
[image: Cover image: Manor of Decay by Maxym M. Martineau]




[image: Title page image: Manor of Decay by Maxym M. Martineau, published by Harper Voyager, An Imprint of HarperCollins Publishers]





Map

[image: A map of the fantasy country of Glaes, an island with the Kelphine Ocean to the west and the Tasyn Sea to the east. From the northernmost coast to the southernmost, the cities are the Embers, near where Embergrave Manor is located; Stormsend; Asternora, near where Silkvale Manor is located; Montrest Outpost; Oceantide; Ullwick, near where Waterstone Manor is located; Farshire; Willowfell, near where Fernglove Manor is located; East Rosmer; West Rosmer; Oxden, near where Gladeborn Manor is located; Duskview; Moonwatch, near where the Starglen’s Grotto is located. Other geographical features include the Ivory Cliffs at the northernmost coast, the entrance to Death’s domain on the coast south of Stormsend, a cluster of islands near Oceantide called the Sunlit Isles, the Bonewood Forest surrounding the north side of Fernglove Manor, the Croplands north and east of Oxden and south of Gladeborn Manor, the Painted Marsh surrounding the west side of Duskview, and the Dreadful Shallows off the southern coast of the Painted Marsh and west of Moonwatch.]
Map design by Virginia Allyn













Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063391239








Dedication

To the women who embrace their power and their lovers who become their scythes






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Map

	Note to Readers

	Dedication

	Prologue

	One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	Fourteen

	Fifteen

	Sixteen

	Seventeen

	Eighteen

	Nineteen

	Twenty

	Twenty-One

	Twenty-Two

	Twenty-Three

	Twenty-Four

	Twenty-Five

	Twenty-Six

	Twenty-Seven

	Twenty-Eight

	Twenty-Nine

	Thirty

	Thirty-One

	Thirty-Two

	Acknowledgments

	About the Author

	Also by Maxym M. Martineau

	Copyright

	About the Publisher








Prologue

When dusk claimed the sky and the first smattering of stars dotted the purple expanse, a woman of great power and strong mind discovered a cavern. Her name was Rebellyn. The cavern wasn’t much, just a small opening in the rock face a short distance away from the cottage her father had commandeered. He’d brought her here in hopes that the ocean breeze would remedy the illness spreading through her chest, but Rebellyn knew that her weakened lungs didn’t give a damn about salt-tinged air. They still rattled every time she inhaled. She was only eighteen and already felt the shivers of death. She hated it, but didn’t fear it.

Perhaps that’s why she wasn’t afraid to enter the cavern alone. She walked slowly over loose stone, her hands fumbling along the walls for purchase, until eventually the path widened into a massive opening. Four separate rivers poured into the space, and they churned endlessly around an island made of black glass. Tiny insects of luminous white shifted among the stalactites, and it was as if Rebellyn had stepped into a hidden part of the cosmos itself. She didn’t notice when a lone figure appeared from the shadows at the center of the island. So familiar with the icy presence of death, she didn’t heed the slight shift in temperature or the gooseflesh creeping down the back of her neck. Instead, she lingered.

Death watched her quietly for several moments. Never had someone crossed into his domain without immediately fleeing. The end of her life was near—he could sense it—and that’s why he’d been summoned to his birthplace. It was here the first death in the realm ever occurred. A small fish with bone-white scales and black eyes that lived only for a minute. A fleeting moment that would reverberate through time for eternity.

Almost as fleeting as this woman’s life, a mere blip in Death’s immortal existence. He tilted his head to the side and frowned. Her lack of fear was peculiar to him. And then she turned; her gaze found his. Her eyes were so pale they rivaled the beauty of the insects winking above his head, and her ashen blond hair fell over her shoulders in delicate wisps. There was a gauntness to her face, and yet her expression was . . . bold. Powerful even. She carried with her the presence of someone born to conquer, and had she not contracted the illness ravaging her insides, Death believed she would’ve brought the world to its knees with just that look alone. She lifted her brow as her stare roved over him, head to toe.

“Do you know where you are, mortal?” Death asked. The ever-present rasp to his voice was a scratchy whisper that somehow carried across the gurgling rivers to meet her ears.

The woman blinked and, instead of answering his question, said, “I have a name.”

Death paused. He knew the hood of his cloak shadowed his hollowed-out face, but he wondered if she could see the shock plastered across his expression just the same. Finally, he asked, “What is your name?”

“Rebellyn.” She inched toward the bank of the water, eyeing the swirling current that separated her from him. “Do you live here?”

“I am not bound to any one place, but when someone with your . . . condition finds themselves here, I am summoned.” He waited to see if this news scared her.

Instead, she sighed. “You’re Death.”

“You’re perceptive.”

“It wasn’t hard to guess. A being cloaked in shadows, an ominous cave.” She gestured aimlessly around her. “And I am dying, which is blatantly obvious to anyone who dares to look at me for more than a minute.”

Death frowned. “Do they not look at you?” He couldn’t imagine. She was a fascination, a wonder, something deserving of study.

Rebellyn laughed. “I’m sick. The whole world would rather avert their eyes than look at the truth. At me.”

Death inhaled deeply, and with his intake of breath, he channeled her scent deep within his bones. She was a wildflower in the height of summer, but with rot eating away at her roots. Soon the latter would become the more overpowering aroma, and her body would crumble.

“You are early,” he murmured. “But not so early that I can’t take you away.”

He thrust his arms outward, and a gush of wind swirled through the cavern. All at once the waters stilled. They became placid paths of onyx that seemed to glow with an unearthly light, and Rebellyn froze. Magic was something all mortals knew about but rarely witnessed. A thrill raced through her at the sight.

“I will give you the same opportunity as everyone who’s come before you: a path of your choosing.” Pulsating power filled Death’s words with the frantic thrum of a dying heart fighting for its last beat. Rebellyn’s eyes grew wide in response—and so did her smile. It was a brilliant thing, and it made something shift deep within Death’s bones.

He carried on nonetheless. “Successfully choose the correct path forward, and I will allow you to pass, turning my back to you and your kin. Choose incorrectly and walk with me now to your end.”

