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EPILOGUE


# TALES OF THE MINTED REALMS: KEEPER OF CROSSINGS

### A Novel of the Fey Realms
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*For every door held open from the inside.*

*And for the ones patient enough to find them.*
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Chapter One: The Boy at the Edge of the Forest
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The last light of evening filtered gold through the ancient trees of Whisperwood, and Kimi had just settled herself against a mossy stone at the village edge when the boy came running.

He was perhaps ten years old, muddy to the knees, and his eyes were wide with the particular terror of a child who has been sent to find help and is not certain he will find it in time. He scanned the small group gathered at the edge of Millhaven — the traders packing their carts, the farmers returning from the fields — and then he found her, sitting apart from the others with her oak staff across her knees and the quiet green light of a druid's patience about her.

He ran straight to her and grabbed her sleeve.

"Please," he said, breathless. "Are you the druid? The elder sent me. Something's wrong in the forest."

Kimi looked at him steadily. Not with the brisk efficiency of someone already formulating a plan, but with the full attention of someone who understands that the way a person speaks is as important as what they say.

"Tell me," she said.

He told her quickly, stumbling over the words. The animals had been fleeing Whisperwood since dawn — deer and foxes and even the owls, streaming out of the treeline as though something inside had turned hostile to all living things. The grass at the forest's edge had gone grey, and the air smelled sweet but wrong, like flowers left too long in stale water. And old Bram's daughter — Lila, seven years old, blonde hair and a blue dress — had gone in yesterday morning to gather yarrow herbs and had not come back.

"She's only seven," the boy said, and his voice broke slightly on it.

"What's your name?" Kimi asked.

"Tom."

"Come, Tom."
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Bram was a hunter who had spent thirty years learning to read Whisperwood the way other men read books, and when Kimi arrived at his cottage he was sitting on the bench outside with his head in his hands. He looked up at her footsteps, and his face — weathered and red-eyed — did something complicated and then resolved into a kind of desperate hope.

"Druid." He rose. "My daughter. Lila. Blonde hair, blue dress. She went in past the old oak marker to gather yarrow. That was yesterday morning."

He pressed something into her hand before she could speak. A child's wooden bracelet, carved with tiny daisies. His thumb ran over the daisies once, then he made himself stop.

"She dropped this at the treeline. The air smells wrong in there. And the ground near the edge — the grass is going grey."

Kimi turned the bracelet in her fingers. She felt the faint warmth of a child's constant wearing in the wood, and beneath that, beneath the ordinary warmth, something else. A wrongness at the edge of things. An absence where presence should be.

"I'll need you," she said to Bram. "Can you come?"

He had already picked up his bow.

Tom stepped forward too, chin lifted, trying to look braver than his trembling hands suggested.

Bram put a firm hand on the boy's shoulder. "You stay. Tell the elder where we've gone."

Tom looked like he wanted to argue. He didn't. He ran.
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They reached the treeline as the last amber light was dying from the sky, and the forest was wrong before they were even through the first trees.

The air hit her immediately — sweet and rotten in the specific way Bram had described, the sweetness of corruption rather than growth. At the old oak marker, its bark carved with druidic waymarks left by her predecessors, the wildflowers had turned ashen grey, their petals curled inward as if recoiling from something they could sense but not name. A grey fox sat at the edge of the path, refusing to go further in. Its amber eyes were too knowing for a common animal.

Kimi pressed both palms to the roots of the old oak and let her druidcraft spread outward through the soil.

The roots carried pain. Not the acute pain of physical damage but the deep aching pain of something fundamentally wrong pressing against what was right. She reached further, following the root network northwest, and the images came slowly then all at once: a fairy ring of ancient mushrooms, sacred and very old. Something dark bound beneath it long ago by druidic magic. And the seal — cracking.

The fox padded toward her and sat at her feet. It looked up at her and spoke in the way that animals speak, not in words but in images and feeling so direct they bypassed language entirely.

*Darkness came three nights ago. It sings sweetly. It called the little one inward. The little one sleeps near the ring. Not harmed. Not yet. But the dark thing grows stronger each hour.*

Bram had gone very still beside her. He had been watching her face while her eyes went the color of deep forest.

"What did you find?" he asked.

