
Chapter One

			“I think it’s ready.” Maeve carefully tugged the trio of flat, palm-sized servings of acorn bread from their baking stone near the edge of the fire burning in the hearth. She placed them on a smaller brown rock and carried it to the wooden table in the middle of her cluttered kitchen. She stepped back, admiring her latest batch of savory sustenance. Hands on her hips, she asked, “Care to try one?”

			Her companion snake, Rowan, slithered lazily onto the table, draping over an empty cauldron so his back half lay between a pair of dirty cups and a half-eaten apple. His slender silver body, peppered with black patches that formed no distinct pattern, moved steadily closer to the hot bread. His thin pink tongue flickered out, taking in her latest feat.

			He lifted his head and met her gaze. “Well?” she asked, staring into his round black pupils. He blinked.

			She grinned. “I knew you’d like it. Now, let’s see.” Quickly, she adjusted the handkerchief to keep her hair from her face, then picked up the closest piece, carefully holding the bread like a disc, the pads of her fingers and thumb beneath it. She took a bite, closing her eyes and savoring the hint of sweet in the dough. “Yes, this is definitely one of my best. It was the honey I added to the acorn flour.” She took another bite and scanned the dozens of clay jars and woven baskets littering this table, along with the smaller table next to the fire. “I think I’ll try adding elderberries next time.”

			Rowan’s tongue flickered.

			“Don’t be greedy,” Maeve told him. He turned his head, showing her only one eye. She laughed. “Of course I’m kidding. Have as much as you like.” Finishing the bread, she muttered, “Not like anyone else is here to eat them.”

			She brushed crumbs from her worn, forest green tunic. Sipping from a cup half-full with water, she tried to ignore the familiar sense of sadness that crept upon her. Only recently had she begun to feel such longings, as she’d decided to call them. For years, she’d been perfectly content in her quiet life.

			Rowan slithered across the table, knocking over a stack of berries. Maeve had found him when she was fifteen while collecting fresh fruit. He’d been coiled beneath a rowan tree just outside the border of her spring fen, the low-lying grassland at the base of a hill. Having never seen a snake before, she’d screamed, which had prompted the poor creature to coil tighter in fright. Realizing he was as afraid as she was, Maeve had left him alone. Over the next few days, however, she’d spotted him again, each time a few yards closer to her home. One day, she’d stepped outside and bent to pick up a new baking stone from the collection near her door, only to yelp at the sight of the two-foot spiral of silver unraveling in greeting.

			Having a snake follow her home was the most exciting thing that had happened to her, maybe ever. She’d named him and let him stay until he was the closest thing she had to a friend.

			She washed her hands in the water basin below one of the windows that looked out into her small corner of the realm. She stared at the monotonous wall of green, all thirty-two shades—she’d counted—and tried to shake this sense of longing from her limbs. She knew what it was about, this feeling. It had to do with living alone since her mother’s disappearance fifteen years ago. It had to do with the absurd number of bread loaves sitting on the table behind her. It had to do with the fact that her only friend was a snake.

			She knew she might be mad. She knew talking to a snake was likely not what everyone else in the realm did. Not that she’d met anyone else. She just had a feeling.

			After stoking the fire to rekindle the yellow flames, Maeve crossed the only room of her modest home, the earthen floor compact beneath the soles of her hand-me-down, ankle-high boots. She paused to stand before a tall foggy mirror leaned against the wall. Her mother had found it on one of her outings to the river when Maeve was young. Sometimes, people from Uterni used the empty land as a dumping ground for old and broken things. This cracked mirror was one. Its edges were uneven around the glass; what was once probably an ornate frame was now gone, the ancient wood eaten away by time. Still, the glass was in decent condition, and in it, Maeve scrutinized her figure. The mirror was almost as tall as she was, though she didn’t know if she was short or tall compared to others. She had to step back and hunch to see all of herself. She reached beneath her short tunic to the waist of her pants. Standing sideways, she frowned.

			She ran her hands over her wide hips. Like her height, she wasn’t sure whether her figure was like that of others. Personally, she’d always likened her body to that of a pear, with its wider lower half that seemed to pinch at the waist that went straight from hips to bosom. She shrugged, brushing off the shoulders of her tunic. She felt healthy. That—as her mother used to say—was what mattered.

			Stepping closer, she played with the edges of her hair. Most of it fell to her shoulders, coming to rest above the fair skin exposed by the wide neck of her tunic. Some thick pieces, however, lay in jagged sections an inch above the rest, the result of her own attempt at a haircut. She’d tried braids, buns, and even letting her golden locks swing free, but ultimately, her hair only seemed to fall in her face and obstruct her vision. It grew fast, so on a monthly basis for the last year, she’d taken a sharp knife and started chopping. It wasn’t like there was anyone other than Rowan to see her. What did it matter if her hair was uneven?