She asked a few questions in response and sat with his answers, sifting through their hidden meanings. Then she gave him a knowing look.

“Every path leads me back to you.”

The admiration already blooming in Death’s chest grew tenfold. He smiled. “Yes.”

“I see.” A flicker of mischief sparked in her pale gaze. “Then I’ll return tomorrow.” She turned on her heel without a second glance and left down the path she’d come. Death stared after her, perplexed, but with a strange sense of eagerness.

Tomorrow, then.

And so, he sat through the night, never bothering to leave. His magic was omnipresent; so long as he existed in the realm, the cycle of life and death would continue. He felt each life pass into nothing the moment something expired. It was simply a brush of awareness, a soft breath on his neck that, unless he was intentionally focusing on it, he barely acknowledged. With his mind so fixated on Rebellyn, he hardly noticed anything at all.

True to her word, she returned bright and early the next morning. And when Death stilled the waters and asked her to choose a path, she instead braved a single step in his direction. When her foot met the now solid surface of the water, she let out a tiny giggle that had Death utterly baffled. Fearless as Rebellyn was, she practically ran across the river to stand before Death with a wide grin.

“I was hoping that would happen.” Her breathy exhale settled over Death like a summer sunset, and for the first time in his existence, he felt warm. It took him several moments to find his words.

“Which path do you pick?”

Rebellyn hummed to herself before sinking to the ground. “I’ll answer you yet, but first, let’s sit awhile.” She patted the space beside her. “Indulge a dying woman.”

Death obeyed. And such became their routine. Rebellyn would spend her days with Death, recounting her youth and spilling her secrets, her hopes, and her dreams. If she had nothing to say at all, that was fine, too. Death would sit and listen, and then when the day came to an end, she’d pick the same path as before, returning to her life with the promise to see him again. If she were anyone else, Death wouldn’t have humored this game. But as the days stretched into weeks, months, years, he became so enamored with Rebellyn that he often forgot to ask her to choose a path at all.

And because Death had been stayed, Rebellyn’s lungs continued to function. While her father attributed it to the ocean air, she knew better. She’d grown aware of Death’s lingering stares, the ones she could feel against her skin when she wasn’t meeting his hooded gaze. The first time he’d called her his “little Rebel,” she’d known she’d won. That type of affection was something she’d heard only among lovers, and just maybe, Death didn’t want to see her go. She’d found a way around her circumstance, but she wasn’t done yet.

“You know, I’ve spent years sharing my mind with you,” she began one morning, her hand placed beside his. His skin was near translucent, his black veins as deep as the midnight sky. Their pinkies grazed with the barest of touches. “I think it’s high time you give me a bit more of yourself.”

Death grumbled, but he didn’t pull away from her touch. “What do I have to share? I’ve not lived the way you have.”

“I’ve hardly lived at all.” She shrugged. “So, since neither of us has been given the life we desired, why don’t you tell me what you would do if you could?”

“I suppose it’s not that I can’t do more,” he mused. “This is just all I’ve known.” His cloak, which Rebellyn had learned was more like a swath of living, breathing shadows, flared around his frame, and the barest hint of decay filled the air. The scent of his magic had initially repulsed her, but she’d learned to hide her reaction and, later, become accustomed to it.

“You could go anywhere, do anything,” Rebellyn said with an elongated exhale. “And yet you don’t.”

“What would you have me do, little Rebel?”

Her lips quirked. “Whatever you pleased. If I had power like yours, I’d never let anyone tell me how to live my life. You don’t have to fear death.” She looked at him with a spark of wonder and hope like Death had never experienced. And perhaps it was the way she inched closer to his body, or perhaps it was because he’d spent years beside this woman, learning to trust her, that Death did something entirely unexpected. He reached into the folds of his shadowy cloak and pulled out a blade made of the same stone as the island.

“Death comes for us all, Rebel.” He rotated the hilt slowly and watched as Rebellyn stared in wide-eyed fascination at the weapon. It was small but precisely sharp, with a color so intensely black and vapid that it was more like a void in space. “I am not exempt from that fate. I’m just harder to kill.” He returned the blade to its sheath, out of sight from Rebellyn’s stare.

She spent the next several years slowly prying information from Death about the world around her—namely, about the magic that lived in the soil, the air, the ocean, the beasts inhabiting the land. Death taught her everything he knew without hesitation, because, in his mind, Rebellyn’s fate was sealed. He’d claim her when the time was right. When he decided the time was right. Rebellyn drew herself closer day by day, until it wasn’t just pinkies aimlessly grazing but bodies on the verge of intertwining.

And then one evening, when their languid touches grew more insistent, more wanton, Death pulled Rebellyn onto his lap. Her lips were bruised from kissing, her gaze heated and ready. Death wanted her like this for the rest of eternity. So long as she stayed by his side, she could go on living. Forever.

With a slight curl to his lips and nothing but hope in his heart, he asked, “Which path do you pick, my Rebel?”

She’d always been cunning. He assumed she knew what he was offering.

But for all his wisdom and all his magic, he never could have prepared for her answer.

Rebellyn leaned close and pressed her chest to his. Then she slid a sharp blade—a mirror to the one Death had once shown her—deep into his gut. A jagged gasp spilled from his open lips, and something warm and sticky began to seep through his shadowy cloak, coating the ground.

“How?” he gasped. “Why?”

When she looked at him then, she was not the Rebellyn whom Death knew. She was a cold creature with an animalistic grin and hunger in her stare. For every day since he first revealed the weapon, she’d stolen a small piece of the island on her way home. Years and years of shale pried loose from the rocks, hidden in the folds of her skirts, and then finally pressed and melted into a blade. A weapon she had fashioned with murderous intent and a desire to cheat Death.

“I will not be tied to anyone or anything.” Her words gutted him more than the wound in his stomach. “I’ll take your life if I must. You will not take me, too. The path I choose is yours.”

We could have been forever. His internal plea would never be heard. A burning agony, the kind fueled only by heartbreak and loss, set fire in his bones. Instead, he whispered, “Spare my life, and I’ll spare yours. Walk whichever path you please. You shall be . . .”

