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			PART ONE 
THE CURSED WOOD

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			There was nothing unusual about the day Merisande met the winged child. No creeping mist or sudden storm. The sky was a pale turquoise laced with meringue, the air soft and still. She had hiked several miles through dense forest to the edge of a gorge. The trek had become a weekly ritual—one she kept secret from her father. If he knew she went there, he said nothing about it. Her job was to bring him mushrooms and whatever else fell into her hands: berries, herbs, edible roots, a stray handful of earth sifted through the fine weave of her basket.

			She was in her twelfth year but had already grown past his shoulders. Her slender limbs concealed a wiry strength that allowed her to scale rocky slopes with ease. She kept her brown hair tightly braided so leaves and twigs would not poke through and hemmed her skirt so it fell to her knees instead of her ankles.

			Arriving at the gorge, she flopped down on the smooth cliff top and stared at the glittering objects below. That year, the spring rains had whipped the river into a white frenzy of foam and debris. The water had risen so high that it dislodged a boulder from the bank. In the space where the boulder had rested lay several pieces of untarnished plate armor. There were no bones. No skull inhabited the dented helm, no fingers tapped against the gauntlets—at least, none that she could see from her perch forty feet up. The river air was damp and cold. Perhaps it had moldered the bones like old wood.

			More than a month had passed since she first spied the armor. Every week she had raced back, sure that the river had swept it all away. But it never budged. It never changed. It was her secret. No one came to this lonely place, and if they did they would not know where to look.

			She lay on the cliff top until the river’s dampness started leaching into her bones, then she inched cautiously back from the edge, snatched up her foraging basket, and began her trek back home.

			No clear path stretched between her father’s cottage and the cliff top, and the trails that snaked through the trees, forged by animals or her father’s own booted feet as he set traps, disappeared after a hard rain. Some things, however, did not wash away. She passed a fallen oak, half-eaten by ants, and scrambled up the side of a rocky mound. From the top, she could almost see over the trees to the gorge.

			As she paused, scenting moss and cedar, the cool, river-touched air, she thought she heard a muffled cry. She held her breath and went completely still.

			There it was again, more a whimper than a cry, and so faint it might have been mistaken for wind whistling through cracked rock. Prickles danced down her back and arms. Should she fetch her father?

			No. She was too close to the gorge. If he discovered she went there, he might prevent her from going back. Better to investigate it herself. Thrusting her basket into the crook of her arm, she picked her way down the north side of the mound toward a place she called the Devil’s Playground. His toys lay in an untidy heap at the bottom: boulders the size of oxcarts. Some were stacked atop one another, while others leaned against a steep rise in the land, creating a line of tiny caves where animals nested and burrowed. The earth between the boulders was hard and bare, but every corner and crevice leached green, as if someone had painted it that way.

			The crying paused again. Merisande drew breath to shout then released it in a hiss of expelled air. Whoever it was must have heard her climb down. If they wanted help they would have approached her. Instead they had kept quiet and hidden, like some small animal in a thicket.

			She rubbed her damp palms on her jacket. There was really only one place to shelter, one space large enough to fit a human body. She had crouched there herself once while waiting out a storm. She stole toward it on tiptoe, her breath tight in her throat.

			The cave was made up of two massive boulders, which leaned against one another to form a “V” shape. The open part faced the rise. Layers of moss and vine closed over the top like a thatched roof. In a few steps she came to a small gap between the boulder and the rise. Stooping down, she peered inside.

			A startled shout burst from the darkness, making her flinch back from the hole. After a few breaths, she leaned in and risked another glance.

			A child—probably a boy, given the length of his tunic—blinked at her in the dim light. He had wedged himself into a corner so that much of his body was in shadow. What she could see shocked her. He was alarmingly slender. Not like the hungry children she had spied near the city docks, whose knees and shoulders bulged like knotty wood, but it was as if the bones themselves were thinner. His hair was a pale spray around his head, like dandelion gone to seed. Scratches scored his dark hose, and as she inched sideways to let in more light, she spied a glitter of blood. She cleared her throat. “What happened to you?”

			His mouth dropped open. “You can speak.”

			You can speak. The statement was so senseless that she decided to ignore it. “Are you lost?”

			“Lost.” He seemed to taste the word. “No.”

			She set down her basket. “Then—”

			“I’m not lost.” He wiped his face with a shirtsleeve and straightened his hunched back. Something pale shifted behind him as he did—a knapsack, she guessed. Or a bunched blanket. “I know where I am, but I can’t get back home.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Eleven.”

