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Dedication

For anyone who has ever felt invisible …
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1

A Dark Wood

Day 1

IT WAS A TANTRUM OF EPIC PROPORTIONS, CHILDLIKE AND without dignity. But then I was only fourteen, a girl, even if no one treated me like one. Even if I didn’t feel like a child as I toiled alongside my father and brothers and Meya, working as hard as any adult, until my body ached and my muscles burned. Until I was so weary at night that I could scarcely stop myself from nodding off to sleep face-first into my bowl.

This was my life. Grinding drudgery. Tedious monotony to simply ensure we had food in our stomachs, a roof over our heads, and coin enough to pay the tithes due to the crown and whatever bandits menaced our village. Childhood had skipped me. There were no lighthearted, carefree days.

I told myself I was allowed this. For once, in this moment, I was exactly what I was. Someone young and immature swept up in a temper.

My fury boiled over, and I surrendered to all the drama and spectacle allocated to youth. With tears hot and salty on my cheeks, I seized a wooden bowl heavy with the fragrant bread baked this day by my very own hands. Calmer, gentler hands then.

Now I was a storm.

My fingers grasped, quick and wild as a tempest, first the bowl and then the bread, sending them careening one after the other across the room.

Henrik waved his hands in a consoling gesture as though I were a lively horse he was attempting to shoe in the smithy. “Easy there, Arden. It’s not the end of the world. You can visit us.”

“No! I want to go with you.” I looked from my brother to his wife as if they were already lost to me.

I turned to my father, desperation clawing up my throat.

Da looked from the mess I made to stare at me with an empty expression that felt like a punch to the chest, robbing me of breath … and hope. I pressed a hand there, at the center where it hurt so much. He was unmoved. There was no bending him.

I’d never asked for anything. Never complained. I worked and endured and did all the things expected of me.

It did not matter.

Da shook his head sternly at me, the lines of his face drawn tight, grooves etched into the ashy skin of his cheeks like deep scores in old leather. “Calm down. You’re being … hysterical.”

Hysterical. I flinched at the word. I choked at the unfairness of it. Hysterical because I wanted something for myself? Because I made a demand? For once, for the first time? Because I wanted this? A chance for a life away from here?

My brother added his voice, gentle and soft as lambswool where Da was all hardness and sharp edges. It fed me hope. If anyone could persuade our father, it would be Henrik. He was the oldest, the son my father always looked to and treated as an equal, an adult. “Come, Da. Meya and I would be happy to have Arden with us.” Henrik draped his arm over his wife’s shoulders.

Meya seconded his words with an agreeable nod. “The Borg is a big city and it’s relatively safe.”

“Relatively,” Da echoed with a twist of his lips as he continued to eat his meal. “Lots of trouble to be had in big cities.”

Was he serious? We had more than enough trouble here.

“With the Terror dead and gone, and the Lord of the Border-lands back in power, the Borg is a better place.” Meya looked at her father-in-law as though encouraging him to understand. I nodded. My brother’s wife was always so sensible. Of course she was correct. Conflict and war still might riddle the land, but things were better since the Terror was killed a year ago and the Beast of the Border-lands returned to power.

“There will be more opportunities for her there.” Henrik picked up the thread of conversation. “More people her age.”

Da made a sound that was part grunt, part growl … but the tone was unmistakable in its disapproval. “She is only fourteen. She belongs with me, her father. When the time comes, she can choose a husband here. There are plenty of men in Isstad for her to choose from.”

I shuddered.

Meya averted her face, but not before I caught her eye roll.

“Plenty?” Jens echoed with a snort. “The rate everyone keeps moving away … by the time Arden is eighteen, there won’t be anyone left, just the ancient and infirm.”

Our remote village was not in the direct path of … anywhere. Few people passed through it. No one came to trade. Isstad offered little. No unique products or services. The community was dying, and Da refused to face it. The only thing we seemed to attract was the periodic raid from bandits and the occasional pestilence that diminished our already dwindling population. We subsisted, fishing in the nearby icy rivers and ponds and hunting game wandering the area.

Jens chuckled at his own remark, but then his humor faded in the face of our father’s scowl.

Henrik sent our brother a warning look, and then pointed out in a mild voice, “There aren’t many suitable men for Arden, Da. Hardly any lads her own age here.”

All the young men—and even many of the young women—were leaving, joining the army or going elsewhere to seek their fortunes in the world beyond Isstad. Deeper north to serve in the Lord of the Borderland’s army or south to answer the call of the king—depending on where one’s loyalties rested. Here in the north, most everyone sided with Lord Dryhten, king of the north, the Beast of the Borderlands, Lord Beast. He had no shortage of titles.

Civil war simmered and frothed like a bubbling stew, and instead of avoiding it by remaining in this dying village, our youth chose to join the seething conflict and risk the battlefield. It said a great deal of what this village had to offer.

There were few boys my age, but the most appealing one of the lot, Isak, spent all his time in his father’s tannery, so he reeked of decaying flesh and urine and blood.

“There are men enough,” Da insisted, slurping a spoonful of stew and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand in lieu of a napkin.

