
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Books by Anela Deen 
 
      
 
    Fantasy 
 
    A Ransom of Flames 
 
    Beneath Cruel Fathoms (The Bitter Sea Trilogy #1) 
 
      
 
    Night Latch (The Locksmith Duology #1) 
 
      
 
    Science-Fiction 
 
    Deviation: A Short Story 
 
    Insurrection: The Complete Omnibus 
 
    Failsafe 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Published by Fine Fables Press 2021 
 
    Minneapolis, MN 
 
    Copyright © 2021 Anela Deen 
 
      
 
    Cover art by Jenny Zemanek 
 
    www.jennyzemanek.com 
 
      
 
    AmidTheImaginary.WordPress.com 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Table of Contents 
 
    Title Page 
 
    Copyright 
 
    Dedication 
 
      
 
    Part One: A Veil is Parted 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Part Two: When Day Fades into Night 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Part Three: Through a Valley of White Mist 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Author’s Note 
 
    About the Author 
 
    

  

 
   
    For those we lost 
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    [image: ]

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
    Simith washed the blood from his sword while dusk scoured the light from the sky. 
 
    It was quiet here on the muddy bank and the stream made no sound when he sank his blade point into its depths. He palmed chilly water over the smeared length, watching it tunnel down the crystal blade to cloud the stream a murky violet. Troll blood was oddly beautiful. If the sky was a bit darker, he could imagine iris petals coated his sword instead of death. 
 
    Beyond the gnarled hedgerow that grew at his back, camp celebrations continued. Knights and Helms alike rejoiced the latest victory, as yet unaware of the silence he’d left behind in the prisoners’ tent. Traces of song wove its way to him through the thorns, half-heard and dreamlike while he bathed his blade with stained hands. 
 
    Pixies had no ballads for war, victorious or otherwise, but the fairies had plenty to share. A century of conflict with the trolls had supplied ample inspiration for the long-lived creatures. His own kind had joined the fighting a mere ten years past, but given enough time, perhaps pixies too would put to verse the rending of flesh and hope that took place on the battlefield. 
 
    Simith’s hand stilled beneath the water. The cold stream numbed his fingers, a chill that traveled from his arm all the way to the gauzy wings hanging down his back. No, it wouldn’t come to that. He’d made a promise and he would see it through. 
 
    Footsteps squished in the mud, a determined clip alerting him to the approach of a Helm. Sooner than expected. He’d hoped to have a bit more time to settle back into his skin before once more playing the ruthless knight for his fairy commanders. Not that there was much difference between the pretense and the reality aside from personal scorn. More’s the pity. 
 
    The footsteps halted behind him. “Cleaning your own weaponry is beneath your rank, Knight Simith.” 
 
    Helm Firo. Of course. The commander of the vanguard seemed to watch him with an unsettling amount of focus lately, as though he could smell the change in him. 
 
    “I don’t mind the task,” Simith answered. 
 
    “Meaning you still haven’t found a squire willing to serve you.” 
 
    He didn’t reply. The other pixies of the fairy legion admired Simith’s battle prowess. They heeded his direction on the battlefield, but none sought his friendship. 
 
    He bore them no grudge. Simith knew their reasons. He knew what he was. 
 
    Firo moved to stand alongside him where he crouched by the stream. Simith watched him out of the corner of his eye. Much depended on how well he directed this conversation. He’d kept himself filthy, his light-brown hair stiff with dried sweat, his face dirty. He still wore his mud-spattered boots and blood-speckled leathers. He hadn’t even removed the bandolier of knives from his shoulders. This was his only chance. Presenting the appearance of an unraveling knight was vital for his purposes. He’d need to act the part as well. 
 
    After what he’d done, precious little of that would be feigned. 
 
    Firo himself had changed out of his gear. He’d dressed in the typical dove-colored tunics fairy kind favored, his pale hair washed and tidy. His conduit hung on a gold chain against his chest, a polished sapphire the size of a robin’s egg nesting in a bright, silver setting. Simith bit his lip to keep it from curling. Fairies adored displaying the pretty stones through which they funneled their magic, lest anyone forget their greater power. No other creature in the Realm paraded their conduits with as much vanity, a conceit they’d undoubtedly learned from their cousin race, the Fae. If Simith hadn’t once seen a troll’s arm burst into ash when trying to tear the conduit off a fairy, he’d have been tempted to snap that chain and throw Firo’s shiny gem into the mud. 
 
    “Shall we discuss what you’ve done, or do you wish to begin with denial?” Firo gazed at the sky. “I warn you not to annoy me. You’ve interrupted my supper with this nonsense.” 
 
    Simith let a smile cut across his mouth. “Are you here to scold me?” 
 
    “Those prisoners were meant for interrogation.” 
 
    “They were meant for the dawn,” he snorted. “Decorative new stonework for the Triad’s gardens.” 
 
    Firo looked at him. That remark held too much honest disdain for the Thistle Court’s three ruling fairy houses. Simith needed to be cleverer than this or tonight’s horrors would serve no greater good. And they must. 
 
    “I’ve warned you not to annoy me,” Firo said softly. 
 
    Simith dipped his head. “Your pardon, my Helm. I am not myself just now.” 
 
    “That must be so for you to blithely destroy information critical to advancing our campaign against the troll king. The Triad has always enjoyed your enthusiasm, but in recent months I’ve noticed your hunger for victory waning.” He crouched beside Simith, far too close. “Until tonight, apparently. I must say, even I hadn’t thought you so vicious as to butcher trolls while they’re bound and helpless. Strange behavior, indeed.” 
 
    Simith kept his eyes downcast. Fairy commanders knew the true names of all pixies in the legion. Firo could compel the truth from him, though it would be a risk to his authority if others discovered it. Simith’s only sin, as far as the camp would hear, was an overabundance of savagery against the enemy. Nothing new. Firo must only suspect something was amiss with his infamous knight, or he’d have already forced a confession out of him. 
 
    He had to offer a different truth. He had to offer some other piece of his soul to throw the Helm off his trail. 
 
    Simith took a cloth from his pocket and drew it across the beads of water pearled down the flat of his blade. 
 
    “Rimthea of Hazelglen was killed this time last year,” he said. 
 
    One year and six days tonight. 
 
    “Has it been that long already? Time does slip past.” Firo regarded him, no hint at the thoughts behind the flat grey of his eyes. “The pair of you were a mighty force. She was your mate?” 
 
    “My sister.” His almost-sister. Cirrus had died before they could take their vows. “I only intended to question them, but in the midst of things, they gave me insult and I…forgot myself.” 
 
    A shame he would never forget the way their glowing gazes had followed him, steady and clear as he split them open. 
 
    Firo cocked his head, incredulous. “You’re telling me you butchered our prisoners because you’re overwrought?” 
 
    He was in fact. He had been since they’d brought Rim back to camp with her mouth broken and her throat cut. But that wasn’t why the prisoners were dead. 
 
    “I lost control,” he said. 
 
    “A week ago, you requested a few days furlough. Is this the reason? This emotional fragility?” 
 
    “My request was denied.” 
 
    “That isn’t what I asked.” 
 
    Simith set the temptation of his sword on a patch of weeds next to him. “Yes. This is the reason.” 
 
    “Death follows us all, Simith, and none more so than you. We’re too close to our victory to have the pixies’ most prominent warrior behave like this. They look to you for direction, however much they eschew your company in camp.” 
 
    Firo examined him closely, twisting the sapphire on its chain in his long, fairy fingers. The gemstone held a blue so dark it looked filled with blood. “We’ve received new orders from the Triad. Our spies report the troll army weakened enough to attempt a full invasion, and our leaders agree. Three days hence, we begin an aggressive push into their territory. There are those among your ranks who may object to what’s ahead, given the peaceful history of your kind. You must be there to rally the vanguard.” 
 
    And by rally, he meant lead the killing. Lead by merciless example. For indeed, this would be a field without succor. The vanguard would swim in blood. 
 
    He’d known this was coming. Strange, that such plans could shock him when he’d thought himself beyond horror. 
 
    “I will be there,” Simith said. 
 
    Firo considered him a moment longer, then rose. “I grant you furlough this night and tomorrow. Go and sit among branches, or chase the winds with some kettle of hawks—whatever it is that soothes the fluttering mind of a pixie. When you return, I expect you and your blades to be ready for the task before us. Is that understood?” 
 
    “It is, and I am grateful.” He bowed his head to hide his staggering relief. Firo departed without further comment and Simith remained as he was until he could no longer hear the Helm’s steps. 
 
    His breath shuddered out of him and he sat back on his heels. He’d been braced for failure. It left him momentarily unmoored to realize he hadn’t found it. Or mayhap he simply reeled at the price he’d paid for this chance. 
 
    He’d caught only a glimpse of the two prisoners when they’d been brought to camp, but enough to see the pair wore a swatch of red cloth around their upper arms—his signal that the troll king had sent an answer to his request. Simith had fought his own impatience, biding his time until he was certain no Helm lingered nearby the tent in which they were held. 
 
    The pixie knights on guard hadn’t argued when he’d dismissed them. Whatever expression he’d worn must’ve been extreme, for they’d practically scrambled out of his way. 
 
    When he’d entered, he’d found them crouched together at the center of the tent with their heads bowed as though exchanging whispers. Possibly they had been, though he’d had nothing to fear. Their conduits—a length of interlinked chains with a rough, metal pendant—had been removed, depriving them of their magic. Although they’d stunk of iron, their armor, hatchets, and piercings had been taken as well. Nevertheless, Simith had tasted the ghost of that iron on his tongue. It’d made his head throb.  
 
    “You have a message for me,” he’d said. 
 
    Loathing had filled the trolls’ faces when they’d looked at him, lips curling over fanged mouths, clawed fingers flexing above silver chains wrapped flush against dark, green skin. Both sets of torchlight eyes had recognized him. Despite the purpose he’d assigned himself and the promise he’d made, Simith had relished their hatred. 
 
    One had shifted away from his comrade, chains clinking. “Our king has agreed to hear you out.” 
 
    “Did he agree to my terms?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Bless the winds. He’d feared the king would reject meeting in the Jaded Grove. Trolls had no love of trees, particularly the ancient forests of the Fae, and the green world mirrored their animosity. King Drokeh must’ve truly wished to discuss Simith’s proposal. 
 
    “When can he meet me there?” Simith had asked. 
 
    “Tonight.” 
 
    He’d started. “That’s too short notice.” 
 
    “Did you hope he’d allow you the chance to gather an ambush? The timing of our capture was precise. He will meet you at middle night, on this eventide only.” 
 
    “The Helms may discover my absence. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “Find a way. All peace is risk,” the troll’s voice had been a low snarl, “especially when he who offers it wears the skin of a monster.” 
 
    Simith had smiled, a hard tilt of his mouth. “No monster lives but for the evil others have done before him.” 
 
    “Convenient, that logic. May it serve you well for what must be done now.” 
 
    “Done?” 
 
    “The fairies are efficient interrogators. We know too much to be left behind.” 
 
    “I can’t free you without compromising everything.” 
 
    They’d said nothing. Then he’d understood. They hadn’t expected rescue. Their king had spent their lives to send him this message. Their blood just hadn’t yet been spilled.  
 
    He’d gripped the hilt of his sword, as if to fend off the expectation. “No.” 
 
    “Consider it a tithe. Each shall pay the levy for hope; we our futures, and you, the dregs of your honor.” 
 
    Simith shook himself loose from thoughts of what happened after that. He plunged his hands into the icy stream and scrubbed them hard. 
 
    Rimthea would have refused, he was sure of it. She’d have found a way to free them and still meet the troll king. But she was gone; her sharp mind gone with her, leaving him with only the awful memory of their last words, and the promise he’d sworn with her lifeless hand in his. His own hands went still beneath the water. 
 
    In the stream’s darkening reflection, the cloak of souls winked with the first starlight of evening. Simith didn’t turn his face to the sky. He had no wish to meet the eyes of the beloved dead gazing down at him. Their glimmering light felt like a reprimand. 
 
    “I’m doing my best, Rim,” he told the stars’ reflection. “Miserable as that is.” 
 
    We should be doing this together. How could you get yourself killed? 
 
    He made the mistake of meeting his own gaze in the water. Nightfall had blackened his brown eyes and woven shadows through his tawny hair. His pale face stared back at him, as empty as a vacant mask. He didn’t look like himself—not the legion’s version of him, nor the one he hoped survived somewhere deep within. This person was someone else entirely. A stranger. 
 
    Simith stood. He sheathed his sword and headed toward camp to ready himself to depart. The stream had left his fingers stiff with cold. He coiled them into his fists, though he doubted there was enough warmth left in him to chase the chill away. 
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    Jessa did her best to remember she was headed to a party, not an execution. Healthy people went to parties. They smiled. They enjoyed themselves. And if she couldn’t manage the second two, she’d at least accomplish the first. 
 
    Streetlights along the rural roads of Skylark, Michigan stood few and between as she walked toward her best friend’s night-darkened drive. With barely a sliver of moon in the sky tonight, Katie’s house shone like a distant beacon surrounded by a dark sea, as if the rest of the sprawling anchorage of her family’s horse ranch ceased to exist. Jessa didn’t mind the darkness. She preferred it to the spotlight awaiting her in there with everyone’s inevitable surprise to see her. And their inevitable questions. 
 
    Jessa breathed through the bout of anxiety that thought brought on, forcing it from her mind before it made her turn around and sprint straight home. She reminded herself that home was no sanctuary either with its silence and its host other thoughts she was trying to avoid. One of those thoughts sat in the pocket of the shorts she wore under her ridiculous bunny costume—Katie’s birthday parties were always costume parties. The hard plastic pressed into her leg where it’d lived since she’d bought it this morning, and she absolutely could not contemplate its significance or she’d freeze altogether. Right here on the road in between two places where she didn’t want to go. 
 
    Her steps slowed. Maybe she could create a third place. Pitch a tent on the shoulder and avoid arriving anywhere at all. She could learn to sleep on gravel. She’d even brought food with her. 
 
    Queasiness rose to her throat when she eyed the Leche Flan she carried. The cellophane covering smothered most of the sugar and vanilla smell, but enough still escaped to warn her off eating any. Not that she would since it was Katie’s gift. She sighed. No, nothing would make her forget that item in her pocket. Better to just go to the party. 
 
    Dance music throbbed as Jessa wound her way through a labyrinth of cars parked haphazardly across Katie’s front drive. The two-story house blazed with light, and silhouettes cluttered the front porch and crowded the steps, red cups gripped in their hands. Jessa swallowed hard. She spotted bodies moving past the open door, a couple of them sporting wings and masks. At least everyone had obeyed Katie’s dress code. This would have been a lot worse if she’d been the only one who’d dressed up. 
 
    Jessa tugged at her furry two-piece outfit with a gloved hand and adjusted the adorable pink rabbit ears pointing up from her long, black hair. Bunnies were cheerful, and the whiskers she’d stenciled across her nose would hopefully outlast the sweat forming on her face. She swallowed again as she drew closer to the house, but her mouth was going dry. Her stomach clenched. She shouldn’t have skipped dinner. 
 
    Jessa steeled herself. She could do this. Katie would be overjoyed to see she’d come. Her friend had done so much for her over the past year and a half. She had to do this. Everyone was probably three beers in and wouldn’t even notice her arrival. 
 
    Unfortunately, as soon as she reached the front steps, someone spotted her. 
 
    “Jessa?” A woman standing on the porch sprang into her path as Jessa reached the landing. “Is that you?” 
 
    It took a moment to recognize she was one of her mom’s coworkers. What was her name? She’d known it once. She was sure of it. 
 
    Jessa tried to smile, but her mouth didn’t cooperate. “Hi.” 
 
    “It’s so good to see you,” the woman exclaimed. “It’s been a long time. How have you been?” 
 
    Why did people always ask this question? Jessa wanted it struck from whatever etiquette by-laws society went by, especially since anyone familiar with what happened could guess how she’d been. 
 
    Bad. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    The woman nodded encouragingly, and Jessa scrambled to think of something more to add. The last thing she needed was to dodge one of those awful well-meaning hugs. 
 
    “You, um, came as a nurse I see?” 
 
    “Oh,” the woman laughed. “I forgot to buy a costume, but I figured my Skylark Hospital scrubs worked well enough.” 
 
    “Plus, they’re comfortable.” 
 
    “Exactly my thoughts.” Her smile brightened. Too much. “I heard you taught a class at the community college this spring.” 
 
    How did she know that when Jessa couldn’t even come up with her name? The porchlights felt too bright on her face. 
 
    “Creative writing.” Jessa said. “Although, since I’m only twenty-two, most of my students are either my age or older.” 
 
    “I’m sure all they notice is how lucky they are to have an award-winning poet as their instructor.” Then it happened. The bright smile wobbled. Her eyes grew damp and she touched Jessa’s arm. “All of us on your mom’s old team still think about you. If you need anything, I hope you’ll reach out.” 
 
    Jessa managed not to cringe away. She sensed her expression locking up, her skin going clammy beneath her costume. She still couldn’t remember the woman’s name. 
 
    She had to get away. 
 
    “I better go say hi to the birthday girl,” Jessa managed, side-stepping the woman and darting through the door. 
 
    So rude. Her parents would’ve scolded her for that. “Anak, be respectful of your tita,” they would’ve said, because they referred to all close friends—which had been many—as aunties or uncles. Not that it mattered anymore. 
 
    Things didn’t improve once Jessa got inside. Despite the pounding music and the crowd of milling, chatting, and dancing party-goers, people still noticed her. She nodded at a few while she waded through the colorful balloons, and ducked under swaths of birthday streamers. She pretended not to hear questions and shocked greetings lobbed her direction while she scanned the area for Katie. This was what came of hiding in her house and avoiding nearly all social interaction for so long. She didn’t know all the names, but she recognized most of them. In a small, agrarian community like Skylark it was impossible not to, and they all definitely recognized her. 
 
    Even after a year and a half, people continued to look at her with what Jessa had dubbed The Face—an expression snagged somewhere between sympathy, avoidance, and bone-deep relief they weren’t her. She could hear the thoughts behind their eyes as easily as if they’d spoken them aloud. 
 
    Poor thing. 
 
    I hope she’s doing okay in that house by herself. 
 
    God, if that ever happened to me, I wouldn’t survive it. 
 
    The stares scraped at her skin. She wanted to go home. Where was Katie so she could wish her a happy birthday, dump the cake, and leave? 
 
    Jessa found her in the kitchen, surrounded by friends in front of platters of food that looked delicious but made her stomach turn nonetheless. 
 
    “Jessa!” Katie shrieked when she saw her, pushing out of the clot of people to grab her in a tight hug. “You came!” 
 
    The teary edge to her friend’s voice prodded Jessa with enough guilt that she endured the hug until Katie pulled back. 
 
    “You wore a costume, too,” Katie smiled, evaluating her from head to foot. 
 
    “I was going for cheerful,” Jessa tried for a joke, knowing she had to look shaky and miserable after that slog through the crowd. Next to Katie’s purple sorceress costume, she felt underdressed. The shimmery material made her friend’s red hair stand out like a cascade of flames around her fair face. Or maybe that was the sparkly gold eye shadow sweeping over Katie’s imperious brown eyes. Cinched at the waist with a leopard skin belt to match her shin-high boots, it looked in many ways less like a costume and more like an outfit her friend might wear on a regular day. 
 
    “I brought you a present.” Jessa presented the cake, and winced when Katie shrieked again. 
 
    “Leche Flan!” She grabbed it from her outstretched hand. “You made this?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Your mom’s recipe or your grandma’s?” 
 
    Her lungs almost didn’t provide enough breath to answer. “A mix of both.” 
 
    Mama and Lola had been lifelong rivals on this. Alone in the kitchen, staring at their recipes, it had taken Jessa three days to finally make a version that didn’t include her own tears in the batter. 
 
    “What’s Leche Flan?” someone Jessa didn’t see asked as Katie made space on the counter to set it down. 
 
    “It’s Filipino Crème Caramel.” Grinning, Katie grabbed a fork and brandished it at everyone in the kitchen. “This is all mine, so don’t any of you chuckleheads come closer.” 
 
    “You’re not going to share?” another person gasped, though she laughed with it. 
 
    “Birthday-girl prerogative. Plus, I haven’t had this in forever.” 
 
    Jessa remembered the last time her friend ate Leche Flan. She remembered Katie sitting at her kitchen table, joking about the enormous wooden fork and spoon on the wall. There’d been laughter. There’d been eight place settings. Eight filled chairs. 
 
    Cold sweat broke out on Jessa’s temples. Katie peeled away the cellophane wrapping and the cake’s sweet smell hit Jessa like a fist. Nausea rolled over her. 
 
    “Jessa?” Katie looked up with concern. She set down the fork. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Bathroom,” she croaked. 
 
    Without another word, she fled the kitchen, plunging into the blur of music and dancers in the living room. Having spent much of her childhood running through this house, Jessa knew it as well as her own. There was a bathroom on this floor next to the front door. Jessa made it halfway there before she saw several people queued up outside of it. She couldn’t wait that long. Her intestines squirmed like a nest of angry snakes. Behind her, someone called her name. 
 
    Jessa clapped a hand over her mouth and raced to the stairs. She clawed down the barricade of streamers across the steps, and then dashed to the second level of the house. Flying down the hall past closed bedroom doors, she burst into the quiet and blessedly empty bathroom. 
 
    She made it just in time. 
 
    Katie appeared at the doorway seconds later, breathless. “Jessa?” 
 
    Still kneeling over the toilet, Jessa only shook her head. 
 
    Katie came inside and shut the door behind her. “What’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
    Unspooling a wad of toilet paper, Jessa wiped her mouth and sat back on her heels. The item in her pocket poked into her leg again, reminding her of its inescapable truth. She couldn’t ignore it anymore. Reaching beneath her costume, she dug the pregnancy test out of her pocket and held it up. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I’m not okay.” 
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    The arrow took Simith in the back. 
 
    It came out of nowhere, punching through his left wing and lodging itself below his shoulder blade. Flitting between the trees of the Jaded Grove on his way to the meeting place, he barely managed to catch hold of a branch as he fell. He scrambled for cover amid the foliage, swallowing his pained gasps, but leaves were sparse at this spot. He didn’t find it in time. 
 
    The second arrow drove through his right wing, ripping the aft membrane, but he was fortunate. The arrowhead only split the leathers by his ribs. He found a nest of twisted branches and crouched behind them, trying to quiet his ragged breath. Who was attacking him? He’d made certain he wasn’t followed when he left camp. 
 
    The arrowhead burned in his back. Numbness crept along his left arm. Iron. The arrowhead was made of iron, which meant his magic was inhibited and he couldn’t heal the wound. Simith pressed his brow to the black bark. Only one creature could wield iron without poisoning themselves. He clunked his head against the wood, cursing himself. After everything it’d taken to arrange this meeting, the trolls ambushed him. Of course, they did. They’d never truly believed his appeal for a truce was in earnest. They hated him for many undeniable reasons. What better way to kill him off than when he was alone, on a mission no one knew about? Curse the winds, they’d even sacrificed two of their own to get him here. 
 
    Hollow disappointment blended with his fury. He should’ve known better than to try to make Rim’s dream come true. He was a fighter, not a peacemaker, and the dead buried their dreams in the ground along with their broken flesh. 
 
    Maybe soon, he’d be buried along with them. 
 
    Simith’s keen ears picked up on the whisper of footfalls over the mossy earth below. He could no longer fly and he couldn’t outrun them. He had his knives though, and his crystal blade. If he could wield it. He folded his limbs closer, shielding as much of his body as possible behind the wood. The muted green of his leathers should’ve camouflaged him, though shadows were more friend to trolls than pixies. Their arrows couldn’t pierce these enchanted trees at least. Simith might have been a fool to trust them, but he hadn’t chosen the Jaded Grove as the meeting place by happenstance. 
 
    “Little Moth,” a gravelly voice called from below. “Your flight is done.” 
 
    “You’re not that precise with your bow,” he called back. “A sprite is a better shot than your kind.” 
 
    “The scent of your blood is as sweet as sugar, pixie,” came another’s eager chortle. “Come down and tarry with us a while.” 
 
    “Join me up here and I’ll tarry all you want.” 
 
    Silence followed. Only stone welcomed the touch of a troll. No tree would abide them. He’d witnessed it before, the way the bark groaned in warning and the branches trembled with outrage before the wood shook them off like a tick. The roots would draw themselves from the soil to squeeze throats and ribcages. The Fae of the former Seelie and Unseelie courts had made sentinels of the woodlands that ringed their respective domains. Even a century after the destruction of their race, the Fae’s powerful influence lingered in the green world. 
 
    It might’ve been the certainty of this power that slowed Simith’s reaction to the snapping of twigs and the scrape of boots against the tree trunk. They couldn’t be climbing up. He’d have felt the rising ire through the bark. A trick, then, to lure him from cover. 
 
    Simith risked a glance. Eyes glowed up from the lower branches, yellow witch lights in the gloom moving steadily closer. 
 
    He gaped down at them. Impossible. 
 
    The brush of air whizzed by his face before the skin split high on his cheekbone. Simith reacted on instinct, hurling a silver blade at the encroaching eye shine. One winked out. A scream rent the quiet grove and a body crashed to the ground. He counted four more pairs of eyes, their stout forms a shadowed outline in the darkness. None of them watched their comrade’s demise, gazes fixed upward on him. They continued to climb. 
 
    Simith did the same. Magic, he decided, gritting his teeth as he clambered toward higher branches, the iron arrowhead scraping against his shoulder blade. They must have procured a conduit through which to funnel their magic in a way that the trees didn’t recognize them as trolls. He hadn’t thought this possible. Every conduit had a particular signature that marked its user. Sprites typically used a crown of roan berries, the hobgoblins steel piercings worn on their skin, the boggarts the bones of their first kill. A conduit could not simply be swapped for another. They became as near and familiar as a limb. 
 
    Could they be using power without a conduit? Simith dismissed the notion out of hand. To draw raw magic into oneself was as lethal as swallowing flames. Only the immortal Fae had been capable of wielding it, their very blood fabled to be made of the same elements. Even the fairies had to use conduits. 
 
    Yet, he couldn’t refute the quick sounds of pursuit behind him. It didn’t make sense, but for now, it didn’t have to. For now, he simply had to escape, get back to the Thistle Court and confess to his commanders his foolhardy attempt to forge an accord with the trolls—and hope the fairies wouldn’t execute him for treason. 
 
    Escape first, he ordered himself, noting with some worry that his mind was growing unorganized. It had to be the iron still lodged in his body. He didn’t have time to stop and remove the arrows. He wasn’t moving fast enough either; they were closing in on him. If he could leap to another tree, it might impede their chase. They’d managed to climb this one, but the ground-loving trolls weren’t as experienced moving between tree tops as he. 
 
    Simith found his chance in a tangle of branches that led away from the trunk he climbed. He followed them, barely as wide as his calf, but sturdy enough to bear his weight. With any luck, it would snap under the much heavier trolls should they dare to follow. 
 
    Working his way across in a crouch, he was halfway to the neighboring tree when a third arrow struck him. It plunged through his sword arm, just above the elbow. Simith couldn’t silence the hoarse cry. His foot slipped, slamming him chest-first onto the solid wood. He threw another knife, a mere guess at the direction the arrow had come, barely clinging on with his legs. He heard a troll curse, but knew he’d hit nothing vital. The distraction bought him enough time to struggle the rest of the distance and put the trunk between them. 
 
    “Where is your famed battle lust now, Sun Fury?” one of them mocked. “We thought there’d be a better fight than this.” 
 
    Hazy with pain, Simith hadn’t the breath to pretend at bravado, his hands shaking, his skin soaked in blood. 
 
    The branches he’d used to cross trembled with the weight of another crossing. His heart sank. How were they doing this? 
 
    Simith dragged himself up and climbed anew. Slower than before. They must’ve heard his graceless movements. Triumphant snickers filled the night air. 
 
    “Why do this?” he called down, grasping at the frail hope of parlay. “My intention to discuss peace was in earnest.” 
 
    “Safer to trust a boggart with a newborn babe than to allow you near our king.” 
 
    “Your army is on the brink of collapse. The fairies will send their legion to rout what’s left of it and march toward your homes.” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” he shouted. 
 
    “It’s too late for peace.” 
 
    He said no more, cold despair settling on his feverish skin. Rim’s last words to him sounded in his head. 
 
    Don’t let the blade wield you, Sim. It’s your hand on the hilt. Your choice. Your will. 
 
    But she was wrong. Violence had wrung all choice from him. Even under a banner of peace, his enemies saw him as only a monster.  
 
    Those same enemies crossed from the first tree to this one. The branches somehow held their substantial weight. Simith drew a steadying breath and prepared himself. Though he likely deserved it, he refused to be felled like an injured bird. He gripped his crystal blade, not yet drawing it. His magic would light the darkness like a blinding ray of dawn. They might know his position and scent his blood on the air, but he doubted they expected him to turn and fight, not after he’d already fled so far. 
 
    A tremor beneath his feet pulled his attention to the branch on which he knelt. He frowned at it, wondering if he’d imagined the wood had stirred. He bit back a sound of surprise when the bark under his palm did the same. It rippled, a vibration that travelled up his fingers and down the bones of his hand. As if it beckoned him. He put his cheek to its rough skin, and listened. 
 
    Climb, it murmured into his ear. Up. Now. 
 
    Simith sheathed his sword, summoned what strength he had, and obeyed. The Fae had taught their trees to speak. He’d never experienced it before, but neither did he believe in serendipity. With clumsy arms and shaking legs, he pulled himself slowly and unsteadily upward, wondering if anything more than a dead end awaited him above. The sentinels of the Jaded Grove were known to be tall enough their branches could block the midday sun in some areas, but once he arrived at the top, it was over. 
 
    He continued on despite this, the tree murmuring at him all the while; Higher. Higher. Go. Sounds of pursuit came from below, though blessedly, no more arrows. The branches grew dense here, weaving between each other in the complicated patterns of the green world. Perhaps the trolls didn’t think they could aim for him clearly. Perhaps they needed to concentrate on their hand and footholds this high up. Or—the more likely reason—they saw no need to put in the extra effort when eventually they’d catch up to— 
 
    His head collided with something solid. He jerked to a halt, staring upward in confusion. He saw nothing. That, in itself seemed odd. No sky, no stars. Not even the shadowy outline of branches leading on. He lifted a hand, wincing with the movement, and his fingers brushed against a wide, grainy surface. Pressing the whole of his palm against it, he swept outward, trying to locate the edge. Could it be a knotty shelf grown out of the tree? 
 
    It didn’t feel like wood. It was soft, and gave when he pressed in, bits of it crumbling over his face in a gritty rainfall. Dirt? He rubbed it between his fingers. The texture held that of soil. How could that be? 
 
    Up, up, up, the tree chanted again. 
 
    Branches creaked. His pursuers approached. Simith skimmed his hands across the silty surface, but he found no edge. No hole. Nothing to get him past this barrier. 
 
    Higher. Climb. Climb! 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Simith burrowed his fingers into the cool surface and gouged out a palm-full of…yes, it was dirt. He tossed it away, delving back in again and again as a hole formed above him. His arm and shoulder became a thundering agony greying his vision, but he could’ve sworn light came through the thinning layers. If he could just get to the top of them— 
 
    His hands broke through. An avalanche of dirt fell with it and he turned his head to the side just before he caught a face full of it. Irritated grunts came from below. The trolls had come close enough to be hit by some of that. Simith frantically dug along the sides to widen the hole enough for his lithe frame. A dim glow filtered its way to him, a breeze whispering past the opening with unfamiliar scents. 
 
    He reached for it. His hands found purchase on either side. With fresh blood pulsing from his wounds, Simith hoisted himself through. 
 
    And found himself on the ground. 
 
    He gawked at the grass under him, at the solid weight of the green floor. His thoughts couldn’t cobble together any sort of logic to explain it. Simith got his knees under him, trying to gain his bearings. Above him, he glimpsed the stars, a slice of moon suspended in the sky like a hook snagged on black cloth. He was no longer in the forest. What magic brought him here? Had he unwittingly used his own? He touched his chest, his conduit hidden beneath the leathers he wore, but felt no tell-tale heat. If magic had done this, it hadn’t come from him. 
 
    He looked behind him. A border of trees stood at his back, different from those he’d just left. He stared at the hole in the ground by the roots of one. A hole he’d carved with his own hands at the top of a tree in the Jaded Grove, a hole that led to…Where? 
 
    Turning back, he beheld rows and rows of sunflowers, planted in organized lines like crops. A warm breeze moved between them, bobbing their spikey blooms. There was music in the distance. Drums, but unlike any he’d heard before. A battle nearby? In a field of sunflowers? 
 
    “Where am I?” Simith whispered, just as a hand grabbed his leg. 
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    "What are you going to do?" 
 
    It was a fair question, but wearing a bunny costume while huddled in Katie's upstairs bathroom, staring at the double lines of the pregnancy test, Jessa had no answer. 
 
    “Don’t clam up on me. We have to think," Katie said, joining Jessa where she sat on the edge of the tub. "Let's go over the options one by one." 
 
    "Options. Like what?" 
 
    "Well," Katie lifted a shoulder. "There's always, you know, not going through with it." 
 
    "Oh. No, I don’t think so." 
 
    "Be sure," Katie told her firmly. "I'd go with you if you want." 
 
    Jessa shook her head. "Thanks. Maybe it's the answer for others, but it’s not for me." 
 
    "All right, then. That's one matter settled: you're having the baby." 
 
    "I guess I am," Jessa said faintly. Her tender belly shifted ominously again, and she settled the bathroom’s small trash can on her knees. 
 
    "What about the father? Would he help you?" She paused. “Do I know him?” 
 
    “He was the guest lector I arranged for my students before class ended last month.” 
 
    “The Danish guy? Seriously?” 
 
    “We had dinner the night before he went home and he invited me over to his hotel. Things happened.” 
 
    “That’s generally the case when you visit hotel rooms.” Katie gave her a frank look. “What is it with you and blondes? Is this a Filipino thing?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure a variety of peoples like blondes,” she retorted, though inwardly she did admit his platinum gold locks had drawn her attention when they’d met. 
 
    “Blondes change you from my smart, I-speak-three-languages-and-won-an-international-poetry-prize friend into a dope.” 
 
    Jessa wished Katie wouldn’t mention that award so often. It made it difficult to forget. 
 
    “I got swept up in the moment,” she said 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like you.” 
 
    “Aren’t poets known for their extravagant romantic side?” 
 
    “If that’s the stereotype, you’re the exception.” She hesitated. “Should we call Linda?” 
 
    “It’s way past office hours. I’m seeing her in a few days anyway.” 
 
    “Still. Maybe this week an extra session would be helpful.” 
 
    “She’s the one who encouraged me to do something outside of my routine.” 
 
    “I doubt this is what she meant,” Katie said dryly. 
 
    True. Her therapist wanted her to stop isolating herself. She likely meant “go bowling with friends,” not “shack up with a guy you barely know and will never see again.” Maybe that’s why she’d done it. It was unlike her. A way to be someone else. It was also a short-lived connection. No surprises, no empty void to fear if something happened to him. If not for the tingle of chemistry she’d discovered when they met, Ruben would’ve passed through her life without remark. But after months of overwhelming grief followed by even more months of complete numbness, she’d finally felt something new and bright in the empty fog. She couldn’t help but chase that, though she shouldn’t have done it so recklessly. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Jessa murmured. “It was a lonely impulse of delight.” 
 
    “If you start quoting Yeats, I’m leaving the room.” She touched her shoulder. “Jessa, was this…Maybe you just never told me, but—” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “This was my first time.” 
 
    “No judgement, obviously, but I thought you’d said you wanted to wait.” 
 
    Mama and Daddy had wanted that. They’d been deeply protective of their three daughters. Jessa had thought it was old-fashioned, but she hadn’t wanted to disappoint them. Now, it didn’t seem important. Now, it was so hard to care about anything. 
 
    “I changed my mind.” 
 
    Katie eyed her sidelong. “This was consensual, right? You weren’t drunk?” 
 
    She scowled. “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “You consensually decided not to use protection?” 
 
    “We did use protection…at first.” 
 
    “You’re killing me here, Jessa.” 
 
    “I did get myself tested afterward. Look, if intelligent decisions had been made, I wouldn’t be dressed as a bunny rabbit, waving a pee-stick around in your bathroom.” She gripped the trash can tightly. “You’re right. I’m an idiot and I deserve everything coming to me.” 
 
    Katie rubbed her back. “Take it easy. You’re twenty-two, you have plenty of money from the settlement, and loads of publishing houses ready to gobble up your next work whenever you’re ready. Plus, me as your neighbor. It’s going to be all right.” 
 
    Katie meant that kindly, but it only served to remind her that although those things were true, they also weren’t. Yes, her last poetry book had won an award, but she also hadn’t written a word in over a year. Yes, she had plenty of money, but she hadn’t earned that. Negligence and a bushel of lawyers were responsible for it, and she’d become poor in ways money couldn’t solve. 
 
    Jessa put a hand to her head. “It feels like I’ve managed to wreck my life more than it already was. At least when you hook up with somebody, there’s no chance of this happening.” 
 
    “Ah yes, being queer gets you all the breaks.” 
 
    They met each other’s gazes for a moment before breaking out in mutual smirks. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jessa said. “This is the big quarter-century-old costume-party birthday extravaganza you’ve been planning, and I’m keeping you from it.” 
 
    “It’s just the same old crowd from town down there. They know where the buffet table is and how to dig a drink out of the coolers.” 
 
    “Your parents aren’t here?” 
 
    “They’re at an auction in Sheridan for the weekend. They celebrated with me yesterday and I got just what I asked for.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    Katie’s parents tended to miss the mark when it came to gifts for their eclectic, and only, child. 
 
    “Sure did, and I already folded it neatly away in my wallet.” She winked, throwing back the belled sleeves on her purple sorceress costume as though she might cast a spell at any moment. Jessa occasionally wondered why someone as vital and filled with life as Katie bothered to remain friends with a person who’d become so emotionally washed out. She didn’t know. She was only grateful she did. 
 
    At the moment, her friend’s usual gusto looked a bit forced. Jessa hadn’t had time to scan the crowd of guests, but she could guess at the reason. 
 
    “I take it Relle didn’t come?” she asked. 
 
    Katie’s lips twisted. “She said she’d try, but probably couldn’t get anyone to look after her grandma for the night.” She shook her fiery hair off her shoulders. “It’s no big deal. Why should I keep trying to get close to someone who barely leaves her farm? I can find more interesting company than that. We’ll make it my birthday resolution.” 
 
    Jessa smiled with her mind if not her mouth. Katie found resolutions at New Year to be desperate, brittle promises while those made on the day of one’s birth as binding as a vow. She didn’t quite believe Katie would give up on their neighbor just yet. Too much mystery surrounded that family and its century-old sunflower farm for her friend to have lost all interest. 
 
    Jessa set the trash can down. “I think I’ll head home and think things over.” 
 
    “Stay a bit. You might figure out what you want to do if you take your mind off it for a while.” 
 
    “There’s not much chance of that happening. I should probably tell Ruben.” Once she knew what to say. Contemplating that made her want to withdraw from thinking about it entirely. 
 
    “What do you think he’ll do? Will he come back?” 
 
    “His social media profile says he’s getting married next month, so doubtful.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Katie’s face scrunched up. “Men are awful.” 
 
    “Yeah. To think all this could’ve been avoided if I’d looked him up beforehand.” 
 
    Katie smacked her knee. “A hex on his nuptials then,” she said. “May he drink too much and embarrass himself on his wedding night. I’ll find something to burn in effigy.” 
 
    “You’re the best,” Jessa said and pulled her friend into a fierce hug. 
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    The temperate night air felt good on her skin when she left Katie’s house. The booming music followed her as she made her way past the stables on the far end of her friend’s horse ranch. Summer nights in Skylark had wonderful breezes. Walking through them was a tactile experience. It fluttered through her hair and past her cheeks, whispering indistinct phrases. 
 
    Some of her best work had been inspired by walks like these. Now, they stirred nothing. God, she missed writing. She missed words. Tears pricked at her eyes and she forced them back before they took over. Her emotions had two settings these days: outsized, or nothing at all, and she preferred the latter. Maybe that wasn’t the healthy choice, but it was the one that allowed her to function. It allowed her to understand no one was going to walk through the front door anymore. That it wasn’t a mistake. Numbness made it possible to get out of bed in the morning. 
 
    It also had the unfortunate side-effect of muting everything else, including her poetry. She’d hoped teaching that class would jumpstart it, but it hadn’t. Whenever she reached for her creative heart, all she found was salted earth. She touched her belly with a shaky hand. How could she create life if she was barely alive herself? 
 
    Jessa shook herself, recognizing the spiral of her thoughts. “Watch for red flags,” Linda always instructed, “and change course.” 
 
    Deciding on a literal interpretation, she veered off the path and headed toward the farm of Katie’s neighbor and long-standing crush. She glanced at her phone. It was only nine-o’clock. Maybe she could convince Relle to spend a couple hours at Katie’s birthday party by volunteering to watch over her grandmother. The two of them lived alone there together. It would be a long walk home afterward, but worth it to make her friend’s birthday wish come true. 
 
    Plan firmly in mind, Jessa picked up the pace to cross through their woods. Unlike Jessa’s own little plot of land with its small house and extensive gardens, the Neverstem family owned five hundred acres. They used a third of that for their sunflower farm and left the rest fallow. Great, towering trees grew there instead, which local myth claimed were haunted. Aside from the weather, the reclusive family was Skylark’s favorite topic of conversation. 
 
    Jessa didn’t mind them. They kept to themselves and cared for their land. She’d met Relle a few times, always in Katie’s company, and found her sweet, if a little reticent. It was her grandmother Ionia who made her uneasy. Even at ninety years old, Ionia had the look of a queen on a throne more than a senior citizen in a wheelchair. Something about her gaze made one feel as if all their thoughts were out in the open for perusal. Jessa hoped the woman had gone to bed so she wouldn’t have to interact with her.  
 
    She glanced at her phone. It was only nine o’clock, but older people didn’t stay up late, did they? She was probably sleeping already. It would be fine. 
 
    As Jessa neared the edge of the wooded area leading to the sunflower field, movement caught her eye. She slowed. The Neverstems had flood lights situated at intervals along their property and she could’ve sworn she saw—yes, someone was there. Jessa ducked behind the nearest trunk, suddenly aware that she was too far to call for help if she needed it. Had some drunk from the party wandered this way? 
 
    Peering around the tree, she saw a man digging a hole by the roots of a trunk right at the break in the tree line. No, not digging. He was filling one in. Rapidly, too, shoving the dirt into place as if his life depended on it. Just what the night called for, a nutcase burying who-could-say-what on the Neverstem property. 
 
    Jessa shielded the light of her phone with one hand and shot a text to Katie. 
 
    There’s a trespasser by Relle’s woods. Let her know ASAP. I don’t have her number. 
 
    Putting the volume at maximum, she readied the siren ring tone. Maybe she could scare this dummy off. If he came from Katie’s party, she didn’t want to get her friend into trouble by calling the police. As she tiptoed to a closer tree, she became positive he’d been there. 
 
    He wore a militaristic outfit like a cross between medieval-Europe and Tolkien-esque fantasy. Instead of the usual cos-player armor, he wore sleeveless leathers that hugged his upper torso and spread into a tunic-like apron down his thighs. Dark boots reached the shins of his dark trousers. He had a bandolier of knives over his shoulders and leather gauntlets tied to his forearms. At his hip, a sheathed sword completed the ensemble. 
 
    His look brought to mind a grown-up, warrior version of Peter Pan. With wings, she noted when he shifted his back toward her. They had the double-tiered structure of a dragonfly, beautifully transparent with a crosshatched mesh like a screen door. Handcrafted, surely, given how they fit into his outfit like they grew out of his body, but they looked the worse for wear. Sagging down his back, one aft wing had a hole, and the other had a stick poking through the upper section. 
 
    That was when she noticed all the blood. It saturated his back, a wet crimson stain that spread to the edge of his leathers. His right arm was a sleeve of red. 
 
    Jessa’s heart took off at a gallop. Had someone attacked him? Maybe that stick in his back wasn’t part of the costume. What was he doing around the roots of a tree instead of getting help? He’d stopped digging in the dirt. Hanging his head, he braced a palm against the trunk in front of him. His breath wheezed. Jessa glanced down at her phone, torn between leaving to call for help or stepping forward to stay with him while she did so. 
 
    Katie still hadn’t replied to her text. She probably didn’t have her phone by her. Opting for safety, Jessa started a new message to Text-to-911. This way was better. She’d be able to stay close without revealing her presence while still getting an ambulance sent over. 
 
    Jessa was halfway through her message when she noticed something had changed about the quiet. The crickets still sang. The wind still rustled… 
 
    The injured man—she couldn’t hear his strained breathing anymore. She looked up, expecting to see him passed out. 
 
    He wasn’t there. She had only a second to take in the sight of his absence before hands grabbed her from behind. She was hauled backward, heels dragging over the ground. The tree slammed into her back. With a cry, she dropped her phone. Cold metal pressed against her throat as a pair of even colder eyes glared down at her. The stranger. Realizing what he pressed to her skin, panic jetted through her body. 
 
    A knife. He was going to kill her. 
 
    “Who are you?” he rasped. “Who do you serve?” 
 
    She clutched at the arm holding the weapon. It was sticky with blood and as solid as stone. “S-Serve?” 
 
    “Are you sworn to the Thistle Court, or another?” 
 
    What was he talking about? Jessa’s mind trembled and shook. She couldn’t think of any words to answer. 
 
    He watched her another moment. Then his gaze moved up to the bunny ears of her costume and back down to her furry boots. 
 
    “A pooka? You are far from your burrow.” As suddenly as he’d grabbed her, he let go and stepped back. “Did you arrive through the Jaded Grove as well? Do you know what place this is?” 
 
    Jessa’s pulse hadn’t slowed, her eyes tracking every movement as he slid the knife into a sheath on his bandolier. His hand trembled slightly. She tried to focus on what he asked. 
 
    “This—This is Skylark.” 
 
    He frowned. “Where?” 
 
    “Uh. Michigan.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard such a name, nor this strange language we’re speaking.” He passed a hand over his brow, smearing blood beneath sandy brown strands of hair. “I am lost indeed.” 
 
    “Maybe you should sit down.” That would certainly give her an advantage if he grabbed for her again. She edged to one side in hopes of putting the tree between them. 
 
    “If I sit, I’ll pass out,” he muttered, though he looked close to falling over anyway. 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    “An ambush. I trusted those I knew better than to trust and set my life against a foolish hope.” He laughed hollowly. “It seemed little enough to risk.” 
 
    He wore such a bleak expression, she almost felt sorry for him. He was clearly unstable, the weird formality of his speech making her wonder if between putting on the costume and the fake pointed ears, he’d mixed up fantasy and reality. Those injuries weren’t fake though. She shifted a little farther around the tree. Her foot bumped against her phone. 
 
    “You need a hospital,” she said, forcing herself to not look down. 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “A doctor. You’re hurt and bleeding a ton.” 
 
    “It’s the iron in my shoulder. I can’t heal till it’s removed.” He examined his blood-soaked arm. “I managed to draw out one arrow but can’t reach the other. Perhaps you could help me?” 
 
    She’d been about to dip down for her phone when he turned his attention back to her. She froze, then made a show of tugging at the cuff of her boot to draw his notice from the shiny black casing by her heel. He didn’t even glance at it, his gaze fixed on hers. The pained appeal in his eyes tugged at her. 
 
    “Help you how?” she asked. 
 
    He turned his back to her and sank to one knee. “It’s not too deep. A strong pull should pry it loose.” 
 
    She stared. “You want me to yank that stick out of your back?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her stomach flipped. “Won’t it bleed more?” 
 
    “The iron is a far greater drain on my strength.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” He couldn’t have an arrow stuck in him. No one shot arrows at other people in Skylark, especially not a strange guy dressed like a winged Peter Pan out by the Neverstems’ sunflower field. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at her. “I will repay your service, pooka. A favor for a favor.” 
 
    She stepped forward, reaching a hesitant hand toward the feathered end of the shaft. “Just promise to let me go afterward.” 
 
    A chagrined crease formed between his brows. “You are not my prisoner. I didn’t recognize what you were before.” 
 
    Confused was what she was, and nauseated by the torn flesh around the hole where the arrow had imbedded itself. Good God, there really was an arrow in his body. She took hold of the shaft with both hands, wincing at his hiss of pain. 
 
    “Don’t move,” she said, her voice shakier than her arms. He obeyed, leaning forward to brace a fist on the ground. 
 
