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




Chapter X
Where Were We?
When I returned to the physical realm, it was as if the world had inhaled deeply to take me in, and my feet felt softer and more buoyant than they had before. Everything about the world was heightened, the shimmer on the water, the smooth of the driftwood… the charred crater I had left on the beach.
Only Windley and Rafe and a few disgruntled crabs remained; the others were gone, and by the looks of their trailing footsteps, Charmagne and Pip had absconded in one direction while Edius went another.
When he saw me, Windley sprinted to me, wet in his eyes, kicking up sand, and face smudged with remnants of the pollution I had spewed into the air.
Before Windley would fill me in on all that had happened, he took me carefully in his arms and held me like he had no intention of ever letting go.
“I should never have doubted you, Merr. You never needed the sun goddess’s help. You did it on your own. Ascian’s dead.”
No, it was just another goddess who had aided me. One no longer branded to my soul.
Windley squeezed me in a way more than loving, more than desirous, more than grateful. It was an emotion without a name.
Of course, I didn’t mind. Even that too, felt heightened, the beat of his heart through his chest, the veins connecting him and moving his blood—it was as if I could sense them through him, as if life was a moving, breathing concept held within everything.
Vita’s power was unlike anything I had felt before. The opposite of Exitium’s orphic nature, it was a feeling of continuous wonder and light.
Saorsa.
When at long last Windley released me, he did so to examine the rubble where Ascian had once stood, and I turned my attention to a certain wavy-haired, amber-eyed magician who once more looked like he had been put through hell.
“Rafe.” I placed hands on him. “You made it. I was so worried for you. Thank goddess. But not that goddess. Fill me in later?”
Before agreeing, he did something he had never done before and would never do again. He put a hand to my back and patted it awkwardly the way distant cousins might greet each other after only meeting once before—his version of a hug. “I thought you were going to disintegrate, Your Majesty. That would have been unfortunate… for Beau.” He turned away so as to hide his face.
While for him it was likely our least comfortable moment together, for me it was our warmest.
But the smile invading my mouth was short-lived.
“No! FUCK! It isn’t here!” Windley let out a heave while falling forward and placing both hands on his knees in defeat.
I ran to him, bare feet becoming coated from, what I would later come to know was Ascian’s ashes. Dis-gust-ing.
“What is it?” I took his shoulder and searched the ground where he stood. “What’s wrong?”
“No, no, no, no, no, no. Damn it, NO!” Windley shook his indigo hair. “Ascian’s ring! It’s gone! If Charm took it, it means she has access to all of the hexes imbued in it! Including the thing inside Pip!”
If it was true, if Charmagne had been the one to take Ascian’s ring, then we were in unprecedented danger. And I no longer had the echoes bobbing about on the outskirts of perception, waiting for a fight.
I told you Ascian wasn’t our greatest foe.
I really should have killed her when given the chance.
It was one of the least favorable outcomes, vanquishing one monster only to create another, more unhinged monster. Not to mention, the echoes were out somewhere in the world, searching for a new host to do their bidding.
Unfortunately, they would land on the worst possible option.
Though we didn’t know it yet, Exitium already knew her next target, for she had been watching me for days before ever entering me. And there was a particular spider queen of a particularly vampiric castle that was, while unstable, certain to hold the wrathful nature necessary for exacting the fallen goddess’s destruction on the world.
That’s right. The one, the only, the beautiful, the insane—
Queen Sestilia of the Cove.
Yeah. Remember her? I knew there was a reason I told you about her.
With the whereabouts of Albie and Beau currently unknown, with Edius’s true motives unknown, with magical twins nesting in Beau’s belly, with a wrathful goddess about to enter a familicidal queen, with an ancient many-legged creature bonded to Pip’s soul, with Charmagne holding the power of a hundred hexes, and with at least three out of four goddesses upset with us—I, the great and mighty Merrin, along with a flame-wielding magician and a predator with an overactive heart, embarked on a quest to save the world from destruction’s whims.
That doesn’t seem like too great an ordeal, does it?




Chapter 1
Vita
This story would be better if it were told by Flora. Beautiful, warm, honey-voiced Flora. But alas, captive ones, you’re stuck with me, your favorite rantipole queen.
It seems like it’s been eons, friends. I’ve missed you for sure this time, and I lament because I know we’re on the other side of a hill, tumbling toward the end of our time together.
But we won’t reach it today. We’ve got a good more left to go before then. And there’s something I should probably admit now that we’ve come this far. Wouldn’t you know, this is actually my second time telling this story? And the first time—it didn’t end so well. You’ll see what I mean.
Strap in, guys, it’s going to go quickly.
With the mess we’d left ourselves in, Windley, Rafe and I had a hard decision to make.
In the blackened crater of the beach, Windley stared off after Charmagne and Pip’s footsteps, in the direction of a city he had once helped to corrupt, his dulled eyes paining over what might come to pass now that Charmagne had Ascian’s ring and access to any hexes remaining therein. Rafe, meanwhile, had been staring longingly in another direction for some time now: home. He wanted very much to go home to see his lover queen who now held two of his children in her womb.
Behind us, the sabotaging sun painted the water hues of lusty orange. If not for her—if Soleil had done as promised—the echoes would still be contained in my soul instead of off searching for another royal stupid enough to let them in, none of whom would have Beau to warn them of the danger lurking within.
Without the echoes swimming around on the edges of perception, my head felt empty.
But though my ears were clear, I wasn’t alone inside my vessel, for another had started to spread, filling me from heart to fingertips with a creator’s warmth.
“Are you all right, Merrin? You have been still for more than ten minutes.”
“I’m overwhelmed,” I admitted to the flittering feeling in my chest that was the goddess Vita. “Those two are conflicted and on the verge of breaking. They’re waiting for an order, though I have none to give. And once I tell them I’ve lost the echoes…”
“You fear weakness? Do not. Creation is an equal force to that of destruction. It must be so for the world to balance.”
“Then show me! I wish the means to fight!”
“You have it, though you cannot use it as you are now. Your body is lacking in vitality. No hume has an unending tap. You must replenish what you have lost before anything else.”
I knew she was right, for my body felt as hollow as the crab-less shells scattered at the water’s edge, having been drained by Charmagne and nibbled at by Edius, after a night of feasting from Windley.
But there was hardly time to rest. Not with an all-powerful cupcake on the run. Not with a goddess of destruction on her way to the queened lands.
Yet Vita was persistent:
“That beastling made a promise, did he not? To return to the girl in the cottage?”
“You mean Flora?”
“A suitable place to rest. And I am sure you miss her too.”
Miss Flora? No. I wasn’t eager to see her with Windley again.
In my ear, Vita made a small noise that almost sounded like a giggle. “Humes are curious creatures, are they not? It is why they are so beloved. As sure as my breath lives in you, that cottage is the best place for you now, little royal.”
“You’re serious, Vita? But what about Exitium? Surely a bodiless deity will make it to the north far faster than our mortal legs can take us. Are you really in favor of pursuing Charmagne first?” 
“I do not care about the beastling.”
But Flora’s cottage was on the way to the hexed town! Why would we go there if not in pursuit of Charmagne?
“It is imperative you seek out the girl in the cottage, for only then will you understand why I have placed my hope in you. Only then will you be able to wield my light.” 
With that, the goddess tinkled away.
I stood alone, staring out at a world that was terrifying and big.
And beautiful.
With Vita’s life in me, I could feel the push and pull of the waves at my back, the intention of the wind fighting through the trees, the individual grains of sand beneath my feet, worn from ages of being crashed over by salt and sea. I could feel Rafe’s heart longing for Beau. I could feel Windley’s too, though his was smaller and stiff, but only until he turned to set his eyes upon me. Then I felt it warm and speed: “Lion queen?”
“Wind.” I said his name and felt his heart speed faster. “I have something to tell you. I have something to tell both of you.”
…
…
“Phooo. Damn, lion queen. That’s a lot to take.” An understatement of unfathomable proportions. Windley scratched at his indigo hair. “My lore was right, then? There are two halves to the Nemophilist’s Crown?”
“Seems that way,” I said, keenly watching his reaction.
“And Exitium was a goddess?” he said.
“The one to end things.”
“And Vita was inside you this whole time too?” he said.
“Still is. She assures me her power is as great as Exitium’s, but she won’t show me until after I replenish my vitality. She wants us to go to Flora’s. She’s… really adamant about that.”
Windley frowned. “Flora’s? Why there? Can’t you just rest in the tent?”
I shrugged, glad that his heartbeat remained constant at the thought.
But someone else’s heartbeat was speeding through all this, though you wouldn’t know it by the stony look of him. Because I hadn’t previously told Rafe about Exitium, his bite was a great deal bigger to swallow.
“The echoes will find another royal?” he said, staring ever north with eyes of ancient amber.
“Yes, though if Pip really can wipe out entire cavalries at will, he and Charmagne may be just as great a threat.”
Windley folded his arms. “And not only to the south, I’m afraid. Charm has a certain loathing for the north. I shudder to think what she will do untethered.” He nodded to himself, slowly at first, but quickly gaining gumption as he chewed over his part of the decision to be made. “All right, you two. Charm’s my burden. I’ll never be able to feel relief until either she or that ring is destroyed. By the looks of it, she and Pip went back to Ascian’s manor.” He gave me one of those looks of his, as though it might be his last one ever. “Merrin—”
“Don’t. You know I’m coming with you. It isn’t a question. Besides, I’ve still got one half of the Crown and it’s telling me to head west too. If Exitium’s objective is to destroy the world, then Vita is our best chance of preventing it. I need to appease her by going to Flora’s.”
“Ugh. If you must.” But Windley was looking hopeful for the first time since discovering that Ascian’s ring had been taken, and mischief was steadily returning to the lines of his mouth.
Yet Rafe’s heart was still beating elsewhere.
“I won’t order you to come with us, Rafe. I understand you’re in a complicated position,” I said.
Because while Rafe’s flame power would be an asset against Charmagne, I was not the one he truly wanted to protect. Not with other evils off in search of royal blood.
“My opinion?” Windley kicked at the pile where Ascian had once stood. “Chap should go north.”
“What, so that you can steal the Queen again?” Rafe said, unimpressed.
“Among other things.” Windley raised a brow at me before petitioning Rafe: “No, think about it, mate. The fastest way back to Abardo is by prancelope, but I can’t charm a separate one for you. Unfortunately, you’ll only hold us back.”
So he said, but at least a piece of me suspected he was doing so for Rafe’s sake.
I furthered, “On second thought, Rafe, it might be in our best interest for you to warn Beau and Albie of Exitium’s coming. Beau’s line has long kept the echoes at bay. It’s possible she’ll know what to do until we make it back to you. If you decide to go, you should take this with you.” I removed the filigree whistle from around my neck. “Use it to call Beau’s widowbird and find her. She won’t have made it back to the Clearing yet.”
Rafe stared at the whistle in his hand. “But this is a royal relic.”
“And I am a royal, bequeathing it to you.”
Rare to see, but I swear it was there—a small flush settled on Rafe’s bronzy cheek as he lowered into a bow. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’ll keep her safe.”
“Take this too, chap.” Windley pelted him with the bag of coin we had accumulated between Edius, Flora and the beguiled shopkeep. “Use it to buy a stag from the first farmstead you cross. You can’t expect to reach her on foot, can you?”
Rafe looked awkward for it. “Er, thanks.”
“Besides, best to save up as much stamina as possible for your reunion with the Queen. I expect a bounder like you will put it to good use.”
“Ugh. Good luck, Your Majesty.”
I’ve heard Rafe’s journey to find Beau was neither easy nor pleasant, but that is not my story to tell.
Maybe he’ll tell you himself someday.
It was with muted farewells that we parted ways on a quiet beach painted in the orange of day’s last efforts. After, Windley was pensive, watching Rafe trot away.
I nudged him with my side. “Who knew you were so kind-hearted, giving up the sun’s power for the sake of its vessel.”
“An act, most likely. Did it work? Are your defenses down?” Windley showed me one of his pointed eyeteeth. “Let’s just hope Lady Life’s telling the truth about her power, lest I have to start protecting you again.”
“Again implies you ever protected me to begin with,” I said.
“I’m sure I must have some.” He tapped his chin. “Between all that drinking and canoodling?”
“Protecting me from yourself doesn’t count.”
“Oh yeah, then no.”
I accepted his smirk with a smirk of my own. “Anyway, whatever Vita’s power, I can feel it moving in me already… like it’s amplifying the pulse of the earth.”
“Pulse of the earth? Okay, hippie-dippy.” He tossed me a grin. “Tell me about it once we’re away from this accursed place. Let’s see if Dandelion stuck around, shall we?” With that, he began whistling and patting his thigh as one might call a dog.
If he was worried at all, he was doing a good job of hiding it.
I turned my back from him and stared into the glistening sea, feeling vulnerable over the loss of our party’s magician. It was the right thing to do, for his sake and Beau’s, but Windley and I were only two people in a wide world, and our enemies were great.
“Do not fear, beloved daughter, for I am with you now and always. I breathed life into the earth. Trust in me and I will make clean your soul.”
Relinquishing control was not something I did easily.
“This burden is no longer yours to bear alone. I will not let darkness overtake you again. Surrender and feel peace.”
“Merr?” A cautious voice reached me. “Are you crying?”
However long I had been staring at the dying horizon, it was enough time for Windley to claim a prancelope, though I couldn’t say if this ‘Dandelion’ was the same Dandelion as before. It clung to his hip like each of the beasts he tamed.
“I’m okay.”
“That isn’t what I asked,” he said. “You’re crying. Why?”
“To be honest I don’t know if it’s from sorrow or from joy.”
“Maybe from strain, then.” Windley took me in his arms—“Oh, your spirit is weak, love! Just how much did Charm take? That gannet. Come, I’ll hold you steady while you rest.”
Windley helped me onto the lovesick prancelope and nestled me from behind, pouring his concern and devotion into me, as together we rode away from the deserted beach, dirty and tired.
Unlike the other times I had been beguiled, I no longer had a host of fallen lives to draw from, so the ride from the coast to Flora’s cottage was something of a blur. The fields transitioned, flat to hilly, night to day, as we pressed on through the breath of autumn below a moon that disliked us and a sun that had abandoned us.
Whatever Vita’s power was, I hoped it really could replace the strength I had lost.
Enough to defeat a goddess of destruction.
Enough to defeat a hundred hexes.
Enough to keep pushing on.
“Trust in me, Merrin.”
Faith isn’t always the easiest thing, captive ones, and while this story would offer its share of obstacles to overcome, I would find that sometimes the greatest trials are those bred inward.
As I said, Windley and I were dirty and tired.
Which is likely why we didn’t realize that we were being followed.
And the one following us would come to cause my heart greater pain than I had ever known.




Chapter 2
The Second Time
“You awake, lion queen?” said a mouth against my ear. “We’re nearly there.” I felt Windley’s heart stir as I did. The ride had gone fast, for he had held me tight and kept me warm the whole way.
“A promotion may be in your future,” I told him. “You make for an excellent backrest.”
He pulled my waist closer against him. “Surely you can find other things to do with me.”
Surely I could.
“Thanks for letting me rest, Wind. I know you need it too.”
“Naturally. It’s the most uninhibited access I’ve had to your neck all journey.”
“Sniffer!”
“Glad to see you’re feeling lively.” He held a hand to my forehead. “Feels like you spirit’s replenishing… slowly.”
He was right. And it was only after regaining some vitality that I realized how dangerously thin my life thread had been back on that beach.
Vita’s concerns were warranted.
“You can rest more once we get to Flora’s,” he said. “It’s just down the way.”
I recognized it, but this time as we rode up her walkway, I saw it in new light, for my emotions were no longer being influenced by something dark and snaky.
I’ll describe it in greater detail this time, for I feel I did not do it justice the first, and warm, kind Meraflora has gone through such efforts to make it a place worthy of note.
Tucked away in a wooded area along a path sprouting from a greater traveled road, surrounded by a garden of roses, Flora’s cottage was the sort of place where songbirds might like to mate. Lovely ivy climbed up the trees leading the way, inhabited by beetles that glowed in the night and shined in the day. Only the sharpest of winds made it through the barricade of trunks and thistle, blowing at the dangling chimes and bottles delicately hung over her porch. Flora was the type that liked to tinker and craft, so half woven baskets baked in the sun through the canopy opening over her home, while bunches of drying flowers lay here and there.
It was a place for painters to paint, for writers to write and for lovers to love.
A fetching girl in a white sweater was drawing water from a moss-stained well when we approached. I braced, telling myself to be kind as her eyes showed obvious joy over Windley’s arrival and as he gave her a grin usually reserved for me.
A perfect girl in a perfect setting who most certainly had feelings for Windley though he could not see it.
Whatever jealousy was festering within me, Vita could sense it: “Wait, Merrin. Look at her with your heart unsoiled. You should begin to feel it.”
I didn’t understand what she meant.
Until I did.
That’s when things began to get strange.
As Windley helped me down from the prancelope and went to greet our host, something foreign started to bloom in my heart, and the longer I watched him recount our travels to the happy girl with her toes buried in the woodland grass, the deeper I came to feel it:
Love.
But it wasn’t love for Windley; it was love for Flora.
In fact, it was a love so strong that I couldn’t stop myself from rushing through the grass, pushing Windley aside and embracing the girl who looked eerily like me.
Much to her surprise:
“O-oh! Queen Merrin! It’s nice to see you again!”
And Windley’s chagrin:
“Merr?”
There was no doubting it. I loved Flora, and it was so obvious to me now, as though it was the truest sentiment in the world. But I didn’t love her the way I loved Windley or Albie or even Beau. It was something else; as if I wanted to keep her from the evils of the world, as if I wanted her to choose the path of goodness and light.
The closest I might describe it is motherly.
While Flora graciously accepted the embrace, Windley was doing all he could to get a look at my face, certain I was possessed.
And in some respects, I was.
I forced myself off of the confused girl, spitting strands of her silky hair out of my mouth, before hiding my face away from them both and calling out to the one most likely responsible—
“VITA!? What was THAT!?”
“A creator’s love. Is it not grand?”
Not the word I would use.
“Merr?” Windley said again, hand to my shoulder, craning to get a look at my face. “I take it you’ve gotten over your insecurities?”
“I love her, Windley,” I whispered so that only he could hear—which wasn’t hard, as Flora was steadily inching away from us.
He showed a mechanical smile. “Come again?”
“Not romantically, but I feel I would give my life for her!”
“Oh. Of course. Perfectly normal.” He cleared his throat. “WHAT?”
“I-I can’t explain it. My heart wells at the sight of her!” And I couldn’t help from peeking over my shoulder to make sure she was still okay. “Meraflora, you are well, aren’t you? Healthy? Content? Is there anything you need? I would love for you to ask me. Anytime. I’ll be waiting.” I pawed at her lovingly while Windley struggled to force my hand down.
“Give us a moment, will you, Flora dear? It seems the Queen’s experiencing something Nemophily.”
“Certainly! I’ll make us some tea!” The darling looked glad to be rid of us as she skuttled away into her cottage.
“I am so proud of her,” I cooed to Windley. “Aren’t you? Such a sweet, kind, warm, loving dear. Such a good one, isn’t she? I really wish she’d find a mate, though. Do you know anyone?”
“What in goddess’s green earth is wrong with you? Last time we were here you practically hated her!” Windley shook me by the shoulders, but I was too busy admiring the home Flora had built herself.
In my ear, Vita gave a tinkling laugh. “I am sure it must be unusual for a hume. There is nothing so strong as a creator’s love, and you are the first to experience it.”
Fighting my instincts to run after the wholesome girl, I gave Windley a nervous laugh and bade him—“One moment.”—before closing my eyes into Vita’s light: “What’s going on?!”
“I wished very much to tell you last time. I felt your sorrow over her appearance, though it was ironic. She was, after all, created in the image of you.”
And with that, I’m told, I disappeared off of Flora’s lawn.
I mean so literally.
I can’t help laughing when I imagine what Windley’s face must have been like, yelling out my name through gritted teeth while running forward to examine the soil where I once stood. Surely, he thought it was my own doing. Surely, he was scolding me for disappearing without a trace. Surely, Flora was watching from the window as he began to claw at the dirt.
This is all mere speculation, though, for when I disappeared off of Flora’s lawn, Vita took me somewhere beyond the earthly realm.
It was a shimmering place that smelled like spring.
“Where are we?” I marveled, feeling warm, floral, safe.
“Your soul. It is better now, is it not? Now that the dark is gone?”
My soul? Indeed. The space felt at peace—a far cry from the shadowy ravine I’d last found myself in with Exitium at the helm.
“Do you like stories, Merrin?” Vita’s voice reverberated throughout.
“So long as it doesn’t involve an otter and a crane,” I muttered, inspecting my hands through the wispy air.
“Good, it will help if you think of your life as a story. Or rather, as a series of stories.”
That was easy enough. After all, when you look back at it all, life is nothing more than one long imperfect story, isn’t it? With flawed characters and uneven pacing and a new chapter birthed out of each change of heart or circumstance.
Vita continued, “Many stories have been written of this life, each replacing the last.”
I stopped marveling. “What are you saying, that time repeats?”
“That is one way to think of it.”
She tried to explain other ways I might think of it—one involving a shape that was neither a line nor a loop—but none were so simple as time repeating.
Think of it as time repeating, captive ones.
“In order to ensure the right conclusion to this story, you must first know how the last one ended.”
A heavy book fell into my lap, opened midway.
It seemed the book was about me, for therein lay a picture of me. Only, it was a different version of me. My hair was slicked back into a royal’s bun, I wore a tight corset and gown, and I was holding a handful of shadow while gazing boredly out the window of the treetop fortress.
I would never dress that formal within the sanctity of the forest fort.
“This is real?” I said. “This is what I looked like in another iteration of time?”
“There are no two stories that are the same.”
The page the book was open to flipped, showing a new picture, this one depicting Rafe coming into the room alongside a guard I had never seen before—one who wore the colors of Beau’s court. The unknown guard handed me a scroll, I read it, and the darkness in my palm grew.
The page turned to show me racing across fields, atop a stag that wasn’t Ruckus, alongside Rafe, Albie… and Saxon? Following after Beau’s cavalry, through the Emerald Wood and to the base of Giant’s Necropolis.
This was a story I knew.
It was a retelling of when I went to save Beau from the southern mountain. Only in this version, Saxon was with, I already had the echoes…
And Windley was nowhere to be found.
The page flipped, and now I was in Luna’s palm while the cavalry battled her moonbeams in the stretches below.
This was the part of the story where she had asked for Rafe’s heart in exchange for Beau’s release. But where I expected to see myself blasting her away, the storybook version only had me bow to her before looking over the edge to where Rafe was lying below, clutching at his chest. After, the moonbeams shrank into the earth and Beau appeared, washed up on the shores surrounding the lake of bones.
Beau was saved. The mountain remained intact.
And Windley was still nowhere in sight.
Multiple pages flipped as if blown by the wind, to a picture of Beau in the treetop fortress holding a beautiful child with eyes like hers and skin like Rafe’s. And she was sobbing. Great silky, moondrop tears.
Windley’s favorite chair had been replaced by a rocker.
“What is this, Vita? Why didn’t I destroy Luna’s body? Why is Beau crying?”
“She weeps, for despair has befallen her, having birthed the child of a conjurer who no longer has the heart to love.”
“You mean so literally?” I questioned. “Rafe lost his heart?”
“It was bartered away.”
“By… me? I gave Rafe’s heart to Luna? Why would I do that?”
“Because you did not understand what was at stake.”
The book fluttered, nearly to the last page, showing an older version of Beau alone at her desk, signing an order and sealing it with a black clover—a symbol of war.
Then came the second-to-last page:
Beau’s cavalry at the threshold of my queendom, shooting flaming arrows into the market while I stood at the great windows overlooking the city, clad in a gown of bloodiest red, shadows filling the whole of the castle windows.
And then the last page:
A blast of darkness rippling over the Crag and Clearing, destroying brick and flesh alike, blanketing all of the queened lands in wrathful shadow before spreading to consume the entire world.
The book slammed shut, and I was left holding it between shaking hands.
“That’s the end?”
“That is the way the last story ended. When the other royal found out you were responsible for the loss of the conjurer’s heart, she began a siege against your nation to reclaim the dark half of the Wood’s Crown. You used the destroyer’s power in defense of your sovereignty, but it was too great. The darkness overtook you and the world fell.”
Because I had succumbed to Exitium’s bloodlust.
Only it hadn’t been against Ascian. In fact, I had never even encountered Ascian in this version of events.
For there was no Windley to steal me away in the night.
No Windley to draw me away into the woods.
No Windley to confess his heart to me.
“But time is fluid, as I am fluid, and in the darkness, you called out to me, pleading that we might undo what had been written. You gave all the power in the Crown so that we might create a being that would rewrite your story.”
“A being?”
A new book fell into my lap, on top of the first, blowing open to a page partway through to expose a smoother, thinner version of me.
No, not me. Flora. But why Flora?
The pages turned backward to reveal a boy. A Spirite boy, hugging his knees in the corner of a cell hidden through the back of a closet. My hand found my mouth, for it was worse than I had imagined—the look on his face, the despairing in his eyes, the wounds on his back.
I ran my hand over his image on the page: “Windley.”
I never wanted to see him like that!
“When you gave the conjurer’s heart to the moon goddess you did so because you did not know love. We created the girl so that the next time you faced the moon goddess, you would not make the same mistake. This is the page you hoped to rewrite.”
“We created Flora for the purpose of freeing Windley?”
“There were many you could have loved, but none were so desperate as this beastling’s soul. You chose it, for it kept poking at you through the void where souls rest and wait. We created the girl to release the beastling from his shackles so that he could find his way into your story.”
Because in knowing love, I would not squander someone else’s. A rewarded effort, for Windley had been vital in my decision to defy Luna, and it was only by Flora’s hand that Windley had ever made it to the north.
“When your story began anew, the destroyer noticed the change, waiting to seed you until certain she could find a new outlet for your rage. But you withstood, for your heart is stronger this time, as I knew it would be. A thousand stories have ended in ruin. Together, we will put an end to this cycle of destruction. You will be the one to use the Crown for its purpose. You will be the one to exile the destroyer to the end of days. In you, I place my hope, little royal.”
An of-the-people for-the-people type. Or so I tried. But I was quickly coming to realize how one wrong decision could alter the course of time. How could I be certain that every move from here on out would be the right one? That I would write my story to a happy end?
Not to mention, saving the world was no small task.
Much bigger than saving one friend.
Much bigger than ruling a queendom.
Much bigger than anything I had done before.
“Have faith, Merrin. My power is great, and once your vitality is returned, you will begin to feel it. All you must do now is rest. I will dull your creator’s love so that you are not consumed by it. We merely needed you to experience it so that you could fully embrace my light. Now, you shall have the power you desire.”
Vita offered nothing more. She tinkled away, and I was left standing in the physical realm with my feet in Flora’s soil and my destined one frantically patting my cheeks.
I opened my eyes into his concerned ones. “Wind…ley?”
“Finally! Where the hell did you disappear to? And why are you so clearly infatuated with Flora?! Is it Lady Life? Thinks you could do better than a beastling, does she? Seeded you with new affections, has she? I’ve about had it with these damned goddesses!”
He was wrong, of course, but before anything else, I needed to know—
“Windley, what does anam cara mean?”
“Where did you hear a word like that?” he said, suspect.
But I wouldn’t let him escape my deep, dangerous stare.
He sighed. “In southern fairytales, it’s like… a soulmate, only stronger. Usually the one to change the tide of a story that’s going south.” Under his breath, he added: “Kind of a copout as far as plot goes, in my opinion, but—”  
I took his face in my hands and kissed him deeper than I ever had before.




Chapter 3
Moving Blood
“The shape of time? Draw it for me.” Windley handed me a pointed stick and motioned to the ground.
“I literally cannot.” I pushed his hand down. “And that’s your biggest takeaway?”
“Of course not. It’s simply the easiest one to start with. I’m having trouble with the rest. Like how you and Queen Beau could ever become enemies. That seems like a stretch.”
More of a stretch than me using the Nemophile’s power to CREATE A PERSON?
I kept it inside.
“It’s true we’ve long been friends, but… over these last eight years, you were involved in much of our merriment and mischief. You’ve always offered me the safety to be myself. It’s possible I’m a different person because of you. I mean, you should have seen me in those pages. I was… kempt. And Albie looked about ten years younger.”
Windley was silent, harboring something lumpy.
“Wind?”
“If it’s true,” he said, looking at me harder than ever before, “then I also have you to thank for getting away from Ascian’s clutches.” He paused a great long while before: “I owe you my life, Merr.”
On the steps of Flora’s porch, Windley and I drank in each other’s faces, as if there were secrets waiting to be found, as if a nose might be more than a nose.
“Are we really that engrained in one another?” I said, awhisper.
Had I really created Flora as someone to nurture Windley and to eventually set him free? And was Windley really the catalyst for me not giving in to the path of destruction?
I told you before, I don’t think I would have been able to keep from loving him even if tried.
The knowledge Vita had bestowed settled in each of us like a turned stone or a vice to further bind our hearts. Windley looked over me brazenly, pondering a life without me, and I was doing the same to him, drawing in the smell of him with new appreciation.
My anam cara.
As he put a knuckle to my cheek, I noticed the curtain of Flora’s front window flutter, her tea long gone cold.
I’m embarrassed to think what else she may have seen—with me suddenly reappearing in her yard and attacking poor Windley like a rabid animal, and him desperately trying to slow me down so as not to give away our location to Charmagne.
I loved him so.
“We should go in,” I said. “Flora’s watching.”
“Or we could stare at each other until nightfall,” he suggested with a shrug.
“You’d get bored. Notice imperfections. Is one of my ears lower than the other?”
He feigned a gasp. “Is one?”
I swatted him before making a move for the doorknob, hesitating—“Do you think she saw me maul you?”
“Unquestionably.”
…
…
“I assure you, I’m normally not so unbalanced,” I told Flora over lukewarm tea, grateful that my motherly impulses were now thoroughly suppressed. “I hope to visit you someday when I’m in my right mind.”
“To be honest, I don’t think I could see Windalloy with a woman who is balanced—ah!” She waved her hands in front of her face. “Please don’t take that the wrong way.”
Windley drummed his fingers along his chin whilst peering at me. “I entirely agree.”
No offense taken. And I accepted Flora’s hospitality of food, bath and bed. I retired before Windley this time, for my mission was to refuel my vitality so that I could feel the full extent of Vita’s power—and Windley was…
Well, he was something of a distraction, wasn’t he?
…
…
It was evening when I awoke, and I was alone. The bedroom window was cracked, letting in the cool smell of night and the buggy sounds that went along with it. I found Flora in the living room, beside the fireplace, grinding dried petals with a pestle and mortar. One of the best sounds, to be sure.
“Queen Merrin!” She set the bowl down and scurried to her feet. “Do you need something?”
“No, I’m quite rested. Thank you. What are you making?”
“Dye,” she said. “For thread.”
“If you have some left over, mix it with vera. It’s good for the skin.”
“Oh! I-I shall. I expect you’re looking for Windalloy. He’s out back, feeding your prancelope.” But when I didn’t move after some seconds, she tipped her head. “Queen Merrin?”
“You’ve done well, Flora, for taking care of him while he was in that cold, lonely place and for releasing him from it—you have my gratitude, though I lament whatever pain you endured in the process.”
“Oh! No need for all that. You see, Windalloy was also a light to me in those days, and freeing him felt… Silly, but it feels like it was my life’s greatest moment somehow. I was glad to meet him. Really.”
Kind. And warm. I kissed her cheek before leaving to find Windley.
But my vitality was restored now, and the outside world was not as it once was.
The wooded clearing was dim and bluey, the depths of night encroaching toward but not yet upon us. As I set foot in the waxy grass, my skin was pricked with the feeling of life beneath my feet, as though I could feel the blades growing slowly, reaching for the heavens. The hum of nightfall felt alive with moving, crawling, slithering life.
I paused to shiver.
“You will grow accustomed to it, Merrin.”
I stole around the side of the cottage, around the wall of rose and thorn, feeling the veins inside the petals beating, the roots beneath the dirt stretching. I stopped to cup a flower, which was warmer than it should be, cushioned between my palms.
But I was quickly distracted by the warmth of a body standing within the stag pen, giving an apple to a spotted beast that looked smitten to have the attention.
“Merrin!” The apple fell to Windley’s feet with a thud as he left the prancelope gazing after him. “How are you feeling?”
“Better,” I said.
“Yeah, your spirit feels full.” He removed his hand from my forehead. “Thank goddess. We won’t ever let you get that low again. Fucking Charm… What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
Because his chest seemed to be sending reverberations through the air at me with every thump.
He took a guess: “Look, I think we should just carry on as though nothing’s changed. Whatever Lady Life told you, this is the only version of time either of us knows. We’re still the same people. You don’t have to look at me like… however you’re looking at me.”
Way off base.
Yes, it was remarkable, the things Vita had told me. Yes, it was unfathomable that we had rewritten time to be together and that I had already lived at least one life without him.
But right now, all of that came second to—
“Windley, can I touch you?”
A confusing question for him, yet the corner of his mouth lifted. “Now, you don’t ever need to ask a thing like that.”
“I mean, like I did before… in the bed?”
“You want me to take off my shirt?” He searched me for motive. “Not that I’m disappointed, but… behind darling Flora’s cottage, at the fall of night? A bit scandalous for you, isn’t it? Does this have something to do with your new powers?”
Yes, and the pulse of his neck seemed like a concentrated version of the pulse happening beneath my feet. Pulsing. Pulsing. PULSING.
I took his throat softly. “You feel good, Windley. I can feel your heartbeat, your rushing blood, the life thumping you… I should like to feel it closer.”
I felt him swallow against my grip. “Ffffuck, lion queen. We’re trying to avoid draining you, aren’t we?”
I released him. “Sorry. It’s Vita’s power. It’s making everything feel all throbby. She said I’ll get used to it, but…” I eyed him over, the loose top button of his shirt, the swell of energy beneath it.
The way he was looking at me, sort of amused, sort of confused, sort of hungry—“Come here.” He pulled me against the house, out of view of the windows and brought my hand to the bottom of his shirt. “Go on, then.”
“What?”
He tipped forward to set his mouth near to my ear. “If you want my shirt removed, then remove it, your lioness.” He straightened and set a hand to his hip, watching my expression with amusement as slowly, I took my hands to his sides and slipped his shirt from his warm body.
Lean. Firm. Delectable. So many other savory descriptors making me want to dig my lion claws into him.
His skin pricked from the chill of night and from the slide of my nails. And all the while I could feel his lifeforce swimming through him, speeding the higher my fingers moved against his skin.
He helped me finish once I’d raised the fabric to his chest and after watched curiously as I spread my palm open against his heart. I followed the veins of his arms sliding hotly around his muscle, the air of his lungs pushing up through his neck, the beat of his pulse drumming through the ridges of his abdomen.
“Whoa! Y-you sure about that, queenie?”
I had gotten distracted by the flow of his blood and my hands were on the button of his trousers.
I spun away from him, mousy over my actions. But he seized my hips and pulled me against him, setting his chin into my shoulder. “No need to scurry, love. I merely stopped you because my instincts were starting to act up.” I heard his breath shake as he slid his hands up and then back down my waist. “While I would very much like to steal you away into these dark woods, my job right now is to protect you, not prey upon you.”
Rousing.
I turned my cheek so that it was against his. “Where would you take me? Somewhere comfortable, I hope.”
“Shh. Don’t indulge them.”
“Who?”
“The instincts.”
For once, it was the corner of my mouth that was atwitch.
“Wicked little minx.” He set me loose. “How about you stop toying with me and tell me what it feels like—this pulse of the earth business—while I fight against my very nature and redress myself?”
Indeed, he looked to be at odds with himself as he frowned at the shirt in his hand.
I drew in a long breath to fully experience the hum of creation.
“It feels like the ground has a heartbeat and the trees have lungs,” I told him. “The world seems like the belly of a great beast that’s swallowed us up, and I can feel the life inside of everything around us. It’s strange, isn’t it, how we’re all given a starting breath and then we just run on it? Like we’re enchanted. Is life really just self-sustained magic?”
Windley fiddled with his sleeves, rolling them partway up his arms. “Well, I can tell you this. Life becomes something tangible when you pull it out of another person, much like magic…” He stopped. “You’re doing it again.”
He meant looking at him like I wanted to split him open.
“The throb of your heart is like watching the Emerald Wood come alive at night,” I said.
“I see,” he said quietly, giving up on his sleeves and gathering my hand in his. “Does anything happen to it when I do this?” He pressed his mouth to my wrist.  
“It… does.”
“And this?” He used my hand to yank me closer so that he could kiss the inside of my elbow.
“Yes,” I breathed, for it was like a tidal wave rippling through his chest.
He released me, pleased. “And to think you once worried I lacked a heart.”
“It’s a different kind of heart, though, isn’t it? I felt Rafe’s beating back on the beach, and his was bigger and warmer. Yours comes to life, but when it’s dormant, it’s…
“Like the pit of a cherry,” he mused.
“Like the pit of a plumb,” I corrected.
“Hmph. I prefer cherries.” He took in a drink of night’s first stars. “Yes, mine differs from yours or Rafe’s. Humans tend to leave theirs in motion, like snowballs rolling down a hill. Easier to pick up debris that way. My kind keep ours hardened when they aren’t in use. Less easily damaged.” He caught the way I was looking at him and sighed. “No, I don’t mean I stop loving you when I’m away from you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
That is what I was thinking.
He set his hands to my shoulders. “No, the smell of you lingers in my nostrils long after we’ve parted—enough to drive a person mad.” His eyes grazed over my mouth. “When my heart hardens, it does so with you tucked away inside, my queen.”
The blue of eve blanketed over us. The chill of oncoming night swept through the clearing. And as Windley leaned forward to claim my mouth, I realized—
His wasn’t the only heart I felt vibrating through the trees.