Indeed. Older men. Too old for me.

“The population is declining, Da. Even the girls my age are leaving.” My seventeen-year-old brother stabbed his spoon into his bowl reproachfully, clanking it against the ceramic.

Meya reached out a hand and placed it on Jens’s arm, and I appreciated that.

This was not about Jens right now. Jens who was old enough to go wherever he wished. It was about me. Henrik was waging a battle on my behalf, and I needed to be the focus. For once, selfishly. My future depended on it.

Jens could go anywhere and do anything he wanted. Farther north. Or south. Or east across the Dark Channel. Anywhere. He could leave now if he wanted. At seventeen, he was nearly a man. Close enough. Da would not stop him.

Henrik continued, “Life here …” He gestured around them. “It is hard and only getting harder. The winters keep getting longer and colder. The brigands grow bolder. The battle fires grow closer. We are vulnerable to the Beast’s army in the north, to the king’s soldiers encroaching from the south. It doesn’t matter what side we’re on. They don’t ask our allegiance when infantry and cavalry charge through our village, when deserters from their armies harass and thieve from us.”

Da consumed another spoonful, digesting Henrik’s words along with his meal before he answered, wiping his lips with the back of his hand and nodding slowly. “Life is dangerous here. As it is everywhere.”

I blew out a disgusted breath. There was all manner of danger in the world. If I could choose, I’d much rather face the dangers in the Borg.

“If you want any kind of life for Arden, let her come with us,” Meya spoke up, and I nodded encouragingly, hopefully, willing my father to be persuaded.

He wasn’t budging. “I was born here. Your mother was born here. Your grandparents.” He stood up and moved in his stiff gait toward the bread I’d tossed.

He moved slower lately, his right leg dragging behind him. I didn’t know if it was his hip or his knee that afflicted him. I didn’t know if it was age or the cold or one of the numerous times he’d been kicked by a horse while working in the smithy, but his body was failing him bit by slow bit. He never voiced a complaint, but the evidence was clear to observe.

Bending, he picked up the loaf, dusted it off, and returned to his seat. That was so like him. Prudent. Parsimonious. He was not a man given to waste or squander. Taking a hearty bite, he looked us over resolutely. “Arden stays with me. That is right. I’m her father. Your mother would have wanted that.” He jutted his chin toward Henrik and Meya. “You can go. That is your right. But she stays.”

“No!” I burst out in uncustomary rebellion.

Today continued to be a day of firsts for me. I might not have remembered my mother, but I could not believe she would sentence me to this narrow and fraught existence. A mother would want only the best for her children. And Isstad was not the best for me.

“You’re wrong,” I added on a hot gust of breath. “My mother would not have wanted me to stay here.” I raged on the inside while I trembled like the last leaf of autumn on the outside. “She would want me to go where I have a chance at life. Where I can feel the sun on my skin and be more than some old man’s wife.”

The craggy lines of my father’s face deepened, settling like ruts in a road, hard as stone, and I knew what I must look like to him. A child. A temperamental child throwing a tantrum, not to be taken seriously or indulged.

Henrik and Meya were leaving. Soon Jens would leave, too. I would be left here all alone with Da.

“Now, Arden,” he said, his voice flat, unmoved in the face of my emotion, and that only made the emotion rush hotter to my face. “You like it here. We can go ice fishing—”

“No!” I shook my head. I didn’t want his comfort or bribes to go ice fishing—something I once viewed as a treat to break up the drudgery of my days. There was only one thing I wanted from him, and he wasn’t giving it to me.

“No! No, I don’t like it here! If you really loved me, you would let me go with Henrik and Meya.”

“Enough.” His ruddy features flushed like he had just come in from the cold. I recognized the implacable look to him. There would be no changing his mind. “You’re my daughter. You stay with me. That is right.” He looked to my brother, his dark eyes glittering, ready to battle, but it would not come to that. Henrik was a good, obedient son—my father’s favorite. Henrik would not steal me away, even if I begged it of him. “You need to make your own path in this life with Meya and without the burden of another. A fresh start is what every husband and wife deserves. That is fair.”

Fair.

The word choked me alongside that other most hated word—burden.

I was a burden.

The burden my father would spare my brother and Meya from assuming. I’d never felt so unwanted … so unloved. Da was concerned about fairness. Fairness to Henrik and Meya. But no thought was given to me and what might be fair for me.

Meya stared at me, mouthing the words, I’m sorry.

It was too much. I didn’t want her apology. I wanted to go with her. I wanted my freedom—to leave this cursed village behind. There was no future for me here. Why could Da not see that?

With a strangled cry, I flung open the heavy wood door of our cottage and rushed out into the bitter night, sucking in a shocked breath at the sudden change in temperature.

The last few days had been the coldest of the season—today the coldest yet. Everybody said so. The old ones belabored how they’d never felt a cold like this.

My body felt it, too. My breathing fell shallow, skin instantly contracting, blood thickening, moving sluggishly through my veins like syrup. It was the kind of cold that had people covering every inch of their skin, leaving no extremity bare before braving the elements. Except me.

