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




Chapter 1
Beau
This story would be better if it were told by Beau. Beautiful, regal, freckled Beau. But alas, captive ones, you’ll be getting the oversharing, less eloquent Merrin version of this story.
Still, it makes sense to start with Beau.
Beau was the ruler of the Queendom of the Clearing—a radiant city in the center of the Scarlet Wood. A city most celebrated for its gilded lunar festival at the dawn of autumn when the moon shone gold for three nights only. Think decorated food carts blowing seductive scents over floors of moist leaves. Beau herself was a strict yet fair leader, sharp and discerning despite having innocent eyes and a button nose that made her look altogether naïve.
The Queendom of the Clearing was sister to another great city, the Queendom of the Crag, not known for any dewy festivals, but for producing curatives sold the world over, for every ailment from headache to fairy pox. And, like the city, Beau had a sister ruler—ME, the great and mighty Merrin, an of-the-people for-the-people type. Or so I tried.
Before we go further, I should probably clarify: Beau and I weren’t sisters by blood, but our families had woven a strong alliance through the ages. Like blood but less sticky. The people saw us as confidants and allies and treated each other the same.
My queendom, the Queendom of the Crag, lay just beyond the Scarlet Wood and near the sea with all manner of leafy vegetation crawling its stone walls and towers. It was from this creeping ivy and tufted shrubbery that my people created medicines treasured throughout the land. As such, we were a protected queendom, excluded from the conflicts of the rest of the world.
The Queendom of the Clearing was also a protected realm, not because of medicines or any other exports, but because they were intermediaries of the land and lumber—nature itself. You see, Beau, like her foremothers, had been gifted a miraculous ability to commune with the forest—which came with a certain set of perks.
But we’ll get into that later.
So Beau was a queen, like me, but she was a magical queen. Which is one of the reasons she really should be the one telling this story.
On a tepid day at the far edge of summer, I was on my way to meet the one and only at our usual rendezvous point, so that we could discuss politics…and men, at a place hidden deep within the forest that divided our queendoms.
The Scarlet Wood was bright and flush with red-leafed boughs and chittering wildlife. An opus of animal babbling that cut through the otherwise reserved white trunks. To protect our queendoms, there was only one road connecting them, accessible by foot or steed, and heavily guarded at both ends. But those of us on official business traveled through the deeper parts of the wood in another manner entirely.
Wind stags, the long-used transport of our two royal families, were intelligent, spry and stealth-footed creatures, making them perfect travel companions. Mine was named Ruckus, and he obeyed me approximately sixty percent of the time. We had an agreement, the two of us. That this was as much his excursion as mine.
“Hey guys, hold on. Ruckus wants to check out that moss patch quick,” I called to my travel detail as Ruckus tipped his shimmery antlers to let me know of his intent. From around the wood, the rustling of my three guards closed in on us, each riding a stag of their own, all of which were much more obedient than Ruck.
“Again?” said Saxon, the newest of my guard. She was of small frame but heavy with muscle, and she enjoyed pub games.
“You’ll get used to it,” said Albie, my most senior guard. Like a father, he had been with me for as long as I could remember and was another of those less-sticky-than-blood relations. My favorite part of him was the wrinkle of his hands and eyes, each line infused with wisdom and a story.
The last of my guard, Rafe, was a young man of few words and bored eyes, but he was fast with a sword and of a rare bloodline able to imbue metal with elements. His specialty was frost. Even now, the hilt of his sword appeared icy in his belt. He said nothing but rolled his eyes to himself as Ruckus poked around at the moss.
“Smell a lady, Ruck?” I clicked at my stag with the back of my tongue. “Come on, Beau’s probably waiting.”
Begrudgingly, Ruckus returned to our course. One more click and we were springing through the thick of the forest undergrowth, the warm air of late summer dancing through my hair. Saxon and Albie sprang on ahead and to either side, while Rafe fell behind, disappearing into the crimson boughs.
Beau’s and my secret meeting place was a modest dwelling suspended in the trees, camouflaged from below but with a decent view of the surrounding area. There was even a belvedere built above the treetops, where in the distance you could see both our domains—mine backed by the sea, hers the forest and rocky lands beyond.
When we arrived at the woodland refuge, it was as I had suspected; Beau and company had already arrived. One of her guards was waiting at the base of the center tree. Another, I suspected, was scouting the area and watching over the team’s stags. Rafe trotted off to join the guard in the woods while Saxon settled beside the one at the base of the tree. As per usual, Albie would accompany me up the winding stair and into the elevated fort.
I patted Ruckus adieu and gathered my pack before starting up the narrow stair coiled around the base of the tree. If Albie had his way, I would be wearing full regal attire on these outings. But see? That simply wasn’t practical for ascending alongside rough bark like this.
Halfway up, a girlish voice called from above: “Finally here, are we?” It was Beau in all her splendor, poking her head over the side of the fort’s balcony. As she did, her long ponytail slipped over the wooden railing and dangled, ropelike.
“You know Ruckus,” I called back. “He’s a stinker.”
“Only because he’s spoiled, might I add,” Albie said from below in his grizzled voice.
“Greetings, Sir Albie.” Beau waved tenderly before whipping her hair back over the rail and disappearing inside.
“Geesh,” I called to Albie, nearing the top of the climb. “At least someone’s excited to see you.”
Albie only chuckled.
At the top of the staircase, a hand reached out from the darkness to help me step into the foyer. It wasn’t Beau’s, for she didn’t wear rings like those, and her hands were much more properly groomed. No, that blackstone ring in particular was a giveaway.
This was no helping hand. It was a trap.
I took it anyway and grinned as I was excessively yanked through the doorway like the recoil of a fishing line that’s just lost its fish.
“Wow, good help’s hard to find these days, eh?” I shone my teeth to my favorite of Beau’s guards, a son of a bitch named Windley, who had been waiting at the door to welcome us.
“You’re looking about as good as usual, Queen Merrin.” Windley took my cloak from my shoulders with a jester’s smile.
“Oh, I look good?”
“I didn’t say you look good. Just as good as it gets, I suppose,” he said.
Windley was, first and foremost, a bastard. But that’s what I liked best about him. Part of Beau’s protective detail for—what, eight years now?—I suspected he wasn’t all human, with oddly pointed eyeteeth and ears, and hair that changed color each time I saw him. He had never disclosed whatever his race was, and I had never cared enough to pry.
“Nice hair, pinkie,” I said. Today the color of it was rather flamboyant.
“Don’t even get me started on hair.” He eyed mine foully while picking up a curl between his fingers like it was a spider. “You look like a lion.”
“When have you ever seen a lion?” I challenged.
“I’ve seen more things than you can possibly imagine,” he gloated, extending a hand to help Albie into the entryway.
“That so?” said Albie. “Have you ever seen a man play the mandolin using only his feet and his—” Albie shot me a protective look before finishing the question into Windley’s ear.
“Ew. No.” Windley frowned.
I couldn’t help but snort. Which wrinkle did that story reside in, I wondered.
“What, no comeback from our beloved queen?” Windley plopped into his favorite armchair in the corner, where he had long ago created a Windley-shaped indent.
“Roar,” I said dully, floofing my mane, and ventured further into the fort. The two of them would remain in the foyer while I met with Beau in the inner quarters on official queen business.
On the way, I took a deep breath of the musky lumber and aged fabric of the hideaway. This was one of my favorite places to be. Complete with two royal quarters, a separate room for the guards, and a washroom and pantry, this dwelling had served as host to many a royal sleepover throughout the years. At its center were the inner quarters meant for rulers of our sister queendoms to convene and discuss important matters. The lantern-lit walls held maps of our realms and the surrounding lands, calendars marked with important dates, and sketches of plans for this year’s gilded lunar festival. I had been trying to convince Beau to wear something a little sultrier this year, though I didn’t have the doodling skills to back up my argument.
Speaking of Beau, she was settled properly at one head of the inner room’s table, hands folded in her lap.
“Hey lady. Were you waiting long?” I asked.
She had already smoothed her ponytail from its descent over the balcony rail. The Queen of the Clearing was a disarming person with cute freckles dotting the bridge of her nose and cheeks. Her dark hair was always sleek, her nails always polished, and she frequently donned hooped earrings of one precious metal or another.
“No, no. Just long enough to get settled.” She fanned at me assuredly. Those of the Clearing, Beau included, all spoke as if they were creating art with their words. All of them, that is, but Windley. His accent didn’t match the floral dialect of Beau’s people. It didn’t match that of mine either, which I had been told sounded thick and earthy to an outsider. Likely, Windley and his changing hair had come from somewhere far, far away.
“You are spending the night tonight, right Merrin?” continued Beau. “You were iffy in your letter.”
“That was then, and this is now, and I am definitely spending the night! We got that whole roseroot fiasco sorted out. Turns out they were burying the cuttings too deep. As you know, roseroot soil is a vital ingredient in—”
Beau slammed her hands on the table. “I can’t stand it any longer!”
This is what I liked to call a Beau burst. The Queen of the Clearing was always refined and polished… except when she wasn’t. Every now and then something itty-bitty would set her into an itty-bitty torrent. She only ever showed this side to me. Or maybe I was the only one that ever brought it out.
“Can’t stand what?” I said.
“That hair of yours, Merrin! You’re a queen for goddess’s sake!”
“Yeah, I didn’t cover it while I was riding, and it got a little unruly.”
“A little? It is so lovely, Merrin, but when you let it get all scraggly, it takes forever to calm the frizz and is that—?” She plucked something from inside my chestnut waves. “THAT IS A STICK!”
She shoved me into the chair she had just warmed and began combing through my curls with her fingers, picking out bits of debris as she went.
I let my head go limp. “Maybe I do this on purpose because it feels soooo good when you play with my hair, Beau.”
“Would not put it past you. By the way, did you give your regard to Windley? He’s been insufferable waiting for you to get here.”
Insufferable. Sounded about right.
“I’ll have a drink with him later,” I said. “How’s the festival planning coming?”
“Horrid,” she said. “There’s still a lot of work to do. I’m going to need your help.”
It was the same every year. By help, Beau didn’t really mean help help. She meant pretend help.
I didn’t much care about the color of banners or the selections of music, but throwing a hard ‘no’ or ‘yes’ in Beau’s direction always seemed to help her come to whatever decision she’d had in her all along. Usually, this was the opposite of what I suggested.
“Really? Magenta?” She tapped her chin. “No, I think we shall go with ginger…”
I spent the night answering frivolous questions and jotting down notes while Beau detangled my massive hair until it wasn’t quite so massive. It was a shame, really, all of the planning that went into that year’s lunar festival.
We didn’t know it yet, but that year there would be no festival.
By the dawn of autumn, there would be no Beau.




Chapter 2
The First Sign
I suppose the first indication that something was wrong was that very night in the treetop fort. Beau and I had retired to our separate quarters, but I was yet to fall asleep. I always liked to keep the windows open out here, to hear the murmurs of the forest and let the petrichor fill my breath, but tonight the night air was tireless in its efforts to keep me awake. It all felt chaotic, like the calm before a tempest, and kept making my skin prick.
I stole to the pantry for something to tire me, careful not to wake anyone as I passed the restful humming of the guards’ chambers. Four of them were still out somewhere in the night, patrolling the area. By the lack of snoring, Albie was one of them. I made a biscuit topped with lavender marmalade and opened and closed the jar thrice before sliding it back into the cupboard. I loved the sound of a lid connecting with glass. Biscuit in hand, I ambled back the way I had come. But as I passed Beau’s room, I noticed the flickering of a lantern dancing out from below the door. So I wasn’t the night air’s only victim.
“Beau?” I rapped my knuckles lightly and was responded nothing. “Psst, Beau. I’m coming in.”
As was to be expected, Beau’s chambers were far tidier than mine. Leather-bound copies of her favorite books lined the shelves in alphabetical order. Her vanity was clean with her comb and hairbrush spaced evenly from her collection of lotions. Even her bed was made, save a neatly folded down corner for her to slip into. Mine, on the other hand, looked as though a four-person orgy had occurred, and it was just me.
Although Beau’s bed had been opened, Beau was nowhere in sight. Strange, she wasn’t in the kitchen or washroom, and likely not the guards’ chambers either. After a full sweep of the lair, including the balconies, there was only one place left to look.
I made my way to the fort’s belvedere, the circular dome situated above the treetops where Beau and I often came as children, with messes of blankets bundled in our arms, so that we could sleep together under the stars. Climbing this ladder was much harder as an adult, especially in this unpractical nightgown my handmaids had packed. Worth it, though, for what was waiting at the top.
That view, especially on this clear of a night, was one of the most beautiful things I had encountered so far in life. The panorama of the nighttime world triumphed beyond the belvedere’s arched windows. In the distance, the moon hung low over my queendom and the glistening sea, and on the other side, where the moon’s light didn’t yet stretch, glittering stars danced over Beau’s side of the wood that was doused in inky darkness.
No man could paint a scene like that. Not really. You would have to live it to know what I mean, but it was truly a display of divinity.
I had been quiet climbing the ladder, listening for Beau, yet I hadn’t heard her. But someone had heard me.
“Your Majesty?” the someone said.
Since when had Beau’s voice gotten so manly?
As if anything about her could be manly. A sudden but milky light materialized in the dark space to prove how wrong my initial guess had been. Not Beau. Not even close.
As it turned out, the light was summoned from the sword of a lean young man dressed in guard’s attire. My guard’s attire, to be exact. “Queen Merrin?” the knave questioned, lowering his glowing sword to his side. “Why are you here?”
“I should ask the same of you, Rafe,” I said. “Why aren’t you patrolling or sleeping?”
Rafe’s amber eyes skimmed the dark wood beyond. Per usual, he looked like it cost him great effort to converse. “I am on patrol,” he said, “but it’s quiet out there.”
Having been by my side three years or more, Rafe was nevertheless the least acquainted of my guardians. He kept to himself, often nose-deep in a book and playing at his wavy hair in the courtyard of ivies. Often, he had a lost, soulless look about him that I didn’t quite understand.
“So you just decided to not patrol?” I mused.
“No.” He clenched his jaw and sighed. “I drew a circle around the perimeter so that I will know if anyone crosses it. You are safe, Your Majesty. The wood is silent, and I won’t be long. Sir Albie said I could come up and get a charge. The night’s good for it.”
A charge? In-ter-est-ing. I had heard Rafe mention it, but never had I seen one in person. “May I watch?” I said.
Glad to be free of further questions, the guard nodded silently and raised his sword in the direction of the moon. As he did, he used his will to dull the blade’s luminescence until it was faint and fluttering—nothing more than an ember’s glow. The moon, by contrast, was brimming and bright. Rafe aligned himself so that the tip of his sword pierced at the orb’s center. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, they too were aglow with moonlight.
Rafe’s enchants were powered by lunar energy. In this moment, his whole body was, it seemed.
He opened his mouth to speak a series of shapeless whispers, pale light emitting from deep within his throat. Like the most unenthused sorcerer magic could conjure, Rafe’s incantation lasted a minute or more, and when he was finished, he cradled the middle of his blade before landing a gentleman’s kiss upon the steel. When he blinked his eyes once more, the light was gone from them; he was his old lackluster self.
Rafe’s clan was the only one left in the world able to impregnate metal with such magics. It was for this reason my procurers had recruited him.
“Rafe, that was extraordinary.”
He shrugged.
“Is it done?” I asked.
“For now,” he said. “I’ll do it again shortly. I need to rest in between.” His bored eyes flicked to the dark-quilted wood. “And then I’ll return to patrol.”
“Thank you.” I held my hand up to the moon before setting it to the top rung of the ladder. “Wish I could harvest lunar energy. Bet it feels warm.”
“You’d be wrong.” I heard him say as I started my descent. “Luna is colder than the coldest frost.”
That was because each time he wielded her, she froze a little more of his heart.
But we didn’t know that yet.
I had been distracted by midnight magic, and as I made it to the lower level, I realized my folly. Beau was still nowhere to be found, and it was getting to the point where I really should alert someone. But how stupid I would look, popping my head back into the belvedere. No, one more sweep through the fort first, this time checking under tables and behind settees—all the places we hid as children. Beau was a good hider, but her gowns always gave her away. I shuffled through the treehouse rooms in search of a slip of silk spilling out from somewhere, even going so far as to poke my head into the room where Saxon and one of Beau’s guards lay resting. No Beau.
Desperate, I made my way to the front of the hideaway and hung my head into the crispness of night, over the side of the balcony where Beau had welcomed us earlier. No sign of Albie or Windley, who were down in the night somewhere keeping us safe.
No sign of the lost queen, either.
I resigned to go alert Rafe for real this time, but as I passed Beau’s door for the third time that night, I noticed the light was no longer stealing out from beneath her door.
I didn’t knock. “Beau?”
She was there this time, alone in an orderly chamber fit for a queen. The dark of night tasted thicker in her room, somehow.
She tried to muffle herself but to no avail; I had already heard her sorrow.
“What happened, Beau? Why are you crying?”
She was sitting with her knees to her chest in a velvet chair, raven hair loose around her shoulders and scented like one of her many perfumes. Though she tried to hide it, I took her face in my hands and saw the shimmer of tears through the dark. Even she cried prettily.
She quickly succumbed, throwing herself into my chest and letting out a congested heave.
Okay, maybe not so pretty after all.
I encased her frail shoulders and waited for her to calm, when at last she lifted her head, lip still aquiver and said, “M-Merrin?”
“Was it Windley? Tell me, Beau. Did he say something mean? I’ll kill him.”
“Can you keep a secret?” she whispered, eyes wide and moist.
I was taken aback by the look of her. Fear caressed her.
“Always,” I whispered back.
To understand the gravity of her next proclamation, it is important you know more about Beau’s legacy. As I mentioned before, Beau was a special queen—an oracle with the power to commune with nature. Like her foremothers, Beau could hear the intentions of the Scarlet Wood. She called them echoes, though she said there was no way to describe what they sounded like and told me to try imagining a color I had never seen before.
Beau’s job was to insert her own echoes into the echoes of the forest. As she described it, nature had no fondness for humanity, but inserting her own intentions into those of the Scarlet Wood meant keeping calamity from befalling us all. The royal women of the Clearing had done so as far back as written history.
“Tell me, Beau,” I urged. “You don’t have to tell anyone else, but tell me.”
Beau took in a deep breath and looked away, ashamed. “I can’t hear them anymore,” she said. “The Scarlet Wood has gone silent.”
The fear that had caressed Beau made its way to me, coiling through me like a serpent. “Since when?”
“Just tonight,” she said. “For the first time, there’s nothing out there. As if the air itself is dead. It happened right after…”
“Right after what?”
But she refused to elaborate, lost in hysterics.
“I’m sure it’s nothing Beau. Maybe the wood’s just being moody.”
Somehow, even then I knew that wasn’t true.
“Maybe,” she lied.
Was it my imagination, or had I felt disquiet all along? Had it been the ‘dead air’ that had kept me awake in the first place?
We spent that night together in Beau’s bed with cool sheets and fluffed pillows. It had been years since we had done so, but my body melted into the down just the same. Already, I could feel that something was coming, like the swell of a wave about to crash, but I spent the night holding Beau until at last, she drifted off into queenly sleep.
I thought of my people, back home plucking leaves from vines to pestle into remedies. The children, the grandmothers… the other queens in their sparkling cities watching over their flocks.
Sleep evaded me long into the night and when at last it came for me, I thought I saw it watching from the corner of the room with gleaming eyes and a devilish smile.




Chapter 3
A Midnight Visitor
Over the coming weeks, I watched the forest carefully for signs of betrayal, but despite Beau’s confession, it acted much as forests do—standing tall and releasing leaves of blood red and gold into the Queendom of the Crag. While the forest behaved calmly, the sea on the opposite side of the city thrashed and crashed and sprayed saltwater droplets into the air. Not so abnormal for this time of year. The sea didn’t care for the dying of summer.
In my city, life went on, none knowing the secret of the Clearing’s queen.
I suppose this would be a good time to tell you more about my empire. After all, once we leave, we won’t be returning again. That sea water that misted the air of the Crag was in constant battle against the stone architecture of the city, giving the metropolis a worn and rustic character. The farther you moved from the coast, however, the less blemished the stone became, and as the salt thinned, the ivy thickened. The thickest parts were my favorite. Nothing bad ever happened in cottages covered in green.
Situated directly in the center of the city, my palace had vines crawling up only the half shielded from the sea. It was the best of two worlds. When feeling somber, I could gaze out to the ornery waves; when content, the serene forest.
Ever since departing the fort that day, I had sided with the sea. Beau’s confession rang in my ears as I tried to perform my queenly duties without suspect. I oversaw a shipment of curatives to the Queendom of the Cacti in the far west, where plant life was sparse. I entertained visitors from a neighboring realm. And I mediated the disagreement between two northern cities. Beau and I were both considered neutral queendoms, but tawdry political matters were often left to my court, as Beau’s was busy with appeasing the forest.
I worried for my sister queen and sent her coded letters by widowbird—creatures of flight long used by the royal families to communicate with one another, for they had a keen ability to locate royal blood. Her responses were assuring yet hollow. Her handwriting was as charming as ever, but there was no soul behind her prose. She admitted that the echoes hadn’t returned to her ears—not even after two weeks had passed. I invited her to meet again at the fort, or even to come all the way out to the Crag, but she declined, insisting that she needed to stay and try to muster something from the Scarlet Wood.
I patted the head of the long-tailed bird that had delivered Beau’s most recent letter. The messenger helped itself to seed and water while I unrolled the parchment. Funny, it lacked the scarlet seal Beau’s letters usually held.
Wouldn’t you love to see the southern mountain someday?
The first line was odd. We didn’t have anything in our code about mountains. Maybe she meant so literally? Other than that, the letter held nothing new. Beau pretended to be cheerful but hadn’t regained her power and had no leads. I fed the parchment to the fire at the side of my throne room. It was with good reason that the message be immediately destroyed. We couldn’t let anyone else know the truth of Beau’s lost echoes.
That didn’t mean I couldn’t try to help from afar.
“Saxon.” I turned to the on-duty guard who had been talking at the window with one of my prettiest handmaids.
Saxon smoothed her short hair. “Queen Merrin?”
“Fetch Mother Poppy and then clear the room, please.”
The brawny guard looked glad to be put to use and scampered to comply.
If Albie had stories stored in his wrinkles, Poppy, royal tome-keeper, had archives in hers. The diminutive woman, who had been old my entire life, was nevertheless plucky and always had at least two books tucked somewhere within her robe. These concealed treasures had fallen out of the timeworn woman’s sleeves on more than one occasion—even landing into a crock of roast beets during last year’s winterfeast. Fine by me, no one but the cook liked root vegetables anyway.
Poppy appeared even shorter than usual beneath the high ceilings of my throne room. She tutted across the hall, humming, before settling into the ornate chair beside mine. The coast ravaged through the seaboard windows. All the better to mask us with.
“I’ve been dying to know, Mother Poppy. Did you find anything?”
I had sent the advisor on a top-secret mission through the court records two days earlier.
“Afraid not, My Queen.” Her eyes were storm gray behind her gemmed spectacles. “Nothing in any of the annals suggests the bond between nature and oracle has ever been broken.”
“Nothing?”
She shook her head. “Not in written history.”
As suspected, though I hoped she might have uncovered a hidden journal in a wall somewhere with instructions on what to do in such a case.
“And in unwritten history?” I pressed.
Poppy had served enough queens to know the importance of discretion. She didn’t ask why I wanted to know; rather, she leaned back into her chair and folded her wizened hands. “Well, that’s another matter entirely.”
Ah-ha!
“I did recall one tale you may find useful,” she started.
“Wait!” I gathered my skirt. “Let’s move closer to the fire.” Because stories were best told by firelight.
Poppy understood this and obliged with a long smile that satisfied the lines at the corners of her eyes. Once properly transitioned to the fireside sitting area, the aged woman resumed her storytelling posture. “Mind you, this was a tale told only in the dark when snooping ears lay in rest. A story told not in truth but in fable,” she said. “And the only one ever to speak of it was not of good repute.”
Basically, she was saying not to get my hopes up. “Understood,” I said.
She continued, “Before the time of the Clearing, when the moon traveled slower and the wind howled colder, not one but two crowns were lost with ears turned deaf to the cry of the wood. And before the time of the Clearing, when the stars twinkled bolder and the night stretched longer, not one but two crowns were found with ears turned flush to the song of the wood.”
Be damned, my hopes were up. For the first time in weeks, I had something to grasp. Not meant as fact? Not from a reputable source?
Not important.
“Details?” I said.
Mother Poppy strained her memory before shaking her head. “That was a long time ago.”
“You’re saying the bond between nature and oracle has been lost twice, and that twice, that bond has been repaired?”
Poppy adjusted her glasses sternly. “According to fable, My Queen.”
A little specific for a mere fable. But I knew I was reaching.
“If it’s a fable, what’s the moral of it?” I asked.
Again, she smiled widely, firelight bouncing on her cheeks. A favorite part of any taleteller’s tale was the moral. “That one must stop listening to sorrow in order to find joy,” she said. “But as you can imagine, it was a controversial parable which has since been replaced with the tale of the otter and the crane. You’ve heard that one, haven’t you?”
Only about a million times.
Make that a million and one, for Poppy retold it anyway.
The tale of the lost crowns wasn’t much, but it was something, and I wanted to share it with Beau in person. Maybe a little optimism was all Beau needed to regain her power. Maybe the tome-keeper of the Clearing would know more about the tale if prompted in the right direction. We should be able to figure it out now that we had a spark. After all, a spark was all it took to set a wood ablaze.
I asked Poppy to keep me appraised if she remembered anything else about the fable. Then, I summoned Rafe to begin building a guard, in hopes of setting off for the Clearing the following morning.
I had never been one for letting matters unfold on their own, so I would peel back the corner of whatever was going on with Beau and help her flush her ears to the song of the wood.
Little did I know that as Rafe raced to prepare for a departure that had yet to come, another guard was racing to atone for a departure that had already passed.
I retired to my bedchamber hopeful that night, imagining the look on Beau’s face when I offered her a snippet of reassurance. A traveling pack had already been readied at the foot of my bed, courtesy of Albie and my handmaids. I swapped out two of the gowns for britches and threw in an extra wrap for my hair, lest I be caught in the wild without one.
My quarters were far less orderly than Beau’s, with sashes thrown over furniture and books left lying in half-read positions. I liked them like that, for I could always pick up wherever I left off in whichever genre most fitting for the day. I had a system, okay? The mess drove Albie crazy, but I always insisted the castle staff spend their time on more important matters than tidying up a room that visitors never even entered. Albie still made them clean it, but he did so in small increments he thought I wouldn’t notice. It was a game we had been playing my whole life.
I left the windows open, as there wouldn’t be many more nights for it left in the season. The scent of eve was a lovely mix of sea and greenery. Outside, the city sounds waned as night fell, while the sea crashed all the same. Eventually, the waters calmed with the rising of the moon, and all was still.
There was nothing out there to suggest that nature was starting its savage revolt.
I drifted into a dream in which Beau and I stood 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. How had I never noticed the scarlet of the wood was from actual blood? In the darkest corner of the wood, a set of eyes gleamed, familiar and dangerous.
“Queen Merrin?”
A voice broke my dream and sweat. I shuffled into sitting and wiped the hair matted to my brow. By the look of the sheets, I had been tossing. By the look of the room, it was the dead of night. The face materializing before me was that of the pretty handmaid Saxon had been speaking with earlier—much more kempt than I was at the moment. Chrysanthemum was her name and she usually kept her distance.
“Queen Merrin, you have a visitor. He insisted it was urgent and Sir Rafe said to let him in.” The pretty girl appeared nervous. “I-I hope that’s okay.”
“Who is it?”
But the visitor didn’t wait for an introduction. A cloaked figure swept into the room, lantern in hand, and threw down his hood. Pointed ears, pointed corner teeth, and a mouth that looked unnatural when it wasn’t smirking.
“Windley?!” I gathered up my blankets to hide my nasty appearance from him. “What the hell?!”
Chrysanthemum appeared like she had made a grave mistake.
“It’s fine,” I reassured her. “One of Queen Beau’s guards. Go fetch Sir Albie.”
The handmaid rushed to escape the situation. Windley, who had never entered my nest before, didn’t pause to look around. He came right up next to the side of my bed, hair changed since last I saw him from pink to midnight blue. Meanwhile, I really did look like a lion this time. A sweaty, messy lion.
I leaned away to shield myself from the light of his lantern. “What on earth are you doing here, Windley?”
“Merrin.” Windley dropped the formality of my title, something I had only ever heard him do once before. “I have something I need to tell you.”
There was something in the way he said it, a tone I had never heard from him before. It made the hair of my arms prick because my body knew that something unsightly was to follow. He was never this serious, never let anything worry him. My stomach knotted because it knew. My heart dropped because it knew. But my head didn’t quite catch up until Windley took a shaky breath and said:
“It’s Queen Beau. She’s missing.”




Chapter 4
The Missing Queen
Beau was missing. Beau. Was. Missing. Beau. Missing. Beau. My voice screamed in my head and my stomach felt laden with lava. But now was not the time to fall apart. It was the time to rally.
I was a queen. It was time to be a queen.
Cleaned up and changed, I joined Windley who was already debriefing Albie and Rafe in the throne room. The three guards spoke around the lapping fire as if to burn the words before they could reach prying ears.
Windley was in sorry shape, exhausted from riding through the forest all night and with slight cuts in his face where careless branches had scored him. Long gone was the jester’s smile he usually wore, and his playful eyes now bore heavy bags underneath. He was pacing a small perimeter around the lounge area like he couldn’t remember how to sit.
Meanwhile, Albie was in full knight’s attire, having been on patrol around the castle grounds. He clinked every time he shifted weight. Nerves as sturdy as his armor, he was attempting to calm our guest: “Take a breath, son, and start from the beginning.”
“There’s little else to say,” scoffed Windley. “A rogue broke into the castle and made off with our queen in the night. We have no leads and no queen. Care to let us borrow yours?” He shot me a shadowed glance from across the room.
I hugged my robe into myself as I joined them. “I’m confused on the timing. I received a letter from Beau just this afternoon, yet she went missing last night?”
“Likely a delay. The message birds can be unpredictable with their delivery,” Albie said before turning to Windley: “You’ve scouted the surrounding forest?”
“Of course we have. They’ve been at it all day.” Windley was testy, like a child up past his bedtime.
Albie forgave his tone. “Good. And what evidence is there that she was taken rather than leaving of her own accord?”
“Her window was smashed inward and her door was closed all night. If you’ve another idea, I’m all ears.”
“But Beau’s quarters are at the top of the castle!” I said. “Who could climb up that high?”
“There are ways.”
Surprisingly, that was Rafe.
Staring firmly into the fire, he was taking the news… unexpectedly. He was always quiet, sure, but rather than cool indifference, he looked as though he was trying hard to make his breaths even—like the flames could help him accomplish it if he fixated on them hard enough.
Strange, when he had never shown much interest in Beau or anyone else.
Besides, he expected us to believe that someone had scaled the entire castle, grabbed Beau and then descended back down while carrying an unwilling captive?
“My Queen?” Albie prompted.
Apparently, he had just asked me something, but it was hard to focus knowing that my dearest friend had been kidnapped by a thief in the night. It was even harder knowing that Beau had lost her echoes right before it happened. Were these events related? And did I have any right to tell the guards Beau’s secret? Would it help us find her sooner? Or simply send our queendoms into unnecessary disarray?
Weighing the consequences, I looked up to find Rafe watching me, same as the others, but there was something more to his expression—like he wanted to say something but was waiting for me to speak first, or like he was trying to tell me
something using only his stare. But we didn’t have that sort of relationship, and I had no idea what he was thinking.
“What did you ask me, Albie?” I said because the wrinkled man had just cleared his throat again.
“I asked if there were any political matters we should be aware of,” said Windley, inspecting me. “Anything that could have caused someone to come after us. The other courts involve you more in outside matters than they do us.”
“No.” I shook my head. “We are and have always been protected territories. If Beau was taken, it wasn’t by someone from the civil world. None of the other queendoms would dare start anything with either of our courts. We’re too valuable.”
The three guards were motionless, waiting for me to continue. They wanted orders, specifics. And it was my duty to provide them.
“Of course, the Crag will offer the Clearing whatever resources they need to retrieve Beau. And we will keep it a secret from the citizens until we know more. Windley, I trust Rebella has temporarily taken the throne?”
Rebella, Beau’s cousin, was in some respects a queen’s understudy. Trained alongside Beau in her queenly duties from a young age, it was Rebella who watched over the Clearing whenever Beau traveled. She was a kind girl, a few years younger than Beau and me, and always eager to be included whenever I came to visit.
Windley nodded but wore a sour expression. He and Rebella had a strong disliking for one another. This was likely his fault more than hers. Windley had an adverse effect on most polite people.
Now, he was in a state unlike any I had ever seen him, stressed and winding a lock of his midnight hair. He kept setting his eyes on mine as if searching me for an answer. I reckoned we felt the same, like there was a deep hole inside our chests sucking the blood from our faces and the air from our lungs. Beau’s disappearance didn’t quite feel real. A small part of me thought I might still be asleep, sweating away in the middle of a bad dream. Did grief always feel this numb?
Later, I would realize it wasn’t grief, but shock. Grief would come eventually, and it would be much, much worse.
I was caught in thought again, letting the heat of the fire soak into my skin that felt otherwise lifeless. This time the guards didn’t disrupt me. They, too, were mulling everything over. Had Beau really been taken? She was home as recently as yesterday. She had even sent me that letter…
Wouldn’t you love to see the southern mountain someday?
“Hold on!” My realization echoed throughout the lofty hall, with little regard for prying ears. “Beau’s letter! I mean, I burned it, but I remember the exact wording! She said something weird! I BET she sent it after she was already taken!”
It was Rafe that reacted first. He took my shoulders with more conviction than I had ever seen him muster. “What is it, Your Majesty?”
“Beau referenced the ‘southern mountain’ in her letter.” My adrenaline throbbed over the thought of a clue. “We write in code, but that doesn’t mean anything to me. Are there even mountains in the south?”
“Not that I’ve ever heard,” said Albie, stroking at his white mustache. “What was the context?”
“Beau’s exact words were, ‘Wouldn’t you love to see the southern mountain someday?’”
“Aw hell.” This time, Windley was the one to chime up. “It’s beyond me why the Queen would ever want to go there, but I believe I know what it means.”
“Out of any of us, you would be the one to know,” said Albie.
Windley would be the one to know? Curious. Though we had been friends a long time, he wasn’t usually one to dig beneath the surface of conversation, and he certainly wasn’t one to give specifics about his past.
“I’m from… south-ish.” He frowned as though it cost him great effort to admit. “And there’s a particular area down there that people generally avoid. A place where giants once roamed. They died out long ago, but their bones remain, in a big pile out in the middle of nowhere.”
Ah. I had heard about that in one of Poppy’s stories. Separated from our world by a thick wood, it was called—
“Giant’s Necropolis?” said Albie.
Windley bobbed his head in agreement. “Outsiders call it that. It’s the only ‘mountain’ I know of in the south.”
“And the reason people avoid it?” said Albie.
“You mean besides the fact that it’s a mass grave for giants?” Windley took his chin in his hand like a scholar. “Inconsequential, really, but there seems to be one skeleton larger than all the others, strewn atop the rest of the pile. Supposedly, it’s still intact… and it changes position from time to time.”  
“Definitely consequential,” I said. “Is it enchanted?”
“That or there’s something else out there large enough to move a giant’s carcass. I, for one, am not keen to find out,” he said.
Well if that wasn’t horrifying.
“Keen or not, I’m afraid Giant’s Necropolis is your best bet,” said Albie. “Sounds like you’ve got a lead.”
Windley sighed. “Evidently, but why did it have to be there?”
It was a challenge to stay composed through all this, knowing Beau had quite possibly been taken to a giant’s graveyard, of all things. My one saving grace was that logically, if someone meant to assassinate Beau, they would have done so in her room, rather than going through the trouble of taking her from the castle. I had to believe they wanted her alive for some purpose.
If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to keep my knees from buckling.
“You can’t leave tonight, Windley,” I snagged his hood as he turned to leave. “You won’t make it far in your state. Rest and leave first thing in the morning.” I took the filigree whistle out from beneath my robe that was used to summon the royal widowbirds. “I’ll send a message to Rebella to request backup from the Clearing’s cavalry.”
“He shouldn’t go alone,” said Rafe. “I’ll accompany him.”
“I expect you will,” I said, “as will Albie. I’ll need you both if I’m to travel a great distance.”
The blood paled from Albie’s wrinkled cheeks. “My Queen? Surely you don’t mean to come with! Please, leave this to the guards. The Crag needs you here.”
True, the Crag needed me. But so did Beau, and finding her was more important than anything else. Besides, Albie was overlooking something. Something I could do that no guard could.
You see, the filigree whistle around my neck wasn’t only a tool; it was a promise. Every court had one, passed down from queen to queen. Beau and I summoned the widowbirds almost daily, as had our mothers and our grandmothers, using them to send even the most trivial of messages to one another.
The creatures had strong ties to royal blood, Poppy said, because of a pact made long ago when the first castles were built. If Beau managed to send another, her bird would find me, wherever I was. Better to be in the thick of it with guards that could take action than to be shut away in a castle.
It could mean the difference between finding Beau alive and…
“I have made my decision and so I command it. Albie, make preparations for Lekhana to take the throne.” Like Beau, I also had a queen-in-waiting, though she was far too young to rule alone. “She will serve as figurehead with Mother Poppy as her regent. Saxon will take control of the royal guard in your absence, and we’ll split our cavalry between both realms so that neither is left unprotected. Understood?”
Albie swallowed his distaste for my decision before bowing his head. The look in his eye let me know this wasn’t over, though. He wouldn’t undermine me in front of the others; but alone, he always gave me his true thoughts.
I anticipated an ambush from him before dawn.
Windley respected the ruling, though I wasn’t technically his queen, and collapsed onto a lilac-patterned couch beside the fire. He had been holding it together for our sakes, but he now allowed his exhaustion to catch up with him. He pulled up his hood to cover his cuts and rolled over like a grumpy feline.
I covered him with a blanket as I walked past, and he caught my wrist without lifting his head. “Thanks, queenie.” He slid his hold sleepily down my palm and fingertips as I drew away.
All the while, Rafe was quiet, taking short breaths through his nose that flared his nostrils, almost as if he was annoyed we weren’t setting out tonight. But that was foolish. We would make better time with fresh bodies and the dawn sun to guide us.
I didn’t yet know just how many secrets the wavy-haired magician had hiding within his half-frozen heart.