			She was on her own and had been for a long time. That was the spark that ignited these recent longings. Every day for years now, she’d been alone. She knew she had to be. Her mother had explained everything. Despite that, Maeve—now in her twenty-fourth year—found herself longing for something, or someone, to come along.

			A raven cawed overhead. She looked to the sloping thatch ceiling. She traced the beams to the carefully laid stones and boulders that comprised the rounded walls of her home. Between some of the stones was a layer of peat or moss, but most of the boulders were so closely placed, not even a whisper of wind could breach them.

			A familiar thud sounded just outside her door. Maeve lingered a moment more at the mirror. Reaching up, she wiped a crumb from the corner of her mouth, then held her own gaze. Her gray eyes were the only pair she’d seen since her mother had gone. She wondered at the swirling silver around her pupils until Rowan gave a low hiss.

			“All right, I’m going.” She gave him a short wave before walking past two wooden chairs, one of which held a thick layer of dust, past a low-framed bed shoved into the corner, a single woolen blanket tucked neatly around it. Rowan was at her heels when she pulled open the door. Evening light of an early spring day greeted her as the sun sank behind the high, thick tree cover lining her overgrown fen. The greens, browns, and grays all seemed to meld into one in the dawning twilight. A single fairy nest glowed to her right.

			She bent to collect the basket of goods that had been left for her. It seemed to contain the usual assortment of plums, gooseberries, and flaxseed. As she held a cluster of raspberries, examining the ridged exterior of the fuchsia fruit, Rowan wrapped around her right leg, then leaned his head to hover over the basket as if to get a better look.

			“Always so nosy,” she teased. Replacing the berries, she rummaged until she found the folded piece of pale parchment. “Let’s see if there’s any news.”

			Unfolding it, Maeve was greeted with the familiar slanted writing of her caretaker. At least, that was what she’d dubbed the mysterious individual who, once a moon, left her baskets like this one. They were her lifeline to the outside world and kept her in enough supplies to get through the days. At first, she hadn’t known what to make of the monthly offerings. When she was younger, a small part of her had hoped it might be her mother leaving these gifts, but that had been a silly childish wish. Her mother was gone. Even if she was alive, it wasn’t likely she was free and living among the kingdom. A small part of Maeve hoped she was out there somewhere. But that small part grew fainter each day. Over time, Maeve had accepted her lot in life. Her curiosity about who left the basket waned as she simply took the stranger’s benevolence with resigned gratitude.

			This month’s letter read:

			 

			M,

			I couldn’t get honey this time, apologies. I hope the raspberries will make up for my shortcomings.

			A banshee was caught on royal grounds. The wood nymphs snared two humans last moon.

			 

			Maeve scanned the lengthy list of fae-happenings. After a short briefing on the elves to the east, she frowned as she read:

			 

			No, M. Nothing of your mother.

			I’ll try again on the honey next time. Stay safe, and don’t wander far.

			 

			She read the last line aloud, happy the writer couldn’t hear the disdain in her voice. She shoved the note back into the basket. Rowan slithered down and stretched along the grassy edge of her home. She looped her arm under the basket’s woven handle and leaned against the wall beside him.

			She was grateful for the Caretaker. She didn’t know what she’d do without his supplies. She was a mediocre hunter, more of a trapper, really. She wandered to the river, fifty paces from her fen, when she needed water, but that was as far as she could go, something the Caretaker seemed to know. He had to know her or of her life. One idea was that this person was some acquaintance of her mother’s, perhaps somebody who’d taken pity after learning she had a daughter she’d left behind. Maeve closed her eyes, picturing the curled edges of the “M” in shimmery black ink.

			She’d been named after her grandmother, whose mother had caused such turmoil—inflicted so much pain and ruined so many lives—that she’d banished herself to this tiny pocket of the realm. Here, she couldn’t hurt anyone with her powers, the powers she’d passed down to her daughter and her granddaughter after that, until they’d reached Maeve.

			Each woman had lived a life of isolation chosen by and for each of them. But as Maeve’s mother had said, it was the only way to keep innocent people from being hurt, to keep others safe from creatures like them. Being the great-granddaughter of the infamous gorgon Medusa didn’t leave her any other choice. Momentarily, the old man’s face, gray as stone, swam before her. Just as he had when she was a child, he fell hard near the river, the sound reverberating. She shuddered.

			The sky deepened to crimson. Maeve turned. “Come on, Rowan.”

			At least she had him, she thought, as he slithered inside behind her. It could be worse. She could have been hunted like her great-grandmother, or she could submit to the crushing loneliness that sometimes roared like a blazing fire. That was what her grandmother had done. Maybe her mother was smart, disappearing before either could happen. But then, Maeve thought about the stories, the awful, heart-wrenching stories her mother had told her before she’d left. If her mother had left willingly, why would she endanger the lives of any human whose path she crossed? Maeve might never know why or how her mother left. It was one of many things she couldn’t think about, or she’d go mad.