I foolishly left my heavy coat behind as I fled into the clawing wind. And yet not even this freezing night prompted me to turn back.

Briefly, I considered going to see Linnea. At this hour, her family would be sitting down to dinner. They were simple people, eking out a bare-bones existence. Her father was a potter. He crafted pitchers, bowls, plates, jugs. As skilled as he was in his trade, he was required to travel, venturing far out to other villages and towns to sell and barter his goods, leaving Linnea and her brother and mother home alone to manage their meager farm.

Here, everyone devoted long hours preparing for the winter and then surviving it when it struck, holding us clamped in its teeth for the better part of a year. Such was life in the north. Our growing season was short-lived, but we made the best of it, harvesting and preserving our food: drying and pickling vegetables and berries, salting and smoking fish and venison and boar.

I did not wish to impose on Linnea and her family. It would put them in the awkward position of either welcoming me to their meager table or turning me away. Her parents were good people. I would save them that mortification.

Besides, the notion of solitude suited me just fine right now.

My boots pounded out an angry rhythm on the well-trod path of mud and snow that cut down the center of town, carrying me past the brown blur of rough, wood-hewn buildings with their spirals of smoke curling from chimneys.

I should have gone to Linnea, though.

Would that I had turned back and knocked on her door instead of heading into the woods and the fate that awaited me there. I could have relaxed warm and cozy before the welcoming heat of Linnea’s fire and spared myself.

And yet I did not.

I dove into the woods, seeking solace there … and found something else instead.

My dress was made of heavy wool, but it offered no real protection, slapping against my stocking-clad legs, letting the frigid air creep beneath my skirts. Still, I pressed on, running until saliva flooded my mouth and my breath crashed in my ears as I fled into the wild—into cold that sliced sharply at the exposed skin of my face.

I always felt at home in the woods—the bitter cold not so very bitter to me.

My constitution was sturdy. The yeomen who spent so much time in the fields and orchards bore the effects of their time outdoors. Skin weathered, tough as the hard-skinned husk of a nut, chronically pink and chafed from the wind. Not me, though. In the clawing press of naked trees and cutting wind and piles of thick, suffocating snow, I felt only marginally chilled.

My father always remarked on it rather proudly—that I was good northern stock, born to withstand the elements better than others, better than most. A sign in his mind, I supposed, that I was meant to be here. That I was like him. I think that’s secretly what parents wanted—to see themselves in their offspring. The reflection somehow validating, a sign from nature that they were worth something … worth replicating.

Admittedly, his pride in me was something that had always made me feel special—my ability to withstand the chronic winter something that set me apart, above from everyone else. It went to my head. Especially when I overheard Da boasting about me to friends.

Although special was not always good.

Not if it meant unusual.

It was one of those blurred lines you had to be careful about crossing. Be different enough to be special, but not so different they called you a freak. My toes most definitely edged over that line. I grimaced.

My eyes only added to my … uniqueness. One a blue, deep as the magistrate’s cobalt cloak he proudly wore about town, and the other not. My left eye lacked pigment, glittering a silvery-gray, like the icy landscape after a winter storm. Another trait that was remarked upon, but not favorably and not by Da. Indeed, this is where he ceased to boast. He ignored that part of me—a reality he pretended did not exist. As though ignoring it made it not a real thing. My eyes were a defect. An anomaly. The other children would point and jeer at me and call me ugly names. The snowballs they tossed at me between invectives especially lacked kindness. Meya, the closest thing to a mother I had, explained to me that children were cruel, and I could expect better of them in the future … when they grew into adults and developed a heart. Cold comfort when I was not yet an adult.

Linnea was my only friend in possession of a heart. She told me I was beautiful and that my eyes were beautiful. More than what my own wretched brother did for me. Jens poked fun at me—although less so in recent years. He had matured enough to stop making gagging sounds when he sat across from me at the table. When he was younger, his face would scrunch up in disgust at the sight of me across from him each morning over our bowls of porridge.

My eyes marked me as different, and different was not celebrated.

Different was feared and met with disdain.

Another reason I wanted to leave. I felt, if not unsafe, certainly not in the best position as I went about my life here among people who viewed me with misgiving. At least in someplace bigger, like the Borg, I would not stand out so much. There would be a sea of people—all manner of people. I would not draw much attention, strange eyes or not.

I could believe Meya—that the adults in Isstad were better than the children—except last week, a mother on market day took one look at me and flinched before gripping the hand of her child and moving hastily on, giving me a wide berth. As though I was a contagion.

It was a difficult thing to be brought up in a place where your neighbors and friends—even some of your family—never fully accepted you and looked at you with a faintly curled lip.

Meya and Henrik told me to just ignore them, that everything would be fine in time. I no longer believed that.

I’d lived here my whole life. Fourteen years. How much more time did my neighbors, my community, need? No. Nothing would ever change here. I was a daughter of the north. The blacksmith’s daughter with the freakish eyes. My role was defined. From the day I was born my duty was to my family, to toil alongside my father in the smithy, to help in our garden, to hunt and fish with my brothers. And I had done all that. I continued to do all that.