Chapter 5
Frosted
We set off just as the morning sun began to paint the sky orange and pink. Ruckus was tired enough that he didn’t try to direct our course. Knowing him, it wouldn’t last long. The naughty stag had a tendency to become more squirrely as day stretched on.
Overhead, a lone widowbird crossed our path like a miniature dragon. Was this one of mine? Before setting off I had sent half a dozen into the world with coded messages for Beau. I wanted her to know that we were coming for her; if her captors intercepted one message, maybe the next would make it through. It might take a while, but I had faith that the birds would deliver. They always did.
Seeing one fly south was a good sign, too. It meant that we might be heading in the right direction. I clutched the filigree whistle around my neck and willed it to be so.
For once, Rafe didn’t stick to the back of the pack, instead taking lead through the Scarlet Wood, maneuvering skillfully through the flourish of crimson and gold and setting a path for the rest of us. I always assumed the magic-wielder only took his royal post for the benefits. Curious that he was becoming so invested now. Maybe he was one who thrived on a sense of emergency. Or maybe he was just glad to be out of the Crag.
In his place, Albie hung back, still disapproving of our mission—though he looked to be warming up.
As expected, the wrinkled guard had ambushed me in the dark of morning, questioning why I wanted to come with. When I explained my reasoning around the widowbirds, he further questioned why we couldn’t meet up with the Clearing’s cavalry and head south together, then. An entire army, he said, was more suitable for guarding one queen and rescuing a second. I argued that the cavalry would make better time without us and that we couldn’t afford to hold them back. If they managed to reach Beau first, all the better. If not, we would meet them in the southern wilds.
It was with great reluctance that Albie realized he wouldn’t be able to dissuade me. I wouldn’t say I was obstinate, but I wasn’t one to go back on my rule.
Okay, I was obstinate.
Through the morning, Windley kept pace at my side, his hair transitioning from midnight blue to subtle gray. Though the bags under his eyes had filled, his overall demeanor remained somewhat baggy. He sported a scarlet cloak typical of the Clearing, while my guards and I rode in emerald. I had never seen Windley under upset circumstances like this. I hadn’t realized he was capable of being grave.  
“At least you’ve tamed that mane of yours for once, queen lion,” he said unexpectedly, after saying little else all morning.
I was surprised to hear a hint of his old self in his voice, but when I caught the lack of amusement in his eye, I realized it was likely for my sake. He was trying to take my mind off of Beau. I would offer him the same courtesy.
“That’s queen lioness, if you please.”
The corner of his mouth hinted at a smirk. There it was—a small gleam returning to his eye.
“We’re going to find her alive,” I told him. “Beau is clever and strong, and we have both undergone training on how to handle ourselves in hostage situations. She has more than a few tricks up her sleeve.”
I was saying it to remind myself as much as to reassure Windley.
“I wouldn’t be as worried if it were you, Merrin. I know you are capable, but Queen Beau…”
Again, he forgot my title. This time he caught himself.
“Shit.” He shook his gray hair, a slight hue to his neck. “Queen Merrin.”
“It’s fine, Windley. You know I don’t care.”
Actually, hearing him say my name without the title made my stomach feel a touch unsettled, but not in a bad way.
Neck still hued, Windley exposed his pointed teeth with a fuller smirk this time. “Sir Albie will kill me.”
There was no arguing that.
The Scarlet Wood was thick and vast, stretching miles in every direction around the Clearing. It was a more suitable path for us, though, than heading south along the coast directly from the Crag. The land there was without cover and heavily guarded to keep outsiders from wandering into our lands. We had fed the citizens and most of the palace staff a story about Beau and me going away to plan the lunar festival; thus, it would be unnatural for anyone to catch us on the road.
Our plan was to cut west into the Scarlet Wood before heading directly south. We would move out of the forest once a safe distance from both the Crag and Clearing.
I didn’t have many dealings with the south. There was only one queendom down there, the Queendom of the Cove, and they kept to themselves, mostly. Albie had sent a bird on ahead to let them know of our coming and to request lodging. He assured it wouldn’t be a problem, given the frequent shipment of curatives we sent them. Supposedly, the captain of the guard was an ‘old friend.’ Albie had a lot of those, having envoyed to all ten queendoms during his time in the royal guard.
Beyond the Cove’s realm stretched the end of the civil world, the queen-less lands. A wild place with uncharted terrain and unknown fiends that were fodder for many of Poppy’s stories. Even Albie had never ventured out there. Luckily, it seemed our less-than-human accomplice had.
Now that I had a taste, I intended to find out more about Windley’s origins. He looked mostly like a human male, with only remnants of something else mixed in. Maybe he was a quarter devil. I half expected to see a tail poking out from under his cloak.
“Better keep your eyes ahead. I don’t trust that stag of yours won’t lead you smack into a tree.” Windley could sense me watching him. Had I been staring? “Like rider, like beast, I guess,” he continued, tapping the side of his head. “Dull in the wits.”
Good, he was relaxing more into his old self. I felt better too, knowing that we were taking action. And if ever I began to dwell on Beau’s whereabouts, I diverted my focus to the path ahead. An air so crisp and earthy propelled us forward as if the forest too were urging us to find its lost oracle.
It was evening by the time we broke out of the of the woodlands. We emerged into a wide plane dotted with red-glowing firebugs and a few farmhouses. Emberlike, the firebugs dimmed as we rode through them and lighted again in our wake. Ruckus chomped at them, never catching one between his teeth.
Albie referenced his map by moonlight while the rest of us stopped to admire the landscape. I loved the way things became silhouetted like that at this time of night. Blackest black and reduced to shapes—like shadow puppets.
Rafe took advantage of the clear sky by unsheathing his sword for a charge. Stoic was his silhouette against the rising orb and backsplash of forest.
Windley waited beside me with folded arms. “Ugh. What even IS he?”
“A funny question coming from you,” I said.
The moonlight reflected wickedly in Windley’s dark eyes. “Heh.”
“Rafe is of a clan of elementals from the north,” I said. “They used to be quite common, but a plague wiped out most of his bloodline over a century ago, and it seems they aren’t all that good at repopulating.”
“A charmer like him?” said Windley. “Hard to believe.”
Albie was still fiddling with the map and trying to orient himself as Rafe performed an enchantment in the distance. I lowered my voice. “Say, do you think Rafe’s acting… peculiar at all?”
Windley shrugged. “Couldn’t say. He’s not all that personable of a chap.”
“Again, funny coming from you.”
Windley used my shoulder as an elbow rest. “Ah, Queen Merrin, you never disappoint.”
There was comfort in that gesture. He had done it many times before.
“Alright, you three,” Albie summoned in his gruff voice. “There’s a country town south and west of here. They’re bound to have an inn.” He came over to me and tenderly pulled up my hood. “Like when we visited the Queendom of the Canyon,” he said with a nod.
Yes, that was why I sported a guard’s cloak and not a queen’s.
In-cog-nito.
I’ve always believed that a good ruler is not one who orders others about but she who isn’t afraid to get in the thick of it.
Maybe that’s why, to this day, I prefer donning guard’s attire to that of royalty.
I gave a thumbs-up. “Understood, Albie.”
“Good luck fitting that mane under there,” Windley crooned, cupping his mouth with one hand.
“This journey should give you ample time to come up with new material,” I jested back. But damn it all, he was right. I struggled to fit my hair into the confines of the hood. Too bad Beau wasn’t here to tame it for me.
Beau.
The thought hit me like an arrow to the chest. Albie noticed and put an earnest hand to my cheek, whispering low so that only I could hear, “Stay strong, My Queen.” He tipped his head in the direction of Rafe and Windley. “For them too.”
He was right. I raised my chin.
“Thank you, my knight.” It was a moniker that always made him twinkle in the eye.
Yes, thank goddess for Albie.
I was tired by the time we reached the bucolic town of which Albie spoke and downright exhausted by the time we made it to the inn—a cozy place where the locals gathered for drinks and stories. Rather lively for an otherwise quiet thoroughfare. The gathering area was ripe with lulled conversation and warmth from the fire. Windley fetched us a meal from the maid and Albie a room from the innkeeper. I waited beside Rafe who was eyeing the barrels behind the bar.
“Feel free to have a drink, Rafe, if it suits you.”
“I’m fine,” Rafe said dully. That apathetic expression he almost always wore had returned. Maybe he was back to normal. Maybe the previous night had been my imagination.
It was hard to tell the inner thoughts of a person so hard to read. I noticed a vapor emitting from under his cloak—a result of a freshly frosted blade. “You may want to conceal that,” I said. “I don’t know how common your power is around here.”
He looked down before closing his garb. “Right. Thanks, Your Maj—” He stopped himself. He wasn’t sure what to call me now that I was in disguise. ‘Merrin’ was fine by me, but I knew that would make him uncomfortable. I chuckled to myself over his inner turmoil.
“Look at you,” said Windley, sliding me a tray of food. “Abstaining tonight? I expected you to be drowning your worry in a pitcher of mead.”
“And I expected you to be over flirting with the locals. There’s a chesty one, did you see?”
“I take offense to that. I am a royal guard, I’ll have you know.” The corner of his mouth was beginning to curl. “Therefore, I only flirt with queens.”
I knew that better than anyone, for I suspected I was his favorite target. “Too bad they never flirt with you back. Rejection hurts,” I said, offhand.
He drummed his fingers along his cheek with a sinister gleam to his eye. “They don’t know what they’re missing.”
Windley was a good distraction, making things feel normal and helping push away the waves of anxiety crashing in my soul.
I was grateful to him, too, for I knew he must also be dealing with similar anxieties over the loss of his queen, yet he was making efforts to keep me entertained. Strange that one of the least couth might also be one of the most consoling.
We ate quickly before retiring to the rented room. Therein were only two beds, which Albie and I took while Rafe and Windley took to the floor. It was rare that I shared my quarters; but given the emptiness I felt as a result of Beau’s disappearance, I was glad for the company… that is until Albie began his crescendo of snoring.
If Rafe minded, he didn’t say. Windley on the other hand made a fuss— “Oh, come on.” And dramatically readjusted his pillow to shield his ears.
“It will stop once he turns to the side,” I assured. I remembered so from when I was a child. On nights when I was too afraid to sleep alone, usually after a particularly frightening fable from Poppy, Albie would read poetry to me from the armchair in the corner of my room, often falling asleep himself.
I didn’t like poetry on its own, yet I cherished it because it reminded me of Albie.
Eventually, the snoring stopped, and I fell into darkness.
Sometime later, the creak of floorboards alerted me to movement in the room. Through the fog of sleep, I saw Rafe sitting at the window, chin resting on his knuckle as he gazed off into the red-dotted night. There was no need for him to keep watch, for the room was on the second floor and had a sturdy latch. Perhaps he couldn’t get comfortable on the floor? Windley seemed to be doing alright.
Surveying the night, Rafe didn’t look as indifferent as usual; he looked soft… and forlorn. After a few minutes, he raised a palm to the pane of the window, leaving the frosty imprint of his hand.
It was hard to tell for sure through sleep-laden eyes, but I could have sworn I saw a faint mirrored handprint on the other side of the window linger long after Rafe’s had faded.
Though it was probably just a trick of the night.




Chapter 6
The Cove
In the chill of early morning, before any other tenants rose, we continued our journey, passing only the most dedicated of workers out in the fields. The country had an appeal separate from the Clearing and Crag. Life out here was humble yet hearty, and the air smelled different—of oxen and hay.
Windley, who again rode beside me, didn’t share my fondness. He curled up in his hood like a tired child and rested against the velvety horns of his stag.
“Because someone kept me up all night with their snoring,” he pretended to pin me as the culprit.
“Wasn’t me. Lions purr.”
He eyed me sidelong in search of a comeback but didn’t have the energy for it. “You know,” he said instead, “you’re probably the only queen that rides in pants.”
“Can you imagine if I didn’t? Ruckus would be engulfed!” I tapped the stag’s head fondly. Ruck seemed glad to be out in new pastures, though it was even harder to direct him than usual with so many foreign sights and sniffs. A chipper here, a new friend there. Ruckus was much fonder of the wildlife than it was of him. Still, we made much better time now that we were out of the woods. Albie said we would make it to the Cove in no time if we kept up the pace.
But we didn’t make it to the Cove that day nor the next. We passed through miles of country followed by bursts of civilization followed by more country. The farmlands started out new and exciting but dulled as green and tan blurred on the horizon. My interest perked each time we passed a traveling merchant or a group of children waving from their homesteads but quickly dwindled as we rode longer alongside the setting sun. Each night, we found welcoming lodging and a robust meal, and each dawn we set off again.
It would have been better had I been able to talk to Windley or Albie or even Rafe, but not long into our journey, the wind picked up, making it hard to converse, and so we rode on in near silence until even Ruckus grew bored.
I’m sorry, captive ones, for I know this isn’t the most exciting part of the story. We want action, nay adventure, nay flirting and swooning! But don’t worry, I’ll get to all that soon.
At long, long last—after riding for what was, in all likelihood, much shorter than I remember—the wind brought a change, and it was a taste I recognized.
Salt. Sea salt, to be exact.
At some point, that boorish blur of green and tan had melted into a new palette of richer golds and deeper greens. We were approaching a coast. I knew it as I knew the beat of my own heart.
“Albie!” I shouted and slowed to take in the changed terrain of scabby brush and jutting rock. “We’re nearing it, aren’t we?”
“To be fair, we’ve been growing nearer the whole time,” Windley countered.
“Yes, but we’re near near now. I can feel it in my bones.”
“Aye,” said Albie, trotting up alongside. “Not too much farther now, My Queen.”
Even Rafe was relieved, or at least his posture appeared to liven. He likely enjoyed the days of silence the rest of us had suffered. Newly invigorated, I pushed Ruckus faster than ever before. The stag could sense my excitement and complied with fervor, bounding over rocks and around needly undergrowth, the salt-touched air thickening with every advance.
It was the palace I saw first, breaking the horizon like a beacon. Fittingly, its topmost pillar was crescent-shaped, like a scythe. Next came the surrounding city, ripe with life and clustered around the half-moon cove. Last was the coastal tide itself, withdrawing as if to pull us closer.
I had never visited the Queendom of the Cove before, but in many respects, it felt like coming home. Eager for human interaction, I barreled toward the city, drawing the attention of those residing in the outskirts, until a cloud of kicked-up dust cut me off.
“Wait, My Queen!”
Ruckus slammed to a halt beside a confused child playing in a thicket so as not to crash directly into Albie and his steed.
“You’re not decent to meet the Queen of the Cove. If we go in like this, they’ll think us ne'er-do-wells.”
Oh yes. I had forgotten. We weren’t in the wilds yet, and there was a certain amount of pomp that would go into meeting the southernmost queen.
“Do we really have time for that?” said Rafe. He was peering over his shoulder in hopes of continuing on, as though the diversion were a bother.
“Indeed, we must make time,” said Albie in his grizzled voice. “I want to find Queen Beau as much as anyone, but the lands beyond are dangerous and uncharted. While you two restock our supplies, I will meet with Delagos to find out what he knows of the lands beyond.”
Captain Delagos, he meant. His ‘old friend.’
It seemed Albie was choosing not to acknowledge that one in our own party was from ‘south-ish’ and was probably the best person to ask for such advice. Windley didn’t speak up either. He was picking at his nails.
“Queen Merrin should use the time to acquaint herself with the Queen of the Cove. Even in duress, maintaining political relations is important.” Albie bowed his head respectfully. “Does this plan suit you, My Queen?”  
He was right. Beau’s disappearance aside, I was still a queen with queenly duties, and it would serve my people well to acquaint myself here.  
“We shall do as Albie says,” I decreed. “But we leave tomorrow at first light.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Rafe bowed.
“Yes, your holiest of highnesses.” Windley bowed deeper, never taking his eyes from mine, jester’s grin in full.
“Enough.” Albie smacked him on the back of the head.
On the edge of the city, we found a mercer’s shop with a changing room. Here, they sold jewelry, combs, hand mirrors and woven shawls—the wares carefully fashioned by the Cove’s craftsmen. Albie handed the shopkeeper a pair of coins to take his leave while Rafe and Windley stood guard out front. It was challenging getting dressed in royal garb without my handmaids, but Albie was a suitable step-in. He laced me in the back and helped let loose my hair from its ties, fanning it out around my shoulders.
I had no jewelry along, save my mother’s necklace, which I always wore and was simple by royal standards, and an emerald ring to prove my identity. I stood in the mirror and examined myself. Albie had done a fine job. No one would confuse me for a ne’er-do-well now. “Thank you, Albie. Shall we?”
“One last thing, My Queen.” From his pack, Albie pulled out a thin crown of silver ivy. It wasn’t THE official crown but a substitute I used whenever visiting foreign nations. Beau had a similar one in gold. Of course Albie had thought to grab it. From behind, the proud knight placed the crown atop my mane of hair.
Per usual, he was right. Now I really did look like a queen, albeit a smudged one. I cleaned my cheeks with a handkerchief and dolled myself with a few drops of winterberry perfume. “Do I smell okay?”
Albie cracked smile. “Like a lady. Just wait and see how the hounds react.” He shot a displeased glance toward the door.
I didn’t understand the depth of what he meant at the time.
I gathered my gown and stepped out into the sun. The shopkeeper knelt when he saw me. “Please, don’t.” We couldn’t have that happening all through the city. While I appreciated my own people showing adoration, it felt unwarranted when others did it. I had done nothing to earn this man’s respect. “Windley, my cloak?” I summoned the guard before turning back to the shopkeeper. “Really, thank you. It isn’t necessary.” I called back over my shoulder. “Windley!”
The moron hadn’t moved an inch and was just standing there, hair turned bright yellow and staring at me like I was an alien creature. Trying to come up with some brilliant insult, I assumed. Rafe wrenched the cloak from him and hurried to put it around my shoulders. With colder than average hands, he carefully pulled up the hood and tucked in my hair. “Thank you, Rafe. At least someone’s being helpful.”
Windley cupped the back of his neck and looked to the ground. “You caught me off guard. Sorry.”
“I’m kidding.” I poked him and he jerked, for I must have hit a ticklish spot. “I know you think all of this is stupid.” I gestured to my gown. “But I really do think it’s necessary if we hope to find Beau. Please bear with us. We’ll do whatever it takes to find your queen.”
Because I loved her too.
“When did I ever say I thought any of it was stupid?” He looked up from the ground with a sneer. “Presumptuous of you. You have no idea what I’m thinking, do you?” He turned a cold shoulder to me. “Come on. Sir Albie’s going to have a conniption.”
Oh no. I had read him wrong, and it had upset him, and now he was in a mood. I knew him so well, after all these years, and yet every once in a while, I felt like I didn’t know him at all.
“Any idea what that was about? You two don’t really guy talk, do you?”
Rafe didn’t answer right away, merely gazed off at a pack of gulls circling the market. I had sensed it on him that first night at the inn, and I sensed it on him again: forlornity.
“You okay, Rafe?”
He looked down at me, unflinching. “You okay, Your Majesty?”
Fair enough. I didn’t want to answer the question any more than he did.
We few outsiders strode through the happy city. Judging by the inhabitants, the Queen of the Cove was a good and fair queen. The fishing must have been aplenty, too, for the market was abundant with fishy smells and spiny sea creatures. It was different from the Crag but familiar. I felt in my soul that we were kindred queendoms. I would have to invite their queen to visit ours once this was all over.
That’s what I thought before meeting her, at least. Oh, how quickly things can change.
Albie dropped a few names and presented me to the castle’s guardswomen. True to Albie’s word, they had been expecting us, and they quickly opened the gate to let us in. “See you, Ruck.” I bade the stag farewell as a boy led him and the others down the grounds to the stables.
The walkway to the castle was paved in seashells and polished pebbles, the doors carved in cove-shaped crescents. Rafe took my arm to escort me up the steps, while Windley observed from a distance.
Waiting to greet us outside the castle door was a jovial man who could have been Albie’s twin… only stouter and redder in the cheeks.
“Alb, you old bastard! Welcome! Welcome!” The man boomed, clapping Albie on the back.
“Delagos!” Albie clapped him back. “It’s been too long, old friend.”
“No, four years would have been too long, but we had to go and double it! I hope you’ve still got a stomach for dragon-fired whiskey,” said Delagos, “because I’m breaking out the special reserve tonight!”
Albie grimaced in my direction, embarrassed for me to see another side of him. “Oh, surely don’t stifle your inner desires on my behalf.” I fanned at the Captain.
Besides, I already knew that Albie very much enjoyed dragon-fired whiskey by the fire late at night when he thought no one was watching.
“May I present My Queen, Merrin of the Crag,” said Albie, ushering me forward on the veranda like a proud father.
Delagos bowed. “A lovely queen for a lovely queendom, just like her mother.”
Oh? Albie hadn’t mentioned that the Captain had met my mother.
“Charmed, Captain Delagos,” I said offering him a queenly smile. “I cannot wait to hear stories of Albie’s younger years.”
“No, no. There’ll be none of that,” huffed Albie.
Not if I could help it.
“Our traveling companions, Rafe and Windley,” I introduced the guards.
Delagos nodded toward them but stopped upon setting sights on Windley. “A Spirite lad, eh?” he said, surprised. “Haven’t seen one of those in… Wait a sec…” A look of realization passed his gray brow. “This ain’t the same one, is it?”
It was my turn to be surprised. Firstly, it seemed I had just discovered Windley’s unknown race—Spirite, though I had never heard the word before. And secondly, the Captain of the Cove knew him?!
Windley gave the Captain a small salute before folding his arms and turning away. “Shall we get to that supply run?” He took Rafe’s sleeve, and the two of them absconded down the palace steps before I could so much as catch his eye. That stinker! He had been to the Cove before and hadn’t said anything the whole way here!?
“We can reminisce about all of that later, Delagos.” Albie took a gander in my direction nervously. “What’s say we get our queens together at last?”
Albie was a stinker too. Clearly, he was hiding something, and clearly it involved Windley. I wasn’t worried, though. I would get it out of one of them.
I folded my hands and prepared to meet a new queen. It did seem a frivolous task, knowing that Beau was out there somewhere, under the confines of thugs, but I trusted that Albie would use the time wisely to prepare for our journey into the southern wilds.
Even if he was keeping secrets.




Chapter 7
A Spider’s Tea
The interior of the Cove’s castle was unlike anything I had expected. And not in a good way. I had visited five other castles in my life, each different from the next, and each fit for a queen in its own way. You could tell a lot from a ruler by her castle, I had come to learn. For instance, the castle of the Canyon was rustic, with the court’s favorite goats roaming the halls. That was because Queen Ashwind was bored easily and found solace in the unexpected. The Clearing’s castle was elegant and romantic and everything you would expect of a feminine queen like Beau. She kept a tidy palace because it satisfied her need for control. The castle of the Crystalline was the most extravagant, with crystal-embedded walls and sparkling chandeliers. Queen Esma was a lover of fine things and surrounded herself with lovely baubles to keep from feeling lonely.
If each of these castles told something about its queen, then I demurred to learn what sort of vixen dwelled here.
A stark contrast to the warm and animated city lying just outside the gates, the castle of the Cove was dark, vampiric and cold. Based on the exterior, I had expected an oceanic theme of sand and shells. Instead, expanses of glass and ironwork crawled through long, lonely halls with hard obsidian floors that reflected the domed ceilings, making it seem like there was an entirely second castle, underworld. Sharply pointed lanterns provided dull light through glass stained auburn. All was quiet, save for the hard echoes of our footsteps on the sleek floor.
Captain Delagos pulled the latches of the throne room’s reluctant doors to reveal a long skinny chamber with a rib vaulted ceiling and arched windows with frosted glass. A spider’s lair, I was certain. At the back, roared a fire, illuminating the silhouette of a spired throne with a black velvet cushion, upon which sat the spider herself.
Spider or not, she was the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, with shimmering silver hair that fell over her shoulders and to the ground in glossy strands like a shroud. Her skin was dark and even, her eyes piercing even at a distance. As we approached, I saw that they were icy blue. She wore a fitted gown of black lace and had long, pointed fingernails adorned with black lacquer and bits of crystal. Her lips too, were painted black with sparkling bits of crystal in her pout.
“I present Queen Sestilia of the Cove,” Captain Delagos bellowed, throwing his hand out to show her off. It was unnecessary; Queen Sestilia was entrancing all on her own.
By contrast, I felt severely underdressed and rather shabby. Thank goddess I had taken time to wipe the dirt from my cheeks. Just as proud as ever and not taking note of how underwhelming I was in this new queen’s presence, Albie took his turn to present me, to which the queen rose from her velvet pad.
“Queen Merrin, I am thoroughly delighted to meet you.” She smiled beautifully.
“And you as well,” I said, trying not to gape at the exquisite creature before me that was vastly different from the assumptions I had made upon first entering the Queendom of the Cove.
“How about we leave the men to their diversions while you and I get acquainted?” she said dazzlingly.
Delagos looked as though he had been waiting for such an invitation.
“Yes, please go, and enjoy yourselves. I’ll be fine, Albie.” A bold-faced lie. The truth was I felt extremely uncomfortable in the spider queen’s presence, and I had no idea what I was to talk about with a girl of such clearly differing taste.
“Come for tea in the library,” she said. “Do you like tiger spice? I’ll have it prepared.”
“I’ve never had tiger spice, but I haven’t met a tea I didn’t like,” I said. Another brazen lie. There were many flavors of tea I disliked—tomato mint, cloudberry, and a weird concoction Beau once made out of acorns.
With lace train dragging along the black mirrored floor, Sestilia led me to her library. I was naïve to have expected a messy, well-lived hovel like Mother Poppy’s. Sestilia’s was of similar fashion of the throne room, with vaulted ceilings and vampiric tendencies. Towering shelves sported rows of neat tomes and grimoires that appeared unread. Most peculiar was a large picture frame missing its portrait in the center of the back wall.
Sestilia situated herself at a wrought iron table where a maid had set out tea and cakes.
I handled the painted teacup and took an inhale of the aromatic fumes. I couldn’t place the scent nor the taste. “Mmm. Nippy. And sweet?” Whatever it was: “It’s good.” This time, I was telling the truth.
“Isn’t it?” Sestilia clinked her long nails against her glass and bored her striking eyes into mine. “I really am delighted to have you here, Merrin, even if only for a night. You’re the first queen who has come to visit since I took the throne.”
“I don’t imagine it’s for lack of want,” I said. “It’s only because your queendom is a far journey for most. We’re always sending others to do our bidding.”
“Indeed,” she said, taking a sip of her tea. She managed to do so without disrupting the crystals stuck to her lips. “Delagos tells me you’re on an excursion to find wares for an upcoming festival?”
That was the cover anyway.
“Yes, an annual celebration of the gilded moon. It’s a substantial affair in our realm. My guards and I are out procuring trinkets to sell at the queens’ tent.”
“Charming that you’ve deigned to do so yourself.” She took another sip of her tea.
I wasn’t positive, but I sensed a bit of snark in that last comment. But when I studied her further, she shot me a dazzling smile.
“Tell me something, Sestilia. Your castle seems of a different bravura than the rest of the city. Is there a reason for that?”
“Goodness yes! Thank you for noticing. I have been doing my best to fix the wretched thing. Once I’m finished, I’ll move on to the city.”
I nearly choked on a mouthful of tiger spice. The city was not the thing in need of fixing.
“You see, I’m trying to undo my predecessor’s poor taste.” She motioned to the empty portrait frame on the wall behind her.
“Your predecessor decorated with empty frames?”
She let out a laugh like windchimes. “Goodness no! I suppose you wouldn’t know, but that is where her portrait once hung, my sister, the trueborn heir.”
“Oh, did something happen to her?” It must have for Sestilia to have ascended the throne.
“She plummeted from her bedroom window and landed on the sharp spikes below.” The beautiful girl took a sip of her tea as though she had just told me what her favorite kind of flower was or the name of her favorite pet.
“I-I’m sorry?”
Her teacup scraped against its saucer as she set them both down. “Don’t be. She was, quite frankly, a bitch.” And there was that goddess-damned diamond-like smile again.
“Oh, if she was a bitch, then I suppose it’s okay,” I muttered into my tea. That was sarcasm, of course, but Sestilia didn’t read it as such.
And that would turn out to be a lethal misunderstanding.
“Splendid!” She stood and clapped. “You understand! So few do. Ah, Merrin. I feel that we shall become great friends!”
No. No, no, no, no, no. That was the opposite of what I wanted to happen, actually.
From there, it only got worse.
After tea, the spider queen escorted me for a tour of her entire web, looping her arm through mine and resting her head against my shoulder at will. I did my best to make small talk, but it was challenging amidst the signs of lunacy that began to reveal themselves at an alarming rate. “I really enjoy the imperfections in the paint. See it there? How the droplets look like blood?” Or: “Have you ever killed anything, Merrin?” And even: “Isn’t it lovely to watch things crackle and burn? When I burned my sister’s portrait, it was almost as if she were in the flames herself.”
Sestilia didn’t pick up on sarcasm, and my mistake was continually offering it until she thought I was as sadistic as she.
After an hour of this, I had heard enough to know that this excursion was a waste of effort. There was no use fostering relations with a mad queen.
I regretted the lost time that could have been spent pursuing Beau and only hoped that Albie would be able to make up for it by securing intel from the Captain.
Through the dark stretching halls, I prayed for an interruption, something or someone else to divert the mad queen’s attention. Alas, the guards and maids scurried when they heard us coming, leaving only the rebound of their shoes against the polished floor.
“Ugh. They’re so annoying, aren’t they?” Sestilia chimed in my ear. “Like rats.”
“Yeah, not like real people with thoughts and feelings, huh?”
“Exactly.” She giggled.
Goddess save me.
I had told Albie to go off and enjoy his time, so he and Delagos were likely deep in a barrel of reminiscence. Wherever Windley and Rafe were, they were taking their sweet time too. With each pass of the main hall, I hoped for salvation.
At last it came, but not from any of my guard. One of Sestilia’s handmaids mustered the courage to approach. “I have prepared rooms for our guests, My Queen. On the fourth floor.” The maid didn’t meet her queen’s icy gaze.
I didn’t blame her.
Sestilia took my hands. “Isn’t it wonderful? Queen Merrin and I have become the best of friends.”
Untrue. That title was reserved for Beau. The maid judged me up and down warily, as I pled silently with her not to associate me with her ruler’s psychosis, but it was no use. Surely, I was doomed to be marked a mad queen too.
“Additionally,” the maid continued, “the Queen of the Crag’s guard has returned and await you in the foyer.”
Thank heavens. I could have run and embraced the both of them as they perused the vestibule’s eerie appearance, toting satchels of supplies. At the same time, I wanted to smack the both of them for taking so long while I struggled alone in the spider’s lair. I brisk-walked up to Windley and whispered between my teeth: “Never leave my side again.”
The corner of his mouth twitched into a grin—most likely reveling in my discomfort.
Ass.
But then he placed his hand on the small of my back in a way he never had before—a way that felt a bit forbidden. I shot him sidelong glance and he smiled to himself before letting his hand fall away.
Was he dallying with me?
Upon Sestilia’s grand entrance, however, his interest shifted from one queen’s turmoil to another’s perfect lips and silky stole of hair. She made for a stunning sight.
Before I could even introduce them, Sestilia clasped her hands below her chin with obvious glee. “You have a Spirite? How delightful!”
There was that word again: Spirite. Was Windley’s kind actually common down here?
That aside, she phrased it as if he belonged to me. As if Windley would ever allow anyone to own him. The devil himself didn’t acknowledge the comment but took a bow, as was expected when greeting royalty, though he didn’t take a particularly deep one. The bare minimum was his style unless he was playing at garish.
Sestilia turned to me, imploring, “Might I borrow him tonight? To play with?”
Play?
Windley didn’t move, only slipped me an oblique look and waited for me to answer on his behalf. Nothing out of him? He wasn’t going to take every opportunity to ‘play’ with a girl as beautiful and forward as she? Probably because he could sense the danger underneath.
Given who we were dealing with, the spider queen could have meant two things by her proposition—one pleasurable, one painful. Or a combination of the two.
Most likely a combination of the two.
If I wanted Windley alive and unscathed for our early morning departure, I had better dissuade her. “I’m afraid that isn’t up to me. He’s on loan from another queen,” I said.
Sestilia swooped her laced gown and marched up to us. She took the scarf around Windley’s neck and used it to tug him forward. “That means it’s up to him,” she said, inching her face close to his before abruptly stopping and turning to me: “Unless you intend to? Do you like to play with him, Merrin?”
Had I anything in my throat, I would have choked. “Yes! I definitely do. Both of them, actually. And probably too often.”
Her smile started small, a diamond missing its shine, before creeping slowly into brilliance across her face. “You and I are practically the same person, Merrin!”
A horrible judge of character, but at least she felt validated in her own right. Her ego protected her from seeing the truth that we were, in fact, nothing alike.
“You three must be tired,” said Sestilia, giving up on pursuing Windley. “Why don’t you go and get settled? I’ll have the help fetch you when dinner’s ready.”
A thousand times, yes. We wasted no time departing.
Up the stairs, Windley trotted to my side, the tips of his hair beginning to shift from sunny yellow to russet. “How was your time with the queen?” he said.
“Besides the fact that it was terrifying and I’m pretty sure she heaved her own sister over a balcony?” This, I said quietly so as not to give any gossip to the steward leading us to our rooms. Somehow, I had earned the mad queen’s favor, and I intended to keep on her good side, lest I find myself heaved from a balcony of my own.
The theory was enough to pique even Rafe’s curiosity. “Is that what she told you?”
“In not so many words.”
“I can see it,” said Windley. “It seems you may have found a bigger, badder lion than yourself, Queen Merrin. Careful to not get bitten.”
Good, he was back to himself. And good on him for seeing beyond a beauty that was the epitome of skin deep.
“I’m pretty sure if anyone’s getting bitten here, it’s you,” I told him, relieved that he wasn’t still upset with me from our moment outside the mercer’s shop, and for lack of a better term, that he was in a playful mood. “And I’m not even sure she’s a lion. Something deadlier. Something that hides its fangs.”
“Too bad you came to my rescue.” Windley licked one of his own fangs. “It was certain to have been either the best or worst night of my life.”
“I can still arrange it if you’d like.”
He rested his elbow on my shoulder in the way he liked to do. “Yeah, no. I’m good.”
In truth, this was all a lovely distraction from the real reason we were down in these parts, and now that we were away from the spider queen, that fact began weighing on me. “Hey, Windley?” I said as we continued to our rooms through the hellish castle.
“Mm?”
“You know the widowbirds we sent to the Clearing for backup?” I said.
“Mm-hm.”
“They probably would have arrived that first day, right? And the cavalry would have set off immediately. Even if we stopped here or there, they would have continued on, right? So even if we… I mean, a stop like this… There are others that may reach Beau first.”
Windley removed his arm from my shoulder and peered at me with traces of sorrow in his eyes. “Yes, the others will ride through the night and search high and low until they find the lost queen. Even if we fail, they will succeed.”
Good. That was exactly what I needed to hear. My uncertainty turned to resolve. We weren’t doing nothing. There were other forces out in the world seeking to find her too. Lovely, perfect Beau was too valuable to hurt or kill; and one night in the spider queen’s lair wouldn’t determine her fate.
“Hear that, Rafe?” If I didn’t make a conscious effort to include him, the unsocial guard would stay silent for hours until we forgot he was even there. I offered him a hopeful smile over my shoulder but was surprised to see him donning an expression similar to Windley’s. “Rafe, are you upset?”
“Here you are,” said the steward who was leading us to our lodgings. I noticed then that the knife in his belt had an abnormal glow to it. Another metal enchanter like Rafe? When he saw me staring, he swooped his cloak to conceal the weapon before gesturing to a pair of heavy doors at the end of the fourth-floor hall. “This room for the Queen of the Crag. And this for her guards.”
Rafe seized the opportunity to hide his emotions. With a hasty bow of his head, and before I could get a better look at him, he turned his back on us and disappeared into the guards’ quarters.
Peculiar behavior from him yet again.
Windley turned to follow, swinging his satchel of goods into the room behind Rafe.
Ha. Like I would allow that to happen.
“Not so fast.” I took him by the hood. “You have some explaining to do.”




Chapter 8
Hidden Talents
I wouldn’t give Windley a chance to hide as Rafe had. I filed the mischievous guard into my chamber, which was unexpectedly pleasant and looked to have not yet been corrupted by Sestilia’s influence. Instead, the room was bright and inviting with tasteful fabrics and mahogany furniture. This, I was glad for, having assumed I would spend the night in a velvet-clad oubliette.
“What do you want with me, lion queen?” Windley folded his arms and leaned against the wall.
Before we go further, I think it’s probably best I tell you a little more about Windley’s and my relationship. Now, I’ve talked a fair deal about that, but as I mentioned at the beginning, you’re getting the oversharing Merrin version of this story, so hold tight.
Windley was kind of the best. Of course, I was always most excited to see Beau during our trips to the woodland fortress, but Windley was a not-so-far second. He was a flirt, exceptional at banter, and allowed me to be uncompromisingly myself all the time. After behaving stately most of my days, being in the presence of Beau, Windley and Albie helped keep me sane. It allowed me to know my truest self, outside of rank and duty, and that was something I held dear.
Over the years, I had come to know that Windley intentionally shielded his past from plain sight, and I had never cared enough to meddle; I simply enjoyed the version of him I knew in all of its patronizing glory. After all, there are things about myself I may not even tell you, captive ones.
Will all of this said, still I found myself faced with a growing desire to steal a glance into the unseen side of him. It had started when he said he was from south-ish. It grew at the Captain’s reaction to seeing him. It swelled at Sestilia’s.
“Firstly: Spirite. What does it mean?”
I noticed him rub the blackstone ring on his middle finger. “Firstly, why do you care?” he said.
“I’m curious! Okay? You’ve never offered anything about yourself, and now I’m getting snippets, and I just desire to know more about he who hails from the land of giant skeletons and queen-less lands. I could command it out of you, you know,” I said wryly.
“But would I obey, is the question,” he said, ever naughty. The less-than-human guard straightened from the wall and further fiddled with his ring, pretending to take great interest in the room’s marina-themed décor.
“Oh, come on, Windley. Is there a reason you don’t want me to know?”
“Not necessarily,” he said, slowly and strangely earnest, “but what if you don’t like what you hear? Then what?”
“Then so what.” I shrugged and settled onto the edge of the guest chamber’s bed. Adequately plush, it would surely make for a restful night’s sleep.
“Would your opinion of me change, I wonder?”
I mustered my most evil smile. “Not like I have a great opinion of you now.”
He simpered, but at the same time, he appeared uncertain of himself, which was something of a phenomenon coming from him. I was beginning to feel like a bully for trying to coerce him.
“Very well.” I kicked myself off from the edge of the bed and removed the crown of ivy from my mane of hair, setting it on the bedside table with a delicate clink. At the same time, Windley plopped himself tiredly into a corner chair and folded his knuckles beneath his chin.
“My curiosity is certainly not worth your discomfort,” I said “So I won’t make you tell me. But… if you ever decide to…” I approached him and placed a hand atop his head. “I’ve known you for eight years, Windley. Even if I don’t know this part of you, I know the things that matter. Eight years is a long time, and your past is not your present.” I used my grasp on the ruff of his hair to shake his head playfully. “Got it?”
There was a brief pause before his posture changed. His head tipped forward as his shoulders slumped. Again, something of a phenomenon. Defeat was not something Windley often wore.
“I’ll tell you, Merrin,” he said, subdued, and I felt him stiffen as he caught himself forgetting my honorifics. “Fuck. Sorry. Queen Merrin.”
That seemed to be happening more and more lately. Only other queens ever called me by my first name alone. Hearing it on Windley’s breath made my arm hairs prick in a forbidden way. “Are you certain you wish to?” I said.
He nodded, and I began to retreat my hand from his russet-turned hair, but he lashed out like lightening and gripped my wrist to hold me in place. This time, it was the hair of my neck that turned erect as a shiver chased down my spine. Likely anticipation. After so many years I was finally about to see behind the devilish guard’s veil of secrets.
“I do hail from the queen-less lands, but I left when I was younger,” he started.
“Eight years younger?” I said.
He tipped his head to affirm. “I wasn’t… well-suited for life where I was raised, so I set off in search of a new way of living. That’s when Captain Delagos found me wandering the ruffage of this queendom’s outskirts and brought me back with him.” As he spoke, Windley twisted at his ring with his thumb. “I only stayed a short while before a certain gaffer of a knight came through the realm on an envoy,” he said.
“Albie?”
“Mm-hm. The Clearing had a deficiency in young males at the time, so he brought me back with him to train in the Queen’s guard. Said he saw potential in me.”
Though not consciously, I caught my fingers beginning to knead into his hair. When I realized it, immediately I put a stop to them.
What the hell?
“P-Potential because of what you are?” I stammered.
Windley loosened his grip on my wrist but didn’t release me. Once more, I fought the urge to grope his hair. It was as though my captive fingers had a mind of their own. They wished to crawl and weave
in a manner they had never done before.
 
