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




Chapter X
Where We Left Off
As suspected, that questionable patch of forest growth straightened before stepping out from the rest of the underbrush. It was a person—one garbed in a long, hooded cloak.
My pulse turned quick.
“Stay where you are if you don’t want to lose a hand!” seethed Windley, hatchet now fully revealed.
Yet the figure approached.
“Did you not hear me, fiend?” Windley spat, pushing me further behind him, shielding me from view.
“We thought we felt you skulking around in the southern domain,” said the garbed figure, who was either a man or a very throaty woman.
My first thought was that they were talking about me—the nemophilist and my glowing footsteps that gave me away like a beacon, until—
“Well done, Windalloy,” the figure said, clapping slowly. “After eight long years, the lost son returns. It seems you’ve ensnared a powerful one for a pet, too.”
Windalloy? That couldn’t be coincidence, right? And… eight years was how long Windley had been with us. So by ensnared pet, the hooded man meant… me?
I was no one’s pet.
But Windley took no acknowledgement of any of this. He continued to clutch me behind himself, demanding, “Who are you?”
“Come now, the effects of that crude elixir must be wearing off now that you’ve stepped foot on southern soil again. Surely you remember your master.” The man lowered his hood to reveal a strikingly handsome face with gleaming, intoxicating, mesmerizing lavender eyes.
A Spirite?
“Argh.” With a grunt, Windley doubled over, hand to his temple. “No… I…”
I clung to him, already ready to break my vow and summon the echoes. Whoever this was, I was stronger, for I wore the Nemophile’s Crown, and I could end them with a push of my hands.
I flexed my fingers in preparation for a fight.
“MErrIN?”
“Merrrrin.”
But after the episode, Windley merely stood, even keel, and said, “Oh, I forgot about all that.” Then, over his shoulder, he issued me a frantic, whispered directive: “Run, lion queen. Back to camp, and don’t look back. Ever.”
But I only made it a few lighted steps before I was undertaken by three other hooded beings.
Windley’s dark past had finally caught up with him.




Chapter 1
Wind
This story would be better if it were told by Beau. Beautiful, regal, freckled Beau.
Actually no. This one is all mine.
Hello, captive ones. I missed you. Did you miss me? I must warn you because this one may be a bit harder to get through. There are some… sticky parts. But as I’ve told you before, it will all be worth it.
…Ready?
“Run, lion queen. Back to camp, and don’t look back. Ever.”
From the dark wood, spotted by Luna’s rays and drifting bits of forest light, three sets of hands grabbed me as I started to flee. Unlucky for them, these rogues didn’t know who they were dealing with.
“MerRin?”
I tipped my head backward into the darkness, allowing the bodiless hands to begin their coil, when Windley’s cry cut through the din: “Don’t!” I snapped out of it to see him shake his head: “Don’t fight back.”
That tone—there was something hidden beneath it. He didn’t want them to see my power?
“Rip them from their bodies! Send them to hell!”
“Not yet,” I told the prodding darkness, as the three hooded figures pushed me to the ground and held me in place.
“She smells different,” said one, a male with a deep voice and a hard grip.
“That’s because she’s a royal,” said another, female.
“Oooh. How did Windalloy manage that?” said the last of the three, another male but with a softer, more playful tone.
“He’s good at pretending,” said the female. “Always has been.”
I ignored them. I had accepted that Windley shouldered a dark, forgotten past, and whatever it was, it didn’t matter. Eight years was enough to know the truth of someone’s soul.
Unfortunately, Windley’s dark, forgotten past did matter. And it would place me in more danger than I ever could have known.
The three rogues were not gentle in their restraint, but the mossy bed beneath me was a comfort, plush to keep my knees from aching and aglow to remind me of my true strength. The echoes swirled beyond the reaches, waiting for my signal, but for now, I would oblige Windley and play at weak. In the clearing ahead, he looked to be in a standoff with the lavender-eyed man—the handsome one who had called himself Windley’s master.
“Let her go, Ascian,” Windley said, teeth exposed. “I’ll come with you willingly if you let her go.”
“Aw.” The one called Ascian clicked his tongue mockingly. “Must be a special pet if you’re willing to set her free.”
“She isn’t my pet,” said Windley. “And if you call her it again, I’ll cut out your throat.” His jaw was tighter than I had ever seen it, his hatchets gleaming in the moonlight. He pointed one in our direction. “Call off your lackeys, Ascian.”
“Ooh, testy,” said the deep-voiced male holding my shoulders.
“If not a pet, then what is she?” said the female, laughing. “Sorry to tell you, cupcake, it’s not in our nature to love humans. Even if he told you so.”
A lie. I had seen and felt the symptoms of Windley’s love time and again. Even now, he stood to separate me from the one called Ascian and his probing lavender eyes. This bitch and her patronizing tone were toying with me, and the echoes didn’t approve.
“She has no merit.”
“Tell me, Windalloy, why does the ground glow beneath her?” said Ascian, taking a step nearer. “A hex?”
“Maybe,” said Windley, pointing both hatchets at Ascian and stepping backward to maintain distance. “Maybe one to poison her lifeforce and keep out leeches like you.”
“No, I don’t think so,” said one of the lackeys. It was the playful-voiced one. He had released his hold on my sleeve and was crouched low to inspect the glowing moss. “Seems like a magical reaction and not a hex to me. Let me taste her and find out, Master Ascian? Please?”
Taste? Windley said his kind had evolved out of predatorial tendencies long ago, but these seemed pretty predatorial to me. Were all Spirites like this?
A stupid question. That would be like asking if all humans were like Sestilia.
At the stranger’s proposition, Windley’s fury took a turn. “Taste her, and it will be the last thing you do,” he seethed like a wolf protecting its meal. The predator in him was showing too—only on him I didn’t mind it so much.
In fact, it was a bit swoony to see him acting all territorial.
The deep-voiced rogue’s interest was pricked. “You must taste darn good if he’s unwilling to share.” His grip on my shoulders changed from firm to coaxing. “Be my pet instead? I’ll treat you decent, darlin’.”
Darlin’? A soft word for such brutish hands.
“Tch! How good can she be?” scoffed the female. “A bit plump for my tastes.”
“Melt the flesh from her bones!”
Dangerous of her to provoke the echoes like that. If Windley wasn’t quick, I might not be able to hold them back.
Yonder, he was still engaged in a standoff with his self-proclaimed master.
“Play nice now, Windalloy. I would hate for history to repeat itself. You do recall what I did to your last special pet, don’t you?”
There was a sharp inhale from Windley’s throat as if he were remembering something unpleasant. In response, Ascian’s handsome face distorted into a wicked smile.
I think this was the moment I realized: Windley’s dark, forgotten past was more horrific than anything I had imagined.
The echoes inched closer as my blood fumed over whatever Ascian had exhumed from Windley’s memory. Around us, the beauty of the wood flourished, unaware of the ugliness unfolding within.
“Enough of this,” Ascian said. “Get her up.”
The deep-voiced lackey obliged while the female took my wrists and twisted them behind my back. Meanwhile, the playful-voiced one stepped in front of me and lowered his hood, for the first time revealing his face.
Not what I expected.
Not predatorial. Not threatening. He looked to be even younger than Rafe—maybe even a teenager—with cheeks that were full and eyes that were curious. He was cute, even, in a boyish way.
“Wow,” he said, eyes wide. “No wonder Windalloy likes you. You look a lot like Flor—”
“Don’t talk to her, Pip,” said the female.
“Wait,” I said. “Who do I look like?”
The female grabbed a handful of my hair. “Did you not hear me, worm? Don’t talk to Pip. He’s impressionable.”
So the playful-voiced one was named Pip. This seemed to resonate with Windley, who heard the name and spun to face us. “Did you say Pip?”
“Obvi,” sneered the female. “Who did you think we were?”
Windley squinted in her direction a moment and then—“Charmagne?”
“Bingo.” She released a condescending laugh. “Took you long enough. Don’t you recognize your own sister and brother, idiot?”
Yeah. You heard it right.
“Windley, is this your family?” The words fell out of me like a blubbing fish caught on land. I scanned Pip’s face for similarity but found none. Those plushy cheeks were a far cry from Windley’s structured ones. If this was truly Windley’s brother, did that make Ascian their father?
I was so wrong. On all accounts.
“I have no family,” said Windley. The moment of distraction was his window to attack. He charged at Ascian with hatchets spinning, but before Windley could do his blades justice, the lavender-eyed man pulled a three-tailed whip from the layers of his cloak and snapped it into the air above Windley’s head.
Thwack!
Windley froze in his tracks, hatchets falling limp at his sides, and I saw a flash of something hit him: fear—rare to see on him, and contagious. After, the look he gave me was one of heartache, as if apologizing for ever meeting me.
I loathed it.
And I loathed the person who had put it there.
Loathing is a dangerous thing when stored where darkness resides.
I didn’t understand the dynamic between Windley, his ‘master,’ and his ‘siblings,’ but in that moment, I understood that I was not the one in need of saving. Though my arms were restrained, I had other means to channel the darkness.
“Windley! Duck!”
I pushed forward from my core, wrenching my neck backward, and when I opened my mouth, it felt as if one of the dark hands came thrusting out of my lungs.
“Pip, watch out!” Windley shouted as he dropped to the ground to dodge my wrath that swept toward Ascian like stormy fog rolling over waves.
“He has no merit!” My own voice merged with the echoes, scathing and warbled.
Afterwards, the wood was flooded in black.
Pip had heeded Windley’s advice and was cowering on the ground at my glowing feet while that bitch Charmagne and her male accomplice had released their grip on me out of shock.
I didn’t wait to see what had become of Ascian and his lavender eyes. I leapt forward, grabbed Windley’s arm and began tearing him along after me through the trees.
“Camp is the other way!”
“They’re dangerous, right?” I said. “Then we aren’t leading them back to where Beau is. We’re leading them away.”
I wouldn’t allow any one of them to taste her.
“In that case,” said Windley, “this way. I remember it now. I’ve been to this wood more than once.” This time, he was the one to take my arm and pull me through trees and green, but it was only for a minute, until: “Ugh, can’t you quit being so magical?” My glow was a dead giveaway. With a grin, he hoisted me into his arms like a damsel.
The grin was forced, though. That interaction had created a wound within him. I could see it in the corners of his eyes, sense it in the swallow of his throat. And all I wanted was to be alone with him in a safe place to soothe his hurt.
“Windley?” I said his name carefully.
“Queenie?” He mimicked my tone, mouth pressed to the top of my head.
“Is your memory returned?”
His jaw flexed. “I’m afraid so. Now I remember why I took that damn elixir.”
I squeezed his neck tighter. “I won’t ask you to relive anything you don’t want to, but… I’m a good listener if you decide.”
“I know. You’d be the one I would go to anyway.” This time, his grin was real.
Thank goddess.
We continued on, distancing ourselves from the threat at our backs, treading deeper into the cover of the wood, Windley looking over his shoulder only once to mutter: “Pip… he never got out of it…”
Eventually, he slowed and listened with his pointed ears for signs of pursuit, setting me down only once satisfied there were none. At that point, he took his face in his hands like it might be able to undo everything that had just happened.
“You shouldn’t be caught up in this, Merrin, but there’s no helping it now. You’ve been seen, your glow’s been seen, and you will have caught Ascian’s interest with that display of shadow puppetry.” He peered off into the surrounding night. “The best thing to do for now is hide you. I’ll take us somewhere safe.”
“Hide? But that man said they ‘felt’ you. Can’t they tell where we are, even now?”
Windley shook his head “It was my power they felt. Because I’ve been using it carelessly down here. If only I had remembered not to.” Teeth-clenched, he tossed a look at his blackstone ring glinting demon-like in the night. “It’s what was calling me to them, too—Ascian’s power—only I didn’t realize it. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt another Spirite’s ripples in the air.”
“Ripples?”
“Yeah, that’s what it feels like. Energy ripples. Tighter the closer you are to the source, and then sort of dispersed the further you get.”
“And can you still feel his now?”
“No. But not for the reason you’re hoping. More likely, Ascian’s turned it off. Unfortunately, I betrayed your spell by calling out. I doubt it caught him.”
I was afraid of that.
“But I’m not sorry I used it,” I said—quietly, rebelliously.
That made him chuckle. “Sorry? Why would you be?” He scooped my fingers and brought them to his mouth. “It was foolish of me to expect you to sit silently. You’re hopelessly incapable of it.”
Love.
That was love in his eyes as he laughed to himself over me. Love in his brow as he forged a plan to keep me safe. Love in his mouth as he pressed it to my skin.
Charmagne or whatever her name was didn’t know what she was talking about.
How much, captive ones, do you think it would take for my resolve to falter?
Hold tight. As I said before, it’s all a little sticky.
“This may delay our journey home,” said Windley. “And this time it will only be you and me. Are you okay with that?”
As it was prone to doing, my mouth answered on its own: “Yes.”
But that was fine, because my heart was in alignment. I would go with him wherever he took me, toting our monster along behind.
I probably should have been more careful. After all, monsters can be hard to tame.




Chapter 2
The Proof of Scars
Windley’s destination was something in the east, and he kept glancing up to see the stars between the trees in hopes of orienting himself.
Along the way, I gave breath to the filigree whistle around my neck. Beau’s widowbird was back at camp, having followed us after being released from below Giant’s Necropolis. I needed to get a message to Albie and the others, to let them know that they should return home and that we would come after, once we knew that evil wasn’t in pursuit.
I didn’t know the true danger of the lavender-eyed man and his lackeys, but I knew enough to know I couldn’t lead them to Beau, especially not with most of her cavalry incapacitated.
So I followed Windley, allowing him the silence he needed to ruminate over the memories now coursing through his nerves. I could see them, behind his eyes and within his rising chest, and I traveled beside him, fighting my impulse to share in his burden.
As the sky shed its cloak of darkness and shifted to dawn, we saw first signs of Windley’s destination. Slabs of stone began to litter the mammoth trees, crawled over by moss and ivy, relics of man that had been reclaimed by the wood.
It seemed people had once inhabited this long-forgotten place, for the stone pieces, sparse at first, collected into the ruins of a city overtaken by the mess of the forest.
“You’ve been here before, Wind?”
He stood staring out over a fallen queendom speckled by forest light, looking more pensive than I had ever seen him. I reached up to tuck a piece of rose-colored hair around his ear, but he snatched my wrist to stop me.
“You called me that before too—Wind. It seems you only call me it when you’re worried.” He turned to let his eyes graze over me. “Don’t worry, lion queen. I’ll make sure they don’t find us.”
That wasn’t what I was worried about, and he knew it.
But like I said before, Windley was a bottler.
“I have been here before. It was my home for a few days.” His eyes were caught in a memory—and not a pleasant one.
But if we were going to uncork that bottle, it wouldn’t be today. It was all too fresh.
And he was wrong. I didn’t only call him that when I was worried; I called him it because it felt good on my tongue.
“Well then,” I said, reclaiming my hand and putting it instead to his collar. “Aren’t you going to invite me back to your place, Wind?”
My forwardness did as intended, wrenching him from the memory. His throat bobbed as he glanced down at my hold on his collar. “Our virgin queen will be saying things like that now?”
If it meant seeing him recover each time.
“You should know I liked to be tucked in,” I added.
The corner of his mouth twitched. “Be careful, queenie. I’m still a predator at heart.” Then, he slipped his arm around my waist and drew me deeper into the ruins.
If only it really was that easy to distract him. This was all but a shallow game, for his sake.
I was lucky to have known him eight long years. I was lucky to know how best to handle him.
If I didn’t, our monster may have died.
They’re fickle things, aren’t they? The monsters we create with the ones closest to our hearts? They can wither just as quickly as they bloom. It takes such understanding to properly nurture a monster.
Ours wouldn’t be without its missteps.
I let the keeper of my monster pull me through the deserted queendom, over stone and scree, until reaching what appeared to be a courtyard besieged with stony debris. Overhead, the broken remains of an arched walkway indicated that this had once been an arcade of sorts. Now, its columns were coated with winding ivy.
Windley unbuttoned his cloak and strew it over a bunching of weeds.
“I’m afraid this will be the most rugged night you have ever spent, Queen Merrin. Will your sensibilities allow it?”
Normally, he would say so in jest, bowing low and teasing me for my station. Now, though, he wore something else.
Shame.
He was ashamed to make me sleep in a place like this. Ashamed to have been the reason I wasn’t curled up in the queens’ tent beside Beau.
He should know me better than that.
In a similar manner, I unbuttoned my cloak and laid it out beside his. “You’re forgetting the time we fell asleep on the tree fortress’s veranda. It took Beau forty minutes to pick the bugs from my hair.”
He stared at me a moment and when he blinked—
Love.
That was love in his stare, overwriting the shame.
“Yes, I forgot who I’m dealing with. Queen of the sticks and squalor, lest we forget how untidy your room was.”
“Hey! I didn’t think you’d noticed!”
“Heh.” He laid back into the makeshift bed. “Imagine my surprise when I entered her holy highness’s chamber and found it messier than a cook’s pantry.”
“I like it like that!”
“Of course you do. Now get some rest, pigsty queen. I’ll keep lookout.” With a catlike grin, he reached up to coax me onto the cloak beside him.
Good, he was back to normal. 
But that hand of his was suspicious.
“You also need sleep, Windley.” Arguably more so than I. I wouldn’t allow him to subdue me with his… cuddle powers.
Caught, he pulled his rejected hand into himself. “You’re still a queen, Merrin. I’m not letting you sleep unguarded. I’ll be fine.”
Not if his baggy appearance was any indication.
Luckily, I wasn’t only a queen.
I put a finger to my lips—“One moment.”—and leaned back into the darkness, blocking out whatever Windley had been about to say.
“meRrin.”
“merrIn.”
The darkness was calmer than usual, having exerted its aggression on Ascian just hours earlier. The hands tousled me through slippery, airy shadow, bobbing me up and down and waiting for me to share my intention.
“Hi guys. I need a favor, but I’m not sure it’s possible.”
“MerriN?”
“Those without merit skulk in the brush. I need protection from them.”
“We will tear them limb from limb! We will pull the flesh from their bones!”
“No! We don’t need to go that far. Not yet. Can you just keep a lookout for those without merit and wake me if they enter this place?”
Inside my head, a chorus of non-human whispers discussed the request like this was something new for them. They sounded inquisitive, eager, sloshing about in the unseen world. I let them mull it over, turning a deaf ear to one particular voice on the outskirts, clearer than the rest and fighting for my attention.
Exitium.
The one that had caused me to kill Bartolomew. I didn’t want that one’s advice.
But it seemed I didn’t have a choice. In the absence of a solution, the rest of the swirling darkness parted like a curtain, allowing full reach of Exitium’s influence.
“Hello, Merrin,” it said, neither male nor female, slipping into my ear like a serpent. “What you seek is possible. Release them and hold them there. They will do as you command.”
They? Not we? So Exitium considered itself something separate from the rest of the darkness.
This was my first hint to its true identity.
Maybe I should have asked it right then and there what it was, but in truth, I was afraid to know the answer.
And Exitium wouldn’t have answered had I asked anyway. It would only come to tell me when I had something desirable to offer in return. It would be some days yet before that happened.
With trepidation, I waited for the dark being to speak further, but it abstained, instead slinking away and becoming lost in the swell of darkness. After, the rest of the echoes flurried in anticipation.
“MerRIn!”
“mERriN!”
“MErrIN?”
What kind of a villain was I? I had sworn never to use them again, and already I had called on them twice.
Little did I know, there were more things at work than just my lack of will.
I opened my eyes to find Windley squinting at me. “What are you scheming in there? I told you to go to bed.”
“I think I found a way for us both to sleep protected,” I said.
He frowned in distaste. “What, with your little shadow tricks? Not necessary. I told you, I’ll be fine.”
“Sorry, Wind. This is what you get. Me being in love with you means me wanting to take care of you as much as you want to take care of me. You should know me well enough to know this won’t be a one-sided thing.”
His frown lifted into something lighter, amusement playing at the edge of his mouth. “Is that so?”
“It is.”
He shrugged. “Who am I to deny a queen’s command. Go on, then.”
So he said, blasé, but I saw the way he watched me from the corner of his eye as I tipped my head back and pulled the echoes closer. I drew them in through my nose and held them in my lungs, and when I exhaled, I did so slowly, releasing a cloud of darkness with a shaky breath. It hovered in the air around us until I forced it down to the ground where it landed with a bounce and began to roll outward like fog, filling the perimeter of the arcade before pushing out further and coating the entire floor of the ruins.
“If anyone enters this place, I’ll know. The echoes will shout at me.”
Windley poked at the smoky haze with his toe. “How certain are you of this?”
“It’s wholly untested.”
He smiled foully. “Wonderful. A pleasant rest it will be.”
I took his shoulder and pushed him down into our makeshift bed before crawling in beside him. “I’ll be able to tell if the cover is broken. I felt it just now when you pushed it with your toe. Trust me. I won’t let harm befall us.”
Yet uncertain, he gave one last look off to our surroundings before taking hold of me and drawing me close. “I’ve said it before—you would have made one hell of a guard.”
I could say nothing in response. Even without using his power, his arms around me set my blood arush. I nuzzled into him for fear he would see the heat of my face.
This was our first sleep alone together ever, but there would be no ‘canoodling’ as Windley liked to call it. Instead, he hugged me to his chest, using me for comfort as he chewed over what had happened with Ascian and the rest of his so-called family. Though his body was warm against me, his thoughts were somewhere far away. I waited for his breathing to deepen before I finally let myself drift.
…
…
Some hours later, I awoke to find Windley sleeping just as heavily as if we were back at the fortress.
So he trusted my power after all. It was nice to see him relieved from the weight of his memories. It was enjoyable to see him surrender to my protection.
Maybe he was right. Maybe I was more suited to guard than to rule.
The early morn was cool enough to turn the embrace of a wayward queen and her borrowed guard from inappropriate to necessity. His warmth was my shield, his body my comfort. And while the birds settled around the ruins thought to wake him with their morning song, Windley was stalwart in his desire to sleep off the events of the previous night.
He was turned on his side, with his lower back exposed and chilled from his untucked shirt. I meant to pull it down for him, but my curiosity had other plans. Careful not to wake him, I inched the fabric the rest of the way up—not for any promiscuous reason, but to confirm a theory.
As I brushed my fingers over the disfigured strips of flesh hidden beneath, constriction found its way into my throat. As suspected, his scars were in patterns of three—like that three-tailed whip the lavender-eyed man had cracked into the air.
Trauma was stored in those wounds. Painful memories resided in his flesh. And now I knew:
The lavender-eyed man—the one called Ascian—was Windley’s abuser.
“We will scorch the skin from his muscle!”
Yes, we would end him. Whatever else lay ahead, of this I was certain.
When I returned to sleep, I did so squeezing Windley tighter than I ever had before, ignoring the pounding of my chest in hope of bringing him unseen comfort.
…
…
…
“Argh! Why do YOU insist on spooning ME, Merrin?”
We finally roused in the middle of the afternoon as spots of sunlight kissed the fallen rubble of the ruins. Windley was substantially less baggy than before, though his cheek held the imprint of a leaf.
“Because it’s comfy?” I told him.
“But I’m much taller than you! It doesn’t make ergonomic sense! You’re like a little turtle strapped to my back.”
“You’d be so lucky as to have a turtle queen strapped to your back! Men have died for that honor.”
No men had died for that honor.
“You know, of all the times I pictured us sleeping together, I was never the little spoon! Ugh, queens.” He rolled over me, darkness falling over his devilish brow as I pressed myself further into the pile of weeds and held my breath in my chest. “You think you’re so cute—” But he stopped himself: “You are cute”—and kissed the tip of my nose.
Everything else aside, I was the same self-indulgent queen as always, and with him leaning over me, pushing my hand into the bed of ivy and chewing his lip as he stared at my mouth with eyes reading sinful intent, I wanted nothing more than to forget about the pain stored within his wounds and the darkness wrapped up in my soul, and fall with him into ecstasy.
But it wouldn’t be so.
Just then, the echoes came flooding back, alerting me that one without merit had just entered our refuge.




Chapter 3
Two Birds
Windley’s hatchets were at the ready, thirsty for the contact they hadn’t yet made.
“Can you tell which way, Merrin?”
“Over there!” I pointed to the far side of the ruins.
“Over there?” He lowered one hatchet. “Why would they be coming from that direction?”
“I don’t know, but this time I’ll be ready.”
Yet Windley stopped me as I began to tip my head. “No, lion queen. I’ll take care of it. You don’t need any more blood on your hands.” He offered me a crafty smile. “Back me up?”
I suspected it wasn’t only about sparing me the guilt of taking another life, though—he wanted to keep me as far away from that dark, forgotten past of his as possible.
With the echoes ramming against my temples, I let him pull me behind a wall of rubble that had once been the courtyard’s entrance and watched as he strained his pointed ears for signs of what we were up against.
“What the hell?” he muttered to himself before I could hear so much as a rustle in the distance. “That sounds like… and he’s… Hnh.” He looked at me sidelong. “Chap’s got a mouth on him, who knew?”
“Chap? You mean it’s…?”
Windley stood from our hiding place: “Oy, chap! Queen Beau allows you to kiss her with that mouth?”
“You!” came a tight answer. “Finally.”
I popped up to find Rafe standing across the grounds, looking ruffled and cranky in an emerald cloak. And he wasn’t alone; he was holding a string—the other end of which was connected to a black bird with a humorously long tail.
“Rafe! You leashed a widowbird? But they don’t do well in captivity,” I said.
“You think?” Rafe lashed—before dropping to his knee in repentance. “A-apologies, Your Majesty. It has been a frustrating morning of stumbling around in the trees after this thing. Beau told me to use it as a guide, but it’s been spending more time trying to peck itself loose than leading me to you.”
Probably because he had tied a string around its leg like a kite.
Windley held his mouth to stifle a laugh. “Aw, man. That’s rough. Queens can be so demanding, can’t they?”
Rafe wasn’t in the mood. He swatted at the bird, who swooped at him in an attempt to get free, before turning to us. “What exactly is this?” he said, pointing from Windley to me. “An elopement? I would expect something like that from him, Your Majesty, but not you. What about your court?”
“It wasn’t intentional, Rafe. We merely went for a night walk, when we encountered trouble in the wood.”
It was up to Windley how much he wanted to share from there.
Windley hesitated by scanning the trees at our backs. “Something unfavorable is after me,” he said, slow and calculated, “and now it’s had a sniff of our rantipole Queen.”
Rafe folded his arms. “Something unfavorable?”
I folded my arms. “Rantipole?”
Windley ignored me.
“You said Merrin’s magic is stronger than the elders of your clan, yes? Mine too, as it turns out, but what if there was a being able to steal said magic, and what if that being had seen said magic?”
That was why he didn’t want Ascian to see my power?!
Rafe’s face was desert dry. “Nothing is ever easy with you two, is it.”
“Yet it was your affair that sent us out here in the first place,” Windley crooned.
“Yet it was YOU who stole Her Majesty away in the middle of the night. Again,” Rafe countered.
“Enough.” I moved to free the bird, who settled on my shoulder in thanks. “You sound like bickering fogies. It doesn’t matter whose fault any of it is. Rafe, you will return to camp and tell Beau and Albie not to wait for us. We’ll make sure our trail is clear before we head home.”
“Respectfully, Your Majesty, you’d be safer if you returned with me. The cavalry can help fight this threat, whatever it is.”
Absolutely not.
But Windley interceded before I could protest. “Chap does have a point, Merr. If you go back with him, I can lead Ascian away by turning on my power. If the goal is to get him away from you, it’s not a bad plan.”
“But why would we do that when it is my power that can end him?” I said.
“Merrin.” Windley put his hands on my shoulders. “Are you so eager to kill…”
Again?
I could tell he stopped himself from saying ‘again.’ A Bartolomew-shaped lump caught itself in my throat.
But the marks under Windley’s shirt were fodder enough for the darkness growing within me.
Oh, have I not mentioned it was growing?
Because I had given it a target. Not that I knew it yet.
Beau had been right to warn me.
“The one pursuing you caused pain, yes?” I said. “To you and others? Then his death will be worth any defilement it will cause my soul.”
“Admirable, Merr, but as I’ve mentioned, if Ascian gets his hands on you, he’ll try to steal your power for his own.”
Why was he protesting so hard?
There was something else. Something he wasn’t saying.
Sometimes, in the absence of understanding, we create stories.
Dramatic of me, maybe, but—
“Windley, have your feelings for me lessened since regaining your memories?”
“W-what?! Don’t start with that.” He gathered my hand and placed it to his chest so that I could feel the warmth behind his ribcage. “If anything, they’ve…” He shook his head. “Never mind.” Then he frowned, unimpressed. “No, lion queen, this isn’t some crude attempt to ditch you if that’s what you’re asking.”
Then why did it feel like once he left, he would never return?
Reading my thoughts, Windley offered his most impish smirk. “Do you really think I’d give you up after all that?”
But ‘all that’ had been before regaining his memories. Would he have stayed near me, professed his love to me, if he had remembered there was ‘something unfavorable’ after him?
The pit. That was the pit of my stomach sinking at the idea that he might do something rash to keep me from his dark, forgotten past—even if it meant removing himself from my life.
“The other option is to take her back by force,” Rafe proposed.
Windley dropped his smirk. “No. Never again. I understand your job is to keep her safe, mate. But mine is to keep her happy. While I agree it’s best she return with you, that’s her choice to make. So—” His sharp eyes pierced my concerned ones. “What’s your choice, Merrin?”
Did you know? Answering a question with a question can be an effective way of making someone realize they’re wrong.
“Can you honestly tell me you have a better way to defeat Ascian than using my power?” I asked.
“Yes.” Windley let out a thin breath through his teeth. “No. Damn it. Rafe—” He wafted his hand dismissively. “Go over there. Give us a moment, would you?”
Rafe stared without smile an uncomfortably long time before turning away, half-assed.
Windley leaned in. “Listen, Merrin. It isn’t easy to say this because, truthfully, I’d like to steal you from your world and take you somewhere no one will find you, but—I know that in order for me to keep you, you need to go back with Rafe. There’s a good reason I took that elixir. I’ve done bad things, and I’m not sure a queen who fights injustice will be able to forgive them. If you continue down this path with me, your opinion of me will change.”
So it wasn’t about ditching me, sparing me the guilt of taking another life, or keeping me away from Ascian. Not really. It was about preserving my image of him. And the feelings that went along with it.
“As I’ve said many times, what makes you think I have a good opinion of you now?”
“I’m serious, Queen Merrin.”
“Don’t call me that.” That was me buying time.
‘I wasn’t well-suited for life where I was raised, so I set off in search of a new way of living.’
When Windley came to the Clearing, he was an adolescent. Whatever he had done before that, he had made a decision to change, traveled a great distance to get away from his past.
That was something admirable.
“I’m resolved in my feelings, Windley. I’ll return with Rafe only if you feel there’s a better way to defeat Ascian than the echoes.”
He groaned. “Leave it to you to play that card. While it’s true your power may be the only thing great enough to kill the being Ascian has become…” He looked at me as though I might disappear with the setting sun, only this time, it wasn’t a treasuring look; it was fearful. “We’ll have to be strategic about it. I need to explain what makes him so dangerous. Can I have a few more days with you before I do?”
His dark eyes lingered over mine.
A look more weighted than I could have known.
But before I could answer, Rafe came sprinting at us fast enough to disgruntle the widowbird resting on my shoulder. Windley, ever distrusting of the breed, shot it a foul look before stiffening, detecting the reason for Rafe’s unsheathed sword.
Something was coming through the forest toward the ruins, large enough to cause the cracking of branches in its wake.
“Damn!” Rafe cursed. “I thought I got away from it!”
“IT?” said Windley.
“Something’s been following me, off and on. I heard it moving in the distance.”
“And you led it right to the Queen?!”
“I wouldn’t have had to come find the Queen if you hadn’t stolen her!” charged Rafe, annoyed. “Besides, I thought I lost it. It went quiet more than two hours ago.”
“Waiting for you to let your guard down, no doubt!”
Rafe lunged forward. “Don’t blame me that the south is home to barbariacy unknown to the northern forests! Need I remind you this is your homeland, Windley?”
“Whatever is large enough to fell whole trees is not something native to this forest, Rafe. If it’s following you, then you’re why it’s here.”
“Enough!” I commanded, noting the breaking trees were closing in. “We don’t have time for contention!”
“Sorry, love. You’re right.”
Windley took my wrist and pulled me into a crouch, and as he and Rafe began communicating in guard-like gestures, I noticed that Rafe’s sword lacked its usual frosty glow. Apparently, exiling Luna from our realm meant no more enchants for him.
Maybe that was why the pair of them thought it best for Windley to take front of the formation. With hatchets exposed, he gave me a whispered, “Listen to Rafe,” before slipping around our shelter and into the courtyard so that he could find better vantage of whatever was coming.
Likewise, “Stay here, Your Majesty,” instructed Rafe. Then he, too, slipped around the debris, settling a short distance away behind the base of a fallen spire, concentrating in the direction of the cracking.
I also strained my ears, but unlike them, I wasn’t listening in the physical realm.
“Ones without merit! Let us eat them! Let us scald them! Let us melt them!”
The darkness sloshed me like a boat caught in a storm.
“How many without merit?” I whispered.
“Hundreds!” the echoes seethed. “Hundreds crawling, swarming, flying!”
“H-hundreds?!”
“Coming for the conjurer!”
“For Rafe! Why?”
But at my question, the darkness swelled against itself, buzzing in search of an answer, until, like last time, the discord parted, allowing in the one voice I longed to avoid.
“A pactless conjurer is as ripe as the fertile grounds of spring,” said the eerie voice of Exitium. “Until the conjurer pacts with a new celestial being, all manner of putrid things will come for him. One is near now: a crow. Defeat it, or it will eat his heart.”
“A crow?”
No sooner had I spoken the word when Windley let out a cry from somewhere in the distance.
“Defeat it NOW!” shouted Exitium, turning ferocious. “Or it will eat BOTH their hearts!”
Disobeying Rafe’s protests, and with Exitium’s warning ringing in my head, I sprang from my hiding place and sprinted to where Windley had taken up a battle stance between the sun-bathed ruins.
“What is THAT?”
“Lion queen?! I told you to stay back and behave!”
I had expected a regular crow, but the fiend opposite Windley was far from it.
It was a man-like being, taller than any normal man, with gray flesh and pitch-black feathers sticking sharply from his arms and neck. The creature was draped in folds of gray plumage that dripped to the ground and dragged behind him like a fowl’s pelt. His hair was long and fine and black as coal, and his eyes were nothing but pearly orbs lacking both pupil and iris.
It was the eyes that were the worst, though I would call his overall appearance terrifying.
“Stay back and state your business,” Windley ordered, hopping between the crow and me.
“Awful cavalier of you,” said the crow in a voice that was like the hush of autumn wind. “I come for the conjurer. Where is he? I hear his heart beating nearby, unchained.”
“It’s after Rafe,” I whispered to Windley. “The echoes told me it wants to eat his heart. Yours too.”
“Mine?” Windley showed his pointed eyeteeth to the creature in a wide smile. “Now that’s odd. You do know what I am, don’t you, wraith?”
“I do. I’ll settle for your liver.” The crow set its pale eyes on me. “What I’m unclear on is what she is. She smells… unique.”
“Just a human,” lied Windley. “I can’t imagine their hearts are up to your palate.”
“Something tells me this one’s is,” said the crow. “Why else would you be guarding her so? Your kind isn’t known for companionship.”
“Come now, something as ancient as you must know better than to pigeonhole. She is indeed a companion, and the only way you’re getting her heart is over my corpse.”
“Fine by me. I’ll take you first, then the conjurer, then the sweet-smelling girl for dessert.” The crow stretched out his arms and the drapes of plumage followed, spreading out around him like a feathery shroud.
He was becoming taller, fiercer, arching his back in preparation of something. And as he did, it was as if all the shadows in the forest came rushing beneath him.
“Wait!” I shouted—to Windley’s displeasure. “You won’t leave us? You insist on fighting?”
“Fighting?” said the crow. “My dear, this will hardly be a fight.”
“Are you sure? There’s no reason for me to end you if you’ll leave us be.”
The crow halted its growth. “You? End me? Amusing yet presumptuous. For that, I shall eat you firstly and slowest.”
Like runoff through a collapsing dam, the creature resumed spreading out at an accelerating pace, filling the clearing and blocking out the light from above until the ruins were coated in his shadow.
Did I say ‘terrifying’ before? That was nothing compared to his amped up form, built up on shade stolen from all corners of the wood.
I needed to summon the echoes, and I needed to do it fast!
But something wasn’t right—with the crow’s milky eyes craning down at me from above, it felt like I could no longer close my own.
The stare of the creature was gorgonizing.
“Merrin?” Windley whispered through his teeth. “Now would be a good time to use that crown of yours!”
“I-I’m trying! But my eyes are stuck!”
“What?” He whirled around. “Stuck?”
“I need to close my eyes into the darkness, but I can’t with him looking at me!”
Windley put his hand over my eyes. “Does that help? No? Shit. We need a distraction.”
But it wouldn’t come from Windley. As the crow continued to stretch over us, it suddenly released a sharp line of quills from somewhere within its folds and sent them shooting straight at us. Windley lunged, axe raised, using the side of the head as a shield. The force of the feathers pelting against the metal was great enough that Windley had to plant himself and push both hands against the opposite side.
Now he was the one getting distracted.
But there was another ally in our midst, and he had heard Windley’s call to arms.
“Hey!” The voice of a pactless conjurer cut through the space, halting the onslaught of feathers. “The one you came for is here!”
The crow let out a hiss-like laugh as Rafe came charging into the shadowy area brandishing his enchantless sword. “When one’s dinner throws itself onto one’s plate,” said the creature. “Plucky.”
But it had done as intended. The crow’s concentration was shifted from me to Rafe, allowing my eyes to close and my head to tip into the throng of echoes waiting beyond.
“Do it now,” I told them, “end the one without merit!”
“Speak my name,” said the viper in my ear.
“No! The echoes can take care of it.”
“They cannot do it alone. Your foe is too great. Speak my name if you do not wish to see the conjurer’s demise.”
Was this a trick? It felt like a trick. But I had little in the way of choice.
“EXITIUM!” I spoke the cursed word I had sworn never to speak again, and as I did, a disgorging of sticky, thick darkness spewed out of the depths of my throat and encased the creature, ruins, and guards until my eyes were filmed with the dark rage of the echoes fronted by snake-voiced Exitium.
When it cleared, the crow was gone, Rafe was ducked with his hands over his head, and Windley had me in a tight embrace.
“A bit close for my liking,” he panted. “Maybe as a general rule don’t ever look into the eyes of anyone we encounter ever again?”
“You said ‘ever’ twice.”
“Intended.”
I took the opportunity to push my ear into him.
I was searching for a beat, you see.
“Windley… you do have a heart, don’t you? Before, you made it seem like—”
He pressed his mouth to my forehead. “Of course I do. Just not the sort he was after.”
“Oh.”
He smelled good. His chest through his shirt felt good. I gripped the back of it, and he stiffened. “Merr…”
“Thank Luna,” Rafe interrupted, kicking at the pile of feathers where the crow had once stood.
“Luna?” Windley said over my shoulder. “Still going with that, eh?”
By now, they knew the truth of what had happened with Luna at the mountain. I had recapped it the previous night around the fire.
Everything but the baby. That part was Beau’s to tell.
“Habit,” grumbled Rafe. “I suppose I should really be thanking the Queen.”
“Don’t thank me yet, Rafe. The echoes told me it was after your heart, and they said that unless you form a new pact with a ‘celestial being,’ more will come for you—hundreds.”
“Yet another creature after us on your account. Nothing is ever easy with you, is it,” poked Windley, now resting his chin atop my head.
Rafe offered only a flattened brow in return.
“Looks like you’re stuck with us for a while, Rafe. I’m afraid we can’t let you return to Beau with hundreds of—whatever that was—after you.”
“A wraith,” said Windley, releasing me. “They’re called wraiths.”
“What are they?” I said.
“Nothing we want to be involved with. They’re dead things that have managed to siphon a bit of a goddess’s power—not enough to become goddesses themselves, but enough to exist as something between realms.”
“Why do they want Rafe?”
“Consuming the heart of someone able to harness a goddess’s power would only help their own power grow, I suppose.”
Rafe stared down at his non-enchanted sword. “You’re saying I need to pact with a new goddess or more will come for me? But my clan is loyal to Luna; I was promised to her from birth; I don’t know how to pact with any others.” A thought occurred to him. “If my pact is broken, what of the rest of my clan? Will these wraith things be coming for them too?”
“Not likely,” said Windley. “Goddesses are powerful enough for their theurgy to transcend realms. She may not be able to produce minions without a physical body, but that doesn’t mean all her pacts have been broken. More likely, you’re being punished by having yours cut off. She had to have known things would come for you once she did.”
Rafe raised a brow. “You’re an expert on goddesses now?”
“I’ve remembered a thing or two.”
“That steward back at Sestilia’s was a magician too, wasn’t he, Rafe? I saw a glow coming from his belt, but it looked different from yours. Maybe you could pact with whoever he’s pacted with?” I suggested.
“His was Soleil,” said Rafe. “The sun goddess. I don’t know much about her, though.”
“Soleil, you say?” Windley held his chin in his hand. “In that case, we may be able to kill at least a few birds with one stone.”
“Windley, no!” I hopped in front of the widowbird defensively.
“No, that’s—southern expression, I guess.” Yet he looked distrustfully at the bird now nested in my hair. “What I mean is, we have several issues in need of resolve. I might have a way to knock out a few of them.”
Issues. A new goddess for Rafe. Quelling Ascian and his lackeys. Concealing the darkest parts of his past.
Those were the ones he was thinking of, but there were others.
Exitium and its louder growing whisper. The Crown’s ‘true purpose’ Luna had mentioned. And…
‘Sorry to tell you, cupcake, it’s not in our nature to love humans. Even if he told you so.’
‘Your kind isn’t known for companionship.’
“You okay, lion queen?”
Both guards were staring at me as if waiting for me to respond to whatever they had been discussing. Luckily, I had daydreamed during many a royal conference. The trick was to act as though you’d been weighing a decision.
“Very well. Rafe, we’ll send the widowbird back to Beau, letting her know that we’ve gone to find you a new goddess and that I’ve taken temporary charge of Windley so that he can tie up personal matters in the south. She and the others should return home. With a different force pursuing each of you, we must separate ourselves as far from her as possible. Windley, you are free to enact this ‘multiple birds and one stone’ plan.”
“Multiple birds, one stone?” He shook his head, a smile playing at his lips. “You heard the lady, Rafe. I assume you have a parchment in your pack?” Then he lowered his voice for me. “You’ll be protecting us, then? With your dark forces? I always knew you’d make one hell of a guard, but…” His teeth were suddenly at my ear. “What exactly do you mean you’ll be taking charge of me?” His hand was suddenly at my waist. “I’m not easily tamed, though you may try…”
“No.” Meanwhile, Rafe’s voice was drier than ever before. “Nuh-uh. Stop that. I had enough of your constant flirting on the way down here.”
The way down here? But I thought we had been so discreet!
“That was nothing. I’ll show you real flirting,” said Windley, and for the faintest of seconds, his eyes pulsed emerald.
“I’m good,” said Rafe.
I, on the other hand—“Windley! You just used your power! Ascian will know where we are!”
“Naw, not enough for that. Just enough to give him a general direction. You mean to draw him away from Queen Beau and Sir Albie, don’t you?” He motioned to Rafe: “Better hurry up with that letter, chap. And then the feathers.”
Feathers? I had missed something while in my head, and Windley knew it too.
“Nice cover by the way,” he whispered. “But you didn’t actually hear any of my plan. I’ve been watching you for years, so I know all of your little tricks. And I know when you’re being plagued. What is it you always say? You don’t need to talk about it, but if you decide to—”
I put a finger to his lips. “You’d be the one I’d go to anyway.”