One day my duty would transfer to a husband and the children I would produce. That was the expectation, what I had been taught since birth. I would toil and breed and serve my family until the day I died.

That was the pattern. The standard.

I longed to break free.

Why should rejecting this life be so impossible, so very stigmatizing? There were women who took other paths. I’d seen the sword maidens who served the Lord of the Borderlands once, riding into our village after we suffered a raid.

I had been just a girl, but I recalled those women, so strong and splendid atop their mounts as they dragged the bandits they’d captured on ropes behind them, asking us to identify them. When we confirmed they were the ones who had raided and killed two of our own, justice had been swift. Those fierce women had executed them on the spot.

I’d watched in awe, feeling no horror at the brutal execution. Those scoundrels had coldly killed a defenseless man and his young son, who had been doing nothing more than tilling their field on the outskirts of the village. I had welcomed the bandits’ end, applauding the warriors who possessed the power to mete out such justice.

The sight of those women inspired me. For the first time, I recognized I could be something other than the blacksmith’s daughter.

Something other than a wife to the man chosen for me.

Something other.

Vague and amorphous, yes, but I wanted that with a bone-deep certainty. To be something else than what I was here.

I laughed hoarsely into the lashing cold. It shouldn’t be so impossible when I had a way out with Henrik and Meya. If only Da would relent. If only he would give up on the idea of his daughter of good northern stock marrying a man of good northern stock and producing offspring of good northern stock.

I pushed on stubbornly, sinking into snowdrifts that reached my knees as though I could outrun my fate. My future husband would likely be old enough to be my father, with a face carved from wind and cold and time. Body bent and broken from hardship. Hands thick and gnarled as an old oak with roots buried deep into the ground. I would have to submit to those hands, and I felt sick at the thought, bile rising in my throat.

I didn’t remember my mother—my mother with my father, together. That, them, was not a page in the book of my memories. They were not an example I could point to and think, There … that is how a proper couple behaves. But I knew. I knew that marriage didn’t have to be a prison. It could be something good if I was given a choice in it. Henrik and Meya were proof of that.

They’d lived with us as husband and wife for over a year now, sleeping in the bedroom across from mine. I’d watched them every day. The exchange of smiles and knowing glances. The subtle, lingering touches. The way they would stop and embrace each other for no reason at all. Or for a reason—the reason simply that they loved each other. They chose each other.

I would have no such choice.

My father would never turn to me and ask what I wanted, whom I wanted. He would never take my preferences into account. He’d never treated me like Henrik. I was the baby of the family, the youngest, the girl, the one who was supposed to stay, to help Da, to do as bade and never ask anything for myself.

Anger burned like brine in my chest.

I was angry and sad and broken.

Defeated.

I wiped at the frozen nub of my nose, trying to warm it and return it to life. Good northern stock or not, my teeth started clacking hard enough for my jaw to throb. My lungs ached from moving the cold in and out of my body. Even my ears, buffeted by the cold wind, hurt.

The thought of going back, returning to my house, only made me colder.

A dark and clinging loneliness awaited me. Meya and Henrik were leaving. Jens would soon follow. Then it would be just me and my father, the two of us sitting in the thick, suffocating silence like blocks of wordless stone.

I pressed on, tears clogging my throat as the need to put distance between myself and the house where my fate loomed swelled inside me like a rising miasma.

With the village far behind, I collapsed in the snow-swathed woods, sinking into a deep bank, the freezing wet soaking my gown, penetrating my flesh. For once, I felt the pain of this cold like needles on my skin, but I didn’t care.

I buried my face in my stinging hands with a soft moan, envisioning my future stretching out in front of me like beads on a thread, one after another, falling in a monotonous drop of days.

My mind raced, searching, reaching for a possibility, a tether, something to grasp, to cling to, a way to persuade Da to let me go.

I exhaled, my breath fogging in front of me. Da wouldn’t change his mind, and it filled me with rage. I lowered my hands from my face. A poison started to wind through me, the ugly sensation sweeping over me, through me, twisting inside me. It was a horrible feeling—this thing too awful to name. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t acknowledge it, even to myself.

I turned my face skyward, gazing up at the dense, low-hanging clouds floating rapidly over the evening. Some days, most days, the clouds turned to fog, heavy and thick as potato soup, concealing the mountain range in the distance. Not tonight, though. Tonight, I could see the dark outline of the Crags against the purpling night.

My tears turned to delicate trails of ice on my cheeks. “I wish I could just disappear.” I sniffed.

Then they would regret treating me this way. They’d be sorry. They would live with the remorse, the pain. They would hurt. Maybe not the same way I hurt right now, but close enough. Pain was pain, and I wanted to wound them as they wounded me.

With another sniff, I swiped at the cold tip of my nose. “You hear me!” I shouted out into the ether, addressing whom … I didn’t know. The world. My family. Myself. The unfairness of the life that trapped and held me captive.

No response was forthcoming, of course, but it felt good anyway. I felt powerful venting my fury, even if directed to no one. “I wish I could just disappear!” My loud, cracking voice fell, withering into a small, hushed whisper as I repeated, “I just want to disappear.”