			No, it was better to be grateful. It was easier not to ask questions or wonder why things were the way they were. She’d learned long ago what happened when she pushed the boundaries of her life. It was better to stay where she was and be safe. It was too dangerous out there.

			She was too dangerous.


Chapter Ten

			Later, Keeva was still in her day tunic and boots, staring out her chamber window when a quick knock was followed by Naela bursting into the room wearing a satisfied grin that exaggerated her dimpled cheeks.

			“Gods, it’s cold out there.” She shivered, closing the door behind her. “I thought it was nearly summer.”

			Keeva pulled her gaze from the distant cliffs, a series of jagged shadows under the nearly full moonlight. “This is as warm as it gets.”

			“Don’t remind me.” Naela untied the neck of her cloak and swept it off, placing it on a chair near the wall. “Have you any wine?”

			Keeva nodded, moving to pour a goblet from the remaining cask on the round oak table that sat atop a black bearskin in the middle of her room.

			“Thanks,” Naela said, taking the drink. She eyed Keeva over the rim. “You all right?”

			Glancing up, Keeva realized she was still holding the cask, her arm frozen as if to pour again. “Oh.” She set it down. “Sorry. I’ve got a lot on my mind.” She continued at Naela’s expectant gaze: “I spoke with Queen Sina earlier.”

			Running the pad of her finger beneath her lips to catch a drop of the red liquid, Naela said, “My parents told me about the meeting. They say she was completely paranoid, borderline mad, even.”

			“She’s not mad,” Keeva replied too quickly.

			Naela raised her free hand, palm up. “I was only repeating what I heard.” Keeva sighed. Naela, meanwhile, took a seat in one of the high-back chairs, the leather hides of its backing giving with a creak of the wooden frame. “Anyway.” She took another sip. “I’ve got some information for you regarding our mysterious Epona.”

			Keeva blinked. Her interaction with Sina had taken residence at the forefront of her mind for the last hour. She’d nearly forgotten about the woman who might be the only one able to help her mother. She pulled up a chair excitedly. “Did you find her?”

			“No. But,” Naela said, leaning forward to catch Keeva’s disappointed gaze, “I spent all day with my aunt. Between her home and the leprechaun lodging, I’ll be lucky to ever get the smell of mead out of my hair.” She shook her head, the black spirals bouncing.

			“Did she tell you how to find Epona?”

			“She had some suggestions. As did many of the patrons at the lodge. Odd bunch, they are.”

			“That’s great.” Keeva felt her chest tighten in anticipation. “We can make a list of possible locations, then compare those with the places where the fruit she dispenses grows. We’ll narrow our search between them and find her in no time.”

			Naela smiled. “We need to learn where those groves are first. I’ve neglected asking Donovan. Though, I still think he’s the best resource in that regard.”

			“What else did your aunt say?” Keeva didn’t want to dwell on the idea of needing her brother for this, even indirectly. “Any advice on gaining favor with Epona? Everyone has something they want, something we might offer her in exchange for help.”

			“No,” Naela said, setting the goblet aside. “Though, I’m not sure what the Otherworld gatekeeper could really desire.” Keeva pondered the thought when Naela added, “My aunt did extend a word of caution.”

			“Oh?”

			“There are stories. Always are. My aunt told one in particular of a man named Svenheld who went in search of Epona and her key.” Keeva sat, pulling one knee close to listen. “She told me how people have tried for centuries to trick or trap Epona. Svenheld, after hearing of those failed attempts, decided to try something different. He wasn’t going to use magic or deception. He would simply wait.” Naela crossed one leg in her chair, her forearms on the armrests as she recounted the tale. “Svenheld’s brother was very ill. He knew his brother would be gone soon, so he decided that he would wait for Epona when she came to collect him.”

			“Not a bad idea,” said Keeva.

			“Not at all. When his brother passed one winter’s night, Svenheld was there at his bedside. When the village was asleep and he himself nearly so, that’s when he heard the hoofbeats.”

			“Epona’s horse.”

			“Svenheld sprang up to find the spirit of his brother outside and astride the giant steed behind Epona. Silently, he followed them into the wildlands near Uterni’s border. After walking for hours, Svenheld watched as Epona dismounted, leading his brother to an ancient tree that stood as tall as a giant.”

			“What happened?”

			“He called to her. Epona turned, seemingly surprised at the mortal whose sad eyes pled as passionately as his words. ‘Spare my brother,’ Svenheld said. ‘Please, he’s all I have.’” Naela’s face fell, and Keeva listened, enraptured. “Epona ignored him. She ushered Svenheld’s brother through a door cut into the trunk of the mighty ash. A door she unlocked with a key that hung around her neck.”