    He gave a nod. “Ready.” 
 
    Jessa pulled hard and fast, wrenching the arrowhead from his back. A chunk of flesh came out with it. The arm he’d leaned on gave under him and he collapsed with a gasp. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” Jessa chucked the arrow away, bile in her throat. She kneeled next to him. His complexion was practically grey, features constricted with pain. Blood spouted from the wound. “I told you that you needed a hospital!” 
 
    He didn’t answer. With nothing else at hand for a compress, she tore the bunny tail off her costume and pushed it against the bleeding. The touch elicited a strangled sound from him. 
 
    “Take…that…off,” he panted. 
 
    “I have to do this to stop the bleeding.” At least, she thought so. Her medical knowledge extended to hazy memories from her high school CPR class, and whatever she’d gleaned from dramatized emergency room scenes on TV. 
 
    “Just give me a moment,” he gritted out. “The iron will diminish and then I’ll heal it myself.” 
 
    “That makes even less sense than all the other gibberish you’ve said so far.” Where had her phone been? She cast her gaze about. “What were you even doing by the Neverstems’ fields?” 
 
    “Would that I knew, pooka. Do you think I’ve a desire to be in the Michigan instead of my own lands?” 
 
    The Michigan. An incredulous sound pushed up her throat. “You didn’t come from Katie’s party, did you.” 
 
    “Is Katie-party a name or a place?” 
 
    A shuffling to their left silenced the exchange. Something moved at the base of the tree where he’d been shoveling dirt. The mound of soil there shifted and scattered. A clawed hand reached through. 
 
    Jessa leapt to her feet. “What is that?” 
 
    An arm followed the hand, then a hulking shoulder. In the pale wash of the floodlights, she could’ve sworn the skin was green. 
 
    The winged stranger struggled unsteadily to his feet. “That,” he said, “is a troll. More will follow.” 
 
    “Trolls aren’t real,” she whispered, yet with a pair of fangs jutting from its lower jaw, and eyes like yellow flashlights, the figure emerging from the ground was definitely not human. 
 
    He touched her arm. “Go, pooka. It’s me they want.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Retribution.”  
 
    His meaning didn’t sink in at first. “Wait a minute. They’re coming to hurt you?” 
 
    Resigned determination filled his face. He pulled free a pair of knives from his bandolier. 
 
    Jessa’s breath thinned with mounting horror. “You can’t fight in your condition. You need to run.” 
 
    “Find the Thistle Court and tell the Helms where Simith of Drifthorn fell. Tell them to lay what’s left of me beside Rimthea of Hazelglen.” He turned away, his voice low and hopeless. “Maybe there I’ll find peace.” 
 
    He gave her no time to reply. A knife in each hand, he rushed headlong toward the creature that had come to kill him, leaving her behind to watch him die. 
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    Simith dispatched the first troll easily. He plunged both blades into his bulbous eyes and pressed him back into the ground until the dirt swallowed his screams. By his count, that cut the pursuers’ number down to three. 
 
    He scraped soil back over the hole with a boot. Just as before, he couldn’t seal it closed. With the iron removed, his magic slowly returned, but his many injuries siphoned it away. Wincing, he redirected the magic toward the hole. His conduit burned hot on his chest. 
 
    An arrow punched through the cavity of dirt, narrowly missing his head. Simith reared back, shaky muscles almost pitching him off his feet. Before he could recover, another troll leapt fully from the hole, as if boosted by his fellows below. Simith hurled the pair of knives in his hands, but the troll spun out of their path, and charged. 
 
    He retreated into the lanes of sunflowers, drawing his crystal sword. Forged in sun-kissed waters, the blade glowed, an amber-gold spike of daylight. The shallowest of cuts could petrify a troll’s limb. The creatures usually avoided direct combat with those who wielded them. Watching as the last two trolls emerged from the ground, he deemed that would not be the case tonight. 
 
    Simith moved farther into the lane, sunflowers standing alongside him like a sentinel army. The trolls fanned out into adjacent lanes, skirting his blind spots to flank him. 
 
    “Withdraw.” He brandished his sword, flaring its light. “I came in peace and have no desire to cut you down.” 
 
    “Your body weakens,” the troll in the row to his left said. The clink of chains reached his ears, the scent of iron on the air. “You cannot fuel magic to your blade for long. We like our chances.” 
 
    “I won’t be taken so easily.” 
 
    “Yes. You will.” 
 
    In unison, they attacked. The one to his right burst into his row. Simith ducked the swipe of his broad blade, rolling past him and coming up with a thrust. He missed, the troll moving quicker than anticipated. A footstep whispered behind him. He dove, evading a blow intended for his head, and turned to strike. Something impacted his injured shoulder—the chain—making his vision swim and throwing him against a bank of sunflower stalks. How stealthily they moved, these trolls! If only his wings were not so tattered, he could fight from above. 
 
    He pushed himself up, ignoring the pain. Shadows in the light of his blade revealed two silhouettes. Where was the third? He whirled, swinging his sword in a wide arc that decapitated a trio of sunflower heads. No troll stood there. A kick slammed the back of his knee, sending him to the ground. Hands gripped his sword arm. The weapon was knocked from his grip. Chains went around his other arm and his neck. Two trolls pinned him on his back while the third approached. 
 
    “Now, we have you.” He gave a cruel smile. Tossing down his broad blade, he reached for the straps of Simith’s chest leathers. 
 
    Simith kicked out, clipping the troll’s head. He stumbled, then with a growl came forward to stomp on Simith’s injured wing. His whole body seized, tunneling his vision. By the time he came back to himself, the troll he’d kicked had already straddled his torso and opened his leathers. Simith’s conduit, a raven’s feather tattooed in evergreen ink, glowed a dull emerald against his skin. 
 
    “You’ve fled too far to drag you all the way back for our fun.” The troll grinned down with a maw full of pointed teeth. He pulled a knife from a sheath at his hip. “Not to worry. We’ve other ways to go about this.” 
 
    In the bleached light from the strange torches on metal spires among the sunflowers, Simith recognized the ice-blue metal in the troll’s claws. His breath shortened. Terror burned through his veins. 
 
    A Sorrow Blade. 
 
    “The accord,” Simith managed to press out. “Both sides agreed to never use those. Do this, and your own will suffer against them.” 
 
    “Only if it’s discovered, and we are far from home.” The troll leaned close, hatred filling the yellow glow of his eyes. “For you, Sun Fury, it’s worth it.” 
 
    Panic took over his struggles. To die alone was one thing, but to fall to this weapon meant his torment would never end. Forged with the blood of the heartbroken, two strikes from the weapon would pry his soul from his body and keep him locked in a realm of eternal despair. Simith thrashed in their hold, the iron links cutting into his skin. 
 
    His enemies held him fast. The troll set the Sorrow Blade’s edge to his flesh and sliced into him. The first stroke loosened a wail from his throat unlike any he’d ever made. A wild, animal-like howl. The worst followed in its wake. Memory bit into him like a nightmare: Rim’s disappointed eyes. Her final words ringing in his ears: 
 
    Your brother would be ashamed of what we’ve become. 
 
    The Sorrow Blade drank in his blood and his agonized cries. It shimmered with delight. Simith sensed its greed, its desire to devour him whole. Only one more strike separated it from its prize. Thoughts of the home he hadn’t returned to in years rushed through Simith’s head. He thought of his mother and father with a longing that unraveled their estrangement. They’d never know what happened to him. 
 
    Consumed by misery and pain, Simith wasn’t fully aware of when the odd sound began, only that the trolls stopped. He lay shaking as the shrill noise filled the night. Up and down it went, a terrible warbling screech interspersed with the blast of an unfamiliar horn. The trolls startled off of him. 
 
    “Enchantment,” one growled. 
 
    “Do we battle it?” 
 
    Flashes of white light came from off to the side, and the screeching horn started up again. 
 
    “Retreat to the trees.” 
 
    “What of the Sun Fury?” 
 
    “Later. He won’t get far with those wounds. We can’t be recognized.” 
 
    Their boots tromped rapidly away. Inclining his head, Simith caught a glimpse of them fleeing into the dark tree line. The screeching whine and flashes of light ceased. Simith forced himself to move. He couldn’t assume this spell-caster wasn’t a threat to him too. He shook the chains off his wrists rubbed raw by the iron, and got to a sitting position. The shallow cut on his bare chest blistered with magic. His head spun as if perched on a wheel. 
 
    A branch snapped nearby. The trolls? Had they decided to return and finish him off first? His mind flashed to the Sorrow Blade, choking him with fear. Without a thought, he hurled a knife in the direction of the sound. There came a gasp, followed by a frail cry and a thump. Not a troll. 
 
    Simith struggled to his knees, praying he hadn’t done what he suspected. The fuzzy legged feet sticking out between sunflower stems confirmed the worst. The pooka. 
 
    He crawled to her side. Dark, frightened eyes looked up at him. She clutched a strange, glowing device. 
 
    “The light and noise,” he realized. “That was you?” 
 
    “I was trying to help.” She’d begun to shake, soft features pinched with pain. 
 
    “I didn’t mean this.” He cursed. “Why didn’t you call out before coming near me? Have you no sense?” 
 
    Her brows ticked down before creasing with hurt again. Simith loathed himself more than ever for that comment. This brave creature had removed the iron from his back and distracted his enemies when they would have stolen his soul for the Sorrow Blade. She was not at fault here. 
 
    “Let me help you.” He lifted a hand to look for the wound but she shrank from him. Guilt burned in his throat. “My knives are spelled. You can’t draw the blade without me.” 
 
    She stared back with the same bewildered look she’d given him since they’d met. He quelled his frustration. Pookas knew nothing of a pixie knight’s magic. 
 
    “Where did it land?” he asked. 
 
    “My leg.” 
 
    Her paw drifted to her right inner thigh. His knife had buried itself to the hilt there, her fur matted with blood seeping from the wound. He took hold of the hilt with one hand, pressing the palm of his other flush against the velvety skin. 
 
    “Be fast with your magic once I remove the blade,” he told her. “An injury at this spot will bleed you quickly.” 
 
    “My magic?” 
 
    “Yes. Is your conduit ready?” 
 
    She had her paw wrapped around the end of a necklace. He spied the glint of a metal pendant between her furry fingers. Unusual. Pookas typically had an ornament of carved wood for their conduits. He ignored the oddity. Her face grew paler with each passing moment. There could be no delay. 
 
    “Make ready.” 
 
    “No.” Terror widened her eyes. “Don’t!” 
 
    Simith jerked the blade out quickly and cleanly. The pooka gasped, then sobbed. She curled in on herself, releasing the pendant to clutch at her leg. He stayed close, casting an eye toward the trees to watch for any movement. Once the pooka recovered, he’d return to the tree that had delivered him here. It was his best chance of escape. He wouldn’t survive another battle with the trolls. If not for the pooka, he wouldn’t have survived this one. 
 
    Turning his attention back to her, Simith started at the amount of blood still pouring between her fingers. It took a moment to realize the reason. 
 
    “Why aren’t you using your magic?” he demanded. 
 
    “I need…an ambulance.” She reached for the device she’d dropped. Had he been wrong? Was that her conduit and not the pendant? 
 
    Simith plucked it from the dirt and placed it in her paw, then startled back when she removed the fur to prod at it. 
 
    No, not fur. That was a glove. She had hands and skin. She was not a pooka? 
 
    As she tapped on her device, he examined her more closely. The long ears had slipped back, revealing they were tethered to a decorative band. She wore a disguise. Why? He drew her dark hair away from the side of her head, and blinked. Her ears were round, not pointed. No creature had round ears. 
 
    “The numbers—I can’t see straight.” Her voice was barely a breath. “I need help…” 
 
    The device fell from her hands. He reached forward to cushion her head as she slumped back. Her eyes fluttered shut. The ground under his knees was warm with her blood. 
 
    She couldn’t heal herself. She had no magic. He could scarcely believe it. Even the smallest, most innocuous of beings could repair their wounds. 
 
    But he wasn’t in the Realm anymore. The Jaded Grove had brought him through a doorway to a place as unlike his world as the sky was to the earth. He looked down at the pooka—the female. He didn’t have the strength to both heal her and escape. His own body trembled with injury; his magic still weak from the iron. He ought to leave, go back to his world while he still could. 
 
    Her breathing grew more labored. Simith’s gaze lingered on a spray of freckles high on her cheekbones, dark points against her paling skin. He hadn’t even thought to ask her name. A favor for a favor, he had promised. There were ways around that oath. He hadn’t sworn when he would repay her help. 
 
    He firmed his jaw. No, if he had learned anything from turning his back on Rim, it was that living with another’s death on his shoulders led to a calendar of endless grief. He would not do it again. 
 
    He slid one palm over her brow, and clasped her hand with the other. “All will be well,” he told her. “You’ll not perish here.” 
 
    His conduit warmed on his chest as he drew on his magic. It was slow to react. He pressed harder, clenching his teeth at the sting of iron still polluting his body, forcing the power through his hands into her flesh. She inhaled sharply, fingers twitching against his. Her eyes remained closed. Simith shut his own eyes, concentrating. With his magic running through her small frame, he sensed the wound on her leg. He focused his efforts there, willing it closed, but couldn’t seem to get a grasp on it. Magic flowed into the injury, but her body didn’t absorb it. His healing drained away as quickly as it arrived, as if he tried to fill a bucket with a hole on the bottom. 
 
    Sweat rolled down his temples. Ceasing the current of magic, he took a moment to catch his breath and think of a different strategy. Even a broken bucket overflowed if enough water poured in at the same time. The question was whether he had enough left in him to do it. 
 
    Simith gathered himself. The trolls did not call him Sun Fury for nothing. He had once fought for three days without rest, surrounded and stranded on the battlefield with only the stench of blood and death for company. If he had not faltered while cutting down lives, he refused to do so while saving one. 
 
    Her breath became strained again by the time he was ready. His conduit burned hot on his chest; his body filled to the brim with enough magic it was a wonder it didn’t leak between his pores. Bending over her, his hands gripping tight, he unleashed the flood. The sudden drain nearly knocked him unconscious. Her body vibrated beneath his touch, her skin warming. Simith sought out the wound. Magic still slipped away, but it was working. The gash began to close and her heartbeat grew stronger. Two heartbeats, actually, the second a tender, rapid pulse. Round ears, no magic, and two hearts. What was this creature? 
 
    He didn’t have time to ponder it. The well of magic he’d pressed into her emptied rapidly and the wound was only partially healed. His conduit cooled on his skin; the magic he’d stored nearly exhausted. Simith pulled from it anyway. The strain made his ears ring. Memory chorused the clanging in his head. 
 
    “Is that all you’re good for, Sim? Is that all you are? A blade for the fairies to wield?” 
 
    “The trolls attack the lands of our home and the Thistle Court. I defend them.” 
 
    “You go where they tell you to go and kill who they tell you to kill.” 
 
    “As I swore to do. That is honor, Rimthea.” 
 
    “That is obedience. Honor demands that you question your actions, not swing blindly.” 
 
    Simith cracked open his eyes. He wasn’t sure when he’d toppled over, but he lay close to the female, his cheek against the grass. The barest hint of color touched her complexion, the breath steady between her parted lips. The gash in her leg had almost closed while he worked to replenish her blood. He should stop. His own life ebbed away from him along with the last of his magic. 
 
    He pulled himself closer instead. This choice at least had a clear right and wrong. No muddled greys to confuse what should be done. Not like the war. It was strange to think how certain he’d been at the beginning. Rimthea had found him after they buried his brother, their homes still smoldering from the trolls’ attack, soot still staining her face. His brother’s betrothed had held out her hand, and in the false certainty only grief inspired, they left the moorlands and pledged themselves to the fairy legion. The Thistle Court made good use of their rage. They’d bathed in the violet blood of their enemies. A revel of vengeance that had no end. 
 
    Until the day Rim changed. Until she came to him and said what they did was wrong. The anger had consumed him. Such words he had thrown in her face, words he could never take back. 
 
    You will tire of blood, she’d told him, just before the scouting mission she never returned from. She was right. If only he’d listened then. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered, as his magic collapsed and the darkness pulled him under.
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    Jessa awoke to a bright taste in her mouth. Tart apples and a garden in full bloom. It was as though she’d swallowed a piece of summer. She didn’t want to move for fear of losing the sensation. 
 
    Then she remembered the creatures crawling out of the ground and the winged man. 
 
    The snick of the knife and the fountain of her own blood. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open. Her hands rushed to her stomach, but she felt the same as before, the edge of nausea still there. The worry took her by surprise, as did the relief. 
 
    “Jessa.” A chair scraped and a familiar face with a halo of dark curls leaned over her. “You’re okay. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Relle?” she blinked up at her. “What’s going on?” 
 
    In the soft light of the bedside lamp, Relle’s silver eyes shone as bright as two moons against her mahogany skin. 
 
    “You’re in my house,” Relle told her. “Come, sit up. You’ll feel better if you drink something.” 
 
    “How did I get here?” 
 
    Jessa leaned back against the headboard and accepted the glass of water, but didn’t drink. Oddly enough, she wasn’t thirsty. She took in her surroundings. A guest room, she judged, given the lack of clutter and personal things. The décor was as plain as any hotel room, which felt unexpected. With the insular nature of Relle and her grandmother, she’d anticipated something a little stranger. Why did they have a guest room when they never hosted any guests? 
 
    “I found you in our fields,” Relle said. “You were unconscious.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Only a couple of hours, I think. It’s still nighttime. Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    “I was stabbed.” Yet, she suddenly realized, she didn’t feel any pain. 
 
    Setting the glass onto the bedside table, Jessa threw back the blankets to see her leg. Someone had changed her out of her bunny costume into a pair of blue cotton capris and a black t-shirt. Even before she yanked up the pant leg, she felt no bandages against her thigh. 
 
    “This can’t be possible,” she breathed, staring down at her fully healed skin. Only a faint line indicated where the knife blade had been. 
 
    Relle took hold of her shoulders, forcing her gaze up. Her silver eyes were startling in their intensity. “I know you’re confused, but you have to ignore that for now. I need you to tell me what came out of the ground by the trees.” 
 
    How did she know about that? How did she know anything could crawl out of the ground? 
 
    “There was a man first. With wings.” 
 
    She shook her head impatiently. “Not the pixie. Something else followed him.” 
 
    “Pixie?” 
 
    “Please, Jessa. It’s important.” 
 
    “There were three of…them. I don’t know what they were. They had glowing eyes and green skin. They weren’t human.” 
 
    “Green skin,” Relle pressed. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes. They attacked the other man.” She couldn’t get herself to say pixie. He’d said his name once. What had it been? Smith. No, Simith. The memory of his suffering made her shiver. She’d been about to run for help, but his terrible cries turned her back. “He called them trolls.” 
 
    Relle pulled in a breath and released her shoulders. “That explains the trees’ agitation.” She sat gingerly on the bed, murmuring to herself. “Why hasn’t the wood restrained them then?” 
 
    The summer taste in her mouth soured with remembered fear. “Tell me what’s going on. Trolls and pixies? This is Michigan, not Wonderland.” 
 
    Relle glanced toward the door with some apprehension, but when Jessa looked, she saw no one. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” she asked. “Believe me, you might find it easier to live without knowing the truth. I didn’t have a choice, but you do.” 
 
    “A choice?” 
 
    “I can make you forget,” Relle told her without any trace of humor. “I can take the memory away. Granny wants me to regardless, but I won’t do it without your consent.” 
 
    Jessa shrank back from her despite her words. “What are you talking about? You moved here from Chicago. You’re not like those things in the woods.” 
 
    “I moved here two years ago because of what my grandmother is. Because one-quarter of me is different.” 
 
    What her grandmother is? The rumors that circulated Skylark about this family rolled through Jessa’s thoughts. It was no coincidence that those creatures crawled out from the trees on their property. 
 
    Jessa swallowed. “What are you?” 
 
    “Please, don’t be afraid.” A hint of sadness touched her gaze before she turned it to the hands in her lap. “No matter what I tell you, I’m still me. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “How can I believe that?” 
 
    Relle shot a look toward the door again. Still no one. “I can explain, but you have to make an oath first. You can never tell anyone, neither voluntarily nor under duress. No one, not even,” her voice tightened, “not even Katie. Don’t make this promise lightly, Jessa. Oaths are binding with my kind.” 
 
    “Your kind. What does that mean?” 
 
    Relle quietly returned her stare. 
 
    Did she really want to know? Relle claimed she could make her forget. Would that be easier? 
 
    Obviously, yes, but it wouldn’t be very brave. Her dad always said to walk with the truth. If she forgot the danger, she might end up stumbling into it again. 
 
    “I promise,” she said. “I won’t tell your secret.” 
 
    Relle’s voice took on an unnerving musical cant. “A warning: This oath you must keep, or the days thereafter shall you weep. A punishment so cruel and deep, you’ll seek the grave to find your sleep.” 
 
    Jessa leaned away from her. “That warning really ought to come before making the promise.” 
 
    Relle brought her hands to her face, smoothing them up and over her head. A ripple spread in their wake. Jessa let out a gasp, scrambling off the other side of the bed. 
 
    Relle’s dark skin hadn’t changed, nor the playful black curls, but her features, though similar, had become utterly inhuman. Her silver eyes were wider and set farther apart, the cheekbones knife-sharp, the brow higher and the chin more pointed. Her limbs—arms, legs, even fingers—were abnormally long, reaching half a length farther than seemed possible, or natural. She was still beautiful, but eerily so. Jessa recognized what she was. Her little sisters had read so many fairy tales in their shared bedroom, she’d have to be blind not to. 
 
    “You’re a fairy,” she whispered. 
 
    “No. I’m Fae.” 
 
    “There’s a difference?” 
 
    “Not in the folk tales of Earth, but in the Realm—the world where the trolls came from—fairies belong to our cousin race. They’re long-lived, but still mortal. Their magic isn’t as strong as ours, and like all other races save mine, they require a conduit to wield it.” 
 
    A conduit. That made it sound as if magic was an energy source and required a grounding object through which to conduct it. She remembered the winged stranger—Simith—telling her to ready her own just before he pulled the knife from her leg. 
 
    “Magic,” she repeated, feeling her jaw dangle. 
 
    Relle nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Magic is real?” 
 
    “It is, but don’t worry. This world has no magic of its own. The power you’ve seen was carried in with the intruders. That’s part of the reason why Granny and I live by the doorway—to ensure nothing comes through.” 
 
    “Except something has.” 
 
    “We’re still not sure how. Trees can be capricious and may have allowed them to enter. We’ll learn more once the pixie recovers enough to answer Granny’s questions.” 
 
    “He’s here?” This time it was Jessa who darted a glance toward the door. She recalled the horrified expression on his face after the knife struck her, the way he could barely stumble across the short distance to reach her. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    Relle passed a palm from her brow to her chin, and her face settled back into the familiar lines Jessa knew. Glamour. That was the term used in fairy tales for enchantments of disguise. So, that was real too. 
 
    “Those things, the trolls,” Jessa said. “They’re still out there. What if someone else wanders by your property like I did? Katie’s party must still be going.” 
 
    “We closed off the woods after we found you. The trolls can’t get out and no one else can get in.” 
 
    “How? There’s no fence and…” Jessa trailed off at the Relle’s pointed look. Magic. Right. 
 
    “Everyone at the party will be safe.” Her gaze dropped to her lap again. “Was Katie very angry I couldn’t come? I did want to go. I just couldn’t.” 
 
    Jessa considered how to answer. Relle’s reasons for keeping her distance made a lot more sense. 
 
    “She’d probably be more understanding if you told her the truth.” 
 
    Her mouth slanted wistfully. “Spilling the beans for the sake of my dating life isn’t allowed.” 
 
    “I guess it wouldn’t be,” Jessa admitted. “You said you’re one-quarter Fae. Were you born here or there?” 
 
    “Here. I’ve never been to the Realm. Granny says it’s not safe for us. My father’s human, so I suppose that means I do belong to this world, but having magic changes things.” 
 
    “And because you’re immortal.” 
 
    She waved a hand. “No, here I’m as mortal as you are. Everything in this world ages, even the Fae can’t stop that.” 
 
    “But you just said you have magic.” 
 
    “It’s in our blood. That’s why we don’t need conduits, but it has limits—like aging—and it’s extremely draining here.” 
 
    Jessa wondered what it cost her to maintain the glamour she wore. Sudden understanding hit her. “That’s why you hardly ever leave your farm.” 
 
    “In part,” she said softly. “That’s why I—" 
 
    A sharp rapping on the window pane interrupted them. With the blinds down, Jessa couldn’t see what had caused it. Relle stood. 
 
    “Don’t,” Jessa said. “What if it’s the trolls?” 
 
    “They can’t leave the woods, trust me.” She went to the window.  
 
    Despite her assurances, Jessa looked for something that might serve as a weapon. She grabbed a glass candlestick sitting on the dresser. 
 
    Relle zipped the blinds up. Unlatching the window, she pushed it aside and popped open the screen. A sparrow alighted on the window sill. It bobbed its grey head, ruffling brown-black wings in a manner that looked a lot like a show of deference. 
 
    “Did that bird just bow to you?” she blurted. 
 
    “The sparrows help us keep an eye on the trees. That’s how I knew you’d been attacked.” She held out a palm and it hopped onto her fingers. 
 
    “Didn’t Katie relay my text?” 
 
    Where was her phone? She felt the pockets of her borrowed capris, but it wasn’t there. 
 
    Relle’s brow furrowed. “What text?” 
 
    The sparrow deposited a little wad of rolled up paper into her hand, and twittered. Relle unrolled it. Her face went rigid. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jessa joined her by the window. Markings she didn’t recognize adorned the little scrap of paper. Writing? A dawning sense of alarm bubbled in her stomach. “What does it say?” 
 
    “It says they have her,” Relle whispered. “The trolls caught her in the woods.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Panic filled her silver eyes. “Katie.”
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    Icy water tore Simith from his dreamless sleep. He awoke with a sputtering gasp. 
 
    “Good,” came a female voice. “You’re awake.” 
 
    He was seated upright, his wrists and ankles lashed to the limbs of a chair. Not by the trolls, he assumed. They’d had other plans for him. Simith blinked the moisture from his eyes, and sought out his captor.  
 
    An elderly woman sat before him in a wheeled chair of metal, her features hard, her black gaze steely. Despite the long, grey-white braid slung over her shoulder, the clarity in her eyes made it hard to guess at her age. They unnerved him, those eyes, as if they could see more than he wished to share. In one hand she held the cup that must’ve delivered the water to his face. The other rested across her lap with his crystal blade. No sign of his knives. 
 
    Simith forced his gaze away from the weapon. He cast an eye around the square room. Empty save for the two chairs they occupied. 
 
    “Am I a prisoner?” he asked. 
 
    She inclined a wintery brow. “Are your bonds not tight enough? Did we leave room for interpretation?” 
 
    We. She was not alone here. 
 
    “On my honor, I mean no harm. You needn’t restrain me.” 
 
    “You bring trouble to my home. I’m of a mood to do as I please with you. As for your honor,” she shrugged, “I know enough of the swaying loyalty of pixies to find little value in that.” 
 
    She baited him. To amuse herself, or as a test? That shrewd gaze she leveled on him suggested the latter. What game did she play? His bonds didn’t budge when he tested them. Fabric twisted at one arm and he glanced down. It had been bandaged. The absence of pain entered his awareness. His wings, though stiff and sore, were no longer broken, and his leathers had been secured once more over his chest. That was a hopeful sign, wasn’t it? 
 
    “You healed my wounds,” he said. “My thanks.” 
 
    “I can hardly interrogate you if you’re mewling with injury. Should pain be necessary,” she smiled, “I prefer to apply it myself.” 
 
    Perhaps not so hopeful. 
 
    “I serve the Thistle Court,” he said, opting to volunteer information. Maybe she’d see it as a gesture of good faith. “I’m a knight in the legion’s vanguard and—” 
 
    “You’re infantry, then. Not a Helm.” 
 
    “Only the fairies can hold the rank of commander.” 
 
    “Really. Interesting.” She tapped his sword with a forefinger. “Yet, you carry a commander’s blade.” 
 
    “I was given that honor, yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    As ever, the words came bitter to his tongue. “A reward for excellence in battle.” 
 
    “With whom do the fairies battle that you should have the opportunity to earn such acclaim?” 
 
    He frowned. She seemed to know many details about the Realm, yet of the conflict raging between the fairies and the trolls, she knew nothing? 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “I am called Ionia.” 
 
    A lie. Or an alias, at least. “Where am I?” 
 
    “For the moment, you are where I decided to put you.” 
 
    “Surely, you can tell me more than that.” 
 
    “It appears you’ve confused our respective positions.” Her mouth crooked up on one side. “Are you inexperienced with the way an interrogation works?”  
 
    Experienced enough to recognize she saw him as an enemy even if he didn’t see her as one. When she had the information she sought, his survival became precarious. He needed time to figure out an escape before that happened. 
 
    “What is it you want to know?” he asked. 
 
    “Tell me how you entered this world, and what came with you?” 
 
    His thoughts flashed back to the tree line and his skirmish with the trolls. The pooka, he remembered with a start. Where was she? Had she survived? 
 
    “There was a pooka—No, not a pooka. She was…” He didn’t even know what she was. 
 
    “Human, is the word you’re looking for. Creatures born without magic.” 
 
    He’d never heard of them. “She was injured. I’d tried to heal her, but the magic was fractious. Did she—Is she here?” 
 
    “Your concern would seem more genuine if you hadn’t been the cause of her injury. I don’t recommend more questions about her.” 
 
    “Is she alive?” he demanded. 
 
    “So uncooperative. How irritating.”  
 
    Simith didn’t like the smirk she gave her words. Had they captured her too? Perhaps they had her in a room like this one, tied down for interrogation. Unacceptable. She’d saved his life when she could’ve left him, and so far, suffered only harm for her trouble. He wouldn’t allow any more to befall her. 
 
    Simith reached for his magic, casting his mind toward his conduit to lend him power. 
 
    None came. 
 
    The old woman’s dark eyes watched as he struggled to hide his confusion. “You are quite helpless here, pixie. You exhausted your magic during your skirmish on my lands, and in this world, there exists none to replenish it.” 
 
    No magic, just like the human who couldn’t heal herself. How then did his captor have magic? He could sense it in the palpable aura of power that surrounded her. 
 
    She nodded to his unspoken question. “Correct. I am not powerless. I think a demonstration would help to clarify things.” 
 
    A hint of pain started behind his eyes. It swelled, growing brighter and hotter until his back arched and his breath shortened. 
 
    “Let’s start from the beginning.” She settled back in her chair. “Who do you fight in the fairies’ name? Answer honestly. I’ll know if you lie.” 
 
    Pressure built in his skull. He clenched his jaw, resisting, but thought better of it. This fact was common knowledge. 
 
    “Trolls,” he pressed out. “They war against the trolls.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Nearly a century.” 
 
    “Since the fairies betrayed the Fae.” 
 
    Betrayed. A bizarre description for the actions of those who’d freed the Realm from the Fae’s tyrannical rule. 
 
    “Yes. Since then.” 
 
    The pain vanished. Simith slumped back in his restraints. Her expression thoughtful, she gazed down at the sword again, aged fingers tapping away. 
 
    “Why do you do this?” he rasped. “Clearly, I pose no threat to you.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Do you require another warning about deception?” 
 
    “I speak truly. I don’t know you.” 
 
    “No, but let’s not pretend you didn’t come here looking for me.” 
 
    “My arrival was accidental. Trolls ambushed me in the Jaded Grove, and the trees led me here.” 
 
    “The trees.” She gave a grainy chuckle. Sweat glimmered across her brow. “I planted the trees of that grove many ages past. Do you think I’ll believe they not only spoke to a mere pixie, but led you to the doorway?” 
 
    Ages past? The Jaded Grove had stood for millennia. Nothing lived that long. 
 
    Realization washed over him in a cold wave. He stared at the creature before him. Goosebumps raced along his arms and legs. 
 
    She laughed. “How surprised you seem. Have you not the wit to see through glamour?” 
 
    “The Fae are dead. The curse killed them all.” 
 
    “Some escaped before it reached them.” 
 
    “That magic covered the entire world.” 
 
    “One world, but as you see, there are others. Kindred realms, we called them. This is one I’d visited often.” She examined an aged hand. “At the time I hadn’t realized it would cost my immortality. Still, a century more of life is better than none at all.” 
 
    Simith tried to calm himself. He shuddered to think what atrocities she’d committed here among peoples without magic, unaware of her kind’s merciless nature. 
 
    “I didn’t come here looking for you.” He held her dark gaze as steadily as he could. “No one knows you exist.” 
 
    “This is what I think, little pixie. I think your industrious fairy Helms found the doorway. Somehow, they discovered that not all Fae were destroyed in their uprising. They dispatched you to locate my whereabouts in order to send reinforcements to kill or capture me.” She rolled her chair alongside him and set the edge of his blade to his throat. “I cannot have that. There are those who depend on me here. Thus, you will never return, and I will have a chat with my trees to make certain no one ever finds that doorway again.” 
 
    Simith tilted his head back as she pressed the sword into him. “The Helms did not send me.” 
 
    “Then what were you doing in the Jaded Grove before the trolls found you?” 
 
    “It was the trolls I went to meet. In secret.” He sucked in a breath as the blade’s edge bit into him. “To make peace.” 
 
    “Without the backing of your commanders,” she said dryly. “I don’t believe you. You are of the vanguard. They wouldn’t have placed you there unless they trusted your loyalty completely.” 
 
    “They have my true name. That’s why they trust my loyalty.” 
 
    She paused. “You gave it to them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Incredulity filled her black gaze. “You can’t have been that stupid.” 
 
    “It’s required to join the ranks; the price we pay for the resources to protect our families from the attacks.” 
 
    She barked a laugh. “They have grown clever. You’re saying, despite this, the trolls agreed to meet with you and discuss peace?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She shook her head. “For trolls, oath-breaking is a matter of damnation. If they’d truly agreed to that meeting, they wouldn’t have ambushed you. What a sorry liar you are.” 
 
    But he wasn’t lying. The trolls had broken their oath because they saw him as evil, a villain who would slay enemies on their knees as easily as those on their feet. They were right. After ten years of war, he’d done that and worse. He’d accepted no surrenders, heeded no pleas. Like the daylight that turned troll flesh to stone, his offered no mercy. Of course, they would sacrifice their honor to kill him. 
 
    Simith squeezed his eyes shut. He saw no point in saying any of that. This was what he deserved, to die here, alone, without the rites of his homeland or family, without leaves in his hands or runes dyed onto the soles of his feet. It was the fate he had earned. 
 
    Behind him, a door slammed open. 
 
    “Granny, stop!” someone exclaimed. 
 
    The blade lowered from his throat. “I told you not to come in here.” 
 
    “You can’t kill him. At least not yet.” 
 
    “Why should I not? I’ve learned all I need.” 
 
    He opened his eyes to find Ionia scowling over his shoulder. A young female strode into his line of sight. She passed a bit of parchment to Ionia. “The trolls captured Katie and sent a ransom note. They want the pixie alive in exchange for her.” 
 
    He’d heard that name before. So, Katie was a person. Was she Fae as well? Just how many still lived? He blinked. Had she said Granny? 
 
    “The neighbor girl with the loud parties.” Ionia crumpled the parchment. “Let them have her.” 
 
    The young female stiffened. “What?” 
 
    “It would be a favor, really. She’s become a nuisance with her calls and unannounced visits.” 
 
    “Granny, we can’t—” 
 
    “Why is he tied up?” came a third, stunned voice. 
 
    Simith recognized it immediately. He shifted, craning his neck to look behind him. He couldn’t see more than a glimpse of dark hair and a figure of small stature in the doorway, but it was enough. He breathed out a sigh. She lived. Bless the winds, he hadn’t killed her. 
 
    “Relle?” she asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Go back to the bedroom, Jessa. He’s tied up because he’s dangerous.” 
 
    “He saved my life.” Her quiet steps moved her into his view, her dark eyes widening when she looked from him to the sword in Ionia’s hand. “Why are you—You weren’t going to hurt him, were you?” 
 
    Simith stared up at her. It had been a long time since someone regarded him with anything close to concern. He couldn’t help but appreciate it. 
 
    She didn’t look as she had in the woods. Color filled her cheeks. Gone were the rabbit ears and fur. She had kind eyes, her face the shape and shade of an acorn. If not for her round ears and the absence of wings, he’d have thought she belonged to the southern moorlands. 
 
    “Jessa,” he said, and she looked at him. “Your name is Jessa.” 
 
    She turned to the other young female—Relle. “You’ve got to untie him. This is crazy.” 
 
    “We can’t.” 
 
    Her gazed hardened. “Because he’s dangerous, or because he’s a hostage?” 
 
    Ionia rapped her knuckles against the metal arm of her chair, lips thinning as she addressed Relle. “You were meant to spell these memories from her. That task will prove more difficult each time she sees something she shouldn’t.” 
 
    “She swore the oath. Besides, I told you I wouldn’t do that unless she agreed, and she hasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m not going to either,” Jessa said. “I don’t know what spelling is, but I doubt it’s healthy for my—for me.” Some thought he couldn’t read passed behind her eyes as she knelt beside his chair. “His hands are turning blue. I’m untying him.” 
 
    “You see now?” Ionia pointed. “She doesn’t understand, and you are too young to see the danger in her ignorance. Or your own, for that matter.” 
 
    Despite her words, she must have decided he wasn’t the threat they’d claimed, for she made no move to stop Jessa as she worked on the knots that bound him. And truly, without his knives, his blade, or magic, any attack would be suicidal. When the ropes came free, he subdued a hiss as blood rushed back into his fingers. 
 
    “Sorry,” she murmured, bringing to mind her other stricken apologies after removing the arrow from his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s I who should apologize,” he said. “My pain is not your doing.” 
 
    “No, that task falls to me,” Ionia observed, angling the sword like a bar across his chest. It seemed less a threat than a way to discourage him from moving from his seat. She turned her attention to Relle. “I know you value Katie, but setting aside that I refuse to be blackmailed by trolls, it’s too risky to give the pixie to them. He can’t be allowed to return to his world under any circumstances. He’ll tell the fairies about our existence. That’s the reason he’s here.” 
 
    Simith kept himself from arguing the claim again. It was pointless. Cursed, paranoid Fae. 
 
    “Everyone knows Katie in this town, Granny,” Relle pleaded. “If she disappears, there’ll be consequences. More people will come snooping around here.” 
 
    “This is exactly the reason I told you to stay away.” Her mouth twisted. “What do you suggest, child?” 
 
    “I say we agree to the exchange, get Katie, and recapture him afterward.” 
 
    “How shall we agree to an exchange we have no intention of honoring? Neither of us can lie.” 
 
    “I used to, and Mom still can. I could try again maybe—” 
 
    “No. For whatever reason, you exhibit more Fae ancestry than your mother. If not, you’d still be in the city with her, and I’ll not endure her anger if you sicken yourself again by trying to lie.” 
 
    Relle paced a few steps, grumbling. Then she smiled. “What if we agree without saying how long they can have him? Once Katie is safe, we can get him back and let the trees take care of the trolls.” 
 
    “Or eliminate the lot, including the pixie.” Her grandmother’s eyes glinted. “That has potential.” 
 
    Simith’s chin dipped. It seemed there was no avoiding the torment awaiting him. Hopefully those trees would crush him before the trolls resumed what they’d started. 
 
    Relle cut a worried look at Jessa who listened on with a tight expression. “Couldn’t we just make him promise not to say anything?” 
 
    “Nonsense. The fairies have his true name. They’ll compel him to foreswear himself. Go and ready a return missive—" 
 
    “No,” Jessa said in a low voice. “You can’t give him to them.” 
 
    Startled silence fell. All eyes turned to her, including his. She grimaced beneath their collective scrutiny. 
 
    “It’s just so we can rescue Katie,” Relle told her gently. “And we’ll,” she glanced sidelong at Ionia, “discuss about what happens afterward once she’s safe.” 
 
    “They were doing something to him.” Jessa knotted her fingers together. “There was a strange knife and some kind of magic. The sounds he made when it touched him,” she shuddered. “They’ll do it again as soon as you hand him over. You can’t.” 
 
    Was she…defending him? She didn’t even know him. He gazed at her. Kind eyes and a kind heart as well. 
 
    Ionia settled her flinty regard to him. “Of what knife does she speak?” 
 
    “They have a Sorrow Blade,” he said. 
 
    She exhaled between her teeth and removed the barricade of his sword to set it across her lap again. “Well then. That changes things.” 
 
    “What’s a Sorrow Blade?” Relle asked. “You’ve never spoken of them before.” 
 
    “It’s something the Fae should never have forged. A living blade so ravenous for grief, its hunger nearly destroyed our civilization.” She laughed humorlessly. “Until the fairies, of course. I’d have thought those feckless usurpers would know better than to raid the forbidden armories. How do trolls have possession of one?” 
 
    “They were used in the war,” Simith said. With the sword gone, he covertly assessed the room for exits. He spied a window. Closed, unfortunately. “Some were lost in battle and used against us. A pact was made to no longer wield them.” 
 
    “Another broken oath? These are strange trolls pursuing you, pixie.” She tapped one foot against the floorboards. “I can annul the blade if it’s separated from the handler. That must be our priority.” 
 
    Relle stepped forward. “But Katie—” 
 
    “Her welfare will be secured with the trolls’ defeat,” her grandmother snapped. “We cannot have a Sorrow Blade loose in a realm as defenseless against magic as this one. Believe me, you don’t wish to see the reach of its power when unchecked.” 
 
    “How long until dawn?” Simith asked. 
 
    “Not for hours yet.” 
 
    Jessa frowned. “Why does dawn matter?”  
 
    “Sunlight turns their flesh to stone.” He looked at Relle. “What of the trees? You had planned to let them defeat the trolls after the exchange.” 
 
    “The trees on this side are much younger than the ones you came by. They might hurt Katie in the process.” 
 
    Quiet descended. Every possibility he considered fell short of success. 
 
    Jessa cleared her throat. “I have an idea.” 
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    It was a terrible idea. 
 
    By the time she and Simith approached Jessa’s greenhouse at the back of her gardens, she was certain her plan would get them all killed. What was she thinking, piping up in a conversation about creatures that had only existed in fairy tales for her until now? It wasn’t as if she knew much about them regardless. Magical realism was as fantastical as her literature tastes extended. 
 
    “This way.” She motioned him toward the side entrance and away from the glass double doors at the front. “Those squeak when they open, um…It’s Simith, right? Not Smith?” 
 
    He nodded, surveying their surroundings in the same ceaseless manner he’d used since they’d left the Neverstem house. In case their enemy was watching, they’d given the trees a wide berth over the half mile trek to Jessa’s house. Relle had assured them the trolls couldn’t leave the forest until they opened the border to arrange the swap, though he’d remained on guard nonetheless. Jessa appreciated his vigilance but since he was unarmed, she questioned what he could do if an attack came. Ionia outright refused to return his sword and knives to him. Jessa was partly glad—she couldn’t help but feel wary after what had happened before—but a greater part feared the old woman had done it less out of distrust than for ease of recapture. Relle said they’d discuss his fate afterward. Jessa didn’t like the sound of that at all. 
 
    “Your garden is vast,” Simith commented as she closed the greenhouse door behind him. “You and your kin must have great skill in the green world for it to flourish so.” 
 
    The garden belonged to Mama and Lola. It was for their sake Jessa maintained it. 
 
    “The fuse box is this way.” Grabbing the flashlight from the shelf beside the door, she side-stepped him to head toward the back. Her arm brushed the side of his wings hanging down his back. Soft. “We’ll be able to turn on all the lights at once from there.” 
 
    “And these mimic the sun.” He gazed upward at the LED tubes affixed to the ceiling. “How do you capture daylight without magic?” 
 
    “Science.” She pushed a clay planter out of their path with her foot, annoyed that she hadn’t taken the time to clean up the place since replanting in the spring. “It’s the ultra-violet rays that make sunlight different from regular light.” 
 
    “Your people study such things?” 
 
    “Some do. I’m a liberal arts major.” Reaching the back corner, she popped open the fuse box, checking to make sure none had been tripped or appeared damaged. The plan was to set Simith out as bait. When the trolls came in, Jessa would flip on all the grow lights and turn them to stone. 
 
    In theory, it was a sound strategy, but it also assumed the laws of nature functioned the same in the other world as they did here. Who could say if their sunlight had some additional hocus pocus that petrified troll bodies? If this didn’t work, they’d kill Simith and Katie. Anxious sweat beaded between her shoulder blades. Simith didn’t deserve the fate they’d deal him, and Katie…Jessa prayed she wasn’t going through anything like what they’d done to him. She couldn’t lose her. She’d disappear entirely if she lost anyone else. 
 
    Concentrate on what you can control. 
 
    The fuse box. That was her job. If this whole thing failed it wouldn’t be because of a busted wire. 
 
    As she finished her inspection, the noisy drag of wooden legs over tile made her turn. Simith pulled an empty greenhouse bench toward her. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “You haven’t ample cover back here,” he said, nudging it into place. “Trolls can see in the dark. Your position must be concealed. What are these bags?” He pointed and she cast her flashlight at a lump of shadows. 
 
    “Pea gravel. Landscape stones.” 
 
    Her eyebrows went up as he hefted two fifty-pound bags like they were filled with feathers and stacked them on the waist-high bench. She peered around the tower to see him frowning at them. 
 
    “Still too exposed. Do you have more?” 
 
    She extended a hand toward a few buckets full of potting soil standing in the corner. He hauled them over. 
 
    “You’re not how I’d imagine a pixie,” she found herself saying. 
 
    He slid a curious glance her way before lifting both buckets onto the bench. “I thought my kind didn’t exist here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but we do have stories. Fairy tales.” 
 
    “Fairy tales.” That seemed to amuse him. “How are we imagined in them?” 
 
    “As fluttery things. Lots of bright color and glitter.” 
 
    “And I have insufficient sparkle?” 
 
    “Not insufficient per se. Your wings are pretty.” 
 
    “Are they?” The corners of his eyes crinkled. 
 
    Her face heated. “I don’t often contemplate mythical creatures, but I wouldn’t have thought pixies would be so…” 
 
    He shifted the weight-laden bench behind a few crates. “Yes?” 
 
    She waggled her fingers, adjectives abandoning her utterly. “Sturdy.” There, that was a neutral word. 
 
    He came around the open side of the bench and thumped one corner. “This will have to do, though be careful you aren’t spotted between any gaps.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Come, it’s time to tie me up.” 
 
    Jessa pointed the flashlight ahead and led the way. 
 
    “It’s sprites you’re thinking of,” Simith said. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “The willowy creatures with colorful, glitter-dust wings are sprites, not pixies. As you say, we are more,” he paused, “sturdy.” 
 
    The emphasis he gave that made her squirm. So much for neutral words. 
 
    She slowed as they neared the center. “Is this far enough?” 
 
    “A bit closer to the doors. I don’t wish them to balk at the entry.” He hesitated. “You are certain none of your kin could venture this direction? If so, you must warn them to—” 
 
    “The house is empty.” Jessa realized how sharply she’d snapped when he didn’t reply. The question had caught her off-guard. No one asked about the house. They knew it was empty. Just her and all that silence. She brushed a hand across her abdomen. It wouldn’t be at all like the house she grew up in. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Simith asked quietly. 
 
    “Sorry. I might be nervous.” 
 
    He nodded. “Fear is understandable.” 
 
    He didn’t try to comfort her about it. She liked that. 
 
    “Why are you at war with the trolls?” she asked. 
 
    “Each race employs a different conduit to wield their magic, something that enhances their magic better than anything else. The fairies use gemstones, but the diamonds of the Twilight Grotto work better than the stones found in their own lands.” 
 
    “I’m guessing these grottos belong to the trolls.” 
 
    “Correct. There was an attempt at trade, but it devolved into conflict that spilled across the Realm a century past.” 
 
    “You mean, they decided to take by force what they couldn’t get through trade? Sounds like the fairies are using standard colonizer strategy.” 
 
    “What’s a colonizer?” 
 
    “A thief,” she said, curt, and disappointed to realize Simith was on their side. “If the grottos belong to the trolls, why are you fighting to conquer them for the fairies?” 
 
    “The pixie clans did not participate in the conflict for decades. We joined the fairy legion ten years ago after the trolls burned our moorlands in an unprovoked attack.” His voice lowered. “Slaughtering our people is a tactic they continue to use.” 
 
    Jessa grimaced. She shouldn’t have assumed. Their history and politics weren’t the same. She recognized the sorrow in his voice though, and peeked over her shoulder at him. His eyes held a faraway look she knew from herself, full of old pain, ground in so deep it was impossible to imagine a time when it wasn't there. 
 