The wind went flat.

An abrupt stillness came over the air. A preternatural silence descended. Everything calmed: the watchful sky with its drifting clouds, the once howling wind, even the moon seemed to hold its breath as though it were a living thing, an unblinking eye in the sky.

All at once I was certain I was no longer alone.

The branches, creaking moments ago from the breeze and groaning from the weight of snow, grew quiet. Even the cold seemed to pause, releasing none of its usual fury.

I peered into the deepening woods around me, suddenly impenetrable, darker, pressing closer, something untold in its depths.

I gulped, feeling observed, the weight of another’s gaze upon me. The presence of something in the darkness pushed nearer, stretching toward me, reaching for me, settling into my bones and the marrow of me, plucking at the life that hummed and pulsed there with insistent fingers.

My village felt far away.

I lifted my gaze up, beyond the treetops, to the outline of the Crags in the distance. The mountains were a jagged tear in the sky, as though the hand of a god had violently ripped open the canvas of sky to form the peaks, a violent barrier now a shade lighter than the darkening night. Fog circled the summits, almost reaching to the moon.

As distant as the Crags loomed, home felt even more remote in the weighted stillness.

Home—my village with its people and cozy cottages and shops locked up tight for the night—now so out of reach. In this moment, Isstad might as well have been on the other side of those mountains, might as well be across the Dark Channel.

The tiny hairs on my nape tingled with the renewed sense that I was not alone. Another had joined me.

Another.

I felt its scrutiny moving over me thoroughly, palpably, missing nothing, seeing all of me.

I rotated as swiftly as I could in the snow. “Who’s there?” I demanded, wondering if Henrik or Meya had followed me. Da wouldn’t have bothered. My brother and his wife, however, would care enough to pursue me. Or it could be Jens up to his old pranks, ready to torment me.

“Is someone there? Henrik?”

Silence.

I tried again, a brittle edge to my voice. “Hello? Who is out there? Answer me!”

Nothing.

My ears strained, listening to the humming hush. After a while, I shook my head, feeling silly. Of course no one was there. I didn’t matter. No one had followed me. “I might as well be invisible,” I muttered into the cold night, my skin tightening sharply, almost painfully as my words landed on the flat blade of air.

I gazed up at the sky, studded with a million stars, the moon a great orb of light fixed on me. “I wish I was. I wish I wasn’t here. I wish I could just disappear.” Then I would be free.

Snap.

My gaze swung, sensing a presence.

I scanned the press of woods that had always been my comfort and solace despite all the rumors and cautions of the dark and dangerous things that hid within it.

“Is someone there?” My eyes ached, afraid to blink, straining as I searched the snow-dusted trees around me.

No answer, but the wind abruptly picked up, waking, stirring violently around me, a living, breathing thing that rustled the strands of dark hair framing my face with cold fingers and sent the branches shaking in protest.

I reached for my hood and pulled it low over my head to shield me from the battering wind that suddenly felt too aggressive—almost like it was attacking me deliberately. I braced myself against the force of it, against the powerful roar filling my ears. I hugged myself.

Then, it ended. As suddenly as it began, the gale stopped.

I was alone again.

Whatever had been there with me, watching, blowing its icy breath down my neck, touching me with the weight of an invisible hand and then erupting into a howl of fury … was gone. Spent. It had departed.

Once more, it was just me in the woods.

I was alone.

A relieved breath shuddered past my lips.

Turning, I headed for home.

The evening continued to descend around me, sliding into night. There was nothing soft about the air as it thickened and deepened into sticky and cloying darkness.

I broke through the tree line to face the twinkling lights of the village nestled in a valley of velvety white. Light glowed from the many windows, and torches burned in sconces outside the meetinghouse where they would burn long into the night. They never went out. The meetinghouse remained lit, a guard positioned high in the spire. Someone stood on duty at all hours, looking out and ready to give alert at the first sight of soldiers or bandits. The sight of me, if spotted, would be no cause for alarm.

I advanced on my house. Smoke wound from its chimney in a plume of gray against the inky sky. Typically, it was a welcome sight. Except tonight I felt no welcome in my heart.

I closed my fingers around the latch and pushed open the door. Stepping inside, I was greeted by a wave of warmth and the savory smell of stew.

I glanced to the table. Everyone sat around it still eating: my brothers, Meya, and Da. They ate and conversed easily, the rumble of voices revealing none of the strife from earlier. Apparently, my outburst had done nothing to sour their appetites or moods.

I closed the door behind me with deliberate force, making certain they heard my entrance.

I paused there a long moment, waiting expectantly. Meya, at least, would attend to me and encourage me to eat.

No one looked up.

With an annoyed sniff, I approached the stove and the simmering pot there. The appetizing aroma of meat and herbs wafted on the air, and my mouth watered in response. I could almost taste it. My stubbornness, however, won out.

I would not indulge in the simple pleasure of food and act like nothing was amiss.

I would not have them think all was forgiven or that I was at peace with being forced to remain in Isstad.

