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To myself.  

	I am enough. 

	Not too much. Not too crazy. Not too needy. 

	All my broken edges are beautifully soldered together 

	with gold edging, warm and malleable as my heart is. 

	I may have been the last one to 

	fall in love with all of me. 

	But I got there. 

	And so will you.
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CHAPTER ONE

	Fiadh

	 

	Standing to the side, I can’t help but notice how few fae are gathered. We were once numerous and now only a few dozen stand together outside the sacred circle. The words of Clodagh drone on, buzzing in my ear like the voices I can never escape. But heed them I must.

	For my own purposes.

	Those gathered are the ones whose eyes are still clear, their pupils still identical, their arms still free of the deep scars from those the trees have claimed. 

	In between one breath to the next, my vision blurs as the screech of my mother grates across my nerves. Then silence. 

	Gasping, I lean over my knees. 

	“Fiadh?” Caitlin asks, her brows wrinkling with concern. She knew not to reach out, having been on the other side of the sickness, the scar across her cheek evidence of the deeper hold the trees have on my blood. My marrow. 

	My mind.

	I shake my head, sweat trickling down my back as I wipe the dampness from the top of my lip. This too will pass. They all have.

	Though it concerns me how often they come, nights between rather than the decades from before. 

	A rumble through the crowd has my ears sharpening as I push up to stand tall once more. Stumbling through the crowd is a familiar face, his blown-out pupil and spiked hair giving way to the hold the trees have. I spit at my feet, just as the other fae around me do, mumbling quiet words of healing.

	The male doesn’t stop until he passes Clodagh, falling and barely catching himself as he trips over one of the broken pieces of the fae stone Pedwar. A hiss seeps from the gathered fae, but it doesn’t stop him. 

	Indeed, why should it? My hands scratch at my forearms with a mind of their own, the itch a constant buzzing like the silence of the trees above. Not even a wind, a bird, or anything larger moves through the forest. Instead the dampening weight of death sits around us all.

	And the slight ring of a familiar keening.

	“Brothers! Sisters!” Florus calls out, waving his arms, blood seeping down his pale body from open wounds, watering the earth below. 

	“Florus,” Clodagh hisses. “You are making a fool of yourself!”

	But it does not stop the arrogant male.

	Arrogant? 

	I am right, the male is anything but. Crazed, fanatical, lost to the memories of fae centuries dead already. It was not pride that made him step into the sacred circle. 

	It is a lack of fear. 

	“We must stop this idiocy, Aelia never meant for us—”

	Before he can finish, Clodagh grabs his arm and pulls him into her embrace. I shiver, watching the male begin foaming at the mouth, Clodagh’s lips moving soundlessly. 

	A rustle in the trees above is the only indication of what is truly occurring between the two.

	Clodagh yelps, dropping the male as she shakes her hands, blood dripping from her eyes and nose. For a moment, she looks no different than the female dark elf that had tripped through the forest last moon.

	Or was that last century?

	It may have been longer, but I know it was not in the last night, even if it was impossible to see the moons through the dense crush of the forest.

	Well everywhere but the glade. 

	Yes, the glade iss safe. The glade is time.

	The glade will save us?

	Again, I can’t help but agree.

	“Who are you speaking to?” Caitlin whispers at my side as she tries to look past me. 

	Shaking my hands out, I walk away from the female without another word. She knows more than most, how close I am to the edge. 

	But how sweet it would be?

	I grimace, the thought eerie in its separateness, as is the keening coming from Clodagh.

	The male is once more standing, swaying dangerously but no fae dares to move forward. Despite the centuries of being lost to the forest, Florus is one of the only fae to have lived so long. He is powerful, more than even our self-proclaimed elder Clodagh. 

	The female watches the male wearily. 

	Florus cocks his head, his eyes glazed, no longer clear.

	I cautiously step into his line of sight, waiting until those blown out pupils sharpen on first my throat, and then my eyes. 

	“Uncle.” My deep voice resonates, echoing in the still glade as more than one fae shifts restlessly. 

	The male cocks his head. 

	“Aelia calls for you. Can you not hear her?” Even as the words spill from my lips, a stab of guilt cuts my heart. The female disappeared long ago, the first to be lost to the stone circle, but not the last. 

