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For Lily…
One day you must slay your own dragons.
Seek Him and wear his armor in your pursuits; you will never be alone.






“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

Psalm 23:4
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Chapter One

Wren Aisling


Blessed stars, what had she done now? The house was small as it was, but with twelve people crammed in the four-room cabin, it seemed even smaller. Her cousin, Reginald, had come from the western kingdom of Loredon, where the famine had been the worst, and staring into the warm brown eyes of his little sister, Wren had gone and said it.  
“You can live with us. There’s room.”
Reginald frowned, and those eyes of his that matched his sister’s lowered to his shoes. Wide-holed toes, floppy soles, and all. “Your house is small, Wren. Where will we sleep?” 
“We’ll find room. Pappat can use another strong man to help him hunt. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.” Wren extended her arm and urged her cousin to escort her from the depot. Wren’s father had sent her to meet Reginald and Saoirse for their usual autumn visit, but she hadn’t expected him to deliver such grievous news—his mother had died four nights prior, following their father by just under a year.
“If you’re sure. I’ll pull my weight, honest.” Reginald crossed his heart with his free hand before grasping Saoirse’s tightly. At only seven, it was too easy for her to become overwhelmed in such a bustling city, so the sooner they found themselves in the loving, warm arms of the Aisling cabin, the better.
“I know you will, Reg. I’m sorry about your mother.” Wren clenched her jaw to stave off her tears. What right did she have to shed a tear over Aunt Ruth’s death when there was so much to do to provide for her cousins? Little Saoirse needed stability now more than ever.
Reginald swallowed hard. “Been waiting for it for a long time, but it still stings, you know?” His eyes glistened with tears he, too, would not let fall. His gaze shifted down toward his sister, whose vacant stare was fixed on the toy vendor across the road. It had rained earlier that morning, turning the usually dusty streets into mud slops unfit for even hogs, but Wren gathered her skirts and tiptoed over the mud toward the shop. Reginald didn’t fight her, but his brow furrowed and lips pressed into a thin line as he watched her.
“It’ll only take a moment. Wait here,” she instructed before pulling the door open. Mr. Brandiss lifted his head from his woodworking and smiled.
“Good day, Miss Aisling. How is your mother? And your father?”
Wren dipped her head in a slightly less formal hello, given Mr. Brandiss was practically family—married to Pappat’s third cousin on… some side of the family that Wren couldn’t quite keep up.
“Very well, thank you. The children have been extra naughty lately, but I’m sure the autumn air will tire them out soon enough.” She ran a finger over the edge of a doll’s lace apron and frowned at the price tag.
“What is the matter, Wren?” he asked, glancing outside at her cousins.
“Saoirse has lost her mother, and poor as they have always been, I doubt she has ever had a toy, let alone a doll so fine. I wanted to buy one for her, but I didn’t sell all my wares at the market today. Would you be interested in a trade for—”
“Nonsense,” Mr. Brandiss said. “Take it. A gift from me. Family, after all, is a treasure, and we should offer charity when we can.” He pressed the doll into her hands and shook them. A good man to his core, his gray peppered temples matched his mustache, and for some reason, Wren wondered if that might be what St. Nicholas looked like before he went entirely white-headed. 
“You are a gem,” Wren said, offering a smile.
Mr. Brandiss uttered a deep, mellifluous laugh that only reinforced Wren’s image of him as a younger Nicholas.
“I don’t know about that. Are they the ones from Loredon? They lost their father as well, yes?”
“Mmm, yes,” Wren said, biting back tears again. She focused on the spinning tops and harmonicas on display, then let her gaze shift toward the books and writing papers. Anything to distract herself from the ache in her heart. Those poor dears in Loredon. The kingdom was practically barren despite constant aid from Willowspire. If rain didn’t come to their land soon, it would cease to exist.
“Well, you mustn’t keep the dear waiting for such a beautiful doll. If you need anything, have your Pappat or Mumma send a message. I’m happy to help.”
Even he knew space at the Aisling home grew slim. With six children and four wards—now six—Wren was sure they would be sleeping in the pony’s barn soon enough. Perhaps with the chickens? Or maybe the sheep wouldn’t mind the company in the fields.
“Yes, indeed. Thank you again, Mr. Brandiss.” 
Wren brushed her hand over the beautiful dresses on her way out, then stepped into the muck again. The toy shop had always been a lovely place to visit, but Mumma made most of their toys. The only things purchased at Brandiss’s store were the boy’s harmonicas and, on rare occasions, a pen for Wren.
She tucked her brown hair behind her ear and kneeled to peer into little Saoirse’s eyes. “I have a surprise for you.” She pulled the doll from its paper package and presented it to her cousin with as much of a smile as she could muster.
Saoirse blinked a few times, her face practically hidden behind a tumble of red waves, then reached for the doll with trembling fingers. Once in her possession, she clutched it to her chest so tight it bunched in her hand.
“You can name her anything you wish, and she can go anywhere you go. I hope you like her.” Wren stood straight and pretended all was right with the world. Saoirse only nodded so slightly that it might have merely been the wind tousling her hair, but she seemed content for the time.
“You didn’t have to do that. I’ll work to pay you for it,” Reginald said, offering his arm to Wren again.
“Mr. Brandiss gave it to her out of the kindness of his heart. You needn’t worry, Reg. I think you’ll find Willowspire to be quite accommodating. We have poor families, of course, but we try our hardest to ensure everyone eats and has shelter and clothing.”
Three things her cousins likely either didn’t have or had in short supply.
“Shall we?” Wren nodded toward her family’s small wagon as dusk set in, reminding her they had better hurry if they were to make it back home before dark. 
Reginald loaded his sister and her doll in the wagon before settling on the driver’s bench with Wren. She allowed him the reins so his hands would not be idle, lending his mind toward things best kept at bay for now. For miles, they rode in silence as the late-day chill settled over the land. Willowspire was charming in autumn, especially when the leaves had just changed to show their true colors before giving up the fight and drifting into death. 
Wren pulled her shawl tight around her shoulders, then noticed Saoirse had no covering at all. She unbuttoned her cover and draped it over the child, who had drifted to sleep in the back of the wagon with the doll still clutched to her chest. Wren brushed those red waves from her face and smiled at the sweet face they hid. Lightly freckled pale cheeks puffed like little apples pinked in the cold.