I shot another resentful glance at the pot, as though it were to blame for my unhappiness, and took a seat on the bench beside Jens, crossing my arms and ignoring my aching belly, and fighting a cringe as my brother slurped loudly, the rich brown broth dribbling down his bristly chin.

I waited, ready for my family to inquire why I wasn’t eating. Childish perhaps, but I wanted them to know I was not fine and would not be fine anytime soon. I would not be surrendering quietly to the fate they had decided for me.

Except … no one asked.

Henrik and Meya discussed their plans for moving west to the Borg in a week’s time as though I wasn’t even in the room.

Da remarked his concern for them to get on the road before the worst of winter struck.

Jens replied that it already felt as though the worst of winter had arrived.

I studied each of their faces, marveling that they would ignore me thusly.

A lull fell in the conversation, the only sounds that of the popping fire in the hearth and the stew bubbling in its pot. The wind howled outside, banging against the windows like it wanted entrance, and Meya glanced to the walls of the house with a worried look as though fearing the relentless cold might find its way inside.

I didn’t understand why she had not yet remarked upon my arrival or lectured me for staying out so long in the cold—without a coat, no less. Whatever game or punishment they were playing at was unlike her.

“Should take the south road, then swing northwest.” Da scraped his spoon against the inside of his bowl. “Better path in winter.” Father spoke with his customary terseness. “Hopefully roads are passable enough and you don’t have to get out and shovel. Don’t know why you didn’t depart sooner.”

I snorted. Didn’t he? Even in the smithy, autumn was the busiest time of year. With everyone hard at work on the harvest, it was the last big push to prepare for winter. Henrik and Meya had stayed to help and make sure the family was well-fortified. Now that winter was here and things had slowed, they would go.

“You promised to take me with you when you left,” I reminded sharply, glaring at Henrik. I had not yet given up.

He didn’t even flick an eye at the sound of my voice. It was maddening. Why was he pretending I wasn’t in the room? This wasn’t like him.

I pounded a fist on the table’s surface, hating the plea in my voice yet unable to stop it. “Henrik!”

Nothing. Not even the smallest flash of reaction.

“Can’t recall a night as bitter as this so early in the season. Coldest one in memory,” Da blithely continued. “Not the best weather to set off in.”

“Well, we can tarry no longer,” Meya offered.

Da nodded.

At the mention of the night’s weather, Henrik glanced toward the door, a line forming between his brows. “Should we fetch Arden? She’s been gone for a while now.”

I startled, jerking where I sat at the mention of my name.

“Yes,” Meya agreed. “I don’t like the thought of her out there this long in the cold, and she needs dinner. She’s just skin and bones.” She sent my father a significant look. “She is still a growing girl. She works too hard. You need to make sure she eats.”

My mouth moved, searching for words. Why were they pretending I wasn’t in the room? I pressed a hand to my chest. “I’m right here!”

“Don’t fret.” Da cleared his throat in that rattling way of his. “She is sturdier than she looks. That girl is built for the cold. Her thick skin is safe from this kind of weather.”

Meya shook her head, staring into her bowl. “She’s more fragile than you think.”

“I am here!” I knotted my hands into fists on top of the table, giving them a shake that rattled the crockery. “I am right here!” No one reacted. Frustration burned through me at their continued rebuffs. “This silent treatment is ridiculous. Very immature. I expect this from Jens, but not the rest of you.”

Jens loudly slurped his stew, unaffected at the mention of his name. He didn’t even look in my direction.

Da stood and returned to the stove to ladle himself another bowl as though I wasn’t even in the room.

Meya placed a hand on her husband’s arm and gave it an encouraging pat, nodding toward the door. “Maybe you should go fetch her home.”

“I am home.” I held my arms out wide at my sides, heat crawling up my face, incredulous that they would continue to ignore me this way.

Henrik nodded. Wiping his mouth with a napkin, he pushed up from the table and moved to the door where he began dressing himself for the outdoors, lifting his wool cloak from the hook, followed by his fur cowl and gloves. He shoved his feet into his heavy fur-lined boots.

I shook my head. They were taking this too far.

I jumped from the table and stood in front of the door, barring Henrik from leaving.

“Just stop it!” I cried, slicing a hand through the air, unable to understand why they were punishing me this way. I was the injured party here. “Stop it! I’m not invisible, so stop treating me like I am. Talk to me!”

They had never been this cruel before. Well, Jens had his moments, but Henrik, Meya, and Da never behaved this way. It was completely uncharacteristic.

I stood my ground, hands on my hips, glaring at Henrik. He had been my ally in all things and his rejection stung. What had gotten into him? Why was he doing this to me?

Henrik straightened.

I squared my stance before him, barring his path, willing him to look at me. He couldn’t ignore me forever.

And yet he did—he was.

A bewildered panic started a slow flutter in my stomach.

This couldn’t go on. He would have to confront me. I was directly in his path. I simply wouldn’t get out of his way.

Still, without looking at me, he reached for the door latch, stepping forward, straight into me.

I braced for the collision.

It never came.

It was incomprehensible.

