touch softened.”
The look he flicked felt as heavy as it did unintentional. “Someone with the power to judge others turns out to be the least judgmental person I’ve ever met. How’s that work?”
He seemed to be asking himself more than me.
“I want to know about her—this woman who made you give up your freedom and your values and follow an evil messiah. This woman who turns your gaze so soft when you say her name. She must be very special indeed, so I’d like to know.”
“Yeah, I’ll tell you about her. Guess I’ve always been planning to tell you about her.” He folded his arms and took up residence against the stiff bark of an evergreen. “You’ve got a way with people, darlin’. I know I teased you once about liking broken boys, but now I’m thinking maybe broken people just like you. My world? It’s like staring into a sea of blackness dotted in tiny bursts of light. Gwen’s one of those distant lights. And then there’s you. The goddess-damned sun in the middle of it all.”
Oh. That was quite a thing to say. A thing for which I had no great response.
“Please don’t compare me to the sun,” I said, telling my heart to beat slow. “We have issues.”
“With the sun? Of course you do.” He was smiling one of his rare smiles which made him look captivating and not at all scary. “Sorry, don’t know where that came from. Seeing you like that maybe. I, uh, don’t mean anything more by it. Not trying to feed that… triangle or whatever. Just, thanks, I guess. Danger surrounds ya and yet it feels like the safest place to be, and it’s been a long time since I had a safe place to be.”
Oh. That was again something quite sweet to say from someone so… I was glad he wasn’t looking at me or touching me. My heart was Windley’s. It would always be Windley’s. Yet in a world where Windley never existed…
“B-back to Gwen, yes?”
“Yeah, sorry. I’m really not trying to turn it on—charm or whatever you’d call it as a human. It’s hard not to with you.”
And I felt it—that heart of his wiggling and the casing around it constricting, for he was fighting against it. My fault, maybe, for choosing the most beautiful time of the day to converse with him about a topic so tender.
Gwen.
Once we found her, maybe the lust triangle would diminish. Maybe I could build a relationship with him akin to the one I had built with Rafe. One where I didn’t feel the urge to crawl into his bed at night. One where I didn’t notice the build of his body and the shape of his chin.
He let out a thin breath through closed lips.
And then he told me.
Finally, he told me.
“Gwen and I lived in the same orphanage before Ascian came and got me. I was the only Spirite, and Gwen the only one of her kind, so I felt a bit protective of her, knowing what it was like to be around folks who are only different. Normally, someone like her’d be snagged up right away on account of her powers, but she has a… don’t know if you’d call it an ailment, but she can’t walk on her own, so guess that’s why she stuck around so long. Ironic, powers like those and she can heal everyone but herself. Guess that’s why it isn’t an ailment, after all. See, her kind can heal magical and physical ailments, but Gwen was born that way, not being able to walk, so it’s not something she can heal. It’s just the way she is. Anyway, I’m getting off topic.
“In the early days, I didn’t realize what a monster Ascian was. Sure it was the same for the others too. If the rest of us are good at lying, he’s a freaking master. What he offered was a home—something I never had on account of my parents being… not nice Spirites and getting locked up before I was old enough to remember them. That’s, uh, basically why no one wanted me. Thought maybe our bloodline was too unevolved or whatnot. That’s what originally led me to do this—” He shook his hair away to reveal one of his clipped ears. “Thought if I didn’t look the part maybe someone’d take a chance.”
“Oh, Eddy!”
He held up a hand. “Told ya, that wound’s long healed. Anyway, that place was glad to be rid of me when Ascian came knocking. I didn’t have much of a choice in leaving Gwen behind.” He paused. “Then, stupidly, I mentioned to Ascian that I knew a Seelie. Again, this is before I knew what he was and what he’d do with her, but damn if I don’t regret it.”
A Seelie. I’m sure you’ve gathered that by now, guys, but Gwen was a Seelie—those with light in their veins; those with the ability to heal ailments, magical and non. And Gwen was the very Seelie Ascian had been using as his personal gauze for years. The one he had used to heal Charm on the beach. And the one Pip had used to heal me in the spider’s lair.
“Ed…” I reached toward him but was unable to land the touch of comfort due to our circumstances. “You know it isn’t your fault, right?”
He said nothing but formed a grimace.
“I mean it. Children are taught to trust their elders. And to be offered a home after having no home… You are a good person and Windley is a good person, and you both fell victim to the words of a man who coerced you into doing unspeakable things. But you are not a villain. And you are no longer a victim. You’re a survivor, as Windley is a survivor. And you have done so much to repay the debt you feel you owe.”
“A romantic idea, darlin’.”
“It is one I believe.”
He didn’t allow himself to look at me, seeking comfort in the gold of morn. “Anyway, when Ascian heard it, he paid Gwen a visit, placed the hex and left her in that orphanage to rot. When I turned seventeen, I went back for her and adopted her myself—then hid her away with the help of some friends I’d made along the way and whatever money I’d kept outta the earnings I made for Ascian. Haven’t gone back to see her, for fear of what Ascian would do, but we wrote to each other, least once a month, up until…”
“I destroyed Ascian.”
His head gave a bob. “Yup.”
“Wait,” I said, “you adopted her?”
“Gotta be seventeen down there before you’re considered an adult. Gwen was younger than me so it worked out to get her outta there earlier than she could on her own.”
“So you’re legally her… father? I imagine that must be strange.”
He laughed. “Cuz you’re still thinking of her as my fiancée? Yeah, imagine that would be strange.” The fall of his expression came quick. “Well, anyway, Ascian promised he’d let her go if I did what he said, but I did what he said and he still used her power whenever he damn well pleased, and you know, a Seelie’s no different than any other person, they’ve only got so much life in ‘em. Eventually, I realized he’d use her up before he ever released her. That’s when I started looking for ways to steal the ring. Tried a few times. Got beat. Was biding my time when you fell into my lap. Felt like a gift wrapped up in a pretty bow. Sorry, darlin’, ever since we caught you in those woods, I always meant to use you to free her. I always knew it’d be you…” He was no longer holding back on looking at me. “My sun.”
The shadows were behind us, the real sun at our fronts, and I was feeling immeasurable guilt over how much I wanted to embrace him knowing it would do nothing to weaken the triangle. Knowing my heart was already complete and that I had already found the one destined for me.
“Ed?” My voice cracked.
“Yeah, hon?”
“Don’t fall in love with me. You can only love once, right? Don’t waste it on me.”
“I’m trying, darlin’. I’m trying real hard.”




Chapter 9
Under the Dusky Sky
It was with mutual understanding that Edius and I kept our distance from one another during that camp and the next, which wasn’t hard to do, as our rest stops were consumed with just that—rest. We were making decent time, riding as fast as our stags would allow, detrimented slightly by the fact that prancelopes were no longer an option unless Rafe wanted to share one with Edius—which would surely never happen.
By the sound of it, our destination was that great stretch of outlands after the last of the queendoms but before the Emerald Wood. Edius insisted it be a place beyond any outskirt towns and lonely farmsteads—somewhere infrequently traveled. It seemed there was a trick to reaching Gwen I could help with, but Edius was keeping it quiet and continually looking behind us at the ground and sky for any signs of Pip trailing.
If Pip was trailing, he was doing a good job of maintaining distance, so much so that I would have been worried for the queened lands, were it not for the immobile sun and moon situated at either side of the horizon, keeping protective watch. The sky was dimming the farther we moved from them and the queen-ruled world. If the royal domain was to be perpetually bathed in dawn, then it seemed everywhere else would have to settle for dusk.
It was under this shroud of early eve that we stopped for camp near a grove of lovely, drippy willows with expectations of reaching unobstructed fields the following day—though day never really changed with Soleil and Luna stuck in place.
Rafe spent some time lifting his sword to the distant-growing orbs to charge it with the power of both, before tending to the vegetable garden I had sprouted for his stew-concocting needs.
“This would have been helpful on the way down,” he observed, quietly bent to the ground, fingers up to the knuckle in moist soil as he dug out a potato to add to his collection of carrots and leeks.
Indeed. But it was not a power I would get used to, for I intended to relinquish the Crown as soon as I figured out what to do about Exitium. An effort I had made no progress on, by the way.
I was distracted by a world of other things: defeating Pip, reaching Gwen, destroying Ascian’s ring—and the two predators in our midst. One of which was keeping great distance for fear of accidently touching me, and the other who had already touched me and was trying very, very hard to be respectful of my space. Not that I minded Windley’s hands continually trying to find their way to my skin.
It was out of consideration for the others that we made efforts to remain apart.
He was looking at me from yonder with dipped brows and a bit of a pout, when he offered: “You touch her, chap. See if it’s the same for you or just us.”
Rafe looked up from his stirring. “What?”
“Touch the Queen and see if she feels… different, will you?”
Unenthused, Rafe reached over and poked me once in the forehead. Both Spirites shifted uncomfortably knowing what the spot was reserved for. But not Rafe. Rafe didn’t have any reason for pause: “She feels normal.”
Windley gave a teenager’s sigh. “As I thought. It’s just us.” He set his chin to his fist and prodded at the fire lazily with a long stick. The fire responded by sending sparks of ember into the dusky sky.
“Your moping is annoying,” said Rafe, wafting away the sparks. “Woman up.”
“Wait, woman up?” questioned Edius.
“Northern expression,” said Windley, releasing another sigh, this one longer than the last.
“Ugh, it’s not like you can’t touch her,” said Rafe. “Just do so without groping her.”
“Therein lies the problem,” said Windley, letting his head fall. “The two have become one and the same.”
Rafe rolled his eyes. “Fine. Mope.” He shoved Windley in the chest with a bowl of steaming stew before offering me and Edius ours with much greater care.
Our previous encampments had been brief enough that the magician hadn’t been able to show off his skills, but now, as Edius experienced his first of Rafe’s cooking:
“You’re a good cook,” he said.
“Isn’t he, though!?” said Wind, proud of his comrade.
Rafe eyed them both for signs of teasing before accepting the compliment with a tedious: “Thanks.”
“What spice is that?” Ed poked at his bowl.
“Red garlic. Usually only found in the far north. The Queen grew some for me,” said Rafe.
I could see Windley chewing at his spoon from the corner of my eye but when I tried to meet him, he quickly averted. He had been staring, and that spoon was getting the brunt of his aggression.
We would find time alone tonight, and I would reward him for his efforts. It was cruel to flaunt it, knowing that Rafe was separated from Beau and that Edius was struggling to keep his heart closed to me, so in secret, we would find time to be together and then I could take the place of that spoon. That lucky, lucky spoon.
He caught me grinning at him and had no choice but to grin back—though he had no idea why.
“Let’s go scout around, eh, Ed? See if we can’t catch scent of Pip skulking out in the brush anywhere?” He tapped his hatchets against one another.
“Are you certain that’s a good idea?” I said. Of the four of us, Rafe and I were the only two that could wield power bequeathed by the goddesses.
“We won’t go far, queenie.” He winked. “Besides, I need some time away from you to collect myself.” He released steam through his nose like the hound he was.
“Let him go,” said Rafe. “Please.”
“Don’t worry, darlin’. I’ll protect him.”
“Ha!” Wind crossed his arms. “Says the one without a weapon.”
“I have a weapon,” said Edius. “It’s right—” But he stopped himself from unsheathing the short blade I had given him.
The one he had used to kill Albie.
All three men turned to me to gauge my reaction.
But the cork in that bottle was dangerously loose. So loose that it was best not to acknowledge it for fear of unleashing a flood. “Be back before dark.” I waved sweetly, full knowing that dark would never come.
Windley waited for tells of pain before giving me a grin and a nod and calling Edius after him. I watched them disappear into the brush—Windley blabbering something funny enough to make Edius snort.
After, the atmosphere was substantially quieter without my insufferable anam cara around.
“Queen Merrin?”
Unlike Rafe to begin conversation.
“I’m fine, Rafe, but thank you for asking.”
I wasn’t fine, and I wouldn’t be fine for a long, long time, for grief is a thing that settles deep beneath the skin. Even when it is buried it is known to flare.
But in some respects, I was lucky to be distracted by our quest, by budding love, by lust triangles and danger and the unknown.
These were the things that kept that wound from opening fresh.
“Mmkay,” said Rafe. That quiet presence, much like Ruck who was grazing yonder. Rafe was a rock. A calming, tranquil rock. Sometimes the stoniest of people are the ones that bring the most comfort.
I soaked up the stillness of it all while searching the sky for stars, a sky that was barely dark enough to allow them, and thought about the first time we had crossed through these willows. Back when the world was much smaller and simpler than it was now. Back before I had experienced so many things.
I felt a bit aged over it all. Tired. Ready to be done, but not necessarily ready to return home.
I didn’t know how it would all turn out, but I had confidence that I would end Pip, destroy the ring, find a suitable banishment for Exitium… and after? There were two great fates laid before me.
I was a good queen, and there’s something to be said for duty and legacy. I loved my people, my court, my queendom, the good that I was able to do because of my station…
And I loved Windley enough to know I could never tuck him away.
I mused over it, all the years spent with him just out of reach, all the ways he had shown me his love from the shadows, all the signs I had ignored. The chains around my neck danced together—evidence of the sins of others, maybe. Early on, I had come to understand that love didn’t abide by rules, and the longer I’d let my heart go untamed, the more unruly it had grown. There was no taming it now. There was no stopping a love like this.
I loved Wind a love that was deeper by the day. Because of the way he treated me, because he believed in me, because I could be myself in his presence. Because he was skilled and sexy and good at so many things. Because he was both charming and clever, hard and soft, polished and rough, and because he could settle my heart just as easily as he could make it race.
I just loved him so damn much.
“Rafe, can I… ask you something?”
The Spirites had been gone for some time now, and Rafe was plucking things from the garden for future use. He looked up at me and wiped his brow. “Sure?”
“It’s about Windley.”
“Uh…”
“Something I would usually ask Beau.”
“Oh no.”
My eyes found aversion in a stalk of carrot. “When we… met bodies for the first time—”
“Oh no.”
I plowed through. “There were other things he did to me, besides the obvious, to make me feel… er, I-I was wondering, are there things I might do to him as well?”
Rafe gave me his flattest, blankest stare he had ever conjured.
“I’m sorry, Rafe! I am not educated in these things and there is no one else to ask! I fear Edius may become… roused if I do.”
Rafe’s expression didn’t shift. “Why not just ask the man himself? He’s the expert.”
“B-Because I don’t think he’ll tell me. I don’t think he’ll want me to… lower myself for him. But I do… want to. With me, he used his fingers and his m—”
“STOP.
Stop. I get the picture.” Rafe looked as though he wished to cease existence but met my desperation with pity. He sighed at the heavens. “Whatever he did to you, do it back to him and see if he likes it. It’s… pretty intuitive.”
“You don’t think he’ll be alarmed?” I said.
“He will be elated.”
“But—”
“Elated, Your Majesty.”
“Oh. Thank you, Rafe.”
“You can thank me by never asking me anything like that ever again,” he muttered into the garden.
Fair.
My intent was to take Rafe’s advice. While the others slept, Windley and I would steal away and be together, and I would show him my desire, and he would be elated.
That night, I did show my desire, and the recipient was indeed elated.
But Windley was nowhere involved.
Bear with me.




Chapter 10
Nightmares
Ever since Edius and I’d had our snuggly mishap, Windley had cycled out of guard duty in an effort to keep me from pursuing Edius’s scent in my sleep. My command, if you remember, which is why the guard was all the more confused when I suggested that Windley take second shift during our stay at the willows.
“You sure, queenie?” Windley glanced at his Spirite brother.
I nodded in front of the others and into Windley’s ear, whispered: “Wake me when it’s your turn. You won’t be disappointed.”
“O-oh?” Windley’s expression was cutely interrupted. “Can’t decline an ask like that. You heard the lioness, mates. Ed, you’ve got first shift; I’ve got second, yeah?”
As always, I formed a pair of golems to keep watchful eye before tucking into the tent after Rafe and alongside Windley, cuddling him through blankets so as not to distract either of us from sleep. His warmth was protective, his scent pleasant.
But the dream I fell into was anything but.
It was one in which Beau and I stood hand-in-hand in the thick of the Scarlet Wood as unhuman echoes reverberated through the bleached bark. The crimson leaves on the ground were wet and sticky and clung to the bottom of Beau’s gown—the blood that painted the wood scarlet. In the darkest corner of the forest, a set of eyes gleamed, familiar and dangerous. I released Beau’s delicate hand and stepped toward them, knowing this time whose eyes they were—“Exitium.”—or so I thought.
“Wrong,” said a voice, light and calculated, as the owner of the obsidian eyes stepped into a ray of Luna’s light—with dark curling horns sprouting from the top of cotton candy hair, with gaze cruel and black, with mouth coiled smugly.
“I’ve found you, miss queen lion,” said Pip. “I’ve found you in a place you can’t hide.”
“Hide?” I laughed. “I have no desire to hide! Come and face me! Let us end this!”
Pip’s smile widened. “Even though you can’t use your magic?”
“Wha—?” He was right, for when I tried to send destruction at him, my hand conjured nothing. “I’m… dreaming?” I realized.
“Yes,” Pip said. “But just because you can’t use your magic here doesn’t mean I can’t use mine. Come to me, Merrin.”
Dream or not, I couldn’t stop my feet from moving. “W-wait!” The plush of the ground, the papery bark of the trees—if this was a dream, then why did it all feel so…?
Real.
“Because it is,” said the hissing voice of Exitium. “And the only way to save yourself is to vanquish the enemies of your blood. I told you, when we smite the world, the beastlings shall be the first to go.”
“No!” I shouted. “Never!” Yet the darkness was already swirling around me and I was steadily moving toward Pip.
“Release your bloodlust, Merrin. Release it and watch them fall, starting with your favorites.”
Pip stretched out his hand with each finger donned in blackstone ring. “Come and let me suck the power out of you. I’ll start slow, darlin’. I’ll start real—”
“Darlin’?”
My eyes flew open out of the dark reaches as I turned to flee. I was no longer in the tent. I was beneath the bow of a weeping willow with arms that stretched to the ground, ridden with angst. I whirled around, veins still pumping from the fear of the dream, lungs full of evening air—and rammed into a figure standing behind me. “No!” I cried. “I won’t kill them!”
Strong arms wrapped around me. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. Bad dream, darlin’?” The body holding me was a solid one, the grip around me secure.
It was rare to feel my legs this shaky. “E-Eddy?” I clung to his shirt.
“Yeah.” I felt the deep of his voice through his chest. “Tried to wake you before, but you were out of it. Didn’t wanna scare ya.” He was holding me to himself, stroking the back of my hair. “You okay now?”
Yes. Though it was unsettling to know I had wandered in my sleep. Unsettling to know of the fears lying dormant in my heart.
Before I could tell him so, I felt his body stiffen, for it was the first time we had touched since the mending of the Nemophile’s Crown and his fingertips had just found the back of my shoulders.
Never. Never would I have thought him capable of a touch so soft when I first met him. As if brushing over the top of a pond layered in thinnest ice.
“Goddess damn, that feels good.”
The way he said it rode on a chesty exhale.
An unsafe situation for him and me both. I peeled from him gently, glad when he didn’t try to keep me, but stopped when I met his eyes.
His eyes.
His eyes, his eyes.
“What?” he said. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
I couldn’t answer.
“Merrín?” He put a hand to my shoulder and stooped down to see what was wrong with me.
It was the opposite of what he should have done.
His lips, soft and full—I wanted to taste them. I reached up and grazed my fingers over his mouth, where a smile lay hidden in a place few ever saw.
He straightened sharply to pull his face away, a little confused, a little startled, a little hungry, and after, stared down at me through eyes that were starkly dark at the lashes. Those eyes. So intense. The center of them probed me though he did not tip his face. The rise of his chest was suppressing, the hum of his heart repressed as we breathed in sync, alone, in the quiet, beneath the cover of tree. Whatever look I was giving him, it made him swallow. “What is this, darlin’? You’re looking at me like… Are you still asleep?”
But by way of answer, I took his face and stole his mouth.
His reaction was one of surprise, and then one of fervor, as he pulled my body against him in one hand and took my jaw in the other and kissed me back with a kiss that exploded my chest.
He pulled away with my skull in his hand, fingers lost in my hair, mouth close enough to feel the warmth of it. “I’m sorry, darlin’. I don’t know what this is, but I’m not strong enough to turn ya down. You feel too good.” And he kissed me again, tenderly, a lover’s kiss, a savoring kiss, not the sort of kiss you’d expect of someone with his build.
He kissed me like he was worshiping me.
And it made me ache.
I felt small in his hands as they took my waist and pulled me against his groin. And all the while that cocoon in his chest was squirming against its casing. “You have no idea,” he whispered, forehead set to mine. “How hard it is to be around you. Every time you smile I gotta fight not to let it affect me.” He took my neck in his mouth, growing hungrier as my hands explored the bulk of his shoulders, the tone of his arms, until we were pulling at each other’s clothes, chests resounding in unison.
It was with my fingers running through his hair that I heard the clink of him undoing his belt.
When Edius realized the consequence of what was about to happen, he froze. “Wait, wait, wait. WAIT.” He put a finger to my lips. “What is this, Merrín?”
You may be wondering the same thing, captive ones.
You should know me better than to think any of this was my doing.
“You don’t want me, darlin’. Your boyfriend offered to let ya have me and you turned him down, so what is this? Why now?”
But I couldn’t speak, for Edius had told me to ‘wait’ and that’s exactly what I had to do. I waited, lips set plushy to his warm finger as he stared down at it, twitching, and then—
“Oh shit!” He cupped his own eye. “I didn’t even realize!”
For upon touching my skin, his eyes had seared the emerald of beguilement. Without meaning to, Edius had ensnared me. And it was strong. I could see nothing but his face, think of nothing but touching him.
“Oh shiiiit.” Edius held his mouth and stumbled away from me. “Then that was… carnal desire? Why the hell do you have carnal desire for me!?”
Because I had grown fondness for him over some days.
He pushed his hair away from his face and gave me all the fear in his eyes. “Oh goddess, I was about to—I’m so sorry, darlin’. You’re gonna hate me the moment I release you.” He looked at me as though it were the last time he ever would before drawing in the night air and blinking.
I was free.
I bent forward, hands on my knees, panting. It had not been my will. It had been magically induced.
And yet I hated myself for how much I had liked it. Every wicked moment of it.
I’m merely human, you see.
“You okay, Merrín? Damn it!” He punched the trunk of the willow, sending its branches flailing. “I’m a bastard. Seems I just keep forcing you into situations you don’t want!”
“Thank you for stopping before—”
“Don’t thank me.” A scorned hound. “I ruined it, didn’t I? Can’t be friends with ya after…” He gripped his chest, which had just beat thrice for me, and let out a growl of pain.
“Edius, Windley and I—”
“I know! I know you’re his. I know that’s not gonna change. I’m not interested in complicating things for ya. But damn if…”
Damn if that didn’t feel good.
There are plenty of things that feel good that are not right.
“I know you need reassurance from me, Edius, but right now, I need to speak with Windley. I need to tell him what we’ve done. I know you did not mean to do it just as I did not mean to do it. I do not hate you, but you cannot be my primary focus in this moment. We will deal with it after I wake Windley.”
And I was dreading it, for Windley had expectations about what would happen once he was woken, and this was far from it.
But Edius stopped me at the foot of the tent. “Wait, let me talk to him first. None of this was your fault. I’m the one that switched on my power without even knowin’ like a goddess-damned pubescent. I’m the one that couldn’t resist. Let me soften the blow for ya.”
Maybe I should have turned him down, but he was gone before I could respond, returning a moment later with sleepy Windley—Windley, who looked at my dirtied feet, my tousled hair, my reddened lips, and turned sharply to Edius: “What did you do?”
“Something I shouldn’t have.”
“Merr!?”
But I couldn’t answer, for my mouth was filled with cotton and my eyes filled with wet. Ah. This was why Edius wanted to soften the blow for me.
Edius pulled Windley a short distance away—Windley craning his neck in my direction the entire time—and there it came out. I could not hear Edius’s rendition but whatever it was, it caused Windley to land a punch sharply into Edius’s jaw.
“No!” I ran to them. “Windley, he didn’t mean to! I was sleepwalking, and we accidentally touched and—”
Windley’s hair was gray and mussed from sleep, his eyes bagged. “I understand why it happened!” he lashed. “That doesn’t mean I don’t get to be upset about it! The berk beguiled you without your consent!”
Fair.
“You’re right. You are absolutely justified in your feelings. You have every right to be mad at us both. But Edius does not deserve to be stricken!”
Windley wasn’t listening. “Are you in love with her?”
A question that struck all involved.
“No,” said Edius, laughing it off.
“Are you falling in love with her?” said Wind.
Edius fell quiet.
‘Every time you smile I gotta fight not to let it affect me.’
Pity softened Windley’s anger. He released a loud outbreath and rubbed his face. “Yeah, can’t say I blame you there. I fought and lost that battle too. But even so, you beguiled her against her will. That’s not something I can let slide.”
Edius put up no protest.
“And what about you, Merr? Seems like you’re more concerned about the two of us than you are about yourself being violated, which is… frustrating but expected at this point.”
He was right.
I was more concerned with the two of them.
Because I didn’t feel like I had been violated. Because…
“Ah, you liked it.” Windley read the secret I was trying to bury. “Well, can’t say I blame you there either. You’re built to like it.”
“Windley—”
He held up his hand. “Let me be clear on one thing. I may be willing to share you with a boorish royal for the sake of optics and bearing an heir, but I will never let your affections be stolen by another predator. Physical recreation is one thing, but this… this is something beyond lust. He’s not after your body, Merr. He’s after your heart.”
The very reason I was so upset about that cuddle. The reason I was so distraught over the nuzzle.
It is the smallest things that have the biggest impact.
“My affections are not stolen. You should know me better than to think I would allow that,” I told him.
“And you?” Windley threw eyes at Edius.
“If she told me she wanted me, I’d run away with her tonight.”
“Edius!” I protested.
Windley was more brutish than ever as he grabbed Edius’s collar.
“And that’s why this alliance is over,” finished Edius. “After we deal with Pip, I’m getting the hell out of your lives for good.”
Windley’s fist fell along with his face, for Edius was his first Spirite friend in some time, and the three of us had bonded over the past weeks.
Shared experience is a powerful, powerful thing.
“No.” That was me. “There has to be a way to overcome all this. I will not let attraction defile what we have built. We are complex beings, and I don’t believe in problems with only one solution.”
Edius rubbed his chest. “I don’t know, darlin’. There’s more at work here than just attraction. It’s chemistry. It’s instinct. It’s fuckin’ magic. If you came on to me right now, I’d devour ya. You’re the sweetest thing I ever tasted, and that was before you got extra juiced up. Not to mention you’re fun to be around and kind as hell. I don’t know how I’m supposed to just ignore all that.” He held his chest. “What’s happening to me—it’s not something I want.”
“Your feelings will wane once I relinquish the Crown,” I said. “You’ve never known me without it.”
“Dunno queenie,” said Wind. “I fell for you when you were a regular human. But it’s worth a shot.” He put his hand, formerly a weapon, to Edius’s shoulder. “I know your intentions are good, Ed. And lesser men than you wouldn’t have stopped where you did. But I’ve loved her for a long, long time, and it was a bitch and a half to get her to see it, so I need you to close that beating thing back up if it kills you.” He eyed the damage he had done. “I’m sorry about your face, mate.”
“Yeah? Well I’m sorry for nearly fucking your girlfriend.”
“And…” That was me, struggling. Was it wrong for me to apologize? Was it wrong for me not to? “I’m sorry for being disloyal. And for… enjoying it,” I mustered.
Windley waved it away. “Yeah, yeah. It’s not uncommon in the south to share lovers, Merr, especially not for our kind. I’m not concerned with that bit. It’s the being forced into it piece I’m not fond of. And the feels in the air. I could do without those.”
As could I. As could we all. For those still concerned over the prospect of a love triangle, know that through all this, I was committed to protecting my affections. Unfortunately, I’ve come to learn that hearts may be the stickiest things of all.
It was with mixed emotions that the three of us resolved to move on from the event. No one else ever had to know what had transpired. No one else…
“Well that was entertaining,” said a voice like air through reeds. “Is that what they call drama?”
We three messy people spun to see a pastel-haired fiend float down from the top of the nearest willow, shadowed wings at half extension.
“But don’t worry, brothers,” he said, eyes agleam in the dusky light. “Love was a gift from the goddesses. When our mothers awaken, that gift shall be returned.”