“Mother asked me to care for her, but I’m not sure how to raise a little girl, Wren.” Reginald ran a hand over his face and adjusted the reins.
“It’s alright. Mumma has the patience of a saint, and you have me. Lark isn’t quite as motherly, but she’s helpful. And Blue is close to Saoirse’s age. They should get along just fine.”
“And Simon, he’s five now?”
“He is. And a spunky little one. Then there are the twins, Peter and James, who are only eighteen months. Our home will certainly keep you busy, but you’ll always be welcome.”
Reginald spread his lips in what might have been something of a smile if he hadn’t looked so uncomfortable. “And you have the four wards.”
Wren smoothed her skirts and rubbed her hands over her chilled arms. “There’s Miss Annie, who is old enough to be my grandmother. Her husband passed some years ago, and her home was destroyed in a fire. She came to stay with us for a few weeks and never left. Then there is Mathias, who came from the south. He doesn’t say much about his homeland, not even exactly where it is, but he’s suffered a trauma that keeps him inside at night. He won’t even venture out to use the… Well, you know.”
Reginald’s eyebrows rose, then he nodded.
“Jefferson is Pappat’s age and is only with us until spring. And there’s Jude.”
Reginald waited for Wren to elaborate, even peering at her sideways through his own mop of unruly brown curls before chuckling. “Shall I assume by your tone and lack of information that Jude is a potential suitor? It isn’t like you to be so blushing and sparse with details.”
Wren gasped. “Heaven’s no! I only… I meant to say….” She sighed. There was no way to fool him, she knew, because his cheeks were full with a real smile now. She supposed she should have covered her ridiculous affection toward Jude with some sort of backstory, but even saying his name made her heart fluttery. “He is seven years my senior, and Pappat would never agree to anything with him. His history is a bit rough.”
“Ah, I see. Well, you’re only seventeen. You’ve plenty of time to find a husband.” He peered into the distance just as the dim lantern light from the cabin came into view. “Is that yours?”
“Yes, that is ours, and you say that as if you are so old. You’re merely nineteen yourself. Just pull the wagon around toward the shed, and Jude will feed and water the horse.”
Wren rubbed her arms again and let her gaze drift toward the now-dark forest that lined the far-left side of their property. In winter, Pappat sold firewood to earn extra money for spring planting. 
Deep in the darkness, something fluttered. White and large, it slipped between the trees with such speed Wren couldn’t decide what it was. A gust of bone-chilling wind nearly knocked the breath out of her, but as soon as she blinked, the flash of white was gone.
“Shall we?” Reginald offered Wren a hand. He’d already stepped down from the wagon and rounded to her side without her even noticing. She scanned the forest again, hoping to see the white flash again, but there was nothing. 
She took her cousin’s hand and stepped down, then waited while he scooped his sister into his arms before heading into the early evening din inside their home.
[image: image-placeholder]Pappat’s eyes glistened, but he covered his pain with a bear hug, enveloping Reginald as only a father could. Losing his sister hurt him, but there was too much work to be done to dwell on it for long. Mumma carried little Saoirse to the second bedroom and laid her on the bed Wren shared with Blue because it was the only one large enough to accommodate another body, but when she returned, her eyes, too, held the threat of tears. 
Lark leaned close to Wren and whispered, “What will we do with two more to feed? Winter is coming.”
The sharp slant of Wren’s eyes closed Lark’s mouth, but her sister wasn’t wrong. Lark was a year younger and not quite as well-tempered as Wren, though she did try.
“I’ll help you hunt and tend the sheep, even cook and clean if I must to keep our way,” Reginald said. “We don’t know where else to go.”
“Of course, you’ll stay here,” Mumma said, shoving a slice of buttered bread into Reginald’s hand. “We won’t have you on the streets. We’ll make out just fine and be glad to have you.”
“I can prepare another bed in the main room if you like,” Jude offered, bringing the familiar sting to Wren’s cheeks. Reginald grinned but said nothing. At least Wren’s misfortune where men were concerned brought a smile to her cousin’s face. 
“That would be lovely. Thank you, Jude,” Pappat said, then led Reginald to the washroom.
“Such a shame.” Mumma lowered her head and went back to her chicken, turning it over the fire. Lark peeled the potatoes while the twins played on the floor. Blue brushed her doll’s hair quietly, absorbing everything said while the adults went about their lives as if the child didn’t understand a thing. Wren hoped the girls would be alright during these stressful times. Simon stared at Blue, waiting for his chance to steal her doll then run, squealing like a pig from her until Mumma stepped in to end their fighting. 
Miss Annie was knitting by the fire, likely unaware of anything that had happened in the room as she crafted someone a new pair of socks.
“Where are Mathias and Jefferson?” Wren asked.
Mumma slowed her turning, allowing the chicken to rest a moment. Her gray eyes settled on Wren, filled with apprehension. A little gray peppered the hair at her temples, but Margaret Aisling was still as beautiful a woman as she had ever been, quite the catch with ample competition among young men when Wren’s father won her over.
“They are… in the garden.”
“At night? Mathias is outside?” Wren peered out the window, and sure enough, two bodies moved around the garden furiously, plucking and pulling everything they could get their hands on.
“Some animals destroyed half of the garden today. No one saw it,” Lark said. “Weren’t even any prints.”
“No prints? How can that be? The ground is wet. I’m sure you just missed them. Probably a rabbit family or something, surely.” Wren frowned. Why did it feel much more ominous than furry brats in the garden? 
“Wrenny, you know Jude is the best tracker there is. He didn’t see anything. Not a single print from the forest to the house. Whatever it was, it snuck in and ate half the garden before sneaking away.”
“Had to have been birds, then. Animals can’t just walk across the mud and not leave prints! How silly.” Wren sat with her sister at the table and began peeling carrots.
“I thought of that,” Jude said, startling Wren when he sat across from her. “The vegetables were bitten in half, and some of the thicker plants sheared clean off at the root. The teeth marks left behind are something big like a deer, nothing like a bird.”