Chapter 4
Fresh Wounds
“Merr?” Windley saw me stiffen, my face within inches of his. 
“Is Flora expecting a visitor?” I said.
“Definitely not.” He pushed me behind his back and scanned the tree line. “You hear someone?”
“I feel them. Where are your hatchets?”
“Inside. Shit. No one should know about this place. The only reason I did is because she told me about it when we were young. You run into the house, queenie. I’ll see what they want.”
“It is a beastling, Merrin.”
“Vita says it’s a Spirite.”
“All the more reason for you to run along now.” He pushed at my shoulders.
But I scarcely heard him, dipped inside of Vita’s light. “Can you see who it is? It isn’t Charmagne, is it? Windley can’t take her alone! Please, tell me what to do!”
“You have the power to give and take life, Merrin.”
“How?”
“Your intentions. Before, you used them to destroy. Now, use them to feed life. Bid the earth to grow or wither, and the earth will obey.”
Well, if that wasn’t clear as dirt.
“Dirt. Yes,” said Vita, reading my thoughts. “I formed you from the dirt and through the dirt I shall deliver you. Place your hand to the dirt and tell it what you want.”
But that was hardly enough to go on, and I didn’t yet believe that whispering my intentions at dirt would be anywhere near as powerful as destroying mountains with a single word.
“Creation and destruction are equal forces. They must be so for the world to balance. Trust, Merrin. Put your hand to the soil and believe that it will work. You can do nothing without faith.”
I thought back to when I had felled the blood stags—how I had thought to use the echoes that first time. Or even farther back, to when I used the Crown to ease Rafe’s frozen heart. I hadn’t done either of those things because I knew they would work. I did them because I believed they would.
I dropped to the ground at Windley’s feet.
“Aw, hell, lion queen. This isn’t the time for experimenting!”
“Intentions,” I muttered, feeling the blades beneath my palm, the cool, cracked autumn earth. The trespasser had stopped progressing and was just out of sight in the surrounding wood. I concentrated on their location, standing in grass similar to that beneath me. I steadied my heartbeat in line with the rhythm of the earth, noticing the way the ground below my hand was beginning to change as I became synchronized with the forest’s pulse.
“That glow!” said Windley. “That’s like—”
The ground beneath me was glowing green the same way it had in the Emerald Wood.
“Now!” I pressed my hand into the earth, willing the sheaths of grass near the intruder’s feet to react. Blades shot from the earth, fed by Vita’s light, grown taller than any man—
But the intruder simply pushed the stalks aside and emerged.
“Nice grass?” said a familiar voice. “Was that meant to harm me, darlin’?”
A stupid spell, for long grass could do nothing to defend us.
“We will work on it,” said Vita.
“You!” Windley seethed at the intruder, making himself my shield. “What are you doing here?”
I poked out from around him: “Edius?”
Indeed, it was the brawny, sphinx-eyed lackey whose heart I’d felt beating yonder, small and cold, the way Windley kept his when not in use. He stood swatting the abnormally tall grass that clung to his traveling jacket, part of his dark hair pulled back and the rest of it loose against his neck.
Only girls wore their hair like that in the north.
Not for any good reason, mind you.
“Heya, Merrín.”
“Goddess-damn it!” spat Windley. “Now Flora’s going to have to move!”
“Move?” I asked.
Windley was scowling as hard as he ever had. “Charm got a taste of her when we were kids, so she’d rather not have the coven knowing where she lives.”
“Easy, Windalloy. I’m not planning on telling Charm a goddess-damn thing. No need to get bent.”
“Excuse me, bent?” Windley repeated through a tinny smile. He patted at his side as if searching for his absent hatchets.
But I remembered the way Edius had left my mouth uncovered back during the fight with Ascian, and it was the one thing that stopped me from—heaven forbid—growing more exceptionally long grass.
I pushed down Windley’s arm that thought to separate us. “What are you doing here, Edius?”
“Came for you, darlin’.”
Windley didn’t like that one bit. He pounced ahead of me as if he could make Edius forget I existed.
“Relax. I don’t mean came for her. I mean came to make a deal with her.”
Windley turned up his hand. “My advice? Say what you mean the first time. It could mean the difference between keeping or losing a limb. Not that it matters. We aren’t interested.” But he was forced to groan when—
“What sort of deal?” I popped out from behind him.
Edius looked at Windley, and then at me. “I’d rather discuss it, just the two of us.”
“Oh, I’m SURE you would.” Windley folded his arms. “Absolutely not.”
“Fine.” Edius let out a throaty sigh. “I want your help to rescue someone Ascian hexed.”
“Nice try,” said Windley. “Even if it was like Ascian to cast his own hexes, any he cast would have fallen when he did.”
“Because you would know who he has and hasn’t hexed while you were off playing knight. And no, this hex didn’t fall, because he didn’t keep it on him. He stowed it inside that ring of his. Meaning Charm has it now. Which is… a nightmare. Figured if anyone can get her to release it, it’s the Nemophilist.”
“Who?” pressed Windley.
“Huh?”
“Who. Did. Ascian. Hex?” Windley flexed his fingers the way he usually did before unsheathing his weapons.
“Oh. My… fiancée.”
“Bullshit,” said Windley. “What would be the point in hexing another Spirite?”
“Did I say she was a Spirite?” Edius flicked his eyes to me. “She’s a human, like this one.”
“I highly doubt that,” said Windley.
“Why?” Edius shrugged. “You’re with a human. Or did you think you were special? The south’s gotten a lot more progressive over the past few years, Windalloy. You’d know that if you hadn’t run away.”
Windley flashed his canines in a glower. Meanwhile, Edius was showing his off with blatant smugness.
“What about you, Edius?” I said. “Does Charm still have access to your hexes as well?”
“Psh. Hell no. I dropped them the moment Ascian fell. Ask your boyfriend if you don’t believe me. It’s not like I wanted to cast them in the first place.”
“Windley?”
Windley rolled his eyes. “So what if I don’t smell any on him? All it means is he’s freed up capacity to hex, oh I don’t know, YOU, lion queen.”
“Sure, if I felt like being turned into ash,” said Edius.
Because he did not yet know I had lost the echoes and that my only power was to grow extremely long grass.
I studied him over for tells of duplicity. “It is true we intend to pursue Charmagne before returning to the north,” I said slowly, “but you can understand our hesitation in wanting to assist you, Edius.”
“That whole kidnapping thing, huh?” he muttered.
“The kidnapping, the forest ambush, holding me hostage while Charmagne nearly drained the life out of me…”
“Buuut,” he said, “I did pack that stuff for you.”
“Which you promptly tried to take back.”
“Aaand when Ascian showed up, I intentionally left your mouth free so you could do your invocation or whatever.”
That part was true.
‘Maybe I’m tired… and to be honest, I’m not sure if helping Ascian get his hands on you will bring me closer to my goal or further from it. Might be time for a change.’
He had said that, too, after telling us to go north to avoid Ascian.
“A word, lion queen?” Windley took my elbow and pulled me aside. “You aren’t actually considering this, are you!?”
“It isn’t the first time he’s mentioned wanting to use me to save someone.”
‘Did you ever consider why I’m with Ascian? Like maybe he has someone I care about under a hex? Like maybe this isn’t a choice?’
And then there was:
‘You know, we could have avoided all of this if you had just taken me up on my offer and become my pet. Then, you could have helped me free her and I’d no longer be tied up with these assholes.’
“A lie repeated is still a lie, Merrin. I don’t blame you for wanting to believe him. My kind are inherently good at deception, and your heart is the type that wants to encompass everyone you meet.”
“Then let’s take emotion out of it,” I said. “If you really are worried about him telling Charmagne or others about Flora’s cottage, wouldn’t it be better to keep him near us until we can determine whether or not he is a threat?”
Windley shrugged. “Or we could gut him now and spare us the effort.” But he knew me better than that: “Ugh. I know. I know. And yes, I suppose you are somewhat logical in that line of thinking.”
Maybe Edius could sense us softening.
“Look, Merrín,” he called from the other side of the yard now overtaken by night. “To be honest, you’re kinda my only hope. The last one didn’t work out so well. Despite what you might think, the person Ascian hexed is someone I care about, enough to join up with those assholes and give up my freedom the last few years. I don’t have much to offer, but I’m not a bad fighter, and I know the south, and I know Charm. If you’re fixing to fight her anyway, then let me come along… as a bodyguard.”
“Tch. She hardly needs a bodyguard,” scoffed Windley.
Edius showed his hands in earnest. “It’s all I got.”
I exchanged glances with Windley—to which he looked up at the sky and gave a sigh of surrender.
“Very well, Edius,” I said, “but at the faintest hint of foul play, I shall not hesitate to unleash the full forces of the world unseen upon you—that is if Windley doesn’t get to you first.”
“Scary. Not him. You.”
We’d let him believe I was still a being capable of turning my enemies to dust.
Windley glanced up at the house. “I can’t guarantee Flora will let him inside.”
“I can sleep out here on the ground,” said Edius.
I exchanged glances with Windley—to which he looked up at the sky and gave a second sigh of surrender. “Ugh. Come on, you berk.”
Edius lagged behind us all the way to the front porch like a stray puppy.
“Go in and explain the situation to Flora,” I said. “I’ll wait out here with him.”
Windley cocked his eyebrow. “And leave you with grass as your only defense?”
“He doesn’t know that,” I said.
“For the record, I don’t like any of this. But he does seem… desperate, doesn’t he? Pathetic almost.”
“There’s that overactive heart I’ve come to love.” I gave him my cutest grin.
“Flirting will get you—” He stopped himself. “Everywhere. It will get you everywhere, lion queen.” He turned to Edius standing ayont the well. “Absolutely no beguiling from here on out, got it? If I catch even the faintest glimmer… Actually, get over here. Let me beguile you.”
“Ew. No.”
“Ew, YES. If you decide to go rogue and take off with the Nemophilist, I need a means to locate you,” said Windley.
Because ripples.
‘If a Spirite beguiles another Spirite, it leaves an imprint in them that resonates whenever they use their power.’
Ambiguous the first time Windley said it. Clearer with a live example. Once Windley beguiled Edius, he would be able to feel Edius’s ripples.
“Or shit. Never mind. Charm will be able to feel it if I do. You’re off the hook until we leave Flora’s. Look forward to it.” With that, Windley dipped into the quaint cottage, leaving me alone with our newest ally—who wasted no time letting his sharp gaze fall over me.
I returned it with my deepest, most dangerous stare until he flicked his eyes elsewhere. “I was telling the truth, you know,” he said.
“For your sake, I hope you were.”
“I’m not planning to double-cross you or nothing. I really only care about setting her free. Then I’ll be outta your—ah!” He gave a sudden wince.
A trick? I prepared myself to grow more ridiculously tall grass.
“Sorry. I gotta take this off. It’s killing me.” He meant his traveling jacket, which he promptly tossed over a tree stump—then made attempts to glance over his shoulder at his own back. “Shit. Can you see this? Is there blood coming through?”
He swiveled to show me the backside of his shirt, which was indeed coated in blood, both dried and wet.
“Edius! What happened?!”
“Ah, nothing. Don’t worry about it.”
But I sprang from the porch to get a closer look, grabbing at the back of his shirt, though he evaded me.
“Ah! Get away, you little ferret!”
I had never heard of a ferret. I stopped my pursuit. “What happened?”
“My fault. I rode like hell to keep up with you guys. Tore it open in the process. Then I climbed a tree earlier to get some moonfruit while I was waiting for you to come out. Must’ve torn it open again then.”  
But that didn’t explain what had caused the wound in the first place.
“Show me.”
“Naw.”
“If you’re going to be my bodyguard, then I will treat you like any other guard. Show me so that we can tend to it. I am an expert in medicinal remedies. My queendom is known for it.”
“Bossy,” he grumbled, turning to lift his shirt and revealing his back, which looked similar to another back I knew.
Heart-wrenchingly so.
I hovered my hand over his scars, which were in patterns of three—the freshest of which only looked to be days old—and knew: “Ascian did this.” And not only that. “He did it because of me.”
“I told you it wasn’t you who’d get whipped when he found out we let you go from the house.”
This was only the first time Edius caused my heart to ache.
There would be others.




Chapter 5
A Dream Worth Waiting For
Flora also had a heart that wanted to ‘encompass everyone she met,’ and she overlooked her own fear so that we could tend to Edius’s wounds using vera from the surrounding woods and tanger root from her own garden.
Edius passed out beside the fire before Flora and I even finished laying his bandages.
“Did I say pathetic?” said Windley. “I meant pathetic.”
“They’re the same word.”
“Astute.” He tapped my nose. “You sure you’re okay with this, Flora?”
“I can’t say that I feel entirely comfortable with it, but… he’s never affronted me directly, and I can’t very well abandon an injured person at my doorstep.” She moved to lift a knitted blanket over him. “Besides, it isn’t a stretch to think he may not have aided Lord Ascian of his own will. After all, Windalloy, you didn’t. And neither did Pipsqueak. And even Charm… well, she has her reasons. We know Lord Ascian preyed upon those strong in might but weak in spirit. Why should his latest be any different?”
Wiser insight than I could have offered, from the one warmest and kindest among us.
Despite the dulling of my creator’s love, I felt pride welling over her response.
“Good goddess, lion queen, you look like you want to kiss her.” Windley wrung an elbow around my neck. “Kiss me instead.”
Tempting, but not in front of Flora.
I could feel it clearly now that I had regained my vitality—the way her heart sped whenever she looked at him—though she was far, far too sweet to ever do something about it.
I felt guilty for it, captive ones. For helping create a being to love him but to never be requited by him.
The sooner we left her, the better for her heart.
Or so I thought in that moment.
“You take the bed tonight, Flora. We’ll keep watch to ensure Edius does no harm,” I offered.
“Oh! Are you certain?”
“Yes, I slept plenty through the day, and Windley can take the sofa.”
Windley lowered his arm from my neck, confused by my willingness to give up the bed after the exploits that had occurred therein last time.
I took his hand and drew him onto the sofa as Flora bade us goodnight, setting my eyes to the fire chewing at a meaty log. “Sorry, Wind. I can’t bear to flaunt it in front of her.”
“Flaunt what?”
I took his cheek and gave him the kiss he’d desired earlier. “Our affections.”
Windley groaned. “Not again, lion queen. I told you there’s nothing between us.”
“For you, maybe.” I closed my eyes and felt her heart thudding down the dark hallway.
“What?” He looked at me like I was mad. “I’m like a kid brother to her.”
“No, Windley, you are much more than that.”
And I was feeling luckier by the second that he was mine.
He scratched at his hair, which was a stony gray. “Humans are confusing.”
Maybe because we left our hearts lying open.
“You never joined me in bed earlier. You must be exhausted after riding all that way,” I diverted.
“Mm. I’ve been using the last of what I stole from you. Savoring it.”
“Vampire.”
“Vixen.”
“Queen chaser.”
“Knave kisser.”
I shoved into him with my shoulder as his devil’s smile gleamed in the firelight. After, he was silent, tugging at coils of my hair as the fire’s crackle turned the room from cozy to cozier. The flicker of flame’s shadow upon wall was a thing beguiling in its own right, and the smell of the cottage was like a bakery mixed with a library mixed with a flower shop.
I nodded to the lump that was Edius curled on the rug before the fire. “However much we distrust him, he seems to trust us, passing out like that, at the mercy of his former enemies.”
“Though who can say whether it is by choice? Those lashings take a lot out of you.” Windley’s voice was quiet. “A defenseless kid is one thing, but why didn’t a great brute like that fight back?”
“Because his story is true. He has something more precious to lose than strips of flesh.”
Windley let off a guttural sound.
“You’ll give him a chance, at least, won’t you?” I said, turning to face him.
“We’ll take him to Abardo with us tomorrow to see if I can get Pip away from Charm. He can prove himself there. If he doesn’t, I’ll let you choose how we end him: either by my blade or your… grass.”
“Hey!” I pushed into him again. “Vita said we’ll work on it! I’m sure I’m capable of more than just grass!”
“Oh, I believe you are capable of anything, my queen. Anything.” He wrapped his hand to the back of my head as if to pull it up onto the sofa. “Come up here with me.”
“There’s hardly room.”
“There’s room,” he said.
“You won’t be able to lash about in your sleep the way you like.”
His eyebrow spasmed. “Lash about?” He shook it away. “Come on, queenie. Let me hold you.”
He was a bit moue-y, a bit demanding, a bit endearing.
“You want to cuddle?” I said.
“I want to cuddle.”
A rather unsoldierly thing to say.
A very Windley thing to say.
I indulged, scooting up beside him on Flora’s sofa while the fire popped and Edius healed and the outside world pulsed its rhythm against the cottage walls.
“Better,” he said. But he didn’t close his eyes.
“Are you apprehensive about tomorrow?” I murmured, searching the depths of them for untold secrets.
He needed no elaboration. “It’s just a town.”
“And the house?”
I waited for him to admit what I could see wheeling behind his eyes.
“Yeah, the house will be…” He trailed. “It still feels like he’s out there somewhere. Like a shadow of him lingers. Maybe the shadow is Charm.”
I squeezed his arm. “Ascian’s gone, Windley. What I did to him—it was true destruction. His soul was burned from existence. And soon his ring will be too. And then…”
We could never return to life as we knew it before.
“What comes after will be a dream worth waiting for,” I said.
It carried the weight of a million other things I wanted to say.
“It’s so much better, Merr,” he whispered, hand to the groove of my back. “Holding you is so much better than I imagined it. I used to find any excuse to touch you, and now…”
He kissed me. And then he kissed me deeper. And his chest was sending out lush throbs with every breath exchanged. His heart wanted me. So did his body.
It was all I could do not to crawl on top of him.
“You regret giving up the bed?” he said, trailing a finger along my arm as the fire’s log broke and shifted.
“I regret giving up the bed.”
“There will be other beds,” he said. Then he curled up into me so that his forehead was settled against my collar bone.
My anam cara. With hair turning white at the tips. With fear hidden in his eyes. With a closed shell of a heart stowing me away inside. He was just threading his fingers through mine when the Edius-shaped lump on Flora’s rug gave a groan and shifted. It was difficult to hear over the steady pattern of Windley’s chest and the click of the fire, but it almost sounded like the injured Spirite had just said:
“Gwen.”
Windley didn’t hear it and securely slipped into the world behind his eyelids, knowing his hatchets were within reach tucked at the head of the sofa. Knowing I had the power of a goddess inside. It was that goddess I heard as I cleared my mind.
“Your soul glows near him, little royal. It is interesting to feel love for a beastling. I have not experienced it before.”
“Because their foremothers are something else?”
“Horrid things. The reason beasts desire to eat one another.”
The Drakaina. But could they really be that bad if they had birthed a creature like Windley?
“The beastlings are only the least feral of their creations. Lucky for humes, children often diverge from the whims of their parents.”

True. I tucked it away.
For now.
“Hopefully Edius proves the same,” I said.
“I do not sense malice from the new beastling.”
Neither did I. But it was good to hear such from the mouth of a goddess. “With him showing up, I didn’t get a chance to practice wielding your powers much. I’m worried over the prospect of encountering Charmagne tomorrow, but we simply can’t spare another night here. Exitium could have already found a new royal by now.”
“Indeed she has.”
“What?! Why didn’t you say so sooner?!”
“It was necessary for you to come here. So that you would know the joy in creation and awaken to my light. The time spent is not wasted.”
That’s when I realized Vita had known Exitium’s target all along. 
And had she told me sooner?
A life may have been saved. A precious, precious life.
In the space behind my eyelids, Vita showed me the image of a crescent shape jutting from the top of a castle. I knew that castle and I knew that crescent, and of all the queens in all the lands, Exitium’s target was best and worst. Best if you hoped for the world to destruct; worst if you hoped to prevent it.
“That’s the Queendom of the Cove! You mean to tell me that Exitium is on her way to Sestilia?!”
“It is as you say. But fear not, little royal. She is without body, so she must cling to the living in order to traverse. As she followed you from the Scarlet Wood, she now follows the conjurer.”
“Rafe?! But I sent him north! Why didn’t you tell me? If I had known, we could have kept her down here, away from any royals!”
“You felt his heart, did you not? He would have gone, all the same. And all is not lost. It will take days for the conjurer to reach the north, and even then, the destroyer will need passage to the spider queen, and even then, it will take time for the bloodlust to grow in her, as it did in you. Surely, even with this detour, even with tomorrow’s detour, even with the journey north uncertain, you will make it in time. It is what I am counting on.”
And she said it all so assuredly that I would have believed her, if not for my own self-doubt.
“Even if that’s true, Vita. That implies defeating Charmagne tomorrow. I’m afraid I won’t be able to do much against any of them as I am now. Wielding your power wasn’t like wielding the echoes. I lacked intuition. What if I’m not suited for it?”
The glimmer in my chest swelled. “Look around you, Merrin. This dwelling likely took care to build, but I expect destroying it would not take such a steady hand.”
“So creation is harder to wield than destruction?”
“Not more difficult so much as it requires a more thoughtful approach. Anyone can destroy, but not everyone can create. Use your time to ponder how you might breathe life into the dirt and how it might aid in your combat.”
Clear as mud.
“Yes, mud will also work. It is best for producing golems.”
…Golems?
Yes, captive ones. Golems.
I allowed myself to sleep as dawn neared, hearing no rise or plottings out of Edius’s lump, and when I awoke, I was on the couch alone while an uneasy Flora with her hair in two dangling braids served breakfast to an equally uneasy Edius and while Windley sulked in the corner, mending a hole in his cloak.
“Good morning, queen of the lions.” He nudged his head in the direction of the kitchen table. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t all just a dream.”
My first instinct was to run to Windley and tell him what Vita had told me about Rafe, Sestilia and the echoes, but I decided it best to let him focus on one enemy at a time, for the upcoming fight against his former siblings was sure to be an emotional one.
“H-how are you feeling, Edius?” I asked instead.
Windley caught the stammer to my voice and narrowed his eyes, but I quickly swiveled away, invested in Edius’s answer:
“Stiff.”
“Oh! But his wounds have closed,” chimed Flora. “I reapplied the salve you created, Queen Merrin.”
“Thank you, Flora. Keep that recipe handy. Add honey to it if you ever suffer a burn. Add willow bark for pain relief.”
Flora was scribbling it all down with a quill.
There isn’t much else to note of that morning as we gathered our things and prepared to depart Flora’s cottage. Edius was quiet, like an envoy sent from a warring queendom. Flora was nervous at having one of Ascian’s lackeys in her hideaway. And Windley took every opportunity to size Edius up, using extra flair any time he moved his hatchets from one place to another, ensuring Edius caught a glimpse.
It’s funny, isn’t it? How people start out?
Edius came up beside me and folded his arms while Windley and Flora said their last goodbyes on the porch.
I tried to ignore the obvious hammer of her heart as she placed a hand to his cheek. “When will you come again, Windalloy?”
Maybe Windley could sense it too. He searched her eyes a moment, as if coming to a realization, before taking her hand and lowering it from his face. “Meraflora dear, you know I owe you everything—”
But. He was about to say ‘but.’
And it wasn’t of his own volition; it was because of what I had told him, what he was starting to sense on his own—and it was only now occurring to me that I shouldn’t have been the one to say it.
After everything Flora had done for us, I wouldn’t allow him to break her heart for my sake.
“We shall have you up to the north for a visit soon, Flora, if you don’t mind making the journey,” I interrupted.
Windley caught my eye before giving Flora a nod. “Soon.”
Flora clasped her hands at her heart, glee apparent.
“Interesting,” Edius muttered, arms still folded.
But when I turned to find out what was so interesting, he poked me in the forehead and turned away.
“E-excuse me?”
“What?” said Windley, trotting up alongside. “What did he do to you?”
But Edius was looking elsewhere, arms firmly crossed, so I told Windley it was nothing.
It wasn’t nothing.
But it would take me quite some time to learn what the poke meant.




Chapter 6
The Hexed Town
Now that that’s all in order, let’s get this show on the road, eh? We want action, nay adventure, nay magic and vengeance! Don’t worry, we’re getting to all that.
Sometimes, it is necessary to lay the brick before walking the path. This, I learned during my time as a creator.
All the way to Abardo, I tried not to think about the fact that Exitium was trailing Rafe to the north, about the fact that we had given him money for a stag to speed his journey, about the fact that he would ride through night and day to reach Beau—and instead visualized how I might use the dirt and mud to aid in a battle with Charmagne. I imagined lifting clumps of dirt and hurling them through the air at Charmagne—which she swatted away. I imagined creating a wall of bushes—which she stepped through. I imagined forming a snowman-like creature out of mud—which she stomped on.
I felt foolishly underprepared to reach the hexed city, and Vita wasn’t giving any specific instruction to help.
Then again, neither had the echoes.
I had always managed creative solutions using them, blanketing the ground, sending them out from my hands or mouth. Why was the power of creation so much harder to fathom?
Because Exitium had asked only for me to give in to my true nature. Now, I was being asked to give in to something external of myself.
“Trust in me, Merrin.”
To make matters worse, it was sunny for such a late day in autumn. As we rode—me clinging to Windley and with Edius on his own charmed beast off to the side—I struggled to ignore the sun’s heat on my neck, knowing Rafe had had relations with her, knowing she had abandoned us in our time of need, knowing Beau held her child in her womb.
Goddesses.
May you never get tied up with them.
I was just thinking through how I might uproot a tree to fall on Charmagne—which she would surely step out from underneath—when Windley commanded Dandelion to slow.
“We’re already here?”
“Yes, lion queen.” Windley helped me down a short distance from the moss-crawled walls of the quiet city, around which the only movement was us.
I was far from ready. Whatever panic I was trying to hide, Windley saw it anyway. He put a knuckle below my chin. “Don’t worry. You’re staying here. I know you need more time to master that pulse of the earth business. Your sweat last night was enough to betray your nerves. The brute and I will scout out the house. I already discussed it with him this morning.”
“But—!”
“You forget I made it through life all these years without your shadow tricks.” He patted his belt where his hatchets rested and winked his jester’s wink. “I’ll be fine.”
“Aren’t the people here hexed—”
“To capture me. If it appears I’m already captured…” He gestured to Edius, who was nuzzling his prancelope outside the gate.
Even with Soleil shining bright, the world through that gate seemed dimmer than all the rest. It was neither a place of light nor life, for all the light and life had been sucked out by a young Spirite with a spider-like creature crammed down his throat and a master that had been replaced by the worst cupcake of them all.
Windley saw the pale of my cheeks.
“We don’t intend to face off against Charm now, Merr. We mean only to separate Pip from her. They don’t know the brute struck a deal with us. We have surprise on our side.”
“You trust him, then?” I said.
“He won’t swindle us if he believes you can do to him what you did to Ascian. I didn’t tell him your power’s changed. He thinks you’re staying out here in case they make a run for it.”
Defenseless. Weaponless.
I hated it.
“Here.” Windley curled something into my hand, which turned out to be a small knife with a carved handle. “And when I’m back you can tell me whatever it is you’ve been keeping from me this morning, deal?”
Frustratingly insightful incubus!
He pecked my forehead before jogging away to join Edius, who was now looking impatient, hands in the pockets of his traveling jacket and long hair swept to one side.
‘Ready, Edmond?”
“It’s Edius.”
I ran forward to protest further but Windley gave me a wave before tucking into a city hellbent on giving him up to the most loathsome person I had ever encountered—while I stood outside with two prancelopes that disliked me and dirt I couldn’t understand how to use.
“This sucks.”
“Faith, little royal.”
Faith in what, exactly?
But Vita didn’t answer. So I crouched to the ground and concentrated on the pattern of its pulse, feeling Windley’s grow more and more distant as he and Edius traversed deeper into the hexed city.
“Faith,” I repeated. I set my heartbeat in tune to the ground’s, feeling it swell and pulse beneath me, drawing breath in tandem with it, feeling my hairs prick and the ground begin to glow the green of the Emerald Wood—“Go!”
The dirt around my knees lifted a helping of inches before falling to the ground.
“Argh! I don’t get it, Vita!”
“Your fault lies in thinking of all the ways your creations might fail, Merrin. Do not think about how they might fail but how they might succeed.”
But how could I force myself to believe they would succeed?
“The world runs on the same breath—breath which I bestowed. You can feel it, even if you cannot see it. Manipulate my breath for your purposes.”
Vita’s breath.
True, I could feel it moving through the stalks of grass, the roots of clover, the songbirds flying overhead. It was as I had described to Windley—a starting breath we all ran on. As if enchanted.
And if that breath was powerful enough to sustain life over leagues and eons, then…
I focused on drawing it up through the ground and into my lungs, and the ground swelled brighter green than ever before.
“Vita! It feels like something is happening!”
I strummed my fingers through the air, as if playing an invisible harp, feeling Vita’s breath weaving through my fingertips. Then I scooped it up into my fist and felt the ground in front of me rumble as a small mound was created. No larger than an anthill, but at least it was something.
“I did something!”
But Vita’s answer brought no comfort.
“Something is wrong, Merrin! I hear upset within the city! The beastling said your name in distress!”
“What?! Windley did?!” I ran right up to the entrance, listening for signs of alarm.
“There are many voices!” said Vita. “Many voices around the voice of your beastling!”
You should know me well enough to know I charged in without thinking. Powerless or not, I would never leave my anam cara to struggle on his own.
The city was as bleak as I remembered, trash bins overflowing in the alleys, shutters along the streets closed tight, and clouds closing in on the sun the moment my foot hit the cobble within its limits.
“That way!”
“Windley!”
I relied on Vita’s direction until I heard it on my own—the sounds of two Spirites fighting off something large. Something more energized than anything I had encountered last time in Abardo.
“Is this a mob?!” I shouted as I entered the housing district.
Indeed, sixty or more blank-eyed civilians were rushing at Windley and Edius, holding all manner of blunt objects—shovels, skillets, and one even held a loaf of hard-looking bread.
“Lion queen?! What the hell are you doing here?!” Windley was spinning his hatchets to create a barrier between himself and the onslaught, though he didn’t look to be attacking. Edius, meanwhile, had taken a boxer’s stance and was throwing punches at any that got too close.
“Vita said you were in trouble! What’s happening? I thought they wouldn’t attack if they thought you were already captured?!”
“Freakin’ Charm!” shouted Edius, dodging a bin lid that was tossed at him. “She changed ‘em over so that they’re also after me! Must’ve assumed I’d do what I did. Never liked that shrew. Never!”
“Yet they aren’t after me?” I searched the crowd who took no interest in my presence and were instead being lured toward the Spirites like fish to a grub.
“Naw, expect she wants nothing to do with you after seeing what you’re capable of, darlin’. She knows you could blast them easy enough.”
Except I couldn’t.
“You aren’t landing fatal blows on them,” I observed.
“No, Merr.” Windley shifted one of his hatchets to halt a trio coming at him from the side. They don’t know what they’re doing. They don’t have any control, like…”
Like all the people he had hexed in his former life.
“I’m not too keen on taking them out either,” said Edius, jabbing and bobbing as though it were practiced for him, “having got someone I care about under a similar hex. Told ya, I keep them alive if I can help it.”
“Then you must run!” I said.
“Ya think?” said Edius. “Problem is plowing through without hurting them.”
I waved my hands over my head to create a diversion—“Hey, over here!”—but the townies took no notice.
“Listen to them, Merrin. Do you hear it?”
I strained my ears. “They’re just speaking nonsense.”
“Not that. Listen.”
I listened deeper, to the pulse of the earth, to Windley’s heartbeat, opened toward me, and Edius’s, small and closed, and realized—theirs were the only two heartbeats I heard within the whole of the market.
“I-I don’t feel a heartbeat from them!”
“Their breath has already been stolen.”
“Windley! They don’t have heartbeats! How is that possible?”
“Damn it!” Windley showed his teeth. “It means their hexes are all that’s sustaining them. Once the hex falls, so will they. Ascian wasn’t drawing on them for their energy; he was keeping them alive to use as his own personal security system! That is messed up.”
But there were children within the crowd!
“Aw shit. Then we’ve got no choice.” Edius punched an elderly man in the nose and he recoiled, letting out a sob.
“They can still feel pain?” I cried.
No. No, no, no, no.
I would not be witness to a slaughter of innocent people!
Windley locked eyes with Edius. “Merrin. Go. We’ll take care of this.”
But that would be just as traumatic for Windley as it was for me, given his history with hexing innocents and the fact that his countrymen had recently fallen in a similar slaughter.
“You have the power to give and take life, Merrin.”
If I had been waiting for instinct to overtake me, the moment was now, when faced with a situation for which there was no other solution.
As Windley and Edius prepared themselves emotionally to kill a swarm of innocents, I dropped to the ground and spread my hands out over the dirt between the brick of the road, feeling all of life connected like the roots of a mammoth tree, feeling the way those without heartbeats tied to the pulse of the earth.
I drew Vita’s breath from the dirt—and back into it I readied my intentions.
“Lion queen?! What is that?”
What started as a green glow beneath me quickly spread out to encompass the whole of the market, filling in the space beneath the mob with the lush glimmer of creation, washing Windley, Edius and the townsfolk in a coat of shimmering light.  
I told the dirt what I wanted, believing it would work—knowing it would work because that same breath fueling it also existed in me.
The heart I bore during all this was a heavy one, for when it was through, all sixty-something bodies fell to the ground as the false life was pulled from them, and as speckles of glittering green light burst from them like fireworks, sparkling off into the afternoon sky.
“Their souls,” said Vita’s warmth.
After, Windley and Edius were surrounded by corpses that quicky decayed to the state they should have if not for the false sustenance of their hexes.
I told you: I would take many lives before I ever returned home. These would not be the last.
I had pulled Vita’s breath through me, been a conduit for it, and in the aftermath, I fell over onto myself, exhausted by it, as two Spirites rushed to my side.
I was not so strong that I could just mercy kill dozens of people and be unaffected.
I took the shirt nearest me and cried into it.
“Ah—” An awkward hand patted my head.
“I’ll take her.” Windley pulled me away from the shirt. “Go on and check the house. I don’t smell them, though, do you?”
“Naw,” said Edius. “Doesn’t seem they’ve been back here, even. Likely manipulated the hexes remotely.”
I barely heard them through my own sorrow.
“Aw, come here, love.” Windley had hoisted me and was feeding me snippets of his power. “No use hiding now that our location’s been compromised. Let me numb it a bit for you.” He carried me through the dismal city as I shook over the thought of the futures I had ended with one exhale. “You did the right thing, Merr,” he assured. “Trust me, I’ve seen my share of hexes. If not for you, we would have had to cut through that crowd bit by bit. You gave them a humane out.”
But taking a life was never an easy thing, no matter the circumstances.
“I’ve got to say, I’m proud of you, queenie. You pulled your shit together pretty damn fast. And that new power of yours is no trifle.” He set me down against the cold outer wall of the city and crouched to inspect my face. “Queenie?”
“I did it without thinking,” I told him, blinking through moisture. “What if there was another way?”
“No. They were too far gone. The only other way would have been for Pip to drop the hex, but the outcome would have been the same—here, open your mouth.” But when I opened to ask why, he set his thumb to my bottom teeth. “Take however much you want. It’ll dull your pain.”
Eyes connected with his, I wrapped my lips around him and drew in a helping of his power until the painful throb of my stomach absorbed into a deeper place. My tongue slid against the bottom of his thumb as he pulled it out.
“Eh—” I saw him swallow as his eyebrow twitched. “That was… more erotic than I expected.”
“Wow. Feeding your pet right out in the open, huh? That how they do it in the north? Kinky.”
“Call her a pet again, Edmond, and see what happens.”
“Edius.” The brawny Spirite threw a couple of traveling packs down beside us. “They never came back. Your guess is as good as mine where they took off to. I grabbed us some supplies—whatever I was holding back from this little thief last time.”  
I, the little thief, was still too distraught to retort.
“I have a theory,” said Windley, “but I hope I’m wrong. For now, we’ll just have to keep our eyes open for ripples. Speaking of which—”
“No.” That was Edius.  
“As I told you before, I need to be able to find you if you decide to steal the Queen away. Either I beguile you or we’ll have to find something else to do with you, being you know where Flora lives.”
“Ugh. Fine.” But Edius didn’t look happy about it. It was with an extremely flat face that he let Windley approach him.
“Look away, Merr.”
But I didn’t. And what I saw was something that made me feel a myriad of confusing things.
Have you ever seen your boyfriend kiss another man?
One of higher-than-average features? One with piercing eyes and a broody mouth?
Not common, I expect.
Windley took Edius by the throat and kissed him once, drawing back to show eyes gleaming sapphire.
“Satisfied?” said Edius, acting as though Windley had kissed him a thousand times before.
“Not yet,” said Windley. “Use your power.”
“On who?”
“Not on me. I don’t need another tracker.” He scanned our surroundings, lingering slowly on me, before—“Dandelion.”
“Your prancelope? It’ll be stronger if—” Edius’s sharp eyes slid over to me.
Windley looked displeased by the lack of options. “Crap. Merr, do you mind? I just want to be sure it took. And he can’t imprint in you the way he can imprint in me.”
I wiped my face in my shoulder, calmed from Windley’s power moving through me. “It’s fine.”
I felt the need to scoot away from Edius as he leaned over me with his cat-shaped eyes, which only made him lean closer. “Ah. I see it now,” he said, searching me with a curl to his mouth. “Missed it the first time.” He placed his hand to my arm, turning it numb under his fingers, before blinking his eyes hard.
When he opened them, I stifled my mouth from gasping, for they were like ancient jewels, swimming, glimmering, pulsating emerald—the same Windley reserved for me.
I meant to look away from him to Windley standing over his shoulder, but I couldn’t manage it.
Edius was breathing slowly, keeping me locked in place, his hand on my arm delicate, as if holding an egg. “Well?” he said to Windley.
“Yeah, it took. Off of her, now.”
But Edius remained a moment more, looking like he wanted to say something.
“Edius?” I questioned.
But he poked me in the forehead instead. Again? I caught eyes with Windley, but he didn’t acknowledge the poke, instead helped me to my feet with a knightly hand.
“What’s your theory?” Edius rose and turned to Windley. “About where they went?”
Windley sighed long. “North.”
“Why?” said Edius.
“You know Charm’s past, don’t you?” said Windley.
“Some of it,” said Edius.
But I didn’t. “What of her past, Winsley?” I shook the grog caused by his and Edius’s beguiling. “Er, Windley.”
Windley cracked a mischievous grin that I was less than sober, but the grin evaporated quicker than water splashed on hot rock when he considered my question:
“Recall, I told you, that I’ve been to the Emerald Wood more than once? The second time was to flee captivity. The first time, though, was to retrieve Charm.”
“Retrieve her? Wait—she’s from the north?” I said.
I had questioned it before, hadn’t I? How Charmagne knew so much about the north, how she knew I was a royal based on scent alone.
“No, Charm’s from the south, but she was peddled to the north as an infant and raised by humans who were… less than pleasant,” Windley explained. “It’s why she hates your kind and all the northlands.”
So even Charmagne was simply trying to survive by joining Ascian?
I’ve a theory, captive ones, that no one does what is wrong by choice. All wrongs can be justified into rights, so long as you’re creative enough.
“Ascian got wind of her and arranged for her to be smuggled to the Emerald Wood,” continued Windley. “He took me and Pip with when he went to get her. She didn’t tell me everything, but she told me some over the years—used to kind of brag about what she’d been through to assert authority over me and Pip. Sad when you think about it. Compared to what she went through as a kid, what Ascian made us do was mild.” When he noticed my expression, he added: “I won’t be repeating any of it.”
Nor did I want him to.
“Revenge, eh?” Edius agreed, “I can see that. It’s what I’d do, if given all that power. Any idea where in the north?”
“No, but the currency’s different up there, so she’ll have no choice but to use her power,” said Windley. “That should give us an inkling.”
“We have business in the north anyway,” I said, thinking of the echoes on their way to Sestilia at this very moment. “We shall make it our destination, unless either of you has an objection?”
Edius raised an eyebrow. “Either of us?”
“You chose not to slaughter the innocents of Abardo, and you allowed Windley to beguile you without struggle. Henceforth, I shall consider you a guard. That does not mean you have my full trust, but a fraction. Do not break it, Edius, or you will never get it back.”
He looked oddly amused over it. “Am I supposed to bow?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“Wonderful,” mumbled Windley, taking my back to draw me away from Edius. “Just what we need—another predator hanging around. Give us a moment, would you, predator? I need to find out what the Queen’s been hiding from me.” Windley’s expression turned dark as his voice fell: “I think she may just be intoxicated enough to let it out.”
Edius frowned after us but quickly distracted himself with preparing for departure as Windley stole me around the curved wall of the city and closed in on me until I was pinned against the stone. “Well, my lion? What is it?”
I bit my lip.
“No use trying to look cute. You’re already cute and yet here we are. I see it brewing over you, like a little storm cloud.” He wiggled his fingers in the direction of my head as if to illustrate said storm cloud. “Share it with me. That’s what I’m here for.”
“I didn’t want to worry you, not when you were about to potentially see Pip again, but…” I took a breath and told him.
…
“THAT FRUITCAKE?!”
It was enough to make Edius come jogging around the corner.
“Fruitcake.” Windley pawed the air. “Love it, don’t you, Edmond?”
“No,” said Edius, stale.
“Our little secret for now,” Windley’s whisper slid through his teeth and into my ear. Then, he called cantankerous Dandelion II or III or whatever it was, to our side with a whistle. “Let’s get on to the north, shall we? Fruitcake awaits.”