Chapter 11
All Hands
“Though it does say a lot about them,” Pip continued, punting Rafe’s canteen across the campsite. “The goddesses, I mean. They let you Spirites love so that you could relate to their other creations. But only once, unlike their own children who can love again and again and again. Do you have any idea how much pain that’s caused for your race?” Pip folded his arms behind his back. “If you died tomorrow, Windalloy, your human would fall in love with Eddy. And if he died, she’d fall in love with someone else. That’s the shallowness of her affections. You deserve more.” He set his attention on me: “Come to me, queen lion.”
In the land of dusk, we were outside of Soleil and Luna’s protective watch. My feet began to wander.
“Argh, no! Snap out of it, Merr!” Windley attempted to restrain me and was rewarded by the nearest willow lashing out at him. “Rafe!” he called. “Get out here and bring that sword of yours!”
“Really?” said Pip. “You want to drag another liability into this?” He motioned to me, for I was still dutifully wandering toward him.
Edius was next to try his hand but he was stopped by one of my golems who came charging from the perimeter, stronger than even the strongest Spirite. Edius tried besting it all the same and was offered no leeway. Meanwhile, Windley was slashing at the arms of the willow, but as each fell to the ground, a new one reached out to trap him.
There was nothing they could do against my magic.
There was nothing they could do against Pip.
Lucky for them, I wasn’t really spelled.
The moment Rafe came running from the tent was the moment Pip laid hands on me. And that was the moment I unleashed the shadow I had been silently conjuring. Chain-like lines of destructive power wrapped around the Dracon, binding his arms to his sides, eliciting cheers from my biggest supporter who was still wound up in willow branches.
I released Windley and bade my golem to retreat from Edius as Rafe trotted up aside me, disheveled but sporting a sword washed in frost and tipped in flame.
“What?!” Pip cried out. “You should be betwixed! The sun and moon aren’t here to help you!”
Yes, but the Crown of the Wood was now restored. A glove of green light was moving up my skin—the power of creation—while destruction remained swimming in my palms. Pip was bound before me. The Dracon was captured.
I was going to kill him.
“Restrain her. If you can’t restrain her, kill her.”
This, Pip ordered of the only other human among us.
“Don’t look at him, Rafe!” I cried.
But it was too late. Pip was right—Windley shouldn’t have invited another human into this fight, for as soon as Pip’s words slipped into Rafe’s ears, the grumpy magician set his sword’s tip to my chest, amber eyes determined.
I stomped into the ground to make him lose footing, but he stood firm, letting his flame lick at the fabric of my shirt. Edius and Windley were to us in a flash, and the clink of trained metal was proof of at least one hatchet attempting to push down Rafe’s blade.
“Wound my brothers,” Pip instructed Rafe. “But leave them living, if you can help it.”
Rafe began slashing in that way of his, where his physical blade was nothing but a decoy for the waves of frost and flame following after. But while Windley knew Rafe’s fighting style, Edius did not. The brawny Spirite fell into the trap of dodging Rafe’s swing and getting hit in the stomach with a blast of fire.
“Argh!” He let out a howl and dropped to put out the flames spreading over his clothes. Meanwhile Windley was trying to talk reason into Rafe who was swinging at all three of us without regard for retaliation.
Pip knew we would not readily harm one of our own.
“Golems! Restrain Rafe but do not harm him!” I cried.
The pair of clay men charged, but Rafe was a skilled swordsman with practiced footwork. He easily ducked and rolled away from their grasp, charging again at Edius who was the least skilled at swordplay. This time, Ed anticipated the flame but not the frost. His arm became sliced enough to produce crimson.
“Get behind me!” Windley charged him. “I know chap’s tricks!”
All of this was distracting enough to dampen the shadow chains around Pip. Weakened, they shattered when Pip flexed against them. No matter, I could easily conjure another set. His voice and stare had no hold over me. With the Nemophile’s Crown restored, I was nothing to be trifled with. I—
Pip snatched my wrist, and I fell to my knees.
For his touch was consuming.
“I see touch still works,” he gloated. “Even with the soul of a goddess, your flesh remains human.” He lugged me to himself and held me by the throat, and that was the moment his voice shook: “O-oh? You feel rapturous. Hopefully my brothers behave so that I don’t have to end you here. These wrists were made to be shackled.” He lifted one said wrist to his mouth and brushed his lips over the skin there before setting his teeth around it.
“Unhand her.” Windley abandoned his mission, leaving Edius to fend for himself as he came sprinting at us, hatchet prepped.
“Not another step, Windalloy!” Pip’s fingers pressed into my neck enough to make me cough.
“Merrin!” Windley skidded to a halt, showing his pointed eyeteeth in a glower darker than the darkest cave. “I swear to goddess I will cut off those hands if you don’t let her go, Pip.”
Meanwhile Edius was trying to get away from Rafe’s enchanted sword while the golems made unsuccessful lunges that were slow compared to Rafe’s quick, deft movements.
“Damn it, Pip!” Edius shouted when Rafe’s frost made contact with his thigh.
“Stop!” Pip called to Rafe in that light voice of his. “Leave Eddy alone for a while. Turn the blade on yourself.”
“NO!” My cry resounded through the willows as Rafe obeyed, holding the tip of his glowing sword to his own throat. “Edius, back away from him!” I commanded.
“Give me the ring, Eddy. Give me it now or I’ll make him finish the job,” Pip threatened.
Edius looked between us and Rafe, ultimately disobeying both commands as he ran toward the betwixed magician.
“End yourself!” Pip ordered of Rafe.
But Edius was there in the nick of time, throwing Rafe to the ground and holding him down in a tackle while Rafe’s enchanted sword fell just out of reach, scorching the surrounding grass.
But it wasn’t enough to make Rafe stop his efforts to end himself.
“Fuck! He’s holding his breath!” cried Ed.
“Let him go, Pip!” I wiggled against Pip’s lean frame, limbs only half obeying under the melting influence of his touch.
My body wanted to submit to him, to stay in his arms, even as it sickened the rest of me. For if the touch of a Spirite was enough to swoon, the touch of a Dracon was enough to demolish.
“Wow, Eddy. You must not care about her after all if you’re not willing to trade the ring for her safety.”
“Oh shut the fuck up, you little psycho. Of course I care about her. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about the Queen it’s that she can take care of herself!”
True, but sometimes a little help is warranted.
The Crown may have been strong enough to block out Pip’s voice this time, but there was something it wasn’t strong enough to prevent: carnal desire.
And while Pip had been toying with Rafe and Edius, he hadn’t noticed Windley.
Windley who had connected his stare deeply with mine. Windley who was telling me without words to look at him. Windley who didn’t even need the bright of his eyes to ensnare me.
Pip’s touch was consuming.
But the moment Windley’s eyes flashed green was the moment it lost all effect.
“Let him go, Pip! He’s done nothing to you!” Edius was yelling and shaking Rafe to make him breathe.
And me? I had unleashed shadow from every pore of my body that filled the whole of the grove.
There was a cry and the sound of fizzling flesh, and when it was over, Pip was gone. Rafe coughed on the ground, taking in breaths that were too great, while Edius helped him steady.
And me?
There were warm arms around me and a face buried in my hair. “Nice work, queenie.”
“Nice work yourself.” I wrapped my arms around Windley’s neck. “You… saved me, Wind.”
“And why is it you sound so surprised about that?!”
“Well, I’ve never read a story where the incubus was the hero.”
He gave a sigh. “For the last time, incubi aren’t real. Besides, I wasn’t aware that you even finished stories—just threw them around your pigpen of a room.”
“Sometimes I cheat and look at the endings.” I gave him a squeeze as I looked to the sky that was clearing of shadow. “Where did he go?”
“Flew off somewhere, I’d imagine. He’ll be back. He has nothing else to occupy himself with, and he wants that ring even more than he wants you.” He was examining my neck where Pip had left marks. “I’ll kill him. I swear to goddess, Merrin.”
“If you don’t, I will.”
He kissed my forehead that was coated in dirt and sweat.
“Wind?”
“Mm.”
My voice was smaller than I usually allowed it: “I really am sorry that I made out with Edius. I know it isn’t a huge deal to you, but it is to me. I never would have if not… enticed.”
“I know, lion queen. Your loyalty’s not in question. Instinct is a bitch. I should have worked harder to protect you from it. I know you can take care of yourself, and I know I have no right to claim you, but there’s a balance I need to find. However fierce you are, there’s delicacy to your kind’s nature. With you, that’s easy to forget.” He spread his fingers across my chest. “Your heart loves so easily.”
“I don’t know whether I’m lucky enough to have been surrounded by good people or if I just see the good in people, but as you said, it isn’t hard to love when one feels loved. I do… care for Edius, and you already know of my attraction to him, but I hope you know—if I had to choose only one other person to ever see again, one person to know my secrets, one person to lie beside every night… that person is you.”
Windley was trying hard not to let me see the throb of his heart. But I could feel it.
Oh could I feel it.
“You know—” His throat jumped. “I was a respectable guard before all of this.”
“Respectable? In what sense of the word, exactly?”
“I was respectable.” His smile dared me to disagree. “The other guards think of me as some rake. I’ve got a bit of street cred.”
“Blackmail will give you that,” I cooed.
“The point is I would have you pop a collar around my neck and parade me through the barracks, let them see me as owned or tamed or compromised, and I wouldn’t care what any of them thought if it meant them knowing I’m yours. That… might be the best way to describe what you’ve done to me, queenie. I would embarrass myself for you and it wouldn’t even feel like a slight because the reward is so much greater.”
Ah. Now it was my heartbeat I was trying to hide.
“You’ve never cared what people thought of you,” I said, breathy.
“That’s not true.”
He was so good at doing that—inching his mouth closer without me realizing. Holding my waist just so. Inching closer and closer—
“Okay, darlin’, it’s time. Windley and I found a place west of here last night. We should get over there and make the labyrinth before Pip gets a chance to recoup.
“…Labyrinth?” I said.
Yes, captive ones. Labyrinth.




Chapter 12
The Labyrinth
It was a testament to Edius’s feelings for Gwen that he had worked so hard to hide her away. I couldn’t say why his heart hadn’t been secured by her yet, but all the time, the sacrifice, the scars… they meant something deep and pure. Maybe those feelings would be the knife to cut the thread binding us in inappropriate ways. Maybe once he saw her again, his heart would beat in the right direction. Maybe…
“She’s where?” I questioned at the edge of a wide, obstruction-less field where not so much as rabbits roamed.
“The lighted realm,” grunted Ed.
“Wait, that place exists?” said Windley, hair tinted blue in the dusk.
“Yup. Little pocket of light surrounding this realm. You can only get in if you’re a Seelie or if you’re invited by a Seelie.”
“Or if you go through a labyrinth?” I clarified.
“Naw, the labyrinth’s just a means to get to the door,” said Ed. “So we need you to sprout a big labyrinth and it’s gotta be a challenging one, and any chance you can create a door in the center of it?”
I had never grown a non-naturey object. “I’ll try. So I grow a labyrinth with a door in the center. We make our way to the door and what, knock?”
“Yup,” said Ed as though it were normal practice. “That’s the gist. Gwen’ll let me in if she hears my voice. As long as…”
The hex had not yet depleted her.
“A labyrinth?” Rafe muttered, gaze firmly on the stretch of bronze grass that carried the scent of wilderness.
“Something wrong, chap?” Windley’s head was cocked.
Rafe ignored him.
“And if we can’t live up to the challenge?” I asked.
“We’ll starve, I guess.” Windley pulled my hip to his side. “Don’t worry, love. I won’t let Edmond devour you.”
“Tch. If anyone’s going to devour her…” Edius rolled his eyes. “Besides, she can grow food and uncover water, can’t she?”
“And pave a way out,” noted Rafe, quiet.
“Good point, Rafael,” sang Windley. “But if that’s the case, then why do you look so…”
Anxious?
Come to mention it, Rafe was dressed in an expression he didn’t normally wear.
“I’ve… never seen a labyrinth,” he said, looking away.
“Ah. So that’s your version of excitement? Queenie, you ever seen chap excited before?” Under his breath, he added: “We’ve witnessed a million amazing things over the past weeks, but a maze of plants is what gets him?”
“As opposed to you who gets excited every time the Queen sneezes,” said Rafe, annoyed.
Windley shrugged. “I see nothing wrong with it. I enjoy seeing the Queen lose momentary control.”
An offhanded comment on Windley’s part, but…
I strove to ignore Edius’s sharp stare which had found my neck. Windley noticed it too and stepped between us but did so under the guise of poking more fun at Rafe.
He was trying to protect me without being overbearing, and I adored him for it.
My knight.
My devil.
I removed my shoes and dug my toes into the wispy stalks of dried autumn grass, concentrating on Vita’s breath moving through the roots hidden in the dirt, willing them with the strength of the restored Nemophile’s Crown to produce a mighty warren of dead ends and sharp corners.
I curled my wrists and made a rising motion with my hands. This was the most growth I had ever conjured at one time, and I could feel the drops of sweat forming against my forehead and neck as I pulled lines of hedges up through the dirt, disrupting the ground long into the horizon with walls of stalk and leaf.
When I was finished a maze of lush greenery spread the fields before us, dense and tall and challenging.
“W…woah.” That was Wind.
“Y-yeah, that should do.” That was Edius.
Rafe just stared.
“Edius, you said it has to be challenging, yes?” I brushed my hands against one another. “So I suppose we can’t cheat once inside. How about getting an aerial look at it before we begin, though?”
“I would think that’d be okay,” he said. “The labyrinth I’ve used in the past is at the bottom of a valley, so it’s kind of unavoidable to steal a glimpse of the layout before starting in.”
Just what I wanted to hear. “Tuck down,” I instructed the men.
“What—”
But Edius’s question was answered by the ground itself which had just started to rise beneath us. A plateau of earth lifted us into the air—enough to give a view of the labyrinth stretching beyond.
I had meant it for Rafe’s sake and was rewarded by another look he didn’t often sport: wonder.
I smiled as I absorbed it but soon stopped, for the maze I had created was massive.
“Challenging, all right,” mumbled Windley staring over the endless paths that melted into verdancy.
“Yeah, you might’ve gone a bit overboard there, darlin’.”
“Shall I scale it back?”
“No.” Rafe’s back was to us. “We’ll be okay.”
Windley slung an arm around his neck. “What chap means is he’s excited for the challenge of it.”
Rafe shrugged him off with a scowl, I let us down from the rise, and together we bid our stags temporary adieu before starting in on the labyrinth.
But it wasn’t long before delay caught us.
“Er, darlin’?” Not more than a few steps in, Edius was stopped, looking all around the entrance to the first leafy passage.
“Oh!” I said, for he was gandering at the flowers sprouting within the hedges. “I figured we could keep track of where we’ve been this way.” I spread a hand along the wall and erupted it in tiny yellow petals. “It will still be challenging enough, won’t it?”
Edius plucked one. “They… smell like you.” After, he looked as though he hadn’t meant to say it and shook his head as if to undo it. “Yeah, should still be challenging enough.”
Rafe, having secured a place at the front of the pack, peered back at us impatiently. “Coming?”
Windley took my elbow, whispering, “Chap’s an explorer,” as he dragged me along. A ruse. He intended to create space between me and Edius.
Edius who was staring down at the flower, tiny in his oversized palm. I knew he didn’t love me, but…
That look in his eyes bordered on love. At the very least, it was longing. It set a pang in me to know I had put it there, despite my best efforts.
‘Danger surrounds ya and yet it feels like the safest place to be, and it’s been a long time since I had a safe place to be.’
There had to be another way.
There was always another way.
Another way to banish Exitium. Another way to remain friends with Edius. Maybe Gwen would offer answers to the questions that plagued us.
“He’s right,” Windley said, low enough that only I could hear. “This whole maze smells like you. It might be… difficult for him to make it through. Any chance you can change that?”
I shook my head. “It isn’t something I did intentionally and I’m afraid I don’t know how to prevent it.”
“All right. He’ll manage. Just… stick by me, okay?”
“I feel horrid over all this,” I whimpered.
“I know. Just try to remember you’ve done nothing wrong. It isn’t up to you to keep us from our natures. That’s on us. Speaking of which—” He gave my arm a squeeze as tight as his teeth were set before releasing me. “I’m not used to this new feel of yours yet. Fighting the urge to pull you into the brush and… delight you.”
Well, that sounded pleasant.
“That grin of yours isn’t helping things, queenie. Go up with Rafe. I’ll keep Ed company.”
He pushed me lightly from behind.
I hurried to catch up to Rafe who had just met our first fork in the path. “I hope you don’t mind if I walk aside you awhile, Rafe. We had an incident earlier while you slept, and it’s best I keep distance from Eddy for a bit.”
“Of course, Your Majesty.” He stole a glance behind us at the two predators conversing softly.
“Take the left path,” called Windley when he caught Rafe looking.
Rafe blatantly disobeyed by taking the right.
“Ha!” cried Windley. “That’s the way I wanted you to take all along!”
Rafe’s shoulders tensed. “Ugh. That guy. I still don’t understand it, Your Majesty.”
“He can be quite charming, you know,” I said with a giggle. “And kindhearted. And supportive. And sweet.”
Rafe said nothing but slipped his eyes to me briefly.
We reached another fork.
“Take the right,” called Windley from behind.
This time Rafe did just that.
“Oh-ho, worked again! Bet you thought I wanted you to take the left, didn’t you, chap? But I really meant the right this time!”
I strongly suspected Windley didn’t care at all which direction we took. Rafe was coming to the same conclusion. “We could leave him behind,” he said, deadpan.
“Only him?” I questioned.
“I don’t mind the other one. He’s quiet.”
I smiled at him as he made a decision at the next fork. My flower method ensured that the Spirites would not be left behind.
“I bet you’re eager to return home,” I said, soft. “I hope you know how much I appreciate you coming with us this far. And for dealing that final blow to Charmagne.”
“I didn’t do much against the last one, though,” he said.
“Yes, Pip is something else. But we will fell him on our next encounter. I’m sure of it. And then we can return to Beau once and for all.”
The flowers around us burst large at the thought.
Rafe studied them. “Can I ask you something, Your Majesty?”
“You may always ask me whatever you wish. I feel I owe you after…”
‘Elated, Your Majesty.’
Rafe’s brow was flat in remembrance.
“S-sorry. Go ahead,” I said.
“Are you going to run away with him?”
“W-what? With Windley? Why would you think that?!”
My response was enough to give me away.
Rafe studied me and turned to face ahead at the expanse of green. “It would be a shame, Queen Merrin. Your people like you, and…” This was far more intimate a discussion than Rafe ever preferred. “You’ve done a lot of good, even in the few years since I came down. The Crag would mourn you leaving, and so would the Clearing.” After, he frowned to himself. “Take it or leave it.”
“Oh Rafe!” I flung my arms around myself because I knew what a great discomfort he would find it if I landed on him. “That was so kind of you! After everything I have put you through—”
“Don’t sell yourself short, Your Majesty. You’ve always treated me well. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.”
He meant it.
A wholesome moment.
One of the most wholesome of all between Rafe and me.
“I don’t intend to leave,” I told him, “but it is true I am struggling with it. I know I am a decent ruler and I feel I owe it to my mother and to A—” But it was still too fresh to say the name I meant to say. “To everyone to maintain my birthright duty, but…” Windley laughed loudly from behind us as if on cue. “I cannot help loving him, and I wish to flaunt it.”
It was quiet.
I forced a laugh. “I don’t know why I’m explaining myself, Rafe. You and Beau are in the same situation after all.”
“No.” Rafe shook his head. “He’s not one you can hide easily. And you and Beau are different people.”
True on both accounts.
Rafe studied me longer than he usually allowed himself to. I pretended not to notice. “Do you like being a queen?” he asked after he looked away.
“I do.”
“Keep that in mind, Your Majesty.”
I would keep it in mind, and it wouldn’t make my decision any easier.
But, in a world as vast as ours, there’s always another way… right?




