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Demons shadow thieve, 

while the fae court grieve.

Four sisters to find. 

One compass to bind.

Four crowns to take. 

One curse to break.

Before twelve moons turn, 

else the realm will burn.
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Ineke
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The snake-like gaze of a puffy green demon slides over me. I won’t lie. It makes me want to gag. He’s toward the back of the line as I process today’s batch of criminals. There’s no chance my shift will be over before it’s his turn. 

It usually goes something like this: the demons will size me up and do one of two things. They’ll show me their truest, nastiest side. In this case, they do not pass go. It’s straight to Riker’s Island. Or the demons will try to sweet talk me into funneling them into the line that offers them a single opportunity for reform instead of heading to Riker’s. 

In a world of modern technology, the government figured out that chopping their heads off with a sword is the swiftest way to kill them. Then they passed a bill for the humane extinguishing of demons who refuse to reform. Go figure.

I’ve seen demons do some horrid things and ever since I can remember, I’ve wanted to be on the special police task force and work as a demon slayer, but alas, here I am with an office job.

“Name, please,” I say to a demon with skin like the outside of a charred marshmallow.

He ejects a wad of slimy yellow mucous and it lands on the processing form.

Gross.

I slam the stamp with red ink printed with the word denied onto Marshmallow’s form, pass it to him, and point to the line for the train with only one stop. He’ll be carted to the old jail on Riker’s Island off Manhattan. Instead of living out the rest of his life in a cell, he’ll get sent into oblivion.

Right around when I was born, there was some kind of solar accident, blotting out part of the sun. No one knows why. After that, demons started appearing and wreaking havoc. As soon as I was eligible, I enrolled in the Magical Management Vocational Academy. My intention was to fight crime. Instead, I work behind this desk, wiping up demon slime. My mother prefers it this way. I do not. At least my uniform is pretty hardcore.

“Next,” I say.

The green puffy demon stands in front of me. He blinks his eyes slowly, lizard-like, and studies me.

Ew. “Name, please,” I say.

“Ineke Stowe,” he hisses.

My blood chills. There’s no way he can see my badge attached to the waist of my leather pants, and there’s no way he can know my real first name. no one does. My mother made me promise never to tell anyone. I go by Kiki. A thick feeling forms in my stomach.

“Name, please,” I repeat more firmly.

The demon doesn’t reply. Instead, he passes me a note. “I was told to give this to you.”

I let out my held breath. 

“Oh, this is a new one. A love note. Great. Nice try.” I roll my eyes.

When the demons don’t cooperate, we’re supposed to just use the denied stamp and move along. But this guy is looking at me with something like...warmth. Ugh. This is probably why I wasn’t allowed to become a police officer, but at least I got the training. Instead of getting to use a sword and fight demon crimes, I’m a peace officer. Figures.

I let out a sigh, pass him his form, and point to the line commonly known as second chance ranch. I stuff the note in my pocket. Heather, Allie, Bhava, and I will have a laugh when we read it later.

After I process a never-ending line of demons, the bell rings, signaling the end of my shift. Before heading to the locker room to change into civilian clothes, my boss motions for me to enter his office.

“Good afternoon, sir,” I say.

“Peace Officer Stowe, I’m going to need you to do an extra shift today. Cover for Mellers. She called in sick.”

“More like she was out late last night at a club,” I mutter.

“What was that?” my boss asks.

“Nothing.”

“I’m relying on you for this. You may not have been well-adapted for walking the beat on the streets, but you have a lot of potential here.”

I try not to frown at the veiled insult. My superiors thought I was a little too enthusiastic at times—and by enthusiastic, they meant deadly with the demon slashing sword. They couldn’t have anyone showing them up, now could they? “Yes. Of course, sir.”

It’s common knowledge that my boss favors Tiffany Mellers because of the way the V-neck of her uniform fits in that area.

A silver snowflake pendant drops neatly from my neck—a gift from my mother when I was too little to remember. I’ve always worn it, and my fingers almost involuntarily lift to it at that exact moment. I shiver.

Ordinarily, I don’t mind saying yes to helping more at the office because it means a bigger paycheck. I’m also hoping by demonstrating my dedication to the Force, I’ll be reconsidered for the police branch. But it’s my birthday, and spending another minute of it with demon jerk nuggets is not my idea of a good day.

With my shoulders drooping, I head back to my desk and make generous use of my red stamp.

Because of the blotch on the sun, twilight comes early to New York City. The shorter days also mean the demons have more time to play at night—their preferred hours of operation.

I don’t even bother changing out of my uniform when the bell rings. It’s long past dark by the time I get home to the apartment I share with my mother—yes, I live with my mom, but we’re best friends. She raised me by herself, and although she can be overprotective—like forbidding me from telling anyone my first name—she’s a really cool lady. Whereas my hair is dark, hers is perfectly white with silver streaks. She says we’re the perfect pair, like an Oreo cookie. My stomach rumbles.

I toss my keys on the table by the door. The lights are out and I secretly brace myself for a crowd of my friends from, school, work, and the karate dojo to pop up and yell surprise. Maybe she planned a party and even got an Oreo cookie ice cream cake.

I rub my hands over my arms. It’s chilly in here, and when nothing exciting and celebratory happens, I find the light and turn it on. My brow furrows because as I step into the living room, it’s really cold. Like Arctic temperatures. The windows are closed and the heat indicates that it’s on—not that we keep it very warm in here since heating fuel is expensive.

“Mom,” I call as I walk down the hall. The light in the bathroom is on and the door is only opened a crack. “You will never believe it. I got a love note from a demon on my birthday.” I drop the hint in case she forgot. 

She’s been preoccupied lately, but Allie said it’s probably because I’m getting older. Her mom had what’s called empty nest syndrome after she moved out.