    She dropped back to walk beside him. “What do pixies use for conduits?” 
 
    “A tattoo carved into our skin with evergreen ink. The ink is rare, made from the sap of trees found in a forest near the Giant Hills. On our eighth name day, our parents take us to collect the sap and decide the emblem we wish to bear.” He touched his chest with a faint smile. “Afterward, there’s a celebration.” 
 
    It sounded like a lovely tradition. Jessa thought of her own tattoo, the letters and numbers written down the column of her spine to the small of her back. The pain of the needle had seemed cleansing at the time, but now she could swear she felt each of them like a weight that would never lift. 
 
    FLIGHT 276 
 
    She cleared her throat and halted. "Let's put you here, by my workbench. There's a clear view to this spot from the front doors and more room to maneuver in case you need it." She gestured to the wedge of space separating it from the aisles.  
 
    "Very well." He turned his back to her, joining his hands behind him so Jessa could tie the bonds. 
 
    Jessa took the ropes Relle had given her from her pocket, and winced at the raw, bruised circle of skin at his wrists. Spying a succulent on her workbench, she paused. 
 
    “Wait. Let me put this on first.” 
 
    He faced her. “We haven’t much time.” 
 
    “This won’t take a second.” She snapped off one of the fleshy leaves. “It’s just a bit of aloe. It works as an ointment on cuts and burns.” 
 
    He allowed her to take his arm, watching as she squeezed the plant’s clear gel-like liquid onto one wrist. “You’re a healer?” 
 
    She snorted. “This is the extent of my expertise unless you count knowing Band-Aids should be applied with the sticky side down.” 
 
    Gently, she spread the aloe over the abrasion. It felt cool on her fingers in contrast to the warm night and his even warmer skin. 
 
    He exhaled softly. “It’s soothing.” 
 
    “Good. You’ve had a lot of hurts over the past few hours.” 
 
    “It has been a long night,” he agreed. “What is your occupation, if not a healer?” 
 
    Such a common question. She wondered if it would ever stop feeling so loaded. 
 
    “I used to write poetry.” 
 
    He stilled. “You’re a maker of verse?” 
 
    The reverence in his voice was endearing. “That’s a more heroic description than I’d give it.” She switched to his other wrist.  
 
    “Those who use words as their instrument are held in high esteem among my kind. From your fingers, whole realms of thought are sprung.” He eased his wrist from her grasp. “They should not be salving the cuts of a mere soldier.” 
 
    “Soldiers aren’t viewed highly?” 
 
    “Violence wasn’t our way until the war, but the courage of knights is valued.” A muscle moved along his jaw. “Brutality is not.” 
 
    The shame in his voice pulled on her stomach. She didn’t know anything about war, but she understood the look in his eyes; the devouring grief, the vanishing self. She, too, had seen the stranger staring back from the mirror. 
 
    Jessa set the ropes on the workbench. “I’m not tying you up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Relle and Ionia only want to make sure you can’t run, but if something goes wrong, you’ll need to defend yourself.” 
 
    His brown eyes held hers, inscrutable. “You shouldn’t trust that I won’t abandon you if something does go wrong. You don’t know me.” 
 
    “You saved my life.” 
 
    "After causing the harm, and you had already saved my life." 
 
    "Yeah, and it was a lot of trouble, so I’d rather you didn’t lose it now." 
 
    "Jessa." He ran a hand over his mouth and sighed. "If this works, I will run. The Fae won’t let me go even if we succeed." 
 
    "I know. That’s why I’m not tying you up." 
 
    He gazed down at her. 
 
    “You didn’t come here looking for them. I was there. You didn’t even know where you were.” 
 
    He moved closer. “Why do you defend me?” he asked, though it sounded more like a plea. 
 
    “I…don’t know.” 
 
    “Jessa—” His head snapped toward the door. His hand closed over hers on the flashlight. “They’re coming.” 
 
    She switched it off. “I don’t hear anything,” she whispered. 
 
    “This Sorrow Blade has fed from me once. It sings for my blood.” He turned her around, his hand briefly squeezing her shoulder. “Get to cover,” he said, his words as soft as a breath in the dark. “No matter what occurs, stay hidden.” 
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    They made no attempt to hide their approach. The doors blew open on a gust of magic, the rusted hinges Jessa had mentioned screeching like a felled bird. All three had come, a move that struck him as unusual. Trolls typically sent one of their party to scout along the perimeter. Had the Fae spun such a believable tale?  
 
    With his head lolled forward and his body slumped against the leg of the table, Simith kept his arms looped behind him as though bound. Through lowered lashes, he watched them stride in without hesitation. Moonlight drenched the entryway, marking their position clearly. They did not, as he’d expected, spread out or stalk along the side aisles. They tromped up the narrow lane leading to him, their thick builds forcing them to fall into single file. Simith tried not to question this luck. In another few moments, their strangely reckless behavior wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Trailing their rearguard was the female human they’d abducted. Katie. Magical tethers pinned her arms to her sides and held her feet floating a handspan off the ground. She twisted and struggled, giving him hope she was uninjured. She said something to the nearest troll. With the gag in her mouth, the words were unintelligible, but from the snarled tone, the insult didn’t require interpretation. The one leading the group grumbled irritably under his breath. Simith wondered if she’d caused them some hassle during her captivity. What a wonderful thought. 
 
    “Do you see him?” one growled. 
 
    “I think that’s him by the wall?” 
 
    “That’s a shovel, you idiot.” 
 
    “It’s too cursed dark in here.” 
 
    Simith barely held off a frown. Too dark? He’d once seen a troll shoot down a fellow knight from fifty paces under a moonless sky. 
 
    Their steps slowed, not quite near enough to be certain of the trap. He let his wings hang slightly lopsided and issued a soft groan. 
 
    “There, that’s him.” 
 
    Their pace quickened again, confident now. Simith held himself still and forced his muscles to stay unclenched. The steps closed in. 
 
    Now, Jessa. 
 
    As if she heard his thought, latches snapped somewhere behind him, and blinding light flooded the room from above. Shouts of alarm issued from the trolls. On instinct, he shifted into a crouch and scuttled one row over, shaking his head to clear his watering eyes. The trolls had gone silent. Had it worked? Simith rose to his knees and squinted across the aisles, hoping to find figures of stone. 
 
    What he saw turned his blood to ice. The green skin was gone; the lamplight eyes replaced with browns and blues. What were once hulking figures had become tall and lanky-limbed, dressed in dove-colored tunics. They rubbed their eyes, still muttering their surprise between them in voices no longer gruff, but high and musical. Simith dropped back down and gripped his brow. 
 
    Fairies. They were fairies. Not trolls, but glamoured to look like them. For what possible reason? 
 
    The answer came immediately. Simith tipped his head back and closed his eyes. The meeting with the troll king. They’d discovered what he was up to and intercepted him before he could arrive. But why the deception? If they’d intended to kill him all along, why bother to trick him into thinking the trolls had betrayed him? 
 
    “What is this magic?” one of them hissed. “We are revealed. Naught but the sun could have torn that disguise from us.” 
 
    “Shoot a volley into those lights,” another ordered, and Simith’s eyes snapped back open. He knew that voice. He hadn’t recognized the others, but this fairy he knew. Helm Firo. 
 
    He had to get out of here. 
 
    There came a yelp and something clattered onto the tiles. “These arrows have too much iron to draw without the glamour skin.” 
 
    “Use a knife, then.” 
 
    Glass shattered above. Simith used the sound to cover his movements toward the door. If Firo spotted him, he’d use Simith’s true name to punish him, and he didn’t want to know what the Helm would compel him to do. He’d witnessed Firo’s anger before. 
 
    “Those mages thought to trick us,” one sneered. “If we’d been trolls, we’d be stone and dead now.” The rasp of a knife leaving its sheath made Simith pause. “We should take the female’s life for their duplicity.” 
 
    “Too dangerous. This world is strange and its magic stranger,” Firo said. “We swore not to harm her, and foreswearing ourselves here is to take a risk we don’t understand.” 
 
    They didn’t know the half of it. If they realized the bargain had been struck with Fae, no one would speak of harming their hostage. Nightmare tales were still told around the fire of the savage consequences evoked against those who broke agreements with them. 
 
    Simith darted beneath the table beside the front door while they argued. He gazed out at Jessa’s garden, its leaves and petals iron-grey beneath the night sky. In a moment the fairies would notice his absence. This was his opportunity to escape. 
 
    His shoulders drooped. Escape to what? He didn’t understand the fairies’ motives behind this elaborate scheme, but clearly his commanders had discovered his dealings with the trolls, and they wanted him dead. And what of Jessa’s friend? If he left, did that mean the bargain was off? Jessa wouldn’t do anything rash like trying to save Katie herself, would she? Simith thought of Rimthea, and what he’d have done to save her if given the chance. Even outnumbered, even without magic or weapons, he’d have damned the odds for his best friend. 
 
    But perhaps he didn’t need to here, not if he wagered his luck on a risky plan. 
 
    “Hey now,” one of the fairies snapped. “Where has he gone?” 
 
    Simith ducked out from the table and stood. “Helm Firo, I am here.” 
 
    The others whirled and drew their knives. Firo turned slowly and kept his crystal blade sheathed.  
 
    He gave no greeting before he spoke. “Simith Safflower Sun.” 
 
    Simith stiffened, his true name wrapping him in a tight grip. He’d anticipated this, but not quite so soon. 
 
    “Yes, my Helm,” he managed. 
 
    “Come away from the door and join us here.” 
 
    His limbs moved under the order, as separate from his will as a tree branch caught in the wind. 
 
    “If I’d known it was you who followed me, I would not have run,” he said, attempting to direct himself to arrive near Katie. His body thankfully deemed the action to be one that still complied with the command. 
 
    “Would you?” The wrath in Firo’s hard, grey eyes belied his calm posture. “That’s an interesting claim, given the treachery you were about tonight.” 
 
    “I only meant to speak with the troll king. The Triad ought to at least attempt to open talks again.” 
 
    “You’ve no authority to make that decision.” 
 
    “Peace must begin somewhere. I merely wished to open the door.” 
 
    “We do not want it opened.” Firo’s lip curled. “It was fairy kind who defeated the Fae. By rights and by honor, the trolls should have given us those caves long ago.” He waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter. Our enemy is close to defeat. Peace will come when our legion has vanquished them.” 
 
    Simith imagined the legion’s arrival to the Twilight Grotto, to homes and children and elders, and a handful of young ones left to defend it. The pixie clans had joined the war to keep the moorlands safe, but this conflict was of the fairies’ making. And for what? Gemstones and their own power? 
 
    What was the word Jessa had used? Colonizer. Thief. She was right. 
 
    Simith drew even with Katie where she hovered in her tethers and flexed his mind to stop his legs. They took two steps past her before complying. 
 
    “Defeating the Fae was meant to make us free,” Simith said. “A century of war and countless deaths. Is it your desire to dwell in blood?” 
 
    The others moved back as Firo stepped close, violence shimmering in his gaze. 
 
    “Did you hope to change your legacy? Become a peacemaker at the last gasp? You, Sun Fury, who counted his glory in the number of trolls slain by his blade?” 
 
    He had no answer to that. Snickers filled his silence. 
 
    “What is this world you’ve brought us to?” Firo said. “What allies have you here?” 
 
    “I came upon the doorway by accident.” He winced, the order tugging more information from his tongue. “I was told it’s called the Michigan.” 
 
    “Told by the mages with whom we bartered?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    The name shoved itself from his mouth. “Jessa.” 
 
    Katie made a quiet sound behind him. Firo glanced at her and Simith took the moment to shift back a half-step. 
 
    The Helm’s gaze returned to him. “Where is she now?” 
 
    He tried not to speak. He clamped his mouth shut, reaching for some way to dodge the question. 
 
    “Simith. Safflower. Sun,” Firo repeated. “Where is she?” 
 
    He shook with the strain, swallowing down his voice, but his body would not heed him. It knew a single command, nothing more or less until it was obeyed. His lips parted, the very air in his lungs pressing out a whispered reply. “She is here. At the back.” 
 
    Katie made a garbled protest of fear and outrage. Firo nodded at two of his soldiers. They sped to the far wall. 
 
    “She has no part in any of this,” Simith insisted. “She helped me as a kindness. She’s no danger to any of you.” 
 
    Pottery crashed and one of them spit out a curse. Simith ignored Firo’s dark glare, trying to catch a glimpse of what occurred, but he couldn’t see beyond the tower of objects he’d stacked on the bench. There were sounds of struggle. Jessa cried out. 
 
    He lunged forward, shoving Firo aside, but a fairy emerged from behind the bench, Jessa in his grip. With one arm looped across her ribs, he held a knife to her throat. Blood seeped from a split on her lip. 
 
    Simith’s fingers curled into a fist. “Let her go.” 
 
    “No allies, yet you concern yourself with her fate?” Firo’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “She’s innocent of any treachery you believe I’ve committed.” 
 
    “Believe. Perhaps you think you’re innocent as well.” 
 
    “Why did you come here like this?” he demanded. “Why glamour yourselves to look like trolls if you knew of my dealings? Why not detain me outright?” 
 
    Firo scoffed. “How would that look to the other pixies if even the Sun Fury questions our methods? We are at the precipice of victory. Executing you for treason would incite doubt among the ranks, especially given the pacifist nature of your kind.” He unsheathed a dagger from his side. No, not a dagger, Simith saw with a jolt to his innards. The Sorrow Blade. The ice-blue metal shimmered beneath the bright lights, rippling as it caught him in its reflection. It sang a sharp, shrill melody, like a scream trapped at its highest note. 
 
    “You will be a noble sacrifice,” Firo told him. “You’ll be the one who was sent to offer mercy to the troll king. We’d intended to harvest your eyes and spell them to show your murder under a Sorrow Blade wielded by trolls, but the story will have to suffice. That,” he said, advancing with the weapon, “will be the end of any talk of peace among the ranks.” 
 
    Simith retreated, but another fairy grabbed him from behind. Magic pulsed from his captor’s grip, holding him in place with unnatural strength. He glanced back. Katie hovered just behind. So close. If he could break free to enact his plan, they might have a chance. He needed only a moment. 
 
    But Firo was already there, pulling open his leathers, and Simith knew it was too late for hope. The blade brushed his skin, the metal shivering in its eagerness to drink his cries. 
 
    Only, the cry that erupted wasn’t his. It came from behind Firo. The Helm turned at the sound. The fairy that’d restrained Jessa had toppled to the ground, grabbing a bloody nose while Jessa herself held the back of her head, wincing. She searched the ground. What was she doing? The fairies would recapture her if she didn’t move. 
 
    “Jessa, run!” Simith shouted, but she didn’t. She bent down and retrieved a slender stick from the tiles—the iron arrow that had been dropped earlier. She held it uncertainly, as though she’d never touched one before in her life. Clearly, not a fighter. The fairy she’d head butted stirred. With a shout, she jabbed him with the arrowhead. He fell back, howling. 
 
    Simith made an astonished sound. A fighter after all. 
 
    Using the distraction, he stomped hard on his captor’s instep. The fairy cried out, and the grip on Simith’s arms loosened. He tore one side free and drove an elbow into his foe’s ribs. The fairy dropped to his knees, wheezing, but Firo was already turning back. Simith aimed a desperate kick at the Helm’s hand and sent the Sorrow Blade spinning from his grip. With a snarl, Firo lunged forward, fist raised. Simith grabbed Katie. 
 
    “Forgive me for this,” he said and swung her in front of the incoming blow. She let out a muffled shriek, magical tethers preventing her from blocking it. 
 
    The strike connected with her cheek and sent her reeling into Simith. He caught her to him, easing her to the ground. She had her eyes squeezed shut, groaning from behind the gag, but still conscious. 
 
    Firo stared down at them, his expression caught somewhere between bewildered and appalled. 
 
    “You bargained my recapture in exchange for your hostage,” Simith told him. “A hostage you promised not to harm. You’ve foresworn yourself.” 
 
    “Because of you,” Firo spat. “Striking her was no intention of mine.” 
 
    “Did you stipulate that in the agreement, or did you swear no harm at all?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. No one would hand me the blame for a trap like that.” 
 
    “Except the Fae.” 
 
    Their mention unbalanced him for only a second. “There are no Fae. They no longer exist.” 
 
    “It seems some escaped to other realms. Like this one.” 
 
    “Preposterous.” 
 
    A swift wind gusted through the front door. The sky beyond it crackled with lightning. The lights overhead flickered. 
 
    “Did you think yourself above being fooled by glamour?” Simith said. “Those weren’t mages with whom you dealt.” 
 
    Firo paled. He unsheathed his crystal blade. “You allied yourself with the Fae? Has your race no memory of their savagery?” 
 
    Simith settled Katie beneath the nearest table. Her eyes seemed clearer, but she was still bound. He needed to stall for time until the Fae arrived. 
 
    He stood and faced his commander. “Fairy kind may have defeated their immortal cousins, but you studied well at their feet. Loyalty in exchange for peace, that was your promise, yet it was all for your own greed, and we’ve seen nothing of peace.” 
 
    “Then let me deliver you to it,” Firo answered softly. “For if I’m to die, you will join me.” 
 
    He swung his blade, a blindingly fast stroke to cleave him from shoulder to hip. Simith flexed his wings, turning swiftly to catch the wind coming through the doors. It launched him past the slash of Firo’s sword, but he quickly lost control of his flight in the rising gale. He rolled once in midair, flaring his wings like sails to boost him upward. He caught hold of the rectangular edge of a quad of lights. Through the glass panes of the ceiling, lightning streaked the sky. 
 
    A scream turned his attention downward. The fairy Jessa escaped had regained his feet and grabbed for her. Both struggled in the wind, but Jessa more so as she tried to evade his grasp. Clay planters flew across the room like leaves in a storm. One smashed into Firo as he made his way to them, and he staggered. Jessa made a run for the side entrance. A table shifted suddenly, clipping her. She fell. The fairy advanced, dagger drawn. Jessa skittered back on her elbows. 
 
    Simith let go of his perch, straining wings and muscle still sore from injury. He had no magic to lend to the attack, only the speed of his descent. He crashed into the fairy and took him to the ground. Clamping one arm around his foe, he knocked the knife out the other’s hand. The fairy bucked in his grip. They grappled across the floor. For a heartbeat, Simith had the advantage. 
 
    The tingle of magic over the fairy’s skin was his only warning before a pulse of power hurled Simith into a glass pane of the greenhouse wall. It cracked. The impact ripped the air from his lungs. The world spun. A few paces away, the fairy had located his dagger. Simith shook his head roughly and reached back to pull himself up. 
 
    A hand caught his instead. Jessa crouched beside him. The wind thrashed her midnight hair around her face, her dark eyes huge with fear. A knowing calm lingered in them too, as though she had seen death before and wasn’t surprised that it had come again. He did not wish her to see it. He did not want her to die. He’d been unmade by violence, and some irrational place in his heart promised if he could save a life—this life, hers—perhaps he too could be saved. 
 
    Simith kept hold of her hand and stood, the wind so fierce he had to brace against its pull. He cast his gaze upward, testing his wings in the relentless gale. It flattened them painfully against his back. He didn’t dare try to fly them to the rafters in this. The atmosphere became heavy with magic. The Fae would soon arrive. Jessa tugged on his hand in warning. 
 
    Firo had joined his comrade, his mouth moving in what was surely Simith’s true name, but the wind swallowed the sound. They rushed forward to attack, barely hindered by the wind with the aid of their magic. Simith pulled Jessa behind him. The side entrance door wasn’t far. If he held their attention, she could escape. They’d cut him down quickly, but it might be enough time. 
 
    He pushed her toward the door. “Go!” He ran toward his enemies, a battle cry rattling from his throat. 
 
    They stumbled to a halt before he reached them, faces slack with horror. Simith slowed, following the direction of their gaze. Jessa was beside the side entrance. The door had been thrown open and Relle stood on the threshold. She wore no glamour; her Fae features spectral in the jagged illumination. There was murder in her silver eyes. 
 
    She shot out a hand. Simith barely rolled out of the way before a cyclone blasted from her fingertips. It flung Firo and his soldiers across the room like butterflies on a sudden draft. Jessa must have called out her name, for Relle turned her head slowly to regard her friend, squinting as if she didn’t fully see her. Worry clutched him. The magic he sensed rolling off Relle was like nothing he’d ever felt. Wild. Ruthless. A lightning bolt of pure brutality. It was as though she herself had been spelled. 
 
    Jessa pointed, and he caught Katie’s name on her voice as he hastened toward them. Without a word, Relle moved the direction she’d indicated. The door slammed shut behind her, causing Jessa to jump back. She grasped the door handle, tugging furiously. It didn’t open. 
 
    “It’s not locked,” she yelled when he reached her. She put her shoulder into it. “It’s jammed or something.” 
 
    Shouts of alarm threaded the wind. Simith turned. At the front entrance, silhouetted by shadow and storm, a single figure sat in her wheeled chair of metal. Power blazed in a platinum aura around her. Firo and his soldiers had recovered. They stood shoulder to shoulder facing her, magic cascading from their drawn blades. The Helm shouted orders Simith had once followed into battle. “Stand firm.” “Courage before despair.” But they would find no victory here. A pang of regret swept through him, but he set it aside. They had chosen their course and must each meet the consequences of that path. 
 
    He pulled Jessa away from the door. “We must take cover.” 
 
    “But…” She caught sight of Ionia and lurched sideways into him. He steadied her with an arm around her shoulders, scanning the debris-strewn landscape. Where could they hide from what was coming? 
 
    There. Behind the barricade he’d made for her earlier. Some of the buckets had been tipped over, but the corner walls might protect them from the worst. He led Jessa that direction, wind thwarting his speed. 
 
    “What about Katie?” she hollered. 
 
    Simith caught sight of Relle bending down next to a prone figure beneath the table where he’d left Katie. She gestured with one hand and the wind vanished from her hair and clothes. A shield. Simith sucked in a breath. They were out of time. 
 
    It began with a howling. A vaporous shrieking that filled his ears. The flickering lights went out. Firo and his soldiers roared as they charged Ionia, hurling blasts of magic ahead of them. Their power split harmlessly around her, dissolved with a blink of her baleful eyes. The gale blowing in changed, twisting itself into a spin that threw the fairies from their feet. It lifted them into the air. 
 
    Jessa cried out as the wind pulled her legs from under her. If not for Simith’s arm around her shoulders, she’d have been swept away. He crushed her against him, beating his wings furiously to combat the currents, boots sliding over the ground as if on ice. He spied an overturned table on its side, the top wedged against a support beam, and managed to drag them to it as Ionia began to chant. Flames threaded the cyclone, embers of amber and gold that reminded him of the fireflies in the marshes of home. When they reached the fairies, their skin smoldered and charred. They screamed. 
 
    “Don’t look.” Simith blocked Jessa’s view when she tried to turn, pushing her down behind the table. She curled herself around the support beam at her middle, gripping it tight just as every window exploded. 
 
    He threw his body over hers. Glass shattered around them, bouncing off the table and off of him. A pinprick of pain awoke on his hand. Dots of blood splashed the ground in front of Jessa’s face. 
 
    “Simith,” she said. 
 
    “Stay down.” 
 
    He folded himself closer and ducked his head, the sound of her quick breath in his ear. He didn’t know how long they stayed that way, clinging to the beam and to each other. The fairies’ screams went silent. Then the wind quieted and the wild sense of magic lifting his hairs dimmed. 
 
    Simith risked a look skyward, careful not to let the glass sheeting from his shoulders fall onto Jessa. The night sky glimmered once more with stars; the storm clouds burned away like mist beneath a high sun. The sudden quiet left his ears ringing. 
 
    “Is it over?” Jessa asked. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Jessa?” someone called from nearby, a touch of panic in their voice. “Are you okay? Where are you?” 
 
    “Katie,” she whispered, shifting beneath him to rise. 
 
    He crawled out from behind the table and offered Jessa a hand. She accepted it, and he took the moment to scan her for injury. A few scratches on her arms and legs, but otherwise unharmed. Relief coursed through him. 
 
    Jessa, spotting her friend by the front entrance, dashed off, skirting tables and hopping over debris. Simith followed behind slowly. He saw no sign of the fairies, though a charred scent lingered on the air. Relle knelt beside her grandmother’s chair. The elder Fae sat slumped, her head tipped back, her eyes closed. Overexerted, perhaps. Both of them, he thought, noting that neither wore any glamour now, their Fae features and long limbs revealed in the moonlight. 
 
    He paused with a glance at the side door. Might it be open now? There would come no better moment than this to escape. Even if the Helms wanted him dead, he stood a chance at evading them in his realm where he could regain his magic. Here, he had none, and the Fae made it clear they didn’t trust him with their secret. He highly doubted they meant him to live out his days in this world. 
 
    “Stay where you are, pixie,” Relle said. 
 
    Simith closed his eyes, cursed his hesitancy, and turned. She’d stepped away from her grandmother and approached, his crystal sword in her hand, his bandolier of knives slung over one arm. When she reached him, he blinked in surprise as she held both out to him in offering. He took them immediately, settling his blade into the scabbard at his waist. Its weight balanced him in a way little else did. 
 
    “Go quickly,” Relle told him. “Before Granny wakes up. She won’t let you go, but I will.” 
 
    He had no words for a moment. “Why?” 
 
    Her gaze settled on Jessa and Katie where they stood locked in an embrace. 
 
    “Fairy trickery would’ve taken someone precious from me if not for your clever thinking. The fairies are dead, burned up along with the Sorrow Blade.” She touched her face almost self-consciously. “It took everything we had, but it’s gone. Only you know we live here, now.” 
 
    She left a question in those words. Simith answered it. 
 
    “I will tell no one.” He extended his hand. “I swear it.” 
 
    She returned the clasp, exhaling slowly, silver eyes searching his. “I believe you. Now, go. I can’t promise your freedom if Granny comes to before you’re gone.” 
 
    He nodded once, casting a final look toward Jessa—only to find her coming toward him. Her friend trailed behind, her stare riveted on Relle, who staunchly avoided meeting it. 
 
    “I must say goodbye,” he told Jessa, a strange pressure in his chest. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I’ll walk with you.” 
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    “Where will you go?” Jessa asked as they ambled down the lanes of sunflowers to the tree line where the insanity of the night began. Dawn wasn’t far off, but so much had happened she found it difficult to believe only hours had passed and not days. 
 
    They’d split off from the others at Relle’s house. Ionia slept on, utterly spent after the battle. As Relle explained before, magic stressed the body. Relle had looked ready to lie down herself, but had asked Katie to stay. To explain everything, she’d said. Jessa supposed that was only fair given all that her friend had been through. Katie was remarkably quiet the entire time, though she didn’t seem able to take her eyes off of Relle. Jessa supposed finding out one’s long-time crush wasn’t fully human could make even a person as boisterous as Katie a bit contemplative. 
 
    “The fairies have made my path uncertain,” Simith replied to her question. “They’ll be looking for me, or those they sent to kill me.” He sighed. “I may travel home to Drifthorn whilst I determine what must be done. If they’ll have me there.” 
 
    The last came on a low murmur, sadness leaking through his stoic demeanor. Jessa wished she knew how to comfort someone, but she wasn’t much of a soother. Simith didn’t seem the sort to appreciate coddling anyway. So, she didn’t. 
 
    “That sounds like a terrible idea.” 
 
    He looked at her, brows darting upward. 
 
    “It’s a retreat,” she said firmly. “The fairies did all this because you arranged peace talks with the trolls and they wanted to stop them, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That means the trolls never double crossed you. They wanted those talks. You outsmarted the fairies here, but if you give up now, they still win.” 
 
    “Firo did not lie. I don’t have the backing of the Thistle Court and the Triad to negotiate peace.” 
 
    “There’s a saying I grew up with. Matibay ang walis, palibhasa’y magkabigkis.” 
 
    He smiled faintly. “I like the sound of that, but I don’t understand it. Is this another language of your world?” 
 
    “Tagalog. The language of the Philippines. I was born here in Michigan, but my roots are from there.” She chuckled. “Pixies can only speak English, huh?” 
 
    “When we met, I still possessed a bit of magic. It’s how I learned your words upon hearing them. As I’ve no magic right now, I don’t perceive your Tagalog. What do the words mean?” 
 
    “‘A broom is sturdy because its strands are tightly bound’,” she translated. “It means people gain strength by standing together. The fairies use your kind to fight their battles. What if you spoke to the other pixies about finding a peaceful solution? Would they back you?” 
 
    He didn’t respond, his gaze turning inward. Mulling over her words? Probably offended by her presumptuousness. She shouldn’t give him advice on matters she knew close to nothing about. It surprised her she had bothered. That was more like the old her, the one who used to have enthusiasm for things. 
 
    Was it the pregnancy lending her this zeal? The near death experience? She eyed Simith where he strode beside her. Maybe it was that someone had saved her life twice tonight, endangering himself to do it. She thought of his weight coming down atop her, how his hands had shielded her head, leaving his own vulnerable while the glass crumbled around them. It had shaken something loose in her. She wasn’t quite sure what, but she felt it in her chest, shining through the fog like a lighthouse. 
 
    They reached the woods in silence, heading to the tree where the soil was still churned and scattered at the base of the trunk. He paused there, brushing his fingertips against the bark. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I must not retreat. If I can face the slaughter of lives without stepping backward, then I can do the same for the sake of peace. I will try again.” 
 
    Worry gnawed at her. What if something happened to him because she’d goaded him into it? 
 
    “Please, be careful. Don’t—Don’t go about it recklessly based on what I said.” She swallowed thickly. “I don’t know anything about your world.” 
 
    “You may not know the details, but your sight is clear.” 
 
    “It’s not. Really.” She turned her gaze toward the west where darkness hung heaviest on the horizon. “How can I accuse you of retreating when that’s what I do every day?” 
 
    He moved closer. “What is it you flee from?” 
 
    Her throat tightened. “Their absence.” 
 
    The tattoos on her back pressed into her skin. 
 
    Flight 276 
 
    They whispered. Letters, numbers. A poetry award ceremony in New York. A plane that never arrived. She hadn’t even wanted them to come, but they never listened. 
 
    “We love you. We’re coming to support you.” 
 
    Lola. Mama. Daddy. Her little sisters, Girly and Rosamie. 
 
    Jessa had gone there early specifically so they wouldn’t come. She hadn’t wanted them all there. They’d have fussed about everything. 
 
    “You’ll embarrass me,” she’d said. “I don’t need anybody here.” 
 
    Had those been the last words between them? How could she have said that? 
 
    After it happened, her titas had wanted her to live with them in Manila. They’d called and insisted. Ceaselessly. 
 
    “Your cousins are here, too,” they’d said. “Nanay and Tatay would want you to come home to us.” 
 
    But her parents were gone. They didn’t want anything anymore, and Jessa couldn’t bring herself to leave the house where they’d all lived together. She’d refused. She’d ignored their messages. She’d pushed them away until they stopped calling. 
 
    Now, there was no one. Now, she was always alone, the silence where their voices had been like a hole she’d fallen down and couldn’t crawl out from.  
 
    A brief touch on her shoulder brought her mind back. The trees. The fading scent of night on the air. Simith watched her, his face solemn with understanding. To her great relief, he said nothing. No platitudes. No attempt to cross the breach with examples of his own pain. Everyone suffered on their own, yet his brown eyes held hers with the warmth of solidarity, and she felt less alone. 
 
    “I must go,” he said, reluctantly. 
 
    “I wish I had something you could take with you,” she said. “Some little memento from my world. We haven’t known each other long, but…” 
 
    “It’s strange to think we’ll never meet again.” He nodded. “Perhaps you could—” He flushed. “No. Forgive me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s too great a boon to ask.” 
 
    “Simith,” she said, amused by his formality and deference. “Just tell me.” 
 
    He hesitated, almost shy. “Will you recite a poem? I should like your words to accompany me.” 
 
    Her mouth curved in the first smile she could remember in ages. She wasn’t ready to say any of her own work aloud, the sound of it too much like an estranged friend, but nor did she want to refuse. 
 
    “I’ll give you one of my favorites. It’s by a poet named Emily Dickinson. Is that all right?” 
 
    “It would be an honor.” 
 
    Jessa stepped forward and took his hands. It didn’t feel right to have any distance between them. He sought something from this. She wanted him to find it. Closing her eyes, she readied her mind, voice, and mouth. Then, she opened them and began.  
 
      
 
    “‘Hope is the thing with feathers 
 
    That perches in the soul, 
 
    And sings the tune without the words, 
 
    And never stops at all, 
 
    And sweetest in the gale is heard; 
 
    And sore must be the storm 
 
    That could abash the little bird 
 
    That kept so many warm. 
 
      
 
    I’ve heard it in the chillest land, 
 
    And on the strangest sea; 
 
    Yet, never, in extremity, 
 
    It asked a crumb of me.’” 
 
      
 
    The rhythm emerged soft as a secret while the sunflowers watched and the night sky brightened toward dawn. Her heart thudded wildly. The words…She hadn’t just recited. She’d felt them. They danced in her chest, little sparks of light and life. For the first time since the plane crash, a wisp of hope reached through the numbing grief. If a shard of her broken heart had survived, maybe she would have something to offer the tiny ember growing within her. 
 
    “‘Sweetest in the gale is heard.’” Simith stared at the ground, his face so still she couldn’t guess the thoughts behind it. He released her and pulled free a knife from his bandolier. Slender with a silver luster, it was beautiful. An intricate leafy scrollwork, stained in green, twined the metal from blade point to hilt. He kissed it once, then closed her fingers around the grip. 
 
    “A token,” he said softly, both hands encasing hers. “Take this and flee no more, Jessa of Skylark.” 
 
    They stared at each other, something unspoken shifting in the air between them. Then he strode to the cavity of earth at the base of the tree. With a flutter of his dragonfly wings, he positioned himself above it, casting her one final glance before plunging down and disappearing from sight. 
 
    The world tilted violently and Jessa toppled over with a gasp. The new scar on her leg burned. Her strength drained away and unnatural fatigue towed her under. She tried to call for help, but her eyes slipped closed before she could utter a sound. 
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    He couldn’t get warm. 
 
    Pausing on a low branch at the edge of the Jaded Grove, Simith chafed his arms, half expecting to see his breath fog the air. Summer reigned in the Realm, just like the world he’d left mere hours ago. The trees sighed with a temperate, morning breeze; the air humid, heavy with the scent of cedar and leaf mold. 
 
    Simith shivered and blew on his icy hands. His eyes kept drooping closed, his body longing to return to the hazel thicket he’d seen earlier. No time for a nap. There was but a short-lived opportunity before the fairies realized he’d defeated Firo. He had to make use of their temporary ignorance and hope King Drokeh would agree to another meeting. What conclusions had he drawn when Simith didn’t show up to the last one? Once more, he cursed the fairies’ duplicity. 
 
    Hope is the thing with feathers. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, drawing strength both from Jessa’s words and voice. Doubt might chase him, but he was a fast flyer. He could stay ahead of it. For that, he needed a plan. The pixies would require more than his testimony to turn against the fairies. They’d need assurance a ceasefire with the trolls was even possible, and that required the troll king’s cooperation. 
 
    He’d have to take a risk. No more secret meetings or messages. Simith would fly to the troll king’s territory and surrender himself. 
 
    Hopefully, they wouldn’t kill him on sight. 
 
    It was possible the plan had flaws. 
 
    The leaves above him shook, and Simith looked up to find a blue-grey falcon watching him with interested, dark eyes. He smiled. 
 
    “Hi there, friend. On your way to breakfast?” 
 
    It offered a kik-kik in reply, shifted on its perch and cocked its head at him. An invitation to go flying together. If only he could. Pixie kind often shared the sky with raptors. It had been a long time since he’d last flown alongside them, and sadly today would not change that. 
 
    “You go ahead. I’m not for hunting just now.” 
 
    The branch shuddered in the wake of its departure. Simith watched it go with a nostalgic pang. Perhaps one day he need not always refuse his old joys. 
 
    Below, a spotted doe wandered in the meadow along the edge of the tree line, nosing at a cluster of flowers while Simith leaned heavily against the tree he crouched in. Perhaps a quick rest. It was a long flight between here and troll territory. Had travelling between worlds brought on this unreasonable exhaustion? A shame he hadn’t thought to inquire. 
 
    Pulling magic into his conduit, he replenished his depleted power and healed what remained of his injuries. The fatigue persisted. Simith rubbed at his arms again, the soft chattering of his teeth the only sound. It had grown quiet amid the trees. Too quiet. The doe’s head came up, ears flicked forward. He froze. 
 
    Someone was nearby. 
 
    Simith readied a blade, eyes scanning the tall grass of the meadow leading out of the Jaded Grove. The summer breeze rippled the high stalks like waves on the sea—except in one spot. There, the wavering tide broke, as if a stone squatted within the current. Or a crouched enemy. 
 
    It moved. 
 
    The doe vanished into the woods. Simith alighted on the next tree. On silent feet, he followed a branch extending over the meadow above his target. It shifted again. Simith halted, ready to throw himself back to cover if his foe looked up. They didn’t. A careless mistake. The mid-morning sun betrayed their shadow, though he couldn’t determine whether a fairy had come, or something else. 
 
    They shifted again. Simith burst across the final steps, darting down upon his enemy with a snap of his wings. His target let out a yelp. Simith pressed their face into the dirt. His blade point found the tender spot behind their ear. The struggles ceased. 
 
    “Your name,” Simith demanded softly, “or I’ll make this meadow your grave.” 
 
    “Knight Simith?” a muffled, familiar voice said. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Flix?” Simith moved off him. He stared in astonishment at the young pixie scout. A year had passed since Rimthea had trained him. The last time he’d seen the boy had been just before Rim was killed. Flix had grown tall since then. 
 
    “Curse the winds, you’re terrifying, sir.” Flix gave a strained chuckle, rubbing at the spot where Simith’s blade had pricked him. “I never heard a sound.” 
 
    Wary at his presence, Simith kept his blade close. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I was sent to await Helm Firo and his soldiers. Fairies don’t appreciate when we startle them from above so I stayed in the grass. Now I see their point of view.” He lowered his hand from his head and stared at Simith, wide-eyed. “Is it really you, sir? They said you’d been ambushed by trolls and killed.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “The Helms. They told us you were sent to offer a truce, but the troll king murdered you instead.” 
 
    Exactly as Firo had said they would do. 
 
    “Helm Firo was dispatched to retrieve your body.” Flix gripped Simith’s arm, blue eyes bright with pride. “I knew it had to be a mistake. There isn’t a troll alive that could best you.” 
 
    Simith looked away. Flix would have been a child of six when the clans entered the war, not even old enough for his conduit. His admiration was proof of all the things Simith loathed about himself. No wonder Drifthorn didn’t welcome him anymore. No wonder his parents were ashamed. 
 
    Simith pushed these dour thoughts to one side. Flix’s presence here meant the limited time he had to contact the troll king was less than he’d thought. He considered having the boy not reveal to the Helms that he’d returned. No, the fairies might then suspect Flix had some part in Simith’s plan. He knew what they would do to him. 
 
    He stood. “Helm Firo isn’t coming. You must return and inform the commanders.” 
 
    Flix blanched as he rose. “The trolls killed them?” 
 
    “No.” He hesitated, then unbuckled his sword belt, and offered his sheathed blade. “Take this and tell them I asked you to deliver it to them.” 
 
    The boy stepped back from the weapon. He shook his head emphatically. “It’s not your fault, sir, whatever happened. The fairies won’t blame you.” 
 
    “Flix…” He didn’t know how to explain that their allies were not allies, that the fairies wished to use his death to inspire even greater slaughter. He could barely understand it himself. 
 
    “Besides, you have to come back with me,” Flix said. “All knights have been recalled. The Thistle Court arrived today to address the accusation.” 
 
    “The Triad is here?” He frowned. “What accusation? Against whom?” 
 
    “Against you, sir. The trolls accuse you of oath-breaking. They say you lured them to a meeting for peace, and ambushed them.” He gave an outraged snort. “A twist on the truth as ever I’ve heard.” 
 
    Dread grew in the back of his mind. “What does this have to do with the Thistle Court if it’s me they accuse?” 
 
    “You were assumed dead, sir, and since you serve the fairies, the claim is a mark against their honor. The trolls have called for satisfaction through combat. The Triad came to answer it in your stead.” 
 
    So, not only had the fairies ambushed him, but they’d attacked the trolls at the intended meeting place, and King Drokeh believed he’d betrayed them. The situation was worse than he’d thought. Even if Simith surrendered himself as he’d planned, the troll king wouldn’t believe a word he said. 
 
    Simith ran a hand through his hair, struck by another realization. Flix said the Triad was gathering the entire legion here. Given they’d planned to use his death to subvert any ceasefire, they must have also known King Drokeh would level the oath-breaking accusation against him. They’d expected the king to call for combat, a typical reparation—unless Simith wasn’t there. The fairies would insist on a different sort of combat then, the kind between two forces instead of two individuals. Rather than chancing a costly siege in the trolls’ lands, they meant to finish off the outnumbered troll army on an open battlefield. 
 
    He almost had to admire such an intricate and devious plan. 
 
    “When is this meant to occur?” Simith growled. 
 
    Flix flinched. “They’re working out the terms now. They intend to begin tonight. But since you’re here, you can answer the claim yourself, sir.” 
 
    He wouldn’t live long enough to answer it if the fairies caught him. Simith refastened his sword belt around his waist. Everything had changed, yet his choices had not. His original plan was still the most viable, though if he had to approach the troll king under these circumstances, he’d do so armed. For a certainty, they’d attack him on sight now, but he had to try to reach the troll king. For the sake of them all. 
 
    “Where are the trolls camped?” he asked. 
 
    “On the other side of the valley from the legion, and—Sir, where are you going?” Flix followed after Simith as he darted into the air. 
 
    “You mustn’t be seen with me now,” he told the boy. He tried to outpace him, but the farther he flew from the forest, the harder the fatigue pressed on him. Why was the air so cold? “Flix, go back.” 
 
    “I don’t understand, sir.” He easily kept pace alongside him. “All you need to do is explain what happened to the commanders. There,” he pointed, “Helm Capal comes for my report already. She’ll understand, you’ll see.” 
 
    A rider approached from the opposite direction. Simith lurched back as the Helm cupped her hands around her mouth. “Cover your ears!” Simith shouted, clapping his hands over his own, but the boy didn’t react in time. 
 
    Flix tensed beside him, eyes flaring with surprise. “Why…” He gawked at his own hand as it removed the dagger sheathed at his hip. 
 
    Simith twisted away, anticipating an attack. To his horror, Flix set the blade against his own throat. 
 
    “No!” Simith lunged. He grasped his arm, pulling hard against the unnatural will that commanded Flix’s body with his true name. 
 
    “Fight it,” Simith told him, though he knew the boy was trying, his arm trembling, terror in his gaze. 
 
    Flix’s boot rammed him in the gut and he almost lost hold of his arm. Simith adjusted, pulling the boy close, crushing the gripped blade between them. He put a protective arm behind Flix’s neck and head. Then he took them to the ground. The impact left his elbows and knees throbbing. Flix lay dazed beneath him. Simith grabbed the dagger away from him and pressed his knees into the boy’s arms. 
 
    A sword point came to rest between Simith’s shoulder blades. 
 
    “I take it we won’t be seeing Firo or his soldiers again?” Capal said behind him. 
 
    His hand tightened on the dagger. “Correct.” 
 
    “A shame,” she said, though if she grieved for it, her voice didn’t show it. “Will you come peacefully, Knight Simith? Or must I use your true name to have you murder the scout?” 
 
    Simith closed his eyes. He let the dagger fall from his hand. “Where are we going?” 
 
    The sword point lowered. A wry smile touched her words. “The Thistle Court awaits you.” 
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    She dreamed. 
 
    Beneath a cloud-covered sky, Jessa glided over a rolling, rural landscape she didn’t recognize. Cliffs bordered it, the area adorned by low shrubbery; cotton-grass, mosses, and bracken. Wild ponies with their manes snapping in the wind roamed alongside grazing sheep. She approached heather fields where cob cottages dotted the terrain. 
 
    Home, a young voice said in her thoughts, but it wasn’t hers. 
 
    Movement alongside caught her eye. There, a pair of pixies flew. Two young men, one not quite an adult, the softness of adolescence still clinging to his face. With a start, she recognized Simith. His shoulders were narrower than when she’d met him, his sandy brown hair long with feathers and flower stems woven through it. His brown eyes held the same piercing intensity, but with a spark of innocence that was no longer there. 
 
    “Late for supper again,” the older one muttered, his hair darker than Simith’s. His brother, though she wasn’t sure how she knew that. “I told you we didn’t have time to go chasing hawks.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have challenged me to it, Cirrus.” 
 
    “Mother will keep you aground for a month.” 
 
    “Maybe. You know how it goes; the last to arrive is the first blamed.” 
 
    His brother smirked. “Take the blame, and I’ll help you sneak the cabbage off your board for the week.” 
 
    “A bargain.” Simith grinned and they shook hands. Gazing ahead, he frowned. “Is that smoke coming from our hamlet?” 
 
    Jessa shivered with cold as the dream faded. Other voices replaced those of the young pixies. They argued in strained whispers. 
 
    “Three hours. We said we’d call an ambulance if there’d been no change in three hours, and she’s just as bad as when we brought here.” Katie’s angry words moved from one side of the room to the other. Jessa groggily opened her eyes to see her friend pacing along the foot end of the bed. 
 
    A moment of disorientation followed before Jessa remembered Katie finding her by the trees. She recalled stumbling back to Relle’s house together and falling into the bed of the same guest room from before. Then dreams. 
 
    “If magic is involved, taking her to the hospital is the worst thing we could do.” Relle hovered by the doorway, arms crossed over her chest. She looked like herself again, her Fae features hidden beneath the human mask. “When Granny wakes up, she’ll be able to tell us for sure.” 
 
    Katie rounded on her, gaze flashing with impressive ire despite the swollen side of her face. “We shouldn’t have let her go alone with that winged guy. What if he did something to her?” 
 
    “He didn’t,” Jessa said, voice croaking like she’d been in a coma. She was tempted to close her eyes and sleep on, but the drugging fatigue made her nervous. She pulled herself up to a sitting position, keeping the blankets around her shoulders. Did they have the air-conditioning blasting? 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Katie hustled to the side of the bed and sat next to her. “Still cold?” 
 
    “Freezing.” 
 
    “You might have the flu.” She put a palm on her brow. “Or one coming on. There’s no fever yet.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s not the flu,” Relle said. “I can tell the difference between a regular virus and something caused by magic.” 
 
    Katie ignored her. “You’re sure nothing happened with the pixie? Maybe just a weird vibe?” She snorted at herself. “The things I never expected to hear myself ask.” 
 
    “He’d already left when it happened.” Jessa rubbed her face. Katie looked rough as well, and pale. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” Katie gave a watery smile. “Getting abducted by fairy-trolls and punched in the face wasn’t exactly what I’d planned for my birthday.” 
 
    Relle stirred by the doorway, her posture that of one who wanted to approach but wasn’t sure she’d be welcomed. “Katie,” she said softly. “I’m really sorry for what happened.” 
 
    “I already said it wasn’t your fault,” Katie replied, irritated. She took out her phone. “I’m calling an ambulance now. We can’t risk Jessa in her condition. Honestly, I wouldn’t mind an x-ray myself.” 
 
    Relle was there instantly, snatching the phone from her fingers. “You can’t do that.” 
 
    Katie gave her a scathing look. “Yes, I can.” 
 
    “We have to wait for Granny.” 
 
    The metallic squeak of a wheelchair startled everyone. Ionia appeared in the doorway; a fierce scowl firmly affixed despite the weariness hollowing her cheeks. She surveyed the occupants of the room with a dark gaze that made Jessa’s insides feel exposed. Even the human glamour couldn’t conceal her otherworldly aspect. 
 
    “Granddaughter,” she said. “Where is the pixie?” 
 
    Relle withered slightly under her scrutiny. “I let him go.” 
 
    Her mouth tightened. “So, you have chosen our deaths over his.” 
 
    “He promised he wouldn’t tell the fairies—” 
 
    “Be silent.” Her voice was so dangerously soft, Jessa clamped her own mouth shut. “We will know soon enough the gravity of your foolish trust. Why are these two still here?” 
 
    “Jessa’s sick.” Relle shifted to one side as Ionia wheeled into the room. 
 
    “Does she not have aspirin and a bed in her own house?” 
 
    “Sick by magic.” 
 
    Her sharp gaze turned to Jessa. She rolled to the bedside, forcing Katie to jump out of the way or let the wheels squash her toes. 
 