			Eleven. Was he lying? Ten would have been a stretch.

			He sniffled. “And how old are you?”

			“Twelve. My birthday was last month.”

			His face fell. “Mine was three days ago. I got a horse. But she’s gone now.”

			Mer blinked. “Gone?”

			“I lost her.”

			“I see. That’s too bad.” She leaned in farther, squinting through the darkness. He might be from the continent, she thought, but then how had he come so far north? He could not have been shipwrecked. The isle was surrounded by steep cliffs. Ships came in through an opening in the isle’s southernmost tip. From there they traveled up the inlet to the sea port, which was still a good forty miles south of where she stood now. His cracked boots caught her eye. He had certainly walked a distance from somewhere.

			“I live across the river,” he said, as if he had been listening to her thoughts. “But I can’t go back, not without stories to tell the trees.”

			Mer resisted rolling her eyes. “No one lives on the east side of the river,” she informed him. “And trees don’t need stories.”

			“You’re wrong.”

			“Then how did you cross the gorge? There’s no bridge, and no one comes here.”

			“I flew.”

			“Ah.” Her mouth twitched, but she managed not to smile. She caught the dark tail of her braid and twisted it around her finger. Mad. He was very clearly mad.

			“What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Merisande. Or just Mer.”

			“I’m Gandel.”

			“Gandel,” she mused. “The boy that flew.”

			“You don’t believe me.”

			“I think—” She paused, sighting movement in the shadows. Suddenly she jerked back, almost overturning her basket. “There’s something behind you. Some sort of creature.”

			The boy snickered. “There’s nothing behind me but me.”

			Mer squinted into the hazy darkness. The pale object behind him stretched out until it filled the space and could move no farther. It was still a moment, and then it started shaking, churning up dust, and disturbing the tiny plants that grew out of cracks in the floor.

			Mer stumbled back in fright.

			“Wait! It’s only me.” There was a scraping sound, then the toe of Gandel’s boot appeared in the gap. “Are you still there?”

			Gathering up courage, Mer edged back to the hole and peered in. Light fell on the boy and the creature. Mer, unable to look away, felt a jolting change in perspective as the two things she had taken to be separate merged into one.

			The boy was the creature.

			“You have wings,” she whispered. Now that he was closer, she could see them clearly. A bulge of muscle flexed behind his shoulder as he retracted a pinion. His feathers were as dirty as old rags; just looking at them made her want to recoil, though she could not have said why.

			Gandel folded his wings back behind him; he glanced up as he did, seeming to gauge her reaction.

			“I’m not afraid,” she informed him stiffly, and wondered if that were true.

			“Have you never seen a fae? That’s what I am.”

			“Never.” There were stories, of course. Sailors claimed to have seen winged men on the eastern shoreline, moving like ghosts in the mist. But sailors saw all kinds of things.

			She cleared her throat. “So. You really live in the wood across the river?”

			“In a land beyond the wood.”

			“Then why did you come here?”

			“It was an accident.”

			She raised a brow, and he went on, leaning tiredly into a hollow in the rock.

			“It happened yesterday evening. I was riding my horse near the tree line when a snake—or something—spooked her, and she bolted into the trees.”

			“Into the trees that need stories?”

			He frowned and licked his parched-looking lips. “No. In my land there’s an outer forest and an inner one. The outer one is safe, but the inner one is cursed; its trees are big and ugly, and it has no animals.” He glared at her, as if waiting for another interruption. Mer gestured for him to go on. “Anyway. I tried to rein her in, but a branch knocked me off her onto the ground. When I got up, I thought I saw her grazing beside a far-off tree. I should have turned back then. It was getting dark, and my head hurt. But I couldn’t let her go. I followed her for what seemed like miles. When she finally slowed long enough for me to get close, I saw that she wasn’t a horse at all, but a huge white doe.” A peculiar expression crossed his face, as if he had swallowed a bad mushroom. Mer fingered her chin. How could someone mistake a doe for a horse? “I stumbled on in the dark, and before I knew it, I was in the inner wood.”

			“How did you know, if it was dark?”

			“Because I heard the wood wind.”

			“The what?”

			“The wood wind. Some call it the wood’s breath. But it doesn’t sound like trees. If anything, it sounds animal.”

			Mer regarded him with slightly parted lips. “What happened then?”

			“I ran. It was a stupid thing to do, but it was dark and I couldn’t think of any stories.”