			“She didn’t show mercy?”

			Naela shook her head. “Svenheld was distraught at her indifference. In a rage, he lunged when Epona’s back was turned. He reached for her key, desperate to keep his brother in this realm.”

			Keeva’s breath caught, sympathizing with this poor man’s actions.

			“The moment his fingers gripped the key, the earth broke open. Angry smoke and screaming fire erupted before him, drowning his senses in agony and chaos. The wails of the dead shrieked in protest across the land.” Naela’s voice rose a pitch as she continued. “Then, Dagda himself rose up, summoned from his throne by Svenheld’s act. The king of the Otherworld struck him down on the spot, and the gatekeeper led not one but two men through the door that night.”

			A strong wind blew in from the window. Keeva shuddered. “Gods, Naela.” She drew a deep breath, then said more to herself, “It’s only a story.”

			Naela leaned back, taking a deep breath. “A right scary one, don’t you think?”

			Keeva replied, trying to hide the wavering timber her voice took on. “A tale with a lesson meant to frighten children.”

			Naela watched her. “Maybe. Still, Keevs.” She pulled her chair closer. “We need to be careful with this.”

			“I know.” Keeva pinched the bridge of her nose. “Besides,” she said, shaking her shoulders as if to shed the lingering sensation of dread the story had left, “the circumstances are different. This is a matter of the royal family. I’m not implying Svenheld’s brother wasn’t important,” she said at Naela’s raised brow, “but this is my mother. Queen Asta Glantor. A kingdom needs its leader.”

			Naela looked at her a moment more before fiddling with the sleeve of her tunic. Keeva knew her mind. She could hear her thoughts, could hear her thinking that while losing a ruler was hard, it was something that always happened. Kings died. Queens passed on. Even a prince might meet an untimely end. It was a fact Keeva knew, but it was not something she was ready for when it came to her mother. She was too young. There was still so much to do. It wasn’t time.

			“Well,” Naela said after a minute, “I’m with you, nevertheless. We’ve survived our adventures up until now.” She grinned. “What’s one more?”

			Keeva laughed. She was right. She and Naela, along with Donovan, had snuck out of the castle more times than she could count. Her parents trusted them but would surely be cross to learn how often the three of them spent time at the tumultuous seaside practicing spells or camping out near the wildlands during festivals. There was even the one time she and Naela had dressed up as guards—the latter having swiped armor from her parents’ room—and joined a patrol squad simply to know what it was like.

			“Thank you, Naela,” Keeva finally said, feeling warm with memories.

			Naela stood. “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve got to narrow down potential locations first.”

			“Soon, though.”

			Naela’s gaze seemed to understand that she wasn’t asking. Keeva’s mother was running out of time. They needed to act. “One week. We’ll start our search after the half moon.”

			Keeva nodded.

			“Now, I’ve got to find that brother of yours.”

			Keeva followed Naela to the door. “It’s rather late, don’t you think?”

			Naela dipped her chin, a futile effort to hide a smile. Her eyes held a hint of mischief. “Not when I bring him his favorite dessert that I’ll ask the cook to leave before he’s gone to bed.”

			“Gods,” Keeva said, shaking her head, “my brother really can’t see what’s right under his nose, can he?”

			“You’ve got to lead a man to water, Keevs,” Naela teased, pulling on her cloak at the open door.

			Keeva sighed. “It doesn’t seem to matter either way, does it?” She flashed back to three summers before when she’d tried, and failed, to court a dashing young woman who worked for the Uterni shipyard. “Women aren’t much easier.”

			Naela laughed. “You just need to find the right one.” Her gaze turned thoughtful, and she opened her mouth to speak.

			Holding up a hand, Keeva cut her off. She knew Naela was going to begin another tirade of relationship advice that Keeva was not in the mood for. Gently, she shoved Naela through the doorway. “Another time,” she said, and Naela frowned. “Good night. And thanks again for today.”

			Naela turned, pouting good-naturedly. “You can’t hide from love forever, Keevs.”

			“I promise, if I ever find it, I’ll sprint at it head-on.”

			Naela chuckled and waved her off. Keeva, smiling, closed the door behind her.


Chapter Eleven

			That night, Maeve dreamt of the day her mother had gone. Maeve had been at home, working diligently to sew a patch in her tunic. Her mother had gone with the sun to fetch water from the river. At midday, Maeve’s stomach had rumbled. She’d glanced up from her work and frowned. Her mother hadn’t returned.

			“Mother?” she’d called, her nine-year-old voice barely carrying to the far side of the warm room. She glanced to each window, then to the door, its lock firmly in place. Maeve had slowly stood, placing her work carefully in her chair. She’d called again, this time louder. “Mother?”

			Silence.