It never really occurred to me to move out. In truth, I’d never leave my mom.

I knock gently on the bathroom door. “Mom?” I repeat.

She’s not in there. I take the note out of my pocket. She’ll get a laugh out of this. Her bedroom door is partially open too and the light is just enough for me to read the message. But I stop myself mid-word.

Demons shadow thieve, 

while the fae court grieve.

Four sisters to find. 

One compass to bind.

Four crowns to take. 

One curse to break.

Before twelve moons turn, 

else the realm will burn.

This is not a love note from some desperate demon. It’s just weird. So is the absolute quiet in the apartment. 

I push the bedroom door open and my heart stops.

My mother is lying in bed, eyes closed, arms across her chest with her palms down. Her skin is the color of frost, almost the same as her hair...and a pair of crystalline wings hang limply over the edge of the bed.

The puffy demon from work appears from the dark corners of the room. Without hesitating, I launch at it, pulling my blade—though smaller than a demon-slaying sword, but fairly effective—from my uniform belt. “What did you do to my mother?” I wail.

“Read the note, Ineke,” it hisses.

I intend to make quick work of ending its existence, but it combusts before my eyes.

My stomach turns, flips, and my heart hurtles toward the woman lying motionless in the bed. “Mom?” I whisper.

I take her hand and it’s frozen. Tears pierce the corners of my eyes. As my palm presses against hers a surge of heat rushes through me and then everything turns gray. Neon. Waves of light flicker and dance like the aurora borealis. 

Then blackness closes around me like a curtain.
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Ineke
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Icy death creeps in, chills my blood, and forms crystals on my skin. The air is like a winter night, my heart covered in frost. The world is cold liquid, vapor, and I am no different. It’s as though I’m passing through it or from it. What feels like greedy fingers pull the warmth from me.

“Ineke, what do you believe?” asks a voice as cold as the wind.

“I believe in love.” I gather the answer from a remote part of my awareness. It was something my mother always told me. Love is the ultimate truth.

“I believe in you. We all do. I want you to believe me...” This time, it’s my mother’s voice breaking through the other one as though my answer granted her permission to speak with me.

Tears spring to my eyes. Is my mother dead? Am I? But I can’t ask the questions. My tongue freezes in my mouth.

“You are on the shores of the Sea of Dreams. This is where we part ways. You must seek silver king and stop the Shadow Army. This skyn tethers you and your sisters to the past, present, and future,” my mother says. “The message you received was true. Please find them, warn them, save them.”

In my vision, a silver rope appears with four knots. It’s looped in a circle.

“You are bound together in life and death,” she says.

Death. This is death. The Sea of Dreams is from a bedtime story my mother would tell—a place where people go when they die. I thought it was a fairytale. But my mother had wings. I saw them. What is happening? Maybe I’ve been working too much. Stress building up or I’m having a breakdown.

“Darling, don’t be afraid,” my mother’s voice intones.

“I want to live. I want you to live, Mom.” My jaw trembles.

“My time has passed, my darling. I did what I could to spare you. Now, please break the curse.”

Spared me? What curse?

“I love you and your sisters,” my mother says. 

Then the silence becomes loud in my ears. 

I drift in that strange place of thought for a few more moments before a flame ignites within, starting in my chest. Was she referring to the message on the note I read from the demon? She must’ve been. My eyes blink open.

Surrounded by mist and clouds of white fluff, I hear the faint thump, thump, thump of my heart struggling to beat. My body is heavy, as though it’s forever cemented to the ice. 

Ice? Where am I?

My breath puffs an impossibly faint cloud. My breath. The dead can’t breathe. I wiggle my fingers to find that a silver rope, the skyn my mother spoke of and that I saw in my vision, tangles around one hand. The note from the demon is in the other. I stuff both in my pocket with shaking hands. I squeeze my toes. 

There’s blood in my veins and a pulse in my heart. My cheeks ache as my lips lift. I returned from the Sea of Dreams or wherever that was. I’m alive.

A soft drip, drip, drip draws my attention outward.

Ice melts from my lashes. There’s no time to think about how or why I came to be here, if death released me from its icy grip, or what exactly is happening. I need to move and create heat. 

As I try to stand, my feet slip from under me. I tilt and then slide toward black water. I realize that I float on a precariously small hunk of ice. Fog rolls over me as I glance toward the sky, searching for the sun or the moon, for light, land, or home. 

All I hear is the shushing of the floe in the night shades of gray like murky puddles. I roll over onto my stomach and clutch the top of my tiny iceberg. 

In the distance, I spot something solid and decidedly lighter gray, white, like the edge of the icy land. I slide lower, flinching when my boots hit the water, but I begin kicking to propel myself forward. 

My legs are stiff at first, but I gain momentum and ignore that the splashing might attract creatures that lurk beneath the surface of the water. I’m intent on getting to the nearby land. 

I pump my legs up and down, my breath shallow as I float closer to the sheet of ice. I quickly tire. My boots are laden with icy water. My eyes dip closed and blink open. My vision glistens. I could really go for some birthday cake. This must be a weird dream.

The cold water suggests otherwise, waking me up.

I’m so close...

With one last surge of energy, I thrust myself forward, and crash into the edge of frozen land. I heave myself onto the ice shelf, roll over, and catch my breath as the moon appears from behind a cloud. 

A hot flare surges inside me. Where am I? Am I alive? Did death give me a choice like I offer the demons when they come in for processing?

Certainty solidifies like the surrounding ice. My mother said she’s spared me and kept me from dying, but I don’t think she meant just now. The pendant around my neck chills my skin as I remember the story of the Sea of Dreams my mother told me—a place of faeries and elves. I’m not a magical being, but maybe my mother was. That sounds weird, but she did have wings I didn’t know about until I found her earlier. I press my hand to my chest. The pain of losing her shoots through me.