    “Spell or curse?” Ionia directed her words at Relle as she assessed Jessa from head to foot. 
 
    “Neither, I think.” 
 
    “You think? Have you fallen behind on your studies because of,” she flicked a glance at Katie, “distractions?” 
 
    “No, Granny.” Relle sighed. “Magic is behind the ailment, but it’s not like anything you’ve ever shown me before.” 
 
    “I’m fine, really,” Jessa said, hoping it was true. “It’s been a crazy night. I probably just fainted.” That didn’t make her sound fine at all. She subdued another shiver. 
 
    Ionia tracked the movement. “You’re cold?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “She been saying she’s freezing,” Katie supplied helpfully, ignoring Jessa’s glower. 
 
    Ionia took Jessa’s chin in between her fingers and stared into her eyes. Her dark gaze dragged Jessa under, black obsidian jewels as hypnotic as a sky without stars. Jessa tried to pull away, but the grip on her face firmed. “Hold still, child.” Her voice came slow and strange, drifting across an endless void. “Let me see your secrets.” 
 
    The room faded, replaced with the wide-open landscape of her dreams, only she wasn’t asleep this time. She knew she wasn’t. A separate part of her still saw Ionia’s eyes peering into hers, as though she’d covered half her sight with a hand. 
 
    It was just as before; the long stretch of heather fields, the blanket of clouds, but this time, black smoke billowed from the cobb houses. Screams rode the winds and trolls swarmed the ground. Fire arrows snapped from their bows and pixies fell to the earth, burning. 
 
    Two figures landed atop a smoldering roof: Simith and his brother. They tore through the thatching, crying out “Mother! Father!”. Voices called back. Below, trolls hacked at the door, struggling against barricades behind it. 
 
    A hole formed in the straw. From within, a dark-haired man handed up an injured woman. Simith’s mother. She had an arrow in her side and a gash on her head. She was barely conscious. Both boys gasped as they lifted her out. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” Cirrus cried while Simith stared, white-faced with shock. His brother held their mother close. “We’re no enemy of the trolls.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter now,” the man—their father—said. “Hurry, I’ve got your baby cousins here, too.” 
 
    Another pixie landed on the roof as Simith’s father passed up two toddlers to him. They clung to him, silent with terror.  
 
    “We flee for Hollow Hill,” the new pixie said. She clenched a bow in her hands; her expression ferocious beneath soot-stained blonde hair. Her eyes softened only briefly when she looked on Cirrus. “Late as always, love. For once, I’m dreadfully glad.” 
 
    “Rimthea,” Cirrus breathed her name. “Why are you still here? Fly for safety.” 
 
    “Not without you.” 
 
    A crash came from inside the cottage. The trolls streamed inside. 
 
    “Father!” Cirrus pushed his mother into Rimthea’s hands. He grasped his father’s arms and dragged him through the hole. Fire arrows followed. “Look out,” he shouted, and shielded his father’s back with his own. 
 
    Jessa tried to look away. She didn’t want to see Simith’s face as he watched his brother die, as he looked on helplessly while fire and blade consumed his favorite person. She wrenched herself away, toppling onto her side and nearly falling off the bed. 
 
    “What is going on?” Katie hollered while Jessa grasped her head, squeezing fistfuls of hair until her scalp tingled. Weight pressed down on the mattress, and then Katie was there, pulling her close. “She’s shaking. What did you just do?” 
 
    “Well, you were right,” Ionia told Relle as though Katie wasn’t glaring at her murderously. “There is magic at work here, though I’ve never seen it behave this way.” 
 
    Jessa gulped in the air, her head spinning with awful images. “What magic?” 
 
    “Your dreams,” she said, “they have been strange, yes? Like the one we saw now?” 
 
    She nodded, gathering herself enough to sit up. 
 
    “They’re not dreams,” Ionia told her. “They’re memories.” 
 
    Relle lifted a hand to her mouth, a dawning expression falling over her face that Jessa didn’t understand. 
 
    “But I never lived any of that,” Jessa said. 
 
    “Obviously. Those experiences belong to the pixie.” 
 
    “Simith?” She shook her head. “How can that be if I’m not seeing it through his eyes?” 
 
    “It’s bizarre, for a certainty. You appear to be more of a witness. Perhaps it’s because you’re a creature without magic. I’ve never seen this reaction before.” She shrugged. “But then, I’ve never risked my own life to heal someone else. He might not even realize what he’s done, though I’m sure he will soon.” 
 
    Katie threw up her hands. “Can someone spell it out here? How can she be dreaming memories that aren’t hers?” 
 
    “The pixie used more than magic to save Jessa’s life,” Ionia said. “He split his own life force in two, giving half of that spark to her. It spared her from death, but magic can misbehave when pushed to its limit like this. There are consequences.” 
 
    “What kind of consequences?” Jessa whispered. 
 
    “It’s simple.” Ionia wheeled away from the bedside, pivoting at the foot end to face them. “You share a single life force. Separation from each other will have grave effects. First, you’ll feel ill. Weakness will follow, worsening as time passes.” 
 
    Jessa thought of the scar on her leg, the way it had burned when Simith left. 
 
    “So, you’re saying, if we aren’t reunited…” 
 
    “You’ll both die.” 
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    He dreamed. 
 
    He thought he did, at least. It felt too real for dreams. Simith stood outside the house he’d seen by Jessa’s gardens, the vibrant scent of her many flowers wafting on the night breeze like the fragrance of spilled perfume. A large window looked in on a dining space within the home. She sat with five others at a table laden with steaming dishes. 
 
    His brow furrowed, recalling Jessa’s insistence that she lived alone. Her house was filled with people. Her family, though he wasn’t certain how he knew that. The scene was a boisterous affair. The meal held a loving disorder he remembered from his own boyhood. An older female stood, scooping spoonfuls of cooked grain onto Jessa’s board.  
 
    Sinangág. 
 
    The word wandered through his mind. Garlic rice. She didn’t like rice, though the elder female—her mother—proved adept at evading Jessa’s tries to shield her board with her hands. Her mother shook the spoon at Jessa in the same way his own once wielded tongs of hateful cabbage in front of his face. 
 
    “Anak,” her mother scolded. “It’s not a meal without rice. You want to get sick?” 
 
    With an exasperated laugh, Jessa slumped back in defeat. She loved them, but they always insisted she should appreciate the same things they did. It made her feel like an outsider among them, a puzzle piece that didn’t fit. 
 
    Simith rubbed at his temple. Such strange thoughts. He couldn’t possibly know that either. A younger female seated beside her leaned close. Her sister. She muttered something behind her hand, and Jessa’s smile brightened. The sight of her joy pleased him. Her smile came easily. He felt his own starting in response. 
 
    “Rouse him.” 
 
    The harsh order awakened Simith, but not quickly enough to defend against the boot that rammed into his stomach. Curling around the bruised throb in his guts, he managed to discern he was on the ground, grass pressing against brow. When the boot came again, he seized it with both hands, rolling with the kick’s momentum to drag his attacker down. He snatched a dagger from their belt and lunged for their throat. Flix’s startled eyes looked up at him, and he stopped just in time. 
 
    “Forgive me, sir,” Flix whispered. 
 
    Hands tore Simith away and hauled him up. Helm Capal and another fairy secured him between them, magic in their grip. They torqued his wrist and shook the weapon from his hand. Simith struggled, drawing from his conduit, but strength abandoned his limbs quickly, leaving him winded. He slumped in their hold.  
 
    What was this weakness? Capal had bound him to her horse as they rode toward the fairy camp, but he’d struggled to keep his eyes open and passed out at some point along the way. She must have spelled him. He could think of no other reason for the occurrence. The cold was worse as well. He tried not to shiver overtly, though it felt as if the chill had settled into his bones like grave dirt. 
 
    “Well,” a male voice spoke. “This is far from the outcome we’d hoped. It gratifies me to see Firo was able to at least tire you before you destroyed him and his soldiers.” 
 
    “Yes,” a female voice intoned. “What a pity we must lose such a capable fighter. It’s a shame you aren’t a fairy, Knight Simith.” 
 
    Simith lifted his head. He stood in an enormous tent, many times the size of the ones the legion sheltered in on the field, and far more comfortably appointed. Braziers at each corner brightened and warmed the space, while ornate pillows and furs offered soft places to rest. Set to one side, food filled a table carved into the shape of a leaf; platters of meat and fruit and bread, and crystalline carafes of water and wine. 
 
    Seated before him in high-backed chairs of white wood, its cushions upholstered in indigo velvet filigreed in silver, lounged the Triad that ruled the Thistle Court. Ladies Caraway and Florian, sisters of the west mountains, and Lord Jarrah, of the eastern glen. They’d dressed in the iron, smoke, and ash-colored tunics of field commanders, but the soft drape of the fabric bespoke silk instead of leather. Embroidered at the collar in scarlet thread, thorned vines traced the length of their shoulders, their gemstone conduits sparkling in the amber glow of the braziers. As did the malice in the smiles they gave him. 
 
    “Have you no excuse you might offer for your betrayal?” Lord Jarrah queried, the fine, silver goblet in his gloved hand the same shade as his long, platinum hair. “Nothing to say for yourself?” 
 
    Simith steadied his legs and drew himself up. “I resign my commission and withdraw from your legion.” 
 
    The sisters laughed. “His audacity would be charming if it weren’t so inconvenient,” Lady Florian observed, her golden eyes, like her sister’s, a match for her golden skin. 
 
    “Yes, you are inconvenient,” Lord Jarrah nodded without mirth. “All of the pixies, in fact. We intended to elevate your race once we obtained dominion. Yet, despite what the trolls did to your homes, despite that at last we are close to victory, all you've done is buzz in our ears about the cessation of the war. You don't deserve to be elevated. You need to be put in your place." 
 
    “And so, they shall.” Lady Caraway leaned forward. “There is no withdrawal from our service. With your true name, we own you. You’ll serve us until you are of no further use.” 
 
    Simith said nothing. If they intended to use his true name, they had better make certain of their specificity. They’d never had to compel him before. Their arrogance and lack of practice leant him hope he could find a way around whatever orders they had in mind. 
 
    “Quiet, isn’t he?” Lady Florian observed. “Though his eyes say much.” 
 
    Lord Jarrah gestured. “Flix Foxglove Fel, come forward.” 
 
    Simith tensed as Flix moved past him, readying himself for a charge if they intended to threaten the boy’s life again, but Jarrah merely handed him a parcel of rolled parchments. 
 
    “Distribute these among the Helms. Tell them to be certain to memorize all names listed there by tonight.” He smoothed down the collar of Flix’s leathers. “You will say nothing to anyone of what you have seen and heard here. If you try in any form, take your dagger and put its blade in your heart.” 
 
    Flix stood there trembling with the command. Then he turned, cast a horrified look at Simith, and departed. 
 
    “Are those pixie names?” Simith demanded. “They had no knowledge of my plans. You don’t have to compel them into this scheme you concocted to destroy the troll king’s army.”  
 
    “If we are forced to adjust our strategy, you’ve only yourself to blame,” Lady Florian said. “In some ways, your return offers us a better opportunity to accomplish our goals.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “The troll king accused you of oath-breaking, Knight Simith, and you intend to defend your honor. Naturally, neither side will be permitted to bring more than a small entourage to the trial.” She smiled. “I do hope nothing happens to King Drokeh’s army while he’s distracted with you.” 
 
    The pieces fit together in his head. His hands closed into fists. “You’re forcing the pixie knights to surround and slaughter the trolls. Under a flag of truce.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t have to use their true names if we could be certain of their commitment.” Lord Jarrah clicked his tongue. “You’ve shown us the folly in trusting your kind. Truthfully, it’s easier this way. No grievances to address, no objections. Just pure obedience.” 
 
    Simith’s outrage nearly choked him. “Do you not recognize in yourselves the same treachery that inspired you to revolt against the Fae?” 
 
    “If our cousins taught us anything, it was to survive,” he said. “The twilight diamonds the trolls hoard in their grotto would ensure we are safe from any threats against us. They know this. It’s why they refuse to let us have them, and there’s only one reason they would do that.” 
 
    “Because they don’t wish to mine their homes?” Simith suggested. 
 
    “Because where there’s weakness, there’s opportunity. Even the trolls knew it when they saw it.” 
 
    “I think they saw liars and thieves offering a poisoned friendship, and that’s why they refused.” He inclined his chin. “You can use my name to compel me to fight and kill the troll king, but I will resist it. I’ll make certain all those watching know my will has been usurped.” 
 
    “Oh, Knight Simith,” Lady Florian rose and approached him. The fairies flanking him tightened their grip. “We do intend to use your true name, but not so you’ll kill King Drokeh.” She touched his cheek fondly. “Rather, so he’ll kill you.” 
 
    He stared into her hard, golden eyes. Surprise stole his words away. 
 
    “Victory leads to carelessness,” Lady Caraway said from her bone-white throne. “What a victory it will be for them, to see the Sun Fury cut down by their sovereign. The troll king and his entourage will linger and celebrate. Then they’ll die.” She gestured. “Put him on his knees.” 
 
    They kicked his legs out from under him. Simith’s mind raced to come up with a plan. He would perish in that arena, that he couldn’t avoid. Yet, it was a chance to get near the troll king. They could force him to fall on Drokeh’s blade, but before that, he could tell Drokeh what the fairies had done. He could let him know the danger, and that the pixies were being controlled by their true names. There was still a chance he could spare his people from what was coming. 
 
    From the folds of her tunic, Lady Florian extracted a slender vial. Pale green liquid filled it, along with a tiny gem that glowed as bright as a star. Simith leaned away from it, forewarning filling his heart. 
 
    “Now then,” she said. “We each have our part to play, and there are only so many commands a true name can hold at one time. This,” she dangled the vial before his face, “will ensure you don’t think of some clever way to betray our plans. For our purposes, you won’t need to speak.” 
 
    Simith recognized it then. A geas, a magical prohibition that would steal his voice. He lurched against his captors’ hold, channeling his magic down his arms to scald their hands. They must have anticipated the move, for they hissed in pain without letting go. Capal grabbed a fistful of his hair and forced his head back. 
 
    “It will go easier if you don’t fight it,” Lord Jarrah counseled. 
 
    Simith strained to speak. “This world lived thousands of years under the cruelty of the Fae. They used the fairies as their objects of play more than any other. How can you condemn us to this?” 
 
    “Survival comes from power,” Lady Caraway said quietly. “We learned that lesson well.” 
 
    They forced his mouth open. Lady Florian upended the contents of the vial, the bright stone flashing. It wedged into his esophagus. Bitter, thorny magic wrapped around his neck. It burned as it stripped Simith’s voice from his throat. Smoke poured from his mouth. Ash coated his tongue. He gagged on it, and they released him to retch onto the ground. Black flecks stained the grass as he gasped and heaved in silence. Over the pounding in his ears, he heard them recite his true name, knotting his soul with commands his body would soon obey. Each one cleaved from him any hope he still had. 
 
    Afterward, they bound his wings and hands in silver chains, and tossed him into a hole concealed by a rug at the back of the tent. 
 
    Simith tucked his head against his knees. He lay in the darkness, the geas lodged in his throat like a jagged pebble, and tasted despair. 
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    Jessa stuffed an extra pair of socks, a light rain coat, and her toothbrush into her backpack before heading to the kitchen. Katie followed her, the same as she’d done since Jessa had left Relle’s house that morning, only now she was waving her hands around. 
 
    “You can’t seriously be planning to go there,” she exclaimed. “You don’t have any magic, you can’t ride a horse, and—You’re packing crackers, for God’s sake!” 
 
    Jessa ignored Katie’s tirade and pointed at her friend’s sandaled feet. “No shoes in the house,” she said, and continued on, adding items as she went. A lighter. A flashlight. Scissors. Dried fruit and granola bars. It was almost like one of those shipwreck exercises in which she had to decide what was most important to bring along for survival. Granted, it was mostly guesswork at this point. Her destination wouldn’t be anything like a deserted island. If only she had the knife Simith had given her. She’d looked all over the Neverstem’s guest room before leaving, but hadn’t found it. Had she dropped it by the trees when she passed out? She’d search for it when she arrived. 
 
    Katie blocked her path, shoeless this time. “You’re going to run into some horned creature that’ll turn you into a tomato plant. Going to this magicky place is insane.” 
 
    Bandages. She should bring some of those too. 
 
    Jessa zipped her backpack and turned to stride toward the bathroom. Katie followed, blessedly falling silent. 
 
    After Ionia’s diagnosis, Jessa had dragged herself home and went to sleep in her own bed. It seemed a small comfort, but since she had to confront her own death, she’d rather do it from a familiar place. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t considered all the things Katie said. Finding Simith in an entirely different world, one that, according to him, suffered from a war that covered most lands, was hopeless. But then, she’d dreamed of him again, a reminder that if she did nothing, he would die too. She couldn’t accept that. 
 
    As she packed, her mind wandered to her most recent dreams. It was hard knowing the things she witnessed in her sleep had really happened. She’d watched Simith in battle, unhinged by blood lust, the sound of his rage and his pain loud in her head. Almost as loud as the voice of the pixie who fought beside him, the same one who’d called his brother her love. Rimthea. In his mind, Simith didn’t see his hands slaughtering trolls even while they fell and called for mercy. He saw only Cirrus as he burned and bled. He saw his homeland in flames and his people displaced. It was a terrible tragedy, watching Simith’s grief transformed into violence. To see death drag him inexorably farther from the joyful person he’d been. 
 
    Jessa paused with a roll of gauze in her hands. She wondered what Simith saw of her memories when he closed his eyes. Had he seen the way she had shut everyone out after the funerals? The harsh way she’d refused her titas when they wanted to visit? Words had been her weapon before she lost them, the false catharsis of inflicting pain on others—as if she could transfer out some of her own by being cruel. Only Katie continued to seek her out. Jessa suspected her aunties had enlisted her friend to send them updates. Sharp words were hardly sufficient to keep a Filipino family away from one of their own, and Katie was practically another niece to them. 
 
    Jessa eyed her friend where she lingered in the hall outside the bathroom, arms crossed over her chest, annoyed expression in full force. She’d changed out of the sorceress costume into a shiny-metallic pink top and torn jean. Her red hair hung long and wild over her shoulders, the bruising on her cheek adding a hint of danger. She still looked like a sorceress. Weekend-casual sorceress, maybe. Jessa felt a smile twitch by her mouth. 
 
    Katie’s gaze narrowed. “I’m worried you’re going to be killed and you think it’s funny?” 
 
    “I’m not going to be killed.” 
 
    “That’s just something you can decide, huh?” 
 
    “I have to go, don’t you see? If I don’t, I’m dead anyway.” 
 
    Katie flung a hand behind her. “That old bat is not a doctor. Just because she says there’s magic at work, doesn’t mean modern medicine can’t help you.” 
 
    “It’s not only what Ionia said. I don’t feel the same.” She considered how to explain. “It’s like something’s missing and every second it’s gone I’m getting worse.” 
 
    “It could be the pregnancy. We should make sure things are all right in there.” 
 
    “After everything you saw last night, do you really think an ultrasound or some anti-biotics are going to solve this?” 
 
    Katie bit her lip. She threw up her hands. “Fine, you can go—” 
 
    “Thanks for your permission.” 
 
    “—but I’m going with you.” 
 
    Jessa stiffened. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant and sick. I’m not letting you go by yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    The worry in Katie’s eyes deepened. “Don’t do this again. Don’t push me away when you know you need help.” 
 
    “Something could happen to you.” Imagining it made the breath scarce in her lungs. She squeezed her backpack. “I can’t let you do it.” 
 
    “No, Jessa. The thing you can’t do is ask me to abandon my friend. That’s what you did after the plane crash and I couldn’t get you off the floor for days. Don’t do this again.” 
 
    “It’s not the same situation. There’s no point in both of us risking our lives.” 
 
    “Well, somebody has to carry your pre-natal vitamins.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant?” Both of them jumped. Relle stood on the threshold to the house, the kitchen door leaning against her arm. Her silver eyes went from Jessa to Katie, and landed on the backpack. “Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    Katie took the pack from Jessa’s hands, sending Relle a disdainful look. “So, you’re not just secretly Fae, you’re an eavesdropper too.” 
 
    “The one doesn’t preclude the other,” Relle said wryly, though her shoulders drooped an inch. “Also, our hearing is better than a human’s, so don’t lie to me. You’re planning on going to the doorway.” 
 
    Katie scoffed, drawing breath for what had to be a sharp remark. Jessa touched her arm to stop her. “Did you come here to stop me?” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re facing. Magic is like electricity. If you’re careless, it can hurt you.” 
 
    Jessa drew a deep breath and gathered her nerve. “I have to try. There are three lives at stake.” 
 
    Even if she didn’t know exactly what she intended to do about the baby—she wasn’t certain she was in the best mental shape for that responsibility—Jessa felt compelled to fight for both their lives. She hadn’t yet found the answer for how to live after all she’d lost, but she knew she didn’t want to die. 
 
    Relle regarded her in silence. “I’m not here to stop you,” she said finally, and retrieved something tucked into the waistband of her jeans. “If you’re determined to go, you’ll need this.” 
 
    She held out the silver blade Simith had given her. Jessa came forward to take it, relief washing through her.  
 
    “Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Out by the trees.” Relle blinked in surprise. “The pixie gave you this?” 
 
    “He called it a token.” She recalled his somber brown eyes as he’d done it, the warmth of his hands around hers. 
 
    Relle gazed at the blade with a contemplative expression. “Tokens aren’t given lightly. They’re a gesture of high esteem, a bond of gratitude and trust.” 
 
    “A bond?” Katie said incredulously. She looked at Jessa. “You knew him for one night. What exactly happened when you walked him back to the woods?” 
 
    “I—Nothing. A conversation.” 
 
    Relle waved the matter away. “I thought he’d simply dropped it in his fight with the trolls, but if he gifted the blade intentionally, this will work even better.” 
 
    “What will?” Jessa asked. 
 
    “It’s spelled with his magic, see?” She traced a finger down the delicate green vines along the blade. “It’ll lead you to his whereabouts over there.” 
 
    “Like a tracking device?” Katie tentatively touched the design. 
 
    “Sort of, yes. This is precisely why tokens are rarely given.” 
 
    “How do I get it to work if I don’t have any magic to activate it?” Jessa asked. 
 
    “You don’t need any.” From the satchel hanging from her shoulder, Relle produced a slim, leather belt. She slid the knife into a sheath along its side. “The blade itself has magic. As its bearer, you only need to touch it and hold in your mind a wish to find him. When the magic reacts, it’ll feel like instinct, a pull to go in a certain direction. Follow that guidance.” 
 
    And hope wherever it led wasn’t toward danger. Simith had intended to arrange another meeting with the troll king when he got back. It’d sounded like a dicey prospect before. Since he’d never arrived at the first one, it was likely even more so this time. A grim thought occurred to her. 
 
    “Relle,” she said hesitantly. “Ionia said Simith and I are tethered to each other, but she didn’t mention what would happen if something…happened to one of us.” 
 
    Relle’s eyes held sympathy as she handed her the knife and belt. “You share a single life force. Neither of you can survive if you lose the other half.” 
 
    Jessa shivered, cinching the belt around her waist with hands that didn’t warm even in the summer heat. “Then the sooner I leave, the better.” 
 
    “We,” Katie corrected her sharply. 
 
    “Don’t you need to take care of the ranch while your parents are away?” 
 
    “We have ranch hands. They can manage without me.” 
 
    “And I have Simith’s knife,” she argued. “I know where to go now.” 
 
    “Good for you. Ditch me, and I’ll just follow anyway.” 
 
    “But…” Under Katie’s withering glare, Jessa swallowed back her objections, though it was the hurt she sensed behind the anger that silenced her. 
 
    “Fine,” she murmured. “We’ll go together.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll need to stop by my place for a couple things first.” 
 
    “You need to hurry in that case,” Relle said. “Granny wanted to close the doorway today. If you want to go, you’ll have to get there before she does.” 
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    Ionia was already there. 
 
    It had taken less than twenty minutes for Katie to grab a few essentials, switch into her riding gear and a pair of boots that looked far sturdier than Jessa’s sneakers, and arrive together at the tree line. Somehow Relle’s grandmother beat them to it. The old woman took in the sight of the three of them, dark eyes managing to look down on them despite her view from the wheelchair. 
 
    She fixed her gaze on Relle. “No,” she told her. “You cannot go.” 
 
    “I’m half-human,” Relle said. “You always say my magic has a different feel than yours. The curse—” 
 
    “Is likely to kill you anyway.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Relle’s not going with us anyway,” Katie interjected. “It’s just me and Jessa. Can’t you wait with closing the door so we can bring this guy back and find a way to untangle them?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Katie put her hands on her hips. “I thought you were mad he wasn’t still here this morning. Now you don’t care?” 
 
    She rolled her chair a pace closer. Jessa found herself taking a step back. “To walk him back to the doorway is to risk others finding it. And you,” she pointed at Relle, “are a fool for even considering this.” 
 
    “If I’m careful, the curse won’t find me.” 
 
    “You say that because I have spared you from knowing the worst of its effects,” Ionia said. “There is a reason I have kept you from going there.” 
 
    “I have to help them. Jessa’s pregnant.” 
 
    Jessa pursed her lips. She hadn’t sworn Relle to secrecy, but she hadn’t really wanted that broadcasted either. 
 
    Ionia tipped her head to one side. “Interesting. That might explain how this link happened if the pixie had to restore two lives.” 
 
    Relle extended a hand. “You understand my reasons then? I’m willing to take the risk.” 
 
    “Are you.” Ionia opened her palm to reveal a small image of Relle standing there, exactly as she was now. “Would you feel the same when the blood runs from your eyes and spills from your mouth?” She lifted the finger of her other hand and red streaked from the false Relle’s face. She collapsed, clawing at herself, writhing in agony. “You would not die. Not for many days. Not even if you begged for death. Not even if someone tried to give you it to you.” The girl’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Ionia snapped her hand shut. “You would suffer until the curse filled your heart with ash and your body rotted through. Even then, you would linger for a time longer.” 
 
    The bright, afternoon sun seemed too bright in the quiet that followed her hideous proclamation. 
 
    Katie swore, voice quavering. “How badly did these fairies hate your people to make a curse like that?” 
 
    “Enough to each sacrifice their youngest child, render their small bones, and drink a brew of their remains.” Ionia smiled thinly. “They hated us, yes. We earned their hatred with the many and terrible games we played.” 
 
    A shudder wracked Jessa from head to foot. It didn’t surprise her that the fairies became so ruthless. No one could walk away from an act like without losing some critical part of their soul. 
 
    “So, you see, child,” Ionia turned to Relle. “You cannot go.” 
 
    Relle’s chest rose and fell rapidly. She lifted her chin. “The choice is mine and I have made it.” 
 
    “Hang on,” Katie interrupted. “You’re not going, Relle. Only Jessa and I are.” 
 
    “Katie…” 
 
    “You’re not. You’re not even packed.” 
 
    Ionia turned her gaze skyward. “Why must my only granddaughter be enamored with this nitwit?” 
 
    “Hey—” 
 
    “Do you truly believe she’d allow you both to walk into a world of magic helplessly?” Ionia twitched a finger toward Relle. “She’s already dressed and packed to go. You just can’t see it.” 
 
    The view of Relle shimmered and cleared. In place of her cutoffs and tank top, she wore cargo pants and a t-shirt, tall hiking boots, and a plump pack over her shoulder. 
 
    Katie made a shocked noise. “When were you going to say something? Or was your plan to follow us in and hope we didn’t notice?” 
 
    “I hadn’t decided on that part yet.” Relle met her eyes, unrepentant. “I couldn’t take the chance you’d refuse my company. I won’t see you hurt again.” 
 
    The hard set to Katie’s jaw remained, but the fire in her gaze softened. 
 
    Relle turned to her grandmother. “I know it’s dangerous, and I hear your warnings. I have always listened to your warnings. When my magic manifested, and the iron in Chicago started to affect me, you told me to come here and I came. You told me to keep my distance from the human world, and to never venture into the Realm, and I listened.” She drew herself up, eyes brimming with challenge. “But what’s the point of my life if all I do is hide? I am what I am. These people matter to me, just as Grandpa Edam and his sisters mattered to you. I have to help them and you have to let me.” 
 
    Jessa regarded Relle with new understanding. Relle had never told anyone why she moved from a big city to an agrarian town like Skylark two years ago. Everyone assumed it was to care for her grandmother, but everyone had that wrong. Between them, Ionia served as caretaker to her uprooted grandchild. With a pang of sympathy, Jessa recalled the many whispers and snide comments made about the bizarre and reclusive Neverstems. How isolating that must’ve been for Relle, trapped between two worlds. 
 
    Ionia’s lips flattened with irritation. Exhaling sharply, she propped an elbow on the armrest and rubbed the space between her brows. “Of course, you invoke your grandfather’s name. You and Edam are cut from the same stubborn cloth.” 
 
    Relle smiled. “Does this mean you won’t stand in our way?” 
 
    “I suppose it does.” She sighed heavily. “You must use caution with your magic. The power there is greater than anything you’ve felt before. Your blood was made to wield it. Don’t be tempted.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    She jabbed a finger at her. “No big displays. Your human side will only protect you if you don’t draw attention to yourself.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “I pray that’s true. Let us hope neither of us regrets this.” Ionia leaned back and regarded them skeptically. “First, we’ll have to glamour your appearance. You lot can hardly blend in looking so thoroughly other.” 
 
    Jessa swallowed a laugh. It was an odd thought to contemplate that she’d be viewed as strange in a world filled with magical creatures. 
 
    “Any thoughts on a disguise?” Ionia prompted. 
 
    Jessa considered. She could think of only one. 
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    Simith stood immobile outside the great tent while fairies tightened the straps of leather armor around his chest. Supple and soft, it was finer than any he’d ever worn. In the torchlight, it gave off a pearlescent sheen, glittering like unmarked snow on a bright winter morning. The perfect canvas on which to spill his blood. 
 
    He closed his eyes. He could not think like that. Down in the darkness where they’d left him for hours, his desperate mind had conjured a plan. Its chance for success was slim enough without stacking doubts against it.  
 
    The attendants gestured and Simith extended his arms to allow them to affix silver vambraces. He’d expected sleep to evade him in his earthen prison, but the constant fatigue had dragged him under. He was grateful for the small respite and the pleasant strangeness of once more finding Jessa in his dreams. In such detail he’d watched her weeding her extensive gardens, writing determinedly at her desk, and strolling along the dirt roads of her homeland. He’d imagined himself there with her, the sun warm on their faces. And her soft smile—perhaps it wasn’t cast toward her surroundings, but at him. 
 
    Ridiculous notions, of course. He’d never see her again, but the fantasy had warmed the despair in his heart. Even the plaguing chill had lessened when he’d awoken. He hoped she wouldn’t mind the juvenile longings of a condemned knight. 
 
    Drums began in the distance, a resonant thunder like the boom of his pulse. The arena was prepared. They’d come to lead him off as soon as the attendants finished. He inhaled deeply, readying himself. Night had fallen, full of stars, and for once, Simith stared up at them. The cloak of souls stared back. He imagined Cirrus among their light, looking down at the ugliness that’d grown inside his younger brother and the fate he had made for himself. 
 
    He was grateful for the excuse to avert his eyes when they strapped a wooden shield to his forearm. An ivory belt with a silver sword went around his waist. How he longed to draw that sword and fight his way free, but his name bound him as tightly as wire. 
 
    Such a deserved reversal of circumstances. How many times had he stood by while fairies forced troll prisoners to watch as the sun rose and turned their skin to stone? Yes, it had disgusted him—and it was half the reason he never took prisoners—but he’d done nothing to stop it. He’d spoken no word against it, no matter that the sight of his enemy dying like that lessened his sense of victory. He’d once admitted as much to Rimthea whose appeals against it were consistently refused by the Helms. Her anger had lashed out like a whip. 
 
    “You whisper when you ought to shout,” she’d seethed at him. 
 
    “The Helms already made their decision. What would it gain to continue the argument?” 
 
    “More than our silence ever has in this endless war. Holding our peace in the face of such barbarity makes us a part of it.” 
 
    Her disdain for the war had become a common argument between them and he hadn’t been in the mood. He’d turned away, but Rim had grabbed his arm. “Don’t shout then, if that’s your wish.” She’d yanked him around, eyes blazing. “Speak when it counts, Simith. That’s all I ask.” 
 
    Now, here he stood, both his will and his voice taken from him.  
 
    But I will speak, Rimthea. His gaze sought the sky once more. Friend. Sister. I will be silent no longer. 
 
    Horns blew across the camp. The Triad emerged from the tent behind him. 
 
    “Let us proceed,” Lady Florian said to Simith’s attendants. “Send the order to deploy the legion once the fight begins.” 
 
    The pair bowed and departed. The Triad took positions around him, forming an arrowhead. 
 
    “Come, Knight Simith,” Lord Jarrah said at his side. “It’s time to defend your honor.” 
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    Pale banners fluttered in the evening wind where they sprouted from the hip-high stone wall around the open field serving as their battle arena. 
 
    The rules of combat were simple: No magic and no iron. King Drokeh would wear a sheer band of fabric over his eyes to inhibit his night vision, and Simith’s armor held his wings down. It would be as fair a fight as could be arranged—at least, so it appeared outwardly. When the moon set, Simith was ordered to die upon the blow that followed. He eyed its position. Less than an hour. 
 
    A small crowd had already gathered around the arena. To one side stood a small contingent of fairies, chatting amongst themselves in low voices that nonetheless shimmered with excitement. Torches burned brightly on this end compared to the darkness shrouding the other. Lamplight eyes glowed in the shadows on that side. Simith searched among them, but he couldn’t be sure which pair belonged to King Drokeh.  
 
    There were no pixies anywhere. 
 
    The horns rang out again as the fairies parted to allow Simith and the Triad access to the stone wall. Simith’s body moved of its own volition with the first of his commands. Leaping atop arena stones, he faced the fairies and drew his silver sword, jabbing its point toward the sky and baring his teeth in a silent snarl. They roared with approval. Yes, this was how they truly saw him. A beast they could set loose. A weapon. He’d never postured like this, neither before a battle nor afterward, but they watched him as if it were his custom. He’d been careful to hide the dark satisfaction he derived from felling his enemies, the thrill of power boiling in his chest with each swing of the blade… 
 
    Simith jumped down into the arena, and waited as a messenger from each side strode to the center of the ring. “Sun Fury! Sun Fury!” came the fairies’ bellowed chant, and shame settled into his stomach. He’d succeeded at hiding nothing. Hadn’t part of him always suspected? After they’d buried Cirrus half-burned, half cut to pieces, he’d let his fury twist him. The flame of revenge had felt preferable than the ache of loss. If only he had recognized that moment of reckoning. Had he been too grief-stricken to see the diverging path before him, or willfully blind? Perhaps that too was a choice. It was far easier to believe the wrong choice could later be undone, or that one rash decision wouldn’t indict all the days thereafter. 
 
    Drums began anew. The messengers exchanged banners, a gesture of truce for the duration of the fight, and departed the ring. 
 
    “Return with your honor restored,” Lady Carraway said with a deft push against his shoulder. “Or not at all.” 
 
    In his throat, the geas burned away all the words he wished he could say in reply. Simith jumped into the ring. He brought forward his sword and shield, and advanced. The dirt gave a little beneath his feet, the soil soft enough that it marked his footsteps. Good. He’d worried it would be too dry for what he had in mind. With the pommel of his sword, Simith banged his shield three times to call his opponent forth. 
 
    Amid the pack of glowing eyes at the far end, King Drokeh emerged from the darkness. Unlike the grace of fairies or the speed of pixies, trolls embodied unstoppable force. They were the plunge of great stones from high on the mountain, crushing any who stood in their path. 
 
    Broad-shouldered, thickly muscled, and stout limbed like his kinsman, the king wore the typical battle dress of trolls. Leather breeches clad his legs, his feet shod in spiked-toed boots. Bare-chested, he wore a single, round breastplate, held in place by straps. A second, identical armor plate was fastened at the mirror spot on his back. Troll skin proved difficult to split with even the keenest blade, but they were vulnerable over their hearts. Simith had found other vulnerable places, however. The eyes. The inside of the mouth. 
 
    He shook himself, appalled at how his soured mind fell into its murderous pattern. Today he was not meant to take a life. He was meant to give his own—a life he wouldn’t even have if not for the kindness of another. It bolstered him somehow to think of Jessa, and to remember that a maker of verse had looked at him and seen something worth defending. 
 
    They came within half a dozen paces of each other and slowed. King Drokeh stood only slightly taller than Simith, middling height for a troll, but the weight of his presence made his stature grow in Simith’s eyes. The king’s gaze locked onto him, a veiled torch burning through the sheer fabric. No, there was nothing at all middling about the troll king. 
 
    “Well, now, Simith of Drifthorn,” King Drokeh rumbled. “Sun Fury. Accursed bane of my race. It has taken much effort to bring you here.” He stretched his neck to one side, then the other, muscles bulging. In his clawed hands gleamed a vicious hatchet and a long-bladed dagger. “Let us waste no time with formalities. You had an offer of peace in mind. I will hear it.” 
 
    Simith blinked in confusion, but kept his shield up. What did he mean by that? Was it a ploy to throw him off his guard? He’d be disappointed if that were so. 
 
    “Do I have you speechless?” Drokeh said, moving forward aggressively. Simith backed up. “I was much the same when my lookouts reported seeing you attacked by trolls on your way to our meeting.” He swung his hatchet, a broad stroke easily dodged. 
 
    “Imagine my fury,” the king continued, “to think my own would make me break my oath. But of course, they weren’t trolls attacking you, were they?” His hatchet came down hard on Simith’s shield. He stepped in close, stabbing with his dagger. Simith grasped his arm, meeting the glow of Drokeh’s gaze. “They were fairies.” 
 
    Drokeh shoved back, separating them. Hope crept into Simith’s heart as they circled each other. This was no ploy. The troll king knew of the fairies’ deception. But did he know how Simith was being used now? Did he know the legion was on its way to surround his army at this very moment? Without thinking, he opened his mouth to tell him. 
 
    Nothing came out. To Drokeh’s view, Simith must have appeared stunned into stillness. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there, pixie, or your fairy tyrants will suspect something.”  
 
    He swung again. Simith side-stepped the move, adding a return thrust that Drokeh deflected with his hatchet. 
 
    “My lookouts lost track of you and the fairies in the Jaded Grove. Disappeared, is what they told me, just before a contingent of their kind attacked our camp.” He grunted. “By then we were already on alert. What a twisted tale to hear the Thistle Court announce you dead, and then not dead, within the space of a night.”  
 
    Simith clenched his teeth. He had so much to relay and too little time to do it. When Drokeh feigned a strike with his long dagger, Simith stepped into it instead of dodging. The blade sliced his side. He ignored the pain, grabbing hold of Drokeh’s wrist and wedging his shield between them to pretend at grappling. Jeers and shouts came from the spectators. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the king hissed. His lips curled back at Simith’s continued silence. “Why do you not speak?” 
 
    Simith let his knee buckle, pushing up with his shield to propel Drokeh back. The king followed the move, inserting a pace of distance. He lifted his hatchet high, as though he celebrated drawing first blood. The jeers from the watching crowd intensified. 
 
    Using the shield for cover, Simith swiped his hand over his bleeding side and wet the dirt at his knee. Then he carved into the ruddy mud with his fingers. When he rose, he charged King Drokeh who, under the pretense of evasion, shifted around Simith, edging close to the place where he had kneeled. The troll’s bright eyes flicked to the ground. 
 
    Yes, Simith willed him. See it. Understand it. 
 
    Drokeh’s gaze met his, the set of his mouth grim around his fangs. He stepped forward, erasing the words Simith had written there. 
 
    Geas. Trap. 
 
    “Ration your blood, Sun Fury,” he said. “I’ll need more than this.” 
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    Glamour made her skin itch. 
 
    Crouched in the tall grasses of a meadow just outside the Jaded Grove, Jessa gripped Simith’s blade tighter and forced herself to remain still. Beside her, Katie did the same as they gazed with apprehension to the west. 
 
    “It’s getting louder,” Katie said, the white bunny ears and whiskers of the pooka glamour twitching with her nerves. Jessa wondered if hers did the same. 
 
    They listened another moment to the distant rumbling. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a herd of deer?” Jessa suggested. 
 
    “No.” She gestured at the clear night sky. “Thunder without clouds. It’s horses running.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re wild.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced. “It’s hard to tell which direction they’re heading, but we’ll know soon. They’re close.” 
 
    “Should we go back by the trees?” she asked, though she didn’t relish the idea of returning there now that the sun had set. The forest unnerved her. It held the same trappings as any other woods—birds, grass, and small creatures scurrying along the branches—but Jessa felt watched the entire time. The doorway had led to the highest branches of a tree, disorienting her terribly after slipping into a hole in the ground. Every time she touched the bark on the long descent, she could swear it moved. 
 
    “Relle said to wait here,” Katie answered her question. 
 
    “That was half an hour ago.” 
 
    “She was pretty intense about it. We should probably follow directions.” 
 
    “Or go check on her.” 
 
    Dizziness had afflicted Relle when they came through. If not for Katie’s quick grab, she might have plummeted from the treetop. She’d claimed it passed quickly, but after Ionia’s gruesome description of the curse, Jessa worried. 
 
    “She’ll be all right,” Katie said, eyes trained on the distance like it didn’t concern her at all. 
 
    “Are you really mad at her? I understand if you are, but she can’t help what she is. She has to be careful who she tells.” 
 
    “That’s not why I’m mad.” She ripped out a few blades of grass. “Relle’s lived with Ionia for two years. We know each other. I’m mad that she thought I wouldn’t like her if I knew the truth. I’m mad she didn’t trust me.” 
 
    “It’s a dangerous secret. Trust doesn’t work the same in every situation.” 
 
    “You’re the expert on trust?” Katie retorted. “You, who wanted to come here on your own even though you’re winded after a few steps?” 
 
    “It’s gotten better since we arrived.” 
 
    Katie grabbed and released Jessa’s hand. “Uh-huh. That’s why you’re still cold even though it’s so hot my deodorant’s about to fail.” 
 
    Jessa wanted to point out that she’d improved a lot from the moment they entered Simith’s world, but refrained. The cold and the fatigue continued to worsen, just not as fast. And Katie was right. Despite her condition, she still would’ve preferred to come alone. She hadn’t meant that to be hurtful. 
 
    “Katie,” she said. “I do trust you.” 
 
    “Listen, you’re my best friend, and I love you, but you keep me at arm’s length.” A slight pause. “As well as a lot of other people who care about you.” 
 
    Her lips flattened. “Is this where you admit you’ve been sending reports to my titas?” 
 
    “First, before you get on the angry-train, I’m not going to tell them about the pregnancy. That’s for you to do.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “Second, do you think your aunties gave me any choice in the matter? Tita Belen?” 
 
    Of Mama’s four sisters, her eldest sister was a force of nature. If Tita Belen told Katie to send them updates, Katie knew better than to refuse. This was probably the only reason they’d stopped blowing up Jessa’s phone. 
 
    “How often do they ask you about me?” 
 
    “Are we talking calls or texts, because I’ve got numbers,” Katie snorted. “Mostly what they ask is when you’ll talk to them again.” 
 
    It wasn’t an accusation, but it felt like one. Anger ballooned in her chest. Misplaced anger. 
 
    Jessa looked away before she said something mean. “I can’t.” 
 
    “I know. That isn’t the point I was trying to make. You keep me at arm’s length because you’re always worried something bad will happen to me.” 
 
    “Something bad did happen to you.” 
 
    “And I came through it because you helped me.” She touched her arm. “Now, something’s happening to you. Let me be there for you, Jessa. That’s the trust I mean.” She sighed. “As for Relle, maybe you’re right. It’s not like I’m entitled to know all her secr—” 
 
    The distant thunder rose to a sudden roar. Horses turned into the meadow. Startled, Jessa tugged on Katie to back up toward the trees. Katie made an urgent gesture to wait, extending a finger to point upward. Under the sheen of moonlight, winged shapes flitted through the sky. 
 
    Pixies. 
 
    Riders on horseback followed beneath them. Jessa tried to get a glimpse as they galloped past, but it was too dark to catch many details beyond the clink of armor and the arch of bows strapped to their backs. They had to be fairies. This was the legion Simith told her about, the fighting force he’d been a part of for ten years. Was he among them now? She focused on his blade in her hand but felt no pull toward the droves rumbling past. An urge to go in the direction from which they’d come beckoned her instead. 
 
    The minutes stretched on, and still the legion’s numbers swelled. Dread weighed in Jessa’s chest. Where would a force this large be going in the dead of night? With all this cavalry and weapons, she doubted their mission was one of peace. Maybe Simith had failed to convince the troll king to meet with him again. 
 
    Movement in her side vision made Jessa wheel around. Kneeling behind them, Relle clapped a hand over Jessa’s mouth to stifle her gasp. The Fae’s bloodshot silver eyes gazed past them at the soldiers. 
 
    She put a finger to her lips, waving for them to follow. “Stay low,” she mouthed. 
 
    Back under the trees they went, hustling in a stoop to avoid being seen. Jessa did her best not to flinch at any fluttering leaves or creaking branches, the sensation of being watched skating over her skin. She almost preferred to travel crouched in the meadow, though her legs were wobbly enough without adding further strain. Relle, in contrast, looked utterly at ease here, brushing her fingers gracefully across the shadowy bark of the trunks she passed. Despite the pooka glamour, her Fae side seemed to shine through, as though the magic in her blood could scarcely be hidden. 
 
    The sounds of the legion’s passing faded away as they headed deeper into the wood. Jessa kept close to Katie, debating whether to ask where they were going or keep silent. She’d just made up her mind to speak when they stepped into a clearing in the woods. There, two saddled horses stood. 
 
    “We’ll be able to move faster on these,” Relle said, gliding up to them. 
 
    Katie laughed in surprise. “Where did you get a pair of mounts?” 
 
    Jessa approached slowly. The animals didn’t look right. Their skin fluttered in the breeze. The closer she came, the more she saw these weren’t horses at all. They each had the shape of one, four legs and a long, sturdy frame, but their flesh was made of leaves. Sinewy vines bound their green bodies together, with grassy manes, and a saddle of roots and twigs resting on their backs. They had no eyes. 
 
    “What in the name of all that is holy are these things?” Katie voiced the unsettling sight perfectly. 
 
    Relle’s excited smile had a child-like quality. “I made them. Can you believe it?” She plucked a dandelion off one’s neck. “It was so easy, too, and these will go much faster than a regular horse. I already used one to gather information. That’s why I was gone a while.” 
 
    Katie exchanged a concerned look with Jessa. “Relle, you’re only supposed to use a little magic, remember? No big displays.” 
 
    “This?” She dismissed it with a wave. “This isn’t a big display. I only made two figuring Jessa could go with you since she’s less experienced at riding, but it would’ve been a snap to make a dozen more. You have no idea how much power there is here.” She gazed at her hands. “My blood feels supercharged. Trust me, compared to what I could do, the curse won’t notice this at all.” 
 
    “Still. You need to slow down. We can walk just as easily.” 
 
    She shook her head. “We don’t have the time. I found Simith.” 
 
    Jessa’s heart leapt. “Where?” 
 
    “About a mile west.” She pointed in the same direction where Simith’s blade had pulled on Jessa’s instincts. 
 
    “That’s all? He’s so close,” Katie grinned. “We can pick him up and head for the doorway before the night is out.” 
 
    “Getting there isn’t the problem. It’s getting him out. When I scouted around, I discovered him in the middle of a duel with the troll king.” 
 
    “That can’t be,” Jessa said. “He was going to discuss peace with their leader. Why would he be fighting him?” 
 
    “Oath-breaking is the word going around the spectators. It’s a fight to the death.” Relle’s expression was grave. “He’s not doing well either. When I left, he’d bled all over the ground.” 
 
    A chill washed through her. “He must have been forced into it. Maybe the fairies captured him when he got back. He wouldn’t do this.” 
 
    “Why do you sound so sure?” Katie lifted a brow. “You just met him yesterday night.” 
 
    Jessa averted her gaze. “Yes, but I…I just know.” 
 
    She knew because she’d spent hours alongside Simith in her sleep, sharing his experiences, his friendships, his losses. She’d only just met him, but he was no longer a stranger. Jessa couldn’t find the words to explain how real the memories in her dreams felt. 
 
