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      I stood in the center of a council chamber I had never seen before. A vast library lined the walls, interspersed with decorated frames and ornate mirrors. A great vaulted ceiling rose overhead, embellished with intricate carvings and painted in exquisite detail. Across the empty space before me was an elaborate table that seated six leaders of High Council, my executioners.

      No, not executioners. I was being absurd, surely. How bad can the punishment be for what I’ve done?

      Guards stood behind me, within arm’s reach on either side. To the left of them were council members, and as I glanced right, in walked the dark stranger who’d come into my life only days before I had managed to destroy it.

      Chevelle stood at attention, facing the council table. He did not acknowledge me.

      I could hear others enter behind us, presumably witnesses, and I wondered if my tutor—my only possible ally in this ordeal—was among them.

      Even she might not be able to save me from this fate. It’s over, the voice in my head kept telling me. This is it. But I was getting ahead of myself.
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      That morning, I was out of the house early. I’d wanted to avoid my aunt, who was determined not to let me forget what a burden it had been to take me in, even if it used every spare ounce of her energy to do it.

      The thought annoyed me as I rushed up the path and through the village gate, keeping my head down. No one generally went out of their way to speak to me, but I wasn’t one for taking chances. The other elves didn’t have much use for one who wasn’t able to contribute, and my lack of magic and skill usually put me far from their minds, except for Evelyn of Rothegarr, with whom I’d nearly tussled the day before. She’d gone into a bit of a coughing fit right before it had descended too far into unpleasantness, and I’d been saved from my own dark thoughts about how to deal with her.

      When she’d gotten to the village, though, she’d progressed from coughing to choking and, according to my aunt, had blamed the whole thing on me, as if I could work magic.

      I slipped around the village and through the tangle of brush behind Junnie’s house, darting past a trellis and toward the door. As I ducked under the hanging ivy, my foot caught on a vine and I stumbled forward, cursing as I nearly ran into a boulder—a boulder wearing a shirt.

      Gradually, I tilted my head back and blew my too-long bangs aside to peer up first at a strong chin, a stern mouth, and then the darkest sapphire-colored eyes I’d ever seen. A lot of elves had blue eyes, but always bright and shimmery. These were of the deepest blue. They must appear black in the shadows.

      The thought made me flush.

      He turned from me without a word and disappeared in a few long strides. I watched him go. With his short dark hair, dark eyes, and a large, strong build, he certainly wasn’t from this clan.

      Behind me, Junnie cleared her throat. “Freya?”

      I hadn’t realized she was watching me from the open door. “Who…?” I trailed off.

      “You needn’t bother yourself with him.” She could see that I would. “Chevelle Vattier. He’s from a northern clan. He’ll be here only a short while. Council business.”

      That brought me back to my mission. “Fannie said there was some trouble with Evelyn?”

      “Yes.” There was something in her tone I didn’t recognize. “She’s fine now.”

      “Yesterday, I saw her.”

      “Yes.” She half-smiled. “Don’t worry yourself, Freya. Come, now. Let’s study.”

      I hesitated. Evelyn had mentioned me, but not accusingly, and surely, there was more Junnie could have said. But she only placed a gentle hand on my shoulder and led me inside.

      Junnie was older than I but remained striking with the blond hair, blue eyes, and thin features that seemed to be standard-issue among the village elves. The Council had assigned her as my tutor, citing my advanced age as the reason I couldn’t learn with the others, but I suspected it was my stunning lack of ability that had landed me there.

      “So,” I said, forcing a smile, “what’s on the agenda for today?”

      She avoided my gaze, straightening the deep-blue sash that tied her tunic. “How do you feel about studying the lineages?” She knew I hated trying to memorize endless pages of names and dates, and she didn’t seem surprised by my groan of complaint. “Well, let’s get to it, then,” she said, leading me toward the back room through the tiny living area.

      She didn’t have or need a great deal of space. Much as I was, Junnie was practically alone. Her family had all received the calling to serve elfkind. I didn’t know exactly what that meant, only that the elf usually left with fanfare and seldom returned in fewer than a hundred years. It was apparently a very honorable thing, though she never seemed proud.

      Just off the living area was the study, which was larger than the front room, stuffed full of documents, and lit by a pair of dim oil lanterns. Dust covered the decrepit scrolls and books lining the walls, but aside from a well-used worktable, the room was clean. Settling onto my usual stool, I leaned forward, elbows on the carved edge of the table to prop my head up for the monotonous hours to come.

      I went back over our conversation, trying to find some meaning in the lack of information from my tutor. I recalled the dark-headed stranger and became distracted.

      Junnie’s books of lineages distracted me too. I would have time to worry about Evelyn later. In the meantime, I had my chance to find out about Chevelle Vattier.

      After leafing through a dozen or so volumes, my determination began to falter. There were many lineages, but I needed something on the northern clans, something on Vattier, and Junnie didn’t have that. I would need a library, maybe even the council library. I shivered—I definitely wasn’t sure about that. Even if I worked up the nerve to sneak in, I didn’t have the magic to search documents quickly enough to find what I was after, as the council members did. I would have to stick to the village library.

      I explained to Junnie that I wanted to leave early to collect various plants so I could easier identify the species the way she’d always urged me to. I expected at least a speculative gaze, but Junnie was distracted, scratching away at a scroll with quill and ink. I knew better than to go directly to the library. The village was small, and word wouldn’t take long to get back to her, so I took a rambling, rarely used path out of the village and found myself wandering idly through the trees. Eventually, I came into an abandoned, overgrown garden, where I did not attempt anything useful like identifying the species but instead tried again to grow with magic.

      Evelyn, daughter of a council elder, had caught me trying with a thistle the day before and had quite plainly informed me I was to be punished. But I was tired of being the only one who couldn’t do it. Of course, I’d been warned not to practice without supervision, but I didn’t see what harm could come if I wasn’t able to do anything more than light a lantern. Her disagreement with that assessment was what had started the argument, and though I felt alone in the field, I couldn’t help but glance around for her presence.

      I concentrated first on one weed then on each of the others, attempting the same tingle that came when I sparked a small flame. I had no luck for hours, but soon, a small thorn tree and a couple of noxious strains began to mature in response to the magic. Not much, but there was enough of a change to prove it was working.

      I stared at the plants in awe.