Chapter 4
The Edge of Nowhere
“If you’re screwing with me, so help me—”
“Chap, why is it so hard for you to believe that I’m on your side? Go ahead then, take them off. See what happens.”
Feathers.
Believe it or not, they were arguing about feathers.
Windley believed donning the ones left by the crow would shield Rafe’s scent from any other wraiths coming for him, buying us time to find a new goddess. Solid in sound, but Windley was only eighty percent certain it would work, and Rafe was ninety percent annoyed with the musty, pointy feathers shoved inside his pants, shirt, and cloak.
That was the first part of the plan I had missed.
The second part was our destination.
“The Edge of Nowhere,” Windley recapped for me as we left the ruins. “A legendary stretch of coast where the sea and sky show more colors than are found in the rest of the world. It’s said to have been painted by a goddess. Right up your alley.”
“I’ve never heard of such a place. How far is it?”
“They say you’ll find it if you walk along the coast long enough,” Windley said with a shrug.
“They, huh? So it can’t be marked on a map? And what percent certain are you it’s even a real place?”
“Says the girl with glowing footprints and shadows swirling around in her head. Southerners believe it exists as much as they believe the southern mountain exists. Well, existed, thanks to you. It’s one of our staple stories. Like the tale of the otter and the crane for you northerners.”
Yes, that was one of Poppy’s favorites and one of my least.
“Okay, so if it’s real, Rafe may be able to contact a new goddess there,” I said. “What other ‘birds’ are you hoping to stone in the process?”
“Goddesses aren’t especially keen on my kind, but they are keen on Rafe’s. A goddess in her own domain could secure our victory against Ascian if we lure him there. So long as Rafe charms her right. Maybe I should give him some pointers. What do you think?”
I shrugged him off. “Goddesses don’t like Spirites? Why not?”
Windley frowned that I was more interested in his people’s lore than in playing with him. “Because we aren’t their children. Our foremothers were something else.”
“Oy,” Rafe called over his shoulder. “Which way?”
“Well definitely not that way,” said Windley.
“Then why don’t you get up here and take lead?!” snapped Rafe, ever grumpy. “You’re back there dawdling when you’re supposed to be our guide! How did I get stuck on another gallivant with you?! Of all the guards in the queendom, this is really the one you want to be around, Your Majesty?”
Side note, can I just say how much I enjoyed Rafe finally starting to be himself around me after so many years? Okay, back to it.
“You’re the one that interrupted our honeymoon,” said Windley. “If it weren’t for you, I’d surely have devoured our virgin queen by now.”
I flicked him in the neck. Hard. “Says who?”
“Ow.” Windley cupped his neck and pretended to pout.
At least Rafe’s arrival had taken his mind off the memories hidden behind his brow. If anything, he was behaving more Windley-ish than normal.
Insufferable, Beau had once said.
Insufferable, just the way I liked him.
I had promised him a few days before telling me about Ascian. He seemed determined to spend those days playfully. And, as I had come to know, the greatest support I could give was to humor him.
Windley had no outlet for heavy emotions. He had a few days to develop one.
We traveled the overgrown path that had once been cobbled, connecting from the edge of the ruins and through the forest to the lands beyond. Dry gatherings of airy vegetation clung to the trees at either side, encroaching closer and closer until whatever remained of the path became swallowed up by the moss of the forest. As day deepened, our haste quickened, the orangest parts a reminder that time was waning. We needed to get out of the Emerald Wood once and for all and find somewhere to restock supplies. As it stood, we weren’t equipped for a journal of indefinite duration.
Windley didn’t seem concerned.
“Why’s he so sullen anyway?” Windley’s elbow was on my shoulder, his head tipped toward Rafe. “Thinking about how pissed Queen Beau is going to be when she receives our message? You know Sir Albie won’t let it go either. And if Rafe found us using that blood-lusting bird, you can bet your knight will try the same.”
“In the letter, I ordered him not to follow us. Beau will enforce it.”
“I don’t know, lion queen, guards have been known to break oaths for you.”
He said it nonchalantly, but I could feel his stare, dark and pointed, pricking the hairs of my neck.
He had looked at me that way many times before.
Only now did I know what it meant.
I was at odds with how to handle it, caught between instincts—worrying over his returned memories, focusing on the mission ahead, bantering the way we always had, or… ignoring everything else and finding an excuse to touch him again.
Was there a proper way to transition from friend to lover? Beau and Rafe hadn’t exactly been friends before their affair. I couldn’t imagine myself ever calling Windley ‘darling’ or taking his arm at a gala. I could only imagine poking fun at him. Defending against his wit. Racing with him through the Scarlet Wood. Returning his devil’s grin. Pushing my hands beneath his shirt as he hoisted me into his lap…
“Merrin?” he said my name gently.
His hair was a soft color, much like the airy moss dangling from the trees. It mussed against his ears, riding the onset evening breeze. Our monster tugged at me. If I focused on it, my chest’s rhythm would change, influenced by the desires beneath.
“Hm?”
“Would you think me a coward if I chose to take another elixir?”
I could no longer feel his stare, for it was lost to the mammoth trees.
“Not in the slightest.” My answer came quick, in memory of his lacerations. “But…”
The ‘but’ caught his attention.
“That doesn’t seem like something you would do,” I finished.
He took a moment to answer. “Don’t be fooled, queenie. Men are generally weaker than they let on.”
At my cocked head, he continued:
“Never mind. It doesn’t apply anyway.” He threw me a curling grin. “I’m not technically a man.” Then, he plucked a piece of greenery from my hair. “What is this, a branch? You’re going to look so scraggly by the time we reach civilization.”
“Southern civilization,” I said pragmatically. A strange concept considering everything beyond the queendoms was known to my court as the uncivilized realm. “How long until we get there?”
“Walking? Week or two.”
“Walking? he says, as if there’s another option,” scoffed Rafe.
“Actually, there is. I’ll show you tomorrow after we reach the golden field. For now, scout out a shelter suitable for our Queen. I’ll catch dinner.”
Catching dinner was usually Rafe’s job. Maybe Windley offered because of Rafe losing his enchants. Either way, Windley saluted before springing off into the amber glow of dusk.
If Rafe had ever looked crotchetier, I had never seen it. He began thwacking at the brush for fuel to nurture a fire. I helped by collecting dead branches in my shirt, snapping them in half loudly to interrupt the silence. My tongue felt awkward and large behind my teeth. It wanted to say something, but I refrained, offering him the distance he surely craved.
I set the pile of sticks at his feet before setting off in search of trumpet bulbs—a forest plant with a wide mouth suitable for collecting dew and rainwater. Windley always had a canteen on his belt, and Rafe had brought his along in his pack, but without knowing when we would encounter our next pool or stream…
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”
I hadn’t expected him to speak.
“Rafe?”
He was crouched to the ground, striking his flint, the curl to his hair more chaotic than normal. “I’m sorry I’ve been ill-mannered. I have no excuse,” he said.
“Hm. Well, first of all, you really shouldn’t be worried about being ill-mannered in the presence of Windley. He makes you look like a saint. And secondly, you do have an excuse, Rafe.” I put a hand to his shoulder, more so for me than for him. “I’m sad to leave her behind too, after just getting her back. I understand it must be especially frustrating for you.”
He said nothing, so I continued:
“But we wouldn’t have separated ourselves if it weren’t the wisest course of action. You know, more than anyone, that Beau is special. She’s like a sparkly gem that needs to be shined and kept. I’ve seen the beings pursuing Windley; they’re dangerous; and now, with those wraiths after you, we have multiple enemies to fend. It isn’t something Beau should be part of. We might both be queens, but she isn’t like me. She’s shiny.”
The world seemed to pause but for the glimmer of night.
“Don’t sell yourself short, Your Majesty.” Rafe fed the newly formed fire a helping of dry moss, which crackled delightfully in response. “And thank you for your lenience. I’ll do better tomorrow.”
“If you need to let off steam, let it off, Rafe. I’ve always hoped you might be yourself around me someday.” And that’s the last I would say, for fear of making him uncomfortable.
I left him in search of trumpet bulbs and any herbs that might accompany dinner.
“He’s right, you know.”
I jumped at Windley’s voice coming from Windley’s body that had been leaning—one could almost say hiding—around the back of a large tree trunk. When I went to inspect the other side, he snatched me and pulled me out of view.
What was this, an ambush!?
“He’s right,” Windley said again, putting his thumb to my cheekbone and his knuckles to my chin before I could catch my breath. “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.”
An ambush, to be sure.
“You could always try it and see what happens,” I said. “The getting close, I mean.”
For the sake of the story, captive ones, pretend that came out seductively. It didn’t—it came out breathless and blushy—but just indulge me and pretend I hadn’t completely forgotten how to flirt in lieu of him leaning over me, backed by forest glow, dirt on his cheeks and sweat on his neck.
“You’re staring at my mouth, lion queen. Do you want me to kiss you?”
“Definitely not. The thought of it repulses me.”
“Pity. I should very much like to.”
“Fine.” I sighed a shaky sigh. “I’ll allow it. Since you groveled.”
He leaned in closer, grin amused, but as I set my hand to his chest, he stopped halfway.
“Are you checking for a heartbeat again?” said his frown.
Guilty.
“O-of course not!”
“You’re still worried about that? I told you, I have a heart. I’m pretty sure everyone does. Watch.” He slipped his hand over mine to push it firmer against his chest and continued where he left off, leaning forward until his lips were inches from mine. The steady beat of his existent heart quickened. “See?”
Charmagne was in my head. The crow was in my head.
Of course he had a heart. Of course he felt for me.
I stood on my tiptoes to finish what he had started, when—
“Fire’s ready,” Rafe called in our direction. “You get dinner?”
Windley tightened his jaw and sucked in a stream of air through his nostrils. “Impeccable timing. Save that kiss for later, lion queen. Don’t give it to anyone else.” He warmed my forehead instead, before sauntering to where Rafe waited near the budding flames.
Windley tossed Rafe his findings: grouse. I should have guessed.
“Was this a surrogate for the widowbird?” I asked suspiciously over dinner.
“For all you know, it IS the widowbird,” he said.
“Ha! I’d like to see you catch one.”
“The way you’re sneering almost makes it seem as if you lack faith that I could,” said Windley.
“You couldn’t,” said Rafe. “Trust me. I spent an afternoon with one of the bastards.”
“I don’t know what you two have such a problem with. Widowbirds have been companions to the royals for ages.”
“Hmph. Maybe in the way humans keep livestock for later consumption,” said Windley, tugging at his moss-colored hair.
Companions.
‘Your kind isn’t known for companionship.’
I shook it away.
We slept beneath a covering of echoes keeping watch for those without merit—Rafe bundled in the crow’s feathers and I bundled in Windley’s cloak. With the fire reduced to lava-like coals, our site was lit only faintly by the nocturnal shimmers of the forest. The night air tasted familiar—like breathy autumn in the Scarlet Wood. The wind was mostly still but for polite bouts of movement across our campsite, rustling loose pieces of foliage and demonstrating that we were near the forest’s edge.
Sleep eluded me, but it wasn’t due to discomfort.
Actually, it was the opposite.
Windley was warm and firm, and unlike last night, tonight wasn’t tainted by exhaustion. I buried my face in his chest and redolence, and thought about how strange it was that I should be doing so.
These arms around me were Windley’s, and that was his warmth I was stealing, pushed up beside him in the cool of night. I never imagined he would hold me this way, sweetly, besottedly. Not him. Not Beau’s bastard of a guard with origins so much more complex than I ever could have known.
“Shhh.” From over my head he made a shushing noise and tightened his embrace.
“I didn’t say anything,” I murmured.
“It isn’t your mouth; it’s your mind. I can practically feel your musings. Go to sleep. It’s an early day tomorrow.”
Stupidly insightful incubus. I wiggled deeper into his cloak.
Five minutes passed before he spoke again, heralded by a tired sigh. “Okay, lion queen, what is it? What’s keeping your breath from turning heavy?”
I looked up at him through the darkness and felt him tense as I told him: “This is strange.”
“…What is? Our embrace?”
“Mm.”
His brow dropped into obvious concern. “Does it feel unnatural?”
Oh, I should have considered how it might come off.
“No,” I corrected. “It feels natural. That’s what’s strange. My body sinks into comfort with you, like it’s something we’ve always done.”
After the initial few minutes of heart-racing, that is.
But he didn’t need to know about that.
His muscles relaxed. “Goddess. Damn. Don’t scare me like that.” After a moment of silence, he slipped his hand to my lower back and skimmed his fingers over the top of my shirt, as if wanting to gather the fabric and slide it from my skin.
He was good at things like that. I fought to keep my breaths even.
He cleared his throat. “For me it’s natural because I’ve imagined it happening since the day I met you,” he said.
I felt my blood flush beneath my neck. “It sounds like you’re implying love at first sight.”
“More like love at first scent.”
“Hah? You sniffed me?”
“Quiet or you’ll wake the grumpy one.” His fingertips settled at the kernel of my shoulders. “I can’t say why it feels natural for you, but… I’m not disappointed you feel that way.” His tone changed into something exposed. “It gives me hope that you might make it through what I’m going to tell you in a few days.”
About his dark past and the things he had done therein.
I thought that maybe the cork in his bottle was starting to wiggle loose, as if the bubbles deep within him were forcing it open. I would tread delicately.
“I don’t know what you’re so worried about, Windley. Whatever you did as a child, it isn’t who you are now. I’m rational enough to accept that a person’s soul can change.”
“And if a person has no soul?”
He had to have felt my throat clench.
“Kidding. Just trying to give you something new to search about for, after finding evidence of a heart.”
His defense was to provoke play. Fine then. I’d allow him a few more days, as promised.
“It all makes sense now; I always suspected you were a soulless devil.”
He twitched a grin before closing his eyes and pulling me closer. I followed him into the chasm behind our lids, but that wasn’t the end of it. On the outskirts of sleep, I heard him whisper something into my mane.
“It was wrong of me to steal your heart, queenie. I won’t blame you when you decide to take it back. I understand now, more than ever, how undeserving I am of it.” His voice was laced with vulnerability I had never heard from him. “But rest assured, my lionhearted queen, I’ll love you even after you stop loving me.”
Beau was right in the advice she’d offered me:
‘It’s easier than you’d think… and also more painful than you’d think.’




Chapter 5
Wallops and Gazelles
Under the morning sun, it was as if those words had never been spoken.
Windley was lively, flirty, normal.
Well, not normal, exactly.
“Hand me that knife, chap?”
“Are you sure you want the knife? Wouldn’t you rather have a spoon?” said Rafe, though all spoons were back at camp with Albie and the cavalry.
“Damn it, Merrin! Do you see? Do you see what your spooning has done to me?! We can’t have Rafe knowing who’s in charge here!”
“Her Majesty is a queen. She’s in charge by default,” said Rafe.
“He’s always like this.” I folded my arms. “Why can’t a woman spoon a man? I see nothing wrong with it.”
“Argh! It has nothing to do with you being a woman! As I said before, the taller person should be the big spoon. That’s why it’s called the big spoon!” He stuck out his bottom lip. “Besides, you feel nice to cradle, and how can I smell your neck if you’re behind me?”
Smell my neck?
“Y-you’re the one that opened yourself up to being taken from behind! I didn’t force you to roll away.”
“Actually, you did.” His stare turned dark. “But it shan’t happen again. I’m prepared to take you by force next time if necessary.” He lifted his chin cockily, stretching his neck in such a way as to further define his jaw while lifting his lip to show his pointed eyetooth.
Effective.
It was hard to see him as the same person who had shown such softness the previous night. Not only was his past more complex than I ever imagined; his spirit was too.
“Just let me know if you want me to cut off his hand, Your Majesty.”
“Let’s start with another appendage, shall we?” I cooed.
“Is that what you’re thinking of?” Windley turned up his hand, high and mighty-like. “Can’t say I’m surprised. Always undressing me with that stare of yours.”
“It’s going to be so much worse this time, isn’t it,” Rafe grumbled to himself, “without Sir Albie to keep them on good behavior.”
Windley had opted not to share with Rafe the details of our encounter with Ascian and the others. Only that Windley could no longer safely use his magic because it served as a beacon for the ‘unfavorable something’ after him—a vague something from his clouded past. Rafe was oblivious to the true pain hidden behind Windley’s play and jabs, and that was the way Windley wanted it. If Charmagne was right about one thing, the devilish guard was good at pretend.
If I didn’t know him so well, I might have been fooled, too.
But I saw it. Gaps in his mien. Longer than normal contemplations into the distance. Stealing glances at me as though they were the last he would ever take—as though he were trying to imprint the image of me permanently into his mind.
He was so certain I wouldn’t love him after I knew the truth, and I was equally certain he wasn’t the villain he thought himself. In fact, I strongly suspected he was a victim.
We were both wrong, it would turn out.
Windley’s insufferable nature was a defense, and my imagination strayed over what horrors might have caused him to willfully forget his past and begin a new life in a land where his kind was either unheard of or rare.
These thoughts made my companion darkness curdle.
“The lavender-eyed man has the least merit! Least of all the creatures that walk on two legs! We will punish him most.”
Yes, it sounded like a fine plan. Even without yet knowing Windley’s story, the omens of it were damning for the man with the lavender eyes.
For the one called Ascian.
When we broke from the trees into the plains of gold, it was as if we had been birthed from the forest into the stretching unknown. The wind that had only played at us while in the wood now stirred itself in full force around the edges of our clothes, as if tempting us further into the harmony of swishing grass.
I tried not to think about the gilded blades stained red over at the massacre site.
I tried not to think of the life I had also taken.
“Okay, we’re here.” Rafe shifted his weight impatiently. “What’s this miraculous other mode of travel you alluded to?”
Windley pointed into the distance where large gray beasts roamed and smaller horned ones pranced. “There,” he said.
Wallops, he had called them last time. And gazelles.
“You mean to catch one and ride it?” I said.
“Not quite catch.” He winked a rapscallion’s wink.
“Seduce?”
“Tch! NO,” he avowed. “Entrance.”
Rafe glanced at me sidelong. “Seduce.”
“Seduce,” I agreed.
“I liked it better when you were scared of her,” Windley taunted Rafe before turning to me: “But I’ll need to use quite a bit of energy to do so, so the others will be able to sense where we are.”
“Meaning we must be quick about leaving afterward,” I said.
“And I won’t be able to do it alone,” he continued.
Meaning I would once again be feast for a devil.
But you know I wasn’t disappointed about that part.
“Okay.” I gave him a nod. “How do we go about it?”
If he tried to hide his delight, his mouth betrayed him. “Wallops—the bigger ones with trunks—they’re pretty easy to tame. My power doesn’t work on all animals, but they’re an easygoing breed, also much faster than they look and strong enough to carry the three of us at once. That’s the tricky part. I can’t entrance three separate creatures for us. They’ll only obey if I’m the one steering them. I just need to get close enough to lock eyes with one. The grass should be loud and tall enough to mask us until we’re close.” He pointed. “As long as we stick to that thicker patch there.”
“They look rather imposing,” I said, sizing up the creatures that appeared larger than any animal of the forest. “Will they bite?”
“Bite?” Windley chuckled. “No. They have tusks as a defense, but they’ll run before fighting.”
So he said, but as we crept through the veil of cashmere grass, the low autumn sun baking at our necks, the true size of the wallops became apparent the closer we neared. They were huge, and we wouldn’t be able to mount them unless they bent down and let us.
But Windley wasn’t anything if not confident. He set his sights on one wallop in particular, off to the side of the others, that was using its trunk to pull at stalks of grass.
“He’ll do. His aura feels pleasant. You ready, Merrin?”
Probably more than I should be.
I think we’ve sufficiently covered that I’m a glutton, captive ones. But just to be sure—
The thought of his tingling, love-like sensation moving through me again was enough to set my blood ablaze. I offered him a shaky nod, and as Rafe looked on, lacking any sign of enthusiasm, Windley took my fingers into his hand like a person picking the last of a rare flower, and lifted them slowly to his mouth, never taking his eyes from mine.
But when my fingers were close enough to feel the heat of his mouth, he released them.
“Wind?”
“This will be better.” His stare turned even more intense, as if homing in on any hidden flecks of color stored in my eyes, as if counting my lashes one by one. Then he took my face in both hands and leaned in.
My heart skipped once because I hadn’t expected it and twice because kissing was still relatively new to us. The third time it skipped, though, that was because I could feel his affection through every intentional movement.
The way he held my face, it was like he was restraining himself, keeping me safe from himself, steadying himself.
Everyone should be held that way, at least once.
A fiery shiver convulsed through me as my hands found and tugged the back of his hair.
And then it all changed.
That first bit, that was just him kissing me. I could tell the moment it transitioned to feeding off me. Waves of warmth, pleasure, desire throbbed from the deepest part of me and out every inch of skin, through my fingertips and earlobes, through every goosebump on my neck and arms. I wanted to curl up and crawl into him, for him to swallow me, for me to become a part of him.
And I loved him. My heart was bursting for him, my veins writhing for him.
“Ah!” Windley wrenched himself away with a sudden jerk. “C-careful, lion queen. I haven’t… Your fondness…” he swallowed. “I took too much. Are you okay?”
I was in no state to answer him, for he was now looking at me with swimming, gleaming, candescent apricot-colored eyes.
“Chap!” Windley hushed. “Mind coming over and taking her shoulders? I’m afraid she’ll collapse when I let go.”
“Don’t look at me with those things,” Rafe spat, shielding his eyes in his arm. “I’m not interested in becoming your lover.”
“Shame,” said Windley, “you’re missing out.” But it was half-hearted. He was still gazing at me just as strongly as I was gazing at him, and before Rafe could take my shoulders, he gave them a squeeze and groaned. “Merr… I want more. But I already took too much…” He set his forehead against mine and brushed his hands over my shoulders and up my neck and then back down.
“Get on with it,” Rafe said, taking hold of me. “You have a beast to seduce.”
Windley let go of me with reluctance and the moment he did, my knees buckled, but Rafe was there to catch me. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, could look nowhere else but at him.
And something peculiar I hadn’t experienced before—there seemed to be a trail of apricot-colored glimmer following behind him.
I wanted to follow it.
I would have if he didn’t explicitly tell me to, “Stay with Rafe,” as he cautiously approached the wallop.
At his presence, the other wallops hasted away, their large feet thunderous against the prairie’s ground. All but one—Windley’s prey. That one froze, right eye marked on the Spirite. He was saying something to it, coaxing it apparently, and reaching out his hand in a beckoning motion. The wallop took a step backward, yet at the same time, it slowly began to extend its trunk, still holding a gathering of golden grass. It looked to be fighting itself, wanting to flee as much as it wanted to make contact with Windley’s coaxing hand.
The latter won.
The moment the wallop’s trunk met Windley’s flesh, its apprehension dissolved, and it began to nuzzle him like a feline prodding to be pet.
I might have found it funny to see such a large creature leaning into Windley, had I not been lost to an apricot-induced trance.
The next moment, the wallop kneeled, allowing Windley to mount by grabbing the creature’s giant ear and placing his foot on its bent knee to hoist himself up and over.
“Like that, Rafe,” he called to us. “Can you bring the Queen? Looks like she’s deep in it. Just steady your arm around her waist, and I’ll summon her over.” From across the way, he bequeathed me his glowing stare. “Still with me, my queen? Come to me now.” From atop the wallop, he reached out his hand.
“Hell, that guy’s scary,” muttered Rafe.
I barely heard him, caught up in Windley’s invitation. I took a step, but my legs were at half-strength, so Rafe escorted me through the grass and to the creature’s knee where he helped lift me into Windley’s arms.
Windley’s gaze was no longer colored, but the remnants of his spell lingered in me long after the fields of gold had transitioned to fields of blue petals.
Blue is a somewhat rare color, isn’t it? Besides the sky and sea? To see it stretch across the ground in such waves was a thing of foreign beauty, as if each individual flower, dainty on its own, conjoined together to create a rug of unnatural blue low to the earth and as far as the eye could stretch.
Windley was right. The wallop was faster than it looked. Everything about the beast seemed slow and lumbering, but when Windley commanded it to run, the prairie flashed by in a blur.
I sat between the two guards, resting my cheek against Windley’s back while Rafe held me steady from behind.
“How long is this going to last?” barked the magician.
“Uh… a while.”
“Geez, next time contain yourself.”
“Yeah.” Windley rubbed his hair guiltily. “I won’t let it go that far. With her it’s hard as shit, mate. You have no idea.”
But deep down, I wanted it to go that far and farther.
It was evening before I could speak, and what I came up with was rather unimpressive.
“Hey,” I said into Windley’s shirt, voice like dusty air.
“Queen Merrin!” Windley whirled around and took my shoulders to inspect me. “Has it finally left you?!”
“I think so.”
“Thank goddess! Look, I’m sorry, Merr. Really. I didn’t mean to take so much. I clearly can’t fucking control myself when it comes to you. I need to figure out a better way to deal with this.”
His scorned hound act was back. It seemed he’d been brooding all those hours.
“It’s fine as long as it worked,” I told him, too embarrassed to admit how much I had liked it. “But why did you choose apricot? For your eyes, I mean.”
His fluster was replaced by a curling, catlike grin. “You mean why didn’t I choose green?” He leaned in closer. “That color’s reserved for you, my queen.”
Rafe cleared his throat loudly from the rear.
Windley wrinkled his nose before turning front. “We’re traveling through the night. Any objections?”
Rafe put a hand to his stomach. “Not if it means food in the morning.”
“We’ll have to hunt or scavenge,” I said. “Sir Albie has all the money.”
“Or if we find a town, I can… coerce supplies out of someone,” said Windley.
“We aren’t bandits!” I chided.
“Trust me, their experience will be well worth whatever we take from them,” said Windley.
Rafe gave me another of those sidelong glances. “Seduce?”
“Seduce,” I agreed.
Windley tisked at us.
“And if we should happen upon a town of all men?” Rafe said from the back.
Windley shrugged. “Plan remains the same.”
“Wouldn’t that be… strange for you?” I said. “Using your powers on men?”
Ignorant of me, but I didn’t know that yet. Maybe some of you can relate.
“Not at all. You saw me use it on Phylo, didn’t you?”
That was true—back on our way to the Necropolis.
“I connect with spirits first, bodies second,” Windley continued. When neither Rafe nor I said anything, he elaborated: “Meaning, while I do notice physical appearance, I connect firstly with a person’s spirit; therefore, the type of person I’d least like to touch is one with an ugly or dirtied soul. Their physicality matters far less. But don’t worry—” He caught my eye mischievously. “You, my queen, have a delicious body and soul.”
Again, I found my eyes settling on his mouth. He knew it, too, for it twitched at the corner.
It was unfortunate Rafe was sitting so near.
The last hints of sun were settling to one side of us, as over the opposite horizon something else was rising. None of us spoke of it, but we all watched trepidatiously to see whether or not the moon would don Luna’s sparkling face.
“Phoo, you’re in the clear, chap.”
But Windley spoke too soon.
And his proclamation was like a taunt.
Eyelids had been hiding her giantess eyes and for a brief moment, they flicked open. The goddess Luna could have been looking anywhere—moons are huge and can certainly be seen across great lengths—but it felt as if she were looking directly at us three villains trotting the flowered fields on the back of a tamed beast.
“Oop. Nope. There’s our gal. Who do you think she’s more upset with? The man who rejected her or the queen who exiled her to the skies?”
“Not helping, Windley!” I scolded.
But Rafe was distracted by something else. “Wait, what day is it?”
“Chap?”
Rafe furrowed his brow. “Shouldn’t she be gold by now?”
The gilded lunar festival at the dawn of autumn when the moon shone gold for three nights only.
“You’re right,” mused Windley. “This would be night two of the Clearing’s festival.”
Yet she was her normal frosty color, as she had been the previous night.
“Maybe she can’t turn gold after I destroyed her body?” I said.
“Or she’s just that pissed,” said Windley. “I’ll feel much better after we reach the coast and our boy’s pacted Soleil.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask,” I said, eye on the moon, “why are you so certain it’s Soleil we’ll find at the Edge of Nowhere, anyway? Is your lore really that specific?”
“Simple. Rafe said Soleil is the sun goddess, yes? And the Edge of Nowhere is said to have been painted by a goddess, yes? What typically paints a horizon?”
It seemed like something I should have been able to put together on my own.
“A sunset,” I answered.
“Or sunrise,” said Windley, prudent.
“Not bad. I guess you have your moments.”
Windley winked over his shoulder. “Let’s just hope Lady Sun takes chap’s side, eh?”
Possibly worried over the same thing, Rafe was quiet the rest of the eve, watching Luna slowly climb the sky and pass overhead.
Making an enemy of a goddess wasn’t ideal, but I told myself it had to be this way. For Beau.
And for her baby.
I tried to keep alert, but Windley was warm, the night cool, and the ride lulling.
I fell asleep not quite grasping just how dangerous it was to make enemies with a goddess.
Foolish of me, really.