	That could be you, sent straight into the realm of Kaos.

	No it won’t, I argue with myself. There is always a risk, but that is why the ritual only happens on a flower-moon night when all the moons from east to west, from Great Tungl to the lesser Maan, and the twins Lua and Luna, meet at the center of the night.  My eyes automatically search through the deep indigo sky, an inky darkness familiar to me as is the pressing darkness of the forest. A calming sight. 

	Florus nods to himself before stumbling back into the trees, the long limbs swallowing him whole, and leaving the rest of the gathered fae in the haunting light of the smaller ring of broken pieces of Pedwar, the large cracked stone standing tall at the opposite side of us.

	Before anything else can interrupt her, Clodagh stomps to my side, wiping and smearing the blood across her face. Her mouth opens, and she is interrupted by a pulse of energy from the ring behind us. 

	Her eyebrows slash downward as she frowns. “It is time.”

	And with that, I am given no more warning than a forceful push that has me stumbling sideways, crossing over the stone circle.

	At first, I notice nothing different. I push off the mossy ground and stand straight, staring back at Clodagh and seeing the dozens, maybe even a hundred pale eyes glowing from the light of the stone. Silence reigns, as the gathered fae slowly separate and encircle the outside of the ring of stones. 

	I can see their lips moving, see the twisting darkness of the majic as it stretches its shadow fingers up from the soil, reaching out to its masters.

	At the same time as the dark majic gathers outside the stones, mist begins to seep out from the moss beneath me and wrap around me. I hold still, hating the cold slimy fingers that are more familiar to me than I’d like to admit. 

	Welcome back.

	You will never outrun me!

	Come home.

	The last, spoken in the eerie soft voice of Deirdre leaves me shaking. We had been young, knew nothing of mates and children. All we knew was the sweet solace found in each other’s warm arms. 

	Until the day she stepped into the forest, and returned cold, eyes vacant, her feet black from blood and majic.

	Dizzy, panting, I scratch at my arms frantically. And then between one breath and the next, the mist settles, slowly lifting up.

	The air clings to my skin, droplets of mist slowly crawling down the bare skin of my arms. I shake it off, losing the last of the nausea. With it comes the sudden onslaught of noise. 

	Leaves rustling in wind. The squeak of something in the underbrush. The chirps of insects flitting through the air. It’s almost overwhelming hearing a forest that is so…alive.

	Focus.

	Yes, I need to focus. I step out of the small clearing, gently pushing through the warm fingers of these strange trees. They almost sing around me, and an answering song bubbles up from my throat. 

	If only there was more time.

	Instead, I keep going until the forest is behind me, and before me lay rolling hills, the sky burning with pinpricks of light, not a single moon in sight. But off in the distance, nestled in a valley was a cluster of dark square structures. 

	Houses, a memory shows me. But it is not my memory. The grass sings up my bare feet, weaving a tale of golden sun and backs bent in graceful arcs as the grains are harvested. The laughter of children tickles the grass as little feet patter up the path, stopping just shy of the mist laden forest. 

	I walk slowly down the path, listening as the grass speaks of a female swollen with child, her male gently leading her to their structure. 

	House.

	Yes, house. And as the sun sank, he called out to his brother to get the healer. That the babe was coming. 

	A scream cuts into the soft song of the earth. My head swivels as I catch sight of the house. A soft glow spills out from underneath the wooden door. Each step closer is punctuated by low moans. 

	Clodagh was right. The goddess Lumina provides. 

	And we must take.

	Just before I reach the door, the wind tickles through thin sheets of tree skin, singing like fluttering leaves across the entrance. 

	Grimacing, I step aside, the warmth playing with the hairs along my arm is coming from the papers, not the light spilling out from the house.

	Ritual majic. But how?

	And in Luhaem? I thought the light elves were long dead. In the last centuries not once did any of the fae that returned from the ritual make mention of those vile creatures that had thrust our forest into eternal darkness, slowly killing our trees, and our people.

	Setting my arms out and my palms facing the door, I glare at the innocent peels of tree skin, fluttering with so much warmth and power. 

	But I had been picked for this mission for a reason. It is only a matter of time before I am nothing more than a scattering of memories and thoughts, doomed to haunt the forest until merciful death. 