My time with the mad queen had turned me unstable, and my sorts had fallen out of order. There was no other explanation.
“Spirites are much like humans,” Windley said, voice soft as lapping waves. “But we have certain… abilities. I happen to be using one of them on you right now.”
At that moment, I felt a push of something invisible. He claimed to have been using a power on me and whatever it was, it had just amplified. With it, my state of being changed. Every inhale I took became heightened, and the air around me seemed to vibrate against different parts of my body like unseen clusters of moths.
“Do you feel tingly?” he said.
“I do.”
In fact, it was a feeling much like falling in love. But I didn’t know that yet.  
From his position holding my wrist, he lightly trailed his fingers up and then back down my arm, soft and coaxing.
“Spirites have the ability to steal energy from other beings. Of course, the easiest way is through sex, but touch itself works to some extent.” Again, he traced his fingertips up my arm, and the inside of my body reacted warmly and prickly, as though my blood were trying to push outward in every direction. My face, too, felt warm and restricted. “It’s a delicate line, as one can easily kill a person if they lose themselves to ecstasy.”
My pulse rammed against my ribcage in an effort to get out.
“We were once predators of the human race, but we evolved out of those tendencies,” said Windley. No longer was his gaze hidden in the floor. It had slinked up to meet mine in a most beguiling manner. The unseen cluster of wings moved up my legs, disappeared, and then reappeared at my chest.
“The most dangerous piece, I suppose,” said Windley, “is the fonder one feels for you, the easier it is to steal their life. I always found that a cruel irony.”
“Why does it feel so…?” I was too embarrassed to finish the question, so Windley did so for me.
“Pleasurable?” he said. “So that you offer up more of yourself.” For a final time, he stroked the back of his fingernails up my arm. In turn, my fingers dug themselves deeper into his hair. “I’m going to stop now,” he said, tone protective. “It can be a rude transition, so brace yourself.” Then, gradually, he let me go and the sensation left with him, slinking away like snakes retreating in the grass.
“And that,” he said, “is why the Queen of the Cove wanted to ‘borrow me’ for the night.”
In the aftermath, the world returned to normal. Windley and I were alone in the room, same as we had always been. I left my hand in his hair because I wasn’t quite ready to stop touching him. Remnants of his power, I assumed. He waited for me until at long last, I withdrew and breathed the last of my shivers away.
“So, Queen Merrin.” He hung his hands limply between his knees in earnest. “Are you afraid of me now?”
“No.” My mouth answered bluntly before I could even think on it. Good thing I was in agreement with the impulsive thing. “I mean, it’s pretty extraordinary. I’m not afraid, though.”
He furrowed his brow because he wasn’t sure if I was telling the truth or pandering.
“I’m not! Sure, you’re basically a human, er, non-human fly trap, but that’s intriguing as hell! With powers like that, you could coerce anyone you wanted. No wonder Albie brought you back for the guard. Do you use it, ever?”
He shook his head and stared at me blankly a moment, before letting that familiar anarchic grin invade his face. “I should have known you, of all people, would be fine with it.”
As he sat in the chair, I crouched to his level and gathered his hands in mine by way of experiment. “See, we’ve touched hundreds of times and it’s never been like that. You must have really good control. None of it ever eeks out?”
He pursed his lips. “Eek?” He shook away the question, clearly thinking it silly. “May I ask what it felt like for you?”
I sought the best way to describe it. “Intoxicating and a little addictive,” I determined. “It also felt safe, like I wanted to tell you all my secrets. And like I just wanted to curl up in your lap.”
“I see.” He smiled to himself, pleased over my answer.
“Does Beau know?” I asked.
“She does, for her own safety, but she has never experienced it.”
‘For her own safety.’ There were those who would deem Windley dangerous because of this power and his race. I understood why he would want to keep it secret.
Windley stretched out in his chair, catlike. “You know, that was pretty cathartic, lion queen. Feels like I’ve gotten unbottled. Maybe it’s good that you’re so nosy and meddling.”
That wouldn’t be the last of my meddling. I had about a hundred questions I was prepared to ask.
As if anticipating this, Windley changed the topic. “Don’t you need to get ready for dinner?” He rose to open the room’s closet, acting as one of my guards in the absence of my own. “I assume they set gowns aside for you to borrow. Isn’t that what you usually do for each other?” He began shuffling about in the closet’s contents. “Here, see? How about this one?” He held up a sleeved dress that was colored sapphire and very much suitable for dinner. “What?” he paused, for I wasn’t shy in my inspection of him from across the room.
“So, there are other powers too?” I said slowly.
“You aren’t going to let this rest, are you?” he said, drab.
“Not likely.” I inched closer. “Is your hair color one of them? Are you able to control it?”
Windley took a lock of it between his fingers. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s like a mood-stone, changing with my whims.” He threw the gown at me. “We’ll save that for next time, though, because I expect you’ll be summoned soon. Don’t you want to look your best for the she-devil’s dinner?”
Alas, during the session, the room had become painted in the twilit glow of a dying day.
He tapped his nose, impish. “I will tell you this, though. My hair isn’t the only thing about my appearance that can change.”




Chapter 9
A Love So Deadly
I put considerably more effort into my appearance for Sestilia’s dinner than I normally would because I knew what I would be up against. I didn’t seek to outshine her—I knew that was impossible—rather I sought to maintain some semblance of a queen within her presence. I didn’t want to be known in her court as the squalid queen of the north.
The guest washroom was well-stocked and the bathwater warm. I cleaned up properly this time, a far improvement from the vagabond wipe-down I had given myself earlier at the mercer’s shop. The dress Windley picked out was perfect—elegant, appropriate and it fit my body well. Most guards developed a sense for these things after so many years of caring for queens, Albie being a prime example. Likely, the dress had belonged to Sestilia’s sister, for it wasn’t of Sestilia’s eldritch taste. Doubtful I would have fit into one of Sestilia’s anyway.
The great hall was of similar architecture to the rest of the spider queen’s domain. By the time dinner was served there, the sun had given way to darkness, so the hall’s main light came from robust fireplaces at either end. The candle-adorned chandeliers suspended from the ceiling served as little more than decoration.
The one good thing about the first part of dinner was that Sestilia, dressed in a lavish black gown dotted with crystals that caught the fire’s light enchantingly, was positioned far at the opposite end of the table. This made conversation difficult and allowed me to admire her beauty from a distance. She was one better seen and not heard.
But I wouldn’t be so lucky to keep away from her the entire meal. Lonely, apparently, she scooched down to join me on my end starting at the third course.
“I love when they leave the heads on,” she purred, poking at her food.
“Yeah, it really reminds you what it is you’re eating,” I said in distaste.
“Precisely!” she responded with glee.
Regrettably, there was no one to save me. Rafe, Windley, and a handful of the castle staff were properly lined along the wall while we ate, and the noble Sir Albie and Captain Delagos were still off galivanting elsewhere.
“I’m so melancholy that you’ll be leaving tomorrow, Merrin. Promise me you’ll come visit again.” The dazzling queen rested her head on my shoulder, making her shimmering hair pour over both our seats.
“I will just as soon as I can.”
A loose enough promise for loopholes.
“I have to warn you, Sestilia,” I continued. “We will likely leave with the dawn to keep on schedule. I don’t expect you to rise to see us off.”
“Oh goodness, no. I don’t expect I will. My skin needs its rest.” She patted her perfectly smooth cheeks.
The knowledge that this was likely my last interaction with her was enough to push me through the rest of the meal. It was a shame, as judging by my bedchamber, I likely would have formed true friendship with her sister, born heir of the Cove.
Sestilia kept me long after the final course, telling me disturbing things to which I made sarcastic comments, and all the while I could see the adoration building in her ice blue eyes. When at last I managed to peel myself away, I believe the last thing I said to her was, “My time here has been unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.”
It was no lie.
Moving on, though, the important part of that evening was not the dinner itself or even my final interaction with the Queen of the Cove; rather, it was what happened later, in the deepest parts of night. But first—
“Your Majesty, that took forever.” Rafe voiced a rare opinion after we had reached the hall to our rooms after dinner. He was rubbing his chest in discomfort.
“I know. I’m sorry. Trust me, it was as painful for me as it was for you guys.”
“Of course, even she liked you, Queen Merrin,” Windley said with rolled eyes and folded arms.
“Oh my, was that a compliment from one of the Clearing’s most smug? Tell me another, would you?”
Rafe had no time for our flirting. “We set off at first light, yes?” He peered out the window at the end of the hall where the white moon hung low.
“Even sooner if we can help it. I’ve already alerted Queen Sestilia of our intent. Now it depends on Albie. Track him down and make sure he retires at a reasonable hour, would you, Rafe?”
As the tapping of Rafe’s footsteps diminished into the swallowing darkness at the other end of the hall, I turned to bid Windley goodnight and found he was looking at me in a similar manner as when I had come out of the mercer’s shop earlier that day.
“I know I probably look unnatural because you don’t see me gowned up all that often, but you have to stop looking at me like that, Windley. You’re making me feel self-conscious.” I put a hand to my hip. “Which when done to a queen is punishable by death, you know.”
It wasn’t.
“That’s what you think? That I find your appearance unnatural?” He laughed audibly to himself, and as he pushed the door open to his room, he gave me a prowling smirk over his shoulder. “I did a good job with the dress.”
That was the first time it occurred to me that maybe he hadn’t been giving me that gaze because he thought it was gaudy to see me dressed up but because he thought I looked… appealing.
I had peculiar thoughts as I drifted off to sleep, replaying over in my head the sensation of Windley’s power fluttering through my body.
Sleep came quickly for me this time, and just as back in the forest fort, I thought I saw its gleaming eyes watching me from the corner of the room—the very chair Windley had been sitting in earlier.
I can’t have slept more than a few hours when I awoke to someone shaking me. “My Queen.” It was Albie, hushed, and stinking only faintly of ale. Perhaps he hadn’t been as indulgent as I had assumed. The room was shadowy, lit only by a thin sliver of moonbeam strewn through a crack in the floor-length curtains. “My Queen,” Albie said again. “Get up. We must go now.”
Rafe was already in the room, collecting my things, and Windley beside him with weapons exposed in both hands. Instead of a sword, Windley favored two short hatchets, though I had never seen him put them to use. Now, they were drawn and readied in anticipation; he himself was somewhat crouched, as though ready to pounce should someone come through the door.
I bolted up. “Are we under attack?”
“Not yet,” said Albie, pushing my riding garb at me. “But we’re soon to be.”
With unsteady legs, I took the pile of clothes around the changing divider and hurried to put them on. “But why, and by whom?”
“It seems you made a little too good of an impression on the Queen of the Cove,” said Windley, poking his head out into the hall and then back into the room. “She doesn’t intend to let you leave. The steward that brought us to our rooms earlier came just now and warned Rafe.”
“What do you mean? She intends to kill or imprison me? But that would be declaring war on one of the protected queendoms! She can’t do that. It would be political suicide.”
“Neither,” said Albie, gathering up the last of my things and pulling me out into the hall behind Windley and Rafe. “She intends to injure you in such a way that political relations are not disrupted. Specifically, she intends to make you bedridden.”
“And to make it look like an accident,” added Rafe, ushering me down the black-shrouded hall.
I dug my heels into the ground: “Are you fucking kidding me?”
Untoward of a queen to curse, I know, but this was warranted. Just who did Sestilia think she was? I had put up with her lunacy long enough, and I planned not to flee but to confront her about it.
“New plan,” I said. “We aren’t running away. I intend to give that madwoman a piece of my mind!”
Albie blocked my path. “I won’t allow it, My Queen. Even if it means disobeying your command, I will accept the consequences. Your safety is my top concern.”
“But—”
“Think of Queen Beau,” Windley cut me off. “That’s our primary objective, isn’t it?”
Still—
“Does Captain Delagos know about this?” I demanded.
“Absolutely not,” said Albie’s guttural voice through the dark.
“Then why not go to him for help?” I implored. “She cannot be allowed to run around unchecked. It is a guard’s duty to hold its mistress accountable. I would expect the same of any of you!”
“You’re right, My Queen, and wise as ever.” Albie put a hand to my shoulder to force me forward. “But I’m afraid Delagos is incapacitated at the moment.”
Meaning he had drunken himself into a stupor.
“The ones coming for you aren’t part of the royal guard,” said Rafe, pulling me down the servant’s staircase, the frost of his blade leaving a trail of cold air behind us. “The steward said she has assassins at her disposal. They were to break you enough to keep you from walking.”
“Because THAT would look like an accident?!”
“There are elixirs for memory loss made in the southern wilds,” chimed Windley. “I assume she planned to use one on you.”
Funny, isn’t it, that the most beautiful of packages can hide the most demented of souls?
In allowing the spider queen’s adoration to grow, I had unwittingly put myself in danger. Had she known during dinner, as she rested her head on my shoulder, that she later intended to maim me?
The thought of it set a boil to my blood.
“Hold!” Albie spat in a whisper, pulling me behind a corner as Rafe and Windley fell in line beside him. Sure enough, an echo along the glassy floor indicated that someone was approaching up the stairs. Two someones, to be more precise. Albie deferred to Rafe and Windley with a tip of his head, and the two guards sprang into action.
The stairwell was dark, save for the light coming from an upper window, so the scene wasn’t easy to make out, but it left me with newfound admiration for my guard. This was the first time I had ever been in any real danger as a queen, the first time I had ever seen any of them engage in true battle.
It was incredible, fluid and practiced, and although they were of different queendoms, Rafe and Windley worked in harmony, anticipating each other’s movements and the movements of their common enemy, much like a dance. As the hooded assassins ran at them with arrowed spears, Rafe responded by cutting through the air with his chilled blade, and for the first time, the true purpose of its sorcery became clear to me.
As Rafe’s real sword slashed through the darkness, it was accompanied by a second sword, rather an outline of a sword, transparent as if made entirely out of frosted air. Though transparent, the sword was solid and strong as steel, for it made impact with its target seconds ahead of when the metal blade would have. While the assassin anticipated Rafe’s weapon, she did not anticipate its frosty shadow. The shadow blade slashed into her, disintegrating against her chest as it cut her. She stumbled backward and down the stairs, cradling her wound.
Rafe’s sword was nothing more than a decoy for the frost enchantments hidden within.
Meanwhile, Windley took the second assassin, not relying on any spell work, but rather on speed and coordination. He had a way of spinning the hatchets around in his hands so that they almost appeared to hover above his palms. He propelled one spinning hatchet around the side of the second assassin, dodging the thrust of her spear, and then quickly followed with an uppercut motion of his other hand. This, she dodged, but Windley’s true target had been her weapon. He cut it clear in half with the first hatchet. The arrowed portion fell to the floor with a clink and a thud. While she was distracted, Windley took the front of the assassin’s hood. “Run or die.” He showed his teeth. “Your choice.”
She took the former, turning to retreat the way she had come, stepping over her fallen comrade without offering a smidgen of help.
The whole thing was over in no more than a minute. Both guards returned their weapons to their sheaths before turning expectantly to Albie and me.
“There may be more,” said Rafe. “Be on your guard.”
Never had I seen the young magician so full of energy. And what about Windley? Who knew he actually had the skills to back up his arrogance? He was like a different person, fierce and controlled. And now that I had seen it, I couldn’t unsee it. Their weapons weren’t just for slashing unruly vines in the forest or scaring off ruffians; these were capable protectors of the Crown.
I could never, ever, ever let Windley know I thought of him that way. It would go straight to his head.
“Rafe, take the lead,” ordered Albie. “Windley, you get the back. I’ll cover the Queen.” They molded into the formation as if they had done it a thousand times before.
At the bottom of the staircase, we encountered one more assassin standing watch, which Windley took out using only one of his hatchets, before stealing through the pantry and out the servant’s entrance.
In the clear of night, we ran to the stables, enveloped in a chorus of crickets and other nighttime creatures, Windley’s unsheathed weapon catching reflections of moonlight as he ran alongside me.
“Are you okay, Queen Merrin?”
“I am fine,” I said, and because he was acting humbly, I added: “I won’t go so far as to say I’m impressed, but… maybe you do have a talent or two you’ve been hiding. Maybe you aren’t ALL talk.”
His smirk stretched to reveal his teeth, glowing like the axe in his palm. “You have no idea the things I’m capable of.”
“Ugh. Stop.”
But I couldn’t help becoming engrossed in a grin like that. Maybe it was the invigoration of the night. Either way, I could feel myself grinning back and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
I found Ruckus unharmed and unchained at the back of the stable and hugged him around the neck.
“Thank goddess that steward took a liking to you, chap.” Windley patted Rafe on his sweaty back before mounting a stag of his own.
Albie clicked his tongue against his cheek and together we four trotted away through the sleeping city and into the unknown beyond.
I should have sensed then that something was amiss—that something otherworldly was following closely behind us—and it had nothing to do with Sestilia or her assassins.
I should have noticed, but I was distracted by the way Windley’s windswept hair had turned white to match the setting moon—the same moon responsible for a pain Rafe was starting to feel closing in around his gradually freezing heart.
Though I didn’t know about any of that yet.




Chapter 10
Every Color
I guess you could call everything up until this point a prologue. Maybe the journey really started the moment we crossed from queendom into wilds. Are you following along closely, captive ones? Are you wondering where it will end? I can assure you there is much, much more to come.
We rode through the rest of the night and into morning. Albie had obtained a fair bit of intel from Captain Delagos, including a rudimentary map of the beyonds, and the wrinkled knight led the party across fields of uninhabited terrain in the direction of what he described as ‘a forest of extraordinary heights.’ Fitting, considering our end goal was a mountain of giants’ bones.
Ruckus, glad to be uncooped, followed diligently behind Albie’s stag. Much less naughty than before arriving at the Cove, he probably feared being penned up again if he disobeyed.
White-haired Windley trotted at my side while Rafe took the rear. We were lacking in sleep, but we rode swiftly away from the spider’s queendom in search of a fairer, kinder queen lost to the wilds stretching beyond.
For a time, I fumed over the nerve of Sestilia. That bitch. How was she ever going to rule a queendom with maniacal tendencies like those? But the more I thought about her plot, the more I thought about Rafe and Windley besting her assassins so easily. I felt smug over it, though I had contributed literally nothing to the fight, and I imagined telling her off over and over again.
I’ve won countless arguments in my head that have never seen the light of day.
At first, we encountered towns and houses scattered across the fields, but they thinned before disappearing altogether the farther we rode. The final queen-ruled city we passed was little more than an inn and a few lonesome farms, a sorry sight for weary travelers. A single signpost marked the end of the civilized world pointing back in the direction from which we had come. I expected something more grandiose than a single signpost. Maybe a ravine? Or a bridge? But no, the land was unchanged as we moved from the queen territories into the unknown. If not for the sign, we would never have known.
I was grateful for that lonely sign, though, for a single scarlet ribbon was tied around the post—an indication that the Clearing’s cavalry had already passed through.
Windley was right, there were other forces out in the world searching for Beau. Her fate didn’t rest entirely on us.
Despite having only a few hours of sleep on our bones, we made it a fair distance that day until, for the first time on our journey, we stopped to make camp. Gone were the days of humble inns and taverns; instead, we found a suitable plot of land amidst a forest of dripping willow trees—which, as you know, are my favorite of all trees.
Oh, have I not talked about this yet?
I enjoyed how buds collected on them like raindrops and how they always reached toward their own roots with longing. There was only one willow near the Crag, and it was one I played in often as a child, forcing Albie to crouch for tea under the dripping branches. Out here, there was an entire grove of them, weeping aesthetically and creating passable cover for camp.
“Brings back memories, doesn’t it, Albie?”
“Too bad we forgot the teacakes,” he said, enjoying the reminisce.
“I want to hear a baby Queen Merrin story,” Windley whined. “Tell us one, Sir Albie. Something she wouldn’t want us to know.”
“Let’s see, now.” Albie scratched at his mustache. “There was the time she snuck into the wine cellar and got drunk all by herself. Or the time she hid that orphan in her bureau like a lost kitten.”
“That’s quite all right.” I shot Albie a look of warning. There were far too many embarrassing ones to choose from, and I couldn’t allow Windley that sort of ammunition.
“Later,” Albie mouthed—to Windley’s wicked delight.
I tended a fire while the pair of them pitched our tent and Rafe prepared a meal.
“In all honesty,” I said over my shoulder when I noticed them pulling out a second canvas, “isn’t it a waste to pitch two separate tents?”
Albie paused and tipped his head. “A highness cannot sleep with her guards, My Queen.”
“But we did so at the taverns on the way here,” I argued. Not to mention he had fallen asleep mid-storybook plenty of times in the corner chair of my bedchamber.
“This is different. You’d be sharing ground with your guard. It wouldn’t be appropriate. Particularly with young hounds such as them.” He tipped his head, first at Windley then at Rafe. The former feigned offense, while the latter ignored, cutting carrots as though it was the most uninteresting thing he had ever done.
“But Beau and I wouldn’t have them as our guardians if we didn’t trust them,” I said. “Is it really worth the hassle of setting up and tearing down two tents every night and morning? It isn’t like anyone would know.”  
Albie bowed. “It’s your command, My Queen.”
“One tent. In the interest of saving time and Beau,” I decreed. “You, my knight, can be a barrier between the ‘hounds’ and me.”
He wasn’t pleased with my decision, but I stood by it. It didn’t make sense to duplicate efforts for every night of our travels. Besides, I could change my ruling tomorrow if I found it unsuitable.
With the fire properly lapping, I went to Rafe to see if he needed help with his stew. He declined, of course, and of course, I persisted, squatting beside his lean silhouette as it fiddled over the cooking pot. He was being quiet. That wasn’t fair—he was always quiet, but his demeanor was quiet—pensive and reserved. As he let chunks of carrot splash into the stew, he stared through his eyelashes as if deep in thought.
“Rafe?”
His amber eyes diverted from his cooking. “Your Majesty?”
“Won’t you tell me what’s wrong? I keep seeing forlornity on you. At the Cove and its castle. And even before that. What’s causing you to vex?”
He brushed his forehead with the rear of his hand, pushing his dark wave of hair back into place. “Don’t worry about me, Your Majesty. Please.” He hurried to turn his attention back to his cookery.
I don’t know what I expected; he had been my guard for years and never had he opened up to me.
I put a hand to his shoulder as I stood. “If you change your mind, I’m a good keeper of secrets, Rafe. I have always cared for you, and I will continue to do so.” I removed my hand. “By the way, I’m glad to have finally seen you use your powers in battle.”
“Luna’s powers,” he corrected.
If you’re wondering why he called it that, you aren’t alone. I had heard him refer to the moon as ‘Luna’ on more than one occasion, but he was the only one I knew of who did. It seemed that was the way of his bloodline.
“Luna’s powers,” I affirmed.
I turned to find Windley watching us from a distance. I knew I had felt him piercing into me with that overt stare of his. He had packed up the remnants of the second tent and looked to be in the middle of fetching more kindling for the fire. When our eyes met, he opened the willow’s branches like a curtain and beckoned me over with his finger.
“You know you shouldn’t be beckoning a queen, willy-nilly,” I teased.
“Please, oh highest of highnesses, grace me with an audience.” He dropped the tone. “But not here. Over there.” He tugged at my elbow, leading me to the edge of the grove where the sun had melted against the horizon. The view was vast without any manmade structures to block it.
“You know,” Windley said, pointing to where the edges of the melting sun met with the night sky beyond, “if you look hard enough, you can see every color out there.”
I turned to him eagerly. “That’s what I always say!”
Oh. He was mocking me.
“Oh really?” he jeered. “You haven’t only said it a thousand times before.”
“You’re such an ass.”
“And you’re an easy target, your royal lioness.” He bowed ridiculously low.
I nudged him from behind so that he lost his footing and stumbled forward. “How I love to see you grovel,” I said, and was met with his impish amusement. I put a hand to my hip. “Did you have something you wanted to discuss or was it just the colors of the sunset?”
Windley’s expression abruptly sank. Whatever that look was, it made my stomach sink in similar fashion.
“Actually, yes,” he said.
“Uh-oh. What’s wrong?”
He chewed his cheek. “Nothing, really. It’s just…” He nodded his head in Rafe’s direction. “For your own sake, don’t waste your time with that one. He won’t easily confide in you.”
The way he said it was absolute enough to be upsetting.
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
“Just trust me on this, okay? Your efforts are wasted.” He scowled and looked at the ground. “I don’t like seeing you face needless disappointment.”
Windley knew something he wasn’t telling me, and it was at the behest of Rafe—that much was easy to deduce. But what did it have to do with me? I supposed I should be happy that the loner confided in someone,
at least. Guy talk really was a thing.
“Well, if that isn’t vague and ominous,” I said. “But I understand if you don’t want to break his trust. I’ll try to go easier on him, though it isn’t in my nature to be distant.”
“I know,” said Windley, subdued.
In the aftermath, we were quiet, listening to the near crackle of the fire I had built as it chewed its wood, both of us drenched in glow from the setting sun. The expanse of heavens and earth stretched at our fronts.
“Now it’s your turn,” said Windley.
“Hm?” I cocked my head at him.
“There’s something you mean to ask me now that we’re alone, right? I can tell, so get on with it.”
He wasn’t wrong. But damn his intuition. Sometimes, he was able to put things into words I wasn’t even fully aware of yet myself.
The truth was, ever since leaving the Cove, I had been searching for the best way to ask how he was coping with Beau’s disappearance. His queen’s disappearance. The only problem was I wasn’t sure how to do so without uncorking a flood of Beau-centric emotions myself. To make things more complicated, Windley wasn’t technically my guard, and technically, this wasn’t even my mission. It was a strange dynamic. I was sort of borrowing him to find my friend while adding no real value to the situation. Even the widowbirds had stayed away—despite my occasional blow on the whistle—and that was the one thing I had hoped to contribute.
Windley was Beau’s guard, and he had every right to be as upset about her disappearance as I was, but I hadn’t even managed to ask how he was handling it. With Windley, it was always easy to get lost in banter and harder to muster the things that needed to be said.
“We’ll find her, Queen Merrin.” He beat me to it, securing my Beau-shaped cork back into place. “Just keep looking forward and I’ll do the same.” He offered me his hand and a relaxed smile. “Deal?”
My first impulse was to take it, but as I reached out to meet him, something unseen moved through the air around me. For a flash second, my mind recalled to when he had told me, in not so many words, that he liked seeing me in that sapphire gown.
A familiar wing-like flutter settled upon the back of the neck. I cupped it with the hand I had been about to offer Windley.
“Windley,” I said, “last night, when you showed me your power… Do you have the ability to make a person feel that way even without touching them?”
He dropped his hand and gave me a different kind of grin this time, one I wasn’t sure how to read. “If I have that effect on you, it isn’t because of any magical power,” he said.
“I didn’t say you had any such effect. I was only curious.”
His grin lingered, bathed in dusky light.




Chapter 11
Thank Luna
With the last of the sun’s light, we returned to the others, ate the meal Rafe had prepared—a bit heavy on the carrots—then retired for the night. Rafe took first watch while Albie formed a barricade between Windley and me. Per usual, the wrinkled knight was first to fall asleep, filling the canvas with nasally snores that ruffled his mustache.
“Oh, my goddess. Can’t we stick him in his own tent?!” Windley thrashed about dramatically. “You need to change your ruling, Queen Merrin. I say one tent for us and one for Sir Albie.”
Windley’s discomfort was hilarious. “Next time, we’ll make him take first watch to give us a chance to fall asleep,” I said but failed to hide the laughter on my tongue.
“It isn’t funny!” Windley turned to his side and crammed the bedding atop his exposed ear. “It’s in your best interest that your escorts be well-rested, isn’t it? Stop laughing at my agony!” Yet there was a hint of humor in his voice, too.
“Goodnight, Windley.” I burrowed into my blankets and concentrated on my own breathing to block out Albie’s.
Some minutes later, the scent of charred firewood roused me from the edges of sleep.
“Stop it, Windley,” I said, half-asleep.
“Excuse you?” his voice retorted.
Oh, the scent had nothing to do with Windley. It was Rafe, disrupting the tent’s canvas folds and poking his head into the darkness. “Your Majesty? Are you awake?”
I pushed up from my mess of blankets that looked to have been wrestled with. Of all the things I was, a tidy sleeper was not one of them. “I am now.”
“I apologize, but I didn’t think this could wait,” he said. “It appears you have a visitor.”
For a moment, I thought he was joking—we hadn’t crossed any people for miles—but it was unlike Rafe to jest, especially now, in the middle of the night, on a journey to rescue a lost queen. And was it just me, or did he sound eager?
Windley, who was nowhere near the edges of sleep, unwound the blanket tied around his head and scurried along after us, keen to have an excuse away from Albie’s snoring. The scent of char intensified as we stepped into the ebony night.
When I first saw the visitor of which Rafe spoke, my heart leapt. The only thing better would have been the lost queen herself, for perched atop the tent was a sleek black bird with a humorously long tail.
“A widowbird!” I gasped and offered forth my arm as a new perch for the creature. “Did Beau send you?” In response, the bird glided from the tip of the tent to my arm, a tiny roll of parchment attached to its leg. “Well done!”
“How did it find you all the way out here?” Windley asked suspiciously, folding his arms and leaning against the trunk of the willow. “I assumed they only traveled between castles.”
A common misconception.
“Widowbirds can sense royal blood,” I said as I unrolled the scroll. “Unless stopped by external forces, they always find their mark.”
“It senses blood?” Windley frowned at its feathers.
“Supposedly it’s part of a pact made long ago,” I said, fingers shaking from excitement, “but who knows. I’ve found that people often create stories in the absence of understanding. Regardless—” I held up the roll of paper triumphantly. “This is exactly why I wanted to come along!”
Windley raised an eyebrow, impressed “Not bad, lion queen.”
Rafe’s reaction was something else entirely. The young guard was standing nearer to me than he usually came, so that I could even smell his boyish scent, and he was craning his neck to see the contents of the message, formality be damned.
Glad to hear you’re wearing in your new shoes. The southern mountain is huger than I expected. Give Timber my regard.
Sure enough, the elegant script was Beau’s. Stifling my own beating heart, I read it aloud. Wearing in my new shoes? Beau was glad we were voyaging to her. And she seemed to be acknowledging that we were on track by seeking out Giant’s Necropolis. The last part though. That was puzzling.
Timber was a codename…
For Rafe.
Upon hearing it, the handsome magician with the bored eyes and wavy hair dropped to his knees beside the fire and slammed his fists into the earth.
“She’s alive,” he panted. “Thank Luna.”
The events that next transpired made me question my own astuteness—or lack thereof. Sure, you can think you’re clever or perceptive or an of-the-people for-the-people type, but you might be wrong. You might be blinded to the obvious, even when it concerns those closest to you.
Rafe was doubled over, hands in the dirt and shaking from all manner of emotions I didn’t recognize.
“Rafe? And Beau, she…” The words fumbled in my mouth like soup that was too hot.
The dawning of realization came on slowly. Rafe’s strange behavior the night we found out Beau was missing. Rafe claiming there ‘were ways’ to climb up to Beau’s bedchamber window. Rafe’s symptoms of sadness he tried so desperately to hide.
I turned to Windley. “Are Rafe and Beau…?”
“The scamps hid it well.” Windley held his chin. “The only reason I know is because I caught him mourning the night I came to your castle.”
Then that meant…
I dropped to all fours beside the emotional guard. “Rafe, are you Beau’s lover?”
He didn’t need to answer. The evidence piled as I retraced my memories.
How far back did it go? He had always been one to avoid the advances of my handmaids as he sat poetically in the courtyard, reading novels and twisting locks of his hair. I always figured he had an interesting life outside of the castle; never did I imagine that life included secret rendezvous with my sister queen.
And Beau! That fox! Why hadn’t she told me?
Because that sort of thing was forbidden, and Rafe was my guard, not hers. She likely viewed their affair as disrespectful to me. She likely felt ashamed. After all, queens were expected to take mates from the bloodlines of other royals.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” When Rafe looked up from the dirt, his eyes were glossed. “I’ve broken our royal covenant. I didn’t mean to advance on her, but I couldn’t help myself. I understand if you wish to banish me but please let me help you retrieve her first. Please.”
Banish? Who did he think I was?
“Are you kidding?” my mouth blurted.
He took it wrong and grimaced. “Very well. I know I’m undeserving.”
“That’s not what I meant.” I shook my head at him. “Of course, you aren’t deserving of her, but only because no one is deserving of her. Beau is perfect in every way, and there are many who have vied for her. I’ve always fretted over who might win her heart, but you’re far from the worst she could do, Rafe. You’re strong and even-tempered. It may not be possible for you to get married or have a conventional life, but if she loves you, then I would do nothing to jeopardize it.” I took his shoulder carefully. “What I mean is, the only way you’re getting banished is if you break her heart.” I showed him my teeth. “That’s if I don’t murder you first.”
Rafe furrowed his brow. “You mean you would allow me to remain in the guard, even with this transgression?”
Windley exhaled a whistle. “I told you she wouldn’t care,” he said, singsong.
“Of course. Albie can’t know, though,” I said, eyeing the tent with caution. “He’ll have you transferred to one of the other queendoms if he finds out.”
Rafe transitioned into a reverent kneel, like one about to be knighted, and clutched his chest. “Thank you, Your Majesty. Your reaction is more merciful than I unexpected.”
“That isn’t necessary, Rafe.” I gestured for him to stand before I turned to Windley: “And you keep your mouth shut too.”
“Isn’t that what I’ve already been doing?” Windley put a hand to his hip haughtily. “I can keep a secret too, you know.”
He had a point.
“I have so many questions, Rafe. But I know you would hate that, so I’ll save them for Beau. I’m just glad to know we’re aligned in our love for her. It means you’ll do whatever it takes to rescue her.” I reread Beau’s handwriting. “I take this to mean we’re heading in the right direction, too.”
Rafe nodded, words caught in his throat.
How quickly hope had returned to our lives. Wherever the scandalous queen was, she was in such a position that she could manage to send a secret message. I patted the widowbird to show my gratitude, but it left me, flying for a branch above Windley. Windley pawed at it, still creeped out by the blood pact thing.
I hadn’t noticed before, but at some point during the night, his hair had tinted from white to whitish lavender.
He sidled up next to Rafe. “You’ve had a night, chap. Why don’t you turn in? I can take over your watch.”
Rafe shook his head. “I won’t be able to sleep right now. Give me time to collect myself. I’ll wake you after midnight.”
“If it’s even possible to sleep with that racket,” Windley muttered, exposing the truth of why he had offered to take Rafe’s place. And here I thought he was just being nice.
We left the lovesick guard dealing with his mess of emotions beside the fire. I thought of him embracing Beau in the moonlight, under Luna’s beams, and somehow it seemed fitting. Not that it could ever be known to the world. The world would never allow a queen as fair as Beau to be partnered with a knave.
Upon entering the tent, we found that Albie’s snoring had ceased, for the old knight had finally rolled onto his side. In doing so, though, he had rolled right over to the side of the tent previously occupied by Windley.
“Now what?!” Windley looked from my nest at the side of the tent to the vacancy in the middle of the floor and then back to my nest. “This feels like a trap.”
Because now our only options were to wake Albie and be subjected to more of his snoring or to disobey his rule and sleep beside one another. As I had already made clear, it wasn’t a problem for me. I trusted Windley like my own handmaid.
“Just lie down. I’ll explain to Albie what happened. Besides, by the time he wakes up, you’ll have switched places with Rafe anyway.” I returned to my nest and patted the ground beside me. “He won’t see you sleeping near me. And I have a feeling that of the two of you, his concerns side more with you.”
“Psh, ME? Why do you say that? I’m not the one who’s been sneaking off to devour sweet Queen Beau.”
“You have that look about you,” I said. “Rafe at least seems harmless.” In fact, he was the sort of guy that seemed afraid to touch a woman too harshly for fear of breaking her.
Taking that into consideration, Windley lowered himself to the ground. “It’s your fault if I get whipped.” He turned onto his side like a toddler, pouting, “Sir Albie’s got my favorite blanket too. The scoundrel.”
“Would you rather the blanket or the silence?” I threw him a spare of mine.
Something about the moment felt a little heightened. Probably because I was hopped up on romance from learning of Beau’s affair.
I bade myself to sleep, but it was difficult now that I knew the truth. I imagined Beau and Rafe together, sneaking off during the nights at the treetop fort. I imagined him riding off to see her during his sabbaticals. How had Windley managed to keep quiet about it all this time? It was so scandalous! Not to mention, Rafe was young. Of age, but younger than Beau, Windley, and me.
How had it started? When
had it started?
Once we recovered Beau, she and I desperately needed to sort through these details over numerous glasses of wine and ample piles of sweets. I missed her so.
In her absence, I wished to gossip with Windley about it, but because I knew he would be allotted fewer hours of rest than I would, I was determined not to disrupt him. It was strange though, lying beside him. I could hear his breath. I considered that maybe my own breathing was too loud, so I tried to suppress it. In the end, I had to take an even louder breath to catch up.
And now it seemed as though I was panting in my sleep.
“Why aren’t you sleeping?” Windley hissed. “The racing of your thoughts is palpable and it’s distracting. Knock it off in there.”
“I’m trying!” I said, frustrated, and rolled to face him. “But it’s a lot to take in.”
“Are you thinking of them groping one another?” he said.
“I am now.”
He snorted.
I couldn’t make out his face, only see the shine of his black irises through the dark, gleaming like coal. I waited for them to close before closing my own.
After an unknown passing of time, I thought I heard Windley’s whisper encroaching on the edges of dream: “Still awake? I can help you sleep, you know. I only need to touch you, Merrin.”
My stomach knotted at his use of my name.
Was this real, though? It felt like a dream. It tasted like a dream.
Sleepy, I reached out and offered him the tip of my finger. Only, instead of touching it to his, he took my wrist and pulled me into a warm cuddle.
A dream for sure. He would never be so brazen in real life. And because it was a dream, I didn’t protest.
Like last time, Windley’s Spirite power felt intoxicatingly good. With his arms around me, my body exploded in shivers and my pulse quickened in my chest.
“Are you ready?” said his whisper. “I’m going to turn it on.”
But… hadn’t he already…?
No, the feeling changed into something even more. With dream Windley pressed against me, I sank into a relaxed, safe state that was like melting. Waves of warmth reverberated through my body as I drifted into cozy and dreamless slumber.
“It feels good to hold you at last… my queen.”