A chill seeped deep into Wren’s bones, but there was no reason for her to be so unnerved by an odd occurrence in the garden. But it was odd, and it did bother her. Her mind slipped back to the white blur in the forest, but she dismissed it. Probably nothing, just a trick of the setting sun.
“Would you call the others in to wash up, Jude?” Mumma asked and pulled her chicken from the fire, juicy with a crisp skin just as Pappat liked.
“Yes, ma’am.” Jude dragged his stare away from Wren and scooted away from the table just as Pappat and Reginald returned from the washroom.
Miss Annie set her knitting aside and wandered into the room where she would sit and stare at the table until dinner. Some days the sweet old woman simply detached herself from reality entirely, then other days, she would sing and laugh and dance through life as if nothing had ever ailed her. This day had been the former.
The door slammed shut, and the men stumbled to the washroom, where they would fuss and fight amongst themselves before emerging only partially clean. Then Mumma would scold them all like children and send them back in to do it all over again until they were polished to a high shine.
“Shall we wake Saoirse?” I asked. 
Reginald glanced toward the bedroom, then at Mumma. 
“Let her rest. I’ll keep a plate warm for her, and she can eat if she wakes.” Mumma tossed the vegetables into an already boiling pot of water along with what meager seasoning we had, which made Reginald drool like a starving dog. 
Wren shook the thought from her head. What a rude thought to have. He was starving, and the dogs in Willowspire ate better than human beings in Loredon.
“No! Back into the wash with you!” Mumma said, issuing her first reprimand to the men. Lark chuckled, earning a glare from their mother. “You, young lass, will keep your tongue in its place, which is not in any place of ridicule considering your ears could use a good scrubbing themselves.”
Lark lowered her face back to the table and gathered the potato peelings.
Jude emerged again, this time clean as a newborn babe, and took a seat beside Wren. Heavens, did he know he made her swoon every time he smiled at her the way he did, or was it merely a kind man offering a bit of sunshine to the daughter of his employer? Wren swallowed and placed the plates around the table, nearly toppling into Jude when she leaned over the table. His light hand on her arm kept her steady, but it only forced her heart into a panic. Sweat broke over her forehead, so she cleared her throat and nodded her thanks before turning her focus to the food Mumma put on the table.
The others gathered around, save Saoirse, who still slept, and Pappat lowered his head.
“Heavenly Father, we thank you for the bounty you have provided this day, and we pray that you will bless it to nourish and keep us. Amen.” He squeezed Reginald’s hand and offered him a double portion of chicken, then dove into his own. 
Polite conversation brought them through the meal, mostly that of local news and harvest stories, but before Wren knew it, it was nearly time for bed. Mumma stood to clear the table while Miss Annie pressed her forehead into her hands and wept. Everyone else had left the table to prepare for bed, but Mumma would be up until the wee hours tending to Miss Annie, so Wren put her hand on her mother’s shoulder.
“I will clean up the table and wash the dishes. You help her.”
“It’s quite a bit of cleaning, Wrenny. I can manage.” Her eyes were so tired.
“I can do it, Mumma. Miss Annie needs you, and you need sleep. I’ll be fine. I’m hardly sleepy anyway.”
“I’ll help.” Jude picked his plate up from the table and smiled.
Wren’s knees went weak, but she accepted. “See, it will be fine. We’ll even restock the firewood for Pappat. Miss Annie will settle faster with your full attention, and the twins need their bedtime story.”
Mumma kissed Wren’s forehead and patted her cheek. “You’re my sweet girl, Wrenny. Thank you.” She sighed and offered her arm to Miss Annie. “Come, Annie. Let’s get you into bed.”
“There’s new times coming, Margaret,” Annie said with a whimper. “New times.”
“Indeed, there always comes a new time. We can talk about it while you get ready for bed.” 
Mumma helped Annie waddle down the hall toward the second bedroom, hopefully not to wake little Saoirse, then Lark sighed.
“She’s getting worse. I should get the twins settled. Can you manage?” Lark looked over the mess twelve mouths had made and frowned. “I can help a little first.”
“We can manage. The twins need their tales, and little Blue is probably waiting for her cup of water,” Jude said, wielding a stack of dishes that threatened to topple any moment. Wren chuckled and took half.
“He’s right. It’s been a long day for everyone. Go ahead and help Mumma.”
Once they were alone, Jude turned his attention to her. How handsome he was with those quiet, soft eyes that said he knew more than he let on, that he read people far better than they knew. Did he know how she felt? It didn’t matter. He’d been to jail, and her father would never allow her to marry a man seven years her senior. Well, perhaps he might, but certainly not one who’d been to jail for thieving. Not just thieving, but black market trade that should have seen him hanged.
“It is impressive how much mess twelve souls can make in a mere thirty minutes.” His hair was a bit mussed from constant hand brushing, and it fell over his forehead. He blew on it to relieve the tickle over his eyebrows, but it did little good. His hands were deep in the soapy washbasin, so Wren—quite without thinking—brushed it out of his face.
His cheeks warmed, and he swallowed so hard, Wren heard the click of his throat. 
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to overstep.” Wren turned her focus back to cleaning the crumbs from the table.
“You… you didn’t.” He pulled his hands from the water and dried them before gathering the utensils. 
Quiet fell over them. Not the kind that meant they were comfortable in each other’s presence and simply didn’t need to speak. No, it was the kind that said something had happened between them, but neither knew what exactly, and speaking of it—or anything, really—meant nothing but awkward stutters and blushing. So they kept quiet and worked alongside one another, keeping an appropriate distance now.
Once the dishes were washed, dried, and put away, the table wiped clean, and the linens put in the laundry basket for washing, Wren dried her hands on her dress skirts and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. She’d promised Mumma they would restock the wood as well, but now it seemed like a horrible idea.
“I can get the wood,” Jude said. “You should rest.” His whisper spoke of regret, but over what, Wren couldn’t determine.  
“I said I would help. I don’t mind. It’ll go faster if we both carry an armload.” She grabbed her mother’s shawl from the peg by the door and wrapped her shoulders. It would hardly protect her from the autumn evening chill, but it was better than nothing. Saoirse was still wrapped up in hers.