Chapter 6
Luna’s Treachery
“Hold the Queen!”
These were the words that rocked me from the reaches of slumber. The voice was Windley’s; the arms around me, Rafe’s, and the wallop beneath us was sprinting faster than ever before.
“Damn, fucking moon!” Windley was cursing up at the heavens, where Luna’s orb was positioned directly above us. Strange, I had watched her pass over her normal course, but now she was back in the center of the night sky, sending down a fuzzy ray of golden light in the field behind us, moving just out of reach of the wallop.
“What’s happening!?” I squirmed in Rafe’s grip.
“LUNA,” was all he said, arms clamped around me so that I wouldn’t fall over the edge of the racing beast.
“That jealous bitch stretched the night somehow!” roared Windley. “And she’s marking us with a beacon! Those feathers are useless if she’s telling the wraiths exactly where we are!”
“Wraiths?”
But I didn’t need to ask, for behind us, in the dim of night, I heard them growling low—the things the echoes had warned me about—hundreds crawling, swarming, flying, coming for the conjurer!
Led, apparently, by that stream of light pouring from Luna.
“This golden light is telling them where to find us!?”
“Yes!” spat Windley, egging on the wallop. “That’s why she didn’t turn gold; she was conserving her strength! She must reeeally hate you, mate. Hell hath no fury like a moon goddess scorned!”
“Rafe, switch places with me! I’ll cast the echoes at them while you keep me steady.”
“There are too many, Your Majesty!”
“I mean only to buy us time. Try to reason with her, Rafe! You cannot give her your heart as promised, but maybe she will take mercy if you appeal to her!”
“MeRRin?” From their resting place, the echoes pushed at me with their dark intention as if to say: ‘May we please? May we please?’
“Yes, it’s time.”
With my permission, their attituded swiveled:
“Destroy their souls! Wrench them from this plane! The dead things! The unnatural things! Kill them! Chew them! End them!”
There was little time for thought. We had to act as one. Me, the echoes, the guards looking at me as though I were mad.
As Rafe held my waist and Windley focused on directing the wallop, I threw my hands forward into the chasing darkness and felt the swell of otherworldly hands spew forth from me like a barrage of night-cloaked arrows. I felt them make contact, tangling with the mess of supernatural things pursuing us. Some of the meritless ones sizzled, others popped, while the vast majority growled and squawked with power hunger.
“Rafe!?”
“Argh! I don’t think she can hear me!”
“What if you raise your sword and try that magic babble of yours?” suggested Windley.
He meant the incantations Rafe spoke whenever getting a charge.
“Good thought!” I said. “Try it, Rafe!”
With one arm around me, the other he used to unsheathe his frostless sword and hold it to the sky, while I sent another blast of darkness into the inky night behind us.
“Shit!” said Windley, veering the wallop’s course. “More coming from the east!”
To make matters worse—
“This isn’t working!” shouted Rafe. “Either she can’t hear me or she’s ignoring me!”
Then there was no helping it.
“Windley, slow down and let Luna’s beam catch us.”
“Are you crazy?!”
“DO IT.”
“…Is that an order?”
“No,” I said. “But do it anyway. I have a plan!”
Reluctantly, Windley eased up on the wallop’s speed, allowing Luna’s golden ray to encompass us. The ravenous bedlam of those without merit heightened. By the sound of it, they were gaining.
“Whatever it is you’re planning, you’d best hurry it, love!”
With an unqueenly grunt, I redirected my focus to the lightstream above us. The power within me may have been great, but I didn’t know how to destroy hundreds at once, so I would narrow my concentration, collect my efforts onto a singular target.
Sometimes the problem isn’t the flies but the flame that draws them.
Bathed in golden light from Luna’s rays, I amassed all of the energy within me and pushed it from my core and straight into Luna’s beacon, calling upon the one most likely to help—the one I regretted needing: “EXITIUMMMM!”
It is difficult to describe what happened next, for it isn’t something the mortal eye typically perceives, but I’ll try my best.
As the power of the echoes shot upward through me, it was as if that nebulous beam of gold shining down from Luna had physical form, as if it were a glass cylinder that could contain the darkness. Exitium’s shadowy power filled up the shaft of light, pushing against the edges until the whole of it burst, sending out scatterings of twinkling light that fell around us into the meadow like a shower of stars.
“That-a-girl!” whooped Windley from the front of the wallop.
Left without clear direction, and with Rafe’s scent yet cloaked with the crow’s feathers, the mass of wraiths on our tail dispersed in confusion, chasing after strewn droplets of light that fizzled into the ground. We continued to race even after the last of them died. Even after the pounding in my ears faded.
Yet again, Exitium had saved us.
And this time, it was almost second nature.
Rafe muttered an awkward apology for being unable to converse with Luna, which I dismissed, for I was keenly watching the goddess’s movement to see if she would finish her course and turn night into day.
“Looks like she got the hint,” said Windley. “See? She’s moving again, this time in the right direction.”
Thank goddess. But not that goddess.
We waited until she was three-quarters along her path and until the growl of the wraiths had completely dwindled before stopping to allow the wallop rest.
For now, we seemed to be out of danger’s way.
“We can’t stay here long,” said Rafe, surveying the area, which had no cover. “We need to find somewhere with shelter and water to make proper camp.”
Windley patted the wallop’s trunk. “Let’s give the fellow an hour before we get him back on his feet. Feel free to do the same, chap. I can tell you’re tired.”
Rafe looked to me for approval.
“Yes, Rafe. It’s fine. I slept a few hours on the wallop, and Windley, well, he’s still coursing with my stolen energy, isn’t he?”
Windley raised a hand. “Guilty.”
“We have stamina enough to keep us safe,” I assured.
Rafe grumbled something in compliance and settled down beside the wallop, using his pack as a pillow. Quickly, his breathing turned heavy.
Meanwhile, the wallop reached its trunk out to pull Windley nearer. With a chuckle, Windley scratched behind its massive ear: “You did good, pup. Just a short rest for now; I promise a longer one in the morning.”
“Windley, you’re rather good with animals, aren’t you?”
“Some animals. Like people, it depends on the caliber of their spirit. This one’s got a nice spirit—isn’t that right, pup?” Under his breath, he added: “Unlike that rambunctious stag of yours.”
“Hey, Ruck’s spirit is just fine! He’s simply misunderstood!”
“Whatever you say, queenie.”
After, Windley and I settled on the flowered ground and watched to make sure Luna was still on track. True to her nature, she inched ever toward the edge of the sky.
“Rafe’s one unlucky bastard, with an ex like that.” He gave me a haughty look. “I suppose the only thing scarier would be having you as an ex, your lioness.”
“You should be so lucky. Men have died for that honor.”
No men had died for that honor.
“I’d like to meet these supposed ‘men’ someday.”
“Haven’t you been listening? You’d have to go to their graves.”
“Ah yes.” He twitched his jester’s grin, pleased with our play. “The only way out, it seems. Well, Rafe’s lucky you were there to steal the show again and save him from his fate again.” Behind his hand, he coughed the words, “Queen showoff.”
“It’s easy to show off when in the presence of those with lesser skills,” I teased.
“Lesser skills? Mm, I would like to use my lesser skills on you right now, lion queen. You wouldn’t be so smug within the palm of my hand. You’d be molten.”
This was nice. It was genuine. For the first time in days, there was no hint of Windley’s dark, forgotten past keeping tabs on him. This was the Windley I liked best.
I thought to take advantage of it.
“By the way, was what you said before true? That it doesn’t matter to you what a person looks like? So I can just let myself go, then? Fill up my hair with sticks and leaves? Eat all the pastries I desire?”
“First of all, you should always eat all the pastries you desire, and second of all… is this you fishing for compliments? I mean, you have eyes, don’t you? You’ve seen the way I look at you.”
He was right. I knew he was attracted to my body, and I was seeking reassurance for what I already knew. I told you:
Glut-ton.
His mouth cracked in amusement. “It’s fine. I’ll give you what you want… since you saved us, and all.” He shifted closer. “When I said I’m attracted to spirits first, bodies second, I meant it more like…” He thought a moment. “Humans tend to desire a person’s physical appearance first and then their traits, right? For my kind, it’s the opposite. Only, replace ‘traits’ with ‘spirit,’ because a person’s spirit is like the sum of their traits in a way.”
“I see.”
We were getting closer to what I wanted from him.
“And what is it about my spirit that appeals to you?”
“Ugh. If I had to come up with something…” He put up a devious front: “You’re down-to-earth, you don’t take yourself too seriously, you see everyone as equals, you’re determined—some would say stubborn, you fight for your beliefs and for those who cannot fight for themselves, you aren’t afraid to show vulnerability, you’re clever and rife with wit, and you’re too modest to realize how beautiful you are.”
He rambled them off as though they were nothing, plucking at least five heartstrings in the process.
“Now—” He leaned over me darkly. “What is it that you like about me?”
But it was hard to speak, for he was toying with me, and pride is a fickle thing.
In fact, there was a time not so long ago where I would refrain from giving him compliments because it felt like letting him win or giving him ammunition.
“Like I said, stubborn,” he cooed.
“I’m getting there. Sometimes it’s hard to be soft with you.”
Other times, it was remarkably easy. It was this transition from friend to lover. We seemed to move freely along that spectrum.
“It’s amusing, watching it unfold inside your head.” Chin against his knuckle and eyes showing sparks of fondness, he gave a sigh. “I would love to be in there.”
Now that we had admitted our love to each other, he wasn’t holding back on looking at me that way. I felt my cheeks and neck turn flush as I hid my eyes in my knees:
“You’re confident, strong, witty, you see me for who I am really, and you let me be myself at all times. You’re encouraging… when necessary, and you don’t care what others think of you. You say whatever you want, do whatever you want. You’re playful, take risks—”
Was it just me or was he getting nearer, his mouth getting softer?
“And it feels like with you beside me, I can do anything,” I finished.
It wasn’t my imagination. He set his lips nearly to mine and tucked my hair behind my ear.
“It isn’t easy for a Spirite to fall in love. But it was easy with you, my queen.”
Inside, my heart throbbed for him. I took the back of him, pushing my fingers into the muscle at either side of his spine, inviting him to finish what he had started. With a cocked grin and with his eyes drilling deeply into mine, he brought my face to meet his.
Maybe it was the adrenaline of the night’s events—
But goddess damn. It was explosive.
With all of those reasons voiced, I knew, more than ever, that Windley’s past wouldn’t faze me. I knew this bond of ours, forged over eight years of banter and friendship, wouldn’t be broken.
But the confession had the opposite effect on Windley.
When he pulled away from me, he wore a face different from any he had worn that day. On the edge of emotion, he cupped my cheek. “Thank you, lion queen. This is what I wanted before…” He looked off into the dim horizon. “Whatever tomorrow brings, I’m glad you told me your heart today.”
There was finality to it, as if he was saying goodbye.
In that moment, I understood, later than I should have:
Not only did Windley fear how I would react to his past.
Windley thought he was altogether undeserving of love.
When we again mounted the wallop, I snuggled up close to him, as if my closeness could convince him of his worth, holding the edges of his shirt until I passed into drowsy sleep.
Are you still with me, captive ones? We’re getting close.




Chapter 7
A Hermit’s Abode
“Your Majesty.” Rafe woke me in the early hours of dawn. He and I were no longer atop the wallop; the beast rested shortly away beside a small pool of water swathed in fog and with sheeny reeds poking up from below. The flowered ground was moist with dew, but Windley’s cloak had been stretched beneath me to keep me dry.
Thank goddess the night had finally passed.
Again, any goddess but that goddess.
The terrain had changed somewhat from last night. While the distance remained coated in a blanket of blue petals, now there were squat trees littering the landscape, sporting similar flowers that dripped down the brittle branches like vines. Short, craggy plateaus also lived here, formed of rock with a pearly quality that complemented the fields of blue. The brume of morn covered all of this in a thin veil of foggy white that smelled and tasted of morning renewal.
Breathtaking.
And I had come to know a thing or two about having my breath taken.
“I never dreamed the south would be so beautiful,” I told Rafe.
Beau would love it. Her prettiness would blend in well against the backdrop. Rafe may have been thinking the same thing, for he was quiet as stone. Windley, meanwhile, was—
He was—
“Hey, where’s Windley?”
“Scouting that place out,” said Rafe, yet stuffed with feathers.
He meant a small lodging at the side of the nearest plateau, which I had overlooked in lieu of the elysian scenery.
“A home! Have we reached southern civilization?”
“Not yet,” said Rafe. “It’s a hermit’s abode. Windley said to give him ten minutes to check for inhabitants, then follow him.”
The hermit’s abode was empty and sparse of supplies, nearly as web-coated as the woodcutter’s hut, but at least it offered a waystation for wash and rest. Rafe prepared breakfast from the pond, while I scouted the area for edible vegetation and Windley worked to stitch feathers into Rafe’s cloak using thread from the magician’s pack.
Though dawn fell to morning, the fog didn’t lift. The sky, which had been so open to allow Luna’s onslaught just hours ago was now hazy with gray, giving moody aura to the blue-stained plains.
Now I liked them even more.
I wandered a short distance from the dwelling, within eyeshot of Rafe, and knelt in the flowers, pretending to gather amaranth, though I had already picked plenty. In actuality, I was tipping my ear into the abyss, to conduct my own version of scouting.
Swirling darkness caught me with a hundred eager hands.
“MErrIN.”
“merRin.”
“MeeeerriN.”
“Exitium,” I spoke against the disquiet, “are you there?”
“I am always here, within your soul.”
“This isn’t my soul.”
“You deny what you know to be true. It is your soul. Your false self has already started to peel away. Your bloodlust stirs at the edges. I will not ask if you can feel it, for I know the answer.”
“I’m not interested in more talk of my soul’s corruption. I’m only holding the echoes for a short time, and then they’re going back to Beau. I will not become who you say I will.” I pushed my intention against it harder than ever before.
It was wasted effort.
“Too late for that, Merrin. I told you the first time you spoke my name, doing so was to forge a new path—one from which you cannot stray. Together, you and I will speak destruction. Together, we will rewrite the world.” One hand, more material than the rest, rose from the depths, worming up my nonexistent body and taking hold firmly of my neck. “Together, we will kill everything.”
“No!” I wrung myself from the sloshing umbra. I had meant to ask Exitium about the painted coast and the sun goddess, Soleil, and for any other intel that might help us on our quest, but that certainly wasn’t happening now.
I wouldn’t enter the darkness again unless absolutely necessary.
“We shall see…”
Exitium’s distant voice echoed in my head. I pushed it away until it was swallowed by the rest of the din. Then that too I pushed away until the only sound was the moody stillness of the meadow.
Yes, defeating the blood stags and wraith felt undeniably satiating, but it wasn’t as though I was dwelling on it, repeating it over and over in my head, trying to drown it out with other thoughts…
To stare power in the face is a dangerous thing.
Windley, Rafe and I—it seemed we were each battling demons, and our current plan was for those demons to cross paths.
Was that really such a good idea? Maybe I should have questioned it. Maybe you would have, captive ones.
But I didn’t. None of us did.
Windley was finished with Rafe’s garb by the time we returned with breakfast. He may not look it, but Windley was an excellent seamster. In fact, most guards were at least somewhat versed in the homely arts, for they spent their days caring for queens.
“Got anything in need of mending, lion queen?”
“My sleeve. Stitch it for me while I bathe?”
Windley didn’t answer but stared at me as I unhinged my cloak and pulled my shirt up over my hair.
“I’m leaving before you offer to wash her,” said Rafe. He bowed to me. “I’ll tend to the fire, Your Majesty.”
Down to my undershirt—promise it was modest enough—I balled up my torn shirt and threw it at Windley.
“In the fishpond, Merr?” he said as he caught it. “Did you see the slimy things Rafe fished out of there?”
I grinned over his concern. “I found a warm spring around back while gathering amaranth. Likely why there’s no washroom here. The previous owner had no need of a tub.”
Which was fine by me. Heating water in these country homes took too long. Back in the queendoms, most people used bathhouses, bursting of steam and slippery with scented oil. I had snuck away from Albie’s watch to visit them a handful of times, and once, I had even convinced Beau to come with.
“Remember that time you helped me sneak Beau out of the castle to visit the Clearing’s fanciest bathhouse?”
“Ah, yes.” Windley held his needle between his teeth and straightened out my shirt as one would shake out a rug. “Your visits are always most entertaining.”
Visits. Our monster nudged at me.
“Windley… when we get back… I intend to put in a request for your transfer to my queendom… if that’s what you want too.”
He stopped what he was doing, eyes melancholier than they had been just a moment ago. He opened his mouth to say something but ultimately decided against it and hid his gaze in my torn shirt. “Ask me again after I’ve told you.”
That finality from the previous night… it seemed it was still with him, maybe even heavier than before. I would give him time alone before attempting to raise his spirits.
I turned for the door, but his voice stopped me: “I’ll tell you soon.”
I didn’t know the best way to respond, so I simply nodded and headed out for my bath.
It was becoming a lot for me, to refrain from tackling him with love, to keep from wrenching the cork of his bottle loose. If he didn’t confide in me soon, I feared the damage I would cause by forcing him.
I didn’t know a lot about love before all this, but I had quickly come to know the difficulty of not being able to console an inconsolable heart.
While gathering greens for breakfast, I had pulled up some lavender and fae’s cradle—an herb exotic to the Crag used for calming the spirit. These mixed into an aromatic blend suitable for soaking. I washed off the days of travel, and when I was finished, I wrung out my rope of hair and returned to the others, who were now around the fire out front.
“Best not to stay too long,” Windley was saying. “We should take repose and depart tonight.”
Rafe made a grunt of agreement.
Had you been there, you may not have caught it. Rafe’s grunts all sounded the same to me at first too.
“I put extra herbs in the spring bath for you,” I told them as I approached, “assuming you want to bathe.” I looked between the dirtied boys. “You should bathe.”
Rafe went first, agreeing to sprinkle extra crow’s feathers atop the water to shield his scent.
“Aww, now I’m going to smell like him,” whined Windley. “And that wraith.”
Good, he seemed to be normal-ish again.
“Maybe if you smell like him you’ll begin to adopt his manners,” I said.
“The wraith?”
“Rafe.”
With a jester’s grin, Windley tossed me my shirt, now mended and folded neatly. I pulled it over my wet hair, and the strands retaliated by clinging to my neck and back.
“I hardly recognize you with that hair,” said Windley. “Not even a stick or branch in sight.”
“I’m a bit worried about it, to be honest,” I said looking down at the long ends. “Albie has my brush. It will be a disaster when it dries.”
“Come.” Windley patted the ground in front of him. “I’ll use my fingers.”
“R-really?”
Sure, it was normal for a guard or handmaid to comb a queen’s hair, but it was an act of nurturing, of serving. Windley wasn’t my guard; he was Beau’s; yet I had never seen him dote on Beau the way guards normally do. Before all of this, he never would have lowered himself like that for me, either.
Yet the way he looked at me now, as if he wanted nothing more, as if it was as much for him as it was for me…
“Let me take care of you, my queen.”
I nodded and left my head to the mercy of his hands, but where I expected unpracticed, clumsy fingers, I found that Windley knew what he was doing, pulling through my hair with the right amount of tension, detangling it from the bottom up.
“Windley, have you combed someone’s hair before?”
He didn’t answer.
I turned my neck to get a look at him. “Wind?”
“A long time ago,” he said quietly, eyes on the hazy horizon. “My keeper’s daughter.”
He had mentioned her once before.
‘My keeper’s daughter told it to me when I was young. It’s a common bedtime story in the south.’
“By keeper, do you mean Ascian?” The words came softly, carefully, knowing the weight they carried and the damage they could do.
He shook his head. “No, not Ascian. Ascian was my… my master.”
Just when I thought I was starting to put the pieces together.
There was hardly time to dwell on that, though. Sparked by something hidden in his mind, Windley released my hair and put his face in his hands like a person just delivered some grave news.
“Windley? What is it?”
“You.”
“Me!”
“Your confidence, Merr. It’s what’s holding me back. Though I’ve tried to warn you, you’re so certain your feelings won’t change. You’d think it would make me feel better, but it doesn’t. It makes it worse because it means a bigger blow when they do.”
I took his shoulders, delicate-like, as if he might shatter with too much force. “I can’t help having confidence, Wind. You talk of knowing a person’s spirit, and I understand it because I feel as though I know yours. I don’t see how that can change.”
When he didn’t respond:
“Windley, if you need more time—”
“No.” He looked up with cold determination. “After what you told me last night, I knew—I couldn’t let this go any further without telling you the truth. I’m telling you today.”
“What if you only told me pieces—only enough to prepare me for when we face Ascian?”
Equally cold, equally determined, he shook his head. “There’s no sense in that. You deserve to know who you’re with. I knew the second my memories returned that I would have to tell you. It’s the facing you part that’s hard. To see the look in your eyes afterwards.”
“What if you don’t have to face me?” I said, quiet.
He studied me for elaboration.
I meant what I had told him the previous night—the reasons why he had captured my heart.
I didn’t know where he had come from, but I knew the qualities of his soul, and because I knew him, I knew he didn’t need someone to fix him or absolve him, for he wasn’t broken, not really. He didn’t need a savior. He just needed someone to listen.
“We could put our backs together and you could tell me as much or as little as you like. Tell me whatever version you need to. Skew the truth if it helps. I’ll keep my frightening stare to myself until you’re ready to face it. Even if it takes days.”
Love.
That was love in his eyes as looked through his lashes at me.
Love in his fingertips as he took my cheek.
Love in his flesh as he pressed it warmly to my forehead.
“Fine,” he said. “Back-to-back. But I’ll tell you the truth, lion queen. You deserve no less.”
Under a gray day, in a foggy field of blue flowers, devil and queen pressed our backs together.
And then he told me.
And I understood.
And the face I made after was indeed one of horror.
Be warned, captive ones, you may want to skip this next part.




Chapter 8
That Dark, Forgotten Past
Before we continue, I’ll have you know I’m sharing this with Windley’s permission. But only to you, captive ones, so please keep it to yourselves.
“Where to start?” Windley clicked his tongue. “The beginning, I guess. Way back.” He gave a reluctant, nervy sigh.
It’s okay, Wind.
I told him so inside because it was not my time to speak. Through all of this, it was extremely hard not to speak. I wrangled my tongue and held my ground as Windley started his tale:
“First off, I told you before that my race outgrew its predatorial nature long before I was born, right? Well, that’s only mostly true. Like with any group of people, there are good ones and bad ones, and it happens that I was unlucky enough to cross paths with some bad ones.”
Windley’s back was warm, the ground moist, and the stiller we sat, the more the fog laid siege to us, like it was trying to conceal Windley’s story from the rest of the world.
“My mum died of eternal cough when I was just a nipper, so my pop raised me alone in a city called Nor. Pop was a quiet bloke but a good guy, a painter. Landscapes mostly, but portraits for the right price. We didn’t have a lot, but we had enough.” He paused. “I don’t remember much of that time, though, because Pop perished in a fire when I was still pretty young.”
One of my more sensitive heartstrings was plucked.
That meant Windley grew up an orphan.
Like me.
“Where I lived, people were good at looking after the displaced, so I was sent to a boarding school in a neighboring town called Farrowel. I liked my time there, made friends with the other strays. Then, when I was around the age of twelve, a distant uncle came for me. I had never met him before, but he had paperwork enough to convince the headmaster. I didn’t know then, but he wasn’t really my uncle; I was just unfortunate enough to be the age he wanted.” Windley drew in a long breath. “That was Ascian.”
The age he wanted?
“To understand what he was after, I need to tell you about the south’s makeup. It’s humans, mostly, but there’s a decent number of Spirites too. And occasionally, you’ll get a Naiad—water folk; or a Seelie—folk with light in their veins. There are others that pass through from time to time, but they’re rare enough that you wouldn’t know what to call them—like what Rafe is.
“Back home, a Spirite’s power is known as ‘beguiling.’ It’s banned in public, but you’re allowed to use it within the confines of your own home; and the other races will pay good money for it. Most people want it for the novelty—the high of it. And some like a low dose to help with anxiety. There are others, though, that want something else out of it, like your pal, Queen batshit of the cursed Cove. You may be kidding when you call it my sex power, but…”
He shifted his weight against me.
“Keep in mind, the beguiling I’ve used on you is much more intense than what an average person would feel. That’s because you and I share fondness for each other. The energy flows more freely between us, so it’s easy for the beguiling to turn into carnal desire. There are some that seek those feelings and the impulses that arise from them.”
Carnal desire. It sounded a suitable name.
“A Spirite’s beguiling begins to manifest during puberty. Some are later, and some… well, Pip, he was an early bloomer. Ascian sought out strays like me and Pip that were beginning to manifest so that he could use us for two purposes. The first was to make money.”
I felt his posture slip forward as his voice grew more subdued.
“Though a Spirite’s power begins to manifest pretty young, that carnal desire bit doesn’t come until later. For the first few years, the most we can do is make people feel a bit floaty. Nothing… inappropriate. Humans don’t really know that, though, so most moral folk won’t touch a Spirite until they’re of age.” He swallowed. “But there are some people… really the worst of them, that… uh…”
Windley couldn’t voice it, and I didn’t want him to. And like a lantern illuminating a dark hallway, I was beginning to piece together the unsafe situations Windley had been put into as an adolescent.
“A-anyway, as you can imagine, beguiling those types can be dangerous. But those were the ones that would pay the most to be beguiled by someone underage, and Ascian made a killing off of me, Charm, and especially Pip. We learned how to look after ourselves and fend off the dangerous types, but we didn’t always get away so clean. The first time I took a life…”
Again, he couldn’t bring himself to finish. This time I was the one to shift against him, letting him know I was still with him.
“So a big piece of it was money. An even bigger piece, though, was power. Ascian was big into hexes. Still is, by the looks of it. He liked placing them on humans so that he could feed off of them whenever he wanted, slowly siphoning any magic hiding in their blood. I told you before, though, a hex isn’t like a spell. It continually plagues, so the one who casts it needs to give up that amount of magic until the hex runs its course. Ascian didn’t like that part of it; he wasn’t willing to sacrifice his own power for the sake of the hex. That’s where we came in.
“Ascian gave each of us a ring. According to him, they were set with stones mined from the First Cave, a place said to be the mouth of all life, where the first creatures emerged. Supposedly, these rings were crafted by our ancients, left over from a time when my race was still an enemy to yours. I don’t know how Ascian got his hands on them, but they allowed Charm, Pip and me to place hexes on people that permanently anchored our beguiling to them.”
Windley took his biggest pause yet. “This is it, Merrin. The worst part of all.” Again, he paused.
“It’s okay, Wind. I’m here. I’m not judging you.”
He made a long groan from the depths of his throat. “Ascian didn’t want to drink from the lifeforce of our regular customers—their spirits tended to be tainted and oily—so he would send us out to lure innocents—those with succulent, pure spirits—and when we found one, we’d draw them into a trance while secretly hexing the shit out of them. The rings from the First Cave are connected to Ascian, so if one of us places a hex, he reaps the benefit without losing any of his magic, allowing him to draw from them until their lifeforce is exhausted.”
Yet again, he paused.
“What I’m saying is that the victims we chose… were calves brought to slaughter. Without their knowledge, Ascian would slowly drain them, and there was no cure for it. They would just… dwindle while their families watched. I placed countless hexes for him over those years. I’m talking hundreds, Merr. And so did Pip and Charm. We…” His voice cracked. “We even had competitions to see who could bait the purest soul.”
This part was hardest to swallow because Windley was admitting to wickedness and murder, admitting to blood on his hands, admitting to abusing his power and preying upon the weak—all things that conflicted with my reign’s commitment to justice.
More than anything, though, this part was hardest to sit through because I could feel his grief and guilt against me, but I knew that if I addressed it, he would retreat, and once that cork was back in place, I doubted whether it would ever again release.
For now, it was best to let him finish.
“Ascian had other strays before us, and by the looks of it, at least one new one since I left. He’s stacked power upon power, and that’s what makes him so dangerous, Merr. He carries the power of everyone he’s had hexed. And after seeing your display of shadow magic, he undoubtedly wants to make you one of his pets, too. I wanted to send you back to camp with Rafe because I can’t stand the thought of him tasting you. There’s nothing worse I can think of than to let him have you.”
His voice broke, taking several minutes to repair.
It was all I could do to stay still and wait, but inside…
Inside, it was my greatest struggle.
At long last, he composed—“Almost done.”— and prepared to tell me the most horrifying part of all, the piece that turned my cheeks gray and forever fueled my vengeance against Windley’s oppressors.
“You asked about my keeper, lion queen.” He gave another of those choppy sighs. “Well, he was originally one of Ascian’s clients, a man of immense wealth, that took a particular liking to me. He wasn’t like our other patrons; he wasn’t content with beguiling or… any usual things… he was rough and mean, and he enjoyed giving pain.
“I was a headstrong little shit, and I got more than my share of lashings from Ascian when I disobeyed, but this was different. I…” His voice cracked. “Ascian saw the money to be made, and he sold me off to the man who would become my keeper. Those days were darkest. Once a week, I was allowed to return to the others, and I begged Ascian to remove me from that house, but I was at my limit with hexes—I couldn’t cast any more without breaking some—so money was all I was good for. When I tried to run away, they caught me. When I tried to stab the bastard, I failed. I might not have made it if not for…”
His tone turned soft as ash.
“My keeper had a daughter, and she was the first tender thing I knew in my time with Ascian. She bandaged me and told me stories. Made sure I had food and sleep. She’s the reason I even made it to the north. She was terrified of her father, but even so, she unlocked my chamber one night while he was sleeping, allowing me to escape.
“I ran like hell for days and days, hitched rides where I could. Once I made it to the other side of the forest, I revoked all my hexes, drank the elixir I stole from the house and never looked back… not even for Pip. Pip got picked up by Ascian shortly after I did. He was a good kid with a soft heart. He was like a brother to me, looked up to me, and I chose to forget him because I was too scared shitless to turn back for him!”
I felt Windley’s posture slump even more and suspected that he had put his face into his hands.
“So that’s who I am, Queen Merrin—a villain and a coward. And I’m sorry that I wormed my way into your life. My hands are far from clean, and my spirit is far from pure. I’m not sure if there’s any man out there that deserves you, but it sure as hell isn’t me.”
I knew then that he was finished, as if his soul was budging up next to mine. There were so many things I wanted to say, a raging sea behind my teeth.
Yes, I was horrified.
But it wasn’t because of Windley.
“Windley, may I look at you?”
When he didn’t answer, I prompted:
“Wind?”
After he nodded his permission, I felt it—the pit. The pit of my stomach sinking, for the face he was making was one I hadn’t seen before.
The way his eyes stared so intently at nothing, the way his eyebrows wilted in shame, the way his jaw was clenched as if holding back a great wave of emotion.
An ache set in me, deep and sharp.
“Windley.” Crouched in the flowers beside him, I took his shoulder, as around us, his story hung in the air, echoing like the memories coursing through his temples. “You were right;” I told him, offering him the tears he refused to shed, “my opinion of you has changed.”
He nodded, as if accepting fate, until I finished—
“For you are so much stronger than I ever knew.”
“Tch!” He slapped my hand from his shoulder. “Don’t patronize me, Your Majesty. Maybe I wasn’t clear—the hexes I placed drained people of their lives. I took the cleanest spirits—spirits like yours—and I fed them to a wolf! I was some rich asshole’s plaything, kept in a cage like a rat! I beguiled the filthiest of souls, staining my hands with their lust. And I abandoned Pip—a little kid who had no one else—to save myself. Don’t make me a victim in this, Merrin!”
How could he think I would blame him for any of that!?
Again, I reached for him, this time his cheek, unafraid of the rejection I may face, and bored into him the full weight of my deep and dangerous stare. “You’re wrong! I have watched countless lives unfold in my queendom, but I have never seen a life as difficult as yours, Windley. Nothing I say will take away the pain or the shame you feel, but I must say it: these sins you carry are not yours to bear! You were a tool, exploited by great evil. But would you blame a hammer for striking a thumb? Or would you blame the carpenter who missed the nail? You aren’t a villain, but you aren’t a victim either.” I swallowed the moisture that sought to escape. “You’re a survivor, Windley, and for that, you should feel proud and strong!”
Now, the look he gave me was one of disbelief, like he really thought I would reject him over the suffering he had endured.
I set my forehead against his, taking his skull in both hands.
“Even if you don’t believe it now, I will champion for you until you do. You don’t need a savior, for you have already saved yourself, but I will be your defender just as you are mine. I will continue to love you as you struggle to love yourself. I will be whatever you need me to be. Please, Windley, stay by my side.”
I held him there, for several minutes, while his hands dangled limply at his sides and his heart beat audibly in his neck.
In the absence of a response, I considered he might want to be alone, but when I stood to leave, he caught my wrist and pulled me down to the dewy ground, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and burying his face in the back of my neck.
Some things can’t be solved by being powerful; they must be solved by being vulnerable.
Together, we breathed.
Together, we grieved.
Until we had nothing left to give.
Unfortunately, as Windley’s soul was feeling peace, mine was beginning to disfigure. For the story had further fed the darkness blooming therein.
And unfortunately, there was an important piece of the tale Windley had left out.




Chapter 9
Beguiling
Windley and I stayed that way for the better part of an hour. I’m certain Rafe must have seen us at some point—surely his baths weren’t so long—but he didn’t interrupt.
With our knees in the petaled ground, Windley held me tighter than he ever had, as if trying to merge his aura with mine.
And there, in the depths of my soul, I was wrapped in an ever-present growling:
“We will make them pay for what they did. We will tear the flesh from their bones. We will crush them into dust. Our fury shall be great that none will withstand our wrath. We will destroy all without merit, for we are she who wears the Nemophile’s Crown.”
And, frighteningly, I wasn’t sure whether it was the voice of the echoes.
Or my own.
“M-Merrin? You okay?”
I raised my head from Windley’s chest to find his eyes worried.
“I should be asking that of you,” I said.
“No, I mean…” He gestured to the space around us. “You’re leaking.”
Indeed, the air had become stained with wisps of broody smoke—smoke that seemed to be coming from one of my wrists.
I clamped down on the thin trail of shadow with my opposite hand. “I’m fine! The echoes are just restless,” I lied, “now that we’re away from the forest.”
He snatched my hand to inspect my wrist. “Really?”
Like a whip, I retreated it behind my back. “What else would it be? And anyway, how are you feeling?”
“Oh.” He put a hand to the back of his hair that was slowly turning blue to match the floral ground. “Look, Queen Merrin. I understand if—”
I touched a finger to his lips. “I almost forgot. You owe me an answer.”
“An answer?”
“As I told you, I intend to put in a request for your transfer to my court when we get back. Will you have it?”
With a troubled brow, he set his eyes firmly on mine, as if commencing our gazes to battle. He seemed to be calling my bluff—though I had no bluff to call.
His story had not broken me.
It had reinforced me.
After giving it a good run and finding I wouldn’t break, the blue-haired guard nodded once slowly, followed by several quicker bobs before looking to the ground with abashed cheeks. “Yes, I’ll ‘have’ it. But don’t think you’ll get to start ordering me around.”
“In that case, I revoke my offer.”
For the first time in hours, his mouth twitched. “Too late. You’re stuck with me now, queenie.”
There was no one I wanted to be stuck with more.
As he took my hand to lead me back to the hermit’s abode, I offered a final word:
“If ever you want to talk about it, rationalize it, grieve it—”
This time it was his finger to my lips. “I know, lion queen. Thanks. What I need is time.”
The rest of the day was uneventful. Windley bathed much longer than was normal, as if washing away the remnants of his story that stuck to his hair and skin. I hoped that in telling me, he could free himself, if even a little. And I hoped that he knew my acceptance of him wasn’t because I was great or merciful, but because he deserved it. There would be no justice in blaming him for the sins coerced from him when he was a child.
You agree, don’t you, captive ones?
Please tell me if I’m wrong.
Rafe made a meal, the wallop took a nap, and I surveyed the sky for signs of upset, in fear of Luna pulling another stunt.
But as night fell across the plains, Luna didn’t show, not that night, nor the next. She didn’t seem the type to sulk. Maybe Exitium’s power had weakened her.
I didn’t go into the darkness to ask.
We kept an even pace, traveling by night, sleeping by day, Windley slowly slipping back into his old self, Rafe becoming grouchier the further we distanced from Beau, until, after treading long and far across several sunrises and sets, we reached the first of the southern cities, a cobblestoned country village not unlike the outskirt cities of the north.
“I spy a meadery, a trading post, and an inn,” I said.
“Right then, to the meadery,” said Windley.
But he was only joking to piss Rafe off. Rafe didn’t take the bait, however, instead folding his arms and leaning against the wall of the inn, where there was a large sign with pointy lettering.
“Can you read this language, Windley?”
He let out an ironic laugh through his nose. “It says: NO UNSOLICITED BEGUILING.”
Our plan was to stock up on supplies before heading to the coast in search of the legendary painted shore, where the sea and sky showed more colors than were found in the rest of the world, where Rafe would pact a new goddess, and where Windley would lure Ascian for his final penance.
That was our plan.
But it wouldn’t be so.
And the fault was mine. I’m only human, after all. And even queens can suffer a lapse in judgement.
“So you’re going to go into the trading post and seduce the shopkeep into giving us food, canvas, etcetera?” said Rafe.
“That’s plan B. Plan A is to offer them my services in exchange for goods. If they refuse, I’ll do it anyway. Sound good?”
It didn’t sound good at all, but we had little other choice.
“Once you do it, we’ll have to leave quickly, won’t we? Because Ascian will be able to feel where you are?”
“Afraid so.”
Shame, it would have been nice to stay at the inn.
“I’d prefer you two wait out here. I don’t want our royal lioness getting jelly.” He drummed his fingers in the air, and my eyes caught on his blackstone ring.
“Wait! Is this the ring Ascian gave you, Windley? Could that be why you can sense each other’s power?”
“Good thought, but it isn’t that easy. The reason we can sense each other is because we’ve beguiled each other. If a Spirite beguiles another Spirite, it leaves an imprint in them that resonates whenever they use their power. The closer you are, the more accurate it is. Get too far away and you can’t feel it at all, which is why they only started to feel me when I used my power on southern soil.”
Ripples, he’d called them.
Absentminded, Windley twiddled with his ring. “I haven’t felt Pip, Charm or Ascian use their power at all since we saw them, though.”
“Because they’re too far away?” I said.
“No, my suspicion is they’re making that new guy use his so that they don’t have to.” He meant the one with the deep voice and tight grip who had helped Charmagne restrain me. “Never met him before, so I definitely haven’t beguiled him.”
“So we’re essentially blind to their location?!”
“This is why I didn’t say anything earlier.” He patted me atop the head. “Don’t worry; we’ve been careful. I haven’t used it since I tamed Dandelion.” He pointed with his thumb to the wallop resting a distance away.
“You gave the wallop a name?” One unfitting for a massive, tusked beast.
“Of course, isn’t it cute?” He wrinkled his nose. “Dandy is my second favorite lion.”
“Enough. Flirting,” Rafe said, deadpan. “Get in there and bat your lashes at someone else.”
“Boo.” Windley stuck out his lip before giving us a wave and tucking into the trading post.
He seemed sturdy, normal, like his mischief was no longer forced. The last few days atop… Dandelion had proved therapeutic for us both, for the longer I rode snuggled up behind him, the more set I became in my resolve and the more he seemed to accept that I didn’t see him as a villain—that I didn’t find him responsible for the sins of his past. More than anything, I felt for him—for him being forced to shoulder someone else’s evil.
Yes, a deeper conversation about all of it would come eventually, but not here, not now, not with enemies to vanquish and lives to protect.
Time. My gift to him was time.
Selfishly, it felt good to have him back.
The village was quiet—a single strip of road amidst a spattering of cottages. Rafe and I saw only two residents, humans—one sitting out on their porch and another collecting tomatoes from a garden—neither appearing to take much note of us.
“He’s been in there a long time,” Rafe observed.
“He has.”
And he was right; the thought of him using his powers on someone else turned me ‘jelly.’
When Windley emerged some time later, he carried with him a large pack that looked to be full.
“Holy hell, what did you do to them?” said Rafe.
Windley upturned his palm. “Let’s just say they took me up on my offer.” He flicked his gaze to me briefly. “I didn’t screw anyone, if that’s what you’re thinking. Now, come on. I used enough power to decently give away our location. We’ll travel through night and stop for camp in the dawn.” He raised both hands and pointed to the east. “The coast is that way.”
Luna still hadn’t shown herself by the time we stopped for camp in a hilly area sparse with farmhouses.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” I said. “We’re less than a day’s distance from where you used your power.”
“Ascian has no reason to think we’re going to the coast. If anything, he’ll assume I went south to see—” He stopped himself.
“To see whom?” I persisted.
“A friend. Er, my keeper’s daughter.”
The one who had told him stories. The one who had helped him escape. His savior.
“Merr? You’re leaking again.”
This time, it was both wrists. I shoved them into my pockets, lying: “I must be tired.”
“Pity,” said Windley, reaching into his pack. “Because I got us these.” Triumphant, he revealed two bottles of mead.
“You got booze?” scoffed Rafe. “There had better be a tent in there too, or so help me—”
“Easy, chap. There IS a tent in there. Here—” Windley heaved the pack and the rest of its contents at Rafe’s chest. To me, he lowered his voice: “I know you haven’t been sleeping since I told you everything. I figured this would help.” He handed me one of the bottles. “Though I’d prefer I be the one sending you to oblivion, we can’t risk it.”
I eyed the bottle warily. To be honest, a drink sounded dulcet after everything we had been through, and Windley was right—I hadn’t been sleeping well because the echoes had been particularly noisy with thoughts of revenge as of late—but I wasn’t keen on losing my wits in a foreign land with wraiths and Ascian afoot.
“I wouldn’t suggest it if there was a chance of danger,” said Windley, reading my thoughts. “Rafe’s feather cloak has worked thus far to mask his scent, Luna won’t make an appearance now with the sun soon to rise, and Ascian has no idea what we’re after—there’s naught chance they’ll think to move east. We’re safe, lion queen, and you need sleep.”
True, the first blush of dawn was soon to show.
True, we were needles in a vast haystack.
True, we had put good distance between us and that village.
And I have already mentioned I’m a glutton, haven’t I?
“Rafe?”
“Do whatever you want, Your Majesty,” he said. “Better to drink it now than to carry around the extra weight, in my opinion.” But he wasn’t much vested in the conversation, for he was eager to pitch the tent.
“Fine,” I said, handing the bottle back to Windley. “But I’m not drinking alone.”
Foolish, foolish me.
That was the decree that jeopardized everything.
We didn’t know it yet, though, and Windley accepted the charge with—pardon my phrasing—a beguiling smirk.
Rafe took first sleep, while Windley and I settled atop a hill to watch the sun rise. I was to join Rafe in the tent once I was sufficiently drowsy; meanwhile, Windley and Dandelion would keep watch.
What we didn’t anticipate was how strong the mead would hit.
“This is like old times on the tree fortress’s veranda,” I observed, waiting for first signs of the sun to show in the bluey sky. Only then, there hadn’t been a massive gray beast nuzzled up on Windley’s other side.
“It was all I could do not to pounce on you back then.” He tinked his bottle of mead against mine. “You have no idea how I suffered.”
“I’m sure you didn’t suffer that much. You played with Beau’s handmaids some, didn’t you? You had to have.”
He turned up his nose. “They meant nothing.”
“Ha! I knew it! And here, you kept calling poor Rafe a bounder when you’re the real canoodler, aren’t you?”
“That was merely me practicing.” He trailed the back of his finger along my arm, towing a shiver along with it. “You’ll be glad I did.”
For some reason, his nails sliding against me felt even better than usual, as if they might split me open in their wake. This I thought, while nervously drinking down a particularly large gulp of wine—sweet at first, bitter at the end.
“Can I ask you something, Wind? Something I’ve been wondering about?”
He took a drink and the mead made a lovely sloshing sound as it settled against the bottle. “Mm.”
“It doesn’t… upset you to use your powers now, after being forced to use them on undesirable people in the past? It doesn’t cause you trauma?”
He thought a moment. “I can see why you would think that, but in this specific case, that would be like asking if I no longer enjoy food because I was forced to eat something unsavory.”
“So humans really are just prey to you, after all,” I said, flat.
He tapped his chin. “Yet in some ways it feels like you caught me.”
The earliest reaches of orange began to color the sky.
A sip of warm mead fell into my stomach.
“That reminds me,” I said, “the night before you told me everything, when we stopped for camp after fighting the wraiths, you said something else I’ve been wondering about.”
“You mean you’ve been wondering about multiple things? Shocking.”
Like he could blame me.
He chuckled over my expression and took another drink of wine. “Go on, then.”
Truthfully, this was something I had been wondering about for much longer than the night Luna attacked. Ever since—
‘Sorry to tell you, cupcake, it’s not in our nature to love humans. Even if he told you so.’
Blame it on the mead for me asking now.
I refrained from eye contact: “You said it isn’t easy for a Spirite to fall in love. What did you mean by that?”
“Naturally, because I don’t have a heart.”
I covered my mouth so as not to spit out my latest drink of mead.
“Kidding,” said the conniver. “What I meant is that it can be difficult to differentiate love from lust when it’s between a human and a Spirite.” He stared off into the rising ochre. “We may develop mimicking feelings, but once we taste our ‘prey,’ they usually go away. It’s incredibly rare for a human and Spirite to couple. Not unheard of, mind you, but rare. Like, young Spirites don’t go off to University hoping to date a human. It complicates things, and the human oft ends up with a fractured heart. Some regions won’t even recognize marriage between human and Spirite. People tend to doubt the intentions of one or both.”
“Oh.”
I didn’t mean it to sound so downtrodden, but that’s the way it came out.
Windley’s face was suddenly closer, his hand on my back. “My feelings for you have only grown since I’ve tasted you, Merrin, and there’s where you are unique. I love you in a way different from lust. I’ve known it for a long time. I fell for you fast and then slowly.” He kissed my shoulder. “I want to serve you and love you and beguile the shit out of you. I would do anything for you.”
“Windley…” I touched my forehead to his.
“And the fact that you aren’t running for the hills after what I told you, it’s amplified something I thought couldn’t be amplified any further. I would eat you if it didn’t mean ending your life.”
It felt dangerous for him to be saying things like that, with the mead half emptied.
With my remaining wits, I thought to change the subject.
“Y-you said Pip was like a brother to you. What about Charmagne?”
“Charm’s insane,” he said softly, mouth close to my neck. “If you get the chance, kill her.”
The change in subject did nothing to deter him. I sat paralyzingly still, feeling the thud of my heart and the heat of my face, aware of every pricked hair, as the sky continued to dawn with hints of what was to come.
Windley kissed my cheek and then my jaw, causing my beating chest to reach new speeds. “Are you feeling sleepy yet, lion queen?”
No, I was feeling flush and heavy and…
“I want you,” I whispered, taking a fistful of the back of his shirt.
“Not here.” He brushed his mouth along the edge of my face. “The first time I make love to you, it shall be in a bed.”
Yet he took my earlobe between his teeth. Yet he slid his hand beneath my shirt to the flesh of my lower back. Yet he caressed my skin as though it was the softest thing he had ever felt.
Oh no. The mead was more than half gone—it was nearly finished, and I was nearly drunk. Windley seemed to realize it at the same moment.
Just as slinkily as he had slipped it under, he retracted his hand from my back.
“Sorry, queenie.” He sat up and swallowed deep enough to make his adam’s apple bob. “I drank more than I meant to. Here—” He edged forward onto the face of the hill and patted the ground beside him. “Let’s watch the sunrise. I’ll behave myself.”
But as he turned to extend his hand to me, his silhouette backed by the rising sun, something happened. His eyes were wide, his mouth unclosed.
“What is it?” I shot a look at our campsite, certain there was something behind me.
There wasn’t.
“Goddess damn,” he muttered. “The way the sun’s hitting you…”
I could feel the heat of it, kissing me with the light of morn, feeding into my skin, turning me golden.
I felt beautiful and powerful. Yet…
For him to look at me like that, so openly, so unabashedly—I could hardly stand it. I hit him with my deepest, most dangerous stare, but he didn’t break. Though the most awesome scene was unfolding on the horizon behind him, he didn’t take his eyes from my face.
“You’re so fucking beautiful. I can’t believe you’re mine.”
My fingers curled into his, and he pulled me down onto the hill beside him. Everything about him was designed to be tempting—the way he chewed his lip, the way his eyes read nefarious intent. “I won’t take you here,” he said, rolling over me and sliding his knee between my legs. “But I’ll come close.”
This time when we kissed, it was more ravening than any other time before. I clenched at his hair as he held my waist, thumbs pressed into my hips.
He tasted good, smelled good, felt good. My heart raced through every vein; inside, a thousand snakes writhed. I had never been desired like this, tasted like this. Windley handled me like someone battling restraint.
I didn’t notice the moment he slipped.
The moment the traces of his predatory nature emerged.
The moment his eyes flashed emerald.
I didn’t notice, but across the fields, mounted on a beast much faster than a wallop, a certain lavender-eyed villain noticed.