      All that time, I’d thought something was broken in me, that something had happened when I’d lost my mother, but maybe Junnie was right. Maybe I just needed to get my focus and to work until the magic came through.

      Then I thought of Evelyn accusing me of practicing magic, and my panic rose anew. I stood, kicking dirt over the offending plants.

      I ran back toward the village, brushing the evidence of my foray off the legs of my trousers. My heart raced as I straightened my hair and cut through the trees toward the village center. I would go to the library. It was safe there.

      But then I remembered why I was going and hesitated. It felt wrong. I had no good reason for researching Chevelle Vattier, except I was curious. There’s nothing wrong with being interested, is there?

      Heat crept into my face for no good reason, and I picked up my pace to the old tree that housed the library. I knew my shoulders were drawn in, and I was glancing around too often, but I couldn’t seem to help it. It felt illicit. I felt guilty.

      Twice, I imagined a set of dark eyes on me, and a pricking sensation ran over my spine. I was going to have to pull myself together. I was being ridiculous. At that rate, I would have been fawning at him and flipping my hair like Evelyn by sundown.

      When I finally walked into the library, I remembered why I didn’t go there to study lineages. There must have been a thousand volumes and tenfold more scrolls on the main level alone, and I had no magic to lead me in the right direction.

      I sat for hours, exploring the early texts, stories of the river clans and their battles with the Imps of Long Forgotten, firsthand accounts of the Trials of Istanna, and the long lineages of the eldest families. In all those records, there was nothing about a Vattier and nothing on the north.

      A whisper roused me from my studies, and I realized it was late, so I decided to give up until the following day. Rising unsteadily, I heard the whisper again, but it was only the wind.

      I glanced backward. Papers scattered on the floor. I surveyed the library, but it was practically empty. Someone on a higher level must have caused the pages to fall. I bent over and read the closest document. It was an account from the northern clans—I was stunned. I managed to stash the papers in my shirt then attempted a casual exit, convinced I should read them at home to avoid getting caught.

      I’d made it out of the library and almost to the gate when I noticed a dark figure half hidden by a wide tree. It was Chevelle speaking with a councilman. He turned his head, glancing toward me, and I was caught by his eyes.

      I was ashamed to admit I was staring. Worse still, I’d stopped walking to look at him. Color rose in my cheeks as I turned away. I couldn’t understand what was wrong with me. The pages stuffed in my shirt felt like fire against my skin. It felt the way it did when I tried to lie.

      I quickened my pace, stumbled on a root, and glanced back to see if he had noticed. But he was gone. I didn’t know whether I was relieved or not.

      My mind went over the encounter again as I made my way home. He’d had such a stern expression and such an intense gaze, but I thought I knew why: because I wouldn’t stop staring at him.

      

      It seemed that my aunt Francine always knew when I didn’t want to be bothered and went out of her way to ensure that I was. I quietly entered the house, hoping to slip off to my room, but there she was, smack in the center of the sitting area, drunk as a two-day jamboree. She had the same dull blond hair and muddy-brown eyes as I did, though mine were specked with green. She stopped me on my way through and forced me to sit and be her audience. I watched her as she rambled. She never mentioned Evelyn again, so neither did I. All I could think of were the papers I’d hidden away.

      After a long evening of ducking her verbal jabs and listening to her theories on the Council’s secret conspiracies, I finally made it to my room. With a flick of my fingers, light flooded the tiny space. I took a quick inventory: the seal on my wardrobe was intact, my drawings were still scattered across the floor, and the stash of walnuts remained on the table beside my bed. My mother’s pendant hung from a woven-leather chain above my pillow, shooting refracted beams across the bed, and I smiled as I sat beneath it.

      Scanning the pages I’d brought home from the library, I tried to find some order. I sorted them as best I could onto the worn comforter and sat rigidly while reading, unable to fathom why the document had me so anxious. For days, I’d been on edge.

      The first pages contained the usual detailed description of the record-keeper, including his lineages and how he’d come upon the information. He was apparently a scribe for Grand Council and was responsible for copying scrolls and adding new information from their various local libraries for each of the northern clans.

      Some of the information was suspect, such as gossip from the neighboring fey guild about strange activities and reports from travelers about deserted villages—or maybe they weren’t deserted. One description seemed to imply the village was empty not only of elves, but absent of all evidence that it had ever been inhabited. There were maps of mountains and forests I’d never seen, showing each village and town. Curved lines of azure representing rivers and streams cut through the page, and I had a pang of regret for not studying maps with Junnie.

      The next pages were a copy of the record-keeper’s report to Grand Council about his findings, including his conclusion. There were missing pages, but something dreadful had happened, for certain. His official report should have been factual and serious, but the description was loaded with fear. Even his script became shaky as it reached the final word, extinction. All of the northern clans were gone, according to his account. Something had wiped out an entire region.

      I wondered why that wasn’t something I’d learned in my studies or been told in stories.

      The last pages were lists of clan members, in order of family names. There must have been thousands, but pages were missing there too. F, G, L, N, and V were just gone.

      As I reached the end, I took a deep breath. I had gotten so involved in the terrified man’s story and page after page of family names that I had forgotten why I was reading in the first place. I sighed. Of course, the pages with the V names were missing.

      I felt a small stab of guilt for the selfishness of the thought while looking over such loss and tucked the pages under my mattress.

      Lying back on the bed as I looked up at my mother’s pendant, I closed my eyes, trying to remember her. I could see her face, her straight nose, her gentle smile. Her long hair waved around her shoulders, stray locks caught by the wind. She wore an embroidered white gown with bell sleeves and a low-cut neck. Her pendant hung there. It started to refract light, but there was only darkness around my vision of her. The wind picked up, and her dark hair began to whip back and away from her face. She was smiling gloriously, her arms outstretched. The pendant started to glow, and the darkness cracked. The wind was howling. I could barely see, or maybe something was covering my face. When I screamed, the sound was lost. I tried again, but suddenly I was blind, mute, and still. And yet I knew everyone was dying, running and screaming and dying.

      I jerked upright in bed, gasping, my ears ringing. My face was damp, and as I wiped it away, I was surprised to find it was not tears but blood. My nose was bleeding.

      It took another moment to get my bearings. My bed sheets were a tangle, and my clothes were disheveled. It had only been a dream. I had fallen asleep looking at my mother’s pendant, trying to remember her, and somehow combined it with the disaster I had read about the northern clans. Just a dream, I reminded myself.