Jude opened the door and stepped out, scanned the yard between the house and the woodshed, then moved aside to let Wren step into the cold night. While he shut the door behind them, she gazed toward the heavens. It was glorious. Clear and dark, studded with stars like gems that sparkled ten times brighter. Little huffs of breath clouded around her, warming the top of her head. She swallowed.
“Beautiful,” Jude whispered, then cleared his throat. “But you might catch a chill. Let’s hurry.” With a lantern in hand, Jude led the way to the woodshed, checking over his shoulder frequently to ensure Wren was safe and close behind.
It didn’t seem fair that God had placed a perfectly eligible man in her home, yet he was entirely wrong for her. Almost immediately after allowing the thought to enter her mind, Wren dismissed it and reprimanded herself for testing His plan for her. She would be patient, though it wouldn’t hurt to pray. She would ask God for someone like him, someone strong and kind, dutiful and patient, protective and uplifting… only without a history that would hinder her Pappat’s blessing.
“Wren, are you alright?” Jude asked, staring at her.
“Oh, yes,” she said, once realizing he had been speaking to her while her mind wandered. Inside, the woodshed smelled of fresh-cut pine and straw, which meant Mathias had been busy chopping earlier in the day. 
Jude pulled dried logs from the back and offered a few to Wren, then piled his own arms high. “This should be enough to last until morning. Let’s get you inside.”
Wren backed out of the woodshed and shivered. It was unseasonably cold, even for autumn. While Jude locked the shed, Wren scanned the fields and then the forest. Pappat had brought the sheep into the pens for the night, and the dogs circled like proper guards. All was quiet and well, but a sense of dread inched its way into Wren’s chest. She shifted her focus from the sheep to the forest. A gust of wind kicked up a pile of leaves, but that was not what caught her attention.
She squinted to shield her eyes from the cold wind, but it did not clear her vision. The white blur had returned, dodging trees as it moved like a specter around them. Then, it stopped, turned its massive head toward Wren, and stared at her. All the breath left her. It was beautiful. A white stag.
“Wren?” Jude’s grip on her elbow distracted her from the rarity. Rare? Did they even exist before now?
“I was… did… did you see that?” Wren’s slender finger trembled. 
Jude followed where she pointed, tilted his head, then said, “The leaves?”
“No. No, the…” Wren’s voice faded. The stag was gone. No white blur crossed the forest. No sign at all the stag had ever been there. “I… thought I saw something. Never mind.”
“You’re tired. Let’s go inside, Wren.” Jude’s insistence was firm. Something had stirred his nerves, too, but what? It didn’t matter. He had her tucked against his side and ushered her inside before she could even catch another glimpse of the darkened forest. It was probably just as well. 
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Chapter Two

Jude O'Ryan


Jude stared at the ceiling while men snored all around him. He didn’t mind sleeping on the floor, but he considered moving to the barn just so he could get a few winks in before another day of hard work. If he was honest, it was the lies that caused him the most fatigue, but they were necessary lies that fed his family and protected his people.  
When Reginald cried out in his sleep, it startled Jude enough that he jumped. Land’s sakes, even a young man’s whimpers put him on edge these days. He would have to report soon, in a day or so, but he had no information to offer Captain Leopold they didn’t already know. There were odd happenings in Willowspire and even odder ones on the Aisling farm.
Jude rose, determined to figure out what had snuck into the gardens during the night, ate half the vegetables, then snuck back out without leaving a trace. He couldn’t sleep anyway, not with that interaction with Wren at the forefront of his mind. He’d already played it over a dozen times, still felt the warmth of her fingers brushing his hair from his face, and it brought a stinging to his cheeks. The woman would be the death of his heart.
Once fully dressed, Jude slipped out the door to the main room. The others had also gone to sleep, even Mathias, who was the squirreliest man Jude had ever met. But if he’d survived the things Mathias had told him about, he supposed he might be a tad restless as well.
In the main yard, everything was dimly lit by the moon. Jude shuddered thinking of that interaction too, how he almost told Wren Aisling he was completely in love with her even though he knew he could never have her. He was sure her Pappat wouldn’t question the age difference, a mere seven years, considering Jude had proven his worth as a hard worker and provider, but it was his history that would make him decline a marriage proposal.
Well, his history coupled with the truth. Jude would need to be human to marry a woman from Willowspire, and considering he hailed from a southern Fae kingdom… Well, it simply wouldn’t work. Wren would never forgive him if she ever discovered the real reason he kept working at the Aisling farm anyway, so Jude shoved any thoughts of making her his wife to the back of his mind and focused on the reason he and others like him had been assigned to Willowspire.
There was a chill to the air that shouldn’t be so early in the fall, but if that was the only evidence of something otherworldly haunting Willowspire, Jude had better hang up his uniform. Captain Leopold would wring his neck. He needed something to contribute, some way to ensure Wren and her family—one he’d grown to love like his own—would be safe when this coming danger finally revealed itself.
“What are you doing?” A whisper drifted from the house, startling Jude. His head jerked toward the sound, finding Mathias at the door.
“I couldn’t sleep. I wanted to see if I could catch whatever got into the garden. Care to join me?” Jude asked. 
Mathias blinked his brown eyes and put his hands up. “I ain’t goin’ out there again at night. You feel that chill? That’s them Fae from The Wild sending their curses down here to Willowspire.”
Jude wasn’t so sure about that curse, but he couldn’t rule it out as a possibility. Fae curses existed, after all, but it had been centuries since Wilderwood had cursed Willowspire and retreated into its own small mass of land in the north. The wind blew around Jude, chilling him to the bone.
“Well?” Mathias asked, waiting to see if Jude would return to his senses and get back inside or lose his mind entirely and head to the garden.
As much as Jude wanted to capture the beast and solve the mystery, Mathias was probably right. It wasn’t safe outside at night if only because the wolves were hungrier this time of year and the bears, sakes, they could eat a man whole in one gulp. Jude ran his hands through his hair, instantly taking him back to that moment at the sink. He should just confess his feelings and throw himself at the mercy of Wren’s father, but his duty to his own kingdom had to come first. If a war between Willowspire and that haunting remnant of Wilderwood—The Wild—broke out, then the whole world would be in trouble. The things that lived in The Wild were trapped there for a reason, and setting them loose on the rest of the world was a death sentence for everyone.