Chapter 7
Does Edmond Seem a Bit…?
It was no small feat that I managed to push thoughts of beautiful Sestilia, clad in a funnel of smoke as black as her nails and gown, to anything but the forefront of my mind. Indeed, it was only with Vita’s constant reassurance that we would make it in time, that I was able to focus on anything else. After all, Vita had witnessed a thousand iterations before this one, she had seen fate play out in countless ways, and if I was the one authoring this story, was there any better editor than the divine?
In a practical sense, we could place hope in the knowing that our return to the north would be far swifter than our journey south. We had Dandelion to thank for that. Reaching Rafe before he reached the queenlands felt more and more plausible with each hoof stamp against the pulsing earth.
But just as no great story is without subplots, our journey home wouldn’t be without its detours.
Like our first night.
Now, that’s something I’m sure you’d like to hear about.
It started with the moon.
I’ve only briefly mentioned her presence until now, so let me elaborate: Luna did return to the sky after I expelled Exitium from my body. Maybe because she knew I was no longer a threat, or because Rafe was no longer fair game, but as we made camp in the foggy fields of blue on our first night, Windley made a startling observation.
“Is it just me, or is Luna looking a little…”
“Oblong?” I said, for her orb seemed stretched into the shape of an egg.
“Luna?” Edius questioned, straightening from the boulder he was leaning against to get a better look at the sky.
“We have a history,” said Windley.
“With the moon? Of course you do.” Edius shimmed back into the boulder, quiet, as he had been for all of our breaks since leaving Abardo.
My imagination, maybe, but it seemed he had been avoiding conversation, though I had caught him staring at me more than once, looking as though he wanted to say something.
And for some reason, Windley’s heart had been extra obnoxious all day as I rode behind him, flashing through hills and flatlands, wrapped up in the autumn wind that tasted of leaves and dirt. I didn’t mind it. Hugging him tighter caused his plum pit to swell.
I did so as often as possible.
The blue flowered fields we found ourselves in were the same we had passed through on the way down. On this night, they stirred with layers of fog that were thickest and moistest near the ground. I had seen fog like that over the sea on crisp mornings when the court slept late. But it was something else to see it spread over land like whipped cream. Sitting meant submerging waist-deep in a sheet of cloud. Windley made the fire especially big to clear away a patch while Edius fumbled with the tent.
It was an odd thing, to see the person who had once ambushed us now trying his damnedest to put together an unruly tent.
“What are you doing?” Windley scrutinized after five minutes of clanking.
Edius held up the wrong end of the canvas. “Does this go here?”
No, it did not go there. In fact, that was the opposite of where it went. And that’s when I realized:
“Edius, do you not know how to pitch a tent?”
He gave up on the ball of canvas in his hand, letting the crumpled thing fall into the bed of fog. “How hard can it be?”
“I knew it,” said Windley. “Tch! Offering to be a bodyguard when you can’t even catch a meal.”
Edius narrowed his eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“He’s a city boy, Merr,” said Windley. “We may as well make camp ourselves. Explains the jacket. And the hair.”
Edius speared a pole into the fog out of frustration. “Yeah? And what about your hair? You look like a goddess-damned flamingo.”
“Queenie likes it. Dont’cha queenie?”
I did like it, though one couldn’t deny its ostentatious quality.
“You two seem to be bubbling,” I said. “I will be taking no sides, for we do not have time for it.”
Edius ignored me. “Humans are more trusting if you stick to one color, Windalloy.”
“A human who trusts based on hair color is not a human worth knowing, Edmond. I prefer to conserve my energy for less trivial things.”
Such as canoodling.
He winked at me.
“Ha! That a joke? All that work to nab a royal and you’re not even putting her to use? Shame. If she were my pet, I’d feed on her daily.”
A rogue hatchet split the ground near Edius’s feet, shaving the newly grown grass produced from my fist.
“She isn’t a piece of meat, you cad. Disrespect the Queen again and you can say goodbye to her aid.”
“He’s right,” I said. “I do not need a title from you or anyone, but I will not tolerate being called pet.”
“Shit. Sorry, Merrín. I didn’t mean it like… uh…”
I softened, for he looked in instant regret.
“Here, let me help you.” Under Luna’s gaze, I gathered the tent sticks at Edius’s feet. “Hold that piece for me?” I handed him the edge of the canvas. “This goes here. See? It’s easy to remember after you’ve done it once.”
The burly Spirite was silent as I taught him, watching me like he was trying to understand a subjective painting.
“I take no offense,” I told him quietly as we fitted the last beam, “for I understand we are of different backgrounds, but I hope you’ll come to accept that Windley and I think of ourselves as equals. I’m sure it’s the same for you and your fiancée.”
In my experience, relationships are best formed on the bones of empathy. Unfortunately, there were things I didn’t yet know about human-Spirite relations, and in this case, empathy was not the right choice. In this case, empathy was a catalyst.
Edius was in the middle of pulling the canvas taut when he stopped to slide his gaze over me. “Didn’t mean offense, darlin’. Being a pet can be… pleasurable. It’s submission through choice. Some people like it.” He finally brought himself to look at me straight on. “If you were mine, I’d make sure you liked it.”
And as he said it, there was something…
Edius was already physically superior to a normal person, but he had never looked at me that way before—with a stare too heated for comfort, with the sweat of his neck caught in the orange glow of the fire, with his features seeming more amplified than they were just moments ago. And there was something off about me too, for I could not help watching the way each syllable formed against his tongue on the way out.
“If you were my queen,” he hummed, eyes settled on my mouth, “I’d swallow you into oblivion.”
My heart was moving faster than I meant it. 

“W-what’s her name?” I diverted.

“Who?” 

“Your fiancée. The one Ascian hexed.” Though the fire was yonder, it seemed I could feel its flame licking at my face.

“Oh.” Edius swallowed but kept his eyes on my lips. “Gwendol. Gwen for short.”
“What’s she like?” I pressed.
“Small.”
“Small?”
“Er, normal-sized. Shiny hair. Glowing.”
“Glowing?” I said.
“Er, her smile.”
Weird.
Before you get any ideas, Gwen is a real person. Like you, I suspected she might not be, based on Edius’s clunky description of her. Let’s move on.
The diversion worked. Somewhat. Edius turned away from me, shoulders stiff and his voice reverted: “Think I got it, darlin’. Thanks for the help.”
Free of his shackled stare, I sought haven in Windley, who was tending to dinner. He had seen it all—the way I had been unable to rip my eyes away from the wrong Spirite—though he did not acknowledge any of it. Instead:
“Fetch me a spoon, love?”
I zipped to the fire’s side, grateful for a reason to get away from the tent. “Your favorite utensil.” I poked him in the back with it, ignoring the pheromones drifting over from the newest among us.
“Har. Har.” Windley shot me a forced smile as he snatched it away. “There’ll be none of that spoonery business in front of Edmond. You’ll be punished if you try.”
But I was in no condition to flirt back, and ‘Edmond’ was yet stiff at the side of the tent.
“Are you really a queen, Merrín?” he muttered, examining my handiwork. “You aren’t like the ones in books.”
“Oh! You like books?” My attempt to shift focus.
“No.” It was as if he’d slammed a door shut in my face. “Windalloy, I… think I need to go.”
“Ah, now that’s what I wanted to hear. Knew you could do it.” Windley gave a cutesy wave, calling: “Don’t feel the need to hurry back!”
Edius didn’t bother responding as he disappeared behind a nearby grouping of trees that formed together to make a beast-like shape on the horizon. A dragon, maybe. After, I settled into the grass beside Windley, letting the fog eat me up to the waist. Cool and sheeny, it tasted like cave.
“I can practically feel your heartbeat from here,” Windley said with the handle of the spoon between his teeth. “A little hot and bothered, are we?”
“N-no!” But there was no denying it. “I didn’t want to or mean to—”
Windley chuckled. “Relax, Merr. He’s a Spirite. You’re a human. We are literally designed to lure you. I’m not worried about you in the least. Him on the other hand…”
I looked behind myself to ensure he was still a distance away. “Is he going to try to steal me away?” I hushed.
Windley set the spoon down. “Gasp. Is this second-guessing? You aren’t growing fearful of the predator who has literally already kidnapped you once before, are you? You’re the one that insisted we take him in like a lost puppy.”
Whatever look I was wearing, it made Windley break.
“No,” he said with a sigh, “you don’t have to worry. That’s just his instincts flaring. To be honest, he’s doing pretty good after what happened earlier.” Windley offered me a bowl of soupy porridge he’d just finished making.
“What do you mean?”
“Your mercy kill. It was…” He bunched his fingertips together and audibly kissed them as if complimenting a delicious meal. “So compassionate, so humane, so just—it was a showcase of your spirit, and for those of us attracted to spirits, it was like you flaunting around in frilly undergarments. I expect it’s why he’s been so quiet all day. Trying to compose.”
“You’re joking.” But he wasn’t, and now I was wondering if there was a fabric out there thick enough to cover the spirit.
But better for him to shield his eyes than for me to shield my soul.
“Your spirit is always delectable, love, but today it was next level. Even I’m struggling with it on account of my feels. He, on the other hand, is still acclimatizing to you. It should get better once he gets used to your scent.”
I took a bite of Windley’s porridge—which was about as exciting as porridge can be—“You think I’m safe?”
“I would have skirted you off myself if I didn’t.” He peered at the dragon shape. “Look, a Spirite’s instincts are strong, Merr, and he already gave in to them once when he took you from that hill, so he knows how good it would feel to do so again…” The firelight danced in his eyes as he chewed the end of his spoon. “But fantasy is different from reality. Slim chance he’d try something knowing what you’re capable of, and with that fake fiancée of his in danger.”
“Fake? You don’t believe he’s engaged?”
“Yeah, no. That’s bogus.” Seeing my expression, he added: “Oh, I believe he’s fighting for someone, but I don’t believe that someone is a human. And I don’t believe he’s in love with her. My guess? He only said that so you’d be less wary of him. If the nonchanging hair didn’t work, I suppose.”
I stared into the lumpy porridge. What was I supposed to do with this knowledge? It wasn’t as though I could turn off my senses of justice and compassion. Nor would I.
Windley sensed it. “You’ve done nothing wrong, my queen. The weakness lies with us. Like I said, I don’t think he’ll act on it, but if he does, I’m more than happy to defend your honor. That’s if you don’t get to him first.” He moved his hand to my back. “More importantly, how are you feeling about what happened earlier?”
Draining the life out of an entire city?
Not good, actually. And it would be some years before I would fully accept that a merciful end was the best possible outcome for people held together by a hex.
“Better,” I lied.
“Hm. Well, if you want to talk about it—”  
I cut him off with a kiss. “You’d be the one I would go to anyway.”
“Shivers,” he said, grinning deviously and pulling away only enough to give full view of his face. “Shall I give you some?”
The answer to that was always yes.
“Or better yet, shall I try it?” Before I could ask what he meant, his expression darkened into something only accomplishable by one of predatorial descent. “Being a pet can be… pleasurable,” he purred—smoldering of all things. “Let me dominate you, darling, let me take you for my own, and I’ll make sure you never go without.”
Each word dripped over his tongue as if spoken in slowed time, as if I could never look away from him, as if touching his skin would be the most euphoric thing I had ever experienced.  
However fast my heart had raced before, it was at least a hundred times faster now.
“You got the words wrong,” I breathed.
“Eh, close enough.”
He may have been making light of it, but I was fully ensnared by the Spiritery he had just displayed, drawn into him like water soaked into a rag. “I… want you, Wind,” my mouth said as my body crawled over him. “Take me.”
“A-ah. Shit, worked a little too well. M-Merrin, you can’t say things like that.” He closed his eyes and breathed through his nose like a bull before leaning forward to kiss my cheek. “Not out here, my queen. But soon.”
Yet I kissed his throat. “Touch me, Windley.”
He made a choking noise as footsteps approached through the fog. “Edmond! Just the man I wanted to see. Take her to bed, will you? Before I corrupt her?”
But as Windley pushed me gently away from him, Edius looked equally reluctant over the thought of receiving me.
“Er, what?”
“Take her,” said Windley. “I… did something stupid.”
Edius put his hands at my upper arms without actually touching me. “I’m not going in there with her. Unless you want me to…”
“Just put her in there,” said Windley, covering his face with his hand. “Get her away from me. Having her latch on to me all day on the way here after seeing her spirit so exposed back in the city… I’ll do something I regret. Just get her in there. We’ll both sleep out here.” He peeked through his fingers at me. “N-night Merrin. Be a good queenie and go to sleep.”
It was only after Edius pushed me into the tent and closed me off from Windley that I came to my senses.
“I-I’m sorry, Windley!”
“Nothing to be sorry about, love. Just please for the love of goddess, stay in there!” His voice turned under his breath: “For once I miss that grumpy cockblock of a magician hanging around. Instead we’ve gone and adopted another wolf. Perfectly safe situation for the Queen’s virtue. Sir Albie would definitely approve.” I heard Windley stand. “I’m going for a walk. If you so much as look at that tent, I’ll cut off—well, whatever I can find.”
Edius waited for him to trail off before speaking up. “Merrín? Er, sorry ‘bout before. I… uh…”
“It’s fine. Windley explained.”
“It’s not fine. I need you—er, your help, that is. Look, I think it would be best if we fucked. That way we can just get it out of our systems.”
“Get what out of our systems?!”
“N-no! Damn it, that’s not what I meant to say. Just… you don’t have to fear me or anything, okay? I’m not that bad of a guy. It’s not normally like this.”
For Windley either.
Why was it like this?
“The destroyer was dampening your spirit before, Merrin. Now, it shines brighter than ever, for I have cleansed away the dark.”
Oh no.
This was all Vita’s doing.
That night I slept with tall, tall grass surrounding the tent.




Chapter 8
The White Tadpole
I awoke alone, in the tent, to the murmurs of two Spirite guards who sounded as though they hadn’t gotten much sleep. Exiting the tent proved the theory.
“You two look…”
“Dashing?” grumbled Windley.
Far from it.
“Here.” I tossed him a vial of vera and rose taken from Flora’s. “Rub this under your eyes… both of you.” I looked between the two tired boys. “Are you… composed?”
“Yes,” Windley muttered.
Edius merely buried his face in his hands as though suffering a hangover.
“It’s Vita, Windley,” I said. “Or rather, lack of Exitium. My spirit is abnormally clean now or something. I think that’s why you can see it coming through more than usual.”
“Lack of Exitium?” Edius looked up from his hands. “Wasn’t that your invocation?”
“A goddess, actually,” Windley said. “The Queen’s lost half of the Nemophile’s Crown—the wicked half, apparently—and it’s on its way to possess a new royal as we speak—a terrifying little vixen with a penchant for offing relatives.”
So we decided we trusted him enough to tell him all that!?
“That’s your business in the north?” said Edius. “Wait, so you’re only half as strong as you were before?”
“Hardly,” scoffed Windley. “As you saw yesterday, she’s still quite capable of ending life on a whim, so best keep on your best behavior, Edmond.”
Yes, we couldn’t have him thinking I lacked power.
“The Crown is in two parts,” I said. “I still have the half of creation. And I’m going to get the half of destruction back with the help of Vita, another goddess.”
Edius looked incapable of taking in any information, let alone such weighty things.
“Creation and destruction are equal forces,” I added.
“The hell?” Edius’s face was flat. “So long as you’re still powerful enough to get that ring away from Charm, I don’t really care about any of what you just said.”
But he did care. There was a swallow to his voice. The same swallow I had heard in Rafe’s voice when speaking of Beau and in Windley’s when speaking of me. Even if Windley was right and he wasn’t in love with her, there was no question that this ‘glowing’ person named Gwen was Edius’s motivation.
“I’m going to wash in that spring we passed yesterday,” I told them. “We need to travel through night if we’re to catch Rafe, so get some sleep. You have an hour.”
You know, Beau told me once that I talk about bathing too much in my stories. Forgive me. This one is important.
A short distance from camp, there was a clear spring, surrounded by blue-flowered trees sprouting out of rock and warmed by the mild ground of the foggy fields. I undressed, free of the guards’ wandering eyes, and dipped into the tepid water while drawing in breaths of cool haze above the surface that looked like steam but tasted of dew.
Admittedly, I didn’t need a bath. I had just bathed at Flora’s, but this was more so for contemplation. What, with Anam caras, second lives, thirsty Spirites, Charmagne’s past, the pulse of the earth, the souls I had sent to the sky…
I was nowhere near through coming to terms with it all when I felt something squirm past me.
“An eel!”
Not an eel.
“A tadpole,” corrected Vita. “We can use it.”
Before I could fathom what we might use a tadpole for, the pool around me began to bubble with green light, and the next moment, an orb of water lifted out from it, surrounded by a thin layer of emerald glow—in the center of which wriggled the white tadpole of a winter frog, suspended just before my face.
“What do you mean use it, Vita?”
“You have already practiced taking life. Now, learn how to give it.”
“But it is already alive.”
“Grow it.”
“How?”
“Wrap your hands around it and whisper your intentions to it.”
But I was reluctant. Because whispering to a tadpole in the nude seemed a thing insane people may do.
Whatever look I was wearing as I cupped around the outside of the water orb, it made Vita emit a tinkling laugh. I leaned closer, close enough to kiss it, and cleared my throat: “Grow, little tadpole.”
“As if you mean it.”
“Please, grow into a beautiful winter frog with white skin and lovely jumpy legs.”
“You do not need to compliment it, Merrin. Froglings cannot understand humes. Envision its growth. Desire it with your heart.”
Easier said than done when I didn’t give two shits about the creature.
But as I have often found, the simple act of closing one’s eyes can solve many ailments a potion cannot. I closed mine now, feeling the pulse of the earth rippling through the spring, the life of the trees breathing through the petals, the swell of organisms living within the water.
“To create is to be fulfilled.”
I felt Vita’s power in my chest, the warmth, the tingling, the spreading.
“Grow.” I pushed it through my lips, a word riding on Vita’s breath, and saw the glow of green before I ever opened my eyelids, and when I lifted them, I found the whole of the pool lit in the light of the Emerald Wood, as if something a great sorceress had conjured.
Suspended before me in a bubble of water was a fully-grown winter frog with white skin and lovely jumpy legs.
“Well done, little royal.” Vita filled me with a pulse of warmth before slipping away.
This is how I came to be holding a frog as I raced back to camp, clothes wet from being hastily returned to my body.
“Windley! Look what I did!”
But I quickly stopped when I saw that Edius was in the tent, and Windley passed out near the fire, snuggled under a blanket like an infant, hair transitioning from peach to blond.
I turned away, cutting the mist with each step, intending to return the frog to its home when—
“Wait.” A grouchy voice rose from the fog. “Show me.”
“You’re awake?”
“I am now.”
I crouched beside him and presented the frog.
“Lunch?” he said, rubbing his face.
“We aren’t eating it! I grew it from a tadpole. I gave it life.”
Windley blinked at me. “You aged a tadpole into a frog?”
“I did.”
“Isn’t that technically taking life?”
Oh. Was it?
The frog sprang from my hands into the mist below, threatened, possibly, by mentions of lunch.
“Froglings cannot understand humes.”
Thank you, Vita. It’s called hyperbole.
“Well, congratulations on your tadpole’s aging,” said Windley. “Seems like you’re quickly mastering your power. Maybe you can turn Charm into a frog too.” He yawned.
“Did you truly get no sleep last night?” I asked.
“No. I was kept awake with… primitive thoughts.”
I, the glutton, wanted to know what they were.
“Same ol’, same ol’. Tying you up, taking you to dark caverns… Just a mite stronger than normal. But fret not, I’ve got it under control.” He looked at me in earnest. “I would never harm you, Merr. Never.”
I knew that.
I swept the hair from his brow. “You look like death. Would you like some of my energy?”
He sat up on his elbows. “You don’t have to do that. I can manage.”
“But you won’t be able to ride long in your state, and I’m not sure how much longer we can spare for rest,” I said.
Windley chewed his lip as though pretending it was mine. “Tempting.”
“We shouldn’t fear using your power any longer either. At least not until we know where they are. It might even draw them to us, which could work in our favor,” I said.
“Tempting.” This time he said it through his teeth.
“But I don’t want to make your instincts worse, so I leave it to your discretion.”
Here, he paused.
“It wouldn’t make them worse,” he said slowly.
“It wouldn’t?”
He shook his head. “It would appease them. Candidly speaking, they become unruly when denied. That’s… part of the problem. That memory elixir was helping suppress them some. They’ve grown since it wore off… and since I tasted you.” He shook his head as if shaking off water. “It’s really fine, Merr. You shouldn’t feel like you have to satiate me.”
Satiate.
Saaatiate.
“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you it’s enjoyable for me too,” I said.
A devilish grin, maybe more devilish than all the rest, curled over him. “Well, if it’s for your sake.”
From there, we satiated Windley’s instincts and then— 
Oh, you’d like details?
Back to the devilish grin, then.
Devilment apparent, Windley stood and held out a blackstone-ringed hand that was most certainly a trap, tipping his chin to lengthen his neck and make his stare a bit more arrogant. And there was gleaming. Lots and lots of gleaming. “Play with me, lion queen?”
“Play?”
But before any sort of answer, he snatched me up in his arms, captor-like, and set off sprinting across the fields of hazy blue more energetic than I’d seen him all day.
“Oh yeah.” He gripped me tight. “This feels good.”
“Windley, are you shaking?”
“A little excited, queenie.” He lowered his voice to a darker implication: “Let’s pretend I’m stealing you, shall we?”
The rush of his blood was livened at the thought.
“Oh no. Stop.”—But it was oh so flat on account of how very much I wanted to be stolen by him.
“Shush. If I were stealing you, you wouldn’t be able to talk. I’ll have made sure of that. Now, where I’d really like to take you is back to that hermit’s abode,” he said, searching the landscape. “Remote. Abandoned. Somewhere we wouldn’t ever be bothered…” He gave a shiver. “But this will do.”
He meant a thicket a short way from camp, where stalks of brush were situated in an enclave. The captor set me down so that my feet were in the cool soil and my back was against the bark of a tree without leaves or petals. I liked the air there, still and tasting of earth and moss.
“Do you like it because it’s hidden?” I said.
“I like it because you’re hidden.” He was staring at my lips, deciding whether or not to make a move, until—“Can I?”—he put his hand over my mouth to press me lightly against the trunk.
Windley wasn’t dangerous.
But there was something dangerous in being reminded of his deepest nature.
I didn’t dislike it.
I nodded and he loomed over me, one hand over my mouth, the other slipping my shirt down from my shoulder.
Neck, shoulder, collar—his lips settled on each, leaving my skin numb in the aftermath and causing his heart to pelt against his chest with mounting entrapment. Mine was doing something similar as I cried out softly against his palm. He kissed me again, at the nape of my neck, sliding my shirt with careful fingers as he uncovered more of me, putting intention into each pass over my skin, leaving the moisture and heat of his breath behind at the places he consumed.
It was with emerald-turned eyes that he slipped my shirt lower to expose one side of my chest.
I gave a jerk.
And like a poked anemone, he recoiled sharply, ripping his hand from my mouth as though he’d been burned by it. “You okay, queenie?”
The jerk hadn’t come from me disapproving of his efforts but because it was… new territory. Being exposed, being tasted… my skin was pricked over it all.
“Keep going,” I told him.
His eyes flared in response, yet he held back and watched my face for tells of discomfort before taking my breast in his hand and kissing the exposed area. I may have forgotten to breathe as he passed his mouth over me, took me gently between his teeth—there, in the center of a concealed space, alone, in the quiet, with a predator.
Slipping that cloth from my shoulder was like dipping a toe in hot water.
Primitive thoughts.
I wanted to jump in.
But Windley was noble—for a soul-stealing incubus. He returned my shirt to its shoulder, leaving my stomach sunken and my veins heated.
Not all that noble, for he next spun me around, holding me against the tree with one hand while using his other to trail his fingers up my spine, beneath the cloth of my shirt, sending waves of intoxication through each node.
I could feel him behind me, tensing his muscles, suppressing his breaths, drinking my energy and filling the space left behind with desire—to touch him, to bite him, to crawl into him. I wanted him to expose more of me, to hold me firmer, to kiss the rest of my hidden skin.
Carnal impulses writhed through each vertebra passed.
But when he reached the top, he paused. “I’ve… taken enough.” He sounded to be swallowing hard. “I should stop.”
So he said, but he was still restraining me against the tree.
Our hearts were moving in unison, loud as a wallop’s gallop shaking the ground—faster, louder, until I couldn’t tell whether that was his pulse pounding in my ears or mine.
Edius was right, submission could be enjoyable.
But so could domination.
I whirled around and took Windley’s shoulders, forcing them so that he was the one backed against the tree. “L-Lion—”
I stopped his mouth with mine, one hand gathering the hair at the back of his head, the other sliding up the ridges of his abdomen. Stealing breath, stealing warmth.
He welcomed it and took my hips to hoist me onto his, pushing me against a different tree. The bark bit. But there was no piece of me, not even the royalist parts, that wanted him to stop.
“Goddess, I’m infatuated with you.” He pushed his waist against me. “Of all the guards, of all the Spirites—how the hell am I the one that gets to do this?”
I wanted to say something sugary in return, but his eyes were at full strength now, and I could feel that haze of beguilement beginning to creep.
When he noticed—“Ah! Nope!”—he hurried to dull himself and slowly lowered me from his hips. “Did I catch it in time?”
Barely.
“Yes,” I mustered, to his relief.
Shifting from amorous devil to doting guard, he brushed the hair from my face and took my chin. “How do you feel? I didn’t take too much, did I?”
“No, I feel… well, many things. Drained is not one of them. You?”
His face lit, charming. “I could go all night—travel, that is.” We weren’t above innuendos. “But Merr, I would never expect this of you. You know that, right? Pets are meant for feasting, and you, my queen, are so much more.”
Of course I knew it. I told him so with a kiss.
He held my hand sweetly all the way back to camp—where he wasted no time showing off his new invigoration by assaulting the tent with shouts:
“Rise and shine, honeybuns! We’re off to the north. Fruitcake awaits!” And when Edius neither rised nor shined, Windley batted at the sides obnoxiously until achieving movement within. But while Windley was running on energy borrowed from me, Edius was running on two hours of sleep. He exited the tent looking worse than when he’d entered.
With deadpannery, he shifted his pointed gaze from Windley to me and back to Windley, recognizing what we had done. Ragged, he began punching at the tent to deconstruct it.
The look of him caused a wiggling feeling down in my gut.
Ah yes, that was compassion. And the last time I had shown something like compassion,
it had backfired. Yet I couldn’t help watching how pitiful our newcomer looked next to energized Windley. Like it was some penance for being attracted to acts of goodness.
Windley was in tune to me, per usual, and he was watching me weigh a decision. I caught his eye and raised my brows and waited at least ten seconds for him to speak:
“Yeah, yeah, go ahead. But why are you asking me?”
“It’s safe?” I said.
“A hell of a lot safer than what we just did,” he said under his breath.
Then it was settled. I cleared my throat to gain Edius’s attention. “Edius, would you like to borrow a bit of energy? A SMALL bit—so that we can travel longer?”
Edius stiffened with his back to us—“No.”—and began chucking pieces of tent into a satchel. He stopped—“Yes.”—and threw the canvas to the ground. “But are you sure you wanna?”
“I would not have offered if I wasn’t,” I said.
But before taking any action, he flicked his eyes to Windley. “Do you mind?”
He wasn’t asking permission; he was asking for privacy.
“Not at all.” Windley had no intention of facing away. He rooted himself and folded his arms.
Edius rolled his eyes before turning to me. “Thanks, Merrín. I’ll be careful.” He moved past my offered hand and wrapped his arms around me in a bear hug. “This’ll be quicker. That okay?”
“Yes,” I said with a laugh. For he was doing so as if afraid he would crush me—like a giant to a kitten.
From there, fuzziness pushed into me slowly, different from the other times he had forced his power into me. Different from the beach and the manor.
“This beastling does not hold malice,” said Vita.
Yes, I could feel that too.
“Sorry again about last night,” he said, subdued, holding me to his chest and sending small waves through me.
“I’ve already forgotten it.”
Not true.
“Ha, sure you have. No reason to pander. It was wrong of me. I usually have more control than that.”
“I cannot fault you entirely. As I said before, Vita is enhancing things,” I said.
“Whatever. I won’t let it happen again. I’m not into forcing marked girls into adultery.”
“Marked girls?”
He shook his head. “Never mind. You taste good, darlin’. Smell good too. Don’t mean to be creepy. It’s a compliment.”
It didn’t feel creepy. His oversized arms actually felt… safe. And the power moving through me was mild and unaccompanied by any carnal desire.
Without that part, it was actually quite relaxing.
When he released me, the bags were shriveled from beneath his eyes and there was pep in his gait. “Feel better?” I said.
But instead of answering, he only stared at me a moment before tapping me once in the forehead. Windley said nothing of the gesture and ordered Edius to help him finish packing so that we could continue our pursuit of Rafe, sticking close to the coast—the path he most likely would have taken.
With any luck, we would catch him tonight.
But we wouldn’t catch him that night. And we wouldn’t catch him the next. And little did we know, Rafe would soon be having issues of his own that involved… bodily secretions.
Yes, you heard it right.
The Spirites had scarcely started putting out the fire when both stiffened as if stricken by an ailment.
I dropped the kettle I was holding. “What is it? You feel Charmagne?”
“No,” said Windley, looking north. “We feel—”
“Ascian,” finished Edius. “We feel Ascian.”




Chapter 9
Confessions
It was impossible. Even Vita confirmed Ascian’s soul did not survive my spell. I told the Spirites so as we rode north. “It did feel different, didn’t it?” said Edius. “Sorta hollow?”
“Yeah,” Windley agreed. “Like a phantom…” A look of dawning came over him. “Hey Edmond, was Ascian wearing his ring when you beguiled him?”
“Well yeah,” said Edius. “He never took it off…” The same look came over him. “You think that’s it? We imprinted on the ring instead of Ascian?”
“It would make sense,” said Windley, slowing the prancelope. “The only reason he made us beguile him was so that he could call us to him whenever he wanted. But wouldn’t he also want an option to use his power without any of his wards knowing? I can’t have been the first to turn against him.”
“You’re right, and I know for a fact that ring can hold power on its own. If our imprints hit the ring instead of Ascian, then all he’d have to do was slip off the ring whenever he wanted to use magic without any of us knowing where he was.”
“Then it was Charmagne you felt,” I determined. “Using Ascian’s ring.”
“It wouldn’t be out of character for her to taunt us with his power after feeling us use ours,” said Edius.
“And if she headed north right from the beach then she would certainly be north of us,” I said.
“Likely,” said Windley.
But he didn’t sound entirely convinced.
I waited until Edius had trotted ahead before trying my hand at reassurance: “He’s gone, Wind. I felt it. I felt him disappear. And Vita confirmed it. She assures me his soul was sent to the plane of the departed.”
Sigh.
That’s all I’m going to say for now, captive ones.
Sigh.
Whatever they had felt, we now had even more reason to hurry north, hoping to take out Charmagne on the way to Exitium. With the ripples as our guide, we rode through day and night, through blue into gold, blinking away the dry bits of grass caught up in the wind, and the next time we stopped for camp, it was at the southern edge of the Emerald Wood.
There are a few things to note from that night.
The first happened the moment we claimed our campsite near the first stream we passed within the forest. Soleil was preparing the sky for Luna by completing her pass on the horizon, turning the edge of the wood ferociously orange like the inside of a furnace, displaying apocalyptic beauty.
Bitch.
I was making comments about her as Windley helped me from Dandelion but stopped midway when my feet touched the emerald moss.
Wait, maybe I should go back a step.
Entering the wood had been an experience all its own, for the pulse of the earth, which had dulled as I’d grown used to it over the past days, throbbed harder within the enchanted foliage. The trees housed all manner of hidden life within their boughs, and I could feel that life swarming, scuttling, existing. The greenery, too, was rife with life. The ferns seemed to swell with heartbeats of their own and the vines seemed to pass blood through the intricate veins of their leaves.
My body tingled with Vita’s power, pulsing alongside the rhythm of the forest.
But that magnified substantially the first time my feet met the moss.
“Lion queen!”
Windley rushed to catch me as I teetered forward from the overwhelming swell of the ground. It felt as though the moss was its own organism with a chest rising below.
“The green wood is hallowed ground. It was my resting place for eons; the reason my power manifests beneath you here, even when you are not using it.”
All along, the moss that glowed beneath my feet in the Emerald Wood was Vita?
But why only at night, I wondered.
“It is most visible in the night, when the forces of life are strongest. Much of this wood slumbers in the day.”
“Merr?” Windley was offering himself to me as a crutch.
“I’m okay. Vita’s breath is strong here. It hit me hard, but I’m getting used to it.” Indeed, now that I knew what to expect, I was able to stand on my own.
Yet neither he nor Edius would let me help them set up the campsite. Fine by me. I was spreading hands along the plush ground, feeling the miniscule life living within, shivering over the way the roots connected below the loamy soil.
Windley watched me with amusement. “We’re fetching dinner, hippie-dippy. Be back soon.” He dashed away before I could protest. Edius was already off in another direction I didn’t catch.
The sun was gone but left residual light in the sky, creating the hue of coming eve. It was within this bath that my feet began to glow the trademark green of the fairytale forest, brighter than last time, wider than last time.
“It’s stronger now, Vita.”
“Indeed it is, little royal. The destroyer dampened it last time we crossed this wood together. This time, I am with you and I alone.”
I dragged my finger along the fluted leaf of a waist-high plant foreign to the north, and the whole of it lit emerald.
“Vita!”
All she did was laugh before tinkling away. I took hold of a grouping of vine dangling from a nearby tree, and the vine pulsed with effulgence starting at my touch and zinging upward, ebbing only when I removed my hand. The rest of the wood was beginning to waken with its own forest radiance, but mine was brighter than all the rest. I dragged my hands along the mammoth trees, leaving glowing handprints dotting the way that lingered seconds before disappearing. So too, did my footprints leave a glowing trail in my wake.
Enthralled, I didn’t notice I was about to back into someone crouched at the side of the spring. A brawny someone—a brawny Edius—seeking out fish for dinner.
“Oh! Sorry, Edius, I was caught up in the magic of the forest. Look at this! Isn’t it amazing!”
But as he looked up at me, I found that he hadn’t been catching fish after all. He had been washing his face, and for the first time ever, all of his hair was tied back at the top of his head in a knot.
Now, I’ve talked a good deal about Edius’s hair. The way it was longer than men wore it in the north. The way it fell around his shoulders. The way he usually wore it half pulled back?
All to hide a secret, it turns out.
Let’s cover our bases.
Spirites resemble humans, yes? Aside from their overly appealing features, aside from their eyeteeth that are sharper than a human’s, aside from their ears, which are pointed at the tip.
Windley had those ears. So did Pip and Charmagne and Ascian. But—
“Edius… don’t all Spirites have pointed ears?”
Yet in a crouch, he quickly shook his hair from its tie to cover his. “They do.”
The muscled Spirite was without jacket, donning only a tank-top that was drenched in the glow of my feet, his face painted in green light. He knew what I had seen. Maybe that’s why he didn’t resist when I reached forward and tucked the hair away from his ear.
“Oh my.” As I thought, Edius’s ears looked to have been cut off at the tip. “Who—?”
“I did. A long time ago. When I was trying to fit into a life that wasn’t mine. That’s all I’m gonna say about it, darlin’, so don’t ask again.”
The rivulet beside him made a lapping sound, unaware of the world beyond it. The chill of night steadily crept. Edius didn’t look to mind its bite on his bare arms. He was watching me from the ground, waiting for an agreement to his request.
“May I at least ask… are you healed from it?”
I had agreed to take Edius on as a guard. It was the same I would ask any of them.
“Like I said. Long time ago. They healed before you were even born.”
“Hardly. You aren’t that much older than I,” I said. “And that isn’t what I meant.”
“I know what you meant.” He showed a flash of amusement. “Messing with you. Appreciate the concern, though. That mean you’re starting to like me?”
I didn’t know to what extent he meant.
“I like you far more than I did the first time we met in these woods,” I told him.
“Yeah.” He took his nape in his palm and looked away. “Sorry ‘bout that. Know I was rough with you. Not an excuse, but sometimes you get used to living a certain way, even if it’s not the way you wanna live, ya know? It gets normal. Think that’s what happened to me with those guys. Had my reasons for joining them, kept some sense of my values, but it gets easier to play by their rules the longer you’re in it. Start to justify things you didn’t think you could. Sure your boyfriend can attest.”
I would come to find that Edius was the sort with a lot to say but not a lot of will to say it. He was the sort that had to be coaxed.
Everyone deals with trauma in their own way.
“I understand, Edius. I may have experienced something similar by adhering to the rules of my reign—though I cannot pretend it compares to the things you and Windley have experienced. All of you… even Charmagne, by the sound of it.”
“Naw, don’t feel bad for her. She’s a dick. Not gonna help anything by saying it, but you should have killed her back on the beach.”
I really, really should have.
“But I couldn’t stand the thought of murdering someone that couldn’t even defend herself,” I said, resolute.
“I know, Merrín.” He cracked a full smile for the first time in days.
“What’s funny?”
“I don’t know many humans who are like you.”
“I suspect you don’t know many humans,” I said.
He shrugged. “I’ve eaten a lot.”
The detest must have shown on my face because he laughed audibly this time. “That was a joke, you little ferret.”
“What is a ferret? You called me it before.”
“A fuzzy little creature that gets into things it shouldn’t.”
“I’m not fuzzy.”
He eyed my hair. “Mmmm.”
“Hey! B-back to camp, Edius. Windley should have food by now.”
“Eddy,” he said.
“Hm?”
“It’s Eddy… if you want.”
But it felt weird to call him it, so I simply avoided saying his name through dinner. The meal proved robust, for the food offerings of the enchanted wood were aplenty compared to the flowered fields and golden plains.
Windley was tearing meat from a bone when the night hit peak. “That glow of yours is blinding, lion queen.” He scooped my feet and set them on his thigh, but it helped little as the ground continued to shine beneath my bottom.
“I’ll get her a blanket,” said Edius.
He dropped one over me like a tent, amused when I poked my head out from beneath.
Edius. Eddy.
We had made camp beneath a break in the trees so that we could see the stars leading the way home. Necessary, yes, but unsettling all the same, as it provided a clear view of Luna and her new egg-shaped form.
“Well that’s… spooky,” Windley said with a frown.
I turned to the one that could offer insight:
“What is wrong with her, Vita?”
“It seems she is trying to breach the celestial realm and reenter the physical plane.”
“Can she do that?!”
“Only if the pieces of her splintered body are put back together. That body should not have existed in the first place. The moon and sun are astral beings, meant to pass over but never enter the physical realm. Alas, my sisters have long been drawn to the lower plane.”
“Why?”
“They once shared rule over the race of angel, but those fell long ago. With nothing left to rule over, they set their desires on the hearts and flesh of those with angelic roots—conjurers.”
“Rafe is an angel!?”
Vita laughed. “No, but remnants of angelic blood remain in him. It is what allows him to house the power of the sun and moon. As it is your royal blood that allows you to house the powers of creation and destruction.”
“What are royals descendants of?”
“As the first humes created, they were held in my palm the longest; thus their blood became stained with divine energy—the same blood that moves in you.”
Divine energy. Was that why royals smelled different to the Spirites and widowbirds?
“I do not mind speaking with you, little royal, but your companion grows anxious the longer you do not answer him.”
She meant Windley.
Because he had been shaking my shoulders for goddess knows how long while I zoned out on the other side with Vita.
“Oops!” I flashed back to the physical realm. “Sorry, Wind. I was asking Vita about Luna.”
“Like I said, the cute ones are always crazy.” Edius threw a bone into the fire.
“She’s an oracle, you berk. Conversing with a goddess.”
Under the dripping eye of Luna, I relayed to Windley all that Vita had shared.
“Our boy Rafael is an angel, huh? Explains why wraiths go after his kind.”
“And I guess we know why I smell good to you guys now too.”
Windley frowned. “Why you smell different, but not why you smell good, queenie.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” There was flush to his cheeks as he stowed his gaze elsewhere. He hadn’t made that look in quite some time. Maybe not since trying to hide his feelings for me on the way here.
In-ter-est-ing.
I would ask Vita about it—this time away from the men so as not to appear out of my mind.
“I’m going to relieve myself near the creek. And I’m taking this.” I held up the blanket. “Won’t be long.”
But while I started in the direction of the stream, I didn’t make it far, instead ducking behind a barricade of ground foliage and spreading the blanket to hide my glow. There, I settled within earshot of camp for uninterrupted time with Vita.
Before we continue, I’ll have you know, my goal was not to eavesdrop on two twenty-something males of predatory descent.
It just so happened to work out that way.
Before I could close my eyes to Vita’s light, I heard Edius say something uncouth:
“So… have you fucked her yet?”
“I’m not answering that. She’s a queen, filth.”
I smiled over Windley’s defense of my honor and started to close my eyes, when—
“Ha! Like a book. And I’m sure you said it’s for her sake too. Giving her time or whatever.”
Yes, that is what Windley had said. Taking his time with me, making sure I was ready for it, making sure it was in a bed.
Windley didn’t answer.
“Don’t blame you. Hell, even I find it hard to stop, and I’m not the one who’s in love with her. Can’t imagine what it’d be like if she had fondness for ya. Girl that sweet smelling, it would be pretty easy to kill her. That’s what you’re afraid of, right?”
No, Windley had joked about draining me, but he wasn’t actually afraid of doing me any real harm.
I waited for him to say so.
Only—
“I’m scared as shit, mate.” Windley’s voice was subdued. “This love thing—no wonder our hearts aren’t built for it. Usually I can stop the desire from turning carnal, but with her it’s like holding back a reservoir. Or holding a slice of chocolate between your teeth and never being able to bite down. What if I can’t stop?”
I had lost all interest in gossiping with Vita. This conversation was not mine, but it was a conversation I was more vested in than any that were. Windley… was afraid of killing me for real?
‘Spirites have the ability to steal energy from other beings. Of course, the easiest way is through sex.’
‘It’s a delicate line, as one can easily kill a person if they lose themselves to ecstasy.’
‘The most dangerous piece, I suppose, is the fonder one feels for you, the easier it is to steal their life. I always found that a cruel irony.’
He had warned me about it, hadn’t he? The first time he ever showed me his power, but I had never taken him seriously, never thought him capable of living up to those generic warnings of danger.
“Tough spot. You’d be better off not loving her. Would make for a good meal, though. Maybe I should bag my own queen while we’re in the north.”
Edius seemed to be trying to comfort Windley through humor. Windley took the bait.
“There’s that scary one in the south that would have you,” he said. “Has a soul like rot if that’s what you like. And the northernmost one will let anyone into her bed, so long as you’re pretty enough.”
“You?”
“Naw. Not with another queen. Other royals, sure, but that lost its luster years ago. For a while I was just trying to distract myself from her scent. But it didn’t work. She doesn’t smell and taste that way because she’s royal.”
Really? But our first time through the Emerald Wood—
‘Maybe it’s because you’re royal. Or maybe that’s just you.’
“It’s all her. Her empathy, her curiosity, her conviction. It could be that her station gave her the means to hone those traits, but at her core, she’s freaking gold. I mean, have you ever smelled a human that naughty and righteous at the same time? And then you taste her and it feels like…”
“Redemption,” finished Edius.
“Yeah,” said Windley. “Like I’m clean.”
Both were silent.
“Look, I was just trying to mess with you before.” Edius tossed something into the fire. “You’ll be fine. You were around her and a whole slew of other royals for like a decade and managed to control yourself. You wouldn’t just snap after all that and drain something you love.”
“Someone,” Windley corrected.
“Right,” said Edius. “Habit.”
The fire spit.
When Windley spoke again, he had a lift to his voice. “You may be a berk, but… I can’t remember the last time I talked to another Spirite. Thanks, mate.”
“Can’t remember the last time I talked to one that wasn’t nuts.”
It was the end of their conversation.
Windley had made a friend, and I was glad for it.
And equally, I was guilty for having eavesdropped on them.
But stronger than either of those—
For the first time, I was frightened over the thought of Windley taking my virtue.