There was no impact. His body did not encounter mine, and yet suddenly he was at the door, opening it.

He didn’t pass through me. It wasn’t like that. I wasn’t an obstacle in his way. It was as though I wasn’t there at all.

One moment he was before me and the next I was standing to the side as though some invisible force had plucked me off my feet and moved me out of the way. Gawking, I watched him step over the threshold and out into the bitter night to fetch me home.

I shook my head in bewilderment. My lips worked, unable to form words, unable to make sense of what just happened.

Henrik looked back into the house even as Jens called for him to hurry and shut the door. “You’re letting the cold in,” he complained between spoonfuls of stew.

Gawking at Henrik, I finally found my voice, but it came out only a cracking whisper. “Henrik. I—I’m right here.”

With his hand on the latch, Henrik’s gaze swept right over me and locked on Meya. “I’ll find her and be back soon.”

Of course … that never happened.

Henrik eventually returned, but he never found me. Not outside. Not in the house where I stood, begging to be seen and heard until my voice grew hoarse. Not anywhere.

He never found me. Not that cold night or the next. Or the next.

Or the next.

Or the next.
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No Ghosts Here

Day 4

IT TOOK ME THREE DAYS TO REALIZE I WASN’T DEAD.

For three days and three nights and a handful of hours I was convinced I had somehow died out in the woods, and that it was my ghost begging to be heard and seen.

Maybe I’d fallen and hurt myself and froze to death in the snow. I wouldn’t be the first person to succumb to that manner of fate. Such was life in the Borderlands.

Or perhaps a bandit’s arrow had found and put an end to me.

Not an unrealistic prospect.

Perhaps I fell through an ice pond masked by snow. Another possibility.

Whatever the circumstances, I grimly accepted that I was a ghost walking and talking to my family, pleading with them, begging for them to answer me—to see me, to connect with me across the veil that separated the living from the dead.

In those very first few moments when I returned home, stepping in from the cold into the warmth of my family home, I thought they were playing a cruel hoax to teach me a lesson for my earlier tantrum.

Ultimately, I came to realize that was just a desperate, clawing hope. An elaborate ruse involving the entire town to simply teach me a lesson? No. They wouldn’t go to such lengths. I wasn’t that important. I didn’t matter that much. So that left me with only one conclusion.

I was well and truly dead.

Gone from this life, even if I had no memory of the moment I perished. A blessing, perhaps, to not remember. My end must have been sudden and violent. Why else was it a void in my mind?

For three days and three nights and a handful of hours I assumed I was a wraith walking among the living. As everyone threw themselves into the hunt for me, I screamed my throat raw, jumping up and down in front of everyone, waving my hands before their faces, calling out, begging, crying for them to see me. There must have been someone out there who could.

Somehow, I had died.

Was dead.

It was a frightening realization. The fear so profound it made my stomach sour and pitch. I’d gone to that place my mind never touched on for it was too remote a possibility.

As dangerous as life was in this time of unrest and war, I was young. And the young never considered their own mortality. I never had before.

And yet now I did.

I’d been dragged to that precipice, fallen over it, and now I was drowning in a deep, dark maw of blinding fear.

I was young and strong. This wasn’t supposed to happen to me. Yes, life was hard, but this? How? How could I have gone from pushing for more freedom one moment to having no life to fight for whatsoever in the next?

Wasn’t a pathetic existence better than no existence at all?

Clearly, something had happened in those woods.

Something had turned me into this—a ghost, forced to remain among the living. I could not imagine a greater misery.

This world was dangerous, especially in the woods that surrounded Isstad. Everyone was always saying that, warning me not to wander off. Me and all the other children. I’d never listened.

And now it was too late.

The entire village searched for me, pressing through slicing wind and pelting snow. I was there alongside them, watching with stinging eyes, feeling their fear, their panic, their grief, continually speaking into their deaf ears.

My family and friends scoured every thatched-roof cottage, every shop, every building—as though I could be hidden somewhere beneath their noses, tucked behind some piece of furniture, stashed beneath a blanket like I wasn’t a person at all, but a child’s forgotten toy.

Naturally, the search stretched beyond the village. Residents of Isstad searched the snow-swathed landscape, winding through trees stripped bare of leaves, oaks strong and tall, withstanding and weathering the elements.

And yet with every hour, every moment that passed, I observed their resolve ebbing. I saw it fading from their eyes, read it in the droop of their shoulders, the dragging pace of their movements. The determination waned from their gazes right alongside my withering hope.

At some point the search shifted.

It was never spoken aloud, but it turned from a rescue mission to a recovery mission.

They thought me dead and they were looking for a body. A body they couldn’t find.

I searched alongside them as they pounded the snow, wondering how I would feel if they uncovered me, if they unearthed me and I spotted myself, face blue, eyes vacant and glassy with lifeless-ness. I wasn’t sure I wanted to see that, to see me that way, and yet I knew I couldn’t stop looking.

I followed them, drinking in their words. Henrik reminded everyone that there had only been light snowfall and a waxing moon since my disappearance. My body (or remains) should have been found.