      Shaken, I sat up, struggling to collect myself. I reached up to remove the pendant from the hook and squeezed it tightly in my fist. It felt good, like a connection, and I slid the leather chain over my head, pulling the pendant down to rest on my chest. It felt right there, and I knew I should have been wearing it all along.

      As I let go, I realized I’d gotten blood on my hands, so I headed to the hall and poured water from the pitcher into a ceramic basin. Staring into the mirror was not my favorite pastime—it mostly made my head hurt. But I had to clean the blood from my face and straighten the nest of hair on my head.

      When I leaned forward, a flash caught my eye. For a moment, I thought the pendant was reflecting light from somewhere in the dark hallway, but my brain must still have been muddled from sleep. I examined the stone more closely and saw blood smudged there as well, so I rinsed it clean.

      I lingered there, clutching it tightly—it was a comfort to hold. It seemed to warm something deep within me. I vowed to keep it on as I shook a thought from the dream away and headed for the door.

      It was a gloomy day, and I didn’t miss having to squint against the bright sunlight. Early as it was, I decided to take the long way to town, meandering through the fields and thinking of all that had passed in the last days until I reached a patch of weeds that reminded me of Evelyn’s taunting. I felt a momentary spasm at the thought of her choking in the pit of my stomach. Then I remembered growing the weeds in the garden, and I was suddenly in a rush to get to Junnie’s.

      I rapped our special knock, and in a heartbeat, Junnie was opening the door. “Morning, Frey. Early start today?”

      I was determined. “Yes. I want to practice growing.”

      She glanced at the pendant against my chest. She was silent for a moment as she looked into my eyes, almost searching, probably worried I was sad or missing my mother. “Not today. It seems I have business with Council this morning.” Her mouth turned down in a grimace.

      “Oh.” It wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty to do—I would just head to the library and try to find the missing pages to the northern clan documents. “Well, I’ll see you then.” I smiled at her and headed around to cut through the village.

      I took my time to allow her to make her way to the council building. As my feet scuffed along the path, I heard angry whispers and glanced up to find their source. A Council member was leaning toward a dark figure, wearing a harsh expression and pointing out fingers on his other hand. Counting reasons for his argument?

      He turned his head as if scanning for an audience. He found one—me. As his eyes hit mine, I had the feeling I was intruding and that I should look away, but something kept me staring.

      It was him again: Chevelle Vattier. I swallowed hard and forced myself to continue walking, determined not to trip. As the path wound closer to them, I became excruciatingly aware that it was going to split, heading either to the gate or to the library. I still hadn’t decided how to make my escape when Chevelle turned back toward the councilman and spoke something low, cutting the conversation off. The councilman shot me a quick look before storming off.

      Chevelle remained standing where he was, his back to me. I had to make a decision. I could walk within feet of him to continue to the library to research him, or I could run home and hide, coward that I was. My stomach tightened. It was ridiculous. I kept walking.

      He turned to me, scarcely a few feet away. “Good morning.” He nodded as he spoke, his voice as smooth as velvet.

      My body seemed to angle itself toward him of its own accord. I mentally cursed, but I could recover—I would just keep going in the same direction, as if I was on my way to the village center, because I was on my way to the village center. There was no need for him to know it was to research someone associated with the Council, someone like him.

      I tried to respond to his greeting but felt choked and instead only nodded, my jaw clenched. I kept on the path, not daring to look back in case he was behind me. I was convinced he was. He wouldn’t have been taking the back way to Junnie’s, and he wouldn’t have been leaving the village without a pack—he was likely going to a council meeting. He was certainly right behind me, following me into town.

      Somehow, I made it to the library without tripping or looking back, though I was nearly overcome with the temptation to turn at the door so I could see him one more time. I didn’t know what was happening, only that it was far past time to pull myself together.

      The library steps curled around the interior of the tree, shelves cut into every space above and below, and tables, racks, and patrons were scattered about the remaining areas. I found a dark, empty corner on the third level and relaxed onto a seat, leaning against the inside wall of the old tree and taking in the scent of ancient paper and binding materials.

      After a momentary pause to blot out my latest incidence of poor self-control, I decided to attempt to locate the missing pages by magic. I had, after all, succeeded in growing only days ago. I concentrated as hard as I could, and though nothing flitted out of the shelves and onto my desk, I had a strong feeling I knew where the documents were, mostly because I knew the approximate area from where they had fallen the day before. I made my way over then took a few volumes and scrolls back to my secluded table. I was able to find several documents on the northern clans and even one of the missing pages of names—L.

      I had spread them out on the table and was studiously examining them when a shadow crossed my desk. I realized someone was standing there and distractedly glanced up to see who.

      My instinct to breathe deserted me.

      It was Chevelle Vattier.
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      Chevelle stood there, staring down at me as I leaned halfway across the table of documents concerning the northern clans to conceal that I was researching him. I tried not to betray myself by glancing at the papers, but the only other place to look was at him.

      He didn’t look away. I had no way of knowing if he’d seen the documents before I realized he was there, and I stared at him, frozen for what seemed like an eternity. I was unable to decipher his expression or guess how I should explain having the documents. Words abandoned me when I opened my mouth to speak.

      He finally broke the silence. “Freya.”

      He’d used one of Junnie’s pet names for me. I couldn’t believe how much I liked that.

      He reached out his hand. “I am Chevelle Vattier.”

      I nodded a slow, stuttering nod.

      He wasn’t smiling. His face was unreadable. “I am an old friend of Junnie. I saw her at Council this morning. She was disappointed that she has been too occupied by clan business of late to guide you. I offered to help her—to help you.”

      The stranger I had been obsessed with was going to help me with my studies. I melted, sliding down into my chair. He was still holding his hand out to me. My back pressed against the wall, and as he took a step forward, I became wholly aware of how small and isolated the library space I had chosen was.

      He turned his outstretched hand palm up, indicating the stool beside me, as if that had been his intention all along. “May I?”

      I nodded once, and he slid onto the stool, facing me, not the table spread with documents.

      I still had not spoken.

      His dark eyes moved to the pendant against my chest then quickly back to my face, as if he had committed an indiscretion.

      We sat there for a few more moments, but my words would not return, not with the imposing stranger inches before me.