Chapter 10
The Blighted Roots
I crouched in the woods, hiding my glow, practicing acting natural. ‘I would never harm you, Merr. Never.’ I believed those words. Believed he would never intentionally harm me. My trust in Windley was sound.
…But what if it was out of his control?
All the times Windley and I had skirted innocence, he had always been the one to end it.
Always.
Because he feared what he would do to me if he didn’t?
For eight long years, he had been watching me, loving me, holding me just out of reach, desiring me in more ways than I could ever understand. What would happen when he finally gave in? If I let his teeth around my neck, would he be able to savor me without sinking them in?
Moreover, it was a bit awkward to know they had been discussing the taste of me. Awkward to know my touch made Spirites feel that way. Windley was one thing—but Pip, Charmagne, Edius, even?
Edius, who had drunk of me twice since joining our mission and had done so with care both times, as if afraid to wound me, as if fighting to stay within our graces.
It was with these thoughts that I returned to them like a child caught doing something naughty—perhaps playing in the castle armory.
Not speaking from experience, of course.
“Hello, guards.” Shoot. Too stiff. I added a—“H-hope I’m not interrupting any guy talk.”—for good measure.
Windley looked at me a moment and narrowed his eyes, as if searching for secrets. Then he grew them the size of saucers, as if locating said secrets.
Oh no. He could tell.
He leapt to his feet and drew his weapons.
Well, that was a little extreme!
“Merrin! Look out!” One of his hatchets came whizzing at the space over my head, cutting into something squishy sounding. Equally squishy were the wet bits of plant that fell onto my shoulders as I covered my head and turned to see whatever Windley had just targeted.
None of us heard it coming.
None of us noticed it collecting bits of scenery.
None of us saw it amassing life from the wood.
But there it was, towering over me—a messy heap of rotted vegetation. And it seemed to be alive.
“What is that?!” I stumbled away from it into Windley’s protective grip.
“I—got nothing. Edmond?”
“Psh. Damn if I know!” He was standing yonder, fists out as if ready to punch into the mass, non-discriminant of wet peat or fenny leaf.
“Vita?!”
“It is blight! Left by the destroyer! She has tainted my wood!”
“Is it going to attack us?”
That question was answered by the heap itself, which sling-shotted a tongue of vine at Edius.
“Ah!” Edius, who had attempted to punch it away, let out a shout as his skin released a hiss of smoke where the blight had touched. “My arm!” The rot of the creature had stained the skin of his forearm a sickly shade of festering purple.
Edius tucked it into himself. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m getting the hell out of here!”
“Not without the Queen you aren’t,” rebuked Windley. “You’re a guard now, so the only way you’re leaving is with her by your side.” He yanked me out of the way as the plant beast spat another sling at us.
Holding his injured arm, Edius looked from Windley to the creature to me. “Argh. Fine, but I’m not dying for this shit. What’s the plan?”
“Did I say I had a plan?” Windley used his remaining hatchet to slice a vine that spewed at us but was forced to jump out of the way as another came at him from the other side. “Damn it! I’m only half useful with one of my blades stuck in that thing!”
“Vita says Exitium left it behind! She says it’s blight. Do you know what that is?”
“Mm.” Windley anticipated the creature’s movements. “It’s a physical curse. Similar to what blood stags leave in their wake.”
“Did you say blight?” Edius echoed. “Aw shit. There goes my arm!”
“Quit being so dramatic,” Windley scolded while shifting in preparation of the creature’s next attack. “It’s not incurable.”
“Yeah? And where are we supposed to find a Seelie way up here?”
That was all gibberish to me.
Hatchet extended, Windley glanced at our tent and belongings. “Leaving our supplies behind would make for a difficult journey home, Merr, but we might not have a choice. Ed’s not wrong. A blight curse can only be cured by a Seelie, and I haven’t seen one of those in… phoo. Needless to say, it’s best we don’t let it touch us.”
Windley was right. We didn’t have a choice.
We couldn’t run even if we wanted to.
A second creature slid out of the darkness behind Edius, as silent as the first.
“There are more!” I shouted. And suddenly it felt as though the wood was closing in on us, cornering us against the fire that licked our backs like a chimera.
The second creature thrust a vine at Edius, and Edius defended with the blighted part of his arm, yelling through his teeth as his skin sizzled.
“Maybe find a weapon other than your own flesh, mate!” Windley pushed me behind himself and eyed the forest for the clearest path out.
Throughout all this, I wished, so much, that I could call upon the one word that had saved us time an again. A word that would have been able to blast both creatures away in a flurry of shadow. The name of the one who had left these creatures to greet us.
“Place your faith in ME, Merrin! Destruction is only the easiest answer! There are always others! Speak to the mud beneath the moss! Tell it to aid you! Do so NOW.”
I fell to my knees, compelled by Vita’s influence, and dug my hands into the carpet of earthen green, pressing into the cool mud dried below.
“No pressure, love, but I hope you’ve got a trick in that glow of yours!”
No promises. After all, what could I do with mud?
Golems, captive ones. Golems.
My inspiration was the blighted beasts themselves—sentient creatures formed out of natural matter. As I rubbed the soil between my fingertips, I pictured a new beast to overtake the blighted ones, one comparable in form and large enough to defend against our attackers.
Acting on instinct fueled by the divinity in my blood, I visualized the mud creature’s form, molded from earth’s clay—its size, its limbs, its strength.
The ground began to rumble.
“Merr?”
The next moment, our tent burst into the air as a muddy beast rose out of the ground beneath it, fissuring the mossy bed below.
“Oh what now?! The shit I’ve seen since meeting you two!”
“It’s okay!” I assured Edius. “It is my creation.”
A broad, rounded man of mud stood at the ready with a tent pole speared through its side, and with body’s might rivaling that of the plant beasts. I did not feel creator’s love for the creature the way I did for Flora, for it did not contain a soul, but I admired it—the way you might admire a painting you’ve painted or a house you’ve built.
“Golem! Lend us your strength!” This, I commanded in my most queenly voice while throwing forth my hand. “Defeat those who stand to harm us!”
At once, the golem charged toward the nearest blighted beast. I braced for a clash of mud and vine, but the blighted beast paid no mind to the charging golem, for its sights were set on living, breathing targets, and the golem neither breathed nor held life. The golem rammed into the blighted beast, absorbing it beneath its muddy exterior, swallowing the curse, like clay rubbed over a poisoned rash.
Both Spirites straightened and watched as the golem turned its attention to the second blighted beast that was yet lashing out bits of decay toward us.
The assailant was absorbed in a matter of seconds, and after, the mud man spit Windley’s lost hatchet to the ground before standing stiff and awaiting further instruction.
“Patrol the area until dawn and swallow any others that come for us!” I commanded.
Immediately, the creature began a wide circle around the campsite.
Vita’s power.
It was incredible.
Windley and Edius and I were only three people in a wide world, and our enemies were great. But that wide world seemed so much smaller when you could create allies out of the ground. When you could take and give life. When you could will things to grow.
Edius collapsed against a mammoth trunk, clutching his seared arm. “This what life’s like for you two all the time, or what?”
Windley spun to me, a brilliant smile stretching his mouth. “Whoa, lion queen! Not bad!” He searched me like an excited child searching the rain for bows. “You’re…” He couldn’t find the right word, so instead he let out a grunt—“Come here.”—and took me to his chest.
‘I would never harm you, Merr. Never.’
The thud of his heart, unable to lie. It pounded so deeply with coveting, lust, admiration, adoration. Was it enough, I wondered, to overpower his primitive desires?
A wincing noise sounded from behind us.
“Edius!” I released Windley to get a better look at the skin of his arm, which was soiled and sickly as if beginning to decay from the outside in.
“Don’t touch it.” Edius wrenched away from me. “We can’t have you catching it, darlin’.”
“The only cure for it is a Seelie?” I said, thinking through all the curatives from my queendom whilst inspecting the blight. “You mentioned them before, Wind. I think you said they have light in their veins?”
“Yeah,” said Windley, chin in hand. “They can heal against magical ailments. Unfortunately, they’re from the far south and we’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“Maybe Vita can do something,” I suggested.
Windley grinned at me. “You’ve got a closer relationship with this one, huh?”
“It’s different. I can tell she cares about us. We aren’t just a means to her.” I felt her glittering in my chest. “I… like her.”
Windley leaned over to Edius. “My girlfriend’s friends with a goddess. No biggie.”
But Edius was in no state to care. By the looks of it, his curse was quickly spreading up his shoulder. I hurried into the other realm.
“Yes, little royal. Though you cannot heal the blight, you can transfer it. Choose what will suffer the blight in the beastling’s place.”
“Another living thing?”
“That is correct.”
“Does it have to be an animal?”
“It does not, so long as it is mighty enough to bear the blight.”
Meaning no mere weed would do.
“One of the mammoth trees?” I suggested.
“If that is what you choose.”
But it was sad to think of sacrificing such an ancient, stalwart being.
Sadder to think of Edius being consumed by the curse, though.
“Come here.” I took his oversized hand and pulled him to a mighty tree already missing half of its branches due to some occurrence or another—possibly the strike of lightning.
“What are you fixing to do?” he said, suspicious, like an animal in pain. “You aren’t half Seelie, are ya? Naw, I’d know that smell like my own.”
He would know the smell of a Seelie like his own?
May be worth remembering, captive ones.
“No, I’m not able to heal your ailment, but I am able to move the curse from you to live out in another living creature. I choose this one, for its pulse feels weaker than all the rest. I suspect it is already on its way out.”
Windley observed, kicked back like he was waiting for Beau and me to finish shopping on market day.
He was always the one to take us, you know, for he liked watching our indecision.  
“You’re going to suck the blight out of me?” Edius eyed the tree like it might bite him. “That even possible?”
“Have faith, Edius.” As I did… however long it had taken.
Vita tinkled a laugh.
I pushed his fingers open against mine while placing my opposite hand flush against the dying bark of the tree. I closed my eyes and listened to its faint pulse, the draw of Vita’s breath pulling weakly through it.
I let out a breath of my own and felt my glow begin to brighten as, slowly, I pulled the blight from Edius, through myself and into the tree.
The pulse of the dying tree juttered under the influence of the curse it did not deserve, and after, I dropped Edius’s hand but kept my other firmly against the tree.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa! You okay, queenie?” Windley’s concern was due to the water fallen from my cheeks.
“I feel bad,” I told him. “It’s only a tree, but it has a pulse. And now it will suffer for us.” Indeed, the bark was stained in purple blight, while Edius stood nearby marveling over his cleansed skin.
“Do not lament, little royal. It is glad to be of use in its last days.”
“Really? That’s so kind.” I threw my arms around its weathered bark, drawing concern from both men who could not hear Vita’s voice.
No, I had never felt love for a tree before. But it’s real, guys. There is love and life in all of creation if you have ears to hear it.
I was lucky enough to hear it.
“You did well, Merrin. You are learning.”
Yes, Vita’s power was finally feeling natural to wield.
Thank goddess.
Yes, that goddess.
“There, there,” Windley comforted me, patting at my back long after my tears dried. “I’m sure it lived a long and happy life standing right in this exact spot, never moving or seeing the world or experiencing love or tasting dessert.”
I elbowed him. “Jerk.”
But I was grinning and so was he, and that was one of the best things about Windley—his ability to diffuse even the densest of emotions.
‘I would never harm you, Merr. Never.’
I believed it. I believed he would battle anyone to keep me from harm. Even himself.
He had shown restraint time and again.
For eight long years he had shown restraint.
He had fought for me, encouraged me, praised me. He was the one who had warmed my heart enough to change fate.
With his arms around me, I wasn’t afraid.
I would never be afraid to be held by him.
Once the tent was repaired, we set our sights on sleep, feeling safe that night, to have a mud giant patrolling our campsite. It was with eyes set on said giant that Edius stopped me at the mouth of the tent.
“Heya. Thanks for that. All of it.” He paused. “Sorry I considered running away before. Won’t happen again. I mean to be a proper guard to ya until this is over, okay?” He looked away, ornery: “But I’m still not bowing.”
“I understand. I suffer my own doubts from time to time. The important thing is to sort through them and end up at the place we’re meant to be. I think it makes us stronger.”
‘I would never harm you, Merr. Never.’
Edius’s sharp eyes took me in.
“You sacrificed your flesh for us,” I added. “That is something commendable. A very guard-like thing to do. But don’t worry, I won’t ever make you bow for me… Eddy.”
Like a reflex, Edius reached out to poke me in the forehead.
It wasn’t the only thing in motion.
Within his chest, I felt something squirm.




Chapter 11
The Way Home
Oh dear. It has come to my attention that some of you are under the impression that this story involves a love triangle. I can see why you might think that, but haven’t I made my feelings for Windley abundantly clear?
My advice? Make no assumptions until the end.
There are no roads without bumps.
I paid close attention to Edius’s heart the next day, feeling for signs of growth. I didn’t know what that squirm meant, but I had a suspicion, and if that suspicion was correct, there were multiple reasons for concern.
One: Edius was already promised to someone named Gwen, and I had no intention of drawing his affections away from her.
Two: Windley held my heart, and he held it tightly.
Three: A Spirite could only fall in love once. If Edius wasted his on me, he would go unrequited forever.
I had to ensure that squirm stayed dormant.
But fear not, Edius’s heart remained closed the next day and the next—pit-like, just the way it should be. I even redressed his wounds for him, spreading vera in the places he couldn’t reach, but his heart remained small even as my hands brushed over his torn back.
See? Nothing to worry about.
You don’t look convinced.
Well, I was. I wasn’t so arrogant as to think I could ensnare someone’s heart just by being around them, was I? In fact, I doubted I had ensnared anyone’s heart in all my life, save for Windley.
I tucked the wiggle away as we treaded through the Emerald Wood, golem in tow, practicing Vita’s powers by willing the ferns to unfurl and the vines to slither at Windley’s unsuspecting ankles whenever we broke for camp—and also by withering great stretches of moss before refueling them with Vita’s breath to turn them emeraldest green. Vita’s power was feeling better and better the more that I used it. I found I could stomp it through my feet or motion it into existence by gesturing or simply blow it into being. Flowers followed where I walked.
“She’s like some goddess-damned wood nymph,” I heard Edius mutter to Windley.
“Ahem-showoff,” Windley coughed into his sleeve, so I pushed up the ground beneath him to make him lose footing. “Defend me, Edmond! What the nymph does to one of us she does to both of us!”
“You’re on your own,” Edius said, smug.
I loved it—the way the two of them were bonding, Windley lowering his guard and Edius softening, as the nights spent in the tent began to feel as natural as any night spent with Rafe. The conversation I had overheard—though uncomfortable for me, had been an unburdening for Windley, and for that, I was glad. I was glad for him to be forming friendship with someone who could relate to his struggles.
It took us longer than it should have during this stretch, for the scattered trees prevented the prancelopes from running at full speed—not for lack of trying. Both wanted to go faster than the space would allow, and Edius and Windley had their hands full, fighting to keep the beasts from crashing into obstacles that appeared at the last second.
“Ugh. Reminds me of that naughty stag of yours, queenie.”
There isn’t much else to note from this leg of the journey. A bit of flirting, it goes without saying, and we spent some time educating Edius on the layout of the north, but nothing too swoony or actiony, so I think it best we skip ahead here, as we still have a great deal left to go.
It was with relieved frustration that we finally broke into the open expanse of northlands beyond the carpeted moss, where the beasts could at last run free on clover fields swept over by autumn wind.
It could have been my imagination, but I thought it tasted different on the other side, flavored by the flora of the north, peppered with memory and salted with a sense of home.
It was within this air that I had spent my first decades of life. Within this air that Windley first began to show me his heart. Maybe it just felt good to be within familiar greens.
But it wasn’t long before those greens became less familiar.
“Hey, lion queen. Are you seeing this?”
I peeked out from around Windley’s warm back to behold the grass stretching before us. “Is that paint?” I questioned, for the ground looked to have been periodically splashed with a silver substance—the longest of which stretched yards wide.
“Oy, Ed! Time out!”
Windley slipped us both down from Dandelion and crouched to examine the substance, which had the same sheeny quality as mercury.
“It’s dry, though,” I mused. And it stretched far. Whatever the substance, it would have taken an army to spread it across the field.
“What is that stuff?” said Edius. “Someone murder a unicorn?”
I held my chest.
“Oh my goddess, no unicorns aren’t real,” Edius scoffed, anticipating the question I’d been about to ask.
Well, how was I to know what else hailed from the mythical land of ferrets?
“Hm.” Windley took his chin in his hand. “Not to alarm you, queenie, but this paint smells familiar.”
To him, maybe, but my human nose wasn’t strong enough to define a scent. I plucked a silver-stained clover and held it to the sun, admiring the way the light reflected the specks of glitter within.  
“It smells just like those creatures Luna sent after us at the southern mountain,” said Windley.
I threw the clover.
“Ah! Not at me, Merr!”
By creatures, Windley meant Luna’s moonbeams. But we were under the assumption that she could no longer conjure them after being exiled to the skies. Of course, we had no proof, other than the fact that she hadn’t sent any after us since the destruction of her body. Since I had destroyed her body.
Troubling though, that we hadn’t been able to see her through the thick of the wood the last few nights.
“Your companion is right, little royal. These are moon drippings. Off-spray from the moon goddess trying to reenter the physical plane.”
“She didn’t succeed, did she?”
“She has not and will not. This is nothing more than proof that she injured herself in her efforts. A lesson learned, perhaps.”
That was good. For Rafe’s sake. And for Beau’s.
“Her drippings?” Windley looked as though he had stepped in animal refuse after I relayed Vita’s explanation. “From which part of her?”
“Well, she’s stuck in orb form since we destroyed her giantess body, so… moon juice?”
“Giantess body? Moon juice?” Edius was muttering to his prancelope like it should agree with him that we were out of our minds, but the beast only brayed for affection. Edius obliged, patting it with traces of amusement.
Only traces, though.
He did that often—smiled with parts of his face that weren’t his mouth, only allowing the slightest hint of humor to exist in his eyes. It was different from Rafe, who liked to show no amusement whatsoever. And far different from Windley who threw smirks out like candy at a festival.  
“What are you thinking about?” purred a devil in my ear.
Oh my. I had been staring. At the wrong Spirite.
“Edius,” I admitted, turning to the right Spirite
“Wow, not even going to try covering it up?” Windley upturned his hand. “I mean, I already knew what you were thinking about but that’s usually your first line of defense.”
“There’s little point. You know me too well.”
“Right you are. Well then—” He spun me around and set his chin in my shoulder to get an uncaged look at what I was seeing. “What about him? His rippled abs? That nice nonchanging hair tied back like a maiden? Or maybe his unreadable stare that either wants to murder or undress you?”
“The way he smiles without smiling,” I said.
Windley gave my upper arms a squeeze. “You were thinking about another predator’s smile. Wonderful.”
“Lack of smile.” I nudged into him. “And you aren’t worried.”
“You’re right.” He released me. “I’m not. The way I see it, I have about eight years before I have to start worrying. After all, that’s how long it took for you to realize you have a crush on me.”
That had to be a joke.
It was, for the corner of his mouth flexed. “Like I said, I’m not worried about you in the least. I mean, you created an entire person and rewrote time just for the chance to date me. Because you’re so enamored with me. Ugh. How will I ever get away?”
Insufferable. Just the way I liked him.
“Silly incubus, you’ll never escape. Didn’t you know? My heart is the sort that can only love once.”
But that isn’t true at all, captive ones. Human hearts can certainly love more than once.
It struck him all the same. He looked away, an eensy bit flushed. “Meeeerr,” he whined, scratching his cheek. “Not in front of Ed. He’ll be able to see how swoonsy you make me.”
‘I would never harm you, Merr. Never.’
Windley would be the one to take my virtue.
And he would do so without draining me.
And there was no other option.
Our hearts beat together so.
“We should give these guys a break,” Edius called, speaking of his prancelope. “So they don’t blow their energy before dark. We’re still planning to ride through night, yeah?”
“Good thinking, Edmond. But do be careful to avoid the moon splooge.”
“Are you shitting me? That’s what this stuff is?”
Windley shrugged. “Goddesses have needs too.”
“Don’t listen to him, Eddy,” I assured. “Sounds like it’s closer to blood than it is to…” I frowned, unable to think of a queenlier word than ‘splooge.’
“Blood’s not much better, darlin’. Can’t say I wanna step in any bodily secretions that size.” Edius eyed the drippings with distaste before moving on, patting his leg to call his prancelope along after him.
Windley patted at his thigh in a similar manner, only it wasn’t a prancelope’s attention he wanted. “All right then. Come on, darling.” He crouched low and showed me his back.
An invitation.
I ran at him and hopped on, and he twirled around with me clinging to his neck.
Sigh. You could just take him in your arms and squeeze the life out of him, couldn’t you?
Come to think of it, maybe that’s how he felt about me.
After, he carried me through the clovers on his back, stepping squarely into the moon droppings and laughing over Edius hopping around in front of us to avoid them.
Schemer.
I crossed my arms around him, finally understanding the appeal of uninterrupted neck access. He was warm and solid, and his body flirted its shape through his soft shirt. I buried my face in him.
“Wind.”
“Hm?”
“I think you’re right. I fear I may indeed be enamored with you. My crush on you continues to grow, and—” I took his pointed ear between my teeth. “I think you’re kind of hot.”
I may have said it only to feel his heart burgeon.
“You’re trying to torture me, aren’t you? Keep it up. Your punishments continue to grow.”
He said so with even voice, but I could feel his shortened breath, his swimming blood, the way he was gripping my thighs as he held me hoisted on his back like a turtle.
Am I wicked if I say that I loved it?
The breeze seemed to love it too. It taunted all about the silver-stained fields and swished Windley’s darkened hair around his neck—warm, pheromonal, pricked with tiny hairs that would shiver if I blew on them.
Goddess, I wanted nothing more than to sink into him.
“Plenty of open space here, queenie. If I take off with you, you’ll never be heard from again.”
“Is that meant to be a threat or a promise?”
“You won’t know until we get there,” he said, low.
Instincts. I felt I had some of my own. It was probably good that they were interrupted by Edius.
The Spirite was a ways ahead, gesturing to a particularly large patch of silver: “Hey! Something you guys might wanna see up here.”
Windley let out a bull’s breath through his nose—“Behave.”—before trotting up alongside Edius and slipping me from his back so that he could inspect the silver ground. “Wait, these are—”
“Hoofprints?” I said. We were in the wilds where few ventured, and there happened to be north-facing hoofprints running through Luna’s discharge? “Rafe!” I gasped. “He rode through these while they were still wet!”
“Looks that way.” Windley’s gaze settled on the northern horizon. “At least we know he made it this far. And if he was riding alone, it must mean Queen Beau and the others returned north when you told them to.”
Both good news and bad, for it meant that while Rafe was okay, he was also that much closer to Exitium’s target.
“Rafe’s the other guy you were traveling with?” said Edius.
“The one you impersonated,” I said.
“Riiight,” said Edius.
“Chap’s all tied up in goddess drama. And he’s sneaking around with one of the other queens. It’s a whole thing.”
Edius flicked his attention to me. “Seems to be a lot of that going on up there.”
“Okay, judgy.” Windley folded his arms.
But Edius was right. Aside from my affair and Beau’s, Windley claimed to have been invited into bed by Queen Esma, and I had witnessed Sestilia do the same. Maybe we were all destined to desire those outside of our blood. Maybe none of us loved the ones we were promised to.
…Even my mother?
“Heya Merrín? Think you’ve got a leaf or something in your hair.”
“Ignore it. There’re usually at least a few bits of debris hiding in that mane of hers. She does go all weak in the knees if you pluck it out for her, though.” Windley removed the leaf and sent it flying on the wind.
You really cannot argue how good it feels to have someone pulling at your hair. No?
I may have been proving Windley’s point, for Edius was watching my reaction with that stowed amusement when he suddenly jerked. Windley did the same—as if shot through the chest with an arrow.
“What is it?” I lurched, for I had seen them do that once before. “You feel something?”
Indeed, they had both turned their faces in a shared direction. But Windley looked reluctant to share why. “It’s Ascian,” he said, grave. “Stronger this time.” And there was something else he wasn’t saying.
“Tell me.”
The Spirites exchanged glances. “Troubling, Merr, but it feels like it’s coming from around the bend of coast.”
Troubling, Windley said, because there were two queendoms around the bend of coast.
The Cove.
And the Crag.
And while the first belonged to a sororicidal queen named Sestilia, the other…
You may have forgotten, as I haven’t acted very queenly as of late, but I happened to be Queen Merrin of the Crag, and now I was wondering if I had left my queendom vulnerable to attack by a venomous cupcake and a lost boy with a spider in his belly.




Chapter 12
Ground Rules
We rode on faster than ever before, pushing the prancelopes’ hooves to thud against the ground louder, through barren countryside and into the first signs of civilization dotting the landscape. On the one hand, I wanted those ripples to be coming from the Queendom of the Cove, to spare my own queendom from Charmagne’s wrath. On the other, I worried over the prospect of facing Pip and his ‘creature’ within the domain of an Exitium-possessed Sestilia.
Were our enemies really converging? Was that coincidence?
Spoiler: not coincidence.
Either way, it made sense to set the Cove as our destination.
But it couldn’t come fast enough. Each gallop felt stuck in slowed time. Each break felt wasted.
Ascian was gone. I knew that, and yet I could see growing doubt in both Edius and Windley as they caught pulses of his power rippling through the air every so often, indiscriminate of night or day.
These were certainly Charmagne exerting the ring’s power. And yet that brought no comfort, as it meant she was using Ascian’s hexes on northerners. She had no knowledge of where I hailed from, no reason to attack my queendom, but I couldn’t help thinking she was there. Couldn’t help worrying over Lekhana, my queen-in-waiting, who was far too young to deal with outside attack, especially with Albie away and the cavalry in Saxon’s care.
Saxon was a fine guard, but she lacked experience, and I was doubting the decisions I had made in my haste to rescue Beau.
My court. My subjects. Had I done a disservice to them? Would they suffer for my selfishness?
I was quiet, thinking through the steps that had led me to this point, doubting, questioning, playing devil’s advocate. And all the while the devil before me was trying his best not to add to my strife by showing his concern.
It was there, though, more apparent now that I could feel his pulse and heart.
Edius was equally quiet. We had told him some, on the way through the wood, about the Crag and about the other queendoms of the north. He knew enough to understand why my attitude and Windley’s had suffered a grim shift. Either he was being respectful or he simply felt gauche over how to react.
We were taking a different path than the way down, sticking close to the coast, not caring who caught sight of us. They wouldn’t be able to catch us anyway. The night shimmered with red-glowing firebugs, signaling that we were drawing close.
It was surrounded by this red glow that we stopped for dinner on a cliff overlooking the splashing sea pulled by Luna’s oblong weight. I sat at the edge and watched her reflection over the water, glad to see she wasn’t leaking or anything. Glad to see the world felt still despite my growing bedlam.
“Heya.”
With my knees tucked to my chest and my hair caught up in night’s chill, I turned to find Edius.
“Windley wanted me to see if you’re in the mood for turnips. He said you only like them forty percent of the time.”
“I see you aren’t calling him Windalloy anymore. I’m sure he likes that.” I smiled at him. “Though I don’t expect he’ll use your real name anytime soon.”
Edius’s mouth betrayed amusement, but only slightly, as he folded his arms. “Turnips or no?”
“Turnips are fine. We really can’t be choosy out here. We were lucky to find a farmer willing to trade.”
Edius slid his eyes over me generously in silence a moment. “I’ll tell him you don’t want any.”
True, I didn’t.
I returned to watching the moon.
But Edius didn’t leave. In fact, he crouched. “You doing okay, darlin’?”
A weighted question. “I’m fine. Just tired.”
Yet Edius lingered. “No, you’re not.”
He was right, of course.
I stared into the expanse of brilliant night and fought to keep my emotion from showing through my eyes.
“I’m worried about my queendom.”
“Yeah? Go on.” Edius’s presence was like a rock at my side. He rested his wrists on his crouched thighs and waited for me to form it.
“The northlands are at peace, and my queendom is protected for the curatives it produces, so I didn’t fear leaving them when this all started, but…” Moisture welled, despite my best efforts. I blinked it away and focused on Luna’s dangerous beauty. “I don’t understand why, in all the wide north, Charmagne would set the coast as her destination. She knows nothing of where we come from, so it can’t be retribution, but she knows my name, and if she starts asking around…” I wiped my cheek in my shoulder. “I basically abandoned my rule to go off with Windley, and while I’m more than willing to fight the ghosts of his past, I didn’t mean for my subjects to be caught up in it.”
After watching me through all this, Edius followed my gaze over the sea. “You really are a queen, huh?”
“Though I feel I have no right to call myself such. What have I done for my people in the past weeks besides abandoning them and sending danger their way?”
“Well, for one, you stopped yourself from blowing up the world.”
True.
“And you rescued your friend, right, that other queen?”
Also true.
“And you put an end to Ascian, who would have turned his sights north sooner or later.”
Speculation, but gratifying nonetheless.
“Look, we don’t know Charm’s going to your kingdom for sure—”
“Queendom,” I corrected.
“Right. We don’t know that’s her destination. Like you said before, she probably headed straight north from the beach. We won’t know for sure until we get close. And didn’t you guys say there’s another queendom before yours anyway?”
I nodded. “The Cove.”
“The way I figure, she can’t be that far ahead of us. Yeah, we spent some time at that Flora chick’s and made a detour back to the house, but Pip would have needed to stop and rest more often than us, and there’s no way she’d leave the kid behind knowing how powerful he is. If they are passing through your queendom on the way to wherever they’re headed, we’ll catch ‘em. The ripples are getting stronger each time we feel them.”
“They are?” I turned to search him for tells of pandering, catching the shine of the moon reflected in the moisture at the corners of my eyes.  
Edius nodded. “Yeah. Wouldn’t lie to ya.”
Well that was a relief. And it served as grounding. Wherever Charmagne had suffered as a child, it had not happened in my queendom. Edius was right. We were swiftly closing in on the ripples sent by Ascian’s ring. And the coast was likely not a destination but a convenience.
Spoiler: not a convenience.
“Oh.” I let out the largest, relieving sigh. “Thank you, Eddy. That actually makes me feel much, much better. To be honest, I’ve been stewing.”
“Yeah? It’s not obvious or anything.”
A joke. Because I was poorly at hiding my emotions, even from a newcomer.
“Your boyfriend’s been stewing too,” he said, nodding in the direction of camp.
“Yeah.” Another thing I felt horrid over. “We’ve been playing this game where we don’t bring it up for fear of hurting the other person. I expect he feels guilty that Charmagne is in the north, and while I would normally try to dissuade him, I fear I can’t do so without becoming emotional, so I’ve kept it inside, for fear of furthering his pain.”
“You’re too nice for your own good, Merrín.”
“I’m not that nice. I’ve beheaded plenty of ne’er-do-wells in my court. They call me Merrin the Cruel.”
“Ha! Bullshit.” Edius showed a rare full smile.
It was, indeed, bullshit.
“Well, if you need to get somethin’ off your chest, I don’t mind hearing it. Feel I owe you that much. Better than holding that crap in.”
Yet I suspected there were things he was holding in too.
But none of us were ready for that.
“Thank you, Eddy.”
He rose. “Sure thing.”
But that wasn’t the extent of what I wanted to say. I took his sleeve. “For comforting my fears even though you’re worrying too. Gwen must be quite special for you to have given up your freedom to save her. I swear to you, I will do everything in my power to release her from the hex Charmagne holds over her.”
He slid his eyes to me—those sharp eyes that seemed like they belonged to something ancient and crafty—and I hurried to release his sleeve. But it was too late. I had already felt it.
For sure this time.
Edius’s heart throbbed once, and by the way he was looking at me, it wasn’t for Gwen’s sake.
Eyes fixated, mouth flat, he sank again into a crouch beside me. “E-Edius?” I leaned away from him, sensing danger in the way he was staring, in the clear swelling of his instincts. “Don’t.”
He did nothing but swallow, dark eyes frozen on mine, hand midway stretched. But more concerning than any of that was the way his heart wiggled against its casing like a butterfly trying to escape a cocoon.
“Stop.” I pushed his hand down. “If you open your heart to me, I won’t ever be able to reciprocate it.”
Magic words, for his heart clamped shut like an oyster.
Unfortunately, his instincts were not so easily confined.
“Got nothing to worry about there, darlin’,” he said in a tone I hadn’t heard since we were enemies, his eyes slipping to my neck. “Become my pet, and it won’t be for loving. It’ll be for feasting and fucking.”
I lifted my hand to land it against his cheek but hesitated. Edius had already suffered more thrashings than a person should, and while my impulse was to strike him in defense of my honor, I couldn’t help thinking of the wounds on his back that had only just scabbed.
“Eddy.” I took his shoulder instead. “Regain yourself.”
There they were. Magic words. And this time, they hit the right place.
“Huh? F-fuck.” He poked me stiffly in the forehead before falling back onto his heels and rubbing his hands over the whole of his face. “Fuuuck,” he groaned. “It was that whole, keeping your emotions in for the sake of others schtick. Pretty damn selfless. I swore to myself I wouldn’t let it get to me, but your soul’s just… But that ain’t your fault.” He swore a string of things not worth repeating under his breath. “I’m sorry, Merrín. Mean it.”
To the extent that he looked like he wanted to punch a hole into something if it could undo his actions.
There was no use in belaboring it.
“I forgive you.”
His gaze was elsewhere. “Sure ya do.”
“I wouldn’t say it if it weren’t true.”
But he didn’t know me well enough to know I meant it. And, lucky him, he was about to be subjected to a classic Merrin speech.
“I cannot pretend to know what it is like to be of predatory descent, Edius, just as you cannot know what it is like to be a human queen. Differing blood moves through us and our natures run deep. I have always allowed for lenience in my court, and I will offer you the same, on the condition that you continue to learn my truths as I continue to learn yours. So long as you have the will to overpower your instincts, I do not intend to pull my trust away over growing pains.”
After, he was quiet.
Contemplative?
No.
“Geezus,” he said in a tone that made me question all I had just said to him.
“W-what?”
“That was quite the flare of righteousness. That how you got voted queen?”
“I wasn’t voted. I was born into it.”
“Kidding.” When he showed me his face, it was smirking. “It was moving. You’re good at it. I can see why they made you queen.”—Again, I was born into it.—“And of course I’m gonna agree to something like that if it means not getting kicked out. Behaving myself was my intention anyway.” He folded his arms. “So go ahead, then. Teach me your truth.”
I wasn’t expecting that. “Today’s lesson? Telling someone you want to fuck them while they are involved with another person is generally frowned upon. Humans tend to tie sex and love together.”
“Mmmmm. Some.”
“I tie sex and love together,” I reiterated.
“Well, that much is obvious. Never seen someone so clearly a virgin. Won’t happen again. Next time we discuss fucking, you’ll be the one to bring it up, fair?”
No, not fair!
This time, he smirked with all but his mouth. “That was a joke. My truth? I do that when I’ve got nothin’ better to say.” He paused. “Naw, that’s not quite right. Plenty of better things to say, just not sure how to say them. I can manage this at least—I appreciate ya putting up with me and agreeing to help Gwen. Whatever you may think of me, she doesn’t deserve any of what’s happened to her. I’ll play as nice as you want if it means getting your help at the end of this.”
Edius was unpolished, but in his own words, he wasn’t that bad of a guy.
Rather, I found his brusqueness refreshing.
“But I may not be so nice next time,” I mocked his former words, finding them ironic now.
“Was that supposed to be me? That what you think my voice sounds like? A goddess-damned bear?”
I mean…
He dismissed himself. “Extra turnips. Got it.”
“Don’t listen to him, Windley!” I called in the direction of the fire. “He’s trying to poison me!”
Unwise to shout in the dark.
You never know who may be within earshot.
Indeed, there was someone within earshot.