Chapter 10
We F*cked Up
Once more, captive ones, I apologize for the profanity. I assure you it’s warranted.
I awoke out of sleep the way a child stirs from a nightmare—sharply and confused—to find solid arms carrying me like a damsel.
“Heya… lion queen. Lion queen? Lion queen.”
It was Windley, but he was saying my name in an odd manner, as if questioning both the ‘lion’ and the ‘queen.’
I blinked to be sure it was him. Yes, I knew that face, had come to learn its every shadow over the last eight years.
The uncertainty in his voice was likely the mead. Strong stuff for such a country hamlet. Once, a similar concoction had made me repeat the word ‘clandestine’ over and over until it no longer sounded like a real thing.
“Windley, I think I’m drunk.”
“Oh?” he purred. “Excelllllent.”
A strip of warm light passed overhead—a lantern?
A few strides later and there was another one, fighting the meek night wind.
Night?
But the sun had only just risen. We had been on the hillside drenched in its first glow, wrestling, indulging, skirting the borders of innocence…
“Are those streetlamps?” I said. “Where are we?”
“I’m taking you home, lion… queen?”
Maybe I hadn’t woken up after all. My dreams tended to be extra strange after a night of consumption, and Windley was a frequent player in them.
I reached up to cup his face—solid, not a phantom of dream—and a spark of surprise ignited across him, brighter than any of those overhead lantern flames.
“Windley, you smell strange. Did you get cologne from that trader’s post?”
“Do you like it?” he said.
No, it blocked his natural scent, which I far preferred.
“It’s different. I haven’t smelled you in cologne before.” I tried to look around him but found only the dark of nightfall broken up by a line of flickering lamps. “Did we sleep through day? Where’s Rafe? And what do you mean we’re going home?”
But when I began to push from his arms, I suddenly felt a swell of familiar power.
“Windley, what are you doing?! They’ll sense you, won’t they?”
“Too late for that,” he said, mouth coiling.
“Too… late?”
This was the moment I knew something was wrong.
I knew the taste and smell of him well. Arguably, these are the most primal of the senses, and my attraction to Windley was something primal—maybe I secretly wanted to ‘eat’ him too. And because I knew the taste and smell of him better than anyone, I noticed the way his power moved through me differently than any time before, not because it was satiating and warm, but because it felt unnatural.
Like receiving a kiss from a stranger.
The person carrying me may have looked and sounded like Windley, but those were only the shallowest of senses. The others wouldn’t be so easily fooled.
“Who are you!?” I demanded, struggling to get loose of the imposter who dared wear Windley’s face. “Unhand me at once!”
I was met with glowing eyes of punishment—further proof, for they weren’t the green Windley reserved for me. They were red, cherry-like, shining like polished rubies in the dark.
Unfortunately, I could escape them no easier than I could Windley’s emerald ones. Even brighter against the backdrop of night, they did as intended, turning me limp in the stranger’s arms.
“I understand now, why the others are all up in arms about you,” he said, voice becoming deeper…
Deeper…
Deeper…
Until it was no longer Windley’s voice:
“You taste darn good.”
Yet it was a voice I recognized.
‘You must taste darn good if he’s unwilling to share.’
The hooded rogue who had been with Charmagne and Pip in the forest! The one Windley didn’t know from his past and who had held my shoulders in that infuriating, domineering way.
‘Be my pet instead? I’ll treat you decent, darlin’.’
I had never gotten a good look at him!
“Oh my goddess!” I breathed. “Are you Windley’s long-lost twin or something? He never mentioned—!”
Wrong. The deep-voiced stranger let me know it by guffawing deeply.
“No, darlin’, I’m merely mimicking his flesh.”
“Oh.” For a small moment, curiosity overtook my other emotions. “You can do something like that? But I thought it was only your eyes and hair that could change.”
“Is that what he told you? Charm mentioned he was a bit of an ascetic. Truth is, we can change most anything, as long as we consume enough vitality
beforehand. This façade only took two human lifeforces. Doesn’t last very long, but worth it not to get blasted by that smoke magic of yours the moment you woke up.”
This villain had drained two humans of their lives so that he could temporarily look like Windley?
Unconscionable!
“One without merit! Let us strip his flesh and melt his bones! Let us turn him to nothing!”
The echoes barraged against my eardrums, thirsty for vengeance, but their efforts were of little use. The imposter’s red-eyed stare was holding me in place, keeping me from spilling into the dark world and harnessing the power locked therein.
The mead wasn’t to be blamed for my heavy limbs. This fiend had been suckling off my energy while I slept!
Well if that wasn’t violating.
“Where is Windley?” I insisted, sinking heavier away.
“Who?”
“Windley.”
“I know. Just messing with ya. Every time you say his name, you send out a little blast of your lifeforce. It’s so crisp. Say what you will about the goody-goody, but at least he knows how to sniff out a good pet.”
I’m not a pet.
The words never manifested, clung to my tongue like sticky honey.
By the tapping of his feet, we were walking along a cobbled street akin to the one that parted the market back home. Those oil lamps meant we were in a city more sizeable than any we had seen in days. The feeble wind carried the wet scent of petrichor. Either it was going to rain, or it already had. Shame I was in a compromised state. Rain in the night was one of my favorite ambiances, the shine of wetted cobblestone one of my favorite sights.
“You’re pretty cute for a human, you know,” observed the fake Windley. “My offer from before still stands. Become my pet, and I promise to handle you soft. Can’t say the same for the others.”
If I could have spoken, my answer would have been ‘no’—possibly the tartest I had ever uttered.
“Looks like you’re trying to speak. That a yes?”
No. No, no, no, no.
“Blink one if you’ll be mine?”
With everything in me, I kept my eyes stiffly propped open.
“Shame. Maybe you’ll change your mind when you see what lies ahead,” he said. “By the way, your name isn’t really lion queen, is it? We heard Windalloy call you it, but it doesn’t sound like any name I’ve ever heard… Oy!” He gave me a shake. “Don’t go falling asleep on me. I’ll ease off a little. It is tough, though. You taste so… I’d like to know how he tricked you into being a willing participant. Those guys always talk about him like he’s some legend. Maybe there’s something to it after all.”
“Where… Wind?” was about all I could muster.
“Maybe I killed him.”
“No.”
I was certain I’d be able to tell if that were true. Like a piece of my soul would be lost along with him.
“Well, lucky for you, Master Ascian ordered me not to. He wants both of you alive, and after seeing that smoke bomb of yours, I actually meant to capture him and use him as bait, but the way you were—all alone and passed out in the exact place the Master felt you’d be—it was almost like a present. Why do you suppose that guy left you unguarded? Was it to take a piss? You sure you wanna be with a guy that just abandons you like that? If you were mine, I wouldn’t let you out of my sight.”
I was too lost in ruby beguilement to answer.
“Well, if he’s smart, he’ll use a prancelope to come for you this time. That’s how I found you so fast.”
In case you’re wondering: prancelopes are incredibly fast, incredibly unruly beasts unsuitable for taming.
Unless you’re of a race able to woo animals, apparently.
“Shouldn’t have to wait long for him, darlin’. Maybe the two of you’ll be able to muscle your way out of this one like you did last time. Guess we’ll see.”
His voice was hard to read. Even harder because it was coming out of Windley’s mouth but wasn’t one of Windley’s tones. Was he trying to be funny?
“By the way, you aren’t feeling lightheaded, are you? I dosed you pretty good. Consider it a protective measure against whatever magic you’re holding. Seems to have worked. I haven’t seen that green glow of yours from before.”
Green glow? He didn’t know it only manifested on the ground of the Emerald Wood. Good. I’d let him think I was powerless. Escape should be easy enough if they assumed my lack of glow meant lack of magic.
“Give… it… back.”
He laughed. “Really? Do you always get what you ask for? I bet you do. I bet you’ve got both those guys wrapped around your royal little finger, dont’cha? Where did that curly-haired guy come from, anyway? Wasn’t expecting there’d be three of you. He’s going to feel like such a boob when he realizes that was me he saw at your campsite and not Windalloy.”
Windalloy.
Windley.
Wind.
“Oy! I said no falling asleep on me… lion queen.”
No, that name was Windley’s to call me and his alone.
“Merrin,” I said, head like lead, eyes listing into sleep.
“Merrín?” he repeated, incorrectly placing emphasis on the second syllable.
Good enough. I didn’t have the strength to correct him.
He looked like Windley. Felt like Windley. I wished he was Windley. With sleep wrapping its way around me, I met his ruby gaze and ached.
“Whoa, what’s that?” he said, eyes dropping their glimmer for a slipping second. “Haven’t seen that look on a human before.”
That’s because it was love. Love and longing for the real Windley who was somewhere across this foreign land without my protection. Who realized by now, as did I, what had happened. Who was battling guilt over giving away our position. Who was kicking himself for leaving my side.
More than anything, I wanted to tell him to stop self-chastising. Maybe we could use this situation to our advantage? Maybe by bringing my body into their lair, the villains were sealing their fate.
My might was large enough to crash mountains and exile gods. I would take vengeance for the truths he had told me. I would make his oppressors weep a thousand tears for each lash upon his flesh. I would pave a way for him to triumph over those who sought to damage him. I would be an ally to his revenge. Together, we would fight, and together, we would win.
A second time, I reached for the imposter’s cheek. “Wind?”
“Loopy, huh? Not Windalloy. Name’s Edius.”
Right. This wasn’t Windley. It was the stranger’s power at work, drawing my hands to his flesh, making me want to caress his skin. I had to ignore it, collect my wits, and escape his ensnarement because once we reached our destination, there were sure to be at least three more sets of glowing eyes waiting.
“M…err…In…”
The echoes were there but only faintly; my otherworldly Crown set at my feet. I didn’t have the strength to call them nor the lifeforce to wield them. Not with that ruby power slithering through me.
“Where you from, Merrín? You’re accent’s sorta… loamy.”
“N…orth.”
“Ah. Charm suspected as much. You really a queen?”
“Mm.”
“That Windalloy guy’s got game, that’s for sure.”
Windalloy.
Windley.
Wind.
Edius the imposter had stopped walking. “A word of advice, Merrín,” he said. “When the time comes, don’t resist. You’ll want it to be me or Pip who hexes you. Don’t let it be Charm. Things won’t end well for you if it’s Charm.” He leaned to open something—a creaky iron gate by the sound of it. “And don’t go trying to run or anything. Master Ascian wants whatever power you’re hiding, but he wants to hurt Windalloy just as bad. He’ll kill you if it suits him. Your best bet is to play nice. Let him get a taste of you, and he’s more likely to keep you alive.”
I was too late. We had already reached our destination.
Against the dark rain-kissed night, the bright windows of Windley’s childhood home made it seem as if the place was hoarding all light and life.
I would soon come to find out what an accurate observation that was.




Chapter 11
Goddess Save the Queen
Windley’s childhood home—though I didn’t know it as such at the time—was a brick two-story lined with a neat row of shrubs out front.
To me, the design of it was strange and boxy, like a brick rectangle topped with a slanted roof. Houses didn’t look like that back in the queenlands. Ours were squatter, cozier, with crooked chimneys and thatch between the cracks. Windley had once called them gnome homes, though I hadn’t any idea what a gnome was.
Through a veil of eyelashes, I took in as much of the foyer as I could. A stand for coats, portraits upon the walls, floors made of wood. It was warm inside, enough to rosy the cheeks, as fire blazed in an adjoining room.
The clean tap of shoes against the polished floor signaled someone approaching.
“Eddy! Did you bring him! Did you bring—! Oh! You brought her.”
I recognized that playful tone.
‘Seems like a magical reaction and not a hex to me. Let me taste her and find out, Master Ascian? Please?’
“Pip,” said Edius. “Where’s Master?”
“Not back yet,” said Pip. “He sent me and Charm on ahead to prepare the house… Hey, what’s going on with your face?”
“Just transformed back. I was wearing a mask so that the human wouldn’t curse me on the way here. Still got the wrong nose.”
I fought my eyelids to get a look at the imposter’s real face, but it was no use. The warmth from that fire was siding with the beguilement already swimming through my veins.
“Good call! Oh! Did you notice? Doesn’t she look just like Flo—”
“Where’s Charm?” Edius interrupted.
“In the bath.”
“And your… uh… creature?” said Edius.
“Sleeping.”
Creature?
“Okay, Pip, listen to me. Until Master Ascian gets back, I need you to lock yourself in your room with the human. Don’t open the door for anyone but him. Can you do that?”
“O-okay, Eddy,” said Pip. “But why?”
“I don’t want Charm to spoil her before Master gets home.”
We were walking now, up the stairs, Edius’s determined footsteps followed by Pip’s scampering ones.
“But Pip, remember what the human did in the forest?” continued Edius. “She’s dangerous, so you need to keep her beguiled the whole time, okay? Her magic wounded the Master—think of what it could do to you.”
I had wounded Ascian? What a lovely, lovely surprise.
Pip let out an uncertain groan. “But Windalloy will be mad at me if I do that…”
“He’ll be even madder if she gets loose and Charm destroys her, won’t he?”
We were stopped now, in front of a doorway.
“I guess so,” said Pip.
Edius brought me into the belly of a warm room and set me on what felt to be a quilted bed. “You have your key, Pip?”
“Right here!”
“Good. Now, she’s full of me at the moment, so she shouldn’t stir, but if she does, even the slightest bit, give her more. Watch her breathing, Pip. You know what to look for?”
Pip must have nodded, for I heard Edius’s steps trail from the room.
“And one more thing, Pip. Once you taste her, it may be tough to stop, but you have to. Think of what the Master will do if you drain her before he gets home. And think about how sad Windalloy will be if you devour his special snack. You understand?”
“Yes, Eddy.”
“Good boy.”
With that, I heard the door shut, followed by the satisfying clunk of a heavy key setting into and turning a lock. After, the room was silent but for the popping of another fire.
The shuffling of Pip’s nervous feet drew near, stepping over a creaky floorboard on the way.
Pip. The boy Windley had left behind when fleeing to the north. A source of immeasurable guilt and strife. The brother he cared for enough to betray my spell from hitting Ascian.
My first instinct was to steal a look of him and the room.
My second was somewhat wiser. If I stirred, Pip was instructed to subdue me. Instead, I needed to keep my heartbeat even, my breathing deep, and listen for the echoes to become clearer. If I could help it, I needed to find a way out of this room without injuring the boy still close to Windley’s existent heart.
I could feel him, leaning over me, his imprint at the side of the bed.
“Q-Queen lion?” said a whisper as a pudgy finger poked into my cheek.
I felt him lean closer.
“Windalloy never liked taking pets. Guess he does now.”
Through nearly shut eyes, I saw his silhouette examining me.
“You smell like him a little. Your spirits must have mixed a lot. Are you the reason he stayed gone so long?”
It was a moment I can only describe as soft, for the tone in Pip’s voice was familiar—the same Windley had used when recounting his memories of the boy.
These two were bonded by their shared trials.
I had determined Windley to be innocent of his crimes. Was Pip the same?
Were all of Ascian’s ‘children’?
No, captive ones. Some of them were indeed villains.
Pip leaned away. “Windalloy will be mad that I helped.”
He seemed to be talking to himself now, rather than at me. What had Charmagne called him? ‘Impressionable’? I could see it. He sounded like a person that could be easily swayed—like someone walking a tightrope, ready to topple in whichever way the wind blew. And it seemed that after all this time, he still cared what Windley thought of him.
The diplomat in me wanted to try reasoning with him, but the risk was too great. I had to get a better read on him first. Whatever Windley thought of him, eight years was enough time for a person to change.
Windley himself was proof.
A spattering of rain against glass caused Pip to straighten. “Starting up again,” he observed toward what I assumed to be the window. “It’s been raining off and on all day. Too bad Eddy didn’t bring Windalloy. Rain’s his favorite, ‘specially at night.”
Yeah, we were the same in that regard. He had never said it, but I had seen the contentment on his face once or twice listening to rain pelt against the tree fortress’s belvedere. A symphony of chaos, comforting no matter how disorganized, no matter how angry; a barrage of renewal.
“Queen lion?”
Pip’s voice was near again.
“I know you’re awake. You’ve been awake, haven’t you? I’m good with heartbeats. Better than Eddy and the others.”
Again, I felt him leaning over me.
“The magical reaction may be gone from your feet, but there’s still magic in you, I can tell. You understand, right? I have to do it. So you don’t hurt us.”
By ‘it,’ he meant the slow trail of his fingernails from my inner elbow to my wrist, sending a familiar warming sensation through my blood.
There was no use biding my time now.
I opened my eyes to find his staring down at me—though they weren’t any gleaming color. They were dark, the way Windley kept his most of the time. His face was as boyish as I remembered, his cheeks pinked from the warmth of the room, his hair a light shade of purple. He looked at me as a stray animal might look when offered food—curiosity battling fear.
“You do taste nice,” he said slowly, drawing his fingertips lightly in a circle pattern over my palm. “Clean, like an innocent, but a little… spicy.” He chuckled to himself. “So that’s what Windalloy likes.” He slipped his opposite hand under the back of mine. “T-tell me about him? I’ll let you stay awake if you do. But only if you promise not to hurt me.”
Throat like dust, I did my best to acknowledge the terms.
“That was a yes?” said Pip.
I mustered a nod.
“Okay! But—” Pip’s eyes flashed golden yellow. “If you try to move, the deal’s off.” He squeezed my hand. “Mmkay?”
I closed my eyes and tried to compose against his subduing power. “De…Deal.”
Though I said so, his eyes didn’t change back. They were lemony pools, holding me tight—a color of spring. His expression was somewhat firmer now, as if the soft edges had hardened.
And did he suddenly look older?
“P…Pip?” I struggled to clear the dust from my throat. “I’m M…Merrin.”
“Merrin,” Pip repeated like he was tasting it. “How long have you known Windalloy?”
I considered lying but didn’t see the point. I didn’t know Pip enough to know which lie to tell. So I sided with truth, hoping it might lend me a means for escape.
“I’ve known him more than eight years,” I said.
Pip paused his beguiling mid-stroke. “Wow! Ever since he left?”
I nodded, words coming freer with his hand no longer in motion. “After he left home, he traveled north, beyond the Emerald Wood, where he trained to become a royal knight—my best friend’s knight, actually. She’s a queen, like me.”
“So you really are a queen. Charm said that’s why you smell different.” But this was of secondary interest to him. Pip’s real takeaway was: “A royal knight. For a queen.” His eyes shined in a manner different from a beguiling’s normal shimmer. It was the shine of admiration.
Pip idolized Windley.
“Would you like to hear more?” I said, hoping to keep him distracted. “Wind’s an amazing fighter. He’s quick with a weapon and has flair when he fights. And he’s brave. He’s gone headfirst into danger for my sake more than once.”
“Because he’s your knight too?” said Pip.
“Er—No.”
“Because you’re his pet?” Pip pressed.
I shook my head. “Because…”
‘I’m in love with you, Merrin. You have to know that, right? I’ve always been.’
Did you know, captive ones? Love can be most painful when it’s in memory.
Deep inside, our monster cried.
“Ooh. I don’t recognize that rhythm. Your heartbeat’s changed. What is it?”
Heartache. Deep, ache-ity heartache.
“I miss him,” I admitted. “We haven’t been apart in a while.”
“Oh.” Pip leaned away, as if disappointed it wasn’t something juicier. “That’s just his power in you. It’ll wear off.”
“It won’t,” I said. “Windley doesn’t go into danger for me because he’s my knight or I his pet. He does it because we have feelings for each other. We’re in love.”
Let me stop for a moment.
During all this, I knew I was in danger. That whole ‘waking up in an imposter’s arms’ thing was telling. I knew our journey was off course and that I might see some disagreeableness before it corrected, but only in this moment, as my heart welled with thoughts of Windley, did the weight of it hit me.
I was bait. Right now, my charming devil could feel Pip’s power at play. He would come for me, into the mouth of danger, into the arms of his abuser, and into the memories he had worked so hard to suppress.
For his sake, I needed to escape before he got that far.
“He said he loves you?” said Pip. “Even after he tasted you?”
“He did,” I said.
Pip cocked his head. “You are a human, right? Then… you’re his anam cara?”
I had never heard the term, and although my interest was well piqued, sudden commotion in the hallway warned that our time was running short.
Specifically, there were voices.
And the female one? It didn’t sound pleasant.
“Pip, listen, you could leave this place too, just like Windley did. You could start a new life in a better place. And I could help you get there.”
Confusion settled on Pip’s brow. “Why would I want to do that? This is my home.”
“You’ve been made to do bad things, haven’t you? You’ve been made to hurt people? And… Ascian has hurt you too, hasn’t he?”
“Hurt people? No, I don’t hurt people. I make them feel good. See?”
This conversation was flowing in the wrong direction, for it made Pip remember what he was supposed to be doing. With added intensity, he pressed his yellow stare into mine and resumed his entrancement, but not before I caught something familiar upon his right index finger—a blackstone ring identical to Windley’s.
“W-what about your hexes?” I said. “Those hurt people, don’t they?”
“Hexes?” Pip brought his hand to the side of his temple and winced.
The motion was familiar, for I had seen Windley do something similar the night we first encountered Ascian.
Come to think of it, Pip did seem a bit flighty.
“Pip, have you taken a memory elixir?”
He didn’t answer but listed his eyes across the room in a mannequin-like stare, hollow and detached.
“Pip?”
“I only hex baddies,” he said slowly.
Based on what Windley told me, that wasn’t true. “You don’t hex innocents with clean spirits for your master to consume?”
“Nope.” Yet he was wincing and holding his head as if in conflict with himself.
When Charmagne said he was impressionable, maybe she really meant unstable. The way he was now, he seemed like an egg with too many cracks to safely handle.
“Pip, you said Windley will be upset if he finds out you aided in my detainment. What if you help me escape? Surely he would be pleased with you then?”
“He would be happy, but… if you really are his anam cara, he’ll come for you. I’d rather see him while he’s unhappy than not see him while he’s happy.”
“Oh. I’m afraid my feelings are quite the opposite.”
But no matter my feelings, my time was up.
“You’re giving me a headache. You should stop talking now.” An overwhelming wave of power swept up my arm with his next motion, coming to my shoulder before branching out in hot, throbbing roots that seeded into the depths of my muscle. I melted at each place they touched, sinking further into the quilted bed. The echoes, which had steadily encroached during Pip’s break in beguiling, retreated to the furthest reaches of hearing, further muffled by the rhythmic drum of rainfall upon roof. The house was now under siege from the night’s rain.
“E…choes… Ex…it…ium…”
The best I could do was mouth it, for my throat was rapidly becoming clogged with Pip’s magic, which was different from Windley’s and Eddy’s—a bit humbler and seeming not to elicit any of those ‘carnal desires.’
Pip leaned over me, putting one hand on my clavicle, the other against my cheek. “I see it now, miss queen lion, your color. You prefer green, don’t you?” With a blink, his eyes shifted from springtime yellow to the emerald Windley reserved for me—lovely, rippling. I didn’t mean to, but in thinking about Windley, a drop of fondness may have slipped out, for Pip suddenly shivered. “Ooh, Eddy was right. It IS hard to stop.”
Three loud fist raps against the door preluded a woman’s singsong call:
“Oh, Pi-ip! Open up! It’s my turn to play with the human!”
And there was another voice:
“Stop it, Pip! We can feel you in there and you’re doing too much! Make sure that creature of yours doesn’t wake up!”
Edius. Again with the creature? What creature? I saw no other creature in the room.
“Come on, Pip. Back off.”
“Enough, you little cretin!”
Pip had no intention of listening to either of them, though. “There’s something else in you, isn’t there?” he said, pushing tingles through my abdomen in greater potency than Windley had ever dared. “Just a teensy more—” His appearance was definitely changing this time. He looked at least five years older, with cheeks and jaw growing more defined and his eyes changing into a wiser shape. “The magic in you… that’s another being in there!”
It wasn’t as though I was capable of response. I heard him, felt him, but all I could see were those emerald eyes twinkling through the darkness.
Darkness?
Yes, the room was steadily flooding with darkness enough to mute the fire.
I didn’t realize it was coming from me until Pip let out a gasp and fell to the ground, twitching and hands stained black.




Chapter 12
Negotiations
“Get up, Merrin.”
“MErrIn.”
“MerRIN.”
“MERRiN.”
Within the room dimmed by the darkness I had unwittingly released, a swell of unhuman echoes prodded at me, saying my name from different corners of the chamber, one voice cutting through that was more stable than all the rest.
“I said get up!”
“Exitium?” I whispered.
“If you had called on me sooner, we could have been out of this mess hours ago!”
I sat up from the bed, body weak under Pip’s power which was only leisurely exiting my body. “How did this happen?” I said of the room’s shadows. “I wasn’t able to summon the echoes.”
“I told you before, you need only speak my name!”
I had barely strung it together. Apparently, that was enough.
Off to the side of the bed, Pip was unconscious, looking very different from when I had first encountered him. Where I had once called him cute in a boyish sort of way, those terms were no longer fitting.
He was far more attractive than an average person and old enough now to be a peer.
On the other side of the door, Charmagne and Edius were taking turns to ram against the room as my darkness crawled out from under the threshold.
“Why would you leave him in there alone with her, you moron!”
“Because I didn’t want to leave her with you! You would have consumed her for the fun of it before Master even got home!”
“Clearly I have more self-control than Pip! He doesn’t even know what he’s capable of!”
Side note, remember how Windley said Pip was an ‘early bloomer’? Yeah, pay attention to that. We’ll come back to it later.
“Let us in, Merrín,” said Edius, redirecting his efforts. “Pip’s the strongest of us and if he loses control, it won’t be good for you.”
It was a bit late for that. Surely, they could feel the sudden absence of his power at work. Surely, Windley could too, wherever he was. I only hoped we had given him a strong enough signal to determine our location.
I scouted the room. Quaint, clean, with applewood furniture, a thick woven rug spread out in front of the fireplace, and trinkets over the mantle. Homey, like a country inn. Nothing of much use for a queen planning her escape, though.
“Edius!” I shouted at the door. “I’ve the upper hand! Pip is incapacitated and now my hostage. I will be leaving this place of my own volition. You have two choices: get in my way and die OR fetch me a bag with supplies and leave it outside the door. I will spare your life if you step out of my way.”
Though I sounded confident, it was with wobbling legs that I made my way to the door and placed my ear against the hard mahogany, finding silence on the other side, until—
“There are two of us, Merrín, and only one of you.”
Wrong.
“THERE IS A LEGION WITHIN ME!”
I clamped my mouth after I said it, unsure whether it had come from me or Exitium. Meanwhile, a ring of darkness was settling around me like a halo—yet I wasn’t controlling it—as the echoes flurried around with excitement—yet I wasn’t calling them forth.
“What even is she?” I heard Charmagne scoff.
“A royal?” whispered Edius.
“Besides that, you idiot!”
They were taking their time answering.
“If you stall, I shall make your decision for you.” I followed the threat by stomping into the ground to make use of the lingering shadow in the air. The darkness at my feet raced away under the door.
“Argh!” Charmagne gave a shriek. “FINE, you royal cow! Go running. See how long it takes Master to find you again!”
“Not so fast,” said Edius’s deep voice. “Think about it, Merrín. You’ll end up his pet either way. He’ll treat you kinder if he doesn’t have to track you down again.”
“I don’t fear Ascian any more than I fear any of you. Next time I face him, no one, not even Windley, will be able to betray my spell.”
“Tch! Quit calling him that; his name’s Windalloy. I can’t wait for Master to drag you back in chains. I hope he finds you on your way out! Go fetch her a pack, Ediot.”
“Really? We’re giving up?”
“Unless you’d like to sacrifice Pip for the cause?” she sneered.
“This is your fault, Charm. I might have been able to reason with her if you hadn’t come stomping out of your bath.”
I listened to Edius’s heavy footsteps storm away.
After, we were alone, Charmagne and I, separated by a thin slab of wood.
I still had no idea what she looked like. Edius either, now that he wasn’t wearing Windley’s face.
“What’s your plan now, cupcake?” Charmagne’s voice was a sickening level of condescending as it dripped through the cracks around the door. “Head straight back to Windalloy’s arms? Run from one evil to another?” She laughed through her nose while landing a fist against the wood. “How ironic! He’s the most dangerous one of all because he’s gotten you to believe he actually cares about you. That façade back in the forest? Please! He’s a thirsty boy, and if hades froze over and Windalloy DID somehow care about a human enough to protect her, I can GUARANTEE he wouldn’t choose a fat, frizzled human like you.”
I know, captive ones, from all of my half-read books, that the thought of blood boiling is somewhat cliché; however, I assure you, in this moment, my blood boiled. It boiled hotter than when Sestilia’s assassins came for me, hotter than when Ascian pulled out that three-pronged whip. Hotter, even, than when Windley subdued me at the woodcutter’s cabin.
There aren’t many people I can say I’ve hated in my life. And of those people, Charmagne is the only one I hated before ever laying eyes upon.
When I answered, it was venomous enough to shame all the queens that had come before me. “Do not speak his name like you know him, you snide bitch! Spending a couple of traumatic years with someone is not the same as watching them grow into who they are, exchanging breath with them, touching souls with theirs. I suggest you find a bureau or chest to curl up in because I will not hesitate to send all the fury of the world unseen, in your direction should you happen to be in the hall when I exit this room!”
After, I was shaking, my nails curled into my palm, my teeth ground together.
“The bloodlust writhes in you now, Merrin. It is branded to your soul. Together, we will kill everything.”
Exitium’s earlier words flooded back to me, or maybe they were being spoken anew, and like the last moment of a lost tug-of-war game, I recoiled back to my senses.
Rage had befallen me. The Nemophile’s Crown felt heavy on my head. On the edges of darkness, Exitium was trying to get my attention, but I pushed it away, for the first time considering that I might not be able to keep my promise to Beau. I might not be able to carry the echoes for nine whole months.
Were they truly staining my soul, awakening a darker version of myself, eliciting bloodlust within me?
When Charmagne responded, she was far more composed than I expected, which only served to make my blood heat hotter.
“Edius should have hexed you when he had the chance. Know I won’t make so moronic a mistake. When I find you, I won’t even bother with Master Ascian, cupcake. I will make you my pet, and I am much less delicate with my pets than the others. You will regret the day you raised your voice to me. I swear it.”
With that, she stomped away like a child caught in tantrum.
I told myself to calm down. I focused on drawing clean air in through my nose and exhaling out the darkness. Being this powerful seemed both a blessing and a curse, for while I felt safe from the rest of the world, I felt unsafe from myself.
Once Rafe pacted a new goddess and Windley defeated Ascian, then it was my turn. I needed to figure out something better to do with the Nemophile’s Crown before Exitium’s voice grew louder and the echoes corrupted my soul.
With Charmagne gone and Edius off fetching me a traveling bag, I returned to the side of the bed to check on Pip. His breathing seemed fine, and his appearance had morphed back to its original teenage likeness. He resembled a purple-haired puppy taking a nap, though his hands remained stained in the darkness of the echoes. I found the key stowed away in his pocket and remembered that we were likely in his bedchamber, though the décor was generic enough to belong to anyone.
With legs significantly sturdier now, I made my way to the window. The rain still ravaged; the wind still bellowed. I wouldn’t be able to make it far, though that was probably for the best. If Windley could sense Pip’s power, then this house would be his destination. Better to be waiting nearby than to go venturing off into unknown lands on my own.
“Heya Merrín?” There was a rap on the back of the door. “Gotcha some crap. A canteen, blanket, knife… not that you really need a knife, do you? Loaf of bread, cheese—you like cheese?”
“That’s all fine, Edius. My cloak?”
“Out here.”
“And coin?” I said.
“Coin?”
“Currency,” I clarified.
“Ah, you mean farthings. Look, the more shit I give you, the more pissed off Master’s going to be.”
“That’s none of your concern.”
“Like hell it isn’t! Who do you think’s gonna get whipped when he hears we had you and let you go?”
“Would you prefer I knock you out?” I sent another wave of shadow under the door with my foot.
“Yow! Knock that off if you want me to help you! And no, I prefer not being knocked out by your witchery. What are you anyway, I mean besides a queen?”
I deemed it best not to answer that question. My identity was best left secret.
Exitium, it seemed, had other plans.
“We are she who wears the Nemophile’s Crown. We are eternal. We are Destruction!”
A second time I covered my mouth, certain this time that though it had been my tongue, it hadn’t been my voice manifesting in the physical realm.
“No shit? The Nemophilist?” said Edius. “Thought that was a myth. Then again, never seen magic like yours before. That why you taste so good?”
No, Windley said my taste didn’t change after taking on the echoes.
“Enough idle chat, Edius. Retreat to another room so that I can take my leave. If you try anything, I will not hesitate to end you.”
“Sure, sure. But don’t expect me to be so nice next time, little human queen. Ciao.”
I held my ear to the door until satisfied that his footsteps were distant. After, I tipped my head into the darkness and pulled a helping of it into my hand. Back in the physical realm a cluster of shadow undulated in my palm. With one final look at Pip, I turned the heavy key and slipped into the hall.
The second floor overlooked the first floor, partitioned by a waist-high banister on all three sides and a candle-lit chandelier hanging in the center. Mahogany doors adorned the walls, all closed but one on the opposite side of the hall. That door was open, and within the doorway stood two figures—nay, two lackeys.
Charmagne and Edius.
Charm and Eddy.
As I collected the cloak and pack at my feet, I kept eyes locked on them, finally beholding the appearance of the rest of Ascian’s adopted family.
Bitch or not, Charmagne was beautiful—pulchritudinous even, it pains me to say—with smooth, rich skin and short, glossy hair. And here I had hoped her appearance would be as ugly as her personality, but the only thing ugly was the disgust in her scowl as she gave me the evilest of eyes. One might call her overall demeanor crusty. She wore all white over a physique rivaling even that of Sestilia. No wonder she thought I was thick. Anyone would be next to a silhouette like that.
Beside her, Edius was quite a bit taller, with arms folded and eyes sharp. He was brawnier than either Windley or Rafe, with his hair tied loosely back so that pieces fell around his face. Men in the queenlands didn’t wear their hair that long, but it seemed fitting on him, as though he may look strange with it short. He was a bit older, maybe, than me or Windley—and, as with every other incubus-type I had encountered, he was nice to look at.
Really, you can’t blame me for thinking so.
Though his mouth lay flat, he seemed to show amusement in his other features as I started for the stairs.
For now, Charmagne’s hair was rose gold, Edius’s dark, but considering how frequently Windley’s changed, I didn’t expect it to be the same the next time we met. If there was a next time.
They would be wise to avoid it.
At the base of the staircase, I didn’t bother with one last look at them before stealing an umbrella and venturing out into the unknown of night.
A city, to be sure. Though my line of sight was stifled by the rain responsible for extinguishing the lanterns, sporadic clashes of lightning lit the boulevard lined with houses similar to Ascian’s. I supposed if there was one thing to be thankful for in all of this, it was that the sky was too clogged with storm to allow through any moonlight. Things would be bad if Luna made an appearance while Rafe and I were separated.
In my opinion, she was a much bigger threat. Ascian was only mortal.
I didn’t fear him finding me, not with the echoes at my side, so I settled a few houses down, in a neighboring shed, to outlast the storm amidst hay, seed and gardening tools until the last drops of rain graced the earth and the sun began to light the sky.
Only then did I see how dismal the city really was.