      When he finally spoke again, I realized his offer of help wasn’t a request. “Let’s begin with histories.” He flicked the middle finger of his left hand, and a thick ivory tome flew from a shelf, opened, and floated steadily between us, as if on a table. There was something so wrong about it, but I couldn’t say why.

      I pushed away the urge to question an associate of Council, instead asking, “Chevelle?”

      He smiled. It was only one word, but he understood. I was asking if I could address him in the common parlance, not the official titles and formalities of Council that he might have been used to. He tilted his head in a nod.

      We sat tucked in the narrow space behind a small library table for hours. He pulled books between us and returned them to the shelves, never once glancing at the papers referencing the northern clans, spread out beside us. Nothing we studied touched on the histories of those clans—there was nothing of his histories, nothing of mine. But conversation had become easy as soon as I had spoken that first word, as soon as I had said his name and he’d smiled in return.

      I found myself leaning toward him as he spoke, actually paying attention at times, for he had a pleasant voice and an unusual dialect. He wove histories as if they were stories of his childhood friends instead of useless facts, and I became enthralled. It felt as if we were alone there in the quiet corner of the third level, the occasional murmur below and whisper of flipping pages the only other sound in the dim setting. A small knothole made a window in the wall across from me, and some light from the cloudy day occasionally came through, putting Chevelle’s face in shade. I had been right—his eyes appeared nearly black in the shadows.

      I leaned forward, listening to him as a small gray bird landed on the lip of the knothole and chirped once. Not many animals feared the elves. It seemed curious about what we were doing.

      It chirped twice, and I winced at the annoying cheeping, working to focus on Chevelle’s story.

      Then it chirped three more times. I gritted my teeth, but I could not block out the irritating sound. It broke into a melody that pierced my ears, and I barely restrained a growl of frustration as I cursed the devilish thing. That was when I heard the hollow thud of its body smacking the floor.

      I jerked upright. My ears were still ringing from the harsh song, but the bird lay dead on the wooden planks below the window. Chevelle started to turn to find the source of the muffled thump, and before I realized what I was doing, I flicked my right hand, and the bird’s body flopped behind a shelf and out of sight. When Chevelle turned back to me, I stared right into his eyes, as if I had not seen or heard a thing, wondering why he wasn’t still explaining the histories of Grah. He glanced past me… or maybe at the crown of my head, as if he was avoiding my eyes. My lying eyes.

      I was too worried about being caught to feel guilty about the bird, to think about its soft gray feathers or the wing that was bent awkwardly beneath it. I didn’t know about where Chevelle was from, but in the village, one didn’t just kill birds, especially not for singing.

      After a moment, my tutor continued the lesson, but his demeanor had changed. He watched the book, and occasionally his gaze wandered from my face, back up and out of focus just above me. But he did not look directly into my eyes as he had before. It bothered me, and I didn’t think it was because of my conscience.

      When he reached the end of the book, it returned to its home on the shelf, and he stood, placing a hand briefly on the top of my head. It was only a momentary touch, but electricity surged though me. A flash of confusion or frustration passed over his features too quickly to identify. He looked into my eyes one last time as I sat stunned and speechless, my skin still tingling from the contact.

      “Enough for today,” he said, nodding as he turned, his long strides taking him from my view.

      I sat motionless as I watched him go and remained so for some time. I hadn’t realized how exhausted I’d been.

      When I finally rose to leave, I stashed a few more of the northern-clan documents under my shirt. My head was swirling with all that had happened—not simply my new tutor, but the magic. On my way out, I walked past the shelf that hid the body of the dead bird. I’d never been able to move objects, but it seemed that I had done it without thinking. It wasn’t just that, but the weeds and thorns in the old garden bothered me too. I needed to see Junnie.

      The door was partially open when I reached her house, so I peeked my head in and called for her. When she didn’t answer, I slipped in to check the back room.

      As I walked through the sparsely decorated living area, I passed a carved mirror on the wall and noticed something off in my reflection. I knew I was flushed—I could feel the frustration and worry—so I stopped to get a closer look. There was something not right with my complexion, but what was really off was just above my face. I squinted, leaning toward the mirror as my hands reached up seemingly of their own accord.

      The first quarter inch of my hair was blackened. I parted my hair in a different area and then again, but the roots of my hair were dark over my entire scalp. My fingers began to tremble against my skin. I could come up with no plausible explanation for the change. “Junnie,” I called again.

      She didn’t answer. The study was empty. I let out a shaky breath and glanced around. Nothing was out of place except for a thistle on the table. It was thriving but unplanted. I examined it closer. It was rather large, and though the blooms looked healthy, the exposed roots were black, seemingly rotted. I didn’t understand how a plant could survive without soil and with such decay. I scanned the table, but it was the only plant there, aside from Junnie’s potted ivies and flowers, which hung as they always had.

      At my touch, the thistle leaves crumbled, my skin tingling with the unfamiliar feel of my own magic. I watched its ashes fall, landing on scattered seeds and bulbs, and realized in horror what it meant. It was the thistle I had grown. The garden.

      I rushed out, leaving the door open as I had found it. I hurried from the village, almost running under the cloudy skies, trying to remember where the abandoned garden was located. It wasn’t hard to find because of its new size, but if I hadn’t been half expecting and half fearing the excessive growth, I might not have recognized it. Each of the strains I had attempted to grow was flourishing. Noxious weeds were taking over the meadow.

      I stood there, overwhelmed, frozen before the changed garden. I had to press my eyes closed to not see. Light rain began to fall as I raised my head to the sky, drawing in a deep breath. The cool water trickled down my face, calming the heat of my pulse, but it didn’t clear my head. I still couldn’t understand.

      A painful fear shot through me at the thought of the destroyed thistle on Junnie’s worktable, and I tilted my head forward to run through the growth. Vines, thorns, and leaves turned to muddy ash as they touched my outstretched arms, wet with rain. When I reached the edge of the garden, I stopped to kneel, digging my fingers deeply into the soil to form a trench. When I saw the bare roots, black and rotted, I was suddenly exhausted. It was too much.

      It took me to a familiar, mindless place, and I turned to walk home, void of any sensation save the slow rain on my skin.