Jude headed back inside, past Mathias, who shut and locked the door behind them though Jude was sure anything that wanted to kill them would not be deterred by a door. The odd man disappeared back into the confines of the shared bedroom without another word, but Jude supposed being a man of few words didn’t matter as much as his intent. Mathias was afraid for Jude, and once he’d gotten him back in the safety of the house, he had nothing else to say.
He still couldn’t sleep, so he made a cup of tea and sat by the fire. If he stayed there, perhaps he could see something from the window? He shifted so that his eyes were fixed on it, but between the chill in the room and the warmth of the tea, his eyelids grew heavy. Jude blinked to keep them open, desperate to discover what had destroyed the Aisling garden, but it was futile. He’d forgotten what this human lavender tea did to a Fae and slipped into unconsciousness.
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His eyes snapped open and were immediately met by Wren’s soft, curiously pale brown eyes. Her furrowed brow and partially parted lips forced a frenzy of something akin to butterflies to flutter around in his stomach. For all the lavender tea in the world, he didn’t know what it was about this woman that made him behave like a schoolgirl.
At least he’d slept. But now his back ached, so perhaps it wasn’t a blessing.
“You look uncomfortable,” Wren said, standing straight. “Can I get you anything before I fetch the eggs?”
Jude unfolded himself from the chair—how he’d ended up in such an odd position, to begin with, was a feat in itself—and groaned. After a good stretch, noting her eyes on him, he smiled. “I’m fine, thank you. Have the others risen?”
She pressed a slender finger to her lips. No, then.
“Do you need help in the henhouse?”
“No, but thank you.” She stood staring up at him, and it was all he could do to keep from grabbing her and kissing her, but that would not only shock her senseless and ruin her sweet innocence, but it would also get him bludgeoned to death by her father, and that was after the other men got their licks in. Instead of doing a foolish thing like that, he stepped back and pretended to concern himself with the fire.
He hadn’t intended Wren to think that was her dismissal, but she cleared her throat and said, “Well, I better get to it before the others wake hungry.” Then she went out the front door without looking back.
Jude sighed and added more logs to the fire before it hit him—the door wasn’t locked. He knew Mathias had locked it, even checked it twice, before going back to bed. No one else was awake, and he certainly hadn’t unlocked it. Jude crossed the room in a panic and threw open the door, but Wren was already at the henhouse, ready to perform her chores. There was nothing out of the ordinary, but Jude couldn’t help scanning every inch of the yard and then some just to make sure.
The garden hadn’t been destroyed any more than it had been the night before, the barn seemed secure, and Wren didn’t let out any blood-curdling cries for help, so he allowed himself to relax. He shut the door just as Mathias and Jefferson entered the room, ready for another day of hard work. Just behind them, Reginald lumbered down the hallway, still half-asleep, but Jude didn’t blame him. Losing both parents, making the harrowing trip across the straight to reach Willowspire, then making the devastatingly long trip by wagon to the capital region of the kingdom was brutal. He deserved to sleep for a month.
“Morning,” Reginald groaned.
“It is,” Jefferson joked, then patted the boy on the back. “We’ll go easy on you today. Just give you the light chores none of us want to do.”
Jude scowled. Jefferson wasn’t as funny as he thought he was. “Don’t listen to him. You can help me today. I’ll show you the ropes.”
Jefferson offered Jude a beady-eyed snarl, then went to stuffing tobacco in his cheek. Jude’s disgust rumbled in his stomach—or maybe he was hungry—but Jefferson ignored him in favor of jamming even more in his cheek before sitting in the rocking chair. Breakfast would be within the hour, just as soon as Wren returned with the eggs and Mrs. Aisling got the porridge going.
It was the same thing every morning. 
But it was home, and Jude wondered what would happen when he was reassigned. He couldn’t think of leaving them, but he missed his family, too. If he was honest with himself, he’d be happy to move his family to Willowspire, marry Wren Aisling, and pretend to be human for the rest of his life, but that was impossible. He had a duty to Nespian and, by default, to Willowspire, so he swallowed his own desires and threw more wood on the fire, waiting for a woman to return from egg-fetching who would never know how much she was adored by a Fae spy.
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Chapter Three

Wren Aisling


Early morning chores had always been Wren’s favorite, but there was something entirely wrong this morning that she could not pinpoint. The moment she left Jude and stepped outside to fetch the eggs, moaning dread seeped into her right down to her bones. It was more like autumn, though, with less of a chill than the previous night, so she admitted she was most likely making a big to-do about nothing and grabbed her basket by the henhouse door. Inside, the hens were still asleep, but they would spring to and fuss at her when she stole their eggs. 
“Good morning, ladies.” Wren dove under the first hen with little consequence and added her bounty to the basket, then moved on to the next and the next until…
“Gracious, Heavens. Saoirse, what on earth are you doing in here?” 
Wren kneeled in front of the child, huddled in the corner, clutching the little doll ever tighter. Her red waves were a mess filled with straw and chicken feed. Wren wiped the tendrils from her cousin’s face and noted her dirty, tear-stained cheeks.
“Have you been out here all night?” She smelled as if she’d slept in the hay alongside the chickens, and little imprints of straw lined her face.
Saoirse only lowered her head and sniffled.
“Darling, it’s alright. It is perfectly fine to be sad, downright distraught even. You can cry all you want in front of me, and I won’t tell a soul. Do you want me to leave you here a while?”
Saoirse bit her lip and offered her tiny hand.
“Would you like to help me gather the eggs? You can hold the basket for me.” Wren pulled Saoirse from her little makeshift bed and handed her the basket. “Dolly can sit in the basket too. Or tuck her up under your arm like so.” She snuggled the doll under Saoirse’s arm so it wouldn’t get pecked to death when the hens really got going.
“Ruthie,” Saoirse whispered.
Wren blinked a time or two and held back her stinging tears. Her aunt’s name. “It is a beautiful name. No sense in letting anyone forget that, right?” She brushed more straw from the child and stood to complete her chores. Busy work always helped, even when things seemed to go wrong all the time.
Seven hens later, Saoirse finally spoke. “Reg said there’s a curse here, too.”