Chapter 13
Hello, Old Friend
“Will you be deciding to share it with me, this strengthening of bonds you and Edmond have undergone?”
Of course, Windley, who was abnormally clued in on my every movement, had noticed that my interaction with Edius was taking far longer than it should for a mere turnip-related question. Of course he had perked his pointed ears to make sure I was okay.
“Well, he did comfort me,” I admitted, “for I was worrying a bit.”
“Yes, I’ve been waiting for you to bring it up.”
But I was unwilling to make his worries grow for the sake of my own.
“It’s fine.” I shooed at him. “Though it did get a bit weird after. I may have gone too far when I thanked him. His instincts flared, but he overcame it. And then he felt bad.”
“And I assume you gave him a hearty speech to lift him up?”
“Yeah, but he made fun of me!”
“Of course he did.” Windley cast a jester’s grin. “Well, good on you for diffusing it. Though I am jealous. If you want to overlook the sea at night beside a mysterious southerner, I’m more than available.” He drummed his fingers once against the small of my back as the turnips roasted over the fire before us.
He wasn’t jealous, for he knew where my heart lay. I had already proven the extent of it back when he unburdened his past.
See? Solid. There were no love triangles to be had.
Though the more understanding he was, the more I cringed over my reaction to seeing Flora the first time.
“What’s that look?” he laughed.
“Ugh. I worry my affections dull my wits a times.”
“Excellent. I could use a level playing field. Come, let me dull them further.”
Hard to resist an invitation like that, not with such devilry in his smile, not with his heart opening wide to take me in, not with his fingers coiling beneath my chin to draw me closer—
But he hesitated, gaze drinking me in: “Though it would be a shame to dull something so bright.”
‘If ever there was a shiny one, it is you, my queen. So shiny I’m afraid I’ll dull you if I get too close.’
Maybe he had been hinting his fears all along. Maybe I was ignorant to have assumed that someone like him had no reservations when it came to physical love.
“I’m not afraid of you dulling me, Wind.” I leaned into the space he refused to breach and gave him all the love in my eyes. “For I know that you would never harm me.” Never. “Your arms have never been a place of fear for me. And if it means getting close to you, I would gladly let you share in my shine.”
He swallowed, looking at me a million ways. “You, lion queen, are—”
“Look what I found!”
That deep voice, so rudely interrupting a moment that was sure to have ended in a fireside kiss, was Edius, coming out of nowhere, back from scouting earlier than promised.
But he did so with good reason.  
Windley sprang up, hatchet unsheathed, for Edius had just pushed a person into our campsite.
“He was over there.” Edius prodded the person forward into the light. “Not saying he’s a spy but sure looked like he was spyin’.”
I recognized the person’s cloak the moment Windley recognized his face:
“Beau’s cavalry!”
“Phylo?”
Here’s what I knew of Phylo: he was a ‘terrible flirt,’ Windley had no time for his ‘fuckery,’ and he looked absolutely plain beside two men of predatory descent.
Oh, and the last time we saw him, Windley had used his powers to send him and another guard into ecstasy together.
Phylo looked up, cowering. “Windley? And Queen Merrin? But you two were about to…”
We were back in the north, and the old rules applied.
“I was cleaning her face.”
“He was cleaning my face.”
There was dreadful silence, for all rags were stowed away and the canteen was out of reach, and Phylo was swiftly noticing both of these things.
“What are you suggesting, Phylo?” Windley leaned forward threateningly, fire burning in his eyes. “You aren’t making up stories about the Queen, are you? You know if you do, I’ll have to defend her honor.”
“N-no! Of course not!” The poor thing dropped to his knee in a knight’s kneel. “Apologies, Your Grace.”
Edius raised an eyebrow over the sight of someone bowing to me.
Windley, meanwhile, slid his eye to mine and nodded.
“Forgive me—Phylo, is it?—for what it must have appeared. You see, Windley has been accompanying me on a royal tour of the southern outlands in search of rare plants.”
Windley flashed me a thumbs-up from behind Phylo’s back to show he approved of the lie.
“My queendom meant to do so later in the fall with a proper guard, but after Queen Beau’s retrieval, I thought to take advantage of the situation. Sir Albie appointed Windley as my personal detail for his knowledge of these parts, but as you can see by my attire, we’ve had a rough go of it. Windley has had to step in as handmaid in the absence of a proper one.”
“Of course, Your Grace.” Phylo was quiet while working up the courage to ask: “But who’s that guy?”
Yes, Edius would be a harder lie to feed.
“My cousin,” said Windley. “Helping us navigate the land down here. Country boy if you couldn’t tell.”
Edius looked far from a country boy in his city jacket and tight pants. “I milk the wallops,” he said.
Windley shook his head, for wallops do not live north of the wood.
“Er, the goats?” said Edius.
Windley shrugged as if to say, ‘That’ll do.’
Phylo saw the silent exchange. “Are you sure, Your Grace? You aren’t, er—” His eyes darted to Windley for a brief second—“In danger or anything?”
“In danger? Heavens no!”
Phylo scrutinized the situation. The Queen of the Crag, looking ragged, accompanied by two men of questionable appearance. He lowered his voice to me alone: “It’s just that… the last time I saw Windley…”
“You saw him at the campfire after rescuing Queen Beau, yes?” I encouraged.
“B-before that.”
“You finally hooked up with that girl of yours?” Windley studied his nails. “You’re welcome.”
Phylo scrambled to his feet. “I knew you did something to us! What was it?”
“The magic of the Emerald Wood, I suppose.” Windley fondled his hatchet lovingly. “Unless you’ve a different theory.”
Phylo swallowed large. “No.”
These were all awful lies, not believable, not well delivered, but Phylo knew better than to defy a Queen, no matter how wayward.
“Thank you for your discretion, SIR Phylo,” I slathered some icing on for good measure.
“Aw, not a Sir yet, Your Grace,” he said, cheeks hued.
“Well, I’m sure you will be soon, won’t you!”
Windley caught my eye, made a face, and shook his head like ‘naw.’
Edius found the whole thing tiring. “So, why don’t we just kill him?”
“Ha! Your cousin, Windley. So full of humor.” But Edius looked, in a word, scary. “A-anyway, what are you doing out here, Phylo? Where’s the rest of the cavalry? And Queen Beau?”
“She’s back at the Queendom of the Cove. Sir Albie only sent a couple of us out to scout.”
“Beau’s at the Queendom of the Cove?” I said. “But why!?”
“One of your guards, that magician, caught us while we were on our way home, and after that, we changed course for the Cove. Seems Queen Beau wanted to talk to the Queen there.”
To warn her about the echoes, no doubt—and in doing so, lead Exitium right to her target.
Why would Albie allow that knowing Sestilia’s nature!?
Windley saw panic budding in me. “Wait—” He seemed to be counting something in his head. “When did you all arrive at the Cove?”
“Only last night.”
Meaning the echoes had likely taken hold of Sestilia, but that the bloodlust in her was still young. She had an abnormal fondness for me. Maybe I could convince her to dispel them before they rooted too deep.
“How far from the Cove are we, Phylo?” I said.
“Oh, only a couple of hours, Your Grace. Keep on this way and it’s a straight shot.”
“In that case, ride ahead of us. Tell Sir Albie to meet us at the city’s entrance, but tell no one else you saw us. Can you do that?”
“O-of course, but is something wrong?” Again, he slid his eyes to the Spirites, as if awaiting a signal from me.
“Nothing at all. Simply eager to meet up with the others. I hope I can count on you to ride swift. We’ll be right behind.”
When Phylo took his leave he did so looking equally glad to be out of Windley’s presence as he was worried to leave me in it. We waited for his stag’s hoofprints to dissipate into the dark before exhaling.
“Well that was…” I started.
“Not bad,” said Windley.
“I was going to go with ‘a mess,’ but I’m glad you’re confident.”
“You aren’t?” said Windley. “Let’s start with the first bit. We’re only just behind them. Sestilia’s got no idea what she’s dealing with, while you, on the other hand, have been practicing your power for days. You’ll be able to run circles around that fruitcake.”
“Ohh.” Edius let out a noise of understanding. “SHE’s the fruitcake.”
Windley ignored him. “Now the second bit—Phylo’s not going to say anything. I’ll make sure of that. I don’t think many of them realize my hearing’s better than a human’s…”
“You’ve got blackmail material?” I asked.
“He’s got blackmail material,” said Edius.
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll handle as many guards as I need to, okay, queenie?” He threw a smirk at me. “So long as you handle Sir Albie.”
Yes, that was going to be another mess to sort out.
“Good grief,” Edius grumbled. “You’re a queen. Thought you made the rules.”
“It wouldn’t be very fair if I made my own rules. There are many who hold me in check.”
“In some ways, she has less freedom than the rest of us,” said Windley. “Though she’s rebelled against it her whole damn life.”
“This one?” Edius feigned surprise. “Naw.”
“Oh-ho, I haven’t even considered all of the dirt I’ve got on our fearless leader! Ed hasn’t heard any of the good stories about you yet, Merr.”
“No.”
“That time you sleep-walked into the guards’ chambers?”
“NO.”
“Or the time you stole the captains’ desserts and gave them to the street children?” He stopped: “That is, before you rid the Queendom of street children by founding that orphanage.” Admiration flashed over him, for he was an orphan as I was an orphan. “You know, Merr, for a rantipole, you make a good queen. I don’t think I’ve ever come out and said it, but I mean it.”
I was a good queen. Or so I tried.
But I had not so long ago decided that Windley and I could never go back to life as we knew it. And now that we were heading home, I couldn’t help feeling a slew of guilt and uncertainties over the split in my chest.
I hadn’t chosen to be a queen, yet I had done my best with it, speaking for those who couldn’t speak for themselves, fighting for grand ideas like justice and inclusion. But I had never been one for gowns and formalities, long preferring to hide under willows and race barefoot over earthy ground. Now that I had given in to those impulses, now that I had tasted the wilds of the world, would I ever be happy being caged?
And there was…
‘I want you, and I would give up everything to have you, so… think about that and let me know, lion queen.’
I watched Windley pack up the campsite, feeling his heart reach out for mine each time I caught his eye.
It was my duty to bear a royal-blooded heir for my court, but with my heart the way it was, I could imagine lying with no one but Windley.
“Somethin’ happen?”
That was Edius, and my despair was showing.
“Even without the echoes, the Queen of the Cove is a bit terrifying. I worry that Beau may be in danger.” It wasn’t a lie, simply only part of the truth.
He eyed me over, as if looking for more, then—“We’ll hurry.”—he moved to help Windley put out the fire.
“If you will not share your concerns with the beastlings, will you share them with me, Merrin?”
There was no use hiding from Vita, for she knew my heart and soul.
I let the swell of night encompass me as I stared off over distant fields. “I’m a good ruler, and there are aspects of it I like, but…”
My world was much larger now.
“A heart can change in weeks, days, hours, and minutes. To worry is a waste of focus. Think on how you may exile the destroyer, and leave your heart to rest for now.”
Meaning I should worry about it after we completed the Nemophile’s task.
“Fair enough.”
Easier to push it away for now anyway.
We rode for the Cove, encountering idyllic towns and isolated dwellings lit from within by cozy fires. We blurred the night, on and on and on, until—
“Ed! You feel that?”
“Sure did.”
“Ascian’s ring?” I breathed.
“Yeah, and it was strong.” Windley glanced behind himself. “We’re going the right way, queenie. Your queendom is safe. They aren’t at the Crag—at least not yet.”
We were going the right way, for around the bend of coast, the spider queen’s lair came into view, shining like a beacon in the night.
It was here that Beau was waiting.
Here, that we hoped to expel Exitium and retrieve Ascian’s ring.
Here, where my heart would be broken in ways I had never known.




Chapter 14
Return to the Cove
The dawn found us in the space between waking and sleep, painting hues of orange into pink across the coastal sky. The salt of stirred air pulled us into the sleeping queendom as gulls began to rouse along the shores, picking at shells dotting the sand.
It was there, as we closed in on the entrance to the misleadingly pleasant hamlet, that I saw him—a figure, sand-worn as the stone of the Cove’s furthest walls, wrinkled as the tattered flags holding the Cove’s crescent symbols—a figure dutifully waiting for his queen’s return.
Windley called after me as I slid from the prancelope, running to the wizened figure on feet more calloused than the last time I saw him, over muscles more hardened than when we parted ways, with cheeks dirtier than he would approve.
And he was jogging to me, as fast as his tired body would allow, holding Faylebane’s hilt and throwing glances at the Spirites who had determined it best to halt their steeds a safe distance from the Crag’s most loyal knight.
“My Queen!” Albie’s grizzled voice struck me as his arms took me in an embrace more loving than a knight’s adoration for his queen, for Albie was no mere knight. He was like family, only less sticky, and he was shaking over conflicting emotions—anger battling relief.
“Albie.” I gripped the back of his cloak that smelled like him, of barrel wood and tobacco. “I missed you.”
“My Queen,” he said again, setting his bristled mustache against my forehead in a fatherly kiss. “My heart’s nearly gave way.”
“I know, my knight, and for that, I’m sorry, but I’ve been swept into something far greater than myself. What happened back at the southern mountain—it was only the beginning.”
He didn’t seem to be listening as he held me at arm’s length to study me over. “Are you all right?”
A weighted question, but physically—“Yes.”
He gave a nod as if allowing himself to believe it, and then—“I am profoundly disappointed in you, Queen Merrin.”
It stung.
“Whatever you’ve gotten caught up in, you should know better than to go venturing into the wilds without a proper guard.”
“I did… have guards along.”
“The hounds hardly count!” He threw daggers over my shoulder. “Yeah, I see you over there, lad. No use hiding. You’ll get your turn.”
For Windley, it could have been more frightening than Luna’s wrath, than the blood stags, than the crow, than the blighted beasts. Albie’s sternest look may have been more provoking than any of the fiends we had faced so far.
Windley was so many things, and one of them was a boy.
Albie caught the way I was looking at him. It wasn’t a conscious effort—rather, my eyes found him and smiled—but Albie recognized it: “Stolen your heart, has he?” said his grumble. “A tryst is all. Ne’er too late to correct course.”
“It isn’t a tryst, Albie.” I didn’t need to say it for him to know the answer. “I’m in love with him, but I think you’ve known that, haven’t you? Even before I did? The kin of the Cacti will need to find a new suitress.”
“I don’t want to hear any of that now, My Queen.” Albie shooed the notion away. “You’re tired and dirty. First thing is to get you fed and looking proper. Then we can discuss what needs to be done about him.”
“Nothing will be done about him,” I said, firm. “And it hardly matters. We are dealing with things beyond the mortal realm. We need to get to the castle without delay. Something dark is coming.”
Albie studied me with tired eyes. “Then it’s true? What Rafe said? Lad caught us a couple of days ago, spouting off about danger coming after the royals. Didn’t make a lick of sense, but Queen Beau insisted on coming here once she heard it. Never seen the lady so determined.”
“It’s all true. That and more. There’s much you don’t know. I beg of you to trust me. Trust that I wouldn’t have left without good reason. Trust that you’ve raised me to have sense.”
He let his hands fall from my shoulders. “Sense yes, but recklessness too. From your mother.” He gave a great sigh and rubbed his wrinkled palms, which held so many stories, over his bagged face. “The big fella’s with you, aye?”
“Mm,” I said. “His name is Edius. He and Windley share similar wounds. That’s one of the reasons we’re here.”
…
…
“Oh, My Queen. I knew he’d be trouble for you. Knew it the moment I saw him. I should never have let him get so close.”
We had no time to waste on Albie’s feelings over my relationship with Windley, but I suspected his first reaction was only the easiest reaction. I had just told him everything—Exitium, Luna, Ascian—the fastest version anyway, adding at least four more wrinkles to him in the process.
“Please tell me Beau isn’t really meeting with Sestilia,” I entreated.
“Aye. She’d have it no other way.”
“You need to get me in there! Sestilia’s dangerous in her own right, not to mention there’s a goddess of destruction hoping to awaken her to bloodlust, and Edius and Windley both feel their former master’s power coming from somewhere in the city. This is no time for Beau to be caught in the web of a spider!”
“And getting you caught in that web’ll do naught to help the situation. Rafe’s with her, and half a dozen of her cavalrymen. Doubt the Queen of the Cove’ll try anything with that many guards around.”
“Albie, she’s crazy.”
He couldn’t argue that.
“Argh. I need some time to sort through all this, My Queen. Vengeful southerners and fallen goddesses… Let’s go back to the inn. We’ll keep your presence unknown for now. I’ll send someone to retrieve Queen Beau. I’m sure she’ll come as soon as she hears you’re back. Then we can figure out what to do about all this.”
A fair deal. It was probably best not to let Sestilia know of my arrival until hearing about her current temperament from Beau. After my escape last time, there was no telling if I might be the one to trigger her bloodlust.
“But first we should assemble a task force to search the city for signs of Charmagne and Pip,” I said.
“A teenage boy and a woman, you said? Seems to me a pair like that’d make waves. Spirites aren’t all that common, even down here, but I’ve heard no mention of anyone like that. I’ll see if I can’t get Delagos to lend us some scouts. He’s already sent a few north at Queen Beau’s behest—checking for signs of upset or possession, I guess.”
Marvelous, fantastic, intelligent Beau! She had taken Rafe’s warning seriously and had already made moves to protect our queendoms.
…Even if she had been the one to lead the danger here.
It was with a sense of foreboding that I bade Windley and Edius to release their prancelopes, slip up their hoods, and follow us into the sea-splashed city, throwing out half-assed introductions in consideration of everything else:
“Edius, Sir Albie. Albie, Edius. Edius has temporarily taken on the role of a bodyguard.”
“Hmph.” Albie sized Edius up and down. “You look a crafty one. You crafty, boy?”
“Not… particularly?” said Edius flat.
Albie looked from Edius to me with a frown. “Our kindhearted Queen, always collecting strays. So long as he knows what happens to strays that bite.”
Edius showed his hands in surrender. “I don’t want any trouble. I’m at your queen’s mercy.”
“I trust him, Albie.” It was true. Edius wasn’t a bad guy, and I had come to believe it over the past days.
You would have too, captive ones. I really think so.
Albie gave a nod to me and then to Edius and then—
“Lad.” He took Windley by the collar. “Let’s go have a chat.”
Windley gave me a two-finger salute as if marching to his execution.
“A-Albie! I forbid you to scold or deter him!”
“Aye, My Queen.” But Albie’s response was only half-committal as he dragged Windley on ahead.
“Queen Merrin!” Windley used my proper title in an effort to buy back favor with Albie. “You left out maim! Don’t forget about maim!”
Albie swatted him beside the head. “Think it’s funny, do ya?”
Windley stopped and straightened. “I don’t think it’s funny at all, Sir Albie. I’m in love with her. I would do anything for her.”
“I know that, you nitwit. Seen it in your eyes countless times. But you weren’t supposed to tell her that. You only made it harder on yourself and hers by doing so. Trust me, I’ve seen this play out more times than I’d like. Never ends well. Even the long-term ones.”
Affairs, did he mean? Between queens and their paramours?
But Albie’s voice was low enough now that I couldn’t catch the rest of it. Edius and I followed behind through the dawn chill of the sleeping market. I was a bit embarrassed for the Spirite to have seen the exchange between my senior most guard and the one I was dating.
“A-are you doing okay, Edius?”
“Just enjoying the show,” he said.
Spec-tac-u-lar.
“And you, Vita?”
“Do you seek distraction? I will offer it. You may pretend you are convening with me.”
“Sorry, Edius. Goddess stuff,” I lied, pointing to my own head.
“Sure?” he said.
For I had never announced it before.
“You are not good at deceit, Merrin.”
I didn’t need her telling me so. She tinkled away with a laugh.
This queendom was the same as the last I saw it—the fishy smell of the market, the taste of brine in the air, only this time it felt as though we were walking over the silk of a vast spider’s web, deceptively welcoming—easy to enter yet hard to escape.
It was with a sigh of mounting release that we reached the tavern where Albie and the remaining few of Beau’s cavalry were staying. Where, I would later learn, Albie had been organizing a rescue mission for my retrieval.
He didn’t mention it now, though, simply led us to a room adorned with colorful paper umbrellas and watercolor paintings of pink-flowered trees. “The decor here! It’s like the Queendom of the Cloudfall!” I gasped.
“Aye, owned by immigrants from the northwest. But how do you know that, My Queen? You’ve never been to that region.”
“I saw it in one of Mother Poppy’s books.”
And I had paid close attention, as my father was said to have been kin of the Cloudfall and people rarely spoke of him or the land from which he hailed.
“Ah,” was all Albie said. “Lads, draw the Queen a bath. She can’t see either queen looking as she is now. I’ll run and fetch her things.” He meant the things I had left behind when venturing away from camp with Windley. Realizing this, Albie paused at the door. “Think about running off with her again, son, and maiming will be the least of your worries.”
Slam!
Edius released a rumble of amusement while Windley dipped his shoulders like a pillow that had lost its feathers.
“Well, that went about as expected,” he said with a sigh.
I pretended to examine him for blemishes. “You appear unscathed. Was it horrible?”
“Eh, could have been worse. He didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. But it doesn’t matter. They could ship me off to the Queendom of the Cottonwood tomorrow, and I’d be back at your side in a week.”
There was something endearing about being pursued by the Clearing’s naughtiest guard. “Are you saying there’s no way to be rid of you?”
He placed a hand atop my head. “As I’ve told you, even if your feelings change, mine never will.” He slid his hand to the back of my head and pulled me to his chest murmuring warmly. “I’m annoyingly persistent.”
“Should I have, like, shaken his hand or something?” Edius was staring at the door with folded arms.
“No,” I said. “Give him time. He’s a little… overprotective, and I’ve never disobeyed as greatly as I have over the past weeks. I apologize you weren’t more warmly greeted.”
“So long as they let me stick around.” He nodded toward the washroom, which was partitioned by a door made of paper. “This place have a Naiad, or—?”
“Naiad?” I had heard Windley mention the word once before.
“Water folk,” Windley clarified. “Not up here, Ed. You have to use a pump like they do out in the country.” To me, he furthered: “In the south, most cities have a Naiad to manage the water. They can conjure it, purify it, heat it.”
“Handy! We should employ them in the north!”
“Sure, we’ll get right on that—after we save the world, hm?” Windley kissed my forehead.
He was forced to release me, though, when the doorknob turned, alerting that Albie had returned with my things. The wizened guard shook his head and released a long exhale when he saw how suspiciously stiff we were standing just out of reach of one another. “You’ll be coming with me, Windley. Let the Queen get some rest.”
“I can hardly rest at the moment!”
“He’s right, Merr. Er, Queen Merrin,” Windley corrected. “We need your lifeforce in tip-top shape before we think about letting you anywhere near that gaudy castle.”
“But surely you need rest too! We have been riding for—”
Windley held up his hand. “It’s fine, love. I’m not that tired. And I’m still a guard.”
Albie cleared his throat.
“Er, Your Highness.”
“Good boy,” said Albie. “We’ll go to see Captain Delagos. You can tell him yourself what these two Spirites look like and what sort of danger they pose. See if we can’t borrow a few more of his men.”
Windley nodded. “Ed, your instincts in check?”
Edius popped his head out of the washroom where he was pumping water the non-magical way—“Yup.”
“You stay here with the Queen, yeah?”
“I don’t think that’s…” Albie frowned at Edius—his flat mouth, his ‘crafty’ eyes, his muscled shoulders showing through his shirt.
“We trust him,” I told Albie a second time. “And even if you can’t trust him, trust that I can defend myself.”
Indeed, there was a potted tree in the corner and plenty of earth just outside the window.
Albie had little grounds to object—most of the cavalry members were either out scouting or at the castle with Beau—but he looked as though his heart might give way over the thought of leaving me in a room alone with a stranger Spirite of Edius’s stature. For good measure, I pulled Vita’s breath through the room to make one of the tree’s flowers burst into bloom, coaxing it open with the tip of my finger. “See? I am not so defenseless, my knight.”
Albie had already seen me use Exitium’s magic back at the mountain of bones, but he had denied it with everything in him, knowing the danger of a queen that could manipulate her surroundings. His reaction was similar now, for he plucked the flower and stuffed it into his person, face paler than usual. “Best to keep that quiet, My Queen. You never know who may be watching.” He gave a firm nod to Edius. “I’ve got one of the cavalrywomen stationed in the hall, and another outside the inn. I’m putting unearned trust in you, lad. Break it and you won’t get another chance, understand?”
Edius glanced at me sidelong. “Where’ve I heard that before?”
Albie paid him no mind. “Rest, My Queen. We’ll take care of things from here.
No, I wouldn’t let them ‘take care of things’ without me, but after the strain I had put on Albie’s heart and health, I would allow him the control he needed… for now.
Not to mention—
“Your vitality wanes, little royal. You should meet neither the destroyer nor your beastling enemies as you are now. It would be wise for you to rest and replenish.”
“Ugh, be careful, Wind. By now, Exitium knows you were the reason her plan failed this time around. You’ve got multiple magical targets on your back.”
“Psh. Me? I’m always careful.” Not. “Do not let her out of your sight, mate,” he instructed Edius. “Trusting you.” It was with forced optimism that Windley bade me farewell and dutifully followed Albie into the hall, leaving me alone in the colorful room with Edius.
A perfectly safe situation.
Perfectly.
Safe.
Situation.




Chapter 15
It Could Be Called a Nuzzle
What? You don’t believe me?
Was it the way I said it? The lag in my voice? The repetition?
It may be that you know me too well, captive ones.
“Uh, your bath is ready, I think.” Edius was no trained knight, and where the others spent their days caring for queens, the idea of someone so dour-looking waiting on me was an unnatural one.
“Argh.” I put my head in my hands. “I’m sorry, Edius. When I took you on as a guard, I didn’t mean, you know, drawing baths for me.”
“I don’t mind. I’ve drawn lots of baths.”
He had drawn lots of baths? I glanced up at him. “Really?”
“Yeah, for Gwen.” He didn’t look to be jesting; rather, his eyes were soft.
“Oh.” I studied him a moment before shuffling through the bag Albie had brought, halting when I saw the contents therein. “I’m not ready for this.”
“For your bath?”
I shook my head. “No, for all of this. Albie, being protected, formality. And look what he brought me to change into! All gowns! He brought none of my extra britches.” I tossed the crown of silver ivy to the bed. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to run and climb in dresses?”
Edius gave a chuckle and kicked against the wall. “Don’t blame you there. Seems suffocating.”
An apt word if I’d ever heard one.
“Thanks for the bath, Eddy. Albie left food. Help yourself to whatever you wish. They are known for their smoked fish and aged cheese here.”
With that, I retreated to the washroom to soak away the scent of wild earth and uncaged air and was sad for it. In some ways, it felt as though I were washing away the fantasy of it all. The traveling, the magic, the freedom—all the things for which I had grown limerence.
“What is wrong, Merrin? Though your body is clean, you continue to sit in the water like a carrot in stew.”
A carrot in stew? That wasn’t a very Vita-ish thing to say.
“I have heard you comment on the conjurer’s cooking,” she explained.
She was trying to be more relatable? A goddess, living in my soul was trying to be more relatable? Amusing, among other things.
But it was but a short diversion from my true feelings: “Coming back here—it is like coming back to reality. I’m not sure I’m ready for it.”
“The same you worried over last night? My answer remains the same. You have much left to accomplish, Merrin. Worry will not help you in delivering the destroyer to the end of days.”
Yes, I was meant to focus on using the Crown for its true purpose. Not that I knew how to go about achieving such a thing.  
The goddess in question read my thoughts. “The Crown of the Wood remains severed. You must repair it and don it. Only then can you carry the destroyer to the end of days.”
“Do you mean that even when I wore both halves before, it was split in two?”
“That is what I mean.”
“How do I repair it?”
“That should come easily for you now that you know what it means to be a creator. Once you again wear both halves of the Crown—”
“Wait, I have to wear both halves again? As in I must take Exitium into myself again!?” The bath’s water sloshed.
“It is as you say.”
“But my bloodlust—!”
“Your fault last time was in speaking the destroyer’s name. Do not speak it again and your bloodlust will not swell.”
Yet the thought of those disembodied hands and otherworldly voices always whispering on the edges of perception was a disconcerting one. “But if I take the echoes into myself, I won’t be able to hear your voice anymore!”
“When you take the destroyer into yourself, you must do so without taking in her followers.”
Because, as Exitium had revealed to me during the pinnacle of my bloodlust, the echoes were her deceased followers.
“You mean it was the echoes blocking your voice before? How do I separate them from Exitium?”
“Those you call ‘echoes’ are not tethered to her; rather, she has collected them during her time as a fallen one. Most have forgotten what it means to live. You must dispel them when you feel most inspired to create.”
Vague. Vague, vague, vague.
“When is it you are most inspired?” Vita pressed.
“When?” The answer came to me naturally. “In the dawn, when life begins to reawaken and the earth is painted in the colors of morn. Those first moments as night transitions to day.”
“That is when you should do it. I will aid you when the time comes.”
But that was hardly enough to build a plan off of.
“This fight is not yours alone, Merrin. Trust in my will and my word.”
Whatever my thoughts on the matter, Vita’s warmth spread through the rest of my body, setting my pulse calm and sinking my fears to the bottom of the bath.
Faith is not always so easy.
But it gets easier, with practice.
When I was suitably washed and feeling myself again—save for the billowy white nightgown befitting of a virgin queen forced upon me by a certain mustached knight—I scampered across the room and settled into the first bed I’d met since Flora’s, hurrying to bury my frilly appearance in the covers before Edius could see.
“What?” Edius looked toward the washroom. “Somethin’ in there?”
“No, it’s—” I motioned to myself.
The corner of Edius’s mouth ticked. “Too girly for ya?”
“Girly has nothing to do with it. I like to wear things that make me feel capable, not delicate. How would you feel in something like this?”
Edius stared at me a moment, blank, before succumbing to a snort.
“See?” I said, laughing over the image of his muscles bulging through the needlepoint. “You would never wear it either!”
“Get rid of the lacy bits, then we’ll see.”  
I rolled my eyes at his smirk. Edius’s smirks were always wide but brief. This one lasted longer than most.
“Get some sleep,” he said when it was through. “I’ll keep watch over you ‘til your boyfriend gets back. Make sure no one else sees what you don’t want them to see.”
“Thanks, Eddy.” I settled into the bed. “But you should get some rest too. There’s no telling when we’ll have to fight. There are extra blankets in the closet if you don’t mind taking the floor.”
“You aren’t planning to sneak off and steal a cavalry uniform, are you? Your grandpa’s trusting me to keep you in line.”
“My grandpa?!” Albie would die if he heard that. “No,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll stay put. Queen’s honor.”
Edius eyed the floor. “Then sure, thanks.”
As I’ve mentioned, my feelings for Windley were sound. I wasn’t afraid of Edius’s instincts nor his heart. Had I been afraid of either of those things, I never would have suggested it.
I… may have been naïve.
“Heya Merrín?”
“Yes, Eddy?”
“You aren’t asleep.”
No. And not for lack of trying. We had been lying there for twenty or more minutes, he on the floor and I in the bed facing the window, the wooden shutters of which failed to contain the morning’s light.
“You wanna talk about it?” he said.
Undecided.
The daybreak chirp of birds fed through the room’s window. What I was feeling, it was anxiety. And I had come to know that anxiety is a parasite best expelled. Even better when there are ears to hear it.
“I’m thinking of Beau, in that castle with Sestilia—who happens to be absolutely bonkers. And Windley, tired out, being dragged around by Albie. And Exitium, surely in the castle by now, maybe even inside of Sestilia, trying to get her to say her name. And Charmagne and Pip, somewhere in this city, capable of horrors unknown.”
“…That all?”
I rolled over to find him lying on his back with his hands behind his head, wearing that tank-top undershirt he always wore to sleep. “I’m sure there’s more,” I said.
“Heh.”
“Your turn.”
“Naw.”
“Edius, you deserve to unburden as well.”
The birds outside persisted.  
“Fine,” he sighed. “Yeah, I’m worried. Worried that I haven’t felt Charm and Pip at all—only Ascian. Worried he might somehow still be alive. Worried about what state Gwen’s in now.”
I didn’t know what to say, for they were all valid concerns. “Feel better?” I said instead.
“No.”
Me neither.
Those meddlesome birds filled the space unspoken.
“Been meaning to ask. That to protect you from me?” He meant the potted tree, which I had inconspicuously moved from the corner to the bedside while he was in the washroom.
“I…”
“I get it,” he said, a hint of guilt on his tongue. “After last night’s, uh, moment. Meant what I said, though. I’m in control. It’s gotten easier the longer I’ve been around you. Your scent isn’t as strong as it was. We call it humanizing. It’s like readjusting to life with humans after…”
Life with someone like Ascian.
“I don’t fear you, Edius. Firstly, I believe your motivations. Secondly, you know I can do this.” I touched my finger to the tip of a leaf and stole the life from it, drying the green until it fell and crumbled. “Thirdly, I see good in you. I saw it even before you joined us. I would have moved the tree whether you were here or not—like how Windley sleeps with his hatchets.”
“Ha. Swear I saw him cuddling one the other night.”
“Be glad he wasn’t cuddling you,” I said.
“Not like he hasn’t tried.”
There was quiet as I smiled to myself over the image of it.
“Come to think of it, I’ve been meaning to give you something. I noticed you have no weapon, so—” I shuffled through the bag at the side of my bed, pulling out the knife with the carved handle Windley had gifted me some days ago. “Here—” I slid it across the floor at him. “Just in case. Now you have something to cuddle too.”
“Thanks.” Edius did that mouthless smile of his before tucking the knife away. Then he sat up from his mess of blankets and rested his elbows on his knees. “Can I give you something in exchange? Uh, less of a thing and more of a service.”
“What do you mean?”
“First of all, that light’s killin’ me.” He rose, holding a spare blanket, and moved to the side of the bed. “Er, excuse me.” He leaned over me and tucked the blanket across the window, blocking out the intruding rays of daylight to dim the room. “Better?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Okay, and also—” He crouched down near the side of the bed and reached out his hand like someone afraid to be bitten by a feral animal. “Not smart to use my power and let ‘em know where we are. But I can do just a couple of small bursts and they’ll only pick up on direction, not proximity. What I mean is, I can put you to sleep, darlin’. Knock the worry outta you.” His hand flexed. “But I understand if you don’t want me to touch you. Don’t wanna make things weird.”
“No… that’s nice of you, Eddy.”
It seemed there was more he wanted to say, so I waited.
“You don’t know it, but you agreeing to help Gwen, it’s… something I can’t really repay, so if I can do something to help you out, I want to. I know you’re worried about him and your queen friend. So, let me dull it?” His hand was nearly to my cheek, waiting for permission. His eyes were even, holding no ulterior motive, his chest was slow, his hair loose against his shoulders.
One firm nod from me and he moved the rest of the way, cupping my face in his oversized palm.
“That ok?” he said. He was touching me as though he might accidentally shatter me, concentrating his gaze as though taking apart a clock.
Never would I have thought him capable of such a delicate touch the first time we met in those woods.
I allowed him another nod.
“Might be a little strange, darlin’. Don’t mean anything by it, okay?” This he said before running his thumb once over my eyebrow, sending a shot of fuzzy power through my face, down my neck and into my chest. “Feel it?”
“Yes,” I said. “It’s nice. Warm.”
“I’ll do another. You should start to get tired.” This time, he connected eyes with mine before passing his thumb over my eyebrow and giving me another, stronger blast of subduing power.
There it was. I was indeed feeling sleepy, sinking into the bed as if weighted by bags of warm sand, taking in slower than usual breaths as my eyes looked into his unreadable ones. His palm was warm, strong, safe. He slipped me another small dose.
Feeling the intoxication that was a Spirite’s blessing, I rolled my face into his hand so that my mouth was settled at the heel of it, feeling comfy, cozy, sleepy.
I won’t go so far as to say it was a nuzzle, but—
It was something of a nuzzle.
And it caused Edius to stiffen. “Er, that wasn’t supposed to happen.” He was looking down at me without tilting his face through eyes that were as penetrating as they were indecipherable.
And I was breathing against him, eyelids feeling dense, body feeling tingly.
“Haven’t done this in a long time,” he murmured, eyes unmoving. “Not for the sake of someone else…” Watching my every breath, he dragged his thumb across my bottom lip, pulling it slightly as he chewed his own.
And for the first time ever I wondered what it would be like to run my fingers through his hair.
“Okay!” He yanked his hand away. “I’ll be spending the rest of the night out in the hall.”
Though it wasn’t night.
And he didn’t leave immediately. Rather, he studied me a moment before kissing his pointer finger once and then tapping it to the center of my forehead. The last thing I heard was the slam of the door as I drifted into forced sleep.
It was that same door that woke me some hours later.
“Lion queen? You awake?”
“Windley!” I shot from bed.
No. No, no no no no. That moment with Edius had been a little bit… hm.
“Edius, he—and I—I didn’t mean to—”
“Shh. It’s okay.” Windley leaned on the side of the bed. “He already told me.”
Though that left a question as to what exactly Edius had told him.
“Bloke said he put you to sleep, started getting a little questionable so he excused himself. Sounded pretty mild. You okay, though? You didn’t feel violated or anything? Because if you did, that’s another matter entirely.”
“No, not violated. Just… like it was wrong. You aren’t mad?”
He laughed. “Mad? No. It was just a secondary effect of his magic. Your guilt is cute, though.” He winked at me. “I’m glad you got some rest.”
It was strange. Windley was understanding and trusting and safe, and I appreciated not being questioned or blamed for things I couldn’t control. Yet there may have been a small part of me that wanted him to be… jealous?
“I’m a little worried what you’d think if you saw what I did to get that wine for us,” he said, finger to his chin.
I didn’t want to think about that.
“Kidding,” he said, devious. “It was far less intimate than a nuzzle.”
Oh my goddess, I knew it was a nuzzle!
I hung my head. “I will never nuzzle anyone ever again.”
“You’re free to nuzzle whomever you wish, so long as you nuzzle me hardest. But not right now, queenie. We’ve got news. Good and bad.”