			“Why do the trees need stories?”

			“Who knows? Anyway, they aren’t really trees. Trees don’t open their roots like mouths and try to pull you down.”

			“Down where?” she asked hollowly.

			“Down below.”

			There was a meaningful silence. Mer inched farther into the cave.

			“I spent the rest of the night running and tripping, telling every scrap of a tale I know.”

			“Why didn’t you fly?”

			He exhaled sharply. “The fae can’t fly very high or very far. And it would have been foolish to try it in a forest.” His wings twitched a little as he spoke, as if the idea rattled him. Mer tried not to look at them. “When morning came, the trees thinned to brush, and I heard a sound like rushing water. I couldn’t go back. So I flew over the river. And that’s how I came here.” He closed his eyes, and his head rested on his bent knees.

			After a moment’s hesitation, Mer snatched up her basket and set it into his surprised hands. “You look thirsty too. I can bring water.”

			“You believe me?”

			She shrugged a little, avoiding his eyes. “I’ve heard tales about the eastern wood. The harbor folk don’t anchor on that side of the river. They say it’s cursed. When did you last eat?”

			“Before I—that is, yesterday afternoon.” He gestured weakly with a finger. “I found a stream over the ridge. There were fish, but I didn’t know how to catch them.”

			She rubbed a mushroom on her apron and held it out. “Eat this,” she commanded.

			“What I need is stories.”

			“Eat while I think of some.” She bit her lip, watching him chew mechanically. A wisp of hair the color of moonlight slid down his face. Hair. “I remember one.”

			“A story?”

			She waved to the basket, and he dug in.

			“A long time ago in a country far away,” she began, trying to recall the exact wording, “a rich lord was granted a portion of land worked by poor farmers. The lord moved himself and his men into a castle he had built. He loved fine, luxurious things, so he took those things from the farmers: their richest wine, their finest cheese. Then he noticed their women’s hair and wanted that too. So he ordered his men to cut it. The women mourned the loss of their hair, for it was the one beautiful thing they owned. The lord used it in the mortar for his walls and ordered tapestries to be made from it, and great carpets.

			“One day, a soldier who had turned to farming forbade the lord’s men from taking his daughter’s hair. Amused, the lord asked to be taken to the man’s cottage.

			“The farmer came out with his sword ready in his hands. ‘I will not let you have her,’ were his last words before an arrow caught him in the chest.

			“As he fell down dead, his daughter ran out of the cottage and threw herself over his body. She looked up at the lord with hatred, but the lord didn’t see her face, only her flaxen hair. He ordered his men to bind her and bring her to his castle at once.

			“They took her to a room on the top floor. A single window shed light over the threads of a tapestry hanging on the wall. The girl trailed her fingers down it, marveling at the red hairs woven through. The lord’s men entered.

			“She turned to them and said, ‘I swear if you touch even one of my hairs, that hair will turn to flame, and it will burn everything it touches.’

			“They laughed at her, but one frowned and went to tell his lord what she had said. ‘Do you think it’s possible?’ he asked.

			“‘Of course not,’ the lord answered with amusement. ‘The child has unmanned you.’

			“Later that evening in his own chamber, the lord ran his hands over the freshly shorn hair and dreamed of a blanket made of starlight.

			‘“Make me starlight,’ he commanded his weavers, offering them the maiden’s hair. ‘Something bright and glittering.’

			“When the blanket was finished, the lord laid it out on his bed. He slept among the stars that night, but when dawn came, and the first golden tendrils of light fell on the blanket, it burst into flame, and in a short time the entire castle was engulfed.

			“The farmers and their families watched the blaze. The flames seemed to dance in cords, following the morning breeze.”

			Mer chewed her lip. She glanced sideways at Gandel. “I told it badly,” she confessed.

			“You told it well. But I’ll need more than just one.” He poked at a mushroom. “These grow in the wood.”

			“Yes,” she sighed, “but some are poisonous. You must learn the difference between them.”

			“I wasn’t taught.”

			“You never learned to forage?”

			He shrugged. “Starving people forage. I’ve always had enough to eat.”

			Mer let the rude comment pass. She wondered, as her eyes lingered on the round moons of his fingernails, if he might not have an excuse for such ignorance.

			“Are you of the gentry?” she asked.

			“Gentry? I’m not sure what that means. They call me prince in my land.”

			Mer did her best to hide her surprise. “If you’re a prince, then you must have been missed. Your family would have sent a tracker.”