Chapter 12
The Emerald Wood
“Time to rise, My Queen.” In the dewy dawn, Albie drew me from slumber. I opened my eyes to find that I was appropriately alone at the edge of the tent, cuddled with only my blankets. Per usual, my hair billowed out in every direction, disrupted from the night. I always woke up looking much worse than when I went to sleep.
Albie seemed chipper enough, his smile lines creased, meaning he had seen nothing inappropriate the night before.
That was because it was a dream.
Of course it was. In it, Windley had called me his queen, something he had never called me before and something he shouldn’t be calling me now. Beau was his queen, not me. Apparently, I had projected Beau’s romance onto my own situation, and the result was a snuggle-infused reverie featuring the pointy-eared hound.
“Your hair really is most unruly in the morning, lion queen.”
Windley was acting himself. Not like we had done something wayward. Because it was a dream. The way he’d surrounded me and settled his lips near to but not touching my neck. The way we had breathed in unison. The waves of warmth lulling me to sleep.
I swatted him away and tended to Ruckus, who was grazing a short distance away, as the rest of the guard packed up the site and prepared for departure.
“Careful, he’s hyper today,” Rafe said in passing.
Was that a jab? Of all the things Rafe was, playful was not one of them. Maybe he was warming up now that his secret was out.
“I’m not hyper.” Windley stretched. “I just happen to have an abundance of energy today.”
“I’m fairly sure that’s the definition of hyper,” I said.
“I was referring to the Queen’s stag,” said Rafe.
From the grove of willows, we traveled ever south. Rafe was right; Ruckus was hyper. Windley too. And even Rafe himself seemed reinvigorated. Why shouldn’t he? A great weight had been lifted from his shoulders, replaced by newfound hope that Beau was alive and that we were drawing nearer to her with every gallop. The widowbird from last night, which I had dispatched this morning, soared ahead of us in the distance, seeking to deliver my next message to the lost queen. Even if we wouldn’t be able to keep it in our sights for long, we could take comfort that it too was flapping south.
According to the map from Delagos, if we kept heading that way, the plains would transition to tall-reaching trees before long.
“Marked by a field of emerald moss, I think,” Windley said, rubbing his head. As it turned out, the memory of his youth wasn’t very crisp—the reason Albie had turned to Delagos for help in the first place. I didn’t press him because I figured it must be easy to forget things from eight years ago.
Even easier when there were things worth forgetting, I would come to learn.
Windley was right, though. Like waves washed up onto sand, emerald patches of moss began interrupting the mismatch of grass and dirt—the earliest signs of what was to come.  
The first time Ruckus stepped on some, he recoiled as if he had stuck his hoof into mud. “Squishy, Ruck?” I patted him. “It’s okay. You won’t sink.”
He didn’t listen to me, though, and instead looked to Albie’s stag for guidance. Albie’s stag had spent many years with the knight and was therefore the most obedient of the bunch. Obeying the click of Albie’s tongue, the beast took the front of the pack, and the others followed.
“See, Ruck? Told you.”
But it was no use saying so. Ruckus wasn’t one to admit when he was wrong.
It wasn’t long after the moss washed over the land that we saw the tree line rise on the horizon, and I understood for the first time what Albie meant by ‘a forest of extraordinary heights.’
It was another of those moments you would have to live to understand. It can’t be aptly recreated in words, but I’ll try my best.
To say the trees were tall is an understatement of egregious offense; they were colossal, rising taller than any of the six castles I had visited and taller than the tallest structure in the Crag. I could tell it even from a great distance, for the lumber rose quickly on the skyline like an arboreal barricade to the lands beyond. The wall of green and brown seemed impenetrable from afar. It wasn’t until we were right up next to it that I realized there was actually quite a distance between each tree, allowing slivers of light to permeate through the thick canopy above, the trunks themselves so wide that they would have taken a dozen people holding hands to circle them.
Inside the wood, the world was silent, muted by the forest’s crown. Even being within, it was hard to fathom the size of the trees, but despite the intimidating heights, this forest wasn’t a dark and treacherous place; it was magical. The slices of light illuminated colorful mushrooms dotting the moss, and coils of vibrant vine wound over fallen branches. The air carried a similar earthy aroma to that of the Scarlet Wood.
In that sense, it almost felt like coming home.
I dismounted Ruckus and sank my feet into the mossy ground. Cool and moist, it was no wonder the stags had mistaken it for mud.
“Does the forest have a name?” I asked.
“The Emerald Wood,” said Windley.
I was too engrossed in our surroundings to catch his expression, but whatever it was prompted Albie to ask:
“You okay, son?”
I stopped gaping to get a better look at them, but Windley only brushed Albie off, looking fine. Maybe Windley had passed through this forest on his way to the queendoms eight years ago? If so, that would be a fearsome undertaking for a young vagabond. Maybe that’s why Albie seemed concerned.
We continued into the Emerald Wood, the moss welcoming our footprints with each step. Yes, this place reminded me of home, though home had nowhere near this caliber of trees. It was the scent, the serenity, the crisp of the air. And as I pulled it deep into my lungs, something occurred to me. If Beau had a secret relationship with Rafe, did he also know her deepest, darkest secret?
‘I can’t hear them anymore.’
I’ll admit, I had pushed it from mind with everything else going on.
“Hey Rafe?”
He was walking on ahead beside his stag, and when he turned to acknowledge me, I saw that he was rubbing his chest as though it ached. Obviously, he was experiencing extreme anxiety and heartache over Beau’s disappearance, which he had been suppressing for days. Was it causing him physical pain now?
“Your Majesty?” he said.
“Is your chest okay?”
“It’s fine,” he said, dropping his hand. “What do you need?”
“Right.” I stepped over a cluster of tangerine-colored toadstools and tramped up next to him, lowering my voice: “Beau didn’t happen to tell you anything strange before she was taken, did she?”
“Strange?” he said.
I thought over the best way to fish for information without betraying her. “Just… did she mention any changes? Or, like, any concerns?”
Just when I thought I might be digging in the wrong place, a spark of comprehension flashed over his brow. He lowered his voice to match mine: “Not now, Your Majesty.” He looked over his shoulder to Albie who was studying Delagos’s map. “Tonight.”
So she had said something to him. And judging by his furtive behavior, it was the same something she had told me. “Tonight then,” I said with a nod. In the meantime, I would set my sights elsewhere.
The moment I left him, Rafe resumed rubbing his chest.
Pay attention to that. It will be important later.
“Hey Windley?”
The other guard was sharing an apple with his stag as he meandered through the giant trunks. “At your royal service,” he said with a sigh.
“Geesh, don’t look so excited to talk to me.”
“No, we aren’t almost there. No, I won’t carry you. No, you can’t have a bite of our apple.” He wrinkled his nose at his stag nefariously.
“In that case—” I pretended to take my leave.
He hooked his arm around my neck. “Wait. Don’t go. I’m already bored of this place. What is it you really want?”
“Well…” How to start? “This forest reminds me a lot of the Scarlet Wood,” I said.
“Because it has trees?” he said dryly. “The two are nothing alike.”
“Are you kidding? It has the same smell and feel to the air.”
“It smells like dirt. So I suppose I misspoke. Trees and dirt. Two things in common.”
He was the worst.
And also the best.
“Ahem.” I cleared my throat. “As I was saying, the Emerald Wood reminds me of the Scarlet Wood, and it got me thinking—do the people of the southern wilds acknowledge the oracle and her echoes?”
He let his stag take the rest of the apple. “Yes, but they call the being who hears them something else.”
“They believe in all of it?” I said. “That calamity will befall the world if the oracle doesn’t whisper her own echoes into the echoes of the forest?”
“Yes, they believe it. But why are you worried? Queen Beau doesn’t need to be in the Scarlet Wood to do it. She’s done it from afar before, such as when we traveled to the Queendom of the Crystalline to see that tart Queen Esma. Are you worried she won’t be able to perform in captivity?”
Windley clearly had no idea about his queen’s lost echoes. What’s more, even the southern stretches of the world, a people with no connection to our way of life or regard for our customs, believed in the power of the oracle. Troubling.
I had expected calamity to be a sudden impact, but maybe its onslaught was to spread slowly, like a disease.
Windley was staring at me, so I diverted with: “You said they call the oracle something different down here. What do they call her?”
“The nemophilist. It means a haunter of woods,” he said.
A nice chewy word. I liked it. It was more poetic than ‘oracle,’ though maybe not fitting for Beau. She was far from haunting.
Maybe Windley was right. Maybe Beau had regained her echoes while in captivity. Maybe even now she was working to keep calamity at bay.
Windley could tell I was mulling over something heavy. “You can tell me. As has been proven, I’m an excellent keeper of secrets.” But the way he gleamed wasn’t very convincing. More diversion was needed:
“Windley, has your hair color been changing more rapidly than usual?”
He straightened. “How would I know? I can’t very well see it, can I?”
Didn’t think of that.
“Well it is changing,” I said. “Yesterday it was white, and it’s already shifted to dark purple today. Will you tell me how it works?” I gestured to the forest stretching ahead. “We have time.”
“If you tell me how yours works,” he said. “Does it amass with the bodies of your fallen enemies?”
“Exactly,” I said. “Shall we add one more?”
“I don’t think Rafe deserves to die just because of a little canoodling, do you?” He showed off a catlike smirk.
I enjoyed his wit. Clever people were the most fun to be around.
“I meant you, of course, but I can see how you may think I meant Rafe. One’s mind does go to him first, what with his good looks and manners.”
“Cheeky.” Windley enjoyed my wit too. “Fine. If you must know, my hair sort of does its own thing.” He mussed his bangs. “I could force it into a color, but that would cost precious energy that I don’t care to spare.”
“So it just sort of lists from color to color? It isn’t based on moods or scenery?”
“I’m not a fucking chameleon, Merrin.” He hastily looked to see where Albie was before correcting himself. “I mean no, Your Highness.”
Last night may have been a dream, but him saying my name without honorifics had the same effect. My stomach did a dip before lifting back into place.  
“But what’s the purpose of it?” I said, refusing to acknowledge the dip.
At this, he looked a bit uncomfortable.
“Hmmm?” I prodded.
Another large sigh from him. “You’ve heard of ignis fatuus, yes? Or I suppose northerners call them will-o'-wisps?”
I had heard of them. Beautiful balls of colored flame that floated through the northern forests, tempting travelers deeper into the wood. Legend was that they consumed the souls of those who followed them. Or at least that’s what Poppy had told me as a girl.
“They are made to be enticing, right?” said Windley. “Well, it’s kind of like that.”
Because his kind was once predatorial?
“In olden times, if I wanted to lure you away to steal your lifeforce, I could potentially change my hair color to make that task easier.”
There was something to the way he said ‘lure you away to steal your lifeforce’ that felt intimate… and dangerous.
“You said you have extra energy today. Will you show me how you change the color at will?”
“Only if you help me.” He reached out for my hand, eyes sporting sinful intentions. He was good at that. Because it was in his nature to be tempting.
I wanted to take his hand immediately, but something held me back. Pride or uncertainty or guilt, or maybe all three. I was a queen—a ruler of many. And you might not know it from the look of me, but I was good at being a queen. My people were happy, our relations well maintained with the other queendoms. I fought to improve the lives of my people, and I led a relaxed court.
I’m not telling you this to brag, but there were people out there who cherished me, same as Beau. Was it really okay to give my lifeforce to Windley so freely?
The first time had been a demonstration. The second, a dream. But this time… if I did it this time, it would be because I wanted to. It would be because I couldn’t resist the offer.
It might even be an excuse to touch him.
“You aren’t using your powers on me right now, are you?” I asked because it felt like a great pressure was trying to escape my chest.
His expression was odd—amused yet pained? “If I were using them on you, you’d know,” he said. “And I can’t do anything to you without touching you.”
Then why was that familiar flutter hitting me in the back of the neck?
He dropped his hand to his side, and with it, the blackstone ring on his finger. “I was worried this would happen. You’re wary of touching me now.”
He wasn’t wrong. For the last eight years, we had thrown arms around one another, played at fist fighting, pulled each other here or there. But now, I was fighting the urge to graze my skin with his.
“I can assure you, my people are no longer predatorial. They outgrew that long before I was born. I would never harm you, Merrin. Never.” He was looking at me in earnest, so much so that he forgot to correct himself.
Windley was one of my closest friends. I trusted him with my life.
I think this was the moment I realized—it wasn’t him I mistrusted; it was myself.
“I’m sorry, Windley. It isn’t because I’m afraid of you.” I was afraid because of how much I might like it, but I couldn’t tell him that. “I’m afraid to do it in front of those two.” I used Rafe and Albie, who were a short distance away with their stags, as scapegoats. “Albie would freak out if he saw me getting all woozy with you.”
“Oh yes. I forgot about those two.” Windley exposed his relief. “I’ll have to show you later then. If I do it on my own, I’ll want to stop and rest after. I’m out of practice, so it takes more out of me than it should.”
“You mean you haven’t been wooing Beau’s handmaids back at the Clearing?” I said.
“Only with my natural charm,” he simpered.
I reached up and tugged the lobe of his ear. “I’m not afraid to touch you. I promise.”
He brought his hand up so that it was almost cupping mine and drummed his fingertips once against my knuckles before dragging them down my wrist and arm. In the silence of the wood, the thudding of my own pulse was deafening.
I would like to keep going here and say that I finally came to terms with my evolving thoughts and desires, that I matured and realized that which is surely becoming obvious to you, captive ones, but I can’t. Because that’s not what happened.
Do you remember that otherworldly thing I mentioned? The one following us as we fled Sestilia’s castle?
It was about to make its first appearance.
As it did, my knees buckled, and I collapsed to the mossy ground.




Chapter 13
Nemophilist
I had never fainted before, but this wasn’t how I imagined it to be. And no, Windley did not make me swoon, okay?
I went from standing in a beam of forest light to swimming in darkness as though someone had blown out a candle. The darkness was airier than liquid and had movement to it. It was thick and milky in my lungs yet cool and wispy brushing past my skin.
I could feel my body, but it was more like the outline of a body. Ethereal, transparent, and flickering like shadow. I waited for something to happen. How long did a faint usually last? And was I supposed to be conscious within it?
From inside the darkness, I felt a hand on my form-devoid leg. Albie or Windley or Rafe? At first, I wondered if it was one of them touching me out in the real world.
But as soon as I thought it, a dozen more hands swarmed around me, none connected to arms, all equally terrifying, with fingers that groped at my face, abdomen and breasts.
No. No, no, no, no. Faints were definitely not supposed to contain gaggles of bodiless hands!
I couldn’t move or scream. All I could do was exist in the whirling darkness as the hands probed all over me.
“Merrin.”
Out of nowhere, a voice said my name. I use ‘said’ only because there isn’t a more suitable word. The voice wasn’t audible, but I could sense it moving around me within the fluidlike fumes of darkness.
“MeRRin.” A second voice said, somewhat more disconcerting than the first.
“mErriN.”
“MErrIn.”
“MERRIN.”
All manner of voices appeared, some high-pitched, others whispers, and all enunciating my name in strange ways like they weren’t human but were trying hard to mimic human words.
It was the most terrifying thing I had ever experienced.
I couldn’t move or shut them out, so I just existed in the darkness, with a dozen hands invading on me and a swarm of creepy, disjointed voices saying my name over and over like a demonic symphony.
Then, the darkness changed. Though it is challenging to describe how it changed, exactly.
Sort of like trying to describe a color you’ve never seen before.
The darkness, hands and voices pressed into me with emotion. Though they didn’t speak, I knew what they meant to say:
“We will tear it apart. All of it. We will rip it asunder. We will devastate all who walk and crawl. Filth of the earth.”
As fear coiled me, angry, disruptive emotions pulsed in the darkness aimed at everything and nothing, and it felt as though I was the only barrier between the otherworldly cluster of hatred and the rest of the world.
“We hate them. Let them burn. Dry them out. Kill them. Kill them. Kill them.”
My first thought was to cower in fear.
My second was to do as I had been trained my whole life and speak for those who could not speak for themselves. Maybe obstinance had its advantages.
I didn’t have a voice, but I had a will, a strong one, and if that will could speak it would have said: “I think not!”
“MerRIN?”
“Merrin?”
“MERRIn?”
From here on out, I acted on instinct. Intrinsically, I knew that the voices were asking me a question, as if offering me an opening to inject my opinion into theirs.
My will responded: “People may do bad things, but at their core they’re mostly good. And they certainly don’t deserve to be slaughtered.”
“Prove it.”
Prove it? How? The darkness was spiteful, malicious, so I thought that maybe the key was to fight back with the opposite. I defended with a shield of my fondest memories—Albie in a nurse’s bonnet bandaging my wrist the time I burned it. Beau surprising me at the Crag on my birthday. Windley sneaking drinks to me out on the forest balcony when I was still underage.
As I wrestled my will against the will of the darkness, the darkness undertook a dramatic shift in attitude, weakening in its rebellion. “They aren’t so bad… but some of them are.”
Shoot, I had faltered, thinking of Sestilia and her beaming smile. “Even the bad ones have merit… probably. No, they definitely all have merit.”
“They have merit. All but the spider queen.”
I struggled to win over the darkness in Sestilia’s defense. “Ugh. She too has merit, okay? I’m sure in some small way.”
“Even the bad ones have merit. Let the earthly creatures live? For now.”
The cloud of anger subsided as the hands began to slink away from my floating outline, returning to the darkness from which they were born.
“mErrin.”
“MerRIn…”
“Merrin!”
That last voice was real, crisp and near.
With a gasp, I shot my eyes open. Windley was bent over me, cupping my face, brow dipped in worry. “Merrin! Thank goddess. I swear I don’t know what I did!” He released my cheeks and examined his shaking hands in horror. “Somehow I did it without even knowing.”
“No.” I shook my head, groggy. “That wasn’t…” But my throat was thick with the taste of darkness. I tried to cough it out.
Though I had been out for several minutes, it seemed no time had passed for the others, for Albie and Rafe were still mid-run over to us despite being only a short distance away before the episode.
Albie slid to the ground and pushed Windley out of the way, which was easy to do with the Spirite lamenting over the powers he thought he had unintentionally unleashed.
“My Queen!” He cradled me to his weathered chest. “Are you all right?”
I wasn’t sure.
The darkness was gone from me, and the forest was the same as before, but I was different. I knew it the moment I opened my eyes back into the real world. I could hear a faint ringing in my ears, easy to tune out but there, nonetheless. I knew what it was because Beau had tried so many times to describe it to me.
The echoes. I could hear them.
I probably should have confided it right there, but I worried that Albie would demand we turn back home when he found out. And I worried Rafe would fear the worst for Beau.
Those thoughts were certainly going through my head too. Communion with the forest was Beau’s task and Beau’s alone. It was a power handed down through her bloodline, as far back as recorded history. So why could I hear them? I wasn’t a royal of the Clearing. And what did it mean for Beau?
One sad image paraded through my head: Beau’s perfect body, limp and devoid of the echoes that had been ripped from her. No! She had lost her echoes before being taken. There was comfort in that, at least. My finding them should have no bearing on her.
I was speculating.
I hugged my arms around myself, tucked under my cloak. Had I really just convinced the forest not to kill everyone? And which forest? Beau exchanged echoes with the Scarlet Wood. Had I exchanged with the Emerald Wood? Or was that even a forest? It felt like something else. Something ill. As Beau had described it, nature had no fondness for humanity unless convinced otherwise.
Was that darkness nature itself? Did we really even know?
In the absence of understanding, people create stories. To cope with fear.
I had to do something about Windley. He was over yonder, freaking out because he thought he had done that to me. And I also had to do something about Albie because I had never seen his wrinkles so deep. Was this very moment branding him with a new one, I wondered.
“It seems I forgot to drink water,” I lied, yet clearing my throat of darkness.
Rafe hurried to fetch a canteen from his pack. “Please be more careful, Your Majesty,” he said as he handed it to me.
Albie, not satisfied with the excuse, fawned over me for the next several minutes in search of another ailment. “This is a longer journey than you’ve ever taken, My Queen. We should stop here for today.”
“I promise I’m fine, Albie. I’m not delicate. I have as much stamina as him, at least,” I kidded toward Windley. “And we really can’t waste time.” I put a hand to his chest. “This is my command, my knight.”
Albie sighed through his teeth before agreeing.
“See?” I hopped to my feet with extra pep. “I feel great.” Though those distant echoes in my ears were unnerving.
Albie stuck close to me after that, which wasn’t ideal because it meant I couldn’t tell Windley that he wasn’t the one responsible for my blackout.
He kept to the back of the group—a scorned hound.
I kept waiting for my chance to sneak away until, at long last, we ventured to a spring running between the trees, where we stopped to fill our canteens with clear trickling water. The bed of it was dotted in glowing pebbles. I picked one up. Removing the stone from the water dulled its glow, so I returned it to where it belonged, and the luminosity restored. I hopped over the slim trail of water and made my way to Windley who sat sulking next to a bout of ferns.
“You should stay away,” he said when he saw me approaching. “I clearly have no self-control when it comes to you.”
“Shh.” I grabbed his wrist and was received with alarm. “Over here.” While Rafe filled the canteens and Albie mulled over his map, I led Windley out of earshot and pretended I was showing him a turtle with a glowing shell.
He whipped his hand from mine. “Did you not hear me?”
I rolled my eyes. “Knock it off, dramatic.”
“How can you say that?” he said. “I told you I would never harm you and then within the minute, I did!”
It wasn’t like him to be spastic. And I was really surprised he wasn’t taking the ‘I made you swoon’ route. That proved just how distressed he was.
“Windley. Look into my eyes.” I redirected him. “That wasn’t you, okay? And I need to tell you something, but you have to promise me that you won’t freak out and that you won’t tell the others. I don’t trust their reaction.”
He folded his arms, foul-tempered. “If this is an attempt to make me feel better—”
“I can hear the echoes.”
Windley’s face fell. “Come again?”
“Beau’s echoes. I can hear them.”
Windley let out a laugh from the back of his throat. “That’s what you came up with?”
“Windley!” I scolded. “I’m not kidding. And I’m… anxious. So shut up and listen.”
His mouth softened. “You’re being serious, Queen Merrin?”
“Something happened to me back there, and now I can hear them.”
“What do they sound like?” he asked, lowering himself to meet my gaze.
“It’s too hard to describe. Try imagining a—”
“Color I’ve never seen before,” he cut me off, fanning: “Yada yada.”
“Then why did you ask?” I said through clenched teeth.
Windley’s face showed amusement before it contorted into confusion. “You’re sure?”
“As sure as I am of my own name,” I said. “It’s bizarre, though. I had an episode when I passed out. It felt a lot longer to me than it actually was, and during that time I kind of convinced the forest not to slaughter everyone, though it was reeeally hard not to let it kill off Sestilia.”
Windley looked at me like I was daft. “This forest?” He tapped his boot against the bark of one of the mammoth trees.  
“To be honest, I’m not sure if it even was a forest. It was darkness. It wanted to destroy everyone, and I had to talk it down.” I rubbed my face with both hands. “I know it sounds crazy, okay?”
Was I rambling? It felt like I was rambling. Windley searched my eyes until satisfied that I was telling the truth. His tone mellowed: “What does that mean for Queen Beau? Does that mean she’s…” He sought solace in the vibrant shelled turtle that was crawling ever slowly away from us.
I took a deep breath. I doubted there would be a more fitting time to tell him the truth.
“That’s the other thing,” I said. “A couple of weeks before Beau went missing, she… may have admitted to me that she could no longer hear them.”
Windley blinked at me thrice. “And you only thought to mention so now!?”
Yes, that part was hard to defend. “I didn’t want to betray her! It weighed heavily upon me. I think Rafe already knows. He means to tell me to tonight.”
“Good lord, lion queen.” Windley folded his arms with a heave of his chest. “What a mess. And here I thought I had simply made you swoon.”
There it was.




Chapter 14
Lustful
Windley’s eyes seared through the fire with intention. I had ordered him not to tell Albie about the echoes, for I knew Albie would make us abandon our quest the moment he found out. I was still on the fence about telling Rafe, though. First, I needed to find out what he knew, and in order to do that, I had to get him alone.
I bade my time, slowly grazing on the roast fish Rafe had prepared. The knave himself had finished his meal long ago and was arching his neck to inspect those bits of night sky persistent enough to show through the forest canopy.
“Something wrong, my boy?” Albie asked.
“Luna,” Rafe murmured. “She’s hard to see in here.”
“Aye, but Delagos said this wood is mostly peaceful,” Albie reassured. “You shouldn’t need another charge until we’re out in the open.”
“Only mostly peaceful?” I said, glancing over my shoulder to where the stags were resting.
“Are you afraid?” The fire’s light teased across Windley’s face. “It’s unlike you to be afraid, lion queen.”
Actually, I was afraid, but not of anything that could be fended off by Rafe’s enchanted steel or Windley’s spinning hatchets.
It was that mass of hands writhing from the darkness that had me on edge. How did Beau always act so calm and refined, knowing it was out there in the unseen world, lurking at the edges of perception?
I had never seen my sister queen succumb the way I had. She was deliberate in her meetings with the forest, often donning a dress of scarlet to match the wood. To my knowledge, nature had never forced itself upon her like it had me. Maybe because I was unpracticed? I wasn’t sure how to prepare for the next onslaught.
Meanwhile, Windley had been staring at me as though he meant to leap through the flames to catch me should I faint again.
“Speaking of the moon.” Albie searched the sky. “It’ll be at peak soon. We should turn in, My Queen. Easy to lose track of time out here.”
I bade the others a faux goodnight and followed Albie into the tent. The moment the first snore escaped him, though, I was darting out of bed, like so many times I had snuck out on him as a child to roam the castle. Castles were always more enchanting at night.
“Miss us already?” Windley purred. “I do understand why. Have you seen the pair of us?”
“Windley, stay here. Rafe, come with me.”
Windley appeared sour that I had denied his request to flirt, so I gave him a pandering wave over my shoulder as I toted Rafe away.
“Your Majesty?” Rafe’s discomfort was obvious.
“I need to know what Beau said to you before she disappeared. You indicated earlier that there was something—” But I couldn’t finish.
Apparently, castles weren’t the only thing more enchanting at night.
We hadn’t been able to see it under the influence of the fire’s light, but the wood was not as it once was; and the farther we roamed from camp, the further the forest revealed itself to us.
“Rafe, what is this?” I released his arm, struck with awe.
Being awestruck for real is a rare thing. It’s expecting nothing and receiving everything. Those moments stay with you.  
“Old magic,” he said. “It’s in the soil.”
In the deep of night, the effulgence of the forest had heightened, giving way to another world; an alien world, one of vibrant colors and flares of distant light. The toadstools dotting the moss glowed iridescently. The spores of the ground ferns lit their leaves from below with stalks pulsing, dim and then bright. Throughout the trunks, small, willowy particles dotted the air as shimmers of light.
The allure of nocturnal magic encompassed us.
And there was something else.
With each step we took, the ground left a glowing trail of footprints after us. These imprinted in the moss only a few seconds before swallowing into the night.
“Rafe, our footprints are glowing!” I stopped to press my foot deeply into the lush ground. Retracting it created a brilliant stamp that stayed only a few seconds before disappearing.
“Only yours, Your Majesty.” Rafe took a step to demonstrate. He was right. Only my prints lingered. “It must be your royal blood.”
That or the fact that I could suddenly hear the forest’s vehement resonance. But I wasn’t ready to admit that to him yet.
And he was in no position to hear it.
With a loud grunt, like one who had just been belted, the magician suddenly grabbed his chest and winced.
“Rafe?” His face was contorted, but I didn’t grasp how severe it was until he doubled over. “Rafe! What is it?” Ready to defend, I searched the surrounding area for an enemy but saw only a many-legged insect scuttle over one of my disappearing footprints.
“Nothing,” he huffed, hand still to his heart.
It wasn’t nothing. I had seen him rubbing his chest earlier, too. “Tell me, Rafe. Is it heartache? Are you sick with worry over Beau?
He shook his head. “It’s not worthy of your concern.” But he could barely get the words out when he let out another grimace, this time dropping to his knee as he clutched the front of his shirt.
I put hands on him to steady him. “As your queen I command you to tell me what’s ailing you, Rafe!”
“My chest,” he said through wince. “It tightens from time to time. I don’t know the cause. It will subside soon.”
He didn’t realize it, but his fingers were drilling into my thigh. They were colder than the northern snow. Cold extremities and a tight chest? What might that be? There were several possibilities—heart fever, devil’s croup, winter sickness—but each was easily diagnosed and curable with medicines brewed right in our own queendom.
“In the last three years, I’ve never seen you endure anything like this.” I said. “Why now?”
It took him several more huffs through his teeth before he was able to manage a single word: “Beau.”
Beau brought it on?
He concentrated on taking short, even breaths until regaining control enough to continue: “She isn’t the cause; she’s the cure. I’ve had this condition for years. Until recently, Queen Beau kept it at away using the heat from her body.”
Her body’s heat? That was maybe the last thing I expected to hear. There were many parts of the body that emitted heat. This conversation could turn awkward depending on the delivery method.
I should have known. They were lovers, after all.
With my imagination running rampant, I waited for Rafe to finish stabilizing, for his panting to slow, and for his grip on my leg to loosen. When it seemed that he could sit on his own without teetering, I asked him to elaborate.
He gave a sigh, eyes unenthused as they had ever been—because last night’s display of emotion was a one-time thing, apparently. “It’s not what you’re thinking,” he said. “It’s her hands. When she places her hand on my chest, it gives off heat that delays the episodes. That’s…” His amber gaze darted to a cluster of luminated mushrooms a short distance away. “How we first came together.”
So there was a spark of emotion left in him after all, albeit an embarrassed one.
I could picture it. Beau happening upon the handsome magician ailing, likely during one of our excursions to the forest fortress. Beau staring deeply into him, concern in her doe-ish eyes. Beau placing her dainty fingers against his toned chest, and the pair of them falling slowly into forbidden love as she healed him.
But with what power? That of the oracle? Her royal blood? True love?
“But something changed recently,” Rafe continued. “And she was no longer able to do it.”
“You mean that although she placed her hand to your chest, nothing happened? When did that start?”
“The last time we visited the treetop bastion,” he said. “After you and I spoke in the belvedere, I…” He forced himself to finish: “Went to her room.”
But I had been sleeping in bed with her that night!
His adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. This is difficult for me to admit. I know it’s dishonorable.”
“Proceed.”
“I felt an episode coming on, so I went to her. You were sleeping, and she was upset, though she wouldn’t tell me why.” He rubbed his chest. “When she tried to heal me, it didn’t work. That only made her more upset. The episodes have been getting worse ever since.”
Ever since Beau lost her echoes.
“Did Beau share any theories as to why she could no longer heal you?” I probed.
“No, but it caused her grief up until…”
She was taken. He couldn’t bring himself to finish.
This was the change he had alluded to earlier. He didn’t know anything about her lost echoes. The only one Beau had confided in that night was me.
I’ll admit, that part felt nice.
There was definitely a correlation between the lost heat and the lost echoes. I considered that if I had gained one of Beau’s powers, maybe I had gained the other too. I didn’t know how communing with nature and healing a magician’s heart were related, and I had never heard of an illness curable by an oracle’s touch, but I intended to test it out.
“Does your chest ache even now, Rafe?” I questioned.
“It does, but it’s manageable.”
“Allow me to try something,” I said, extending my hand toward him.
I had always jested to myself that he might be afraid of women, but now it seemed that was true. It was as if he had seen a phantom.
“W-what are you doing?”
“I want to see if it was Beau’s royal blood that healed you,” I lied. “If so, I may be able to as well.” Again, I reached for him, and again, he dodged out of the way. “Oh, come on, Rafe. It ails you greatly, right? At least let me try to help you. Beau wouldn’t want you to suffer in her absence.” More importantly, I needed him at full strength, should we encounter danger like we had at Sestilia’s lair.
At last, he obliged, but he wasn’t happy about it. Though his modesty was endearing, it made me feel like something of a pervert. Good on Beau for managing to gain his trust. She could be quite wooing when she wanted to be.
I placed a hand against his shirt. Even through the fabric, his chest was like ice.
“You’re so cold!” I said. “I’m not aware of a disease that freezes the chest itself. Does it have a name?”
“Not that I’ve found.”
Troubling. Our queendom had deep knowledge of ailments and their cures. It was rare to come across a disease without a name.
It would take quite some days for us to learn that the culprit was looming above us that very night, obfuscated by the trees.
With my hand flush against the fabric of his cold shirt, and with him refusing to meet my eyes, I waited for something to happen.
“It has to be against the skin,” he admitted. Yet he didn’t move to uncover his chest.
“I’m not going to undress you,” I responded, flat.
“Of course not, Your Majesty.” Looking as though he might die, he untucked his shirt from his belt and held it up like a tent. “Go ahead.”
Just so we’re clear, I had no ulterior motives going into this. By now, I should hope you know me well enough to believe me.
Careful not to graze his abdomen, I drew my hand upward parallel to his skin until my fingers were inches away from his frigid chest. Then, I carefully pressed against him, palm to fingertips. I could see why Beau liked this. Firm. Lean. I turned off the primitive parts of myself that noticed and spread out my fingers. “Anything?”
But before I could even finish the question, Rafe took my hand from behind and pressed it firmer against his body. “It’s there.” He made direct eye contact for the first time all night, surprised that it had worked. He had been humoring me before; now, he sought an explanation. “It’s weak, but it’s there. Is it truly a gift of the royals?”
“It seems to be,” I lied, knowing full well that it was a gift of the oracle, a gift I had unwittingly taken on. “But I’m not sure how to make it stronger. Did Beau ever mention how?”
“No, but she could control the potency. I know because…” His eyes returned to the mushroom patch. “She would tease me with it.”
Naugh-ty, naugh-ty.
If I acknowledged it, Rafe might die.
“Okay, let’s see what I can do,” I said instead. With my hand against Rafe’s chilled skin, I closed my eyes and drew in the cool night air. It tasted just like the Scarlet Wood, of ancient timber and autumn earth. If I kept my eyes closed, I might even forget where I was. In my head, the echoes clamored just beyond the reaches of sound. I could feel them out there, laboring for me to acknowledge them, as they had been doing all night. Giving in to them was the last thing I wanted to do, especially if it meant returning to that dark place.
But I was already this far, and letting the echoes closer was the only thing I had control over when it came to the oracle’s power.
Like carefully topping off a measuring spoon, I released the hold ever so slightly. The echoes encroached.
“There!” Rafe clenched my hand harder. “Whatever you did worked.”
Lovely.
But he was right, my palm felt warm—not really in the sense of fire, but in the sense of electricity, such as in the air before a lightning strike. I released the restraint a bit further, letting the echoes loom closer, until the warmth intensified into heat; or rather, a stronger current. It pulsed from my palm and seeped into Rafe’s skin.
This is where it gets weird.
Oh, you thought it was already weird?
While I had been letting the echoes closer and thus turning up the intensity of heat, Rafe had been pressing my hand into his chest, latticing his fingers over mine until at one point, he gripped down on them in a manner that was carnal, locking eyes with me darkly and biting his lip. Then, with a slight groan, he let his head fall backward, exposing his throat.
In that moment, I saw him in a light I never had before. He was quiet, indifferent, a skilled cook and fighter.
And he was also lustful. The act of warming him was an amorous one.
My intentions were pure, but the moment was not. Immediately, I felt like I had done something wrong—something I wouldn’t want Beau to see. And, strangely, something I wouldn’t want Windley to see either.
“That feels so much better.” Rafe tipped his head forward so that his forehead rested against my shoulder, his breathing pattern suggesting relief. “Thank you, My Queen.” Before releasing my hand, he gently forced it against his now warm chest and neck as if to take the last bits of heat.
Oddly, that may have been the first time he had ever addressed me as ‘My Queen,’ though it was perfectly suitable for him to do so.
After, it was if he realized the horror of what he had just done. He shifted forward into a knight’s kneel. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I shouldn’t have let you see me like that.”
He was right. I shouldn’t have seen him like that. Because it felt dangerous, and I knew how horrific that was to admit. Rafe was handsome. There was nothing wrong with me saying so because it was fact. But for the first time in three years, I saw a glimmer of what so many of my handmaids saw in him. I would never let it reach the light of day.
“That was different than I expected,” I said in absence of something better to say.
“I shouldn’t have let you do it.” He pushed both hands over his face and through his hair, stressed. “I didn’t think it would work.”
So, he felt it too.
“It was my idea, Rafe. I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean for it to work. But…” I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. “Is it always like that?”
“Evidently,” he said quietly after a moment. “I mean, yes, but I didn’t realize it would be that way with anyone else.”
Prob-le-ma-tic.
“How often do the episodes hit you?” I said.
“Every few days. But some are less severe and easy to hide.” He clenched his jaw. “We shouldn’t do it again. I can live with the pain.”
That was noble of him. A good answer, for Beau’s sake.
But I had other things to consider.
“To be honest, your pain is a secondary concern of mine. With such a small guard, I can’t afford to spare you in the face of danger. Any way I look at it, I’ll likely have to heal you again before we find Beau. Next time, we’ll have a third-party present,” I said. “Namely, Windley.”
Rafe made a face that was almost comical. “I mean no disrespect, but how is that better?
For me, having Windley as a witness was the lesser of two evils. No, I didn’t want him to see, but it seemed better than doing it behind his back.
Because although I hadn’t admitted it to myself, I was already making decisions with my innermost desires in mind.
“Well, we can’t do it alone, and we can’t do it in front of Albie. Having Windley there will be…” Safer. But I wasn’t about to say that out loud. “The best option,” I said instead.
Rafe thought about it with a frown. “I guess. But I’m not thrilled at the thought of him seeing me exposed.”
I didn’t blame him. Windley wouldn’t be coy about it.
I hugged my cloak to myself. “Let’s go back. Windley’s probably dying from being excluded. You know how he gets when he goes without attention long enough.”
“One moment, Your Majesty.” Rafe stopped me. “Did the Queen mention anything to you? Do you think this has something to do with why she was taken?”
“You don’t need to call her that for my sake,” I said. “I’m sure it’s unnatural for you.”
That was me stalling. I had been expecting him to ask, and I had made a decision not to tell him about the other abilities Beau had lost that night. There was nothing he could do about it now, and telling him would only cause him strife.
“I’m sure Beau’s power wasn’t lost for good. She was likely overwhelmed because of the lunar festival. She has a tendency to get in her own head,” I said.
“I know.” Once more, he looked to the night sky, forlornity bared.
I warned you, captive ones. Oversharing, but I feel like it’s necessary. Maybe you wish it had happened with someone else. Maybe that would have been better.
My advice is to press on.
We’re getting to one of my favorite parts of the story.