Chapter 16
Before the Fall
“Can this part be tightened, lass?”
There was good news and there was bad news, and it was because of the bad that I came to be getting fitted for a gown more garish than any I had ever worn.
All right. It wasn’t garish. The dress was actually quite lovely, but I was bitter for the way things had turned out.
Let me take a step back.
Rosy-cheeked Captain Delagos had heard Albie and Windley’s plight and had agreed to lend the Cove’s royal guard to the cause, sending out scouts all through the city in search of Pip and Charmagne.
There was the good news.
The bad news was Beau. Lovely, diplomatic, pregnant Beau who had declined to leave Sestilia’s castle, sending a coded message in her place.
My darling, how I’ve missed you. Alas, I cannot see the gemstone until tonight. Timber and I will find you over the first hill. Wait for me.
Timber—that was Rafe. And gemstone was our codeword for queen. And over the first hill? That meant tomorrow. Beau and Rafe were staying overnight at the castle because Sestilia was refusing to see her.
And Delagos had been able to shed light on why.
“Sestilia’s birthday?” I laughed in Windley’s face when he relayed it to me.
“A birthday ball, to be more exact,” said Windley. “How come you’ve never had a birthday ball?”
Because I preferred to spend my birthdays drinking ale with Beau and the guards at the forest fortress, devouring sweets from Beau’s best pastrymaid, and playing cards by candlelight.
“By refusing to see her, she’s essentially holding Beau hostage and forcing her to go to her party!” I said.
“Oh, that’s exactly what she’s doing. Doubt she could get foreign royalty to attend any other way,” said Windley.
“Well it isn’t going to work! We aren’t leaving Beau there overnight! We’ll depart for the castle at once.”
“No, My Queen,” Albie interjected. “We’ll go. You stay here—”
“Absolutely not! I shall go, and that is a command!” A burst of anger escaped me before subsiding. “You forget, my knight, I am the one holding power equal to that of Exitium. Of anyone, I should go.”
Beau knew of the danger of the echoes better than anyone, for her family had taken on their burden for generations, and she was being held as Sestilia’s guest by her own sense of duty, refusing to leave until given a chance to meet with the first of several queens she likely hoped to warn.
But Beau didn’t know the truth. She didn’t know that by going to warn the mad queen of coming darkness, she had led the darkness to its perfect host.
The one in need of warning was Beau herself.
It took no small amount of discussion to get Albie to agree:
“Very well, My Queen. But if you’re to attend a royal event, you’ll need to look the part.”
Something I had neither time nor patience for. Not with Exitium at her mark. Not with Charm and Pip within the city limits.
But Albie was insistent. “There are rumors floating around amongst the Clearing’s cavalry about where you’ve been and who you’ve been with. You’re still a queen—and one born into a privileged reign. Loyalty is not something freely given; it is earned. The reputation you defend is not only yours but your entire queendom’s. I will allow you into that castle only if you do so as Queen of the Crag. Those are my terms.”
Albie was in no position to demand terms of me rank-wise, yet he was right. I knew I had been selfish over the past days and weeks. I was guilty over abandoning my court and everything I had committed to as their leader, everything my mother had entrusted me to do. I was Beau’s friend, Vita’s vessel, and Windley’s partner, but I was also a queen, and my life was not my own.
I would trade in a guard’s cloak for a gown if it meant preserving stability for my people. I owed them that much.
And so, Albie and I were at the Cove’s fanciest boutique being fawned over by a seamster and seamstress thirsty for coin, while a third attendant flashed pearls and jewels over my neck.
“I have a pendant, thank you.” I clung to my mother’s necklace in hopes of borrowing patience. “And a ring,” I said when he moved on to my hands, speaking of my emerald namesake ring, which I hadn’t worn in some days.
“This side cinched in, lass,” Albie instructed, seeing over the alterations. “And a bit shorter here. You there, enough with the rings. Get started on the Duchess’s hair.”
Duchess. That’s what we were going with, so as not to tip off Sestilia and allow her time to plot any hobbling attempts. Captain Delagos had even secured an invitation for us under the guise of a distant duchess and her personal detail passing through on a tour of the queendoms.
I suspected the Cove had never had so much action from foreign royals, what with Queen Merrin of the Crag, Queen Beau of the Clearing and now a duchess from the far north passing through, all on unrelated business.
I hoped Sestilia wasn’t as shrewd as she was beautiful.
“Glad to see you’ve still got it, My Duchess,” said Albie, nodding to my neck. “I was afraid you might have lost it on your exploits in the south.
By the direction of his gaze, he meant my mother’s necklace, which I could never, ever lose. “It’s one of my most prized belongings,” I told him.
“She’d be happy to hear that.” There was quiet about him as he regarded the keepsake around my neck. “You know, your mother’s heart was much like yours, always torn between what should and shouldn’t be.”
I was rare for him to talk about her so openly.
“What do you mean, Albie? Did she…?” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it in front of the busy seamsters. “Could it be that she—?”
“She chose right, My Duchess. I hope you will too.”
Did it mean that even she had taken lovers outside of the royal line? “Albie—”
“By the way, that necklace was a gift from your father. The pendant’s genuine crystal coral. He had a matching one. Brought them all the way from the Crystal Sea.”
It was even rarer for him to talk about my father so openly.
“You’ve never been there,” he continued, “but it’s a sight. Pieces of the crystal reef wash up on the shore and catch the sun like gems. Tis a beautiful place. I hoped to take you myself someday, so you can see where you came from.”
“But Albie, wasn’t my father kin of the Cloudfall? The Crystal Sea isn’t anywhere near that queendom.”
“Aye, consider it your father’s second home.”
Though I waited for him to divulge further, he didn’t. His grayed eyes were sad as he looked me over, his heart rhythming with love unlike that of Windley’s.
“This hume holds considerable adoration for you, little royal,” chimed Vita.
Yes, and I for him.
“If anyone has been a father to me, Albie, it is you.”
“Don’t go saying things like that now, My Q—Duchess.”
Certainly improper for a queen to say such to their guard, but I didn’t care. Tending to knee wounds, reading poems to shush away the dark, fixing me midnight cocoa after finding me out of bed in places I shouldn’t be—it was because of Albie that I never felt like a motherless child.
“I have incomparable fondness for you, my knight, and that is why I feel such guilt for leaving you the way I did, knowing what you were going through in my absence.” I took his wrinkled cheek. “Though I am not sorry I did it, I am sorry for the pain my actions brought you.” For the folds I had added to his face. “I left for selfish reasons, reasons driven by my affections, but know that what I fight for now—this quest I am on—it is no longer for myself; it is for the sake of us all.”
Albie placed his hand over mine. “I wish you’d leave all that behind.”
“It is not my destiny to do so,” I said. “I am changed. Capable of so much more than I was before.”
He searched me a good long while, as if memorizing my features, as if making up for time lost, as if searching for wisdom in me.
“And I’ll be by your side whether I agree with you or not,” he said at last.
“Thank you, my knight. The choices I make today are based on lessons you taught me yesterday. If you have faith in nothing else, have faith in that.”
He nodded at me once before turning to the attendant working on my hair—which felt a-m-a-z-i-n-g, by the way—and ordered: “Keep room on top for this.”
He meant the crown of silver ivy which he had most assuredly brought with us.
When it was all through—gown, hair, rouge—Albie looked me over. “The hounds will be out for sure this time.”
The hounds, who were back at the inn resting off our travels as Soleil crept ever further across the sky.
Do you want to hear about the dress?
You want to hear about the dress.
…Let’s save it.
“I’m not wearing this through the city, though,” I said. “I’ll don guard attire and have the dress sent on ahead. You said Delagos got us rooms at the castle, yes? I can change there.”
“Aye, wouldn’t want it to get dirty.”
That was the least of my concerns.
It takes time to get gussied up—particularly when your hair is as unruly as mine, particularly when your keeper has standards as high as Albie’s—and that’s why I was feeling so anxious—anxious to reunite with the others, anxious to tread outside, anxious to meet up with Beau.
One final spritz of perfume too flowery for my tastes, and Albie and I were off, into the orange-drenched city adorned with seashells and driftwood, a large-mouthed hood tucked up over my head to burrow my face, with Albie at the front and Beau’s two cavalrywomen at the rear.
“Albie, why that way? Aren’t we going back to the inn first?”
“Nae, the hounds’ll meet us at the castle. I’ve already sent for them. We’ll meet the Captain at the courtyard gate and sneak you in through the side.”
Whatever he thought of our broader quest, his old eyes sparked with life over this infiltration mission, sending guards here and there, arranging secret rendezvous, ordering ‘lads’ to do his bidding.
If anyone were to have a tryst…
From over the cityscape came the crescent marking the castle where untold horrors awaited, a castle deceptively warm and inviting to coax unsuspecting flies into its web. The sound of my new shoes against the cobble was nothing compared to how they would tap against the castle’s glassy floors that reflected dim light caged in vampiric fixtures. With any luck we’d be offered rooms in the wing yet untouched by Sestilia’s ‘distinct’ hand.  
I heard it before I saw it—the pebbled walkway to the castle and stone steps leading to the crescent doors were abuzz with visitors coming to pay respects to Queen Sestilia—far more than expected. Maybe she had friends after all.
“Who are all those people?” I whispered to Albie.
“Kin of the Cove, I’d expect,” he said as we shuffled around the side.
“All of them? Surely the Cove doesn’t have that many royals in its line. I saw hardly anyone else last time I was at the castle aside from a few scared stewards.”
“Mm. It seems many of them moved out of the castle after the, er, tragedy.”
He meant after Sestilia’s sister had ‘fallen’ to her death.
“Yet they’re back to make merry for the sake of the one most likely responsible?” I said.
“Doubt they’ve much of a choice. Not with the Queen hiring out that clan of assassins. Speaking of which—”
He nodded behind us, where a cloaked figure hurried to tuck into an alleyway.
“You don’t think that’s them!”
“Aye, been trailing us since that shop. You’re not to go off on your own once we’re inside, understood? Delagos knows what happened last time and assures me his own men are good, but from what I hear, the Queen’s private network runs deep.”
An interesting dynamic. A court with no fealty to their monarch, a guard moving through the motions, and a Queen ruling through forces kept in the shadows.
“We should send Rebella and Lekhana down here as an example of how NOT to rule,” I said, glancing behind us to ensure the figure had not reappeared.
Reminder: Rebella was Beau’s queen-in-waiting, as Lekhana was mine, watching over the thrones in our absence.
“They’ll never need to rule, now you’re back,” said Albie. He expected no response, for he was searching through the ornate rods of the courtyard’s fence.
Best for me not to respond to that one anyway.
“Albie, Ruckus is in the castle stable, yes?” I said instead.
“Aye, My Queen, but you’ll have to wait until dark before we sneak a visit. Ah, here he comes now.”
Delagos, he meant. Indeed, a stouter, rosier version of Albie was waddling across the pruned lawn.
“Alb! You made it!” The Captain of the Cove jangled the iron keys in his hand while tossing a handshake through the grates at Albie. “And Queen Merrin, pleasure to see you again.” He glanced behind himself to the castle dominating the horizon, lowering his voice: “Alb told me what happened last time. Sincerest apologies. The situation here is what you might call delicate, but I never thought she’d go so far as to…” He clapped his hands. “Well, we’ll just make sure it doesn’t happen again. You can count on that, Your Majesty.”
“Thank you, Captain Delagos. I’m sure you can understand why I deemed it necessary to check on Queen Beau during her stay.”  
Delagos swung open the gate with a lengthy creak. “Of course. At any rate, Queen Sestilia will be glad to see you on her birthday. You’re all she’s talked about in weeks.”
“Wonderful.”
If you could see it, you’d know just how tight a smile I wore.
“Any word on that Spirite lass and boy?” Albie asked as we hasted across the courtyard strewn with blocky hedges.
“Not a lick. Only Spirites we’ve seen are the two traveling with you.”
Not all that reassuring when they could morph their appearance to fit their needs—though there was relief in knowing Edius and Windley would feel a surge of power if either of them tried.
The castle towered before us, same as the vision Vita had shown me when we were still on southern soil.
“Be on your guard, Merrin. The destroyer is near.”
I gave the goddess a nod of resolve before following the guards into the castle of the Cove. A castle where the handmaids scurried like mice. A castle where more mysterious deaths had occurred in the royal family than the records would ever show.
A castle that would end up claiming the life of someone precious to me.
Just remember, captive ones, no matter what happens, we’ll get through it together.




Chapter 17
My Dearest Friend
Through the sleek dark halls that gleamed like obsidian and echoed the tiptoes of stewards hiding in the shadows, amplifying them like distant cries for help, Delagos showed Albie and me to a chamber in a far wing of the castle, away from the other guests—a wing yet untouched by Sestilia’s lavish preferences—that was bright and inviting with tasteful fabrics, mahogany furniture, and potted greenery.
Just as Albie had requested.
“You stay here, My Queen. I’ll go see about your dress.”
Albie left me in the care of the two cavalrywomen stationed outside the door while I hurried to collect the room’s potted flowers into a cluster that might be used in case of emergency.
Not five minutes later, there was a knock at the door. I wasn’t expecting a knock, so I positioned myself behind the potted defenses before acknowledging it: “Come in.”
“My, what’s all this?”
I recognized that voice. Just as I recognized that ponytail slipping like silk around her neck as a pretty, freckled face poked through the opening between door and frame.
“Beau! Beau, Beau, Beau!” I leapt over the potted cluster to pull her further into the room for a much-needed embrace. “I’ve missed you so much!”
“And I you!” She threw arms around me, sharing her cloud of jasmine perfume.  
That’s when I saw what she was wearing. “Whoa, Beau! You look sexy.” Indeed, the slim queen was adorned in a glittering black gown that hugged her hips and showed off the lines of her décolletage.
She hugged her arms around herself. “Yes, well, my choices were slim.”
“This is Sestilia’s for sure.” I pushed her hands off herself. “Don’t hide. You look amazing. But this gown is a definite reflection of the queen who resides here. You haven’t met her yet, have you?”
“Haven’t had the pleasure.” She gave an exasperated huff and looked down her own body before remembering that there were heavier matters than modesty to discuss. “But enough about me. Tell me, where have you been off to? What’s happened with the echoes of the forest? Poor Rafe was practically frantic when he found us!”
“Beau.” I took her hands. “It’s not good. There’s… there’s a lot. But before we begin, do you know?”
She tipped her head. “Know?”
I set my hand against her belly.
“O-oh.” Her cheeks flushed behind the rouge she already wore. “I do. I do now. I mean… I had an inkling, but Rafe, he told me.”
“Do you hate me for it?”
“Hate you?!” Surprise befell her. “You mean because of that deal with the sun?” She frowned at herself. “‘Deal with the sun’? How absurd the things that have become normal to say.” She shook the notion away. “Of course not! It is what I would have chosen if given the chance! I do not know what is to become of the sun’s child, but if it is his… I will do whatever it takes to protect it as my own.”
Love.
That was love in her eyes as she cradled her gowned stomach. Love in her lips as she chewed them in contemplation. Love in her thoughts as she dwelled on all that Rafe had done to protect their unborn child from the wraiths that would otherwise seek it.
“Magical twins, Beau.”
She gave a soft laugh as if trying to swallow disbelief. “I know.”
“You’ll make a great mother.”
“And you a great aunt.”
For that was all I could ever be if I continued on this path.
“Foolish queen.” Beau took my cheek. “As if I could ever hate you.”
If only she knew of the last time this story had played out.
“Come Beau.” I gathered her hands and took her to the side of the bed. “Sit. There’s a lot to say and not a lot of time to say it.”
But enough time for all of the steamy Windley bits, I assure.
…
…
“Oh Merrin! This burden—it is not yours to bear! It is my bloodline that swore to keep them locked away. It’s my fault the role of oracle has fallen to you. Had I known—”
“You still would have banged Rafe,” I said.
“T-true.”
I shooed her away. “It doesn’t matter what brought us to this point. I will finish it for the both of us, and once I do, you and your bloodline will never again have to worry about the darkness lurking in the shadows. I already have Vita’s half of the Crown, and once I regain Exitium’s half, I will send that snake to the end of days where she belongs.”
“But how, Merrin? How will you accomplish such a feat?”
“That’s… a great question.”
Her beautiful face was flat: “For which you have no answer?”  
I suspected I was the only one who ever made her look that way. But now isn’t the time for bragging.
“I’m taking it one step at a time, and the next step is: Windley and Edius—that’s the ripped one I told you about—are going to subdue Sestilia until dawn, where Vita will help me absorb Exitium without taking in the ghosts swelling around her.”
“The ghosts,” she repeated, for it was disillusioning to think that at their core, that’s all the echoes were. “And this… Edius. You trust him?”
“I do.”
“Because you have a crush on him?”
“What?! No! You know how I feel about Windley—there’s little room for anyone else.”
Beau searched me with her pooly eyes that Rafe surely got lost in whenever they made love. “Just because your heart belongs to one does not mean your body will never want another. The two are separate beasts. I only say so because of the way you flushed while describing him.”
I had flushed? Not by my own efforts.
“My beasts have already found a victim in Windley,” I told her. “Edius has earned my trust on his own merits.”
Beau gave a princess-like laugh behind her hand. “You sound so certain. Very well, then I shall trust him too. How can I help?”
“Stay far away from it all. Once it starts, lock yourself away with Rafe.”
“I couldn’t possibly—”
“I mean it, Beau. You’ll be doing me a favor. I’m not saying you can’t fight, but if you’re there, I’ll only worry about you. I fear my wits won’t be as sharp.”
“I understand.” She placed a hand to her stomach. “I’m compromised after all.”
“Compromised is not the word. Consider yourself a protector of something precious. You must lock it away, out of harm’s reach, and guard it at all costs. Which reminds me—get a transfer for Rafe ready, and I’ll sign it tonight. I intend to tell Albie your secret, too, if you’re okay with that, see if we can’t pair you up with a kin of the Crag as a cover. I know of a few that would be more than happy to play the role of your mate. My second cousin, for instance, keeps to himself and would expect nothing of you if it meant being left to his diversions.”
“Yes, I had given thought to all that.” She looked sad for it, and rightfully so. The thought of hiding one’s true love away isn’t a pleasant thought at all.
“I’m struggling myself, with how things will go for Windley and me once this is all over,” I related. “Rafe, at least, is discreet, and Windley…”
Windley would be a far dirtier secret to hide.
“Oh, if there’s a way, that boy will find it. It’s how he coerced himself into my private guard in the first place. One look at you was all it took for him to find reasons to hang around.”
Insufferable.
I must have been showing my fondness in my smile.
“You love him.” Her expression was as soft as it was knowing. “It practically radiates from you. I am happy for you both.”
“I do love him, Beau. In a way that scares me. I’ve been having thoughts I never thought I’d have. About being a queen, about my role in the world, about what I would do for him.”
“You are not alone in that. To be a royal is as much a gift as it is a shackle.” Beau set her forehead to mine. “Tonight, when the time comes, I will stay out of the way. Thank you for taking this burden from me, my dearest friend. I will owe you forevermore.”
“There are worst things than to be owed by the Clearing’s sexiest queen.”
“Ugh! Enough of your teasing. I feel naked already as it is.”
“Bet Rafe likes it,” I said.
“Well yes, he was a fan.”
“If you feel uncomfortable, feel free to check the closets here. Sestilia’s dearly departed sister had much finer tastes, though they might be too big for you.”
“No, no, I wouldn’t want to offend the Queen of the Cove. I’ll deal with it.” Beau set her long lashes at me. “Which brings me to another matter. Why do you look like that?”
“Ugh. Albie took me to some ghastly boutique where they caked all of this on.” I made a wide gesture over my face.
Beau tapped her rosied cheek while studying me over. “It’s not that it isn’t lovely, it just doesn’t look like you. I could change it for you if you’d like? So that you’re still formal but not quite so…”
“Painted? That would be fantastic, Beau! Thank you!”
“And your hair—I know of at least one guard that would like to see it out of these clips.”
“Do it, Beau. Do whatever you want to me!”
With a smile, the fashionable Queen Beau helped make up for the skills I lacked, wiping away the layers of foundation so that my normal skin color shone through and fixing my eyeliner so that it ‘better met my personality,’ but when she made it to my hair—“You have got to be kidding me, Merrin! How on earth did a leaf get in here!?”
I hope you all find a friend like Beau.
I truly wish it for you all.
As Beau worked her magic, we talked of goddesses and Spirites and all that had happened over the past weeks. We speculated on the task I was undertaking, on where Charmagne and Pip might be, on what would come of tonight’s ball, and eventually on what might come after.
“So,” she said.
“So?”
“Have you…?”
“Have I what?”
“Have you and Windley…?”
Of course she wanted to know that. “N-no.”
From her position on the bed behind me, she swiveled to get a look at my face. “And why did your response carry such a dismal tone?”
I told her of the conversation I had overheard between Spirite men.
“Psh!” She let out a laugh. “As if that boy would do anything to harm you ever! He would cut off his own hand before allowing it to do you damage.”
Yes, I believed it too, but…
“Oh, I expect he won’t be in full control of himself, but in all the ways you’ll like.” She squeezed my shoulders. “You, my dear, may be too dense to have noticed, but for the rest of us, his adoration of you was clear as rain all these years. He pined for you day in and day out. I would find him at the castle windows, gazing in the direction of your queendom. He loves you a love that is rare, Merrin. I may not know his kind well, but I know him. Where you are concerned, his heart will overcome any cravings of his blood. He is merely getting in his own head over the thought of finally having something he has so long craved. You will be devoured in the best way, and I cannot wait for it. I hear he’s a, erm, rather experienced lover.” She paused, and then: “A-ah! My dress!”
For I had just tackled her.
“Waaah! Beau! I missed you!”
“Merrin! Now we shall have to redo your eyeshadow! You’ve smudged it all over me!” But she was laughing and smudging away too while holding me tight.
My dearest, dearest friend.
I’m afraid you’ll see little more of her during this story, but I’m glad you’ve gotten to know her, if only a little.
No, I don’t mean anything hinty by that.
The next knock on the door was Albie, delivering the dress. Beau helped lace up my back and when it was through—“Oh goddess, Merrin! You look breathtaking! O-on second thought, we may want to keep Windley far, far away from you.”
Albie made a sickly sound from the corner.
The woman in the mirror was me, and also not me. I was embarrassed and at the same time proud. My skin prickled over the thought of him seeing me that way, under the dim light of the dark castle, against candleflame that would turn the dress glittering like stardust. Beau had put tips at the end of my eyes, turning them as cat-like as Eddy’s.
“I’m sending him out to take care of your stag,” said Albie. “Sending both of them out. All of them. Every man between the ages of twelve and seventy is out of here.”
“You are not, Albie! We need everyone on hand for what is to happen tonight. Rafe is to guard Beau, but you, my knight, will you stand guard at Sestilia’s door once the Spirites work their magic?”
Albie was barely listening. “This is your doing, is it?”
He and Beau exchanged looks while Beau held up her shoulders as if to say it was out of her hands.




Chapter 18
The Golden Dress
I found him waiting, leaned against the wall at the far end of the hall, clad sharply in guards’ dress attire, looking scrumptious as ever. His posture was cool and cocky, as if he were a noble waiting for a carriage, his hair a bold color that showed how little he cared to conform to the world, but when he turned to me, all composure fled him.
“Mer…rin?”
Silly, but this was the longest we had been apart in some days, and at the sight of him, my blood began to rile.
“Give us a moment, would you, Albie?” I said.
The bristled knight made only a petulant gurgle from somewhere deep within his core as he eyed Windley’s loose jaw.
I placed my hands to his lapel. “Surely there are worse men out there, Albie. Surely Windley isn’t so bad.”
“No, he isn’t so bad, but you deserve the best, My Queen. Also don’t like how he’s been looking at you all hungry-like.”
Ravenous, I believe Rafe had once called it.
True, Windley had looked at me many ways, but the way he was looking at me now…
I don’t know that there’s a word for it. There was love and desire there, but fear too, and surprise, as if he’d been caught unaware. He was peering at me as one might peer at a rare breed of dragonfly—one he was scared to frighten away. And his heart was drumming loud enough to shake the chandeliers reflecting off the glass of the floor.
The two cavalrywomen who had been standing guard at my door were waiting a short distance away. I made certain to keep my eagerness hidden as I gathered my gown and passed them on the way to the Clearing’s naughtiest guard.
“My, my.”—I kept my voice low—“I daresay only a royal guard could clean up so nicely.
Windley said nothing.
Unlike him not to take the bait and flirt back, especially after withholding all day.
“Wind?”
He swallowed. “Fuck.”
I couldn’t help laughing over his state. “Windley, it’s me still. Inside all of this.”
He eyed me over, searching for a thing to say until—“You’re the most stunning sight I’ve ever seen, Merr. I…” He swallowed again. “It feels like I shouldn’t touch you like this.”
I realized then that I had held a similar sentiment not so long ago.
I took his hand and placed it to my waist, careful to do so with my body turned away from the others. “I am the same in a gown or in a cloak, Wind. Get to know the feel of my body. I want you to be comfortable with me no matter where we are.”
If it sounds familiar, that’s because it is.
Yet he only stared down at his hand against the sheen of my dress and tucked his lips into his mouth. “Hrn.”
Because he was nervous.
And I so adored making him, the all-mighty, sex-powered Spirite, nervous.
I once told you that I couldn’t imagine calling Windley ‘darling’ or taking his arm at a gala, but I was a different version of myself back when I housed those thoughts. Now, it felt quite natural to take his arm and pull him along after me behind Albie and the cavalrywomen shooting glances back at us while Windley had his neck craned to gape at me in a way wholly unacceptable by any refined social standards.
We weren’t doing a very good job of deterring the cavalry’s rumors.
“Wait.” Windley rooted his feet at the end of one ill-lit hallway. “A word, Your Majesty?”
Your majesty. Unnatural to hear through his teeth.
“Round the corner,” I bade Albie and the others. “My personal attendant needs a word.”
A word, he’d said, but the moment they were out of sight, Windley took my face in his hands and kissed me deep enough to convey all the things he was having trouble saying.
“Sorry, queenie. I already missed you from being apart all day, and to see you looking like that… I wasn’t prepared.”
But his kiss had stirred something in my chest, and now I was the one taking his mouth, kissing him back deeper, pushing him to the wall, letting him know we were on even playing ground.
Speaking candidly—what else have I ever done but speak candidly—Windley was always hot, but to see his hotness in a different guise was something else altogether.
“Nice hair, pinkie,” I said between breaths.
“I thought I’d wear something appropriate,” he said, with a grin. “Or so I was going to say. But seeing how you look…” He closed his eyes and sucked in a breath until his hair darkened to brown. “This looks better with the dress.”
“You mean to be on my arm all night, then?” I said.
“Try and keep me away.”
There it was, his devilishness returning. His mischief-loving, ready-to-kidnap-me self clawing its way through any nerves or insecurities.
Queen and guard, yes, but we were so much more than what the world would have us think.
“If you’d stop distracting me with your unparalleled beauty, I actually did want a word with you,” he said offhand.
“Unparalleled?” I put my hand to his chest and slowly tugged downward on his collar with my finger. “Whatever could your intentions be behind so much adulation?”
“Merrin.” He put his hand over mine. “Keep it up and you won’t make it to the ball at all.”
Albie cleared his throat loudly from around the corner signaling that his patience was wearing thin.
“I’m serious, love. Though I hate to say it.” Windley took my hands. “I wanted to go over the plan quick. Ensure nothing’s changed.”
Plans. Why even bother making them when they all end up going to ruin?
This particular plan was one we had concocted after he and Albie had returned with news of Sestilia’s birthday ball.
“Actually something has changed,” I said. “Vita thinks we should wait until dawn, as it’s when I’m at my most inspired.”
“But we’re going to knock her out way before that, right?” he said.
The plan was for the Spirites to render Sestilia incapacitated, in hopes that we could exhume the echoes from her while she slept.
“First chance you get,” I said. “Any word on Charm or Pip?”
“Nothing,” he said. “To the extent that I find it suspicious. And Exitium?”
“Vita said she’s here, but we’ll wait to take out Sestilia until we have confirmation that the destroyer has attached.”
“At your command, then…” His voice trailed.
“What?” I said because he was looking at me oddly.
In the way of answer, he only pressed his lips to my forehead, leaving them there long after the kiss had ended.
“By the way,” he said, mouth to my forehead, my hands captured against his chest, “have you seen chap yet?”
“Rafe? No.”
Windley snorted. “Wait until you see him.”
It didn’t take long to see what he meant. At the stewards’ entrance to the Cove’s ballroom, Albie switched places with Windley, taking my arm so as to quash any arising rumors.
And then we entered.
Like the rest of the castle, the ballroom was vampirically ornate with high vaulted ceilings, stained glass windows held in pointed arches giving glimpses of the night sky, and iron chandeliers holding dripping candles, while large fires roared at either end more ferocious than any lion’s roar I had ever given.
A fair number of guests in varying degrees of gown-ware clustered here and there along the walls, sipping from crystal glasses or talking in hushes, none so eager as to dance to the stringed quartet feeding out only the most haunting of songs.
No sign of Sestilia yet, but there were faces I recognized—some from Beau’s cavalry, and then Beau herself, standing a proper distance from a certain grumpy magician. I released Albie’s arm to run to them, noticing as I neared that something was not quite right.
“Rafe?! What happened to you?!”
For the curls of his hair were tipped in silver—a thing that would look normal on Windley but far from normal on one as serious as Rafe.
“Hi, Your Majesty.” His tone conveyed just how happy he was to have the feature pointed out.
“Now dear, people will think less of it if you do,” Beau said under her breath.
“I can’t believe I let you drag me to this thing,” he growled.
Bizarre to hear them speaking to one another as an actual couple.
“It doesn’t look that bad,” I lied. “But Rafe, what’s happened?”
“It was Luna,” said Beau. “She chased after him, spewing goddess knows what at him—”
“Splooge, Your Highness,” Windley interrupted, slinking up alongside us. “We’ve already established it was moon splooge.”
“Of course you would think it was something like that, Windley,” said Beau. “At any rate, when he found us, he was coated in it. We can’t seem to get these last bits out. I told him it doesn’t look as bad as he feels it does.”
“Aw chap, I think it looks great.” Windley rung his arm around Rafe’s neck. “Should I do mine to match? We can be twinsies. Ooh. Twinsies.” He looked from Rafe to Beau. “Too soon?”
I clapped before either of them could respond. “Isn’t this fun? Think of the times we’ll have at the forest fortress now that it’s all out in the open!”
“This one will be more annoying than ever,” said Rafe, flat, shrugging Windley’s arm off of him as if shrugging away a fly.
“Come on, mate. You know you missed me.”
It was with folded arms and rolled eyes that Rafe marched away.
“He did miss you,” Beau said prettily from behind her hand before following after him.
Windley rested his elbow on my shoulder the way he always did. “The Queen’s looking pretty foxy, eh?”
“Right?” I said. “I love it.”
“And I love you,” said his voice in my ear.
“I think you just like the way it feels dangerous to say so now,” I said.
It was easy to forget we weren’t there to enjoy ourselves. Easy to forget there were still multiple enemies to vanquish. Easy to forget how much was at stake.
Easier to remember once Sestilia entered the room.
Ugly soul or not, she was still the most beautiful creature I had ever seen, in a fitted silver gown that looked brilliant against her smooth dark skin and with that sheeny hair that fell all around her like a shroud of silk, decorated with a tall crown of sharp spikes and gleaming jewels. But nothing was more beautiful than those piercing blue eyes, crystalline and icy, like forbidden gemstones unearthed from some ancient cavern.
“May I present Queen Sestilia of the Cove,” an attendant’s voice echoed through the hall—to a mix of tepid applause and whispers.
I held my breath as a perfect figure walked regally across the room to a throne backed by sheets of glittering crystal beads, waiting for the goddess in my chest to move, waiting for an inkling—
“The destroyer has found her mark.”
“You’re sure, Vita?”
A swell of Vita’s power overtook me, distorting my view so that the room was painted in dull hues, through which I could see a shimmer of light trailing from my own body and a cluster of shadow emanating from Sestilia’s.
“I wonder if she knows yet. If she doesn’t, we may be able to do all of this with little upset to her.”
From within my chest, I felt turbulence.
“Vita?! What’s wrong?”
“I am sorry, little royal. I did not mean for you to feel it. I am lamenting the injustice done to this soul.”
“What do you mean? Did something happen to Sestilia?”
“It is not my will for you to know it; however, I fear we have less time than I thought. The spider queen bears wounds that the destroyer will be able to seed easily. It is best that you subdue her as soon as possible.”
It would look suspicious to the guests to do so now, though. We would need to wait awhile, until the crowd around her was thinned some and until a considerable amount of wine had been downed. Indeed, a reception line was beginning to form before the Queen’s throne, as hostage royals presented various gifts to the terrifying matriarch.
Wounds? What sort, I wondered.
“She’s distracted for now,” said Windley. “But you won’t be able to hide from her forever. Especially not looking like that. See? The eyes of the room can’t help traveling to you.”
“Oh come on. They are not.”
But they were, and when I scanned them, most quickly looked elsewhere. The dress, you see, was quite sparkly in this light.
“Windley! Did you see that?”
Mid-scan, I had caught a hooded figure, out of place amongst Sestilia’s other guests, quickly ducking from my gaze behind the quartet.
Windley followed my line of sight. “One of the Queen’s henchmen? Well, we knew they’d be hanging around. Sir Albie said he’s caught sight of them keeping tabs on him ever since they arrived.”
“You aren’t worried?”
“Not when my girlfriend can drain life with a touch. Besides—” He patted his jacket.
“Your hatchets are under there?!”
“Where else would they be?” he said with a shrug.
I should have known.
I finished my scan of the room, in search of more of the Queen’s assassins, pushing aside fleeing glances, until finding one set that held fast when I caught them.
“Edius!” I trotted to him, ignoring the stares and whispers swelling around me. “Well don’t you look fancy! Nice suit. Any word on Charm or Pip?”
But instead of answering, he merely eyed me from top to bottom without a hint of emotion before turning his back to me.
“E-Eddy?”
“No word on them,” he said. “You look nice.”
“Nice, he says.” Windley looked at him sidelong. “Why don’t you tell her what you really want to tell her?”
Edius turned around, brawny arms crossed. “You look very nice. Now leave me alone.” He poked me once in the forehead before sulking away.
I rubbed where he’d poked. “What is with that?”
Windley shook his head. “Nothing. As I’ve told you before, any who cannot stand to look into that deep, dangerous stare of yours are not worthy of it. Now go. You’ve spent too much time at my side. The neighbors will talk. Rest assured I’ll be watching from a distance.” He pushed at my shoulders, and when I turned to tell him not to go, he was already gone, slipped between cowering guests.
So I let Albie proudly promenade me around, introducing me to scared royals of the Cove and to members of its guard, all the while keeping one eye on the waning line of people fawning over Sestilia and the other on Edius and Windley hanging back in a corner, deterring the various cavalry members and handmaids bold enough to ask them to dance.
There may have been eyes on me, but there were certainly eyes on them too.
It was because I was paying them such mind that I noticed when they both lurched forward, eyes firmly set on the Queen’s throne. I knew that look, for I had seen it several times over the past days.
“Albie!” I tapped his arm. “I need to—” I turned to the royals he was midway through presenting me to—“Please excuse me. So lovely to meet you.”—before gathering my dress and hurrying to where the Spirites were talking in hushed voices. “What is it? You feel them?”
“Yeah, we both just felt Ascian,” said Edius, “but the thing is—”
“It’s coming from your favorite queen,” finished Windley.