	Soundless words slip out between my lips and set the papers fluttering with wild energy, slowly winding and squeezing every sundrenched drop of magic out of them until finally they settle, still, their edges dark and damp. 

	Placing a hand on the rough wooden surface, I am stopped by the quietest whisper of a song on the wind. Of a light bobbing through the night, hurrying up the hill. The grass knows this creature, separating their strands for it to make an even path through the field before ending before the very house I stand before.

	Smiling grimly, I scratch roughly at my wrists, stepping back into the inky dark arms of night. With a few soundless words, my eyes burning, I wrap the night around myself and wait as the light bobs ever closer.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Lucy 

	 

	“You must hurry! Jennifer said the babe would not wait until the light of day,” Henry begs me as I finish wrapping the sling around John. The older man watches me through cloudy eyes, the weather having dug deep trenches around, making it look as if he always smiled. 

	He reaches out and squeezes my hand with his good hand. “It’s alright, dear, I can have my Mary mix the poultice.”

	Sighing, I lean back on my heels. I know why Henry has come to me and not Hazel, the other, older, more respected healer in our small village. While I also respect the older woman, it is hard not to notice how she speaks of me to villagers. As if I am using some sort of majic from the demons of the forest. 

	In some ways it is. But it is not majic from demons. 

	I rub my hand instinctually over the inside of my elbow, thankfully covered by the long sleeves of my dress. 

	“Alright, I’ll need a light though, Henry,” I warn him as I push off from the ground and start gathering all the bandages and my knife and herbs back into my sling. Another reminder of what my grandmother passed down to me. 

	Once I have the herbs gathered for John, I give him a quick squeeze of the shoulder before stepping out of the low hanging entrance. Like all the huts from the village, small papers, like little pale leaves, flutter above me. 

	Smiling, I kiss my fingertips before gently rubbing each one, setting the papers off into a swirling hurricane. 

	“Here, miss!” Henry yells as he shoves the lantern into my hands, hot oil spilling onto my apron. Before I can say a word, he has already turned and disappeared into the dark paths between the village huts. 

	As much as I wish to call out for him, I know it is of no use. No one dared to be caught outside once the sun slipped past the horizon. And especially not on this night, the darkest night of the month, with barely a star shining above. 

	I adjust my grip on the lantern, holding it out in front, and begin the slow walk up through the houses and into the surrounding wheat field. 

	Jennifer and Liam are one of the few who live outside of the village. Liam spoke of maybe having his new wife stay with her parents to have the babe, just in case, but Jennifer would not hear of it.

	Even Hazel tried to convince the young woman otherwise, but she would not leave her husband’s side. 

	Oh well, my own grandmother was no different, her own hut standing on the forest’s dark edge. Not a soul dared to visit her there, and yet she had always known when she was needed in the village to help a babe into the world or set a broken bone. It was uncanny. 

	I let the memories wash over me, letting their warmth comfort me as the cool fingers of night scratch at my apron and tug at my hair. My gaze stays soft, my feet leading the way to Liam and Jennifer’s. The shadows play in the corners of my eyes, and the wind whispers something was coming, something was here, something was reaching.

	Shaking my free hand once, I let go of the thoughts that threaten to overwhelm me.

	Grandmother. 

	Yes, her smiling face, the deep lines around her brilliant green eyes, clear right to the day she died. 

	Finally, a soft light, seeping out from the edges of a door, comes into view. With it come the soft moans of Jennifer.

	The labor has come on early.

	My hand slips into my satchel, my fingers automatically searching for the root that will help with the pain I can hear in her cries. The wind picks up, pulling my loose braids apart until my curling hair swirls around my face, making it impossible to see.

	Him! Him!

	I shove a curl behind my ear as I push through the door with my shoulder, too rushed to notice the limp papers above the door.

	“Lucy! Please!” Liam calls out before I have a chance to set the lantern down. My eyes quickly catalogue the clean if bare room, the still smoldering cook fire in the center, and the single bed of straw with wool blankets wrapped over it. There, curled into a ball, with Liam rubbing her shoulders, lies Jennifer.