For . . . ever.

He swallowed thickly. “You shall be ever living.”

And then he slipped one hand into the folds of his cloak and presented her with a smooth stone of pure moonlight. He’d never shown it to her before. He’d never talked about it, either. In fact, he’d only acquired it the night previously, when he decided he wanted to spend his eternity with her. A gift of love. Of promise. Of life. It illuminated him and all that he was, making it impossible for him to hide within his shadows. He had wanted to bare himself to her and her alone.

Nevermore.

“Stay within its glow and you will never see me again.” Because she wouldn’t. Not like this. Not open and vulnerable and heartbroken. He felt no pain outside the betrayal burning through his body.

She didn’t hesitate to take the proffered gem, twisting her knife. “And for my kin?”

That question sparked a different kind of rage within Death. He’d meant nothing to her at all. She was already thinking of her next lover. Of future children. His stomach churned with the idea, and bile soured his tongue as he forced his next words out with a hiss.

“Split it. Search for more. All jewels of this nature are now bound by this promise, I swear to you.” Rebellyn smiled as she recognized the thrum of magic filling the cavern with an oppressive, heady weight. He’d, of course, taught her about vows, too. Another thing he’d regret for all his days.

“Good.” She removed her blade and with it came a gush of blood—not red but obsidian and slick like oil—as he fell to the ground. Rebellyn paused only for a moment to glance at Death. His chest was tight as he hoped—prayed—she’d change her mind. She didn’t. She walked away without looking back, leaving Death to stare at the stalactites and the winking insects crawling among the stone.

He wanted to howl, to scream.

Instead, he cried. She’d infected him with a pain that he’d never be able to cure, and he burned for her to feel the same. As the blood beneath his body neared his face, a single tear slipped from his cheek to collide with the obsidian pool. It rippled with strange, potent magic that surged through his blood like a shiver. Death stilled. His wound was already sealing, but the puddle continued to expand. To thicken. It transformed into a slow-moving sludge with tiny maws that hungrily gnawed at the empty air, until it found an insect that had dared to land too close to the substance. It coated the tiny creature in black tar and ate away at its exoskeleton, destroying its wings and sapping the poor thing of life. Its death was swift, its body already rotting at a rapid pace and leaving behind a yellow loam that reeked of decay.

The mindless tar, the blight born of Death’s heartache and rage, continued toward the water’s edge, unperturbed. The insect wasn’t the target. It was simply in the way.

Death’s smile was cold.

Go on, then, Rebellyn. It might take years, decades, for this blight to find you. But it will. Then it will live in your blood and slowly destroy you, but not before you pass it to your kin.

And you will all suffer just like me.






One

Turns out, I hated our couch.

I’d spent the entire summer on its indigo upholstery, watching the sun lazily crawl across the sky and my brothers adapt to their new lives outside of the mines. I sat by as they found joy in their new professions and used the coin that I’d earned from saving Fernglove Manor—and more important, its immortal inhabitants—to live fully, without fear or the presence of death. Of blight. My brothers had nearly succumbed to the creeping illness three months ago. Their bodies had been riddled with yellow loam and black mold, with gaping, festering wounds steeped in illness. With wild, senseless eyes that targeted nothing and everything as panic and mania settled like a fog over their minds. I’d nearly lost them. And I’d given everything, even a portion of my own life, to save them.

In the weeks that followed, I’d been all too happy to merely sit. Yet lately, that desire for stillness has turned to stagnation. As the first hints of fall began to settle across the rolling hills outside, an urgency I’d almost forgotten began to bloom in my chest. Live. I was supposed to be living with this borrowed time, but . . .

The ache in my body from expending my power had only just begun to subside, and even now I still felt the ghostly chill of death. It was a whispered promise that grew louder every day, but death wasn’t here. Not yet. I still had time before the ramifications of threadmending—magic that allowed me to see life’s threads and stitch them back together at the cost of sacrificing my own—came calling.

Vora, one of the former attendants at Fernglove, had returned home with me just as spring shifted to summer, and while I knew perfectly well how to brew my own healing remedies, she insisted on staying and helping. For a while I begged her to go, to live her life free of the Ferngloves and their horrendous ways, but those pleas stopped when I realized I’d miss her soft chastising and incredulous brow. Now, I dreaded the day she’d leave.

And not because she was my last tie to Rorik.

My stomach clenched at the thought of him. He’d been the one to infect my brothers with blight. Even though Orin, the former head of Fernglove Manor, had forced his hand, it didn’t excuse Rorik’s actions. It never would.

A chill ravaged my skin as the fall air flowed through the open windows. Leaves rattled somewhere in the distance, and I tilted my head toward the corner of the room. Pain flared behind my eyes as a shadowy figure bloomed from the floorboards and climbed the walls like smoke. The thin, wispy tendrils wrapped over themselves to form the outline of a tall figure, and my gut churned. My gaze tunneled to him. Death.

These hallucinations had become more frequent as the days went on. A product of my pain, and yet he appeared real. A being made entirely of cloak with a rattling breath like decayed leaves over cobblestone. He never moved. Never did anything at all. He only stared. It was as if he were counting my threads, waiting for the last one to dust away so he could claim my life for himself. I should’ve been scared, but falling into his grasp was always my fate.

Instead, I ignored him. Forcing my eyes shut, I rode out the pain splintering through my head. When it faded to a dull throb, I peeled open my eyes to find he was gone. Like always. An unintentional grimace stole across my lips, and I forced myself off the couch. Too much sitting. Too much thinking. Thank goodness market was today.

“Ready to head out?” Vora called from the kitchen. I stretched my hands toward the ceiling, eyeing the rafters where cobwebs used to cluster in the corners. Vora always found a way to stay busy. I needed to channel some of that energy.

“Yes. Are you done prepping the vegetables for dinner?” I wound around the couch and passed the stairs leading to the second story. The small foyer was littered with Noam’s and Nohr’s boots, and I knew my brothers would get an earful from Vora later for not properly hiding them beneath the bench near the door. A smile curved my lips. No one could scold like that woman.