			He considered that a moment then shook his head. “Maybe, but he wouldn’t know where to look. I went off on my own.”

			She hid a smile behind her hand. He obviously knew nothing about tracking, but then why would he? Princes hired men to do that.

			“What’s your country called?”

			“Thorsault,” he replied smoothly, though the word sounded strange to her ears, “is the name of the castle and town, and there’s a village beyond…” His face soured then, and he peered into the basket, as if he had found something interesting there. “Tell me about your land. I haven’t seen anyone but you.”

			“That’s because everyone lives south of here.” She paused, glancing at the sun. “I can’t stay much longer.”

			A mushroom rolled out of his hand onto the floor. “But I must have—”

			“Stories,” she finished, nodding. “I know, but I can’t give you them now. Tomorrow.”

			His mouth opened; a sound hovered there. Mer waited for it, half-smiling.

			At last he seemed to master himself. “You’ll return tomorrow?”

			“I said so.” She dumped the remaining mushrooms into his lap and rearranged the cloth. “At first light.” She rose, bending to avoid the low rock. “Tomorrow,” she promised again, glancing once more into the cave. His pale eyes watched her in the darkness; they did not look hopeful.

			***

			Mer barely remembered her trek back home. Her heart was full of the land across the gorge. She imagined the castle and the town, the sounds of wings filling the air like a sweet wind.

			Her basket was brimming again when she opened the front door. Her father took it wordlessly from her. Rives was a lanky man with dusty blond hair and eyes the color of a fall sky. His wife, from whom Mer had inherited her dark eyes and hair, had died giving birth a decade before. The child who survived was Mer’s halfwit brother, Jan.

			“I fell asleep,” she lied, sliding past him.

			The three of them ate in silence that evening. Her father speared a mushroom and held it up to the light, as if he could read the truth on its shriveled rind. Mer waited until he had taken Jan to bed, then she scraped some leavings into a napkin and tucked it into her skirts.

			She lay awake a long time, listening to Jan snore in his bed across the room. Nothing at home had changed while she had been with Gandel, and yet it seemed as if everything had. The river, the harbor, the ragged forest, the isle itself was stretching to contain the borders of an entire kingdom filled with fae.

			And no one knew.

			She sat up and crossed her arms over her knees. “No one knows,” she whispered to the darkness. Somehow the secret was not as gratifying as the one at the bottom of the gorge. It felt…almost as if she had stolen something. But who would believe her? She could hardly believe it herself.

			At last she rose, unable to wait for dawn. She lit a candle and snatched an old leather sack from a peg on the wall, heavy with her grandmother’s handwritten stories, which she had scavenged from the back of her desk drawer. Lantern swinging in hand, she padded down the hallway to the front door. She carried her boots and jacket outside so she would not wake Rives putting them on.

			A soft rain was falling. Mer found the trail with ease. Following it was not so easy. The lantern, swaying back and forth as she moved over the uneven ground, almost went out several times. The path seemed narrower in the dark, the trees wider and more encroaching. The rain eased to a light mist that did not let up until she reached the mound.

			It was now dawn. From the top of the mound, the hunched, pale boulders of the Devil’s Playground stood like an army of sleeping giants taking shelter from the rain. Gandel leaned sleepily against one. He must have heard her coming.

			“You look better,” she commented, noting the warmth in his cheeks. His legs were clean but swollen; he had torn off half his hose in an attempt to cleanse the wounds. She tilted her head at his wings, as if seeing them for the first time. Washed, they appeared fuller, brighter. Stronger. A low-backed tunic allowed them to drape freely. And they did, almost to his knees.

			“I went to the stream again,” he explained.

			Mer wiped rain from her eyes, unslung the sack, and drew the strings for him. “Your stories.”

			“Scrolls.” The word spluttered out at the end of a yawn.

			“Can you read them?”

			His slender fingers darted in and drew one out. The painted sheets were bound on two sides by ribbons. Their once-vibrant color had faded with age and humidity. She helped him untie them and unroll the paper. The script was small and uniform.

			He held her lamp over the words. “The spelling is different, but I can still make it out.” He peered at it more closely. “‘The Story of the Three Blind Princesses.’”

			Mer grinned tiredly. “My grandmother collected these. She wrote them in her own hand. There are at least ten in that bundle.” She glanced up at his scrunched up eyes. “Will it be enough?”

			“It will. Once I’ve read and memorized them.”

			“You can keep them.”

			“No. I’ll leave them in the cave when I’m done.”