I inhale. Yes, I’m alive. For now. But she is not. I sniffle, but even that is ominously cold. I have to keep moving.

I press onto all fours and straighten, then walk along what may very well be the jagged edge of the world. The moon lifts higher in the sky, illuminating my path and shining a light on my surroundings—ice and water in every direction.

I’m still in my work uniform, so I have a knife in my belt and a few single-use talismans to subdue demons. Heather snuck them to me when she started with the Force. She said she didn’t want me stuck in a dark alley with a demon and only my fists to defend me—though I’m no slouch when it comes to fighting. In fact, the chancellor at the Magical Management Vocational Academy thought I showed promise, but she said I lacked control and precision. Wrong. I saw a target. Locked on. Wouldn’t let go until they were dead. I possess a deep desire for justice. Allie said it was sometimes like an otherworldly desire to eradicate the world of demons possessed me. Doesn’t everyone feel that way?

With the moon to my left and the lapping ocean to the right, I continue walking. My feet crunch over chunks of ice. I call into the night and then become worried about the kind of response I’ll get. I’ve never heard of demons this far north. They seem to favor cities. But I have a distinct feeling I’m nowhere near home, which begs the question of how the heck did I get here? I’d be a fool not to wonder. But even more foolish not to concentrate on surviving.

A sudden flash of warmth dismisses my fear, then a sharp kraa breaks the silence. A golden bird wings overhead. I must be imagining things.

As I wander the endless emptiness, searching for civilization, hoping for the sunrise, my steps stiffen as doubt creeps in. Perhaps the sun won’t rise again. Maybe it burned out. The center of my chest chills. My eyes dip closed.

I pull a protein bar from my pocket and take a nibble—I grabbed it from the snack machine during shift number two, but then lost my appetite when a demon self-combusted in front of my desk. Sometimes they do that to avoid being sent to Riker’s.

I blink a few times and it appears as if teeth bite the sky. No! They’re mountains. I hasten my steps. What lies beyond? I force myself forward as the inky night slowly lifts at last. The sunrise is the rosy shade of my mother’s lips, the lavender of her eyes, and the pale sunshine of her skin.

Tears flow freely down my cheeks. I don’t tear my eyes from the sun, hoping it will return me home. Bring me back to my mother. But as the sky paints itself blue, I know it’s too late. 

My mother had crystalline wings like from the stories of faeries she’d tell me when I was a little girl. I always knew there was magic in the world, but it was controlled by the Force and used for offensive and defensive purposes. Never for beauty. But that’s what my mother was. A beautiful person with a secret. She was fae. How could that be? I certainly didn’t think they were real. Why didn’t she tell me? Now that she’s gone I may never know. 

My ragged sobs fade as I near the mountains. I leave footprints in the snow as my shadow lengthens behind me. I won’t stop walking while there is light. The snow turns to rocky soil, the dirt to a meadow filled with green-brown grass steepled with drying juniper. A golden bird that resembles a raven lands on the stiff branch of a tree. Its bead-like eyes blink at me before flying away and toward the hills in the distance. I spot a stack of flat stones like a totem and then another by a tinkling stream where I risk a drink.

I continue on the mountainous terrain. I follow the totems, pass stone structures, cross bridges, and climb rocks. At dusk, I reach a plateau. The sky opens to a wide valley, divided by a river. Pockets of light dot the distance like stars even though there aren’t any overhead yet.

It’s definitely not New York City, but there must be people and food and heat.

As I hustle along the path, loose gravel slides toward the base of the mountain. I’m nearly there. Hills slope gently between the pricks of light in the distance. I slow my pace when a dip in the terrain reveals an enormous wall enclosing the city on two sides. The third border is formed by another mountain and the fourth is the sea.

After finishing my protein bar, I decide to wait until daylight to continue. There is no telling what the city is trying to keep in or out with that wall. I find a tree and climb it. Tying myself to the trunk using the skyn rope so I don’t fall out, I clutch my knees to my chest.

I have a craving for something, but it’s not brownies or potato chips or the usual. It’s not a pang of hunger at all even though the protein bar did little to fill my stomach. Rather, it’s a chilling sensation, tugging on invisible threads inside of me. Although, I could go for some birthday cake right now. Instead, I drift to sleep.

I wake to the hiss of voices. Lantern light bobs in the distance. I still my breath as the hair lifts on the back of my neck.
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It’s foolish to keep coming back out here night after night, but I’ve been called worse than a fool. The evidence is on my skin. I rub my calf where a new stretch of ink burns. The low pulse of the drums keeps me confident the night howls, cursed wolf shifters, in the hills will remain at bay.

If I can’t have fish, fowl will have to do. The trees are relatively bare, giving the birds fewer places to roost for the night. My stomach pinches with hunger. The king has stores and stores of food and grain. I smell the brown bread when I pass the castle after the demon hour sends everyone else scurrying. He keeps us hungry, scared, and beholden to the crumbs in his hand.

What he doesn’t realize is that I have sharp teeth and a heavy jaw. 

I pause on a hilltop, inhaling deeply and tasting something close to freedom. The moon glitters on the sea off in the distance. If I had a boat, I’d sail to distant shores just to feel the water under me and possibility before me. Just to feel the salt on my skin and the wind in my hair. To see what my father did on his voyages. 

Someday I will be free.

I pull my cap lower. I gaze at what remains of the town of Raven’s Landing and Fjallraven Castle as though I have a mirror into someone else’s memory. 

There were once lush green fields bordering copper sun-streaked hills. Villages dotted the highlands and the lowlands. The cozy, thatched-roofed homes welcomed friends with trails of smoke puffing from the chimneys. There’d be tea and brown bread spread on the table with enough for seconds. I tasted jam on shortbread once and will never forget the sweetness on my lips.