			Maeve hadn’t known what to do. She’d returned to her stitchwork. She’d found a handful of berries to eat. All the while, she’d stared at the door. Her mother had told her never to open it unless she’d heard their signal. Four quick knocks. No matter how long she’d stared at the door that day, though, the sound had never come.

			It wasn’t until the next morning that Maeve had worked up the courage to open the door. She’d peeked out, trembling, fearful of the familiar sounds of her fen. Each fairy buzz, each cackle from a magpie had left her unnerved. It had taken an hour to tiptoe to the river.

			At the top of the bank, she’d found the bucket her mother had used to fetch water. Faint footprints were stamped into the mud, but they were sullied with the night’s rain, and Maeve couldn’t distinguish them from the animal and nymph prints nearby.

			“Mother?” she’d called again, holding the bucket close to her chest. Tears brimming, she’d shouted again, “Mother!”

			Maeve jolted awake. Her breath came fast, and she clutched a hand over her chest. Moonlight streamed through her window, still and ignorant to the stifling dread heavy on her shoulders. The feeling stayed with her through the day. The old man’s face reflected at her in every cup of water. Dain shouted from the shadows.

			Anxious, Maeve checked her snares three times that day. Something was coming.

			* * *

			When their mother didn’t join them for breakfast the next morning, Keeva went to her parents’ chamber after leaving a plate of poached pheasant eggs and berries untouched.

			“Come in,” her mother called, the feeble lilt making Keeva rush into the room and hurriedly close the door behind her to keep out any drafts. Once inside, she found an uncommon sight: her mother alone. “Sweetheart, good morning.”

			Keeva worked to hide her surprise but had a feeling her mother noticed as Keeva’s lips parted at the sight of her shockingly pale face and gaunt cheeks. Had she really declined so much in just a few days? That combined with the lack of diligent castle staff and maidens made Keeva feel oddly adrift as she crossed the vast space. “I came to see if they can bring you anything from the dining hall.” She sat at the foot of her mother’s bed where piles of sheepskins lay under even more bundles of scrolls and kingdom documents, like the one her mother held unfurled in her lap.

			“Oh, no, thank you, darling.” She finished reading and looked up. The shadows beneath her eyes made her seem more phantom than human.

			“Are you sure?” Keeva asked. “I can call down for some lamb or even a fresh loaf of bread. You should eat something.”

			Her mother smiled, her eyes twinkling. “Maybe later.”

			Not sure what to say, Keeva rubbed one hand up her left arm, running her fingers over her biceps, which were feeling sore following last night’s archery practice. After Naela’s visit, she’d been wound up with the potential hope of finding Epona and couldn’t sleep. She’d spent the night with a quiver and her favorite bow to quell her restless mind.

			“How was your training last night?” Her mother always seemed to know what Keeva was up to, despite being confined to her room most days.

			“Fine,” she answered, fiddling with the end of her dagger earring as she caught sight of the fresh scars on her mother’s arms from another attempt at bloodletting. “Any new remedies?” She gestured to the bedside table. It seemed Tacari had been there, as the dozens of vials were arranged by both color and height.

			“A few.” Her mother was still watching her.

			Keeva nodded, chewing her lip as she summoned the right way to phrase her uncertainties and explain the sense of foreboding that overwhelmed her each time she walked by this room. “Mother…”

			“Do you plan to go into the market today? I hear people are complaining about the rising cost of meat. We should speak to the vendors as soon as possible.”

			“Of course.” Keeva took a breath.

			“And remind your brother to see to the herders. He needs to remind them to not let any of their flock stray. Sheep keep wandering to the border and are being snatched by banshees. Gods know why.”

			“I will. Mother, I—”

			Suddenly, her mother’s eyes closed. Her chapped lips pursed, and she winced.

			“Mother, what is it?” Keeva moved closer, taking her hand. It was scorching hot to the touch, and at this proximity, the high fever set in her mother’s cheeks was evident.

			“Pain. It’s only pain.”

			“I’ll order more henbane.” Keeva could smell it wafting from her mother’s sweaty skin, the pretense of mint gone. The stench was like dead earth. She clenched her jaw and tried to breathe through her mouth.

			Her mother, the wave of pain apparently gone, returned to her scroll, her hands trembling. “Another thing, make sure that you remind your father he needs to speak to the stablemen. The horses are entirely too—”

			“Mother.” The sharp edge to Keeva’s tone surprised even her. “Stop.”

			For another moment, her mother’s gaze remained on the parchment. She closed her eyes, and Keeva feared she had passed out until she spoke, her voice low. “Keeva, these are important matters to attend to.”

			“You know I understand that.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes. Mother, how can you say that? I understand my responsibilities to the kingdom. You have taught us that since we were children.”

			Her mother slowly leaned back, her tired eyes scrutinizing Keeva’s face. “Yet, lately, you seem to be throwing yourself into training and combat magic more and more.”