"Lila is sleeping near a fairy ring. Something beneath the ring has been reaching outward and she was close enough to be drawn in. She's unharmed, but we need to move."

She turned to the fox. "Take us to her. Quietly."

The fox rose and slipped into the treeline.
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The fox led them at a swift quiet pace through the darkening forest. The corruption spread further in — whole patches of undergrowth bleached white, bark peeling from trees in long ashen strips. The smell grew stronger. Bram moved with the silent instinct of thirty years in the wood, and Kimi kept pace beside him, her staff muffled against the soft earth.

Then the fox stopped. Crouched low, ears flat.

Through the trees ahead: a wide clearing bathed in sickly greenish light. A perfect circle of ancient mushrooms pulsed dimly, and the ground around them was completely grey. And there, curled at the ring's very edge, was a small blonde girl in a blue dress.

Bram made a strangled sound. Kimi caught his arm before he could move.

She looked at the ring carefully. The mushrooms were the seal, she understood now — or rather, they were the markers above it, the way a scar marks a healed wound. One on the northern side was darker than the others. Cracked. Weeping something black and thin at its base.

The weak point.

If she could reinforce it, the seal would hold. But she would need to get close to the ring to do it.

"Bram," she said quietly. "Get Lila and run. Don't look at the ring. Don't touch the mushrooms. Don't stop until you're past the old oak."

"And you?"

"I'll be behind you once I've done what needs doing."

He looked at her. Then at Lila. The calculation in his eyes was quick and certain.

"On your mark," he said.

"Mark."
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He moved fast and low, decades of hunter's silence carrying him across the clearing in near silence. He scooped Lila up in one fluid motion, and the girl murmured but didn't wake, and the shimmer above the ring pulsed — the thing beneath sensing the child being removed, pressing harder against its failing seal.

It did not break through.

"Go," Kimi said. "Now."

He went. He didn't look back.

The fox sprinted after them.

And Kimi was alone with the ring.
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Chapter Two: Morreth
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She sank to her knees before the darkened mushroom.

The sweet rotten smell was overwhelming this close, and the ground was cold and grey beneath her hands. She pressed both palms flat against the earth and closed her eyes and reached past the corruption, past the cold, past the wrongness that had soaked into every root and grain of soil in this clearing, until she found what lay beneath all of it.

Clean water. Ancient water. The kind that runs beneath fairy mounds and moonlit pools. The water that was here before roads and walls and names.

She drew it upward through the roots, through her palms, through the oak staff pressed beside her into the earth.

The water answered.

It flowed from her hands in threads of soft silver-blue light — not water exactly, but the *feeling* of water, of deep forest springs and morning dew on spider silk. It soaked into the cracked mushroom slowly, and the black weeping at its base stopped, and the dark bruised color began to fade.

Pale. Then cream. Then the warm healthy amber of a proper fairy ring mushroom.

The seal held.

The pulsing beneath the ring shuddered, and a sound rose — not quite a voice — low and discordant, like a song played backwards. Angry. Frustrated.

Then silence.

And then the silence broke, and it was a different kind of silence — the silence of consideration.

Kimi became aware that the backwards song had changed. It was quieter. Smaller. Still present in the sealed earth beneath her, but no longer straining against the ring.

*Checking.*

It knew she was there. Whatever was beneath the ring, it was aware of her, aware of what she had just done, and it was deciding what to do about it.

She sat back on her heels and looked at the fairy ring in the moonlight. The mushrooms glowed their warm amber, all of them now, and the grey around them was already beginning — very slowly — to recede. She could feel it retreating like a tide going out, the wrongness draining back toward the sealed thing beneath.

And then a voice reached her.

Not through the roots this time. Through the air. Through the silence of the cleared space around her. Through the particular channel that exists between things that are paying close attention to each other.

*You walk the old way. Flowers at your feet. The land vouches for you.*

Kimi did not look around. She knew she would not find the voice by looking. She stayed where she was, cross-legged on the moss, and waited.

A pause, weighted and ancient.

*I am called Morreth. Bound here by your predecessors three hundred years past. They called me corrupting. Dangerous.*

Another pause, and in it something that might have been an admission.

*They were not entirely wrong.*

The air in front of her shifted. She looked up.

Something was taking shape in the space above the ring — difficult to look at directly, the way some things are difficult not
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