In the former great kingdom of Raven’s Landing, Castle Fjallraven stood as a proud monument in service of the sea, the fields, and the people. 

With no thanks to the silver king who has reigned since I was a lad, it’s now etched with soot. Thatched roofs burned. Hearths went cold. Stomachs remain empty. People are bought and sold. The past haunts the harbor with empty nets and the lonely cries of the gulls. Menace, evil, greed, and the demons scatter hope to the farthest fringes.

And me? I’m on the other side of the broad wall, willing a low murmur of voices not to come closer. Are they patrols? Demons on the borders? Night howls stalking their dinner? 

I flatten myself against the trunk of a tree and listen. Rustling fills my ears. A howl in the hills. And a heartbeat just above me. Curious. My senses are sharp, honed by necessity. I glance up, but before I can sense whether whoever hides there is a threat, the outline of a person staggers closer.

I remain vigilant until I determine it’s not the nebulous form of a demon or the helmet of a patrolman appearing in the dark—not that they often dare to go beyond the wall. Without warning, I sidestep, pivot, and wrap my arm around the neck of the figure. He’s solid. No helmet. I squeeze tight and growl, “Friend or foe?”

“Hungry,” he croaks.

My stomach agrees. 

Something pointy nudges me from behind. He has a companion. I should’ve known they’d work in pairs. I use the captive as a shield and spin around. 

“Should we be asking you the same thing? Are you loyal to the king?” The second person is gaunt, hungry, a woman with ink-covered hands—the sign of a Raven’s Landing rebel.

I smile because the king’s inky punishment doesn’t reach outside the wall and I can speak freely without fear that my skin will be stained with the ink curse. “I am not loyal to the king,” I hiss with disdain.

“Then where does your loyalty lie?” she asks. 

The moon reveals the blade is dull and a gust of wind suggests my foe has been drinking stijl—the black teeth in her mouth rot in confirmation. 

“You should sharpen that,” I suggest, nodding at the blade.

“On your bones,” she spits.

“Not likely,” I say, discretely drawing my own blade, which is quite sharp. I keep vigilant but don’t get the sense that the person in the tree is with them.

“If you’re interested in defeating the king, you should also avoid the stijl.” That’s what keeps everyone inside the wall. Well, except these two podgers. The threat of the patrol, the demons that haunt the night, and the lack of food, shelter, freedom, along with the constant craving for more stijl keep everyone compliant.

Well, almost everyone.

She grunts. “Why’re you out here?”

“Not to argue about alliances.”

The guy in my arms wiggles. “Let me go,” he says. 

I shove him toward the woman.

A slight rustling sounds from above in the tree. They don’t notice.

“The king’s collectors took everything of mine, bled me dry. A nixer is what he is.” He adjusts his jacket. 

I nod in agreement and exhale. These slugs are no physical threat to me and if anything, we see things similarly. “Why are you out here?” I say, volleying the question back at them.

They stand opposite me, and I see a resemblance in the shape of their eyes and the lines puckering their downturned lips. Siblings?

He says, “Food, you fool.”

She says, “Air.”

This gives me pause. “Me too, but I’ve been up here since the demon hour—nightfall. It’s nearly barren. I think you’ll have better luck over there,” I say, pointing to the next rise of hills.

“Would you now?” the gaunt guy says, licking dry lips and unwavering in his quest. 

I exhale. I recognize their hunger so well. “Fine. I’ll get us dinner then leave me in peace.” I sigh and lift my bow to the tree, narrowing my eyes. I take aim and then adjust several degrees before letting the arrow fly. 

A soft thump hits the grass then another. My stomach tightens then sinks as it always does when my arrow strikes a bird. “One for me. One for you.”

“Are there more?” the guy asks with a slur. 

Greedy dowser. “Not tonight,” I say. “Now go.” I straighten to my full, imposing height. 

The guy nods, snapping up the bird. The woman surveys me with unchecked hostility.

“You’re welcome,” I mutter and don’t move until they disappear beneath the hill. 

I lean against the trunk, listening for their departure, ensuring the patrol isn’t nearby and that I’m alone with whoever remained silent, perched in the tree, through that ordeal. 

“Are you hungry?” I whisper. May as well feed the village while I’m at it.

When there’s no response, I begin to prepare the fowl for dinner. “I prefer it cooked, but don’t want to risk a fire even if it keeps the demons away.” I take a gamey bite. “It’s not bad.”

The shifting and snapping of branches come from above. 

“I don’t bite,” I say around a mouthful. “Generally speaking.” I swallow the meat. “If I was going to hurt you, I’d have shot you with the arrow.” And if you were going to hurt me, you had ample opportunity while I was dealing with that drunken pair. 

Ordinarily, I don’t go for leaving my back unprotected, not even for a minute, but whoever is in the tree doesn’t want to be seen and those of us outside the walls of Raven’s Landing usually have a good reason.

I turn and startle as pale blue eyes stare at me from the dark. She must’ve dropped from the tree as quietly as a cat. Her eyes are like snow, but not cold. Like glass, but not hard. A spray of what looks like a faint smattering of ice glitters beneath her eyes like freckles only not. It’s as though frozen tears stretch across her high cheekbones. A slim nose rests over a pair of lips that I’ll never, not as long as I live, ever forget.

“You’re different,” I whisper and by different I mean beautiful. 

Beauty isn’t something I’m accustomed to seeing. I swallow even though my mouth is empty of everything except awe. Instead of meeting her with my usual armor of hostility and suspicion, I find myself softening as though I found a rare treasure perched in that tree and if I startle her, she’ll disappear. It’s like the gentle brush of a feather wakes something up inside of me.