Chapter 13
Goddess Bless Rafe
“Hm.” Windley was musing. “Hmmm.”
“Just come out and say it already!” lashed Rafe.
We were in a small alcove of the labyrinth, breaking for food and rest between the tall, flowered shrubs that protected us from wind and chill.
“I’m just a bit surprised Pip hasn’t descended on us yet,” Windley admitted, searching the sky with an apple in hand. “Seems strange. I’d have thought…”
“Yeah,” said Edius. “Me too.”
“Of course, he could be gathering backup,” said Windley.
“Backup?” I asked.
“Finding a settlement, betwixing some humans to use as hostages or ammo.” Before I could show my abhorrence, Windley furthered: “Not that I think he will. It would slow him down significantly.”
True.
“Could be recovering,” suggested Edius. “That smoke power hurt him last time, and this time we didn’t see the aftermath. He could be wounded.”
We could hope.
I stared into the sky as the others were already doing. “Do you really think Ruck will be okay out there on his own?” I said.
“Yes,” said Windley, flat. “That naughty, naughty stag will be just fine. Ed and I ordered them to stay close to the entrance of the labyrinth. They’ll be waiting when we exit. And if for some reason we don’t exit, our beguiling will wear off eventually.”
“Not that your stag was easy to reason with,” muttered Edius.
“Yeah, but it’s a coward and should stay close to the others,” said Windley.
“Hey!” I scolded. “I’ll have you know Ruck’s a purebred stag of the finest royal lineage.”
“And that just proves that lineage means shit.” Windley flashed an overly charmed smile. “Bite of my apple, lion queen?”
“For the last time, I do not desire your core!”
He took my chin. “Are you sure? It tastes like me now.”
He was being far flirtier than he had been since leaving the Cove. Because my grief was buried. Because we knew I was strong enough to take down Pip. Because things with Edius had come to blows.
And because he was trying to distract everyone from the weight of what we still had to accomplish.
Drakaina. Dracon. Spirite.
“I prefer a more direct approach,” I told him, flicking my gaze to his mouth. “Too bad I’m full.”
Because it was cruel to kiss him in front of Edius.
Disrespectful to do so in front of Rafe.
Windley’s face flashed hunger before he swallowed it down and gave my chin a wiggle. “Too bad,” he said, mouth up-ticked.
“How are you holding up, Eddy?” I asked. “Does it cause you peace to know that Gwen is nearby? Or anxiety?”
“Little bit of both,” he said, eyeing the ring that had slowly siphoned her life. “Little bit of…”
The trail in his voice was enough to wrench. “We are all in this together, Eddy,” I said, diffused, “and we will all do what we can for her once we reach her, yes? We can talk through your worries if it will help?”
Rafe and Windley showed agreement. Meanwhile—
“Fuck.” Edius gripped his chest that had just pounded once in my direction.
“E-Ed?” My empathy must have been visible, for he turned away from me while his heart let out two more beats.
“Don’t. I know it’s your nature, but I can’t take ya looking at me like that, Merrín. It’s too soft, okay? I’m gettin’ the urge to comfort you.” And Edius comforting me had never turned out well for any of us.
“Very well.” I hugged my knees to myself in pain that I could offer nothing to make the situation better. Rafe read this as an attempt to warm myself.
“Here, Your Majesty.” He conjured a flame from the end of his sword and set it beside me.
Windley kissed my cheek before going to Edius’s side and distracting him with banter. There were two hearts over there. One strong; one weak and growing weaker, colder, smaller—
“I just thought of something, Merr,” Windley spoke up once Edius’s heart was fully closed. “That flower trail of yours would make it easy for Pip to find us in here, but you can feel his heart, so you’ll know if he’s nearby, right? We don’t have to worry about an ambush?”
“Actually no,” I said. “That’s why I didn’t realize he was observing us after our… incident. Once he transformed into his Dracon form, I could no longer feel a heart in him. It’s like he lacks the breath of life now.”
Windley swore. “But I guess that makes sense. The goddesses may have modified us after they adopted us, but they never touched the Dracons.”
“How the hell’d he survive all this time anyway?” said Edius. “The angels wiped them all out but he survived? The only one that survived? For thousands of years? Seems like a stretch.”
Windley shrugged. “Ask angel boy.”
Rafe lacked all amusement. “Why do you keep calling me that?”
“That angelic face, of course.”
Rafe showed me his grief until I caved:
“We learned from Vita that magicians are descendants of the angels. It is what allows you to pact with Luna and Soleil, the astral goddesses. Meanwhile, royals were the first humans created. Held in Vita’s palm the longest, we became stained with divine energy, which is what allows us to host Vita and… the destroyer.” I was careful not to say Exitium’s name.
“So Soleil and Luna are different types of goddesses than the other two?” said Rafe.
“I think they’re all celestial-born, same as the Drakaina, but the way I understand it, Luna and Soleil are astral beings. Vita said they were never meant to enter the physical plane, only observe from afar, whereas Vita and the destroyer are needed in the physical plane—Vita at the beginning of creation and the destroyer in the end. But the destroyer is a fallen goddess; I assume because she continually brings destruction sooner than it is meant, forcing Vita to create life anew.” That tireless cycle that had forced me to create Flora in the first place. “That’s about as much as I picked up during my conversations with Vita. She’s gone quiet ever since I restored the Crown. They both have.”
Because the problem before me was a problem I was meant to solve on my own.
“Have you thought about what you’re going to do to that end?” said Windley.
“Well, I won’t be carrying the destroyer to the First Cave and abolishing all the Drakaina and consequently all the Spirites if that’s what you’re asking.”
Flaws. We all have them. Undoubtedly, one of mine was my tendency to go extra when it came to putting others first.
That said, I was not and am not and will never be a martyr.
I am a fighter, a solver.
And a glutton.
“The ethics of it aside, I’m not willing to give you up for the sake of the human race,” I told him. “You either, Eddy. Trading one race’s survival at the expense of another is not a notion I will ever entertain.”
The fire gave a hiss, for a drop of water had just kissed it.
“Rain?” Rafe held open a palm.
“Seems like it,” said Wind, hopping to his feet. “Hard to see it coming under these skies.”
“And there’s not enough space in here to pitch the tent,” said Ed.
We didn’t need a tent.
I put my fingers into the soft clover I’d laid all around our rest spot and channeled Vita’s breath into it. “Stand back, guys.” Rafe leapt away as the ground between us began to shake and rock, disrupted by the arrival of a woody stalk bursting through the earth, and when it was through, a squat tree with stretching limbs and wide fan-like leaves was grown in the center of the alcove, the branches thick enough to deflect any falling water.
The others rushed beneath as the droplets around us began to hasten and thicken.
“Nice work, lion queen.” Windley shook his azure hair. “What kind of tree is this?”
“It is a… um… an umbrella tree.”
“She made it up?” said Windley.
“She made it up,” said Eddy.
They weren’t wrong.
“I’ll fill the canteens.” Rafe motioned for the rest of us to give ours up.
“And I…”
Have you noticed, captive ones? I’ve brought up exactly zero baths in this leg of the story. Proud of me? Don’t be.
“I shall wash,” I announced. The water was falling harder now, turning to sheets. I pressed my foot into the clover patch below us to elevate the alcove higher than the rest of the surrounding ground—not enough to cheat at the maze, mind you, but enough to keep the water from rolling in and wetting our waystation’s ground.
Edius was working on stoking Rafe’s small fire—a skill he had learned from Windley during our time in the Emerald Wood.
“Ed?” I said. “Close your eyes a moment?”
For I meant to strip to my undergarments, which, though modest enough, were best left outside of his view.
Edius slipped his eyes over me from top to bottom before— “‘C-course.”—he shielded his face.
Windley hurried to step between us. “Is this an alone-and-reflective kind of wash or an I’d-like-some-help-reaching-my-back kind of wash?” he said, low.
“I can reach my back just fine,” I told him, to his disappointment, until—“Though I’m not opposed to company if that company is you.” I handed him my outer layers, which he folded for me before beginning to undo his own ties with the smirkiest of smirks. Meanwhile, my folded clothes hit the ground with the softest of thuds.
Edius’s chest throbbed once in response.
Windley saw the twang of guilt spread over me.
“If you’re jealous, Ed, don’t worry. You can have a turn with me next,” said Windley, ever trying to diffuse.
“Ha. Ha,” said Eddy, dusty.
“I, for one, can reach my own back,” said Wind. “But there are plenty of other bits I can’t.”
“Tch.” Edius may have been trying to sound grouchy but his amusement was betrayed by a shaken head and grunt that sounded more like a chuckle than a groan.
Windley wiggled his eyebrows over successfully distracting him.
A good friend. A bastard and a scamp, but a good friend.
I loved him so.
That love was streaming through me enough to make him scratch at his own neck as he eyed mine. “Eh…heh.”
That awkward, repressed laugh of his was a thing enticing all on its own. I took his hand and pulled him, running, into the fall of rain, past our alcove, past disapproving Rafe, and around a wall of hedge where he didn’t waste any time grabbing my waist and claiming my mouth.
The chill of water pricked at our skin, quick to wet our hair and clothes. Windley was down to his knickers, and my shirt and shorts were thin enough to show most of my body through the wet of fabric.
Windley lapped it up, holding my mended chest, kissing up and down me and then releasing a noise of frustration. “You feel damn good, lion queen. Almost too much. It’ll be nice when you’re back to normal. It’s hard not to go berserk on you as you are now. I mean, it was already hard but at least I could take my time with you. Now…” He ground his teeth and squeezed my breast and then plunged his mouth against my neck, sucking at the skin of it and turning me numb.
Edius was right. If anyone were to devour me…
I set my hands to his chest to push him away.
“Too much?” He searched me. “S-sorry. I’m trying not to be an animal.”
It wasn’t too much. “No, it’s… there’s something I’d like to do for you. To you? For you.” I could feel the heat of what I was planning pounding against my cheeks.
His eyebrow twitched upward. “Intrigued.”
I kissed him, with that curious, holding back expression still painted over him—kissed his cheek, collar, chest and then—
“Q-queenie? Where are you going? H-hooh-okay.”
I was taking Rafe’s advice.
“F—”
And it was the first time I had ever knelt for another mortal.
“Ah—”
And Windley did indeed sound elated.
“Fuuuck.”
And when it was through, he rewarded my efforts tenfold.
…
We lay in a bed of leafy moss I had produced for us, an overhang of leaves to shield us from the patter of rain that was still falling all around. “Well, that was… surprising.” Windley was stroking my hair. “Where exactly did you learn to—”
“Rafe.”
He blinked at me. “Come again? It sounded like you just said the world’s greatest cockblock taught you how to give a—”
“N-not really. He just gave a small amount of advice so that I might, er, figure it out.”
Windley released his head. “Goddess bless Rafe.”
I couldn’t help laughing over the contentment he wore.
“You’re quite the little vixen, Merr. Never did I imagine—” He stopped. “No, that’s not true. I imagined it all the time. All. The. Time. It would scare you to know the things I’ve thought about you.”
“I did have a naughty dream about you once,” I admitted.
That caught his attention. He leaned over me. “Once?”
“More than once.”
His mouth gave its signature curl. “How naughty?”
“Mild, I’m sure, compared to the ‘things you’ve thought’ about me.”
“We’ll chalk that up to lack of experience with the promise that your future dreams be far, far naughtier.” He kissed the tip of my nose before pouring his eyes over me and pulling at a coil of my hair. “I love you, my queen. More than I know how to say.”
He didn’t need to say it. The cage that was his bones could scarcely contain the drum of it.
“I never thought I would be lucky enough to have you, and even in my fantasies I knew I would have to share you, but…”
His voice trailed as he looked away. I took his face.
“Say it.”
“It’s selfish and complicating,” he said.
“I don’t care.”
He touched his forehead to mine, swallowed, and admitted: “I don’t want to share you. Not with a royal. Not with another paramour. Not with whomever you marry. I thought I could do it, but moments like this make me question whether or not I’m strong enough. It isn’t uncommon to share lovers in the south. And I’ve yet to meet a queen without… side hobbies. My head knows that, and yet I’m starting to get jealous over a hypothetical political relationship you aren’t even involved in yet—and one I’ve been preparing myself for since the day I met you.” There was emotion showing in his eyes. Emotion he would never show to anyone else. “I don’t deserve you and I have no right to claim you, but… especially after seeing the way Ed’s looking at you these days… I can’t help it: I want you for myself, Queen Merrin. Forever. I don’t want anyone else to taste you ever again.” The sigh he heaved moved through his shoulders. “Which is a terrible thing to say to you, knowing I can’t give you children and knowing what kind of heart you have.”
You know, I was a young teenager when Beau invited me out to the Clearing to meet her newest guard.
When I saw him, my first thought was that he was cute. My second was that his scarlet-colored hair was unusual. My third was that he was funny as he tried to show me a trick with his hatchets and ended up getting one lodged into the side of a castle turret. At the end of it, he’d simply said, ‘Ta-daaa!’ and wiggled his hands—though it had all gone horribly wrong.
And though we had only met, it felt like the three of us, he, Beau and I, had long been friends.
Growing closer to him had been such a natural, natural thing, as though we were meant for each other. As though out of all the souls in the world, ours were the most compatible. As though all along I had known that our meeting was something outside of fate.
I ran my fingers along the scars of his back. “It has always only been you, and it will always only be you, Wind.”
He kissed me deep, and when he pulled away—“Marry me, Merrin. It doesn’t have to be official or known to anyone else, but marry me? I… don’t have a ring or anything, but I will.”
That was the moment I knew what I had to do. The answer to one of the things wrestling my heart.
But I didn’t tell it to Windley just yet.
“Ask me again when this is over,” I said.
He held me until the rain ceased to fall.




Chapter 14
Is It Worth It?
“Your hair’s really long.”
That was Edius.
“It lengthens when it’s wet,” I said.
“Didn’t notice before,” he said.
Because he had been looking at me much more intensely in recent days.
He exhaled his reluctance over what he was about to say: “It… looks nice.”
Meanwhile—
“Chaaaap. Chap? Chap!”
“What do you want, you pest?” lashed Rafe.
“Just to see how my favorite magician’s doing. Need any help with that roast corn, mate?”
Rafe furrowed his brow over Windley’s sudden devotion. A reason for his beaming teeth and abrupt desire to assist. Coming to a realization, he flicked his gaze disagreeably to me—which I quickly averted from—before burying his face in his hands: “Oh my goddess. You told him.”
“Told him what?” said Edius.
I clapped. “Let’s all name a fruit we’d like for dessert!” My voice was unnaturally loud. “I’ll go first! Cherries!” I stomped my feet and grew a tree of them.
“Raaafe.” Windley had his arm around the sorcerer’s shoulder, giving him a hearty shake. “How about you, chap? How do you like your dessert?”
“Next time I’m staying home,” Rafe grumbled, and then to me: “Never again, Your Majesty. Never again.”
But you know, in friendships as long as ours, never again is an impossible phrase. Rafe would allow me many more offerings of advice over the years. Though few would be quite so lewd. Actually, most would be about parenting. But I digress.
It was for the best that Edius was not in on the joke, and I hurried to grow him the southern fruit—known as pineapple—he desired.
“Did I get it right?” I asked, shaking out my damp hair that was starting to curl and coil.
“You’ve… never seen a pineapple before, have you?” he said.
“So I did not get it right,” I concluded.
“Eh, close enough.” He stabbed at the prickly thing with his knife. “Though it tastes more like an orange.” At my expression, he put up a hand and a grin. “It’s fine, you little ferret. I like oranges.”
I enjoyed Edius.
But I did not enjoy the way our eyes met too long after he said it. It was hard not to stay caught on eyes like those—hard not to smile back at a mouth like that.
Windley squeezed my shoulder. Self-proclaimed master of lust, he knew what we were going through. “Oy, Ed. Care for a walk, mate?”
He was a good friend.
A good partner.
A good person.
Sometimes the sweetest things are in the most unexpected of packages.
Dinner and dessert and rest accomplished, we ventured further into the labyrinth.
Rafe, still at the front like a captain, was trying to find rhyme or reason to the layout of it all. “Your majesty, did you have more of a contemporary design, classical design or meander design in mind when you built this? I know it isn’t circular or seeded, but those can still be used as bases.”
“To be honest, Rafe, it seems you’ve just spoken a foreign language to me. I had no design in mind, merely envisioned a labyrinth from a storybook I read as a child.”
Rafe held his chin. “That would explain the inconsistency.”
“I already knew you were a nerd, but, chap, you are such a NERD.” Windley swatted Rafe in the back; he relished seeing another side of the stony guard who had always been one to sit quietly in the courtyard reading alone. We always knew Rafe enjoyed quiet and concentration, but never did we know he so enjoyed puzzles.
To unfold the layers of a person is a beautiful thing.
“This way.” Rafe pointed with explorer’s conviction. “I’m sure of it.”
Edius passed me a smirk. It was so natural to return it and so painful to realize I was doing so.
The labyrinth, such close quarters, was perhaps the hardest stretch of our journey together. Each time our arms brushed, each time our eyes met, each time we exchanged words, it was as though we were both fighting a pull driven by magic and instinct and unseen scents.
How, captive ones, can a heart be so committed to one person yet feel so enticed by another? Maybe you’ve come to learn as I have—that even the best of us can be tempted. The world is not built of constants. And hearts? Dastardly, plotting things. I was lucky to have found a person who understood that.
“Hey Merr?” Windley was looking to the skies again, neck tipped long and exposed.
A true lion would have bitten it.
Instead, I pretended to search the skies alongside him. “Hmm, I think we’re too far south to see it.”
He shifted gaze to me. “See what?”
“Oh, I assumed you were looking for every color on the skyline,” I said. “What, with the moon and sun dipped so low.”
The others were ahead of us now, an unconscious effort on all our parts, and that gleam of his was just for me. “Listen here, Your Majesty, everyone knows that obsession is yours and yours alone.” He tapped his chin. “Though I do pay extra attention to sunsets ever since the first time you told it to me…”
“And when exactly was the first time? I’m sure I’ve hardly mentioned it.”
“You mean you don’t remember every interaction we’ve ever had together ever?” he said, faking shock and offense.
“You said ever twice.”
“I suppose I’ve an advantage there.” He moved right over it. “Wiping your memory clean leaves plenty of room for absorption. My first, second and third impressions of you are crisp.” He tapped his ever-changing head. “But this is an especially good one.”
And that was that. He kept on without so much as another word.
Because he wanted me to beg him for it.
But I was just as stubborn as he. We walked in silence several minutes until he began to whistle.
“Argh! Fine, ass. Tell your story,” I said.
“What story?”
“Tell it. Or I’m leaving to go analyze this maze with Rafe.”
He smiled to himself over my exasperation as he tucked his hands behind his neck. “You, my darling, were visiting the Clearing—for something boring and official—and Queen Beau was off being an oracle, doing oracle-y things—you know, the usual.”
“Is that all you think we do!?” I said.
“Aside from saving worlds and birthing illegitimate children? Yup.”
That earned him a swat.
“Shh. No more interruptions.” He winked at me. “I was stationed in the throne room with a few other guards when you came bursting in, hair like it was caught in a tornado. You damn near yanked my hand off tearing me away from the others to show me the sunset through those big windows in the back. I remember it because it was the first time you ever took my hand. Evidently, you’d escaped some meeting or another to see it from that view, and you chose me as your victim because you knew I’d be the one blamed when you were caught.”
I stared at him before releasing a laugh loud enough to make Rafe and Edius turn to look back at us. “You think that’s why I showed it to you?”
He shrugged. “Why else?”
Somewhere in my chest, a chord was plucked.
“Windley… of course I remember it. How could I not remember it? You were still quite new to the queendoms at that time, and I knew you hailed from somewhere far away, though you were reluctant sharing where. I took your hand and showed you the colors hidden in the sunset because I wanted you to feel at home.”
“…Why would the sunset make me feel at home?” he said.
“Because it contained every color.”
One brow popped on him.
“Much like your hair,” I finished.
Adoration befell him. “Oh, you sweet, unworldly, sweet thing.”
“I was young then!” I defended.
“Those dots were way too distant for me to connect, lion queen, but—” He clutched his heart as though touched. “You liked me and wanted me to feel at home. That’s so cute.”
“Patronization does not suit you.”
In a flash, he turned dark: “Everything suits me.”
I couldn’t argue much with that.
“Psh.” I fanned away his advances. “If not the sunset, then what is it you were searching the sky for? You were about to ask me something before this tangent.”
His act was quick to drop. “Afraid I wasn’t thinking anything so pleasant, queenie.” And he only made that face when thinking about—
“Pip?” I said.
He surrendered a nod.
“What about him?”
“You said you can’t feel Vita’s breath inside him now, right? But, you could feel it before? Back when he looked like a Spirite?”
“Right,” I said.
“Oy Ed! Come back here a sec.”
Ed pivoted to meet us. Rafe made no such adjustment. I hurried to close the flowers around us that were surely giving off my scent.
“Relax,” said Edius. “I’m not that fragile. I can handle some fricken’ flowers.” Amused by my efforts, he rolled out his neck and cracked his shoulders. “Getting real cooped up in here, though. Did you guys know that Rafe dude knows a lot about mazes? Like a lot. Like more than I want to know.”
“I like it,” I said. “It is rare to see him this excited. Is there a thing you get like that over, Edius?”
Edius shrugged. “Sex?” He turned to Windley before I could respond: “Why’d you call me over?”
“I’m trying to understand something,” said Wind. “Pip changed when you dropped the hexes in Ascian’s ring, so it’s safe to assume he was being kept in that form by a hex. But what kind? And could we use it to our advantage?”
“Well, when I dropped ‘em, I felt one bigger and darker than the rest. Guess that was whatever Ascian placed on Pip to keep him that way. Could’ve been a suppression curse. But Ascian never shared that one with me.”
“Me neither,” said Windley, chin in hand. “And if it was a hex, I’m surprised it held him so well.”
“I believe I saw him begin to transform once,” I cut in.
News to them both.
“At the manor,” I furthered, “when I was locked in the room with him, he was searching around in me for… the destroyer, and I saw him begin to transform.”
“He was using your goddess juice to free himself?” said Windley.
“Though he did not seem to know what he was doing at the time,” I said.
“Interesting,” said Wind. “I mean, we always knew he was different. A normal Spirite wouldn’t have been able to hex a wraith the way he did with that spider thing. And he was always more in tune to hearts and physicality than we are. Not to mention strong enough to hex entire towns on his own…”
Among us, there was one who had fallen quiet.
“Edius?” I tapped him on the shoulder with my canteen. “Are you okay?”
Edius reached out and snatched a handful of closed flowers, shoulders tense, throat disdained: “I’m the one that locked you in there with him. I took someone like you and locked you in a room with someone like him. What the fuck was I thinking!?”
Windley caught my eye. “H-hey you’ve more than made up for that, mate.”
Yet the cloud over Edius remained.
Of the many things that made up Edius, guilt was a strong one. Guilt over Gwen. Guilt over Albie. Guilt over kidnapping me. Guilt over kissing me. Guilt over so many sins from a life that was no longer his.
But as I have repeatedly said, people are capable of change. There is no rule that says you cannot have a do-over.
“If you think I would not have done what you did if Windley were the one stuck in a hex, then you are sorely mistaken,” I said. “Judgement is not an impenetrable force. And love? To me, it seems like the sharpest arrow.”
I meant to help. Really I did.
But my words drove Edius’s heart to pound once. He curled forward and gripped it.
“Come on, Ed.” Windley tapped Edius on the back. “Let’s take one of those walks, yeah? Clear our heads?”
As the pair of them disappeared around a corner, I caught the beginnings of a conversation that wasn’t meant for me.
“I swear to goddess I’m not after her. It’s like I have no control over—”
“I know, mate. I’ve been there.”
“Does it always feel this shitty?”
“That’s only at first… and then off and on,” said Windley.
“And that’s worth it?” said Ed.
“My answer to that question would only make your situation worse.”




Chapter 15
Into the Light
When the Spirites returned, spirits returned with them. Edius was composed, his heart small and cold and hard. And there it stayed—long enough for me to feel comfortable conversing with him alone or sharing my canteen. Whatever talk he and Windley had had, it seemed to have laid the murmurs of his chest to rest.
We carried on, through endless dusk, making camp, getting lost, turning here and there. And not once did we catch sight of Pip. The longer it went on, the greater we expected his sudden return, yet those faded wings refused to grace us.
Through all this, Windley and Edius made time to slip away every so often so that Windley could help Edius cope with the changing terrain of his heart. I was glad for it. Ed always came back with his chest clamped tighter and his mood lifted brighter.
But then there was one time… near the end… that I caught the pair of them discussing something… else.
“It’s not ideal,” Windley was saying, voice discreet, “but if that were the situation, so long as she wanted it too… I mean, it’s not like the magician can do it for you, Ed. Our options are limited.”
Options?
And I was practically the only ‘she’ they both knew.
When Windley saw me within earshot, he compensated with a burst of obnoxiousness that upset a bird hiding in the leafy walls. “Ed wants you to grow him a beanstalk, Merr,” he shouted and waved. “One that goes to the sky. I told him it won’t support his weight, but he insists.”
By the way he met my eyes after, he knew I knew he was covering, but I trusted him enough to know it was with good reason, so I left it at that and played along, growing Edius a beanstalk of only acceptable proportions.
But you know there’s more to it than that, right?
I wouldn’t be mentioning it if there weren’t.
Days into the labyrinth, we reached the inner sanctum, a spiraling path that grew narrower and narrower until the green of it was pushing at our clothes and Edius had to turn his shoulders so as not to get snagged.
“Figuring you didn’t have me in mind when you grew this part, darlin’.”
I’m sure I must have. I gave a wave to make the hedges bend away from him, erupting them with bright pink flowers as he passed.
“Cute,” he said.
And the ground too. The ground burst into bloom the shape of his footprints behind him.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”
“He’s like some wood nymph,” I whispered to Windley, loud enough for Edius to hear.
“Oh-ho no. That’s my line, darlin’.”
With the mouth of a schemer, Windley whispered into my ear. I gave him a nod and not long after, my version of a pineapple plant began sprouting up behind Edius whenever he took a step.
“I can’t believe you’re responsible for the lives of thousands,” Ed said from behind, making Windley cackle.
It was around this time that Rafe gave a shout: “It’s here!”
Possibly the liveliest thing ever to have escaped his lips. The rest of us were lagging behind, teasing, playing, pent-up from spending too long in too close of quarters, but when we reached the end of the spiral, that all fell.
For we knew what waited beyond the door at the center of the labyrinth.
I say ‘door’ and it was, but it likely isn’t the sort you’re picturing. It was carved into the side of an old tree stump without leaves that looked to have lived and died dozens of years prior—though it had only been born in recent days. The bark of it was cracked and withered, the top of it chewed from wind and sun. The knob it bore wasn’t real, rather a carving, deep as the outline of the door.
Edius entered the small clearing at the labyrinth’s center and put a hand to the trunk and dropped his head. Any playfulness lingering in the air dropped with it.
Gwen. We were almost to her.
“Eddy—”
Windley caught my hand from touching the pained Spirite who was nearing the end of a long, arduous journey. He kissed my knuckle before taking its place on Edius’s shoulder. “You okay, mate?”
“This’ll work.” Edius patted the bark but didn’t reveal his face to us. “Gimme a moment.”
Windley’s nod told Rafe and me to make ourselves busy while he leaned in closer to Edius and lowered his voice, offering the console I could not.
“Aw, Ed, that’s…” I could make out Windley saying. “But you won’t know until you see her, right?”
Edius’s response was indiscernible.
“I know you brought that up before, but let’s not jump to conclusions, mate. Especially not now that you’ve got…”
It wasn’t meant for me to hear and it was unbecoming of me to eavesdrop further.
“D-did you have fun, Rafe?” I asked instead, motioning to the labyrinth.
“Did you have fun, Your Majesty?”
The hue of my cheeks made him roll his eyes.
“There’s a branch in your hair,” he said, flicking his wrist.
“Shh, I was seeing how long it would take her to notice,” edged in Windley. With Edius composed, he had sauntered over to retrieve us.
I plucked the branch, still full of leaves, and swatted him with it before joining Edius beside the door. His jaw was flexed, his stare unfaltering. Whatever he and Windley had discussed, it had made him… tight.
“Now what?” I asked.
“I have to knock,” said Ed.
Yet he wasn’t knocking. For he was afraid there might be no answer.
I fought all urges to place hands on him. “Take as long as you need, Eddy. …Would it help if I grew you another beanstalk?” An effort to brighten him.
He passed his gaze to me and offered a sad smile. “That might help, darlin’. That might help.” Then he returned to the door, uttering: “Goddess damn, I’m a coward.”
“What you have done for her proves that wrong,” was my quiet response.
The sound of his clearing throat preluded the soft rap of his knuckles against thick, aged wood. “Gwen honey, it’s me.”
There was no sound from within the trunk.
“G…” His deep voice broke in half. “Gwen? Wake up. It’s Eddy. Came for ya, at las—”
He needed to go no further, for upon speaking his name, there was a clicking sound from within the tree and the next moment that carved outline seared in murky blue light.
“That’s a good sign, eh?” observed Wind.
But Edius was in no state to answer. Eyes downcast, he set his fingers to the knob-like outline and pressed. The door separated from the rest of the bark, pushing inward to reveal an opening, though it was impossible to see what lay beyond the curtain of swimming blue fog waiting on the other side.
“Is this what they call a portal?” I questioned.
“Think so.” Wind’s voice was closer to my ear than I realized.
Ed’s face was unreadable as he stared into the haze. “Got some friends with me, Gwenny. And, uh, I look different. Just to warn ya.” He connected his sphinx eyes with mine before nodding to the others and stepping into the blue beyond. I moved to follow but was caught on the shoulder by Rafe, who fingered his sword as if to say ‘just in case’ before following after Edius, leaving me behind with Windley.
“A moment, Merr?” Windley set his hand atop my shoulder so that it was barely touching my shirt.
Things unspoken muddled the air around us.
“Are you going to tell me now? About that beanstalk nonsense?” I gave him my most suspicious expression. “You know, I thought your kind was supposed to be good at lying.”
He swallowed. “I have a hard time lying to you. That was the best I could do.”
If ever a person was stalling it was him.
“I assume it has to do with whatever you were just discussing with Edius at the door?” I prompted.
He neither confirmed nor denied it. “Look, what I said before, love, about not wanting to share you. That still holds. But… there may be situations…” His voice trailed. “I understand why you’d want to. Why you’d both want to… under certain circumstances.”
It made little sense to me.
I blinked at him. “I don’t have the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”
He exhaled. “Just… be prepared to break the rules if that’s what you think is best. If it comes down to it, I’ll understand.”
It was with confusion on my brow and Windley’s arms around me more securely than was necessary that we breached the wall of blue.
The other side was enough to make me push Windley’s crypticness from thought. The world of light was nothing like what I expected. In fact, it may have been the thing I least expected.
“The forest fortress?!”
Edius turned to look over his shoulder. “Is that what you see?”
Yes, the portal had spit us into the entryway of the treetop refuge I had been visiting my entire life.
“But how are we here!? There’s my riding cloak hung up. And that’s Windley’s chair.” I motioned to the corner.
“Wait, my chair?” he said.
“Well, it is your favorite, isn’t it?”
His smile started at the mouth and ended in the eye.
“Is that what you see too?” Ed asked him.
“What do you mean see?” said Windley.
“What about you?” Ed asked of Rafe. “You see something different, don’t you?”
Rafe was quiet. “I don’t want to say.”
Windley and I exchanged looks, and after, he threw a hand to his hip. “Wait a second, Ed. Are you saying we see different places right now?”
“The light realm isn’t tangible, but your eyes need to see something, so your mind fills it in with whatever place it likes best.” Edius glanced around, adding under his breath: “Apparently that place can change.”
“Interesting.” Windley’s devilish eyes found their target: “Out with it, chap. What do you see?”
Rafe shrugged him off. “Shut up.”
“Oh my goddess, it’s Queen Beau’s bedchamber, isn’t it?!” While Windley was feigning appalling, I couldn’t help picking up on the way Edius’s heart had begun to wriggle.
“What do you see, Eddy?” I asked so that the others couldn’t hear.
He didn’t let his eyes find me. “That’s… not something you wanna know, darlin’.”
Oh.
“W-where’s Gwen?” I asked instead.
Edius nodded his head down the hall of the fortress where antique frames chosen by long-dead royalty hung. “This way.”
“How do you know?” I said.
Ed tapped his nose.
Ah.
He looked to be pushing away invisible branches as he stepped through the center of a table. But when I reached that same table, it was solid.
It was a bizarre existence within the lighted realm.
Rafe and Windley were still flirting. “Ooh, no, you know what I bet it is? The labyrinth.”
Rafe sighed long and thin. “Why would it be the labyrinth?”
“I don’t know, you tell me. You’re the one that was all hard for it.”
“Leave me alone.” Rafe shoved past, sidestepping something invisible to the rest of us.
Meanwhile, Windley was running his fingertips over a painting of a thunderstorm on the wall with a smile playing at his cheek.
“I’m glad we see the same place,” I told him. “I’m glad you cherish our times here as much as I do.”
“Oh sure, I’ve always loved coming here because it means getting to see—” He lifted his eyebrows, finishing: “Chap.”
“Chap. Mmhmm.” I took his sleeve and pulled him after the others, noticing that he moved around something I couldn’t see. “Wait.” I stopped. “What was that?”
“Hm?” He looked to the floor behind him. “You don’t see it?” His face fell. “You don’t… nothing, Merr. Leave it.”
“No, no. What is it?” I thought back to our last visit to the fortress, before Beau had confessed her secret, before Rafe had shown me how to charge his sword, before…
I knew what Windley had just stepped around. A thing my mind has spared me from seeing. When I realized it, I doubled over and held my gut.
“His armor,” I managed through the sudden searing pain of it. “That’s where Albie left his…”
Grief is a wrenching thing, a thing that burns and twists. One that never, never, never truly goes away. It dulls, yes; it sleeps, but it is always there, in the reaches, waiting.
“Shh.” Windley’s mouth was pressed to my hair as he cradled my head. “It’s okay, Merr. It’s okay.”
The smell of the fortress was stained with my knight, and as I looked around that entryway that had always felt like home, I saw him, settled in chairs or leaned against walls. Cleaning his sword or smoking his pipe. I could hear the grit of his voice, feel the brush of his mustache against my forehead. It was then that I realized:
Albie was the ghost that would always haunt this place.
“You deserve to grieve, my queen,” Windley whispered. “But the time’s not optimal for it. Not with…” He glanced down the hall where Ed and Rafe had disappeared.
He was right. This part of the journey was Edius’s. And Ascian’s final victim was still waiting to be rescued.
“Here.” He set his finger to my temple. “Let me smudge it over for now, okay? I promise you’ll have all the time you need later.” The haze of beguilement pushed into me softly, numbing the pain all around us. “Think of another place. You have many favorites.”
Just as soon as he said it, the world around us melted, replaced by salty, briny air. Thunderous clapping beneath an overcast sky—the coastal waves of the Crag crashed against the edge of my city.
“There.” Windley released me and closed his eyes as the irritable wind blew at his hair. “Feels good out here, doesn’t it?”
I looked up at him. “It… changed for you as well?” I said. “How is that possible?”
“My favorite place isn’t a place, Merr.”
For it was at my side.
And he had said it as earnestly as anything he’d ever said.
I welled over it, admittedly a wee bit intoxicated, before following him down the coast after Edius and Rafe’s footprints. The sand was eager to form ours along with theirs, sucking down the soles of our boots and making us work to release them.
It was no good out here either.
Because I remembered running along this beach as a child, mane caught up in sand and wind, a certain dutiful knight, mustache more gray than white, calling after me to slow down.
I remembered picnic tea, lessons on etiquette, poetry…
Poetry.
I thought farther into my memory. The pages Albie read from most often were scribbled out and worn at the edges, bound in leather and smelling of… lilies?
“You okay, love?”
“Yeah.” I shook off Windley’s concern. “My head’s a bit foggy thanks to you, but I was just thinking… the poems Albie read to me growing up… I think my mother may have been the one to write them. I’ll have to look in his chambers when we return home to be sure.”
The look on Windley’s face was one more fitting of someone else. His eyes matched the gray of the sky as he looked out over angry waters.
It was twofold, I suspected.
“I haven’t decided yet,” I told him. “Whether or not I want to know if he was my father.”
He nodded, yet that forlornity remained.
‘When we return home.’
That was the second part causing him strife. He was not looking forward to it, as I was not looking forward to it. I took his cheek. “It’s a shame to see a look like that on a face like yours,” I purred.
He stiffened, eyes narrow. “That’s something I would say, queenie.”
“You’re wearing off on me. Mother Poppy will be appalled.” I motioned to the sand ahead. “Let’s go.”
But before he obeyed, he forced my hand from his cheek and down his neck, absorbing the feeling of the restored Crown through my touch against his skin. I felt the goosebumps, his shivering exhale.
“Sorry.” He released me with greatest reluctance. “I’ll behave.”
“What happened?” I said. “You’ve been doing well with it.”
“Ha! Is that what it looks like? I told you—men are generally weaker than they let on. Walk a few paces ahead of me, would you? It’s been building.” Under his breath, he followed with: “I’ll be glad when we’re rid of that goddess-damned crown for good.”
Up ahead, Edius was still pushing things out of his way the rest of us couldn’t see. Meanwhile, Rafe’s neck was craned to the side as though he couldn’t take his eyes from whatever they beheld—certainly not the same crashing waves Windley and I perceived.
As the horizon closed in on us, Edius began to jog and then to run and then to sprint. The rest of us followed because we could see a glow in the distance.
The glow was surrounding a body.
I would later find out that Rafe saw her lying on a couch in a throne room that wasn’t mine.
Eddy saw her beneath the branches of a willow where an indecent act had occurred.
And Windley and I saw her in the sand on a beach well-trodden.
Gwen.
Let me tell you a little about Gwen.
Gwen had a beautiful face poking out from the wrap around her hair and brilliant eyes that changed from blue to lavender depending on which way the light caught them. Gwen had skin kissed by the southern sun, dark and smooth and as rich as the most decadent of desserts. Gwen had a pulsing aura of blue light all around her and a small incandescent jewel mounted to the center of her forehead.
But the moment I saw her was the moment I understood why Edius had never fallen in love with her.