Chapter 15
A Deep and Dangerous Stare
“Good lord, I was beginning to think the pair of you had run off together.” Windley was lounging with his elbow to his knee and had been boredly poking at the fire with a long stick, making showers of cinders flee the scorched wood.
Rafe said nothing but gave him a look of extreme defeat and dread as he brushed past into the tent, anticipating that Windley would soon see him in a vulnerable state.
“Goodnight to you too, chap,” muttered Windley, turning to me, “What was that about?”
“I saw Rafe’s O-face.”
With a forced smile, Windley blinked at me mechanically. “Come again?”
Careful to keep my voice low, I recounted what Rafe had told me and the events that had ensued.
“How positively erotic of you,” Windley said through his forced smile. “…But you’re not lavishing in it?”
Lo, he was picking up on that uneasy feeling in my stomach.
“No, I’m not lavishing in it. Can you blame me? I feel like I just molested Beau’s boyfriend. She’ll understand, right?”
“How should I know?” he said. “Women are complicated.”
“Not helping. Anyway, have you heard of a disease that causes your chest to freeze from the inside?”
“No. But I don’t know much about his kind. For all we know, it could be common amongst the northern sorcerers.”
“I suppose.” I sat down beside him. “Truth be told, I’m in an uncomfortable position now. Healing him felt wrong, but with such a small guard, I can’t spare any one of you to illness…”
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“WELL, I was hoping next time you might be present?”
“What, to kill the mood?” he scoffed. “Actually, I wouldn’t mind seeing it. The chap must have been terrified.”
I swatted him. “I’m not that scary.”
“Not to me,” he said, kicking back with his hands behind his head.
Oh, he was baiting me. And when I held my ground, he proceeded anyway.
“You’re his queen,” he said, calculated, “and he respects you, but Rafe’s terrified of you. Always has been. He says you have a ‘deep and dangerous’ stare.”
I inspected him for signs of jest and found none. “You’re serious? What does that even mean?”
If anyone had a ‘deep and dangerous stare’ it was the Spirite himself.
Windley continued, “There are others who have acknowledged it. Saxon, for one. And I’m inclined to agree. When you set your gaze on someone, it commands attention in a way beyond regality. It’s primal.”
It was unlike him to say something so raw. In the cool of the night, my skin pricked. I removed my dangerous stare from his and placed it on the fire. The fire crackled in response.
“Well thanks for telling me. Now I’ll only be self-conscious every time I look at anyone, wondering if I’m frightening them with my penetrating gaze.”
“I suppose it would be difficult to endure for someone like Rafe, whose heart belongs to another. But if you want my opinion, anyone who cowers from it is undeserving of looking into it.” He nudged me with his elbow. “It’s a gift, Merr. Use it to your advantage.”
A shiver ran down my knees. Merr. Was that a nickname? Even Beau wasn’t so bold as to assign me a nickname.
Windley recanted it quickly. “Queen Merrin. Shit. I’m sorry, Your Majesty.” He put a hand to his forehead. “With you, I forget.”
After, we were silent but for the rolling fire. I wasn’t sure whether to scold him facetiously, reprimand him for real, or tell him it was fine. I didn’t want to undermine myself, but hearing him use a casual form of my name was more appealing than I ever would have imagined.
“I-I almost forgot! Come, step away from the fire, Windley. I have to show you something.” I offered my hand and drew him into the night.
I ignored the tension at my back. I hadn’t given him a proper response, but I hoped he would be distracted by the enchantment of the forest awakening with each step. As we wandered from camp, past where the stags were sleeping, the air began to twinkle with fragments of radiance. The rocks emitted a faint glow. The veins of the surrounding greenery pulsed with luminescence.
“Check it out, Windley, my feet are magical.” As before, each footprint into the moss illuminated with emerald light.
“Yes, like a blaring marker saying, ‘Come, see the nemophilist.’”
I hadn’t thought of it that way!
I spun to face him, only to find him looking amused.
He folded his arms. “Too easy.”
“Bastard.” I punched him lightly in the chest.  
Good, we were back to normal.
“I assumed it was because of the echoes,” I said, weaving a pattern with my steps. “Rafe thought it was my royal blood. He said the soil of the forest has old magic in it. Is there something special about the Emerald Wood?”
“Why do you assume I know?” Windley said, haughty.
“Well excuse me. Maybe because you’re from ‘south-ish’ and you knew about the emerald moss?”
Windley waited a moment before answering. “Do you recall I said there are elixirs for memory loss made in the southern wilds?”
How could I forget? Our favorite spider queen had meant to use one on me. I nodded.
“Well,” he continued. “I took one once. A strong one.”
“Willingly? Why?”
He shrugged. “Hell if I know. But it made me lose much of my past. There are bits and pieces, but major events are missing. The Emerald Wood, for instance. I know I’ve been here before, though I couldn’t tell you how many times, for what purpose, or with whom.”
He didn’t seem like it bothered him, and yet… “My goddess. That would be frightening.” I put a hand to his shoulder, finally understanding Albie’s earlier concern. “Are you okay?” I asked.
“If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t remember it anyway, right?”
So like him to be blasé.
I searched him for signs of hidden emotion, but he only stared back down at me with an unreadable expression. The longer we stood that way, the harder it became to draw air. The old magic? Meanwhile, Windley seemed unaffected, breaths even as ever, as he peered down at me.
When I dropped my hand from his shoulder, he caught it by the wrist. “Would you still like me to demonstrate my powers?” he said. “Or have you had enough eroticism for one night?”
Now he was the one to sport a deep and dangerous stare.
“Show me.” My tongue didn’t give me a chance to think. Earlier, I had fended him off, unsure of whether or not I should let him steal my energy for parlor tricks.
Now, it felt like doing so would cleanse my palate of what had happened with Rafe.
At my agreeance, a debauched smile curled on his lips, his black eyes shining like beetles through the dark. He pulled me nearer to camp so that I would be better able to see the transformation, putting his hands to my waist to position me just so.
With grin cocked and hands trembling, this was a manner he didn’t often sport. He was excited to show off the tricks hidden up his sleeve, as if he had been waiting eight long years to show me. As if something had been awakened the night he told me what he was.
With the fire to his back, Windley guided my hand to his shoulder. “Keep it here.”
I caught his eye and felt a familiar flutter hit me in the back of the neck. I suppose you could call it a swoon. I chocked it up to his powers already at work.
Though I admit those lines were becoming blurred.
The elements were at play, the fire’s influence warm and intoxicating, seducing me closer to Windley, the forest at my back chilled, pushing me away. We stood together in the night while our companions slept yonder.  
And then, taking the whole of my arm in his hand, he trailed his thumb up me, from wrist to elbow. I drew in a sharp breath. “I should be able to manage the hair on touch alone,” he said, “but we may have to go one step further if I’m to show you something even better.”
I didn’t know what that meant, but I didn’t care. The feeling was already magnifying. Each stroke of his fingers left my veins writhing where he’d crossed.
“Are you taking my energy now?” I breathed.
I noticed his jaw flex. “Just enough.” He continued brushing my arm, back and forth, until my pulse was loud and my skin tingled. “I’m prepping you,” he said.
I imagined how it would have gone in olden times. Windley meeting a maiden in the field and tempting her away into the woods, wooing her with his touch until she gave him her life. If he was a predator, he was a conniving one, sly and unassuming. It was as though he was built to be disarming.
I knew Windley would never harm me. But maybe that was what I had been conditioned to think. Acknowledging that didn’t make me afraid, though; rather, it set my blood alive, as though I was lucky to have been chosen as his mark. As though being consumed wouldn’t be so bad.
“Is everything going on in my head your influence?” I hummed.
“Some of it, I’m sure,” he said, eyes twinkling with dark intent. “Is my hair still violet?”
I nodded because it was getting harder to speak with waves of tingles passing from his thumb trailing my arm and dispersing through the rest of my blood, muscle, sinew.
“What color would you like it to be?” he said.
It was challenging to release even a single word. “Scarlet?” I whispered.
“Like the wood?” He chuckled softly. “You’re so predictable.”
I wasn’t capable of comeback, for my blood was coursing like the Crag’s raging sea. My breath was drawing through me like wind through autumn leaves. My chest was filling with warmth that reminded me of everything I loved.
My knees began to buckle.
Windley halted. “Too much?”
“Don’t stop.” I took command of his gaze and refused to release it. My free hand on his shoulder found its way to the side of his warm neck. So his skin was pricked too, same as mine. I pulled him closer over me.
It was like last time, where I couldn’t resist kneading through his hair. Unlike last time, though, Windley had an adverse reaction.
With wide eyes, he jerked, and the euphoric feelings abruptly stopped. Like a sudden eclipse, all of the warmth, the calm, the pleasure drained from me, leaving me an empty husk of what I once was. My thudding heart skipped, shadowed by the void of Windley’s influence being sharply pulled.
“What’s wrong?” I said.
He swallowed. “You merely startled me. Are you okay?”
No, being pulled out of it that brusquely was jarring. “I’m… hollow.”
“Damn it. That’s my fault. Here—” He resumed caressing my skin with the utmost gentleness. “Just, tell me if you want to stop, okay?”
“Don’t stop.”
Again, I saw him swallow, this time more so a gulp. “This might be too much for me, lion queen,” he said. His expression was strained, his posture tight. There was a lion in our midst, and it wasn’t me.
“It’s peculiar,” I said, “like I want you to consume me or something.”
“Don’t… say things like that.”  
Yet he kept going, extracting a little more of my lifeforce with each pass. I, in turn, massaged the hair at the back of his neck, drinking him in, inviting him closer.
“I’m going to change it now,” he said, forcing composure. “You may feel a momentary dulling.”
I didn’t know what he meant until I experienced it. The next time he drew his fingers along my arm, the skin turned numb in their wake. “Did it work?” He glanced upward. In the time it took for that one numbing pass, Windley’s hair had changed from dark purple to scarlet. It suited him to an extent that I was unable to answer.
“I take your expression to mean yes,” he said, pleased with himself.
There was something about the scarlet on him. I thought I had chosen that color on impulse, but maybe it was something more. Maybe those were his powers at play. Maybe it was all for the sake of luring me away.
“I would like to show you something else. Can you manage? You aren’t feeling weak, are you?”
Weak? No. I felt many things and weak was not one of them.
“I won’t be able to do it on touch alone,” he said. “I need a more direct line. You may find it inappropriate.” He leaned in close so that his lips were nearly touching my ear. “Tell me to stop at any time. Nod to show you understand.”
I mustered my strength to give him the nod he requested. Satisfied, he lowered himself into a knight’s kneel, taking my wrist with him. I wasn’t Windley’s queen, so he had never knelt for me before. My royal blood liked it. My stomach dropped, moved by a pose of reverence I was undeserving of.
Windley glanced to the tent to ensure no movement within before bringing my hand near to his mouth so that I could feel his breath.
The next moment was one that changed everything.
Shivers burst within me starting at my chest and shooting outwards in all directions and down my arms and back, as one by one, Windley kissed my fingertips, leaving each icy cold as he stole the life from them.
He was right. It was inappropriate.
But there was no piece of me, not even the noblest parts, that wanted him to stop.
“Everyone has a color, Merrin,” he said as he brushed his lips over my nails. “One that entraps them most. What is your color?”
“Scarlet?” I said again, barely a word, more like air pushed out from my throat.
“Wrong.” He blinked, and when his eyes opened, they were the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen, vast and hued and gleaming like emeralds.”
Unlike Windley’s ever changing hair, his eye color had always been black.
“I dull them to keep from being too enticing,” he said, kissing my fingertips once more, though he had already performed the spell. “If I didn’t, I’d have people following me around everywhere we went.”
I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t move. I could only look into his eyes that held the whole world within them. By the light of the fire, Windley had become the most striking person I had ever laid eyes on.
“You may be tired tomorrow,” he mused, lips yet trailing my fingertips. “I took more than I needed. I couldn’t help myself.” Unabashed, he subjected me to the full weight of his stare, more dark, more dangerous than any I could ever give, and then he said it:
“I’ve wondered what you taste like for so damn long. You taste better than I ever could have imagined… my queen.”
He shouldn’t be calling me that. Beau was his queen.
And I had a problem.
I wasn’t supposed to feel this way.




Chapter 16
The Dreadful Wither
Under the aurora of morning, I kept close to Ruckus as we made our way through the second half of the Emerald Wood. Windley was wrong. I didn’t feel tired at all. I did feel something, though.  
My queen.
My. Queen.
I was stuck in my head, thinking about the way Windley had said those words, not like a title but an endearment. The way he had numbed my fingertips with his lips. The feel of his breath against my skin. Those striking emerald eyes emoting a myriad of desires.
After, I had been unable to walk on my own, lost to trance, because he was a predator and I was his prey, and in olden times, that was when he would have devoured me. But he hadn’t. He had brought me to bed and stood watch while I slept—a proper guard for a queen.
The parts of him were at odds. So was I.
Part of me desired to walk alongside him, playing the way we always had. Part of me wanted to tell him that I was a queen and worth more than some devil’s lunch. And part of me wished to return to last night and let him finish the job.
And I was very quickly coming to terms with the fact that that night under the willow, when he had held me and uttered similar words, it hadn’t been a dream at all.
Yeah, I was pretty messy. I guess you could call it my ‘finding myself’ phase.
During the night, Windley’s eyes had returned to normal. I had already made the mistake of catching them twice, and both times I had swiveled away rapidly, unsure what to say and afraid to see what he was thinking.
I couldn’t speak for Ruckus, but I was quite content to make the stag my shield as we kept together toward the back of the group. Animals were such a comfort. Their souls were quiet and honest, and they listened even when you had nothing to say.
Rafe and his stag were keeping a distance too, awkward over what I had seen and passed on to Windley. At least my interaction with the Spirite had done as intended, cleansing my palate of the magician. Compared to what had happened with Windley, Rafe was nothing—a spider bite next to a spear’s impalement.
“You’re quiet today, My Queen. Did something happen?” Leave it to Albie to pick up on my inner distress. To make matters worse, he thought it funny to add, “The hounds haven’t been misbehaving, have they?”
Both Rafe and Windley stiffened.
“Just thinking about, Beau,” I lied—though it wasn’t a full lie; she was simply only a portion of what I was thinking about. “It would be nice to get another message. Maybe then we could gauge how far away she is,” I said.
“Don’t fret, My Queen. The Clearing’s cavalry is sure to be surveying the wilds beyond the forest by now. With any luck, we’ll encounter one of their scouts and be able to join with them before long.”
True. The cavalry was out there, riding steadfast, drawing closer to Beau with each dawning sun. That was what I should be focusing on.
Beau.
Beau would know what to do. Beau had experience breaking that forbidden seal. I needed her. I ached for her, as if she had taken my own heart with her.
We continued on in silence through the thickening forest, passing stream and rock and bramble bush. Well, it may have been silence to everyone else, but to me, silent no longer meant silence. Distant rumbling served as a reminder of the things lurking in the shadows, terrible many-armed things that could take me at any moment.
It was thoughts like those that made me want to give it all up and run to Windley.
The forest was nippy, the air alive with bouts of motion. Windley’s scarlet hair shifted past his point-tipped ears and teased at his neck, aroused by the morning wind. Rafe left a frosty trail behind him as he walked. Ruckus shook his head whenever the breeze disrupted his pelt.
Albie told us to listen out for waterfalls. According to Delagos, the southern half of the forest was home to glistening pools of water suitable for bathing in and making camp alongside. But though I listened, I could only hear otherworldly clamor, pushing to be acknowledged.
Eventually, the stags picked up on something. They turned their noses to the east, tails pricked and ears alert.
“What is it, Ruck?” I held his reins as he wriggled to get around me. “A chipper?”
“They want to go that way,” Windley said, wrestling to keep his own from venturing. “What’s that way?”
“According to the map, nothing,” said Albie. Even his stag, who was considerably better behaved than the rest, was keenly looking in the same direction as the others and stomping its hooves. “It’s worth checking,” said Albie. “They might smell water.”
Yonder, the greenery thickened, rising up to our knees and waists. I was grateful to have packed extra britches. A gown never would have survived. I put my attention into Ruckus, whispering to him and patting his back, though I was astutely aware of Windley’s position relative to mine.
Was he looking at me?
It felt like he was looking at me.
But maybe that was all in my head. Maybe his power lingered in me. I kept my eyes straight.
After several minutes, we reached a glade, a perfect circle carved out from the forest, wherein nothing grew despite unshrouded light from the sun. Inside, the undergrowth was black and decayed, and the remains of trees that had died excruciating deaths reached from the ground, dry and gnarled. The air tasted different too, of staleness and char.  
“Don’t go in there, Ruck.” I held him back by the reins. “It’s a curse if I’ve ever seen one.”
I didn’t mean it for real. That was what I said whenever seeing an ominous patch of violet flowers or a perfectly split tree.
Albie chucked. “I doubt that, My Queen. Maybe lightning struck.”
Whatever it was, it didn’t belong with the rest of the emerald landscape.
“Not lightening.” Rafe crouched. “The soil is different here.”
“See?” I said. “A curse.”
I thought it might draw input from Windley, but he looked to be concentrating hard on the something. With chin in hand, he was scanning the blackened patch. Maybe this place was familiar to him? When he caught me studying him, he offered a small grin.
Maybe I should grin back. That felt the most natural. Maybe if I grinned back, we could go back to the way things had always been, before all of that tasting one another business.
But I wouldn’t get the chance.
“Ruckus? Whoa! Ruck!” By far, my stag was most unruly, so it was my stag that first broke free and sprang into the cursed circle, though I scolded him not to. Damned stag. Albie was right, he was spoiled.
I leapt after him, placing my foot into the glade’s dead brush at the exact moment Windley shouted:
“Merrin, DON’T!”
Too late.
My foot that touched the ground began to darken with sludge hidden below the decayed brushwood, starting at the toe and creeping up my leg, and at the same time, I saw one of the dead trees begin to move, rearing up out of the ground and revealing that it wasn’t a tree at all, but rather the antler of a beast that had been lying concealed in the dead undergrowth.
It looked like a wind stag, only one larger than any stag in the queendoms, with a pelt black as night and with eyes red as blood. The moment Ruck saw it, he skidded to a halt, turning tail and bounding away from the area, but I was stuck, my foot coated in creeping muck from the cursed soil.
“Shit.” I heard Rafe swear and the sound of his frosty sword becoming unsheathed, but I was dead in my tracks, like the dead of the glade, in fear of the creature I had accidentally awoken. The creature that was now huffing toward me.
Time unwound as I stared death in the face and was devoid of mind. It was galloping, galloping, galloping…
Until time re-wound and an arm hooked around my waist. “It’s a fucking blood stag!” Windley shouted. “RUN!” He heaved me back into the green and pushed at the back of my shoulders, prompting me into motion.
“That’s a blood stag?!” said Albie. Even he had drawn his weapon, a sword called Faylebane that had seen much action in its time.
“I thought they weren’t real!” I cried. Mother Poppy had a nightmarish tale or two featuring the monsters who had supposedly escaped from hell and feasted on the blood of virgins to keep their eyes gleaming red.
It seemed the part about virgins was bogus, for the blood stag charged directly toward Rafe. Rafe retaliated with a neat spin of his sword, but instead of making impact, the sword simply passed through the fiend, like cutting through smoke, throwing Rafe off balance. “Wait, it isn’t solid,” said Rafe, lowering his weapon.
“Don’t let down your guard!” Windley shouted.
Good advice but a moment delayed. Forming again into solid shape, the beast rammed Rafe, making very real impact, and sending the magician flying backward into the rough bark of a nearby tree.
“Get the Queen out of here!” Windley pushed me at Albie. “These things are hard as shit to kill!”
Albie took my wrist and yanked me after him but not before I saw Windley throw himself into the glade, where his legs began to darken from the soil. “Yoohoo! Over here!” he diverted the blood stag’s attention with hatchets spinning.
“Wait, Albie! Windley’s acting as bait!”
“As he should!” Albie shouted, tearing me through the waist-high brush while I craned my neck to see what we were leaving behind.
Windley slashed with one hatchet, making the stag flicker to shadow, and the moment the monster re-formed, Windley slashed it with the other.
“He got a hit!” I yelped, planting my feet to stop Albie. But the triumph was short-lived. For I watched in horror as a second tree began to rise from the glade’s decay. “There’s another one!”
And the first wasn’t much fazed by Windley’s weapon. By this time, Rafe had recovered himself and was throwing slashes of ice enchants with his blade. These seemed to be slightly more effective against the creatures, making impact even when in shadow form. With both stags’ attention on Rafe, Windley sprinted around the glade to the backside of them, waiting for a moment to strike. He fought with a taunting expression, mouth half-cocked and eyes full of devilish delight. Rafe, on the other hand, was staring them down, eyes lit with Luna’s light, though the moon was far from sight.
“Come, My Queen!” Albie was stern with me.
“They should run too!” I said.
Albie shook his head. “Those creatures crave blood. Walking into their dominion means awakening their scent. They won’t leave us. It’s either kill them or give them what they want.” He looked away, firm, but not before I saw the hint of sadness lining the corners of his wrinkled eyes.
He had no faith that Rafe and Windley would outlive this battle. He meant for them to sacrifice themselves for our escape!
“Albie, no,” I said, equally stern. “There must be a way to outwit them!”
“Aye, but I’ll ne’er allow you to stay and try.” He grabbed me around the middle and hoisted me over his shoulder. “Queens aren’t meant to fight.”
Queens weren’t meant to fight?
You had to be fucking kidding me.
Apologies, captive ones, I forget my civilities when I’m irate.
“If I wasn’t willing to fight, what kind of queen would I be, Albie?” I struggled to get out of his grasp, but the knight was strong for his age and just as fearsome as ever.
“Enough, Queen Merrin! You have no plan and a queendom to think of!”
A good queen is not she who sends others to their deaths. A good queen is she who uses her power even when it seems like she has none.
Luckily, I may have acquired a smidgen of power in recent days, and although the oracle was meant to parade in gowns and grace the wood with her presence, I would distort that power for my own means, if it meant I could join the fight.
I stopped struggling and focused my energy internally. I had been walking on eggshells in fear of the darkness finding me again. Now, I sought it out, opening my ears to the swell of echoes that had been clamoring to get in.
“Merrin?”
I closed my eyes and found myself floating in darkness. I could feel Albie’s arms around me, hear the distant sounds of Rafe and Windley’s battle with the blood beasts, but those things were secondary to:
“MeRRin.”
“mErriN.”
“MErrIn.”
“MERRIN!”
“I need your help.” I told the darkness, and the darkness answered with a swarm of hands winding around me, even more than before, hundreds it seemed. But I fought my fear of them this time because I needed them, and I needed that malice. I let them encompass me.
Unlike last time, the emotion of the darkness was mild. Still soft from our last encounter, it pressed into me only weakly.
“They aren’t so bad. Let them live. We will let them live for now.”
“No!” I told it. “Some are bad. Some deserve to be punished!” I gave it the full force of my intention.
“All are bad!” It swelled. “We will rip them asunder! We will tear the earth!”
Too much!
“Not ALL,” I said. “Only those ones.” With everything in me, I implored the darkness that some were okay to kill. Some would kill unless killed.  
“The red-eyed creatures. Send them back to hell. They have no merit.”
“Yes!” I said. “They have no merit!”
I fed the darkness and the darkness flourished.
“They deserve to die. Take us to them!”
With a burst of strength, I pushed out from Albie’s hold and began racing back the way we had come, tearing over stone and log and emerald shrubbery. Albie was falling behind, shouting for me, but I tuned him out, eyes dead ahead on the decaying glade. Rafe was heaving deep breaths, both hands on the hilt of his sword, stance unyielding as one of the creatures moved toward him. Meanwhile, Windley was on the ground, battered and bloody, rolling out of the way of the second.
“They have no merit!” the echoes shrieked. “Unleash our wrath!”
“End them!” This time, I was speaking in the physical realm, catching the attention of both guards and stags, and as I did, a torrent of wind swept forth from behind me, plowing down the waist-high grass and billowing toward the red-eyed monsters. I say wind, but it wasn’t wind, it was darkness in motion. I threw forward my hands to send it at our enemies and felt the hands of the forest sliding down my arms and throwing the darkness through me. It gusted into the glade, and when it dispersed, both fiends lay motionless, the life drained from them and eyes turned from red to white.
Windley and Rafe were also motionless, but it wasn’t for lack of life.
As I said before, being awestruck for real is a rare thing.
I didn’t think about what I was doing. I only let my legs hurtle me into the dell that was already turning from cursed to emerald, as though the forest had been waiting to lay siege on the decaying patch. I slid to Windley, who was on the ground, taking his shoulders in my hands. “Are you okay?”
His cheek was cut and dripping blood, his shirt dirty and torn. He didn’t answer at first, only stared at me with wide eyes and a swallow, until eventually nodding. “Yes. How did you…?”
I finally returned that grin.
I turned to the other wounded guard. “Rafe?”
“…I’m fine?” Though he said it like more of a question, doubting what he had just seen.
There were none more awestruck than Albie, though. He raced into the glade behind me, coming to an inspired halt as he beheld what had transpired.
“You’ve bested them? Well done, lad!”
Lad?
He doubled over, hands to his knees in relief. “Didn’t know your moon-power could do that!”
Unlike the others, Albie hadn’t seen the source of the darkness, only its impact, and he assumed it had come from the only magician in his midst.
“No—” Rafe started, only to be cut off by Windley:
“Seems the chap’s been holding out on us.”
Rafe furrowed his brow and touched glance first with Windley, then with me. I shook my head at him just enough.
“I… can’t use it often,” he said, playing along, however hesitant.
“I should think not,” said Albie. “That was more powerful than any spell I’ve ever seen.”
Windley’s gaze flickered to mine. “It certainly was.”
My adrenaline was shaking, throbbing, coursing through me as the darkness’s hands released their hold, slithering back up my arms the way they had come.
I think this was the moment I first realized why the echoes wanted to destroy everything.
Destruction felt good.




Chapter 17
Feeding the Monster
“Come. Hither.” Speaking of deep and dangerous stares, the deepest, most dangerous stare had set me as its target.
I had been dreading this moment. The moment Albie would leave me alone with the hounds and I would have to explain what had happened both to them and myself. We had found one of those glistening forest pools to camp beside. Two pools, actually, one feeding into the other via miniature falls that sang a trickling song. The water was clear and shallow and dotted with those same luminescent rocks found in the forest springs. Around the mere, fragrant flowers bloomed—an apothecary’s dream.
Windley and Rafe were tending to their wounds near to the fire while Albie went off to scout the area and look for our missing stags. They shouldn’t be far. Ruck was a bit of a coward and would come wandering back eventually. The others would do so out of loyalty.
“You dare summon a queen so casually?” I said, high-and-mighty like.
“Don’t give me that,” Windley said with a torn bit of cloth between his teeth. His hair looked to be shifting to black. “What in goddess’s name was that back there?”
“I can tell you one thing—” Rafe folded his arms. “It wasn’t me.”
Both of them waited for me to speak, giving off judgy, expectant airs.
“Did you tell him about the echoes yet?” I asked Windley.
“What kind of secret-keeper would I be if I had?” he retorted.
The wavy-haired magician gave off an impatient sigh. “I covered for you. You have to tell me.”
He was right.
“I’m sorry, Rafe. I didn’t tell you before because I didn’t want you to worry.” In one long string of rambles, I admitted that Beau had lost her echoes and that I had found them. I admitted what had happened when I fainted in the forest, my time in the other world—the voices, the hands, the upset darkness.
After I was finished, Rafe put his hand to his jaw, contemplating. “That’s why she couldn’t heal me, and you can,” he said slowly, processing the chain of events. He seemed to be taking it rather well. At least he hadn’t thrown himself on the ground again. “Then she might have been taken because she lost her abilities,” he speculated.
“I’ve considered that,” I said.
“Or someone may have removed her abilities in preparation for taking her,” he said.
That, I hadn’t considered.
Beau had never displayed the sort of power I had, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t capable. Maybe whoever took her knew the true power of the echoes and found a way to rid her of them for the sake of abducting her easier. But who would want to take a powerless Beau? She was valuable because of her power.
“What I’d still like to know,” Windley said, overly pleasant, “is what the fuck that was back there. Please, don’t keep us in suspense, Your Highness.”
I gave him a charming smile in return. “Only because you groveled.” Then, in one breath, I continued: “You know how Beau injects her own intentions into the intentions of the forest in order to intervene on behalf of humanity and subside nature’s fury?” I waited for them to acknowledge it. “I kind of told it to do the opposite. I convinced it that those blood stags deserved to die.”
There was a pause. “So, you’re telling us you can convince nature to kill anyone or anything you so choose?” Windley said through forced smile.
“Perhaps. I’ve only tried it the once.”
“Well, if that doesn’t curdle the blood.” Windley folded his arms.
“I didn’t know that was possible,” Rafe considered. “Beau never mentioned she had a power like that.”
“Not to me either,” I said. “I could see why she would keep it secret, though. A queen who can keep nature peaceful is a treasure. A queen who can bend it to her will is a threat.”
I could hear them even now—those distant voices were riled up after tasting blood. I would have to spend some time with them later to calm them.
I caught myself thinking so and realized I was already becoming more in tune to them, but I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
“No one in my clan has power that strong. Not even the elders,” said Rafe. “Be careful, Your Majesty. Magic can be fickle.”
“Thank you, Rafe. And thank you for your discretion. I’m not ready for Albie to know.” I hit him hard with my deep and dangerous stare.
He bowed to avoid it. “Understood, Your Majesty.”
So it was true. He thought it too intense to bear.
Amused, I stood from them and started for the opposite side of the pool. “I’ll make some salve for your wounds. I saw some tweedberry over there. It will help you both heal faster.”
But a hand on my shoulder stopped me. “You and I have more to discuss.” A familiar flutter landed on the back of my neck, for Windley had just lifted my hair and spoken into my ear. After, he looped his arm through mine, saying louder, “Mind if I come with you, Queen Merrin?”
The battle with the blood stags had been a much-needed distraction, but as the scarlet-haired guard pulled me away from the campsite, body next to mine, last night’s reveries came flooding back.
His eyes.
His breath.
His lips.
‘I’ve wondered what you taste like for so damn long. You taste better than I ever could have imagined.’
We had looped arms many times. Never had my pulse pounded so.
“This should do.” He brought me to the opposite side of the site and up a hill—near the smaller pond that fed the larger one—to a plot of wildflowers where we had a vantage view of camp and the glimmering water below. “There’s vera weed up here,” he said, setting me free. “I think you need that for your concoction or whatever, don’t you?”
He was right. I had told him about the vera plant long ago during one of our stays at the forest fortress, but I didn’t think he was listening closely at the time.
“Your cheek is cut.” I turned my back to him. “This will dull the pain.” I busied myself with the vera, a thick plant with spikes on the edges, the inside of which held a mucus that was the foundation of many of the Crag’s topical remedies.
Windley watched me from the edge of the loch. “You were incredible, you know,” he said quietly so that it was barely heard over the falling water. “I thought we were done for and then there you were, bursting in like the raging sea. Beautiful and terrifying.”
Beautiful and terrifying. A shiver ran up my back, settling at the warm nape of my neck.
“What brought it on?” he said. “You didn’t know it would work, but you came back anyway. Not very queenly to put yourself into danger’s way.”
Who was to say what was ‘queenly’ and what wasn’t?
“I never wanted to be the kind of queen that was stuffed into gowns and locked away in castles,” I said, breaking off pieces of sticky vera. “If I expected you to fight without doing so myself, then I wouldn’t think myself worthy of anyone’s fealty.”
Whatever expression he wore, I didn’t see it. “It’s unfortunate you’re a royal,” he said after a moment. “You would have made one hell of a guard.”
“It did feel good to fight,” I said. “I was afraid of the echoes before, but now, after they helped save you, I crave wielding them again.” I glanced at him over my shoulder, finally meeting his face. “Want to spar?”
“I don’t go into fights I know I’ll lose, thank you.”
We were grinning in unison.
It felt good. And normal.
Until Windley let out an uncomfortable sigh. “Okay, here goes.”
The moment he said those words, something felt off, deep in the reaches of my stomach.
“What I did to you last night… it was wrong.”
Oh, that was the pit. The pit of my stomach is what felt off. It was sinking low because of the lack of mischief in his voice, lack of gleam in his eye, lack of jester’s smile across his face.
“I thought you’d fear me when you saw my true nature, but you didn’t, and… I got overly excited. But I know I went too far.”
It was as if the world were slowly turning gray.
“It’s easy for me to forget who you are, Queen Merrin. Too easy. I may not act it, but I know you’re a royal. I know I had no right.” He threw his head in Rafe’s direction. “I’m not a bounder like that one down there.”
Oh no.
This isn’t what I wanted.
Suddenly, I knew the answer to the question I had been struggling with all day—which version of myself I would let be dominant. I liked playing with him. I always had. I didn’t want it to end. I wanted to feed the monster we had created. It was hungry, ravenous, out for the kill.
“I’m sorry for disrespecting you,” he said. “I won’t do it again.”
This wasn’t like him. When had he ever said a word like ‘disrespect’?
I hated it.
“Stop,” I commanded, catching him off guard and making him stiffen. “The reason I like you is because you easily forget who I am, dumbass. Why do you think I always bring Rafe and Saxon to the forest? It’s because they don’t fawn like the others. Few people in my life are themselves around me—pretty much only you and Beau, and Beau had this whole other side she was hiding. If you turn apologetic now, it ruins everything. I’ll have no one real left.”
How long, I wondered, had I had these feelings for him?
I couldn’t allow them to mature, but maybe I could let them remain as they were? Small and unassuming.
Let’s call it a crush.
“But you’ve been acting so distant,” he said, cautious, “I thought…”
I came and sat next to him in a cluster of soft grass and dainty yellow flowers. “I mean, what do you expect? Call it what you like, but your power is basically a power of seduction, isn’t it? I know it was all for show, but I don’t have a lot of experience being seduced. I needed time to recover.”
All for show? And what about this part:
‘I’ve wondered what you taste like for so damn long.’
Though it was a half-truth, relief washed over Windley. “Thank goddess.” He buried his face in his hands. “I’ve been in turmoil, lion queen. I thought I broke you.”
Somewhere inside of my chest, a cord was plucked.
“I-I do have a question, though,” I said to divert it. “Lifeforce doesn’t mean days off my life, does it? Like I didn’t lose two days to see your hair turn red, did I?”
Rashly, he unburied his face. “I would never have done that to you if it did! A human’s lifeforce is like blood. It replenishes on its own.”
Of course. He might be flippant, but he wasn’t irresponsible.
“Speaking of blood—” I pushed my finger inside a broken-off piece of vera. “I still need to mix a curative, but this alone will help seal the wound.” I brushed my finger along the cut on his cheek.
I was near to him, concentrating on his cut but could see him watching me from the corner of my eye. I took longer than necessary to apply the coating, being liberal with holding the back of his head in one hand while touching him softly with the other. I was aware of the rise and fall of his chest, the bob of his adam’s apple, the tense of his jaw. When I was finished, he cupped his hand over mine and swallowed. “Merrin?”
Uh-oh.
“There’s something else I need to tell you.” The tone of him was serious, his hand warm over mine. “I—”
“My Queen?”
The moment shattered, and I never heard what he was about to say, for Albie had returned from his scouting with three of the four stags and was calling to me from below. Rafe was being a good sport and trying to shield Albie’s view of us. Windley’s throat released a gurgle.
I shot up from the flowers. “Be right down! We’re gathering supplies to make salve!” Then quietly to Windley, “Those red berries over there are the tweedberries. Grab some?”
As I pulled away from him, I felt his hand coil loosely around my fingers as though grasping for a kite string that was floating away.
The monster was happy. I was treading dangerously.
“No Ruck yet?” I said, patting Albie’s stag as the other two helped themselves to the watering hole. Day was beginning to shift to eve as the sun rolled across the heavens. It was nice to see the sky after spending hours under the thick cover of trees.
Albie unloaded his pack. “Your coward stag will sniff us out, My Queen.” He paused. “There are many more suitable ones out there. I don’t know why you insist on him.”
Albie meant Ruckus, but for a split second, I almost thought he meant…
‘You taste better than I ever could have imagined.’
“Ruckus is simply my favorite. I like his will and defiance,” I said.
Albie chuckled to himself. “If you say so, My Queen.”
Rafe looked up from the fire. “Do we need to be concerned about more blood stags, Sir Albie?”
“I didn’t see any other nests in our perimeter.” Albie motioned to the open sky that allowed the sinking sun to paint the lake in—wait for it—every color. “This area should give you a clear view of the moon,” he said. “Get a full charge, just in case.”
Rafe’s eyes connected with mine. “Sure thing,” he said, reluctant to take credit for the spell.
As Windley came down from the hill to join us, tweedberries in hand, I busied myself with the curative. I set the chunk of vera into one of Rafe’s serving bowls and began to pestle it. Now, all I needed was a handful of the berries—which Windley plopped into my palm without a word—and some lavender extract from my pack. I always liked the gritty sound made by the grind of a pestle against mortar. It was second only to the gritty sound of Albie’s well-aged voice.
As a child, I played often on the throne room rug while my knight debriefed the rest of the guard, droning on about things I didn’t understand. While everyone else listened attentively, Albie’s grizzled words skated amongst sounds of scribbled notes, rustling paper and popping fire, making me tire and dream.
When that same well-aged voice spoke now, though, it didn’t bring any comfort:
“My Queen, a word?”
My stomach dropped, but not in the melty, gooey, wanting way it had just earlier. That tone was one I had heard many times growing up, after doing something naughty I didn’t think Albie would find out.
He always found out.
“I will ask again, why did you insist on coming with to retrieve Queen Beau?” he said once out of earshot of the others.
“For the widowbirds,” I said, truthfully.
Truthful or not, I saw the lining of his eyes wrinkle in suspicion. “Is that all?” When I nodded, his voice shifted softer as if to ease a blow: “You know queens may not… take lovers.”
It was as I expected. Windley and I had been too close in the flowers.
On many levels, this was not something I want to discuss with my chaperone. I nodded to keep from having to give a proper answer.
Albie continued, staring deeply and unabashedly into me with prudent resolve. “Queens may only court those of the other bloodlines. Even now, there are arrangements in the works for you to meet with the kin of the Cacti. You know this, My Queen.”
I hugged my cloak to myself. “What are you implying?”
Albie shook his head. “You can make your own decisions now, but I would be remiss if I didn’t warn you, My Queen.” He frowned. “That boy has been in love with you, I’d reckon, for the last eight years. Be careful.”




