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For the first time in her life, Selene didn’t have an immediate plan. Zelda’s child was sick. She’d eaten something from the courtyard – no one could discern what – and had been coughing up blood for days since. Selene had to assume it was a rock or a stick. Children sometimes swallowed dangerous things. But there was no true way to know without the aid of a healer or a sorceress.

The knights were terrified. They blamed each other. They argued. They sat up with Aereth the night through, watching her sleep, waiting for more coughing and blood. Because they didn’t know what the matter was, they had no clue how to treat the sickness. They debated riding the girl to a healer in the nearest town, but reentering Priine could put them at risk of capture, and they had little coin between them.

Then one night, after Aereth had screamed, cried, and coughed blood for hours, Selene realized the child’s injury was not getting better and was, in fact, getting worse, and she knew what she must do.

“We have to do something,” Gweneth snarled.

The three knights were standing outside the door of the barracks where Aereth slept, in the dark and cool hall, as moonlight fed through the nearby window. Gweneth and Cassandra were facing each other while Selene sat on one of the wooden benches that lined the hall. Selene thought Cassandra looked as calm and serene as ever, even in the middle of their panic and fear. It was a little maddening, especially when Selene herself was ready to tear her hair. 

“We cannot just sit here and watch her die!” Gweneth was saying angrily. 

Selene thought it strange, but for once in her life, she was actually glad for Gweneth’s emotional display of frustration. It made her feel better about her own misery. She felt so helpless, watching that sweet child suffer, knowing the hurt it would cause them all – cause Zelda – if she should perish. 

Cassandra turned and faced the window, her hands in her trouser pockets. She looked almost angelic as moonlight streamed over her pale skin and hair. “I already suggested writing to Melvalda and my mother for aid. Both of you refused. What else do you wish of me?” There was a bitter, tired note in her voice, and Selene had to remind herself that Cassandra was as frantic and unhappy as they were, even if she did not show it.

Selene and Gweneth exchanged guilty glances, but Cassandra’s words were true. When Cassandra suggested sending a raven to Melvalda for aid, they both declared that they would chop off Melvalda’s head if she even set foot in the gate. As far as Selene and Gweneth were concerned, Melvalda was evil. She had coerced Zelda into laying with her, had nearly taken Aereth for her own, and had attempted to keep Cassandra trapped in the enchanted form of a child – all to soothe some old wound of hers from twenty-odd years before.  She was a selfish, dangerous, evil old woman, whether Cassandra could see it or not.

“I . . . have an idea,” said Selene heavily, and the others looked at her. 

Selene dropped her forehead in her hand and couldn’t believe she was even bringing it up, but they were out of options. “It will require some travel,” she said, “and we must abandon Wolf Fortress. Probably for quite some time.”

Gweneth waved an impatient hand, gazing at Selene intently. “Tell us your idea.”

Selene lifted her face. “We must travel north of Dark Bloom, to a small town near Menosea. My grandmother lives there.” 

“Can she help the child?” asked Cassandra sharply. 

“My grandmother is an elven witch,” said Selene quietly. “She is . . . quite powerful. She hates humans, but she will aid us. There will be a price, but she would never turn a sick child away.” 

“Then what are we waiting for?” said Gweneth impatiently. “Let us depart!”

They set out immediately. The knights donned their armor and repacked their satchels. Selene gently wrapped little Aereth in a blanket and tied the blanket around her chest as a makeshift carrier. Then she headed down to the stable, where the others were waking the horses. The Knights of Falcon mounted their steeds and galloped off into the night.

They kept mostly silent, riding as fast as they could. Selene knew there was no portal that could take them close to Eldaris, the village where her grandmother dwelt and where she had grown up, surrounded by elves. They would have to make the journey there on horseback and hope they reached the village soon enough. 

As if the sickness in her sensed something, little Aereth was quiet for the duration of the journey. She did not scream, cry, or cough blood, instead sleeping deeply in the blanket that wrapped her, only opening her eyes to suck the milk-soaked rag that Selene occasionally offered.

As they traveled, they encountered no one. No Rose Guard knights, no monsters or wolves. Just cascades of flowers and crickets chirruping. They did not even see a sign of Wilde Women in the trees, which would have been welcome, considering the circumstances.

“Do you think the Wilde Women would aid us?” Cassandra wondered one night as they sat around the fire at camp. “They have magick of their own, and Aereth is the child of one of their greatest warriors.”

“Was the child of one of their greatest warriors,” Gweneth corrected. “Yrsa was defeated by Calain, remember? And in front of her whole clan. If they didn’t exile her, then they killed her. Either way, Aereth wouldn’t be welcome among them.”

“They would turn away a sick child even if it were one of their own?” Cassandra said in disbelief. 

“Aye,” said Gweneth heavily. 

Selene thought that cruel but said nothing as she gently rubbed the milk-soaked rag against Aereth’s lips, coaxing her to suckle.  “If only Zelda were here, she could feed the girl for us,” she muttered, for she had grown weary of trying to make stubborn Aereth suck the wet rag. 

“If Zelda were here, this wouldn’t be happening,” said Gweneth. “I suspect whatever ails the babe is magick in nature. Some lurking creature saw an opportunity and took it.” She glanced at Cassandra. “Are you sure you found nothing in the courtyard?”

Cassandra shook her head. “I searched it all over, but the vibrations there were normal. Nothing sinister whatsoever. I cannot fathom it.”

“What was she doing right before she took ill?” Selene asked. 

“She was looking in the pond,” said Gweneth helplessly, as if it were the most innocent thing in the world. “She kept trying to get at it all day.” 

“Hmm. The pond,” said Cassandra thoughtfully.

“Does it mean something?” Gweneth asked. 

Cassandra sighed and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “There’s probably nothing more magickal than water,” she said heavily, “but that still doesn’t tell us what sort of curse was put on the child.” 

“Grandmother will know,” said Selene. “Just a little further, and we shall come to her village.”

They arrived at Eldaris the next day, after having been set upon by Skoll Wolves on the edge of the forest. Gweneth and Cassandra took care of the wolves easily, while Selene stayed aloft on her horse, clutching Aereth tight with one arm as the child sobbed and wept in fear.  
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