			“It helps me,” Keeva replied, cutting her gaze to the floor where old rags sat waiting for collection. “You know that.”

			Her mother set the scroll aside. “You know I don’t oppose your training. You are strong. Stronger than I ever was.” A small smile lifted her lips. “Neither of my children inherited a hint of my athletic ability, thank the gods.”

			“Then, I don’t see what’s wrong with my training regimen.”

			“You’re not a soldier, sweetheart.”

			“No, but what if one day, we need to lead our people in battle? I should be prepared.” It was a stretch of an excuse, Keeva knew, but was easier than admitting the truth. The truth that involved countless sleepless nights and body-numbing combat sessions until the preoccupation sitting before her rested its endless stirring in her mind.

			Her mother raised one thin brow. “Uterni is a safe kingdom. We have never gone to war, and gods willing—”

			“Never will,” Keeva finished in a tone reminiscent of her teenage self. She grimaced. “I can handle things,” she said. “But you…” Reaching again for her mother’s hand, she stared at their palms pressed together. When had her hands outgrown her mother’s? Keeva flashed back to when she was a child clinging tight to her mother’s firm grasp as they traipsed through the castle halls together. “You are working too hard. You should rest.”

			“And what do you call this?” She gestured to the bed, her sleep tunic, and the messy braid resting on one shoulder. “I can’t ignore the needs of the kingdom, my darling.”

			“You also can’t ignore your health.”

			Her mother tilted her head, then squeezed Keeva’s hand. They’d had this conversation several times over the past year. “I’ve been sick a long time, my love.” She hesitated, then retracted her hand. “My time has simply run by with swifter feet.” Keeva felt a response form, felt the words crawl up her throat, but they were lost on her tongue as her mother’s eyes gleamed, and she shook her head. “Which is why it’s so important for you to keep up your end of things. You and your brother must be certain of yourselves in decision-making when it comes to the village and affairs of the court. In time…”

			“In time, you will still be here leading our people alongside Father.”

			The candle nearby flickered. Silence hovered over them. “Keeva.”

			But she shook her head. She knew what her mother was going to say. She refused to hear it. She couldn’t. “It’s not time,” she whispered, her gaze focused on the soft brown fur of the bearskin. When her mother moved to speak again, Keeva’s sadness turned to anger. Her voice rose. “You can’t continue to pile these trivial chores in front of me and Donovan. It’s what you’ve done for years. You and father both try to keep us ignorant. I hate it.”

			Her mother’s eyes widened. The chamber door creaked open, and her father entered, rubbing his stomach and looking satisfied after breakfast. “Oh, hello, Keeva.”

			Her frustration rising, Keeva kept her focus on her mother. “I know what you’re doing. You fill our days with endless lists to keep us busy and blind to your suffering. You don’t want us to see it. I understand.” Her voice grew heated, and her father paused near his desk, watching. “But keeping us in the dark is cruel. You should let me help you.” Gathering her mother’s hands again, Keeva pleaded. “You cannot deny that this isn’t right. The gods were wrong in giving you this illness to fight, a leader tethered to her room when she is needed among her people. Mother, you are brave and kind and strong and…” Her voice broke. “You have to let me help you.”

			Tears brimmed in her mother’s eyes. “That is not your job, my darling.”

			The words burned Keeva, as if her mother had singed her with spell-fire. “Not my job?”

			“You are the princess. You need to focus on the kingdom.”

			“But I’m your daughter,” Keeva shouted.

			The room felt heavy. Too thick, like the dreadful, mud-filled bogs outside. Her father stepped closer. “That is no way to speak to your mother.”

			Keeva glared at him over her shoulder, tears stinging. She wanted to be commanding like Donovan in court. Her mother’s suffering, though, always made her feel raw, exposed. It left her feeling like the child she used to be, needy and defiant. “Please.” She gripped her mother’s hand, unable to look.

			“You want to help me.” Her mother’s voice pulled her gaze.

			“Yes.”

			“Then be the princess our people need.”

			Her sharp inhale cut between them. Keeva pulled back her hand. “Very well.” Standing, she turned to go.

			“Keeva—”

			“I will see you at dinner,” she called, not bothering to even look at her father. She couldn’t stand to. How could her parents deny her desire to help? How could they continue like enchanted, mindless fools spinning through their days, unwilling to look at the fact that her mother was dying and needed something—anything—to change.

			It was then that Keeva decided she couldn’t wait any longer. She would meet with Naela that night. They would call for maps. Then, when the half moon rose, they would go in search of Epona.

			* * *

			The following days, Keeva kept her nose down, which she could tell was disturbing most members of the court. Her loud, confident demeanor—the princess with hair as bold as she—had slunk away. In its place was a traditional monarch who seemed preoccupied with the day’s trivial pursuits. Her greeting to her father each morning was so muted, in fact, Tacari asked if she simply hadn’t noticed him seated at the head of the table when she sat at the opposite end, as far from the empty chair staring back at her as possible.