      When I entered the house, Francine was there, but I trudged past her on the way to my room. I barely took notice of her expression and the suspicion in her eyes as she took in my mud-streaked clothes and dripping hair. I didn’t speak—I was spent, and I just couldn’t make myself care. In the darkness of my room, I collapsed onto the bed. I didn’t bother lighting a flame. I wanted to be alone, and in the dark, I felt more so. I closed my eyes, dropping asleep to the thrum of falling rain.
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      I awoke gasping from another dream of my mother and destruction. The rain had stopped, and the sun was rising, so I wiped the sweat from my brow and went to the hall pitcher to splash my face. The dark roots of my hair were stark in the mirror’s reflection, and I recalled the dream. The memories of my mother were fuzzy, but I’d always thought she’d had light hair, beautiful and golden like Junnie’s. In the dream, though, it was as black as the roots of my hair had become.

      I stood there for a long moment, staring at the darkness, then spun as I made another stupid, rash decision. Slinking past Fannie’s room, I headed for her makeshift vault. She kept all the things I wasn’t allowed to touch in that room, which was supposed to be off-limits, not that I’d bothered to explore it before. There was a large flat stone, covering where it hid in the floor, which I’d never been able to move. But that was before.

      I wasn’t sure how the magic had worked with the bird, but I knew it had, so I dropped to my knees, held my hands above the stone, and closed my eyes, concentrating with everything I had. Nothing happened right away, and my mind wandered a bit with thoughts of what might be inside and how I wanted to see and needed to touch my family heirlooms, the things that had belonged to my mother.

      The stone lid scraped across the floor as it shifted. It didn’t go far, but I didn’t need it to move much. I reached down and drew out a small leather pouch, its bronzed decorations weathered and worn. I laid it aside, reaching back in. My fingers closed around a tube, probably a scroll case. I started to take it out when I heard a wheezing growl behind me. I froze.

      The stream of profanities that followed was long and harsh, and part of it sounded as though it was in another tongue. I released the tube and turned slowly toward Fannie, who was red-faced and shaking. She stepped toward me, and I slid the pouch that lay against my leg behind my sash. She didn’t seem to notice.

      The blow was quick, and I hadn’t seen it coming. My head turned with the contact, whipping back toward her before I had a chance to rein in my shock and anger. Fannie’s eyes lit with anticipation, as if she wanted me to fight back.

      I had never even talked back to Fannie. I didn’t have the size to fight her, let alone the magic, and she was conniving. When I’d first come to live with her, she had sent me to Council repeatedly, complaining of my behavior. I had undergone hours of evaluations under the scrutiny of council members, exams and trials, endless questions, and black blots on parchment that made abstract shapes. “What do you see, Elfreda?”

      I’d known what they’d wanted to hear, something about butterfly and flower species. But I was so resentful to Fannie for putting me there that I usually saw a black blob of death consuming her. “A Monarch,” I would say instead.

      She looked beyond me at the few inches of open floor, and I took the opportunity to bolt past her and down the hall, straight out the door at full speed. I ran from the house, ignoring the paths—other elves would be no help to me. I kept running until I was certain she wasn’t coming, and then I collapsed at the edge of a meadow, breathless. I dropped my face into my hands and might have wept if I hadn’t been so fueled by fear and adrenaline.

      “Freya?” a soft voice asked.

      I looked up, startled.

      Chevelle stood just in front of me. He dropped to his knees and reached out to touch the mark across my cheek left from the slap. Shame flooded me, and I turned my head to hide the evidence, but he cradled the side of my face.
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      “Freya,” he repeated in a softer voice as he lifted my chin. He appeared concerned as he glanced from the welt to my eyes, and I struggled to keep the tears that were welling from falling. I’d not had a caring touch from anyone for so long that I didn’t know how to react. And I was ashamed. Fannie had authority over me, but I wasn’t a child. It was only that I had nowhere else to go. I couldn’t leave.

      “You’ll need to learn protection spells.”

      “I-I can’t…”

      “We won’t tell Francine or the Council,” he promised, and I didn’t miss the way he said her name. “We won’t even tell Junnie,” he added softly.

      I didn’t understand. Cold moisture from the ground seeped through the material covering my legs, and I shifted, fidgeting as I looked up at him. “I mean I can’t do magic. Just useless stuff like lighting candles—”

      “Then we’ll start with fire.” Chevelle lowered his hand to mine and stood, pulling me up and toward the center of the clearing.

      Once we’d distanced ourselves from the tree line, he stopped and turned back to me, still holding my right hand. My eyes followed his as he looked down at our clasped hands. A cool blue flame lit on my right sleeve.

      Immediately, I jerked my free hand up to extinguish it, but Chevelle took it and stopped me from smacking at the flame, which had already disappeared. “No,” he said. “Use the magic. Feel it.”

      I nodded, and he returned his gaze to our hands. He couldn’t have been much older than I, but his hands dwarfed mine, and it made me feel suddenly and fleetingly like a child again.

      A spark lit at the hem of my left sleeve and slowly worked its way up my arm. I wanted it off of me, needed to put it out. When I concentrated on that, the flame flickered. It flared again, and Chevelle squeezed my hands. I have to be able to do this. I focused hard on the base of the flame as it wavered then fell back toward the hem, where it finally choked off. I glanced up at Chevelle. He looked pleased.

      “Again,” he said as he stepped back and released my hands.

      The meadow seemed to open as a circle of fire grew in front of me. I tried to see past it, through the flames to Chevelle, and then it was gone. He moved farther back, raising his right hand so a stream of fire followed it, arcing in my direction. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to extinguish it before it hit me. My feet were frozen in place. I could only think of one thing: fight fire with fire. I flung my arm toward the incoming stream of flames, and a tongue of fire akin to a dragon’s shot out and collided with it.

      I was shocked. I’d only used my power to light candles and lanterns. I’d had no idea I could produce such a vicious plume of flames. I looked at Chevelle.

      “Yes,” he said, exalted. He raised his arms above his head to construct a massive circle of blazing heat. When his eyes returned to mine, he smiled. He liked playing with fire. Then he shoved the fireball toward me with frightening speed.

      I threw both hands in front of me, palms forward, and forced out the largest mass I could in response. Chevelle flicked his wrist, and the flame dodged up and angled back toward me. I shook my hands frantically, spitting sharp bullets of heat at it, hoping to break it up. But he pulled his hands apart, and the thing split, each side curving toward me. There were suddenly two, and they were closing in fast.