Chapter 18
Forgotten Scars
After Albie issued his warning, I shooed him away with a laugh and returned to the others. It might be wicked of me to admit, but the best way to dissuade a person who knows too much is to make them think they’re being irrational. This was easier to do because Albie really was being irrational.
Yes, I may have finally come to terms with the potential of a slight crush, but the thought of Windley being in love with me was preposterous. There were many reasons I felt this way, but most of all, Windley wasn’t the type who would allow himself at the mercy of a captor like love.
Not to mention, eight years was a long time. Surely, I would have seen signs of it by now.
‘I did a good job with the dress.’
‘I’ve wondered what you taste like for so damn long.’
‘Beautiful and terrifying.’
‘It feels good to hold you at last… my queen.’
Damn it, all. Albie was in my head.
I finished the salve and set it aside with some freshly prepared bandages for Rafe and Windley. Dirtied from days of camp and travel, we would bathe in the forest pools before retiring for the night.
Of all the nights so far, it was imperative we sleep well this night, for we would likely reach the far edge of the Emerald Wood tomorrow, and Delagos had little guidance for what lay beyond.
As I soaked in the privacy of the upper pool shrouded in fragrant wildflowers and cattails, I gave dutiful blows on the widowbird whistle, hoping that if any were in the area, they would come to me. Too, I hoped that Ruckus, stubborn as he was, would hear it and wander back to us.
Below, the guards were bathing and laughing over things Albie wouldn’t say in front of me for fear of tainting my queenly sensibilities. More stories about men playing mandolins with their netherparts? No thanks. The moment of solitude gave me a chance to calm the fury of voices raging in the distance.
I tipped my head back into the pool, submerging my lion’s mane below the breach, and closed my eyes.
“merrin?”
Without a moment’s hesitation, the mantle of hands swarmed around me, squeezing and probing. I didn’t mind so much anymore. As my physical body listed in the chilled water, my spiritual body floated in the darkness. I pulled the taste of it into my lungs.
“MErrIn.”
“MeRRIN!”
“Hi guys,” I emoted, though it was unclear if the hands and voices were one entity or many.
“We killed them! We killed them both! They had no merit. We will kill more. All of it. We will tear it apart. We will rip it asunder. Purify the earth!”
As I feared, the darkness was riled from the taste of blood. “Shhh,” I shushed it and pressed the calm feelings of the bath against it to form a barricade of my own intentions. “No need for that,” I said. “We’ve already expelled those without merit. The rest can live.”
“MerrIn.”
“MErrin.”
“How about I let you know if we encounter any others deserving of death?” I offered. “We’ll work together again, I promise.”
“Let them live for now. We will work together to kill again.”
Not exactly what I had in mind, but that would do.
But just when I thought I had won the echoes over, one voice rang out, clearer than all the others but in a tone that was neither male nor female nor warbled like the rest:
“You want us to destroy. You liked it, Merrin. You’ll see. Together, we’ll kill everything.”
At the same time, one hand, feeling more solid than the rest, slithered up my breasts and to my neck, where it took a firm hold on my throat. I threw myself out of the dark realm, and thus out of the water. Hair dripping, I held to the side of the pool. Had I done that? I had admitted to myself that destruction felt good, but had I influenced the darkness that way, or was that its own sentient opinion?
I strained my ears. Despite that last disconcerting bit, the waves of fury had ebbed. There were whispers about letting the world live and a few excited ones about getting to kill later. I would have to go back in and calm those ones down, but not now. Not tonight.
With the forest quickly turning dusk, I finished my bath and dressed. “I’m coming down!” I called. “Make yourselves decent!”
I said it as a joke, for I had heard them get out of the water minutes ago while I was ringing out my hair. But it seemed Windley had dallied in getting dressed. As I stood at the hill’s overlook, I caught a glimpse of him pulling down his shirt, and though it was dim, the fire’s light clearly showed deep lacerations branded in the flesh of his back. At first, I thought these might be from the blood stag battle, but they were long scabbed over, scars from years past.
But we still had more to go through before he would open up about that chapter of his life.
Though Windley saw me, he didn’t remark, simply shook out his hair that was beginning to darken. I continued down the hill to the campsite, bare feet sinking into the moist floor of emerald peat. I figured I had better find a moss-less patch before the moon rose too high, lest Albie see my enchanted footsteps.
“Did you two bandage up properly? Get an even coat of the salve on your wounds?” I said.
“Yes, mom,” Windley defaulted to sarcasm, but as he turned, his demeanor changed. “Merrin? Is that you?”
From the fire, Albie cleared his throat disapprovingly.
Windley bowed low for show. “Apologies, Queen Merrin.” He rose quickly to inspect me. “I was surprised. Your mane is gone.”
Yes, when my hair was wet, the curl drained from it. It would begin to rebound as it dried, but for now, it was long over my shoulders. I couldn’t tell by his face whether or not he preferred it that way. “But I’m still a lion and don’t you forget it,” I said, showing my teeth.
“I’ll brush it for you, My Queen,” said Albie.
I wasted no time settling at his feet with the fire to my front, warming my cheeks. Beau was the best when it came to brushing hair—better than Chrysanthemum or any other handmaid—but really, I wasn’t picky. Albie’s wrinkled hands were overly careful and a little clumsy, and he handled the strands as though they were made of delicate silk when in reality, they were thick and coarse, but I loved him for his tenderness. He had been doing it this way forever.
We ate together as the moon rose, and I tried to push what Albie had said from my mind. Flirting was one thing, but Windley wasn’t the sort to fall in love, and he wouldn’t be dumb enough to fall in love with me. There was something between us, true, but it was a crush, a flirtation. The more I intended not to think about it, the more I did, and all the while the devilish guard kept watching Albie brush out my hair, making small talk with Rafe but catching my eye. Every time he pursed his lips, I remembered them kissing my fingertips. The higher the milky moon rose, the more beguiling the details from last night felt.  
I needed to tame this monster before it grew out of hand.
Did you know? Monsters have a way of turning on you.
When the moon was at peak, bright and chaste, Rafe stood at the side of the tranquil pond to charge his blade. Paying no mind to the rest of us voyeurs, he lifted the flickering steel against the ink of night and closed his eyes to infuse himself with moonglow. Then, with pale light escaping his throat, he whispered the same unenthused string of incantations he had at the tree fortress and ended by gracing the center of the sword with his sorcerer’s kiss.
It was at that moment that a shuffling in the trees alerted us to a creature approaching. Rafe and his newly enchanted weapon were already lunged in preparation, with Windley close behind, hatchets thirsty for a brawl.
“MerrIN?”
The echoes sensed danger. I held them at bay, unsure whether to suppress or summon.
Windley lit a stick from the fire and edged toward the trees, pointed ears listening hard. “Oh,” he said, dull.
“What is it?” said Rafe.
He moved to the side and held up the torch, illuminating the antlered creature meandering toward our campsite. “Look who’s finally decided to grace us with an appearance.” If wind stags could look ashamed, this one certainly did.
“Ruck!” I would have run to him but feared showing Albie my enchanted footsteps. Instead, Windley herded the wayward stag toward me so that I could wrap my arms around his neck. “Did you have an adventure?”
He responded with a nuzzle. Whatever he had been up to, it had worn him out. He took a long drink from the pool that was now tainted with the taste of Windley, Rafe and Albie, before collapsing beside his brethren.
“Get some rest, you birdbrain,” Albie said. “We’ve got a lot of riding to do tomorrow.”
“Albie!” I feigned offense. “That’s a noble steed you’re talking about. He isn’t a birdbrain.”
“Like rider, like stag, I always say,” Windley crooned.
To the Spirite’s delight, it was Albie’s turn to take first watch, meaning that we would get to fall asleep without the usual racket of gasps and snorts. I turned in first with Windley close behind and Rafe shortly after, for Albie had taken the magician aside to issue him an order first.
“What was that about?” Windley asked.
“You must have done something,” Rafe said. “He told me to keep an eye on you.”
“On me?” Windley put a hand to his chest as if appalled. His hair didn’t help. It was now completely black and made him look even more devious than usual.
“Both of you,” said Rafe. “So get over there. I’m sleeping in the middle until my patrol.”
“I intended to sleep on the side anyway,” Windley said. “Dear goddess, the man thinks me a miscreant.” So he said, but it wasn’t long before he was pestering Rafe. “Psst. Switch places with me. Just for a while. I need to talk to the Queen.”
I could hear them over there, whispering, but barely, because my heart was beating at an abnormal pace, and the more I tried to stifle it, the louder it became until I was sure both of them could hear it too.
Eventually, Windley convinced Rafe by promising him something in exchange. There was a rustle, followed by the sounds of a predator crawling closer. I pretended to be asleep.
“You aren’t sleeping already. Stop faking it.”
Busted.
I rolled to face him and saw that he was crouched beside me, eyes agleam. “Well, I was nearly asleep, thank you. And what are you doing over here anyway? I thought you said you weren’t a bounder.”
“Oh, is that what you want?” he purred, a bit sinister.
Yeah, those kinds of things were impacting me more than they used to.
“Is that what you want?” I said to deflect.
But it seemed those kinds of things were impacting him more nowadays too. His expression fell into a serious one and he swallowed, but the longer we looked at each other through the near darkness, the more ticked up the corner of his mouth became.
“W-who ever thought it a good idea to make you a guard?” I said.
“Your knight, as it turns out. An excellent judge of character.” He smiled sardonically.
Annoyed, Rafe shuffled and slammed a pillow over his head.
“Sorry Rafe,” I whispered. Then to Windley, “What do you really want?”
He shook his head and mouthed the word, “Wait,” implying that he didn’t want Rafe to hear whatever it was. He slid himself into a lying position beside me, propping his cheek up with his knuckle. We stayed that way several more minutes, facing each other in silence, until Rafe’s breathing turned heavy.
First giving a look over his shoulder at the sleeping magician, and then a second at Albie’s fire-lit silhouette through the tent’s canvas, Windley deemed it safe to scooch closer.
I stiffened, aware of how loudly I was breathing, how quickly I was breathing, how deeply I was breathing.
“I’ve been thinking…” he whispered, barely audible, mouth nearly to my ear. “What if the echoes left Queen Beau of their own volition?”
“What do you mean?” I mirrored his volume.
He exhaled, his breath warming my neck. “She’s never done anything like what you did,” he said. “It isn’t in her nature. What if the echoes left to find someone that could put them to better use—a more worthy host?”
I didn’t know how to respond, so I took the diplomatic approach. “Beau is your queen, Windley, and the echoes are her ancestral right. You can’t say things like that.” Beau was my dearest friend, and I would never undermine her in front of one of her guards.  
“It’s just that the south’s version of the nemophilist is different from the north’s. She’s supposed to be a freaking badass, an ender of wars, a wielder of great and terrible power. That’s not Queen Beau. That’s you.”
Flattering, but blasphemous. Again, I didn’t know how to respond. This time, he offered me an out.
“I know you can’t condone it,” he said. “But now you know my thoughts on the matter.”
That was dangerous.
He was dangerous. The way I felt wielding the echoes was dangerous. It was as though I was being tested on all fronts.
“So, what’s your plan here?” I said, to change the subject. “You’re going to wake poor Rafe to make him switch places with you?”
“Psh, no,” he responded in an offhand manner. “I’ll just go cuddle up next to him. Sir Albie won’t be worried if he comes in to see two guards spooning each other. It may even lay his fears to rest for the remainder of the trip.”
I snorted loud enough to risk waking Rafe. I went to cup my mouth, but Windley beat me to it. An impulse, for he quickly apologized and withdrew, but as he pulled his fingers away, I had a strong urge to bite one. A lion’s tendencies, I supposed.
Our monster was being rather unruly, ramming against my ribcage in an attempt to escape. The best way to contain it would have been to roll over and go to sleep.
But that isn’t what I did, because as it turns out, I’m lacking in self-control.
“Windley?” I said instead. “What happened to your back?” The deep lacerations, as though he’d been whipped or scratched over a long period of time.
“How shocking.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “Was the virtuous queen spying on her guard while we bathed?”
“Ew, no. That means I would have seen Albie too,” I said.
“You have a point.” He rolled onto his back with a sigh. “Yeah, I thought I caught you looking. Grotesque, isn’t it? Don’t worry yourself, lion queen. Those memories aren’t clear, and I don’t care to relive the parts of them I can conjure.”
“I understand.” I pulled up my covers. “And I don’t find it grotesque. I was just wondering.”
Wondering who or what could have done that to him. They had no merit.
Windley was quiet a moment and then: “About last night—”
My heart stopped.
I knew I should have rolled over when I had the chance. We kept putting ourselves in these compromising situations. Here we were again, in the dark, in the night, bodies closer than they should be, the air alive with unspoken words.
“I almost showed you when we were kids—the first time we met, actually—to impress you, but Sir Albie said you would be afraid. For a while today, I thought he was right. I’m glad you recovered.”
Had I really recovered, though? That fluttering was moving around my body, settling on all of the most sensitive parts—neck, lower back, chest, abdomen.
“I wonder if that’s why Albie brought you back to the Clearing instead of the Crag,” I said quietly. “Because he thought I was the riskier option. If he hadn’t, you would be my guard instead of Beau’s.”
“You would have grown sick of me if we lived together,” Windley said. “I was an insufferable little shit, or so I’m told.”
“Really? I always thought you were fun to be around. You always said the things I wanted to say. I think I learned to be a troublemaker from you.”
“My legacy was to corrupt a queen. Delightful.” Windley rolled to face me again. “Don’t kid yourself,” he said. “You were always a troublemaker. That’s why Sir Albie is so withered.”
Smirking, he studied my eyes, but then his gaze fell on my lips and lingered there. The lion in me bit them. Windley noticed and tensed his jaw. Rafe made a noise in his sleep. Outside, the fire cracked.
“Can I ask you an unusual question?” I said.
“You can do anything you want. You’re a queen, aren’t you?”
I may have said ‘unusual,’ but what I meant was indulgent. I didn’t care about the answer so much as what it might lead to.
“Do people ‘taste’ different from one another?” I asked. “I mean, when you do your thing?”
His smirk grew. “They do.”
“And… what do I taste like?”
“Is that an invitation?” he said, twiddling with his blackstone ring while his eyes probed me.
“I…”
“You can say no.”
No, I couldn’t. Because the monster wouldn’t let me sleep until I fed it, and this is what I had been hoping for ever since Windley crawled over here. My heightened pulse was a testament.
I nodded to show my consent, feeling sinful but secretly loving it.
Windley took my hand, curling down all but my pointer finger, and brought it to his mouth. “Yes, people taste different.” Eyes to mine, he pressed his lips, slightly ajar, to the side of my finger. Instantly, my skin fell numb as a wave of tingles reverberated from that spot up my arm, like the aftermath of a seismic quake. “You taste like…” He paused. “That’s hard. Try imagining a color you’ve never seen before.”
“Cute,” I said.
“Well, you taste good, if that’s what you’re wondering. It isn’t like the taste of food. It’s more like a sensation. Yours is the sensation of standing at the top of a knoll during the best weather of summer with warm wind all around. And there are flowers. It’s clean and flowery and warm and freeing.” He put his mouth to the nape of my hand, where my thumb and pointer met, and closed his eyes. “And now that I’ve had a taste, I won’t ever be able to forget it.”
“Is that the way it works?” I breathed, as waves of elation coursed through me.
“Oh, no,” he said. “I’ve tasted plenty that I’ve forgotten.” When he opened his eyes again, they contained a hint of emerald glimmer. “Maybe it’s because you’re royal. Or maybe that’s just you.”
Was that his power, making me want to curl into him?
“Do I taste different now that I have the echoes?” I said, thinking of the thick, milky taste of the other world. “I don’t taste shadowy or anything, do I?”
“Not one bit.”
He kissed my palm and then my wrist, and as I sank deeper into safe, comfy sleep, I felt my fingers weave through his, though I wasn’t sure if it was his doing or mine.
These were some of my favorite times. Before things became… complicated.
But keep going, captive ones. We’ll get through it together.




Chapter 19
The Other Side of the Wood
“Come along, cuddle buns.” Thank goddess Albie was talking about Rafe and Windley and not Windley and me. The plan had worked a little too well, leaving Albie with ample teasing fodder and Rafe in the foulest mood I had ever seen him.
Last night was yet another lapse of judgement on my part, but I didn’t care because it felt both right and wrong, good and evil, forbidden and inevitable. Windley and I rode side-by-side, up to our old antics, conversing and bantering, through the remainder of the Emerald Wood. By mid-morning, the terrain began to change, thinning of moss and mammoth trees, until we reached a single signpost in a language none of us could read, marking the end of the forest.
Tied to the post, flapping in the wind, was one scarlet strip of hope. Albie had been right in his calculations. The Clearing’s cavalry had already passed through, leaving behind one of their ribbons. Below it, Albie tied an emerald one as if to unite us.
We weren’t alone. Beau would be rescued. Maybe she already had been.
The other side of the sign was an expanse of plains and rock formations as far as the eye could see. Tall golden grass swished in the wind, dotted with boulders, caves, and other rock rubble. In the distance, large animals roamed while other smaller ones grazed.
“Wallops,” Windley said, holding his temple. “And gazelles.” He concentrated hard. “There are cities to the south,” he said, pointing. “A sea to the east. Giant’s Necropolis should be west… I think.”
“What does your map show, Albie?” I said.
“Not anything worth a lick,” he said, holding it up to show a few random X’s and some circles with messy handwriting. “The Cove’s royal guard hasn’t come down this far, so their intel is based on the tales of other travelers. However—” He crouched to the ground. “The cavalry did travel west. See how the grass is pushed in? It looks like they came through here from the east, but they must have stopped to place markers on every signpost they passed.”
“That means they took a different path through the forest,” said Rafe. “They must have exited from the far coast and traveled all the way along the edge.”
That made sense. Poppy was aware of Giant’s Necropolis, but in her story, she only said it was on the other side of a thick forest. Likely, the Clearing had similar records. What better way to find it than to search the entire stretch of forest’s threshold.
Rafe yearned toward the west, wondering as I was, whether Beau had already been found.
“It’s lonely out here,” I said, tucking myself from the chill of wind sweeping the golden prairie. “I expected more.”
“Just as your world has an end, so does this world,” said Windley. “There’s no need for people from the south to come up this far.”
Unless running away from something, it would turn out.
Albie patted the Spirite’s back. “Let me know if you need a break, lad. Can’t imagine it’s easy being back down here.”
South-ish. Where Windley had gotten those scars.
“Are there whole cities of your kind down here, Windley?” I said.
“There are whole cities of many kinds down here, Queen Merrin.”
“Will we be out of place if we encounter other people?” said Rafe.
“Your accents may be an issue, but humans are relatively common,” said Windley, “though I can’t speak for whatever you are, chap.”
Rafe gave a perturbed look, still irked over being cuddled against his will. In the aftermath, I noticed him rub at his chest.
Yikes. I wasn’t ready for that to happen again.
We made for the west, following the cavalry’s footsteps, in the supposed direction of Giant’s Necropolis, keeping our eyes and ears open for any scarlet-cloaked scouts that might be roaming the lonely landscape. Ruckus bit at grasshoppers hiding in the tall grass as they fled to get out of his path. He thought himself a ferocious beast. From atop his back, I blew into the royal whistle with more ferocity than ever before, willing a messenger of Beau’s to find me. Other birds passed with long necks and bright feathers, but none were the bird I wanted.
Eventually, we spotted a lone house made of log surrounded by a fence in the otherwise middle of nowhere. It looked to have once been a woodcutter’s abode. The lot was abandoned, but a scarlet ribbon tied to the fence showed that the cavalry had passed through.
We were on the right track. We pushed our stags harder than ever before, and they lived up to their name, tearing across the wildlands like the wind, hooves clomping into the earth with satisfying resonance. Our cloaks fluttered, cape-like, in the wake behind us.
This felt right.
The cavalry’s scouts had found Giant’s Necropolis and had led the rest of the cavalry west.
We were going to rescue Beau.
Or she may have already been rescued.
Either way, I would be reunited with her before nightfall.
It was going to be okay.
It was—
“Whoa!” Albie abruptly ordered his stag to stop and the others followed. He was slightly ahead of us, at the edge of a small valley, and whatever lay beyond caused him to turn around and shout: “Rafe, shield the Queen! Don’t let her see!”
His distress echoed through the gilded grasslands.
Obedient, Rafe hopped from his steed and grabbed Ruckus by the reins to turn him around. I still had a neck that worked, idiot, and I used it to swivel around, hoisting myself higher on Ruckus’s back to see what Albie and Windley were gawking at.
In the valley, the grass was no longer golden. It was a basin of sickly red. As though someone had taken a paintbrush to it.
But it wasn’t paint. For scattered amongst the red were three dozen stags and three dozen riders.
Beau’s cavalry had been slaughtered.
If you’re lucky, you won’t ever experience a moment like that, one that scorches your soul so that every time forevermore that your mind goes blank, the void is taken up with the image of it, like a malignance. For me, there are two moments like this. This was the first.
I clicked my tongue to push Ruckus on, zipping around Rafe and Albie and toward the carnage, as knight and magician reached after me, shouting for me to stop.
Stopping wasn’t an option. I needed to know—was she among them?
I had never envisioned what a massacre might look like, but if I had, I wouldn’t have been able to imagine this. It wasn’t as though the bodies had been slashed through with a sword; they had been obliterated and smeared along the yellow grass.
The first time I saw one, I leaned over and expelled my breakfast.
It was hard to see faces through my blurred eyes, but I pressed on, holding my mouth for fear of another adverse reaction, and pushed Ruck through, coating his hooves in sticky residue. I didn’t fear whatever enemy had done this, for the echoes were abuzz at the thought of a threat. I was comforted having them there, by my side, giving me strength.
I pushed Ruckus on, to one edge of the battlefield and then to the other, looking for someone who might be Beau. That raven hair, that princess-like frame, those delicate fingers. I looked into the face of each one, sorrowed for each one.
When I realized Beau wasn’t among the slaughtered, I collapsed off of Ruckus, knees in the sticky grass, and wept. On the opposite side of the field, Rafe was having a similar reaction, bittersweet, knowing that Beau’s body was not amongst them but mourning the lives lost.
I didn’t know them, but each soul was treasured by someone. Each soul had merit, deserving to taste delicious things, hear beautiful music and experience warmth.
None of these deserved to die.
“They all had merit,” said a voice in the far reaches of the void. “They deserved to live.”
Before I could respond, a pair of wrinkled hands wrapped around me and lifted me out of the bloodied field. “Come along, My Queen. This is no place for you.”
I curled into Albie, as I had so many times as a child, and let him carry me, wrapping my arms around his neck as he kissed my forehead with his wiry mustache.
“It’s awful, Albie,” I wailed. “So senseless.”
“Hush now, My Queen. I’m here.”
He carried me away from the field painted with death and set me tenderly at the feet of his stag, covering me with his cloak to shield me from the cruel truth.
I heard him talking to someone: “Can you ride, my boy? I need you to take the Queen back to that woodcutter’s cabin. Rafe and I will give them a proper burial.”
Oh. That was Windley. Albie was talking to…
“Windley!”
How could I not have considered him? These weren’t just Beau’s subjects; these were Windley’s comrades. The cavalry was separate from the royal guard, but out of any of us, Windley had the closest ties to them. He likely knew many of them by name.
And if I knew Windley, he wouldn’t allow his grief to show. He would bottle it up until it consumed him.
I was lamenting for those fallen, my heart pained as if they were my own guard, thinking of how Beau would feel if she knew, wondering if she did know. But none of that would save any of them. I needed to place my heart elsewhere.
Knees shaking, I rose to my feet, steadied myself against Albie’s stag and allowed my eyes to focus. Windley was standing stiff beside Albie, hands and knees bloodied as though he had knelt to inspect one of the bodies. His reaction wasn’t like mine or Rafe’s; rather, his face was blank, his eyes soulless, as though he had forgotten how to feel.
He wasn’t the type to lament. He was the type to disassociate. And I considered that for him, this was the more dangerous path.
“I will take him, my knight.” My throat was rough from vomit.
Albie’s face contorted, his eyes bloodshot as he turned to examine me. “My Queen?”
I stood with the basin to my back, staring off, instead, across the fields of bullion, shimmering under the afternoon sun. “I will take Windley to the woodcutter’s house. Ruckus will carry us. It’s only a short distance.”
Windley didn’t acknowledge any of this, just flexed his bloodstained hands and looked across the field with a hauntingly unsympathetic expression.
He had no outlet. He never had been one to dip below the surface of conversation.
I put a hand to his chest. “Come on, Wind. Let’s go.”
He obeyed, mounting Ruck’s back, tucking up his hood, and resting forward as he was prone to do on early mornings. I took Ruck’s reins around him, bade Albie farewell, and sent us off with a click of my tongue. We wouldn’t look back. Though we mourned in different ways, looking back was conducive to neither.
Windley said nothing as we rode, but I kept a hand on his back as a way of connection and told him to hold on a little longer. We would be to the cabin soon, and time would begin its magic, turning massacre into memory. We just had to keep going.
When we arrived at the woodcutter’s plot, Windley dismounted without a word. He settled on the edge of the lumpy bed, dirtied from years of collected dust and disuse like everything else in the cottage. I retrieved water from the outside well and wet a cloth. I washed the blood first from his hands and then from mine before slipping onto the floor beside the bed, wrapping my arms around my knees and giving in to the weight of emotion.
I wept.
For him. For Beau. For me. For all of those people and those who loved them.
I wept because Windley didn’t have the capacity to, because I was at my breaking point, and because I had made it this far.
Now, I could grieve.
I may have mentioned before, but grief is nothing like shock. It is much, much worse.
I wasn’t sure that Windley would ever acknowledge what had happened, but my grief was an invitation. Some things can’t be solved by being powerful; they must be solved by being vulnerable. This was one of those times.
I don’t know how many minutes ticked before I was joined on the floor by warm arms strewn around my shoulders. Windley drew me to his chest and held me as I held him and together, we existed on the decimated floorboards.
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered into his shirt. “There’s no curative out there for this. I can’t heal it. But I swear to you, I will avenge it.”
He trundled me and pulled me onto his lap, enveloping me in his embrace and burying his face in my hair. Together, we breathed.
Together, we grieved.
Until we had nothing left to give.
“It feels good to hold you, my queen,” he said into my shoulder. “Let me hold you.”
We melted in each other’s arms as day moved on, as time passed, as Rafe and Albie worked tirelessly to dig a mass grave for the heroes of the Clearing who had given their lives to find their lost queen.




Chapter 20
The Betrayal
This story would be better if it were told by Beau. Beautiful, regal, freckled Beau. If it were told by Beau, you wouldn’t have had to hear about the painted field or the events that next ensued.
But these are important, captive ones. Pain makes us who we are.
I awoke to the heat of fire. Someone had built one in the hut’s small fireplace, and I had been rolled near to it in a makeshift mess of blankets. My body ached from disuse.
I didn’t know how much time had passed, but enough for Rafe and Albie to have returned, for Windley to be sitting up on his own, and for his hair to have shifted to peach. The three of them were talking in a low hum at the dwelling’s only table, using barrels and debris as makeshift chairs.
I pushed myself up from the throws like a creature emerging from hibernation. “Albie?”
The guards rose, but only Albie approached. The other two shuffled further back into the shadows.
“My Queen.” Albie knelt beside me. “How do you feel?”
“Groggy,” I said. “How long was I asleep?”
“A few days.”
“Days?” How was that possible? I had been cuddling with Windley, and that felt like only hours ago. “I never sleep for days.”
“You were distraught,” Albie said. “I… took liberties.”
I looked beyond him to where Rafe was rubbing his chest and where Windley was standing with arms folded, staring at the floor. At least the pointy-eared guard appeared to have recovered. He no longer looked like a shell of himself, with color in his cheeks and psyche composed.
“This may come as a surprise,” Albie continued, “But Windley has sorcery in his blood. His kind has the ability to force people into sleep. I ordered him to use it on you while we tended to matters here.”
It wasn’t a surprise to me at all, but Albie didn’t know that.
The real surprise was that Windley had used his power on me without my consent for days on end, knowing full well I would be furious with him.
I tried to catch his eye, but the coward hid from me.
Oh no, he didn’t get to just run away from me now. Not after the hours we had spent grieving together. Not after using my vulnerability as a crutch for his own. Not after all of those clandestine nighttime encounters and feeding our monster time and again.
I was worth more than that.
My soul set ablaze. You might call it wrath.
“Are you freaking kidding me!? Beau is out there somewhere! We were so close! We don’t have time for me to be slumbering in some shack!”
“I understand your frustration, My Queen. It wasn’t an easy call to make, but it was best for you. You should never have seen…” But Albie’s voice trailed, for it was an unspeakable thing we had witnessed.
“You had no right!” I scathed. “None of you! Pray tell, what has happened in the days while I was held captive in my own body?”
Windley shifted uncomfortably but didn’t dare meet my lion’s gaze. Rafe grimaced and continued to rub at his chest. Albie bowed in reverence.
“We found Giant’s Necropolis,” he said, “but it’s not as easy to access as we might have hoped. The rest of the cavalry is camped out by the entrance, devising a way to get through.”
“Wait… rest of the cavalry?” My heated blood cooled just a little. “There are survivors?”
Albie nodded. “A dozen yet remain, not present during the time of the…” He couldn’t bring himself to finish. “They were those off scouting at the time. They don’t know what did that to the others. We haven’t found evidence of what type of beast…”
Again, Albie couldn’t bring himself to say it. Instead, he straightened out of his bow and carefully set his hand on my shoulder as though afraid I might bite him.
The fear was justified.
“There’s one more thing, My Queen, but you should brace yourself.” Albie took a deep, grizzled breath. “We’re sure Queen Beau is somewhere within. The scouts found her namesake ring. She seems to have left it behind intentionally.”
Her namesake ring—just as I had an emerald ring to prove my identity, Beau had a garnet one.
Albie continued, “Evidently, she tore off pieces of clothing as she traveled, leaving a path for them to follow. The ring was the last clue she left, just outside the Necropolis.”  
Clever Beau. Brilliant, resourceful, clever Beau. Of course she had done something like that, and if she had left a clue outside of Giant’s Necropolis, it meant she was alive when she entered it.
“That’s excellent news, Albie! Why are we here? We must proceed to the front lines at once and assist the cavalry in rescuing her!”
Albie retracted his hand from me. It was a wise move, for what he said next made me want to bite him for real.
“No, My Queen. I am bringing you back to the Crag. Now that Queen Beau’s location has been confirmed, there’s no need for you to be here.”
I laughed at him.
But Albie wasn’t joking. “You came for the birds, yes?”
“I came for Beau.”
“There’s a creature capable of wiping out an army in these lands. This is no place for you,” he said. “I won’t allow it.”
“Albie, if you think I’m going to turn tail and run home with Beau in danger, then you don’t know me at all.” I appealed to the two cowards behind him. “Are you guys hearing this?”
Neither of them moved. Neither of them met my stare, terrible and dark as it may be.
Sorrow crossed Albie’s brow. “No, My Queen. I’m afraid I do know you that well. I reckoned I’d have to take you by force.” He motioned behind him. “Now, lads.”
And they had the audacity to obey him.
“Windley? Rafe? What are you doing? I command you to stop!”
Neither met my eyes.
“Windley? So help me—!”
I backed away from them, but the guards were fast and strong. In an instant, Rafe was behind me, restraining my shoulders. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he whispered. “Please know that I will stay and find her in your stead.”
Like that was supposed to make me feel better! I struggled against him, writhing and kicking, trying to butt him with the back of my head, but his grip was stronger than my fury.
“Be careful of her,” Rafe told Windley, who stood before me, head hung low.
“Of her?” Albie said, puzzled.
Yes, because unbeknownst to him, I held a secret weapon. They who were with me today and yesterday. They who had aided me before and made me stronger than any magician or Spirite or knight.
How kind of Rafe to remind me so.
Rage-filled, I closed my eyes and let the echoes slither over me.
“We will kill them all! We will rip them asunder!”
“No!” That isn’t what I wanted. Was there a less extreme option? Something between ‘go willingly’ and ‘rip asunder’?
“mErrIN?”
But before I could figure it out, I heard Windley speak for the first time since my waking, though his words brought no comfort.
“Turn around, Sir Albie. You aren’t going to like what you see.”
What was that supposed to mean?!
I threw open my eyes to force myself back into the physical realm, and found that Windley finally had the nerve to look at me properly, but he did so with an expression that was hard to read. He didn’t even look sorry, really.
“Windley! Don’t do this!”
He said nothing and brought his hand under my shirt and against my abdomen.
Windley’s touch hadn’t always been courteous. He was a pesterer, a poker, a tugger. But I had always welcomed the feeling of his skin on mine.
Always before, but not now.
With Windley’s hand against my softest parts of flesh, waves of warmth began to penetrate through my belly button, where he so shamelessly groped. With his fingers spread against me, he chewed his lip as if concentrating hard. I contested, desperately trying to wiggle out from under him, but Rafe’s hold was steadfast.
Though I was a queen, I felt powerless, and I hated them for it.
“I’m never going to fucking forgive you if you do this! Either of you!”
Windley dropped to his knees and hooked his arm around my waist to hold me steady as I struggled and kicked. Then, he slid his hand aside to lift my shirt and brought his face underneath, kissing me just above the belly button, numbing me as he stole my energy. Though in a more sensual location, it felt nothing like the other times he had grazed his lips against me. My heart pounded but out of ire. My veins writhed but out of frustration. My skin pricked but out of disgust.
Then, slowly, the will began to drain from me, replaced by shivers through my bloodstream. When Windley stood again, his eyes were mesmerizing, beguiling, seductive emerald green. My body fell calm, entranced by the way those emeralds glittered and gleamed with forbidden power.
Windley was the real spider, not Sestilia. And I was a fly, paralyzed by his poison.
The feelings that had seeded long ago and flourished under our days together were reduced to a mere flicker, broken by the truth that he would do this to me.
I didn’t know him at all. Maybe I had been a plaything to him all along. Maybe he just wanted to see how close he could get to a queen.
Inside, I wanted to shout at him. At them all, and spit at them with malicious words. I wanted to send the wrath of a thousand dark hands at them, but it was too late for that. My body was no longer my own.
He had done this to me, for days, at Albie’s behest, thinking nothing of what I wanted. Thinking of me as weak and a burden and something that could be controlled by men.
The last thing I felt before slumping into darkness was Windley’s mouth against my sweaty forehead, kissing me just as tenderly as he ever had.
…
…
…
A voice spoke into my ear.
“Merr?”
…
…
…
Something was shaking me out from the depths of forced sleep.
“Merrin?”
…
…
…
“You should be able to open your eyes. I didn’t give you that much.”
I knew that voice, just as I knew that mossy, homesick smell. A forest? I swam through the darkness, closer to the voice and scent, opening my eyes to see two dazzling emeralds staring back.
“Wind…ley?”
He wore a multifaceted mask of relief, pain, guilt and… affection.
I forced my heavy body into a sitting position. We were in the thinner parts of a forest, settled on a patch of soft moss that glowed brightly beneath me. Overhead, the star-dotted sky shone through the treetops like little winking imps. Windley lowered the hood of his scarlet cloak, allowing his peach hair to breathe in the enchanted night air.
His cheeks were dirty, his hairline moist. He placed his hands on my shoulders and searched my brow. “Are you okay? I told you I’d never harm you, but I’m a goddess-damned liar. Is there a better word than ‘sorry’? ‘Sorry’ feels too piddly. Tell me the word and I’ll say it.”
But it was hard to breathe with his hypnotic eyes boring into me that way.
He noticed. “Oops. Hold on.” He held his hand over his eyes a helping of seconds, and when he removed it, they were returned to their dulled state. “Is that better?”
I nodded and cleared my throat to clear out the layers of sleep. “What’s going on, Windley? Why are we in the forest? Where are the others?”
I scanned the moonlit area but saw no one behind him.
“Oh. Right.” He scratched his jaw nonchalantly. “I captured you.”
“What?” I said, flat.
“Queen-napped?”
“No, I understand the meaning of the word. I meant, what?”
“Riiiight. I didn’t agree with Sir Albie’s command, so I went ahead and disregarded it. I’ve been arguing with Rafe about it for days. Lovesick that one is. I almost had him on our side, but he was reluctant to do anything that could jeopardize him getting to stay and rescue his damsel. Anyway, Sir Albie’s been buzzing around you like a coddling old fool, so that’s why I…” His gaze fell to his hands as though they were dirty, and his voice softened: “I wouldn’t have done it if I thought there was another way, Merrin.”
“You subdued me in front of Albie with the intent of stealing me away in the night?”
He shrugged. “That’s the short of it.”
“So you agree I should stay and help retrieve Beau?”
“Oh, no. I think it’s a terrible idea. But I also think it’s your decision to make,” he said. “I couldn’t very well stand by and let others make it for you.”
Somewhere inside of my chest, a cord was plucked.
“I was scared as shit you’d call the darkness on me, though. Remember how I said it’s easier to steal energy if the victim is fond of you? Well, I could feel you losing all fondness for me, as if it was slipping through my lecherous fingers. I was worried you wouldn’t ever forgive me. I mean, you said you’d never forgive me.” He paused. “Do you forgive me?”
Windley had no sworn fealty to me yet he had defied a senior knight for me. He had risked his station, not because he agreed with my decision, but because he believed the decision was mine to make. He hadn’t betrayed me; he had used his power as a ruse to get Albie to let down his guard so that he could rescue me. He was the same defiant son of a bitch as always.
The plucked heartstring was followed by a hundred more.
Like the swell of storm clouds rolling in fast on the horizon, the lost fondness returned, forcing itself into me and filling up the spaces between my joints.
I couldn’t help myself—I threw my body into him and let him embrace me. “I do forgive you.”
He cupped the back of my head and held me against his chest, breathing into my hair. My pulse was thudding hard enough that I was certain he’d feel it, so I let him hold me only a few fleeting moments before pushing away.
After, the smirk he bore held a hint of sultriness at the corner. “Be careful, queenie. I’m still a predator at heart.”
A familiar flutter hit me at the back of the neck.
I suppose you could call it a swoon.
“What’s the plan now?” I said.
“I’ll take you to the Necropolis so that you can see for yourself what we’re up against, but we’ll have to travel through the wood on foot so that they don’t find us. Sir Albie will have it out for my head.”
“On foot? You didn’t carry me all the way here, did you?”
He wiped his brow. “Lucky you’re a slight little thing.”
That was pandering if I ever heard it.
“Windley! Why didn’t you bring them? It would have been much faster.”
“Seriously? Because your stag is a defiant dimwit. He would have given us away in no time. And the others rode to the cavalry camp and back today. They’re sleeping. Besides, they won’t do us any good once we reach the Necropolis. You’ll see what I mean.” He tossed a pack at me. “There’s food in there. A change of clothes too. I figured you’d want to wash up before we head out. You are well-rested enough to depart tonight, aren’t you?”
“Cheeky.” I rolled my eyes at him.
“There’s a creek over that way,” he continued, fanning. “Try to be quick.”
“What do we do about these?” I motioned to the glowing footsteps that followed me all the way to the sparkling stream.
“Ugh, can’t you quit being so magical?” He watched with amusement as I tried, to no avail, to tiptoe out of them. “At night, we’ll keep to the edges where the moss isn’t so thick. We’ll manage it.”
I washed up, changed into a fresh shirt and trousers, and tied my hair into a large knot atop my head. Easiest for traveling.
Through all of this, I studied Windley’s back. His spirits were high because we had made it through trials and come out on the other side, but I wanted to be sure he wasn’t forcing them for my sake. The massacre was still fresh in my memory and must be in his, too. If he was aching, he would surely hide it from me.
“Windley?” I called softly.
“Yes, I’m okay. No, I don’t want to talk about it. Yes, you can have a bite of my apple.” He held up said apple to show that a significant portion had already been eaten.
“Generous of you to offer me the core.” I came up behind him and placed a hand atop his head. “And okay, I’ll respect your wishes. But if you change your mind…”
“I know,” he said, setting his hand atop mine. “You would be the one I’d go to anyway.”