			Mer remembered the food and unbuttoned a pocket in her dress. Some of the juices had leaked through the cloth. She would have to launder her clothes as soon as she returned home.

			She set the leavings into his hand. “This was all I could sneak out.”

			He opened the napkin a crack and set it on a nearby rock. Their eyes met again; his seemed uncertain, balancing one thing against another. At last, he reached behind his neck and untied a string that had been concealed under his clothing. Hanging on it were two stones shaped like wheels. As he pulled them apart, they emitted a sharp burst of light.

			“Don’t be scared,” he said as she gasped in surprise.

			“What are they?”

			He slipped one off the string and gave it to her. “They come from a place deep in the earth, from a land that was lost to us.”

			“They came out of the earth looking that way?”

			His brows puckered. “I don’t know. Maybe.” He retied the string around his neck. The single stone that hung from it seemed to blend into his skin. “It responds to my name. If you’re ever in danger, just say it—my name, into the stone—and I’ll come to you, wherever you are.”

			Mer tipped the stone into the light. It seemed improbable that a stone could respond to a name, that it could summon someone from a distance…

			“Thank you,” she managed. “This is more than my help was worth.”

			He shrugged and added nonchalantly, “You may never need me.”

			“True. But I do hope we’ll meet again.”

			His smile slackened. “I sincerely hope we do not.”

			They eyed each other wordlessly. Mer opened her hand; for a moment she considered returning the stone, even throwing it at him. Her face warmed and cooled again.

			She closed her fingers. “Then I hope for your sake that I’m never in danger. Farewell, Princeling.”

			He bowed deeply. “Farewell, Merisande.”

			She turned before he could straighten, snatched up her lamp, and staggered forward on tired legs. She did not look back, even as she reached the top of the mound and stood facing the carpet of trees. All that wonder lay behind her, secreted away over a gorge that no one crossed and beyond a wood that was not.

			“Walk,” she commanded herself sternly, and took a slow step into daylight.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Nine Years Later

			Mer thrust her shovel into the earth and jumped on it with both feet. It sank deep into the stony soil. While balancing on it, she leaned backward. The earth broke, a root snapped, another caught, snapped. Letting the shovel fall, she bent down and sifted through the dirt and stone. Two new potatoes, still slightly green, were tossed onto a pile at her side. She pawed at the ground a little more and then refilled the hole and began on another. She hummed as she worked, barely conscious that she was doing it.

			The sun, arcing over the cloudless sky, warmed the dark hair that she had piled into a loose bun at the base of her neck. Her skin was damp with sweat and as pale as the white insides of the potatoes.

			At last she set down her shovel and stretched her tired arms. The song in her head would not go away. Drums, flutes, and pipes wailed, begging for release. She looked hurriedly around her, found a space of earth not yet dug up, and positioned herself in the center of it. Bow. She bowed smoothly. Two steps to the right, two steps to the left, kick, turn, clap, turn, clap again. She moved faster and faster, her hands open at her sides, imagining the hands of another.

			Finally, the song ended, though fragments of it still drifted in her mind, like notes that had broken out into the air.

			Mer piled the potatoes into the pocket of her apron. Her father met her at the back door, holding a rabbit by its feet.

			“Could you skin it for me?” he asked sweetly.

			“Where is Jan?”

			He stopped breathing a moment, thinking. Mer hated it when he had to think about where Jan was. “In the kitchen,” he decided.

			“Waiting for his supper, no doubt.”

			“No doubt.”

			She swapped her potatoes for the knife and rabbit and went to the white boulder at the side of the house. White, it used to be. Now it was almost brown with old blood. She made an incision around the base of the rabbit’s feet, peeled back the skin toward the head with one sharp pull, then tidied it up with a few select cuts. She left the gutting to her father, who was particular about his treasures.

			He eyed her thoughtfully while they ate that evening, his fingers picking small bits of meat from between the bones. Mer, catching his eyes, tapped her napkin lightly around her mouth. Her father chuckled. It was a private joke. Most of their jokes were silent, private ones. They infuriated her aunt, who had no idea that Mer had perfected the manners of the gentry because they amused her. The jokes became almost unendurable when, on the occasion they were invited to her aunt’s excessively laid table, Mer would catch her father’s eye as she daintily lifted a spoon or tear meat into portions so small that they were hard to pick up. Aunt Lisette would smile in approval at those times, and her father, looking from Mer to Lisette, would sometimes choke on his food.