Her eyes don’t leave mine as her shoulders lift and lower, her chest heaving. Something sharp pricks my stomach. She has a blade and this one isn’t dull. 

I bring the bird toward her lips, making an offering. She studies it carefully and then sniffs, her nostrils flaring before taking a ravenous bite. She holds the blade to my stomach as she fills her mouth. 

“I won’t hurt you,” I say. 

“I’d say the same, but I’m not making any promises,” she says after she swallows. Her voice is icy. Yet her eyes don’t leave mine, as if they can’t. Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking.

There’s a howl in the distance.

“You can blame the king for the night howls’ hunger,” I grumble.

Her gaze is cautious, suspicious. “Night howls?”

“The king’s wolves. As if the wall weren’t enough, they make sure no one leaves the boundary and roam outside the walls.” I flash a smile. “I’ve never seen one properly, only the glowing yellow eyes in the hills. They say if one bites you, only human flesh will satisfy your appetite.”

“I didn’t come all this way to be teased.”

“Where did you come from?” I ask, even though the answer is obviously from the north. 

“New York.” 

“Never heard of it.” 

Her eyes narrow. “You’ve never heard of New York? New York City? Manhattan? The Big Apple? Same thing.” She starts humming a tune and then stops herself as though thinking better of it.

My head slides from side to side. “Well, welcome to Raven’s Landing.”

Her gaze disappears as a cloud washes over the moon. But she shifts to the north with a subtle turn of her shoulders.

“What brings you here? You won’t find gold if that’s what you’re looking for. At least, not unless you rob the king.”

“What about silver?” she asks.

My eyebrows crimp together.

“Does the king or wear a silver crown? Or is he known as the silver king?” she asks. 

The moon appears again, and I slide my hand toward the hilt of her blade, covering hers, and slowly move the weapon away. I shudder at the contact. I tell myself it’s the cold.

She lowers the blade but doesn’t sheathe it.

“You’ll want to think about whether you really want to use that on me or him.”

“Him? The king?” Her eyes brighten. “Use the weapon on royalty? I wouldn’t dare.”

“I would,” I mutter.

“I don’t understand.”

I take another bite of the bird, tearing the meat with my teeth. Her eyes flash with hunger, and I pass it to her. 

“You should know that King Leith isn’t friendly or nice or any other superlative worthy of a leader.”

“But he’s your ruler. I must see him.”

“Not if you want to stay alive.”

“But that’s exactly why.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, echoing her comment.

She huffs. “Where exactly am I? Why am I here? How do I get home?” she asks rapid-fire. “Is this one of those click my heels three times scenarios?” She looks down at her boots, lifts onto her toes, and taps the heels together. Another huff escapes. “Nope.” 

Then it dawns on me. New York is in the Terra realm.

“You say that you’re from New York, but you must originally be from here. As far as I know, only those born in Borea can travel between the two realms. Non-magicals are born in Terra and those with supernatural blood are born here. Although, not all Borean’s seem to possess abilities,” I say hesitantly.

She waves her hand in front of my face. “Can you see me? Are we speaking the same language?”

My lips pinch together.

“Look at my clothes. Look at your clothes. I’m wearing a custom-made Peace Officer uniform. And you’re rocking a real Viking look. Don’t get me wrong it works. Like really works.” She stutters a breath. “But no, clearly I am not from here, wherever here is. I’m a New Yorker. Born, raised, and proud of it too.”

“You couldn’t come here, to this realm, unless you were originally from here—the Borea realm.”

Her hand presses against her forehead, she squishes up her face, and then takes a deep breath. “Okay, okay. I’ll play along. I’ve had a really weird day, night, day again. Night. I don’t even know. Please, explain.”

“There’s the Terra realm where you New York must be and the Borea realm where you are now. They exist parallel to each other. Here, in Borea, there are four areas. The Northlands, Westlands, Southlands, and the Eastlands.”

“That’s simple, but can I please speak to your manager?” She crosses her arms in front of her chest. 

I can’t help but stare.

She says, “Oh, right. The king. Take me to him.” She pauses. “I already said please and am not the kind of girl to say it twice.”

Her demand gives me pause. Clearly, she doesn’t know the risk her request carries. “I can’t take you to the king,” I reply. 

She doesn’t lift her gaze from me as I lower to the base of the tree and lean against the trunk. She hovers as though unsure whether to flee or rest her tired body. I pat the ground. “I said, I won’t hurt you, but I suggest you duck and cover because there really are others out here who wouldn’t think twice about sticking you with an arrow, or worse.”

She hesitantly sits, all the while watching me with those startling, icy eyes, rimmed with faint glitter. 

“A golden bird has been keeping me company on my journey. Maybe I’ll have better luck getting answers out of him.” Frustration lashes her words.

“The golden raven?” I ask.

As far as I know, the golden raven only protects the fae and they don’t cross the Raven’s Landing border. Could she be fae? I glance at her startlingly light eyes almost like ice. Fae have lavender eyes. Hers aren’t quite that color. “Are you—?” 

“I am not afraid,” she says as though trying to convince herself of the last part.

“You should be,” I mumble.

Her gaze remains fixed stubbornly ahead.

“Listen, there are some people here that can do things, um, powerful things,” I hint, thinking of the seer I saw not long ago who made up some convoluted prophecy about starlight and brown bread—and strangely, that’s what I see twinkling and spilling from her eyes. Well, not the bread part.

As though the fight in her takes flight, she drops her head into her hands. “Terra? Borea? I don’t understand. My mother is gone. And I was given some note about the world ending,” she says.

“If you ask anyone in Raven’s Landing, they’d say it already has.” I lift a pouch of water to my lips and then pass it to her. Our hands brush again. Something within me feels like it’s flapping magnificent wings against my insides.