Chapter 21
Necropolis
Moving through the forest, on our own and free of judgement for the first time ever, was a freeing feeling. Maybe a caged bird doesn’t know it’s a prisoner until it’s released. Something like that. Like a woodland nymph, I hopped back and forth, into the mossier parts to watch my blooming footpath form behind me and then vanish into darkness.
I was powerful, so I felt no fear of being followed or captured. I wouldn’t allow what had happened last time to happen again. I would act swifter, and with Windley on my side, we would be unstoppable. A myriad of echoes poked and prodded from the beyond, trying to garner my attention, but I would leave them there until I needed them.
“Soon,” I told them when I closed my eyes. “We’ll unleash all of our rage on the one who took Beau.”
We traveled on, avoiding the site of the massacre. I knew it was coming because Windley veered deeper into the forest without an explanation, staring straight ahead with chin staunch. If it were me, I would have wanted to be comforted. But Windley wasn’t me, and we had different ways of coping.
“I have a question.”
“If you’re announcing so, it must be a good one,” he said, casting a sideways glance.
“Why haven’t Rafe and Albie caught up with us yet? Stags are much swifter than people.”
Windley pursed his lips. “Call it luck.”
“Oh my goddess. Did you seduce them?”
“I did not! I… took a little of their energy while they slept to ensure they wouldn’t wake anytime soon. Just enough to give us a decent head start.”
“Using your powers of seduction?” I said.
“The Queen of the Crag would do well to behave or she might find herself without a guide to show her the way.”
I put a hand to my hip. “I mean, it’s just straight that way, isn’t it?”
“Queens are so tiresome.” Yet he wore the roomiest of grins.
Good, we had made it past the difficult part.
“By the way, your hair is peach now,” I said. “It’s rather summery.”
“Is it?” He plucked at the pastel strands. “Try not to get too excited. I expect you’ll see it turn every color by the time we find your lost queen.”
My lost queen? His phrasing struck me as peculiar.
“Nice callback, but the sunset wore it better,” I said.
Around the time the morning sun was beginning to flood the fields of gold, we heard the distant gallop of a lone stag riding across the plains. It wasn’t coming from the direction of the woodcutter’s cabin; rather, it came from the west. A scarlet clad rider was riding near the tree-line, marking things on a parchment.
“Bartolomew,” Windley said, crouching in the grass to spy.
So he did know the names of the cavalry members. Again, I fought my instincts, understanding that if I handled him with care, it would only make him uncomfortable.
“Going to introduce me?” I said instead.
“Naw, you wouldn’t like him. He’s too well-mannered.”
At midday, we stopped to rest and eat, only briefly, for we intended to reach the cavalry’s campsite and subsequent entrance to Giant’s Necropolis by nightfall. As I had been for days, I gave the royal whistle a blow.
“I still find it disturbing that those things smell your blood or whatever,” Windley sniffed. “For the longest time, I thought they just memorized the routes between the castles.”
“Have Mother Poppy tell you the tale when we get back. She’s got a good voice for it. Oooh—have her do it by the fire.”
“I won’t be able to concentrate with those buggy eyes of hers,” he said. Then— “Why are you gaping at me like that?”
Because I had just remembered something important.
“I forgot in all of the excitement, but the night you came to the castle, I was actually getting ready to depart for the Clearing. I had been researching Beau’s lost echoes to try to help her regain them. We had nothing in our written archives, but Mother Poppy remembered a fable. How did it go? Something about long ago when the moon was different, and two crowns were lost.”
“You mean the broken crown?” Windley said. “I know that one. My keeper’s daughter told it to me when I was young. It’s a common bedtime story in the south.”
“Your keeper’s daughter? What’s a keeper?”
I saw a flush settle on his cheeks. It was rare that he was abashed. “Forget that. It isn’t important,” he said.
A keeper.
Scars.
An aversion to his past.
And an elixir that removed memories.
Windley wasn’t one to tread beneath the surface of conversation, and for the longest time, that didn’t bother me.
Since when did his withholding make my ribs ache? Since when did I feel like he owed it to me to let me in? Because we had grieved together? Because our monster had grown? Because I wanted him to trust me the way I trusted him?
I seized a gathering of his cloak and he looked down at it. “I hope someday you’ll confide in me, Windley. It seems I’m hungry for it.”
He studied me before asking: “Why?”
I wasn’t sure, so I offered him the best I could: “When you’re a royal, you don’t have many friends. I think of you as one of my closest. So I just… I’m a good keeper of secrets, okay?”
“Tch.” He showed his teeth and looked to the ground, visibly frustrated. But then he softened. “I know, Queen Merrin. Maybe someday.”
It was a strange reaction, and I didn’t quite understand it at the time.
But I would before the day was out.
He cleared his throat. “Are you ready to hear this bedtime story? I could put you to bed first if you’d like.”
“I’m good. But yes, story please.”
He threw an arm across the top of his head. “Long ago, when the moon ruled both night and day, the heavens dropped a crown to the world below. Falling on sharp rocks, the crown shattered into two halves. One was lost to the sea, the other to the forest. A simple girl picked up the forest crown and learned the language of the trees, but it was only half the words. She heard only half the truth and made a mistake, ordering hunters to burn the wood. As punishment, the heavens removed her crown.
“Eventually, the girl came upon the other half of crown, washed upon the shore. She took it and learned the other half of the words. She realized her mistake, for she was not to burn the forest but to protect it. She repented, and the heavens restored her crown. From that day on, she heard all the words and was a protector of the wood.” He shrugged. “I suppose the moral is not to make rash decisions or something of that nature.”
See? Even the south’s fables had morals.
Given his fractured memory, he remembered the story in surprising detail.
“That’s different than the one Poppy told me,” I said. “Hers wasn’t much of a story. More like a poem. In hers, there were two queens. Both lost the ability to hear the wood, and both found it again. There are similarities, though.” I raised brows at him. “You’re not half bad at telling stories, you know. Maybe you can become an archivist when you get old and fat and can no longer fight.”
He leered devilishly. “That will never happen.”
We kept on through the wood hours more but didn’t tire; Windley was fueled by the energy he had taken from me, and I backed by a swarm of raging darkness. Though this was the longest stretch I had ever walked, letting the echoes closer reinvigorated my tired muscles until they no longer ached. There was a delicate balance of keeping them close enough to offer strength without letting them near enough to pull me under.
“Do you need to rest?” Windley asked from time to time.
“Nope. I’m magical now, bitches!”
“There’s only one of me here.”
“I mean it to all of the bitches in the world, near and far,” I said.
“Naturally.”
Our monster thrived.
As eve started to fall, Windley broke out of the wood to get a better look at the golden meadow and our bearings. “We’re close,” he said. “There will be scouts. We’ll carry on through the forest, but we should be prepared to sneak. Hopefully we can get through before those feet of yours start to give us away.”
“Perfect,” I said, thinking of my evening trips through the castle to eat tartlets on the veranda. “I excel at sneaking.”
His mischief gleamed. “So do I.”
From there, we crept, sticking tight to the cover of large trees and shrubbery as we made our way through the idyllic wood coated in sinking light, and just when the trees began to cast wicked looking shadows, Windley took my sleeve and pulled me behind cover. Apparently, his pointed ears were picking up something my human ones couldn’t. He leaned around me, hand across my chest to hold me back, and searched the trees. I had a strong urge to blow on the tiny hairs of his neck—just to set him out of sorts.
I abstained.
Despite the race of my pulse filling my ears, I heard it a moment later—the sounds of two people talking and walking a small distance away.
Windley motioned for me to look. There were two cavalry members donned in scarlet garb, a tall girl and a light-haired guy, collecting mushrooms in a basket. Windley inspected the pair of them before bringing his mouth close to my ear so that it was touching.
“They’re just sort of lingering. Let’s wait it out a moment.”
That was fine by me because Windley was huddled around me, holding me close and still and breathing softly near my neck.
“Damn it.” Windley glanced to the sun beginning to touch the horizon. “We don’t have time for your fuckery, Phylo,” he muttered. “He’s got it out for her but he’s a terrible flirt. They could be there all night.” He eyed my wrist. “Care to spare a little of that magical vitality? You seem to have an abundance now.”
“What are you going to do?” I whispered.
He wiggled his fingers. “I’m going to muuurder them— Ow!” He rubbed his head where I had just flicked him. “What do you think I’m going to do?”
“Fine fine. I’ll abet your seduction.” I offered him my wrist.
Holding my wrist like a gentleman, he touched the tip of his nose to it and then lightly slid his face up my arm to my elbow, nuzzling. When he returned to my wrist, he kissed down softly. “Turquoise should do the trick.”
Flexing my clavicle and neck tendons to compose myself, I watched as his hair changed from peach to white and then as his eyes flickered from black to beautiful, swimming turquoise. They didn’t ensnare my blood the same way his emerald ones did, but they were alluring all the same.
“Be right back,” he said before sauntering up to the other two, hood drawn and gait bold.
“Who is that?” I heard Phylo ask.
“Halt!” said the girl with him. “Oh. Windley? What are you doing here? I thought you were going to escort Sir Albie and Queen Merrin back to the Crag?”
Really? I had assumed he would stay with Rafe to help rescue Beau. Beau was, after all, his queen. She was the reason he had come storming into my room that night asking for help. She was the reason he had been so depressed when we first set out. His primary goal was to rescue Beau, wasn’t it?
“Ready?”
The Spirite was already back, standing over me and offering his ringed hand, his eyes no longer turquoise. I peered beyond him to find Phylo and the tall girl with their arms around one another, lost to ecstasy.
“What did you do?” I said, taking his hand.
“Some say our power feels like falling in love. I just fed them a smidge, and it amplified what they were already feeling for each other. It should buy us some time. Come on.”
“So, you’re actually like a cupid?”
“A fat baby in a loincloth?” he said. “The similarity is uncanny.”
We turned up our hoods and continued through the woods a short way until Windley again pulled me down into the brush.
“Okay, we’re right beside the cavalry’s camp. When I tell you to, cross over to that tree and wait for me.” He stood out of his crouch, watching for the perfect moment. “Now.”
I shifted from our cover to the tree he had indicated and took a peek around the rough bark. Six scarlet-clad guards were milling about the tents, as a group of wind stags grazed nearby on grass lit violently by dying light. The six cavalrymen seemed to be constructing some sort of vessel out of wood from the forest.
It pained me to know that three dozen others should be with them.
Windley dashed over and took position behind me, holding my shoulders and setting his chin on the top of my head. “Ready? Once more. That tree over there… Now.”
I tucked low and shimmied over to the other tree. This time, when I dipped around the bark, what I saw made me hold my mouth to keep from gasping.
I had pictured in my head what Giant’s Necropolis might look like.
I had been wrong on all accounts.
I had pictured a mound, but it wasn’t a mound. I had pictured a hill, but it wasn’t a hill. It really was a mountain—one that would take days to climb—and, as promised, it was comprised completely of gigantic femurs and ribs and skulls, corroded from years of wind and more massive than any known beast.  
I had pictured it in the middle of a wasteland, but I was wrong there, too. The pile of giant’s bones jutted from the middle of a vast lake, the glassy surface of which mirrored the sunset.
That was what Albie meant by it being harder to access than anticipated.
The thing the cavalry was constructing… was a boat.
“How are we supposed to get way out there?”
“I haven’t thought that far,” said Windley. “Come on. I scouted out a cave a ways down.” He pulled me to another tree. And then another and another until we were a safe distance from camp, where the forest met the shore. The lake was too far to swim across, the mountain too tall to climb. And even if we could climb it, I didn’t see any sort of structure at the top that might be used for housing a stolen queen.
“Isn’t there supposed to be an extra-large giant collapsed on top?” I said.
“The foot of it is there.” He pointed. “Apparently you can get a pretty good view from the other side of the lake.”
“So you guys did check the other side? There’s no bridge or anything?”
“The cavalry did a sweep all the way around before we even got here. According to them, there’s nothing. So they’re planning on rowing across.”
It was unrealistic to think that Windley and I could build a similar means on our own.
“Spirites don’t happen to have superhuman swimming abilities, do they?”
“…Like a merman?” he said, flat.
“I’ll take that as a no.”
Unfortunately, it appeared the cavalry had the right idea. A boat may be the only option, but troops of the Clearing were not under my command, and Albie was well-respected amongst the guard. There was no partnering with them. We were on our own.
That rubbled pile of bones—was Beau really in there somewhere? I saw no other structures on the land where she may be kept.
Wouldn’t you love to see the southern mountain someday?
Yet everything pointed to her being here. She knew she was being taken to the southern mountain the day she went missing, and she left a trail for her guards to follow, even sending confirmation via widowbird once she arrived.
Glad to hear you’re wearing in your new shoes. The southern mountain is huger than I expected. Give Timber my regard.
Huger than expected? Did that mean anything? I held my hand to my heart and willed it to show me something. Where are you, Beau? Inside those bones? Atop those bones? Somewhere else? How do we reach you?
None of my questions were answered, for just then, there was a rustling behind us as a scathing voice cut through the forest:
“Windley.”
I turned to see a familiar wavy-haired magician, holding his chest.
“Oh yeah,” Windley said, offhand. “I gave him a significantly smaller dose than Sir Albie. I figured we could use his help.”
“You bastard. I have been following your trail for hours. You are going to be in such deep shit, and now they’re going to think I’m in on it!”
Wow, Rafe was actually riled? Just as Windley had the power to charm any person, it seemed he also had the power to vex even the least vexable. Bag-eyed and bristled, Rafe looked ready to pummel the white-haired devil. But Rafe wouldn’t get the chance.
With a sudden cry, he clutched his chest and rolled off his stag as his heart succumbed to frost.
After days of attempting to rub it away, his ailment had finally caught up with him.




Chapter 22
A Frozen Heart
“This is worse than it was last time! His chest is practically frozen! Feel it, Windley.” But he didn’t look keen. “Feel it.” At the edge of the forest, where the shores kissed the land, I took Windley’s hand and forced it against Rafe’s frostbitten chest.
He tipped his head in thought. “Interesting. That isn’t a disease at all.”
“It isn’t?”
“That feels like a hex to me,” he said. “A powerful one.”
“A hex? Those are real?”
“Real, yes, but rare and ancient, and incurable by medicinal standards. It takes magic to battle magic.”
That would explain why the symptoms matched none of the queendoms’ diseases. “Who would place a hex on Rafe?” I said.
“That’s something you’d have to ask him. But in my opinion, no one would give up this much magic unless they had a personal vendetta. It isn’t worth it.”
“Give it up?” I said.
“Yes, a hex isn’t like a spell. It continually plagues, so the one who casts it typically needs to give up that amount of magic permanently… or at least until the hex runs its course. Either through removal or death.”
Death. Was that the path Rafe was on?
“How strong of a hex do you think this is?” I said. “Can you tell?”
“More magic than I have in my body. Maybe not more than you, but… it’s up there. I can feel it, pricking up my hairs. Wield magic long enough and you should be able to discern it too.” Windley held his chin. “If I had to guess, chap’s done something to someone powerful. Something bad.”
There was a good reason for why Windley knew so much about hexes, but I wouldn’t figure that out until he finally told me about his keeper. By way of warning, we may not get to that part of the story for a while.
“Rafe?” I knelt over the magician and patted his cheek. “Can you hear me?” He didn’t respond, only groaned and balled his fists. I pushed the curl from his forehead to feel his skin. Temperate.
This situation wasn’t ideal. Around the bend of the lake, hidden by a loose veil of trees, were those remaining of the cavalry. Albie was sure to be awake by now and in pursuit of us. Beau was so near and yet so far, separated by an uncrossable lake.
And Rafe was at my feet, placid in the face and drawing shorter than average breaths.
“Windley?”
“I know. Do what you must. I’ll keep watch.”
With a nod, I stooped over Rafe and lifted his shirt. Like last time, I positioned my hand above his chest, careful not to caress his abdomen on the way up. Truthfully, I was glad he was nearly unconscious this time. Maybe the act wouldn’t be as amorous if he was incapacitated.
Before even making contact with his skin, I allowed the forest’s clamor to inch closer.
“MeRrin!”
They rallied with excitement over the thought of being put to use.
With my hand against Rafe’s chest, I drew from the power of the echoes until it almost felt as though a shadowed hand was over mine, seeping through my palm into his flesh and intermingling with his chilled heart.
Warmth pulsed forth through my skin, spreading outward like heat from a lashing fire. Still, Rafe didn’t move.
“Rafe?” I placed my other hand against him so that there were two separate conduits for the power. “Can you hear me?”
Nothing.
“Rafe?”
Nothing.
“RAFE!?”
Still not so much as a twitch. And the longer it went on, the more frantic I was becoming.
“Windley! I think something is really wrong with him this time. It isn’t working!”
In a flash, Windley was behind me, mouth to my ear. “Why are you worried? Rafe said your magic is more powerful than even the elders of his clan, yes? You are a queen, ruling over thousands, yes? You’ve healed him once before, yes?” Windley set his chin atop my hair and brushed my shoulders with his hands. “I have all the faith in the world that your power is great enough to fend off his hex’s advances. Calm your soul, take a breath, and try again, lion queen.”
I concentrated on the feel of him behind me, his hands on my shoulders, his faith in my ability.
Instead of merely letting the echoes creep closer, I closed my eyes and joined them in the other world.
“MErrin!”
“MeRrIn.”
“This one is well deserving of merit,” I told the darkness and it swelled. “He holds the heart of a queen and is a brave protector of the realm. Come closer, as close as you can without harming him.”
Amplified was the disembodied din of a thousand whispers.
My palm throbbed with otherworldly energy. Rafe’s throat made a small noise first, followed by a slightly louder one. His back arched, as he clutched his fingers over mine. “M-more,” he croaked, releasing a flurry of cold air from deep within his throat.
With a nod, I rubbed my hands over him in an effort to spread the heat, remembering how he had forced my hand up his neck the last time.
He was taking deeper breaths now, his eyes making effort to connect with mine. I put a hand to his cheek. “Rafe, you’re feeling warmer now. Is it working?”
He swallowed. “Please just a bit more.”
I fed him the power of the echoes, and he pushed himself up, using one hand to support himself with the other gripped over mine. He met my eyes, staring amber into me, and breathed in unison with me, jaw clenched. “The heat’s stronger than usual. You feel good… My Queen.”
From behind, Windley made a strange noise.
Yes, this is exactly why it was necessary for him to be present. The moment was feeling dangerous again. Those words weren’t meant for me. They were meant for Beau. I was merely a proxy.
This time, Rafe knew what to expect, so there were no theatrics. Suppressing himself, he closed his eyes and released a shivering exhale as the last of his cold heart melted.
After, he freed me and took his head in his hands out of frustration. “Goddess damn it.” He looked past me to Windley. “Not one word out of you. Ever.”
“I’m on your side, chap.”
“Well, apparently not, because you kidnapped the Queen and put me in a position where I had to follow you, jeopardizing my station out here. How would you feel if it were her up there instead?”
It took me a moment to realize he was talking about me. Was he insinuating that our relationship was the same as theirs? Ridiculous. Rafe and Beau were lovers. Windley and I were mere flirts.
Windley didn’t respond.
Rafe knelt at my feet. “Forgive me for what I did, Your Majesty. While I am sworn to protect you, I am also sworn to follow the command of a senior knight like Sir Albie. I worried that if I defied him, he would not allow me to stay.”
“Rise, Rafe. I understand why you did what you did, and I absolve you. I am glad Beau found someone that treasures her as you do. Will you partner with us to rescue her?”
He pulled his fist tight to his chest, startled. “You would allow me to?”
“Of course.”
“That was the plan, after all,” Windley chimed. “So long as you don’t turn us in; however, before we continue, you need to tell us the truth about that hex seeded in your heart.”
Rafe rose to his feet. “What are you talking about?”
“Your ailment,” I said. “Windley believes it to be a hex. Have you done anything to warrant the ire of something big and powerful?”
Rafe touched his fingertips to his collar. “I don’t…”
Truly, he looked confused.
“Think on it, chap. I’m sure it’ll come to you.” Windley fanned him off.
With hands still to his shirt, Rafe turned his attention to the rubble of bones across the water, wherein awaited his damsel. “What’s your plan to cross the lake?”
“Oh.” Windley’s voice fell like one who had just been caught. “Haven’t thought that far yet.”
Rafe gave him a dead-eyed stare. “So really, you have no plan.”
“If you want to be pessimistic, I suppose you could put it that way,” Windley retorted, haughty.
I stepped in: “You mentioned there was a cave. Take us there. We’ll devise a plan together. With Rafe’s moon magic, my echoes and Windley’s… sex power, there’s got to be a way.”
Rafe raised an eyebrow. “Sex power?”
Windley shook his head. “She’s got it in her mind that I’m some kind of scheming incubus.”
“And how exactly are you different?” said Rafe.
The corner of Windley’s mouth curled deviously. “For one, incubi aren’t real.”
As night flooded the sky, we three fugitives absconded to the lakeside cave Windley had scouted out. While Rafe did a lap of the area, Windley and I stood at the lake’s edge, gandering at the mount before us built of fingers and limbs. It was unfathomable that creatures of that size once roamed the land. I wondered if they were beast-like or intelligent or a cross between the two. A shiver ran through my body, though it was unclear whether it was due to the chill of the air off the water or the skeletons themselves. Maybe both. Overhead, the sky was dotted with winking stars of silver, gold, and rose.
“I feel like I was involved in voyeurism tonight.” Windley’s tone was curious. “Rafe doesn’t usually call you ‘My Queen,’ does he?”
“Not really.”
“He did when you healed him.”
“Yeah, I think that was more geared toward Beau. I’ve gathered he likely calls her that,” I said.
“That doesn’t bother you? He’s your subject, not hers.”
The lap of the water was a calming sound.
“Queens and guards… we’re all just people at heart,” I said. “I could have been born to a different life. Rafe could have been recruited for Beau’s court instead of mine.”
“Yet it bothers you if I speak against my queen?”
Once in a while someone asks a question that makes you question much more.
Windley’s question struck me because he was right, and I didn’t have an answer to give him or myself. Beau was his queen, not me. How many times had I told it to myself? And why did it bother me so much when he called me his?
“You’re right,” I said in the absence of something better to say. “I’m not sure why.”
He chuckled softly. “I believe I know why… but I’ll let you figure that out for yourself. Let me know when you do. I’ll be waiting.”
He turned and left me on the pebbly edge of the lake. I didn’t understand what he meant by that. Or if I did, I refused to recognize it. Inside, something ached, but I couldn’t pinpoint it.
Instead, I closed my eyes and leaned back into the swarm of hands that reached out to catch me.
“MerriN.”
“You can see everything I can see, right?” I spoke into the darkness.
“We see everything.”
“I have something you can destroy. Whatever took Beau and whatever killed the cavalry. They may be one in the same.”
“We will rip them asunder! We will shred their bodies and extinguish their light!”
The darkness pushed into me with excitement and hunger.
“Yes, but first I need to find a way to across this lake. Do you know a way?”
The cradling hands and whispering darkness felt chaotic, like it was searching for an answer that didn’t exist, until one voice called out—unique from the rest and more defined, as though belonging to a tangible being.
“The bloodlust writhes in you now, Merrin. It is branded to your soul. Together, we will kill everything.”
Oh yes, I had all but forgotten about that voice.
“I have no interest in destroying the world, but I do mean to serve justice. I will avenge those who cannot avenge themselves.”
“You can only hide behind us so long. Your true self will come to light, and then you will rewrite the world.”
False. I knew myself well, or at least I thought I did. I had no undue malice, no desire for more power than I already had. “If you have nothing that can help me retrieve Beau then I’m leaving.”
I opened my eyes to propel myself from the darkness but not before the voice whispered one last thing:
“The mountain is huger than expected… Where lies the base?”
I didn’t necessarily trust that lone voice, more wicked than all the rest, but I, too, had found that piece of Beau’s message strange. Hearing it again made me look at the mountain in new light. True, the mountain didn’t rest upon an island; rather, it stuck up out of the water. Did the base of the mountain lie deep within the lake? If so, was the voice implying that Beau was being held under the water?
Before I could think on the theory further, there was a gasp behind me. Rafe, who had finished his patrol, was pointing at the righthand side of the mountain. “When did that happen?”
I followed his finger and realized that at some point while I was floating in the other world, the mountain had shifted. I hadn’t noticed in the darkness, but I saw it now, with the moon coming up, and it ran a terrifying tremble through me.
That one giant’s skeleton, intact and larger than the rest? It had shifted position and was now partway around the bend.
As Windley had told us, it was prone to moving.
That wasn’t the only thing worthy of concern. Rafe didn’t seem to notice, but I saw it clear as day. The rising moon—I could have sworn I faintly saw a woman’s eyes, nose, and full lips painted on the surface, and I wondered, was the moon watching us?
But it was too outlandish to ask aloud.
I should have asked it aloud.
Uncomfortably, Rafe rubbed his chest.
When I blinked, the face was gone.




Chapter 23
Those Words
There was urgency in the air. Crisp and cool, the lakebed seemed to warn us runaways that our time was limited. Lo, it was only a matter of time before Albie would arrive at the cavalry camp and let everyone know that we three were on the loose. Phylo and his lady friend would let everyone know they had seen Windley in the woods. Albie would assume we were somewhere nearby. He would send the others out to look for us, and we would be easily found. The best course of action was to press on while we still had time.
Before that, though, I need to take a moment to clear my conscience and let you know that I took no joy in disobeying Albie through all of this. As you may have guessed, it wasn’t normal for the captain of a guard to have so much influence over his queen, but there’s a reason our relationship was a distinctive one.
You see, my mother, whose simple necklace I yet wore around my neck, had died at a young age, leaving me to the throne before I was old enough to rule. My mother was beloved by many, but maybe Albie most of all. When she passed, he stepped in to care for me, more than any handmaid or nurse. He wiped my tears when I cried, bandaged my scrapes, drank tea with my dolls, and tucked me in at night. I loved Albie as if he were my own father, and Albie adored me back.
But this meant he wouldn’t blindly follow my command as others would. It meant he cared about me more as a person than as a queen. It meant he would defy me to keep me from danger.
I usually treasured these qualities, but not now. Not when there was another queen’s life at stake.
At the mouth of the musty cave, I told Rafe and Windley what the darkness had told me and my theory around what it meant.
“Below the water. How can that be?” Rafe said, pensively twisting at a curl of his hair.
“What’s more, this intel came from a disembodied voice that seems more malicious than all the other disembodied voices?” said Windley. “Charming.”
“I think we should try it. It’s our only lead and we’re under time constraints. Albie or the cavalry could come find us at any moment. Rafe’s already proven that our trail was easy to track.”
“Try what, exactly?” said Windley.
Actually, I had a plan. I had thought of it moments earlier while Rafe was charging his blade against the faceless moon.
“I’m going to use the darkness to summon another wind, like I did with the blood stags, and use it to blast a path through the water. Last time, it moved the grass, so it should be able to move water too, right? I was hoping Rafe might use his ice enchants to freeze the lakebed so that we can walk across without sinking into the mud.”
Rafe frowned. “My power isn’t strong enough to do that, Your Majesty.”
“Even for a moment? The trail doesn’t have to last behind us—you can release it as we go.”
He drummed his fingers against the hilt of his weapon, visualizing it. “Maybe.”
“I don’t know that I’m content with maybe,” said Windley.
“Do you have a better idea?” I asked.
He folded his arms. “We forget this whole thing and turn around?”
“But your queen may be down there!” I beseeched. “You should be doing everything in your power to find her.”
I didn’t understand. What had happened to the frantic Windley who had entered my bedchamber, freaking out that his queen was missing?
“Relax. It was a poorly timed joke.” Windley let out a sigh. “Let’s give it a shot. Worst case, the cavalry sees the upset water and apprehends us. I won’t be killing any of my countrymen, but I can at least scare them off.” He drew one of his hatchets and gave it a spin.
No, the true worst case was it actually working and us getting partway across before my powers failed and we were lost to the depths of the lake, but Windley wouldn’t say it, even if he thought it.
While I prepared to conjure more darkness than I ever had before, Rafe released his stag to graze and then practiced freezing sections of sand at the edge of the lake with the tip of his sword. Windley was his test subject, and it wasn’t going well.
“It shattered. Try again.” The sheer coating hadn’t been able to hold Windley’s weight.
With eyes turned frosty, Rafe muttered a different string of enchants before drawing a new circle in the sand around Windley’s feet.
“Better,” said Windley, “but it won’t hold the weight of all of us. What else have you got?”
“Not much, we don’t usually transfer our magics onto solid objects like this.”
“Come on, chap. Think of Queen Beau out there. She called for you specifically, didn’t she? Because she knew you would be able to reach her. Concentrate.”
This time, Rafe managed to produce a thicker sheet of ice. “That might do,” said Windley, jumping up and down on it. “Slippery as hell but better than getting mired down in the mud. If there are rocks and other debris, we’ll use those first. You should save your magic if at all possible.”
Rafe replicated it twice more to be sure he had it down.
“I think we have a winner,” said Windley.
I motioned to them over my shoulder. “Ready?”
With both guards standing behind me, and with the moon approaching the tip of Giant’s Necropolis, I edged up to the lake until the cool water was licking at my boots. The breeze of night tossed the edges of my cloak around my ankles. A second moon reflected on the polished lake. I drew in a deep breath of southern air before tipping my head back and dipping into the other world.
“MerriN.”
“MERrIn.”
“Is it time? Time to rip them asunder? Time to destroy those without merit?”
The darkness was eager, lurching, about to pounce if given the command.
“It is time,” I said.
Swathed in a fury of bodiless hands, I summoned the echoes closer until they were ringing in my head and all around my body like a cyclone. They opened for me, allowing me to intervene on behalf of those who had no voice to give. I interjected my vengeful intentions into the intentions of the forest, feeding it all my negative emotions over Beau’s capture.
The thought of her wrenched from bed.
The thought of her stored in a cold, damp place.
The thought of her fallen cavalry as they tried desperately to reach her.
“They had no right to take her!” I pressed into the darkness. “Lend me your strength so that we can destroy the one who took Beau!”
The darkness was airier than liquid and slithering like a serpent. It was dense and milky yet cool and wispy. It grazed over me like the thickest, darkest fog.
I opened my mouth, my pores, my very soul to it, and it bled into me from every direction.
“NOW!”
Opening my eyes to reality, I threw forth my hands and pushed the dark wind at the lake with all of my strength. As before, I felt the hands sliding down my arms and coaxing the magic out of me. With a blast, the spell hit the water, creating a tidal wave out in either direction and rocking toward the shore like breakers.
At that a moment, several things happened.
Rafe and Windley swore in unison, for the blast was large enough to be seen from across the lake. Shouts emitted from the direction of the cavalry camp—an indication that scarlet-clad guards would soon be at our location. And I gave a gasp, for the gust had exposed the lakebed, but the area below the water was not at all what I had expected.
The strand went in only a short distance before dropping off steeply. The darkness was right; the mountain of bones extended far below the surface of the water, so deep down that I couldn’t see the bottom. The mountain was huger than expected. Rafe whispered into his sword, and it illuminated. He stepped into the sand and made his way to the edge of the drop-off.
Meanwhile, my arms shook as I continued to spread the water with the otherworldly wind I had summoned. I felt the force of the water pushing against me. I wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long.
“What do you see?” Windley called between apprehensive glances over his shoulder. The hatchets in his hands were on the defensive, ready to fend away any who dared enter into the loch.
“The mountain continues way down below the surface,” said Rafe. “I can’t see the bottom. It’s dark down there, and the Queen is only pushing the upper portion of the water away—” He suddenly gave a shout and swatted at something with his sword. “Look out!”
I ducked, for a black bird with a humorously long tail had just flown up from somewhere below. “A widowbird!?” In my surprise, I released my hold on the echoes slightly and the walls of water surrounding us shook.
Rafe jumped back. “Careful, Your Majesty!”
“Oops! Sorry!” The bird landed on my shoulder, but I couldn’t check its leg myself for fear of releasing the spell. “Can you get that, Windley?”
With one hatchet still at the ready, he dashed over and busied himself with the tiny roll of parchment attached to the messenger’s foot. “Come on, you little bastard,” he swore at the parchment, though his own shaking fingers were to blame. After, he scanned the message: “What?” He gave a start. “Shit! RAFE, GET OUT OF THERE NOW!”
It was too late.
We didn’t know it, but Rafe setting foot in that lake was a catalyst for something massive, starting a chain of events that would end in the death of one of our allies.
I pray you get this in time! I didn’t know before! Her goal is Timber. Don’t let Timber anywhere near the southern mountain! Especially not at night!
Windley read it aloud as Rafe came running back to shore, and as I released the spell behind him, allowing the water to crash back into place and wash over our feet.
Rafe looked just as confused as the rest of us. He snatched the parchment from Windley to read it himself. “What? Who is the ‘she’ Beau is talking about?”
We would find out very soon.
All the while, the moon had been running its normal nightly course, sliding further over the horizon, creeping over the lake, and at the exact moment it lined up with the tip of the mountain, hanging low so that it appeared to be touching, the skeleton that was larger than all the rest began to move.
It started with a little wiggle, but due to its size, a ‘little’ wiggle was actually quite impactful, rattling the whole of the mountain. Windley pulled me back from the shores as all three of us stood in awe of what was happening. It was an image our minds told us couldn’t be real, yet our eyes fought to make us believe. The entirety of the skeleton straightened, pushing other bones aside as leverage to stand, shoving the pile of mammoth parts as though it were nothing. It had no skull, but it rose and reached up to the sky, where the moon hung low.
This wasn’t possible. We all knew that as we gaped, but from our angle, it appeared as though the skeleton took the moon from the sky and placed it atop its spine, as if using it for a head.
“You guys are seeing this too, right?” I said.
“I think so,” said Rafe.
“Uncertain,” said Windley. “Did it pluck the moon from the sky?”
The moment the moon touched the bones, silvery skin began to slide over them, forming curves and napes and breasts. Meanwhile, the moon’s orb morphed first into the shape of a skull and then into a head complete with a woman’s elegant face and long glittering hair made of stardust.
We had just witnessed the rebirth of a giant. Or rather, a giantess. A beautiful one—even more stunning than Sestilia—with pale eyes and eyelashes to match her silvery skin and hair.
“A goddess?” I mouthed.
While this was happening, the color was draining from Rafe’s cheeks. “L-Luna?” he said.
“You know her?” said Windley. He still had one arm around me, a hatchet crossed over my front like a gatekeeper.
Rafe’s expression emoted more than was typical of him. With fear and shock taking hold of his body, his head shook, and his bones trembled.
“The moon goddess,” he said, breathless. “I’ve seen paintings of her. My clan draws our power from her—we have for generations—but I didn’t know she could take human form! I didn’t know she existed in our world! I thought she was ethereal, residing in the heavens.”
Unmistakably, the towering woman made of moonlight set her stare on us. Meanwhile, we cowered together as if our three bodies could meld into one figure more threatening than any one of us on our own.
That was when the goddess, presumably Luna, first spoke.
I use ‘spoke’ because there’s no better way to describe it, but the sound wasn’t words. It was like tinkling carried on the wind and placed directly into our ears. There were no words, but we knew what she said as though she were speaking into our hearts. Perhaps it was the language of heaven.
“Conjurer of mine,” she said. “At last you come to pay on your debt.”
“Methinks she’s talking to you, chap,” said Windley, pulling me closer.
“What?” Rafe’s eyes were wide as the moon. “I don’t know anything about a debt!”
But whether or not he knew it, everything leading up to this point was coming to a head. The frosted handprint. The face in the moon. Rafe’s frozen heart. Really, the rest of us were just woven into the magician and his damsel’s story.
He backpedaled into us as an attempt to escape it all, but Luna took note. “Do you intend to evade me yet again, Rafael? Shame. I had hoped you came willingly this time.”
Rafael?
The towering woman shook her sparkling hair, and two shooting stars erupted from it. But they didn’t fall, instead locking onto Rafe as a target and heading straight for our group. We scattered to avoid them, Rafe diving right and Windley hurling me left.
Where the stars landed, the grass sparked, but what came next was another phenomenon our minds had trouble managing. Up from each spark sprouted a man, colored in moonlit silver like Luna. The men had no features but were capable of kinesis, capable of sight, and capable of attack. Both ran toward Rafe, and Rafe slashed them with his sword, but though his blade made impact, it didn’t deter them because they were made of the same enchants.
Seeing Rafe’s quandary, Windley sprang into action, twirling his hatchets at them, but the two beings were able to morph shape to avoid his hit every time. Still, Windley persisted, showing his teeth fiercely like a wolf, grunting and growing more frustrated the longer he went without catching them.
“Rafe!” I called while Windley distracted the creatures. “Is your full name Rafael?”
Rafe shook his head, hands to his knees and panting. “No! But it’s a name I know. That was the name of the progenitor of my clan, but he’s been dead for a century!”
Then perhaps this was nothing more than a case of mistaken identity.
As a queen, I had experience dealing with other powerful women. It’s possible I felt overconfident because I had won over even the insane Sestilia, but in that moment, seeing Windley fight for his life and seeing Rafe cower in fear and confusion, I made a decision to be diplomatic.
“Goddess Luna!” I shouted as loud as I could into the night.
“What are you doing!?” Windley scolded. “Knock it off, Merrin!”
No, that being had Beau, and my number one priority was getting Beau back.
“Goddess Luna! I think there’s been a mistake!” I waved my arms over my head.
But at that instant, Windley gave up on the creatures pursuing Rafe and instead set his focus on me, tackling me to the ground at the edge of the wood. “Don’t draw attention to yourself, Merrin! If she finds out you’re the nemophilist, she may see you as a threat and exterminate you!”
I struggled beneath him. “I have to try, Windley! She has Beau. That’s the reason we’re both out here, isn’t it? To save your queen!”
“Argh!” Windley let out a snarl and pulled me to my feet. “Stop saying that! YOU are my queen, Merrin. You’ve always been my queen. How can you not see that?”
My stomach dropped. “No, Windley, your queen is Beau.”
There was something else coming to head, and this one was my fault.
Irritation showed in Windley’s eyes, glossy, though I had never seen them gloss before. There was great emotion pent up inside of him and he threw it at me all at once.
“She is my queen only due to circumstance! I should have been brought to your court eight years ago! I have asked countless times to be transferred there!” He clenched my shoulders. “Do you want to know the reason I came running to you the night she went missing? The reason I was so upset? It was because I knew how it would affect you, Merrin. I know you love her most, and I couldn’t bear the thought of you losing her! I left my post and rode to you because I needed to tell you myself! I didn’t want it to be anyone else!”
I choked down the truth of it, lumpy though it may be—that this whole time his concern over Beau’s disappearance had been for my sake.
I stepped back from him until I was butted against the scratchy bark of a mammoth tree. My eyes were moist, my body quivering. “Windley, don’t say that. Beau’s your queen. I can’t stand it when you act like I’m more important to you than she is.”
“Why, Merrin?” He placed his fist on the bark over my head and leaned over me. “Why does it bother you?”
Because then I would have to acknowledge that what Albie said was true. I would have to deal with the fact that—
“I’m in love with you, Merrin,” he said as if releasing great frustration. “You have to know that, right? I’ve always been.”
There was a battle forming on the other side of the tree line as cavalry members rode to join Rafe fighting the moon creatures, but all of that was muted—the sound of galloping hooves and slashing steel—as if everything else was happening in slowed time. As if we were the only ones in existence.
“W-what?” I breathed.
“I am in love with you. Maddeningly so. I’ve been waiting for you to fall in love with me back. Waiting and waiting. It irks me to no avail that you don’t see it.” His expression softened as he looked at me with foreign tenderness. “I ache, day in and day out, knowing I will never have you. Please… let me have you.” He drew nearer. “Even if it’s just once.”
Thumb beneath my jaw, fingers coiled around the base of my neck, Windley tipped my head back and kissed me—slowly, thoughtfully, intentionally, as if he was savoring the taste of me. Fire lit on my breath and craving befell my soul.
When he pulled away, his expression was serious, his eyes earnest, as he waited for my reaction. But it was hard to speak with desire and elation intermingling inside my veins—with that familiar flutter hitting my spine.
“Is that your power, making me feel like that?”
I already knew the answer, for my lips weren’t numb. That writhing, fulfilling, soaring feeling was simply my own body admitting what I couldn’t say out loud.
He pulled me tight to his chest and kissed the top of my head, speaking into my mane: “That’s just me. And if you feel it, it’s up to you to decide what to do with it.” His demeanor shifted. “Now, for fuck’s sake, don’t taunt the goddess, Merrin.”
In his embrace, I felt valuable. There were many who cherished me, but not like this. This was desire. I took in the smell of his shirt and felt a singular tear roll off the tip of my chin because the thought of him loving me was a painful one.
“I have to. For Beau.”
He sighed. “I know. I just needed you to know. In case I don’t get another chance to tell you.” Hand to the small of my back, he pressed me against his body and kissed me on the cheek this time, saying into my ear, “I want you, and I would give up everything to have you, so… think about that and let me know, lion queen.”
With that, he sprang out of the forest and back into the battle, leaving me against the tree feeling my own lips and biting the lingering taste of him.
Yes, okay? It was my first kiss. People are aren’t generally so bold as to make advances on queens.
But goddess. I wish you could have felt it.
I had known it all along, Windley was in love with me, and he had been for some time, and I had been forcing it away, ignoring it, pretending not to notice because it would make me confront my own feelings and make decisions that would impact my reign.
Now wasn’t the time for that, though. Not yet.
Beyond the forest, the battle raged, the night lit by Luna’s glow. The remaining cavalry members had joined the fight, and Albie was among them, sporting his sword Faylebane. The number of silver enemies bred from Luna’s shimmering hair had multiplied until there was nearly one per guard.
I burst from the woods, backed by a myriad of echoes stolen from Beau and bequeathed to me, determined to win the moon goddess’s attention. “The person you seek is not with us!” I shouted with all my might, willing the echoes to amplify my words.
“My Queen!”
I knew that grizzled voice, and it hit me with extreme guilt. Albie abandoned the others, riding toward me on his tired stag and offering a wrinkled hand. He was in battle mode, a fury of sweat on his brow and fire in his eyes. I let his knobbed fingers encompass my own, though I had no intention of letting him pull me onto his stag.
“I’m sorry, Albie. I did it for Beau.”
“None of that matters now, My Queen. Get on. I’ll take you to safety.”
“No Albie.” I planted my feet. “I intend to stay and fight.”
“Absolutely NOT, Merrin!” Never did he call me by my name alone. Proof of how much my actions hurt him. That expression he wore… I hated myself for putting it there. Fear, anger, disappointment, sorrow, worry. It filled the lines in his face, as though aging him.
“I’m more powerful than you know. I’ve been keeping things from you, and for that I’m sorry.” I placed my free hand over his. “But please, trust that you’ve raised me to have clear judgement.”
Albie brought out his tone reserved for when I was in the most trouble. “I know you love Queen Beau, but your actions are not befitting of a queen. You’re being selfish. Think of your people!”
“I am thinking of them. And Beau’s people too. Let me go, Albie. I’m not afraid.”
But I knew that he never would, so I squeezed his hand— “I love you, my knight.” And then I tore away from him, racing to the shores of the lake lit by the moon goddess’s light. With Albie riding after me, I crouched low and placed my hands into the water, calling forth the strength of the echoes.
“Goddess Luna! I am Queen Merrin of the Crag, friend to Queen Beau of the Clearing, whom you have captured, companion of Rafe, whom you have summoned. I respectfully request an audience to negotiate the terms of Queen Beau’s release!”
At last, I caught the giant’s attention. She turned, sending waves out over the lake and making several large bones tumble off the mount. “Another royal? What are you doing way out here, little one?” The goddess bent forward to inspect me, making the very ground quake beneath me and causing more bones to go splashing into the water, creating giant waves. I fell into the shores.
And then I was scooped up by a giant sliver hand with soft, cold skin.
“Ah, so you are the one who claimed the Nemophile’s Crown.”