Chapter 16
Gwen
“She—She’s a child!” I cried. And one who couldn’t have been more than eight years old.
Edius wasn’t fit to explain as he frantically crouched beside the young girl who appeared to be without consciousness. He wasted no time pulling her to his chest and giving her a shake. “Gwen? Gwen!”
“Oh shit,” Windley swore under his breath. “Is she—”
“Ed…dy?” Those fears were laid to rest when the smallest of voices escaped from Edius’s padded chest. The next moment, a pair of weak arms found their way around his thick neck. “You came back,” said a voice like whisps. “I knew you would come back. You always keep your promises.”
With face stowed, it took Edius a moment to compose and when he finally spoke, it was a struggle: “H-heya Gwenny. Sorry I’m late.”
If ever there was a time to sigh of relief, it was now. For all of Ed’s worry, for all of Ascian’s abuse, the hex had not claimed the last of Gwen’s breath.
When Ed showed us his face, it was one of bittersweetness—sweet, for Gwen remained alive; bitter over the state she was in. And as a strong push of emotion released from the cage of his chest, I nearly buckled, for it was a pattern I recognized:
Edius’s heart was beating for Gwen the way Albie’s beat for me.
And that was a painful, painful thing to feel.
“When you said you adopted her… I thought it was merely a loophole, but… you really are more like a father to her?” I tried to do the math. “But then how did you really meet? And when? You couldn’t have actually grown up together.”
“Seelies age slow, darlin’. In the last twenty years, she’s only aged two. And I wouldn’t say I’m a father to her. She’s always been like a sister to me—only I grew up and she never did. The story I told ya’s the truth.”
“Eddy?” That was Gwen’s voice, like paper or cracked glass. “I’m tired all the time now.”
“Y-yeah?” Ed’s brow was bent at the center. “That’d be the hex, hon. The man I made the deal with, he died and he took a lot from ya right at the end. Then it got passed into the wrong hands and—I’m so sorry, Gwenny. Never meant to let it get this bad.” By the sound of it, he was doing his best not to break.
The beautiful girl was swathed in billowing robes, like a priest or an oracle, scooped up in his burly arms. “It’s okay,” she said. “I didn’t feel anything. I’ve been sleeping.” She pointed to the gemstone on her forehead. “But see how dim it is? No matter how hard I try, I can’t make it brighter.”
“I’m here to fix that, sweetheart.”
Wind and Rafe had been silently observing—neither showing surprise over Gwen’s age. Windley had suspected from the beginning that they weren’t involved in any sort of romantic relationship. It wasn’t as though Edius had been hiding it, either. The signs were there, I simply chose to ignore them.
Because wishful thinking.
“Gwen, think you could fix all this?” Edius motioned around him. “Not sure why this is the place that got projected for me but it’s… not ideal.”
He meant whatever vision he was seeing within the lighted realm.
Feet dangling limp, Gwen bobbed her head and touched her fingertip to the jewel just above her brow. The beach melted away—rock and foam and gnarled wood—replaced by a small chamber, the walls made of a color much like Gwen’s iridescent eyes, the ground of it covered in poufs and pillows and strips of fabric. And at the center of it all was a small fountain flowing in that same blue light, thick enough to grasp in your palm.
Edius set her down and knelt beside her. “These are my friends, Gwen. They helped me get ahold of the ring finally. Can you see ‘em okay?”
The frail girl scanned over us. “No, but I can feel them.”
She couldn’t see us? Whyever not? We could see her just fine. I stepped up to meet her:
“Hello Gwen. My name is Merrin. I have been hoping and hoping to meet you. You must be especially dear to Edius for all he has done to reach you.”
But the gem-like child said nothing in return.
“Can you hear a lady’s voice?” Ed asked her.
“No, it’s too distant. What is she, Eddy? She’s not a human.”
“That’s… complicated. She is a human. A super-charged one at the moment. Nothing to be scared of. She’s the one that’s gonna help us.”
I… was? As far as I knew, I was only here to destroy the ring.
And why did Edius seem so… grave? It was clear by the look of her that Gwen’s vitality was low, but that could be cured with rest. Lifeforce was replenishable, like blood. Shouldn’t he be happier that she was in a recoverable state?
If there were answers to be found in Edius’s stare, I would not be granted them. “Windley, come here and feel her spirit for me?” he said, making an effort not to catch my eye.
Windley, who had been quietly observing with arms folded, shot me a dodgy glance before joining Edius at Gwen’s side.
My imagination, or was there something not right about the two of them?
Not to mention Rafe was giving me an odd look.
“What?”
He shook his head.
“Rafe, what?”
“I’ve… got a bad feeling,” he said with reluctance.
I pricked my wits for signs of what he was sensing: “Me too, but why? Those two know something they aren’t telling us.”
He watched the others shrewdly. “Whatever it is, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Your Majesty. Remember that. I have your back.”
I didn’t understand his concern.
Not until Windley said,
“Yeah… not much there, is there?” and removed his hand from Gwen’s forehead. “Then this is that worst case scenario you mentioned?”
Edius gave the thinnest of nods as he slipped Ascian’s ring from his finger and handed it to Windley. “When it’s done, make sure this gets destroyed.”
“Shit. Ed…” Windley trailed while staring down at the cursed object in his hand. “A-and the kid?”
“She can bend light here, so you won’t need to worry about carrying her until you’re out in the mortal world. We had a rolling chair for her back home. If you could make sure she gets one…”
Windley frowned, still staring at the ring. “Look, are you sure about this?”
“Do you know of another way?” said Ed.
Windley exhaled deep. “Not one I can live with.”
“Yeah. That’s what I thought. Do you… uh, mind if I take a moment with…” He prodded his head in my direction. “That thing I mentioned the other night… I want it.”
Beanstalk.
Windley tucked the ring onto his finger and gave me another of those glances that were difficult to interpret. “Like I said, I’m not going to stop you. Just… keep it mild, yeah? Good luck, mate.”
Whatever ambiguity they were exchanging, I didn’t favor being left out of it. This felt suspiciously like a gentlemen’s agreement, which I’d explicitly forbade the two of them from making.
“Darlin’?” Edius approached me. “Can I have a word with ya?”
“So long as you tell me what’s going on. What are you and Windley making arrangements over? And what is it you’re planning to ask me to do?”
But Edius merely walked past me, away from the others and straight toward the wall.
“Windley?!”
Windley held up his hands like a caught child. “I know you’re gonna be pissed at me, Merr, but I understand where he’s coming from. I told him I’d only help him if you’re okay with it. The decision is yours. Both decisions, really.”
“What decisions?!” I demanded.
“This way, darlin’.” Edius had reached the wall but the room had expanded. Over his shoulder he called: “Don’t fall asleep, Gwen. I’ll be back in a sec.”
“Windley?”
Windley’s eyes showed the remorse of betrayal I had seen from him only one other time. “We didn’t know for sure until just now,” he said, grave.
“Tch!” That was Rafe, folding his arms. “I knew it. Bad move on your part, Windley.”
“Argh, it’s not that simple! Obviously.” Windley motioned to Gwen’s body. “I don’t need you being high and mighty at a time like this, chap. You don’t know what it’s like to have that kind of blood on your hands. Only we know that truth—that no amount of scrubbing will ever wash it away. It isn’t up to you or me, so fuck off.”
Never was Windley so harsh with Rafe.
Never did he show his teeth like that to one of his friends.
My alarm must have been showing, for Windley recovered quickly. “Go with him, Merrin.” He watched Ed’s back moving away from us. “And ah, now isn’t the time to worry about that triangle, yeah?”
All confusing. All maddening.
It was with unease and anger and confusion that I followed after Edius, noticing that the others were falling behind in view, though there was nowhere else for us to walk.
“Pretty trippy, huh?” said Edius.
Extremely, but—“I command you to tell me what’s going on, Edius.”
“You command me?” A grin hit the corner of his mouth for the first time since reaching the heart of the labyrinth. “Surprised you didn’t pull that one out sooner.”
“I do not appreciate being toyed with. Why are you acting so strangely? What are you and Windley plotting? And why can’t Gwen see us?”
“One at a time, darlin’.” Edius wore a sense of calm through my distress. “The reason Gwen can’t see you is because you’re not really here. None of us are.”
It took little effort to turn my anger to intrigue. “…What?”
“Only those with light in their veins can exist here,” he continued. “Gwen can’t see you or hear you because you’re still back out in the middle of that labyrinth.”
“You mean our bodies are just lying there!?”
He gave a chuckle. “No. We’re in the doorway, so to speak. No one in the mortal realm can touch ya, but you aren’t really in the light realm either. You ever feel things in the dark you can’t see? Right now, for Gwen, you’re one of those things.”
“What about you?” I said.
“Gwen shared her light with me a long time ago. I’ve got a little bit of it inside.” His hand moved to the bottom of his shirt. “I can show ya if you’d like.”
“No!” I put out hands to stop him from revealing whatever body his shirt was hiding. “And the rest of it?” I said. “You’ve made it to her and seen that she still has life. That means you can drop the hex and take her out of here, so what are you doing over here with me? And why is your mood so glum?”
We were quite far from the others now and the cocoon in his chest was becoming active. He set a hand to the wall behind me.
“I wanna finish what we started,” he said.
Then, with his ancient, crafty, dark-lined eyes on mine, he leaned close so that his arm was rested against the wall over my head and his body was hiding me from sight: “Would you mind if I kissed ya?”
I waited to ensure I had heard him right. “What? Y-you know you can’t kiss me, Edius. It isn’t safe.”
“What if it meant no threat to your boyfriend, then could I kiss ya?” His chest was rising and falling noticeably, his eyes fallen to my mouth. “Our bodies aren’t really here,” he said, breath close. “It doesn’t count.”
“Of course it counts!”
“Then tell me no, darlin’.”
But I wasn’t strong enough to do that. Not with pheromones swirling and enticement writhing. Not with days of suppressed attraction. Not with that chest that was bouncing around more chaotically than ever before.
At the last moment, he kissed my cheek.
I shoved him away. “Edius, what is this? What are you doing?”
He caught my wrist, showing no sign of the struggle it caused him to do so. “I’m gonna ask ya something, and you’re gonna want to say no, but I need you to say yes, okay? It’s really, really important to me, and I know what it means to ask ya this, but I gotta ask anyway. Before you give up that crown of yours, I need you to transfer my life to Gwen.”
I backed away from him but was already against the wall. “Are you kidding?! Of course I won’t do something like that! And why do you feel there’s a need for it? Sure, she seems a little tired, but other than that, she looks fine. Even if she’s weak, there’s no reason she can’t recover!”
“I wish that were true.” His sadness wasn’t over what he was asking me to do but my reaction to it. “If I took Gwen out of here as she is now, she’d glimmer away. She’s got life in her but not enough for our world. Barely enough for this one. I think… I think Charm knew what she was doing. I think she left just enough that I’d get to see Gwen one more time before…” He showed brief loathing. “Gwen’s been sleeping to preserve herself. She woke up to let us in, but the moment I got close to her, I could feel it. Her spirit’s a trickle when it should be a flood. The next time she goes to sleep, I’d bet my life she won’t wake again.”
“So we lend her a bit of energy to make it through!” I countered. “She doesn’t need a sacrifice! I wasn’t the one that ended Charm, remember? Rafe dealt the final blow. We didn’t require a trade of her life for yours. Why should this be any different?”
“Always out for a solution.” His smirk was back. “That’s why they made you queen, huh?”
For the last time, I was born into it.
Edius continued: “What you and I had—those were wounds of the body. Fatal, but bodily. We just needed a little help to get past the fatal part. With Gwen it’s different. Her spirit has been slowly siphoned outta her, sacrificed each time Ascian used her for healing. No amount of borrowed time is gonna get her over that hump. Instead, we need to replenish what was stolen. Her life was traded to heal others. That needs to be repaid.”
My horror was surely showing, and my hands were surely shaking. “Did you know?” I whispered. “The entire way here, did you know this would happen?”
“I didn’t know for sure, but… once I put on the ring, I knew she was weak. And I knew I might need you to do for her what you did for me. And I knew you’d come along if I held on to the ring, so…”
“You set us up?”
“As a worst-case scenario, and Windley didn’t catch on until pretty late in the game, so save your anger for me. Look, I know how hard this is gonna be for you, Merrín, but the truth is, you’re the only one that can keep her alive at this point.”
“So I’ve been trapped into it. If I don’t give her your life, she’ll die? And you didn’t warn me before because—”
“I knew you wouldn’t come.”
There was a time, captive ones, when I held back from a strike Edius deserved.
This time, I gave him one he didn’t.
“How could you do this, Edius?! How could you do this to me?! After… what I did to Albie… you…”
He held his smarting cheek. “I know. I’m a bastard. I’ve always managed to hurt the things I care for most in my life. I really did mean it when I said I was leaving at the end of this. Just didn’t know to what extent. My only regret’s that I couldn’t help put an end to Pip first. Truthfully, I thought he’d ambush us back in that maze. I know you’re mad at me, but we really don’t have a lot of time, so now that you know everything, I’ll ask you again—can I kiss you?”
He was far too earnest, and I was battling a myriad of emotion. Too many to list.
“I know you’re all juiced up still, but I promise I won’t go nuts,” he added.
“Why do you wish to kiss me, Edius?” I asked, meek.
“Because I want to know what it feels like to love you.”
This time I was the one stricken.
“I’ve been doing what I could not to fall for ya, knowing this might be how it ended up. You can see how well that worked. And I know you’ve got feelings for me too—could feel it when we kissed before. Didn’t mean for that to happen, either. I know I’m already asking a lot of ya, but I wanna know what it feels like to love someone before I go.” He clutched his hand to his chest. “I don’t think it’ll take much more.”
“No. I mean, yes you can kiss me, but no, you aren’t going to die—”
Whatever else I was going to say, it was muffled by Edius’s warm mouth pressed to mine as he took the nape of my neck in his strong hand that had seen more violence than care in its life and kissed me a kiss that was familiar.
For it was a kiss of cherishing. Savoring. Remembering.
…Does it still count as a triangle if my love was never in question?
He tucked my body close to his, holding me as if we were on a dance floor under a thousand stars, and there was nothing about it that wasn’t pleasant. I did not love him, and I would never love him, but I did feel for him. Something without a word, maybe.
All the while, his heart was ramming in fury, a monster dying to be born, and while I had only ever intended to birth one monster in my life, I felt it as it clawed its way out of his chest, setting his pulse searing as it spread well through his body.
As he pulled away, he brushed his thumb across my chin. “Hard for me to stop, darlin’. In my old life, I wouldn’t have stopped.”
“Edius.” I pushed his hand down. “Of course I’m not going to let a little girl die, but I also can’t—”
“Then leave him for me.”
Again, I was stricken. I searched the reaches of his eyes—so sad, so tired. “What?”
“If you really feel that way, then leave him for me. I’ll protect you, fuck you like none you’ve ever had. I’ll be loyal to ya, gentle. Just give me a chance to win your heart, Merrín. I wanna steal you for my own. Let me.”
Love.
That was love in his stare as he bartered with me. Love in his grip as he held one of my hands in both of his. Love in his heart as it steadily beat.
Oh Eddy. You idiot.
“No.” My voice cracked. “I would never.”
He smiled with only his eyes and released me. “I know. Wouldn’t have let ya say yes. But for my own sake, I needed to hear it. Makes it easier knowing I’m not leaving anything behind, you know?”
I did know. For I felt I needed to say it as much as he needed to hear it.
“And thanks.” He held a hand to his chest. “It feels…”
Warm? Freeing? Like home?
“Awful,” he said. “It feels fuckin’ awful.” Yet he was smiling and rubbing at the flutter of his own chest. And I was officially the worst well-intentioned person in all the realms.
“All right.” He turned away. “We gotta do this sooner than later.”
But I had yet to agree, and he really was an idiot if he thought I was okay with any of it.
Rafe and Windley, both skilled in reading between lines, knew what was afoot, and Windley, the scornedest of hounds, was torn over how to react—bursting at Edius over the pain he had put on my face or rushing to beg forgiveness or consoling his friend over an impossible decision with only one foreseeable outcome.
None of us were the sort that could allow a child to die.
“I’ll give her a year, Eddy. Enough time for us to find another way,” I resolved.
“Oh, my queen. That ain’t gonna work. It’d take ten of my years to give her one. Just take ‘em all. Let me repent for putting her in this situation, for making you kill your favorite knight, for all the other shit I’ve done that you don’t even know about.”
I looked to the girl who couldn’t see me, bathed in a weak shimmer of light.
“You’re saying even if I drain the rest of your life, it will only give her, what, five or six more years?”
He held his hands out in surrender, as he had all those days ago when asking to join our group. “It’s all I got.”
No.
There had to be another way.
There was always another way.
You know, there may very well have been another way, but I wouldn’t get to explore it. Just then, Ascian’s ring, which had taken up residence on Windley’s finger, began to smoke.