    “There’s something else you need to know,” Relle said, pulling their attention back to the matter at hand. “When I saw the fairy legion marching away from their camp, I followed along for a bit to listen in. The fairies are using the fight as a distraction. They left on a circuitous route that leads to where the trolls are camped. According to them, the legion greatly outnumbers the trolls. Once the troll king wins, they’ll launch a surprise attack. After that…” 
 
    She didn’t fill in the rest, but she didn’t have to. The trolls would be slaughtered. 
 
    Katie ran a hand over her face. “These fairy people are clever cheaters, aren’t they?” 
 
    Cold sweat formed on Jessa’s palms. If the fairies intended to begin the attack when Simith lost the duel, that meant they’d set him up to die in the arena. And she’d die along with him. They had to get him out of there. But how? They couldn’t simply show up and drag him away. 
 
    Jessa rotated Simith’s knife between her fingers. “Maybe we can use this information to our advantage.” 
 
    Relle’s brows went up. “How so?” 
 
    “Simith never broke any oaths. That lie must play some part in the fairies’ plan so they could arrange the ambush. We need to tell the trolls that Simith was attacked on his way to meet them. If they knew this fight was just a setup to trap their army, they might spare his life.” 
 
    Relle considered. “He’s fought in this war a long time, hasn’t he? It’s possible they won’t spare him either way.” 
 
    Simith’s memories flashed in her thoughts. He wasn’t just an enemy fighter to the trolls, but a notorious one. They might not care whether he was innocent of oath-breaking or not. 
 
    “We have to try.” She sheathed his knife. “There aren’t other options.” 
 
    Katie held up a hand. “I hate to ruin a decent sounding plan, but we’re dressed like bunnies, here. I can barely take myself seriously looking like this. Who’s going to believe us?” 
 
    Jessa blew out a breath. A frustrated lump formed in her throat. Katie was right. No one would take their word on this. 
 
    Although, one person might. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, starting forward. “I know someone who will help.” 
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    Nearing the arena, they left the horses behind and made the rest of the way on foot. Relle pointed to the torches lining one side of the field, and they headed toward them. By the shadows banking the other end, it was clear which area belonged to the trolls. 
 
    As they reached the back of the crowd, Jessa didn’t see Rimthea anywhere on first glance. She smelled blood on the air. A bellow went up from the spectators, and Jessa was thankful they blocked her view of the fight where they clustered around the stone ring.  
 
    “What does this pixie we need look like?” Relle asked. 
 
    “She has bright blond hair,” Jessa told them. “White-blond more than yellow, and dark eyes.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to see dark eyes at night?” Katie muttered. 
 
    Jessa dredged up more description. “She’ll have a bow with her, hooked over her shoulder, and she has a really intimidating glare when she spots something out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Relle snorted. “Three pookas wandering around here will definitely be that.” 
 
    Katie squinted at her. “How do you know this pixie-lady?” 
 
    “She’s Simith’s best friend. His sister, really and...” It struck her suddenly that Rimthea didn’t know her. Jessa had seen her with such frequency and familiarity through Simith’s memories, she’d nearly forgotten this was someone she’d never met. Katie gave her a sideways look which Jessa struggled to avoid. “She’ll be suspicious, but if we tell her it’s for Simith’s sake, she’ll hear us out.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “If anyone knows how to use this information to free him, it’s her. We can trust her.” 
 
    Deciding to split up to search, they divided the area into thirds, and parted. Jessa searched the middle section, scanning the faces for the one she knew. Every cheer and curse from the crowd made her stomach turn with apprehension. Katie and Relle were already making their way back to her from their ends. She caught the eye of each in turn, and they shook their heads. Desperation gnawed at her. Deciding to take the risk, she wormed her way through the tense crowd to see if she might find Rim somewhere toward the front. 
 
    She didn’t. Instead, Jessa found a clear view of the arena. The sight pulled a small cry from her throat. 
 
    Simith, dressed in white armor, struggled to keep his sword and shield up against a fearsome troll. Blood from multiple cuts painted his pale leather in streaks of scarlet. The troll advanced on him, a terrifying spectacle as he struck hard with his hatchet. Simith blocked it with his shield, pushing forward with a return thrust that seemed clumsy at best. Jessa squinted in confusion. She’d seen him do that move in his memories. Even injured, Simith always executed it with speed and at an angle that should’ve gotten under the troll’s guard. Maybe he was worse than she realized. His hair was damp with sweat, and he favored his left side. Yet, his eyes seemed clear when he faced her direction. And the troll king, his lips were moving. Posturing, or something else? Simith didn’t reply, but his gaze shone with urgency and determination, not malice. She’d seen that look in the greenhouse. A plan at work—if he could hold out long enough. 
 
    She rushed back to where Katie and Relle waited for her. 
 
    “Anything?” she asked them. 
 
    Relle shook her head. “No one by that description. In fact, we didn’t find any pixies here at all.” 
 
    “None?” 
 
    “Maybe they were all deployed.” 
 
    Or the fairies didn’t trust them after Simith’s betrayal. 
 
    She put a hand to her brow. “Rimthea must be with the rest of them.” 
 
    Relle took them each by the arm. “Keep moving. We can’t stand around here.” 
 
    She drew them outside the reach of the torchlight. Jessa glanced over her shoulder. Some of the fairies at the back set far too curious gazes their direction. Relle blew a quick breath toward them, as though she extinguished a candle. The fairies’ expressions blanked. They turned back around. 
 
    “Relle,” Katie whispered furiously. “Knock that off. They were barely interested in us.” 
 
    “Now they’re not interested at all. They won’t even remember seeing us.” She wiped at her nose, sniffing. Red dotted her fingers. 
 
    Katie blanched. “Relle…” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Blood coming out of your nose is the opposite of nothing.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. We can’t risk being discovered.” She turned to Jessa before Katie could say more. “What’s our plan now?” 
 
    The crowd gave a sudden hiss, shouting for Simith to get up, to strike back. Jessa touched her stomach, trying not to be sick. How long before that armor turned completely red? How long before he fell for good, and her with him? 
 
    Jessa squared her shoulders. They had only one option left. 
 
    “I’ll give the trolls the information,” she said. 
 
    Katie grabbed her arm before she could move. “You’re not going over there by yourself. What if trolls eat pookas? You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “He’s all by himself and he’s running out of time. We can’t give up.” Panic cracked her voice. “I have to do something.” 
 
    “We’re not giving up.” Katie took her firmly by the shoulders, her eyes imploring. “But you’re not doing this without us, okay? You’re not alone. I’ve been trying to tell you that. I’ve been trying to show you. You’re not alone, Jessa. Let us help you. Please. Let us in.” 
 
    Heat built behind her eyes. Her heart ached. She didn’t want to let anyone in, didn’t Katie understand? It was safer to drift rootless than to reach for a shore that might be torn away in another storm. Yet, looking at her friend, her dear friend who’d stayed by her side through the worst moments of her life, who braved this terrifying world of magic for her, Jessa realized she had to. If she couldn’t do this, if she didn’t extend her trust, she would lose this friendship. She would lose herself. She thought of her family in the Philippines, waiting for her to come back to them. To speak to them. To let them in. She thought of what she’d said to Simith before he’d left her world. 
 
    Matibay ang walis, palibhasa’y magkabigkis. 
 
    People gain strength by standing together. 
 
    “Okay.” With a knot of fear tightening her insides, she clasped Katie’s hands, squeezing hard, and grabbed onto the shore. “We go together.” 
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    He could’ve sworn he saw a pooka in the crowd. 
 
    Simith wiped the sweat from his brow and looked again, but the creature had vanished. Perhaps he deteriorated faster than he thought. What would a pooka be doing here? 
 
    "I grow tired of this, Sun Fury,” Drokeh grated out. “And you're growing weaker." He advanced. "Slower. It can't be from the scratches I've dealt you despite your convincing performance. You warn of a trap, but these vague scrawls in the mud don’t tell me where it will spring." 
 
    With a roar, he swung his hatchet in a swift stroke. It cracked the rim of Simith’s shield. He nearly dropped it, wheeling backward to get out of the king’s reach. 
 
    Simith shared Drokeh’s frustration. What a torment this was. Despite the inexplicable boost of energy a few minutes ago, his strength flagged anew, and the words he drew in the mud weren’t enough. The closer the moon came to setting, the weaker he became. He sensed the end of his time, and hope, coming like the final sands draining down an hourglass. Already his body leaned into the strikes. His footwork lagged and his shield arm drooped before imminent blows. The commands on his true name made his very flesh yearn for the fatal wound. 
 
    “There is a way out of this, pixie.” Drokeh circled him. “A way to free you from the geas, if you are bold enough.” His lips lifted on one side in a smirk. “But for that, you’ll have to trust me.” 
 
    Trust him. Simith hesitated. His thoughts spun toward his past, to the flames that had devoured his brother and his home. He had fought so many battles since then. Always, the trolls stood as the enemy opposite him. Now, their king asked for his trust. He might as well have turned the world upside down. Simith didn't know if he had any trust left in him. 
 
    "The geas hides your voice but I know your thoughts, Sun Fury, for they are mine too." He shook his head, as though he recognized the absurdity of his own request. "If it were my choice, I would never have agreed to that first peace meeting you petitioned. After all you have done, I had no interest in your words.” 
 
    Simith had been shocked himself when King Drokeh accepted his request. What had caused him to agree? 
 
    Drokeh prodded him forward with a slash of his dagger. “I made a promise,” the king said as if he indeed knew Simith’s thoughts. “A year past, I ran afoul of one of your little scouts. I was reckless after a particularly gruesome loss on the battlefield. I left camp alone to think. Clever and quiet she was in those trees. By the time I saw her, she had the arrow trained on my unshielded heart." 
 
    A tremor of premonition ran through Simith’s limbs. A year ago? A scout? 
 
    Drokeh feinted with hatchet and blade, stepping close and drawing back. “Instead of taking my life, she extracted an oath. She would let me live if I swore to hear out any offer of peace made to me, no matter the source.” He laughed, a harsh, scraping sound. “I wanted to refuse, certain she only played with me. But then she said a thing I’ve never forgotten: Don’t let the blade wield you. It’s your hand on the hilt.” 
 
    Simith stopped. It felt as though his heart did too. Rimthea had once said those same words to him.  
 
    Drokeh came in hard. Simith brought up his blade in time to meet the troll king’s hatchet. His shield blocked the long dagger. They stood, locked together. 
 
    “I gave my oath.” Through the veil over his eyes, the king’s lamplight gaze burned into his. “That night, my spies watched a drumhead trial take place in the fairies’ camp. They watched the Helms cut open a pixie’s throat. I never saw that scout again.” 
 
    Simith’s arms trembled. His eyes filled with furious tears. It could only have been Rim whom Drokeh met in those woods. The fairies had killed her. His sister. His fierce friend. They’d murdered her and lied. 
 
    “Both of us are here for our own reasons,” Drokeh said. “You must trust me to free you from this geas, or the fairies will triumph over us all.” 
 
    It’s your hand on the hilt. Your choice. Your will. 
 
    Simith looked up at the stars. She was gone, yet her words had followed him here. She had brought them all to this moment. 
 
    “Give me some sign you agree,” Drokeh said. “I will do the rest.” 
 
    In answer, Simith let his shield droop in his grasp. Drokeh took the opening, wrenching it off his arm and hurling it away. The troll king wrapped his fist high on Simith’s throat and lifted him off his feet. His windpipe squeezed shut. Pressure exploded behind Simith’s eyes and blood pounded in his ears. His true name forced his fingers to open, dropping his sword to the ground. Around them, the crowd roared. 
 
    Toward the lightless end on the trolls’ side of the arena, he glimpsed a torch flare to life. It scattered shadows, outlining a trio of silhouettes. Their shape was not that of trolls. A commotion of voices followed, but Simith couldn’t decipher them. His ears felt stuffed with cotton. 
 
    Drokeh released his broad blade. From behind the circle of armor over his chest, he drew an onyx spike the length of his palm. It was thicker at one end, gliding down to a vicious point. The darkness swirled within its narrow depths, a spinning galaxy of shadow-stars. A twilight diamond. 
 
    “The only way to free you,” Drokeh raised it high, “is to kill you.” 
 
    He plunged the spike into Simith’s throat. A blinding shock of pain lanced through his body. His mouth fell open. His vision blurred. In the distance, he thought someone screamed his name. 
 
    The command on his true name melted away. His will returned to him with startling suddenness. Simith’s hands grasped the troll king’s arm. He struggled. His mind swam. 
 
    “Hold still, pixie,” Drokeh barked at him, moving the spike in his flesh like a needle seeking its stitch. “It’ll slip away from me if you keep wiggling about.” 
 
    Simith didn’t understand. The wound felt strange. His skin tingled, pinpricks cascading from heel to scalp. Magic pulsed in his throat, undulating softly, as though he’d swallowed a draught of dark silk. 
 
    Simith blinked hard. He fought to stay conscious. 
 
    The bellows from the crowd had fallen to uncertain murmurs. He couldn’t see the Triad, but they had to know something was amiss. They would act soon. 
 
    Drokeh’s eyes narrowed. “There it is. Take hold of the shard and open your mouth.” 
 
    He complied, transferring his hand from the king’s arm to the twilight diamond’s cool length. Simith jolted in surprise when Drokeh jammed his fingers into his mouth. He tried to hold still. His eyes watered. Claws scraped the back of his throat. 
 
    “I have it.” Drokeh huffed in triumph.  
 
    He retracted his hand. Black coated his fingers like ink. Pinched between them shimmered the bright spark of the geas. He flicked it away, its light extinguishing long before it landed. Drokeh lowered Simith to his feet and held him steady with a grip on his shoulder. Then, he jerked the spike from his throat. Simith’s legs nearly went out from under him. Black ichor drained from his mouth as the wound closed behind the diamond’s departure. He spat out the geas’ remnants, and before anything more could prevent him, he spoke. 
 
    “The legion,” he managed in a shredded voice, “was sent to surround your army at its camp. The fight…just a lure to bring you here.” 
 
    “An ambush?” Drokeh’s grip tightened. “Your kind joined them?” 
 
    “Controlled,” he rasped, “with our true names.” 
 
    “Where—” The king’s eyes shifted over his shoulder. He dragged Simith down with him and lifted the fallen shield. Three successive thumps slammed against it. Arrows. 
 
    “Those weren’t aimed for me.” Drokeh slid an assessing glance his way. He turned to his people’s side of the arena, raising a hand to signal. It froze halfway. He tore the veil from his eyes. “What are they doing?” he bellowed as a battle cry went up. 
 
    Trolls surged along the stone ring. The fairies scrambled to meet them, blades crashing. More arrows whizzed past. Simith’s vision cleared along with his thoughts. They had to find cover. In the arena, they had nothing but his cracked shield. He coiled into a crouch alongside the troll king, ready to spring away as soon as he knew which direction to go. 
 
    “My king!” A troll cleared the stones in a swift leap. Flanked by two archers who sent volley after volley from their bows, she carried a shield twice the size of Simith’s. Moonlight slid across its metal surface. He smelled iron. 
 
    “General Seshi,” Drokeh growled as they arrived. “What occurs?” 
 
    “The fairies have double-crossed us, Sire,” she said, not all breathless despite her sprint. Seshi positioned her body and the shield to protect her king, though she spared a sneer for Simith. “This fight was nothing more than a distraction. They’ve sent their forces to surround our army where its camped.” She smirked, lambent eyes scanning their enemies. “Where they think we’re camped, anyway.” 
 
    Simith tipped his head back in relief. A false camp. Brilliant. What a shame he couldn’t be there when Lord Jarrah learned how foolish he’d been to underestimate his enemy. 
 
    “The decoy tents won’t give our soldiers much time to evade them. If they sent the entire legion, they’ll be thick as fleas out there,” Drokeh said. 
 
    “I’ve already sent the ravens to advise our army to pull back to protect our borders.” 
 
    Drokeh frowned. “How did you learn of this? I’ve only just been told myself.” 
 
    “It came by a strange source.” Seshi’s mouth twisted, and she gestured with some impatience. “We have to leave, my king. The few troops here with us afford us a small chance for escape.” She turned the flame of her gaze on Simith. Her broad blade appeared in her hand. “Permit me to dispatch this mongrel before departing.” 
 
    Drokeh pushed her arm back. “He comes.” 
 
    “Sire, you can’t truly believe this one desires peace.” 
 
    “His masters went to the trouble of gagging him with a powerful geas. I’ll hear what the enemy of my enemy has to say.” He stood, relieving her of the shield. “Bring him.” 
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    Jessa nibbled on a fingernail while she stood next to the trolls’ covered wagon, and tried not to look at the monstrous black bear harnessed to it. Despite the sounds of battle in the near distance, it sat unconcerned in the dark while she jumped at every sound. At least she made this bunny disguise believable. Tucked behind this small hill, Jessa couldn’t see what was going on. She wouldn’t be of much use out there, but not knowing was worse. 
 
    Relle and Katie had gone to retrieve the grass horses. After the troll guards had rushed them away from the arena, Relle had balked at going near the wagon. In the light of the single torch they carried, Jessa had spotted the metal framework. Iron, most likely, given the queasy look Relle gave it. She’d convinced their guards to let her and Katie retrieve their horses instead. That had prompted a strange look from the trolls—maybe pookas didn’t ride horses here?—but they’d merely agreed in their eagerness to return to the fight. 
 
    Torch in hand, Jessa paced alongside the strange conveyance as she waited. Framed like a metal ribcage on spiked wheels, a flexible grey canvas covered it. She paused to touch to rough exterior. The whole thing brought to mind a portable cave—including the bear. 
 
    She resumed pacing. Jessa had been grateful for Relle’s steady nerves at the combat ring. The trolls’ commander was an imposing figure of fang and muscle. While Jessa could only stare, her friend had explained the legion’s movements, and the fairies’ attempt to kill Simith before he could reach the peace meeting. General Seshi had answered their claims with skeptical silence. 
 
    A horrendous death wail in the distance made Jessa jump. It didn’t sound like Simith, but every cry reminded her of the troll king stabbing him in the throat. It wasn’t fear for her own life that’d made her scream Simith’s name. Watching his agony had been like witnessing the murder of a friend. If not for the trolls’ general blocking her path, she might have rushed out there. 
 
    “A twilight diamond cannot take a life,” the general had growled. “It is a healing stone. Magic made solid.” 
 
    No sooner had she explained than the troll king set Simith back on his feet and removed the spike. The relief had almost stolen her breath. 
 
    The bear rumbled in warning. Jessa paused her pacing at the far side of the wagon. The shadow of the animal’s bulk shifted as it stood. The noise of battle had grown louder. Coming this way? Had Simith made it out of the arena alive? She touched her stomach. If he died, how long would it take for her to feel it?  
 
    Jessa unsheathed Simith’s knife. The magic practically yanked her forward as a lone figure came before the bear, a sword gripped in one hand. The mutter of a word she couldn’t make out calmed the animal and it sat again with a disgruntled huff. 
 
    She shouldn’t have been able to distinguish his identity, steeped in shadow, but she did. Those shoulders. That stance. She knew them too well from her dreams. 
 
    “Simith!” 
 
    The figure turned, the sword rising. He stopped short. She couldn’t see his face, still beyond the reach of her torch, but she sensed his shock. 
 
    “Jessa?” came the astonished reply. 
 
    He broke into a jog without sheathing his sword. When the light touched him, the bloody streaks on his armor alarmed her again, yet he moved as though they didn’t trouble him. He looked exhausted. And pleased, so pleased to see her. A warm flutter went through her when he came in close and clasped her hand. 
 
    “How can you be here?” he marveled. His eyes rose to her bunny ears and back down. His lips quirked. “You’re a pooka again.” 
 
    “Oh.” She ran her hand over one velvety stalk. “I needed a disguise, but now I wish I could get rid of it. Who knew glamour would be so itchy? I probably have a rash under it.” 
 
    She winced. What a conversation starter. 
 
    Amusement sparkled in his brown eyes. “That is doubtful.” He brushed his thumb gently over her cheeks. “Keep your ears hidden, and none will be the wiser.” 
 
    His feathery touch left her skin tingling even as the irritating glamour fell away. 
 
    “Why did you come?” He slid a glance behind him. “It’s dangerous here. Your family will fear for your safety.” 
 
    Jessa twitched backward. “I guess that means you haven’t seen the full story yet.” 
 
    “Full story?” Awareness crept into his gaze. He looked down at her hand in his and flushed. He released her. “Forgive me. I…My dreams have been strange of late.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here. We—” 
 
    Something flashed past, nicking her upper arm. Simith reacted faster than the pain. He grabbed her, and spun them behind the back of the wagon. The bear roared, eliciting a squawk from their attacker. Jessa’s torch lay on the ground where they’d stood, flames struggling wildly against the dirt. The pain arrived in a hot streak, and she flinched. 
 
    Simith’s features hardened. “Stay here.” He disappeared around the opposite side of the wagon. 
 
    Jessa carefully probed her arm and found her sleeve wet. Blood came away on her fingers, but she was lucky. It looked like just a graze. The archer had probably been aiming for Simith. There came a muffled shriek nearby. Simith reappeared a moment later. Jessa tried not to look at the dark stain on his sword blade. 
 
    “Show me your wound.” He examined it, mouth set with worry. 
 
    “It’s not bad. We can deal with it later.” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly. “The battle has moved to the other side of this hill. I was separated from my escort on our way here. Can you help me open these leathers? They’re pinning my wings.” 
 
    Jessa lifted the knife still clenched in her fist. “I can do it.” 
 
    His brows lifted in recognition. “Ah, so this is how you found me. Clever.” 
 
    Shouts came from far too close, weapons clanging. Simith moved closer, his body a wall shielding hers. He didn’t look at her, eyes scanning the shadows. “Cut the straps. I will guard us.” 
 
    The leathers looked uniformly smooth over his chest. She had no idea where to find the straps. Maybe the armor was belted on. Her hand went to his waist, fingers seeking along the line of his hip. His breath hiccupped. 
 
    “Not there.” He took her hand and guided it to the buckles at his side. “Here.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” She wedged the blade between the highest straps, flicking a look at him. “Ticklish, are you?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    She pinched her lips against a smile as the first buckle came free. “And not afraid to admit it.” 
 
    “A wise knight confronts his weaknesses.” 
 
    “Unless it’s an aversion to cabbage. Then it seems you run for cover.” 
 
    He snorted. “That’s self-preservation. Cabbage is vile.” His eyes lowered to hers, his brow furrowing. “How do you know this?” He tilted his head. “You don’t like rice. Is that true?” 
 
    She nodded stiffly, reaching for the next strap. 
 
    Simith continued in a wondering tone. “You pen your words with your left hand. Walks in the breeze inspire you, and you enjoy pandesal with coffee in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How do I know that? Why do I see you in all my dreams? Jessa,” a strained note entered his voice. “Why do I feel like I know you better than is possible?” 
 
    She severed the last buckle. The leathers slid free. Small lacerations littered his ribs and chest, but they appeared mostly healed already. The raven feather of his conduit tattoo burned emerald green over his heart. 
 
    “Because those aren’t dreams,” she told him quietly. “They’re my memories.” 
 
    His eyes widened, but the clomp of hoofbeats cut off any reply he might’ve made. He twisted away from her, his dragon-fly wings lending him a boost of speed as he rounded the wagon. He lowered his blade as soon as he spotted those approaching. 
 
    He sent her a wry look. “You didn’t mention others accompanied you.” 
 
    Relle and Katie came into view and reined to a halt on their steeds of vines and leaves. 
 
    “We’ve got our Chia Pets,” Katie announced. “They were munching on grass when we found them. Does that count as cannibalism?” 
 
    Simith shook his head at Relle, not at all fooled by the pooka glamour. “You must be mad indeed to have come into this world. Did you give no thought to the danger of the curse?” 
 
    “I gave it a thought, yes.” Her brow creased as she eyed Jessa pressed back against the wagon. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    She touched her arm. “Nothing a little disinfectant and a bandage won’t fix.” 
 
    “We’ll get you to urgent care. Since you’ve found each other we can head back.” 
 
    Simith glanced between them. “Why were you looking for me?” 
 
    “We came to rescue you, pixie-boy,” Katie sniffed. “So, more gratitude and less sass. It’s your fault we had to come in the first place.” 
 
    “Katie,” Jessa said sharply. 
 
    “Well, it is.” 
 
    “Discuss this later.” Relle beckoned Jessa over. “The small contingent the king brought with him is definitely outnumbered. They’re already cornered. We have to get out while we can.” 
 
    Simith took a step forward. “Cornered where?” 
 
    “On the other side of this hill behind a rise of boulders. You can’t go there to help them,” she bit out when he shifted that direction, moving her horse to block his path. “Your fate is tied to Jessa’s. There’s no time for all the details, but if you die, so will she.” 
 
    Simith’s gaze snapped to her. She nodded in confirmation and the color leached from his face.  
 
    “The king used the fight as a ruse.” He cast a helpless look toward the hill. “He came to hear my bid for peace. Now, he and his people will die for it.” 
 
    The obvious blame he cast on himself pained her. He already believed himself beyond redemption. She couldn’t bear to see that belief reconfirmed in his mind, not when he’d tried so hard. Nor could she imagine simply going home, leaving the trolls to be butchered. 
 
    “What if we distracted them?” she offered. “Maybe draw some of the fairies away so the trolls can fight their way free.” 
 
    “Then what?” Katie asked. “Even if we knew how to distract their enemies, they’ll just track them down, won’t they? There’s nowhere to go.” 
 
    Relle’s hands tightened on her reins. “She’s right. We should stick to our original plan and make for the doorway.” 
 
    “The troll army has been redirected to their borders,” Simith told her. “The legion will follow, even if they decide against a direct engagement. You’ll be cut off from the Jaded Grove if you go now.” 
 
    Jessa’s mouth went dry. They couldn’t get home. They were trapped. 
 
    Fighting echoed in the night, a reminder of the encroaching danger and the lives cut down with every passing moment. 
 
    “There is a place I could lead us all,” Simith said then. “We would be hidden from the fairies, though I’ve no solution for how we’d outrun them long enough to get there.” 
 
    “I do.” Relle waved a hand and Katie yelped, leaping down as her horse unraveled into a pile of leaves. Their pooka glamour disappeared with it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Katie demanded. 
 
    “Which direction will you take them?” Relle addressed Simith. 
 
    He pointed. “East, along the Thousand Rivers.” 
 
    Toward the moorlands. Jessa realized his intention. She stared at him, astounded. Surely, he didn’t mean to take them there. 
 
    “Okay.” Relle motioned to Katie and Jessa. “You two, take the wagon and start heading that way. I’ll arrange a distraction so Simith can reach the trolls and have them follow.” Her eyes scanned the wagon. “I’m guessing they brought this thing because the iron deflects magical attacks. Once you’re far enough, I’ll make sure the fairies can’t chase after you.” 
 
    “How?” Katie reached up to grab her arm. “Magic? You’re already using too much.” 
 
    “I swore I wouldn’t see you hurt again.” She put her palm to Katie’s bruised cheek. “I won’t break my word.” 
 
    Katie’s face twisted with fear. She covered Relle’s hand with her own. “If that’s true, then swear to come back. If you don’t want me hurt again, make me that promise.” Her voice choked. “There are things I need to tell you. I should’ve already said them. I shouldn’t have been so mad.” 
 
    Relle gazed on her with such affection, Jessa’s throat tightened. 
 
    “I promise to come back,” she said softly. “I would promise you anything.” 
 
    Katie’s smile wobbled. “You’d better.” 
 
    She stepped away as Relle wheeled her horse about. “Be quick about the trolls, Simith. I’ll get things ready.” 
 
    Simith turned to Jessa as Relle headed off. He gave her a boost into the back of the wagon. “The bear will follow your directions. She senses ally from foe, but keep your instructions simple.” 
 
    “You’re taking us to Hollow Hill, aren’t you?” The sanctuary his people fled to after the trolls burned their hamlets. She could scarcely believe he meant to offer it to his enemies. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Their king asked for my trust,” he answered, reaching for Katie who ignored his hand, her face pinched with dread as she climbed in by herself. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Jessa asked. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    His wings rustled as they lifted him up. “Because if I don’t give him the chance to earn it there will never be peace between us.” 
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    From a tactical standpoint, the trolls’ position couldn’t have been any worse. Movement was key in this kind of battle. To be cornered in a stationary position equaled death, which was exactly the situation Simith encountered when he reached the top of the hill and looked down. They were fortunate the pixies had been deployed with the legion. That crowd of boulders the trolls sheltered behind didn’t offer any cover from above. 
 
    He scanned the area beyond. No sign of Relle, though she would likely begin her distraction at any moment. Spotting King Drokeh with his general at his side, Simith sheathed his sword and dropped down behind them. 
 
    Half a dozen blades turned his direction. He lifted his hands. “Greetings.” 
 
    Drokeh growled low in his throat and waved them away. “Back to your line. Watch those archers.” He regarded Simith with some surprise. “You didn’t flee.” 
 
    “I’ve come with an offer of help.” 
 
    General Seshi grunted. “We just pulled you out of a trap of your own. How can you help us?” 
 
    “You’ll recall a trio of pookas approached you on my behalf.” 
 
    She flashed her fangs at him. “That’s to be our salvation?” 
 
    Screams erupted from the fairies. 
 
    “They weren’t pookas.” 
 
    Beyond the boulders, brambles swelled from the ground. Vines as thick as tree branches curled around fairy limbs and necks. Daggered thorns bit into soft flesh while blackberries erupted like dark jewels, filling the air with the scent of blood and fermented fruit. 
 
    “Go.” Simith alighted on the tallest boulder. He unsheathed his sword. “Head east when you reach the other side of the hill and don’t stop. You’ll find your wagon already underway with allies within.” 
 
    Drokeh didn’t argue. He shouted orders to his people as Simith scanned the area. He spotted Relle beyond the rise of lethal shrubbery. Once more, her glamour had fallen, revealing her Fae features. Her eyes were closed, lips clamped tight. Fell light surrounded her, an invisible wind tugging at her clothes and flattening her dark curls. The fairies not trapped in the brambles screeched when they saw her. 
 
    “Fae!” they cried. “Fae have come!” 
 
    A trio of archers still standing turned their bows toward her. Simith launched himself at them. He sliced his blade through the bowstring of one and tackled another. Snatching the dagger from the archer’s hip, he hurled it at the third, but not before someone kicked him in the ribs. The blow threw off his aim. He missed. 
 
    The archer never shot his arrow. The dirt stirred around them and the ground shook. Simith leapt to the air again. A split formed in the soil under the archers. Not just under these fairies, he realized, turning in the direction the trolls had gone, but all the fairies. He watched in awed horror as knuckled roots gripped the shelf of land beneath the fairies’ feet, and pulled it apart. A chasm opened, an earthen mouth yawning wide. They tumbled helplessly in, their screams an endless keen amidst an endless fall—until the opening snapped shut. The boom pounded his ears. A gust of wind vaulted him upward and dirt spewed into the air.  
 
    Silence followed. Simith swiped a hand over his face, shaken by the idea that any creature could wield such magic. He’d heard the old tales of the Fae. If anything, the stories under exaggerated their power. 
 
    He descended with caution, squinting through the dusty haze in search of Relle. Picking out a figure crumpled on the ground, he arrowed toward it. 
 
    Simith called her name, landing beside her. She appeared unconscious. He lifted a hand to touch her shoulder, more than a little hesitant to do so. “Can you hear me? Are you hurt?” 
 
    She groaned softly and opened her eyes. Blood spilled out of them. 
 
    His stomach dropped to his boots. The curse. 
 
    “What can I do?” he asked. 
 
    She gave a minute shake of her head, silver gaze resigned. “Katie and Jessa,” she rasped. “Make sure they…get home.” 
 
    “What of you? What of your promise?” 
 
    “I…” Red dribbled from her lips. A whimper escaped. 
 
    Her suffering twisted his heart. She had spared his life in her world. He couldn’t leave her to die like this in his. 
 
    Simith lifted her in his arms and gave her a stern look. “Don’t give up,” he said, and flew as fast as his wings could take him. 
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    Arriving to Hollow Hill, Simith felt an echo of his younger self beside him as he spoke the password that allowed them into its sanctuary. He’d been barely sixteen at the time, his little cousins in his arms, his heart shriveled with overwhelming loss. Today, it felt no less heavy while he watched the trolls pass through. The same doubts. The same dread for the future. He caught a glimpse of Katie and Jessa sitting beside Relle in the wagon as it came by. Its iron structure helped to slow the speed of the curse as he’d hoped, though the symptoms continued to spread. Simith feared the iron’s drain on Relle’s strength might outweigh its benefit soon, but he could think of nothing more to do. 
 
    “I will see if she responds to the twilight diamond,” Drokeh said, and Simith turned, surprised to find the troll king standing beside him. “It might give her some relief.” 
 
    “My thanks.” 
 
    Drokeh surveyed his people walking past. “You have mine.” His chuckle was a low rumble. “A Fae on your side. I wouldn’t have guessed you’d be more unpredictable as an ally than an enemy, Sun Fury.” 
 
    Simith couldn’t will a polite smile to his face. “It was never my people’s wish to be your enemy.” 
 
    “Then you shouldn’t have gotten involved in the war.” 
 
    “What did you expect us to do after your repeated attacks against our homeland?” 
 
    The stars were fading with approaching dawn. They’d arrived just in time. He watched the last of the trolls enter the hill. 
 
    “You ought to go in,” Simith said. “The sun will soon rise.” 
 
    But the king didn’t move. The intensity of Drokeh’s stare made Simith turn, expecting a glare to meet him. Instead, the king’s regard looked closer to shock. 
 
    “Tell me, Simith of Drifthorn,” he said quietly. “As a long-time veteran of this war, do you truly believe I would see a tactical gain in attacking pixie hamlets?” 
 
    “There’s always gain in demoralizing your enemy.” 
 
    His hand swept wide around them. “See the horizon of your homeland, its wide, flat landscapes. Look at its endless skies and sparse forests.” 
 
    “What of them?” 
 
    Drokeh tilted his head and held his gaze. 
 
    Simith fought his temper. He was tired. He wanted no riddles. Yet, the king had chosen not to kill him in that arena, so he looked. 
 
    And he saw. 
 
    There was no cover in the moorlands, not for many leagues. Trolls would have limited time to engage an enemy here and withdraw to safety before night gave way to dawn. With growing disquiet, he realized a campaign against the hamlets courted great risk for no strategic benefit. It wouldn’t make any sense.  
 
    “Speak plainly,” Simith demanded. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “You know what I’m saying. You know it’s true.” 
 
    “Do you mean to deny—Are you telling me…” He couldn’t get his mouth to form the question. He couldn’t get his mind to wrap around the answer. 
 
    Drokeh’s gaze settled on the middle distance. “I never understood why a peaceful race like the pixies would join the Thistle Court in their quest to steal my homeland. We’d had no conflict with your kind.” He exhaled heavily. “I underestimated the lengths to which my enemy would go for their prize.” 
 
    Simith took a step back. He felt suddenly cold. The pixies couldn’t have been tricked into the war. It wasn’t possible. He’d witnessed the trolls’ attack on his people himself.  
 
    Unless…Glamour? He’d seen the fairies’ use of it in the other world. He hadn’t recognized them at all. If not for the lights in Jessa’s greenhouse, he’d have sworn on his sword they were trolls. And they’d murdered Rim. They’d brought her body back to him and said the trolls had done it. Their lies knew no boundary. 
 
    A strangled sound came from his throat. The fairies hadn’t been able to conquer the Twilight Grotto on their own in a century. They’d needed an additional force to see it done—one that could attack from the air, one they could control utterly if only they gave them a reason. If they made them afraid. If they made them hate. 
 
    Simith discovered he’d fallen to his knees. 
 
    “I think we have much to discuss.” Drokeh’s voice was soft. 
 
    “All this,” he said. “They’ve done all this just for a stronger conduit?” 
 
    “No.” The king eyed the horizon and stepped to the entrance into the hill. “They’ve done it because the twilight diamonds would make them immortal.” 
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    Jessa watched the slow, meticulous movements of Simith’s hands winding the gauze from her first aid kit around the gash on her upper arm. He was attentive to his task, but his thoughts seemed far away, his eyes sad. 
 
    “Simith, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I am well,” he answered, his voice as hollow as this hill. 
 
    He’d found her after coming inside, bidding her to bring the first aid supplies from her pack. Everything about him seemed hunched, as if his heart weighed a hundred pounds. She was torn between prodding him to talk about it, or letting him be. It struck her that she’d probably made others feel this way. There were times when the hurt was too overwhelming to simply talk about. Sometimes the best comfort was having a friend nearby who didn’t force the issue. 
 
    “It’s cozier than I thought it would be in here,” she said. 
 
    “What did you expect to find?” 
 
    “A lot of dirt, for one. This is more like a garden.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted over the area. The ground felt as soft as any cushion, covered in spongy green moss out of which little sprigs of purple-white flowers grew. Ropes of ivy curtained the wide walls and high, domed ceiling alongside fronds of wisteria. Jessa wondered how the plants thrived so well since sunlight couldn’t reach any of it. Magic, probably. Gentle white light shimmered inside wooden lampposts. They brightened the narrow brick paths that wound through the large space. In a more secluded corner, Simith and Jessa sat together on a bench-like mound in the grass.  
 
    “We crafted Hollow Hill to be a temporary home,” Simith replied to her comment, lifting his eyes to the trolls milling the area. He paused on the wagon before returning his attention to the bandage. “A sanctuary ought to feel like one.” 
 
    She doubted Katie would ever see it, glued to Relle’s side as she’d been from the moment Simith brought her back. Jessa was grateful for his quick thinking. The iron bothered Relle, who moved in and out of consciousness, but it lessened the agony of the curse. The pain seemed to follow her even in her sleep. Katie, pale-faced and dry-eyed, sat vigil, feeding her sips of water and holding on to her hand like a lifeline. 
 
    Jessa struggled with her guilt. They wouldn’t be here if not for her…but they had also chosen to come. Let me be there for you. This was the trust Katie had meant. Jessa was grateful they’d insisted on joining her. She’d never have found Simith without them. 
 
    Yet, the guilt remained, thick as mud in her chest. It made her think of what Katie had said about her family. They wanted to know when she’d talk to them again. The truth was she missed them, but the last time her family had tried to be there for her, they’d died on the way. The one hadn’t brought about the other—Jessa had been in enough sessions with Dr. Linda to know that—but grief was a lawless map. It had no true north. It had no logic or clear lines. She didn’t want to be alone anymore, and she was afraid not to be. 
 
    “I must leave soon to alert the hamlets of our presence here.” Simith’s quiet voice drew her back. He tucked the corner of her bandage under the wrappings. “Our tracks will be visible to morning flyers.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    His eyes met hers before sliding away. “It’s better if you remain. I’m not sure how they’ll react to me.” 
 
    She watched him pull down her sleeve, deliberate fingers easing the bunched fabric over her wound. He was nervous. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since you came home,” she said. “It might be easier if you had company.” 
 
    He released her arm, shifting to face her fully, his sharp brown eyes guarded. 
 
    “Let us first speak of what there is between us. You told me my dreams are your memories. Relle said my death would cause yours. Why?” 
 
    Jessa took a deep breath. “Magic.” 
 
    She launched into what she hoped was a comprehensive retelling of Ionia’s explanation of the memory-dreams and the link forged between them when he healed her. While she spoke, Simith’s jaw tightened, his mouth compressing into a severe line. 
 
    “This caused the weakness I felt?” he asked. 
 
    “The cold, as well. We have to stay near each other or the single life force we share gets stretched too thin.” 
 
    He stood, clasping his hands behind his back, pacing three steps away, then back. His eyes lifted to hers, a wall she couldn’t see through. “You’ve seen my memories?” 
 
    “Some of them. There hasn’t been much time for sleep.” 
 
    His expression hardened to marble. “You’ve seen me in battle?” 
 
    She hesitated. Did he worry she judged him? Because she didn’t. It wasn’t her place to do so. Cruel chaos blanketed the battles she’d witnessed. Death like warm rain over fields of horror and fear. And Simith, slicing through the lives in his wake, his battered heart patched with hate thumping go, go, go. 
 
    She nodded. “Sometimes.” 
 
    His hard look melted away, replaced with inexpressible weariness. He sat heavily beside her again, his elbows on his knees, his face bracketed by tightly curled fists. 
 
    “Jessa,” he whispered. “Forgive me. I never intended this.” 
 
    She leaned back, startled. “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to watch such atrocities. I swear to do all I can to separate us.” 
 
    “Simith, this was an accident.” 
 
    “Please,” he breathed. He sounded almost out of breath. “Don’t do that. I am responsible for so much damage. So much,” his voice wavered, “so much harm. You must not defend me.” 
 
    His terrible shame squeezed her heart. He’d done things for which he rightfully felt responsible, but not this. Not her. 
 
    She took hold of one fist and cradled it gently between her palms. “‘They whose guilt within their bosom lies, imagine every eye beholds their blame.’” 
 
    His gaze softened with awe. “What is this?” 
 
    “A little Shakespeare. Another maker of verse.” She tried at a smile. “Listen to me now. This link between us is not your fault. Even Ionia said she’s never seen magic react the way it did.” 
 
    “Then what is the cause?” 
 
    “Partly, she thinks it’s because you refused to let me go even after your magic was gone. You…split yourself apart to save me.” 
 
    They stared at each other, the words settling between them like the memory of that moment. He didn’t refute them. His fist opened, fingers curling around hers. They gave a slight squeeze of acknowledgement. 
 
    “You said partly,” he noted. “Is there another element?” 
 
    “You could call it that. I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “You,” he blanched, “you were with child when it happened?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “The second heartbeat,” he murmured. “What a fool I am. I thought you were simply different. I never even considered—” 
 
    He broke off, gaze flicking upward. Jessa followed where he looked, but saw nothing. 
 
    “What’s is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Stay beside me.” Tension sang along the rigid lines of his body. “I’ll make sure we aren’t separated.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Are we in danger?” 
 
    Before he could answer, a line of pixies appeared along a mossy balcony spanning the length of one wall. It blended so well with the ivy she’d have never known it was there. Clad in rust-colored tunics, their long hair dressed in feathers and hollyhocks, they looked like creatures out of a child’s fable—a lethal one. Each held a bow in their hands, arrows already aimed at the occupants below. 
 
    “Trolls,” an older pixie with silver-black hair spat. “You trespass.” 
 
    Jessa squinted at him. He seemed familiar. Avenoth, that was his name. She’d seen him in Simith’s dreams, though he looked so different, she couldn’t place him.  
 
    King Drokeh descended from the wagon. He didn’t reach for a weapon, his hands extended from his sides as he faced them. “We intended no trespass. We were invited here.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    Simith stood, drawing Jessa up with him. “By me.” He regarded the older pixie stoically, but a tremor shook the hand that held hers. Jessa realized who he was just as Simith touched his heart. “Father, I greet you.” 
 
    “Simith,” he breathed, his bow drooping. A wave of emotions flitted across his face, too many to fully see. The hard lines settled back into place. If possible, he looked even angrier. “You should not have come back.” 
 
    “Nor would I have, given the choice.” Simith cast a pointed look at the archers flanking his father. “I didn’t expect to be welcomed, but nor did I expect my own to offer threat in a place of refuge.” 
 
    “You divided yourself from the right to Hollow Hill when you chose to exalt violence and personal glory over the tenets of your clan. Do you even remember what those tenets are?” 
 
    “Aid to those in need is one, correct?” This was met with silence. “Can you not at least put down your weapons to hear the reasons behind my return?” 
 
    “We will hear them,” Avenoth said. “And we will measure their worth.” 
 
    Jessa allowed herself to relax a degree. Begrudging though it sounded, they’d agreed to talk things out. Simith’s father signaled to the others—but instead of lowering their bows, they raised them. 
 
    “Secure the sanctuary,” he ordered. 
 
    Simith stepped in front of Jessa. “Father!” 
 
    The archers fired. Jessa gripped Simith’s arm, terrified he was about to be killed. Three arrows drove into the ground in front of his feet. They’d missed? She looked around to discover arrow shafts standing from the soil everywhere. Not a single troll had been hit. They’d all missed their mark? 
 
    A bitter orange taste hit the back of her throat. 
 
    “Simith,” she coughed, and tugged on his arm. 
 
    He turned, his eyes glazed. The air felt strange. It looked strange, too, like mist shedding from the spray of a waterfall. It gathered on her eyelashes. She had the sense of sliding into cool water, her limbs dissolving into sand on the surface of a deep lake. She sank. 
 
    Simith caught her with clumsy arms, but he was sinking too. His voice was slurred. 
 
    “Don’t take her from me.” 
 
    It was the last thing she heard before the water closed over her head. 
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    Simith emerged from dreams to the song of skylarks, and the scent of cornflowers and gooseberry bread. His childhood home. He willed his mind to believe the self-deception, if only for a moment, but couldn’t manage it. His childhood home was ash, and the long years since had taught him that no amount of wishing would usher its return. 
 
    Simith opened his eyes and found he lay on a straw-filled mattress covered in wool blankets. The room was chilly, and a stone ceiling of slate stretched above him the color of mountain pine. He blinked up at it, wondering how he got here. Then he recalled Hollow Hill and the look of furious dismay on his father’s face. The archers shooting their arrows into the ground.  
 
    Jessa. Where was she? 
 
    He bolted upright—and discovered a weight pinning the covers with a crown of dark hair. The top half of Jessa’s face peeked above the blankets. She slept, her breath calm, her heartbeat even when he pressed his palm to it. Relief brought a smile to his mouth, his gaze lingering on the spray of freckles high on her cheekbones. The urge to smooth his thumb over them wound through his thoughts, but he refrained. That was a privilege she hadn’t offered him. 
 
    Instead, he examined their surroundings more closely. To one side streamers of sunlight pushed through a shuttered window in the stone wall. To the other, the lip of a knee-high balcony revealed they were in a loft, though it was dark that direction and no sounds came from below. 
 
    A dwelling carved into the stone.  
 
    He’d heard his people had moved from the lower moorlands to the Petal Bluffs, a far more defensible position than among the open heather fields, but seeing it for himself evoked a loss of equilibrium. Perhaps his mind had succeeded in deceiving him after all if he believed his home hadn’t undergone great change in his absence. 
 
    At least they hadn’t imprisoned him, something he’d been uncertain about when the archers appeared in Hollow Hill. Simith had barely had time to clutch Jessa to him as the cloud of sleep spell rolled over them, potent enough that he’d almost passed out immediately. Part of him had known his people might see him as a danger, but even his father? That had been an unexpected blow. 
 
    Jessa murmured in her sleep, pulling his gaze to her again. The dreams. She ought to scorn him for the burden of witnessing the ugly things he’d done. He hadn’t intended to forge a link between them when he’d healed her, but did that matter? He hadn’t intended so many things…  
 
    Jessa’s eyes moved behind her closed lids. What did she see this time? 
 
    He touched her shoulder. “Jessa.” 
 
    She stirred. Her dark eyes opened. The sadness he saw there had him turning fully toward her. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s dead.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but Jessa struggled out of the covers and wrapped warm arms around him. The words vanished from his head, as did most of his thoughts. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She pressed her cheek against his shoulder. “You felt so alone without her.” 
 
    Rimthea. Simith fought the urge to push away. In other circumstances, he’d have welcomed Jessa’s embrace, but the truth of Rim’s death had churned new pain in with the old. He couldn’t bear to be comforted. Perhaps sensing his turmoil, Jessa pulled back. 
 
    “Sorry, I know hugs aren’t very helpful.” Her fingers curled into the covers. “It makes sense now why I couldn’t find Rim at the fight.” 
 
    “You were looking for her?” 
 
    “I figured if anyone was bold enough to help us talk to the trolls, it was her.” 
 
    Jessa spoke with a fondness that implied she knew Rim. He wondered what his best friend would think of that, to have gained a friendship even after death. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I wish I had better memories for you to dream than the nightmares of my life.” 
 
    “Mine probably aren’t much better.” 
 
    A flash of the ones he’d just seen moved across Simith’s mind: Jessa, weeping at the graves of her family. Jessa curled on a tiled floor in an empty house. Hoarse sobs and endless tears that tore at his heart and made him ache to reach through the memory and draw her close. He’d crouched beside her watching as her tears dried and her spirit withdrew into numbness. 
 
    Jessa rubbed at her brow. “What happened to us? I feel really groggy.” 
 
    “It was a sleep spell cast by the archers’ bows.” 
 
    Her head came up. “Relle and Katie. Where are they?” She pushed the blankets off and stood rapidly. Her legs wobbled.  
 
    Simith rushed to steady her, but she’d already caught herself. “Go easy. The effects of the spell can linger after waking.” He shouldn’t have sprung up so fast himself. His head throbbed in warning. 
 