Eventually, he waved a hand at the towering trees. “We’ve covered every inch of the woods. We should have recovered her.”

“Maybe she was dragged deeper into the forest, far past our search perimeter,” offered the grizzly faced shopkeeper who Meya suspected cheated customers by pressing his thumb on the scales when he measured out flour. “Wolves work fast. They could have carried her far from here to their den. She was a wee lass.”

“Or battle boars could have taken her,” someone else chimed in.

I felt sick, watching, listening to these scenarios. They were talking about me. About my death. A brutal death caused by wolves or boars or who knew what. It was strange and unnerving to be discussed in such a way.

I stared into the trees, visualizing the hidden things no one could see—all the sharp fangs waiting to devour hapless, wandering souls. My corpse … out there somewhere, my body picked over, torn to bits by hungry teeth, scraps of me scattered by predators.

Perhaps in late spring the rains would come and wash my bones bare, wind and sun feasting and bleaching the hard remnants of my skeleton clean.

I shook my head slightly, willing my queasiness to subside. Frowning, I looked to each of the faces in the search party, lingering the longest on the grim lines of my brother’s features.

Henrik was right to think it wasn’t wolves. I would have remembered that. I would have remembered being stalked and attacked. They didn’t operate in stealth. I would have heard their howls, their circling hunt of me. When they pounced, there would have been warning. I would not have died quickly. That first bite, the first split of my flesh beneath teeth would have burned through me, impossible to forget. No, it wasn’t that.

I distinctly recalled falling to my knees, indifferent to the cold ground as I raged and spit out those terrible words, casting them like swirling embers into the wind. That was what happened. My words. I wish I could just disappear.

Regrettable words I could not rescind. They were out there. Permanent. A brand on the skin.

And that was when I knew.

When the truth hit me like a stinging slap.

I remembered it so distinctly, a memory buried deep in bone: me, picking myself up and marching out of the woods and back to town with angry resolve, straight into my house, into the midst of my waiting family. The family that would wait forever.

I was no ghost. I was still alive.

I wasn’t dead.

I was something else.

There were other clues, too, as the days passed.

Even with all the stress and chaos, I functioned as a person. A body. A corporeal form. I did all the normal things required of a body. I ate when I was hungry. Drank when thirsty. Slept, at least a little, when tired, when the exhaustion hit me so profoundly that I could not keep my eyes open for one more moment. I even developed a blister on my heel from my endless treks through town and the woods. I felt the sting of it as it popped and oozed fluid.

I was not dead. There was still hope.

Somehow, I would find my way out of this. This was only temporary. A dark tunnel I must pass through on my way out into the light.

It wouldn’t be forever. It couldn’t be.
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Footprints in the Snow

Day 21

EVERYTHING HAPPENED IN SLOW MOTION, LIKE SOMETHING observed through a blurry cloak of water.

Even people I didn’t like wept for me—those who disliked me no matter the many overtures at friendship I had attempted through the years. The children who had tossed snowballs at me sobbed as though I was someone dear to them, someone who mattered. Everyone left the comfort of their hearths and braved the cold in search of me.

They hunted.

They hunted until they didn’t.

The search parties that once went out in a steady stream gradually ebbed, becoming less and less.

Until they stopped altogether.

Until everyone shook their heads in tacit agreement that it was hopeless.

Until everyone accepted that I was no more.

After three weeks, the hunt for me was done. They gave up.

The world moved on as it does when someone dies. Just because life stopped for me did not mean it stopped for others. Life, sharp and dull, high and low, ugly and beautiful … life with all its hollows and planes and jagged edges, endured without me.

I continued to walk alongside them: family, friends, neighbors, strangers. I talked and shouted until my voice went hoarse. Until I had no voice left at all and it was just a soundless whisper escaping my lips.

I watched helplessly the morning Henrik and Meya packed up all their belongings and departed. Left me for dead and left Isstad forever.

I stood beside Da and Jens with my heart in my throat as their wagon, heavily loaded with all their worldly belongings, rolled away. West to the Borg where they had a chance at a life that did not consist of bleak winters, marauding bandits, and a grueling, day-to-day, hardscrabble existence. Great for them, but no less miserable for me even though I had known the moment was coming when they would leave me.

The night they had decided to resume their plans and leave Isstad—and me—I’d stood inside Henrik and Meya’s room, listening, chewing at the edge of my thumb, an old habit suddenly revived from childhood. I’d stood there, an unseen shadow in the corner, a voyeur … the only thing I was anymore.

They’d curled together, a loving couple, snug as two spoons in a drawer, demonstrating the sort of intimacy that was as elusive as the moon to me. Henrik’s long fingers stroked Meya’s arm. I’d never seen his big, work-worn hands move so gently before. Meya brought this side out of him, and I was awash in a bleak sort of envy that they had each other whilst I had no one.

“We have to go,” Henrik murmured, his voice a barely there sound in the room’s cozy cocoon.

She sighed. “She could still be out there—”

“She is gone,” he cut in abruptly, his expression hard, a door slammed shut, refusing to let any softness, any sorrow or pain weaken him. “It
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