Chapter 17
The Vile One
What? No, no, no, no, no. If anything, that’s love adjacent, captive ones. Adjacent.
We can revisit it later.
It was with an opened heart that Edius ran forward to scoop up sleepy, dainty Gwen as darkness began to invade the lighted space.
“What the hell?” Windley was quickly distracted from his sins by the smoking ring on his hand. “What’d I do?! Is this a reaction to something?!”
Rafe didn’t think so. He pushed me behind himself and drew his sword.
“Will that work?” I said. “If we aren’t really here, can we fend off a threat?”
“We aren’t really here?” said Rafe.
“Eddy, what is that?” screeched Gwen, holding weakly to the Spirite’s neck. “It’s something bad. Something that shouldn’t be here!”
“Just hold tight to me, honey.”
But Edius’s heart was awoken now, and it was pounding in my direction. With Gwen still in his arms, he joined Rafe in forming a protective barrier between Windley and me. Panicked, Windley ripped the ring from his finger and tossed it to the ground.
Not the right choice.
The moment the cursed thing touched the floor, the dark haze around it joined into a body-like silhouette that swooped down to pick it up. There was a shatter as the darkness broke and flew away from the person hidden behind the shadowy form.
It was a person none of us were happy to see.
“Well, that was easy,” Pip crowed, admiring Ascian’s ring now securely on his finger.
At least three out of the four of us swore in unison.
“What the hell, Pip?! You were inside that thing?!” yelled Windley.
“Of course I was inside it,” Pip said as though we should have expected it. “It is a refuge, crafted from the bones of our mothers. Now, give over the queen. And I’ll take the Seelie too.”
“Tch!” Windley mocked, now joined in line with the others. “That’s how you survived extinction when the angels came? You hid inside of a piece of jewelry while the rest of your kind were slaughtered? Pretty cowardly if you ask me.”
“Watch yourself, Windalloy. I made more, of course, for my brothers.” By Pip’s gesture, he was talking about the rings Windley and Edius yet wore. “All I asked in exchange was that they share their power with me. But they declined and were destroyed. It’s a shame they had no faith. Our mothers meant for me to be their ruler.”
“Yet you created your ring stronger than theirs, forcing them to feed you their magic in exchange for protection?” I accused, pushing my way around Edius and Rafe. “That is not the way to rule! A ruler is not one who takes from others but one who gives to others! You are responsible for the creation of those rings and the pain they have caused Windley, Edius and Charmagne. You will not be forgiven, and you will not be allowed to continue existing in a world that no longer wants you.” My spirit form was drenched in shadow and surrounded in creation’s light. “Today, Pip, I will end you.”
I meant it with every fiber woven into my muscle.
“No.” Pip was at my throat in a flash. “I will end you, miss queen lion. And because my brothers have repeatedly denied me, I will do it in ways that will stain their memory and haunt them in the dark.”
He earned protest from all guards. Windley was to us in a similar flash, hatchet making attempts to disconnect Pip’s arm from his hand, but Pip easily threw him aside with a turn of his body where his invisible wings flickered into existence and shoved Windley away.
A feeble effort, for I gave a great push of will and sent all the shadows swimming around me into Pip.
There was a blast like last time.
Pip released me like last time.
But unlike last time, Pip remained standing.
“Excellent.” He said, mouth wide. “My shield is returned to me.” He held up the ring. “And I see you’ve left a gift in it for me.”
Gwen gave a soft cry as Pip curled his fist.
“Stop!” That was Edius, as distraught as he was furious. “Leave Gwen be! She’s been through enough!”
“Then help me, Eddy. I’ll let you keep the Seelie if you help me tame the lion.”
But that was no option for a man with a heart beating that strongly.
With eyes lost on me, Edius pulled Gwen tighter to his chest. “Go to hell, Pip.”
“I’ve already been there. I was there when it was created,” said Pip. He stopped. “Really? You think metal will succeed where a goddess failed?”
For Rafe and Windley were at my sides, weapons exposed and forming silent battle plans.
Pip had a point. Again, we were at a disadvantage and their efforts would be wasted. Or so I thought until I heard Edius whispering gently to the girl in his arms. “Give us an edge, Gwenny. All we need’s an edge. I know you can do it.” He kissed her forehead with the utmost care. “And then I’ll give ya back all that you’ve lost, and we’ll be together forever.”
There was a sudden change in our surroundings as Gwen used the last of her strength to bend light.
We now found ourselves on a pillar in the middle of an endless void as across the reaches another pillar stood containing the horned, pastel-haired Dracon that was Pip’s true form. Just as the sky above had no end, the valleys below us stretched in lonely infinity. Pip wasted no time leaping into that expanse of nothing, taking flight and intending to fly to where we were, upon wings that were only partially real.
But Gwen was as clever as she was beautiful.
Upon rising a short distance, Pip recoiled, for his ankle was caught in a chain.
“Fine!” he cried, holding up the ring in threat. “If she won’t cooperate, I’ll drain the Seelie first!”
“Do that and you’ll never make it out of here!” cautioned Edius. “Only reason we found her is because she gave us a path. Without a path out, we’ll be lost in the lighted realm forever. You included.”
“That sounds false,” said Pip.
“Are you willing to take that chance?” called Wind. “After you eat the two humans, there will be no one left for you here. And then what will you do?”
Pip contemplated, coming up with a new plan: “Magician,” he called to Rafe, “kill Windalloy.”
Even in the lighted realm, Rafe was a target for Pip’s heightened powers of beguilement.
“No!” I stomped into the ground, willing vines to rise and ensnare him. But we were not in the physical realm, and my powers of creation were tied to the earth and dirt. I could grow nothing here.
“Aw shit.” Edius surveyed the scene—Windley bouncing away from Rafe’s flaming sword, Pip cackling like a villain, me swirling in shadow I couldn’t cast at one of our own, and Gwen, lovely, lighted Gwen who certainly had the power to aid us… but at what cost? “Darlin’,” Edius muttered, distracted by the fight, “watch Gwen. I’ll help your boyfriend hold Rafe off while we think of something.”
He set her down at my feet and was about to dash away to help Windley—who was desperately trying to reason with his wavy-haired friend—but I caught his wrist.
“Wait, Eddy.”
Edius’s chest gave a throb over our touch.
“The light Gwen shared with you, may I have some of it? Just a small amount. I have an idea, I think.”
Edius studied me while behind us rang the clang of sword against axe.
“I will not let harm come to her,” I promised.
After brief hesitation, his head bobbed in compliance. “Come here.” Then he wrapped his arms around my entire body and pressed me to his chest. “It’s in this rib.” He pulled my fingers up his shirt and to his side. “Feel it? It’s warmer than the rest.”
I did feel it. I felt many things. The pound of Edius’s heart. The ache of Windley’s. The warmth below my fingertips that refused to steady.
“Oh babe.” Pained, Edius buried his face in my neck. “I love ya.”
“E-Edius! Focus.”
“Shit.” He wrenched himself away. “Probably shouldn’t touch you anymore after this. I’ll give it to you. Hold still and keep your fingers there.”
On his rib.
His muscle-shrouded rib.
Goddess.
He closed his eyes, and I felt his body stiffen beneath me and when it was through, my fingertips felt warm, for they were glowing blue.
“Now touch yourself,” he said. “Wherever you wanna store it.”
I pushed my fingers beneath the collar of my shirt and settled them against my shoulder, transferring Gwen’s light into the bone beneath.
“Good.” Edius showed his approval. “Keep it safe.”
With one last lovesick glance, he forced himself to go help Windley who was breathless, evenly matched against Rafe, while I knelt to the child at my feet and scooped her head into my lap.
“Gwen? Can you hear me now? My name is Merrin, and I’m a friend of Eddy’s.”
Her shimmering eyes blinked at me. “Merrín?”
The same accent as Eddy. I smiled over it.
“That’s right. I know you’re tired, and I know your power has been exhausted, but do you have enough left to do one last favor for us?”
“What is this light?” she said. “It feels warm.”
For I had surrounded her with Vita’s green glow to supplement the light she had lost.
“Good. I was hoping it might comfort you. It is the light of a goddess. You must stay in it, Gwen. Keep inside of the light and do not recess into the dark. Can you do that?”
She sighed: “It feels nice.”
“It’s safe. And as long as you stay in it, the darkness cannot get you. There is a creature in this realm that shouldn’t be here—the dark thing you felt before. He means to harm us all, but I believe I have a way to defeat him. It is something that can only happen here, in a world that can be manipulated, and I need your help to accomplish it, but I will not do so if it means pushing you to the dark. I trust you’ll tell me the truth?”
“I always tell the truth,” she said, fingers woven in mine.
“Good girl.” I smoothed her hair.
And then I told her my plan.
“Really?!” Her eyes grew wide. “I’ve never met one!”
“Me neither,” I said. “And he’s under a spell at the moment, but I think the moment you do it, he will break out of it. Do you have enough strength for it?”
“Yes,” she said, but her tone said otherwise.
“Are you sure, Gwen? Eddy would be very, very sad to lose you. We would all be sad.”
“I’m sure. It will push me close, but I’ll stay in your light.”
“I will be with you the whole time,” I promised.
She smiled at me. “You’re nice. Are you Eddy’s anam cara?”
If one could die of guilt, it may have happened to me in that moment.
“No Gwen. I’m another’s anam cara. But Eddy is quite special to me, and I do love him… in a way, and I will make sure he is taken care of, always. He is a dear, dear friend.”
“A friend.” Her eyes lit brighter. “Eddy has another friend. I knew he would. I’m so glad.”
It was a precious moment, and one I hated to end, but the clank of metal was growing more and more irritated, and Windley’s mounting sweat was proof of his efforts.
“We will talk more after we vanquish the dark one, yes?” I said.
She nodded in my lap.
“Are you ready, Gwen?”
She nodded again, brought her finger to the gem on her forehead—
And then it happened.
Rafe’s chest burst with light.




Chapter 18
Angel Boy
In ancient wars, the Dracons had been extinguished by the angels. It was Rafe’s angelic blood that allowed him to pact with Soleil and Luna. In this world, where light could be bent to create illusion, I did not want Gwen to do anything to Pip directly for fear of how he may retaliate; instead I put our faith in the one who had never desired any of this. The one that had been brought from his homeland where few remained who could imbue metal with enchants, the one who had served dutifully, despite the wants of his heart, the one who had been forced into this journey and was still at our side.
As Gwen tapped her gemstone to bend the world around us, she used the angelic lingerings in Rafe’s blood to awaken him to a new existence.
Where his skin was formerly bronze, it was now gold. Where his eyes were once the amber of aged glass, they now seared heavenly. And he was lifted from the ground upon wings that weren’t shadowy figments but drawn in an outline of golden light.
He was beautiful, he was triumphant, he was—
“Uhhh… Your Majesty? What the hell did you do to me!?”
—the same as ever.
“Sorry Rafe!” I shouted. “It’s temporary! You should revert when we leave this realm!”
“Oh my GODDESS!”—That was the most incited one yet.—“You made me an angel?!”
“Looking fine, chap.” Windley held his chin and nodded his approval. “Think of the positions you could attain in flight. Queen Beau’s sure to be—”
“Oh shut up.” Rafe flicked his wrist and opposing streams of frost and flame shot at Windley, which Windley quickly deflected with the back of his hatchet blade. “Huh.” Rafe studied his own golden palm after.
“Enough!” yelled Edius. “Fly over there and do something about Pip before he uses that ring to—”
At the sight of Gwen’s limp head in my lap, Rafe gave a push of his wings, studying them from the corner of his eye before making his way across the vast expense where Pip was waiting, still chained and summoning darkness up around himself like a sheath.
If that ring was meant to protect him, it was doing its job. The substance Pip summoned from it was thick and slithery and carried the black shine of ink—though it seemed to change from liquid to fume at will. He pulled it up over his body, leaving only his wicked face exposed, and accumulated thick masses of it into his palms that stuck, viscoid, in preparation of defense.
Meanwhile, Edius was racing over to us, having also seen Gwen’s limpness.
And me?
I was hugging the young girl to me, patting at her to keep her from falling asleep and spreading my shroud of Vita’s warmth brighter, warmer, until it felt I was pressing my very soul up against hers. “Come on, Gwen. You knew your limits. You said you would be fine. You wouldn’t lie to a new friend, would you?”
Edius rushed to take her from me.
“No!” I told him. “Keep her in my light. She promised she would cling to it. Her heart’s still beating, and I can feel the breath of life in her yet.”
“Do it now, darlin’.” Edius took my shoulders. “Transfer my life to her now!”
“Watch out, chap!” Windley was at the edge of the pillar, looking on where Rafe was yet uneven on his wings and throwing alternating enchants into the dark husk around Pip. Windley tore his interest from the fight to run to us. “You okay, love?”
“I am fine, but I fear Gwen doesn’t have long.”
“Do it now, Merrín!” Edius was pleading, clutching my shoulders, ignoring the pull of the Crown to show me his desperation. “I’m begging ya—give her my life!”
I brought a hand to his cheek. “No.”
His face fell. “Gwen’s life’s worth way more than mine, darlin’. You know that. And I know you. And I know ya won’t let her die here. Windley? Little help?
Windley looked conflicted over it but not because his mind wasn’t already made: “Sorry, mate. I support her choice. As I’ve already told you, she doesn’t have to do anything she doesn’t want to do.” Obvious sadness mowed over Windley’s scan of Gwen’s fragile frame. “Never again.”
“You misunderstand me,” I said. “I can’t do it now because there’s no stopping Pip from draining her again. We need the ring back first.”
All life returned to Edius’s face. “R-really? You’ll do it?”
I shook my head yes.
Edius gave me all the gratitude in his eyes as he hopped to his feet and ran to the edge of the platform, shouting out to Rafe, who was yet trying to penetrate Pip’s protective sleeve.
This time Windley was the one to take my shoulders, setting himself at eye-level to find my secrets.
For he knew me better than anyone.
“You aren’t going to do it,” he concluded.
“No,” I admitted. “I’m not going to kill Edius. I’m going to give her five years of his life and five years of mine. That will buy us a year to find another solution. I will not relinquish the Crown until I know she’s safe.”
“Five years, Merr?” Windley exhaled. “Now you know I can’t let you do something like that. Take them from me instead. I’ve plenty to atone for too.”
I smiled over his kindness. His selflessness. His willingness to save me, always.
But he should know me better than that.
“I’ve lived a charmed life, Windley. I can spare five years from it. You, on the other hand, have been through much struggle in yours. You deserve every second of your remaining time.”
Windley frowned, dissatisfied with my solution. “What about Pip, then? Can’t we give her Pip’s life?”
“I assume not,” I said. “Vita’s breath is lacking in him. True, he used the ring to heal me, but that was not his own spirit coming through; it was Gwen’s. He was neither created nor adopted by the goddesses.”
From the other pillar, Pip gave a scream, for Rafe’s flame had just caught him.
Windley shot a quick glance over his shoulder. “What if the goddesses adopted him? What if Vita gave him her breath the way she did with us Spirites? You could do it then, right?”
My expression after he said it caused him to ask—
“What?”
“W-Windley! That’s quite brilliant!”
“Geez, thanks for sounding SO surprised, Merr. Of course it’s brilliant! Have I not proven I’m capable of brilliance!?”
“You have.” I kissed his nose. “I may take it for granted. Vita went quiet after I restored the Nemophile’s Crown, but I will try to reach her. Go tell Edius the plan and let Rafe know not to kill Pip before we can use him.”
Windley didn’t move right away.
“What?”
“Pretty brutal for you,” he said. “Killing Pip.”
Yes. At the start of this, I never would have thought so cavalierly about taking a life.
But I had evolved. I was a queen but not only a queen. A partner but not only a partner. An oracle but not only an oracle.
We are all so much more than one label can contain.
If there is a word for what I am, it has never been spoken.
“My patience is exhausted, and he is most certainly one without merit.” I gave Windley my truth. “The right decision is to put an end to him, and I will take the defilement it will cause my soul.”
“I’m not judging. I’m proud of you for always being able to make the hard decisions. You’re a really good queen, my queen.”
“And you are the best support I could ever wish for, my knight.”
“It’s… weird when you call me that.” He lifted the side of his lip. “Akin to calling me ‘daddy.’” He was quick to add: “That isn’t a paternity hint or anything.”
“All right, I’ll settle for ‘daddy.’ Go tell Edius the plan, daddy.”
“Ew. Don’t.”
Even at a time like this, he had me grinning. And as he was sprinting over to where Edius was, I was dipping my eyes into a place I had not gone in some time.
“Vita? Can you hear me?”
There was no response.
But there didn’t have to be a response. I knew she was there. I could feel it in my bones and soul.
“I wish to ask for something. I’m sure you already know what it is, but please consider what I’ve discussed with Windley. If Pip really is the last of his kind, it will be a short-lived adoption, for I intend to use him to save this child. But I cannot do that without your breath. As it stands, there’s nothing I can pull from him.”
Vita said nothing.
“I know there are things you cannot do in your current form. If you could bestow life without consequence, you would have done so with me in Sestilia’s chambers instead of leaving me to other devices. I know there is a flow and balance to life. All I ask is that Pip be hooked up to the breath moving through the rest of creation. If this is something you can do, I ask it with all of me, Vita. I cannot drain Edius, and I have yet to meet another worthy of filling his place. There is only one I know without merit.”
Vita was silent.
“Do this for me and I promise you, I will find a way to exile the destroyer from this world. A way that is decent and right. I swear it. Please, help me save this child without sacrificing another good soul.”
There was no warmth, no glimmer, no distant murmur to tell me she’d heard.
But there was a cry.
From the pillar where Rafe was battling Pip, there was a cry.
And then I heard it. The dull beat of a heart that was neither human nor Spirite, something harder than a plum’s pit and smaller than a cherry’s.
“It worked!” I would have jumped if Gwen’s head were not in my lap. “Windley! I feel it! It worked!”
“Oy chap!” Windley was waving his arms. “Take him alive!”
Confused, Rafe gaped over at us, narrowly missing a spew of ink-like blackness thrust from Pip’s quickly refilling palm.
Shimmering like a precious metal, Rafe wore an expression an angel would likely never wear as he plunged at Pip with disdain, sword over head and ready to land an ending slice. But even the best intentions may be parried, for out of the liquid dark, Pip effortlessly formed an obsidian-like sword to rival Rafe’s blade, landing it horizontally against Rafe’s own.
Rafe swore more foully than he usually did and came at Pip tenfold, eyes blazing the red of fire and then the chill of ice as his sword birthed opposing elements against the Dracon.
Donned in a suit of oil, Pip flew as far as his chain would allow, causing Rafe to take chase.
And suddenly, we were witnessing something from ages past. Dracon against angel, Drakaina against goddess, as black wrestled gold, as metal clanged against rock, as wing pursued wing.
Pip released an onslaught of black sludge that landed against Rafe’s golden skin.
“Argh!” With a fierce howl, Rafe flexed his arms and they pulsed brighter, causing the dark to slither and hiss away.
“Atta boy!” whooped Windley.
Edius was shifting weight, looking between the fight and the ball of green glow where I was holding Gwen. He feared what Pip would do if he felt he was losing. He feared what Pip would do if he won. With Gwen still tied to the hex, the position of it all was delicate. The timing had to be just right.
And even if the angels had once wiped out the Dracons, the two before us seemed to be pretty well matched. For stretching minutes they battled, throwing fire, ice, black and gold while I rocked Gwen, telling her to stay near to my voice and light.
Until it happened.
One of them fell.
While the pair fought, I had been conjuring shadows of my own—shadows that could no longer hurt Pip in his heightened form but shadows that could distract. I sent the shadows across the void and to the platform where gold battled dark, where Rafe had gotten the hang of his wings, where Pip was seething and taunting—
And waited. A mass of shadow hid—a lion in the brush—over the abyss-like edge of the fighting ring.
The moment Rafe was positioned above Pip to dive at him like a gannet into the sea was the moment I unleashed it, sending it into Pip’s exposed face like a burst of smoke from a neglected oven.
I had wanted distraction and distraction I was awarded.
For the thirty other times Pip had countered, this time, he was slowed by shadow in his eyes and face. Slowed enough for Rafe to strike—
“Keep him alive, chap!”
—with a blast of ice to the chest.
Pip fell to the ground, hands over frozen heart, and Rafe stood triumphant.
But with his lifeforce threatened, Pip resorted to the last of his options.
Gwen gave a sweet sigh as her heartbeat began to fade.




Chapter 19
The Greatest Gift
“No Gwen! Stay with me!”
There was no other option but to feed her snippets of my life.
“Bring him over here, chap!” Windley was shouting and waving as I monitored Gwen’s heartbeat, slipping her minutes and hours each time her pulse ran thin. Edius had heard my cry and was soon at our side, angst in the muscles of his jaw as he grappled the soft parts of my arms.
“Take from me, darlin’!”
“No!” I shouted back at him. “I will never again steal the life of someone I care for! Last time, I was forced into it! I will not do so willingly!
“Argh! You’re being foolish! And stubborn! You and Gwen are way more valuable to this world than—”
“Your life matters, Edius! Stop lessening yourself! RAFE!” I called over my shoulder. “Bring Pip to me and do it now!”
By the sound of chain shattering under the coldest of frost, he had obeyed.
Nursing Gwen’s heartbeat, I craned my neck to see over the expanse separating our pillars. Rafe had secured Pip’s form in his arms and was making his way across the abyss, golden skin shimmering with celestial light.
“Rafe!” Windley detected it first—the slinking, inky blackness crawling up Rafe’s torso. “Look out!”
Pip had unleashed the serpentine substance, birthed from the decay of his ancestors and kept in the heart of the ring, and was summoning it up over Rafe’s body. With a golden flex, Rafe pulsed it away, but more quickly returned to fill its place. Faster, Rafe flexed it away, pulsing his skin shinier, brighter, while hurrying to reach us over the great divide with great pushes of his wings.
But the ring was leaking faster now, the onyx sludge crawling over his back and front until hitting the place it meant to hit.
Pip didn’t care about saving himself; he cared only about making his brothers suffer.
“AAAAAH!” With a harrowing yelp, Rafe, still clutching Pip, plummeted as his wings became caught up in seething dark.
At least one of us remaining shouted—maybe it was all three—as Rafe fell into the depths between the pillars, his cry fading into nothingness.
“No!” Windley tore at his hair, helpless, peering over the edge of the chasm. “Come on, Rafe! Shake it off! COME ON!”
Edius, on the other hand, was lamenting the dimming of Gwen and the hours of my life I was pouring into her just to keep her from fading. “Enough, Merrín! This is asinine!” By force, he wrenched her from my grip and out of my light. “I’m not gonna let you kill yourself over this!”
“Stop it, Eddy!” I protested. “She’ll die!”
“Yeah? Well, you better come and save her then!”
But when I tried to place hands on her, he spun so that I was placing hands on him instead. “You’re taking my life and that’s final! I know this is triggerin’ for ya, and I know you’ll hate me for it, but I’d rather have you hate me than kill yourself! I’m not letting someone with a soul as sweet as yours die for something you don’t deserve! Now save me the embarrassment of some sappy speech and respect my wishes!” He was incensed, breathing through tight teeth, and I was releasing salt that tasted like home because Rafe was lost, and I was about to lose another of my guard, and no matter how noble the cause, I could not bear the thought of killing Edius.
Warm arms took me from behind—Windley setting his face into the nape of my neck. “I won’t let you do this. I was too weak last time because it was your life on the line, but I won’t let you be forced into something you don’t want to do. I’ll hold you back so that you don’t have to hold yourself back. The Seelie’s blood will be on my hands, not yours.”
I hated it, and I hated myself because in some ways I was grateful for it, to be freed of that responsibility, to have the choice taken away.
And it was in that moment, when the choice was taken away, that I realized—
“I’ll do it.”
Face even, Edius bored his ancient stare into me and waited for me to take it back.
“I’ll do it,” I said again. “I’ll use Eddy to save Gwen.”
Windley constricted around me. “I know, my queen. It’s the right choice and you’ve yet to make the wrong one. It’s why we all follow you.” He released me so that I was free to do what I had to do.
Jaw stern, I came up to Edius and set my hand to his heart that was beating the rhythm of a man harboring foreign feelings. Feelings he shouldn’t have.
“I’m sorry, darlin’. I really mean that. And I’m glad I got to meet ya, and to feel what it’s like to…” His chest kicked my palm.
There’s always another way.
I closed my eyes and focused on feeling the life swimming through him, the pulse of the earth alive in everything, the self-sustained magic that made our chests rise and our hearts sing. And when I had a hold of the breath moving through his veins, I began to pull it until I felt it coming into my own veins through my palm spread over his chest. I was a bridge, connecting him to his adopted sister, feeding his life to Gwen through her cheek where I had laid the back of my hand.
But only a taste.
I felt it the moment her heartbeat strengthened and her pulse quickened. The moment her vitality began to restore.
And that’s when I stopped.
“What are ya doing?” Edius searched me as I slipped my hand from his chest to his face.
“Your life means something, Edius, and you don’t need to sacrifice it for it to be true. You mean something to me, and you mean something to Windley, and you mean something to Gwen. The three of us will believe it for you until you believe it for yourself. I’ve gifted her a year and I will gift her no more.”
And then I knelt low to place my mouth to Gwen’s ear and told her what needed to be done. She did not have a lot of strength, but I knew that she had enough.
Before Pip had a chance to siphon her power through the ring yet on his hand somewhere down in the abyss, the world around us melted, replaced by the shimmering space where pillows were strewn about the floor and a fountain of light stood at the center—Gwen’s resting place.
“AAAAAH!”
The sound of a panicking magician-turned-angel broke through the endless ceiling above us as Rafe came careening down, wings gunked up and Pip still within his golden arms.
“Chap?!” Windley dove to the ground to help restrain Pip whose eyes were open and whose chest was starting to thaw.
“Now!” I latched onto Edius’s shirt to prompt him to the ground where the others were wrestling. I placed one hand on the only exposed part of Pip—his face—while lassoing my other firmly around Gwen’s wrist.
With eyes devoid of any light and love, Pip smiled because we were touching and he believed he could overtake me.
Of all the times I had taken a life, none felt more justified.
Instead of easing the life out of him the way I had done with Edius, I ripped it away from him, taking great gulps of breath and spitting them into Gwen.
Year after year I tore, and where humans and Spirites had comparable lifespans, Pip was a creature from ancient times. A hundred years I took and still his appearance did not change. At two-hundred years, he began to gray. I lost count by the time he began to wrinkle.
And all the while, the blue glow around Gwen was throbbing brighter, stronger, more and more brilliant until it filled the space, blinding enough that the rest of us had to close our eyes.
And still I pulled.
I pulled.
And I pulled.
And I felt it the moment Pip’s lifeforce ran out.
Windley was right. It was quite brutal for me. When I felt it coming close, I considered leaving it where it was, letting another deal the ending blow.
But if I would leave such iniquity up to my guards, what kind of queen would I be? To take a life is an evil thing, yet the line between good and evil is not so crisp, and villainous acts can be made heroic under the right lighting.
The lighting in Gwen’s chamber was bright.
I released them both—Gwendol and Pipsqueak—and fell, feeling the fatigue of my own vitality running low from exertion of the Wood’s Crown.
“Merr!”
Of course, Windley was concerned. And Rafe and Ed, too, but whatever they shouted, there was one voice that rose above the rest.
“Eddy!”
As the light around us dimmed to something our eyes could entertain, I saw little arms thrown around a much larger neck. And if the room was brilliant, there was something equally brilliant shining out from Edius’s face.
That hidden smile was back for only the second time.
For Gwen was revived.
“Gwenny.” Edius dropped to his knees with her, drenched in relief. “It’s really you.” He rocked with her—his most prized treasure. “You’re gonna be okay, honey. I’m not leavin’ again.”
Surely a cause for celebration and solace, but I could feel neither of them yet.
“Rafe, the ring.” I opened my palm for it.
As he moved to retrieve it from Pip’s gnarled finger, Windley stepped between us, placing his palm to my forehead stained in droplets.
“Maybe not today, queenie. You’ve exerted a lot of energy. You’re running low.”
“I fear I won’t be able to sleep until it’s done. That ring should not exist in this world. For that matter, give me yours and Pip’s and Ed’s and Charm’s too. Give me them all, and I shall destroy them in one go.”
He showed me his unease over it.
“I’ll be fine,” I assured. “And I promise to rest once it’s through.”
Not minding the sweat, he kissed my forehead once before retrieving the rings—both master and minion—each cast in arcane metal and adorned in the remnants of a mother race long departed.
He handed me Charm’s. And then Pip’s. And then Ed’s.
As I stared down at the gathering of alloy and blackrock in my palm, it was strange to hold so much power, feel the weight of so much harm. And that weight? It wasn’t much to speak of at all.
Conjuring the shadows swirling within me, I curled my fingers around the rings and squeezed, feeling them disintegrate into ash that slipped through my fingers like it had never existed at all.
“Next yours, Wind,” I said.
Jaw stern, eyes weighty, he gave the cursed thing a spin before slipping it over his knuckle. He brought it before his face, this conduit through which he had caused terrible pain. A leash connecting him to his former master. A vestige of his past.
“It’s strange, Merr. I… hate it.” He marveled over it with an expression that read anything but hate. “But in some ways, I don’t. I look at it and feel like a piece of shit for the things I’ve done, but… a lucky piece of shit. It keeps me honest.”
I cupped my hand over his. “Release it, Windley. You deserve everything you have. You do not need to be reminded of the evils of your past. They are not yours to shoulder. Release it.”
He nodded, slow at first and gaining gumption before kissing my cheek with care and releasing the ring unto me.
His was the sweetest one of all to crush.
When I turned my palm over, I showed him the dust of its remains. He released a breath he had been holding and dropped his head, laughing, “Goddess. For some reason I expected a big explosion at the end.”
“Does it feel good?” I said.
He slapped his own chest. “Good, bad, weird.” He fiddled with his finger where the ring had once lived, rubbing his thumb over the indent left behind.
We would have to find a new one to replace it.
“I am proud of you, Windley.”
“It’s just a ring, Merr.”
I shook my head. “I am proud of you for so much more than for removing a ring from your finger.” I gave him the admiration he so often gave me. “You have much merit.”
“Meeeerr, you’re embarrassing me, looking at me like that, all lovey-dovey.”
Oh how I wanted to torment him further. But there would be plenty of time for flirting later.
“All right, Windley. It’s time.” There was only one more ring to destroy. “Drop Gwen’s hex and hand it over.”
He slipped the master ring onto his thumb, closed his eyes, and drew a hard breath. From yonder, Gwen gave a gasp as the hex on her was removed.
At last.
At last, at last.
At last, Gwen was free.
Behind me, there was joy. I could practically feel it permeating from Edius’s flesh and into the space around us as he held his sister and realized his sins were forgiven and his damage undone, as the truth of it all anchored in him.
Ascian’s final influence was lifted.
I extended a hand to Windley, ready to put an end to the last of the Drakainian relics, but rather than dropping it into my palm, he popped it around the tip of my finger.
And that was the last thing I saw before my knees buckled.