My fingers trailed the stair railing as I moved through the space into the kitchen. The room was small, cozy, with a cast-iron stove and large sink off to one side, and countless dowels and shelves on the other. Apothecary jars and vials of every size were meticulously arranged with their labels on display, and a fresh collection of drying herbs hung from the wooden rods beneath the tinctures and balms. I didn’t forage quite as much as I used to, but I still liked to craft remedies here and there and attend market.

Vora stood over a counter chopping the last of our summer squash into bite-sized pieces. She cupped a handful and tossed it into a nearby bowl as she glanced my way. “Almost. I just need a few more minutes.”

“Noam is holding our table for us. Take your time.” I glanced past her to the open window overlooking the fields. The hills had just started to bronze, the trees shifting from earthen green to vibrant auburn, ocher, and marigold. A crisp morning breeze caressed the bare skin of my arms, bringing with it the faint scent of green apples and sugar. The Hafters were baking again. Hopefully, they’d bring some goods to market. I’d trade just about anything for a homemade apple pie with a flaky, buttery crust.

I’d never mastered the art of baking, despite all my years making tinctures and medicines. In fact, Noam would argue that my minced pies were horrific, gut-clearing remedies that I should sell alongside my other concoctions to those in need of a good cleanse. I’d ignored him at the time, grimacing through my own forkful. Back then, we stomached whatever I put on the table. We couldn’t afford to let food waste. Not until Rorik . . . I scowled.

“Something on your mind?” Vora asked without looking up.

Yes. Always. “Nothing in particular,” I replied instead.

She snorted as if somehow hearing my unspoken words. Just then, a gorgeous, oversized moth fluttered through the open window. A smile easily chased away my frown as I watched Ywena float effortlessly on the breeze. She made her way to my shoulder and nestled against the bend of my neck. Her stark yellow markings were a stunning contrast to the pale pink shade of her body, her fluffy wings a delicate kiss against my skin. Twin horns curled above her twitching antennae, and her large blue eyes studied me with interest. And while I knew she had the power to jolt me with tiny electrical currents, she hadn’t shocked me once since we’d learned to communicate properly.

“Did you have a nice flight?” I murmured gently, raising one finger up to her delicate head.

She considered it for a moment before rubbing my knuckle with her two front legs. Instantly, a rapid procession of images flashed through my mind: a moth’s-eye view of how she’d spent her morning drifting above the nearby fields. Before Rorik, I could only guess at what Ywena was thinking and react to her not-so-subtle sparks of electricity. The first time she’d shared an image with me I’d nearly choked on my water and ended up spewing droplets over her delicate wings. She’d shocked me then, more out of irritation than anything, and chittered endlessly as she tried to push another image into my mind. It took a few weeks and countless headaches to finally solidify our connection and for her visions to come through as clear as my own thoughts. Without Rorik’s heartbond, it could not have happened at all.

Heartbond. A shiver trickled down my spine, and I stiffened at the mere thought of that word. Vora turned and narrowed her eyes. Her gaze traveled the length of my body before lingering on my face.

“I’m all right,” I said as I gave Ywena one last gentle poke.

“Are you sure?” There was a hint of panic in Vora’s voice. Her hands stilled; her shoulders tensed. She was waiting for me to break, and a tendril of guilt threaded through my gut. She’d seen me at my absolute worst. She knew, better than anyone else, what happened to my body after I used my magic. Vora had been the one to help nurture me back to life after I eradicated Fernglove Manor of blight and sent Orin to his grave. She’d made tonics and wiped my sweat-slicked brow, carried blankets and fought anyone who dared come too close while I recovered. Part of that fear, that memory of how ill I’d been, seemed to be branded into her bones. She was always poised to rush to my side. I couldn’t blame her; I was all too familiar with that ache. I would never forget the sight of my brothers as blight ravaged their forms or forget the weight of their dying bodies as I held them close.

Some things went beyond muscle memory.

“You should rest,” she said, eyes flicking back to that damn couch. “We can skip market. We all know you don’t need the coin.”

Again, thanks to Rorik. His name hung heavy between us, and a hint of sadness worked its way through her eyes. She’d been loyal to him for years, and still she’d chosen to come live with me. Why, I didn’t know. I never asked because thinking of Rorik was like picking at a scab. I never left it alone long enough to heal, and even then, the memory would remain. The pain. The anger. I didn’t know how to forgive him, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

Even so, he’d ensured my family was cared for with enough coin to last several lifetimes. Nohr and Noam would never know hunger again. Neither would their children. A familiar flicker of sadness twined in my heart. I’d die before I got the chance to meet any of their kids. Unless, of course, Noam and Lysa announced a surprise pregnancy, and then I just might be able to hold on to the last threads of my life long enough to meet the squirming bundle of joy. Though I hoped for their sake they would spend the next few years of their budding relationship simply enjoying each other’s company.

Like I was supposed to with Orin.

Bile soured the back of my tongue. I tried my best not to think about that colossal piece of shit. Orin didn’t love me. He just used me to get to my power. Thank the gods I’d channeled the entire estate’s worth of blight right into his body and wiped him from existence. I glowered at nothing, forgetting that I was still standing in the safety of my own kitchen and staring directly at Vora.

“Fine, don’t rest.” Vora threw up her hands and turned back to the vegetables, cutting the squash a little too forcefully.

“Sorry.” I shook my head, chasing away all thoughts of Orin. “I wasn’t mad at you. Promise.”

“Just at him.” Vora’s cutting softened to normal, careful slices.

Orin? No. She hadn’t followed that unhinged train of thought. If she had, she would have agreed wholeheartedly. Vora hated Orin as much as I did. No, she was referring to Rorik. Gently, I ran my fingers along my inner wrist. Sometimes I still felt the ghost of his power wrapping around my skin before melting into my very blood.

“It’s hard not to.” I leaned against the worn, wooden table and parked my hip on the corner. This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation.

“You know he didn’t really have control, right?” The soft thud of her knife against the cutting board perfectly punctuated her words. Vora could always slice to the damn heart of the matter with as much efficiency as the kitchen knife she so often wielded.