Chapter 13
Kind and Warm
I had traversed many cities on my visits to other queendoms—hamlets, villages, towns—and always in them the proof of life was present.
The city I found myself in now, though, while inhabited by the living, was…
Well, let me describe it.
In the dawn hours, I collected myself, stole up my hood, and ate the breakfast Edius had packed for me. Then, I waited for the city to rouse. Little by little, shutters opened, and the cobbled street, cramped with houses made of brick, welcomed its earliest risers—a parcelman, a patrolwoman, a shopkeep.
The city itself was of medium size, abundant with shaded alleys and chimneys toting smoke. It was as modern as any of the cities of the north with a designated sector for businesses and shops, and signs meant to keep order in an alphabet I couldn’t read.
I kept to the shadows like a beggar or ghost, observing the blooming of the day, noticing as the city shed its shawl of night, that something was off about them—the parcelman, the patrolwoman, the shopkeep.
It was in the way they carried themselves, as if going through preordained motions without setting their eyes on a destination. As more of the city awoke, it was the same with the rest, listing about their routines without making eye contact with another person or thing.
At first, I couldn’t put my finger on it, but the longer I observed from the shadows, the more I came to realize the problem with the city:
The people here seemed empty. A two-dimensional portrait of what life should look like in its shallowest form.
For good measure, I entered what smelled to be a bakery, pretending to browse a menu I couldn’t read.
“Think more rain’s on the horizon?” I asked the balding baker, doing my best to mimic Windley’s accent.
“Could be,” he drawled, eyes breezing through me on their way to the window.
Moments later, a woman in a patterned dress entered. Without a sound, she set a piece of parchment on the counter. Without a word, the baker handed her a seeded loaf. She stowed it in her satchel, never exchanging so much as a greeting or glance, and left.
I followed after her, careful not to stray too far from Ascian’s street, observing similar interactions between the few dozen residents milling the streets.
The people here suffered some ailment. This city was not a place of life nor light.
I knew better than to go digging for answers, though. Instead, I retraced my steps, back to Ascian’s, careful not to be seen while staking out a vantage where I might head off Windley and Rafe should they happen to arrive.
But as day melted to night, I saw no one close in on Ascian’s house, save a lamplighter torporing through the habit of igniting the streetlamps out front.
I assumed Ascian was already inside, arriving sometime in the night while I hid in the shed, but as the house brightened against the encroachment of night, I saw no movement at the windows, no one leaving or coming, no blaze of fury erupting from the bricks because I had escaped. Was Ascian really inside? Couldn’t I just blast the house to smithereens and be done with it?
But that would involve blasting Pip away too, and I knew how Windley felt about Pip.
As the city fell asleep just as drearily as it had awoken, I began to lose confidence in my plan.
What if Windley hadn’t felt Pip’s magic at work, after all? What if he didn’t know where I was? Or what if something had detained them? Something big, bad, and orby.
Last night seemed to have been too clouded for an appearance from Luna, but…
“Echoes?”
In an alley cluttered with boxes of cargo, I slipped into the void beyond my eyelids and let a swarm of bodiless hands catch me.
“MerriN!”
“MeRRIn!”
“Ones without merit! Let us tear them! Let us rip them! Let us turn their teeth to gnashing! We hate them! We loathe them! They are the filth of the earth!”
The intention of the darkness was riled from our earlier encounter with Pip, Charmagne, and Edius.
“Not yet,” I pressed into them. “I need something else, a means to an end. If I spread you over the city, can you see if Windley is near?”
“MerRin?”
“mErrIn?”
The echoes dripped around me in their eerie, disjointed way, until—
“Why keep up this game, Merrin?” hissed a distant voice, more defined than the rest. “Their purpose is destruction. Feed them as you should have done last night. You only delay the inevitable by sparing your enemies.”
“I wasn’t asking you; I was asking them.”
“You should be asking me,” said Exitium, growing nearer. “I am the one that can help you.”
It was likely true. Up to this point, the echoes themselves hadn’t offered much in the way of advice. Despite my better instincts, I took the bait.
“Okay, then. Is Windley near? Can you see him?”
“I can tell you the beastling is not in this city, but there is someone here who is looking for you—a girl the next street over. I hear her whispering your name.”
“A girl? Is it Charmagne?”
“A human girl, not a beastling.”
Pardon the interruption, captive ones, but did you notice? Exitium called the Spirites ‘beastlings.’ Yeah, it was my first time hearing it too.
Keep it at the back of your mind.
“It may prove worthwhile to see what she is after. She does not sound hostile.” This was Exitium’s parting advice before subsiding into the host of unhuman voices copycat-ing:
“See what she is after. We will see what she is after. MeRRin, MErRiN, see what the human girl is after.”
“Thanks,” I muttered as I drew back into the physical world. The echoes were even more riled now, set on following Exitium’s instruction.
A human girl was looking for me? The only plausible one was Beau, but if she really had ventured out this far into danger after me, I would never forgive her.
Not true, but I would be pretty irate.
With the chill of night on my breath, and with body stiff from disuse, I shifted out from my hiding place, keeping close to the stony wall of a nearby house for cover, and crept through the alley to the next street over, which was as deserted as the last, save for a figure at the far end walking briskly beneath the lampposts.
The girl Exitium heard?
I pulled a small helping of shadow into my palm before stepping into the light.
The figure noticed me immediately and disappeared into the shadows, but I heard her footsteps, even brisker, approaching along the unlit portion of street, skipping over hidden debris and around wastebins until stopping a short distance away.
In the dim of night, I couldn’t see her face, just a shadow beneath the hood of a cloak. I figured that was how I looked too, so I lowered mine, putting faith in Exitium’s guidance.
The figure let out a gasp. “Your hair! You’re… Queen Merrin of the north?”
Her voice was like honey.
And it definitely wasn’t Beau’s.
“Who are you?” I said.
Choosing not to answer, she came closer but didn’t lower her hood. “You are Merrin, right? He said you’d have wild hair.”
“Yes, I’m Merrin. Who are you?” I repeated.
“We aren’t safe here. I’ve got a stag waiting. Come with me, quickly!” The figure took my arm and pulled at me, stumbling over a piece of uneven cobble before regaining her footing and yanking me after her into the shadows and down the street. “I’m a friend,” she said, voice hushed.
I anchored my heels. “A friend?”
“Of Windalloy’s. With their network of hexes in place, he can no longer enter this city—they would detect him immediately—so he sent me to find you. I’m just glad you weren’t inside that house! I don’t know if I’d have been able to get you out. Maybe if it was just Pipsqueak, but not with those other two there. Charm is perfectly wicked!”
“What do you mean their network of hexes?” I said. “And if that’s the case, why didn’t Windley, er, Windalloy send Rafe to come find me?”
This ‘friend of Windley’s’ was leading me to the city’s gate, frantically glancing behind us into the shadows as if they might take shape and pursue.
“Rafe? Is that the magician you were traveling with? He isn’t here. Windalloy will explain once we get to my cottage. It’s just a short ride outside the city…” Her voice softened and she no longer seemed to be speaking to me as she continued: “I didn’t want to move too far away in case he ever came back.”
Even without signs of pursuit, the girl didn’t let up, and she refused to release my arm until we were outside the city walls, where a large white stag stood tied to a post bathed in the light of one final lamp.
“Good boy, Boomer.” She gave the beast a pat before mounting. “Come on up. He can carry us both, easy.”
“What kind of stag is this?”
Too large to be a wind stag, but not malevolent like a blood stag. Maybe a water stag? If so, it didn’t match Mother Poppy’s description at all.
“It’s a spring stag,” said the honey-voiced girl. “Bred in the west. Come on, hurry. Windalloy’s panicking by now.”
I did as she said but held the echoes close. If this was a trap, it wasn’t a well-thought one.
But it wasn’t a trap.
I knew that.
I knew this person was a good person. I could practically feel the goodness emanating from her. This friend of Windley’s.
And already, something was beginning to wriggle deep, deep within me. The monster Windley and I had created, for some reason it was feeling… uneasy.
“Oh shoot! I haven’t even told you my name,” said the girl with a laugh. “It’s Meraflora. I promise you can trust me. Windalloy and I go way back. You could even say we saved each other.”
Meraflora? Windley had never mentioned that name. Obviously he had known people other than his adoptive ‘family’ before fleeing to the north. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that I didn’t know all of their names.
…Right?
Right, captive ones? Right?
I wish you could have been there to reassure me.
I did my best to shake the feeling settling at the pit of my stomach away—a feeling that did not yet have a name—and concentrated on the fact that Windley was close and that we were swiftly traveling to him.
“I’m glad to meet you, Meraflora. Windley’s other childhood accomplices haven’t turned out to be so kind.”
“Oh, you poor thing. I assure you, most of their kind are good. It’s really only a small pocket that are creeps. I hope you’ll meet others like Windalloy while you’re down here.”
I feel we should fast forward here, captive ones. True, Meraflora made more small talk with me on the way to her cottage, but I can’t remember it all. I was feeling anxious, wondering about this kind person with a past rooted alongside Windley’s. Wondering how they had ‘saved each other.’ Wondering why he had never mentioned such a sweet-voiced girl.
Meraflora’s cottage came out of nowhere, tucked away in a wooded area along a path sprouting from a greater traveled road.
I could tell you about the construct of it—wood; the ambiance of it—quaint; or about the garden surrounding it—rose-filled; but I didn’t care about any of that at the time. I didn’t care about the glowing beetles illuminating the path, attracted to stores of honey she left for them in feeders. I didn’t care about the clear view of the night-lit heavens directly over her cottage. Nor did I care about the colored bottles and chimes dangling from the trees over her patio.
I only cared about the person waiting on her stoop. The one who stood when he saw us, his hair turned black as doom. The one who set my heartbeat fast. The one who ran to us and pulled me from the stag into the tightest embrace.
“Merr.” Windley buried his head in me and shook. “It’s my fault. I lost control. I gave us away, and I didn’t even realize it.”
But if he wanted to say more, it would have to wait, for I was taking his mouth to let him know how forgiven he was.
The kiss, however, was one-sided.
“Wind?”
“Sorry, lion queen. Give me a minute. I don’t want it to happen again. Just let me compose before you do that.”
Ah.
Now, the kiss was very much two-sided.
For a blinking second, Windley and I were the only two in the world, and I had never been happier to be held by him. It was easy to forget, lost like that, that there were much more pressing matters at hand.
Meraflora, kind and practical as she was, stepped in to remind us.
“Windalloy, we should go inside,” she said delicately. “You need to catch her up, and I’m sure she’d like to get clean.”
Windley didn’t set me down until we were inside Meraflora’s quaint log cottage, a place clean and warm and with white curtains that likely fluttered on windy afternoons—the sort of place an angel might reside. A kind, warm, life-saving angel.
I apologize, captive ones, if I’m coming across as bitchy.
No? Aggressive in the passive sort of way, maybe?
I just…
You’ll see.
“I owe you, Flora. Yet again. I don’t know that I’ll live long enough to repay you, though,” said Windley, showing off his jester’s grin that I loved so much.
Only, he wasn’t showing it off to me. He was showing it to the other girl in our midst—Meraflora. Or as he had just called her, Flora.
Now that name. That was a name I had heard before. Or rather, I had almost heard it.
Twice, to be exact.
Windley ushered me into a carved wooden chair in Flora’s quaint kitchen, which smelled of biscuits and apricot jam, which was crawling with houseplants and decorated in dried bouquets, which was both tidy and cozy. “Merr.” Windley placed his hands on my shoulders. “Flora is the girl I told you about before—the one that helped me escape. My keeper’s daughter, remember?”
Ah yes. And now I remembered where I had heard the name.
‘No wonder Windalloy likes you. You look a lot like Flor—’
‘Did you notice? Doesn’t she look just like Flo—'
And as the kind, good, honey-voiced Flora with the homey cottage and charming garden finally lowered her hood, I was knocked speechless in the worst of ways.
The thing about Flora was that she looked a bit like me.
An understatement, captive ones.
The thing about Flora is that she looked a lot like me. She was an older version of me. If my hair were straight and silky. If my waist were smaller and my bosom ampler. If my teeth were whiter and my skin softer.
That foreign feeling blooming at the base of my stomach? The one causing our monster friction?
Its name was jealousy.
And let me tell you, jealousy is a dangerous thing to feel when darkness resides in your soul.




Chapter 14
Windley’s Secret
“Merrin?! You’re leaking again!”
Yes, shadow was rising around us, streaming out from my wrists, and I couldn’t stop it.
For a moment, I didn’t want to.
“Oh my goddess! You were right! She IS the Nemophilist!”
Oh, so he had told her about that already? You know, only my greatest secret?
Windley placed his hand on my forehead like he was checking a child for fever. “Merrin, what’s wrong? Your spirit feels…”
I haven’t sugar-coated much of this story, captive ones, so I hope you’ll believe me when I say that I am, nearly always, able to turn on my diplomatic side. It’s the way I was raised. When expected to lead thousands, it’s imperative to keep calm in the face of chaos. So you’ll understand my mood in that moment when I tell you, it took everything in me not to slap Windley in front of Flora.
The only person I had ever heard Windley speak of with such admiration happened to look suspiciously similar to me? Not to mention, our names started out the same? Meraflora. Merrin. Meraflora. Merrin. Had he called her Merr too?
Even without sharing a face with her, I would have been jealous of Flora—the ride over was proof—but the fact that she did look me, and that Windley had omitted that when telling me about her? Well, that just made everything so much worse. Because it meant he had been hiding her, and that meant he felt he had something to hide.
Maybe I was to blame. I had given him permission to lie to me, to skew the truth, to tell me the easiest version—but I hadn’t meant hiding the fact that I was a father-freaking surrogate!
In that moment, I was certain that Windley’s true desire was Flora all along and that he had merely projected those feelings onto the next best thing in her absence. I was furious, entertaining wild, unproven theories about Windley’s true intentions, questioning everything he had ever said to me.
In the absence of understanding, we create stories.
To cope with fear.
It was a dark, messy moment. With the darkness spilling out of me at a quickening rate, I put my hand to my mother’s necklace and tried to borrow from her strength as I forced a fakey voice usually saved for the most tiresome of political obligations:
“Meraflora? I am so sorry to do this after you’ve shown us such kindness, but I need to speak with Windley alone.”
“Oh my! Of course! I actually need to set the bedroom up for you two anyway. Go ahead and discuss whatever you need to. Once you’re finished, I’ll fix you a meal, sound good?” She made herself scarce, calling: “I’ll be just at the end of the hall if you need anything!”
So understanding. So soft and warm and kind.
The darkness around me swelled.
“Ah! Merrin? Are you okay? Why did you just use that weird voice you always use during budget meetings? Are you okay? Did they do something to you?”
“Windley…” I set my hands flush against the table to collect myself, as if the ancient wisdom of the wood’s rings could lend me the strength not to murder my lover with my bare darkness-encompassed hands.
“Lion queen?”
“She looks like me.”
“Who?” He wrinkled his brow. “Flora?”
Hold my ale, captive ones.
“Of course, Flora. She could be my sister!”
“Really? Hold on, let me visualize it.” Windley closed his eyes and concentrated his forehead. “Huh, you’re right. You do kind of look alike. I never noticed.”
Have you ever ground your teeth so tightly that it hurts your jaw?
“Are you seriously trying to gaslight me right now?”
“I-I’m not! I really didn’t notice! Wait…” He studied the creases of my face as if searching for hidden meaning. “You’re…” The corner of his mouth upticked. “Are you jealous?”
“Windley! Why are you playing dumb!? Obviously, I am jealous! Anyone would be in this situation!”
“…But you’re a queen.”
“So?”
“Flora’s just a normal woman.”
“So am I, Windley!”
Windley looked at me as though he were trying to solve a tough mathematical problem. I could practically see him carrying the one in his head. “Think like a human,” he muttered to himself, eyes squinted.
“No need. I’ll spell it out for you. The fact that I look like her… it is a terribly cruel thing.”
Windley appeared as though I had just struck him with an arrow through the middle. It took him some time to gather his words.
“Cruel?” His voice was subdued. “I’m not sure what to say. I think I understand why you’re upset, but this whole thing is different for me than it is for you. I told you, I connect with spirits before bodies, so when I look at you or Flora, the first thing I notice is your spirit. Obviously, I see you—I’m not blind—but, your physical body is secondary. It’s hard to explain.”
That excuse wasn’t going to work.
“Pip noticed. He mentioned that I look like her. Twice.”
“Yeah? Well you can’t really compare me to Pip. Pip’s incredibly powerful, so powerful that he manifested like five years earlier than the rest of us, and he’s always been in tune to people’s bodies in a weird way, like he can see heartbeats and stuff. He’s not normal. He’s gifted.”
This time I was the one searching the creases of his face for hidden meaning.
“Merrin.” Windley took my hand and knelt so that he was at eye level. “When I met you, I couldn’t even recollect Flora’s face, but even if I could, it wouldn’t matter. I’ve never loved Flora. She was a friend and comfort for me in a time filled with unkindness, but I never desired for her the way I do you. I liked you from the moment I saw you, and as much as I enjoy your… shell… that isn’t what I first fell in love with. I told you, human-Spirite pairings are rare. The way I feel for you… I could never feel it for someone else. There isn’t enough life in me.”
He was telling the truth.
I knew him well enough to know that.
But although I knew it, that deep-seeded darkness wanted to draw it out, to punish him for the misunderstanding, to treat him like we were of the same race and culture and that there would be no allowances for differing life experiences.
The bloodlust brought on by the Nemophile’s Crown was strong.
But the throbbing of my heart was stronger.
With a quaking exhale, I released the anger and felt my shoulders fall. And in the empty space left behind, another emotion came flooding in.
She was his only comfort in a time filled with unkindness? The one who had read to him while he was locked in a cage? What kind of monster was I?
“Oh no. I-I lost my head. I’m so sorry, Windley. The way it looked… I know our races are different. I guess I didn’t realize how different. I should be glad you had a comfort in your past instead of feeling such horrid things. I haven’t been feeling like myself lately because of…”
Exitium.
Bloodlust.
Destruction.
“Stress,” I finished.
“Merr, I’ve been around humans long enough to know how you function. I should have given thought to how my relationship with her might look. I wasn’t being considerate.” He rubbed his thumb across my knuckles. “But I meant what I said—love for us is different than it is for you. There will never be anyone else but you. My heart isn’t the sort that can love more than once.” He gave one solemn chuckle: “That’s why I was living in torment when I thought I would never get to have you.”
Oh my heart.
A million chords plucked in my chest.
“You can’t say things like that to a human; we’ll explode,” I said, guiltier by the moment.
“Seems to have worked. You stopped leaking.” Content, he slid into the chair opposite me and put his hands behind his head. “I have to say, I’m a mite flattered—you being jealous over me, and all. You do know you’re a teensy bit out of my league, right?”
Because of me, the pain of his past had come creeping in, and now he was trying to deflect it with play.
I owed it to him to oblige.
“D-didn’t you know? Lions can be quite ferocious when guarding our prey.”
“Oh?” He gave me one of his darker looks. “So you’ll be nibbling on me, then?”
Of course, the thought of it was especially appealing after being apart from him—I should like to experience the feel of his body through his shirt—but it was difficult to recover from the ugliness I had just displayed.
How could I keep it from resurfacing?
If we create stories in the absence of understanding, then maybe the key was understanding.
“Windley, you do enjoy when I touch you, don’t you?”
I had seen the way he looked at me, felt the way his body reacted to mine. He had called me beautiful, caressed my skin with lust on his hands, yet…
“That much is obvious, isn’t it?”
“But if bodies don’t matter to you? I just want to understand better. I feel I know you so well, and yet I know so little about how you see the world.”
“Bodies do matter.” Windley thought a moment. “It’s like getting a piece of cake with frosting. The cake is the main attraction, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to lick the frosting.”
Leave it to him to come up with an analogy like that.
“The cake is the spirit and the frosting is the body?” I said.
“You got it. Now, for me, your frosting is especially desirable because I know there’s cake underneath—the best cake, in my opinion. Some people don’t even have cake under their frosting—just a slice of shit. If I know there’s shit inside, I’m not going to bother with the frosting.”
Come to think of it, I had been surprised when Windley wasn’t interested in Sestilia’s advances, despite her dazzling appearance.
“And because I desire your cake, I notice your frosting most of all. I have no reason to bother with anyone else’s. That’s why it didn’t occur to me that your frosting and Flora’s might be similar. I had to envision you standing side by side before I saw it.”
“But isn’t Flora’s cake good too?” All that kindness and warmth.
“Sure, it’s good, just not the one I’d want to eat for the rest of my life. Some cake is too sweet, you know? It’s rare to find a slice that gets more delicious the longer you eat it.” He stopped. “You’re grinning. Does that mean you understand?”
Finally. I told him so with a nod.
With relief apparent, Windley relaxed in his chair. “I’ve always found it strange that humans go for the frosting first,” he mused.
“It’s because it can take us a long time to get a feel for the cake. The frosting is easier for us. For what it’s worth, I noticed your cake before I noticed your frosting too, and I enjoy them both… even if you’re full of shit.”
Now he was the one grinning.
“You know, Edius told me I was cute for a human. Does that mean he was talking about my cake?”
“Edius?”
Oh yes, I had nearly forgotten. We had many more important things to discuss than cake, and poor Flora was still hiding out in the room down the hall.
I quickly recounted to Windley all that had happened in my time with Edius, Pip and Charmagne, making sure to tell him that Pip had survived his run-in with my power.
Likewise, Windley told me what had transpired after we had passed out on the hill. Edius’s guess was right: Windley had stepped away to relieve himself, not realizing that he had flashed his power the night before. Only after I was taken did he put the pieces together. He knew he needed to get back to me quickly and that the quickest way was by prancelope, but he and Rafe were too heavy to ride one together, and the creatures were too unruly to ride without beguilement, so Rafe was forced to continue on to the coast alone, where he would pact Soleil and convince her to help in our fight against Ascian.
“I wasn’t all that disappointed to part ways with him, tell you the truth. Give him some time to cool off. He was a touch grouchy with me over losing you. Chap’s no fun when he’s in a mood.”
“But what if Luna comes for him while we’re apart?!”
“A risk we had to take. She hasn’t reappeared since you fought her, so we’re wagering that you wounded her enough to keep her out of commission. Let’s wait to panic until she returns to the sky. With any luck we’ll make it back to Rafe before that happens.”
Not a very solid plan, but we had little choice.
“There were a few places I thought Ascian might take you, Abardo—which is where we used to live—being one of them. When I felt Pip’s power there, I thought maybe he was helping me out… until I arrived at the gate. Turns out Ascian’d damn near hexed the whole town. If I got too close to one of his pets, he’d know. I had to be sure you were there before risking it. That’s why I sent Flora to check. She was only supposed to scout the house, but she did one better and brought you back.”
So she was brave in addition to being kind and warm.
Worthy of my respect. I would be sure to show it to her from here on out.
“That reminds me, on the way back, Flora said that you ‘saved each other.’ I know how she saved you, but how did you save her?”
“Oh. Well…” Windley made a face. “I told you she allowed me the means to escape while her father slept? The truth is, I didn’t leave immediately. Instead, I entered that bastard’s bedchamber and drained him while he slept. I hadn’t done so sooner because drinking even a little of him made me nauseous—the taste of him was putrid—but I knew I couldn’t leave Flora alone with him if I was leaving for good, so I powered through it. It was his energy that carried me to the Emerald Wood.”
“…You killed her father?”
“It wasn’t only me he treated poorly,” said Windley quietly.
“Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“Shame? I’ve taken many lives out of necessity. That was the only one I took for pleasure.”
However dark, at least it was the truth.
“I understand,” I told him—because the thought of killing Charmagne didn’t seem an entirely unpleasurable task. “So what now? Do you really think we’ll need Soleil’s help to defeat Ascian? With them cooped up in that house, it seems I could take them out in one swipe. Edius mentioned I wounded Ascian last time.”
“No, Merr, not only because Pip’s there, either. Seeing the state of Abardo, Ascian’s got more minions in his coven than just those three. There’s no way the three of them could have hexed an entire town. I don’t think we should mess with him until Rafe finishes his pact.”
I did not agree, but I would respect it, for I did not know the true danger of Ascian nor his ‘coven.’ A good queen listens to her advisors when she lacks knowledge.
“Fine then. We’ll rest here a night before venturing to the coast.”
With that, Windley went to fetch Flora who kindly offered me a bath and change of clothes. In her washroom, she had laid out a myriad of candles of varying heights, each with dried wax drippings from prior use. The shelf over her tub basin contained jars of colored oils and soaps that culminated into a sagy, florally aroma. As the water marinated me, I tried to let it soak away any remaining jealousies dirtying my soul.
Flora was a good person and a friend to Windley.
Only a troll would fault her for that.
With my hair wet and flat, I was certain I looked even more like her now. Maybe that’s why I hesitated with my hand on the antique knob of her bathroom door.
I hesitated even longer when I realized I could hear their voices, however slight, trailing over from the kitchen.
“You’re a man now, Windalloy. And you came back with a queen on your arm. Who would have thought? If you marry her, will you become a king?”
Windley laughed. “No, it doesn’t work like that. The north doesn’t have kings. Royals are supposed to partner with other royals, mainly for producing royal offspring, but they don’t give the male a title. It isn’t like in storybooks.”
“Offspring?”
“Er, yeah…”
“She doesn’t know much about your kind, does she?” said Flora.
I detected a hint of sadness.
“I’m trying to tell her… slowly. I know it isn’t fair, but keep in mind, I forgot a lot of it too, until recently. Besides, we would never be allowed to wed. If she keeps me, it would be as a paramour.”
“Windalloy… I fear you’ll have your heart broken in the end.”
Now I detected more than just a hint.
Why would she say that?
Worse, why would Windley agree with her?
“I know,” he said. “It’s worth it, even if fleeting.”
There was silence but for the clanging of a pot. It seemed Flora was keeping her promise to fix us a meal. I expected she was as wonderful a cook as she was a homemaker.
“By the way—” Windley cleared his throat. “She thinks you two look alike.”
“We do. But then, you wouldn’t know that, would you?”
My jealousy wasn’t gone, after all. And neither was my guilt.
Flora’s reaction was so much more reasonable than mine. She understood him worlds better than I did. I was ignorant, though I had long thought myself a champion for big words like acceptance and justice.
Sometimes, we can’t control the way we feel. Sometimes, the line between heroine and villain isn’t so crisp.
I did my best to accept my feelings and whelve them, deep inside, where no one could see them. I may not be able to control how I felt, but I could control how I let it affect my treatment of others.
“Thank you, Flora,” I told her as I reunited with them at the table. “I haven’t felt so clean since leaving the castle. I meant to tell you before, I’m envious of your cottage—it’s lovely and rustic like the forest hideaway I use to conduct business with my neighboring queen, Beau.”
“Conduct business?” Windley rolled his eyes. “Don’t you mean drink mead and flirt with guards?”
“Quiet, pinkie.”
The color of his hair was now a vibrant shade of fuchsia.
“Please, Queen Merrin, won’t you have some pheasant pie? The carrots and potatoes are from my garden, and I’m told the flavor of them is quite rich.”
Damn it all, Flora was an excellent cook—a better meal than any we had had since leaving Sestilia’s and without all the awkward tension of the spider queen’s lair—and after dinner, warm and kind Flora offered to braid my hair, tucking it around my head like a wreath, the way young girls often wore it at the Clearing’s gilded lunar festival.
“There. Now you’ve a crown, just as you should.” To Windley she said prudently: “Every queen needs a crown.”
“I prefer it untamed,” he said with a flick of his wrist. Then he offered his hand to me like a prince. “Well, my queen, may I escort you to bed?”
In reality, it was well past midnight by this time, closer to morning than to eve, but that hardly mattered. Our sleep schedule hadn’t been right for weeks.
Flora was now tinkering around at the sink, so she didn’t see the way my face reddened as I stared down at Windley’s offered hand.
But Windley saw it, and it made his mouth curl its most dangerous curl yet.
For I was remembering what he had told me the other night on the hill:
‘The first time I make love to you, it shall be in a bed.’




Chapter 15
Have Your Cake
Phew. What a whirlwind, guys. You’re still with me, right? Have you made it through the sticky parts so far? Will you follow me through to the end?
Flora’s bedroom was—
Wait, you don’t really want to hear about Flora’s bedroom in any great detail, do you? You can imagine what kind of bedroom she might have? Long, flowy curtains, flowers on the nightstand, a quilt she patched herself?
Right then, let’s get on with it.
Windley didn’t release my hand all the way to the bedroom Flora had so graciously offered us weary travelers. He didn’t walk beside me, though; he was leading me, drawing me along after him while I managed atop unstable feet that were suddenly in cahoots with my hot, hot face.
By now, Windley and I had spent several nights side-by-side, curled in each other’s arms, but never behind walls, and never in a bed. The thought of it proved a nervy one. I, the lion, was suddenly a mouse. One meek in nature and dodging about in search of a hiding hole.
Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
At the end of a hallway that seemed much shorter than it looked, Windley closed the door behind us and set his lantern onto the bedside table before moving aside the drapes with the back of his hand to get a look at the end of night. Beyond, incandescent beetles lit the yard in dull glow though there was no moon. Thankfully.
Flora’s floors were of wood. I stood at the door, digging my toe into a polished knot, fiddling with my hands and eyeing the bed. All was still, as though closing the door had cut off any vibrations existing in the air.
Alone, in the night, in the dark, shadows masked the room and its intentions.
I could tell you the scene set my chest aflutter, my skin ashiver, my stomach askew, and that would be true, but I would be varnishing if I didn’t also mention that it set my armpits clammy in a most unqueenly way.
Windley didn’t turn from the window. “Do you feel recovered, Merr? From our tiff?”
“I do.”
“Any lingering doubts as to my intentions?” he said.
“N-no.”
“And do you forgive my part in it?” His voice was soft.
“Of course. Do you forgive mine?”
“Always.” Windley released the curtain, letting it fall over the window, and turned to me with a half-smile. “And is this okay?” He was talking about his shirt, which he had just started to lift.
My swallow felt as though a large piece of dinner roll was stuck in my throat. “It’s fine.”
The diminutive flame from the lantern on the table flickered against his chest and showed the muscle of his arms. Lean. Trained. Firm. A slew of other appetizing adjectives.
“What?” he said. “I get hot under covers.”
He knew very well what. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t be smirking like that.
Windley’s frosting was a fine frosting, indeed.
Though I did notice the way he kept his scarred back turned to the wall.
“I’ve never been alone in a room with a shirtless man, you know.” I tried to mask my nerves with weak flirtation. “Albie would die if he knew.”
Squeak, squeak, squeak.
“You look upon my exposed torso and your first thought is of Sir Albie? We may have problems, lion queen.”
No, my first thought was something far more indecent, but that lump of dinner roll wouldn’t allow me to voice it.
“May I ask what you’re doing way over there?” he said, amused. “Wasn’t the lion going to bite her prey? You can’t do so from across the room.”
He was toying with me. Because I was coming across as mousy as I felt. I was but a mouse donning the costume of a lion, and my fangs had been traded for a wiggling nose.
His dark eyes shined under the lantern’s influence. “Or is it that you’re afraid of my bite?”
“As if I would fear something like that!”
The quiver in my voice was telling enough.
His demeanor shifted. “I’m kidding, Merrin. My intentions tonight are to embrace you and sleep. Nothing more.”
“Oh. You don’t mean to—?”
He shook his head and drew the covers as if preparing bed for a child. “I will put my shirt back on if it helps. Though it would be a shame; I rather enjoy the way you’re looking at me.” He gave me the grin of a jester. “It’s rare my wits are sharper than yours.”
Just like that, the air’s vibration returned as the intentions of the room were revealed.
I was no mouse. I was a great and fearsome queen.
“Sharper? If only through trickery! You purposely led me to believe one thing was happening when it wasn’t!”
“What thing would that be?” he cooed.
Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.
He laughed, for I had gone mousy again. “No, lion queen. If you haven’t noticed, I’ve something of a weakness when it comes to you. If we were to become physical, I worry I wouldn’t be able to keep from using my power on you. Trust me, you’re doing better than I would if it were your shirt strewn over the dresser.” He took the garment and moved to the edge of the bed. “More importantly, it’s clear you aren’t ready for it. I’ve waited a long time for you, and now that I have you, I intend to take my time with you. 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.”
Oh my heart.
“Now—” he winked “—would an incubus say something like that?”
“A scheming one might,” I said, nearly breathless.
“If you’re worried, I could always sleep in the living room.” He tapped his chin. “Although I believe that’s where Flora’s sleeping…”
“Get in.” I pushed him in the chest because he was still keeping his back turned from me.
Playful, he took me down with him, wrapping his arms around me and nuzzling his pink head into my neck. It was a very Windley thing to do, and we had done much worse over the past days, yet…
He must have felt me stiffen, for my ears were filled with the sound of heartbeat, and mouse whiskers were beginning to sprout from my cheeks.
“You’re so nervous,” he whispered against my forehead. Then he kissed it. “It’s just me. I’m not going to do anything you don’t want.”
The problem wasn’t him, though; it was a piece of furniture with four corners—namely, the bed. Because in some way, the bed made it feel like we were back home. And who we were back home was far different from who we had become.
Thinking back to when he had come bursting into my room as Beau’s guard…
“Sleeping together in a bed after all these years is like being kept in a pen and suddenly released,” I said.
“You find the bed intimidating?” he interpreted.
“It’s like connecting two different worlds.”
And for all the dirty thoughts I’d had in the past weeks, I didn’t know what to do with myself.
“Come here, my lion.” He shifted onto his back and drew his hand around my shoulder so that my head could rest in the nape of his arm. Then he took my hand and placed it to his heart. “I’m the same person in a bed or in a tent. Nothing to be intimidated about.”
“In truth, I feel a bit awkward. I know it’s silly after… back on the hill.”
Unwed queens don’t typically feel up the unclothed flesh of hot young guards. He knew it—knew I was far more inexperienced than any handmaid he may have ‘practiced’ with before. And so with his hand over mine, he moved my fingers across his chest.
“It’s okay, love. Intimacy isn’t the same as sexuality. I don’t expect anything of you now just because of what we did then. Get to know the feel of my skin. I want you to feel safe against me no matter where we are.”
He closed his eyes and left himself at the mercy of my fingers roaming over the lines of his body. Learning it. His bareness felt nice on my palm. The part where his shoulder met his arm was my favorite, built of protective muscle and sinew and stronger than it looked. I pushed my hand over his collarbone and to his neck before sliding it down to the muscle of his stomach.
“You feel good to touch, Windley,” I whispered.
He gave me a content smile cast in warm light from the lantern.
But it was a smile of short life.
“Not all of me,” he said, opening his eyes.
“…You mean what I saw while you were bathing?”
He slipped one hand behind his pink head, feigning indifference, and gazed at the ceiling. “You weren’t meant to see it. It’s grotesque.” He chewed his lip in contemplation. “Though with your unfortunate habit of spoonery, I don’t expect I’ll be able to hide it from you much longer, will I?”
In fact, I had already taken a closer look at it in the forest ruins.
Not that he knew it.
“I’ve been dreading this part,” he said to the ceiling. “I meant to ease you in by letting you feel it in the dark while we slept, but—” He gave a lengthy sigh. “It’s only right that you learn all of me. I can’t expect you to feel safe with me if I won’t let myself feel safe with you.”
My breath caught because it knew a big moment was coming.
And then, in a borrowed bed, under the warmth of a single flame, Windley disgracefully rolled onto his side, fully exposing the disfigurement of his flesh that looked to have been torn and mended and torn again. My poor, sweet, brave knight.
Fighting the ache of it all, I spread my fingers over his scars.
“Don’t force yourself, lion queen. I know they’re offensive.”
His voice was shameful, like he had done something to deserve them.
“They’re from Ascian, aren’t they?” I exhaled.
“The longer ones. The shallower ones are from Flora’s dad.”
He was still as stone and said nothing as I ran my fingers up the grooves of flesh where evil had long ago lacerated into him. I, too, was silent as I explored the imperfections, imagining the suffering he had endured, lamenting the pain stored in his scars, thinking about what bravery it must have taken to overcome them.
Grotesque. Offensive.
These were not the right words to use.
When first hearing Windley’s story, you may think to pity him. But you would be wrong. A truer reaction is respect.
That was what I felt as I bent forward and brushed my lips over his reinforced flesh.
“M-Merrin?”
“They aren’t offensive, Windley; they’re proof of your strength.” I kissed him again, this time his shoulder, and a third time, at the side of his neck. “You have looked into the face of evil and come through to the other side. That is something commendable.” I trailed my finger up his spine. “You will never get rid of these marks, so you should reclaim them instead. That’s what I think. You should take back their power from those who marked you, and never be ashamed to let me see them again. There is nothing about you that is grotesque.”
He didn’t move.
A new truth was settling in him, weighty and thick.
“I should have known that you, of all people, would be okay with it,” he said quietly.
“Don’t put me on a pedestal, Windley. What I said was the truth, and it has nothing to do with my character. This triumph is yours, not mine.”
When he finally showed me his face, it was charming. “Ugh. Stop being so regal.”
“You know how I get when I feel conviction.”
He rolled his eyes. “More than most.”
Now, all was right with the world. There wasn’t a mouse tail or whisker in sight. Just a lion and a devil, grinning at each other, glad to be alone. Windley put out the lantern and seized me in his arms.
But things were different now.
I no longer found the bed intimidating.
And Windley no longer had anything to hide.
We didn’t sleep, not right away. Instead, we faced each other in the darkness, Windley caressing the curve of my back beneath my shirt, and I with my hand to the side of his neck. Though my soul was at peace for the first time in days, it was hard to shut my eyes with a face like his lying opposite mine.
“It will be hard to sleep like this,” he murmured after a time.
“Like what?”
He pulled me closer. “With your eyes piercing into me. Close them.”
I obeyed but was happy for having caused him strife.
“Good queenie,” he said. “I’ll reward you.” He kissed the corner of my mouth and then the center of it, but when he pulled away, I could still feel the heat of him close, as though he was contemplating whether or not to go in for a third.
The grin I wore deepened.
“Quiet, you,” said his whisper.
“I said nothing.”
“Your smirk is enough. Maybe I should sleep somewhere else, after all. You’re too distracting.”
“No.” I pushed my nails softly into the meat of his shoulder. “I like the feel of you.”
“So do I,” he said, hand now fondling my side. “That’s the problem.”
It felt good to be desired, like I had a hold on a creature built to have a hold on others. I drew in a deep breath so as to shift my body beneath his hand.
“Mm.” He made a noise in his throat and moved his hand to the space between my shoulder blades and spread his fingers beneath my shirt. It was a good deal higher than he usually went.
…That wasn’t a complaint.
“You’re so soft,” he mused. “It almost feels wrong to touch you.”
No, it felt something other than wrong. To show him so, I used the base of his back to push him closer against my hips.
“Lion queen…”
I answered only with my stare.
“We have to stop. For all the reasons I mentioned before. Remember those?”
So he said, but he was pressing his thumb into the bumps of my spine as he slid his hand downward.
“You’re the one doing it,” I whispered.
“You know very well you are too. Temptress.”
“Incubus.”
“Wayward queen.”
“Devil.”
“Shhh.” This time when he kissed me, he took my bottom lip in his teeth. “You’re playing with fire.”
Because he was a predator at heart.
But he wasn’t the only one. Maybe instinctually, my hand found the back of his head and tugged at the ruff of his hair as I kissed him back.
“Ffffff—” He sighed. “Fine, but only kissing, and only for a few minutes. You need sleep, and I need control.”
With that, he rolled onto his back and pulled me over him, guiding my face to meet his and opening his mouth against mine. With knees straddled over his hips, I took his jaw in my hands and moved my mouth in unison with his—while his fingers found the sides of my ribs, dangerously close to exposing my chest in the way they slid up my shirt.
If only I could have captured that feeling in a bottle, the desire and tension, the liquid apprehension.
We were muscle and sinew, like anybody else.
It was all Windley could do to keep his word. Before things could spiral, he took my hands in his and cleared his throat. “I take it you aren’t nervous anymore?”
No, the events of the night—the honesty, the vulnerability—they had set my mind at ease, and now that they had gotten used to the feel of him, my hands wanted only to explore.
If I didn’t know any better, I would have scolded him for using his power. But that was just our monster, ramming into my chest until I was certain my heartbeat was pounding against his.
Holding my wrists in either hand, Windley kissed my forehead. But it wasn’t a soft kiss; instead, he kept his mouth pushed against me as he said: “Goddess damn, lion queen. All that talk about licking frosting earlier.”
“You started it.”
“You started it. By trailing your scent past me without regard for my instincts. Would you like to know what those instincts are telling me now?”
I gave him both a nod and a swallow.
“To beguile you, steal you away to a secret place and do whatever I want to you. You’ve no idea the thoughts I’ve had.” He brought my thumb to his mouth and dragged it down his bottom lip. Then he took it between his teeth, pushing his sharp eyetooth against my nail. “Oh, how I would devour you, my queen.”
It didn’t seem like such a bad thing.
“Now go to bed.” He rolled away from me.
I punished him by taking to his back like the turtle I was. This time, he welcomed it, drawing my hand around him and pushing it to his chest.
Whatever sort of heart he had, I could feel it moving against me. It was gratifying to know he suffered the same rush as I.
Although there was still a great task ahead of us, waiting beyond the walls of the room, for now everything was perfect. More perfect than it had been in all the nights we had spent together. We were bonded closer than ever before, queen and guard, lion and devil, friends and lovers.
But as I closed my eyes to the edges of sleep, a snaky voice hissed into me from the beyond, threatening to disrupt all we had built.
“A word of caution, Merrin: that beastling contains a considerable amount of lust, and beastlings were made to feast on the vitality of humes. Are you sure you know what you are doing?”
Whatever Exitium was, it was clearly from a time before Spirites had evolved. I wouldn’t pay it any mind.
Though I couldn’t help noticing the way the distant echoes became flurried after, buzzing in my ear:
“One without merit? One without merit? The beastling is one without merit?”
“NO,” I pushed against the void.
I was glad that the darkness masked the cluster of shadow beginning to form around me.