No longer on her feet, ready to fight, it seems as though exhaustion consumes her.

“We’ll stay here until the first light of dawn.” 

She mumbles, “Then you’ll take me to your king.” It’s a statement, not a question.

Silence stretches between us, filling every space except my head and heart. I study her profile before looking away. 

She might be fearless, but for all my robust bravado, I’m not; at least not as far as she’s concerned. I didn’t think I was afraid of anything. Turns out I am. “Take you to the king? I wouldn’t do that to you,” I whisper.

Her eyes are closed, and her breathing is soft. I hope she doesn’t hear the hammering of my heart.

My mind drifts, but I don’t sleep. I can’t. Not with her beside me. Her eyelashes brush the glitter frozen on her cheeks. Her eyebrows crest along her forehead and wisps of dark hair tease out from under her hat. Lacking the light of the sun, her skin is pale. And her lips...they’ll become the thing of my dreams.
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I wake with a start when a chill washes over me. A cold hand covers my mouth and ice-blue eyes stare into mine. I have the urge to throw her hand from me, but she presses her finger to her lips. Lips I wouldn’t mind on mine. 

She mouths, “You were talking in your sleep.”

“Did I say anything notable?” My voice is garbled under her hand. Then I smirk, the dream returning to me in disordered pieces.

“You mentioned brown bread.” The edge of a smile teases me and then she lifts her blade, gets to her feet, and stalks through the grass. 

The sun hasn’t yet replaced the moon. The foggy marine layer drifting from the sea doesn’t reveal how close it is to daylight. I get the sense we’re not alone, but her knife won’t do us much good. I glimpse glowing yellow eyes in the murk. I grab her, knocking us both toward the trunk of the tree. 

This time I put my hand over her mouth and whisper, “Night howls.” 

Her eyes widen as the massive and muscular, blue-black outline of three dogs approach a stone in the center of the field. They might be slow-moving from a distance, but they’re as hungry for us as I am for a warm meal—brown bread specifically.

They linger by the stone, sniffing then their figures fade against the night sky before appearing again like the mist rolling in from the sea. One lifts its muzzle and sniffs the air. Its eyes flash ochre in our direction. 

They begin stalking toward us, and I clutch her closer to me. Three sets of sharp eyes come into focus. The air chills as they near. I don’t dare look away, wishing my heartbeat were as loud as the drums that pulse from the watchtowers on the edges of Raven’s Landing, repelling them. The low growls coming from their throats remind me how unsafe the hills are. I grip the knife at my waist, but I don’t dare make the first move and spook them. 

I remember the story of a man who came shambling into the Roost at dusk, hanks of skin hanging from his bones, grisly in the low light. His wife and brother rushed to his aid, but he attacked them and sent everyone scattering. They bit two children before the drums scared them to the other side of the wall where they’re meant to scare us into staying inside the boundary. The king and his curses.

The strange and beautiful girl beside me doesn’t flinch when the night howls are just an arms’ length away. She stares at them and then gently whispers, “Go home,” as though it’s an invitation and not a warning. 

She clutches her fist in their direction. I want to draw it back so they don’t nip, tearing her arm off, but I don’t dare make a sudden move.

Tension rolls from her shoulders.

They stand there a moment longer, studying us. Her voice is lower, commanding, when she repeats, “Go home.” It’s as though she’s speaking to an ordinary dog.

One of the night howls on the side whimpers until the one in the front turns and stalks off with the others at its heels. 

When my eyes strain from making sure they’re out of sight, I say, “That was lucky.” My breath stutters. I recline against the tree as though I just crossed the boundary wall and climbed the hill, trying to catch my breath. 

“Night howls you said?” she asks.

I’ve never heard of a night howl sparing someone, and I’ve never heard of someone speaking to them and retaining their tongue or any other part of their body. The king’s wolves have a reputation for being brutal, merciless, and constantly hungry, never walking away from the living and leaving them that way. 

“The night howls aren’t the only thing you need to worry about. There are demons too.”

“Those I can handle.” Her startling eyes watch me carefully as a thread of light appears on the horizon, reminding me of how dangerous desire can be. 

My eyebrows lift. “We should go anyway,” I say. 

Sneaking back into Raven’s Landing is risky. However, it crosses my mind that she and I could secret off in the other direction, following our feet wherever they lead and live in some distant, strange place. I might not mind that except I’m always pulled back into Raven’s Landing despite my better judgment.

Instead, we stick to the thickets and trees as we descend the hills. Without the cover of complete darkness, I feel vulnerable and not because I can’t handle myself. I want her to know the stark reality she faces in Raven’s Landing and yet I don’t want her to know. However, forewarned is forearmed, at least that’s what my dad used to say. 

As we near the city walls, I slow my pace, reluctantly dispensing any sense of boyish wonder at her unexpected appearance overnight and restore the armor of survival.

I fall into step beside her. In a low tone I say, “In this world, confidence is currency. It’ll get you through the gate, past the gauntlet, and directly into the king’s stronghold. It will also get you questioned by the patrol, thrown into the ashpit, or inked. Confidence will get you shelter, food, and a broken nose.” I rub the bridge of my own. In other words, confidence will ruin you either way.

“A broken nose?” she asks. 

“Always hit back because they won’t stop. Fae are outcast. The inked are expendable. Magic is outlawed. The patrols have blades and arrows. The rest of us have fists and fury. Everyone is broken and no one is safe.”

A question sits on her lips, but she doesn’t ask it.

“If you could, I’d say just keep going, don’t stop here, but as it is there aren’t any boats and this peninsula is the end. If you want to get by you can’t stare doe-eyed at anyone. Keep your elbows out and your blade at the ready.”