“I do.” I’d even told him as much when I said that I never wanted to see him again. “Doesn’t mean I have to forgive him. He’s not even asking for it, so why bother advocating on his behalf?”

Silence filled the space between us, becoming an oppressive, suffocating presence. I shifted from one hip to the other, only to give up on the table and stand with my hands braced against a dining chair.

Hushed words escaped her lips. “And the blight?”

I grimaced. A few weeks after I’d returned to my home, I’d dared to look at the newly forged heartbond between Rorik and me. I’d closed my eyes, thought of him, and it was simply there. A river of gold with smooth currents of twining, sparkling magic as vibrant as the sun and as reflective as mirrors. It stretched across a black expanse of nothingness. I stood on one end and he on the other. He’d been so very far away, his back turned, not a sound to be heard.

I’d wanted to reach out. To touch him. To feel him. Maybe even throttle him. So I’d raised my hand to drag my fingers through the winding current of our bond and froze. I’d seen it. The blight. The putrid black sludge slowly eating away at our connection. My eyes had flown open, and I’d rushed to find Vora in a panic. I’d barely managed words, but somehow mentioned Rorik’s name and blight. She’d left that night, only to return the next morning, stating Rorik showed no signs of sickness, and neither did Fernglove Estate.

I barely believed her, but found nothing after checking the heartbond again. Blight hadn’t existed at all. The first hallucination of many. While I hadn’t seen the creeping illness since, Death sure as hell made his presence known.

“Nothing,” I murmured. “I checked the other day to be safe.”

“Good.” She nodded once, and the tension in the room fled out the open window. With the last of the vegetables cut, she turned toward the already packed apothecary cases near the dining table. “We should get going, then. Before Nohr comes in here with that stench of his.”

At that, the front door swung open, and my brother walked in. His knee-high boots were covered in muck, his thick pants splattered with a greenish-brown grime. The faint scent of fertile manure drifted about him as he walked toward us, wide grin revealing dimples that burrowed deep into his cheeks. His brown hair had lengthened and now skimmed the tops of his ears, and his teakwood eyes were full of warmth. Peace.

I didn’t care about the stink perfuming his frame, so long as he always looked exactly like this.

“Hey,” he said, wrapping me in a one-armed hug.

Okay, maybe I cared a smidge. Pinching my nose, I pulled out of his embrace and lightly shoved his chest. “Gods, did you roll in the dirt with the horses? You need a bath.”

His smile deepened. “What, now that you don’t have to forage for herbs, dirt is beneath you? I didn’t mean to offend your delicate sensibilities.”

“Sensibilities aside, I won’t have you dirtying this house,” Vora said as she waved in his general direction. “Go clean up.”

“Months, Vora, and you’re already acting like our mother.” But Nohr’s voice was soft, appreciative, as he inched toward her with his arms spread wide. “Mother always liked her hugs.”

She glared at him with enough ire to freeze a normal person in place. “Don’t you dare.”

I chuckled as I watched Nohr edge toward her. Both he and Noam had grown attached to Vora in the days following the downfall of Orin Fernglove. While they’d awoken from their magic-induced coma free of blight, I’d slipped into one—and survived thanks in large part to Vora’s constant attention. The boys had been glued to her side, and neither of them complained when she voiced her desire to return to Willowfell with us.

Nohr lunged for Vora, who yelped as she unsuccessfully tried to avoid his wide arms. She bumped right into the counter, and he cornered her with a laugh, practically draping himself across her like a sheet. She cursed into his filthy shirt, and I giggled as he not-so-innocently wiped his grimy hands on her apron.

“Ridiculous,” I murmured to Ywena, and she gave an answering titter of agreement from her nest on my shoulder.

“All right, all right!” Vora blew out a huff, then untied her apron. “We’re heading to market. Get yourself cleaned up before we get back, or you’ll be sleeping in the barn tonight.”

Nohr shrugged. “Will make my morning chores all the easier.”

Vora cursed beneath her breath as she grabbed both of my cases—I’d given up arguing with her about being able to carry them myself—and walked out the front door. I followed closely behind her, eager to put distance between myself and the house that had started to feel more like a grave than a home. If I lingered for one more minute between those walls, I feared the visage of Death would return. My time was nearing its end. My purpose . . . gone, now that my brothers were healed and safe. With each passing day, I felt the lack of control over my existence grow.

I was more powerless than I’d ever been, and I hated it.






Two

Ywena abandoned me for the woods, preferring the quiet of the forest over the hustle and bustle of the town. That left Vora and me to stroll down the main road ourselves. We waved to townsfolk as they headed for market. They were chatting happily among themselves, their laughter and conversations carrying easily in the quiet air. The deeper into town we got, the more crammed the buildings became. But the structures did little to block the sharp fall breeze that had come into Willowfell with us, and I buried my hands in the pockets of my overcoat. If Vora was cold, she didn’t show it. Her gaze was focused on the winding road leading to the center of town where market was held. Where the arch stood tall and proud, just waiting for Evers to tap into the invisible ley line and appear from seemingly thin air.

As we rounded the last bend, the houses shifted to storefronts and the road spilled into an open plaza with rows and rows of tables. The arch stood proudly in the center of it all, with two twisting barren tree trunks that reached toward each other. Their gnarled upper limbs twined together and reached out like bony fingers against the sun. A single crow perched at the highest point, and its head swiveled to and fro as it studied the growing crowd. A caw slipped through its beak as it flapped its wings once.

Our town was small, but more and more traveling vendors had begun to find their way to Willowfell. So when someone I didn’t know joined the boisterous throng for market, I hardly took notice. Except this time, when a woman with deeply bronzed skin knocked her elbow into my side.

“My apologies,” she said beneath her breath, a coy lilt to her words. She kept moving, allowing for only the most furtive of glances in my direction.

With a scowl, I tracked her back through the crowd until she paused at the milliner’s table. She didn’t turn to face me, but I made note of her unique hairstyle—a voluminous, textured quaff with the sides shorn close to the scalp—so I could return the gesture if I accidentally slipped later.

“Coming, Edira?” Vora called over her shoulder.