			“The quarterly dance is this Saturday,” he said, breaking the lightness of the moment.

			Across the table, Jan swayed, his eyes straying to the west wall.

			The house Rives had built many years before was neither elegant nor grand. Constructed of hastily peeled cedar logs, it was only large enough to hold four tiny rooms. Two were bedrooms; the third was used for the preparing and storing of food, and the fourth, facing the front of the house, doubled as a dining and sitting area. Mer spent most of her time there. A fire blazed in the wall opposite the door; above it hung an ink drawing of her mother. A shelf stood against the west wall. Mer had read through the various scrolls and bound pages that leaned upon it. They were Rives’, taken from a wing of the neighboring manor where he had lived as a boy. The small library was one of the few things his father had let him keep.

			As the oldest son of a respectable family, Rives had been poised to inherit fifteen acres of arable land, but he threw it all away one night when he made love to the gardener’s daughter on the back of a hay bale. Determined that the child would be legitimate, he had eloped before his parents could interfere. His father retaliated by transferring Rives’ inheritance to his younger son, Barret. Rives was left with an acre of stone and brush, strapped to the forest’s edge like a prison chain. The land title had allowed him to retain his honorific, but little more. It was, Mer thought, a lot like having a plate of food without a mouth to eat it.

			The wretched quarterly. She looked sideways at the untidy hill of fabric piled on the stool beside the hearth. “I’ll have the dress finished tonight.”

			“I wonder who you’ll allow yourself to dance with.”

			She shrugged, popping a carrot into her mouth. “The usual rafter of turkeys.”

			“Do they include the neighbor’s son?”

			She swallowed tightly. Why did their conversations lately always creep back to the neighbor’s son? At least Rives had not spoken the dreaded name. It would have tainted the air like a bad smell.

			She tossed another glance at her brother, who had grown unnaturally still. She was about to follow his gaze when, hooting loudly, he leapt out of his chair and dove for a space to the right of the bookshelf, where a gap in the wood had made a door for the mice.

			Her father, ignoring the incident, wiped his hands on his napkin and downed a mouthful of watered mead.

			Mer rose. “It’s gone,” she told her brother, tugging gently on his arm.

			“No. Nooo.”

			“Yes. Gone.” She tugged until she realized it was useless, then she went to his side of the table, straightened his chair, seated herself on it and began eating loudly. “Come, Jan.”

			“Noooo.”

			“Your food is good. Mmm.”

			He ignored her and tightened himself against the wall, as if he could hear the tiny steps of the creature.

			“Leave him,” her father muttered. “We were having a conversation.”

			“About the turkeys?”

			“About your future.”

			She set down the knife. “Must we?”

			“You’re twenty-one years old now. You can’t spend your life minding your brother. That’s not a life.”

			“Perhaps I should marry when you do,” she retorted.

			He fell silent at that.

			Sighing, Mer took her plate to the hearth and scraped the leavings into a pot. “I’m sorry, that was out of line.”

			“Maybe,” Rives said, dropping into one of the two chairs facing the fire. “Maybe not.”

			“It’s just that I can’t think of marriage without worrying about you. Jan’s not as easy to care for as he once was, and he’s not going to get any better.”

			“I can manage him. I’m stronger now.”

			“Strong enough to skin rabbits?” she asked dryly.

			In the winter of her sixteenth year, Rives had contracted a deadly fever. His recovery had been slow. The sickness had lingered, making him weak, vulnerable to cold and dampness. Among other tasks, Mer had assumed his place at the butcher’s stone, and he had not asked for it back.

			He flashed her a small, wry smile. “I don’t like skinning things. Your mother always did that; she was good at it.”

			She set the plate on her lap. “I wish I had known her.”

			He nodded, running a tentative finger over his cup. “Mer, you wouldn’t have to skin rabbits if you married Sir—”

			“Don’t,” she warned in a low voice, “say his name. I’d rather skin rabbits every day all day than—”

			“Forget it.” He leaned back into his chair and threw back the last of his mead. “Everything is grand and dramatic when we’re young, but then we grow up and see people for what they really are: neither so evil, nor so good. Sir Avry is not a monster, Merisande.”

			***

			Night beside the forest was full of activity in the isle’s warm season. Mer, dragged awake by the sounds of animals gnawing on what the rats had left behind, flicked a doubtful eye at her brother’s bed. The straw mattress, indented where his body usually lay, was bare, the sheets missing altogether. “Shocking,” she muttered and padded down the short hallway to the sitting room.