Wren chuckled. Ah, yes, the curse.
“It’s hogwash meant to keep the people of the kingdom in line with the laws. Certainly, nothing for you to worry about.” Wren wiped her hands on her apron and brushed wisps of stray hairs from her face. It was warmer in the henhouse than in the cabin, which meant Saoirse had at least stayed warm during the night, but she might have been harmed outside without supervision. Wolves and other predators came from the forest regularly to try their hand at stealing a lamb or a hen.
“Tell me the story, please,” Saoirse said, her lower lip trembling. She wanted to be distracted from the grief that tortured her little heart, Wren knew, but such a story was frightful for a child her age. Even so, the child was perceptive and insistent. “It won’t scare me, promise.”
Wren kneeled again. “It’s a bit scary, darling. It really might make you worry more.”
“It won’t. Cross my heart.” Saoirse made a cross over her heart and tugged on Wren’s sleeve. “Tell me, Wrenny, please?”
Wren pursed her lips. “Alright, but you must remember it’s only a story and not true. It can’t hurt you.” Saoirse nodded, so Wren sighed and regaled her little cousin with the details of the curse supposedly inflicted on Willoswpire by their northern neighbors in The Wild.
“It happened, oh, a smidge over one hundred fifty years ago during the border war with the inhabitants of Wilderwood.”
“What are they, Wrenny?” Saoirse asked, suddenly enthralled with a story Wren had hardly even started.
“People, I’m sure, just like you and me. They just prefer solitary life and don’t travel outside of their kingdom often. Anyway, there was a dispute about the border in the west. Some from Wilderwood invaded Willowspire with claims a farmer had encroached on their land. The king pushed back with claims they had been the ones trespassing for centuries. One thing led to another, and the messenger from Wilderwood was killed. It just so happened the messenger was the seventh son of the King of Wilderwood.”
“Why is it called The Wild now?” Saoirse sat on the henhouse floor and stared up at Wren, captivated by the tale.
Wren chuckled and continued fussing with the hens. “I will get to that part. So, the king’s seventh son was killed, and all sorts of horrible things broke loose after that. The border constantly changed as each side vied for more and more until finally, King Alsandair—the one from back then, not the one now—gathered his army and initiated a full-on invasion during the night. It was a blood moon that night, fitting for what happened next. Wilderwood was ravaged by our forces, pushed back all the way to what little land they own now, and only that because they have magic.”
Saoirse’s pretty eyes went wide as saucers. “Magic?” she whispered.
“Well, they aren’t the only kingdoms with magic, love. You know that, yes?”
“I’ve never been anywhere that had magic,” She frowned. “I wish we had magic in Loredon. Then maybe my mother might have lived.”
Wren sat the basket on the floor and settled beside Saoirse. “Little one, magic might cure all ills, but it isn’t good. What is meant to be will be no matter what magic has to say about it, and your mother would never have wanted such a thing used to save her. It isn’t… it isn’t right. The use of magic has dire consequences, even when used for good. Do you understand?”
The child nodded but went back to hiding behind that thick mane of red hair. 
“Once the people of Wilderwood managed to put up a wall to protect their kingdom, King Alsandair did something abominable. He had the rest of the royal family murdered, but there was a price for that.”
“The curse?”
“Mmm-hmm. King Eredin of Wilderwood put a curse on Alsandair’s line and the whole kingdom of Willowspire. He said, ‘By the setting of the seventh sun, Willowspire will be no more.’”
“When is the seventh sun?”
Wren laughed again, this time bringing a smile to her cousin’s face. “Well, many people have tried to figure out what he meant. Seven days later, nothing happened. Seven months, then seven years, and still nothing. So eventually, the curse became a scary story parents told their children to make them behave while in the forests. It also ensures people keep the law and never travel into the land for exploration. We call it The Wild now, but I don’t believe the reason. It’s silly.”
“They say it’s ghosts,” Saoirse said, her voice hitched.
“I say that’s nonsense. They’re probably poor and starving after losing so much land. Probably not many of them left, but we can never know for sure, can we?”
Saoirse shook her head, picking up more straw.
“Shall we take these eggs in and have breakfast? Mumma is already baking the bread, and I am sure there is some fig jam left.”
“Oh, I love fig jam!” Saoirse was up and running toward the house before Wren could even collect her basket of eggs. She let the hens out and scattered a handful of feed, then headed inside for breakfast before a long day of chores.
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“Yes, Pappat. I know a place where we’ll likely find plenty of truffles, especially after such a good rain yesterday morning.” Wren finished her tea.
“Do I get to choose my chores?” Lark asked, the edge of her tone sharp despite the sweet smile on her face. Wren wanted to sigh, but it would only add to their father’s stress. No one particularly enjoyed mucking through the muddy forest with a pig, but if Mumma wanted truffles, then she would have them if Pappat had any say in the matter. And he did. But Lark also knew how to wiggle into that part of his heart that always seemed full of guilt that his daughters had to work to help support such a large household.
“Lark,” Pappat whispered. “I would like for you to help Wren, but if your sister can manage on her own, then you may pick up the other things we need. Miss Annie’s medicines and the ointment for Jefferson’s ankle.”
“Is it ailing again?” Wren asked, clearing the dishes.
Pappat nodded, but the distracting question offered Wren enough time to scold her sister with a scathing glare. Lark withdrew into herself, sunken shoulders, and all.
“Lark can retrieve the medicines and then help me if we haven’t found the truffles, but I trust she will not find herself distracted with the pretty things in the market, right?”
Lark narrowed her eyes and scrunched her nose, but she knew well enough they couldn’t afford those things with so many mouths to feed. Pappat pinched Wren’s cheeks with such affection her heart warmed. After the door slammed behind him, Lark sighed and scowled at Wren.
“You’re such a perfect little daughter,” Lark said, then immediately pursed her lips and said, “I’m sorry.” It was such a faint whisper, almost as if her conscience forced it out of her, but at least she’d said it.