“Right behind you,” I said, abandoning the woman and my thoughts of well-placed elbow jabs. We maneuvered through the throng of people to find Noam stationed behind a table toward the back near Lysa’s Confectionary. There were certainly better tables to choose, but we’d grown accustomed to this one for a variety of reasons. Namely, Noam’s relationship with Lysa.

“You took your sweet time getting here. I was starting to worry,” he said. His black overcoat was clean, his tousled hair effortlessly brushed to the side so it fell in slight waves about his dimpled face. Since he’d started courting Lysa, there’d been a notable uptick in his desire to look presentable.

“That so?” I asked with a smirk as Vora set the cases on the table. “I’m sure you were entirely concerned about our arrival and not at all distracted with Lysa.” My gaze slanted to the storefront at his back, where Lysa was arranging desserts on silver platters so she could wander the crowd selling her goods. Her honey curls were pulled back in a loose ponytail, and her periwinkle eyes lit with joy as she spied me through the window. She gave an emphatic wave before returning her focus to her pastries.

Noam’s boyish grin said it all. “Had to bide the time somehow. Actually . . .” His words softened to a whisper as he dipped his head to my ear. “I need your eyes. Let Vora take the first shift at the table.”

My brows crept toward my hairline, but I nodded. “I doubt she’d mind taking the whole day over if I asked.”

After quickly unlatching my cases and letting Vora know I was going to browse the market with Noam, Vora happily took over the table. Noam gave her a tight hug, and then she shooed us away, a wide smile on her face.

“I hope she never leaves,” Noam said with a sigh.

“I hope she does,” I said, shaking my head. “I want her to do something more than take care of others.”

Noam chuckled. “A bit of a projection, I think.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he draped his arm over my shoulders and steered me into the thick of the market. Rows of tables were arranged in perfect circles around the arch, rippling outward in waves with a variety of wares. I was both shocked and pleased to see a few tables dotted with glittering gems that had obviously been drudged up from the mine—and were being sold by the miners themselves instead of immediately being handed over to the town elders. A few people had even gone as far as to try their hand at jewelry making, and I marveled at the polished silver and gold rings and necklaces cradling the precious stones.

I’d heard rumors that Rorik had put a stop to gem collection altogether. Before, Orin had acted as Willowfell’s oppressive mine baron, forcing less fortunate townsfolk to dig in the perilous depths of our surrounding mountains for garnets and sapphires. But the main prize was everjewels, a rare stone seemingly made of pure moonlight. While they had no effect on humans, they granted Evers their immortality and were coveted by their kind. Noam and Nohr used to pray they’d find one for the Ferngloves, so they’d be rewarded with enough coin to quit their work in the blight-infested surroundings altogether.

“What are we doing, exactly?” I asked, nudging him in the side.

Noam stalled before one of the tables littered with jewelry, and his fingers ghosted above a gold ring with a marquise diamond center stone. It was surrounded by a halo of smaller diamonds and a few accent sapphires, and it sparkled brilliantly in the sun. “I want to get Lysa something. A promise for our future.”

My jaw fell open. “Are you going to ask Lysa to be your wife?”

“Yes,” he said, his exhale a shaky mixture of excitement and nerves. “I’ve been eyeing this ring for weeks, but I wanted to show it to you first.”

“Noam.” I threw my arms around his wide torso and buried my face into his chest. “I’m so happy for you.”

Tears pricked at the backs of my eyes. For so long I’d fought to keep both him and Nohr safe and happy. I’d practically raised them and worked myself to the bone to do it. To see them both finding their own versions of happiness . . . it was all I had ever wanted. I would do anything for them. I nearly died for them.

And I’d do it all again without question if I ever had to.

“Love you,” I murmured as I stood on my tiptoes and planted a quick kiss on Noam’s cheek.

He squeezed me tighter before releasing me. Then he offered a dazzling smile to the jewelry merchant as he pointed to the ring and offered a sack full of gold pieces in exchange. Noam carefully cupped the piece in its small, velvety box and stared at his gift. “Don’t say anything yet. I still need to plan the proposal.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I’d never seen Noam like this. It filled me to the brim with a sense of relief, knowing that if Death did come calling tomorrow, at least he’d have someone else to lean on. Someone else to make him smile.

But the longer I stared at that box, at the promise of Noam’s future, a mixture of grief and jealousy panged my heart. I thought I had found bliss like that with Orin. I’d been so unbelievably wrong, and I was left with a peculiar hollowness in my chest that seemed to grow when I witnessed other people in love. I’d never have what Noam had. I’d never cared before, but I couldn’t deny the sliver of want that now stirred within me.

“You go back to Lysa and Vora,” I said as I batted his arm. “I’m going to browse for a minute.”

“Oh, grab some of those candles Vora likes. She burned the last one down to the wick the other day and hasn’t replaced it.” Noam shoved his ring into his coat pocket.

“Will do.” I waved and he did the same, turning back the way we came. Back toward his bride-to-be.

Maybe one day . . . But no, it was foolish to think like that. Not with so few of my threads left. I walked slowly through the crowd and a few townsfolk offered heartfelt greetings as they passed, but I was mostly left to my own thoughts. It wasn’t until I hit the candle stand that I saw her: the woman from earlier, lingering a few tables down and inspecting medicines outside of Milton’s Apothecary. This time when her gaze swung toward me, she didn’t look away. I found myself rooted in place.

Ever. She had to be. I’d never seen a more stunning woman in all my life.

Her eyes were the color of storm clouds before they broke, perfectly complementing the warm tone of her bronzed skin. Her hair was a rich, dark brown so deep it bordered on black. Her button nose was pierced on either side, and a thin silver lip ring cupped her full lower lip. As she held my gaze, she grazed her chin with delicate fingers that ended in pointed black nails. But what was most eye-catching was the tattoo wrapping the length of her slender neck. It looked like an upside-down pine tree forest, with spindly, delicate roots twining toward her jaw and tiered branches heavy with leaves dipping toward her collarbone.

She tilted her chin upward by way of acknowledgment as a group of townsfolk passed in front of her, and then she was gone.