    “Good advice for us both, huh? Oh, there’s my pack.” Her satchel sat at the end of the bed. She went to it, and extracted a clear, liquid-filled cylinder. 
 
    “Your world’s version of a waterskin?” he ventured while she drank. 
 
    “We call it a water bottle.” She held it out to him, but he declined. “Where exactly are we?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” Simith proceeded at a cautious pace to the window.  
 
    “Just out of curiosity, what have you seen of my life so far?” she asked, unpeeling colorful paper from around some kind of edible bar. “In the dreams, I mean.” 
 
    She wouldn’t want to hear what he’d witnessed most recently. He chose a kinder memory. “I’ve seen you reading your Emily Dickinson while your family watched an odd device of glowing pictures.” He paused. “Tel…Television? They called it a reality. No, a reality show.” 
 
    She snorted. “They were crazy about those singing competitions.” 
 
    “And singing at home with another device.” 
 
    “Oh, help me, not the Magic Microphone karaoke set. Please say you didn’t hear me sing.” 
 
    “If you like. I’ll say only that I’ve heard more harmonious crows.” 
 
    “Simith!” 
 
    He laughed and unlatched the shutters. “You were young there. They teased you a bit for all your reading. ‘Bookworm,’ they said.” 
 
    She finished her bar and tucked the wrapper away. “They thought I was odd.” 
 
    “Ah, but they were proud of you. That was clear to see.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “For a certainty.” Simith pushed the shutters open. 
 
    Afternoon sun blazed in along with a cool, steady breeze. Squinting against the dazzling light, he discerned a steep incline jutting up from the window toward the cliff’s top. An easy exit for a pixie, but Jessa would find the climb arduous. It pleased him to discover they hadn’t been locked in. Why had his people separated him and Jessa from the others? 
 
    “I don’t see anyone this way,” he said, turning back. “We’ll try the door below.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Jessa stood in profile to him, her gaze firmly averted. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Before we go out, you should probably, er, wear more than capris.” She pointed. “I think those are for you.” 
 
    Next to a folded pile of clothing, he spied his boots, free of mud, set neatly against the far wall. Casting a look down at himself, he discerned the source of her blush. Someone had removed his torn, bloodied leathers, leaving him barefoot in naught but his braies—or capris, as Jessa called them. The knot at his waistband had loosened. It sagged low on his hips. 
 
    Heat rushed to his face. He hastened to the stack of garments. “It’s possible my kin misunderstood our…connection when I asked them not to part you from me.” At least Jessa was still fully dressed in her own clothing. If she’d been wearing only her shift when that sunlight came in— 
 
    He missed the pant leg of his trousers and nearly toppled over. He flexed his wings to steady himself. “I will explain our circumstances as soon as possible, and I apologize for this,” he added, gesturing at the bed. 
 
    “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I would never have presumed to sleep alongside you in this state of undress.” 
 
    “Oh? You’re a pajamas guy?” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “Never mind.” She sounded amused. “Maybe it’s better if we let them misunderstand.” 
 
    Tugging on his boots, he came close to toppling over again. “Pardon?” 
 
    She twined and untwined her fingers. “If they think we’re together it would be easier than explaining our actual situation.” 
 
    “But what of your beloved back home?” 
 
    “There’s—I mean, yes, I’m pregnant, but this is more the result of two people making bad life choices.” When he didn’t reply, still parsing through what that meant, she said, “There’s no beloved. It was a one-time thing.” 
 
    “I see.” Such was not something to be glad for, yet a smile tried to find its way through his neutral façade. 
 
    “Right, so if it’s okay with you, I’d rather,” she paused uncertainly. 
 
    “Speak freely, Jessa.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t want this to get awkward between us. We know things about each other that we never shared. I don’t want to overstep or invade your privacy.” She fidgeted. “Would you rather act like we haven’t seen one another’s memories?” 
 
    Ah. Now he understood. Thoughtful of her to offer a choice. He should’ve extended the same earlier. 
 
    He drew his shirt over his head and approached. “I believe pretending we are ignorant of each other would incur the awkwardness you spoke of, rather than prevent it.” 
 
    “I do, too.” 
 
    “Then we are in agreement.” He smiled. “Why do you wish to imply we are bound to each other?” 
 
    “They’ll be less likely to separate us, for one, and second, I don’t want them to blame you for this link between us. The last time you were here they treated you like garbage.” 
 
    Simith slid his wings through the slits in the back of his shirt, using the moment to loosen the sudden tightness in his throat. 
 
    “The last time I returned to the moorlands was to bear Rimthea’s body home. They were rightfully distressed.” And he’d done his best not to dwell on his father’s disdain and his mother’s condemnation that day. 
 
    Jessa lifted a hand. “They said her death was your fault, that you convinced her to avenge your brother.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell them she was the one who convinced you to go to war after Cirrus died.” 
 
    The lump in his throat grew. Simith focused on lacing his shirt. He didn’t want to talk about this. “I chose to preserve their opinion of her.” 
 
    She drew breath to speak, but paused. She pushed her hands into her pockets. The uncertainty had returned. He’d created the awkwardness she’d hoped to avoid. Wonderful. 
 
    “We will tell them we intend to be bound,” he said, his voice cooler than he’d wish, but he couldn’t seem to warm it. “This way, when we untangle ourselves, none will speak ill of you once you return to your world and the marriage never goes through.”  
 
    “Does it matter? I’ll never hear any of that gossip.” 
 
    “But I might, and I will not abide it.” He scanned the area where his clothes had been set. Whoever had brought he and Jessa here hadn’t left his sword or his leathers behind. Concerning. He stepped to the edge of the loft and extended a hand to Jessa. “Let’s find out what has occurred while we slept. I’ll help you down.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can manage it.” She peered over the edge, then straightened with a smirk. “Hm. No ladders in a winged society, I take it?” 
 
    “No need.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    She allowed him to gather her in his arms. Simith did his best not to notice how close her face was to his. He tried not to let his eyes to stray to her mouth. 
 
    He shoved his focus to the floor below. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He descended with a fast flick of his wings and landed lightly by the door. He set Jessa on her feet. Her face had gone ashen. 
 
    “Jessa?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” she gasped. 
 
    She clapped a hand over her mouth and threw the door open. Simith followed, but she didn’t make it more than three steps before dropping to her knees. Sweat broke out at her temples. 
 
    He crouched beside her, unsure whether to touch her. His hand hovered over her lower back. “Is it the child? Should I fetch a midwife?” 
 
    Jessa replied by throwing up. 
 
    “Child?” came an astonished whisper. 
 
    Simith looked up and found his mother standing before them. 
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    On a rational level, Jessa knew she’d gone through more awkward things than puking in front of a fake mother-in-law-to-be, but just then, kneeling over her regurgitated granola bar while Simith offered a quiet, “Mother, I greet you,” she felt this had to rank in one of the top spots. Her queasy stomach threatened revolt again. 
 
    “Jessa?” Simith sounded worried. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She didn’t look up yet. This was so embarrassing. “It’s just normal first trimester symptoms. I’ll be fine in a second.” 
 
    “You need not hurry.” Simith’s hand settled between her shoulder blades and moved in small, comforting circles. “I’m certain some portion of your discomfort is due to the sleep spell.” 
 
    His voice held an edge, though not directed at her. The pause that followed churned as sharply as the nausea twisting her innards. 
 
    “We received no warning of your arrival,” his mother said, her tone equally edged. “What outcome could you expect when we saw those tracks and found you had filled our sanctuary with prisoners?” 
 
     “The trolls are not prisoners. I pray you haven’t treated them as such.” Simith’s hand on her back stopped. “Or alerted the fairies to our presence.” 
 
    “To tell the fairies would be the same as killing them. Since you’ve been away a long time, it’s only natural you’ve forgotten that we do not deliver death to others with as much ease as you.” 
 
    Jessa’s eyes popped open at that one. Wow, his mom really wasn’t holding back. 
 
    If that salvo affected him, Simith didn’t show it. “Precisely. I do not take prisoners.” 
 
    “That’s what we realized. The trolls awoke before you. They told us a strange tale of last night’s events.” Her voice grew unsure. “As did your other companions.” 
 
    Katie and Relle. Steeling herself, Jessa eased back to sit on her heels. She put a hand to her stomach, but everything stayed put down there for the moment. 
 
    The pixie standing alongside them looked so much like Simith, Jessa would’ve known her for his mother even if she hadn’t already seen her in Simith’s memories. The same high cheekbones. The same forceful brown gaze. Her long, sandy brown hair had locks of bright white and flowed freely around her shoulders with sprigs of yellow blossoms and shiny agates strung through its strands. She wore a plain, lightweight dress, though a hint of shorts peeked below the skirt line, with leather sandals strapped to her feet. 
 
    She also wore a speculative look as she regarded Jessa. It didn’t stretch the imagination to know what questions she had. 
 
    Jessa smoothed her hair to ensure it covered her round ears. “Are my friends all right?” 
 
    “You can come and see for yourself. They remain at Hollow Hill. We were about to bring more food to them.” 
 
    Food. The thought made things turn in her belly. She exhaled through her nose and slowly got up. Simith stayed near, but didn’t crowd her. She appreciated that he let her scrape herself together on her own, especially with the humiliating puddle of sick there on the ground. 
 
    “Is it a long walk to Hollow Hill from here?” she asked, but when she inclined her head to take in the landscape, she had her answer. 
 
    From windswept cliffs, Jessa had a billy goat’s eye-view of the moorlands. Winding ledges with broken sections scattered down to the bluff’s base, some with entries carved into the dark-green stone like the one she and Simith had exited, but nothing as ambitious as a path. There would be no walking down. 
 
    “I will descend more gently than I did in the loft,” Simith said, as though he heard her silent whimper. “That was thoughtless of me.” 
 
    She mustered a wan smile. “As long as you won’t get mad if I mess up your clothes along the way.” 
 
    His mouth quirked up on one side. “Agreed.” 
 
    His mother watched them in silence. Deciding to take the initiative, Jessa extended a hand. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you. I’m Jessa.” She paused. “Of Skylark, Michigan.” 
 
    Her stern brown eyes warmed a degree. She stepped forward, clasping Jessa’s forearm instead of her hand. “I am Liri of Drifthorn.” She released her. “I have not heard of your homeland before.” 
 
    “It’s, uh, on the other side of the Jaded Grove.” 
 
    “Is it indeed?” Liri glanced at Simith and back. “You are with child?” 
 
    “Yes, about seven weeks along.” 
 
    “The beginning can be difficult. Some ginger tea will help. I’ll arrange it.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    “Is my son the father of your child?” 
 
    “Um.” The blunt question took her by surprise. No one could accuse his mother of beating around the bush, that was for sure. 
 
    Simith touched Jessa’s arm to draw her back a step, his voice low and clipped. “You will not question her thus.” 
 
    Liri’s gaze hardened once more. “Shall I put the question to you, then?” 
 
    “When last I visited, it was made clear that news of my life was no longer welcome.” 
 
    “When last you visited, the only news was of the killing fields sprawled behind you. Now your enemy tells us you shelter them from harm, that you seek peace. Beside you walks a companion with child. The winds of your life have changed.” 
 
    “As ever, I am only of interest to my kin when the weather is to their liking.” 
 
    Jessa felt a pang in her chest to see them fight like this when they’d been so close in his childhood. Both hid their pain so well behind resentment. She wanted to interrupt. She wanted to tell them this anger didn’t matter, that although they felt lost to each other, they weren’t really. 
 
    Is this how she looked from the outside? Mourning her family while pushing away the family she still had? No, it wasn’t the same. Was it? Jessa reached out and took Simith’s hand. He only hurt himself with this argument and she didn’t want that. He’d been in pain for so long already.  
 
    At her touch, Simith looked at her. Whatever he saw in her face made his gaze gentle. His thumb brushed across her knuckles while he drew and released a deep breath. He turned back to his mother, but before he could speak, another pixie landed beside her. 
 
    “Liri,” she panted, grasping her by the arm. “Fairies come. They fly the banners of the Triad.” 
 
    She pointed, and in the distance a group moved through the flat fields of heather. 
 
    “Do they approach Hollow Hill?” Liri asked. 
 
    “The patrol says they haven’t gone near those paths.” 
 
    Cool reserve settled over Simith’s face. “How many strong?” 
 
    The pixie sent a nervous glance his way. “Just the Triad and their guard. Half a dozen, I’d say.” 
 
    “Any of our kind?” 
 
    “Just one. A scout, by the look of him.”  
 
    Simith faced his mother. “Where is my sword?” 
 
    Liri flashed him a sharp look. “Do you plan to battle them all on your own? Even your blade cannot defeat so many single-handedly, and fairy magic is stronger than ours.”  
 
    “Do you deny me the means to defend myself?” 
 
    “Your father has your blade,” she said, articulating the words slowly as if he struggled with comprehension. “If you will calm yourself, you’ll see you cannot kill your way out of this trouble. There are ways to send them off that don’t incur bloodshed.” 
 
    “Mother,” he bit out. “They would not have come unless they suspected my presence.” 
 
    “That much is true, and the consequences will be all the worse if they find you. Remain here. I will say no more.” She and the other pixie departed with a flutter of wings. 
 
    Simith cursed. “She would have it both ways—to treat me as a child and an outsider at the same time.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s right and they’ll move on if they don’t find you in town,” Jessa offered, but she harbored the same doubts. 
 
    They watched as the banners entered the cluster of hamlets by the bluffs as the minutes passed. His mother and the other pixie arrived. A conversation between them and the fairies ensued. 
 
    Tension rippled off Simith like steam. “I cannot stand here idle.” 
 
    “Then let’s not. Can we get closer without being seen?” 
 
    He cast her a grateful look. “Yes.” 
 
    Closer, unfortunately, was still some distance away. Beyond a few rock formations, heather fields just didn’t lend themselves to any helpful cover for spying. Huddled behind one, they were still too far to hear the exchange that continued between Liri and the Triad. The expressions on the three more elaborately clothed fairies at the forefront didn’t look all that receptive to whatever Liri was saying. The fairy guard dismounted. 
 
    Simith coiled his legs beneath him as if he intended to rush out there. Had he forgotten he wasn’t armed? 
 
    An idea sprang into her thoughts, and Jessa gripped his shoulder. “Can you make me look like a pooka again?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Glamour. Can you do it? There’s no time to explain.” 
 
    He appeared ready to argue, but didn’t. Instead, he brought his hands to her face. Cool and feather-light, his calloused fingers traced over her chin, her nose, her brows. A shock of goosebumps raced across her skin and stole her breath. With danger brewing close by, his touch shouldn’t have evoked the memory of seeing him shirtless, outlined against the sunlight, a dazzling figure of taut muscle and elegant wings. But it did. He threaded his hands into her hair, thumbs brushing along her jawline, over the curve of her ears, and back down her neck. She almost closed her eyes. His gaze caught hers. It sparked with heat as he touched her mouth, and traced a slow line across her lower lip. Then he lowered his hands. 
 
    “Done,” he whispered. 
 
    Jessa reminded herself to breathe again, and managed to nod. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She scurried along the side of one of the houses to approach from a different direction. More pixies had emerged from their homes to gather nearby. The fairies’ voices reached her ears. 
 
    “Well then, matron? Where are you taking the feast we see prepared here?” one of the still-mounted fairies asked, tone heavy with sarcasm. “Or is it that you have something to hide?” 
 
    The fairy guard surrounding Liri moved closer. 
 
    Jessa scrambled around the corner and stepped out behind her. “It’s a celebration for me.” 
 
    Jessa’s hands shot up as they nocked arrows at her. The rest of her introduction vanished from her mouth. Thankfully, Liri maintained an enviable poker face. 
 
    “Yes, it’s a celebration, Lord Jarrah.” 
 
    The one Liri spoke to curled a lip at her. “For what conceivable reason would pixies celebrate a pooka?” 
 
    The deception flashed back into Jessa head. “I’m a maker of verse.” 
 
    That gave them pause. She hadn’t forgotten the reverence in Simith’s eyes when he’d spoken of poets. They are held in high esteem, he’d told her. Jessa hoped that esteem qualified for feast-making, or this charade would end badly. 
 
    Jarrah lifted a brow at the two fairy women mounted alongside him. When they shrugged, he narrowed his eyes at Jessa. “State your name, pooka. Perhaps we have heard of you.” 
 
    “I doubt it. I don’t get around much.” She offered a cheerful grin she hoped didn’t appear as strained as it felt. 
 
    “Your name,” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m Jessa…Cottontail.” Oh God, she sucked at lying. 
 
    “This is of no consequence,” one of the fairy women of the Triad said, her voice so bland one could almost miss the scorn in it. “What care we if they celebrate inanities such as these. Flix.” She gestured, and the pixie standing nearby stepped forward. 
 
    “My Lady Florian?” 
 
    “If Simith did come here, where might he be hiding if not in his hamlet?” 
 
    “Hollow Hill,” Flix answered, his blue eyes haunted. 
 
    “Very fine.” She flicked her fingers. “Go see if he is there and report back.” 
 
    His features twisted, but he departed almost as soon as she gave the command. Jessa prayed Simith knew to go after him or the jig was about to be up. The knuckles of Liri’s fingers whitened where she had them laced behind her back. 
 
    “Have you any further questions for me, good fairies?” Liri asked, as pleasant as ever. “As Jessa mentioned, we are arranging a feast for her and there’s still more to be done.” 
 
    Lord Jarrah’s mouth pulled into a humorless smile. “I’m afraid that shall have to be postponed. We have not come simply to locate one deserter knight.” 
 
    “Then, for what other reason?” 
 
    “To add to our ranks.” 
 
    Liri’s shoulders stiffened, and dread trickled into Jessa’s veins. 
 
    “How do you mean, my Lord? There are none here who wish to take part in the war.” 
 
    “That is no longer a choice.” Lady Florian smoothed a wrinkle on her silky tunic. “We are poised to commit the legion to a frontal assault on the trolls’ homeland. Their army is diminished, but they are far more familiar with the rocky territory than we.” 
 
    “Since the vanguard is made up of pixie-kind, we need every one of you to serve to ensure our victory.” Lord Jarrah gestured to the pixies standing beside the cottages. “This will be the killing stroke against the trolls. An end to the war, just as so many of you have long said you desire.” 
 
    The young pixie who’d warned Liri of the fairies’ arrival stepped forward, an angry set to her jaw. “We desire peace, not annihilation. None of us will kill for you.” 
 
    Lady Florian aimed a pointed look at the nearest fairy soldier. In an eyeblink, he was upon the pixie, forcing her to the ground face-first. His blade rested against her neck. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Liri gasped, lurching toward them. Jessa barely managed to pull her back in time. More fairies drew their swords. 
 
    “Hear us,” Lord Jarrah raised his voice to the startled pixies watching in horror. “If any of those we deem suitable for the battle refuse to fight, they will be killed, their homestead set ablaze, and their children conscripted in their place.” 
 
    Lady Florian gazed down at them from her mount, her golden eyes as cold as a winter sun. “Come without struggle and give us your true names for our command, and we will spare your homes. We will spare your elderly, your infirm, and your children. Do not take our mercy for granted.” She jutted her chin to her left. “Form a line there and let us begin.” 
 
    Liri turned to Jessa, pulling her close. She spoke in her ear. “They won’t take you. Get to Hollow Hill and tell the others who guard the trolls not to emerge. Tell Simith not to follow us.” 
 
    “What about you? What about everyone here?” Desperation pinched Jessa’s voice. She watched the other pixies lining up with quiet sobs and helpless eyes. Young ones with diminutive wings and grey-haired elders wept from the sidelines. 
 
    “There’s nothing to be done. If we resist, they will only return in force. Once they have our true names…” Her grip tightened. “Get to Hollow Hill. Help me save what few we can, and tell Simith,” her voice faltered, “tell my son I’m sorry. Tell him we loved him still.” 
 
    She pushed Jessa from her and headed toward the line of pixies. Jessa backed away, fearful the fairies would stop her from leaving, but none of them paid any mind to a solitary pooka. She didn’t turn her back on them until she rounded the corner of a cottage. 
 
    Then she ran. 
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    Simith tackled Flix as soon as they were out of earshot from the fairies. He went down with a shout, crashing to the ground under Simith’s weight. Flix grabbed for the dagger at his belt. Simith got to it first, hurling it away. He clapped a palm over Flix’s mouth when he drew breath to bellow for aid. The boy bit him. 
 
    Simith grabbed a fistful of his hair. “Flix Foxglove Fel, I release you from all fairy commands.” 
 
    His body sagged beneath him. Flix unclenched his jaw from his hand, and to Simith’s shock, burst into tears. 
 
    “Forgive me, sir,” he said. “I knew it was you, but I couldn’t stop.” 
 
    “Hush, Flix. I know.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help you when you were captured. They made me distribute all the pixies’ true names to the Helms—” 
 
    “That’s not your fault.” He moved off the boy to help him sit up.  
 
    “Thank all the winds you remembered my name from when they said it in the tent.” Tears slipped down Flix’s cheeks. “I tried to resist. I swear I did.” 
 
    Simith put a hand on his shoulder. “Be still. You are not to blame for the treachery of others. The fairies have deceived us far longer than anyone could’ve imagined.” 
 
    He ran an arm across his face. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Simith lowered his head. He didn’t relish revealing the terrible truth, but Flix had to know. They all did. 
 
    As Simith explained, the color drained from Flix’s face and he swayed as though he’d been struck in the head. Simith could relate to that feeling. 
 
    “The trolls never attacked us?” Flix covered his eyes with a hand. “Then we have wronged them horribly. Worse, we’ll be responsible for the destruction of their entire race.”  
 
    “The trolls are not without strength, and I have made allies among them.” Allies might have been too strong a word for it, but it was at least the beginning of an alliance. “We will find a way to defeat the fairies.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. The Triad came to Drifthorn in search of you, but that’s not their ultimate goal. They’re planning a battle, one that will finish the war.” 
 
    Simith frowned. “But the troll army has pulled back to its border.” 
 
    “That’s why the fairies have come to pixie lands. They’re gathering every able body for the vanguard. They’re going to commit the legion to a frontal attack with enough numbers to break the trolls’ line and drive straight into the Twilight Grotto.” 
 
    Ice ran through his veins. This wasn’t the invasion plan Firo had told him about. They’d intended to have the element of surprise. The troll army would be expecting the attack. They’d be ready. 
 
    “The death toll,” he breathed. “The casualties will be monstrous.” 
 
    Flix nodded, eyes bleak. “They know. The vanguard will be obliterated, but so will the troll army.” 
 
    Simith lungs wouldn’t draw air. He stood. Touched his brow. The afternoon sun shone down in an empty blue sky. 
 
    He spun back. “Who are they recruiting? Any who wished to volunteer has already done so.” 
 
    “They’re pressing into service everyone capable of fighting.” Flix got unsteadily to his feet. “No one has a choice anymore.” 
 
    A legion of pixies compelled to murder. Simith’s heart lurched in terror. He’d left his mother back there with them. Flix grabbed him just as he was about to take to the air. 
 
    “You can’t go back there, sir! They’re gathering true names by threatening families. If they see you, they’ll just send your own kin to hunt you down. Don’t do that to them.” He clutched at his arm. “You know what that servitude is like.” 
 
    Simith’s feet settled back to the earth. He did know, though he felt just as powerless now as when they’d usurped his will. He could think of no strategy to free them from this horror. 
 
    “Where are they gathering the legion to receive these…recruits?” His mouth twisted over the word. “Do you know when this assault is planned?” 
 
    “They’re keeping their forces against the Jaded Grove’s tree line to protect their flank. It’ll take today to gather the drafted, maybe another to arm them all and march on troll territory.” He wiped at his eyes again. “Tomorrow night it’ll begin, and only the winds know what will become of us all then.” 
 
    Simith’s throat tightened, but he forced reassurance onto his face. “Courage, Flix. If we despair, they’ve already won.” 
 
    The rasping breath of someone sprinting up the hill reached his ears. Simith snatched up the discarded dagger from the ground. At his side, Flix drew his sword, but the figure that crested the hilltop was no fairy. 
 
    “What’s a pooka doing here?” Flix said. 
 
    Simith rushed to meet Jessa, sparing a look behind her, but no one followed. Her terrified expression lifted hair on the back of his neck. 
 
    “What’s happened? Are you hurt?” 
 
    She leaned on the arm he offered her. “I’m fine, but the others…the fairies are conscripting everyone.” She met his eyes, gulping in air. “Your mother said to send you to Hollow Hill and tell the others…to hide until the fairies are gone. She said—” 
 
    Jessa broke off at seeing Flix. She sucked in a breath, edging back. 
 
    “He’s a friend,” Simith told her.  
 
    “The fairies were controlling him.” 
 
    “They have his true name, but so do I.” He brushed the glamour from her face, reminding himself not let his touch linger on her soft skin like before. 
 
    Flix sheathed his sword, eyeing her curiously. “She’s not a pooka. Not a fairy or a pixie either, and this language is strange…” 
 
    “Jessa is from a land far away,” Simith said in a tone that discouraged further questions. “Flix, you must return before the Triad questions your delay.” 
 
    “I’ll say I found nothing, which is conveniently true.” He bit his lip. “But since you have my true name, I ask that you command me to hide your whereabouts and all we’ve discussed. I don’t want to betray you again.” 
 
    “Flix. I won’t lay compulsions on you.”  
 
    “I give my consent. Please, sir, you know it’s necessary for everyone’s safety.” 
 
    Unfortunately, he did, though the idea turned his stomach. “Very well.” 
 
    Simith was diligent in his wording, and cautious not to infer any punishments should the fairies force the information out of him. When he was done, Flix surprised him by breathing out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, Flix. By rights, I should never have known your true name.” 
 
    “Even still, this will protect me better than the best of shields.”  
 
    Jessa’s dark eyes had watched the process with interest. “Is this something you could do with other pixies?” 
 
    The question took him aback. “Jessa. No. It’s a violation. You’ve seen the fairies compel me. You’ve heard my true name. Would you choose to command another’s soul? Mine?” 
 
    “Not for anything.” She said it with reassuring finality. “I only meant, if the pixies exchanged true names with each other, they could countermand the fairies’ orders like you just did with Flix, couldn’t they? At least until the fairies figured out what they were doing.” 
 
    “That’s…” A grin split Flix’s young face. “That’s an amazing idea.” 
 
    Her eyes brightened. “Really?” 
 
    Simith clasped her arms, suffused with sudden hope. “The fairies would discover it eventually and reassert control, but they’d be delayed. It would buy us time. Jessa, that’s ingenious.” 
 
    “Well,” she said, sheepish under his effusive praise, “when you’re the underdog in a war, you’ve got to get creative.” 
 
    “Underdog?” 
 
    “The longshot. The little guy. The group no one expects to win.” 
 
    “Should I be concerned you have so many terms for such a group?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, my people have always known who to root for.” 
 
    He laughed, and realized he still held her arms. He released her before being tempted to pull her closer. Such unfailing determination lived in her kind heart. Every moment he spent in her company she became more luminous to his eyes. 
 
    He turned to Flix. “Hasten back to the Triad. As discreetly as you can, spread the word to our kind, but caution them against using each other’s names until the critical moment. Give us as much time as possible to come up with a plan.” 
 
    “I will. And I’ll tell them who our true enemy has been since the beginning.” He gripped Simith’s shoulder. “We’ll stagger them as much as we can.” 
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    When Simith and Jessa entered Hollow Hill, it surprised him to find his father standing toward the back, deep in conference with King Drokeh and General Seshi. They spoke too quietly for him to hear what they discussed, but he could guess at the topic. 
 
    His father’s fellow archers distributed what food had already been brought in, and a pair of troll guards stood to either side of the entrance. They didn’t entirely relax their postures when they recognized him, their glowing gazes full of resentment, but neither did they level swords at him. Progress, he supposed. 
 
    “I’m going to check on Katie and Relle,” Jessa said at his side. 
 
    “I will join you after I speak to my father.” Though how he would tell him that his mother had been taken for the war, he didn’t know. 
 
    Jessa followed his gaze to where his father stood. “Do you want me to come with you?” 
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    “Simith.” She touched his hand. “You don’t have to pretend with me.” 
 
    “I don’t—I’m not nervous.” 
 
    She cocked a brow at him. “Which one of us brought up being nervous?” 
 
    “I…” He couldn’t help but smile. “Sneaky pooka. I appreciate your intent, but I must do this on my own.” 
 
    “Okay.” She paused. “Your mom had one more message for you.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She said she’s sorry. She said to tell you they still love you.” 
 
    It was though the geas had returned to his throat. His voice would not emerge. 
 
    “Simith.” Jessa tilted his chin toward her. “Try to tell your dad what happened all at once. Don’t let him interrupt you with twenty questions like he always does. It throws you off, and then he thinks you’re hiding something.” 
 
    With that, she headed toward the wagon. Simith watched her go, struck once more by how much they’d learned of each other from their memory-dreams. Perhaps it should’ve unnerved him, but it didn’t. It lightened his heart to have someone who’d seen how he grew up, what he’d lost and what he’d done. After Rim’s death, he’d never expected to find that again. 
 
    “Simith.” His father’s voice sliced through his reverie. His expression held no softness as he approached with King Drokeh and General Seshi. Simith wondered when they’d noticed he’d arrived. 
 
    He didn’t wait for them to reach him, striding forward to meet them halfway. “Father, I have tidings to relay—” 
 
    “I’ve already learned of the fairies’ deception that brought our people into this wretched war,” his father interrupted. “King Drokeh and I have reached an accord, one that I intend to spread across the hamlets.” 
 
    “There will be an armistice between our peoples,” Drokeh said, and Simith respected the troll king all the more for the celebratory glint in his lamplight eyes. “As Master Avenoth put it: we need fight each other no longer.”  
 
    A smile touched his mouth. So, they hadn’t needed him at all for the peace talks he’d risked himself to arrange. Simith didn’t mind, truly. With his reputation, he’d might have been a source of disharmony more than cooperation. 
 
    His gladness faded. His efforts to arrange this moment meant little when they were all on the cusp of destruction. 
 
    “There is more to discuss,” General Seshi said, “including reparations and finding a way to withdraw those still in the fairies’ service—” 
 
    Simith lifted a hand. “Something happened. The fairies’ tactics have changed.” 
 
    When he finished explaining, his father’s face went pale, Seshi swore viciously, and any sign of celebration in Drokeh’s eyes had gone. 
 
    “Where is your mother?” His father’s eyes darted to the entrance. 
 
    “She was among those taken.” 
 
    “You left her behind?” 
 
    “I tell you, I was not there when it occurred.” 
 
    “Your pardon,” Drokeh inserted before Simith’s father could speak. “I must arrange for word to be sent to my people.” 
 
    “It’s still mid-afternoon,” Simith said. “How will a message reach them in the daylight?” 
 
    “We have our ways when the need is great,” Drokeh said, already moving toward the wagon with General Seshi quietly speaking in his ear. 
 
    His father headed toward the entrance, signaling to his archers. Simith followed. 
 
    “If you mean to attack the fairy caravan—” he began, but his father cut him off again. 
 
    “We fly to the other hamlets. We must try to give them some warning so they can evade this draft.” 
 
    “I will join you.” 
 
    “No.” He punched the word with such force it echoed across the open space. Heads turned in their direction. He lowered his voice, though it held no less venom for it. “Why did you return? Every time you are here, disaster follows.” 
 
    Outrage rose in Simith’s chest, smothering the pain of the accusation. “I did not cause this.” 
 
    “Didn’t you? Did not the tales of your triumph and glory on the battlefield persuade others to hand over their true names to the fairies? Now look what has become of us.” 
 
    “I was deceived by them as much as the rest.” 
 
    “It matters not. Without saying a word, you became their greatest recruiter. You were so skilled at killing, it became an artform in their eyes rather than the abomination it was.” 
 
    Simith took a step forward, his rage so acute his hands shook. “You will not cast blame upon me for the choices of others. I have lived in sorrow for what we lost just as surely as you have.” 
 
    “You made a plague of your pain.” He stalked toward the entrance. “Do you think the grief you suffered and this peace you engineered absolve you? You’re still nothing more than a shrike for the fairies.” 
 
    His words split Simith’s anger apart. Numbness followed, spreading beneath his skin like immobilizing poison. 
 
    “Father.” Simith’s voice emerged as if from underwater. “When will you forgive me for the monster I became?” 
 
    A tremor moved across his father’s shoulders, but he didn’t look back. His reply was so soft, Simith almost didn’t hear him. 
 
    “When I forgive myself for letting it happen.” 
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    “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Inside the wagon, Katie crushed Jessa into a hug. 
 
    “I swear I’m all right.” Jessa patted her friend’s shoulder and tried to pull back. Katie only squeezed harder. There was desperation in her grip, as if she needed something to hold onto before she unraveled. “How’s Relle doing?” 
 
    Relle lay quietly toward the wagon’s rear, covered in blankets and shadows. The only sound was that of her wheezing breath. 
 
    Katie let Jessa go at last, flicking a tear irritably off her cheek. “She’s sleeping a lot. The wagon’s iron is starting to cause new symptoms, but it’s also slowed the curse’s progression.” Her smile was a pale imitation of her usual jubilant grins. “Good thing your pixie thought of putting her in here, or the worst would’ve happened already.” She shot a look toward one opening. “He came back with you, right? They hauled the two of you off together, but wouldn’t say where.” 
 
    “He’s out there talking to his dad right now. I’m not sure why they took us away in the first place.” 
 
    “It sounded like they worried the trolls wouldn’t be honest about their situation if Simith was here.” 
 
    Jessa caught on after another moment. “He’s not like that.” 
 
    Katie’s brows lifted. “That reputation of his wasn’t made in a vacuum, Jessa.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “Well, from what I overheard, the trolls were never behind any of the attacks on the pixies in the first place.” 
 
    Jessa started. “What?” 
 
    “A twist, huh? Turns out, the fairies created the whole setup so the pixies would join their side in the war.” She puffed out a disgruntled breath. “To think I used to love fairy mythology. When we get back, I’m trashing all those figurines hanging in my room.” 
 
    Jessa pressed a palm to her forehead, reeling, “Who told you this?” 
 
    Katie gestured toward the opening. “King Troll and that dark-haired pixie guy who knocked everyone out. They had a chat together and voices carry in an open space.” 
 
    Jessa thought of the sadness in Simith’s gaze when he’d bandaged her arm, the way his voice had quaked when he’d apologized for all the harm he’d done. He must’ve already discovered the truth. She wished he would’ve told her, though what could she have said? The truth should hurt for him. He deserved that pain. A misunderstanding didn’t wipe away the many wrongs he’d inflicted, but it did matter that he felt it so keenly. The very existence of his remorse meant he hadn’t fully lost himself. What mattered now was what he did with the truth. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t believe that, despite their unique connection to each other’s memories. She hadn’t believed him either. 
 
    “Ah, but they were proud of you. That was clear to see.” 
 
    She’d always been an oddity among her family. What kind of Filipino didn’t like rice? Wasn’t that what Mama always said? Yes, they’d called her a bookworm, but the label had lacked all the charm Simith’s voice infused on it. She’d always sensed their bewilderment about her interests. How could they be proud of her for something they didn’t understand? That was the worst part of losing them—not knowing if they’d ever truly seen her for who she was. The question lived inside her, forever unanswered. 
 
    A wet cough from the wagon’s rear interrupted her grim thoughts. Katie moved to Relle’s side immediately, retrieving a nearby cup as she went. Jessa followed. 
 
    “Hey sweet, are you awake?” Katie brushed her cheek with a hand.  
 
    “Thirsty,” Relle murmured. 
 
    “I’ve got the water right here. Do you want to try and sit up this time?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can.” 
 
    “Here. Let me help you.” 
 
    She held out the cup for Jessa to take while she maneuvered herself behind Relle to brace her up. The light from the opposite end of the wagon touched Relle’s face. Jessa nearly dropped the cup. The lines of her Fae features looked even sharper, hollowed, her dark skin and hair lusterless. But it was the blindfold that made Jessa’s breath stutter. The fabric was stiff with blood. 
 
    “It helps her remember to not open her eyes,” Katie explained softly, extending her hand for the cup. “We’re trying to avoid more blood loss.” 
 
    Jessa managed to keep her fingers steady to pass the water back to Katie. Relle took a few sips. 
 
    “Are you in a lot of pain?” Jessa asked, and then felt completely stupid. Of course, she was in a lot of pain. 
 
    A slight smirk found its way to Relle’s lips. “No worse than when I…ate some of Katie’s cooking at one of her parties.”  
 
    Katie’s mouth dropped open. “Hey, my grilled chicken is the best! You even said so, and Fae can’t lie, right?” 
 
    “Oh yes, that.” She gave with a slight wince. “That was the truth. It was the best unsalted, burned-on-the outside, raw-on-the-inside chicken I ever tasted.” 
 
    “Tricky Fae. If it was so bad, then how come you ate so much of it?” 
 
    Relle smiled weakly. “You stood at the grill the whole time. It was my only…only excuse to stand there too.” 
 
    Katie’s lips pressed together. “Well, then we’re both idiots. I only stayed by the grill because that’s where you were.” 
 
    Relle’s chuckle became a rattling cough. Katie had a blood-stained cloth at the ready and dabbed at her mouth. 
 
    “Let’s have you lie back down,” she said, easing Relle off her shoulder so she could recline again. “That seems to take the pressure off.” 
 
    “Have I mentioned lately how much I hate…the iron in here?” 
 
    “No, you love iron,” Katie admonished. “Iron is helping you fight the curse.” 
 
    “My hands are numb. I think the metal is fighting me along with it. Jessa.” She tilted her head in Jessa’s direction. “Any chance the fairies have…moved away from the Jaded Grove?” 
 
    It pained her to see the hopeful look Katie cast her way. “The opposite, I’m afraid. There’ve been some developments.” 
 
    Toward the end of her explanation, the Troll King and his general entered the wagon. 
 
    “I’d ask your pardon for the intrusion, humans.” Seshi crouched beside a cloth sack stashed in that corner and pulled free what looked like a lump of knitting. “But since this wagon is ours anyway, I’ll skip the formalities.” 
 
    Humans? How did she know…? 
 
    Jessa leveled an accusing stare at Katie. 
 
    She shrugged. “What? I had to say something. My ears kind of gave me away.” 
 
    “You were supposed to hide them.” 
 
    “There’s kind of a lot going on, and my ears didn’t make the top of my worry-list.” 
 
    Drokeh came forward. “How fares your Fae companion?” 
 
    “Well enough to answer for herself,” Relle managed. 
 
    “Gather your strength. We may need to move soon.” 
 
    “So, we’ve been told.” 
 
    Behind him, General Seshi shook out the yarn bundles. She touched something she wore around her neck, and spoke a string of soft words. The snarls of knitting straightened, shifting and stretching. Blackbirds took shape and flapped their wings. 
 
    Jessa decided she would never get used to seeing magic at work. 
 
    “What are those?” Katie asked softly. 
 
    A pair of the birds alit on the king’s clawed hands. He lifted them toward the entrance and they flew from his fingers. “Messages to prepare our army for the invasion.” 
 
    While they continued to send more yarn-birds, Simith climbed into the wagon. His eyes didn’t look right.  
 
    Jessa went to him. “What’s going on?” At the wrinkle of confusion in his brow she clarified, “Besides everything with the fairies.” 
 
    A hint of wryness eased the pall in his gaze. “If we have more and greater enemies than that, I don’t care to know of them just now.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. Is the iron in here bothering you?” 
 
    “It’s unpleasant, but I will manage.” 
 
    If it wasn’t the iron or any new danger, then why did he look like he’d been blindsided by something? He’d been talking to his father, and then… 
 
    Jessa shot an angry glance outside. His father wasn’t there anymore. “Did he blame you for what happened?” 
 
    “It’s of little consequence.” 
 
    Jessa almost argued, but stopped herself. They weren’t alone in here. She knew from her own history that he wouldn’t want to air all that baggage in front of people. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t let whatever ugly thing his dad put in his head stay there unaddressed. Things like that worked their way into the mind like splinters. 
 
    She motioned him close. Simith leaned down. “In case it matters,” she murmured by his ear, “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    Simith shifted a few inches back to regard her. “It matters a great deal, though I can’t pretend to understand why.” 
 
    “Then you haven’t been paying attention.” 
 
    “Have I not?” He smiled. “Most unreliable of me.” 
 
    “I agree. If I had my tsinelas with me, I’d teach you a lesson.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “My lady is most harsh.” 
 
    “That’s right. Not sweet at all.” 
 
    His gaze warmed, drifted over her face and lingered high on her cheekbones. His hand twitched by his side, and her skin recalled his cool fingertips sweeping the glamour into place like the strokes of a paintbrush. 
 
    Someone pointedly cleared their throat, and they turned away from each other to find everyone watching them. Hot embarrassment swarmed Jessa, though they hadn’t been doing anything wrong. Unless that counted as flirting. Had it? Was that wrong? The concern on Katie’s face sure made it seem that way. 
 
    Simith moved a step forward, drawing the stares to him. “My father has gone to warn the other hamlets so they might escape forced recruitment.” 
 
    Drokeh nodded. “Good. The fewer compelled to join them, the better.” He set a hard look on Simith. “But know this: Though I empathize with your people’s plight, I must instruct my soldiers to treat them as they would any enemy. Regardless of the compulsion on your true names, I will not cripple my army with doubt at their last stand.” 
 
    The lines of strain around Simith’s eyes deepened, and Jessa knew he was thinking of his mother. He offered a nod. “I understand.” 
 
    “Can I ask something?” Katie said from her place beside Relle. “Maybe this is a dumb question, but is there some way all the pixies can just change their true names? Because that would solve literally every problem we have with these fairies.” 
 
    Simith shook his head. “True names are imprinted on each of us from birth. I could not exchange mine for a different one, just as I cannot swap my soul from this body into another.” 
 
    “So, it’s impossible?” Katie pushed. “Even with all the magic in this world?” 
 
    “It is through magic we are bound to our names. As you say, changing it is impossible.” 
 
    Relle stirred, inclining the fingers resting on her stomach. “That’s not entirely true.” The words came on a thin rasp. She worked to clear her throat, the only sound in a space gone completely silent. “There might be a way, but it’s…dangerous to go looking for this power. Maybe more dangerous than fighting fairies.” 
 
    Simith knelt by her feet. “If it can free my people from servitude, I would know it.” 
 
    “Deep in the Jaded Grove,” she whispered, “there is a creature locked away by the Fae for crimes even they called cruel. Banished ages ago to the Forgotten Vale.” 
 
    The anticipation glowing in Seshi’s eyes dimmed. “We have no time for children’s stories,” she told her king. “The lich of the Forgotten Vale is nothing more than myth.” 
 
    “What’s a lich?” Katie asked. 
 
    “A wraith,” Simith answered. “A creature made of mist and nightmare. They did exist once,” he shot a quelling look at Seshi, who scoffed, “but we thought them all destroyed.” 
 
    “Before they became wraiths, these outcasts were powerful Fae,” Relle said. “Magic was used to dissolve their bodies and shackle their power. They can only use it when they make a bargain with someone.” 
 
    His manner less skeptical than his general’s, Drokeh said, “If they were Fae, wouldn’t the curse have killed them along with the rest?” 
 
    “The Forgotten Vale exists in a world...separate from this one. A punishment the Fae invented especially for the lich which, ironically, saved it from the curse.” 
 
    A shiver traced its way down Jessa’s spine. This thing sounded like the stories she’d heard in the dark. It sounded like a mumu. A ghost. A boogeyman. 
 
    “In other words,” Jessa said, “it’s so dangerous they made a special cage for it. That doesn’t sound like something that would help us.” 
 
    “It’s powerful enough to wipe away all pixie names.” Relle paused for breath, the air crackling in her chest. “But you would have to…bargain with it. Granny said it likes games. Challenges. If you win, it’ll grant anything. Lose and…” She broke off, wheezing for air. 
 
    “Go slowly, Relle.” Katie helped her to take another sip of water. “Keep it to a whisper, okay?” 
 
    Relle nodded, easing onto her back again. 
 
    “I can guess the consequences of losing,” Simith said. “If one fails the challenge, their life is forfeit.” 
 
    “No.” Relle’s voice was barely audible. “Time isn’t the same in the Forgotten Vale. It would keep you forever, a plaything to torment at whim.” 
 
    Simith set his jaw. “How does one reach this vale?” 
 
    “It’s a half day’s journey from our doorway,” Relle said. “There’s a soundless clearing and a lake upon which the doorway sits. Be careful of that lake. It’s not empty.” 
 
    Jessa swiped a hand over her face. “But the Jaded Grove is blocked by the legion until they begin their attack.” 
 
    “Unless they were lured away,” King Drokeh said quietly. 
 
    Simith met the other’s bright gaze and blanched. “You cannot.” 
 
    General Seshi must’ve read her king’s intention as well for she hissed between her teeth. “Sire, tell me you do not consider what I think you are. To bring our army out in the open—” 
 
    He raised a hand for silence. “If given the chance, would you undertake this task, Sun Fury? Would you risk eternal torment for victory against our shared enemy?” 
 
    Simith didn’t hesitate, his hands curling into fists with the force of his answer. “I have been a source of torment to others for many years. It’s fitting that I should use myself as collateral to bring relief instead.” 
 
    Drokeh acknowledged this with a slow nod. “You shall have that chance.” He turned to Seshi, who looked close to bursting with all she wanted to say. “I share your reservations, General, but if the pixies were freed and joined us, we could defeat the fairies. We could end this war with a single battle. Think of it,” he pressed when she drew breath to speak. “We cannot withstand a full invasion. They are too man and too well-armed.” 
 
    “But to draw the legion from the Jaded Grove by posing ourselves on an open field of battle…” She didn’t say the rest, as if even uttering the words was a betrayal to her soldiers. 
 
    Drokeh rested his hands on his knees, palms up. He stared into them. “Our army will fall regardless. Ten years of attrition foretold its demise. The only chance for victory—for survival—lies in dividing the pixies from the fairies’ control. There is no other strategy.” 
 
    Her jaw worked, but she didn’t argue. Her glowing gaze turned scorching as she regarded Simith. “You saved our lives last night. You rescued my sovereign when I could not. For that, you have my gratitude, but not my trust.” She unsheathed her broad blade, set it flat across her palms, and offered it to Drokeh. “I ask your leave to be discharged from my duties in your army, Sire.” 
 
    Simith’s breath caught and Jessa’s mouth fell open. Drokeh didn’t appear shocked like the rest of them. With reverence, he lifted the blade she offered and held it up between them. “I grant you this leave and do so discharge you.” He set the weapon back across her palms. “Reclaim your post when your mission is complete.” 
 
    “Mission,” Simith repeated. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Seshi slid her blade back into its sheath. “It means I have no intention of allowing you to go off on your own, carrying the fate of my people with you. The fairies surround their forces with sneaks and spies. If this is truly the only way, then I will ensure you make it to this Forgotten Vale.” 
 
    “Us,” Jessa said quietly. “I’m going too.” 
 
    Simith’s gaze snapped to her at the same time Katie blurted, “No, you’re not!” 
 
    “I have to,” she told them both. “You know our situation. We have to stay together.” 
 
    “She may be right,” Relle said in a regretful whisper. “The vale is in a place apart from the Realm. If he crosses into it without her, it would be dangerous for both. Also…” She paused, though not from physical discomfort this time. 
 
    “What?” Katie prompted. 
 
    “The lich doesn’t accept every bargain. It has preferences. A pixie might not interest it as much as a maker of verse.” 
 
    Jessa throat went dry. “It…likes poets?” 
 
    “It likes dreamers.” 
 
    Simith rose, his face hard. “You would have us use her as bait?” 
 
    Katie narrowed her eyes at him. “Easy there, pixie-boy. No one said that.” 
 
    “It’s not an unfair comparison,” Relle admitted. “The lich dwells in a prison, but it’s a prison that is entirely in its possession. It can accept or reject a bargain as its will. Without Jessa, you may go there for nothing.” 
 
    Simith turned to Jessa, but she looked away from him. She already knew what he would say, the conflict in his eyes as evident as his remorse. She’d rather pretend this was her choice, even if it wasn’t. Even if it terrified her. 
 
    Jessa approached General Seshi instead. “I’ll agree to be your bait on one condition.” 
 
    “Name it.” 
 
    “We make one stop along the way.” 
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    “I’m not happy about this, Jessa.” 
 
    Standing alone with Katie beneath the tree they’d used to enter Simith’s world, Jessa wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans and tried to ignore the sensation that the trees watched them. They’d waited until nightfall so the trolls could emerge from Hollow Hill to make their move. The knitted blackbirds the king sent out after their discussion had done their job. By the time Simith and General Seshi scouted the area leading into the Jaded Grove, the legion was already moving out, clearing the way for their passage. 
 