Chapter 16
Dirty Little Secret
I hope you aren’t feeling cheated with that last bit, captive ones. Or perhaps a little misled?
Don’t worry. We’ll get there. And I’ve promised to overshare.
Windley and I slept through the morning’s sun and into the dead of day.
We awoke to the sound of birds flittering about outside the window, feasting on whatever seed Flora had laid for them.
Feasting.
‘Beastlings were made to feast on the vitality of humes.’
Not this beastling. He was too busy indulging on Flora’s pancakes. Along with the sun and the birds, the day had brought brighter spirits to Windley and me both.
He had told me his last secrets. I had accepted his scars.
I had told him my intimidations. He had put them to bed.
Literally.
And we had spent one peaceful night behind walls, wrapped in one another’s arms—a preview of future days. The thought turned us heady. He was particularly puckish as he teased me at the table, holding the syrup just out of reach—a reminder of simpler days.
As I watched him across the table, casting naughty glances and twitching his mouth, I wondered—how had I not realized my love for him sooner?
He had loved me for eight long years. Eight years of missed opportunities to spend time together as we had last night. Eight years to feel his flesh and hear the truths of his heart.
“You’re staring at me,” he said.
“I wasn’t.”
“You were.”
“Only because you’re hideous.”
Flora stiffened at the stove, for she didn’t know our flirtation techniques.
“At least I’m tidy,” Windley purred. “Unlike the queen of soil.”
“Better to be queen of the soil than king of the smut.”
Flora caught on to our game, shaking her head with a smile as she stacked another pancake onto the pile.
“We should have enough to make it to the coast,” Windley said, fishing about in his traveling pack, “with what you got from—what did you say that great brute’s name was? Edmond?”
“Edius,” I corrected.
“With what you got from Edius and what Flora’s donated to the cause, we shouldn’t need to stop for supplies the whole way.”
“Thank you, Flora. When this is all over, I intend to repay you tenfold.” Once I again had the resources of a queen.
“Consider it thanks for taking care of Windalloy. I’ve always thought of him as a little brother, and I’ve often worried over what might have happened to him. I am glad he found a reason to stay away.”
She was such a soft, warm person, you would never know it if she were lying.
But something told me she was lying.
It was in the way she took her knuckle to his chin as she said it, seeming somewhat more than sisterly in her gaze.
Then again, maybe that was just my own jealousy talking. Our monster was not the kind that wanted to share.
“Windalloy, after you face off with Lord Ascian, will you return here? I would like to see you once more before you go to the north.”
“I was counting on it,” he told her.
With him grinning up at her and her gazing down at him that way, I had to remind myself: it was my cake and my frosting he wanted. And the darkness riling in me was not my own.
“Why does this keep happening?” Windley had taken my wrist to inspect the trail of shadow seeping out of it.
“Anticipation at the thought of facing off against your former master, I suppose,” I said. A lie, but it would do.
Outside, around the back of Flora’s garden, the white spring stag from the previous night was penned next to another beast—one I had seen grazing in the northern plains but had never gotten near.
Prancelopes may be quickest of all four-legged creatures, but they were also the most cantankerous, bucking at any humans who tried to get close. This prancelope, however, trotted right up to the gate like a tamed dog when it saw Windley. Tan with dark spots, and built sleeker than even a wind stag, the beast took a carrot right out of Windley’s hand.
“You know, you always tease me about how ill-behaved Ruckus is, when all the while you were just charming your stags into obedience, weren’t you?”
“A queen’s guard never reveals his secrets.”
I knew it.
And it meant that Windley could have also tamed Ruckus into compliance when he escaped with me from the woodcutter’s hut, yet he had chosen to go to the Necropolis on foot. Ruck’s ‘unruliness’ was nothing more than an excuse.
“Mayhap I just wanted more time alone with you,” he said when asked about it. “Mayhap I liked the idea of us sneaking around in the woods, pulling your body behind trees and covering your mouth.”
A dastard to be sure.
With final regards given to kind, honey-voiced Meraflora, Windley and I rode away from her cottage hidden in the woods, past Windley’s adoptive hometown of Abardo, and through the hilly terrain. We were finally back on course.
Prancelopes were far swifter than stags—so swift that I had to cling to Windley just to keep from being left behind with the leaves and petals caught in the wind. The creature easily climbed hills and leapt obstacles; and it wasn’t the least bit distracted by the scents and sounds of other grassland critters.
“This is so much speedier than the wallop!” I cried.
“Unfortunately, it wouldn’t let you ride it unless I’m also mounted.”
“So then, you’re used to mounting whatever you please through your powers of titillation?”
“Mercy me, if the other guards could hear the defilement coming out of our virgin queen’s mouth.”
Truthfully, I felt more like myself now than ever before. I preferred the sound of hoof patter to the clinking of fine glassware. I had let down the braids from my hair so that my crimped mane rode freely behind us, trailing the wind like a cape. The southern air tasted of freedom and fall. The horizon seemed wide and hopeful.
“Windley, do you think Flora and I might be distantly related somehow? Like eons back in our bloodlines? Surely the north and south have intermingled before.”
“Couldn’t say. The two of you don’t really smell the same.”
Smell?
“It would be interesting to see the world through your eyes, Wind.”
“All you’d see is you.”
I clung to him even tighter as we rode toward night.
There’s a word I love, captive ones, called ‘gloaming.’ Have you heard it? It is a name to call twilight or dusk, and I enjoy the broody taste of it on my tongue.
As gloaming fell over the sky, I began to search for signs of Luna’s rising, thinking it might be best for her to show herself and give away Rafe’s position with her beamed light. But again, she refrained, hidden away somewhere in the cosmos. Instead, the clear sky became outfitted in winking stars—lavender, mostly, which was usually a sign of coming rain.
Windley slowed the prancelope’s pace to observe the sky. “I see chap’s lover’s still shunning her face.”
“It’s strange, isn’t it? Until I saw Luna, I only ever thought of goddesses abstractly—like a chorus of power in the sky. But Rafe’s people seem to know them all by name. Do yours?”
“Kind of. We don’t have names for them, but we acknowledge that there are four prominent ones—the moon goddess, the sun goddess, the goddess to begin things, and the goddess to end things—as well as a multitude of lesser ones that reside in the heavens like a wave. Also, there are wraiths—monsters lurking between realms. And there are angels—though most of them fell during the dawn of man. That was around the time the goddesses moved into the celestial plane, too.”
“Leaving their bodies behind at the Necropolis?” I said.
“Apparently.”
“I should very much like to hear more about your people’s lore, Windley.”
“Oh should you?” he said, entertained. “What do you want to know?”
“You mentioned that goddesses don’t like your kind because your foremothers were something else. What other creature is capable of creating life?”
“Now that’s an ancient word you’ll hardly ever hear, even by my kin. They’re called the Drakaina.”
Another thing I had never heard of.
Windley continued: “They were some of the first beings to appear in the void. According to lore, they warred with the goddesses long ago over dominion of the mortal world. The Drakaina lost and were exiled into a place beyond the reaches of the living or dead, but their offspring were allowed to stay, adopted, you could say, by the goddesses. But while the goddesses might tolerate us, they’re said to see us as something of a burden. Not that I ever put much stock into any of that until I saw Luna with my own eyes.”
“But what were the Drakaina?”
“Celestial-born, like the goddesses, but said to be serpentine in appearance.”
“Snake women?”
“Mm. Some had wings. The ancients carved depictions of them into caves around the far southern shores. I’ve never seen them, but my pop did once, and he painted pictures of them. Those were lost when I moved to the boarding school, though.”
So Windley was an orphan, not only in family but in race.
“By the way, are you getting cold back there?” he said.
Yes. But I didn’t want to stop for camp. With every stride toward the coast, we were one stride closer to defeating Windley’s abuser. The idea of revenge had never been more delicious.
“My cloak is warm,” I said.
“Tsk. Tsk. I can feel the chill of you through my cloak, Merrin. If you don’t want to stop for camp, then at least dismount with me and walk awhile. You’ll warm up if your legs are in motion.”
Though he didn’t give me much of a choice. He slid off and pulled me with him before the prancelope could reject me. Then he turned to the creature, patted his knee and whistled:
“Come on, Dandelion.”
“You named this one Dandelion too?!”
“I got lazy,” he said with a shrug.
“Remind me not to let you name our children.”
Windley stopped cold. “You would… have children with me?”
Oh. I supposed it was quite a forward thing for an unwed queen to say to a non-royal she’d only started courting weeks ago.
“Only if you can prove yourself worthy. Now tell me, have you ever wiped an ass?"
But my attempts at making light of it didn’t stick.
Windley was dipped low, searching my eyes, which I quickly averted into Dandelion II.
“Well, obviously it’s a bit early to be talking about something like that, but… I shouldn’t mind it… someday,” I said.
“Oh.” His gaze met the stars. “That’s so… nice.”
“Windley?”
“I guess you really love me then.”
He was in a strange mood. I couldn’t tell whether or not he was jesting.
“I suppose I do… a little.”
“Merrin.” Windley gathered my hands in his. “Your kind and mine… we cannot create life together.”
I didn’t know what else to do but to repeat it.
“Spirites and humans can’t conceive children?”
He shook his head. I could tell he was regretful over it, but mostly he was searching to see how I might feel about it.
It wasn’t a good feeling, and it wasn’t a discussion I had even thought to prepare for. And now, the conversation I had overheard between Windley and Flora made a lot more sense.
“But if you wanted to bear children with another, I would not get in your way,” he said quietly.
How would that work? To think of your partner having a child with another woman…
It was enough to make your wrists leak.
“Why can’t we?”
“I don’t know. It just doesn’t work. Not for lack of trying. The trying is the same no matter your race. It’s the outcome that differs.”
Meaning if I was to commit to Windley forever it would mean never bearing an heir, at least not through him.
“It isn’t anything we need to think about now, but it’s best you know,” he said.
I understood the reality of it now. Windley’s plan was to take a back seat in my life. To become a queen’s paramour while I married and bore another royal’s children. Our monster loathed the thought—threatened to turn my eyes moist.
“Ah, Merrin! You’re upset! Look, I’ll try. I’ll go through the effort of making a child with you all day long, but—”
“It isn’t that. It’s the thought of hiding you away like a dirty secret once we return to the queenlands. Having the kin of the Cacti on my arm while you wait in my bed. How can I—”
“Lots of queens have done that, haven’t they?” he said.
I wouldn’t know. My mother had never told me of such things, for I was young when she died. I held her necklace and wondered whether she had kept lovers behind closed doors, or if she had loved my father. No one in the court talked about him much. I knew only that he was the kin of the Cloudfall, the northwesternmost queendom, and that he had died at sea.
My face was betraying me.
“Oh, Merr.” Windley wrapped me in his embrace to cut us off from the chill of night along with the chill of our circumstances. “I told you, lion queen, I would give up everything to have you, but when I told you that, I knew you could never fully be mine. If it means getting you in some capacity, I’m prepared.” He attempted distraction with a sultry tone: “I’ll be your dirty little secret.”
But even if he was prepared for something like that, I wasn’t. And the person who could most relate to these feelings was miles away, carrying the illegitimate child of a magician.
Beau and I had both started the pavings of difficult paths, indeed.
“Well, if anyone’s fit to be a dirty little secret, it’s the Clearing’s naughtiest guard,” I said.
No, that wasn’t the end of it, but I couldn’t deal with it now, and I thought it would be easiest on his heart if I played along.
He followed up with some flirty comment or another, but I wasn’t paying attention, and after, we walked in silence beneath the stars.
Windley had said his heart was not the sort that could love twice. Did that mean that if I broke his heart, he would never love again? It wasn’t fair. That was too much responsibility to bear. And I had given my heart to him before I knew anything.
Yet, when I looked up at him, remembering all the times he had found excuses to touch me, watched me from the corner of his eye… all the times I had done the same to him.
There was no helping it. I couldn’t have kept from falling for him even if I wanted to.
Maybe I had loved him at first scent too. Maybe I was willing to give up everything for him too.
These were dangerous reveries for a queen to have, and there was something inside that didn’t like it.
“When we smite the world, the beastlings will be the first to go.”




Chapter 17
Beastlings
It was a bright afternoon when we made it to the coast. Like when visiting the Queendom of the Cove, I could taste the salt in the air and hear the distant crash of waves before I ever saw the wide patches of sand interrupted by gnarls of driftwood and jagged bits of rock.
These were way markers to the sea beyond.
It felt like home, smelled like home, tasted like home, so I spent some time carrying my shoes so that I could dig my toes into the cool sand at the water’s edge while Windley released persnickety Dandelion II back into the wild, where Dandelion I was also roaming free.
“Now what?” I said. “Did you and Rafe determine a meeting place?”
“Not quite,” said Windley. “The Edge of Nowhere isn’t a place that can be marked on a map, being you can only stumble into it by walking, so the plan is to meet Rafe there.”
“Assuming we’re both able to stumble into it,” I said.
“…Yes, assuming that.”
“And if you failed to retrieve me and bring me to the coast?”
“Chap was to use his newformed bond with the goddess to come find us.”
“Assuming she could locate us,” I said.
“Yes, assuming that. Now listen here—” He wrung his elbow around my neck as though about to give me a noogie. “It almost sounds like you’re questioning the well-thought plan of two royal guards who have devised many a royal military strategy together.”
“Not at all.” I feigned innocence. “I’m merely wondering how long we’re to bimble along until we reach a beautiful sunset or sunrise, given it’s the middle of the day.”
“Fine, cheeky. I might have been a mite frantic when I realized you were missing. If you’ve a better idea, I’m all ears.”
Actually, I did. “One moment.”
“Oh, here she goes again, turning all witchy.” Yet he was giving the same interested expression he did each time I accessed the other side.
“MerrIn.”
“MeeeerrIn.”
The darkness welcomed me with open, albeit intrusive, arms. I willed them to spread wide and make way for the one more self-aware than the whole:
“Where is Exitium?”
“I am here,” it hissed. “I take it you need my aid again.”
“Yes, but I don’t want to hear anything about Windley being a beastling or whatever, okay?”
There was no response.
“Exitium?”
“That is what he is.”
“I don’t care. I still have no intention of destroying him or anyone else but Ascian.”
“We shall see.”
Frustrating. But I wasn’t in the mood to gripe with a phantom.
“Look, when we face off with Ascian, I’ll unleash all of the bloodlust within me and reduce him to ash. That would please you, wouldn’t it?”
If not Exitium, the rest of the echoes riled hungrily at the thought.
“We will tear, and feast, and burn, and bury!”
“Yes! We will do all those things and more. To Ascian and Ascian alone… and maybe Charmagne if she isn’t careful.”
“And the spider queen!” welled the echoes.
Sestilia? They were still stuck on her?
Little did I know, there was good reason for that. But you shouldn’t worry yourselves over it now, captive ones.
“No, not the spider queen. Forget her. I will bring someone better to kill, a person lacking in any merit, but first I need to know how to reach the Edge of Nowhere.”
Like always, the echoes flurried about, asking each other the question I had just posed.
“Exitium?” I pressed.
One hand, Exitium’s presumably, answered the call by shooting out of the darkness and taking hold of my throat. “She will have noticed the conjurer, but she will not notice you so easily. Keep your shoes off so that she may feel your royal blood through the sand.”
“G-Goddess Soleil, you mean?”
“That is she.” Exitium’s hand began to loosen.
“Wait!” There was another question I wanted to ask. One I had meant to ask for some time, and while I still feared the answer just as much as ever, there was something I was starting to fear more—the mounting realization that it was getting harder and harder to contain the darkness held in my soul.
Leaky wrists weren’t a good look.
“How do you always know what to do when the rest of them welter about? You’re separate from them, aren’t you, Exitium? What… are you?”
Unfortunately, just because I asked didn’t mean I would get an answer. There was no response, just a shadowy hand dissipating into the greater tenebrosity.
Lovely.
“Well, your plan is as good as any,” I told Windley when I returned to the world of light. “The echoes said Soleil might notice us if I keep my shoes off while we walk.”
“Are you okay, lion queen? Your expression is morose.”
“Yeah,” I lied. “It’s just a bit jarring moving between realms, is all.”
He didn’t press it, though I could tell he wasn’t convinced.
“In that case—” He bowed low but kept his eyes to mine. “Accompany me for a long stroll on the beach?”
But when I took his hand, he propelled me toward the sea so that I was submerged to the ankle. It was an attempt to distract me from the worry shown on my face.
I would reward his efforts.
“Schemer!” I splashed at him, and he kicked water back at me.
“Are you sure you want to start this, lion queen?”
“I was hardly the one to start it!”
But if I didn’t end it, we would both quickly be drenched.
“Move along, schemer.” I pushed at his back to usher him along the wet sand.
He halted. “What did you just call me?”
“Schemer?”
“After that.”
“Schemer again?”
He shook his head. “No, you called me ‘beastling.’”
I replayed the scene in my head:
‘Move along, beastling.’
So I had, though I hadn’t meant to.
“What’s a beastling? Like a tiny beast? Moreover, you’re leaking again.” Windley took my hand before I could hide it and ran his nose over the creases of my wrist. “What is this, Merrin? Is your power so great that your body can’t contain it?”
More troublingly, had that been my voice coming out? Or Exitium’s?
“Just excitement. Since we’re getting close to your retribution.”
Lies, lies, lies.
Though he didn’t buy them, he didn’t force me to tell the truth; instead, he slipped his hand around my waist and escorted me along the chilly sand.
I found solace in the dark azure of the water, shiny from the overhead light, diverting myself with the task at hand. When we reached the Edge of Nowhere, would a giantess body step out of those waves and grab the sun for a head the way Luna had? I shielded my eyes from the goddess’s celestial form. If there was a face within, I couldn’t stare long enough to see it.
We walked on with only the smash of waves to break the silence. Small crabs dotted the beach, poking in and out of hidey-holes. The sand was the sort that took in perfect imprints of our footsteps as we made on along the never-ending line of coast. It would have been a fine setting, if not for my wrestling thoughts.
“Let me know when you’re hungry,” said Windley, staring ahead.
“Mm.”
“And let me know when you’d like to talk about whatever you’re hiding from me.”
This time I elected not to insult him with another lie.
Until now, I hadn’t told anyone about Exitium’s voice within the void. Nor had I told anyone about its promises of bloodlust and destruction. Perhaps it was because, since the beginning, I had known there was something sinister lurking behind the echoes. Something I shouldn’t have invoked.
‘The echoes can’t bring calamity on their own, and the true job of the oracle is not to subdue them. It is to bear them so that another does not need to. The echoes can’t just exist out in the world; they need a host. They will attach to someone, and my family has always ensured that they attach to the next born of our lineage. We train to learn how to calm ourselves under their influence. When I whisper my intention into the forest, I’m not doing so to quell the echoes; I’m doing so to quell myself. You need to be very careful with them, Merrin. They are dangerous.’
Beau’s warning had come too late, and long had I wondered whether I had done something heinous in calling Exitium’s name that first time.
But I needed Exitium’s power then, to rescue Beau from Luna. And I needed it now, to put an end to Ascian. I just needed to do so without losing myself in the process.
But what if I could no longer do that on my own? What if the next time something foreign came out of my mouth, it was something hurtful? Windley had trusted me with his innermost secrets, yet I was still harboring my deepest, darkest one.
“I do need to tell you something, Windley. It’s about the echoes.”
…
…
“Wow.” Windley whistled. “I knew something deliberative was going on in there, but I didn’t know it was all that.”
This was the moment I realized: anxiety can be like a parasite, growing the longer it festers inside.
To stop a parasite’s growth, you need only expel it.
Windley scratched his forehead. “So is Exitium part of the Nemophile’s Crown? Or is it a hitchhiker of sorts?”
“I don’t know. I get the impression it may be a warden to the other echoes in some way.”
“Well, it sure as shit doesn’t like me. But then, so few do. Can’t imagine why…”
“It’s only recently started calling you a beastling, but that wasn’t the first time it’s talked through my mouth without my consent.”
“Does it live inside of you, then?”
“I’m starting to think so. Pip seemed to feel it inside me when he was beguiling me. He said there was ‘another being’ in there.”
“So when you close your eyes and go to that other place… is it your soul?”
I hoped not. Though I strongly suspected so.
“I’m scared, Wind. Exitium keeps saying I’ll end up giving in to my true self and destroying the world. It says that bloodlust writhes in me and that I can’t stray from the path I forged when I first used it to save Beau. I’ve committed to something I don’t understand, and if Exitium can make me say things I don’t want to say, who’s to say it can’t make me do things I don’t want to do?”
“Try not to stress over it until we know more, Merr. If you begin to get out of hand, I can subdue you. Once Rafe tethers the sun, we’ll have no need to hide our location anymore. I’ll beguile you anytime, anyplace, and anywhere.” He drew a finger along my shoulder. “You said Luna knew you had the Nemophile’s Crown. She didn’t say anything about Exitium, did she?”
“No, but she did wonder whether I would be the one to use the Crown for its ‘true purpose.’ Your lore doesn’t mention anything about that, does it?”
He shook his head. “But maybe you can ask Soleil. Luna made time for you; I expect the sun goddess will do the same.”
It was an idea, and Windley was busy in his head trying to come up with more. You could see it in the way he wrinkled his brow and chewed his cheek.
It was nice having someone to share my burden. Just pushing the words into existence was enough to make me feel safer.
Sometimes, getting lost in your own head is more precarious than any external danger you may face.
I was just mulling over that thought when I noticed that the sun was behaving erratically, sinking lower than it should for this time of day.
“Windley!”
“I see it.”
We followed it as it came crashing into the horizon on the far side of the water, spewing the sky and sea in an assortment of pastels, some of which I had never seen before. A blue that was sort of orange? And a color that looked the way spring felt. These and others intermingled with sprays of lightest blue, palest pink, and softest yellow. Tufts of clouds, colored in fairest shades appeared over the furthest reaches of sky, daring not to touch the blazing white sun that seemed to be half over the water and halfway within in. The thin remains of ebbed water over the sand reflected the sky like a mirror, and behind us, the mortal world faded away until we were lost within a watercolor world.
The Edge of Nowhere.
This place might be heaven.
But if it was heaven, why did a certain wavy-haired, amber-eyed magician sitting on a rock a short distance away look as though he had been put through hell?




Chapter 18
Soleil’s Wish
“Rafe!”
“You two have some nerve to show up here after all this time!”
I stopped at the sight of his countenance, which was more fury filled than I had ever seen it. “Er, Rafe?”
He jumped up from his rock to lunge at me. “What the hell took you so long?!”
“Hey!” Windley pushed him in the chest. “That’s your queen, nitwit!”
Rafe pushed him back. “I expect this is your fault. You were off flirting and gallivanting with the Queen, leaving me here to ROT. I’ve been stuck here for over a year! Beau probably thinks I’m dead!”
“Stop it!” I pushed them apart. “You haven’t, Rafe! It’s only been a few days! We came as quickly as we could!”
“A few days?” He looked between us for signs of deceit. Finding none, he next opened his arms to the ocean, shouting: “IS THAT TRUE, SOLEIL?! More mind games from you, you treacherous goddess!”
“Rafe!” I hurried to pull his arm down. “Stop! We need to make nice with her! Have you forgotten why we’re here?”
“ARGH!” Rafe took his hair between his fingers and slumped to the ground. “I just want to get the hell out of here!”
“Chap, calm your shit and tell us what’s going on.”
Rafe let out a sick-sounding grumble, like he had just come through a lengthy lecture. Similarly, his eyes appeared bagged and his skin tired. “It’s really only been a few days?”
“Swear it, mate.”
“She did something to me to make it seem like I’ve been here forever. It isn’t the first trick she’s pulled.”
“Why? Does she not want to pact with you?” I said.
“Oh no. She wants to pact with me. She just wants something in exchange.”
“Your heart again?” I said.
He shook his head.
“What?”
“I’d rather not, Your Majesty.”
Windley studied him a moment, searching for meaning I couldn’t decipher, until gaining some semblance of understanding. “Ah. Between men, then?” He threw an arm around Rafe’s shoulder. “Excuse us, queenie.”
They huddled a short distance away until—
“Ha! Is that all? Why, that should be easy for a bounder like you,” Windley pawed.
“You’re confusing me with you,” spat Rafe.
“Just tell me so we can get on with it!” I demanded. “I do not believe there are things men can handle that women cannot!”
“It’s droll, really,” Windley called. “He’s having a conniption because the goddess wants his seed.”
“His seed?”
A devilish smile curled over Windley’s face. “His man-seed. To birth a half-god.”
Oh.
OH.
“She wants you to have relations with her?” I said. “With the sun? But how would that even work?”
“She has a body,” said Rafe. “A giant. Fucking. Body.”
“I believe it is you who has the giant-fucking body, isn’t it?” mused Windley.
“Shut up,” said Rafe. “You aren’t helping anything. Not only does she want me to father her child, she wants me to raise it in the mortal world. Can you imagine if I showed up with another woman’s baby? Beau would banish me!”
Would she? I thought on it.
“Well, the circumstances are extraordinary. While not ideal, I’m sure she would understand… if you explained it properly. And Windley and I could vouch for you.” I worked through the details of it. “Beau could even raise it with her own, pretending them twins, so long as it looks human.”
“With her own?” said Rafe. “What do you…?”
Oops. Yeeeeah. Didn’t mean to let that slip.
And my face was too abashed to recover.
“Your Majesty?”
“Lion queen?”
They were both looking at me while I fumbled for a cover: “H-hypothetically, if she were to have a child, I mean.”
It was too late.
Understanding reached Windley first, but it didn’t take long to also hit Rafe.
“You don’t say,” said Windley. “Congratulations are in order then, chap. Assuming it’s yours. Queen Beau doesn’t seem the type to harbor multiple lovers, but then she doesn’t seem the type to sneak around with grumpy sorcerers, either.”
“You’re messing with me,” said Rafe. It wasn’t a question; more of a certainty. “Beau isn’t… she would have told me.”
“She doesn’t yet know herself,” I said, delicate as possible. “Luna told me. It is why Beau lost the Nemophile’s Crown. Something about how she can’t wear it with magician’s blood in her.”
“How…?
“How? Want me to explain it to you, chap? First you put your—”
“I was going to say how long?” said Rafe, shooting Windley a venomous lour.
“The last time we were at the treetop fort,” I said.
“Is that where you disappeared off to? How naughty,” said Windley.
“I’m sorry, Rafe. I didn’t intend to tell you. I wanted it to be Beau. I wasn’t thinking.”
A myriad of emotions passed over his usually disinterested face: disbelief, dread, panic, and then—
“Beau’s pregnant?”
Wonder showed in his tawny eyes.
I nodded, unable to keep from returning his smile. “Yes, Rafe. Congratulations.”
His smile fell quickly into dread. “But what happens when the court finds out it’s illegitimate?”
“We’ll cover it up. We’ll convince them it belongs to a royal and put on a hasty marriage. The timing of birth can be unpredictable, after all. It will be okay, Rafe. Albie will know what to do, and I’ll help.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.”
“We’ll get you transferred to the Clearing, too. I’ll decree it as soon as we return so that you can stay close to her. She’s going to need you.”
Rafe was terrified, and at the same time, he was excited—and missing his true queen more than ever. I watched him as he awed over the new life he had created with Beau.
But while I was watching Rafe, someone else was watching me, and when I caught him, I knew he wasn’t feeling the same contentment I was. The lack of gleam in Windley’s eye suggested he was battling gloom and contrition, and I suspected it had to do with the fact that he could never give to me what Rafe had given Beau.
It was too early in our relationship to fret over something like that.
I kissed him, saying soft enough for only him to hear: “Be happy for them.”
“Well, that settles it,” said Windley. “You need to do whatever it takes to gain the sun goddess’s favor. With a kid on the way, you can’t leave yourself defenseless. The worst thing would be returning home with a gaggle of wraiths on your tail. And you need to put into your agreement that both babes be born with Soleil’s protection so that they aren’t vulnerable to attack.”
“Good thinking.” I patted Windley, proud of him for pulling it together. “Rafe, you said you were promised to Luna from birth. You should form a similar contract with Soleil so that your descendants will be protected. I can help negotiate the terms if you’d like.”
No, it wasn’t my business, but I was a practiced diplomat and Rafe looked far from eager.
Rafe looked at us as though we were mad. “You two would have me commit adultery against Beau?”
His reluctance was endearing.
“You know better than we; do you think the goddess can be reasoned with?” I said.
Rafe sighed. “No. I’ve tried everything for what feels like months. This is the only thing she wants.”
“And I don’t suppose you know of any other goddesses we could try our luck with?” said Windley.
Rafe shook his head. “There are only three powerful enough to call by name: Luna, Soleil, and Vita—the moon, the sun, and the giver of life. There are others, but they’ve lost their names over time, and Vita hasn’t been heard from in ages, so I wouldn’t know where to find her.”
“You sorcerers don’t have a fourth in your lore?” said Windley. “What about the goddess to end things?”
“I only know the three,” said Rafe. “There might be more, but your guess is as good as mine.”
Then Soleil was the most realistic to obtain.
“I’m sorry, Rafe. I don’t foresee a better way.”
“I could make it easier on you,” offered Windley, “by amplifying your lust and taking away your control of the situation.”
“I’ve seen him use it on members of the cavalry,” I agreed. “It would help you… er, relax.”
Possibly the most awkward thing I’d ever had to discuss with Rafe.
“Great, so I get to be seduced by him and cheat on Beau?”
“For all you know, it might not even resemble intercourse as we know it,” said Windley. “Who knows how celestials reproduce.”
Whether or not it was like intercourse as we knew it, we would never know. Rafe never said a word about it after and we never asked.
Okay, I never asked. You know Windley did.
“Do you mind if I speak with her?” I said. “To get a feel for her motives? You know, between women.”
Rafe nodded glumly.
Luna had been kinder than expected. I hoped Soleil would prove the same. With Rafe’s permission, I stood with my bare feet in the water, looking directly into the expanse of blushing pinks and matcha greens. The lambent beauty of the Edge of Nowhere was enough to elicit fernweh—which, if you haven’t heard it, is a sense of farsickness for a place that never was.
Later, I would reflect on how outlandish it was to be acting as an ambassador between realms. To be making deals with goddesses. To be speaking of them as though they were people.
Later, but not then.
“Goddess Soleil! I am Queen Merrin of the Crag and current wearer of the Nemophile’s Crown! The conjurer Rafe is a guard under my sovereignty. I wish to speak with you face-to-face!”
The next series of events felt like something from a dream.
I waited no more than a minute before the water began to shake, and a giant body, naked and as large as the largest skeleton of the Necropolis, began to rise from the sea, pushing the sun up with it off of the horizon. She was blinding. And then she was dazzling, as beautiful a creature as Luna, only instead of silver skin, Soleil’s was gold. A massive golden goddess, made of sunlight and warmth with the face of the sun and with skin basked in daylight’s glow.
She came toward us in the water, sending the waves furiously toward the coast with every step, pushing the clouds out of her way as she came. Her eyes were deepest gold and her hair fell around her body like strips of flame.
“Greetings, little royal.”
Her voice felt like the heat of day, and when she offered me her hand, it was warm, like the afternoon sun baking into the back of one’s neck. I bade Rafe a nod before climbing into her massive fingers and holding on as she lifted me out of the sea and into the air.
Far above the water, her face was almost too bright to look at. “Hello, Goddess Soleil. Thank you for conferring with me.”
She studied me like one studies an interesting shell plucked from the shore.
“Aha! It is as you say. The Crown of the Wood really does sit upon your head. The Crown has never ventured to see me. Tell me, are you the royal who has taken this conjurer’s heart?”
“No, but she is a dear friend, and I come on her behalf. You see, the royal who holds the conjurer’s heart also carries his offspring in her womb.”
The goddess looked past me to the ground where Rafe was sulking. “So that is his reason for denying my advances.”
I nodded—though, arguably, the thought of intermingling with a giant woman may be intimidating for any man. “What you have asked for—is there nothing else that will suffice?”
“I am afraid not. I have had my fill of the hearts of men. There is only one thing this conjurer can give me that I cannot take for myself. My power is a power that could set the mortal world ablaze; therefore, it is not a power I offer freely.”
“I understand. May I ask—why do you want a child? What are your intentions with it?”
“Naturally, to watch it grow,” radiated Soleil. “To see what it becomes.”
“I imagine the offspring of mortals and immortals are quite rare, though.”
“They are unheard of,” said Soleil.
“So it’s something of an experiment?”
“In the same way a mortal might seek to reproduce without knowing the outcome,” she said.
I supposed she had a point.
“If Rafe makes this deal with you, will you promise to imbue his future generations with your power? When the moon goddess broke it off with him, he was susceptible to attack from all manner of spirits creeping between realms. I fear what will happen to his children without your protection.”
“If he forms this oath, my force will live in his blood. His lineage will begin anew and will reap the benefit of my light,” said Soleil.
“Including the child inside Beau?”
“Yes.”
“And how will it work? The birthing part, I mean.”
Soleil released a laugh that shook the heavens. “It will be born the same way all children are born. Once it is formed, I will place it inside a surrogate.”
“Could you use Beau—the royal already carrying his child?”
“If that is the conjurer’s wish.”
“And you won’t interfere in the child’s life? You mean only to observe?”
“That is my promise.”
So they really could be raised as twins. That might be easiest if we hoped to conceal their fatherhood. Beau would give birth to two babes—one half-royal, one half-goddess—each Rafe’s, each raised under the guise of royal paternity.
It was a weighty decision to make, and the person who really should be making it wasn’t here to offer any say; but knowing Beau, she would want her own child protected, whatever the cost, and without a goddess’s blessing, her baby would come into this world as fodder for a wraith.
‘A pactless conjurer is as ripe as the fertile grounds of spring.’
“Very well,” I said. “I’ll let Rafe know of the terms, but first I wish to ask you a question for my own sake. Will you allow it?”
“I will.”
“It’s about the Nemophile’s Crown. The goddess Luna mentioned the Crown has some greater purpose. Do you know it?”
“I’m afraid I cannot help you there. I was not privy to the Crown’s creation. That undertaking fell to my sisters while I was tasked with painting the skies.”
Meaning I was on my own unless I intended to mend ties with Luna.
“I see.”
“Is there something else that plagues you, little one? The beat of your heart is frantic.”
Again, it was an answer I feared knowing, and I had been mustering the courage to ask it. “Actually, there is something else.” I took a breath. “Have you heard of a being called Exitium?”
Here, Soleil took a great pause. “Where do you know that name?”
Based on her tone, I thought it best not to give specifics.
“I-I have heard it in the darkness, on the edge of realms,” I half-truthed.
“Does the conjurer also hear it?” Soleil probed, giving the impression that a ‘yes’ might make her call off the deal about to be made.
“He doesn’t. I am the only one.”
“Stay away from that name, and do not speak it in my presence again. It is a gravestone best left unturned.”
Her reaction confirmed all my dark suspicions. Exitium was something best left alone. A serpent. A snake. A viper. In the end, I was walking away with nothing gained but alarm, and the Crown on my head was feeling heavier than ever.
“I do not mean to frighten you,” Soleil continued. “Simply, that is a name which should not be brought into the mortal realm.”
“I-I understand. I will not speak it again.”
But I would come to speak it at least once more.
“Now, if we are clear on the conditions of the conjurer’s arrangement, I will return you to the ground, little royal. This must be quite high for you.”
Yes, it was quite, quite too high for comfort.
With that, the sunlit goddess started the long journey of setting me down while I clung to her thumb so as not to fall into the rocking waves below, turned white from her shimmering light.
After I stepped from her palm, she left it open for Rafe, staring down expectantly with enormous eyes and soft lashes.
The magician was pale in his normally bronze cheeks.
You could hardly blame him, this loner whose happiest moments were spent reading alone in the castle courtyard.
“It’s all set, Rafe. Your descendants will be blessed with Soleil’s power, and she promised not to interfere in your life or the child’s. She just wants to watch it grow. If you will it, Beau can even give birth to Soleil’s child alongside her own. I do think this is best if we hope to conceal the parenthood of both children, though I will leave the decision to you, in Beau’s absence.”
“She’s going to kill me.”
“She won’t,” I said. “Beau is understanding and fair.”
“And terrifying.”
Windley grinned. “The good queen must show our boy another side.”
“You have no idea,” said Rafe.
“If Beau does not wish to raise the babe, I will take it into my court to be cared for. It need never know you’re the father. I will leave that decision up to you, but at least we have a means for it to be delivered discreetly.”
Windley clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re already having one spawn. What’s one more?”
Rafe was quiet, ruminating over the most weighted call he had ever had to make.
“The choice is ultimately yours, Rafe. We can advise you, but we cannot force you. If it were Windley—if it were a matter of protecting him and our unborn child from demons—I would allow it. Beau isn’t here to speak for herself, but as her friend and confidante for over twenty years, I believe I know her heart.”
Windley weaved his fingers through the air. “Say the word, mate.”
Rafe looked demurely up at the golden goddess. “No thanks. If I do this, I’m doing of my own consent.”
Windley took no offense.
He and I stepped back, giving Rafe time and space to make his final decision. With the tedious sigh of a man marching to his grave, he stepped into the giantess’s sunny palm, and she carried him off to the sky.
You’d expect a goddess to keep her word, wouldn’t you?