Chapter 24
The Nemophile’s Crown
The goddess lifted me high into the air, up over the battlefield, lake and mountain of bones. Even if she meant to do so slowly, our differing scale made it so that my stomach jostled from the sudden ascension.
Below, the others shouted after me until I rose to heights their voices could no longer reach. The goddess held me before her face, mouth as big as a cave. Up close, her skin wasn’t only silver—it shimmered with bits of moondust. Or maybe frost.
I felt like a treefrog or some other small woodland creature beside her oversized fingers. If she curled them, I would be crushed.
“Yes,” she remarked. “The Crown fits you well. Maybe you will be the one to finally fulfill its purpose.”
I understood that by Nemophile’s Crown, she meant the echoes. It seemed Windley’s bedtime story was true—that a crown had been cast from the heavens granting the one who wore it the ability to hear the wood. But what purpose did Luna mean?
I intended to explore that further, but not before securing Beau’s release.
I knelt in her chilly palm—my first time kneeling to another—mimicking so many who had knelt at my throne. “Goddess Luna, thank you for receiving me. I fear there has been a mistake, for the magician down there is not the one you seek.”
“That is not true. I felt his feet within my soil. Rafael is there.”
“No,” I asserted. “His name is Rafe. He’s one of my royal guards. As his queen, please allow me to appeal on his behalf.”
Luna tipped her head as if studying me. “It matters not what his name is now, little royal. In another life, he pledged his loyalty to me, and I granted him great power, which he has passed on to every iteration of himself. But he has broken our promise. He now owes me a debt, and I mean to collect.”
So it wasn’t Rafe who had warranted a hex being placed on his heart. It was one of his past selves who had made a deal with a goddess.
That was shit luck if I had ever heard.
“What did Rafael promise to give you in exchange for using your power?” I said.
“The only thing a conjurer may give: his heart. Alas, I cannot claim it, for another now holds it, and I cannot take it until she releases it.”
“You mean Beau—the girl below the lake?” I said.
Luna nodded, sending fragments of light out of her hair. “Rafael breached the terms of our agreement; he was meant to reproduce but never to give his heart.”
So Rafe was in trouble… because he had fallen in love?
Below, he fought, unaware of what he had done. As he slashed at the moon-born fiends, he had no idea he was doing so to claim his own heart.
“But humans don’t have knowledge of past lives,” I pled. “Is it fair to expect this iteration to uphold the terms of its ancestor? How can a person uphold a promise they don’t remember?”
“His heart should have remembered even if his mind did not,” said Luna. “I warned him what would happen if he ever gave it to another, but he assured me that his heart was cold. I froze it for him, whenever he used my power, but it seems he found one that could melt it.”
So Rafe’s ailment was a reminder of his pact, a reminder not to fall in love.
But I was quickly finding that the tragic thing about love was that it didn’t adhere to rules.
“That’s why you took Beau? To lure him here? Why not just take Rafe himself?”
Through my interrogation, Luna watched the battle below, following Rafe with her massive pale eyes.
“I did not mean to take the human girl. Alas, I can only materialize where my body fell. I sent my moonbeams to collect him, but his scent was in her, her heart stained with his, and they brought her to me instead. I kept her knowing he would come to retrieve her.”
So all this time, Beau was merely a casualty in an ancient pact gone awry. But there was one thing that didn’t make sense about that.
“If you didn’t mean to take Beau, then why did you take her echoes?” I said. “Er, her Nemophile’s Crown.”
“That was not my doing.” Luna shook her hair again. “The human girl cast aside the Crown herself.”
But Beau had been distraught over losing her abilities. I knew her tears, and those were real. “Beau wouldn’t have done that on purpose.”
“I do not believe it was intentional,” said Luna. “Her body cast it aside once she gained the power of a conjurer, for a conjurer may not wear the Nemophile’s Crown.”
I wasn’t following. “You mean a conjurer like Rafe? But Beau isn’t a magician.”
And then the goddess, formed from a giant’s skeleton and brought to life by the moon, said something more surprising than anything else I had heard and seen so far:
“The child within her is a conjurer. Their blood is connected, and therefore she may no longer wear the Crown.”
If I weren’t in the presence of a goddess, I would have cursed.
Beau was freaking pregnant?! And Rafe her unborn’s father?! The scandalousness of a guard impregnating a queen aside, I was overjoyed for her, shocked for her, fearful for her, and I thought back to when she had told me about losing the echoes. There was one sentence she hadn’t finished:
‘It happened right after…’
She and Rafe had conceived a child, apparently.
“You must let her go! I implore you! Please do not keep a pregnant queen imprisoned!”
“That is not my wish either. The moment she releases her hold on his heart, I intend to set her free.”
I didn’t expect the one who took Beau to be so even-tempered. She even sounded sorry for the circumstances.
“Forgive me, Goddess, but does that mean they would no longer love each other?”
“One cannot love without a heart,” she said.
Meaning Beau would still love Rafe, but he would no longer love her back. I couldn’t bear the thought of that. It would be no life to live if the one you loved could not love you back. When I acknowledged this, it was as if an arrow had hit the dead center of my chest.
Because I realized that was how Windley felt.
With a new sense of urgency, I clutched my neck and entreated: “Goddess Luna, is there anything that can be done to undo this deal made by Rafael?”
“A heart for a heart,” she said. “Are you willing to offer yours in exchange? Although you would have to get it back from the one who has stolen it first.”
A symphony of cords plucked in my chest. Even the moon knew what I refused to say.
“May I have a moment to consider your offer?” I said.
“You may.”
I turned from Luna and stared out over the night sky dotted with stars. Was I willing to give up my heart so that Rafe could keep his?
‘Ah, Queen Merrin, you never disappoint.’
‘I would never harm you, Merrin. Never.’
‘It feels good to hold you, my queen.’
‘Calm your soul, take a breath, and try again, lion queen.’
‘I want you, and I would give up everything to have you.’
No. I wasn’t willing to sacrifice that.
Maybe I’m not the kind of person you were hoping for. Turns out, I’m not a martyr.
What I am is a warrior.
With the goddess still to my back, I closed my eyes, and beseeched the only other being I could turn to. Never had the swarm of hands felt so welcoming, comforting, calming. I steadied my breath and focused my mind.
“MeRrin.”
Legions of fingers cradled my body.
“merrIn.”
Obscurity curled around me.
“MErrIn.”
“Are you there?” I pressed into the darkness, sifting through the swell of voices and searching for one who was different from the rest. “I need your help.”
“I am here,” said a voice distinct from the others. “Are you ready to learn my name?”
“I am.”
“If you do this, your true self will come to light. You may not return from this path.”
“I have no choice. Give me all the power you have,” I whispered into the darkness. “Enough to subdue a god.”
“Learn my name, and speak it when you need it.”
A single word bred into my tongue, and I understood what I had to do.
I opened my eyes and turned to face the silver giant. “Goddess Luna, I do not wish to make you an enemy, but if you will not offer another option, I must take Beau by force.”
“It will only prolong the inevitable, little royal. I will send more moonbeams after them.”
“Then I will take away your means to materialize in this world.”
“It is your prerogative to try. Though be warned, should I fall, the girl will fall too. I have put her in the heart of the mountain, in a bubble of my breath.”
But I wasn’t waiting for an invitation; I was already leaping off of her palm and into her open mouth, propelled by the winds of darkness.
I spoke the name the darkness had told me, the one bred into my tongue:
“EXITIUM!”
I felt more power course through me than I ever had before, as if the whisper of the wood had become one with the breath in my lungs. More than the blood stags, more than reviving Rafe, more than parting the waters, a mountain-toppling blast erupted from within the moon goddess’s mouth as I sent the power of the Nemophilist out in every direction from me, like a porcupine shuddering its spikes.
All at once, the pale metallic skin vanished from the giant’s frame, dispersing into the air like stars dying out, as the bones themselves collapsed on top of the mountain below.
I fell downward, hearing distant cries that I didn’t have time to acknowledge, for Beau would not have long once Luna’s bubble popped.
Just before making contact with the Necropolis, I again released the darkness on my tongue:
“EXITIUM!”
And as I crashed into them, the bones flew away from me, splintering from the impact of the darkness’s fury. Shards flung away from the water onto the land in large splintering pieces impaling the shore around the lake. But I continued to fall through them pushing away all physical matter as I submerged below the water level, down deeper into the mountain and into its very heart where a body lie floating, having been released from the breath of a goddess.
Beau.
Beautiful, charming, freckled Beau.
At last I had found my lost queen!
My heart wept as I took her in my arms, as darkness enveloped us both, filling our lungs in place of water and buoying us up to the surface. My body shook because using the name of the darkness filled me with adrenaline and because so much had happened in such a short time.
It was shock, but this time a good kind of shock.
When we emerged from the water, the mountain was no more, the lake circled by shards of bone sticking out from the shores like teeth. Luna was returned to her celestial shape. Only her face remained, casting sorrow down on us.
I pulled Beau’s unconscious body back to shore, through mud and sand, and knelt over her, praying for her to awaken. Who was I praying to, though? I had just defied a goddess, and heaven surely had no favor for me.
My hair dripped around my shoulders; my clothes weighed down with water.
We were both muddy and wet and shivering.
But none of that mattered because Beau’s long lashes gave a flutter before exposing her doe-like eyes.
“M-Merrin?”
“Hey lady.” My voice shook. “Were you waiting long?”




Chapter 25
Exitium
I helped Beau stand, and together we limped along the far shores of a lake now circled by skeletal fragments. Beau clung to my shoulders, burying her face in my neck. “You came for me.”
I held her around the waist. “Not just me. Rafe, Windley and Albie too.”
She lifted her face from me, looking off in the distance where the wall of bone shards separated us from the others. “The guards are here?” She wore an expression that could only be called pining. Beau pined for the magician whose heart she held.
“Yes, naughty. Your LOVER is here. You have SO much explaining to do. I know everything. Or at least, as much as I could get out of Rafe.”
Which, come to think of it, likely wasn’t much.
She stiffened, moisture glistening at the corners of her lovely eyes. “Oh Merrin! Forgive me! I wanted to tell you so many times, but I didn’t want to hurt you. It’s just so unconscionable. Rafe is sworn to you and your court.”
And to a goddess, as it turned out.
“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “I just want you to be happy. Your love won’t have many allies, but I assure you, I will be one of them.”
She let out the girliest sniffle. “Really?”
“Beau, of course really. And besides, Windley and I… kind of… have a bit of a thing happening.”
“Truly?” She gave a twinkling smile. “Well, that only took a decade. He must be glowing.”
“Did everyone know but me?!”
She let out a dainty laugh in reply.
“Goddess damn, though,” I said. “He can be so much hotter than you’d ever imagine.”
…I couldn’t wait to see him.
Because I was finally ready to set our monster free.
“Beau, we fell for each other’s guards. What kind of queens are we?”
She shook her head, digesting the satire of what we had done, the difficult path we had paved for ourselves. “Only time will tell,” she said.
“I am going to need advice, you know. Of the two of us, you’re far experienced.”
She smiled to herself. “It’s easier than you’d think.”
“What is?”
“All of it. And also more painful than you’d think.” Beau glanced over her shoulder to the water lying still. “By the way, how did you blow up the mountain and retrieve me. Was it explosive powder? You must have needed quite a lot.”
“Not explosive powder, exactly.” There was simply too much to go over. “I’ll have to give you the short of it for now.”
I recounted to her that I had found the echoes… or that they had found me, and that I had learned to become a conduit for their power.
Beau’s response was not as I expected.
It was far more troubling.
“Oh no! I’m so sorry, Merrin. I was wondering which royal they would attach to. I wouldn’t wish that burden on anyone!”
“Burden?”
She nodded. “There are secrets that go along with the oracle’s power. Only my family knows them, for if others knew the truth, they would fear the one who hears them. I know there’s much to discuss, but if you truly have them in you, then you need to hear this first without anyone else around to hear it.”
“Beau.” I released her waist and turned to face her. “You’re scaring me.”
Illuminated in moonlight, beautiful Beau took my shoulders, eyes wide. “You need to be fearful. I am fearful for you.” She bored her eyes into mine and swallowed. “The echoes can’t bring calamity on their own, and the true job of the oracle is not to subdue them. It is to bear them so that another does not need to. The echoes can’t just exist out in the world; they need a host. They will attach to someone, and my family has always ensured that they attach to the next born of our lineage. We train to learn how to calm ourselves under their influence. When I whisper my intention into the forest, I’m not doing so to quell the echoes; I’m doing so to quell myself. You need to be very careful with them, Merrin. They are dangerous.”
“Dangerous?”
“That’s why I was so upset when I lost them; I feared who might find them and what they might do with them. I should be glad it was you.”
I felt as though a weight had been strapped to my ankle and I thrown into the sea. I backed away from her, looking at my own hands as though the shadow ones may slip over them at any moment.
Did that mean I had been the wrong to give in to them?
But each time there had been no other choice!
“I will take them back from you if we can find a way to do so,” she said. “I have many tactics for calming my spirit under their influence. This is not something you want to live with.”
“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” I said. “At least for another nine months or so.”
Judging by her expression, she didn’t know yet, and I wouldn’t get a chance to tell her.
The others found us, emerging through the bone wall and riding the stretch of the lake.
And while the remaining cavalry swarmed us with Albie at the front, there were two who hung back from the rest. Two who could not show their emotion in front of the others.
Yes, it was a difficult path we had chosen.
As Beau’s cavalry surrounded her, kneeling, she held her heart and stared lovingly over them to Rafe, who waited at the edge of the tree line for her to be done with the others so that they could find a moment alone. Only then would he embrace her, only then would he scoop his damsel into his arms.
And there was another like him, hanging back from the others, stag-less and waiting his turn. His expression was blank, his eyes shadowed.
Albie smothered me. “My Queen! Are you harmed?”
“I’m fine, my knight. Better now to see you are unharmed.”
He lowered his voice so that the rest couldn’t hear. “It almost looked like that spell came from… you. But that can’t be right, can it?”
A warning.
“Don’t be silly, Albie. That was the moon goddess’s doing. I don’t know who took Beau, but the moon goddess stepped in and opened a way for me to find her. She said our queendoms are to remain protected. And that is the story you will command Beau’s guards to repeat, yes?”
Because a queen who could keep nature peaceful was a treasure, but a queen who could bend it to her will was a threat.
Albie knelt low. “As you wish, My Queen.”
I dropped to my knees into the moist ground to hug him. “We found her, Albie.”
“You found her, My Queen.” He met my eyes in earnest. “I was wrong to confine you. You have more strength than I knew. Aye, I’m ashamed of what I did. I promised your mother I wouldn’t let harm befall you, but you aren’t a child anymore, and a knight has no right to defy a queen.”
Was it just me, or was he more wrinkled than when we first set out? Was each one of those lines a new memory formed of the joys and pains we had experienced together?
“You know you aren’t just a knight to me, Albie.”
He smiled a fatherly smile and tucked my hair behind my ear. “And you aren’t just a queen to me, my dear.” He kissed me lightly on the top of the forehead with his mustache, as he had so many times when I was a child.
We shared a moment and my heart was warm, but it wasn’t long before it was pining for another.
Albie followed my gaze that was focused on the devilish guard standing off in the distance. “I wish you wouldn’t,” he implored.
“I know, Albie, but I can’t help it. It’s been there a long time, and it won’t listen to reason.”
Our monster.
He sighed. “The kin of the Cacti’s a good lad, you know. You’d like him. Handsome boy. Good bloodline.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But this is something I need to do. I won’t command you not to follow me, but I ask that you don’t.”
Albie studied me with melancholy, understanding that I would likely never be tamed. I was the same wayward queen I had been all those years ago when falling out of trees and sneaking through the night-lit castle.
“Then a final word of warning, My Queen.” Albie’s grizzled voice admitted defeat. “Be careful. His past is more troubled than you know.”
But I didn’t care. Eight years was long enough to know the truth of someone’s soul. I gave Albie one last squeeze before pushing through the crowd of Beau’s fawning guards and running to him where he stood, at the edge of the lake between two shards of broken bone speared into the earth. He was beat up, his face cut, his clothing torn. When he saw me coming, he slipped around the other side of a piece of splintering, out of sight from the others.
Because this conversation was not something Beau’s cavalry should see.
I peeked around the shard, only to snatched.
“I thought you were dead,” he said into my hair, arms wound around me, inhaling the scent of my neck. “I thought the giant crushed you. When you survived it, I thought you blew yourself up. When you survived that, I thought you drowned. It was one thing when that rebellious soul of yours was locked up in a castle, but out here… it’s too much. To love you is torture.”
“Windley.” I gripped the back of his shirt and breathed into his chest.
He released me, sliding into a crouch with his back against the shard and his face shadowed. He placed his mouth to my knuckles. “Just put an end to my torment.”
“How would you like me to do it?” I said.
“Spear me through the middle. That should be quick enough.”
“I haven’t a spear,” I said.
“Then use a pointed stick.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “If I do, you’ll never hear my response to what you told me.”
He pulled me down to his level, between his knees and searched my face, neck flexed and pain evident in the corners of his mouth. Even like this, all beat up and drained and in torment, he was good to look at.
“You’ve turned scarlet again.” I reached for a lock of his hair, and he snatched my wrist.
“Don’t toy with me, lion queen.”
But I wanted to tease him, banter him, torture him, comfort him, hold him, cry for him.
I wanted to touch him, kiss him, tackle him, lay with him, let him steal all the energy from my body.
I wanted to drink with him on the veranda of the forest fortress and sneak with him through the wood doing things no queen should do with another queen’s guard.
“I’m sorry, Windley. You’re another queen’s guard and one of my best friends, and that’s why…”
He scowled.
“It took so long for me to realize.”
His scowl fell, replaced by an odd, contained sort of smile.
“I’m… pretty sure I’m in love with you back. I mean, I never have been before, but… yeah, this seems like it. Is it sort of a soul-burning feeling? Is it like if I could only ever touch one person again, I would want it to be you? Like I would rather not go back to the queendoms at all than have to go back to the way things were?”
His adam’s apple bobbed before he nodded. “That sounds… accurate.”
This time I was the one to kiss him, wrapping my arms around his neck, body awakening against him, heart welling next to his. The taste of him spread throughout me, sending a zinging sensation through my pumping heart.
When I was finished, he wore the widest jester’s grin I had seen on him yet. He took my waist and hoisted me onto his lap. “You’ve made a terrible mistake,” he said.
“I like to think I have good judgment.”
He lifted my hair to kiss me below the ear. My neck was numb and frigid where his lips had grazed. “Sorry,” he muttered against my skin. “It isn’t easy to resist. I’ll work on it.”
“It’s fine,” I breathed. “It feels good.” I tipped my neck back so that he could kiss along my jaw. Waves traveled through me. Flutters abounded. He took my earlobe in his teeth.
And then he hesitated, for there had been a noise on the other side of the wall.
Yes, I was still a queen, and he was still Beau’s guard, and the world would cast us out if it became known.
“They’re coming. We have to stop or someone will see,” I said.
He groaned and slid his hands up my waist to my ribcage and then back down before releasing me. “As you command, my queen.”
But as I turned to leave him, he took my shoulder. “Wait. There’s something else you should know. It won’t make you happy, but I want to be the one to tell you.”
Uh-oh. I knew that tone. It was similar to when he told me Beau was missing.
“Wind?”
He frowned, eyeing me as if I were made of glass. “Battles are not won without casualties, Merrin. You did what you had to do, and you should feel no regret.”
“Why…?”
I didn’t understand. Beau was rescued. We were all reunited, our monster on the loose.
Windley squeezed my shoulder. “The fault was not yours but fate’s. He could have been standing anywhere.” He swallowed, minding my reaction. “Do you remember the guard we saw mapping the land while we ran from the woodman’s hut?”
“The well-mannered one? Bartolomew?”
“Yes.” Windley cupped my ears as if he could shield me from what he was about to say. “He wasn’t able to move out of the way in time. One of those bone fragments from the Necropolis hit him. He didn’t make it.”
Then that meant—
“I… killed someone?”  
Beau was right. The power of the echoes, the power of Exitium, was dangerous
During the mourning that ensued, I made a vow never to speak the word again.
But our journey was really only getting started, and I would speak that word many, many more times and take many, many more lives before I would ever return home.
Overhead, Luna’s face in the moon watched as I clenched Windley’s cloak and sobbed for the soul I had sacrificed to save my dearest friend.
It had to happen, Windley assured me, for the goddess needed to be stopped. After all, she had killed three dozen cavalry members and would have frozen Rafe solid. One life, he said, was worth saving many.
I wouldn’t find out for some time that Luna was, in fact, not the one who had massacred Beau’s cavalry.
That was something much worse.




Chapter 26
Until Next Time
Well, that’s all, captive ones. We returned home, back to our lives, and everything went back to the way it was. 
…Kidding. 
The night after retrieving Beau, we made camp in the thick of the Emerald Wood, in the chill of autumn reaching its dawn. Everything felt new and fresh and light. I stroked Ruckus’s coarse fur and watched with amusement as Beau, who had bor-rowed one of my riding outfits, tugged at the crotch of her britches. 
“I look like a boy,” she said.
“Yes, but a hot one,” I said. “Try to get used to it. You can ride so much faster in pants. It will make for fun footraces in the Scarlet Wood.”
“I swear you were born to the wrong body, Merrin,” she said.
She might be right.
The Queen of the Clearing was looking surprisingly put together after learning that most of her cavalry had met a grizzly fate. She had spent time alone grieving, and then time beside me grieving, and now she was acting strong for those who remained—like the ruler she was, though inside I knew she pained.
“The moon is set to turn gold soon,” she said, staring up through the trees and blinking away the moisture that had been lining her eyes all day. “We won’t be back in time for the lunar festival.”
I looped my arm through hers. “We’ll have to make next year’s doubly good to make up for it,” I said.
Though I doubted I would ever look at the moon the same way again. I had made an enemy of the goddess trapped within, and time had yet to tell whether doing so had even broken the hex on Rafe’s heart. For now, at least, he seemed to be doing well, though I noticed things about him I never had before. I picked up on his subtle glances, the corner of his mouth twitching when Beau said something funny, the way he brushed her hand as he walked past. I had been blind to it before.
Maybe you needed to know love to see it in others.
“What are you thinking about, lion queen?” Someone trailed a finger down my arm. I turned to find Windley offering a come-hither smirk and quickly swiveled to make sure none of Beau’s other guards saw. Rafe may have been discreet, but Windley? Not so much.
His actions seemed so obvious now. Had it gotten worse? Or had I really been that dense?
Or maybe our monster was just more unruly than theirs.
That smirk, though.
Goddess, I wish you could have seen it.
I couldn’t wait until we were back home. I couldn’t wait until we were away from all these other people. Drinks on the veranda, stargazing in the belvedere, walks through the wood…
But if I’m honest, there was little else that sounded appealing about returning home.
Things were less complicated out here. A wandering soul was a free one. I considered that maybe I was a lousy queen, willing to give up my entire queendom for the sake of finding a friend. Willing to jeopardize my reign for the sake of a kiss. I played with my mother’s necklace and wondered if she had encountered any such temptation during her time as Queen of the Crag.
The night was merry, the cavalry elated over finding their lost queen. Albie kept close to me, watching me closely, disapproving of the way Windley grazed my back when he thought no one was looking. Albie’s betrayal in the woodcutter’s cabin felt a distant memory. He had done it out of love, even if misdirected, and I was at fault too, for hiding my powers from him. He was ever my protector, feeding the cavalry my story about the moon goddess who had saved Beau from her unknown captor.
For now, at least, my secret was safe. And that story would be written in the royal archives of both our queendoms and eventually turn into legend.
I would carry the echoes for Beau for nine months until she was ready to take them back. Bartolomew’s sacrifice was a testament to their destructive power, Windley a testament to my lack of self-control. Beau was the safer choice. I had come to know that.
In the black of night, we all rounded the fire, eating a stew Rafe had prepared, while Beau brushed out my tangled hair. “Is that… THAT IS A FEATHER! Where even is there a bird around here?!”
“Maybe the widowbird dropped one?” I shrugged.
“But it’s white!” She feverishly searched through the rest of it as if expecting to find a dove.
A Beau burst? Yes, all was right with the world.
Or so it was for a fleeting moment.
The cavalry was drunk, Albie was drunk, and my head was in Beau’s lap while Rafe and Windley watched us tenderly from the other side of the fire. The warmth of the flames seemed a warning, urging me to stay beside it and not retire to bed.
I didn’t listen.
I should have listened.
“Lion queen?” Windley’s voice was at my ear.
I opened my eyes to darkness. “Windley? What are you doing here? This is the queen’s tent, you know.” Indeed, Beau purred beside me, curled perfectly on her side like a kitten. “Was Albie right?” I jested. “Are you a bounder?”
“Tch. If I was, you would be first to know, as you would be my primary target.”
I sat up from the blankets. “Are you okay? Your face is strained.”
“Sorry, I didn’t think you’d already be asleep. I have the strangest headache, and I feel the need to take a walk.” He pushed at his temple. “I just wanted to tell someone in case I get eaten by a beast out there.”
“A headache?”
“Yeah, I’ve been getting them the last few days, but tonight is really bad. I’m just going to clear my head. Maybe look for a stream. I would have told Phylo or one of the others, but most are dead drunk. I’ll be back by morning. Don’t let them leave without me.”
“Wait,” I said, “I’ll go with you.”
“No, you should sleep,” he coaxed, eyes shining like black diamonds. “You’ve only just defied the heavens, haven’t you? I’d wager that level of might took a lot out of you.”
“I’ve already got my cloak, see?” I took him by the collar. “Besides, I’ve been wanting to get you alone.”
“Oh really?” His gleam was uncontained. “Whatever would you want to do with me?” The corner of his mouth curled. “All right, then. Maybe I came in here hoping you’d join me anyway.”
In the dead of night, we stole past the kindling fire, through the trees and away from camp, fingers entwined and followed by a glowing trail of footprints. His palm was warm, his knuckles strong. Windley watched me from the corner of his eye as though I might disappear when the sun rose.
I wanted him to look at me like that always.
But it wasn’t to be so. After a passing of time, the scarlet-haired guard made a noise of discomfort and brought his hand to the side of his head.
“Windley?”
His blackstone ring caught the reflection of a passing orb of forest light. “I’m fine,” he said. “Walking really does seem to help. Shame. I finally have you to myself, and I’m impaired.”
I felt my neck warm at the thought of him having me to himself. “I-I wonder what brought it on,” I deflected. “You said it’s been happening for days?”
“Mm. But not like this. It was only dull before. Just an annoyance. It’s worse tonight.”
That was troubling. Luckily, I was queen of a medicinal queendom and ailments were my specialty. I began to search around for greenery that might be used to make a headache suppressant.
“Over there.” I pointed. “There’s moth rose. That’s good for aches of all kinds. I can make a medicine for you if we find some vera.” I tugged his hand, but he held his ground.
“Not that way.” He put his hand to the front of his head this time and winced.
“Not that way?” I said. “Are we going somewhere in particular?”
“No… I don’t think so, but…” He showed his teeth, rubbing the side of his temple.
That’s when the pit of my stomach began to drop.
“Windley? What’s happening?”
“I’m not sure—it’s like there’s something in my head that’s ramming against a door. And it feels better if we walk in this direction.”
A headache that cured from walking in a certain direction was no normal headache. I had no curative for a headache like that. This time I was the one to plant my feet. “No. Something doesn’t feel right.”
The darkened wood was suddenly feeling a bit eerie, and I was suddenly feeling a bit uneasy about the shadowed shapes dotting the trees.
When Windley saw my expression, he stopped and examined our surroundings. “Oh shit. I didn’t realize we had strayed so far. I’m not sure what’s wrong with me, Merrin. Let’s turn back.”
But we had only just started to when I realized that one pile of forest growth was shaped a bit like a person. I clenched Windley’s hand hard.
“What is it?” He pushed me behind himself, fingers toying at the hilt of one hatchet.
As suspected, that questionable patch of forest growth straightened before stepping out from the rest of the underbrush. It was a person—one garbed in a long, hooded cloak.
My pulse turned quick.
“Stay where you are if you don’t want to lose a hand!” seethed Windley, hatchet now fully revealed.
Yet the figure approached.
“Did you not hear me, fiend?” Windley spat, pushing me further behind him, shielding me from view.
“We thought we felt you skulking around in the southern domain,” said the garbed figure, who was either a man or a very throaty woman.
My first thought was that they were talking about me—the nemophilist and my glowing footsteps that gave me away like a beacon, until—
“Well done, Windalloy,” the figure said, clapping slowly. “After eight long years, the lost son returns. It seems you’ve ensnared a powerful one for a pet, too.”
Windalloy? That couldn’t be coincidence, right? And… eight years was how long Windley had been with us. So by ensnared pet, the hooded man meant… me?
I was no one’s pet.
But Windley took no acknowledgement of any of this. He continued to clutch me behind himself, demanding, “Who are you?”
“Come now, the effects of that crude elixir must be wearing off now that you’ve stepped foot on southern soil again. Surely you remember your master.” The man lowered his hood to reveal a strikingly handsome face with gleaming, intoxicating, mesmerizing lavender eyes.
A Spirite?
“Argh.” With a grunt, Windley doubled over, hand to his temple. “No… I…”
I clung to him, already ready to break my vow and summon the echoes. Whoever this was, I was stronger, for I wore the Nemophile’s Crown, and I could end them with a push of my hands.
I flexed my fingers in preparation for a fight.
“MErrIN?”
“Merrrrin.”
But after the episode, Windley merely stood, even keel, and said, “Oh, I forgot about all that.” Then, over his shoulder, he issued me a frantic, whispered directive: “Run, lion queen. Back to camp, and don’t look back. Ever.”
But I only made it a few lighted steps before I was undertaken by three other hooded beings.
Windley’s dark past had finally caught up with him.
Well, that seems as good a place to stop as any, don’t you think? There’s simply too much for one sitting, and I’m sure you have things to do. Fear not, captive ones, everything will make sense in due time.
And I assure you, it will all be worth it.
Until next time,
Xoxo, Merrin
A Crown of Echoes: END
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