	“I’m here,” I murmur even as I move to the fire and begin preparing the pot of water, dropping rosemary and bogwart in it. With quick efficient movements, I have the rags cleaned and ready, the sweet scent of mint thick in the air. Jennifer’s cries settle into soft moans. 

	Finally, I walk to the edge of the bed. Liam looks to me with wild eyes, his hands never leaving his wife’s side. “We need to set her up,” I say as quietly as possible, my hands guiding her to her knees and helping her over to the edge of the bed. 

	And so, with the crackle of the flame and the sputtering of the lantern, Liam and I take turns setting cool clothes on Jennifer’s head, massaging her arms and back. The night goes on, unending, until finally the cry of a babe breaks the silence.

	I take the little boy and rub him clean, setting him on her breast before cleaning up Jennifer.

	Despite her matted hair and sweat dripping down her neck, her smile shines in the warm light of the hut. 

	“Thank you,” Liam murmurs, not taking his eyes off son and mother. 

	My own heart is full as I watch the new family for a moment, before turning back to the bloody clothes. In these moments, I feel the absence of another in my life. Since my grandmother passed two summers ago, life has been silent, almost cold. There are days I don’t speak to a soul, alone from the moment my eyes open to the soft light of day and close to the dark night. Yet, there isn’t a man in the village who dares come up to Gran’s hut, stealing moments with me in the darkness of a barn or a shed.

	My lips hum a song, one that warms me through the nights when it was my grandmother and I alone in the cold winter. A song of moms and dads sitting around a fire, of children playing in the bed, of grandmothers weaving blankets, and cows chuffing near the door. 

	“Jennifer! Jennifer?”

	My hands drop the cloth as I whip around. Jennifer is pale her eyes closed, her heartbeat fluttering in her neck. I run to her side and pull the babe from her arms. With practiced hands, I wrap him tight in a swaddle and set him at the edge of the fire, warm but not in danger. 

	“Liam,” I call out, trying to pry his fingers from her shoulders. “She needs you to breathe; I need you to breathe.” When he doesn’t move, I give up and grab his face, forcing him to look into my eyes. At first he fights it, but with each hum of the wordless song, his eyes relax, his gaze never leaving mine. Once his whole body is relaxed, I gently push him back until he is leaning against the far wall, breathing evenly, eyes dazed.

	With one taken care of, despite previous moments lost, I can focus on the other. I pull out the small tincture, one that my grandmother said to only use when one is on the edge of death, their soul having stepped out of their body. 

	Purposefully slow, I pull Jennifer into my lap, her head resting against my chest. I hum a different song, a mournful call, crying for the return of a loved one after a long summer gone in the mist covered mountains. Her arms are cold against my wrist as I set them across her chest, her hands resting on her heart. Only then do I bring the vial to her purple lips, careful to line the edge with only a drop of the black tincture. 

	In the silence, I wait, my eyes closed as I search for that soft call, the one that only I can hear, as my grandmother had. But not mother…  

	One breath.

	Two.

	My son…

	Smiling, I hum a new song as I take her hands in mine and cross them over until they are settled at her shoulders. I rock us forward and back, forward and back, and then, in the silence of the night, I hear it, the softest of inhales, the gurgle of a swallow of air. 

	I continue rocking, until the soft whispered words come from Jennifer’s own lips, “My… son…”

	“He’s here,” I whisper in her ear, my eyes opening finally, only to land on Liam. Her husband is still breathing, but now watching his hands with a dazed look. I hesitate to call to him, seeing his mind is elsewhere.

	“I will bring him to you,” I promise, adjusting her as I slip out from behind. Once she is settled back on the straw, propped up, her tired brown eyes watching me, I finally turn back to the fire. 

	And stare.

	“Wha—”

	A shadow flickers at the entrance, the fluttering papers eerily still. 

	It can’t be. I think, remembering all the murmured stories. Unlike the other villagers, and even Hazel, the other healer, I know the stories are true. Or at least a part of them. I rub my elbows as I stand staring at the empty spot where the babe laid quietly, snuffling in the heat of the fire.

	Not even a shadow lingers. 

	It can’t be…I was careful. Of course I was, my grandmother’s teachings were burned into me from a young age, to always touch the papers as I left—

	Gasping, I run to the entrance, ignoring the quiet questions from behind me. The fluttering papers are still, their color no longer the warm yellow from the sun, instead stained with shadows on the edges, as black as the night. 