    That didn’t mean they were entirely safe. According to Simith, the fairies had a rearguard to worry about, one that could find their tracks if they weren’t careful. General Seshi had left Jessa and Katie here in order to loop back and ensure they hadn’t been followed. Jessa hoped nothing pursued them—nothing except the trees’ invisible eyes. 
 
    “You think you’re not happy,” she retorted to Katie’s comment. “How do you think I feel? I’m worried I might wet myself when I get to this Forgotten Vale place—which is a real possibility since I have to pee all the time.” 
 
    “I meant, I’m not happy about going home and leaving you behind.” Katie paused and wrinkled her nose. “I thought the pea-sized bladder thing came during the second trimester of pregnancy?” 
 
    “I guess I’m special.” Jessa looked up into the dark branches of the tree where Simith had taken Relle. “It has to be this way. Relle didn’t have much time left.” 
 
    They hadn’t been able to take the wagon with them, stealth and speed being of necessity. Despite wrapping Relle in iron chains, her deterioration had accelerated the moment she’d left its confines. Simith’s wings had been a blur as he’d raced ahead with Relle in his arms, his teeth gritted against the iron’s abrasive touch. The rest of them had followed as quickly as was possible through the dense foliage on the ground. 
 
    “You should start climbing,” Jessa said. “She needs you with her when she wakes up.” 
 
    “I’m coming back for you,” Katie’s whip-sharp tone dared Jessa to argue. “As soon as Relle is settled, I’m coming back.” 
 
    “Not right away, you’re not. It’ll take another day to get where we’re going. You can’t stand here waiting around. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “Exactly, Jessa. It’s dangerous, so you need someone to watch your back.” 
 
    “Someone will be.” 
 
    “Oh, are we referring to the same guy who got you into this mess?” 
 
    “Don’t be unfair,” she said, getting annoyed now. “He isn’t doing this to be selfish. Tons of lives are at stake.” 
 
    “I know that, it’s just…” Her anger deflated. “I’m worried you think his problems are yours because of this link. You’re all wrapped up in each other, and you only met a few days ago.” 
 
    Jessa fidgeted with a belt loop on her jeans. “It’s not like that between us.” 
 
    “Really.” Katie lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Have you found anything conducive to romance in this strange world?” 
 
    “All I’m saying is the looks you two share are so sweet I almost hear bluebirds tweeting in the background.” 
 
    “That’s just—That’s silly.” Registering she was about to tear the belt loop off her jeans, she clasped her hands together. “I live alongside his memories in my sleep, and he with mine. It’s hard to feel like I don’t know him.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m saying. It’s given you both a false sense of intimacy. Just be watchful for its influence over your decisions, okay?” 
 
    “If I say I will, do you promise to wait at least a day before coming back? I mean it, Katie. And if it looks like everything went wrong, you have to turn around and go straight home.” 
 
    “I’ll promise the first one, but you can forget about the second one.” Katie pulled her into a fierce hug. “If anything happens to you, I’m going to rip that pixie’s wings off and beat him with them.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Climb fast enough, and you can tell him yourself when you get up there.” 
 
    “You better give me a boost then.” 
 
    It was only after Katie had climbed out of sight that her friend’s words sunk in. 
 
    A false sense of intimacy. 
 
    The idea sent a startling sense of loss through her. Maybe that dizzying flutter in her stomach when Simith took her hand or held her gaze wasn’t entirely real, but rather an aftereffect of a magical thread binding them together. And a distraction. Her decision-making hadn’t been stellar even before her life had been knotted with Simith’s. She glanced down at her belly. Yes, there was a lot of reality waiting for her back home. If she lived that long. A stab of guilt pierced her. She’d come to this world under the pretense of saving their lives, and now she planned to dangle herself as bait to some unknown terror. For her, that was a choice, but for the hopeful potential growing inside her… 
 
    Tentative, almost with a sense of unworthiness, she let her fingers travel over her abdomen. 
 
    “I’ll get us through this,” she murmured. “I promise.” 
 
    Bark scraped above her. Jessa scooted back from the tree with a squeak. 
 
    “It’s only me,” Simith’s whisper came from the shadows. “Where is General Seshi?” 
 
    “She went to check on our trail.” 
 
    “Good.” He descended, the air shuffling with the quick beat of his wings. He landed behind her. “Is everything well? Here, let me give us some light.” 
 
    A trio of emerald orbs lifted the darkness, hovering in the air next to her like friendly glow bugs. Intrigued, Jessa lifted a hand and tapped the nearest one. It twirled playfully around her finger and returned to its previous position. 
 
    A smile touched her lips. “Did you do that?” 
 
    He paused. “Only if it amused you.” 
 
    “And if it didn’t?” 
 
    “Then I’d claim it was the vagaries of magic, never to reoccur.” 
 
    “Smooth.” She tapped one again. This time it looped down her arm and past her cheeks in a swish of soft emerald sparks. Her smile grew. “Very cool.” 
 
    “Cool is a good thing?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “And hot is bad?” 
 
    She turned, stifling a laugh. “Hot is not bad in certain—” Jessa gasped. The magical orbs’ glow illuminated Simith’s split lip and the fresh bruise at his temple. 
 
    She gaped at him. “Did you get into a brawl while you were up there?” 
 
    He touched the side of his head with a wince. “Ionia was less than pleased with her granddaughter’s condition.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “She wasn’t of a mind to hear explanations. It’s nothing truly,” he insisted, brushing a hand over his heart where his conduit tattooed his skin, “and will heal in no time. I’ve endured much worse.” 
 
    She knew that. He’d nearly lost a limb to an axe once, leaving him to fight left-handed with a half-severed, immovable arm full of fire. He had endured worse, yes. That didn’t mean he should have. Pain changed a person. One came to expect it like a recurring dream. Pain sometimes opened wounds no magical conduit could heal. 
 
    As Jessa watched the bruise fade from Simith’s temple and the cut on his lip close, she wondered how much of herself still dragged along her pain like a mangled limb. Maybe some battlefields were impossible to leave, even after all the fighting had ended. No wonder she hadn’t been able to write a single poem in a year. Words had become fallen comrades, scattered like casualties. 
 
    A terrible thought struck her. Relle told them the lich liked makers of verse. What if it demanded she create verse before it agreed to a bargain? 
 
    “Relle improves,” Simith said then. His voice reassured, likely misinterpreting whatever look she wore. “She was awake when I left. Ionia believes she can restore her health, and Katie remains by her side.” 
 
    She exhaled a grateful sigh, but pressed past it. “We might have a bigger concern right now.” 
 
    His gaze darted to the trees. 
 
    “Not that.” She swallowed. “I don’t know if you’ve seen this yet, but I…well, since I’m supposed to play the poet for this lich, you should probably know that I haven’t written anything in a long time.” 
 
    His eyes rested on her. They were kind. “I know.” 
 
    “So, you see the problem we might run into. Since I’m not a maker of verse anymore.” 
 
    “Jessa. These empty months have not taken away who you are.” 
 
    He didn’t understand, which should not have disappointed her but did all the same. 
 
    “I could give it something written by others,” she offered. “As a plan B.” 
 
    His face grew eager. “You should practice a selection with me. Just in case.” 
 
    She bit her lip against a smile. His people really did enjoy poetry. It returned to him a boyishness that seemed impossible in a trained warrior wearing a bandolier of knives over his shoulders and a sword at his hip. 
 
    “Let’s see.” She pressed fingers to her mouth. “Something simple? ‘I think that I shall never see a poem as lovely as a tree.’” 
 
    As if in reply, bark groaned in the distance. Branches creaked. 
 
    She smirked at their surroundings despite the shiver that rolled down her back. “Too derivative? Yeah, I see that.” 
 
    “Try another.” 
 
    She gave herself a moment to think this time. A little Poe might be in order, since this whole world felt like a gothic poem. She knew just the one. Jessa let her eyes fall closed. 
 
    “‘Yet if hope has flown away 
 
    In a night, or in a day, 
 
    In a vision, or in none, 
 
    Is it therefore the less gone? 
 
    All that we see or seem 
 
    Is but a dream within a dream.’” 
 
    As before when she’d recited poetry to Simith at the edge of Relle’s sunflower field, the words illuminate her insides. But it was like the slant of sunlight through the trees: warm against her skin, impossible to grab onto. She could say the verse. She could feel it, an electric charge like the paddles of a defibrillator, but it wasn’t strong enough for her creative spirit to come back to life. 
 
    She opened her eyes again. The hollow feeling evaporated at the rapture in Simith’s eyes. He’d drawn close, though he didn’t seem aware of it, as if her recitation created an invisible string between them and pulled it taut. 
 
    “I wish you could see yourself. How you glow with the words.” He lifted a hand, and the air itself stilled as he cupped her face and brushed his thumb across her cheek. “I think you would not doubt yourself then.” 
 
    The touch was soft. Softer than a butterfly’s wing, but the way his eyes darkened as he did it made the sensation shimmer through her bones. 
 
    A branch snapped and the crunch of foliage from the shadows made her startle. Lightning quick, Simith moved in front of her with his blade drawn. He shot a hand forward, and the glowing orbs zipped into the darkness like little green torpedoes. They revealed General Seshi hastening for their position. She batted the lights away with a growl. 
 
    Simith eased his posture a degree. “Have you no stealth? You’ll wake the dead with your noisy steps.” 
 
    “Blame these cursed Fae trees. They’ve been clogging my path at every pass.” She cleaved in half a vine that tried to wrap around her boot. “There’s trouble headed this way.” 
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    Simith sent his witchlights farther into the surrounding dark, brightening them until they shone like emerald suns. He saw nothing except the skeletal shadows of tree branches. For now. 
 
    “Fairies?” he asked as General Seshi clawed leaves out of her boots with a snarl. 
 
    “It must be the rearguard you feared would follow.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “Close enough we shouldn’t bother with running. I spotted half a dozen before the blighted forest tried to reveal my position.” 
 
    “The Jaded Grove suffers trolls even less than other woods,” he told her and went into his pocket. “Here, take this.” 
 
    He passed to her the ring Ionia had given him before he returned. She’d sent him back with three things she claimed would aid their quest. It was almost enough to pardon that unprovoked broadside she’d executed to bloody his face. 
 
    The general pushed the gold band onto her smallest digit, though it barely fit past her first knuckle. “What is this meant to do?” 
 
    “It’ll tell the trees you have permission to be here.” He turned to Jessa. “Do you have the blade I gave you?” 
 
    She took it from the sheath at her belt, and nodded. 
 
    “Come, you must climb out of sight.” 
 
    She stepped into his interlinked hands and reached for the lowest branch. “Fairies can’t climb trees?” 
 
    “They can.” He pushed up to let her clamber easily into the canopy’s shelter. “I intend to keep them busy on the ground.” 
 
    “They’re coming.” General Seshi shifted behind the trunk. “Make ready.” 
 
    He pulled free a pair of knives. They were borrowed knives, worn over borrowed leathers, but this moment before battle was as familiar to him as his own name. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Simith moved away from the branch where Jessa hid, and into the open. He let himself be seen. He let them witness how he welcomed their arrival. They were skilled at hiding their approach, but he caught signs of them in the whisper of fluttered leaves and the hiss of boots over grass blades. 
 
    Their first arrow was merely a distraction. He dodged it and the knife that arrived behind it. 
 
    How considerate of them to reveal their positions. 
 
    Blades flew from Simith’s hands. The archer’s body slipped silently from the boughs of a nearby pine. The knife wielder emitted a choked cry, stumbled partway out of a cluster of bushes, and collapsed. Simith drew his sword and ensured he stayed that way. 
 
    General Seshi roared, and a clash of metal erupted behind him. Two opponents from the sound of it. He left her to them. His witchlights betrayed a shadow moving through the foliage around the tree, trying to flank the general. 
 
    Simith darted into the air. The fairy barely had time to bring up his sword before Simith came down like a bird of prey. He slid his blade along his foe’s, slicing the hand that gripped it. The fairy cried out, and Simith tipped the weapon out of his palm. Blood tracked down the fairy’s arm as he lifted his hands in surrender. Simith slashed his throat. 
 
    That made three of the six. Seshi battled two more. The last would be another archer. Fairies favored them in kill groups like these. That one would have him in their sights, waiting. Cautious after their comrades’ deaths. 
 
    Caution was a mistake. 
 
    He turned his gaze to a neighboring tree. A pair of startled eyes stared back. The arrow loosed, but Simith had already moved. The boughs of the archer’s perch shuddered and shook. Boots hit the ground. Simith cast an ear to Seshi’s battle. She was down to one opponent. 
 
    He pursued the archer. The Jaded Grove’s heavy canopy and close quarters complicated the chase, but Simith caught his target. He dropped down in front of him. The archer shrieked, scrambling backward as though Simith were a nightmare come to life. 
 
    “No, please,” was all he got out before Simith planted his sword his chest. 
 
    When he returned, General Seshi had finished her fight and assisted Jessa out of the tree. He made a quick check of the bodies, retrieving his knives from two, and stabbing each a final time. 
 
    “Any injuries?” He continued to scan the trees as he joined the others. His body still hummed from the fight, his senses almost painfully sharp. 
 
    “None here,” Seshi replied. 
 
    “Then let us continue.” He turned away. 
 
    “Sun Fury.” The general’s odd tone shifted his attention back. Her lamplight eyes watched him with wariness he didn’t understand. “Clean that blade before you sheath it.” She tossed him a cloth and strode past him. “Maybe the rest of you too. Unless you prefer the look of a beast.” 
 
    Simith gripped the cloth and examined himself. Blood dripped from the end of his lowered sword. It spattered his leathers and coated his hands. His hair and the side of his face felt wet. It wasn’t until he met Jessa’s eyes that he fully comprehended how gruesome he appeared. The way she looked at him reminded him of the sunflower field where he’d thrown his knife into her leg. Ribbons of midnight hair framed her terrified face. 
 
    The savage skin he wore in battle flaked away. He lifted the cloth, wanting to wipe off the evidence of his brutality, but didn’t. He did not wish to hide what he was. It felt too much like a lie. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see this,” he said. “But it was unavoidable.” 
 
    “You smiled.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When they died, when that one,” she pointed at a body, “held up his hands, you smiled as you killed him.” 
 
    Had he? He didn’t remember it. 
 
    “I felt no joy, I promise you. There isn’t room for mercy in war. A compassionate fighter is a dead one. Jessa,” he took a step toward her and she took one back. He felt the move like a kick to the gut. 
 
    Simith tried not to think of how close they’d stood earlier and how she’d shivered under his touch. He tried not to compare the invitation in her eyes then to the way she looked at him now. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid of me.” His voice roughened. “I beg you.” 
 
    She didn’t answer.  
 
    Her silence was a wound. 
 
    “Why do you stand there surprised?” he demanded. “Am I not the same knight from the battlefields you’ve dreamt? Have you not seen the blade in my hand? Have you not seen me kill before?” And kill. And kill. 
 
    “You think you were made for this,” she said. 
 
    He laughed. It was a terrible sound. “Look around us if you require proof. Am I not skilled? This is who I am. A weapon. A p-plague.” 
 
    He shouldn’t have said that. He couldn’t meet her eyes anymore. Those kind eyes that knew too well what he was. 
 
    “Simith.” She closed the space between them. Took the cloth from his hand. “I’m not afraid of you. I’m afraid for you.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “You think you were made for this, but you’re not. You’re not a plague.” She tipped his face down to meet her gaze. “Simith, you’re not.” 
 
    “How can you be certain of that?” he whispered. 
 
    She wiped at the blood in his hair and on the side of his face. “Because every time you take a life, part of you dies with them. I’ve seen it—and I don’t mean the way that’s true for soldiers in general. I mean you, Simith. It hurts you so much you’re letting the violence dismantle you piece by piece.” 
 
    Dismantled. Yes, he often felt that way. “I would forsake this version of myself if I knew how.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” She lifted his hand, clearing the blood away from the creases of his palms. “But I have to believe there’s a way to get better. That we can become more than our pain.” 
 
    He sighed. “I have seen no sign of such days.” 
 
    “My therapist—a sort of healer of the mind—tells me the answer to how we get there is different for each person.” 
 
    “What was your answer?” Cautiously, he stilled her hands on the cloth. She didn’t shrink away, and only then did he believe what she’d claimed before. She was not afraid of him. 
 
    “I’m still figuring out the question,” she said with a rueful twist of her lips. 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s obvious to you?” When he hesitated, she gave him a frank look. “Like you said, we dream each other’s memories. It’s not like we aren’t fully immersed in each other’s business.”  
 
    “‘Why can’t I write anymore?’” he said. “That is your question, and while the answer is not fully clear, it isn’t because words have abandoned you.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “No. It’s you who has abandoned them.” He paused. “I suppose then, the question really is: why do you not return to them?” 
 
    “I…don’t think that’s it.” Jessa pursed her lips and squinted. He knew that look. She was trying not to cry. 
 
    Simith felt tempted to fall on his sword right there. He was such an idiot. 
 
    “Forgive me—” 
 
    “No, I did ask. Maybe it’s better if we keep our eyes on our own homework.” She squeezed his hands and then started in the direction Seshi had gone. “Let’s get going. The general’s probably wondering what happened to us.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure of the precise meaning of ‘homework’ but he understood the intention behind it and followed wordlessly. Simith wished Jessa would allow her tears rather than always pushing them away. She pushed so much of herself away. Her words. Her kin whom she longed to see. Instead, she forged a dam of ice around her heart, one that left her alone in the cold. 
 
    But what did he know about it, really? Jessa might have numbed her heart with ice, but he'd wreathed his in flames. He'd let his pain burn through so many lives, a fire that razed his own soul. Rimthea had seen it in them both. Your brother would be ashamed of what we've become, she'd said. Simith doubted Cirrus would even recognize him. Was there anything left of who he'd been if he tilled through the ashes? Remorse alone could not save him. 
 
    You’re letting the violence dismantle you piece by piece. 
 
    Simith considered Jessa’s words. He considered the poverty of his spirit, his heart pillaged by war. He suspected he knew part of his answer already. To save himself, he had to stop killing. But the war wasn’t over and their choices were few. One had to either commit the unspeakable, or perish. With death hovering on the horizon for so many, he didn’t know if it was possible to save anyone, least of all himself. 
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    Pregnancy and sleeping on the ground went about as well as Jessa expected. 
 
    They’d paused their trek a few hours later to allow a brief rest. After a meal from the supplies in her backpack, Jessa curled up at the base of a tree. If she’d hoped her exhaustion would help her ignore the roots and twigs poking into her tailbone, she was disappointed. It didn’t help that Simith and General Seshi continued to discuss concerns they were being followed. 
 
    “I think it’s a single pursuer, one who didn’t attack with the former group,” Simith said. “I will take watch. I’m familiar with their tactics.” 
 
    “As am I,” the general said dryly. “Take a rest. You’ll need it where you’re going.” 
 
    Reminders of potentially dying in the near future also didn’t help Jessa to doze off. When Simith sat alongside her and leaned back against the tree trunk, she didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Can I use you for a pillow?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Come on.” She prodded his thigh. “I’m so tired and uncomfortable, even this brick you’ve got for a leg feels soft.” 
 
    She couldn’t see his face in the dark but she could tell he was smiling. “How can I refuse such a flattering entreaty?” 
 
    Tree bark rasped as he shifted farther down so she could settle against him. It should’ve been awkward, but it wasn’t. She suspected that was due to Simith, who kept his arms crossed over his chest and didn’t try to steer the moment toward something else. Of course, he didn’t. So proper. Her parents would’ve liked him. 
 
    “Jessa,” he said, tentative. “About before. I hadn’t meant to distress you.” 
 
    “I know.” And she did. It was her own fault. When he’d said she’d abandoned them, he’d meant her words, not her family. Somehow, all she’d heard was the latter. 
 
    She fidgeted with a pebble in the dirt. Was that how her silence felt to them? Like abandonment? 
 
    “Jessa?” Simith’s voice was soft. “Are you still awake?” 
 
    She feigned a yawn. “Yeah. Did you get something to eat?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do pixies eat?” 
 
    “Root vegetables and spiced fruit. Pheasant, on occasion.” 
 
    “I should make you adobo sometime. You’d like it.” 
 
    “Does it have cabbage?” He sounded drowsy. 
 
    Jessa smiled. “None.” 
 
    She started to list the ingredients—chicken, garlic, soy sauce—but fell asleep before finishing. General Seshi shook them awake what felt like moments later. Her eyes glowed in the dark. 
 
    “I’ve lost track of our pursuer,” she said. “We must go.” 
 
    It became a race. Simith and the general took turns doubling back to try and flush out the enemy, but had no luck. Every time they got close to their quarry, it retreated into hiding. They pressed on without pause. It was the worst feeling in the world—being hunted, knowing she ran not toward safety, but another predator. 
 
    As night lightened toward morning, they reached the clearing Relle had described. Every hair lifted on the back of Jessa’s neck as it came into view. Beside her, Seshi cursed and Simith went utterly still. 
 
    Outwardly, it was beautiful. Ringed by daisy-filled grasses, a mirror-bright lake spread like a silver stain in the middle of the clearing. The stars lingered in a pre-dawn sky above a cottage that floated at the center of the lake. This, too, was beautiful, with red stone walls and frosted glass windows, the front door a friendly oval that seemed to beckon visitors. Everything about it was lovely, a bejeweled mask hiding the monster that stared behind it. 
 
    No birds sang here. No animals ventured into it. The trees themselves seemed subdued, their leaves unmoving despite the breeze. No part of the woodland touched this place, their boughs sheared off around its circumference. 
 
    “Is that house the way into the vale?” Jessa asked, her voice hushed. 
 
    “It must be.” Simith drew closer to her. “Relle said it would be in the middle of the lake.” 
 
    “She also said the lake wasn’t empty. Do we fly across? I don’t see a bridge.” 
 
    “Ionia provided me with three things for our quest,” Simith said. “The first was the ring I gave to General Seshi to grant her passage among the trees. The second was information—magic here prohibits crossing by air, both inside and outside of the vale.” 
 
    “And the third thing?” 
 
    “She said to use this.” He produced a compact mirror from his pocket. 
 
    “Daylight comes.” Seshi watched the sky. “I will keep watch for our elusive enemy, and await your return here beneath the trees.” Her gaze fell on Simith. “The battle begins tonight. I know not how long it will last.” 
 
    How long they would survive, she meant, though she didn’t say it. Jessa wondered what it cost the general to be here instead of among her people, fighting for her homeland. 
 
    Simith acknowledged her words with a nod. “We will see it done.” 
 
    As Jessa and Simith made their way to the lake’s silent shores, the waters winked brightly, swirling with streaks of fiery dawn pouring into the sky. Simith regarded the house as he might a battlefield, his brow drawn low, his brown eyes hard. He appeared so unapproachable that it surprised Jessa when he gently took her hand. 
 
    “I know you don’t wish to hear my regret, but I’m compelled to say it nonetheless,” he said. “If we’d never met, you wouldn’t be here facing this. Your life wouldn’t be in danger, and yet,” finally he turned, his gaze no less intense as he regarded her, “I am glad to have known you, Jessa.” 
 
    She gave him a sideways look. Crinkled her nose. “Are you expecting us to die in there?” 
 
    He blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Because that sounded like something you’d say before jumping on a grenade, and I’d rather you didn’t do that right now. I’m already really scared.” 
 
    He tugged her closer, lifting their clasped hands between them. His face gentled. “I am also frightened, but I once had a friend and never told her what she meant to me. It’s not a mistake I wish to repeat.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile, even here in this terrifying place. “I don’t regret meeting you either, Simith.” She patted his chest. “But I’ll save the other things I want to tell you for afterward.” 
 
    “Other things?” He lifted a brow. “What other things?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, no. After. Now, what do we need to do with the mirror?” 
 
    Simith smiled faintly before facing to the water. He flipped open the mirror. “Ionia said there is a bridge, but…” Without releasing her hand, he turned them around, lifting the mirror. “There.” 
 
    In the compact mirror’s reflection, a narrow wooden bridge spanned from the shore to the house. Jessa glanced over her shoulder, but saw only open water. 
 
    She did her best not to shudder. “I guess this means we have to walk backwards?” 
 
    “So, it seems.” 
 
    It was an eerie feeling to put her back to the house as they approached, nothing but sand and seaweed waving beneath their feet. Maybe there was nothing down there after all. She was grateful Simith never let go of her hand. They reached the halfway point. 
 
    An arrow whizzed past Simith’s head. He yanked her down, lowering the mirror as he did. Water gushed over her shoes, and she gasped as their legs sank in. Simith caught her around the waist and dragged her to the side. Another arrow zipped by her ear. 
 
    Jessa barely noticed. An enormous shape stirred at the murky bottom. She saw grey scales and a dorsal fin shaped like a spearpoint. One yellow eye twitched her direction and a fanged mouth opened. It lunged toward them. 
 
    “Simith!” she shrieked. 
 
    Simith looked down, and cursed. He lifted the mirror and recaptured the bridge’s reflection on its face. Their feet buoyed above the surface just as the monster reached for their legs. It smashed into an invisible barrier and let out a throaty ululation that vibrated through her limbs.  
 
    Simith shifted her behind him, handing her the mirror. “I must watch for the archer.” He drew his sword. “Move toward the house.” 
 
    In the distance, the clang of weapons and General Seshi’s battle roar from beneath the trees filled the air. Jessa held the reflection in the mirror with a trembling hand, and did her best not to trip over her feet in her hasty backpedal across the bridge. Graceful as he was, Simith never trod on her toes despite deflecting two more arrows with his blade. 
 
    When they stepped off the lake under the house’s eaves, Jessa found no relief. A chill settled over her skin. Behind one window’s clouded glass, something moved. 
 
    “Knock three times on the door.” Simith still watched the shoreline, his sword angled across his chest as his body shielded hers. Another arrow cracked over his blade. His wings twitched with frustration. “Come now, general,” he muttered. “Down this archer for us.” 
 
    Pocketing the mirror, Jessa turned to the door. Made of simple, unadorned wood, it looked completely normal. She didn’t want to touch it. 
 
    Jessa rapped her knuckles three times on its surface. The door swung inward. A pale, vaporous wall of mist filled the threshold. It swirled and writhed as though a horde of bleached snakes moved just beneath the surface. 
 
    Jessa licked her lips, trying to recall the words she was supposed to say. 
 
    “I am Jessa of Skylark. We seek a bargain with the lich of the Forgotten Vale.” 
 
    “What are you, little one?” Its voice was a thousand voices squirming together, the question at once a demand, a plea, and a shriek. 
 
    “I’m human.” There was nothing she could do about her shaking voice. 
 
    “Human. Ah yes, Earth. A good world that was. Such pleasures I found there.” Jessa sensed its regard moving to Simith. “You bring with you a pixie?” 
 
    “He and I both seek this bargain. We come together.” 
 
    It paused. “Your offer is meager. A magicless creature and a butterfly with a sword. Hardly worth the games we could play.” 
 
    Hunger radiated from the hive of voices. It wanted this, but only if she offered more. Jessa’s mouth went completely dry. This was the moment she was supposed to proclaim she was a maker of verse, but her mouth wouldn’t push the syllables out. 
 
    Simith grunted. A gash bled on his calf when she looked; the splinters of an arrow scattered at his feet. They couldn’t stay here any longer. 
 
    She turned back to the door. She didn’t let herself hesitate, forcing the verse off her tongue. 
 
    “‘A dreadful darkness closes in 
 
    On my bewildered mind; 
 
    O let me suffer and not sin, 
 
    Be tortured yet resigned.’” 
 
    A layered sigh oozed from the churning mist, at once a death rattle, a moan, and an anguished whimper. 
 
    “Sweet melancholic Bronte,” it breathed, surprising her by its recognition of the poet. “We have not heard her sorrowed verse in so long. Say more.” 
 
    “Not until you strike a bargain with us.” 
 
    “What would you ask of me, precious mortal?” 
 
    “The power to erase the true names of all pixies.” 
 
    Its laughter slid over her skin. “Now that would be a boon, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “I can recite countless verses. Any that you’d like.” 
 
    “Your own?” it purred. “Are you too a maker of verse?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “I smell it on you. Like a broken dream.” A thin-fingered hand pressed against the misty barrier, grasping toward her, knuckles distending it outward like a membrane wall. 
 
    Jessa took a hasty step backward. Her back met a solid weight. Simith. He faced the house and loomed reassuringly at her shoulder, his brown eyes sharp as he regarded the open doorway. He still had his sword drawn, but if he’d turned his back on the lake it could only mean Seshi had defeated the archer who’d been following them. 
 
    “If you wish to play your games, then settle on the terms with us.” He cocked his head in a hint of mockery. “Unless you do not possess the power we need.” 
 
    “The magic you seek is here within, darling butterfly,” it sang. “My challenge is thus: one of you must reach the center of my humble valley. Succeed, and you will find a house alike to this one. Stand upon the doorstep and I will give you the power you need to wipe away the pixie race’s true names.” 
 
    “After which we are free to leave,” Simith pressed in a hard voice. “And you will not assault us in mind or body during the challenge.” 
 
    “You come well-prepared. Who might be to blame for that, I wonder?” A chortled hiss. “Very well. To depart my realm with your fragile, human counterpart, you need only rename yourself, sweet pixie.” 
 
    “That’s it? That’s all we have to do?” Jessa looked at Simith. He shook his head without meeting her gaze. 
 
    “It would be little amusement if the terms were so easy,” its chorused voice scolded. “Three poems must you speak, verse maker, upon my request. One of love, one of lust, one of loss. If you cannot reach your destination by the time you have finished them, then your challenge is lost.” It giggled. “And so are you.” 
 
    Simith’s eyes turned to her. She saw the question there, mingled with the regret he’d confessed earlier. She hadn’t wanted to hear it then, but she appreciated it this time. Katie warned of a false sense of intimacy between them, yet it seemed cold-hearted to ignore how much they knew of each other. The measure of days didn’t apply. He understood what it cost her to face this, just as she knew what it cost him to ask it of her. 
 
    “We agree to the terms of your challenge,” she said. 
 
    The skeletal hand seeped back into its pale oblivion. “Then, come into my garden, verse maker.” 
 
    Simith sheathed his blade and moved beside her. Without a word, their hands found each other; a network of fingers twined together. Jessa stared into the doorway. Would they ever reemerge from this place? A real, live mumu lived in there. Her legs went watery with fear. 
 
    “Don’t let me go, okay?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    But as they stepped through the vaporous wall, icy cold slicked between her palm and Simith’s. It pried their hands apart. Jessa gasped and fought to hold on to him.  
 
    “Simith!” she cried, but he was already gone. 
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    Jessa’s hand was cold against his. 
 
    A white veil of mist shifted and spun around them, trailing ragged ends behind like the tattered hem of a frayed cloak. Simith’s exhaled breath was the only sound as they advanced in the chilly stillness. He didn’t hear Jessa’s. Was she holding it? 
 
    He looked down at her, surprised to find her dark gaze steady on him, her face oddly expressionless. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m frightened,” she said. 
 
    Did she fear she would be unable to comply with the lich’s demand for verse, at odds as she was with that part of herself? No, he didn’t think it was that, not when he recalled the determined set to her jaw outside the doorway. 
 
    “We’ll get through this.” He squeezed her hand. “Together.” 
 
    “You’ll stay by me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Always?” She tugged him to an abrupt halt. 
 
    “How do you mean?” He faced her. 
 
    “Will you hold me?” 
 
    Longing rose up in him, and he checked it firmly. “We ought to continue on. The lich must be watching us. We can’t let down our guard.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    She might as well have used his true name. Simith surveyed the mist gathered around them, listened for any sound, any whisper of threat, and loosened his sword in its scabbard before turning back to Jessa. 
 
    “A moment only,” he said. “It isn’t safe—” 
 
    She pressed herself against him, and he lost whatever he’d meant to say. This was reckless, though a separate, elated part of him couldn’t resist it entirely. Keeping his eyes fixed on the mist, he wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin on the top of her head. 
 
    It didn’t feel right, and not because he hadn’t yearned to hold her just like this. She didn’t feel right. Her ever-active hands were still at his waist. Her hair felt finer. She didn’t smell like the faint perfume of her expansive gardens. She didn’t smell like anything at all. Was it this place? Did it make them feel different even to each other? 
 
    “Jessa—” He began but she pressed closer. 
 
    “Comfort me.” 
 
    He relented with a sigh and let himself sink into the embrace, ignoring the uncomfortable way she fit against him. 
 
    “If I asked you to stay, would you deny me?” she said. 
 
    “Stay? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Would you abandon me or would you choose me above all else?” 
 
    He leaned away to look at her. Guileless black eyes looked back. Something was not right here. Danger pricked at his instincts. Her hands had left his waist, reaching for— 
 
    With startling speed, Jessa yanked one of his knives from his bandolier and shoved him back. 
 
    “What—” He froze in place when she jabbed the blade’s point into her chest. A crimson stain appeared on her garment. 
 
    “Stop,” he choked. “Jessa, stop.” 
 
    “Then answer. Would you deny me?” 
 
    “Deny you what? I don’t understand.” 
 
    Was the lich controlling her? But the agreement stipulated that it could not harm them physically nor take control of their minds. 
 
    The blade sank in a little more. She grimaced with pain. 
 
    “I would deny you nothing.” 
 
    He knew he shouldn’t say it. The vale belonged to the lich. It could hear every word that passed between them, but he couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    “There is no request you could make that I would refuse, Jessa.” 
 
    Jessa smiled, a waspish grin that made her look like someone he’d never met. Her face dissolved in a boiling ripple of vapor while the lich’s laughter trilled and screeched in cascading echoes around him. A trick. An illusion. Jessa was never here. Panic crawled into his chest.  
 
    “Jessa!” He twisted one way, then another. Only pale walls greeted his gaze. He picked a direction and ran. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Far more fun to keep you apart.” The gleeful chorus chased alongside him as he sped through the fog. “Hold, hold, noble pixie. I will be charitable and let you see her.” 
 
    He halted. “Show her to me,” he ground out. 
 
    “She is there.” 
 
    He whirled around as a lane in the mist formed, sliding apart to reveal Jessa at the end of its long corridor. She stepped carefully with one hand out in front of her, fingertips blindly trailing back and forth as if she feared crashing into a wall. Simith shuddered with relief. He opened his mouth to call out to her, but stopped. Her lips moved. She was close enough to hear, yet the sound of her words never reached him. 
 
    “A clever one, this verse maker,” the lich said, the word clever repeated in an unnerving multitude of susurrus. “More time has passed than you think, yet she speaks only her second poem. A long memory she has of long sonnets written by long-winded bards.” 
 
    Simith ordered himself to calm. Jessa was fine. She was capable. She would tell him not to let this beast distract him from their quest. She could only buy him a limited amount of time. 
 
    He turned in the opposite direction, the way he’d been headed before the lich had dangled Jessa in front of him. 
 
    “Do you care so little?” it hissed. “What games I shall play with her while you are out of reach.” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and strode forward. 
 
    “Let us make another bargain, you and I.” Its voice kept pace beside him, the mist rippling like water disturbed by the wind. “One task, only one, and I will grant you the magic you need as well as your release.” 
 
    He slowed. “What task?” 
 
    “Draw your sword.” 
 
    He did, and let out a surprised sound when Jessa suddenly appeared again, only an arm’s length from him. She wandered still and her words made no sound, but it was her. The expression she wore, afraid yet refusing to be afraid, could not be replicated by a soulless lich. This wasn’t an illusion. 
 
    “All you must do,” it said, “is cut her down.” 
 
    “No.” He cursed a foul stream along with the word. 
 
    The mist swirled, beseeching tendrils curling around him. 
 
    “I know there is a link between you. I can see the magic binding your lives. That, too, I have the power to sever. You would not die with her.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So certain of your answer? There must be a desperate reason behind your foolish visit to my realm. What if I offered something more? I could destroy your enemies with a thought. Would you like that? Freedom from your true names and the annihilation of your foes?” 
 
    No. 
 
    The answer repeated in his mind, but he didn’t say it aloud this time. At its core, this creature was Fae. It couldn’t lie. The offer was real. 
 
    "All you must do is take her life,” it cajoled. “She can't see or hear you. She'll never know it was you.” 
 
    The sword in his hand became heavier than any he’d ever wielded. He thought of all those depending on him, all those who might perish if he failed. 
 
    “I can’t,” he whispered. “Not her.” 
 
    “You’ve taken many lives. I can see the brutality in your eyes. What's one more? One final killing. Every victory requires sacrifice. A pixie knight like you ought to know that.” 
 
    He did know. Had he not been contemplating that truth only last night? War took choices away. It forced the unspeakable upon all those who walked its path. He’d been here before. He knew this road. Simith hadn’t forgotten the two trolls he’d killed in the prisoner tent. Defenseless. Unarmed. Murdered by him. He’d committed that evil because he had to. When the moment came, he’d lifted his sword and done it. 
 
    If he spared Jessa, others could die. If he didn’t spare her, he could end the war right now. 
 
    Simith lifted his sword. His hands shook. His heart tore in his chest. He didn’t know how he would do this. Jessa was no mere ally. She meant more, so much more. 
 
    But his people…the trolls…the war… 
 
    Simith took a step closer. He felt sick. 
 
    “Kill the verse maker,” the lich hissed softly. “Give her to me, and I will smite your enemies. I will give you any revenge you desire.” 
 
    “Any revenge,” he murmured. 
 
    That was how this all began. 
 
    The burning of his home and the death of his brother. The trolls had done it, so he’d gone to battle against them—except he’d been wrong. Devastatingly wrong. He could claim he’d been manipulated. It would be so easy to blame the fairies’ deception for everything, but the fault belonged to him as well. He’d wanted to inflict pain. He’d let them use his blind rage. 
 
    Simith looked at the weapon in his hand. He saw the countless lives he’d extinguished. He’d had no right to do that. He’d had no right to that violence. Grief, followed by pain, followed by death. Ten years of this, and it had cost him everything. Rim, his family, his honor—and now Jessa? 
 
    He would not do this. He refused. He’d draw the line—here, and no further. Peace wrought by atrocity was not peace at all. 
 
    I would forsake this version of myself if I knew how. 
 
    This was how. The path split before him, a chance to turn aside from the dark trail he’d followed for so long. 
 
    “We'll win this challenge by finding the heart of your valley.” Simith stripped off his bandolier and hurled it away. He threw down his blade. “I need no sword to be victorious." 
 
    A wall of mist ushered Jessa from his vision, and in her place stood the cottage they’d entered through. Simith almost believed it a mirage. He’d reached the center of this place already? 
 
    “My captors did not provide much room to wander on my leash,” the lich said, voices tripping and trickling the words in a mad ramble. “They did not like to reach too far into the cage for their rabid hound. You surprise me, darling butterfly. My offer was generous.” 
 
    “Generous for you.” He stepped onto the house’s threshold. “You’d have given me what I wanted only to watch me destroy myself.” 
 
    “I think I shall have that pleasure, regardless.”  
 
    He faced the door. “We have beaten your challenge. Fulfill your side of the agreement.” 
 
    The door swung open. Instead of the filmy mist they’d entered through, a scarlet pool as dark as blood filled the doorframe. 
 
    “What is this?” Simith demanded. 
 
    “The magic you seek. As agreed.” 
 
    “Then use it.” 
 
    “Ah, but I did not agree to that. I swore to provide you with the power to erase the true names of all pixies, and here it is. If you want it, you’ll have to use it yourself.” 
 
    Simith touched a hand over the tattoo on his chest and realized the depth of their miscalculation. Power of this magnitude would not work when funneled through a conduit. It was raw magic—magic the Fae possessed through the power in their blood. Only they could wield it and survive. If he tried, it would burn away his life. 
 
    And Jessa’s too. 
 
    There was no other way. He just had to hold on long enough for Jessa to escape. If that was even possible. It seemed no matter what he did, he condemned her. 
 
    “Jessa,” he whispered. “Forgive me.” 
 
    Simith stepped forward and plunged both hands into the crimson pitch. 
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    Agonized cries erupted as Jessa finished the second poem. Her breath seized. That sounded like Simith. She whipped around, trying to determine the direction it came from, but it came from everywhere. 
 
    “Where are you?” she called, frantic. “Simith!” 
 
    The only reply came in the ragged sound of his pain. She started running. 
 
    “Tell me where you are!” 
 
    His voice weakened until it faded completely away. She ran faster, bursting with abandon through the mist, dragging threads behind her like broken cobwebs. 
 
    “Jessa,” the lich breathed beside her. 
 
    Jessa jerked away with a shriek. Her heartbeat roared in her ears as a face pressed against the veils of white. The fleshless contours of a skull took shape, hollow pits for eyes leering out at her. 
 
    “Halt your flight, precious mortal. Your sweet pixie has completed his task and freed his race from their true names.” 
 
    Her mouth opened, hope unfurling. “We did it? Then why are we still here? Why-Why was he screaming?” 
 
    “I’m afraid it required much more of him than he expected. Per the terms of our agreement, I will release you both only when he has a new name. Unfortunately, he isn’t able to give himself one.” 
 
    He was hurt then. Dying? He would not have left her out here alone voluntarily. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “I will show you,” it promised while the skull danced in circles around her like a decapitated head. “If you give me the third poem. The one of loss.” 
 
    “And then you’ll take me to him? No searching. You’ll just lead me there.” 
 
    “Yes, oh yes. Recite to me heartbroken verses. With each one, the path to him will open. Here, proof of my good faith.” 
 
    A wedge of space, clear of fog, opened to her left. 
 
    She stepped toward it. “Okay.” 
 
    “Rules first,” it said. “This time you must give me a poem of your own. No more recitation. No more the words of others. Yours, only yours, can deliver you to your pixie.” 
 
    Jessa’s throat constricted. “Why does it matter?” 
 
    “Because I desire it. I desire the sound of your pain, a lovely music for my soundless realm.” 
 
    “But I,” she licked her lips, “I haven’t written anything like that.” 
 
    “Then create,” its cacophonous multitude snarled. “Improvise, or wander here forever lost.” 
 
    She tried. She cast her mind toward the well of feeling deep inside where her inspiration once dwelled. The same old block sat in its path. She couldn’t see around it, couldn’t reach past it. It was like trying to step through stone. 
 
    She’d done improvisation before. On a dare, in a café, and come out with one of her best works. The old Jessa could’ve done this easily, but she was long gone. The person she’d become didn’t have that same command over words. She could feel them bubbling in her chest, aching for structure and release, but they smeared together, out of focus and out of reach. 
 
    It’s you who has abandoned them. 
 
    Simith’s comment echoed in her head. She heard the duality in it again. 
 
    Them: her family. 
 
    Them: her words. The loss of one leading to the loss of the other. 
 
    There was a benefit to having a witness to her memories. Grief skewed recollection, sculpting it into landscapes that looked different depending on the light. Why do you not return to them? He’d asked that question too. She knew the answer. Her family had boarded that plane for her. Their love had killed them. If not for that award ceremony, if not for her poetry, they would still be alive. If she hadn’t been so difficult for them to understand, maybe they wouldn’t have felt like they had to be there.  
 
    Jessa shut her eyes. She pictured the faces of her family, those she’d lost and those she’d pushed away. She missed them all with an agony that felt like injury. The truth came into focus. Words had never left her. She’d become afraid of them. She’d blamed them for what happened. If she shut them away, if she made herself small enough, shrank her world to nothing, she wouldn’t have to risk losing anyone ever again. 
 
    But that safety was a trick, as full of deceit as the lich who kept Simith hidden from her. It came at the cost of everything. It hurt those she loved. 
 
    Why did she not return to them? She wanted to. She wanted to return to all of it. Her poetry and her family. She wanted to hear her cousins’ laughter. She wanted to cook with her titas again, and listen to her titos argue over a game of pekwa. To feel verse flow through her onto the page. The distance between them was only as great as she made it. She'd been running from herself, and she was out of breath. If she wanted to live—to save Simith and survive this place—she had to stop. Her family had not raised her to be cowardly. They had not raised her to give up. 
 
    She could do this. 
 
    Before doubt crept in, Jessa threw herself blindly into it. She tried a couple of entries. She hesitated. She stuttered. Two false starts, and finally she began.  
 
    It was terrible. Blunt rhythms and flat imagery, but the mist parted all the same. She pushed on, stretching that part of her mind like a sore, unused muscle. And then, a few stanzas later, almost without her noticing, it wasn't terrible anymore. She reached for words and they were there, as if gathered in a bowl for her to scoop out with her hands. A poem of loss took shape. It came to life, brackish and full of thorns. 
 
    She spoke of the rain like a sky of grief. Of the wind and missing voices. Of the drowning soul. Words could never fully articulate what it was to lose those so much, but it sketched a shadow, like an afterimage from a nuclear blast burned onto the walls of her heart. Mere wraiths of her despair, yet they brought a sense of connection with herself she’d thought forever lost. It dragged her pain into the world like an incantation and made it real, a weight she could touch. She hadn't realized it could be this way, that in admitting aloud—I am hurting. I am lost.—there was rescue. 
 
    Moisture rolled down her cheeks as she finished the final lines. She’d done it. Jessa laughed in astonishment, the sound water-logged and more alive than any laughter she’d expressed for months. 
 
    "Such lovely suffering," the lich said gleefully. "There, human, behold your prize." 
 
    With a sigh, the mist before her peeled back, revealing a house identical to the one they’d entered. She picked out a prone form sprawled across the threshold, his wings splayed beneath him like colorless stained glass. 
 
    “Simith,” she choked. 
 
    Jessa rushed to his side. He was so pale. His lips were parted, his eyes half open and staring sightlessly. She reached for his hand, but drew back. His hands were smoking and completely covered in red. The scent of burned flesh tainted the air. 
 
    Jessa began to shake. She slid her fingers over his pallid lips. Breath fluttered under them, eliciting a sob she had no chance of holding in. 
 
    “He screamed so beautifully. A nocturne of agony.” The lich’s cascading voices caterwauled as if in imitation, abstract bodies forming in the miasma, a writhing, twisting grotesquerie. Jessa squeezed her eyes shut to block the sight. 
 
    “But we won your challenge,” she screeched at it. “Let us go!” 
 
    “He must have a true name for you to leave, and he has not given himself one. Nor does it appear he’ll manage to before he dies.” The skull reappeared. It had no lips to smile but she sensed its delight. “Three new souls to add to my garden.” 
 
    Jessa shifted Simith closer so his head rested on her lap. He blinked once, slowly, but didn’t seem aware of her. 
 
    Three new souls… 
 
    She touched his face with one hand, the other moving to cover her belly. A ferocious rage rose up in her. No, it would not end this way. 
 
    “I’ll give him a name.”  
 
    “You cannot,” it hissed. “You have no magic to bind his life force to it.” 
 
    “Our lives are already bound together by magic. I think I can.” 
 
    She smoothed sandy locks off Simith’s brow, struggling to hide her doubt. Could it work? Their spirits swam together, saved and endangered by one another, an observer to all their sorrows and joys. And something more. Something that stirred each time she looked at him. Each time he touched her. There was magic in that, too. 
 
    Jessa tugged open his leathers and unlaced the tunic he wore beneath. The once defined shape of his conduit tattoo appeared damaged, the raven feather smudged wildly in untamed edges like a charcoal rubbing. She slipped her hand over it. Closing her eyes, Jessa called to him in her thoughts. She brought to her mind a stream of his memories; the mischievous boy; the heartbroken adolescent; the ruthless warrior. And her friend, a complexity of all three, a soul stacked with regret and nearly extinguished hope, layered with goodness and fault, just like her. 
 
    His heart thudded weakly beneath her hand. She reached out to it. 
 
    Let me name you. 
 
    Warmth brushed against her palm, faint and fading. His magic? Jessa didn’t dare open her eyes for fear of losing the connection. She leaned down by his ear and whispered a name. 
 
    The lich let loose a punishing screech that battered her ear drums—and just as quickly disappeared. The suffocating mist vanished, and Jessa looked up to find herself on the lake’s shores once again. Above her, the light of a grey-blue sky sank toward nightfall. The house sat as it had been on the lake, a silent, lurking ghost. 
 
    Leaves crunched behind her. She leaned protectively over Simith, who still lay in her arms. General Seshi emerged from the forest, and Jessa melted with relief. The general’s bright eyes fixed on Simith as she came to stand over them. 
 
    “You were successful?” A hard demand. 
 
    “Yes, we did it.” 
 
    Seshi’s fanged teeth clicked together twice. She shut her eyes as though a crushing weight had been lifted. 
 