      I leapt forward just as they collided where I’d been standing, and I lost my footing while I watched the fireworks behind me. Spinning into a tumble to keep from landing flat on my face, I rolled to my feet, thrilled from the fire play and from the magic. I let out a breathless laugh, and Chevelle joined in, though in all fairness, he might merely have been amused by my fall.

      We spent the next several hours there in the meadow, sculpting my craft. The exercises grew increasingly more difficult, but it seemed Chevelle was only toying with me. He must have had experience with fire magic, because the flames he produced behaved like an obedient dog. Mine, on the other hand, were about as compliant as a wet cat.

      Exhausted by the day’s work, I began to sway a bit. Chevelle led me to the base of an old willow tree, and I slumped against the trunk, sliding down to lie on my back. Chevelle reclined against the tree, his legs coming to rest just above my head in the soft grass.

      I gazed through the immense mass of leaves and branches overhead and breathed deeply. I felt the need to explain the welt, and my eyes rose toward him as I lightly touched my cheek. “I was searching for my mother’s things…”

      He stared straight out into the meadow, not responding, so I returned to watching the canopy of leaves.

      “I can’t remember her,” I said. I hadn’t discussed it with anyone before, but once I started talking, I couldn’t seem to stop. Without his response, I kept on, explaining my dreams—purposefully leaving out the part I had read about the northern clans—and closed my eyes in an attempt to see them more clearly. I was recalling the details of her dark hair blowing in the wind and the feeling of being trapped when my thoughts faded into the blackness of sleep.
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      I awoke in my own bed, the room dimly lit by a single flame suspended above my table. A flash of embarrassment hit as it dawned on me that Chevelle must have placed me there—he must have seen where I lived, my room. And then I smiled because he had left me a flame.

      I stretched my entire body, rejuvenated from the rest. I was unsure how long I’d slept, but it looked like the sun was rising again, and I wanted to be out of the house before I ran into Fannie.

      It was probably too early to hope to see Chevelle. I’d spent the last two days with him, but he hadn’t revealed anything of himself, and that only made me more curious. I retrieved the documents I’d hidden after my day with him at the library to find out whether they added anything to the report from the council scribe. There wasn’t much new there, mostly more names, but I did notice a watermark on one of the pages. I held it up to the light to see better. There was a council marking and something else.

      I dug out the first pages from under my mattress and examined them. The pages directly from the record-keeper’s report all included the same council mark plus a string of characters. I tried to decode them and realized that one of the symbols was likely a page number, and the others were probably locators. I felt like a fool. They were just like the codes used in the library, only more elaborate. No one really used the ciphers—they weren’t needed with magic, but they had been added to many of the pages when the fey had started tracking clan histories.

      I was holding in my hand the information I needed to find the northern clans in the council’s library. My stomach tightened, but I found myself getting up and heading toward the village, regardless of the consequences.

      I argued with the impulsive part of myself the entire way to town. I shouldn’t do it. I couldn’t. But I am. I am going to do it. And if I get caught, I can claim ignorance. The entire clan thinks I’m an imbecile, in any case. Maybe I’ll just see how close I can get. Maybe I’ll just try…

      And then I was there, standing in front of the council building then walking in. My attempt at stealth was poorly executed, but no one ever seemed to pay much attention to me, anyway. I casually leaned around a doorway to see into the next room, where a small group of villagers stood, blocking my way. They spoke in low voices, and as I tried to figure a way past, something seized my attention.

      “Evelyn has been a model citizen… doesn’t seem right…”

      My nerves twitched as the worry caused by her supposed accusation returned. I remembered the risk I’d put myself in to go there. I strained to listen but could only pick out parts of the conversation.

      “Well on her way to becoming a council member… if anyone should leave…”

      “Yes, but who can trust him…”

      “Why can’t we simply banish… who knows if the spells will even hold… dark magic can’t be trusted…”

      I struggled to hear them, irritated that they were talking so quietly, and the harder I listened, the more I perceived a dull, buzzing hum. My ears popped. And then, at once, the group began to scratch at themselves feverishly, clawing at forearms, abdomens, and necks. Each wore an uncomfortable, even frightened expression as they hurried out of the room and into an inner council chamber.

      It was more than a little strange, and I glanced after them as I made my way through the newly vacant room, but I was distracted by the sight of the library door.

      I had no way of knowing if there was a protection spell on the entry. When I walked through, there were no obvious repercussions, and I assumed that, with so many council members around, they must have thought it unnecessary.

      The council library was overwhelming. It housed copies of all the books in the village library as well as hundreds more that were too delicate or important for public use. And according to my aunt Francine’s theories, they held secret documents containing things they didn’t want commonly known there as well.

      The walls were stark white like carved marble, and the room felt cold and empty despite the abundance inside. I found a shelf to hide behind and placed my pilfered documents on the floor. I examined the shelves in front of me, looking for a match to the symbols, and found the sections to be arranged by groups, with each shelf divided into categories. I walked the library in search of the section for either of the characters listed in my documents and was about to give up when I noticed some encased racks in the center of the room. I checked the small section. The symbols fit.

      I smiled, thinking it had been easy as I slid my fingertips across the volumes on that shelf. My fingers tingled as they crossed a thin section of pages bound together. I slid them out just as I became aware of some sort of commotion that sounded like it was getting closer.

      The tingle hadn’t indicated that I’d found what I was looking for. It was a protection spell. I ran.

      As I shot through the rooms, all I could think of was not getting caught. I shoved the pages under my shirt before I made it through the last door. The village was crowded with elves oblivious to my horror. The protection spell must have alerted only Council. I ran from town and pushed through the brush at the edge of the village, taking the shortest direction out of the boundaries. I kept running until I became winded then hastily searched for some kind of shelter. Burrowing deep in a briar patch, struggling to catch my breath, I wrenched the wad of papers from under my shirt, buried them in the soil beside me, then waited for my punishment to come.

      But no one was coming. I was naïve to think they would chase me like hounds on a fox. They had magic—they were High Council.

      I stayed in the patch of briars for most of the day, cowering despite myself, but as the sun lowered in the sky, I crawled out on my belly to start the long walk home.