Chapter 20
Our Mothers
The world was gone. My breath was gone. I stood in a place of purest black. Black enough that I couldn’t see my own feet. Thick enough to despise the taste of it.
And in the space, painted of nothing, I heard a cackle, cold and calloused and cruel.
It was a cackle I recognized. Only cupcakes cackled like that.
“Charmagne?!”
In the darkness around me coiled a hissing noise formed into slippery words: “A hume? And a touched hume at that. How did a hume enter this placeeee?”
“Not a hume,” said another hissing voice. “A god being! A god being in hume form!”
“No,” said yet another. “The hume is only lent divinity; the hume isss not divine. The hume isss a weapon.”
“A weapon.”
“The weapon.”
The hisses scattered away.
“Tch! Cowards,” said a voice unlike all the rest.
This one was a voice I recognized.
And then in the distance, I saw her approaching. With rose gold hair, with tailored waist, with teeth that were perfect for smiling but that only ever did so out of spite. She was striking against a backdrop of nihility. A diamond in the blackest of dirt.
“It IS you!” I gasped. “Charmagne! You’re alive?”
“Alive is relative, cupcake. One doesn’t typically bounce back from, oh I don’t know, being murdered.” She stopped a distance away so that pooling blackness was rippling beneath her feet. “You’re looking… plump,” she said, bitchy.
And she was looking awfully solid for a dead person.
“Where are we?” I demanded. “Inside of Ascian’s ring?”
“Inside of a ring?” Charmagne scoffed. “Stupid. How could a person fit inside of a ring?”
I had no time for games, having been transported to a place where dead people walked. “Save your efforts, shrew,” I charged. “I know the ring is a refuge. We saw Pip emerge from it.”
“Was he really inside of it, though?” said Charm as if brewing a secret: “That ring is a bridge, and you, foolish human, have crossed into a place you shouldn’t be.”
Before we continue, captive ones, let’s take a moment to revisit what we know about the rings. I want to ensure we’re on the same page.
There was what Windley first told me:
‘Ascian gave each of us a ring. According to him, they were set with stones mined from the First Cave, a place said to be the mouth of all life, where the first creatures emerged. Supposedly, these rings were crafted by our ancients, left over from a time when my race was still an enemy to yours.’
And then what Vita said later:
‘In the farthest edge of your world, there is a cave where crawled the first life. It is a place outside of the mortal realm, beyond the living and the dead, a passage to the end of days, where the Drakaina exist in banishment. Here, you must carry the Wood’s Crown and put an end to the cycle of destruction.’
And lastly, Pip’s revelation:
‘I told you, the ring is mine. It is a refuge, crafted from the bones of our mothers… I made more, for my brothers… Our mothers meant for me to be their ruler.’
Do you remember it all? Good. Let’s move on.
“That ring is a bridge,” Charm had just said, “and you, foolish human, have crossed into a place you shouldn’t be.” Her smile crawled in that sinister way. “The place where my mothers rest.”
I knew it before she said it, could feel the tiniest hairs of my body prick as things slithered in the corners of my vision—just out of reach, fuzzy and dark.
The Drakaina—women serpentine in appearance. Celestial-born, like the goddesses, though some had wings.
And this place was their place of banishment, connected to our world by a cave—and by the bones mined therein, apparently. Bones that were polished into gemstone. Bones Windley had just inadvertently slipped onto my finger to transport me to a time I didn’t belong:
The end of days.
Maybe it was fate.
I had never intended to follow Vita’s instruction to come to this place, and yet here I was, entered through a means I didn’t know possible. It was as if the invisible crown on my head were forcing me into it, lining up a string of causes all leading to the same effect. But there was one thing about it all I didn’t understand:
“What on earth are you doing here, Charm?”
“Excuse me, Charm?” she said with a scoff. “Since when are we that cozy? The reason I’m here is because I was murdered while wearing Master’s ring. Our mothers pulled my soul in the moment I took my last breath. I’m stuck here, thanks to you.”
She waited for a reaction from me.
But the reaction I gave was not the one she was waiting for.
“Wait! Does that mean Ascian’s here too?!” I cried.
She scowled over my lack of remorse. “Look at you, speaking of Master so casually as if you have any right. As if you even knew him.” She unleashed perturbance in her throat. “True, Master was also wearing the ring when he was murdered; alas, he pledged himself to that shadow goddess in his final moment, and the bitch swept him away before our mothers had a chance to claim his soul. Again, thanks to you.”
Because he had joined the host of fallen echoes that were Exitium’s followers. The reason any of us had been drawn to the Cove in the first place. The reason Albie had ever even crossed paths with Charm and Pip.
The reason Albie was dead.
And the puppeteer responsible was before me, weaponless, bodiless, Pip-less.
Anger, which I had buried deep inside since Charm’s death, was beginning to rage and thrash like the blackest of seas.
“Did you summon me here, Charm!? I know I’m not dead, so there must be another reason I ended up in this place!”
“Oh stop thinking yourself that important, cow.” Charm put a hand to her hip as though the conversation with me took great exertion. “I had nothing to do with it. Our mothers felt a swell of power and pulled you inside.” She cupped her hand and called out to the things hiding in the darkness: “Bet you didn’t know you were inviting in a bo-ombbb!”
A bomb.
The role of the Nemophilist was to banish Exitium to the end of days and destroy the Drakaina in the process. And all for the small price of losing the man I loved and another I very nearly did. Not to mention countless innocent others.
That was nowhere near an option.
And yet I was reminded of the power bubbling under my skin. Power enough to extinguish a soul from existence.
I felt my fists curl. “Why, then, is it that you came to greet me at the door? Do you intend to fight me, Charmagne?”
“Ha!” She flicked her hair haughtily. “So that you can murder me? Again. No, I came for another reason.”
My fists remained tight. “What reason?”
“To soak up your guilt,” she said simply. “I thought you’d be suffering at least a little to face someone you drained the life out of. But no. Guess you’re more heartless than I thought. You seem to be doing just fine.”
She wasn’t wrong.
For she had taken the knight dearest to me.
“You’re right,” I said, sweating anger over Albie. “I feel no remorse over you, and why should I? I would never think to waste my breath on it after you made it your life’s mission to torment me and those I love.”
“Torment? Oh sugar, I could have done so much worse.” She found it all amusing, and I was forming shadow in those closed fists of mine.
“Why couldn’t you leave us alone!?” I lashed, smoke billowing up around me. “Why do you hate Windley? Is it that you’re jealous of him?”
“Hate?” She tapped her perky lips. “You want to know why I hate you? Easy. You killed my master. And Windalloy? He abandoned our master, after everything our master did for him. He shows up thinking he’s some prince, when he should have been kissing the ground Master walked on! He was an ungrateful little shit back then and he’s an ungrateful shit now! Master Ascian saved us, and Windalloy hated him for it!”
Because Charm was too broken to understand the difference between abuse and love.
And now I felt something softer than anger.
It wasn’t guilt, but it was close. The shadow released from my palms as my fists uncurled.
“Stop it!” she seethed. “Don’t you DARE look at me with pity, you self-righteous whore!”
I kept my face even. “I’ll admit I do pity you, Charmagne. I’ve heard your upbringing was anything but kind. I’ve heard you have justified reason to hate my race. And after leaving it behind, you fell into the arms of a person like Ascian. For some, it seems, there was never a chance, and yet I have seen light be born in even the darkest of souls. I have to wonder if you would have taken an out even if given.”
“Oh, shut up. I don’t need your sympathy or any high-and-mighty speech. I have reasons for every decision I’ve made, and just because they don’t suit whatever code you pretend to live by doesn’t mean they don’t suit mine, so piss off and take your virtue someplace else.” She flicked her wrist and turned her back. “I’m bored of you.”
Yet she didn’t look to be leaving.
“Charm?”
“What?” she spat.
“You and Pip cost me the life of someone I held very dear. Someone who was like my father. Yet… I know I did the same for you. What I did to Ascian, I did to protect myself. What I did to you and Pip, I did to protect those I love. I wish it didn’t have to be that way.”
She kept her back turned. “Is that a lame attempt at an apology?”
“No. I’m not sorry I did it. I only wish circumstances were different. I believe people are capable of change. It would have been nice to see that in the two of you.”
“You mean it would have been nice to see us conform to your version of what’s right. Got it.” She began to march away.
“Pip’s here too, isn’t he?” I called softly, making her halt.
I can’t say how I knew it. Maybe I could feel his aura skirting around the corners with the rest.
“Thanks to you,” she said. “Albeit looking a little different these days. A lot more fun, IMHO. But he’s recuperating from what you hacks did to him.” She turned to give me a smile that could freeze magma. “Shame. Had I known sooner what he was, we would be in a very different situation.”
Maybe. But it wasn’t worth entertaining.
Her body grew distant as she set off into the endless expanse.
“Tell him for me?” I called as a last effort. “Tell him I wish things could have been different?”
“…If I feel like it.” This was the last I heard from her before she disappeared into drippy darkness.
I was left alone with the sounds of things unseen slithering in the reaches.
The dark mothers. The Drakaina.
I had been pulled here by them, and based on their earlier behavior, it had been a mistake. It should be no great effort to get them to return me and the goddesses I harbored to the mortal plane.
But first…
Maybe this was fate.
Maybe in a different way than I’d initially thought.
“Drakaina?” My voice echoed before getting stuck to something sticky in the distance. “I am she who wears the Crown of the Wood. I have mastered the powers bequeathed to me by the goddesses, and I have been sent to unleash the goddess of destruction in this place—thus putting an end to you and your children forevermore.”
Around me there were waves of slithers as things in the dark corners rushed to get away from me.
“The hume is a weapon!”
“Destruction livesss in the hume!”
“You dare threaten usss, child of the goddessesss? We will trap you here. Dessstroy us, and you shall never return to your time!”
“Then tell me another way!” I bargained. “If you don’t wish me to unleash the goddess of destruction in this place, tell me another way to banish her from the mortal realm.”
The hisses quieted.
“You mean to ssstrike a deal with usss?” said one braver than the rest.
“Tell me another way to banish a goddess from the mortal realm and I promise to take destruction with me when I leave this place.”
The response was not what I expected. The void erupted in jeers of protest:
“The hume deceivesss usss! The hume hasss already banished one god being from the mortal plane!”
I… had? I guess, technically.
“You mean the moon goddess?” I said. “But she had an astral form. All I needed was to destroy her physical connection to the world and—”
That was the moment I knew what I had to do. The answer to one of the things wrestling my heart.
Though I didn’t utter it aloud just yet.
“Send me back,” I said to the Drakaina. “I know what I have to do.” Though I would have to wait until the time when I felt most creative, for it would be my greatest undertaking yet.
The things lurking in the shadows wasted no time taking me up on my request. Black liquid began to fill my eyes from the bottom up. My lungs too, felt overtaken by a viscous substance found only at the end of days.
Before I was completely overtaken—
“Charmagne,” I called to the edge of time, “I hope you find peace here.”
I hated her for pulling strings that had caused the death of my knight. Hated her for playing with Windley and Edius. Hated her for so many things. And yet—
“I hope you both do,” I said.
“Fuck you.”
Fitting last words from a cupcake.




Chapter 21
These Nights
I feel it, friends, the end drawing near. I’m not sure I’m ready for it. But in some ways, I’m glad because this story is just one of many, and to end one great adventure is to begin another.
The sun and moon felt it, the moment the Dracon fell, and when I awoke to the mortal realm, I was under the blanket of night. True night. And it was so much bluer than I remembered.
I opened my eyes to the stars.
Winter was creeping and the stars knew it, for they shone in purest white—large ones, small ones, connected ones—as Luna’s orb form loomed overhead.
Night tasted different than dusk or dawn. For a time when most of the world slept, why did the air of night feel so awake?
Why did it feel like you could take off running and continue on and on and on forever?
I sat up to find a silhouette, pitch-black, standing against a backdrop of hedging, holding a sword high to the sky.
Oh how things had changed since the first time I saw him do that.
“Getting a charge, Rafe?”
The sword fell.
And next he turned, eyes gleaming the shine of Luna’s frost.
“Y-Your Majesty!” The magician rushed to my side, no longer in angelic form and more energized than I’d have ever thought him possible before all this. “We didn’t know if… we couldn’t get the ring off,” he said, checking me over.
The ring—Ascian’s ring, or technically, Pip’s—it remained on my finger, with its stone that seemed to fluctuate color deep at the center, almost as if it were alive.
I would snuff it out.
But not yet.
There were at least two Spirites that deserved to see it destroyed.
I studied our surroundings. “We’re back out in the labyrinth?” The hedges rose tall against the moonlit sky, and I was resting atop a mess of spare blankets beside a tree I had grown for us days prior.
“Yeah,” he said. “The others are down that way. They, uh, didn’t want to…” Rafe grimaced over the news he had to deliver: “Windley was worried about ‘feeling you up’ while you slept. So he thought it best to separate you.”
I would be glad to be rid of this crown of temptation and the curse it held. There was something to be said for too much lust.
Rafe was eyeing me over enough to make me lean away from him. “What’s wrong?” I said.
“Do you feel okay, Your Majesty?”
“Do I not look okay?”
“You look fine,” he said. “It’s just that you’ve been out of it for three days.”
I scurried—I’m not sure what else to call it—I scurried up from the blankets. “Three days?!” I examined our surroundings with new understanding. “You guys carried me this far?!”
“The big guy did, mostly.”
“Edius,” I corrected. “You’ve become acquaintances by now, I should hope.”
Rafe rolled his eyes. “Edius.”
“Wait—he carried me? All the way here? But that must have been exhausting!”
Rafe shrugged. “He’s strong. You’ve lost weight.”
See? I knew Windley was pandering all those days ago when he carried me from the woodcutter’s cabin.
“Well, thank you for that. I still feel bad that he had to carry me all this way. In the morning, I’ll dispose of this labyrinth so that we can make a straight shot for—”
I stopped, for I did not know where to go from here. I knew now what I had to do about Exitium. And I knew what I had to do about the Crown.
But there were a few ends I needed to tie up first.
Rafe misread my hesitation.
“Why not keep it?” he suggested.
I tipped my head. “Keep it?”
“The Crown. It wouldn’t hurt to have that kind of power in the queendom. And Beau’s family figured out a way to pass the echoes on generation after generation—maybe you could with the Crown too.”
“It is certainly an idea, Rafe, but one I must decline. It’s not safe for power like this to exist in the physical realm. It should never have fallen to begin with. We’d all be better off if…”
The heavens drew my eyes.
For the answer to it all was now quite clear.
But I didn’t admit it to Rafe just yet.
“If?” he said.
“Never mind. Why don’t you get some sleep? I’ll keep watch. Show me where the others are?”
He didn’t hide his suspicions from me as he led me down the righthand path of the labyrinth to where Edius was strewn near a pretty girl with long lashes wrapped in robes to suppress the blue glow of her dark skin.
She was fuller than the first time I saw her, her flesh alive and strong, her heart steady.
Edius’s too was murmuring with contentedness—the amorous side of it clamped tight.
For now.
I smiled over them only a moment before cupping my mouth to suppress a laugh. For my eyes had found the last of us curled up and hugging the base of a cherry tree.
“Oh geez.” But Rafe’s face said otherwise. There may have been the dimmest of twinkles in his eyes as he rolled them.
Or so I can pretend.
“Here.” I willed plush, lush moss to grow beneath them all, setting up a patch specifically for the temperamental magician, and willed the cherry tree’s boughs to stretch taller and wider to cover Luna’s invading light.
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Rafe settled in away from the others but did not remove his eyes from me. “I…” He second-guessed himself but ultimately decided to finish: “I’m glad you’re okay, Queen Merrin. I wasn’t as worried as those two, but… I was worried.”
I bet Beau found it adorable—the way he scowled and flushed whenever sharing emotion.
“Enough of that, Your Majesty.”
He meant the goony face I was surely wearing. I covered it. For his sake. And instead—“I’ve a favor to ask you, Rafe.”
He waited, propped up by one elbow.
“The next time you have a sun day with Soleil… can you take me with you?”
Because reasons.
He took a moment to question why with all but his mouth before ultimately giving me a nod and turning onto his side.
And there he slept.
There they all slept.
I liked it, you know. I enjoyed watching over them, feeling protective of them, keeping eye over the vulnerable. I had always been responsible for others, but not like this, not so intimately. There were layers separating a queen from her subjects. But this? Under the drippings of night, beneath a sky preparing for winter, surrounded by those who had gone the distance for my cause and who trusted my power to keep them safe—it was a rewarding thing indeed.
When you’re a queen, you are taught to be served.
But only while serving others did I ever feel worthy of it all.
I laid myself near to gray-haired Windley but not so near as to let him feel my heat.
But Spirites, as you know, have a very keen sense of smell.
Not more than a minute of me being beside him over a mattress of nature’s softest moss, he began to roll in his sleep. “Damn flowers,” he groaned. “It’s like she did this to torture me.” He snugged up closer to the tree’s trunk.
This time, I couldn’t hold in the giggle.
His eyes shot wide. “Lion queen?!”
“Shh!” I propelled forward to cup his mouth, which was warm and soft and tempting as ever.
He ripped my hand away and scrambled into a crouch, patting at my face. “You’re awake!”
“Quiet!” I mouthed, poking my head in the direction of the sleeping others.
“You’re awake!” he said again without regard and threw himself over me in a tackle that started with an embrace and ended with a sharp inhale through his teeth. “When do we relinquish that crown of yours, again?”
Soon, I hoped.
It was with shaking, clawing hands that he forced himself to release me. He searched the features of my face a good minute, as if he thought he’d never again do so, and when he was finished, he began a rant:
“I’m so sorry, Merr! I had no idea that putting the ring on you would make you pass out like that! I wasn’t even trying to put it on your finger, really; it just sort of happened and… and…”
I must have been showing longing in my gaze because Windley couldn’t stand it. He leapt at me again, pulling me into him as the smaller of two spoons.
“Goddess I missed you,” he exhaled. “It’s been torture watching Edmond carry you, getting to wrap his arms around you and smell your hair.” His arms around me tightened. “That guy’s got the perseverance of a saint. I never once caught him nuzzling your neck. Didn’t want to look like a perv in front of the fairy, I guess.”
“I’m glad to hear he was well-behaved,” I said through breath, for Windley was chewing at my ear in a very Windley-like way and stroking my arms with bursts of his power.
He let out a shudder. “You feel damn good, Merr. Too good. I want to tear you apart.”
Well, if that didn’t sound de-light-ful.
I shifted to face him. “You should go back to sleep, though. Tomorrow, we start for home.”
“Home?” His brows dipped in confusion. “We aren’t going south to that cave of wonders where my wicked mothers sleep?”
Little did he know I had already been there.
“No, I have a different plan,” I told him.
His mouth didn’t hold back from crooking. “Of course you do. And I’m not tired, Merr. I’m sure you can feel my pulse. If I promise not to be naughty, can I just hold you?”
The answer to that was always—“Yes.”—with or without the naughtiness.
“Oh thank goddess.” He pulled me to him again, taking the opportunity to kiss my forehead anew.
We were dirty from travel, our clothes frayed. We had nothing out here, and yet I was as happy as any night we had spent together in the queendoms.
So many nights, out of bed, where we shouldn’t be.
Drinking and talking and flirting.
How long, I wondered, had I felt for him this way?
Far longer, I expected, than I would ever know.
“I love you, my queen.”
“I love you, my devil.”
He liked that one. When he closed his eyes, he did so smirking.
When I closed mine, I did so with sadness.
For I knew it was the last time I would ever hold him this way…
Kidding!
Forgive me—I couldn’t help myself. Many, many years with Windley by my side has turned me into something of a schemer.
Under the branches of the tree I had grown for us, Windley’s hand found mine and his fingers wove through my fingers, as if to stitch us together.
He had never held back on taking my hand. Those knuckles, which were defined and sexy, had been brushed over by my thumb countless times.
Now I did so and felt the way it affected his moving heart.
And while I was just enjoying a moment in the crispest part of night when the moon was silver and bright, Windley was—
“Oh my goddess, you’re still wearing it?!”
He had found Ascian’s ring yet upon my finger.
“Oh yeah. I mean to destroy it,” I said, calm.
“Uh yeah, destroy it.” He sat up. “Destroy it now.”
“I want you and Edius both to be present for it. I feel it will give you closure to see it destroyed.”
“Fine, fine.” He fanned at me. “Psst, Ed! Wake up!”
“Windley!” I clamped my hand over his mouth a second time and this time, he licked it in response.
“E-Ew!”
“Oh darling, my saliva is well integrated with yours by now. Hey, berk! Wake up!” For a whisper, it was all quite loud.
“Stop!” My whisper was equally loud. “You’ll wake Gwen. If you insist on doing it now, I’ll wake Edius, okay?”
But as I started to rise, he caught my hand.
“Wind?”
Face shadowed, he rubbed his thumb across my nails and gave me a knight’s kiss over the knuckles.
“Sorry… I just want it done,” he said.
I dropped to the ground and took his mouth and gave him my breath, and when I pulled away, his face was a mix of things—all endearing. “I understand,” I told him. “I don’t find you irrational for wanting it. I’ll wake Ed and destroy the ring and then we’ll continue what we’ve started, yes?”
A grin invaded his mouth. “I missed you. Like, a lot.”
I gave him a squeeze and a smile before going to wake Edius who was yet sleeping yonder next to his adopted sister. I meant to tap him, but the moment I knelt near, his senses beat me to it.
“Mer…rín?” his throat croaked.
“S-sorry to wake you, Eddy, but—”
He pounced at me, much the way Windley had, cradling me against his solid chest and stroking my hair away from my ear as he tucked his face into my shoulder.
“E-Edius.”
“You’re okay.” He breathed into me. “Thank goddess, you’re okay.” His body was warm, and that heart of his was unleashed and wild. “You had us worried.”
Yes, it felt good to be held in his oversized arms.
Yes, it felt good to feel his mouth settled in the nape of my neck.
Yes, Edius was difficult to resist.
I pushed him away softly. “Ed?”
“Sorry, darlin’. Boundaries. Working on it.” He kept his hand on my shoulder. “Things feel different now. Gotta figure out how to manage that.”
Because when he thought he was going to die, he had given in, broken through the cocoon around his heart. And now there was no going back.
He was doomed to be unrequited forever.
And I was so, so sorry I had allowed it to happen.
“Aw fuck. You look so beautiful. It’s hard to even look at ya.” The air was thick, tense. He held one hand on my shoulder as if fighting the impulse to move it to my neck. “I’d kiss you right now if you weren’t his. And then I’d hold you close all night.”
The look on his face was a painful, wrenching one.
It was a look I never wanted. A look I’d fought against.
Love triangles? I dismissed myself of them.
If there was a love triangle to be had, I refused to be part of it.
But… the thing about love is that it’s kind of a bitch. You can try and you can try and you can try to deny it, and still it does whatever it wants. Love doesn’t stick to plans, and it doesn’t listen to reason. And even though this is my story, and even though I’ve tried hard to frame it the way I want, there was nothing I could have done to keep that look from finding Edius’s face.
“Shit, I’m making you uncomfortable.” He released me as though he’d just touched something slimy.
“Not uncomfortable, Eddy. I just can’t respond to the way you’re looking at me. It’s…”
“Creepy?” he said.
“Far from it,” I said, passive.
His gaze was softer now, with his heart unchained. It was a look of pooling desire. A look that whispered all the things he wanted to do to me. A look of yearning and devotion.
But it was wasted on me.
“You can kiss me, mate!”
Perfect timing. Windley’s arm was already wrung around Edius’s neck.
Edius’s expression showed just what he thought of that.
“Come on.” Windley gave him a shake. “One kiss from me’s all it’ll take to make you forget about this human.” Windley’s eyes fell over me. “This delectable… empathetic… soft-skinned human…”
And now they were both looking at me that way.
Windley swallowed hard, gaze a bit predatorial. “L-let’s just take care of the ring, yeah? Deal with all this later?” Under his breath, he added: “That crown is like a goddess-damned magnet.”
“The ring?” said Ed.
I held up Ascian’s ring yet on my finger. “I am going to destroy it. Windley insisted it be tonight, and we wanted you to be witness to it.”
Ed stole a glance at sleeping Gwen. “Okay. Just let me—” He touched the top of her hand to feed her a helping of Spirite power. “Just wanna be sure she doesn’t wake up alone.”
It was warming, his care for her.
He caught me watching him and flicked me a look that was reposeful—as if he took comfort each time our eyes met. “She’s really excited to meet you.”
Oh. My. Heart.
And as I felt the affections pouring out of him, beating greater than that rock of his would allow…
That was the moment I knew what I had to do. A way to ensure Edius experienced a love like the one I had with Windley.
But because my plan was dependent on the mercy of others, I kept it to myself… for now.
On a raised platform of land lifted high above the silver-bathed labyrinth I stood between two incubi overlooking the fields and coasts, with coolest wind tossing our dirty hair and dirtier clothes—and though moonlight had never before infiltrated the layers of my skin, tonight I felt the touch of it.
It was in this setting that I held Ascian’s ring against Luna’s glow and looked one last time into the face of evil.
I curled my hand more intentionally than ever before. Springing my fingers into place around the cool metal. Knowing what things lay beyond its portal. With all that I was, I summoned Exitium’s power up through my soul and veins and to the tips of my fingers where I clenched hard against Ascian’s ring.
When I opened my palm, dust caught the wind and rode away against a goddess’s luminescence.
The Spirites reacted differently. Windley bent forward with hands to his knees and elbows poking outward. And Edius? He just stared after the particles on the wind, hand to his opposite shoulder.
I let them have their time to anchor it before we began to depart. Windley first, me second. But when it was Edius’s turn, he caught me by the back of the shirt and nodded for Windley to go on ahead.
“Eddy, I think it’s best if we don’t separate ourselves fro—”
“Thank you,” he cut me off. “Not just for this. For Gwen. For Ascian. For giving a damn about me after everything I did to you. I’m sure there’s a million better ways to say what I want to say to you, but… thanks.” He squeezed the end of my shirt. “That’s all.”
It wasn’t all, and I could tell.
I waited for him to speak the rest, feeling the swell of his chest rise the longer it went unsaid.
He drew a breath of night air. “And, ah, you know, I’ll be around if you ever need me. If there’s ever a situation where you need someone. There won’t be—your boyfriend’s got that covered, but… just in case. I’ll take care of ya. Day or night. Fifty fuckin’ years from now.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Okay, that’s all.”
Fifty years from now? For those of predatorial descent, love was something of a curse.
By this time, Windley was at the base of the incline, and he was watching us from below, cast in shadows, arms folded and mouth solemn. But he wasn’t jealous. He knew what Edius had asked me to do, and he knew I had allowed it, and he knew the consequence of Pip dying in Edius’s place.
Thus, the look he carried was one of sympathy.
“I’m going to fix this, Eddy,” I said, quiet.
“Fix it?” The moon was making his lashes intense against the shine of his eyes as he gazed through them at me: “Don’t.”
“…What?”
“Don’t get me wrong, darlin’, it feels like shit, but…” He rubbed his hand over his chest. “Havin’ something there feels nice. Being around ya feels nice.” His heart was beating fast, pushing blood to the reaches of him. “It’s like you make me stronger and weaker at the same time.”
He searched my eyes as I fought not to search his back.
And that heart of his.
Beating. BEATING.
“Shit,” he swore. “I just gotta say it, Merrín. It’s like it’s gonna fuckin’ burst outta me if I don’t.”
“Eddy—”
He closed his eyes and drew an intentional breath. “I…” But then he swallowed down that forbidden phrase and finished: “Like you. Enough to leave it at that. And I’m gonna do all I can to make sure you stay with the person you’re meant to be with. I don’t intend to mess things up for ya.”
If he meant it then he should really stop looking at me that way.
Just one of many well-intentioned people all trying our best, I clung to the hope that at least a portion of Edius’s attraction was magically induced. That this would all be easier once I relinquished the Crown. That the goddesses would come to believe as I had—that people were capable of change.
But before that could happen, I needed to visit Soleil.