    “Simith’s hurt,” Jessa said. “I think he’s dying.” 
 
    “I suppose he did something heroic in there and honor demands I save his life,” she growled as if he’d injured himself to spite her. She didn’t move to help him. 
 
    Jessa knew why the troll hesitated. She’d seen the reasons for it and understood. He was still an enemy to her eyes and always would be. 
 
    “Please,” Jessa whispered. 
 
    Nothing in the general’s face softened. She knelt down, inspecting his scorched and bloody hands, the warped remains of his conduit visible between the open folds of his clothes. An emotion darted across her stoic expression. Surprise. Still, she didn’t help him. 
 
    “Please,” Jessa said again. More tears spilled from her eyes. She couldn’t get them to stop. 
 
    Seshi sighed. “That I should be called upon to offer mercy to he who never gave us any,” she muttered bitterly. Drawing a slender chain of interconnected metal links from around her neck, she settled her hands over Simith’s chest. “I will heal him, but it’s likely I’m only saving his life to face the executioner later.” 
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    Simith’s return to the world arrived inch by inch. Sounds first, voices beside him. His mother. His father. Their words came gently, filled with such worry and love he almost believed the life he’d lived was merely a dream, that he was a boy again sick with fever soon to pass. He could’ve sworn he heard his brother’s voice as well. 
 
    “It’s not time to fly yet, little brother,” Cirrus told him softly. “Stay here a while yet.” 
 
    “Don’t go without me. Don’t leave me behind.” Simith wasn’t sure if he’d managed to say it, but Cirrus chuckled in that bemused, slightly exasperated way of his, the sound so familiar it wrenched Simith’s heart. 
 
    “Rimthea and I will come back when you’re ready.” His voice faded. “And remember, you’re never alone, Sim.” 
 
    Someone touched his face. Jessa. He still couldn’t see, despite the sense that his eyes were open, but he knew it was her. She spoke. Quiet poems that comforted his unsettled spirit. He reached for her with aching hands, soothed only when her fingers slipped into them. And as always when he slept, he walked beside her. 
 
    Jessa was no longer there when he awoke next. His sight had returned as well as an acute awareness of his body. Everything hurt, though only his hands were bandaged. The raw magic. He shuddered to remember drawing it into himself, the way it consumed him from the inside like candlewax melting beneath immolating flame. 
 
    How had he survived? He observed the angled canvas walls reaching toward a high pinnacle. He was in a tent. Not a fairy tent, however. The rugs beneath him held the black and white patterns typical of troll weavers. He tried to sit up, but the attempt turned all his hurts into white hot agony, and he gasped. 
 
    His mother and father appeared at his side. A testament to his condition that he hadn’t known anyone was nearby. 
 
    “Stay still,” his mother said. “You’re not well yet.” 
 
    Tears fell freely from her eyes. Both of them, he realized. They wept. Because of him. 
 
    “Please don’t cry,” he croaked in a desiccated voice. He couldn’t bear that he’d brought them more pain. “Please, forgive me.” 
 
    “Oh, my son,” his father’s words shook. “We have both wronged the other in our bitterness. We let you down in so many ways.” 
 
    “It is we who ask forgiveness,” his mother whispered. “You are the child, not us. Our grief was selfish. Let us heal together this time and start again.” 
 
    Simith hadn’t the strength for sobs, but he trembled with them when his parents embraced him. He felt so young in their arms. Love was such a strange creature, capable of mending what it once tore apart. 
 
    “How am I alive?” he asked when they let one another go at last. 
 
    They exchanged a look. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His father drew a breath. “General Seshi saved your life, and once you arrived in their camp, the trolls undertook your care until we found you.” 
 
    “If not for them,” his mother said. “You’d have died.” 
 
    Simith bowed his head. He’d wronged them horribly, and yet they’d treated him with dignity. He didn’t wonder if he’d have done the same in their place. It shamed him to think about it. 
 
    “What happened during the battle?” he asked instead. 
 
    His parents recounted the tale. The great battle had just begun when the pixies felt the compulsion lift from their true names. The fairies hadn’t stood a chance against the combined might of both trolls and pixies. The Triad of the Thistle Court had fallen. Only Lady Florian survived, having surrendered early on by ordering her soldiers to lay down their arms. King Drokeh would pass judgement on their fate soon. 
 
    As well as on Simith’s, they told him. It was known throughout the troll army that the Sun Fury had enabled their victory, but this didn’t absolve him of his crimes. Simith hadn’t expected it would. He took solace in the fact that the plan had worked. He’d accept whatever punishment they felt he owed. Except… 
 
    “Where is Jessa?” he asked. 
 
    “Her friend took her to another tent to rest,” his mother said. 
 
    “Katie? She’s here?” 
 
    “Her friend accompanied you when they brought you from the Jaded Grove. It’s been three days since then.” His father settled a knowing look on him. “Jessa hasn’t left your side this entire time. We brought blankets in here, but she barely slept.” 
 
    Warmth glowed beneath his skin. It was a new sensation, but he recognized it instantly, and it made him wish for things he shouldn’t with his uncertain future looming before him. 
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    That evening, when he was able to stand on his own, the trolls arrived to escort him to King Drokeh for sentencing. 
 
    “Is there to be no trial?” his mother demanded of them. 
 
    Simith touched her shoulder. “Mother, there’s no question of my guilt.” 
 
    The only clemency he intended to request when they condemned him to death was the time needed to separate his life force from Jessa’s. She and her child were innocent of any crime. They should not have to share his punishment. Drokeh was a reasonable king. Simith held hope he’d be granted this mercy. He kept none for himself. 
 
    He didn’t see Jessa as they led him to the King’s tent. Though he longed for the comfort of her presence, he prayed she’d sleep through the ordeal. In the legion, when the fairies proclaimed their judgements, they recited the crimes in a public spectacle. The accused was stripped of their clothing. Sometimes, the spectators threw rocks and the guards cracked their whips. He didn’t know what to expect from the trolls. 
 
    Nerves ate at his stomach when they stopped before another tent. It looked the same as the one he’d left, but when he entered, King Drokeh sat upon well-worn rugs beside a glowing brazier. He wore the same battle armor in which Simith had fought him in the arena—a single, round plate protecting his heart. General Seshi sat at his right hand. A few others he didn’t recognize lined the far wall, though their leathers had the markings of high rank. Drokeh’s council, perhaps. 
 
    The king waved him forward. “Enter, Sun Fury, and stand before us.” 
 
    Simith kept his expression neutral. Inwardly, he reeled. No crowds. No chains or ropes binding him. His escort moved to a courteous distance as he stepped closer, and even nodded to his parents when they requested to stand with him. 
 
    Drokeh remained sitting as he addressed Simith. “I presume you have heard the fairies are defeated.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “I won’t say the victory was solely because of you, but neither will I claim it could have happened without you.” 
 
    “Or Jessa,” Simith said. “I’d have failed if not for her.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Drokeh leaned back slightly. “There is peace between your race and mine. This is perhaps the greatest triumph of all, but that peace does not extend to you.” 
 
    Simith lowered to one knee. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He couldn’t ask for forgiveness. Voicing his remorse felt pointless. What did his sorrow matter compared to the sorrow of those he’d harmed? 
 
    “Lift your head, Sun Fury.” The low growl came from Seshi. She glared at him. “I will not have my greatest enemy kneel there like a sheep.” 
 
    Simith inclined his chin in acknowledgement. He straightened his spine, though he remained kneeling. 
 
    Drokeh said, “Amnesty has been granted to all pixies deceived into joining the legion, but I cannot offer it to you. My people would not accept it, and truly, nor can their king. I have walked behind the path of your sword too many times to forget all you have taken from us.” 
 
    Simith did not look away from his gaze. “I have done wrong. I have hurt your people and I accept responsibility for it.” 
 
    Drokeh turned a look on General Seshi. She nodded. He met the gazes of the others standing against the far side of the tent. Each gave a small nod in turn. 
 
    He faced Simith, and rose to his feet. “For your crimes, the only possible sentence is death.” From his side, he drew his long blade and held it high. 
 
    “There is another whose life is bound to me.” Simith’s eyes tracked the firelight glinting on the blade’s edge. “I ask for no reprieve save to unbind Jessa’s fate from mine.” 
 
    “We are aware of the human creature’s link to you,” Drokeh said. “My judgement is unchanged.” 
 
    “Please—” 
 
    “Simith of Drifthorn, Sun Fury, veteran knight of the Thistle Court, for the acts of valor performed that saved both our peoples from destruction, I commute your execution. Instead, you are hereby banished from these lands to the human world for no less than two years for every year you spent killing my people.” He lowered the blade and let it rest on the side of Simith’s neck. “Yield, and your life is spared.” 
 
    Simith felt certain he’d misheard. Behind him, his parents’ breath shuddered. 
 
    “Do you yield?” Drokeh’s gaze lanced through him. 
 
    “You’re sparing me?” he managed. “Why?” 
 
    “The grave succors the dead, not the living, Sun Fury,” General Seshi said from her place by the brazier. She stared into the flames. “Our peace doesn’t require your blood.” 
 
    “Only your absence,” Drokeh said. “Live and regret. That is our sentence.” 
 
    Simith had no words. Justice without killing. Honor in mercy. It was like the discovery of a new color. He looked back at his mother and father, at the loss in their eyes. For all Simith’s courage in war, his bravery hadn’t extended far beyond the battlefield. Strength came from acceptance, too. 
 
    “Live and regret.” He turned back to the king. “To this, I yield.” 
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    Simith sat on the top rail of Ionia’s porch, watching the sunflowers dance under an afternoon sky while the two of them sipped…He examined his glass. What had Ionia called it? Lemon Aid? A strange drink. A bit too sweet, yet somehow fresh in the summer heat. He wondered how it would compare to the calamansi juice Jessa had promised to make. Simith concentrated his thoughts on whether or not he enjoyed this version, unwilling to settle on an opinion. The distraction from the many goodbyes he’d endured the night before wouldn’t last once he did. 
 
    Twenty years. 
 
    The sentence meant Simith could one day return. For peace to succeed, he couldn’t be there as a reminder of the harm his people had inflicted on the trolls. Yet, sitting on this porch, he realized it was no easy thing to be barred from one’s birthplace. Everything here was different. In this world, he’d always have to hide what he was. His magic, eventually, would drain with none to replace it. If he did go back, he knew nothing would match what he remembered. This had happened before. Home ceased to be home when one left it.  
 
    Simith sipped his drink again, allowing a frozen cube into his mouth to crunch on it. Icy splinters numbed the insides of his cheeks. 
 
    “I’ve examined the link between you and Jessa again,” Ionia said. “I believe I’ve determined the root cause of what split your life force with Jessa.” 
 
    His brows went up. “You have?” 
 
    “It was the child within her. You didn’t have the strength to heal both, so you leant half of your own life to save them.” 
 
    He frowned. “I didn’t know there were two lives at the time.” 
 
    “Your magic knew, and it responded to your command. Would it have mattered?” 
 
    “No.” He tipped his head back against the porch beam. “Does this mean we can never be disentangled?” 
 
    “Not at all. The child grows her own life force, and soon she’ll no longer need what you gave her to survive. The link will simply cease to exist one day.” 
 
    Simith straightened. “She? A daughter?” 
 
    Ionia’s mouth pinched. “Yes, it’s a girl, though if you’re wise, you’ll keep it to yourself. Many humans have the odd desire to let that remain a surprise. They get quite grumpy when you spoil it.” 
 
    A grin overwhelmed him. “I will say nothing.” 
 
    Jessa had always wanted a daughter. She’d drawn bright-eyed pictures of one when she was still a child herself. To know her wish would come true filled him with incredible joy. Might this little one inherit her mother’s lovely, dark eyes? Her kind heart? 
 
    The thought of her kindness warmed the sorrow in his chest. She and Katie had been waiting when he’d exited the king’s tent. The sight of Jessa had been a balm as he’d stood there, still shaken, while his parents explained his banishment.  
 
    “You’ll stay with me,” Jessa had said immediately. “Don’t even think of arguing it.” 
 
    He’d sighed. “Are you certain? I have been such a burden to your life already.” 
 
    She’d poked him in the ribs. “I’ll let you know when you’re a burden. Besides, I’ve loads of room, and we’ve already established you’re a pajamas guy, so we’re good.” 
 
    Soon, a daughter would occupy one of those rooms. His smile fell. He wasn’t likely to have any part in that blessing, not if what Ionia said was true. Jessa had opened her home to him, but if their life forces became once more independent, she had no reason to keep him nearby. Unless…would she invite him to remain? Did he want that? He feared to even ask himself the question, as raw as he felt inside. If she didn’t want him to stay, he would be forced into another goodbye. His heart thumped painfully to contemplate it, an ache that was the same and yet far more severe than all his other farewells. 
 
    “Drink your lemonade, pixie,” Ionia said dryly, swirling her own so the ice clinked against the glass. “I’m old, and your churning mind is exhausting to sit beside.” 
 
    “How long until we’re separated?” he asked. 
 
    “When the pregnancy is twelve weeks, I’d say. Perhaps sooner.” She tilted him a look. “You’ll have to think of something to do in the meantime. Idleness tends to make one dwell on their deportation.” 
 
    His eyes turned behind them to the open front door through which Jessa and Katie had gone to visit Relle upstairs. It pleased him to know Relle would recover fully, if slowly, from her ordeal with the curse. As for himself…He glanced down at the bandages around his hands. Signs of what would become ropy scars encircled his fingers and palms. He hadn’t lost all feeling in them, but he doubted he’d ever wield a sword with the same skill. 
 
    He was immensely glad. 
 
    Simith drew up one knee and gazed back out at the sunflowers. “I’m not sure what qualities I have beyond those of a knight,” he replied to Ionia’s question. “And I have no desire to offer that service to anyone.” 
 
    “This magicless realm might surprise you with its variation. When your link to Jessa fades you can go where you will, though I don’t recommend venturing too far into the bigger cities.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” 
 
    “Not for you, I’m sure,” she snorted. “The greater metropoles have too much iron. Stick to smaller towns when seeking an occupation. Since you’re stuck in Michigan for the moment, I took the liberty of asking around.” 
 
    He returned her even look with one of surprise. “You did?” 
 
    She hummed in confirmation. “There’s a fairly well-acclaimed raptor center near here that could use an extra hand.” 
 
    “Raptor center. What is that?” 
 
    “They care for and rehabilitate wild birds. Falcons, eagles, hawks, as well as other things.” She waved a hand. “Since your race is known for comradeship with such creatures, you seem suited for it.” 
 
    He did indeed. It sounded wonderful. 
 
    “But no one knows me here. Would they trust a stranger with such tasks?” 
 
    “You’ll have to hide your wings and use a bit of glamour on those ears—I recommend you grow out your hair to cover them—but I’ve already inquired, and they’re willing.” Her smile was sly. “It helps that I mentioned you’re a veteran.” 
 
    “Not of any war in this world.” 
 
    “Minor details. It’s hardly difficult to insert information into the little databases humans treasure so dearly.” 
 
    “What would—” 
 
    A horn blared on the road beyond the house. Simith caught sight of a fast-moving object hurtling past. He sprang to his feet. 
 
    “That’s called a car, Knight Simith,” Ionia told him. “Humans use those metal boxes to travel. You’ll get used to them.” 
 
    He tracked the object all the same, his heart battering away. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she added when he continued to stand there, “since we’re making you a veteran anyway, you’ll consider attending one of the support groups humans offer their former soldiers.” 
 
    “Support groups.” 
 
    “A place to unburden yourself with others who carry similar burdens. It may ease your transition.” 
 
    The object was gone. There were no enemies here. Simith told himself to stop looking for them. 
 
    “Humans don’t believe my kind exists. How can they possibly understand what I’ve lived?” 
 
    “Adjust the details so they can. War is war, no matter the world. As for the job,” she shrugged. “You can always resign if you don’t enjoy it, but it’s worth seeing if you can help other birds accept their new circumstances along with yourself.” 
 
    He stared at her, quietly dumbstruck. “Compassion is an unusual virtue in a Fae.” 
 
    “Don’t insult me. This is self-interest. I can’t have you unspooling, and risk the humans discovering us.” She considered the view. “Although, I will admit there is something about this realm, watching all these powerless creatures struggle to build, innovating within the restrictions of their world.” 
 
    “There were other realms your kind escaped into, are there not?” 
 
    “Yes, countless kindred realms exist alongside each other.” 
 
    “Yet, you chose this one.” 
 
    “I did. It seems it’s softened me in unanticipated ways.” 
 
    “Unanticipated. But not altogether unwanted?” 
 
    Her face gave nothing away but her voice didn’t have its usual edge. “Possibly.” 
 
    Simith watched the sky, bright with summer sun. He thought of his mother and father. He thought of his last embrace with them, the love and sadness mixed in their eyes. Flix had sworn to watch over them in his absence, but this brought little comfort. Because of Simith, they grieved the loss of another son. They might still be alive if he went back at the end of his banishment. And they might not. 
 
    But their homeland would have peace. He’d have to find his own elsewhere. 
 
    “If this world can soften me,” he said roughly, “I will welcome it, for I have never slept well with a hardened heart.” 
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    At exactly twelve weeks, the memory-dreams stopped. When Jessa woke that morning, she didn’t realize it at first, and laid there wondering why she’d been dreaming about soup. Then it hit her. 
 
    She threw on her robe against the somewhat chilly weather, hurried downstairs—and found Simith already there, boiling tea water.  
 
    “You’re awake,” she blurted before noticing he was fully dressed, his wings hidden beneath a long raincoat. She checked the clock. Barely six. “Why are you awake?” 
 
    He sent a smile her way before taking down a travel mug from the cupboard. “We’re releasing two hawks into the wild today. I want to get to the center early.” 
 
    Jessa went to the pantry and retrieved the Earl Grey tea bags he preferred. “I thought it was eagles.” 
 
    “Those are in a few days. The hawks are being transported farther out. I may not be home until after supper.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked at the calendar on the wall. “Do you want me to call Greg so he knows not to expect you at group tonight?” 
 
    He’d been going a veterans’ support group twice a week, and Jessa could see the difference in him. Loud noises still made him jump, but he’d stopped reaching for a knife from the bandolier he no longer wore. His insomnia was improving, too. 
 
    “I’ve alerted him to my absence.” He paused in filling his thermos, sharp brown eyes examining hers. He set it down. “You’ve noticed.” 
 
    “Noticed?” Her eyes widened. “You mean this isn’t the first night we haven’t dreamed each other’s memories?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Two weeks.” 
 
    Jessa put her hand on the counter. “Ionia said it wouldn’t happen until twelve weeks.” 
 
    “Ten is still rather close.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “I thought it better to wait until I was certain the link was gone.” 
 
    “Until you were certain? What do you mean?” 
 
    He turned back to his thermos, screwing the lid on. “I don’t know. It made sense at the time.” 
 
    But he did know. She could tell by the way he arranged his features into one of his unreadable expressions. He only became guarded when he was troubled, yet he obviously didn’t want to tell her what he was troubled about. She didn’t like the way he seemed to be pulling away. 
 
    “If this is true then…” She paused, her throat thick. “Then I guess there’s nothing keeping you here in Skylark anymore.” 
 
    Simith picked up the thermos. He wrapped both of his scarred hands around it, one stacked atop the other the way he used to hold his sword. 
 
    “Is there nothing keeping me here, Jessa?” he asked quietly. 
 
    She wanted to tell him there was. She wanted to tell him that even on the first night they’d met, she’d hated saying goodbye. 
 
    I want you to stay. I want you to be more than my friend. 
 
    Yet, how could she say that, standing there three months pregnant with a child that wasn’t his? If she told him, he might feel compelled to remain for the wrong reason. She knew his noble heart. 
 
    “Maybe we should discuss it when you come home,” she hedged. 
 
    Something in him dimmed, but only for a second. He stowed his thermos in the backpack at his feet, and stepped close. His hand came up, brushing wild strands of dark hair from her face. His fingers still glowed with heat. 
 
    “Until tonight, then.” He smiled softly and left. 
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    “Let’s throw a party,” Katie cheered as they stepped out of the doctor’s office together that afternoon. She still gripped the ultrasound photos the technician had printed out, and Jessa began to suspect she didn’t intend to hand them over. 
 
    “A party for what?” she asked through her smile. Her face felt brighter than the cloud-dappled sky, the thump-thump of that tiny heartbeat ringing in her ears. 
 
    “Who cares? Look at our adorable little blob.” Katie leaned a hip against the car door, pointing at the top photo as if Jessa hadn’t seen the image happening live ten minutes ago. “This is the best thing ever. We’ve got to celebrate—” 
 
    Jessa’s phone rang. “Hang on. It’s Tita Belen.” 
 
    “Isn’t it four in the morning in Manila?” 
 
    “I’d told her I was having the ultrasound this afternoon. She insisted she wanted to call when I was finished. Hang on.” Jessa answered the phone. “Hi Tita.” 
 
    A wave of questions in Tagalog greeted her. She smirked at Katie and covered the speaker. 
 
    “This might take a minute,” she said. 
 
    It took more like twenty. Jessa didn’t mind. She spoke with her aunties almost every day since she’d returned from Simith’s world, and every day she felt stronger for it. The first time she’d called, they’d cried openly between demands to never shut them out again. Their pain reminded her that they’d also lost cherished family members, and lived with the misery of watching her slip away. And while they hadn’t been thrilled by the news of her unexpected pregnancy, they wanted to be involved. They wanted to help, because they cherished her, too.  
 
    “What were you saying before?” she asked Katie after she hung up. 
 
    “I was saying we need to celebrate.” Katie waved the photos for emphasis. 
 
    “Dinner at my place?” 
 
    “That’s your idea of a party?” 
 
    “Dinner and mocktinis?” 
 
    Katie laughed. “You’re going to be a great mom. Fine, dinner and mocktinis, but I’m bringing little paper umbrellas.” 
 
    “Go nuts.” 
 
    “Hey, when luck leans your way, you’ve got to mark the occasion. After all, you just received all the finalized papers from Ruben waiving his parental rights. It’s okay to dance around a little bit.” 
 
    “Katie,” she chided. “Ruben’s been great about everything. If there’s anything to celebrate, it’s the fact that he’s not the jerk we assumed he was.” 
 
    As it turned out, Ruben’s trip to the U.S. came shortly after a rejected proposal with his childhood sweetheart. When he’d returned, they’d patched things up, the distance reminding both sides of what they meant to each other. He’d even told her about the one-night stand. It was just his bad luck that the consequences were far reaching. 
 
    His bad luck, Jessa thought silently, but not hers. These weren’t the circumstances under which she’d envisioned motherhood—and definitely not ones she’d recommend to anyone—but she was at peace with them. After losing Lola, and her parents and sisters, she’d looked at the empty chairs around the table where they’d spent so many shared meals. She’d believed they’d always be empty, but one day soon, a mother would be there again, seated alongside a son or daughter—maybe both in the future—spooning dinner onto their plates. 
 
    Even rice, she promised with a reassuring pat on her slightly swollen belly. 
 
    “I’m glad he wasn’t as bad as we’d thought,” Katie commented with a sniff, still flipping between the four pictures in her hands. 
 
    “Are you going to give those back?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Katie.” 
 
    “What? I’m just taking them home to Relle.” 
 
    She smiled. Relle still resided with Ionia, but Katie practically lived there with her when she wasn’t helping her folks with the ranch. Ionia didn’t pretend to be pleased about it, but she’d become rather civil to Katie. Jessa wasn’t surprised. It was impossible to see how happily in love Katie and Relle were and not be moved by it. 
 
    “Okay, take them back to show Relle,” Jessa said. “But do me a favor and scan them to me so I can email Ruben and everybody in Manila.” 
 
    “I will.” She looked up. “I was surprised Ruben asked you to send him updates and pictures.” 
 
    “I’m going to get questions down the road about him. It’s ideal if he’s kept up to date. Besides, you saw how emotional he was at the courthouse last week.” 
 
    Katie grunted. “I thought that was because Simith threatened his life.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Katie pursed her lips. “Oh shoot. That was a secret.” 
 
    “What secret? Tell me right now.” 
 
    “It was nothing. He just told Ruben that if he caused you any distress he would, um, remove parts of him he’d rather not have removed.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Jessa looked around for someplace to sit down. She put her back against the car.  
 
    “This was before we knew Ruben didn’t have any intention of contesting things or causing problems. I’d have high-fived our pixie-boy if I hadn’t been eavesdropping.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    Katie squinted at her. “For obvious reasons.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    She squinted some more, then exhaled loudly. “You two are driving me crazy. Weeks living together and neither has admitted they’re in love with the other?” 
 
    Jessa slid down until she sat on the pavement. “You’re wrong.” 
 
    Katie crouched next to her. “You don’t feel that way about him?” 
 
    Jessa dropped her face in her hands. 
 
    “Ah,” her friend said gently. “You’re afraid to tell him. Is this about the job offer he got?” 
 
    Jessa lifted her head. “Job offer?” 
 
    “At a national wildlife center in Maryland…” She trailed off when Jessa only stared back. “Wow. You two need to have a chat.” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “It’s pretty recent. Maybe he just hasn’t decided yet.” 
 
    “Or he has and is trying to find a way to leave.” 
 
    “Do you want him to stay?” 
 
    Jessa nodded and felt tears coming. She struggled them back. “What if he doesn’t want to?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    “I knew you’d say that.” 
 
    Katie smiled and helped Jessa up. “Take your shot.” She squeezed her shoulder. “And whatever it is, accept the answer you’re given.” 
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    After parting from Katie, Jessa took a long walk with her notebook to clear her head. She paused frequently along the path, scribbling phrases, letting her pen riff across the page without a worry for structure. She’d done this often in the past weeks. If this kept up, she might have something to submit to her publishing house by the new year. There were still times when her mind flinched from the page, but not like before. She had ways to invite the words back in. Continuing her sessions with Dr. Linda helped her to learn them.  
 
    Today, she let herself lose track of time, intentionally delaying her return home. There was no one there anyway. The emptiness didn’t bother her the way it used to, but now it took on a new shape when she imagined Simith might not live there anymore. 
 
    At dusk, she finally headed back. Katie said she and Relle would be by around seven-thirty for the mocktinis and dinner celebration. 
 
    Seven o’clock and full dark arrived before Jessa made it through her kitchen door. She nearly tripped over Simith’s backpack next to the counter. Was he home already? Switching out of her shoes and into tsinelas, she went upstairs to check his room. The door stood open, as it usually did, but a lamp was on by the bedside. At first, she didn’t see him. Then she noticed the open window that led onto the roof. 
 
    “Simith?” she called. 
 
    “Out here.” 
 
    She went to the window and leaned out. He sat alongside it, his knees drawn up, one arm loosely draped over them. He’d removed his raincoat and had donned one of his old tunics with slots for his wings to fit through. He stared up at the stars, his face carefully guarded. 
 
    “You’re home early,” she said. 
 
    “Things went well with the birds. The others decided to camp overnight. I preferred not to.” 
 
    “I assume you didn’t drive home?” 
 
    He shuffled his wings. “Correct. Your iron wagons are a difficult method of transport for me.” 
 
    “Didn’t your colleagues wonder how you’d get home without a car?” 
 
    “I’ve let them assume I’m a proficient hatch hiker.” 
 
    “Hitchhiker.” 
 
    “That, yes.” 
 
    She bit back a smile and let her eyes trace over his profile. He’d allowed his hair to grow longer, though it still required a little glamour to hide his ears. He didn’t use any now, the narrow points jutting between his light-brown locks. With his dragonfly wings draped down his back, he looked so much like Peter Pan sitting at her windowsill, ready to whisk her off to Neverland.  
 
    Jessa took a deep breath. She couldn’t imagine a better moment than this to confess things to him. The night sky beckoned the truth from her. 
 
    “Can I join you?” she asked. 
 
    He turned, warm surprise flitting over his face. “Always.” 
 
    His welcome bolstered her a bit as he offered her a hand and helped her settle as comfortably as she could on the shingles. He shifted closer, leaning an arm diagonally behind her back, but casually, as though he didn’t want her to know it was there in case she slipped. A caring gesture, one that ratcheted up the nervous roiling in her stomach. 
 
    It was one thing to let a friend into one’s life, but inviting them near one’s heart, acknowledging both to them and to oneself that their absence would hurt, was quite another. The risk itself was dizzying. 
 
    But so are the gains, another part of her pointed out. 
 
    Take your shot. 
 
    "I heard about your job offer,” she said. 
 
    He grimaced. “I only received it yesterday. I intended to tell you.” 
 
    “You forget this is a small town and news travels.” 
 
    “When I submitted that inquiry, I didn’t—It was an activity we completed in support group. Visualizing and vocalizing a life outside of conflict. Imagining, and then reaching for the life we want. I hadn’t expected they would offer the post.” 
 
    “Simith, it’s okay. I’m not upset about it.” 
 
    His eyes shifted away once more. “So, I see.” 
 
    “Does it sound like something you might accept? I know Skylark’s not all that glorious for career options." She closed her eyes briefly. Why did she say that? She wanted him to stay, not scare him off the prospect. 
 
    Simith gazed into the distance, an odd mood about him. "What name did you give me, Jessa? I never thought to ask." 
 
    The question caught her off guard. “I didn't want to replace the one your family gave you, so I just added one after Simith. I named you Salvador." 
 
    He stared at her. "You gave me your father's name?" 
 
    "I thought it fit well with the alliteration theme." She tried at a smile, but he didn't return it. "It means savior, and that's what it did. It saved us." 
 
    He turned back to watch the night for a long moment while Jessa struggled with everything she wanted to tell him. 
 
    "You speak of glory,” he said, “but it was never an ambition of mine. I wanted to chase hawks with Cirrus and tease my best friend. I wanted to return to my home each night and sleep close to those I love. And if I was fortunate, find someone to whom I could give my heart. That’s the life I always imagined. The one I wanted." 
 
    He faced her fully, his eyes dark and drowning in the moonlight. "All of that burned away in a fire of my own making, but by some magic, I found another life. Another future to reach for.” He swallowed. “I want to stay by your side. Yours and the child’s. There’s no place for me in this world if not with you. I want to give you my heart." A faint smile touched his lips. “Though, in truth, it is yours already." 
 
    It seemed strange a declaration as beautiful as that hadn’t brought the sun rushing to the horizon. He’d offered himself so sweetly, she ached to see his face filled with such bleak hope. He expected her to refuse. She knew it from the tightness of his posture, as though he anticipated a blow. 
 
    Jessa considered her reply carefully. It was important he believed what she intended to say next. 
 
    "What is a shrike?" she asked. 
 
    He blinked, then gave a joyless laugh. "You’ve seen that memory?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    He lowered his head. "A shrike is a butcherbird. It impales its prey on the nearest spike and tears it to pieces." 
 
    The memory was bright in her mind. It was the only one in which she’d seen herself. In the dream, she and Simith had entered Hollow Hill together, only this time Jessa saw what happened when he confronted his father after she’d left. She’d heard his father’s parting words. 
 
    “You're still nothing more than a shrike for the fairies." 
 
    Simith and his parents had reconciled, but from the way he watched her now—braced for heartbreak—it was clear part of him still feared others saw only the sum of his wrongs. 
 
    Jessa reached out and tilted his head up with a hand on his chin. “I’ve heard it said that life is a twisted rope with good and bad fortune coming in its turn. You’ve already been sentenced by those you harmed. I don't judge you for what you've done.” She smiled slightly. “I want you to stay." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    "I came out here to ask you not to leave." 
 
    "You did?" he choked. 
 
    "Yes. Because I love you." 
 
    His mouth opened. No sound escaped. Moisture gathered in his eyes. 
 
    “Jessa,” he whispered. He pulled her into his arms, but seemed only able to repeat her name, again and again, like an answered prayer. 
 
    She held him close, fighting back her own tears. “You know, this does mean you’ll have to come to the Philippines to meet my family. They think you’re only a friend.” 
 
    He shook with a laugh. “It would be my honor.” 
 
    “You’re not at all nervous to meet them? Not even Tita Belen?” 
 
    “She is the one who feels you’re too young for a mate?” 
 
    “Well, they’d all rather I wait until the age of retirement, but she’s especially protective.” 
 
    “Understood. If I cannot gain her trust, I’ll earn her tolerance.” 
 
    “Ha. Good luck to you, sir.” 
 
    He pulled back with a grin. “Huwag kang mag-alala. Ako’ng bahala.” 
 
    “Simith,” she breathed. “Did you use your limited magic to pick up Tagalog?” 
 
    “I came prepared to win your favor. A wise knight employs the tools at his disposal.” 
 
    “I see,” she laughed, tapping the tip of one pointed ear with her finger. "Anything else you’d like to tell me?" 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He took her face in his hands, and Jessa decided the joy in his eyes was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen. 
 
    Softly, he said, "I love you too, pooka." 
 
    Then he kissed her, and the fervor behind his gentle mouth made her wonder if he wasn't quite truthful about his ambition for glory. Time evaporated from her senses entirely—until the kitchen door banged open and the voices of their friends proclaimed their arrival downstairs. Only then did he release her, but they kept hold of each other's hands as they went back inside to the home they would make together. 
 
      
 
    ~ The End ~ 
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    Read on for an excerpt from Beneath Cruel Fathoms, book one of The Bitter Sea Trilogy 
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    After a violent storm destroys her ship, Isaura Johansdottir knows better than to hope she’ll be rescued from Eisland’s vast Failock Sea. Adrift and alone, her plans to start over lost, it’s a tragic conclusion after the disastrous end of her marriage—until she’s saved by Leonel, one of the merfolk, a creature long believed extinct. In repayment for her life, Leonel enlists her help to investigate the Failock’s mysterious and deadly plague of squalls. When Isaura discovers Eisland’s ruthless new Lord commands the storms, her life will be in more danger on land than it ever was at sea.

As guardian of the Fathoms, Leonel must find the cause of unnatural storms ravaging the tidal currents and destroying the sea life. There are rumors of dark magic stirring in the Orom Abyss, the resting place of old, vanquished gods who tried to submerge the land millennia ago. Yet without proof, no one in King Ægir’s court will listen to him. And if it’s discovered he broke the Blue Laws to save a shipwrecked landweller, he might not survive the consequences.

As storms spread, Leonel and Isaura uncover secrets as forbidden as the bond that grows between them. Betrayal lurks in the restless sea, and when ancient powers lay siege to Eisland’s coast, the truth may be drowned along with everything else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    The Failock Sea spoke gently. 
 
    From within her quarters aboard the Visundr, Isaura listened to the steady ritual of nighttime waves brushing against the hull and the relative quiet of the ship. Most of the men would be in their bunks by now, leaving the night crew to man the cargo freighter until dawn. If she wanted to go out there, this was the moment. 
 
    As had been her routine each evening, Isaura cracked open her cabin door to listen. The sea breeze streamed in like a visitor she’d been ignoring, ruffling the strands of blonde hair that had escaped the hood of her cloak. Hearing nothing more than the murmur of sailors and the creak of ropes, Isaura stole out from her cabin for the breath of fresh air she’d been longing for all day. This was the only time she could be sure Captain Wendelsson had retired to his bunk and would be unavailable to herd her back inside like some vulnerable lamb wandering away from the flock. 
 
    When she’d negotiated her passage aboard his ship, she had agreed to obey his rules while on board, she just hadn’t expected one of them to be so outrageous. Her ability to accede to his edict that a single and unchaperoned woman should not traipse about the deck had expired within a day of this two-week journey from Dinark to Eisland. Isaura made other arrangements to secure her freedom of movement—even an unaccompanied woman was entitled to air, wasn’t she?—and sailors taking the night shift were more than happy to exchange their silence for the services of a healer. She had only just finished her apprenticeship, but natural talent and five years learning from renowned healer Hekla Larsdottir inspired their confidence where her twenty-five years might not. 
 
    The wheelman, Gunnar, sighted her as she stepped onto the deck. He shot a quick look toward the entrance to the crew cabins and then beckoned her over with a toothy smile. 
 
    “I’d hoped you might come out. Watch your step now. Kristofer’s been decorating the wood from his watch,” he nodded toward the crow’s nest at the top of the mast he stood beside then gestured at deck boards. Even in the dim light of the lantern secured beside the wheel, Isaura made out the chunky splatters speckling the area. 
 
    She stepped carefully around them, wrinkling her nose. “Is he sick?” 
 
    “Ate something what didn’t agree with him.” 
 
    “Like the cheese I told him he’s allergic to?” 
 
    “Aye,” he chuckled, swiping wisps of his frothy red hair out of his wind-worn face. “Said he couldn’t believe the gods would be cruel enough to cleave him from his favorite food. He sent a few coins over the side in appeal to Ægir and supped on both cheese and faith.” 
 
    And idiocy. Isaura dug into the satchel slung across her shoulder. “What did he think the Lord of the Ocean could do to alleviate a dairy allergy? That’s not exactly His domain.” 
 
    Gunnar shrugged. “A sailor knows better than to pray to other gods whilst crossing the Sea King’s territory, especially with the temper of this year’s storm season.” 
 
    That was true enough. Several ships had gone down in recent months. Even in the midst of sorting through the wreckage of her life, the news of them had reached Isaura’s ears. No survivors, only bits and pieces of debris scattered across the white-capped waves. Not all storms were spun by the gods of Aegirheim, but even the oldest sailors couldn’t recall when the sea had been as treacherous as this. 
 
    Isaura had planned to wait for a calmer season before leaving the greater isle of Dinark for Eisland. After that day at the market though, drowning by sea sounded preferable to drowning by sorrow. Now that she was out here, remembering those accounts turned her gaze skyward with a nervous pang. 
 
    She needn’t have worried. The night sky twinkled quietly above, the breeze a steady puff against the sails, and although she could not see the slide and shift of the waves, they whispered an untroubled hiss from the darkness. All was well. 
 
    A low call came from the crow’s nest. The flicker of the distant torch high above outlined the silhouette of someone leaning over the railing of the basket. 
 
    “Keep your voice down lest you want the captain to come out,” Gunnar called back in the same lowered tone, cupping his hands around his mouth. He turned back to her. “I don’t suppose you have something in your miracle bag to stop that fool boy from painting the ship more than he has? We’ll be up swabbing the deck till midday as it is.” 
 
    Isaura grimaced sympathetically and retrieved the tonic she’d been looking for from her satchel. “Two draughts now and two at sunrise,” she instructed. “That should settle the digestive upset.” 
 
    Gunnar took the clay flask and set it in the canvas sack sitting on a loop of rope at the base of the mast. With a quick whistle, he signaled with his hands—two fingers, then two fingers again—before sending the sack upward on the pulley. When it arrived, the silhouette dipped down to retrieve it, then signaled something back. 
 
    “He sends his thanks,” Gunner told her. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    “Do you mean to head to your spot, miss, or have you inhaled enough of the perfume Kristofer provided us down here?” 
 
    That had been her intention, but the night was cooler than she’d expected, her fingers already stiff since she’s forgotten to bring her gloves. Still, the quiet of her cabin made her chest feel tight and her thoughts deafening. She usually slept better after she spent time in the night air with the Failock’s song filling her head. 
 
    “I think I’ll take in the view a few minutes before heading in.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what is it you look at from the prow? Not much to see in the dark.” 
 
    It was hard to explain why the absence of a view comforted her. For some reason, she liked the inability to see ahead. No reason to worry about what might happen if you didn’t know it was there. Then again, being blind to things hadn’t spared her from any heartbreak. 
 
    “It helps me clear my head,” she told Gunnar. 
 
    The wheelman nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Not too long, if you please. Captain’s been checking in on us at odd times and I’d rather he didn’t decide his night crew needs a flogging for insubordination.” 
 
    She gaped. “Would he really do that?” 
 
    “He’s in a mood this trip.” 
 
    “Because of me,” she sighed in exasperation. “What is Wendelsson’s displeasure with me? I paid him well and haven’t gotten in anyone’s way.” 
 
    “Captain’s not used to passengers, this being a cargo ship. And, well,” Gunnar offered a slight smile that gentled the blunt words that came next, “might be he resents not having a choice in the matter, what with you mentioning your father’s name.” 
 
    “I never gave him my father’s name. Only mine.” 
 
    “Johansdottir, you told him, on your way to Eisland to see your father. There’s but one Johan living there, and no man, even a captain, would refuse to bring home the daughter of a celebrated knight such as he, retired or not. As I’m sure you knew, miss, smart as you are.” 
 
    She didn’t try to argue it. He was right. In a week’s time, a passenger liner could’ve taken her, but she hadn’t wanted to wait. She couldn’t bear another seven days. If she were honest, she had more or less bullied her way aboard, forcing the captain to make adjustments, including, though she’d argued it unnecessary, giving up his cabin to ensure she slept secure and separate from the crew. 
 
    Isaura stared at her boots. “I never meant to be a nuisance.” 
 
    “Not to worry, miss. We’ve had a merry time watching the captain bluster and stomp,” Gunnar replied, all smirk. “Haven’t had a ship’s healer in a few voyages neither, which has been fine indeed.” 
 
    She smiled and patted his shoulder. “You’re a kind man, Gunnar.” 
 
    “Might be that I am. Just don’t mention it to Kristofer. When I tell him I mean to toss him overboard if he so much as looks at cheese again, I want him to believe it.” 
 
    “Your secret’s safe with me,” she laughed as she stepped away. “I won’t stay out here long.” 
 
    The wind had picked up, blustery and damp. Isaura pulled her cloak tighter around herself, grateful she’d remembered to put on that second pair of woolen stockings under her layered skirts. The darkness greeted her as she reached the prow and braced her forearms against the railing. The shredded sigh of waves splitting against the Visundr’s nose echoed from the inky black. 
 
    Isaura stared into the absent horizon. Tonight, it gave no comfort, the initial pleasure of the open air blowing away like the gusts skimming past her cheeks. Six months ago, she would not have believed she’d be traveling home to Eisland, or that she’d even think of the rural isle of her childhood as home again. Dinark, the kingdom’s Great Isle and glittering capital, had become home to her. Love and her studies had made it so, even in five short years. Hekla, her mentor and friend, had filled her days with purpose and learning, while Jan’s loving arms met her in their little home each evening. 
 
    Isaura’s thumb rubbed at the indent on her finger where her wedding band had rested. She wondered if Jan had retrieved the ring from the floorboards after she’d chucked it at him, if he’d dredged up more emotion than that infuriating calm he had used to tell her it was over. 
 
    “Isaura, aren’t you tired of pretending?” 
 
    It didn’t matter, she informed the wounded, bitter pit lodged in her guts. That life was gone. That love, too, was over, no matter how much passion Jan had professed at the beginning. A lesson in managing expectations, really. Why had she thought he would still love her after learning she was broken?  
 
    With difficulty, she pushed the thought of him aside. Better to think ahead to the reunion waiting for her on Eisland, and her father’s enthusiastic letter of reply when she’d written to say she was coming. For a visit. Shame had kept her from telling him of her failed marriage or asking to move back to the family farm as she had no home to return to in Dinark. He would take her in, blessed as she was with the best of fathers, but her need for it, at her age, was humiliating. 
 
    Maybe it was better not to think of this either. 
 
    Instead, her hand went to the silver brooch on the collar of her dress, a farewell gift from Hekla. Isaura had gone slightly faint at the sight of her mentor pinning the Helm of Awe there. The eight spiked tridents tipped with onyx gems radiated out from a central point, a symbol of both protection and strength. 
 
    “But I’ve only just completed my studies,” she’d argued. “I haven’t earned the healer’s sigil yet.” 
 
    Hekla had brushed aside her hands, ivory braids swaying as she shook her head. “Then do so,” she told her and pulled her into a tight embrace. “One day, and not far off, your skill will surpass mine. May it remind you of your worth and that not all love is fickle.” 
 
    Love and friendship. Shame and heartache. Endings and beginnings. Such was the storm of Isaura’s thoughts that she didn’t notice the pungent scent of rain until she turned to go back to her cabin and glanced upward. The stars had disappeared. 
 
    A jagged bolt of lightning ripped across the sky and illuminated a monstrous spiral of clouds. She gasped. The clouds hung so low they almost snagged on the mast. Kristofer’s warning cry went up from the crow’s nest. 
 
    “Typhoon!” 
 
    The word sent a jolt of confounded terror through her. A typhoon? That wasn’t possible. Typhoons occurred in warmer climates, far south of the kingdom’s chilly northern isles. Another crackling blaze of lightning fractured the sky and sent an avalanche of rain plummeting down, soaking her through in an instant. 
 
    The crew swarmed onto the deck, appearing as if out of the rain itself, rushing to take down the sails and secure anything loose. She spotted Captain Wendelsson with them. His bellowed orders threaded the rising wail of the storm, though Isaura couldn’t make them out. Thunder roared. Waves slammed against the hull and she gripped the railing with both hands to keep from being thrown from her feet. She caught a glimpse of three men grappling with the spinning wheel at the helm before someone seized her arm. 
 
    Her startled shout was lost to the wind. Gunnar stood beside her, his red hair gone black where it plastered to his brow. He shouted something she didn’t hear. She followed when he tugged her away from the railing. His sea legs far sturdier than hers on the lurching deck, he guided them between the chaos of men toward the quarterdeck and the ladder that led to the crew cabins. There, he paused.  
 
    “Get below,” he had to shout in her ear for her to catch any of his words. “Lock yourself in quarters and find something to hold on to.” 
 
    She nodded with a glance toward the crew. Her eye landed on Captain Wendelsson. The expression on his face was frighteningly neutral, like a man concealing all emotion lest he give away the truth of his thoughts. She’d seen Hekla wear the same one around dying patients. 
 
    Fear squeezed her heart. She needed to let Gunnar get back to the wheel, but couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Is the ship going to make it?” 
 
    Gunnar was less skilled at hiding his thoughts, his eyes wide with alarm. “Storm feels wrong. Unnatural to come up like this.” He shook his head. “If we have to abandon ship, the life rafts are on the starboard—” 
 
    The hairs on the nape of her neck rose and Gunnar whirled around. A spear of lightning dropped from the swollen sky. It impaled the main mast, a needle of white flame. The wood cracked like a cannon shot, splintering as it snapped in half. The thrashing outline of Kristofer where he tumbled from the crow’s nest followed the sails as they fell into the sea. 
 
    The ship pitched down sharply, hurling Isaura and Gunnar away from the ladder. She lost sight of him. A wall of seawater muscled over the railing. It swept her off her feet, thrusting her up a deck turned vertical. Then the ship righted, the water rushing back and taking her with it. She skidded across the deck, arms flailing for purchase in the utter darkness. Before she could find it, she bashed into something. Hard. The impact jarred her back and almost knocked her senseless. Distantly, she was aware of rolling, of crashing through the railing and falling. 
 
    It felt like forever, a suspended moment without beginning or end—until she plunged into the frigid shock of the sea. Icy cold raked her body and brought her back to herself. Waves swarmed her, shoved her down, sideways, up. Seawater filled her mouth. Panic filled her belly. Her skirts tentacled her legs in heavy fabric while the Failock tossed her around like a toy. She fought with all the desperate fervor of trapped prey, thrashing, gasping for tiny sips of air before the waves pushed her head under. When her arm bumped against an object, one her body recognized as something other than the liquid iron of the sea, she grasped it. Her fingers closed around the slanted rim. A skiff? One of the life rafts? The rescue it offered sent relief and terror and dread through her all at once. It could save her. It could be torn away. 
 
    Isaura didn’t know how she held on to it with her numb fingers. Didn’t know how she managed to clamber into its narrow shell without capsizing it, but she did. She lay on her back, gripping either side while the rain battered her face and the waves punished her injured back. She held on all night. She held on until the scream of the wind quieted, until the shear and crest of the waves gentled, and the sky bled with the colors of dawn. She survived. She wept for it and for the souls who had drowned with the noble Visundr. Gunnar, Kristofer, and all the others. 
 
    It wasn’t until the end of the following day that she realized it would have been better if she’d drowned along with them. 
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If | can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain;
If | can ease one life the aching,
Or cool one pain,
Or help one fainting robin
Unto his nest again,
| shall not live in vain.
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THE DAWN CHORUS

By Jessa Dimaandal
Skylark, Michigan

Their voices sing with the rising sun
The heralds of when dreams are done
They speak of starts
Of day
Of light
Of hours that the sun fills bright
But they cannot know what it is
To be
Bound to earth and not the trees
The jet-cyed blackbird
The Eurasian Wren
The robin
The owl
The chaffinch
Sing, they sing, relentless sweet
A new day come for us Lo greet
They do not know

They do not see

For me
Night endures endlessly
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And into
the forest | go,
To lose my mind
and find my soul.
- John Muir
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