Ringing crested in my ears as I straightened. She wasn’t a Waterstone or Starglen, that much I knew. My mind whirred as I imagined the sprawling lineage chart included in Fable or Fact: A History of Evers. It’d been months since I’d read it, and there had been so many Ever families. Which one did she belong to? And why was she here? Unease trickled through my limbs.

My gaze never left the spot where the Ever had appeared, but she didn’t return. There hadn’t even been a whisper of magic in the air, but I doubt I would have been able to detect even the faintest aroma with the array of candles perfuming the space before me. The veil underneath the arch hadn’t activated, either.

A dull ache simmered behind my eyes, and I rubbed my temples. Hallucination? She’d seemed so real. But then again, so had Death earlier that morning. Sighing, I tipped my head back toward the sky. The nettling chill was a welcome reprieve, and I prayed it chased away the early foothold this headache was trying to find. Whatever the case, the Ever—if she even existed at all—was gone now.

I made quick work of selecting some candles for Vora and then headed back to our stall. Noam had stepped away to help Lysa pass out treats, but they were already on their way back, empty platters in hand.

“Finished already?” I asked with a nod toward her hands.

“Yes, thanks to this one,” she said as Noam held out his own gleaming tray, which was empty save for a few errant crumbs.

“Happy to help.” Noam beamed. “Speaking of, Vora, Edira, need me to do anything for the table?”

My headache throbbed, and I rubbed my temples. “Actually, I think I might call it early.”

Vora immediately stiffened. “Did something happen?”

“No, no.” I waved her off. “Just haven’t been able to shake this headache all morning.”

She sucked on her teeth as she leveled me with a look of disapproval. “And you still insisted on market? Edira, you’ll be the death of me.”

“I thought the fresh air would help. Consider me properly chastised.”

Vora waited for a full three breaths so I would be forced to endure the weight of her stare, and then she relented with a sigh. “I’ll pack up. Let’s get you home.”

“I’ve got to stay open for a few more hours, but maybe we could all have dinner together once I’m off?” Lysa glanced between us. “I’ll help Vora prepare the food. You won’t have to lift a finger, Edira.”

I couldn’t help but bristle. “I can—”

“That’s so kind of you, Lysa,” Vora said, cutting me off with a look as she latched the cases shut. “Maybe you could bring some pastries to go along with coffee after.”

“Of course,” she said with a smile.

Noam slung his arm around her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling the top of her head with his nose. “I’ll be back to pick you up when you’re done.”

A faint blush bloomed across her cheeks, and she playfully swatted at his chest. “Great.”

She tipped her head toward him. Noam pinned her chin with his forefinger and thumb and gave her a chaste kiss.

Again, a flicker of longing twined through me, but I chased it away with an eye roll. Noam grabbed the cases from Vora, and then we were off. Market was far from winding down, and there were still plenty of patrons milling among the booths. Vora and Noam bantered with each other about the weight of my cases, Noam pretending to be burdened by their load while Vora laughed at his antics. I trailed a few feet behind them, thankful for the part they made in the crowd.

Once we reached the main road veering away from market, I cast one last look at the stalls and Milton’s Apothecary. There, twirling a slender vial of some mystery medication between her fingers with practiced ease, stood the Ever woman. Her grin nearly split her face in half, and she winked. I stilled as a chill raced down my back. This time when a group of patrons passed her, I kept my eyes peeled for any trace of magic. My heart hammered in my ears as I waited, and like before, she seemingly disappeared into thin air. In her place was a gruff man with dark hair haggling with Milton over a remedy in his hands. There and gone, like an apparition or a hallucination that refused to be ignored.

My stomach knotted, and I quickly scoured the diminishing crowd only to come up empty-handed. The headache that had been creeping around my hairline fully spread down to the base of my spine, and I blew out a harsh sigh. I needed to get home and rest. But as I turned on my heel, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was more than an illusion, and no amount of sleep or remedies would chase her out of my life.






Three

The next day, I woke to a mostly quiet house. I could hear Vora in the kitchen downstairs, pots and pans clanging away as she likely busied herself with last night’s dishes. Lysa had stayed late, and the boys had broken out some of our better wine to share. It’d been a pleasant evening, but my headache sent me to bed early. Thankfully, resting was actually a good idea—though I’d never tell Vora that—because I was feeling surprisingly refreshed. No headache. No hallucinations. Minimal pain.

I groaned at the warm afternoon light spilling through my window. It’d been ages since I’d slept so late. I detested the idea of wasting so much of my day, but then again, what was I supposed to be doing with my time anyway?

Sliding out of bed, I ran my fingers through my hair and dressed in a clean blouse and linen slacks. I doubted Vora would allow it, but at least I could offer to help with the dishes. I made my way downstairs and found her humming to herself with a tin scrubber in hand. A carafe of coffee sat beside her, small tendrils of steam curling toward the ceiling, along with two ceramic mugs. Ywena was sunbathing on the windowsill, and the moment she saw me, she let out a series of happy chitters. Then she was off, flying toward me with a lilting grace as she circled my head once before nestling into the crook of my neck.

“Good morning,” I murmured warmly as I stroked the top of her head.

“Morning? I must have forgotten how to tell time,” Vora called, a hint of a tease in her voice.

“Afternoon, Vora. You’ve been busy,” I said, eyeing the stack of clean dishes beside the sink. “Any left for me to do?”

“The only thing I want you to do is sit down.” She wiped her hands on her apron and reached for the coffee. She rummaged through the cupboard to nab a few brown sugar cubes and dropped one into each cup.

“I guess I’ll comply since you’re bribing me with coffee.” My lips curled as I took my seat.

“I like to be prepared.” She handed me my mug and then plopped into the chair beside me. “How are you feeling today?”

“Better.” I savored the warmth of the mug between my palms. “Where are Noam and Nohr?”

“Nohr is training one of the mares, and Noam won’t leave Lysa alone for two minutes. I believe he’s spending the day with her family.” Vora chuckled as she glanced out the open window, her eyes targeting the path winding toward the town where Lysa and her parents lived.

My smile widened, but before Vora could question it, I took a long sip of my coffee. Better to burn my tongue than accidentally spill Noam’s plans.