Chapter 19
Hearts in the Sand
“How long do you reckon it will take?” Windley sat boredly on a smooth boulder with his cheek in one hand and a stick in the other, which he had used to draw a lazy heart in the sand.
“I would think you would know that better than most.”
“Heh.”
I took the stick from him and drew an M + W in the center of the heart.
“Aw,” he cooed. “Does that stand for Meraflora and Windley?”
“No, it stands for murder Windley. Or mangle Windley. Or maim Windley. Take your pick.”
“Scaaary,” he whined.
I chomped my teeth at him and he grinned, taking the stick back from me and scribbling a new heart with our full names inside.
I gazed off over the cotton candy shores. “Are you still feeling negative?”
“Negative?” he said.
“Over Beau’s news?”
“What? You think I’m jealous over a slimy, wriggly little creature?”
I did. “Babies aren’t slimy, you dolt.”
“They are at first…” He cocked his head, examining the sand heart. “Do you think I’d look good with a tattoo?”
He would look good no matter what.
“You may want to work on your horrid personality before you start on your horrid appearance.”
“Mean!” He pawed at me. “You owe me three sweet comments to make up for it.”
I pretended to search for anything redeemable about him, if only for an excuse to stare at him awhile. “I think it’s cute, the way the tips of your ears are pointed. I like the way the corner of your mouth curls and spasms when you’re feeling playful. And—” I made a circular gesture in front of his chest and abdomen. “All of this is particularly nice.”
He sighed with one of those twitching grins. “Goddess, you’re so obsessed with me.” He stiffened. “Wait—goddess. Did you ask the goddess about Exitium and the Crown and all that?”
I recounted the conversation.
“Egad. You’re doing surprisingly well for someone panicking on the inside.”
“I have no choice. I’ll need to use Exitium when we face off against Ascian. I’ll just have to figure out a way to get rid of it after. I already knew it was something dark; I just underestimated how dark. It seems to have grown since encountering your former master.”
“This is my fault. If I hadn’t brought you into the woods with me—”
“Then you’d be on the run by yourself, and I would be fretting over what happened to you.”
“This isn’t your fight, lion queen.”
“If it’s your fight, it’s my fight.”
“That’s what a guard should be saying to his queen, and not the other way around…” His voice trailed as he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.
“Why are you looking at me that way?”
It was sort of a lovesick look, as though he wanted to confess something.
“Hm, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you, but I’m not sure I want to.” He pinched my earlobe while peering at my mouth. “You’ll either find it charming or creepy. Let’s hope charming.”
I searched him. “Well, you have to tell me now.”
“I suppose.” He stalled. “I… kissed you once before, you know.”
“What?”
He nodded and swallowed, looking over my nose and cheeks. “It was one time when we came out to visit. I fell asleep in the throne room after partying with that stocky guard of yours—what’s her name, Saxon?—back when she was just another castle grunt. That girl can hold her ale like I’ve never seen. Anyway, you snuck out to see me, but you fell asleep in front of the fire, kneeling at the settee and resting your head on the cushion. Your cheeks were all rosy from the heat and your eyes were all sleepy. You’d been in meetings all day, so you were dead tired. When I awoke and saw you, I couldn’t help myself. I stroked your hair and kissed your cheek because I couldn’t bear not to. I think that’s the moment I knew I would never be able to escape loving you. I loved you before that, but right there—that’s when I knew it would never go away.”
Oh. My. Heartstrings.
I remembered that night. I had been dealing with a fairyfern shortage due to drought. We were forced to supplement our most popular cough remedy with another type of fern and had to double the dosage as a result. I had been waiting to see him and Beau all day, but by the time I was done, Beau had turned in. Much to Albie’s dismay, Windley had a habit of passing out in the throne room, so I tried my luck and was glad to find him there, strewn over the cushions like he owned the place. I suspected he’d been drinking and meant to tease him about it, but the fire was intoxicating in its own right, and I fell asleep instead. I had a dream about him that night, and when I awoke some hours later, he was gone.
I touched my cheek in remembrance. “I never knew.”
Windley swallowed again. “And now you’re wrapped up in my problems, in danger’s way. It’s kind of killing me. I never wanted this for you.”
I took his face, hoping my eyes conveyed the tenderness of my chest. “I would rather be out here with you, fleeing evil, than safely back in the throne room listening to my advisors squabble. There’s no one else that knows me as you know me. There’s no one else that sets my soul aflame and makes me feel wild and free. I love you, Wind. My only regret in any of this is not admitting it to myself sooner.”
‘It’s easier than you’d think and also more painful than you’d think.’
It hurt. To love that much was a painful thing.
Windley held me in his arms, feet meshed into the sand at the Edge of Nowhere, through seconds and eons, for time did not exist along the shores painted with more colors than you’ve ever seen.
And that was the moment I knew, captive ones, that I would never be able to escape loving him.
I had loved him before, but that’s when I knew it would never go away. Like the deeply entrenched roots of an ancient mammoth tree, there was no deracinating Windley from my heart.
We could never return to life as we knew it before.
‘I want you, and I would give up everything to have you, so… think about that and let me know, lion queen.’
I wouldn’t let him know. Not yet. We still had too many obstacles to overcome.
Windley held me to his chest for what could have been an hour or a year, until Rafe returned from the far horizon.
“Rafe! You’re glowing!”
The light of Soleil had stained him, but it quickly began to dim, along with the rest of the Edge of Nowhere, when Rafe set his shoes to the sand. From there, the elysian colors of the skyline receded until we were back on the normal coast at the beginning of dusk.
The world seemed far dimmer after being swallowed in the glow of the sun. It would take some time to adjust.
So it was done. I wondered if Beau could feel a difference in her yet. I hoped I knew her as well as I thought I did.
“How was it, mate? As bad as you thought?”
“It was… warm,” was all Rafe would say.
But it seemed to have worked, for when he unsheathed his sword, it glowed with fiery power. He slashed it through the air, sending flames where there would have once been frost.
“Incredible!” I marveled. “I suppose you’ll never need to use a flint again.”
Rafe ran a thumb along the sharp of his blade. “It’ll take some getting used to. Spar with me, Windley.” He happily threw his cloak to the ground, no longer forced to use the scent-deflecting properties of the itchy feathers stuffed inside.
“What, you don’t want to spar with me, Rafe?”
“I wish to leave the duel breathing, Your Majesty.”
“I’m surprised you have any energy left in you, chap.” Windley raised his eyebrows. “But sure, I could go for a spin.”
He meant so literally, for he pulled both hatchets from beneath his cloak and spun them around in his hands like a fancy card trick.
I had never seen them clash before, and it was entertaining to watch them go at one another as boys, Windley taunting and teasing, and Rafe taking clear delight in every close call. I noticed that Windley was more liberal with his footwork than normal, too, twice launching himself from the sides of boulders to attack from the air.
When they were finished, Windley was rubbing his arm where Rafe had singed him and Rafe was inspecting a slice in his shirt, but the greatest casualty was a nearby shrub, burning orange from the crossfire.
“What do you think of Soleil’s power, Rafe?” I said.
He held the blade so that its flame reflected in his eyes. “It’s different, but I like it.”
“Don’t let the moon hear that,” said Windley. “That is, assuming she shows her face tonight.”
“Doubtful,” said Rafe. “Soleil said she’s still recovering.”
Exitium’s power was really that great? Great enough to make a goddess recover for several days?
I wonder why that could be, captive ones. Maybe you’ve figured it out. If not, don’t worry. We’re getting close.
I studied the darkening sky. “The plan is still to lure Ascian here using Windley’s power, yes? It’s probably best to do so before Luna recovers.”
“Agreed. With all of Abardo hexed, Ascian’s even more powerful now than he was eight years ago. We don’t need to give him any more allies.” Windley turned to Rafe: “Did you talk to your sun mistress about helping us out when the time comes?”
“Mm. She was hesitant to get involved, but I explained that our… child won’t be safe unless we get rid of the fiends pursing the Queen. She said she’ll protect me when the time comes.”
Windley turned up his palm. “Courting powerful women does have its advantages, doesn’t it?”
“There are some stipulations, though. She’s most powerful by the coast, so we need to stay nearby. And she can only offer protection during the day.”
During the day? It made sense, but how were we to guarantee something like that?
Windley thought on it. “It might be to our advantage that both times they saw Merrin’s power, it was night. If we’re lucky, they’ll avoid a night encounter based on that alone. If not, we may have to stall them until the sun rises.”
Yet another unsound plan. But it was all we had.
“I am a little worried about how we make sure Ascian shows this time. Last time he sent Edius to do his bidding when he felt your power.”
“Knowing him, he won’t make the same mistake twice,” said Windley. “You escaped last time, so I expect he’ll come for you himself this time. If not, we’ll take out whoever he sends and summon him again.”
“Do you plan to start tonight?” said Rafe.
“The sooner the better,” said Windley.
“If your magic is like mine, then you should use as much of it as possible, over time, to give off a strong signal,” said Rafe.
Windley beamed. “I’m counting on it.”
“What I mean is…” Rafe shot me a look before lowering his voice so that I couldn’t hear.
“Don’t blow my what?” scoffed Windley. “Excuse you, I’m a professional, Rafe.”
After holding back for so long, the thought of Windley using his power on me, unbridled, was a tempting one, but I really didn’t want Rafe involved in the planning of it.
“O-okay! Enough of that. We’ll make camp here. Windley, find suitable ground for the tent. I’ll help Rafe with dinner.”
The horizon was now a lovely shade of cerulean ombreing to black over the rest of the sky. We never did receive that rain promised by the lavender stars. Tonight, they looked to be yellow with tails of green.
Rafe was already bringing sticks to add to the bush he’d previously set aflame. “I can handle dinner, Your Majesty. You should rest.”
“Actually, Rafe, the reason I offered is to see how you’re doing.”
He looked up from the fire with unenthused eyes. “Fine.”
“I mean it. I know you don’t like to share your feelings, especially not to me, but I can’t help thinking how difficult it was for you to make the choice you made. You’re so young, and to father the child of your lover is one thing, but to father a second child of celestial origin is something unfathomable. I expect you aren’t fine. Not really.”
He was silent as an empty tomb.
“Of course, I won’t force you to tell me, but if it will relieve you in any way, I am a willing listener, and I will not judge you nor offer you unsolicited advice.”
He was silent longer, fishing around in Windley’s pack to see what supplies he had to work with. I figured that was the end of it.
Until Rafe cleared his throat. “It’s probably the same for you, Your Majesty. Life has changed a lot in a short time.”
“Yes, I scarcely feel like the same person.”
“And the choice wasn’t hard, in the end. I would kill anyone for Beau. Anyone. Even you.” He hung his head. “Dishonorable as that is.”
Off-putting to hear, but—
“I understand.”
Rafe continued, “So I thought: if I would end life for her, why wouldn’t I create life for her? That’s what it came down to.”
It was strange. For how fair and delicate and princess-like Beau was, I couldn’t see her with anyone else but a grouchy magician from the far north with a general disliking for conversation and people.
“I’m glad you found each other. For Beau and for you… and for myself, too. I don’t know if I would have realized my own feelings if I didn’t first see it in you two.”
Rafe gave one blunt laugh that was barely a laugh. “I don’t think you have to worry about that. That guy wouldn’t have let up. Ever. We both knew he liked you—I mean everyone did. We weren’t as sure about you, though. He’s so damn annoying, I don’t blame you for outrunning him as long as possible.”
“You say that, Rafe, but you don’t mean it.”
At our backs, the waves lapped gently, licking at the sand. The fire chewed at the kindling Rafe fed it, growing taller and hotter like an ancient being of lava and ash.
Rafe’s expression remained apathetic as he released the longest, heaviest sigh. “I guess he does keep things lively. Not a bad fighter either. And he can keep a secret.”
I knew it.
Rafe considered Windley a friend.
“Has he explained the situation with Ascian to you any further?”
“A little. I guess we’re not allowed to kill the young one with the round face? It’s his brother or something?”
“Or something. From what I know, the battle is certain to be emotionally charged. Thank you for staying to help us quash this threat.”
“I’m still your guard, Your Majesty.”
“I’m glad for it, Rafe.”
I offered him a smile and rose to go check on Windley’s progress with the tent, but not before the magician offered something unusually candid for someone so inclined to reservedness.
“Good luck tonight, Queen Merrin. To me, he’s looking a little… ravenous.”
Ravenous.
Raaavenous.
Rav-en-ous.
All right, captive ones. Brace yourself. I’ll try to hold nothing back.




Chapter 20
Bait
After dinner, we three sat around the fire, watching the tailed stars zip across the coastal sky. The heavens seemed so much vaster out here, in a land uncaged, over a sea unexplored. My heart beat free.
Windley had been sitting behind me for some time, resting his chin on my head and his arms loosely over my shoulders, but when Rafe stood to gather more firewood, Windley shifted, brushing my hair to one shoulder and exposing the other.
I gave a shiver from the chill of it being uncovered.
“Wind?”
“Even if they left Abardo this moment, the earliest they could reach us riding the fastest creatures would be midday tomorrow.”
He was proposing we begin the next phase of the plan, which was to alert Ascian of our location using ‘as much of his magic as possible.’
As his target, he was seeking out my consent.
He grazed his lips over my shoulder. “Do you have any hesitations, Queen Merrin?”
“N-no.”
He took hold of my hair and twisted it in his hand, lifting it snuggly away from my head—taut enough to feel good at the roots but not too tight as to hurt—and next skimmed his mouth across the back of my neck.
“I’ll try my best to keep my promise to you,” he murmered.
“Promise?” I breathed.
“I don’t intend to make love to you on the floor of a tent. Not the first time, anyway.”
I wasn’t sure if the warmth in my face was from the fire in front of me or the devil behind me. Either way, I had to fight my body not to begin breathing faster.
“You’re making me feel nervous again,” I whispered.
“I like it.” Taking my neck from behind, he lifted my chin so as to gain easier access to my earlobe, which he took between his teeth. “If I can make you feel this way, I wonder how else I might make you feel.”
He was playing with my nerves and pulse, tenderizing his meal before devouring it. He kept my head tilted back, his hand supporting my neck and chin, while taking in a smell of me from ear to shoulder nape.
Phoooo. Never, did I EVER imagine how arousing it would feel to be… sniffed. Perks of dating a predatorial species, captive ones. I know how it sounds, but I suggest you try it at least once.
In olden times, this is where he could have drained me. Even without using his power, I was magma in his hands—an apple with his teeth around my waxy skin, asking to be bitten.
Windley was dangerous.
“I can feel your heartbeat,” he whispered darkly. “Are you afraid?”
No. I might have feared him and his ability to work me into submission if I didn’t trust him so much. Instead, I felt almost lucky to be chosen as his prey.
“My chest is racing, but I like it.”
“You give me dark thoughts, Merrin. Thoughts I could never tell you.”
It was all I could do to keep from shivering, for he was close enough that he would have felt it.
I was saved by Rafe’s footsteps returning through the brush. Windley heard them too, for he released me, returning my hair to its resting place and sliding both hands down my shoulders before standing and sauntering away to take a swig from his canteen.
Rafe looked from me—a tidbit mousy—to Windley—clearly wolfish—and folded his arms. “I take it you’re starting your seduction now?”’
“Was that you offering yourself as bait? My, what a surprise! All right, chap, shall we?”
“You’re dreaming.”
Besides, Windley’s eyes were firmly on me when he said it.
Rafe shooed us away with the back of his hand. “Go do it somewhere else. That’s the last thing I want to see right now.”
“Obviously that’s why I pitched the tent. Stay out of it for a while, capisce?”
Rafe gave the fire one of his classic deadpan stares. “Say the word, Your Majesty, and I’ll come gut him for you.”
“Don’t worry, Rafe. I’ll gut him myself if he doesn’t behave.”
An utter lie and Windley knew it, for his eye held an amused gleam, his mouth a smug bend, as he stood at the edge of the tent in the cockiest of postures.
If he had ever looked more desirous, I wasn’t witness to it. His hair was swart and tousled, his eyes lined darkly, the sleeves of his shirt rolled and the topmost button of his collar undone. Was this his power at work, amplifying his looks? Making him like honey to a fly?
It’s possible I had never experienced the full extent of his devilment until that moment.
He coaxed me to him with his finger, saying only: “Come hither.”
I don’t think I could have resisted if I wanted to. I was already entrapped, though the beguiling had yet to start.
I went to him over plushy sand, trying to combat his locked gaze with my own deepest, darkest stare—deep and dark enough to send a common man running, but not deep nor dark enough to have any effect on an incubus like him.
When I reached him, he took my waist with the sultriest of intents. “I am going to enjoy this, lion queen.” Then he kissed the tip of my nose and drew me inside.
It was dim in there, with only the fire showing faintly through the canvas of the tent. It was cool, too, near the autumn water.
“First things first.” He touched his lips to mine, turning them momentarily numb, and when he drew away, his hair was turned scarlet. Next he kissed my neck in three separate places, numbing each and pulling away to reveal eyes of shimmering emerald. “This is how you like me best, yes?”
How could I respond? He was a creature more captivating than any I had ever laid eyes on. More striking than Sestilia. More enrapturing than any of the other Spirites. More attractive than any man or woman I had ever seen.
Windley could tell I was struggling.
“Hey.” He squeezed my hand. “I’m still me, Merr. I’m a little pent up, so I might get carried away, but I’ll try to pay attention. Tell me to stop if it gets to be too much. I can always dial it back.” It was something of a phenomenon to hear Windley’s normal words coming from what appeared to be a powered-up form of him.
Or, if we are throwing coyness to the wind, a sexed-up one.
“I didn’t go all the way with the eyes, see?” He pointed to show that they weren’t as vibrant as the other times he had turned them green. “I don’t want to entrance you… yet.”
“Goddess damn, Windley. I mean… I’m always attracted to you, but now…”
I could only bite my bottom lip by way of finishing the sentence.
Windley watched the nibble carefully and as he did, his lips parted slightly before closing again with a bobbing swallow. “Yet all you have to do is something like that to gain the upper hand, my lioness.”
He might have turned into the most desirous figure I had ever seen, but in some inexplicable way, I still had power over him. Knowing this, my hands found his second topmost button and began to undo it.
“W-wait. You’re putting me off my game, Merr. I need to use my powers on you. Not the other way around.”
“So I’m to stay submissive for this?”
Yet my hands were already working his third button, compelled by his heightened aura.
“No. Well, sort of.” Taking my hands from his collar, he thought to stop me by slowly lowering to his knee while keeping his glimmering eyes firmly set on mine.
To see him kneel for me… it always had the same effect, making me feel particularly royal, as if I were his secret queen and he my most dangerous subject.
“You’re my queen, and I will submit to you whenever you ask me to.” He kissed the tip of each finger, sampling me, drawing my spirit enough to chill my skin. “But the taste of you is already almost too much for me to handle, and if I’m going to exploit as much of my magic as possible, I need to keep from giving in to ecstasy. So just… try not to be too forward for the first part, until I’ve exhausted a fair amount of power. After that…”
His jaw flexed as if imagining the thought of me ripping him open.
Now I was imagining ripping him open.
Not in a murdery way, mind you.
From where he was, he put his hands to my sides and slipped up my shirt with his thumbs, feeling the finest hairs of my skin as he did. “The last time I did this, it wasn’t pleasant for you. I’ve been meaning to replace that memory with something more pleasurable.” With that, he pulled me close and kissed my stomach, sending waves of warm, throbby Spirite power through me, starting at the center and pulsating outwards through vein and tissue.
I uttered his name and he froze momentarily, exhaling just below my belly button.
I placed my hands over his as he moved them the rest of the way up my ribcage and rose to his feet.
I played obedient, denying my instincts and keeping composure as best I could with him beguiling me more intentionally than ever before. Each pass of his fingers over my flesh sent new tingles through me, making it harder and harder to resist his call.
The thing about all this was that it was as sensual as it was sexual. Every slide of his skin against mine was filled with a thousand emotions. Energy flowed back and forth each time we connected—my collarbone in his mouth, his hand clutching my wrist, the goosebumps of my back as he dragged his fingertips along it from top to bottom.
Did you know? A shiver, once begun, is nearly impossible to disrupt.
We took to the ground around the time his eyes were becoming brighter and my hands were becoming freer. He crawled over me, holding my cheek in one hand, my wrist in the other, and tasted my neck.
This is when we began to stop caring about why we were doing what we were doing.
He kissed me, first as a lover, then as a predator, stealing my lifeforce through my lips until they were icy numb. When he realized it, he stopped himself, kissing me deeper to return my warmth.
As Windley’s shirt became discarded near the tent’s entrance, I rolled over him, feasting on him the way he had feasted on me, squeezing his muscle and biting his shoulder like the lion I was.
“O-ow, lion queen!”
He punished me by taking back the reins, pressing down on my shoulder to hold me in place beneath him as he drew his mouth along my jaw, turning it cold in his wake.
At some point, his breathing had changed. He was taking shorter inhales through his nose, as if concentrating on holding himself in place. I released his name again because I couldn’t keep it down. His ears took it in hungrily, and his eyes seared brighter in response.
This was indulgence, us tiptoeing lust and love, exchanging breath and heat, passing off vitality, and drinking of one another’s souls. Our monster swelled.
Until it became big enough to break free of its leash.
The last thing I did before Windley forced me into a trance was take his lip between my teeth in rapture.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “It’s too much. Any more and I’ll break my promise to you.”
My wrists fell limp around my head, over wild curls of hair that lay here and there.
He touched his forehead to mine, holding himself weakly over me with locked arms. “There’s so much more, Merrin. There’s so much more I’ll do to you.”
I couldn’t answer him, just stare lost into his swimming pools of emerald rhapsody.
“I want to be the one to make you feel the things you’ve never felt. You’re everything to me… my queen.”
With me now in a vulnerable state, he cradled me protectively to his chest and kissed my cheek, giving me the last of his power until we both drifted off into the abyss of sleep.
I had a dream that the sky was falling.




Chapter 21
The Hurtful Truth
“Wake up, Merrin.”
In the morning, I was alone, disheveled in a mess of whatever blankets we had accumulated along the way to the coast.
None of last night felt real.
But my skin was sensitive and shivery, my chest floaty—a lingering symptom of Windley’s power inside my blood. I could tell that he had consumed a considerable amount of me this time. Was it his power making me want to give him even more?
I was lucky to no longer be normal by human standards. Without the echoes fueling me, I might have needed a day or more to replenish all the lifeforce he had spent.
Speaking of the echoes—
“Merrin!”
Exitium was busy trying to get my attention, but I wasn’t in the mood for scoldings about how I shouldn’t offer myself so freely to one of the beastlings.
No group of people should be branded by the actions of a few. Besides, whatever Exitium’s thought on the matter, I regretted nothing.
The feel of him devouring me was worth it.
My Windley.
My devil.
I was nervous to face him, excited too, after seeing the extent of what he could do, and I had to remind myself that the whole event had served as a beacon for our enemies. Despite what my fluttery stomach would have me think, this wasn’t a honeymoon or lover’s retreat. This was a trap for our nemeses.
And our prey was likely already en route to it.
Goddess-willing, Ascian wouldn’t just send a proxy this time. Goddess-willing, we would defeat him alongside his followers before another day fell to night.
Outside, I found Rafe sitting beside a dying fire and Windley standing a short distance off, arms folded and looking up at the sun.
The day’s brightness was reassuring—a reminder that Soleil could see us and would aid us if we needed her. The plan was for me to cast my echoes over the area so that we would be given warning when our enemies arrived, though it was likely to be some time before that happened.
“Uh, Windley, your girl’s up,” said Rafe.
My, my, the magician was sounding awful informal this morning. Maybe our talk from last night had finally loosened him up—you know, after only weeks of travel and tireless efforts trying to get close to him.
Windley spun to face me, wearing a wide, dare I say sinister, smile. “Merrin.” His eyes gleamed. “I’ve been waiting for you to emerge from your little nest.”
I couldn’t help myself. I ran to him like someone returning home from battle and threw my arms around his neck. “Last night was…” I didn’t know how best to voice it while still maintaining dignity. “You did a good job.”
“You think so?” he purred.
“Very much so.” I nestled my face into his warm, pheromone-riddled neck and noticed instantly that his hug was imbued with something other than tenderness. “Oh! Th-that’s a lot of magic, Windley. Don’t you need a break?”
He heaved a laggy sigh. “I guess you could say you’re difficult to resist.”
Rafe made an amused sound from the fire.
“Shut up,” said Windley.
Well, he seemed to be feeling normal.
“Windley, you haven’t felt any of them yet, have you? Any of Ascian’s rogues using their power?”
“I haven’t caught even a hint of them. The rogues.” He was squeezing me tighter now, letting in enough power to turn my back numb.
“Okay, that’s enough,” said Rafe.
“Jealous?” spat Windley.
“Ha! I hardly think Rafe would be jealous. Don’t you mean disturbed?”
“It was a joke,” said Windley.
“Your delivery is getting worse.”
“Blame what you did to me last night. I’m not my sharpest.”
What I did to him last night? It was hard to focus on anything else.
You might call it giddiness.
“I’m going to set out a blanket of the echoes to alert us if anyone draws near, like I did at those ruins. I’m not overly worried about it now with Soleil watching. It’s nighttime that we’ll have to be careful.”
But when I started to tip my head into the dark realm, Windley stopped me:
“Before you do that, let’s go have a talk.”
“A talk?”
He answered only by taking my hand and escorting me down a beach trysted by wind. It was charming, the way the gale created ripples and dunes in the drier parts of the sand.
I saw Rafe get up and follow at a distance, trying to be inconspicuous by poking at the sand with a stick. Searching for breakfast? No, more likely he didn’t want to let us stray too far alone with danger on its way.
With feet to the foamy coast, I let Windley lead me. Meanwhile, the sea’s salty breath misted us with bits of water and grabbed at our clothes like a playful imp.
“The scent of the beach is strong today,” I observed. “It reminds me of home, all that salt and brine.”
Windley positioned us near the water’s edge and put his arm around my shoulder, as if setting me up for a romantic heart-to-heart. I expected he was about to release some great, amorous confession, though I couldn’t imagine what. We had already confessed all there was to confess.
“Do you ever think that maybe you shouldn’t have left your home?” he started.
“Never. Do you?”
“All the time.”
Clearly a joke, but again, his delivery was suffering. I didn’t mind it. Maybe he deserved an off day after being gifted with impudent wit his entire life. Plus, I relished the thought of him being out of sorts over what we had done last night.
The elements were testy about it all, the coastal wind hitting us with salt and sand, the clouds on the horizon threatening to move in on our protective sunlight.
Windley was staring at me.
I pushed my windy hair out from my face. “What? Do I look a mess? It’s your fault, you know.”
“A mess? Arresting might be a better word. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a creature more… repulsive.”
“Yet I could never compare to your own putridity,” I teased.
Windley’s voice flattened: “That wasn’t a joke, Merrin.”
He was being weird—our chemistry was off.
“What’s going on with you?” I said.
His arm around my shoulder was tight. “Well, I suppose I can finally be myself… now that I’ve gotten what I wanted out of you.”
I knew he was joking—my trust in him was sound—but he was going about it in an odd manner, and something small was feeling unpleasant inside.
Oh yeah, it was the pit acting up again. The pit of my stomach.
“Merrin!”
And Exitium wasn’t making matters any better, buzzing at my ear like a mosquito.
“And what is it you wanted from me?” I humored.
“Isn’t that obvious? Your virtue.”
My virtue? But that hadn’t happened. He had been very clear about not wanting to take it on the floor of a tent. I studied him for signs of play but found none. Was he trying to show off in front of Rafe?
That wasn’t like him at all. Besides, Rafe didn’t look to be paying attention. He was yonder, prodding at the sand.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but if your aim is to make me irate, you’re doing well,” I said quietly.
“No, no.” He gave me a forceful shake. “Not to make you irate, Merrin. Just to unload the truth, you see. My kind? We’re masters of seduction and deceit. So it will come as no surprise that I was able to convince you of a fantasy. I think it’s high time we shattered that fantasy, don’t you?” Windley unsheathed a villain’s laugh. “I mean, can you imagine taking a human for a mate? That would be like courting a dog!”
“Stop it, Windley. This game isn’t amusing, and we should be preparing for battle. Keep away from me until you’ve regained your sanity.” But when I tried to shrug him off, he only tightened his grip.
“It isn’t your fault, really, for being so gullible. Fact is, I’m good at what I do. I always have been. It may have taken a hell of a long time, but I’ve accomplished what Master sent me out to do: I’ve bagged a royal. And now that I’ve ensnared you as deeply as I possibly can, it’s time for my reward.” He put his mouth close to my ear. “I’m going to break you until you’re irreparable. Then I’m going to feast from your fragmented pieces until your soul is dry and cracked. How does that sound, sweetheart?”
The tone he used was one I had never heard escape his throat. It was callous and cold and cutting, and each word was delivered intentionally, like a knife to the skin.
That was when I knew this wasn’t a game, and that something was terribly, terribly wrong.
“Wind…ley?”
“The truth is, the payoff of breaking a heart is most satisfying when that heart’s full. I happen to be exceedingly good at both filling hearts and breaking them.”
How much, captive ones, do you think it would take for my resolve to falter?
My judgement was clouded. I knew that. But it was a cloud that had accumulated over a long period of time, fueled by many memories and reinforced by weighted words like vulnerability and mutuality. As I’ve repeatedly demonstrated, Windley had my trust, and as I’m sure you’ve come to realize, he had it in an unhealthy way. I was committed to the cloud over my judgement.
The woodcutter’s cabin hadn’t broken it.
Seeing Flora’s likeness hadn’t broken it.
Hearing about his past hadn’t broken it.
Charmagne and Exitium hadn’t broken it.
Being put into compromising situations again and again hadn’t broken it.
Each of these had only strengthened us, and that’s why I knew that those words, cold, callous and cutting, were not Windley’s words. They may have gotten the details right—the look of him, even the smell of him—but when my stomach dropped, it wasn’t because of lost faith in Windley; it was because I knew I was in the presence of an imposter.
“RAFE! THIS ISN’T WINDLEY!”
The imposter shifted behind me, twisting my arms into a locked position. “Argh! Already?! That didn’t take long at all! Thanks for the disappointment, cupcake.”
…Cupcake?
Excuse me, but—
FATHER-FREAKING CUPCAKE?!
I didn’t know what had happened, where the real Windley was or how she had found us so fast, but I knew: of all the people who could have worn Windley’s face, she was among the least worthy.
“Charmagne!”
“Ding, ding, ding.”
“How DARE you make yourself to look like him! You don’t deserve to mimic a single freckle or hair, you vampiric tramp!”
“Well aren’t you bold for someone with their hands wrenched behind their back?”
The blast of Spirite power Charmagne next hit me with was unlike any Windley had ever used. It wasn’t gradual or tingly; it was fierce, turning the whole of my back, neck and shoulders stabbingly numb. If she intended to wage war, I would end it before it ever started.
All morning, I had been holding the floodgates to fend off the swell of whispers creeping in from the other side, but with my permission, they came flooding back like a landslide, and Exitium was leading the charge.
“Why do you insist on insubordination, Merrin! I have been trying to get your attention the last hour!”
“MErrIN!”
“meRrIn!”
“Ones without merit, MeRRIN! Ones without merit!”
The echoes were screaming and shaking, but it was nothing compared to the tempesting of my rage. Whatever had happened to bring us to this situation, I would blast Charmagne into pieces of hair and ash. I would separate her bones from her body. I would make her rue the day she crossed my path!
My wrath was greater than it had ever been.
“It is time, Merrin. Give in to your bloodlust. Do not stop with the beastling. Speak my name and give birth to destruction! Put an end to this world of lust and pain.”
I was crawling with disembodied hands, on the edge between their realm and ours, and for the first time, Exitium’s offer was a tempting one.
But running toward me was a reminder of all we were fighting for.
“Stay back, Rafe! You’ll get hit!”
Rafe wasn’t listening. He was determined to reach us. He was—
Inspecting the ground around my feet?
“Did you do it?” he barked at fake Windley. “Is she hexed?”
“Not all the way—the cow has a thick aura. I’m having trouble penetrating it. Help me.”
Disillusionment hit me as Rafe took my throat in his hand, donned with a blackstone ring identical to Windley’s, and said: “Heya Merrín. Too bad you didn’t take my offer. I warned you I wouldn’t be so nice next time.”