      It was late by the time I reached the tree, and I was tired enough that I didn’t care as much about being caught. I didn’t even know if they knew who broke the seal, if they knew I was the guilty party. But I was still quiet as I entered the house then my room and slid into bed.
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      The next morning, I slipped out early to call on Junnie. When I reached her door, it was cracked open again. I pushed it aside and scanned the front room, to no avail. I walked through to check the back, but still found nothing. Junnie was exceedingly clean and organized, so I couldn’t tell if she’d even been home. I wandered to the front door and was surprised by a tall figure there. The elaborate robe and tassels of a decorated council member blocked my way, and the fear returned.

      “Elfreda.”

      I cautiously dipped my head in respect.

      “Juniper Fountain has received the calling.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “What?” But then I shook off the question, because I had heard clearly enough. The more important question was, “When?”

      He grimaced at my disrespectful manner. “Not long.”

      Not long? Not long ago? Not long from now? I felt sick. I knew I was testing his patience, but I had to keep pushing. “Where?”

      His mouth tightened. “That is council business, Elfreda. That is Juniper Fountain’s path, not your own.” He stepped aside and rolled his hand to encourage me out. “Make your way.”

      I pushed past him feverishly, starting for town. But I quickly recalled the incident at the library and turned, heading home. I remembered my run-in with Fannie over the vault and realized I had nowhere to go. A pain throbbed deep in my chest. My instinct pushed me, and I ran for the clearing where I’d learned magic with Chevelle.

      He was there, waiting for me. The pain in my chest dulled a little, or maybe it was overwhelmed by a new pressure. I crossed to him slowly. Junnie was all I’d had since I’d arrived, and she was gone. For a hundred years, she would be gone. I wanted nothing more of Fannie, nothing more of any of it. I didn’t know what I would do, but by the time I reached Chevelle, I knew that I wanted to retrieve my mother’s things from the vault and leave that wretched place behind.

      I made my stance more formal to match his. “I want to learn transfer magic.”

      His mouth tightened, and he turned his head in a half shake.

      “You taught me fire,” I argued.

      “For protection, Freya.”

      “Please,” I begged.

      He hesitated.

      I didn’t know how to convince him. Is it too soon for me to learn? There’s an order to the spells, and you must earn the knowledge. If you go too fast or out of sequence, you could endanger yourself.

      “There is no hurry,” he said, clearly trying to persuade me.

      “There is,” I insisted. “I am running.” I didn’t know why I chose that word. I wasn’t bound to the place. “Leaving” would have sufficed, but it felt like running, like escape. I knew I was trapped. Someone would stop me. Yes, I’m running.

      My head swung to locate a noise at the edge of the clearing behind me and I saw long robes… two council members. My throat went dry, and Chevelle grabbed my shoulders as he said in a low voice, “Home, Freya. Run.”

      I didn’t hesitate. I sprinted straight home without looking back.

      The house seemed empty, but I didn’t check. With my heart pounding, I went directly to my room and closed the door behind me. The single flame still flickered above my bedside table, and as I walked closer, I noticed a package on my bed. I spun my hand and lit the room to better see. It was a wide ivory box tied with tweed. There was a small note under the knot.

      

      Dearest Elfreda,

      I must away without saying goodbye. I am sure you cannot understand, but please trust in me. Don this immediately. —J.

      

      I tugged at the tie, and the string fell away. I sucked in air as I opened the lid. It seemed that I couldn’t quite catch my breath anymore. Reaching inside to draw out the long white gown, I could not fathom Junnie’s reasoning—she must have gone through much to get me the package. Numbly, I stared at her words while I unfastened my shirt and sash. The pouch I had rescued from the vault fell to the bed. How had I forgotten that? I kicked off my shoes and pulled my top and pants off before sliding the gown over my head, straightening the length with my hands. The corset laced tightly at my waist, and the plunging neckline was lower than anything I would ever wear.

      I retrieved the leather pouch from the bed to examine the contents, but before I loosened the binding, I heard a crash behind me. Three council guards had busted open my door. I tucked the pouch under the long bell sleeve of the dress as they crossed the room to seize me by the arms.
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      In the center of the Council chamber, I waited for my trail, listening as they called my full name. I had always hated it—to be named for the ancient word for “elf” was bad enough, but the flowery string of words that followed just made me cringe. I had never known my father, but given that they were traditionally responsible for choosing the names of their firstborn, I blamed him for it.

      “Elfreda Georgiana Suzetta Glaforia stands before High Council…” The formal tone of the speaker severed my rambling thoughts, dragging me back to a frightening reality. What will they do to me? How bad could the punishment be for sneaking into a library and stealing a book? Maybe it wasn’t even about that. Maybe Fannie had told them I broke into the vault. But they were my family’s things too, so it couldn’t be that bad.

      She could lie.

      I swallowed hard. Maybe it was about something else entirely. Maybe a dead bird.

      A guard approached me. I had been drifting again, lost in thought. What had they said? The council leaders were focused on the pendant at my chest, where it lay exposed against my skin in the V of the low-cut gown. They had ordered the guard to remove it. I didn’t understand why they would want my mother’s pendant, but I knew better than to ask. I knew what would happen if I spoke before being instructed.

      The guard stood facing me, both hands poised to take the leather chain over my head as I stared on insensibly. His touch lingered, and I glanced down, surprised to see that he had a firm grip on the necklace but wasn’t lifting it—couldn’t lift it. I looked to the council leaders as the guard turned toward the table and decisively stepped away from me.

      “The crystal will not be removed,” he said. Though he spoke only to the elders, it set into motion a wave of murmurs that filled the room, reverberating up the high ceiling.

      A council elder silenced the witnesses then trained his gaze on me. “Who instructed you in fusion?”

      I didn’t have an answer. I’d never heard of fusion. I wasn’t sure what to do, and I looked out of desperation toward the only person in the room who’d ever helped me. Chevelle was watching me, surprise clear on his face. Whatever I’d been accused of, he hadn’t expected it.

      The council elders mistook the exchange as an answer. “Chevelle Vattier, you have led this fusion?”

      His head whipped back toward the council table, and he shot out a forceful “no.”

      They focused once more on me. “I ask again, Elfreda. Who taught you the magic to seal yourself to the crystal?”

      I was at a loss. I stood helplessly as Chevelle spoke up. “Elfreda.” He’d used my given name, I hoped simply because we were in a formal setting and not because of whatever horrible thing I had been accused of. “Where did you learn how to fuse the pendant with your blood?” he pleaded.