			Jan lay in an awkward knot beside the bookshelf, his closed, sleeping eyes not far from the mouse hole. Mer set down her candle and peered curiously into it. There did not seem enough space for a body to crawl, and yet the tiny creatures came and went without a sound. They might even crawl on Jan while he slept, find something to eat in his grubby pockets. He would not waken.

			Grinning tiredly, she left him in peace and returned to her bed.

			***

			Sir Avry is not a monster.

			The irksome words followed her like an unwanted companion into the brilliance of the new day.

			The isle of Aure was at its peak of beauty in June. The new leaves shone; the sloping fields reeled with color. The land itself was overwhelmed by an immensity of sky, so deep an azure that Mer, lying on her back in the grass, thought she could picture the ocean.

			“Buuuul,” Jan cooed happily behind her, excited to see the neighbor’s bull.

			In her twelfth year, Mer, charged for the first time with taking care of her brother, had dragged him off to Lord Gille d’Avrance’s farm.

			Crossing the cart road, they had stepped into an open, treeless space thick with meadow flowers. Gradually, two fences came into view. On the east side ran the dry stone wall that separated Lord Gille’s property from Lord Piercy d’Eleuthère’s. On the south ran the sturdy wooden fence that held Gille’s bull. Mer halted at the bull’s fence and stood without moving. The world around her faded; even her brother’s exclamations passed, like the sighs of the wind. The massive red-brown body approached her, filling her vision. It lifted a dusty hoof, scraped. Then it charged. Mer tripped over her feet trying to get away, but her brother remained fixed to the fence. He did not make a sound until the bull pulled up short in front of him.

			“Nooooo,” he cried to its angry eyes and enormous horns. “No, no, no, nooooo.”

			But the fence held fast, so they went back again, and again and again.

			Merisande loved to lie on her back in the meadow grass, twining flowers into wreaths for her hair. It was an artifact from her childhood, but she still did it, and Jan remained as obsessed as ever with the bull.

			Sir Avry is not a monster.

			Groaning, she turned over. Finally, she rose and walked listlessly to the stone border. The fence, made to keep sheep from wandering too far, was little more than a few lines of dry stone painted by colorful lichen. She leaned her weight on it, feeling a stone shift under her. Her eyes drifted over the rolling green pasture. Lord Piercy’s land thinned here like a bolt of fabric pinched at its center; on one side lay the stone border, on the other the steep drop of the gorge. Sheep grazed here and there in the pasture between the fence and the gorge, ewes braying to their young ones, the lambs responding with their own child-like cries. It was a peaceful scene, pastoral. It had not always been thus.

			It was here, nine years earlier, that her brother had been savagely beaten.

			She had been lying on the ground braiding wildflowers. After a time she grew sleepy, listening to the long grass moving beside her ear and to the wind shaking the branches in the old oak just over the border fence. The sun dipped under thick white clouds. Her wreath fell forward a little, shading her eyes. She drifted into some pleasant dream.

			Screaming, loud and desperate, tore her awake.

			Her gaze went first to the bull, but it was grazing some distance away.

			“Noooo,” her brother cried again, his voice drenched with pain.

			Mer turned toward the sound and froze, astonished at the scene that met her eyes. Her brother was up the tree, and the d’Eleuthère boys were poking him with long, pointed sticks. Mer had only seen the boys once, at a supper hosted by her aunt. They had seemed well-mannered and quiet then, not at all capable of violence.

			The d’Eleuthères were third in the line of houses, and they were immensely wealthy. But unlike other lords, Piercy used his wealth not to increase his comforts but to increase his fortunes. The man had become a merchant of sorts. But the unexpected death of his only daughter had put a damper on his plans. Lady Belle d’Eleuthère had taken to her bed and never come out of it. The boys were left to their own devices.

			Blaise, in his sixteenth year, was already taller than most men; his brother, Avry, younger by three, looked tiny beside him.

			By the time Mer reached the fence, Jan had been poked out of the tree and onto the ground. He lay curled in a ball with his arms around his head.

			“Say your name!” Blaise shouted, kicking him savagely. “Say it, worm!”

			“Say it!” echoed his brother, Avry.

			Jan writhed and howled. The awful sounds should have made them feel sorry, but instead they only kicked him harder. Blood, thick and dark, broke from a wound on his head; a stain formed under the front of his tunic.

			“Stupid worm!” Blaise cried, as if the blood had been an angry retort.