“I just want to see the king and—”

“You’re seeking the wrong man, but luckily you found me,” I say with a smirk.

“Are you always so cocky?” She scowls. 

Even so, in the soft light of dawn, she’s stunning. I close my mouth and then open it again, remembering where I am and who I am. There is no room for desire inside the Raven’s Landing boundary wall. I dismiss the notion entirely and harden my heart. 

“Without some cunning and bravado, you won’t last long in the Flats or the Basin, or the Docks for that matter.” I stop by a boulder and survey the guards on the wall. “I’ve been told I’m naughty, cocky, and nasty, in that order. From when I was a kid, to when I was twit, and now,” I say as an afterthought.

She raises her eyebrows. “So far I have to agree.”

“You hardly know me.”

“I know enough.” She grunts.

“I spared you and shared my dinner.”

“I thanked you, but don’t forget I was watching you first,” she says with an arched eyebrow.

“From the tree?” I ask, my smirk reappearing.

“Who’s to say I couldn’t have come down and,” she draws her finger across my neck. She’s so close I can feel the warmth of her breath.

“You wouldn’t,” I say, my pulse picking up even though we’re not moving. “You’re not a killer.”

“I’m a demon slayer.” Her voice is cold and her eyes glisten as though she just surfaced from the water. “One got to my mother, killed her just before I was sent here.”

“Sent here? How’d you get here? Did you fly?”

She wipes her eyes but the glitter doesn’t fade. “I was too late for her, but I must see the king. Our survival depends on it. I have to help put an end to the curse.”

There’s a good chance she’s fae and unlike any I’ve ever seen or heard about. “You should keep your words and thoughts to yourself.” I’m intimately familiar with the king’s ink curse.

“Why?” she asks. 

“They’re dangerous.” 

And so are you.
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I follow the confident steps of the tall Viking dude. It’s like he’s certain the ground won’t shift beneath his feet and even if it did, he wouldn’t falter. Not with those boots. He’s practically a giant with a long, wild mane of hair that’s light from sunshine. He must be around my age, eighteen at least. 

My eyes flit from the matted footpath we follow to his muscular back as the surrounding hillside landscape wakes up.

Or maybe the earth is already quaking and I’m the one off-kilter, a little shaky in his presence, a lot freaked out over the events of the last hours, and the fact that I successfully managed to ward off the night howls, which seem a lot like werewolves—thanks to Heather and one of the talismans she gave me. Good to know they don’t only work on demons.

The hillside gives way to a broad-shouldered settlement, pockets of houses and shops softly glow in the post-dawn light. A ring of sooty air hangs over ramshackle buildings spilling into the shining sea. It’s like I’ve traveled back in time or am in another world altogether. I guess I am.

I have to keep my wits about me and don’t give myself time to process all that’s happened. I have a singular mission. I need to find the king despite what the Viking said.

We duck under low trees and then scale a crumbling wall. He leans against it, surveying the stone on either side of us. “Let’s wait here for a moment,” he says, ever watchful. “Keep your head down. Try not to let anyone see your eyes,” he warns while looking deeply into them. 

I tremble a little inside and I want to blame him.

We’re within the boundary of Raven’s Landing, but still high above the town. My surroundings become clearer. Lined with brick, stone, and wooden structures, the muddy veins of lanes lead toward and away from the castle. Along another stretch, buildings lean on each other, forlorn and abandoned. Sinister smoke belches from a low structure in the middle, its roof a tarry black. 

I stop our progress. “What’s that?”

“Ah, that would be the Distijllery.”

My brow furrows in question.

“They make big vats of stijl. It’ll make a dowsy—”

My face furrows in question.

“A drunk.” He explains, “Drinking it stills the magic in even the strongest people and rots the teeth until they’re black. Leaves the mind little better.”

My eyes widen. 

“You’ll see,” he answers vaguely, resuming his long stride. 

I hurry to keep up, but when we crest another hill, I stop again. What once must have been a grand castle perches on the footings of a mountain I must’ve crossed to get here. Stone turrets stand tall over the curved edges of a central rotunda. The palette here is drab brown and black. Mud and soot. Hunger and want. Fear and loss.

“That used to be Fallraven. Now they call it Fjallhold and it’s inhabited by the silver king and his mage, Glandias. You’ll find no refuge within or outside its walls.” His voice is solid, like the stone surrounding us.

The water in the moat around the castle and flowing into the sea is a mirror, a shiny reflection of the glory of what the fortification once was. “What happened?” I whisper.

“Our ruler.”

“Your king? How?” I ask, gesturing to everything that isn’t the castle. “You’re lying. Tricking me, some poor pigeon come to the big city.”

“I’m doing no such thing.”

I grab his jacket and his eyes meet mine. Behind them, I see the tenderness and concern where anyone else would see flint. “I was told that this will soon burn. You believe me, right?” I’m not sure what to believe, but my mother wouldn’t mislead me. She said the message was real.

I hold his gaze, but also read the truth on his lips before giving my attention to the planes of his cheeks—with a scar on one, masked by the wisps of his hair—, the tight hold in his jaw, and the tension on his brow. 

“Yes. I believe you,” he says, not breaking my gaze.

I fight the urge to run through the streets, warning people, waving my arms, and imploring them to take flight. But how? What do I need to find? How does one break a curse? Who are the others? Where is home? 

“I don’t have time for a tour of the town. I have to do something.”

“Okay, but forget the silver king. It’s best not to speak the name. He doesn’t care if we all freeze to death, drown, and die the most horrific death imaginable.” His gaze lingers on a blanket of smoke hovering by the castle.

“Then what does he care about?” I ask. Sure, the government where I come has its problems, but from what I’ve seen so far this place is next level.