Wren tugged the braid that hung down over Lark’s right shoulder and grinned. “I’ll race you to the Bruston farm!” Wren took off like a lightning bolt, Lark on her heels squealing like the pig they would soon borrow to hunt for fungi. It was one of the worst jobs, but someone had to do it. Mumma was busy around the house, and Pappat had sheep to manage, fences to mend, and more things piling up than any one man could get to in a day. Even with help, it had been difficult. Reginald was young and strong. Despite the circumstances of their arrival, it was good he was there.
The sisters raced all the way to Bruston’s, never slowing until they landed on his front porch. Huffing, Lark knocked on the door.
“I beat you,” she said, bending over to catch her breath.
“Hardly.” Wren leaned against the porch railing just as Mr. Bruston opened the door.
He chuckled and ran a hand over his wiry beard. “I say, you two already wore yourselves out, and you ain’t found the first truffle!”
“Good morning, Mr. Bruston,” Lark panted while Wren nodded her hello. The stitch in her side kept her from speaking, so she worked it with two fingers while Lark went over the details with Mr. Bruston. 
“Old Bonnie is my best truffle hunter. She don’t need a lead or direction. Just let her loose, and she’ll find ‘em if they’re there. And your Mumma will bake me a pie, yes?”
“Yes, of course, Mr. Bruston. Thank you again for letting us borrow Bonnie. Shall we feed her before we bring her back?”
“Nah, won’t be necessary. I’ll slop ‘em once you get her home.”
Wren and Lark followed Mr. Bruston to retrieve Bonnie from her pen, offered their thanks again, and headed toward town. The walk was quiet, but not because the sisters had nothing to say to one another. Instead, they enjoyed the quiet of each other’s company. The house was always alive with conversation with so many bodies that quiet moments, like walking to town with one another, were hard fought.
Lark turned her face up toward the sun, letting it warm her skin. She was a shade or two darker than Wren, primarily because she spent so much time outdoors but also because she resembled their father more than Mumma. Little Blue was the spitting image of Mumma, while the three boys were all Pappat. Wren, well, she was so very different from them that it was a wonder people didn’t question whether she was their child or not. She knew she favored her Grandmumma on her Pappat’s side, though, and something about that made her proud.
“It’s cooler than usual,” Lark said, her golden eyes trailing on Wren.
“I thought so, too. Might be an early harvest this year, did you hear?”
Lark snickered. “I heard. Did you hear Susannah Fleming bought three new dresses in anticipation of a large yield this year? Why, her father hasn’t had a good yield in years, let alone one big enough to cover three new dresses. Fancy ones, too, like the ones you see in the pamphlet from—”
“Lark,” Wren said softly, her hand gentle on her sister’s arm. “We’re treading close to gossip.”
Lark frowned. “Sorry. It’s just… do you think we’ll ever have dresses so pretty?”
“Our dresses are pretty. Mumma was the best seamstress in town before she decided to help Pappat at home.”
Wren turned her attention to Lark, noted her sour face, and nudged her with her elbow. “But if I ever come into more money than I can count, I will buy you all the dresses your heart desires, sister. Only so long as you promise not to let it go to your head.”
Lark rolled her eyes, but her smile spread so wide her cheeks puffed. “I’ll run ahead and get the medicines, then come back to help you. Shall I get anything else in town? Does Saoirse need anything?”
“I don’t think so. She just needs time to settle and adjust. And grieve,” Wren added, her eyes stinging again.
Lark tugged Wren close and hugged her. “I’m sorry I was sour with you this morning. I haven’t felt quite right lately. Probably just the season, you know.”
Wren’s arms pulled her sister tighter. “I know. It’s alright. Hurry to town but be careful. I’ll see you soon.”
She saw her sister off, watched her until she disappeared over the hill, then looked down at Bonnie, the pig, already snorting. “What do you say, Bonnie? Shall we find Mumma some truffles to sell?”
The pig ignored her and wandered off the path. It was just as well. They had reached the area Wren had in mind for hunting the mushrooms anyway, so she followed her into the darker parts of the forest. It was still damp and smelled of leaves, pine, and smoke from many chimneys. The coolness in the air brought a crispness to the aroma that Wren enjoyed. She rubbed her arms and followed Bonnie ever deeper into the forest.
Shadows danced with beams of sunlight that managed to slip between the boughs and branches, dotting the pig’s back with ever-changing speckles. As far as porcine went, she wasn’t much to look at, but Mr. Bruston had been right about her hunting skill. Within an hour, Bonnie had rustled up a basketful of the delicate truffles. Mumma would earn plenty with them in the market.
“I think we have room for a few more. Let’s try a bit longer. Then we’ll find Lark. She must have gotten lost or distracted on her way back from town,” Wren said, conversing with the least interested animal she’d ever had the pleasure of meeting.
Bonnie snorted and nosed around a while longer, overturning lumps of rotting wood and brightly-colored leaves. Wren was sure there would be another discovery soon, considering the pig’s energetic snorts and grunts, but just as her sounds reached a pitch that meant something tasty was near, Bonnie screeched, turned, and darted deeper into the forest so fast Wren lost track of her in a blink.
“Bonnie! Bonnie, come back!” Wren darted after her, bouncing her truffle basket every which way, losing them with every stride. It would be worse to lose the pig, so she tucked the basket as close as she could to her chest and kept running.
A blood-curdling wail cut through the usual sounds of the forest, stopping Wren cold in her tracks.
“Bonnie? Bonnie!” Bitter panic rose to her mouth, burning her throat. Her vision blurred as tears stung her eyes, and her haggard breaths hardly kept her standing. Her lungs screamed at her to stop, to breathe, to calm herself. Once she could speak again, she called out for the lost pig.
“Bonnie! Come back!”
Wren wandered slowly now after spending all her energy on that burst after their neighbor’s pig, but she pressed on anyway. Head darting in all directions, the forest seemed to laugh at her, close in around her, strangle the light from existence. The same panic rose again, only now it was for her own safety. Where was she? Direction failed her, so she spun in place, seeking a familiar landmark. Two steps forward, and she tripped over a log, sprawled flat on her face, and crushed the basket, fungi and all.
“Oh,” she whined, then lay still for a moment as she caught her breath. In and out, she let her heart still before pushing up on her hands and knees, then she slowly rose.