Chapter 22
By the Light of the Sun
With the labyrinth felled, we rode our stags northerly across fields dotted with brittle brush that curled to hide from the death of autumn. If Edius had meant to part ways with us once retrieving Gwen, his plans had changed.
“I’ll stick around ‘til your affairs are tied up and you’re back home safely,” he said. “As a bodyguard.”
Though we all knew I needed no protection.
But it was as good an excuse as any. I wouldn’t have let him leave even if he wanted to. Not until I was sure that heart of his was freed of me. Not until Exitium was sent to a place beyond the mortal realm. And even then…
“I don’t know, Eddy. It seems to me Gwen might like to live in a castle,” I said.
The young girl, who was polite and kind and who looked at the world with newfound wonder at every turn, poked her face up over Edius’s shoulder. “Really!?” The gemstone on her forehead shimmered. “Are there hidden passageways?”
I tapped my chin. “I know only of two. I’m sure there are more.”
“There are more.” That was Windley, giving off a smile that was darker than it should be. Of course he would be the one to know of hidden passages in a foreign queen’s castle.
Then again, it was his home now too. The parchment in my pocket was proof.
“I, uh…” Edius yielded reluctance in the way he rubbed at the back of his neck. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Gwenny.”
Normally, I would agree with him.
But as you know, I had a plan.
And if that plan failed, I would make another.
And another.
And another.
I would not let Edius’s heart be chained to me forever.
Gwen’s fingertip lit blue, for a dragonfly had just landed there. All manner of creatures followed the girl—butterflies, dragonflies, and even things with more legs than I cared to count. Nature was drawn to her. So much so that Edius had to keep shaking off his legs to rid himself of tagalongs whenever he carried her. For now, that job fell to the stags.
“But Eddy! I don’t want to go back to the light realm! And I don’t want to go back to the south. And… I could help out. I bet they don’t have a castle medic—not one like me anyway.” Her eyes shimmered—and when I say shimmered, I mean shimmered—dancing blues and pearly whites and sheeny lavender to match the crystal planted in her forehead.
“My invitation is not for you to come work, Gwen, but to be a lady of the court—though I don’t think I could stand being a lady of the court myself and can understand if you’d prefer an occupation,” I said.
“And I hear there’s an opening or two in the Queen’s guard,” Windley chimed. “What say you, Ed? I think we could tailor a uniform to fit those shoulders.” Under his breath he added: “Might take two uniforms, but we’ll get there.”
Edius flicked his eyes between the two of us. “You guys. You know that’s not a good idea.”
“But if your heart were free of me?” I said. “Then you would consider it?”
“Darlin’, I told you I don’t want you to—”
“I have a plan. A way for you to both keep it and lose it,” I said.
One of Windley’s eyebrows slipped into a state of intrigue.
“‘Course ya do, you little ferret,” said Edius, mouth giving away the hope he was trying to hide. “We’ll see, Gwenny.”
“Yay!” She hugged him tighter around the neck.
“Well, this is nice, isn’t it?” Windley observed the sunlight. “Not being chased after for once? Not worrying about accidentally jizzing out power and alerting our enemies of our position—ahem, Edmond, ahem.” He masked it with a cough.
“Why are you coughing at him?” Rafe interjected from the tail of the group. “You’re the most impulsive one here.”
Windley feigned shock. “More impulsive than our lion-like queen?”
Rafe settled his focus on me. “Er, sorry, Your Majesty.”
“Rafe?!”
“Besides,” said Windley, “I wasn’t coughing at him because he’s impulsive; I was coughing at him because he used to be one of said enemies.”
News to Gwen.
“G-Gwen!” I distracted. “See those bushes over there? Those are crimson thorns. The needles have a numbing quality. Ground, they’re useful in all manner of remedy for rashes, burns, and other shallow pains.”
“Wow! You’re a queen and an alchemist?” She was quite impressed for someone who would never have use for medicine.
Behind us, Rafe and Windley were still squabbling: “Which I’m sure he loves being reminded of—” But Rafe suddenly stiffened, in mid-defense of Edius, and turned his face to the sky where Soleil was showing off her fabled beauty. He seemed to be listening to a song none of us could hear, but if it was a song, it was an unpleasant one: “Ugh.”
“Sun day?” I guessed.
Ruefully, he nodded.
If I had it my way, it would be his last.
We stopped for camp that evening under cover of a grove I’d grown for us. As Rafe and I prepared dinner, and as Windley mended a tear in Rafe’s cloak, glowing, giggling Gwen was busying herself with plaiting Edius’s shoulder-length hair into two long strips.
And Windley was taking extreme interest in it.
“Ooh, looking good, milady. Have you considered asking the Queen to grow some flowers for you to tuck right in there?”
Edius slapped his hand away. “We’re good.”
“Another excellent idea, Sir Windley!” sang Gwen. “Queen Merrin?”
But she didn’t need to ask. The ground around her was already springing up with flowers that usually never tasted this early bite of winter.
There were some aspects of the Crown I would miss.
It was with warmth in my heart that I stole a final glance at the others before joining beside Rafe who was staring into the painted horizon where Soleil was steadily crashing into the earth.
“Your Majesty? We should probably…” I tipped my head at his trailing words. Until, with foulness, he snatched my hand in his so that we were standing side-by-side, basked in the streams of sunset, fingers clasped. “I just want to make sure you’re pulled in with me,” he mumbled.
Never did I imagine him taking my hand before all this started. Never did I imagine I would gain a brother.
“We’re almost there, Rafe.”
Stern, he nodded and began to walk toward the setting sun, which glowed brighter and hotter and redder the more steps we took until it felt as if we were entering the mouth of a dragon.
And when it was most blinding, the twilight broke, and we were left atop a warm palm high above a many-colored coast with cotton candy clouds.
It was as breathtaking as the first time we graced it.
“Rafael?” The voice of Soleil blew through us like summer breeze. “Why have you brought the holder of the Crown to see me?”
A question he didn’t know the answer to himself.
I stepped forward. “I asked him to do it. He has had no part in what I’m about to say. Please do not punish him.”
Rafe shot me daggers as he dropped my hand, for he was not privy to my plan: “Punish?”
Before I could explain, Soleil lifted us higher so that we were level with her face. Though I knew what to expect, my breath fled when I saw her, this massive golden goddess made of sunlight and warmth, with the face of the sun and with skin basked in daylight’s glow. She was just as dazzling as ever.
“Hello, little royal,” she said, peering close. “I was wondering if you would ever return. I admit I have not watched a hume so closely in many eons. I found your journey to be an entertaining one.”
“I’m afraid my journey is not ended yet,” I said. “I have learned the true purpose of the Crown, and it is to banish the one whose name should not be brought into the mortal realm.”
‘Stay away from that name, and do not speak it in my presence again. It is a gravestone best left unturned.’
She eyed me through fiery lashes the length of swords. “So that is why you have come. You wish to ask for my help.”
“No,” I told her. “I can accomplish it on my own. What I need from you is help adjacent.”
“I do not comprehend.”
I braced myself for what I was about to deliver, for I knew it would not be welcomed: “I mean to destroy your body,” I said.
Rafe may have only been paying partial attention before. Now, he straightened against her thumb where he’d been observing, knowing what it would mean for him and his offspring were I to ruin his truce. “Your Majesty?”
Similarly, the flames around Soleil’s body swelled. “Then you have come to threaten me? You mean to destroy my body the way you have destroyed my sister’s?”
“I… do.”
From the center of her palm rose a tuft of fire. And then another. And then a third, and up from each tuft sprouted a man, colored in sunlit gold like Soleil. The men had no features but were capable of kinesis, capable of sight, capable of attack. If Luna had conjured moonbeams, then these were—
“Sunbeams?”
All three charged at me while Rafe leapt forward, frost readied and extinguished the first. “Your Majesty!” He was already slashing at the second and waiting for me to do the same.
Easily, I could have destroyed them. And just as easily, Soleil could have tipped us from her palm into the sea below.
Lo, this wasn’t about battling or a show of strength. This was a test to see if I meant to pose a threat.
I allowed the last of the men to take my arms behind my back. Its touch was hot, its aura like the bake of summer. Rafe wore his scowl unbridled.
“I’m fine, Rafe. Return your sword. There’s no need for it.”
But instead of doing so, Rafe crouched to the ground as the world around us shifted unsteadily, for Soleil was drawing us closer to her face. “You do not intend to fight me,” she determined.
“No.”
“Yet you intend to end me?”
“Yes,” I said. “I will destroy your body, but I wish to do so with your permission. Only should I fail to convince you will I resort to other measures.”
Diplomacy had yet to fail me.
Well, at least when dealing with reasonable people.
“Very well. I will hear your petition.” Soleil snapped her free hand, and the warm creature holding me melted into her palm.
Rafe hurried over to examine me for harm, barking under his breath: “What are you doing, Your Majesty?”
“What I have to.”
And then I revealed my plan. To Rafe and Soleil both.
I would be lying if I said I went into this situation with full confidence. There was always a chance that Soleil would refuse. But I had to believe that a being tasked with painting the skies, a being responsible for those sunsets that held every color, a being who had infused this world with so much beauty, would side with keeping that world from destruction’s whims.
“I intend to banish the destroyer to the skies the way I banished the moon goddess,” I told them.
Rafe studied me with eyes of deepest amber, devoid of telling expression. There was quiet, but for the soft lap of waves far below.
“The destroyer has no astral form,” said the sun goddess. “You cannot banish her to the skies, for she will eat everything in her path.
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I’ll create an astral form for her. The Crown of the Wood was strong enough to create a soul—I used it to do so in another life—and if it’s strong enough to create a life, a beating heart, an eternal spirit, then it must be strong enough to create a heavenly body. The sun and moon are mighty, but the soul is something without fathom. I will create an astral orb for the destroyer, and I will banish her to it.”
In the furthest reaches of my ears, I heard the movement of a destructive goddess writhing in protest, but it was quickly overtaken by a swell of warmth.
Vita was protecting me from the inside. Always, she was with me, shielding me from the dark.
Soleil showed no emotion as she considered my proposal. “You mean to let the destroyer share the skies with my sister and me?”
“Yes.”
“And why is it you need to destroy my body in order to do so?” she said.
“When I banished the moon goddess, she bled to reenter the physical word; her fluids stained stretches of fields in the north. I fear that where the moon goddess failed, a goddess of destruction will succeed. If I banish the destroyer to the skies, I need to be sure that that is where she stays. She can have no influence in our realm.”
Soleil waited for me to continue.
“I have lived with the destroyer in my soul,” I said. “I know firsthand the power of her corruption. She is an ender of stories, and if allowed to remain in our realm, it is only a matter of time before she ushers in ruin again. I know she was meant to exist at the end of days, but that space is already occupied, and the cost of sending her there is too great.
“Believe me, Goddess Soleil, I struggled and struggled over what to do. I am an imperfect, fallible human, selfish and capable of sin, but I try to be fair, and I try to be just, and I try to think of the good of many, and as if the stars themselves spoke it to me, I know what I must do. Exitium must be banished to the astral realm.”
I spoke the forbidden name for the first time since retrieving her, for I had no bloodlust, felt no call for revenge.
I did not fear her.
I did not fear myself.
And I could feel Vita filling me up like a hand into a glove.
Soleil considered all I had said. “Even if the endless stars are a suitable place to hold her, that does not answer why you require the destruction of my physical form to send her there.”
“Once I send her there, I mean to strengthen the barrier between the astral realm and the mortal realm,” I said. “There can be no ties.”
The sun goddess glimmered as she thought. “My body is one of those ties,” she concluded.
I gave her a nod. “I know that your body was never meant to exist here, Goddess Soleil, and I know that you can still pact conjurers while in your astral form. You and Luna and Vita—you are our foremothers, and unlike the destroyer, you have not forsaken us. This is why, for the good of your children, I ask that you relinquish your body. Let me destroy it and send you to the skies the way I did the goddess of night. Protect us from the one who would wish us ruin.”
“And if I say no?”
“Then I will move to other methods of negotiation.”
Soleil’s hand tensed. “I wish to know them.”
They were shameful to utter, but I had little choice.
“I know I cannot simply destroy you,” I said. “We need your protection for Rafe in case the moon goddess decides to revoke her power again.”
‘A pactless conjurer is as ripe as the fertile grounds of spring.’
“So,” I continued, “I would threaten to destroy something else you hold dear.”
Rafe threw me a sharp look.
“My child,” finished Soleil.
I bowed my head.
Rafe held steady—though I could feel the movement of his chest. He took no appreciation over me threatening the life of his unborn, no matter how empty the threat might be.
“I have watched you, little one,” said Soleil. “I know you would not harm an innocent.”
“No, I wouldn’t… but you cannot be sure. I believe people are capable of change, both for better and for worse. If pressed, people are capable of horrific things, as I have come to see. Souls do not start out dark, but they may be tainted. I am just as susceptible, as has been proven by the stories I’ve helped to erase.”
Soleil’s palm relaxed. “Well then, I am glad it will not come to that.”
“Wait, what?” That was Rafe, comically dry.
Soleil’s skin glimmered brilliantly. “I have had my fill of the hearts of men. My final wish is a thing that has already been granted. I will observe the growth of my child from the skies. And I will aid in the protection of the races I swore custody over. Though I was not the one to breathe life into them, I took part in setting the stones of life. I will do what I must to ensure its continuation.”
Calm fell over me. “Thank you, Goddess.” And I knelt for her. A strange thing for a queen. I knelt and offered her my gratitude as Rafe looked on, face in clear disbelief.
“But before it is done—” She set her massive thumb around Rafe. “I wish to feel the fragility of mortality one more time. I wish for one final night with the conjurer.”
Side note: you really have to wonder what Rafe was doing to these women.
I looked up. “That’s up to him.”
But he was already returning his weapon to his belt.
And so, while she swept Rafe up in her other hand, I concentrated my efforts on forming a capsule made of sand taken from the wind and fed into it my intention that the sun goddess’s body be destroyed, until my face was red and my hairline wet. Destroying a giantess body is no small labor.
When I was finished, compact shadow swirled inside the capsule in my palm, whispering the will of destruction.
“When you are done, return the conjurer to the place you took us from, and then swallow this.” I set the pill into the crease of her golden hand.
“Very well,” I heard her say as I felt the push of being returned to the mortal plane.
“And Goddess?” I said.
“Yes, little one?”
“I swear that your child will be well cared for. I will protect him and love him as my own.”
“Her,” Soleil corrected.
The world around me was bright. “Her?”
“The child is a girl. They both are. And their fate has long been written in the stars.”
The last of Soleil’s voice faded away as I was returned to a world where night existed. The distance showed a fire where two Spirites were waiting fretfully, for we had given little warning. Above, was the brightest orb I had ever seen, as if Luna were showing off her beauty for all the world to see.
I came to the fire and sat alongside those two fretting Spirites until the moon began to sink and the sun began to rise, and just as Rafe’s silhouette returned on the horizon, that’s when we heard it—
A blast to echo through ages.
The blast of a giantess body being destroyed.




Chapter 23
Relinquishing the Crown
There’s a time between autumn and winter, when the air turns crisp and sweeps over greens to turn them brown. When the changes in the wind bite at your skin to let you know of things to come.
It was under this air that I wandered away from the others. I wandered into a wood without a name and called to the goddess sleeping in my heart.
Vita’s tingles spread through me: “Yes, Merrin?”
“I see you’re no longer ignoring me,” I said.
“To ignore is to refuse taking notice of, little royal, and I have always taken notice of you.”
“Then why did you remove your voice from me?”
“So that you might eventuate. For it is when no one is watching that the greatest of life’s fortuities come to pass. This is when humes look inward, when flowers bloom, and when tides change. I was not ignoring you.”
“So you left me to my own devices as a means to better myself?”
“And because unsure hearts are the ones most easily influenced.”
“Though I doubt you weren’t really watching,” I said.
Vita refrained from answering.
Thought so.
I sank my fingers deep into cool earth below dried leaves to feel the pulse of the land thumping hard. “Well, you’ve heard my plan,” I said. “Do you agree with it?”
“I did hear it, even before you spoke it, but it is missing a detail. When you deliver the destroyer to the skies, what will you do with me?”
I smiled inward and touched my chest. “You will remain here, seated into the ground as mother of our earth.”
“And the Crown?”
“Shall form a new barrier between heavens and earth.”
Vita was silent. Wind licked at my ears.
“Do you agree with it?” I asked.
“When the destroyer fell, the Crown was created as a means to bind her. Ecce, creation and destruction are opposing forces, and to keep balance, I too was bound. With the destroyer expelled, I will be free to watch over the mortal realm.”
“And Soleil will keep watch over the skies… with Luna, I hope.” I stopped to feel the gusts through my hair. “You had to know I would not willingly sacrifice the Spirites for the cause of banishing Exitium. Is this the alternative you meant me to find?”
“There were countless other possibilities to be written on your pages. This is not a bad one. But are you certain you wish to relinquish such power, Merrin? It is contrary to your blood.”
“Beyond a shadow,” I said. “There is such a thing as too much power. The Nemophile’s Crown is too much. I am ready to be rid of it. I intend to put it into motion with the next dawn.”
“And the thing you wish to ask in return?”
Vita knew me well.
“Once you are released from the Nemophile’s Crown, you will be able to do things you cannot do now, correct?”
“It is as you say.”
“Then I do have a wish. I know I was never promised a wish, but I have one, and I hope you’ll grant it in exchange for banishing Exitium.” I clutched my chest where my own heart softly drummed. “I know you’ve felt it, Vita, the love they have for me. And I know you’ve seen their merit.”
“The beastlings, you mean.”
“Yes. They were not born your children, but you allowed them to live, offered them shelter in this world because you knew as I do that children often diverge from the whims of their parents. You know as I do that we are continually changing, day by day, hour by hour, and by a lot more than one would think.
“Pip said the Spirites were given the ability to fall in love so that they would be able to relate to the rest of your children, but they deserve so much more than that, Vita. You’ve seen their will to sacrifice, the depth of their love, their drive to protect. They may be untamed, but they are loyal. And they deserve to love more than once. Please, my creator, when I release you from the confines of my soul, when you are no longer tied to the Crown, use your power to unlock the Spirite hearts. Allow them to love more than once so that they can move on if unrequited. This is my greatest wish.”
Warmth fluttered through me. “This is what you would want if granted anything, Merrin?”
“Yes.”
“More so than children?”
I was stricken, for I had not considered what else Vita might be able to do for me, and a world where I could produce a child by Windley would be a very fulfilling world indeed. And yet…
I felt a daughter’s love for Albie, not knowing whether or not he was my father. I felt a sister’s love for Beau, although we shared no blood. The many, many people in my life I loved and who loved me—none were related, but they were all family.
For family is not defined by the stickiness of blood.
“A child does not need to be birthed by me to be mine,” I decided. “And there are many children without mothers in this world. I would not deny them the love of a childless mother.”
Vita brushed over me, content with my answer.
“Then be warned, Merrin, this change is done at a design level. To untether one beastling is to untether them all. Should your wish be granted, all beastlings will be able to fall in and out of love as humes do. Even your destined one. Are you certain this is what you desire?”
I will admit, I stalled.
For but the tiniest moment, I considered the security of knowing Windley would never unlove me, knowing his heart would never be torn by another, knowing I would always have him. And yet—
“Yes.” The answer came quick and sure. “I do not want a love that is forced. Even if it means the potential of losing his heart, I would rather him have the choice. I expect a love like that would be well worth the risk.”
Windley and I had crossed lifetimes to be with each other. Of all the souls in the void, his had reached out to me strongest. He was the shadow to my light, the shore to my sea, the best piece in a chocolatier’s box. We were meant for each other. All cliché. All true. And I still maintained that there was no stopping a love like this.
I wasn’t wrong.
“Very well,” said Vita with a Vita-like laugh. “The moment you release me is the moment your wish shall be granted.”
Relief shivered through me, for it meant that Edius would one day be free of me.
It would not happen immediately—in fact, it would take him more years than one to fall out of love with me—but it meant his heart could be opened to others, bit by bit. It meant he would not die unrequited and that any love triangles adjacent would eventually fade.
It was with no small gratitude that I gave Vita thanks.
“You have done well, Merrin. I have always known you would be the one to use the Crown for its true purpose.”
It was with Vita’s voice echoing in my ears that I returned to the others around a fire that felt even more warming against the coming chill of winter—around what would be one of our last fires before returning home. When I caught Edius looking at me through the flames, I did not shy away. I gave him the full spread of my smile, for I knew that the love he felt for me would soon no longer be a curse but practice for the love he would someday feel for another.
Windley’s arm was around me, as warm as the fire at my front, and Rafe was knelt beside Gwen showing her how he quartered vegetables of varying length—carrots, mostly.
In some ways, this was practice for him too. For how young he was, I could see a father rising in him.
“When the moon shines gold?” Gwen said, eyes wide in wonderment. “You have a whole party for it!?”
“The gilded lunar festival,” hummed Wind. “Guess I’ll be getting out of guard duty for that this year. Have fun, chap.”
“You most certainly will not!” I ordered before grinning: “I shall need someone to accompany me, now that…”
The grin faded as two pendants circled together in ways they shouldn’t, hidden beneath my cloak.
Windley noticed the trail of my voice and set his chin atop my head. “We’ll organize a sendoff for him once we’re back to the Crag, yeah? And it had better be a big one because Sir Albie knew everyone.”
Edius was looking glum as he did whenever Albie came into conversation. Gwen picked up on it and tipped her scarf-covered head. Perceptive little thing, she squinted at him before scanning each of our faces.
“It will be a celebration of his life,” I said, soft. “With mead. After all, a knight’s greatest honor is to die for his queen.”
Rafe caught my eye before slipping his away.
No, I wasn’t healed. I would never truly be healed. Grief is a thing we cannot outrun. But I was healing. And for today at least, my memories of him were bringers of comfort and not of despair.
“What’s your favorite food, milady?” Windley asked of Gwen.
“I’m partial to raspberries. Or, rather, raspberry. Raspberry-flavored anything, really.”
“Excellent,” he purred whilst unconsciously rubbing the back of my hand against his cheek. “I’m sure there’ll be some raspberry-flavored tarts or other such nonsense at the lunar festival next year for you to try—assuming you’ll be sticking around for it.”
Edius shot him a look of disdain.
Not much longer.
Not much longer before his heart would be free to roam.
That night I stayed up through the dark, listening to the crack and pop of flame chewing log with Windley by my side. He guessed it, even without me saying, that tonight would be my last night donning the Crown of the Wood.
“Do you think you’ll miss it?” he asked, kissing at my neck, slow and intentional.
I was about to answer ‘no’ but considered it too abrupt. And really, if I thought about it—“A bit. I will miss being able to create ex nihilo. Maybe I’ll take up art. I’m a shit painter, but I could squabble about with a brush and see what happens.”
His lips moved to my shoulder. “Well, if you need a model…”
“I know, I know—you’re more than happy to get undressed.”
“Who said anything about getting undressed? I didn’t mean a nude model. Tch. Pervert queen.”
His glint said otherwise.
“And will you miss it?” I said. “Having your girlfriend bonded to a goddess?”
“What, you mean being unable to touch you without going into a frenzy?” He dragged his fingertips up my thighs. “Not. At. All. As I told you before, I’d rather take my time with you—have some semblance of control. I feel I’ve lost all my suave factor.”
“Suave factor?” I may have meant it sarcastic, but it came out breathy, for his wandering hands had found my hips. “You must first have something in order to lose it,” I said.
His teeth were tight. “Careful. I’ve still got a world of secrets, queenie. Ways to punish you. Ways to make you beg.”
And I would come to know them all—though I fear most are too improper for me to share here. Oversharing has its limits, captive ones.
I’ve mentioned that we were near a forest—an unnamed forest at the outskirts of the queendoms where the stars shone familiar. Windley and I flirted and played while the others slept and as embers from the fire took off into the night sky like fireflies.
I watched them fly while waiting for the dawn.
And then it came, those first hues of orange in the distant sky, and I felt the prick of my skin, the excitement of inspiration as daylight began to rise.
“All right,” I told Windley. “It’s time.”
I left him beside the fire as I walked toward the horizon, drawing in cool breaths of morning air, bare feet chilled in the dying grass. Each step seemed like a ripple through all of existence as I carried the Crown of the Wood—the Nemophile’s Crown—invisible ties crafted to bind a being of destruction to a mortal’s will.
I carried it, feeling Vita’s warmth swirling in my chest and Exitium’s darkness at the outskirts clawing to get in.
“All humes are bred of destruction. All things are made to be destroyed.” A fallen voice slipped into me as I stood against Soleil’s brilliance painting the distance. “I have seen the bloodlust of your soul, Merrin. You crave power, and you will find no greater power than mine.”
“You’re right. I do crave power, but I crave it so that I may protect—even if it means protecting from myself. Yours is not a power that I want, Exitium. I reject it, and I reject you.”
With my hands curled and my sights on the dawn, I took in my biggest breath yet, feeling the pulse of life below me and through me, picturing the mass I wanted to create, drawing inspiration from my knowledge of Luna and Soleil and all the stars without names—
And then I willed it.
From behind, I heard Windley shout as an explosion of wind blasted from where I stood, pushing outward in every direction to blow trees and loose earth.
Vita’s power glistened through me, feet to fingertips and up the back of my neck, as a new celestial body came into view in the field before me—a rocky mass hovering just above the ground and lustering like a chunk of forbidden onyx.
For now it was roughly the size of a castle.
“Lion queen?! What the hell is—”
I closed my eyes and returned myself to a place I had visited before—a shimmering one that smelled like spring and felt like home. I passed my fingertips through the thick, shiny air and then I lifted them to my head where sat a crown made of sparkling jewels—one side crystalline, the other like polished coal.
The Nemophile’s Crown.
I took it from my head and felt its weight. So much power. So much providence. I was ready to be rid of it.
But there was one problem.
“Vita?” I turned the diadem over in my hands.
“Yes, Merrin?”
“How… do I do this?” I meant it in a literal sense. “Breaking it in half will do nothing, for it was broken before. And the last time I cast the destroyer out, I cast one half of the Crown along with her.”
“Observe the gemstones set in the prongs,” said Vita.
The largest of them lay at the center of the Crown—one light, one dark.
“To remove the gemstones is to sever the bonds that hold us.”
Easy enough. “And once I remove them?”
“The Crown of the Wood will diminish quickly. Act with haste to place us where you must and after, cast the Crown to the skies. Feel it in the marrow of your bones and the sinew of your muscle. Desire it most, and it shall be.”
And for all the events leading up to it, this was the moment I realized what else it meant to lose the Crown.
“Are you all right, Merrin? Your breath has been still for more than ten seconds.”
“Then… these are our last moments together, Vita.”
Warmth, greater than ever before, filled me. “No, little royal. Just as I am with you now, I will be with you where you walk. You may not hear my words, but you will hear my voice in the crash of waves and the billows of wind. In the soil beneath your feet and in the breath that you draw, I will be with you.”
But… that wasn’t really the same, was it?
Or so I thought at the time. But there is love and life in all of creation if you have ears to hear it.
I am lucky enough to hear it.
To this day, I hear it.
It was with moistened eyes that I reentered the mortal world, gem-less crown returned to my head, a lightstone in one hand and a darkstone in the other. None of these showed up in the physical plane, but I could feel them, creation and destruction, each condensed, each pushing against their holdings tightly bound by my fingers.
I walked to the edge of the hovering mass and pressed one hand into the glassy side, burrowing a hole with a push of destructive force.
The invisible stone in my palm was heavy.
There was a moment where my fingers refused to release it. A flash of weakness where I considered what I was giving up.
‘Feel it in the marrow of your bones and the sinew of your muscle. Desire it most, and it shall be.’
But I knew in my heart that the echoes were a burden. Exitium was a burden. There was no place for her in this world.
With shaking fingers I set the stone into the groove I had bored, gently, as if handling a cracked egg. Then I sealed up the hole as I removed my arm.
I felt… lighter. As if releasing a breath I’d forgotten. As if I had grown used to the weight of Exitium’s stain on my soul.
With Vita’s stone clasped firmly between my fingers I willed the globe to rise and grow, and the globe obeyed, rising higher the larger it grew. Like a mass of obsidian mined from the darkest cave, it shined against the sun until it was higher than the sun, until it was large enough to hold a city.
Vitality.
Mine was wearing thin, but I pulled up energy from the grass around my ankles, pushing the dying stalks to brown and dry. Further out, I drew from the forest at my back, pulling the trees to a state near death. They would live, but their winter slumber would come early. I borrowed from them, life and light, and prepared myself for an act of fate.
The others were awake now, roused by the push of force against the side of the tent, the fire snuffed for the same reason. I fed the orb that would become Exitium’s astral form, fed it with life from beneath my feet, drawing up from roots and stems, pushing the pulse of the earth through the hairs of my skin and into the mass.
The ground beneath me was glowing the green of creation, sending waves out from my feet and to the reaches of the landscape. And all around, the grass bowed under the weight of Vita’s breath pulsing through.
The obsidian orb swelled, growing larger and larger—though it didn’t appear that way, for it was swiftly rising higher into the air, deported from the mortal realm, until it hung suspended like so many stars in the lightening sky.
An astral body. It was smaller than the sun or moon, but it was there, unmistakably so. A distant blemish that would be hidden by night and obvious by day.
There would be stories made up about it, in time, for we weary travelers would never share what the orb really was—a cage for a being of ruin.
It is so very interesting to hear how legends arise.
With Exitium’s astral body in distant skies, I knelt to the ground, swathed in a blanket of emerald light, and dug my fingers through the living soil, about to plant life’s most important seed.
But I stopped, stricken with a familiar feeling. A feeling that pricked my skin and sent water to the corners of my eyes.
“Vita?”
“I am here, Merrin.”
“I…” It was hard to speak, for it seemed a great lump had settled in my throat.
A tinkle-like laugh flurried around me. “Why do you despair, little royal? You have accomplished what we set out to do. There is no need for the birth of this sorrow.”
I looked down to my own dirtied hand that refused to let go of Vita’s gemstone. “I don’t want to lose someone else I hold dear,” I choked.
“You have nothing to fear, for I will be with you until the end of your days.
You have the strength to let go.”
I felt weak.
“Let go, Merrin.”
I felt small.
“Merrin, let go.”
And then, through the blazing jade of creation’s light, I heard a different voice, a wrinkled, garbled voice, a voice that was at the beginning of my memories—“It’s okay, My Queen.”—as a wrinkled, wizened hand slipped over mine and a wired, starchy mustache pressed against my forehead. “Just because you can’t see someone doesn’t mean they ain’t there.”
“A-Albie?!” The light was too great. And by the time it subsided, I was alone. My hand was open and Vita’s gemstone gone, deep into the dirt below.
“With you, beloved daughter, I am well pleased.”
I rose up and wiped my face against my shoulder, hands shaking from the touch I was sure I had received. Gone were the forces I had gotten used to, but the light in me remained. My light remained.
I reached up to remove a crown no one could see and with the last of my Nemophilist’s power, tossed it to the skies, willing it to shatter and break and form an unseen belt to separate the heavens from the earth—an unbreachable barrier to protect us from that rock looming in the distance.
Beneath my feet emerald light clustered and dispersed, swimming through the million roots connected below. Returned to full power, the goddess Vita spread through seed and stalk, fleshing over the world she had created.
Our job was done. Exitium was expelled, and as I rocked on unsteady feet, depleted of vitality, I saw two others fall to the ground behind me.
Those of predatory descent gripped their chests and toppled as the chains around their hearts were removed.