			Mer, trying not to be seen, lowered herself to the ground and gripped a rock with trembling hands. The distance seemed far, perhaps more than twenty feet, but there were two targets. Surely, she reasoned as she pulled back her arm, she would hit one of them.

			But the rock hit neither target; instead it skidded off Jan’s temple, rendering him unconscious. A terrible silence fell. The older boy stared at the rock. His head rose, so slowly that it reminded Merisande of the bull pawing the ground.

			“Idiot!” he shouted when his eyes found hers. “You’re as stupid as your wormy brother!” He raised his foot, Mer imagined to kick Jan again, but instead he rolled him toward the stone fence, once, twice, three times. “He’s so fat!” Blaise exclaimed gleefully to no one in particular. “A stupid, fat worm.” He flicked a glance at Mer. “Come and get him if you can.”

			Heart crashing in her throat, Mer stepped over the fence. She did not look up once, even when Blaise exploded with raucous, jeering laughter, but all her attention was focused on dragging her bleeding, unconscious brother over the fence. Rocks shifted and began to slide. At last an entire section of the fence collapsed, making it possible for her to push and pull Jan over to the other side. She collapsed, her face wet with sweat and tears. The wreath lay in tatters on the ground.

			Blaise barked at his brother to pick up the fallen rocks, and behind her came the sound of the fence being mended.

			Cautiously, Mer rose. Her hair, loosed from its braid, fell in long dark strands around her face and shoulders. She turned. Avry, standing across the fence from her, paused. His hands leaned on the rock that he had just set down. They stood for a moment in silence. Expression flickered into his face, but Mer hardly noticed it. She had become fixed on the color of his eyes. They were so light a brown that they appeared yellow, a hateful color, like wolf’s eyes. Her breathing quickened, and her lips drew back from her teeth. The fear was gone, stripped away to leave only the anger that lay beneath it. The emotion surged to a height she had never experienced before. It coursed through her veins like liquid fire.

			And then Jan moaned.

			Only that—the sudden, pitiful wakening of her brother—kept her from doing she knew not what.

			The boys never apologized.

			A year later, Blaise was sent to the city for schooling. Only then did Merisande feel it was safe to return to the field.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Mer let the fabric rest for a moment on her lap. For the past hour she had been struggling to make yellow flowers appear on the hem of her gown. Her aunt, seated across from her, flashed a sympathetic smile. It was a familiar scene. The fire blazing beside them—always, even in summer—flicking light over their small bone needles, the drift of her father’s voice as he spoke to his brother in the other room, Lisette’s quiet, pleasant conversation. But for the sewing Mer would have been completely content.

			“Let me look at it, dear,” she offered.

			Mer gratefully passed it to her and watched the plump, tapered fingers turn the fabric this way and that. Pulling the needle through a few times, she tied it off and handed it back to Mer.

			“It was a small thing,” her aunt assured her.

			They were always small things, easily fixable. Mer raised a brow but chose not to remind Lisette of her poor sewing skills.

			Though they were different in almost every way, there were few people Mer liked better than the short, slightly plump figure that sat across from her. She was to start with the only person of noble birth Mer knew who always managed to be entirely herself. Mer had reasoned this through many times: Lisette did not have strong opinions; she disliked controversy; she looked for the good in people, and in doing so she avoided the tendency that other ladies had toward harmful gossip. Though she enjoyed the pleasant small talk that fluttered around the tables of the gentry like prettily painted butterflies, she was never dull, but interesting, articulate. She woke this way, went to bed this way, and Mer was sure that had she been forced into a life of hardship, she would have clung onto the same tenaciously lighthearted spirit that characterized her as a lady.

			She was always herself because she did not need to be anyone else.

			Mer leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes. “Tell me about the ocean,” she said.

			It was a small joke between them. Neither had ventured to the cliffs to see the open ocean, but because her aunt had spoken to someone who had, Lisette considered herself an expert on the subject.

			Since the inhabitants of Aure lived inland, the ocean seemed a nebulous thing. Though surrounded by it, they rarely saw it. Yet it was always on the edge of their thoughts; it touched their dreams, and sometimes they imagined they could hear it, like a distant, sighing wind.

			“The ocean is deep and dark,” Lisette began, as if reciting a poem. “And it’s always moving.”

			“How does it move?”

			“Like a steady pulsing, the waves building and peaking, and when they reach the shore, breaking.”

			“How do they look when they’re breaking?”

			“Like someone who curls in as they dive, but instead of diving into water, they dive into land, and they smash themselves
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