Midway through standing, a pair of pure white legs appeared in her line of sight. Hooved, they stretched up, up, up until they connected with the muscular, taught chest of a stag. Wren paused, still half-bent, her eyes level with the beast’s snout. Huffs of breath escaped those massive nostrils, creating little puffs of steam that faded into the chill.
Wren swallowed and blinked, but still, the beast stared back at her. She slowly, bit by bit, stood erect. Even standing tall, the stag was a foot or so taller than she, and that did not include the massive antlers. But perhaps the most impressive thing about the creature was its coloring. Pure as snow, unblemished white from hoof to antler tip. Not a fleck of color, save the eyes. Crystalline blue, they stared back at Wren.
She couldn’t read anything in them. She didn’t know whether she should run or scream or stand there shaking alongside the leaves that still dangled from the trees. But seeing as though she was frozen solid, she supposed imitating a statue would have to suffice. Perhaps the stag would take pity on her and leave her in one piece.
The stag blinked. In a fluid motion, almost as if floating through the air, it extended its neck until its snout pressed into Wren’s chest. It nudged her enough to move her but not harm her, then snorted. Trembling fingers moved against Wren’s will toward its face, then Lark’s squeals behind her distracted her.
Wren jerked her head toward her sister’s call.
“Wrenny! Wrenny, you won’t believe what I just heard in town!”
“Lark, I… Do you…” Wren looked back at the stag, but it was gone. Vanished. Nowhere within eyesight in the forest that surrounded them.
Lark stopped beside her, beaming ear to ear, with a sack of medicine in her hands. “You won’t believe what I heard in town.”
Wren looked around again, unsure whether she had been dreaming or hit her head when she fell and imagined the beast. “Did you see that?”
“See what?” Lark twisted her braid between her fingers and looked around. “Where is the pig?”
“She ran off. Something scared her, and I ran after her, but I fell and…” Wren looked down. She knew she’d cut her hands and elbows when she fell, had felt the sting as she lay catching her breath, but there was nothing. She didn’t even have mud on her dress.
“You fell? Where? You look alright.”
“I… saw… did you see the stag? It was beautiful. It was here when I stood up and—”
Lark pressed her hand on her sister’s forehead. “Wrenny, are you alright? There was nothing here when I saw you. Nothing at all.”
“But I saw…” Wren faded. The breeze played with her hair, whispering its secrets to her. She didn’t understand it, not truly, but inherently she knew to keep quiet, to tell no one of what she saw. “Never mind. Let’s find Bonnie and get home before it gets too late. Tell me what you heard in town.”
Lark picked up the basket and handed it to Wren. The basket was whole and filled to bursting with more truffles than Wren had gathered. She stared down at it, piquing Lark’s curiosity again.
“Are you sure you’re alright?”
Wren cleared her throat and brushed her hand over her hair. “Fine, yes, just worried about Bonnie. Let’s hurry.”
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Chapter Four

Jude O'Ryan


Reginald was the kind of dog tired that a person didn’t soon recover from, but Jude managed to help him through the morning chores. Getting the sheep out to pasture meant some quiet time for him to think, but with Reginald there, it was more likely a time for conversation. Jude was surprised when the young man wandered to the other side of the field with a staff and sat under a tree to read. Jude didn’t take it personally. The boy needed time to process, so Jude leaned against a boulder and watched the flock. Mathias would come and relieve them once his chores were done. 
The fact that little Saoirse slipped out the front door without Jude knowing bothered him. Had he been that deprived of sleep that a child opening the front door right beside him didn’t stir him in the least?
He knew he had to get Wren off his mind. There was no chance for them, and the sooner he got over her, the better off everyone would be. He had a job to do, and doing it well meant she would be safe, too.
The crunching of leaves pulled Jude’s attention away from the flock and behind him. He was on his feet in a blink.
“What are you doing here? He might see you,” Jude snapped. A disrespectful way to address a Captain, but Leopold waved him off.
“He’s on the other side of the field. I’ll remain on this side of the boulder.” He shifted his weight and scanned the field, then let his ice-cold blue eyes settle back on Jude. “Have you anything at all?”
“No. I tried to sneak out to see what invaded the gardens last night, but Mathias caught me. I have no explanation.”
“There have been more animals taken during the night from other farms. We must figure out what it is and whether it came from there or not.”
“I don’t think they are the same thing. I know of no predator that would shred a man so thoroughly that also eats squash, do you?”
Leopold shrugged. Jude wondered how old his Fae captain was. Born in Fellswallow, he was descended from courageous winter sprites, which meant he could be as old as he looked—approximately twenty-five or so—or he might be a thousand years old. Jude dismissed any thoughts about having such a long life since his Fae lineage was not so lucky and glanced over his shoulder. The sheep were sleeping.
“Mr. O’Ryan, we need something, or we will be forced to move you elsewhere. I know you are quite fond of your position, but—”
“Who else, then? I’ve been here long enough to earn their trust, and you said that was of utmost importance. Shall we start all over?”
Leopold clenched his teeth but said nothing.
“I’m sorry. I’m on edge. Give me a week, please,” Jude begged. What would he do in a week that he hadn’t done in almost two years in Willowspire?
“Fine. A week, but do make it known to the Aisling family that you will be leaving in a week regardless.”
“I am?”
Leopold nodded. “Tell them you must go back home. Ensure Miss Aisling feels compelled to be truthful with you. If there is any reason for you to stay, it will be revealed in that conversation.”
Jude swept his eyes over Leopold’s cold features. He wasn’t unkind, but he was impossible to read. Everything about him was monotone, from his head to his feet, including his emotions and tone.
“What do you mean?”
Leopold chuckled. Perhaps he wasn’t always boring. Jude’s eyebrows rose at the first laugh he’d heard the man utter.
“Women, my friend, are complicated. If you cannot tell by now that she is hopelessly in love with you, then you are a fool. Tell her how you feel, then—”
“But her father—”
“I don’t care. Do not interrupt me again. I care not for how you accomplish your task but that you do. Make up whatever story you must, another false tale about your past, whatever, but get it done. We cannot protect these people and keep the monsters from our own kingdoms unless we get ahead of the problem.”
Jude sighed. “Yes, sir. I’ll think of something, but I can’t hurt her.”
Leopold shrugged. “Better you hurt her heart than for
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