Chapter 24
Will You?
“See now THIS. THIS is soooo much better.” At the edge of the Scarlet Wood, Windley was holding my hand and stroking my arm and admiring the touch of my skin now that it no longer contained divine energy—other than the traces normally found in a royal’s blood, that is.
It had been a day and night since I had released the Crown, and Ruckus had done a good job of carrying me steady while I worked to rebuild my vitality. The best job. For he was the best boy.
It seems I had always been drawn to the naughty ones.
Speaking of which—
“Touch her, Ed. See how it feels.” Windley offered up the hand he had taken captive but stopped halfway. “Er, if that’s okay with you, Merr.”
It was more than okay. I was eager to know if Edius’s feelings for me had changed while we rode.
With careful steps, like one approaching a rabbit in a trap, Edius edged up to me, setting one fingertip into the plush of my cheek. He frowned. “She still feels good.”
“Well, yes, she always feels good, but this is much more manageable.” Windley swatted Ed away and took his place, smooshing both hands against my cheeks.
“I am a queen, I’ll have you know.”
They both erupted a snort, for my cheeks were quite squishy and my words were quite distorted. Even Rafe released a snigger from atop his stag where he had taken a turn holding sleeping Gwen between his reins. He cleared his throat when I hit him with my deep, dangerous stare.
I elbowed intrusive Windley away. “Out of my way, pinkie.”
“Aw, it’s pink again?” he said, looking upward at it to no avail, adding in a mutter: “Why’s it always pink?”
In truth, it was green. But that can be our little secret.
As the scuttle of leaves called to us from a forest of white trunks and crimson boughs, I made way to Edius and set my hand against his beating chest, feeling it race at my touch—though not through any magical means. “Do you feel different, Eddy?”
He met me with his ancient gaze and swallowed. “Different, darlin’?”
“About me?”
He looked down at my hand. “I, uh, still like you if that’s what you’re asking.”
Not the answer I was hoping for.
I slipped my arms around his waist and waited for him to reciprocate, counting on the fact that he wouldn’t be able to help himself. A cruel experiment, admittedly, but a necessary one.
With beating veins, he tucked me in further against him, nestling my head in a bear’s embrace. “What’s this about, darlin’?” he whispered. “I’m happy to hold ya, but you’re smart enough to know this isn’t a good idea. Your boyfriend’s right there.” Yet he was rubbing his hand up and down my back, melting. “Goddess, you smell good.”
So much comfort. So much protection. So much warmth.
Whoever won his heart next would be lucky to have won it.
“Concentrate, Eddy. Beyond the physical feel. Focus on the depth of your affections. Does anything feel different when you hold me?”
His restraint was palpable. His breath was short. He was trying hard not to kiss me.
And he was right, this wasn’t a good idea. Fondness sparked between us like a storm over water. And just when I was beginning to doubt my judgement—
“It… does feel different.” He set me away from himself and searched me as if searching the reaches of his emotion. “What’d you do!?”
Thank goddess.
Yes, that goddess.
“What?” said Windley, poking his head between us. “What’s it feel like, Ed?”
Edius rubbed over his chest, face tipped. “It’s just as strong, but before, it felt like it stretched as far as I could see. Now it feels more… immediate. Is that normal?”
Windley wrinkled his face. “Immediate? What the ffff does that mean? Let me try.” He pounced on me, held me against his beating chest and took a helping of my neck in his mouth. “Yup, still delicious.”
“F-focus,” I stammered.
With a sigh, he closed his eyes and concentrated, and even after a minute passed: “What am I supposed to feel, love? I feel no different.”
Is it silly to say I felt relief?
I drew away from him gently. “I asked Vita to remove the chains on your hearts. Not just you—all Spirites. Your heart is no longer bound to me. You now have the ability to love more than once.”
“Wait, what!?” That was Windley, frantic and feeling up his own chest as though a beast might come bursting out of it at any moment. “Why would you do that? Merrin, why would you do that?!”
I laughed over the extent of his panic. “Hold on, Windley. Just because you can love more than once does not mean you will. I’m human, and I’ve only loved once.”
“But, Merr—!”
“Me too.” Rafe’s voice was quiet, calm—the qualities that made it Rafe’s. “I’ve only loved once too.”
That did the trick. Windley cooled as he realized it was true. Neither Rafe nor I had ever loved another. “I don’t want to love anyone else either,” he said, gripping his own shirt. “Ever.”
“Me neither.” I brought a hand to his chin. “We will work hard to nurture it, this monster we’ve grown.”
Because even the most ferocious of monsters need fostering.
Through all this, Edius’s brow was furrowed.
“Do you know what this means, Eddy?” I set my sights on him. “I will be your first love, but I will not be your last. You may keep me in your heart as long as you need to, but eventually you will move on, and when your love is returned by another, it will feel far less shitty. I promise you.”
Air swept through the forest, spraying us with familiar scents. Edius wore a face I hadn’t seen from him before. “You… did that for me? You could’ve asked for anything and you did this for me?” The love in his eyes was surely growing.
“Not just for you,” I said. “For all of you. And for Gwen too. With this, I hope you’ll reconsider our proposal to move to the queenlands. The castle of the Crag is lacking in children, and we do have an opening for a knight. You would be a welcomed addition to our family.”
Edius looked into the wood that seemed perpetually autumn even as seasons changed. Windley looped him around the neck. “At least come for a visit, mate.”
“A visit,” said Edius, hand to his chest. “I think we can manage a visit.”
I took his shoulder. “Even if it ends with only a visit, you will always have a home with us, Edius. I care for you just as much as Rafe or Beau. You’re one of us now.”
He flexed his jaw and turned his face so that his long hair shielded him. “Thanks, darlin’. I, ah… I’m really, really glad I ambushed ya back in those woods.”
The cleanest way for him to express what he was feeling.
And although it’s been many, many years since those days, and though Edius has come and gone and come again, the Queendom of the Crag remains and will always remain his home.
It was at the edge of the wood that we turned for the coast. Most of us anyway. Rafe slipped off his stag to hand sleeping Gwen to Edius before giving me his deepest bow.
“Have a good visit, Rafe, and give Beau my love. When you return, it shall be to retrieve your release papers, yes?” And as sure as my name is Merrin, I could not hold back the tears.
“Y-Your Majesty!?” A rare stutter from him. “Geez, I’ll be back in a week.”
“I know, Rafe!” I turned and buried my face in a helping of my cloak. “But I’m thinking of the after! We’ll see you far less!”
“You hardly saw me before,” he said, flat.
Well, that was true. He did avoid the throne room at all costs.
“Treat Queen Beau good, chap. Remember to let her have the good side of the bed.”
Rafe rolled his eyes with added conviction. “I don’t need relationship advice from you.”
“Eh, you’ll be back in a few years, once you’re ready to spice things up,” cooed Windley.
Rafe slapped him away for what wouldn’t be the last time—though it was the last for this journey—and as the grumpy magician mounted his stag, donning the cloak of a queendom that was no longer his, he offered me a word of parting:
“I meant what I said back in the labyrinth, Your Majesty. I hope you consider it.”
‘It would be a shame. Your people like you, and… the Crag would mourn you leaving.’
“Thank you, Rafe. I shall keep it in mind.”
In truth, I had already made my decision regarding my reign, and I had indeed kept Rafe’s advice in mind while doing so.
“Oh hell.” So he said, for my eyes were starting to well once more. “I’ll see you in a week.”
“Tootles, chap!” Windley wiggled his fingers.
Edius and Rafe exchanged equally tired nods, for I’m told Windley and I can be exhausting to be around.
Theirs would bloom into a friendship that was quite endearing, though it would take many months to breach those walls.
As the sound of hoof against hard earth disappeared into the west, we prepared to return to a place I both missed and dreaded seeing. A place that was a symbol of the fissure through my heart—a fissure wrought between desire and duty.
“Oy Ed, mind if the Queen and I step away a minute before we head out?”
Ed shifted the glowing girl in his arms. “As long as you don’t go running off with her,” he said. “I don’t know anyone else up here, and I don’t have a map. If you’re gonna fuck, do it fast.”
…Did I mention he was still wearing braids?
Windley pawed at him. “Ah, I’m not the kind of guy to go running off with queens.”
That was exactly the kind of guy he was.
Before anyone could give consent, he hooked his arm through mine and pulled me along after him into a wood we had stepped through together many times before.
But of all the times we had walked these woods, never did my veins carry the flush they carried now. To be alone with a predator—a loving, supportive, seductive predator—was a swoon-worthy thing indeed.
He said nothing as he pulled me away, tromping through a ground of auburn, kicking up leaves and searching the trees.
“What are you looking for, Wind?”
He said nothing but took my shoulders and positioned me between two peeling white trunks before taking a step back and holding his chin in his hand. Then he shook his head and pulled me in another direction.
After a few moments, he stopped and did it all again.
By the third time, I could no longer hold my tongue.
“What are you doing, Windley? Do you mean to get us lost? Do you even know how to get back to the others?”
“Of course I do,” he said, casual. “They’re back that way. I can smell them.” He motioned with is head by way of distraction before taking my arm and pulling me in another direction entirely. Maybe he really did mean to steal me away.
…I remember it clearly…
The overhead skies carried a slate-like gray.
I remember all of it. The woody smell of the forest, the brittle crack of the ground, the nippy draw of the air.
We were dirty, my hair full of sticks and leafy debris. Windley’s pants were tattered and torn, his face burned from sun and wind.
It was the sixth time that he stopped and positioned me that his expression changed. This time when he stepped away to observe me, a jester’s grin spread across his face, long enough to make me look behind myself to see what was worthy of such a look.
It was a perfect silhouette of fiery branches, fierce and beautiful touching trunks of purest white—flaming against the grayed sky. If he had been looking for the wood’s most beautiful vantage, he had found it.
When I turned back to look at him, he was on his knee, though he was not in a knight’s kneel.
He was in a lover’s.
And this, captive ones. This is my favorite moment of all.
“It wasn’t finished the last time I asked,” he said, gentle, hair turned scarlet to match the wood and eyes betraying a safe amount of emerald glint. He was talking about a small thing held between two fingers—a ring carved of wood. “I’ve been working on it forever. It’s from that tree. The one you blighted back in the Emerald Wood. I know you were upset over it, and I thought we could put its wood to good use. Like it could live on in a new form. Oh!” He looked at the ring. “But it’s not blighted. I got it from a branch fallen at the base.” He shook his head. “A-anyway, I made it for you, and—”
I was holding my chest and breath. “Windley—”
“Hold on, love. Let me do this, okay? Even if you can’t say yes, I want to ask you properly. Is that okay?”
I nodded for him.
“I’m not a clean person, Queen Merrin, but you’ve never, ever looked at me like I was dirty. You were my first friend up here, and even though I wasn’t worthy, you made me feel worthy until I believed I was. You’re strong and courageous and giving, and you make me want to be the same way. It was so easy to fall in love with you, even for someone like me. That’s why I really can’t blame Ed for—no, I promised I wouldn’t bring him up.”
He wiped his face against his shoulder before starting again:
“I love you so damn much, Merr, and the day you told me you loved me back? Goddess, that moment rings in my ears. And now that I’ve felt your heart, I don’t ever want to give it up. I know you can’t marry me for real, and I know I can’t give you an heir, and I know it’s ludicrous of me to even ask, but I can’t not ask it. You’re my best friend, and to love your best friend and to be able to bone your best friend? I don’t think it gets any better than that.”
No, friends, it doesn’t get much better than that.
“To be honest, there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wish you weren’t a queen. It would all be so much easier if you weren’t a queen, but I promise I’ll never hold you back from your duty. I’ll never let you choose me over your queendom. You can love me in secret or only on the weekends or whatever you have to do, all I ask is that you keep loving me, because unchained heart or not, I know I’ll never stop loving you. You’ve stained me.”
He took a breath of that cool forest air and extended the ring he had whittled for me out of a sacrificed tree.
“So, my queen lion, will you—” He interrupted himself: “Just so you know, I’m expecting a no, but… will you marry me, Merrin?”
Ludicrous?
Yes. In our society, it was a completely ludicrous notion that a queen would ever marry a guard. And for days and weeks I had wrestled with the question—did it really have to be my reign or my love? For I cherished both.
But I have always believed, and I will continue to believe that in a world as great as ours, there is always another way.
The answer to his question flooded out of me, for it was a dam suppressed by weak logs: “I will marry you, Windley. But only if it’s legitimate.”
“I know, but I had to ask—” He cut himself off. “H-hold on, queenie, can you repeat what you just said?”
And his hair was flushing to fuchsia. For real this time.
“Yes, Windley,” I said with a grin, “I’ll marry you. And it will count in every sense of the word.”
He searched me with the dumbest, cutest expression.
“But that doesn’t mean I’m giving up my crown,” I added, “and it doesn’t mean I’m hiding you away. I respect my people and I love my people, so I will give my people a choice. I will tell them the truth of my heart, and they can take me as I am or cast me out. Royals are merely people born with a title. I am no better than any of them, and I want them to know it. They will decide my fate, and if they cannot accept me as I am, I will find another path in life.”
“Merr, that’s—”
“I love you and I would give up everything to have you, so what will you do about it?” I said.
What would he do about it?
Under a gray sky, backed by trees of frost and fire, he took me in his arms and kissed me with more passion than all the kisses we had shared thus far, and somewhere in the middle of it, the wooden ring found its way upon my finger.




Chapter 25
All the Colors
This place was beautiful. The waves truly were like crystal reflected under the bluey skies, clear enough to see through to the crystalline coral dotting the shallows.
The Crystal Sea. Albie’s homeland. A place he’d always wanted to bring me.
I stood at the water’s edge, taking in the spring air. It’s funny, isn’t it? How all the seasons taste a little different? Spring had thawed fast, for it had been a busy winter.
“Here you go, my queen.” From the sand, Windley rose, pants cuffed at the bottom, shirt tossing in the breeze, hair a brilliant shade of blue. “I found a piece washed up.” He handed me a cluster of coral eaten by the waves, before settling his elbow into my shoulder the way he liked to do. “Goddess, it’s insanely pretty up here. And just look at those clouds, Merr! Damn, if they don’t show every color.”
He was right. The sky boasted every color, much like the place Soleil’s body once lived, much like those sunsets I so enjoyed, much like Windley’s ever-changing hair.
“Thank you for humoring me, Windley. I know it was a long journey.”
“Eh, where the Queen wants to honeymoon, the Queen gets to honeymoon.” He bent low to study me for secrets. “But are you sure you’re holding up okay? I know you were a bit worried about how you might feel being here.”
I held the single pendant resting against my chest. “Just because you can’t see someone doesn’t mean they aren’t with you. I feel him here, and it isn’t a bad thing.”
“Well, that’s disconcerting.” Windley sniffed. “Do you mean to tell me Sir Albie sees everything I do to you behind closed doors? Because I’m sure he wouldn’t approve of THAT. Or that. Or that other thing—”
I kissed him to make him shut up—my charming devil with whom I was now locked in unholy matrimony.
I set a hand against the pendant residing against his chest, the one I had given him on our wedding day. “I’ve made up my mind, once and for all,” I told him.
He jolted at me. “You have?”
“I don’t want to know.”
He groaned. “Really? I thought you said you DID want to know? Do you know how hard it’s going to be for me to live with this secret?”
“I imagine it won’t be hard at all. You, my love, are an excellent keeper of secrets,” I told him.
“Flattery will get you—everywhere, and you know it, you little minx. And fine, if you change your mind, you’ll know where to find me.”
But I didn’t change my mind. To this day, I don’t know whether or not Albie was my father by blood, but what I do know is that he was my father in every way that counts, and for me, that’s all that matters.
Flecks of sand in the air kissed at us.
“You know—” Windley’s elbow was back, tucked in the corner of my neck. “I don’t think it’s normal to bring your friends on your honeymoon.” He glanced over his shoulder to where Beau and her newest magical guard were sitting together under an umbrella and to where Edius was building a castle in the sand beside little Gwen. “Especially when said friends are about to pop.”
True, Beau was looking rather rotund these days.
“Come now, I’m more than happy to share our holiday. They’ve all been through a lot too.”
Windley sighed. “I should be glad they let you out. The court’s demand for you seems to have grown in recent days.”
“I expect that’s what happens when a queen goes missing for weeks on end. Mother Poppy still checks into my chambers each night.”
“I know,” Windley pouted. “It wakes me up every FREAKING time. Maybe we should just keep heading north, give them all a good scare.” He slipped his arms around my shoulders from behind: “I’ve been thinking about it a lot lately. Taking you to somewhere no one could ever find you. Claiming you as my own…” He pressed his mouth to my ear: “No one ever has to know.”
But he knew me better than that.
“Kidding.” He dropped his arms. “You did, after all, make me promise not to steal you in our VOWS. Do you have any idea how difficult it was for me to promise that? Goes against everything in my nature.”
From behind us, Beau gave a giggle.
“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up Queen Beau.” Under his breath he added: “You won’t be laughing when I steal the Queen for real.”
And truly, he wore the gleam of a devil.
Yonder, Gwen was giggling and playing, and well settled into her life as a medic of the court. And Edius? He was flashing that blinding smile of his much more freely these days.
How it warmed my heart.
When he caught me looking at him, a brief spasm of pain hit him, for the love he held for me remained. But I kept strong to the belief that it would fade. Those flickers of hurt were always short-lived. Even now, it fled as quickly as it came, replaced by a smirk.
“Got somethin’ in your hair, Merrín!” he called around a cupped hand.
“Excuse you,” spat Windley. “It is a mane.” He plucked the long black feather from within a coil. “A widowbird?!” He began searching the skies with paranoia. “Where the hell is it?! I swear to goddess, if one of those creatures followed us here—”
“Psh. An incubus, afraid of a measly little bird?” I teased. “What’s it you always say?” I poked him in the forehead. “Dull in the wits.”
“Those creatures are far from little,” he said, flat, before eyeing me with suspicion: “You didn’t sneak that feather here from home, did you? Gasp! Did you plant it just to mess with me?!”
Of course I hadn’t.
But I wasn’t about to tell him that.
Banter and squabble filled most of our day, and when it was time to turn in, I stared off over crystal waves, wrapped in awakened air, and mostly, I felt happy. I am lucky to have lived the life I’ve lived and to have loved the way I’ve loved, surrounded by memory of those yet with me and the ones no longer.
And now, friends, it’s time for your last ever Merrin speech. Are you ready? Exhale. Perhaps one of the greatest lessons I learned during my time as the Nemophilist is that friendship may be formed in the least likely of places, for the lines between villain and hero, friend and foe, rival and ally, are not always straight. There is merit to be found in even the darkest of places, and sometimes light and warmth are hidden by only the thinnest of shrouds.
It’s funny, isn’t it? How people start out?
You may not believe me, but to this day, Sestilia remains one of my closest friends. I do go back and visit her, each year on her birthday, though no longer as Queen of the Cove—you didn’t think we’d allow someone like her to continue her reign, did you? And really, losing her title was for her benefit, too. Her healing could only begin once freed of the chains that kept her there. As it turns out, that kind, adored sister of hers who fell to an untimely demise? Not so kind. But like so many stories, that one isn’t mine to tell.
And then there’s Flora. Beautiful, warm, honey-voiced Flora. Looking back, it’s hard to believe I ever thought of her as a threat. There is no kinder soul than lovely Meraflora’s. If you’re wondering, she has been to the northlands to visit more than once. And Edius? Well, I hear he visits her quite often.
Windley and I went on to adopt a swarm of ill-mannered children, two of which you’ve already met, and the castle of the Crag came to be known as a place of laughter and life, and though none of these children would ever bear a crown, I was glad for it, for they will get to forge their own fates, and really, there’s no shortage of royals to take my place when I go.
The years passed and though Windley’s heart was free, it never dimmed. Love, I’ve come to learn, is a thing that matures and grows and changes over time like so many of us do. For Windley and me, our joy was abundant and our days long.
And always, in the distant sky, that obsidian orb remained—a reminder of the trials we had lived through and the tests we had overcome.
But if I’m being completely honest, that orb would see more action before the end of my life, though that journey would not be mine to take. Rather, it was up to a pair of twin girls—one born with the power of the sun, the other with the power of the moon—who would be born to fulfill a prophecy none of us knew yet.
But that story, while quite interesting, isn’t a story you should hear from me, and we’re nearly out of time.
Save it for another day.
Well, guys, what did you think? Have I kept all my promises? Are there mysteries left unsolved? I’m sure there must be one or two, but like most of you, I’m only human.
I’m glad to have spent this time with you, and I’m glad to have had a reason to put it all down into words. Stories are best told by firelight and even better told with willing ears to hear them—pointed or non.
So thank you, captive ones, for getting to know me and for letting me bare my saga. It is so very important to share the stories that shape us. I, the great and mighty Merrin—an of-the-people for-the-people type, or so I try—wish you many adventures of your own, friendships that are full, and a love that enflames your soul.
Xoxo, Merrin
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