Chapter 19
A Gift for the Queen
By now Rafe had noticed us convening and he was swift to come to us, hand to his hilt and Beau close behind. “What’s happening?” he said, searching the room.
“These two think they feel Ascian, but it’s coming from Sestilia,” I said.
“Wait, what?” Rafe unhanded his sword’s haft.
“But that isn’t Charm, is it?” Windley was asking of Edius. “The mannerisms?”
“No,” I said. “Vita showed me beyond the mortal veil, and the echoes were within that person,” I said. “Exitium can only enter royal blood. Hold on a moment.” I put my head to my temple. “Vita? Is that really Sestilia up there?”
“The spider queen is a royal and not a beastling. Of this I am certain.”
“Vita said she’s not a Spirite in disguise.” I tipped my head back into the mortal realm. “It’s really Sestilia.”
“I don’t get it,” Edius echoed what we were all feeling. “Is that who we’ve been feeling this whole time? But it feels just like Ascian’s power.”
“Whatever the reason, does this mean Charm and Pip are really nowhere in this city?” I said.
“Well, we never actually felt either of them—only Ascian, and Lady Life insists he perished,” said Windley.
Reassuring, for it meant only fighting one set of enemies at a time, and also troubling, as it meant we really had no idea where the lackeys were.
“I don’t know what to make of it,” said Beau as a lonely violin solo started like a weeping prisoner above the murky murmurs of the hot chamber. “But the reception line is short enough now that we should pay our respects.”
Our respects? It was as those marching to battle that two queens, two Spirites and a magician made our way to the back of a reception line none of us wanted to be in to wish a spider queen a happy birthday and to figure out what was going on.
The dress? Yes, I still haven’t described it.
Soon.
“Edius, Beau. Beau, Edius.” I gave hasty introductions in line.
“Your friend’s cute,” said Edius.
“He means your cake. Or frosting. Or both. Who knows really,” I said.
Edius lifted his lip. “Cake?”
Windley threw me a grin but quickly suppressed it to concentrate on any further ripples that might be coming from Sestilia’s direction.
“And Rafe, you’ve… reacquainted with Edius?” I said.
“Yes,” was all the magician said, for he was still harboring ill feelings over being impersonated.
Edius didn’t seem to take offense. Rather, he was tipping his nose as if to get a better sniff of the air, perhaps searching for the scent of his former coven.
Sestilia’s throne approached like a gallows.
“You take the lead.” Windley ushered me forward. “She likes you best.”
Truly she did, for when she saw me, she hopped from her throne, throwing the giftbox from her lap to utter but a letter: “M—!”
“Sestilia!” I opened my arms to her widely. “You didn’t think I’d miss your birthday party, did you?”
“Merrin!” She fell into me like a lover returned from war, sending shimmering shards of her hair all around. She was a breathtaking little thing, wasn’t she? Gripping me with red talon-like nails that were perfectly pointed and dangling with bits of silver chain and crystal to match her dress. “I was under the impression… after last time…”
“Yes, a shame we had to leave so early,” I cooed patting her on the back. “I did tell you at dinner we would leave before the dawn, but I regretted it the moment we left.”
Best to gloss over the unseemly bits. For all we knew, her assassins had reported the same.
Edius and Windley exchanged sloppy glances, for they were the only two who could see the truth of Sestilia’s grungy soul.
“It is indeed lamentable for a soul to twist in such a way. Be kind, Merrin. She is drawn to your spirit in the way that darkness is always drawn to light.”
I intended to be kind, though it would not be with a sincere heart, for I was also an imperfect being.
It was with the tightest of hugs that Sestilia looked past me to find Beau, who, like us, was also donning a crown—a simple one borrowed from the court.
“You’re the Queen of the Clearing?” said Sestilia, releasing me at last. “The one I’m to meet with tomorrow?”
Beau nodded kindly. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Sestilia. You have a lovely castle.”
Sestilia didn’t much care about Beau or her compliments. “I see you’ve already met Merrin. She and I are the best of friends.”
“Is that so?” Beau tipped her head pleasantly. “How nice.”
Now Beau was included in the sloppy look exchange.
Sestilia didn’t notice, for she had begun swatting at her head as though bothered by gnats.
“I-Is something wrong, Sestilia?” I asked.
“Why yes, I’ve had the ghastliest headache.” She flicked her gaze venomously toward Beau. “Ever since she arrived.”
The good news was that Sestilia thought of the echoes as nothing more than a headache. The bad news was she knew they had been inflicted at Beau’s arrival, for Beau and Rafe had carried them here.
“I-I’m sorry to hear that,” said Beau. “You know, I’ve a lovely remedy for headaches. If you’d like I can—”
“Merrin!” Sestilia cut off Beau’s good intentions. “Look at my nails. I had them done this morning. Notice anything?”
“Exquisite, Sestilia, just like everything about you.”
“I knew it! I knew you could tell.” She wrinkled her nose cutely. “The secret to getting them so shiny.”
“Of course,” I played along as Sestilia looked over my shoulder at Beau, chuntering:
“It’s blood. But it has to be human. Stag blood is too sticky.”
One of the stewards at the side of her throne shifted nervously, tucking up the bandages poking out from his cuff.
“H-how unique,” said Beau, searching for words.
“You don’t get it.” Sestilia looked at me. “She doesn’t get it. Merrin, none of them get it. It’s as though we are the only two lily pads in a great wide lake.”
“O-or gravestones in a wide field,” I pandered.
“Yes! Even better.” She shimmered a brilliantly perfect smile at me while Beau made a noise.
With her head resting against my chest, Sestilia hummed along to the end of a song playing by the plucked strings of the quartet. “Oh! What have you brought me for my birthday? I just know your present will be best! You know, I asked for pets and so far I have received no pets.”
At least the people of the Cove had good sense not to give the girl any pets.
“A-actually, Sestilia, I have indeed brought you a pet of sorts. Two actually. For the night only, mind you, for you know how I like to play.” I struggled to wiggle away from her to beckon forward Windley and Edius, who had backed away from the scene. Each pushed the other in front of himself like schoolboys.
“Spirites!” Her eyes dazzled. “And two of them this time!” She nudged me. “You’re such a bad girl! Wherever do you find them so willingly?”
‘So willingly’ being the key phrase there, Sestilia.
“How about I tell you in the morning, after you’ve tried them out. I thought maybe you’d like to do so after dancing—”
“Now.” She took Edius by the collar and pulled him in for a kiss, to which he obliged while locking unenthused eyes with me the entire time. After, Edius’s eyes flashed red. “Splendid!” sang Sestilia. “You next.” She reached for Windley, but he evaded her, Spirite charm on in full, and set his finger to her lips. “I prefer to work in private.” With his finger still to her glossied lips, he leaned forward darkly, seductively, and set his teeth nearly to her ear. “Where’s your room, darling?”
Yeeeah. That one was hard to watch, especially with him looking so uncharacteristically formal. I wished above all else that that was my ear his mouth was against.
“Now?” said Sestilia. And she seemed to be asking me.
“By all means.” I gestured. “I brought them so that you might enjoy them.”
A bit nauseating to hear myself talking as if they were things, by the way. But I would make it up to at least one of them before the night was through. Soon.
Sestilia did not hold back on eyeing the Spirites with hunger, and you could scarcely blame her for it. I was quite content to let Windley beguile me, and the thought of two of them was almost overwhelming.
Not for Sestilia, apparently.
“Cardory! Tell all the staff and court that if anyone should bother me tonight, they’ll spend the next week in the box. That goes for the chambermaids. Hallway patrols only. Understood?”
Whatever ‘the box’ was, the bandaged steward at the side of the throne gave an eager nod. “Yes, Queen Sestilia! Right away!”
It was to our advantage that the staff were eager for a night away from her. In most courts, a queen would never be left alone with two strange men to do as she pleased.
“By all means,” Edius mocked in my voice, giving me eyes that said just how much I owed him for this, as he passed, letting himself be dragged away by the spider queen.  
Windley, on the other hand, gave me a cutesy wave from behind her back while I locked eyes with Albie from across the room and gave a firm nod for him to follow them.
“She’s not quite all there, is she?” Beau was searching for the politest way to say that Sestilia was batshit crazy. “What are we going to do about her? We can’t very well leave her in charge down here. The region shall come to ruin!”
“One thing at a time, Beau, but if you want to set up a convening with the other queendoms, I’m more than willing to give testimony once this is all over.”
“Oh,” Beau fretted. “I feel badly for Windley. The other too.”
“That guy deserves whatever he gets,” said Rafe unsympathetically. “Both of them.”
“You don’t mean it, Rafe,” I said.
“Don’t worry,” Beau whispered. “He speaks fondly of Windley in secret.”
As I always suspected.
With Sestilia out of her throne the murmurs of the ballroom continued to swell with speculation, as the fires at either end continued to lick, and the strings continued to sing—until Sestilia’s righthand steward stepped forth:
“I regret to inform Her Majesty’s guests that Her Majesty, Queen Sestilia of the Cove, has retired for the evening. You are welcome to stay and make merry in her honor.”
Few waited for him to finish. It was as if the room gave a collective sigh of relief before moving toward the doors. But we needed them to stay, for what we were going to attempt. More people in the castle meant more for the guards to look after. We needed the distraction of a packed party.
“Please!” I stepped into place beside the timid steward, though I had no business doing so. “I am Queen Merrin of the Crag, and this is Queen Beau of the Clearing! We have journeyed quite far to pay patronage to your Queen and court, and we would be delighted if you would stay and continue to make merry in your Queen’s honor. Though she will surely not join us for the rest of the night—” Emphasizing that piece seemed key. “Please, honored residents, show us the fabled hospitality of the Cove!”
Only a few scuttled away; the rest stayed out of curiosity or coercion.
“Rafe, do something about the music?” I implored.
Rafe stared at me blankly.
“Not a good choice.” Beau took his arm. “I’ll help.”
She went off to set a livelier tone for any who might wish to dance, while I drifted in the direction of the doors, wondering how long it would take to slumber Sestilia into submission.
“Merrin?”
“Yes, Vita.”
“I do not like to speculate, but I have a thought.”
“By all means—” By all means, I could practically hear Eddy’s mimicking. “Speculate away. I’m antsy waiting for the guys to return anyway.”
“The young beastlings felt the master beastling’s power coming from the spider queen?”
“Seems so.”
“The master beastling departed near to the destroyer.”
“Yeah, it’s why I gave in to bloodlust and released the echoes in the first place.”
“I told you the destroyer’s following has grown, for she collects souls? It is possible the beastling pledged himself to her in his final moment. I felt his soul leave the mortal plane, but I cannot see beyond that. If he pledged himself to the destroyer, it is possible his soul lives on, tied to the destroyer.”
“You mean Ascian became an echo?”
“That is what I speculate.”
From what I knew of Ascian, it would be like him to cling to any power nearby. “Vita, you’re a genius!”
“I am a goddess.”
“That too. But essentially, if what you’re saying is true, once I take Exitium into myself, the echoes—”
“They will have nothing attaching them. They will go where the departed should go.”
Then so many of our problems would be solved! Charmagne and Pip weren’t near—that ring theory was bogus—meaning we could save that fight for another day. Tonight, we needed only to draw the echoes out of Sestilia, and then Ascian’s lingering spirit would be gone forever.
And Sestilia had already played right into our trap.
“That’s wonderful, Vita! I feel such relief! I may even make merry for real!”
And perfect timing for it, for the music had just quickened, and over my shoulder I felt a tap. I turned to find a white mustache. “Albie? What are you doing here?”
“The lads are doing their work. I reckoned it might take them some time, so I’ll stay with you until they get back. Better for you not to be alone. I trust the Clearing’s cavalry, but we’re outnumbered here, and Rafe’s only got eyes for the wrong queen these days.”
“Sure, thank you, my knight.”
“And with that, My Queen, I’ll ask you to do me the honors of your first dance.” In front of the onlooking room, Albie lowered himself into a knight’s kneel, which was so much harder on his knees than when he knelt for my mother. But to tell him to rise would be a disrespect.
I took his hand, holding so many stories, secrets, lessons. “I’d have it with no one else, my knight.”
Albie and I were first to enter the dancefloor, so polished and shiny, which likely hadn’t seen merriment since the days of Sestilia’s elder sister, who, I’m told, had ruled with a kind heart and giving hand.
Albie took me across the floor and placed one hand around my back, while the other gathered my hand in his. “Do you remember the steps?”
Of course I did, for Albie had taught me them himself, under the starry night, in my throne room, while Mother Poppy clapped a tempo for us.
“I won’t step on your feet this time,” I said.
“I wish you would,” he said, tired and grizzled.
“Albie…”
He was quiet, looking elsewhere. “It feels you’re slipping away from me, My Queen, being stolen by men who’ve yet to learn the way to treat a lady.”
“You have well taught me how a lady is to be treated, Albie. I know my worth, and I would not surround myself with those who wished to lower it. That goes for man and hound alike.”
“Glad to hear it. I know you’d give ‘em hell if they tried.”
For some reason, it felt like if I blinked I might cry.
“I-I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you so dapper, my knight,” I diverted as he spun me around.
“Pish posh. You’ve seen me at other balls, and at the Clearing’s annual festival.”
“Yes,” I laughed. “But usually you’re wearing a suit of armor.”
A million fond memories resided in my heart thanks to my mother’s favorite guard. And now I realized the reason my eyes were on the verge of wet. Because for so long Albie had been my home, and lately I had been questioning whether or not I ever wanted to return home.
“I love you, Albie. Really, I do, and someday I’ll make it up to you—this stress I’ve put on your heart.”
“And I love you, my dear. Just as much as I loved your mother.” It was true, for his heart was beating with fatherly adoration. “You look beautiful, Queen Merrin. Can’t blame the hounds for staring.” He stopped. “Take care of her.”
“Who—?”
But Albie was no longer talking to me. He was talking to the person just over my shoulder, who had entered the dancefloor and extended a hand.
“I will always take care of her, Sir,” said Windley. “On that, you have my word.”
“Good lad.” Albie released me with a nod. “I’ll see you at dawn, then.”
Windley swept in to take his place. “Care to dance, lion queen?”
“Funny, I saw you decline at least a dozen invitations tonight. I was under the impression you don’t dance.”
“Oh, I dance. I dance very well, but didn’t you know?” He lowered his mouth to my ear. “I only dance with queens.”




Chapter 20
The Kiss
Windley’s hand on my waist held me in a way different from Albie’s hand—or any hand I had danced with for that matter—and he was right, he was a good dancer. He pulled me close so that our bodies were nearly flush, so that he could speak things into my ear meant only for me in a tone saved only for me:
“I suspect every man in this room is jealous of me right now. Some of the women too.”
“Psh. Flattery will get you nowhere.”
“Are you sure about that?” His fingers slid along the bend of my back, slight enough that no one else would notice.
But I noticed, for it was like a thousand magical arrows pricking my nerves in the best way.
“You can’t do that out here! I’ll collapse in front of all these people.”
“Maybe,” he said, leading me to the quartet’s tempo. “But I’d catch you.”
“I’m surprised you even have any mojo left, what with pleasuring a queen with an insurmountable appetite.”
“Eh, Ed did all the work.”
It was my turn to lean forward to his ear. “Then why is your top button undone?”
“To seduce you, why else?” he said and pulled me tighter. “Is it working?”
“Meh. I find you repulsive, so you’re working against immeasurable odds. And besides, how do I even know this is your real appearance? You guys can change the look of your clothes, too. Charm did so back on the beach when she was impersonating you. For all I know, you look completely unkempt underneath all of this.”
“Guess you’ll have to remove all of this to find out.”
Here, he did something you don’t typically see in the north. He spun me around, pushed my hips back into him and rocked me from side to side with his chin settled in my shoulder.
“W-what is this dance?” I said.
“It’s how we do it in the south, but I don’t want your knight’s ancient heirloom sword through my belly, so—” He twirled me so that I was again facing him. By now, several other pairs had joined us, including fair Beau and stiff Rafe, and when Beau caught my eye, she lifted her eyebrows in approval.
“Do you think Beau’s cavalry will find it odd that we’re dancing together?” I asked, thinking of the rumors Albie had mentioned.
“I would think it’s to be expected. Who else are you going to dance with if not the guards? The Cove doesn’t seem to have many royal kin hanging around.”
“Yeah, because they’ve all ‘fallen’ to their deaths,” I said under my breath.
Windley let out an improper laugh which he quickly stifled. “One of the things I love about you, Merr.”
Love. That was love in his stare as he took in my gaze. Love as he held me to him by his hands below my shoulder blades. Love that made it easy to forget everything else in the world.
But we couldn’t afford to forget everything else in the world.
“She is down though, yes?” I said.
“Out cold. We were… liberal.” His eyes flashed sapphire while I glanced away so as not to be ensnared in them. I loathed to think of those eyes ensnaring anyone else, of his hands touching anyone else, of his lips passing over Sestilia’s perfect skin.
“B-by the way, I think I have good news.” I found diversion from my budding jealousy in relaying Vita’s theory about the echoes.
“That son of a bitch!” Windley flared after. “Er, sorry, antiquated saying. I’m sure his mother was fine.”
“It’s a relief, though, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. We still have to go after them, but we can breathe a little in between.” His fingers drummed once against the topmost part of my back that was exposed. “Whatever shall we find to do until dawn, though?”
He was hinting, and I was scared for it, my skin jittering, my stomach sunken, but there wasn’t one piece of me—not even the most inexperienced part—that was against it.
“Cards?” I said.
“Cards, she says.” His smile turned dusky. “If we’re to play a game tonight, I assure you it won’t involve cards.”
Swoon.
Swoon. Swoon. Swoon.
Just as the music changed to something slower, I set my head against his chest. I shouldn’t have, but I was compelled to do it, drawn in by his warmth and scent.
“I am dreadfully in love with you, Wind.”
“Oh, my queen,” he whispered back, pressing me into him.
It felt so good to rest against him, to rock like we were in a sea of starless night. Surely the others could see it. Surely they could tell it was different with this guard. I played with the hair at the edge of his neck as he held my back in both hands. Surely the rumors were growing. Surely there was no stopping a love like this.
Maybe society’s greatest flaw is to try to restrict something that feels so natural. Maybe things would be better off if everyone could just live as they want.
We danced through another song, until I was completely against him, one of his hands at the lowest base of my back, the other holding my skull.
“I need to go, Your Majesty. No amount of mead can distort what they’re seeing. We need to protect your reign.”
“Stay, Windley. Just stay.”
“I would do anything to protect you, even if it means letting you go right now.” He squeezed my hand. “Dance with someone else. At least one other person, okay? I’ll be waiting.”
The other person was Phylo, and he looked terrified for it.
You don’t want to hear about that entirely awkward experience, so I’ll just skip it.
After, I settled against a wall, watching Windley flirt with other girls to throw off the scent, picking women who didn’t at all seem to be interested in men. Maybe he could tell. He made his way around the room to further the image of a playboy, while I stayed behind, pretending to sip wine and chatting with any guards or royals brave enough to come close to me.
But I wasn’t hearing them. Not really.
Under the orphic light of the ballroom, Windley’s frosting had never looked better.
As he walked by, he dallied at my back, drawing a hand along the small of it, leaning forward darkly to whisper:
“Tonight, I feast.”
And it was all I could think about for some minutes.
In fact, it wasn’t until another Spirite made his way over that I remembered I existed for purposes other than to stare at Windley.
“Eddy, I see you survived your run-in with the Queen of the Cove,” I teased.
“That bitch is scary.”
“So you’ve changed your mind on that ‘bagging a queen’ business?”
“Wait—” He narrowed his eyes at me. “What?”
Shoot. He wasn’t meant to know I had overheard that. “Uh, Vita,” I lied.
Sorry, Vita!
“It is fine, Merrin. You may use me to cover your indiscretions.”
Edius seemed appeased.
“Thank you, Eddy. I hate the idea of pimping you out like that. Was it horrible?”
“Pimping me out?” He was amused over the wording. “Now where’d a queen learn a word like ‘pimp’?”
“Windley,” I said.
“Ah. Should’ve guessed. Naw, it wasn’t horrible. Truthfully felt good to blow off a little steam. We can get… pent up.” He leaned against the wall. “Something’s weird to me, though. That girl’s spirit—reminded me a lot of my own, of Windley’s, of Charm’s. Not sure why someone pampered in a castle would have a spirit like that. Know you said she tried to take out your kneecaps, but I feel kinda bad for her.”
As I was starting to.
“Aw, come on,” he groaned.
“Hm?”
“I can practically taste your sympathy. You’ve got enough things to worry about without worrying about her.
“I’m not sure I can help that,” I said.
He gave a deep chuckle. “Suppose not. Look, they sent me over here to dance with ya.”
I clasped my chest in faux surprise. “Why, is the forest thug asking the queen to dance? How shocking!”
“Not a dancer.”
“That’s okay,” I said, laughing. “I was joking. I’m content against the wall. Prefer it, actually. Keep me company?”
“Sure.” He settled in for people watching, folding his arms into himself and kicking one foot against the wall. “Windley told me your goddess friend’s theory. About Ascian.”
“It’s good news, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, for you guys. Means shit for me. I need that ring, Merrín. You don’t understand. Gwen… I don’t even know how much life she’s got left in her. I know she’s still alive on account of…”
I tipped my head. “On account of what?”
“Never mind.”
There was fear swimming in his eyes, anxiety in his pulse, and I felt guilty for it. For while I was imagining all the ways Windley might ‘feast’ on me, Edius was lamenting the separation of someone dear to him.
“I’m sorry, Edius. I wasn’t being considerate of you.”
“It’s fine. You got your own crap to deal with.”
“Listen, though.” I put my hand to his arm. “I meant it—the promise I made to you. I’m in this until we save her, okay? After we’re finished here, Charm is our next target. You aren’t in this alone, and I am committed to saving Gwen.”
Similar words to the ones Vita had told me time and again. You are not alone. Maybe I was trying to pass some of her love unto him.
It had an adverse effect.
After I said it, Edius studied me, as if waiting for me to say I was kidding or to pull a rug from beneath him, but I planned on doing neither of those things, and I held his gaze; and at the end of it, I felt something concerning.
His heart throbbed for me. Only once, but it was enough.
I took a step away from him. “Edius, don’t.”
He straightened from the wall. “What’d I do?”
“I told you, if you open your heart to me, you’ll be left unrequited.” I didn’t meet his eyes as I said it, rather hid them in a gargoyle statue in the corner wearing a sneer.
He brought his hand to his chest as if snuffing a candle. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, darlin’.”
He did know, but it was probably better we didn’t acknowledge it further.
Stupidly, I acknowledged it further.
“It isn’t anything against you, Edius. I expect it wouldn’t be hard at all—” To develop feels. “And physically, there’s nothing wrong there, surely. But I have no interest in it. I only say so because you could very well become a temptation and that heart of yours has me worried. I want to draw very clear lines between us, okay?”
Though he was silent, his thoughts were not. He was looking at me as if trying to put together a complex puzzle, and in the end—
“You’re so honest,” was all he said.
And together we watched Phylo awkwardly dance with another victim.
“It’s not like I’m trying, you know,” Edius said quietly after the song had ended. “Whatever you feel going on in here.” He rubbed his hand across a chest not meant to be contained inside suits. “And with… that nuzzle and stuff.”
Again with the nuzzle!
“It’s not like I want it either, okay?” he reaffirmed.
“Okay.” I nodded. “Good.”
And that was to be the end of it. Except—
His hand was suddenly grasped around my arm. “But just because I don’t want it doesn’t mean…”
“E-Edius?” I was leaning away from him, and this time it wasn’t his finger pressed against my forehead.
It was his mouth.
And for a reason beyond my comprehension, Windley—who had never before shown any signs of jealousy or worry over intimate moments shared between Edius and me—reacted in a way. He came running across the dancefloor, pushing confused Phylo out of the way, and took hold of Edius’s collar. Then, looking at me sterner than he ever had—
“Okay, now I’m worried.”
—he punched Edius hard in the face, causing those within our vicinity to share a collective gasp.
The sort of gasp that feeds rumors.
“Windley!” I pressed my hands to his chest to keep him from swinging at Edius again, all the while scanning the room for help from Rafe and Beau, but they were long gone to some corner of the castle for much-needed canoodling.
“Shit!” Edius wiped the trickling blood from his nose, the same color as Sestilia’s nails. “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean to—I mean, look at her. How am I supposed to resist that?”
“You just do it,” Windley said through his teeth, taking Edius again by the collar. “Like I had to. For eight fucking years. Give me eight years and then we’ll talk about how hard it is, yeah?”
The nearest party guests scurried away. This was not a good look for a queen already enveloped in speculation.
“Windley,” I hissed. “In the hall. Now. That is an order!”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” He stormed past me in a way he never had before—while I was lost, trying to get a read on him and Edius both.
“Goddess damn it!” Edius swore under his breath. “Sorry, darlin’. I shouldn’t have done that.” Then he too brushed past me out into the hall.
I walked into one upset Spirite shoving another. “What the hell, mate? Right in front of me?”
That was Windley, and he was scathing.
“Don’t you think if I’d meant anything by it, I would have done it, you know, not in front of you? Look, I’m not finished humanizing yet, and just look at her. The outside matches the inside, and she was saying sweet things to me, and—”
At ‘sweet things,’ Windley turned his anger to me, jabbing me with the ugliest look he’d ever given me.
I held up my hands in surrender. “Oh-ho-ho NO. You leave me out of this. I was trying to dissuade him. I felt his heart opening and—”
But Edius was holding his head in his hands. “You aren’t making it better darlin’.”
Not for lack of trying!
“Someone tell me what’s going on at once!”
“You, little minx, are in no position to demand anything of me,” said Windley.
“Little minx?”
Take a step back with me, friends.
If you’re confused, you aren’t alone. And, looking back, I may have been feeling the way Windley felt the first time I saw Flora and accused him of so many things that were far from true. We were of different worlds, you see, and sometimes those worlds clash.
The voice of reason came from the least eloquent among us.
“Fine.” Edius was making no attempts to fight back. “You want to be mad at me, be mad at me. But look at your girl, Windley. She doesn’t know what’s going on. She doesn’t know what any of it means. I screwed up because I’m weak and out of practice—and how the hell you resisted her all those years is beyond me—but she didn’t do anything wrong. She was trying to tell me not to open my heart to her because she only wants you. She’s a human. What does the gesture mean for a human? Even I know that.”
Windley lowered his raised fist, as though something had clicked in him, and slowly turned to me.
Yes, my ears were burning.
Yes, my heart was aching.
Yes, my confusion and sadness and anger were showing through my features.
“Merrin?” Windley put his hands to his knees. “Oh no. Merrin. I…” He approached me and carefully reached out his hands like one comforting a child through a storm. “I’m so sorry, love. You aren’t a Spirite.”
Anger would have me lash at him, fuel the flames of conflict—for there is no greater power than having the tides of a fight turn in your favor—but I remembered—remembered how quick he had been to forgive my foolishness at Flora’s.
“Tell me what this is about,” I said.
Windley nodded. “Well, it’s probably my fault because I never told you. To be honest it isn’t something I ever wanted you to know because I don’t want you to think I think I own you or anything, BUT a kiss on the forehead. It’s like… it’s really intimate for us.” He seemed to be thinking of the best way to convey it. “Your court keeps pet rabbits, yes? For the young’uns to play with? Have you ever seen one of them rub their chin on something? The rabbits, not the young’uns.”
“Yes. It’s where their scent glands are stored, isn’t it? It’s how they mark their—”
Ah, I was starting to understand.
Windley nodded. “When a Spirite kisses you on the forehead, it’s like a way of marking you with our scent. It lets other Spirites know you’re spoken for. It’s… kind of like a marriage proposal for humans, like a bond, and if you let it happen, it’s like you’re accepting that bond. It means no other Spirite can feed off of you. Not that any of the lackeys bothered to adhere.”
I brought my hand to my forehead, which had seen more action in the past weeks than it ever had before. “So when Edius has been poking me in the forehead?”
There was silence.
Edius looked elsewhere. “That was me resisting the urge to mark you,” he said under his breath.
“But you’re already engaged!”
Edius clicked his tongue, as though caught. “I can see why you’d think that.”
“Because you said it!”
Windley threw me a look as if to say ‘I told you so’ before explaining: “I knew he was doing it, and that was fine, so long as he didn’t give in. Call it an unspoken gentlemen’s agreement.”
Of which I was the center?!
“So for you, it is as though I just cheated on you? Because I allowed him to kiss my forehead?”
Though ‘allow’ was a bit of a stretch.
“Yeah. I mean, logically, I know that isn’t the case. You didn’t even know what it meant. But instinctually…”
“But Windley, you’ve kissed me on the forehead dozens of times and never said anything. In fact, the first time you kissed my forehead was all the way back at the woodcutter’s hut before…”
Before he had subdued me on Albie’s command.
He scratched at his head. “Well, yeah. I knew I was going to take you from there, and before I did, I just wanted to make sure…”
I couldn’t help the feeling of my face, for it was widening. “You wanted to make me yours?”
“Merr, this is embarrassing enough as it is without you smiling like that.”
“So you essentially proposed to me and forced me to accept that proposal without my knowledge before you ever even told me you had feelings for me?” I said.
Edius studied his nails. “She has a point.”
Windley elbowed him aside. “I mean, I thought my feelings were pretty obvious by then. But that’s not the point. A proposal like that wouldn’t hold up in your world anyway. I was just trying to protect you from any other Spirites we might cross paths with. Like I said, I wasn’t trying to own you; I just wanted others to know that—”
“That I was yours? Even though I had never before encountered another Spirite in all my life?” Yes, the smile was growing.
“Gimme a break, lion queen. I didn’t want to lose you. For all I knew, you were just crushing on me because of my spooky, mysterious powers. Then bam, some other looker comes along with spooky, mysterious powers, and maybe you decide you like that one better, so… you know, I had to let them know I was already after you.”
“By making them think we were engaged?”
“Meeeerr.”
Maybe I’m not relaying it correctly to you guys, but it was so, so adorable, his embarrassment over it.
“So for you, a kiss on the forehead is more intimate than a kiss on the mouth?” I said.
“Yes,” said Edius.
“Than a kiss anywhere?”
“Not anywhere,” said Windley. “But we’re getting off topic. Look, I’m sorry, Merrin. It was wrong of me to get mad at you. This guy? Fair game. But you did nothing wrong, and I shouldn’t have let my instincts get the better of me.” He took my hand and squatted at my feet. “Forgive me, my queen, for I have fucked up.”
“I did wrong too. I shouldn’t have forced myself on you, knowing you didn’t want it. I’m a skeeve,” said Ed.
A skeeve. Over a kiss on the forehead?
“Yes, you’re a skeeve, and you aren’t allowed around her without a chaperone anymore,” said Windley.
“Windley, I hardly think that’s necessary. And next time there will be no gentlemen’s agreements made in my honor, understood?”
“Oh my goddess, I’m the skeeve.” That was Windley, realizing he’d damseled me.
Now that my anger was washed, the whole thing seemed humorous. “You mean to tell me that a kiss on the forehead is what makes an incubus blush? And how it must look to you when Albie kisses mine!”
“She thinks it’s funny,” said Edius.
“She thinks it’s funny,” agreed Windley.
“No, you know what I think? We still have a few more hours until dawn, which should be more than enough time to find out.”
“To find out what?” said Windley.
I whispered into his ear.
“O-oh?” he stammered. “So that means you aren’t mad at me?”
“No. Actually, I’m a little relieved. I’ve been wondering why you never get jealous. I get jealous. More than you know. It’s refreshing to know you’re capable of it.”
“Oh, I get jealous.” Windley’s expression fell into something dark as he showed his pointed teeth. “You have no idea the things that run through my head.”
“Ugh.” Edius looked between us. “Speaking of heads. I’m gonna go clear mine.”
“Find someone to bed, mate—you’ll feel better,” Windley called after him. “But make sure you meet us at the Queen’s chamber before dawn, yeah?”
“Yup.” Edius gave a half-assed wave over his shoulder.
Meanwhile, Windley was scooping me into his arms. “Best get to it, then, if we’re to answer your question. After all—” He lowered his voice: “I wonder what places might be more intimate to kiss than a forehead.”
I still haven’t described the dress?
Patience.




Chapter 21
Pulled Laces
Oh. My. Goddess.
I have many favorite moments, captive ones, but this next part? Let me compose.
Okay. Ready?
Windley carried me only a short distance before glancing behind him and setting me down in the deserted corridor.
“Hey,” he said, voice serious. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I would tell you if I wasn’t.”
He studied me for deception.
“The only way this works is if we’re understanding of our differences,” I continued. “You would do the same for me. You have done the same for me. And of all the time we have together, why would I waste any of it holding anger?”
He believed me, for his face softened. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. And I’m sorry I forced it on you without you knowing the meaning of it. I never meant for you to think of it as anything other than a kiss.”
“In my culture a kiss on the forehead is loving and protective and innocent. That’s how I’ve always taken it.” Atop tiptoes, I took his face and lowered it to mine, placing my lips softly to his forehead. “Now we’re even.”
Hard to see it in the dim of the castle, but it seemed as though he wanted to hide his face afterward, as though he might be self-conscious, of all things.
Cute.
“I would do it for real, you know,” he said, low. “Were it possible.”
I assumed he meant propose.
I couldn’t bring myself to respond.
We stood, eyes full of each other in a space that was surprisingly more beautiful than scary in the night—the reflection of the candle on glassy ground, the grand arched doors etched intricately, the muted sounds of ballroom music.
“Come on.” He collected my hand in his and led me away through the corridor and into a lengthy hall decorated in the heads of hunted mammals as the sounds of the ballroom’s stringed music and gossiping murmurs faded into the distance.
“So you know,” I told him as he led me away into the night. “I’m not interested in a love triangle situation.”
“Love triangle?” He bore a schemer’s grin. “Between me, you and Ed?”
“Mm.”
“Easily remedied,” he said. “Do you love him?”
“Not in any sense of the word.”
“And does he love you?”
“I don’t believe so. No.”
“Then I see no love triangle.”
It was quiet but for the tip tap of our shoes.
“Yet you worry?” he said, slipping his gaze to mine. “Because you’re attracted to him?”
Again, I couldn’t bring myself to answer.
“It’s the way of things, Merrin. I expect you were attracted to Pip and Ascian and even Charm, too—though it is not your preference. Don’t fret over it. A lust triangle is of far lesser concern.” His thumb was toying with mine. “Particularly when your paramour is a master of lust.”
And we were there. At the doorway of my chambers which seemed like not only the entrance to a room but to an awakening.
‘The first time I make love to you, it shall be in a bed.’
Yet for all the flirting we had done, for all the thought I had given it, I couldn’t bring myself to reach for the knob. Just a knob, surely, but it seemed it might sear my hand if I touched it.
“How long until dawn, do you suppose?” I asked, making glances toward the windows at the end of the halls which showed no sign of Soleil.
“Few hours yet.”
It was quiet. Eerily so, now that our footsteps were no longer in motion.
“We haven’t been alone like this in a while,” I said, stalling beside the door.
First time. Make love. Bed.
“Yeah?” Windley put a hand on the wall behind me, leaning forward with dark intent. “You aren’t nervous, are you? After all your forward talk?”
It was true, I was feeling nervous—mousy, even—over the silence, the sense of aloneness, the things we had hinted at doing.
Whiskers began to sprout from a face that once held lion’s teeth. When Windley saw it, his jesting fell.
“Oh love.” He hushed, tipping my face to take him in. “I’ll take such good care of you. I’ll make you feel good.”
I didn’t doubt that. But like a leaf on a stream, I feared the unknown beyond my line of sight.
“Okay,” Windley said, without me saying a word. “Then that’s that. Not tonight. Let’s just go in and enjoy being alone, hm? Hard to say when we’ll get another chance.”
With my back to the wall beside the door he leaned close and took hold of the knob, kissing my cheek before slipping around me into the room.
I held back a moment, collecting myself.
Nerves or not, I knew what I wanted. My fear was not of Windley. Whatever lingering misgivings I’d had over his nature had been squashed by Beau’s earlier encouragement. Windley would never harm me. Never.
My fear was over the logistics of it all.
I followed him into a room lit only by Luna’s gaze through the window and closed the door behind us. The click of the lock seemed to make his ears twitch. After, he beheld the room and its four walls and its locked door, showing caged excitement over the boxed away state of it.
If I had to bet, he was imagining he’d captured me. “O-on second thought, maybe we should find a deck of cards,” he said.
He was standing there, dripped in moonlight, battling restraint over the qualities of the room, over the shimmer of my dress that soaked up Luna’s rays and glittered like fae’s dust.
It wasn’t often that he was unable to meet my eyes.
I smoothed my hands up his chest, past his shoulders and regained his stare: “They’ll be looking for me,” I said. And it was not suave by any stretch of the imagination, for upon entering the room, I had forgotten how to flirt.
Worse even, I suspect, than poor Phylo.
It hit Windley all the same. He jumped away from me, holding his mouth—not in the way one holds in sickness but as if to stop himself from making an unsightly noise. The noise escaped him yet, and it was one of deflation.
When he released his mouth, it was to take on a blasé stance. “Lion queen, I’m all for waiting if you aren’t ready, but if you aren’t ready, then for your own safety, you should probably
stop baiting the predator.”
He was right, I was sending mixed messages. Because I was stuck halfway between lion and rodent.
“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I admitted, crumpling into a chair beside my cluster of guardian plants.
Windley, meanwhile, settled in the opposite corner, against the wall. “You don’t have to know what you’re doing. You just have to know that you’re ready. That’s all I care about.”
“But… I want you to like it.”
Windley laughed hard enough to lurch forward. “Merrin… I’m going to like it. I should be the least of your concerns. Trust me.” He showed me his profile as he turned to the window, skin painted the silvery blue of night. “Would it help you to know I’m also nervous?”
He didn’t know I already knew that.
“Whatever could an incubus have to fear of being alone in a room with a defenseless girl?” I said.
“Defenseless?” He snorted. “Right.” He began to undo the buttons of his suitcoat and overshirt, discarding both garments on the end of the bed. “Well, I’m nervous because the taste of you is good, Merr, and I’m afraid—” He stopped. “What? Why are you looking at me that way?”
Because by removing his outer layers, he had revealed what he was wearing underneath—a short-sleeved shirt, the cuffs of which were rolled, with two strappy things down his front and over his shoulders that were connected to his pants.
“Oh my goddess, Windley, you look cute! What are those?”
“These?” He pushed his thumbs under the straps to stretch them away from his body. “Suspenders. They hold up your pants. You’ve never seen…? Ah, because you’ve never undressed with a man.”
“You look as though you belong in a traveling circus!” With those pointed ears, that hair that was obstinately transitioning back to pink, and his sleeves rolled in that manner to boast the tone of his arms.
“Yeah? You like them?” He stretched them out further away from himself and leaned back as if to show them off.
“Yes, you look particularly impish.” I giggled over the sight of him. “Sorry, what was it you were saying?”
He was gazing at me softly. “Nothing. I’m not afraid of anything, lion queen.”
No longer? Me neither.
For we were only two people with hearts beating together.
I stood from the chair and approached him, taking one of the suspenders and using it to pull him close, kissing him on the tip of the nose. “I’ll need help to get out of mine.” I released him, letting the recoil of the strap hit his chest.
“Ouch.” He placed a hand where the strap had hit him but was grinning all the same. “Substituted for a handmaid again, am I?”
“That is, after all, all you will ever be.” I turned to offer him my back.
The dress I wore had laces up the back.
You already knew that? Yes, I suppose I mentioned it before.
The fabric of it was golden.
You knew that too? Well, what more is there to say?
It looked better on the ground anyway.
Windley pushed the hair from my shoulders to clear away the back of the dress—which, if you didn’t know, was golden and had laces up the back—and hesitated.
I glanced over my shoulder. “Wind?”
“Savoring.”
It was with a wide smile that I turned away and waited for him to begin again. He pulled the first string slowly, undoing the tie as if undoing the knot on a fancy gift. It started out mild, innocent. He kissed my shoulder as he unlaced me from the back, pulling the string steadily through the grommets until getting halfway—at which point he stopped to drag his thumb up my exposed stretch of spine, sending shivers through my blood.
“Windley,” I breathed.
“Queenie?”
“I like being alone with you.”
His eyes may have flashed as he used the freed ribbon to yank me closer to him, kissing deeper into my neck’s warm nape, forcing my throat to cry out.
He held me from behind, spreading his hand across my stomach and pressing me against him while chewing at my ear until I couldn’t take it any longer.
I spun to face him, taking his collar in my grip and kissing him once, saying as I pulled away: “Show me.”
His adam’s apple dipped. “Show you?”
“What it means to be yours.”
He took me and set me against the wall, pushing me out at arm’s length and staring at me with tempered eyes—somewhat stiff, somewhat analyzing, and a bit repressed—but without any trace of smile, as if evaluating my motives.
‘I would never take your virtue unless you were sure with mind and body that it was what you wanted. I would wait to the end of days for that.’
He wanted to be sure I wasn’t saying so for his sake. While he was making up his mind, I unhooked the front clasp of one of his suspenders and pulled the shirt from his pants.
“I want you, Wind,” I cleared away any uncertainty of my intentions, putting my hand flat to his abdomen. “All of you.”
With that, his mouth began a slow coil. “Dangerous words to utter, my queen.”
Fingers around the back of my neck, body pressing me to the wall, Windley’s kiss was like a plunge from a great height. He consumed my breath as he felt the curves of my body, pulling his face away to kiss my shoulders, jaw, neck, but always returning to my mouth as I clung to different bits of him, pulling at his clothes as he helped to undress me. He spun me around and undid the bottom half of the gown’s lacing much less carefully than the top half, dragging his fingers down more and more of my exposed back, holding me to him as he kissed the nodes of my spine.
And I was kissing him whenever I could, curling my fingers in his brightening hair, pushing my hands over the shape of his body, drawing in the scent of his neck—until he hoisted me to his hips and took me to the bed, lowering me under him. I backed away from him further and he crawled over me, slipping his remaining suspender over his shoulder and giving me eyes that were lined with his darkest desires.
And through all of this, the warmth, the tingles, the swelling sensations were nothing beyond adrenaline and hormones and love.
“I want our first time together to be without magic,” he said, as he discarded his undershirt, allowing me to brush my fingers over his torn back as he positioned me beneath him. “Tell me to stop at any time. Tell me if it feels good.” He kissed my collarbone. “Or if it hurts.”
His hair was messed from my kneading, his skin turning tacky from our play. Body against mine, he looked over me shrewdly as if offering me a final out.
“I do not take this lightly,” he told me, drinking in the features of my face. “I am no royal, and I am no gentleman, but I will care for you until my life runs out.”
I believed him. Every word dripping from his mouth. It was with that same mouth that he pressed to my skin, taking my sides in his hands and moving down my body, kissing my bosom, my navel, my hipbone, until—
“W-Windley!”
…
It was starting to feel good.
It was starting to feel really good.
It was starting to feel extremely good.
I pushed my head back into the pillow: “Oh goddess.”
“Yes, Merrin?”
I clutched the sheets. “Not now, Vita!”
Windley stopped and looked up at me. “Did you just say ‘not now, Vita’?”
“Shhh—shut up and kiss me.”
“Mmbf—” His words were lost for I had drawn him over me and stolen his mouth.
“Ah, you are procreating. You know it will not work. For practice, then? I will retreat into the other realm and rejoin you before dawn.”
“Thank you, Vita.”—This time I addressed her internally.
Meanwhile, the rest of Windley was becoming disrobed as we moved together, as I bit his ear, as he moved his hand up my thigh as if swiping frosting from a cake. He was, as Beau said, experienced, for he knew how to touch me.
Whatever face I made caused him to smile with only a hint of mischief. “Does it feel good?” he said.
I swallowed and nodded because I was too embarrassed to speak.
“It’s okay to say so.” He pressed his mouth to my ear. “Say so.”
“It feels good,” I whispered to the dark.
It fueled him. His gaze was dangerous, hungry, and at the same time relishing, as he pressed one of my wrists into the bed beside the pillow, pinning me beneath him. A predator and prey. There was no escape. The expression he wore was one he didn’t usually show as he ran his hand all the way up my waist to my ribs and then back down, breath shaking.
He looked as though he wanted to devour me.
He kissed me deep, and then—
The pain was brief.
From there, it happened naturally—the way we came to be moving in unison as if to an unheard rhythm—as Windley gripped me, as Windley’s sweat mixed with mine, as he lapped up each cry of desire. I rolled over him and moved with him and breathed with him until he found his way over me again, pressing those sharp teeth into my shoulder as I sank my nails into my favorite part of his arms.
And though he said he wouldn’t, I distinctly remember his eyes flashing green at least thrice.
…
It was starting to feel good.
It was starting to feel really good.
It was starting to feel extremely good.
I could feel the swell of an ocean coming toward us.
Windley saw it in my eyes and smiled: “I love you, queenie.”
Whatever sound I made, it wasn’t graceful, for it was as if my brain had become submerged in a vat of sweetness.
Windley, on the other hand, looked as though he enjoyed the sound I made. He pulled me closer than ever as we collapsed together, and when I took a glance of him, his grin was one I hadn’t seen before—relaxed and pleased and as if he had just swallowed a tasty secret. He kissed my hairline:
“Well, that was…” He cleared his throat. “How do you feel?”
“Hated it.”
It wasn’t a cruel joke, for it would have been obvious to anyone within proximity of my glowing face just how I felt.
In truth, I loved it. Not only the feel physically, but the closeness, the sharing of souls, the exploration of bodies.
I rolled over him, taking in his grin, his relaxed posture, his bare chest. “Can we do it more?”
He took the small of my back. “Yeah? I’d expected some light turtling out of you first.”
“Turtling is out. This is in. Is it something we can do more than once in a night?”
The most insidious smile befell his mouth: “Gladly.”
But just when he was pulling my chin to meet his, he gave a jolt.
“Windley?”
“One moment, love.” He carefully set me off of him as he sat up, blankets collected around his waist. Finger to his temple, he gave another jerk, and this time his eyes flashed emerald. “Shit!” Turning frantic, he sprang from the bed in all of his naked glory—and I assure you, it was glorious—“Where are my hatchets?”
He was gathering up his clothes quick enough to turn my stomach.
“D-did something happen?”
He looked at me—who was clutching the sheets around my body, lion mane fallen over my unclothed shoulders—as if dreading the thought of sullying what had just happened between us:
“It’s Charm. Pip too. They’re here, they’re close, and I just felt them.”