	Another shadow flickers near the edge of the forest. The wind picks up around me, whispering of him, whispering of poison, of madness, whispering of stones in a circle.

	I know where that is. 

	Taking off at a run, I ignore the grasping claws of the grass as I push through the dark night, the lightest of purples beginning to lighten the horizon behind the Black Mountains. 

	I need to catch him before the sun rises. If every word was to be believed, the moment the sun rose the baby boy would be gone to the world for eternity, taken by the spirits that lived in the misty forest.

	A cry breaks the night.


CHAPTER THREE 

	Fiadh

	 

	“Waaa! Waaa!”

	“Quiet,” I growl, clutching the bundle tighter to my chest. The night wraps its familiar fingers around me as I run up the hill toward the misty edge of the forest. There is little doubt that the mortals did not see me grab the child, considering the mortal mother’s spirit was waiting at the entrance of the door, her cold eyes watching me as I slipped by with the babe. 

	Yet every hair on my arms and the back of my neck stands on end. 

	She saw. 

	I’m sure of it. Can almost feel her gaze from the other side of the flickering flames. 

	Shaking my head, I try to focus on the steps in front of me. The lightening sky to the east worries me. The elders were clear, I need to return to the stones before first light. Or the portal will be closed.

	And I will be lost here, in Luhaem, until the next flower moon.

	No. We cannot survive.

	Yes, I agree. We would not survive. 

	“Waaah!” 

	Cursing, I stop at the tree line to wrap the cloth tighter around the child. Surely the creature will realize who it is dealing with and quiet. Surely it can feel the fingers of death that hold it.

	Surely.

	“Hey!”

	Jerking upright, I look over my shoulder to see a shadow running up the hill, coming from the warm glow of the hut. 

	She can’t have—

	She could! She is born of the light.

	That may be, but it is night—

	And yet with each breath, day draws near.

	Yes. Day. The thing with which no fae has lived to tell the tale of, only the haunting melody of it slipping from our lips, the words no longer known but still felt. 

	I turn back to the misty border. There is no time for this. Florus. The elder. The fluttering papers and light majic. Too much has bitten into the night and now only crumbs are left.

	Then why do you hesitate. Or is it that you wish to be caught?

	Grunting, I shift the babe, smothering it’s face into my chest as I take the first step into the sickly cold claws of the ever-present mist. The only border protecting Luhaem from Duhaem. And from the unnamed sister. 

	Despite the need for urgency, each step is measured as I listen with my heart for the stone circle more than look for it. Its melody is sweet, familiar, even as it grates on my nerves.

	“Hades damned this path!”

	I stumble, her voice cutting through the night like an arrow and piercing my neck. Cursing myself, I walk quicker, my eyes looking rapidly behind despite not being able to see further than my outstretched hand.

	Moments stretch to breaths, stretching further into the ache in my strained legs as I push farther and farther into the night. Yet the mortal never tires. The crack of branches is punctuated by swears, sometimes by my ear, and other times off in the distance. 

	Growling, my ears ring with the intensity from listening for her.

	Drop the babe, keep running until I am safe in the arms of Diedre.

	What do you mean Diedre? She left us!

	And I can’t leave the babe, it is why the elders chose me. It will be my last duty to the forest. To use any means to get back to the stone Pedwar.

	And yet you walk with a cloak of night wrapped around you?

	Frowning, I stop dead at the reminder. Yes. Any means.

	The song wraps around me as I release the words, eyes half open to this world. The trees hear me, their leaves shivering as their limbs creak. My voice rises above a whisper, the words burning up my throat as the air around me pulses.

	Creak.

	Crack.

	“Damn it!” her voice calls out, followed by a grunt of pain.

	But it’s enough. As I continue walking with purpose through the trees, I can feel as the roots shift beneath the living soil, their feet steeping up into the air, feeling the sweet restful song of night, even as they bare themself to the poison of the day to come. 

	That is not my worry. I need only return.

	Yes, now, the night is ending.

	Where is the circle of Pedwar’s limbs?

	From one step to the next, the mist dissipates completely and I am left in encircled by the cold fingers
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