Chapter 22
A Smidge of Fondness
“E-Edius?”
Rafe’s face smiled at me darker than it ever had. “Miss me?”
“But how did you get here so fast?!”
“Simpleton!” Charmagne lashed in Windley’s voice. “As soon as you escaped, we went to that hill that Ediot found you on last time and waited for you to mess up. We knew that place was on the way to wherever you three pillocks were traveling.”
Meaning they were far closer to us than we realized when we sent out our beacon.
Really, it was something we should have considered, and looking back, Windley and I may have been distracted by our own lechery; Rafe by his want to return home to Beau.
We were, after all, imperfect beings.
“Soleil!” I shouted to the sky. “Where are they? Where are Rafe and Windley?”
But the goddess didn’t answer, and I looked mad shouting at the sun.
I could feel it now—whatever they were doing—a dull tingling in my feet. I didn’t know how long it took to hex someone, but I was certain I could summon the echoes faster.
This time, I didn’t only let them into my ears, I closed my eyes into boiling darkness. They were frenzied, more furious than ever before, for my blood was riled with rage.
“Exitium! Where are the guards?”
“The bright one pulled them into her domain when she saw danger coming. She meant to pull only the conjurer, but the beastling was nearby.”
“They’re safe?”
“They are trying to convince her to let them out. Her priority is shielding the conjurer so that her child will have a father.”
“That’s the ‘protection’ she promised Rafe?!”
“It should come as no surprise. Goddesses are wicked. All of them.”
Not ideal, for it meant I was on my own to combat the buttery powers of two Spirites, but at the very least, Rafe and Windley would be out of the way when I released my wrath.
“Is Ascian close?” I petitioned Exitium. “With any luck, I may be able to defeat all three of them at once.”
“I cannot say. A male is close, though I cannot see his figure.”
“Then I’ll just have to take them out now and deal with him after.”
“You only delay the inevitable by picking and choosing your enemies, Merrin. If you wish to defeat them all, then you must bring about true destruction. It lives in you. The sooner you acknowledge it, the better.”
“I’m not destroying the world!”
“Fate runs stronger than your desires.”
“Argh! Just come when I call you, okay?”
But Exitium didn’t respond.
No matter, I would force Exitium out of me. I had done so before and I would do it again. I would use the Nemophile’s Crown to end Edius and Charmagne, and then it would be Ascian’s turn.
And I would do it all without eradicating the world.
With the echoes amassed in my core, I opened my eyes to the world of light and was caught off guard to find myself face-to-face with Edius’s true appearance. I had only seen it at a distance back at their manor, but up close—
The muscled Spirite was like some beast, all over thicker than Windley or Rafe and tall enough that I only came up to his chest. He was looking down at me without making much effort to tip his face, giving arrogance to his already sharp, sphynx-like eyes. His hair was the same dark color as last time, only now it was released from its tie and fell wildly around his shoulders, making him look like he’d just come back from a hunt.
None of that mattered, though. What mattered was the color of his stare. Red. Glittering, bewitching red.
I hastened to look away, but with fake Windley still holding me from behind, I didn’t get very far. Charmagne forced my head in Edius’s direction, securing my gaze into his.
“You’ve a feisty little stare, dont’cha, Merrín? Hurry this shit up, Charm. She should be hexed by now.”
“You aren’t helping, gnat! You try getting rooted in her! She’s like cement!”
“I told you we should have waited for Pip,” argued Edius. “That little freak could get in there, no problem.”
“Let me go, Edius!”
“Naw.”
Though his mouth lay flat, his eyes betrayed the amusement he felt in holding me hostage.
“You don’t want to make an enemy of me,” I warned.
A threat he took lightly.
“You know what’s funny?” he said. “I got all my stuff back. You know, all the stuff you made me pack for you? All mine again. How does that feel?”
He would do well not to piss off a woman courting darkness.
In fact, I was about to show him exactly how I felt about it.
“Oh shit! It’s starting!” he said, kicking his feet at the cloud of smoke beginning to form around me.
“Well, do your job and ensnare her! Are you even trying?” scoffed Charmagne.
“This is your fault! I told you we should have done it while she was sleeping, but noooo, you wanted to play with her first.”
Because once I was hexed I would no longer be able to give her a satisfactory reaction? Did she mean to turn me into one of those sleepwalkers inhabiting the town of Abardo? To take away my spirit?
Cupcake.
Cupcake.
Accursed-naffing CUPCAKE.
“EXITI—”
The press of a foreign mouth to mine stopped the onslaught of darkness I had been about to liberate.
That was because Edius had kissed me.
He was still kissing me.
But if ever there was a one-sided kiss—
The brawny Spirite’s mouth may have been designed for tempting humans, but there was nothing tempting about it. I tightened my lips against him, unwilling to let him beguile me, ready to bite off his tongue should it force its way inside.
“She has zero fondness for me, Charm,” he said out of the corner of his mouth with the rest of it yet on mine. “This is going to be damn near impossible.”
“Then grow some fondness, you amateur! I only have half a hex formed, and if you screw this up and she evades us again, Master Ascian will castrate you!”
My back was chilled from Charmagne’s leeching, to the point where it felt like frostbite.
“We will filet her, rip her, bite her, tear her! We will curse the ground she walks on until the earth swallows her whole!”
The echoes were manifested in our realm, thickening the darkness around us.
“EXITI—”
“Ah, ah, ah.” Edius took my mouth in his oversized hand, clamping my jaw and lips in place, and flared his ruby eyes even brighter. “That an invocation of some kind? Don’t fight me, Merrín. I’m not that bad of a guy.”
“Ha! This is just pathetic,” said Charmagne. “Woo her, you imbecile! Treat her like anyone else we’ve taken!”
Side note—it was incredibly weird to hear Windley’s voice talking so bitchily. Speaking of voice:
Though Edius had put a stop to mine, he couldn’t stop the power flurrying inside my depths. With a sharp exhale through my nose, I willed the darkness around us to rise and swirl.
“Shhh.” Edius rubbed his other hand over my chest as if trying to stimulate my heart. “You like other humans, right?”
An attempt to find common ground? A laughable one. There was nothing common about us.
“In that case, you should know, I didn’t really kill those two humans. The ones I used to impersonate Windalloy. I just implied that to keep you in line. I mean, I drained them, but I left them alive… barely. Same with the ones from today. I try to leave ‘em alive if I can help it.”
“Are you serious?” said Charmagne. “I didn’t know that. Oh, how pitiful, Eddy!”
That didn’t make him a saint.
The darkness was continuing to build, and my breaths were becoming shorter. And while Edius’s red eyes were distracting, I was sure I could pull away enough to send out a wave of echoes. I just had to concentrate on the dark of my soul. Just a little bit more—
“I told you you’re pretty cute for a human, didn’t I? I wouldn’t mind making you mine.” A helping of unwelcome tingles pressed into my chest from his warm palm. “I can guarantee my power’s stronger than your boyfriend’s.”
I told him what I thought of that through eyes like slits.
“What? He’s okay and I’m not? Why? Because he told you some tragic backstory? A reason for all the evil he’s done? Please. Charmagne’s given me the lowdown. A paragon of virtue, he is not.” Edius leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You seem the type to like broken boys. That true?”
I wouldn’t indulge him.
“Well, 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? Or have you made the lot of us out to be lowlifes? Does that make it easier on you?”
Charmagne said it best. They were masters of deception.
Yet there was something honest about the way he said it, something vulnerable hidden behind his deep voice…
NO. I was not just the sort to like ‘broken boys.’ That was his power getting into my head.
“What if I took you for myself right now? Just swooped you up and stole you away. Took you to some dark cave so that we could get to know each other a little better. Shielded you from the rest of them. Bet you’d feel pretty small in my arms. I can picture it. Can you?”
I could. But not of my own volition.
And despite my efforts to focus on conjuring darkness, I couldn’t help wondering: was he telling the truth? That he was doing this all under duress? Were each of Ascian’s lackeys a victim in some way?
No, as I said before, some of them were villains.
“Oh, what do we have here?” hooted Edius. “An iota of fondness? Just a smidge? That’s all it takes, darlin’.”
“Good. Try finishing the hex. See if you can get in,” ordered Charmagne.
“Geez. You can’t do anything yourself, can you?” said Edius.
If I wanted to delight in the insult against lovely Charmagne, I couldn’t. Edius’s cherry eyes were more dangerous now that he had humanized himself, and they prevented me from focusing enough to unbridle the darkness waiting impatiently around us. To make matters worse, one of his hands was still keeping me from uttering the one name that could make all of this go away.
Did you know? Words aren’t just air pushed over the tongue.
It wasn’t enough to merely think Exitium’s name or hum it deep down in my throat. I needed to be a conduit for it, to give it life, to bring it from idea to reality. I needed my mouth.
So I concentrated on the feel of Edius’s hand against my lips and pretended it was Windley’s.
“Oh. Interesting.” Edius narrowed his already narrow eyes. “But I know that fondness wasn’t meant for me. You can’t force it. Not that it didn’t feel nice. Keep it coming if you want.” Over my shoulder, he said: “She’s trying to seduce me or something. Cute, huh? Anyway, I’m getting in, little by little. Should only take a few more minutes.”
Damn it! I should have known to leave the seducing to the experts.
A sticky situation, to be sure. Windley and Rafe were being protected—nay, held captive—by Soleil in the sun realm. Charmagne had my arms wrenched behind my back and was depleting me of energy as fast as she could drink it. And once Edius finished his hex, Ascian would be able to draw from the power stored in the Nemophile’s Crown.
Since the start of this all, the echoes had always been an easy way out. So much so that I had begun to feel untouchable. But if we took a step back, I had little to no combat training, my muscles were piddly compared to Edius’s, and I was without physical weapon. Without the echoes, I was quite weak for a human.
But while I had overestimated my own strength; I had underestimated the strength of someone else.
“STOP! Windalloy will be mad if you do that!”
Out of nowhere, someone pushed into us from the side. And that someone was a hell of a lot stronger than they looked. The ‘male’ Exitium had sensed? It wasn’t Ascian.
“Pip!” shrieked Charmagne. “What are you doing?!”
“Windalloy won’t come for her if she’s broken! You need to stop until we have him back! Where is he?!”
While Pip’s tackle was enough to free me from Charmagne’s grip, it was not enough to free me from Edius’s. He lifted me from the ground and spun me around, all while keeping his hand clamped over my mouth.
Unfortunately for him, he wasn’t able to do so without breaking eye contact.
Free of his spell, I sent the echoes flying out from me in all directions. It wasn’t Exitium’s power, but it was the same power that had felled the blood stags and wounded Ascian the first time. Exitium may have been capable of taking down goddesses, but the rest of the echoes would do just fine against mortal flesh.
For Windley’s sake I directed my attack away from Pip, sending the majority of the dark realm’s energy at my real target—a despicable creature halfway transformed between Windley and Charmagne and with all her snide glory.
The sadistic Spirite leapt and rolled to avoid the attack, sending up a flurry of sand to intermingle with the shadows I had just assailed her with.
But I got her. In the aftermath, she staggered to the ground, holding herself.
Unfortunately, she wasn’t my only victim.
Like a crack of thunder, an upset voice cut through the beach: “You… you hurt me!”
Though I hadn’t meant for it to happen, Pip had gotten caught in the outskirts of the echoes, and his arm was black and scabbed where it had met with my power.
“You’re a bad guy! You hurt me!” shouted Pip, stumbling away from me and Edius, who still had my mouth in his hand.
“Oh shit,” Edius muttered from behind me. “C-calm down, Pip. It was an accident. She wasn’t aiming for you.”
“SHE HURT ME, EDDY!”
“She did, Pip!” Charmagne incited from the ground, clutching her abdomen. “You know what we do to people who hurt us?”
“Oh no. Not again,” groaned Edius. “Heya Pip? Remember how sad you were after you executed all those soldiers? You don’t want to feel that way again, do you?”
…
Executed all those soldiers?
…
“She deserves it, Pip! Look what she did to me! And she took Windalloy from you, remember?”
“Knock it off, Charm! We don’t need another bloodbath! That was so senseless last time! Letting him demolish—what, forty humans? Not to mention all those deer!”
The way he said it…
It almost sounded like…
The fiend who had slaughtered Beau’s cavalry…
Was Pip?
Well, that complicated things.




Chapter 23
The Boy and the Beast
“Kill her, Pip! Then you can have Windalloy back!”
“Shut up, Charm. Goddess you’re the worst. Don’t you realize that Master Ascian will be here soon? He’ll have our heads if Pip goes haywire before he gets to taste the Nemophilist. Pip, STOP. Keep that creature of yours sleepin’!”
Again with the creature? What creature?!
Windley had said Pip wasn’t normal. He was an ‘early bloomer,’ ‘incredibly powerful,’ the ‘strongest’ of them.
“Listen, Merrín.” Edius’s voice was in my ear. “If Pip unleashes that thing inside him, we’ll all be in danger. I need to let go of your mouth so you can apologize to Pip. But if I do it, you need to promise not to kill me with your smog, mkay? I’m not dying for this shit.”
Charmagne was still yonder, crouched in the sand and egging Pip on, while the round-faced boy was standing unusually tense, fists clenched and entire body shaking with what looked to be white-hot rage.
“Do I have your word?” said Edius.
I nodded.
“And are you a queen of your word?” said Edius.
I nodded.
Edius released the loudest, most indisposed sigh. “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. BUT since that didn’t happen, I’m just going to have to trust you, aren’t I?”
Wondering who the ‘she’ was he had referred to, I nodded for the third and final time. Edius slowly released my face, doing so as if he were signing his own death contract.
“What are you doing, you imbecile?!” bansheed Charmagne.
Edius didn’t offer the courtesy of a response as he took my shoulders forcefully. “Don’t make me snap your neck, darlin’. Would be a shame.”
I made efforts to shrug him away.
“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Pip!” I called to the raging boy. “It was an accident, and I’m sorry! You need to stop whatever it is you’re doing, though! Windley, er, Windalloy wouldn’t approve of this! He wants us to be friends!”
Pip didn’t ease up. “You’re a baddie! You hurt me before and you hurt me now! You probably hurt Windalloy too! That’s why he isn’t here!”
“No! I would never hurt Windley, I love Windley. You said I’m his anam cara, right?”
“Anam cara?” Charmagne let out a snide laugh. “Oh come on, Pipsqueak! You’re old enough not to believe in that crap anymore. It’s obvious she’s lying! She’s trying to trick you like she tricked Windalloy!”
Charmagne’s influence was snaky, and Pip wasn’t showing signs of stopping. I needed to try my hand elsewhere.
“Soleil! If you must keep Rafe, then at least release Windley so that he can help me diffuse this situation!” I shouted it to the heavens and was responded nothing. “Come on, Soleil! You’re causing more harm than good! I told you I would take your child if Beau won’t? Well, if I am defeated here then so is the safety net of my queendom!”
“Aw man. She’s crazy,” said Edius, to himself presumably. “Why are the cute ones always crazy?”
“What a lunatic! See, Pip? She’s rabid! End her before she ends us!” spat Charmagne.
I’m sure I looked that way too. With my hair messed from a night of passion and my clothes blown from a day of conflict. With my cheeks dirtied and my feet bare in the sand.
It seemed I had no choice but to call upon Exitium to put an end to whatever Pip was conjuring.
And Windley would likely never forgive me for it.
“EXITI—”
But I was interrupted by a person being thrown from the sea.
Yes, you heard that right. A person was thrown out of the sea.
“Wait, lion queen!”
Please, take a moment to swoon with me, captive ones. I know you can’t actually hear his voice, but you can imagine it, right? All the things that make it so great?
In that moment, the sound of it stopped my heart.
Like an angel backed by the sun, Windley had appeared ankle-deep in the shore, dripping with saltwater and adorned with bits of sinewy seaweed.
I wiggled out of Edius’s clutch and ran to him because I couldn’t stand not to, tackling him with my most ferocious hug, though there was chaos on the beach behind us.
“Thank goddess. She finally let you go.”
“Because I promised to stab Queen Beau through the stomach if she wouldn’t. Sorry about that. You know I would never.”
An easy way to get smote.
“You have no idea how good it is to see you,” I said.
“I expect it feels about how I’m feeling.” Beads of water ran down his fine, fine face. “This isn’t ideal, though,” he said, looking down at his wet body.
Sometimes it’s nice to get frosting wet.
Sorry. Focus, Merrin.
“Where’s Ascian?” Windley made haste to scan the beach.
“Not here yet,” I said.
“Good.” He pushed me behind himself, then to the others called: “Wow, the whole gang’s here, eh? And Charm? Looks like Merrin got you pretty good.”
Lo, she was hugging herself and breathing hard.
“Perfect!” she sang. “Now Pip can exterminate both of you at once—you and your chubby pet!”
Windley ignored her, directing his attention to the boy in question: “What’s wrong with him?” he said, voice low.
The whole of Pip’s body was tensed and quivering, as if he was about to birth indignation.
“I don’t know. I accidentally hit him with the echoes, and it set him off. He thinks I’m a bad guy. Is there a… a monster inside him or something?”
If there was, it was apparent Windley knew nothing about it.
“A monster?” he said, brow cocked.
“Yeah, Edius said it was Pip who took out the cavalry. Or rather, he implied it.”
“Psh. That brute? Don’t believe anything he says. Pip may be strong, but he isn’t dangerous. I’ll go try to pacify him. Mind taking out your echoes for a little shadow dance with the other two?”
“Be careful, Wind. A lot can change in eight years. Edius released me knowing what I’m capable of. Meaning he’s more fearful of Pip than he is of me.”
“I’m always careful,” he said with a rascal’s wink. Then he drew his hatchets and edged up to Pip.
Meanwhile, Edius was watching me from a distance with folded arms, wondering whether or not I would keep my promise not to harm him.
I was a queen of my word.
The only thing I hit him with was a nod as I walked past to where Charmagne was kneeling in the sand, now fully transformed back to her slender, feminine self.
How could such a lovely thing be so snitty inside?
“So kind of you to kneel for a queen,” I told her, towering over her with more regality than I had displayed in weeks—maybe ever.
“If you expect me to beg for my life, you’re even more stupid than I thought,” said Charmagne.
“I don’t expect that at all.” I reached my hand out and placed it over her rose gold head.
“Ex—” But my voice was caught in my throat.
For all the times I had called upon Exitium’s power, I had never intentionally murdered a person face-to-face, and certainly not one unable to defend themselves.
“She has no merit!” screamed the echoes.
“Unleash your bloodlust, Merrin,” persuaded Exitium.
“No merit! No merit! The beastling has no merit!”
Even Charmagne herself was rolling her eyes as if to aggravate me into doing it.
I told you before, I would take many, many more lives before I would ever return home, and that’s still true. Though they may not be the lives you assume them to be.
Bear with me.
“Are you serious?” scoffed Charmagne. “You’re too weak to go through with it?”
“I will kill in defense, but I will not kill a defenseless person,” I said. “You are no longer a threat to me.”
“I will be.”
“I will wait to take your life until then.”
But as I turned from her to go help Windley, the white-clad girl shot up from the ground using the last of her adrenaline and shoved me into a cluster of nearby trees.
Edius took a step toward us, but ultimately decided not to interfere. Windley wasn’t so reserved.
“Watch it, Charm! You’re playing with fire!”
“Little sugarplum’s too pious to knock a girl while she’s down. Why don’t I make it easier for her?” Then, in an effort to recover some of her lost stamina, Charmagne pressed her mouth to mine.
It was a funny thing, to be kissed by a girl.
Her lips were softer, her skin too, than any knight’s. And she was wrapped in her own whirlpool of perfume to let you know when you’d gotten too close. Her pointed nail stroked from the center of my neck to the bottom of my chin, as if asserting some amount of dominance.
She held none.
One of Windley’s hatchets split the tree above our heads, cutting her off from however much life force she had intended to draw.
“The next will not miss,” he scathed.
“I think this one may like girls,” she called as she clutched her wound and sank to the ground against the tree’s bark, dirtying her white apparel. “Pretty uncommon for the northland.”
I questioned then how Charmagne knew so much about the north. She had picked up on my royal status during our first encounter in the wood. And she wasn’t wrong—it was uncommon, though not unheard of, for women to court other women in the north.
There’s a good reason for how she knew these things, but we likely won’t get to that until next time.
“Don’t worry, cupcake. It isn’t uncommon down here. You’re free to become mine once you grow bored of Windalloy,” she huffed.
But Charmagne wouldn’t want me for anything Windley would.
“Lay your mouth upon me again and you will not be spared, cupcake,” I told her.
I gladly left her to help Windley, who was, from the looks of it, still trying desperately to get Pip’s attention, but the boy was lost in a sort of white-knuckled trance, staring stone straight through Windley and muttering intangibles.
“Something’s wrong with him,” said Windley, giving him a shake. “He isn’t hearing me. Pip? Pipsqueak! It’s Windalloy. What did they do to you? Snap out of it!”
“Edius!” I called to the quiet observer among us. “What’s wrong with him? You suggested there may be some thing inside of him, didn’t you?”
“I’d like to keep my distance, thanks,” said Edius, arms folded.
“Edius.”
“Ugh. Fine. Apparently, a few years ago he hexed some creature he shouldn’t have. Something the rest of us wouldn’t be able to. The kid’s kind of a freak, you know. Extra strong. Whatever it was, only Ascian knows, but now Pip can use its power. Never seen anything like it. He killed a whole army of people just the other week. Those, uh, weren’t your soldiers, were they?”
“Killed them how?” said Windley.
“Dunno. They sort of boil from the inside. Well, I mean after the spider gets them.”
“The spider?” Windley and I said in unison.
“Well, not really a spider because it’s got a few extra legs. No clue what it is. This massive drippy thing that comes out of his mouth and goes berserk. Something from a nightmare. Scary as hell.”
“And you left me alone in a room with him?!”
“Aw, he doesn’t do it that much—only when someone really affronts him, ya know? Like with those soldiers. They tried to stop us from reaching the forest. And just now, I mean, you did hurt him. He wouldn’t just do it on his own. He has to be triggered.”
“Well, if he got it through a hex, then we just need to get him to drop the hex and it will stop whatever this is,” said Windley.
“Yeah, good luck. Tried that many times,” said Edius. “It seems to have attached itself to him permanently. Taking off his ring does jack too. My advice is to put an end to him before it happens. I mean, I like the kid, but he’s a hazard. He took down all of Abardo on his own. You get how taxing that would be for a normal Spirite, don’t you?”
On his OWN?
So Ascian didn’t have an army of underlings as Windley had suspected. Simply, Pip harbored a monster in his soul.
I knew the feeling.
“Merrín might be the only one strong enough to take him down,” said Edius, “being the Nemophilist and all.”
Windley frowned at me. “You told him?”
Though he had little room to talk, being that he had told Flora the same thing without my permission.
“Exitium told him,” I said.
Edius raised a thick eyebrow. “Who?”
“Never mind. If we cannot stop it, then we must flee from it, right Windley?”
Arms folded, Edius kicked at the sand. “If that’s your plan, I suggest heading north. Master should be coming from the south.”
I knew better than to trust advice given by one of the lackeys. Yet I was starting to build a strong suspicion that Edius wasn’t just another lackey.
I sized him up. “Why are you telling us this? Only moments ago you were restraining me.”
Edius gave a broad-shouldered shrug. “Dunno. 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.”
Whatever the goal, I believed the tone of him.
He looked away with dryness. “That doesn’t make us allies. You should know I might not be so nice next time.”
“Fair. Come on, Wind.”
But Windley wasn’t so ready to give up. It was a trifle heartbreaking, the way he was pleading with the unresponsive boy. All of that guilt over leaving his friend the first time, added to the guilt of having to do it again…
I put a hand to his shoulder. “I cannot imagine how hard this must be, but let’s leave him until he’s in his right mind. I promise we’ll come back for him. We just need to get Rafe out of the sun realm and regroup first.”
But my touch of comfort had an adverse effect on the person in our midst who was most unstable.
“Don’t touch, Windalloy!” And as Pip opened his mouth, I saw the pointy tip of what looked to be a leg—a giant spider’s leg, black, sharp and with fine hairs sprouting out of it.
“Holy shit!” cursed Windley, leaping back and taking me with him. “Is that a wraith?”
Charmagne subjected us all to her wicked cackle. “You’re too late, bozos! Get them, Pip! Squash the royal and take Windley back!”
Now, I probably should have mentioned sooner that along the south side of the beach, there was an unassuming thicket—a dense place shrouded by the grizzled sort of plants able to survive amidst salt, wind and sand. The reason I didn’t mention the grove sooner is because, unassuming as it was, I only noticed it after a voice came booming from its direction.
And that voice?
“ENOUGH,” it ordered, loud over the wavy dunes.
And to make matters exceptionally worse—
Thwack!
It was accompanied by a snapping sound I had heard only once before.
Windley, on the other hand, had been unfortunate enough to have heard the sound many times before, felt its stinging anger on his back, and because he knew the sound well, instinct told him to duck and brace for cruel impact.
But the whip wasn’t meant for Windley; it was meant for Pip. The three-tailed punishing mechanism smacked into the boy, throwing him to the ground and stopping the beast that had been about to emerge.
After, the whip’s bearer stood dangerously near, the bottom of his whip coiled at his feet like a snake.
At the sight of his lavender eyes, something in me changed.




Chapter 24
The Things That Fell
“Merrin, stop!”
That was Windley’s voice, but I couldn’t see him through the blackness welling up behind my eyes. Dense, oily shadow had come to fill my airways, and the hands that had always rocked me like a lover were now stretching my mouth wide to release choking darkness. I was being overtaken by dark forces I could no longer control.
But how, captive ones, how had it come to be this way?
For the first time in the daylight, I laid eyes upon the oppressor responsible for Windley’s dark, forgotten past and the lacerations painted into his skin—the ugliness he hid.
It was nothing compared to the ugliness before me.
Standing there with his whip dangled lazily, beside troubled Pip whose face was already starting to smart, Ascian wore the vilest smile, dripping of contempt and self-assuredness, with posture puffed like a cock. As he took down his hood, he did so as if offering a gift to the world, one the rest of us should be so lucky to receive.
Yes, he was handsome and looked young for the age he should be. I could tell you about the shape of his face or the feel of his eyes or the fit of his body, but I refuse to dignify him with compliments about his appearance.
For Windley’s sake, I hope you’ll think of him only as a man with lavender eyes.
“What fun you’ve all gotten into,” he said to his flock. “And Edius, I see you’re no help to your brother and sister. Have you forgotten it isn’t you who will be punished?”
Edius let out a laborious exhale. “Sorry, darlin’.” Then he grabbed a helping of my hair and pulled me to himself.
Windley didn’t react but to scowl, body frozen, like last time, by the arid chill of fear and loathing.
And I? Well, we’ll get to me in a moment.
When Ascian saw Charmagne wounded on the ground, he stepped to her and lifted her by her arm—the way a toddler might lift a ragdoll—and steadied her by the throat. “Heal yourself, girl. Then clean up. The look of you disgusts me.”
With that, he landed his mouth to hers.
Just so we’re clear, the entire coven seemed to be into forcibly kissing others.
With Ascian’s mouth to hers, Charmagne began to heal. You see, Ascian had hexed many people over a long period of time, and while I didn’t know it at the time, one of those beings contained sweet breath capable of healing magical ailments. The reason I know now is because I would encounter one of them later in my travels.
This is how Charmagne’s blackened wound came to fade and how strength returned to her feet.
She bounced back with vigor.
“I was trying to use Pip’s creature to—”
“To put an end to the greatest tap of power to have ever crossed our paths?” Ascian cut her off, softer than soft. “Why, brainless girl, would you want to do that?”
Charmagne had no answer, for the tone in Ascian’s voice was unnervingly calm, as though the wrong answer could be a deadly one.
Besides, at that last part, Ascian had turned his attention to Windley, who was using his body and remaining hatchet to separate Ascian from Edius and me.
He was so brave. Even with such fear and pain engrained in him, he was brave.
If only I was a damsel in need of saving—for while Edius may have had a handful of my hair, he had left my mouth conveniently uncovered, and I suspected it was on purpose.
I noted so to myself, but the thought was small, as were all of my thoughts since Ascian had entered the beach. His arrival was a catalyst, turning the world small and distant, but for my own darkness-stained soul, where I had a creature of my own clawing to be released.
Its name was destruction, and it had been birthed by Exitium, fostered by the echoes, and nurtured by my own hatred. The darkness inside me, which Beau’s family had so diligently tamed for generations, was fed and fat because I had given it a target, and while I had been using its power for my own selfish reasons, it had been growing, side-by-side with my own bloodlust.
Now, on the wind-kissed beach, the entire world seemed at a great distance, and I was alone on a precipice overlooking expanses of netherworldly hands reaching up from some place below.
I abhorred Ascian for what he had done to Windley, to Pip, to the innocents of Abardo. Wild repugnance became me as I focused my deepest, darkest stare into those lavender eyes stretching worlds away.
I hated him.
I loathed him.
And I would be the one to end him.
“Awaken to your true self, Merrin. Speak my name and let us harrow the world.”
This time, Exitium’s slithering voice, neither male nor female and more defined than the rest, wasn’t tempting. It was inevitable.
Isn’t it funny how a thing like love can be disfigured into something so great and terrible?
I had never wanted to end the world or to cause destruction, but at the sight of Ascian, my desires became corrupted—like the only way to aptly punish him for his wrongdoings was to punish the rest of creation as well—as though the only way to win against evil was to terminate all of its possible vessels.
Little did I know, this is exactly what Exitium had been waiting for.
I was no longer an of-the-people for-the-people type. I was vengeance incarnate.
And on the edges of losing myself to molten feelings of wrath and ruin, I managed one last conscious thought:
“If you’re going to use me, Exitium, then at least tell me what you are first. I want to know. What are you?”
My whisper reverberated over the expanses of reaching hands, and from the dark edges of my soul, I finally received an answer to the mystery I had been wondering since I first spoke the dark thing’s name.
Exitium breathed into me the secret it had burrowed, and I repeated it, giving form to it and life:
“Exitium… you’re a goddess?”
The fourth goddess. The one from Windley’s lore. A goddess to end things.
“Angels are not the only things that may fall.”
This was the last I heard of the goddess Exitium before the echoes opened my throat and came spilling out of me with enough odium to end the world.
“The lavender-eyed man has no merit! Let us scorch him! Let us pierce his eyes! We will tear it apart. We will rip it asunder. We will devastate all who walk and crawl. Filth of the earth. We hate them. Let them burn. Dry them out. Kill them. Kill them. KILL THEM!”
“EXITIUM!” The fallen goddess pushed its way up my throat, carried by the echoes of her fallen devotees.
…
…
…
“Merrin, stop!”
That was Windley’s voice, but I couldn’t feel him through the shadow that was slipped over my skin like a glove.
“Great. Looks like I bet on the wrong horse, again.”
And that was Edius, sounding disgruntled.
Lastly—
“Your Majesty!”
Rafe! Either it was him or someone who sounded very much like him. Had Soleil finally let him free?
I would later come to find what a hefty deal of bartering that had taken on his end.
This is where things went black, for Exitium had devoured my soul.
From here, I need to rely on Windley’s account of things, though I’ll do my best to flair it up a bit, as Windley doesn’t make for the most detailed storyteller.
A sharp jet of shadow came surging from my stare into Ascian’s, turning his lavender eyes black and dead. He let out a cry—which Windley called a coward’s wail—and fumbled to conjure any one of the many magics he had stolen over the years. Blindly, he produced a gale of poison wind that Windley and the others avoided by falling to the ground. Next, he tried sending thorned spikes up from the ground around the beach but managed only to fell the tree where Windley’s hatchet was still stuck. Ascian’s last, and most effective trick, was to summon the spider-like monster hiding under Pip’s skin, but even that did not see fruition, for soon after one full leg emerged from Pip’s mouth, the lavender-eyed man would begin to crack and disintegrate into dust, the pores in his face popping with flecks of shadow, each painful, each evoking more cowardly yells.
I’m sorry I missed it, really.
An end too quick for a person responsible for so much heinousness, you may be disappointed to hear that Ascian’s destruction was over in a few blinks, and Windley would never have his grand showdown with the man who had taken so much from him. Sometimes, justice acts on its own terms.
And as it would turn out, Ascian was not our greatest foe. Not by a longshot.
It didn’t end there. The power releasing out of me at rapid pace stained the beach black as a funnel of shadow began to manifest over my open mouth. This was the goddess Exitium gathering all of her fallen followers into a cyclone that would erupt and destroy the world.
That part I knew on my own, for we had become one.
“Lion queen! You need to contain it!” Windley yelled at me, frantic, though I could not hear him. “Argh! Rafe, tell your goddess-damned… goddess to send us some help! What was the point of you giving her your seed if she won’t keep up her end of the deal? I say once her child is born we throw it to the wolves!”
“Soleil!” Rafe held his sword to the sun like a mighty knight. “Lend us your aid!”
I heard none of this, nor did I see Charmagne fallen over the ashes of her longtime oppressor. Nor did I see Edius trying to talk Pip down from releasing the creature inside him while dodging sharp thrusts from the hairy leg protruding out of Pip’s boyish mouth that was extended far wider than is natural for a mouth.
I heard nothing, felt nothing, saw nothing…
Before we continue, captive ones, I feel the need to refresh your memory around two important versions of the same important fable. And no, it isn’t the tale of the otter and the crane.
If you require no reminder, feel free to skip ahead.
There was a tale Mother Poppy recited for me:
‘Before the time of the Clearing, when the moon traveled slower and the wind howled colder, not one but two crowns were lost with ears turned deaf to the cry of the wood. And before the time of the Clearing, when the stars twinkled bolder and the night stretched longer, not one but two crowns were found with ears turned flush to the song of the wood.’
And another told by Windley:
‘Long ago, when the moon ruled both night and day, the heavens dropped a crown to the world below. Falling on sharp rocks, the crown shattered into two halves. One was lost to the sea, the other to the forest. A simple girl picked up the forest crown and learned the language of the trees, but it was only half the words. She heard only half the truth and made a mistake, ordering hunters to burn the wood. As punishment, the heavens removed her crown. Eventually, the girl came upon the other half of crown, washed upon the shore. She took it and learned the other half of the words. She realized her mistake, for she was not to burn the forest but to protect it. She repented, and the heavens restored her crown. From that day on, she heard all the words and was a protector of the wood.’
Have you committed them to heart?
Good. Let’s continue.
Within that nothingness that was ultimate wrath, I heard nothing, felt nothing, saw nothing…
Until there was something. A small, small something.
“M…in.”
It was soft.
“Me…in.”
It was tender.
“Merrin! Can you hear me?”
It was warm.
Through the bleakest shadow, something warm found me. A light-like voice, soft and fluttery, like the feel of feathers upon skin. Whatever was unfolding beyond the reaches of this dark place, inside it I was happy not to be alone.
Only one thing can be seen in the thickest, deepest darkness. Do you know what it is?
“Who are you?” I pressed my intention into the unseen thing and the unseen thing responded tenfold:
“You can finally hear me? At last! Listen to me quickly and closely, little royal. You must put an end to this! I cannot stand to see the world fall to ruin again!”
Put an end to it? But it was too late. I wasn’t strong enough to keep my bloodlust from awakening. I had lost control of it. Now there was no stopping it.
Even without forming these fears, the unseen thing responded. “I know, Merrin. I have seen your journey and struggle. Do not shy your heart. Time is not lost though it will soon be.”
“Then tell me,” I pressed, voice small in the dark. “How do I stop it? It feels like I am its will now and not the other way around.”
“The one you released is the destroyer, and the only way to keep from unleashing the destroyer’s power is to cast her from your soul. Abandon her to the wastes of the world. Do it quickly!”
But if I did that, the echoes would just find a new royal to attach to, wouldn’t they?
“It is as you assume, but fear not, little royal; doing so shall garner us time to use the Crown for its true purpose.”
That didn’t make sense. The echoes and Exitium were tied to the Nemophile’s Crown, weren’t they? Didn’t casting one aside mean to cast out the other as well?
“There are two halves to the Nemophile’s Crown, gifted to this world. The destroyer’s half followed you from the red wood, watching you from dark corners and shadows while you slept. Meanwhile, my half was resting eons in the green wood, waiting for royal feet to cross the soil. The destroyer attached to you only after I did, to keep you from hearing my voice, for I am the only one that may use the Crown for its true purpose.”
“What purpose?”
“To banish the destroyer to the end of days. Destruction will always come, but it comes too soon, and the destroyer is not yet meant for this world. Together you and I will send her to where she needs to go.”
Yet if I had learned anything, it was not to trust disembodied voices appearing in my head.
“Your fears are understood, but they are not warranted. For I am a being who seeks to bring neither pain nor destruction. My name is Vita, and I have been resting since the last creation.”
I had heard that name once before from the mouth of a conjurer whose people knew more about the celestial than my own. If Exitium was the goddess to end things, then Vita was the one to begin them. The giver of life.
Another goddess. And so far, goddesses had only brought me grief.
“With the destroyer lost from your soul, my power will shine in you. Together, we will build mountains and springs. Together, we will rid this world of chaos and ruin. Join with me, Merrin. I have watched you and come to know that you will be the one to use the Crown for its true purpose.”
Whatever the implications, it sounded like a fine alternative to never seeing Windley, Beau and Albie again.
“Very well. How do I cast Exitium and the echoes out?”
“Feel it in the marrow of your bones and the sinew of your muscle. Desire it most, and it shall be.”
It is hard to explain how exactly I followed these directions. I suppose it’s like imagining a color you’ve never seen before.
I followed Vita’s instruction, willing with every fragment of my fragmented soul that Exitium be expelled from me.
Do you know it, captive ones, the answer to my question?
What can be seen in the thickest, deepest darkness?
Light.
Light engulfed me, filled me with purpose, showing me the warm, intricate adoration of a creator.
For the first time in a long time, my soul was healthy.
But the beach as I had left it was far from.




Chapter 25
Until We Meet Again
Wow, captive ones. Quite a journey, hasn’t it been? And we’re only halfway there. Are you worried about the others? Beau… Albie… Flora and her face that looks like mine for a reason you don’t yet know? Don’t be. I haven’t forgotten them, and this story is far from over.
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 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?
Well, that seems a suitable place to stop for now, captive ones. I’m proud to see you’ve made it through the sticky parts, and I hope I haven’t embarrassed you with the swoony ones. I did warn you upfront—over-sharer.
But it’s helpful to have you along for this ride. It gives me a reason to put it all into words. And some of these moments are ones I’m quite fond of.
I’m sure to be leaving you with unanswered questions, but fear not, it will all come together in due time.
Until we meet again,
Xoxo, Merrin
A Crown of Reveries: END














Thank you for reading A Crown of Reveries!
If you liked this book, please write a review and tell a friend! If you enjoyed the style of this book, you may also enjoy The Eternity Duet, Lightborne, or Heart of Farellah, also by Brindi Quinn!
Continue the story in A Crown of Felling – coming 2021!
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