Chapter 22
In the Shadows
Windley and I tore through the castle, pulling up sleeves and fastening buttons, in the direction of Sestilia’s chambers—not her main ones, mind you, but ones she used for play.
“This is not what I want to be doing right now!” Windley complained through the tomb-like halls. “The worst fucking timing.”
“You did… like it?” I said.
He sighed, far-off like. “Only about as much as I’ve ever liked anything ever.”
“You said ‘ever’ twice.”
“If I said it a hundred times more it might convey my feelings on the matter. And next time I’ll show you things only my kind can do.”
“You mean there’s more?”
“Merrin.” Windley gave me the naughtiest grin. “There’s much more.”
I couldn’t imagine what.
“But let’s survive this first, shall we?” he said. “I assume if we followed Ascian’s ripples here, they did the same.”
When we came to the section of castle where Sestilia’s second chambers lay, Edius was already there, shifting weight nervously beside Albie.
“My Queen!” Albie pulled me to his side.
“Things are in motion, my knight!” I looked around him. “You felt it too, Eddy?”
“Yeah, both of them,” he said.
“I just got back from a sweep of the area,” said Albie.
“Good. You two stay here with the Queen,” said Windley. “I’m going after Pip.”
I jumped to cut him off. “Not alone, you aren’t!”
“Merrin, you have work to do here. Take care of Exitium, yeah? I just need a chance to talk with Pip alone. If I can just get him alone, I know I can get him out of Charm’s clutches. He kept setting off bursts of power, like he wants me to come find him.”
“That sounds like a trap!”
Windley gave his hatchets a spin. “I’ll be fine, and I don’t plan on going alone. It’s that salty magician’s turn to get cockblocked for once.”
“But Beau will be left unprotected!” I wouldn’t allow it. “Albie! Go with Windley and stay with Beau after he retrieves Rafe.”
“Out of the question! I’m not leaving your side!”
“Albie, please. I don’t want to command you. You are the only one I trust to keep her safe as you would keep me safe. I can take care of myself!”
“Argh! You’ll be the death of me, Your Highness!”
It was with the most gritted of teeth that Albie accepted my wishes, following after Windley, but not before—
“May I?” Windley asked permission this time before kissing my forehead to mark me with his scent.
Edius watched them sprint away down the doomly halls. “You don’t want me to go with them?” he said.
“No Eddy. I need your brawn. You’ve got to help me carry Sestilia somewhere within view of the dawn.”
Edius oriented himself. “Which way’s the sun come up?”
“That way.” I pointed. “But first we need to grab Sestilia. You ready to reenter the web?”
Edius gave a firm nod and followed me into the chambers befitting of a beautiful spider. An enormous canopy bed sat at the center, like an island amidst a great glassy sea, with gatherings of sheer black fabric hanging from the top. The walls glittered with stones mounted into the walls as if we were inside of a miner’s cave, and swathes of blankets and robes were strewn over the remaining furniture—a settee, a few velvet chairs, a vanity. Tall windows were blanketed by equally tall curtains, thick and heavy—the sort suitable for hide and seek.
I tapped across the obsidian floors, Edius at my side, until—
“Wait.” Edius took my wrist.
“Ed?”
He leaned in, looking as if he was about to make another mistake, but instead of kissing my forehead, this time, he merely sniffed it.
“A-are you feeling badly? You needn’t. Windley is far beyond it.” I smiled to myself over the jitters in my stomach. “He is surely happier than ever. O-oh! But how are you doing?” I took his chin to tilt his face. “Your nose seems healed.”
“Y-yeah.”
He was even harder to get a read on now than usual. I searched him. “You’re good?”
He nodded.
“I’m glad. It is not my intention to cause either of you hurt. Come,” I bade him, “help me get her up.” I hurried to the bed where lay arguably the most beautiful queen in all the lands—peeling away the curtain and leaning over her.
“She is beautiful, isn’t she, Eddy? And sweet in her own deranged way. It will be good if we can do this without her ever know—”
“Merrin! That is not the spider queen!”
Vita’s voice came only after I heard the spring of the mattress. Only after I felt a sharp pain in my gut.
For I, the great and mighty Merrin, had just been stabbed.
I staggered away from the bed, clutching myself, falling backward into Edius who was waiting to catch me. Edius, who said nothing. Edius, who seemed to be in on the trap.
“I am sorry, Merrin! I was slumbering to allow you procreation practice time! I did not sense that things were amiss. Merrin? Merrin! Can you hear me?!”
Yes, I could hear her, but it was hard to respond with blood bubbling softly from the wound in my abdomen. I fought to keep my knees from giving as the Sestilia imposter rose, voice dripping with contempt:
“Well, that was entirely too easy, cupcake.”
I should have known better. Should have paid closer attention. My weakness was that my heart was young, caught up in emotions I had never felt before.
Distracted by a devil. Distracted by two devils.
Edius’s arms were around me, slowly lowering me to the ground, and he was peering down at me peculiarly with those sharp eyes of his.
“Save yourself, Merrin! You have the power to give and take life! Drain the beastling’s life to fuel your vitality!”
Vita wanted me to drain Edius?
The Spirite in question tipped his head. “Does it hurt?”
It did, but I had difficulty saying so.
“You must drain him, Merrin! If you do not, I will… for…”
Her words faded before I could catch them.
Meanwhile, something strange was going on with Edius. He was taking deeper than average inhales through his nose as if deciding something.
I reached out to him, cupping his face. My hand was shaking, the tips of my fingers cold, and the world at the edges of my eyes was getting morphed in the abyss between alive and dead.
And then he said: “Give me the ring, Charm.”
“What?” Sestilia put a hand to her hip. “No.”
“Give me the ring,” said Edius, resolute.
“Tch! You aren’t going soft on me, Pip, are you? You knew what we came here to do.”
So this wasn’t Edius after all; it was Pip in disguise.
Silly to feel relief while slowly pooling blood, but I did feel such that Edius hadn’t betrayed us after all these days.
“I am trying to sustain you, Merrin, but you must use your power! I will not allow you to perish! If your vitality runs dry, then I shall use your power for you!”
But I couldn’t very well drain Pip, just as I couldn’t drain Edius. Trading one life for another—that wasn’t the sort of power I desired. It was all I could do to breathe, focusing on Pip’s breaths through Edius’s chest as a guide.
“You don’t understand, Charm,” he said. “They both marked her. Before it was just Windalloy but now it’s Eddy too.”
“Because she’s a fiend, Pipsqueak! Because she’s tricked them both!”
“I don’t think so,” said Pip. “Eddy said he’d never mark a human. He said he’d only do it for his anam cara. You saw him earlier. He looked… happy. He’s never happy.”
“For the last time, you moron, anam caras aren’t real!”
“They are!” Pip’s words through Edius’s mouth were angry now. “Windalloy told me they were! He read them to me before he left! They are real! And if she’s both their anam cara, what if… what if she’s mine too?”
Charm held Sestilia’s forehead. “This, dear boy, is why you can’t be out in the world on your own. You’ll be tricked by any pretty-smelling bitch that walks by! I told you you need to kill her in order to break her spell over Windalloy!”
Pip was pressing Edius’s hand to my wound now. “Give me the ring or I’ll call Bobbin.”
“You wouldn’t.”
“Give—me—the—ring!” And by the way he was moving his gullet as he said it, it seemed he may be trying to cough up a leg.
Little did I know, a leg had already been coughed up.
In fact, eleven of them had.
From the opposite side of the room came a scuttling noise. Hard to see through the dim closing in on my eyes, but a shape was moving steadily down the far wall of the cavern, blocking out the shine of gemstone with its massive frame as it moved.
“Bobbin,” said Edius’s voice. “Come.”
“ARGH! Fine, you sniveling little shit! But only because that monster of yours tried to eat me last time!” There was the sound of a blackstone ring clinking furiously against the polished floor. “So you heal her, and our plan was for nothing! Then what?”
“I’m going to talk to her.”
“Pointless! Don’t come crawling back to me when you end up with shadow crammed down your throat! She’ll never allow you to live once she sees what kind of monster is tied to your soul.”
Pip didn’t seem to be listening. He had retrieved the ring and had slipped it onto his finger beside his own, and he was steadily lifting my limp head to meet the Edius mask he wore.
You see, Ascian had hexed many people over a long period of time, and one of those beings contained sweet breath capable of healing magical ailments.
All ailments, for that matter.
“There might not even be enough left in there to heal her, you know!” scoffed Charm in Sestilia’s voice. “Master depleted it while he was being fizzled away, trying to regenerate himself. But good luck regenning your fake anam cara, Pip. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She stomped away to some distant corner of the chamber twirling the knife she had used to stab me.
And just when the darkness was nearly over my eyes, I felt Edius’s lips pressed to mine, though it wasn’t Edius. “Drink it, miss queen lion. You have to drink it in for it to work.”
Magical breath from a shiny, dainty creature lingered between Pip’s lips and mine. It was with a gasping breath that I drew it in.
“That’s it. More. You’ll feel better.”
He was right. As I took more in from his lips, the dark began to recede. I pulled the hex’s magic in and focused it on the stab wound in my belly, where flesh was steadily reforming.
I was kissing him harder now, to take more breath, and I felt, in a word, skeevy to be kissing Edius’s lips knowing Pip was inside.
Before you think me too wicked—fear not; I would come to find that Pip was, indeed, of age.
In some ways, he was far older than any of us.
“Th-thank you, Pip.” I wasn’t at full vigor yet, but my wound was closed enough not to be lethal.
“Thank heavens! You must get out of here, little royal! It is not safe! And next time do not hesitate to take life where needed! In fact, you should drain the beastling’s life while you still have a chance!”
No. I could never drain a life that was important to someone I cared about.
Unbeknownst to me, that’s exactly what I was doing in letting Pip heal me with the ring.
But pretend you don’t know it for now.
Though I took Pip’s cheek to finish healing, he withheld, pulling out of reach. “Sorry, queen lion. You’re too scary at full power.”
“Put her down, Pip!” Charm’s voice echoed from the other end of the room. “If you don’t, she’ll get you!”
I hid my face in my arm before Pip’s eyes could flash emerald. “Listen to me, Pip. Queen Sestilia—the real one—she’s dangerous.”
“I know. Master Ascian is inside of her.”
“Not only that. She loves Spirites. She’ll gobble you up if given the chance. I’m a good queen and she is a bad one, and I am trying to protect us all from her. Please, don’t beguile me, and tell me where the Queen is.
“You’re scared,” he said, pushing a hand to my chest. “I can feel it in your heartbeat.”
Yes, for I feared what I may have to do to Pip if he didn’t let me go. Hurting him would mean hurting Windley.
“I am scared, Pip. You’re important to Windley, so I also wish to protect you.”
“She’s lying, Pip!” called Charm, yet keeping her distance. “If you don’t believe me, show her your monster. She won’t like you when she sees what lives inside you!”
The face he wore looked conflicted, eyes glossed and hollow—a face Edius would never really wear.
“She’s right,” he said. “You have to meet Bobbin. I have to find out if he likes you.”
Bobbin. By deduction, he meant—
“Y-your creature?” The wraith bonded to his soul. The one Edius said looked like a spider but with ‘a few extra legs.’
Eleven in total, to be exact.
And really, why eleven? Wouldn’t everyone prefer it be an even number?
I may never have mentioned it before, but spiders are among my least favorite of Vita’s creations.
“They are essential for the feeding chains of life, and they are artists, creating intricate webs to decorate the world.”
I had no time for spiderly sentiments.
But Pip was tugging me, steadily transforming back into his true appearance as he drew me to the furthest, darkest corner of the cavern while a Sestilia-Charm hybrid watched with folded arms and a sour mouth from the edge of the vanity making a hissing noise at me when I caught her eye.
I let Pip drag me, for my wound was sore, and by the time we reached his destination, all his boyish features were returned. He pushed my shoulders to position me, while I scanned the room for something I might use. I may have been against draining Pip’s life, but Charmagne was fair game. If my touch was to drain anyone on this day, it would be her. That frustratingly smug cupcake. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.
But first it would mean overtaking them both in physical combat, and Charm had a blade. Not to mention both were capable of beguiling and hexing and whatever other powers were stored in Ascian’s ring.
And this room? Not a speck of dirt or greenery in sight.
Thus I stood, eyeing the door, hoping that by now Windley and Edius had realized that the flares of power they felt earlier were intentional decoys. Hoping they would come in at any moment and lend a distraction.
That’s when I saw it, from the corner of my eye—the first of eleven sharp, hairy, spider legs, as wide as a human thigh and far, far longer. From the shadows it came spearing at me and I leapt back from it as the creature—the monstrosity responsible for massacring most of Beau’s cavalry—slowly emerged.
…A spider? Edius was a terrible describer! It was no spider. It was something far more grotesque. A mass of blinking, rolling shadow, like a cluster of eyes or a pocket of larvae, connecting eleven jointed spindles, putrid enough that I couldn’t contain my horror. Though I should have tried.
“You hate him!” Pip was looking between us. “You think he’s ugly!”
“I to-old you, Pi-ip!” called Charm, singsong.
Whether or not I hated him, the creature surely hated me. It wasted no time poking at me while I struggled to scamper away from it with a freshly closed wound.
And from the other side of the chamber, Charm was laughing chaotic, delighted laughter over my peril.
“Vita! Help me!”
“Do not panic. I am with you.” Vita warmed my chest. “You do not wish to harm the beastling; therefore, you must run. Do not look back. Focus on my voice, and I will guide you.” But as I turned for the door, a giant leg thrust into the space before me. “Around it, Merrin.”
Easier said than done. A second leg anticipated, nearly impaling me through. “Can I not drain its life?!” I cried while stumbling away from it.
“You cannot. The fiend is not of the living.”
Meanwhile, Charm sounded to be having the best day of her life. “Okay, Pip, I gotta admit, this is a much better way for her to go!” she squealed. “Looks like she’s lost that shadow sorcery, just like you thought!”
The creature was over me now, its legs scuttling around me like a cage. Harming Pip was no longer even an option. He and Charm were out of reach, and I was surrounded.
“What can I do, Vita?!” I tried to pull her breath, but it swirled around me, with nothing to grasp onto. Even golems needed dirt to form. If only I had thought to bring one of my guardian plants! I was frantic, out of options, for compassion had bested me again. In sparing Pip, I had sealed my fate.
And obscuring the fear gripping my chest, there was warmth.
“Close your eyes, Merrin.”
“Vita?”
“Close your eyes. It will be over soon.”
“I-I don’t want to die.” Surreal to hear my own words shaking in a voice far meeker than any lion’s roar.
“You have nothing to fear, for my light fills you. Hush and be still.”
As I’ve told you, captive ones, the line between hero and villain isn’t always so clear. Darkness and light are not so different at their core. And if I was hoping for Windley or Rafe or Edius or Albie to rush in and save me, I would be starkly disappointed.
A savior did come for me in those final moments, but it was no man, and it was no one I expected.
“EXITIUM!”
Shadow, darker than the shadows of the dim cavern came erupting from the direction of the door, circling around me, filling me up with a familiar taste, for that taste had once lived in me. It surrounded the spider-like wraith, sizzling upon contact until the legs began to disintegrate from talon to stub, all the way up to that cluster of vileness, which reverberated quickly before erupting into a cloud of hair and smoke.
And when the darkness cleared, Pip and Charmagne were nowhere to be seen, having fled in the mayhem, and I was crouched before a beautiful, insane, beautiful queen.
“S-Sestilia?”




Chapter 23
The Dawn’s Light
Later, the pieces would form, and we would come to know that like us, Charmagne and Pip had been drawn to the call of Ascian’s power, and they had arrived at the Cove before any of us, convinced that Ascian was therein. The assassins Rafe and Albie had caught following them since entering the city were no assassins. They were lackeys.
Like us, they had used the chaos of Sestilia’s birthday to sneak inside the castle. Like us, they had discovered that Ascian’s power was coming from the Queen of the Cove. Like us, they intended to beguile her, but were beaten by Edius and Windley, who were careless in their talk of our plans.
Here is where their motivations changed—where they drained a group of patrolling guards to fuel their transformation spells; where Pip, posing as Edius, had convinced Albie to do a sweep of the area; where they had tucked Sestilia into the room next door so that Charm could take her place.
And where Pip had hexed a hefty sum of party guests to attack Edius and Windley on sight—the reason the real Edius had never made it to our meeting place and why they were both detained in my time of need.
But Charm and Pip were not counting on the fact that Sestilia now held the power I once did.
And just as the bloodlust had activated in me while trying to protect someone I loved. So too, had it activated in Sestilia, for though I was shouting her name, she was in no position to hear me, encircled in a funnel of swirling shadow bred from another realm.
“Vita! How do I stop it?”
“Give her my light the way I gave it unto you in your darkest moment.”
But before I could do so much as take a step—
“My Queen! Get away from her!” That was Albie’s voice, and he was jogging toward me as quickly as his old joints would take him with Faylebane readied for another battle. “The lads are behind me!”
“But Beau!”
“Rafe’s with her. Never made it to them. Not with the guests coming after us. Come on!” Albie was pushing at me, forcing me toward the door of Sestilia’s cavern.
“No, Albie! I am the only one who can do this! If I don’t stop her, we shall all perish!”
But even at his age, Albie was stronger than me physically. He would have succeeded in dragging me away, were it not for Edius and Windley who, pursued by a dozen innocent party guests they were trying their hardest not to kill, came running into the room, bolting it shut behind them.
Sweat-coated, Windley tackled me. “Merrin! Thank goddess! It was a trap, wasn’t it?! Which one was it? Both of them? I was so hasty I didn’t even think to smell Edius. If I had just stopped for a minute, I would have known that wasn’t him!”
“I’m okay. I don’t know where they took off to, but I’m okay.”
“Oh shit!” shouted Edius, noticing Sestilia’s shaking, shadowy state swelling. “Not this again!”
She looked like a queen of ruin, drenched in shadows and corrupted by Exitium’s influence.
And now, we were shut in with her.
“I thought we had time! Didn’t you say it needed to mature in her or whatever?!” said Edius.
“You forget, their spirits are nothing alike,” said Windley. “Merrin was not so easily corrupted.”
“No! She did it to save me! Pip unleashed that monster, and I had no way out, and—I need to reach her! She doesn’t have Vita’s light in her like I did! I need to share it with her!”
“Lion queen.” Windley was still clinging to me. “You didn’t see what happened to Ascian. Those shadows will disintegrate you.” The way he was holding me was as one holds a kite string in the fiercest of winds.
“We have no other choice. I need you to believe I can do this,” I pled.
“I know.” I had never heard his voice break that way before. “If anyone can do this, it’s you.” Yet I could feel an internal battle in the clutch of his hands as he forced himself to release me.
And Albie could see it too, fueling his own worry over our odds of survival.
“I’ll be fine, my knight. Have faith, as I have faith.”
Windley took charge of leading them away. “Come on Ed, Sir Albie—help me get some light in this goddess-damn sex dungeon.”
“Be careful, darlin’.”
But while the Spirites raced to the far wall where hung ceiling-to-floor curtains, there was one who stayed behind.
“If I turn my back on you, do you promise you’ll be there when I look back?” choked Albie, wrinkles deep.
“Yes, my knight.”
“…You’re not the same gal you were before.”
“No, my knight.”
“That unruly spirit of yours finally made its way out. Your mother’d be proud of that. There’s only one smile like that left in the world and I can’t bear the thought of losing it again. Be careful, Merrin.” He dropped my title. “So you can live on for the both of you—the two women I cherish most in this world.”
With moisture in his aged eyes, Albie tore himself away to help the guards move the heavy curtains, so that they could let in the light of dawn, while hexed party guests threw themselves against the chamber doors.
“Approach with caution, Merrin.”
There were things Windley had left out in his description of the beach’s events, that time lost while I was overcome with darkness. I saw that now as I inched toward Sestilia.
The whites of her eyes were inky, and her hair was caught up in shadows, streaming out in every way from her head. Under her lovely dark skin, black veins pulsed. I had looked like that too, wraithlike and demonic, while overcome with bloodlust, and Windley had shielded me from the truth of it.
Sestilia was terrifying.
The room was steadily lightening as the guards fervently tore open the heavy curtains, showing the faintest bits of dawn’s light glinting off the gemstones wedged in the cave-like walls.
Dawn, which showed off every color in its budding sun.
Dawn that freshened the air in the scents of renewal.
Dawn that washed away the jowls of night.
I didn’t paint, but if I did, I would paint in the dawn.
I didn’t write, but if I did, I would write in the dawn.
I didn’t sing, but if I did, I would sing in the dawn.
“Yes, Merrin. Feel creation’s breath. Feel the inspiration of one who may form life.”
“The dark swirling around her, will it hurt me if I touch it?”
“It will not, so long as you cloak yourself in my warmth. I am spreading it through you. Do you feel it?”
Indeed, I felt warmth spreading through me, rippling through my chest and trickling down my veins, drawing forth memories to feed the soul.
Albie, lifting me on his shoulders to show me the blue eggs of a twitfoot’s nest. Beau, showing me the landscape she had sketched of our favorite view from the forest fortress’s belvedere. Windley, offering me a whittled flute on my sixteenth birthday. My mother, when I was still quite small, reading to me a poem she had written.
That wasn’t a memory I had ever recalled before.
And as I let in the warmth of memory, the green glow of the Emerald Wood—of Vita’s breath—began to illuminate me, starting at the feet and rising up over me like a glove of the body.
“Lion queen! You’re glowing!” Windley’s voice echoed as he tore open another curtain to let in more of earliest light.
“To enter the destroyer’s shroud is to enter despair. Hold tight to the memories that most warm your heart. Shield them from the intention of the shadows the way you have before.”
Yes, the very first time I quelled the echoes, I did so using memories of the people I loved.
In a similar way, they poured into me now.
Albie teaching Beau and me to fish.
Mother Poppy wrapping me in an oversized afghan before the fire.
And Windley.
Windley stealing my crown to act as me in charades. Windley sneaking me out of bed to show me a thunderstorm over the forest balcony. Windley telling me in so many ways that he loved me before I ever knew it.
Draped in creation’s glow, and with one hand clutching my mother’s necklace, I focused on the pulse of the earth beating far below the thick floors of the castle. The breath of life moving through the courtyard grass beyond the arched windows. The three thudding hearts watching from a distance, doing what they could to bring me the inspiration of dawn.
“When you walk into the dark, know that I am with you. You are not alone.”
It was with my trust in Vita that I stepped into Sestilia’s cyclone.
Darkness was pouring out of her, collecting at the top of the vaulted room, thick and syrupy, with nowhere to escape. The Queen’s body had become nothing more than a shell for producing Exitium’s wrath. So easily she had succumbed to the bloodlust, and it had all been for my sake.
“Sestilia?” I walked up to her so that I could no longer see the world beyond the shadow. I imagined she was standing on the edge of a great ravine, the way I had been when Vita saved me from myself.
“SeSTilia…”
“Seeeestilia…”
“sesTiLia…”
Otherworldly voices swarmed.
“How can I hear them!? They aren’t bonded to my soul!” Around me, the light dimmed.
“Turn deaf ear to them, little royal! Do not allow their distraction!”
“They sound… sad. When they were in me, they didn’t sound this sad. Is this the cry of Sestilia’s soul?”
“It is the spider queen’s loneliness.”
Loneliness, for she did not live in the warmth of those who loved her. I understood now, what Vita meant by sharing light, for I had many who had shared theirs with me.
“Armor yourself, Merrin! The darkness grows!”
I armed myself in memory.
Windley, helping me to bed after I drank too much.
Windley, laughing at my horrible doodles.
Windley, holding me close in the dark, whispering sweet things into my hair.
“Sestilia.” I took her body in my arms. “You are not alone. I am with you now, and I will offer you the light you lack. I do not know what made you the way you are. I do not know if the rumors of your fallen sister are true. I do not know why you see the world the way you do, but I will try to understand it. I am fortunate, for I am loved. Feel the light surrounding me, and take from it.”
As I held her, the glow of Vita’s breath began to move off my skin and into hers until we were both encased in a wrapping of light, soft and warm, fluttery like a moth, tinkling like Vita’s laughter.
Sestilia’s hands were limp as I held her to me. “Expel her, Sestilia,” I told her. “Expel Exitium for there are plenty left in the world with merit.”
Yet the darkness prevailed.
“If she has her way, there will be no more feasts, no more galas, no more visitors, no more play. You don’t want that,” I insisted.
The darkness pelted against our casing of glow.
“Surmount this, and you, Beau and I will forever be bonded, for we are the only three queens who have overcome this trial. Overcome it now, Sestilia. Cast the destroyer into me. Share with me your burden. Release her from your soul!”
I flew backward away from her as a great push of energy released, sending the funnel of darkness at my chest.
“MERRIN!” That cry was Windley’s.
But there was something extraordinary happening.
A lackluster word, I know, but I don’t know which other one to use. The darkness may have been funneling off my chest, but as it hit Vita’s glow, speckles of glittering green light burst from the cloud like fireworks, sparkling off and disappearing into the walls of the chamber.
A thousand souls released from an existence neither living nor dead. And Ascian was among them, for both Spirites followed, in their line of sight, one palpitating brighter than the rest that attempted to clash into each of their chests before fizzling away with the rest.
But the greatest impact was one Vita intentionally let through. It barreled into my chest, a place it knew well.
“Hello Merrin,” said a slippery voice that was neither male nor female. “Do you remember my name?”
I did remember her name, but I would not utter it. Never again would I utter it. Never again would I fall prey to the silky voice of a fallen serpent.
That dark feeling lingered in me only a moment before it was washed over with brilliant tinkling warmth.
I closed my eyes into it. “Thank you, Vita.”
I had done it. I had reclaimed both halves of the Nemophile’s Crown, and this time, I had done so without taking on Exitium’s army of echoes.
I should have asked then, captive ones. I should have asked just what it meant to ‘deliver the destroyer to the end of days.’
But I was foolish. And careless.
“You did well, little royal. You should replenish your vitality, but first you must open your eyes, for your companion thinks you dead.”
My eyes shot open to find three concerned guards bent over me. There were arms around me, but they were not Windley’s for Windley was standing back out of respect for Albie.
“My Queen! Are you hurt?”
“I am fine, my knight.” I craned to see around him. “Sestilia?”
“Alive,” said Windley. He crouched down to cup my cheek, love in his eyes, before letting his fingers trail away and running to scoop up Sestilia’s crumpled form.
My muscles were sore, my closed wound throbbing, my vitality low, for the day had been strenuous for multiple reasons.
But we could not rest yet.
“Edius, have you felt either of them?”
He shook his head. “They drained a handful of guards on patrol down the hall. That’s what started it. Then we felt pulses all over, including here, but mostly down near the ballroom. Seems Pip was tagging people through the night. He activated their hexes remotely. Ugh.” He sniffed at the air around us. “Can’t get the stink of hex off me.”
“We need to go after them. We don’t know when our next chance will be.” I used Albie to help me to my feet. “And we can’t leave the castle in such a state. These people have breath in them yet, so I cannot drain them as I did the hexed townspeople. We need to get past them and take down the source of it.”
“All right,” said Edius. “But any ideas on how we get around that mob without—hey, what the hell?”
He said so, for Albie had just put his hand to my throat and thrown me to the ground, unsheathing Faylebane and standing over me with its shiny tip pointed to my chest.
I’m so sorry, captive ones, for what I’m about to do, but I set out at the beginning of this story committed to telling you the truth. Even the ugly parts. And as I’ve told you from the beginning, we can get through it if we stick together.
It will all be worth it in the end.




Chapter 24
My Mother’s Necklace
Do you remember, the time before last, when I told you that if you’re lucky you won’t experience a moment like the cavalry’s slaughter? One that scorches your soul so that forevermore when your mind goes blank, the void is taken up with the image of it, like a malignance?
For me, there are two moments like that.
This is the second.
The one responsible, well not really responsible, but the last domino to fall in a great long chain was one who neither wished for it nor intended it.
The one who would cause my heart greater pain than it had ever known.
In truth, it all unfolded within a few seconds, before I could really understand what was happening.
Albie, standing over me, eyes devoid of love and light, plunged his trusty sword, which had seen many battles and fought on the side of good all its life, into my chest.
Albie knew where to strike for a fatal blow, and I like to think that it was no accident he missed a vital point as he pushed the blade into me.
“HE’S HEXED!”
That voice—a mix of two Spirites realizing at the same time that we were in trouble. Windley was yonder, with his hands full of Sestilia, and Edius was near.
It was a reflex, really.
My fault, maybe.
After all, I had given him the very knife he used.
You can’t blame him, though, for he didn’t know what else to do.
And there was nothing I could do, laying on the ground pulling at the metal stuck in me as Edius lunged forward and stabbed Albie brutally enough to down him, enough to make Faylebane stop halfway.
After, there was the clang of two weapons falling, sword and knife, as Albie staggered and dropped.
I would have screamed his name were I capable of speech.
“S-SHIT! I-I didn’t know what else to do!” That was surely Edius, backing away from the scene, looking at his own bloodied hands, lamenting the sin he had unintentionally committed.
And when the seconds were over, Windley was at my side, pressing at my chest, where more blood was welling.
His face.
It pains me too much to even to describe it.
“No, no, no, no, Merr! Ed, you didn’t keep any hexes active, did you? Anything that can help this? A seelie? Anything?”
Edius was quiet, horrored. And beside me I heard Albie gasping.
I tried to tell them to put pressure on Albie’s wound. To save him.
“Me…rr…in.”
Vita.
Again, we were in this situation. Again, I was struggling to hear her voice in the midst of dying.
“Save… self… power… and… take…”
“Lion queen? Merrin?! MERRIN!” Windley pressed me to his chest, staining himself crimson.
“…GIVE…. TAKE…. MERRIN!”
Vita was shouting now, bounding about my chest and head, and in the far distance I heard the snakelike laugh of a destroyer.
Give and take.
That’s what Vita was trying to tell me.
She wanted me to use Albie’s life to save myself, but somehow, after all this time, she didn’t know me at all, for I could never deal the last blow to my beloved knight.
“WILL… DIE… ANY…”
She was trying to tell me he would die either way. But I couldn’t bear the thought of it being by my hand.
As it turns out, the choice was not mine. And it was something for which Vita would never truly be forgiven.
Exitium had used my mouth to spew words into existence. She had done it more than once, but Vita had never breeched my freedom of will. Never before, and never again after this moment.
“She has the power to give and take life. Connect the hume’s hand in hers and I shall ensure it is so.”
That was my voice, but it was not my words nor my will. A moment of torment for Windley, to be sure, for he knew what I would want, knew I could not live with Albie’s blood on my hands, and yet he knew he could not let me die. “I’m sorry, Merr. Forgive me.”
His face.
His face, his face.
If you could have seen it…
No, it’s best you didn’t.
And while Windley was tormenting over the decision he was about to make, another spared him from him, saving him the guilt of it, stepping in to play a roll that was so close to savior as it was to villain that it was nearly indistinguishable.
“Sorry, darlin’. Can’t let you die.”
Edius had stepped in to do what neither Windley nor I could bring ourselves to do, forcing Albie’s wrinkled hand—a hand holding countless stories and lessons, a hand that had cradled me, wiped away tears and blood and dirt, turned the pages of handwritten poems, laced my dresses, and drank from fake teacups with all the class of the Crag’s fanciest debutante—and connected it with mine.
Vita took it from there. Turning me green in renewing light as she stole the last bits of Albie’s life and fed them into me.
It wasn’t healing power the way the hex stored in Ascian’s ring was. It was only a transfer of life, enough to ensure I would survive the injury.
I bled and I bled, and though I should have died, my breath continued on borrowed time. Enough to get me to a healer.
And all the while the hexed party guests on the other side of the cavern door were ramming themselves against it to get in.
As the last of Vita’s glow faded away into my soul, it was not the only light to extinguish. So too died the lingering light in Albie’s eyes. I moved against Windley, who had wetted my shoulders.
“Merr? Oh goddess, Merrin!”
But I couldn’t look at him or Edius or anyone, for the Crag’s noblest knight was dead at my side.
“H-Help me, Vita! How do I do it again? I have the power to give and take life! Help me give it to him! Help me bring him back! Vita?!”
“You cannot.”
“But you said I have the power to give life!”
“I am sorry, little royal. You cannot return life that has crossed planes.”
The others could not hear the conversation between goddess and ward, but they could see it, tell by the hurt in my eyes and the droplets falling all over my beloved knight’s chest.
“Merr. Oh Merr.” Though Windley excelled at words of sweetness and encouragement, he was at a loss. For Albie was an important piece of his life too, the one who had taken him to the Clearing. The one who had looked beyond his predatorial ancestry and ensured he found a place in the guard. The one who had given us enough space for our love to grow, despite his own wishes.
“I didn’t know what else to do, Merrín. I…” Even Edius was sounding panicked and broken, though I did not have courage enough to look at him. Instead I was drinking up the warmth that faded from my guardian’s aged, battered, tired body, and knowing it was my fault he was here, my fault he had even been around for Pip, disguised as Edius, to hex.
“ARGH! GODDESS-DAMN IT, PIP! How the hell could he do this?! They’ve been watching us. He had to know how much this would hurt her. How much it would hurt me!” shouted Windley.
“Kid’s not right, Windley. I know you want to reason with him, but his brain’s been wiped too many times. And Charm’s, well, she’s broken too. I’m guessing this was her doing.”
“No. Not just hers.” Windley squeezed my shoulder and approached the door, setting his head against the side opposite of the thuds. “Pip!” he shouted. “Can you hear me? I’m guessing you’re long gone, but the stink of your magic is all over this castle. You knew I wanted to talk to you. You were wearing that Edius costume when I said it. We could have ended this, Pip. We could have been brothers again, but the things you’ve done today? I will never forgive you for it, Pip. Never. If you don’t let these people go, then mark my words, I will make sure you feel the pain you’ve caused Merrin tenfold.”
There was quiet and then—
The sound of a dozen party guests falling as the hex on them was revoked.
“I assume you’re going after them?” Windley asked of Edius.
“I have to. The ring. I have to get that ring. Gwen…” Edius sounded mangled. “Tell her… tell the Queen I’m… I didn’t…”
“I know, mate,” said Windley. “I’ll be right behind you. Here, imprint in me so that you can find me.”
All of that was secondary, though, to my head on Albie’s chest. “My knight. I’m so sorry you were pulled into this. I wish I had sent you away. I wish I had never asked you to guard these chambers. You have followed me to danger and back, and your reward was to have your life consumed so that I could continue a journey of which you never approved.”
“The hume was happy, Merrin, to give his life for yours. In fact, he cried out that it might be so.”
I didn’t want to hear that right now. I didn’t want to hear from any goddess.
And though Vita was trying to warm my heart with peace, I fought against it, pushing her away into the distance where Exitium was already held.
Grief.
It is a wrenching thing. It is a thing that burns and twists. It is a thing that never, never, never truly goes away. It dulls, yes; it sleeps, but it is always there, in the reaches.
And grief coupled with guilt?
For some years after this moment, every aged man from the corner of my eye looked like Albie. Every clank of armor was him coming through the door. Every dream felt a cruel reality on the other side of ours, where he was yet alive.
It was because my head was against his chest, where I could no longer feel the swell of life throbbing from him, that I felt it. Something under his shirt, resting against his heart.
The thing I found there made me question so many things, about myself, my blood, my reign, my mother.
For tucked away, hidden under Albie’s shirt I found a necklace identical to the one I had held so many times to give me strength.
‘By the way, that necklace was a gift from your father. The pendant’s genuine crystal coral. He had a matching one. Brought them all the way from the Crystal Sea.’
As Edius was running through the castle in pursuit of the Spirites, as Sestilia slept to regain her vitality, as Rafe guarded his pregnant lover in a locked room, as Windley was doing his best to pull my sobbing self from Albie’s corpse, I had to wonder:
Was I, Queen Merrin of the Crag, holder of the Nemophile’s Crown, only half-royal?




Chapter 25
A Break, I Think
Thank you, captive ones, for toughing it out. Some of you surely saw it coming. And for those of you who have experienced something similar, I am truly sorry. My heart beats aligned with yours. It’s never easy, is it? I suspect even the bravest of us fear that pain of loss.
After the events in the gem-studded cavern basked in dawn’s light, Sestilia’s castle was a mess of chaos. It was over a dozen incapacitated guests, now free of hex, that Windley carried me in search of a healer to aid my wounds. On the way, he alerted Rafe and Beau, and though I tried to speak against them leaving the safety of their chambers, both followed us, Beau commanding her remaining cavalry to secure Albie’s body and to help search the grounds for Charm and Pip—a particularly evasive enemy, for they could change appearance at will and were not holding back on pulsing their power. I felt Windley stiffen several times as he carried me, peering over his shoulder.
He waited, though, waited until I was safely tended to in the castle’s healing chambers, in a bed not far from where Sestilia’s stewards had set her.
She was alive but weak, as I was weak after releasing Exitium. She would heal, and I would come to see her in a new light. Crazy or not, she did have merit, as I had told the echoes so many days ago. Even the darkest of souls are capable of merit.
“I need to go after them, love.” Windley’s voice was as soft as can be. “I have to while they’re still near. I need to help Ed.”
I knew that, yet I couldn’t say so without breaking.
“I will be back before you wake, I swear it,” he said, forehead to mine.
Be careful, Wind.
I didn’t voice it, but he knew my expressions well enough.
“I’m always careful.” He couldn’t even bring himself to grin. He lowered his mouth to my ear in the gentlest way. “I will help you through this as you’ve helped me. Whatever it takes.” Then he kissed my forehead longer and harder than he ever had before, fueling me with his intentions, as if he could leave a protective film over me to keep me from the dangers waiting out in the world.
And then he slipped away, leaving Beau at my side. Beautiful, regal, freckled Beau. “Oh Merrin. I am so sorry.” She wiped the hair from my forehead in a motherly manner. “Sir Albie loved you so very, very much. I can’t imagine the ache of your heart.”
Rafe was there too, with his sword drenched in fire and his hair tipped in silver. He didn’t have the words to say, but he somberly placed a hand atop my head and left it there, standing statuesque, as Beau cried for me and for us and for the great loss our queendoms had suffered.
Albie was dear to many.
Inside my pocket was a hidden token I had stolen from his body. Proof, maybe, that I was not who I believed myself to be and that my ties to Albie ran deeper than I ever knew.
I only liked poetry because Albie had read it to me in his grizzled voice, so many nights when I was afraid to sleep.
But… whose poetry had he been reading all those times?
Through all this, Vita was trying to comfort me, but I pushed her away, too weak to let in the warmth she was trying to share with me. I knew that it was for the best. I knew Albie would have wanted it. I knew that it was senseless for both of us to fall. I knew that I needed to fulfill the promises made and deliver the destroyer to the end of days so that this story could have a happy ending. But it didn’t seem right to feel at peace knowing I would never again see my knight.
My faith was not broken, but it was wounded.
I was not the only one.
Edius was distraught over what he had done, racing to atone, as if defeating Charm and Pip could undo what had happened.
He was both hero and villain, as so many of us were in this tangled web plaited from the crossings of our stories, driven to pick the lesser of evils, forced to reckon with our choices and our faith over and over again. And Edius? He was fighting for something so precious, so rare, so innocent.
Gwen. I’m sure you’d like to hear all about Gwen.
But that story won’t be today, for it’s been a long, hard journey and I’m sure you could use a break, as I could use a break.
Tea, perhaps. I like the ones that start out as curled flowers and unfold as you pour hot water over them.
Or a bath. You know how I enjoy baths.
I now had both halves of the Nemophile’s Crown, and I had agreed to expel the destroyer to the end of days. I didn’t know what that entailed, but whatever it was, there was no going back. Without the echoes to dull Vita’s voice, I was the Nemophilist—once and for all, a haunter of the wood. Charm and Pip were one force to deal with, but our greatest trial was yet to come, at the farthest edge of the world, where lay a cave that had birthed the first of Windley’s ancestors.
The Drakaina.
I know there are things left unanswered. I know we’ve not ended on the best note, but I hope you’ll stick around one more time, captive ones. I hope you’ll follow me to the end of this journey, where our pain will not be in vain, where any lingering threads will be tied, and where my promises will be met, for I assure you, it will all be worth it. Until then, hold close your darlings and know that I’m thinking of you fondly.
Xoxo, Merrin
Continue Merrin's story in A Crown of Dawn—coming 2021!
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