      Fuse the pendant with my blood? What is he talking about? I heard someone behind me: “How did she know to keep it from being removed?” And someone else: “Who even left it with her?”

      It came together then, the feeling I’d had when I’d awakened and placed it around my neck, the part of the dream I’d shaken off as I stood before the basin washing up, cleaning the blood from my hands and from the pendant. I wanted to explain, to tell them what I’d seen in the dream, but it was foggy and half-remembered. I was too slow to pull it into thought.

      I was too late. They had already passed judgment—harsh judgment—on me. The deep voice boomed with finality: “… convicted of practicing dark magic…”

      The elder’s staff slammed against its wooden base, echoing into the tumult of discord rising behind me. I reached out my hand to plead for mercy, to beg to be given a chance to explain, and he began to list my lineage for the records. I was flooded with fury at the injustice as I heard my mother’s name. My outstretched hand became a fist.

      The speaker’s voice cut off. He grabbed his throat as the other council leaders rushed to him. His choking face stared directly at me, unquestionably an accusation, and I realized with a start that he was right. I was cutting off his windpipe as if it were there in my outstretched fist. I released my grip.

      He was surrounded, and the room was filled with a roar of commotion and terror. My ears rang sharply. I had to look away from it all. When I turned, I caught my reflection in one of the larger mirrors, but it wasn’t me. No, it must be me, but I’m unrecognizable.

      Not unrecognizable, another voice inside me whispered. My hair was dark and windblown. The bell sleeve of the long white gown hung from my outstretched arm. It was the dream in the flesh. The pendant against my chest seemed to glow at my revelation.

      I ran.

      

      As I raced from the chamber, I couldn’t tell if anyone had even noticed. They all appeared to be staring at the speaker, but regardless, I concentrated furiously on not being followed. Do not catch me. Do not find me. Let me go, I was almost chanting in my thoughts. As I raced out the building and out of the village, running as fast as I could, I kept thinking it over and over and over. I didn’t know where I would go. I just wanted away.

      I found myself heading in the same direction I had the day before, but hiding in a briar patch wasn’t going to work again—they would come for me. As I frantically tried to decide where to go, my previous conclusion snaked through my mind. They would find me if they wanted to. There was no stopping them. I had no magic, no tracking skills, and no clue.

      I stopped running. My heart pounded, and the wind cut against the damp sweat on my skin. I wanted to understand what had just happened, but I couldn’t process it. It was too painful. I was confused, drained to the point of exhaustion. I had no way out. When they found me, I would have to surrender. I could see no other option.

      But no one came.

      I wasn’t foolish enough to go back voluntarily, but for some reason, they hadn’t followed. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I had nothing outside of home, outside of the village. I didn’t know where I was or where to go. It was just another clearing outside of the only town I’d ever known, or at least the only town I remembered knowing.

      I wandered toward the briar patch, finding it easily. It wasn’t far, and despite my exhaustion, I crawled through the narrow path I’d made the previous time. It hadn’t seemed such a tight fit in only pants. I settled in, jerking a length of skirt free from the thorns with a spray of colorless beads.

      Brushing the loose dirt off the papers I had buried, I lay the soiled documents across my lap and untied the laces binding them together. I stared at the words on the ancient parchment, unable to believe that what I was reading was true. It had to be—it was signed with the official seal. The documents stared back at me from the smudged white fabric of my skirt, the letters on the page as real and words as patent as they could be.

      They held the details of the trial and the punishment of Francine Katteryn Glaforia, who had been found guilty of practicing dark magic.

      Her sentence included some sort of service to Council and a spell binding her from using any magic except practical magic. I was dumbfounded. It had never crossed my mind before, but as I considered it, searching for proof the documents were wrong, I realized my aunt had never used magic for anything but service. It hadn’t seemed unusual to me because it was just the way it had always been. And besides, I could barely do anything aside from lighting candles.

      Was this why Council was so quick to accuse me of practicing dark magic? It was rarely discussed and never tolerated. What had Fannie done?

      I flipped through more pages, realizing something was out of place. It didn’t make sense that official documents about Fannie would be among those relating to the apparent extinction of the northern clans, and I couldn’t figure out why all the documents I’d found about the tragedy were separated, mixed up, and missing pages. I tried to sort it out but found there were other council documents there too.

      I kept reading, quickly scanning for something of interest. My eyes caught on his name a second before my mind recognized it:  Chevelle Vattier. As I backed up to read, my shock turned to fury before I could even finish the page.

      Chevelle Vattier had been a volunteer watcher, a Council spy. He had volunteered to watch me.

      Swift, white-hot anger flooded through me, and the pages I held burst into flames. The brush around me caught next, burning away as I stood to push free of the blazing patch of briars. They had set a watcher on me. Why? Because Fannie had practiced dark magic? Were they afraid she’d teach me? I’ll show them dark magic. I’ll learn and go back… But how? How can I learn without a teacher?

      Chevelle.

      The fire died as I thought of the concern he’d shown me in the clearing and the tender moment we’d shared. With one word, the flames caught again, burning with a vengeance through the field.

      None of it had been real. He was a watcher. He’d volunteered to monitor me and to keep me in line.

      So I decided to teach myself, to take the risk and learn the magic without guidance. I had nothing else to lose. I formed a plan: I would practice until I was strong enough to return to the village. There was nothing holding me back, nothing to do but that one thing.

      I spotted a small toad as it leapt across the clearing in a desperate attempt to escape the inferno. I concentrated on it, willing it to change. Its wide body started to swell, its sides bubbling out and puffing it into a tiny green balloon. It did not transform into that monarch butterfly I had imagined. It burst, spewing entrails across the hem of my dress.

      My head fell into my hands as I groaned.

      It took a while, but the anger eventually faded to a point where I realized I would need a new plan. I couldn’t help but regret that the flames had consumed the documents that had caused everything in the first place. I should have fully read them first.

      My heart tripped at the sound of cracking timber beneath boots across the clearing. The fire had burned out, but the ashes were plenty evidence that I’d been there. I ducked under the cover of a large spruce and watched. Chevelle walked through the tree line, and my jaw clenched tightly against a silent curse.

      He was alone, carrying nothing but a small pack and wearing the same dark clothes and tall boots he’d had on during the trial. He kept walking as he looked in my direction, surveying the damage from the fire. I was convinced he would know it
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