			When the half moon perched in the night sky, Keeva rose the next day and walked to the dining hall midmorning. She scarfed down breakfast, brushed by Donovan without a greeting, and raced to the kingdom’s port to take care of her morning meetings. She stood along the wooden docks, the air packed with the scent of damp sheepskin being hauled ashore. She listened but hardly heard the merchant as he spoke. Nor did she hear the fishermen an hour later, nor the butchers, nor the parade of young guards as they marched past in a training routine.

			When her final meeting ended just after midday, Keeva had to keep from sprinting out of the market. She was nearly to the castle gates when a voice called out. Suddenly, Naela was at her side. Keeva couldn’t hide her relief, and it spread across her face in a smile. “Is it time?”

			Naela wrapped an arm around her, leading her into the castle. “I’ve gathered our things for tonight. Everything’s ready.”

			Keeva felt as if she could fly to her chamber but worked to keep her face calm. If her parents were content to sit back and do nothing, she would wield that torch and carry it for them. Someone had to.


Chapter Twelve

			Another week gone, and Maeve was pleased that Dain had not returned. Still, she had a feeling that he might. She hoped she’d have her new supply of rope before he decided to come back. She was more than capable of handling herself, but she didn’t care to think about what she’d have to do if he tried something stupid.

			In the meantime, she carried out her routine. She made two loaves of acorn bread and gathered more nuts for the next round. Springtime was in full swing, which meant rain nearly every night. This kept Rowan inside most of the time. He stayed behind when she went to the river at dawn for water, preferring the mostly dry and warm air inside her home. This morning, she was glad he hadn’t accompanied her. At first, she was afraid more villagers had snuck out to the river, and she worried she’d see somebody she shouldn’t when the surrounding brush jostled. Hastily, she retracted her water bucket only to discover a pair of water nymphs frolicking nearby.

			Fae were immune to her powers, so she let herself gaze upon the fit petite forms of the nymphs. On land, their shapes resembled humans, except for their hair, which fell in gorgeous cascades down their backs. The blue water seemed to run like a waterfall, and the hypnotizing motion allured Maeve. She crept back a few feet, but the nymphs were caught up in each other as they danced along the opposite river bank, oblivious to her presence. Her eyes traced up their female forms, and Maeve bit her lip at the sensation that sprang up in her stomach when one of the nymphs turned, exposing her nude torso.

			Embarrassed, Maeve looked away, but only for a second before cutting her gaze back to catch both nymphs giggling and disappearing behind the low-hanging leaves of a willow tree. Maeve stared at where they had been, continuing to imagine the nymphs and letting her mind wander. Then, she sighed and returned to her fen.

			Days later, Maeve munched on one of the loaves of acorn bread for dinner. She had added a generous slab of cheese and, feeling frivolous, poured herself a cup of brandywine. Tucked snugly into her bed, she tossed a bite into her mouth, brushed off her fingers, and sipped contentedly while she browsed her well-worn Uterni text. Night had fallen, but she’d lit half a dozen candles scattered through her home. Those combined with the low fire in the hearth provided ample light.

			Wound under the kitchen table, Rowan curled tighter, emitting a low hiss. Maeve looked up. “What is it?” She stilled, listening. An owl hooted, and the wind rustled the leaves outside. The rain had stopped an hour ago, and a faint drip fell from the outer edge of her roof onto the ground outside. Otherwise, she didn’t hear anything. She met Rowan’s gaze. “You’re imagining things again,” she told him. His tongue flickered, but she returned to her reading, pulling the blanket up around her knees.

			She appreciated her companion snake, but sometimes, he was too vigilant. Like when he accompanied her to the river, he always seemed to be on edge, his body tight and ready to return as soon as her bucket was filled. She valued his keen sense of movement, but he could be entirely too uptight. If he were human, she imagined he would be somebody with wide eyes always darting around and fingers that constantly wrung together, worrying about each minute sound. She laughed at the image as Rowan rested his head atop his coils, staring at her.

			She shook her head and took another drink. This time, a distant snap caught her attention. She paused, listening. Rowan hissed, and she held up a finger. I don’t want you to be right. Nearly a minute passed, and there was no further noise. She exhaled, but a louder rustling broke through the brush outside.

			“A deer, surely,” she whispered as Rowan slithered forward, his head lifting as if to scan the higher ground he couldn’t see. She stepped off her bed and crouched near the door. Her heart sank at the familiar sound of footsteps, more than she’d ever heard before.

			Nightingales sang from their nests, and Maeve could hear the protest of her fen as the intruders approached. Branches snapped beneath heavy boots; the padded feet of animals scurried as they found their burrows; the fairy nest buzzed louder.