Just then, a firm knock sounded from the door. Vora made a move to stand, but I rolled my eyes at her and beat her to it.

“I can answer a door. It’s probably Mrs. Marlow anyway. We left market yesterday before she had a chance to collect her order.” My pain balm did wonders for the joints in her knuckles, which often ached after a day of tailoring. Ever since she’d discovered the Ferngloves were associated with my family, she’d insisted on buying remedies only from me. I should’ve turned her away for all the subtle digs throughout the years, but I couldn’t. I didn’t need her coin, but it gave me something to do.

“Fine, fine.” Vora settled back into her chair.

I headed for the front door and yanked it open with ease. “Come in, Mrs. Marlow. I have your . . .”

The air in my lungs stilled and my feet rooted to the ground. Seville. She was as stunning as the last time I saw her. Her sheetlike blond hair glowed with a luster that could only be explained by glamour, a magic Evers used to heighten their beauty and hide what they displeased. Her sharp features were honed like the fine edge of a blade. High cheekbones. Pointed chin. Meticulously shaped brows. Her full lips curved up in a smirk, and her ice-green eyes flickered with a spark of power.

“Seville.” Her name was a quiet breath on my lips that seemed to shake the very foundation of my home.

“Edira.” She tilted her head by way of greeting. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“Please.” I stepped out of the way, allowing her to breeze into the foyer. She stalled by the stairs, casting a sweeping glance across the first floor of our home.

“I expected you to elevate your decor after you left with so much of our coin.” Her fingers brushed along the sheer fabric of her blouse, which did nothing to obscure the underlying midnight-blue corset cinched perfectly about her slender waist. Skintight silken pants clung to her legs, and she swiveled on boot heels that squeaked against the floorboards.

At her words, my shock dissipated, and I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Nice to see you, too. Shouldn’t you be off traversing the world?”

“Edira?” Vora came toward us and faltered, and her hands froze against her apron mid-wipe. “Seville. I’m surprised to see you.”

“Yes, I thought I’d just check in on things.” She strolled by us and took the first seat at the dining table in the kitchen. “Do you have any coffee to spare, Vora?”

“Of course.” She found a freshly cleaned mug drying next to the mountain of dishes and set it before her. Seville didn’t hesitate to fill it to the brim.

“What brings you to Willowfell?” I asked, sliding into the seat beside her.

“This is purely a social call.” Seville took a small sip of coffee and then set her mug down. “I’ve been hopping around Glaes, and now I’m on the way back to Fernglove. It felt like the right moment to pop in and say hello.”

Our country was large, a sprawling landmass filled with mountains and plains and a smattering of towns stretching from end to end. The wilds separating us all were vast, the creatures untamed and relentless in defense of their own territories. Traveling was dangerous for most, but for Seville? An immortal with immense magic and control over the earth? I doubted it was even remotely troublesome.

“What were you doing?” I asked.

“Sightseeing,” she said. “My travels are hardly your concern. I am curious, though, to know if you’ve seen anything out of the ordinary.”

My eyes narrowed. “Define ‘out of the ordinary.’”

“Oh, nothing serious.” Tilting her head to the side, she examined her cuticles. “Unless, of course, you’ve spotted some unfamiliar Evers in the area.”

The woman from the market. A sinking feeling tugged at the pit of my stomach.

“I haven’t noticed anyone.” Vora’s brow furrowed. “And I’d recognize an Ever if I saw one. Why?” Then she straightened, her eyes suddenly wide. “Edira’s not in danger, is she?”

“Danger? Why would I be in danger?” I asked. I’d battled against Orin and won, simultaneously ridding his land and his family of blight while making him beg for mercy—which he didn’t get. A feat only the Ferngloves knew about. Though there was the possibility that the Waterstones had noticed the lack of blight stemming from the area. Their matriarch, Ossanna, was cunning beyond measure with her eyes set on survival—for herself, but mainly for her children. I’d heard nothing about them since I left Fernglove months ago.

“No, no. You’re not in danger. I’m just being cautious. The last thing we want is another Starglen attempt.” Seville nodded toward me with a knowing look.

A chill swept over my skin as I recalled the night Dagas Starglen had tortured me in front of his heartbond and nephew. He’d strung me up against their ancestor tree, its trunk an amalgamation of twisting thighs and protruding knees, its branches made of disjointed arms, and its twigs of bony fingers with ash-white flowers that sprouted from nailbeds at their highest points. The wretched limbs of their past family members had anchored me in place. Sometimes I still woke up from a cold sweat with the feel of leathery, aged skin against my neck or fingers digging beneath tendons and muscle, working their way deep into my body while Dagas demanded I threadmend his family.

It’d ended only when Rorik had ripped Dagas’s throat open and tossed his larynx on the ground.

“Thank the gods the rest of the Starglens fled,” I murmured.

“Yes, though they’re facing a much more permanent fate now.” Seville gripped the handle of her mug but didn’t take a drink. “I learned on my travels that they’d passed. Blight caught up with them. An entire family line just . . . gone.”

There was a strain in her words that hadn’t been there before, a slightly raised pitch to her voice. She didn’t look up from her coffee. Vora must have caught the shift, too, because she shot me a concerned glance.

“Seville, is something wrong?” I studied her closely. She was the picture of health and beauty, but there was a tightness around her eyes I hadn’t detected earlier. She pursed her lips, biting back words she didn’t dare say. Her glamour was perfect as always, but there was a crack in her mannerisms that I’d never witnessed before. It rattled me to my core.

“I really should be going,” she said abruptly as she stood. “I’m glad everyone is doing well. Please let me know if—”

“Seville.” I gripped her forearm and forced her to look at me. “What’s going on?”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then, without uttering a word, she gestured to herself with a gentle sweep of her fingers, as if drawing a curtain of glamour away from her skin. The rippling magic fell off her in a glittering wave before dispersing into the air, leaving behind a still-gorgeous Seville. I pressed my lips together as I scoured her appearance, knowing full well she’d let only one layer of her glamour fall away; otherwise, we’d be able to see
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