			“Maybe it’s just a group of children,” she said, though the parched feeling in her throat told her that was wishful thinking. Quickly, she blew out all but one of the candles, leaving it on the table before moving to stand beside the window to the right of her door. She pressed her back and palms against the stone, her cheek resting on the wall as she listened.

			“This is where the witch lives.”

			Gods. Dain.

			There was a sound like several voices congratulating each other, and Maeve’s spine pricked with anxiety when she tried to pinpoint how many people Dain had brought with him. She heard the familiar voice of the woman, high and loud. Swallowing, she crawled over to her bed and grabbed the same shard of glass she’d used to see outside before. Moving back to her standing position, she took a deep breath as the sounds grew closer. Then, she held up the glass and looked.

			Maeve’s stomach dropped. There were at least seven, maybe more, villagers standing just inside the edge of her fen. She found Dain, one of the tallest, standing at the front of the group. Half of them carried torches that threw shadows over their cloaks and faces. The same woman now gripped a staff, and two of the other villagers carried crossbows. Each wore a look like a rabid wolf that had just found its prey.

			“Come out, witch!” Dain’s words were echoed by the others, followed by raucous shouts and angry jeers.

			Swiftly, she grabbed the rope and pulled, prompting the bells to clang. A few of the villagers shouted in surprise, but she grimaced when Dain called out to them. “It’s merely a trick, a spell of the witch’s conjuring.”

			More cries, then the woman called, “Let him go.” Maeve’s jaw clenched, and she re-scanned the glass. One of them had fled, but that still left more people to deal with than she cared for.

			Dain kept the group on the edge of her fen, away from the chopping stump where her main snare lay. She had two others set up: one near her door and the other on the opposite side from where they stood, shouting at her home.

			Rowan slithered up her leg, wrapping around her calf and knee. He hissed angrily. “Well, I don’t know what to do, either.” Maeve tried to keep her voice low, but when she checked the glass again, the group was now only twenty paces from her front door. They were laughing. One picked up a cauldron and chucked it toward her baskets of acorns, scattering her collection across the grass.

			She stood, terrified. She’d never had to deal with this many people before. Her mother had prepared snares, showed her how to frighten away humans if they got too close. But the most they’d ever had to deal with was three, like the time when Dain had first appeared. She didn’t understand him. Why was he so angry with her? Why did he insist on saying she was a witch?

			“Maybe if I tell them I’m not, they’ll leave me alone,” Maeve said. Rowan gave his head a slight shake. “What other choice do I have?” Steeling herself, she stood closer to the window. Cupping her hands but keeping her eyes trained on the lone candle flickering atop the table, she shouted, “Please, leave me alone! I’m not a witch.”

			“Liar,” one of the villagers called back.

			She recognized Dain’s voice next. “She snared me. She caught me to flay me alive and would have eaten me for breakfast if I hadn’t escaped!”

			“No,” she shouted. “That’s not true. I just want to be left alone.”

			“Only witches live alone.”

			“Now that simply can’t be true,” she said under her breath, grimacing to Rowan. Her heart was beating so fast, she clutched her chest in a fruitless effort to quell its rapid pace. Her breathing came quickly, then in short, harried bursts. Her chest felt tight. Gods, what was she going to do?

			With a trembling hand, she held the shard up to see the group, now a mass of leering and looming shadows in the dark night. Dain’s voice bellowed maliciously, “What do we do to witches in this kingdom?”

			The woman sneered and shouted, “Burn her. Burn the witch!”


Chapter Thirteen

			That evening, after dinner, Keeva bid good night to the court members lingering over another goblet of wine. Boisterous laughter filled the dining hall as minstrels began a song. She was in the hallway, mentally preparing for the excursion with Naela, when a strong hand grabbed her shoulder.

			“Where are you off to in such a hurry?” asked Donovan before tossing a bite of candied apple into his mouth.

			“Training.”

			“For what?”

			“Whatever I want.”

			He laughed. “Fine. Keep this up, though, and your legs will be bigger than mine.” He paused to admire his own.

			She punched him in the bicep. “I can dream.”

			A lady of the court scampered around the corner, tripping on her dress. She simpered when she saw Donovan. “My lord, may we have the honor of your presence? The court is dying to hear the latest from Gultero.”

			He smiled genially. Out the side of his mouth, to Keeva, he said, “My latest letter from Etaina is an epic. I made the mistake of mentioning it to Tacari. Now, everybody wants to hear it.”

			“Have fun with that.” She moved to go.

			“Don’t train too hard,” he called, and she ignored his curious gaze trailing her.

			Waving, she hurried to her room. She was passing her parents’ chamber and noticed the door ajar. Slowing, she stood so the wall shielded her and leaned forward to peer inside.

			Her father sat on the bed next to her mother. A maid replaced the bedpan while
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