The Viking lets out a short, mocking jolt of laughter before his expression transforms into a stony mask. The sun, finally lifting itself over the horizon, bathes him in golden light. “Power.” As I release my grip on his coat, my bare hand brushes his large fingers. 

The fluttering sensation lifts in my belly much like the moment when he looked into my eyes and said, “You’re different.” The moment hangs between us.

There’s a loud knell, and I startle. He puts his hand on my shoulder as the ringing continues at evenly spaced intervals. 

“The tower bells,” he says, glancing back at the stonewall. “Come on, let’s move.” He shakes his head and then mutters, “I hope I don’t regret this.”

He plows down the middle of the lane ahead of me. I scurry to keep up, not because I’m slow, but because I’m considerably shorter. His confident stride suggests that he rules Raven’s Landing and not the king. However, I imagine if that were the case I’d smell brown bread baking, whatever that is, and the windowpanes would be whole and polished, reflecting the rising sun instead of plastered with soot. 

The Viking seemed gentler on the hillside than when he crossed the boundary wall. Once inside the city limits, he transformed into someone else, perhaps hardened by trying to survive in this rough place. I’ve never seen anything like Raven’s Landing and am equal parts awed and repulsed, curious about how there can be so many people and buildings in desperation and dilapidation while also wishing to go home to my own city with its shady alleys and dark corners. But they were mine. I knew them. I’m not sure how to get back there. Anyone who calls this place home will soon have to say goodbye too. 

He pauses on a street corner. “We’ve come into Raven’s Landing a roundabout way,” he says, lowering his voice, “To avoid the patrol, but that there is the Roost,—where I live now,” he says, gesturing over his shoulder at a checkered settlement snug against a hill. “You see Fjallhold—the castle of course—, then the Flats with the Distijllery, the Basin, and the Docks.” 

We pass a man supporting himself on a cart. A vicious leer like a demon hissing reveals rotten teeth. From somewhere inside a derelict house a baby wails. 

“It used to be better. It’s only gotten worse. Dad was a fisherman. We lived over there, Battersea,” he says, pointing vaguely to the area beyond the Docks. “That’s the breakwater and what’s left of the pier.” Two parallel structures, one manmade and one naturally formed jut into the ocean. 

“Your father was a fisherman?”

He nods. “One of the best.”

“He’s not a fisherman anymore?” I ask gently. 

“No, he was sick. When it was obvious he wasn’t going to recover and there was no medicine and the healers were too afraid of the silver king to do anything, he asked me to do the merciful thing and bring him to the water. He sailed away on a raft at midnight. I’ll never forgive myself, but he was happiest out there and I guess there’s a chance he made it to the Westlands.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, forcing away tears at my own recent loss. It feels so raw. So unreal. “My mom is gone too. I never knew my dad.” I knot my emotions deep inside.

A woman with milky eyes reaches for me, pawing at my jacket.

“Don’t be sorry,” he says. “It’s what Dad wanted. The alternatives, the slow waste that you see around here—” He shakes his head dismally.

Despite the grime and dirt, glass and mirrored surfaces are everywhere. As the sun rises higher, it features the same blemish as in New York. Twin peaks mark the entrance to the Distijllery and act like two giant mirrors, reflecting the ugly city back on itself. I catch a glimpse of my eyes, shining and damp, as I pass a shop. My hand brushes beneath them. Where did that glitter come from? It looks like I was out at the clubs with Tiffany. I can’t get it off. A chill swells under my skin like reverse goosebumps.

The scent of want in the air instead of breakfast cooking like the pancakes my mom made for me on my birthday. Was that just a couple of days ago? 

Mud and waste line the streets and narrow alleys suggest secrets and danger. The briny scent of the sea presses against the chilly air as he continues toward the water. I shiver even though it can’t be as cold as it was when I was on the ice. 

A kid with dark hair and ruddy skin bumps into me. Before I regain my footing, the Viking dude’s strong arms pin the kid against a brick wall with one hand while he pats him down with the other. He pulls out a thin copper necklace. “This yours?” he asks me.

I shake my head no. 

He frowns at the kid, swinging the necklace inches from his face. “I recommend you return this to the rightful owner.”

He digs into the kid’s other pocket and pulls out the rope that appeared in my hand while I was on the ice.

I nod. “That’s mine.” 

The dark-haired kid spits at us. He has lavender eyes like my mother.

“That’s rude.” The Viking thrusts the kid harder against the wall, wipes his arm and pulls a slim glass bottle from the boy’s pocket, and says, “Lay off the stijl, you’re too young to stink of uselessness.”

He lets the kid down and with a thin arm, the kid punches him in the gut. The Viking doesn’t even flinch. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asks, towering over the thief and holding him steady with one hand.

The kid wriggles loose and scampers off, yelling obscenities when he’s safely away.

“Forgot to mention, in Raven’s Landing, watch your pockets. Lots of young thieves. They look innocent enough but are brutal. We call them tealeaf skimmers or just skimmers for short.”

“Were you one of them?” I ask with a wry smile. 

“Most would argue that I still am,” he answers darkly. “Though perhaps to different ends.”

Figures a Peace Officer would align with a common criminal. Then again, according to him, the king is the felon. I don’t know who to trust and will have to find out for myself.

My mother commended me for being resourceful and determined, capable and clever. She also said I was stubborn and loyal. If any of that could help me out now, I’d be thankful. Another hairline fracture slices through my heart at the thought of losing her. I press my fists into my eyes as I race to match the Viking's stride. We duck down narrow lanes, taking a wide arc around the castle. 

“Where are we going?” I ask as vendors open their stalls, placing everything from well-used household items on display to finely crafted pieces of jewelry, leather pouches, and hand-thrown cups and bowls. 

He lifts a plank in front of a vacant weather-beaten stall and produces a long fishing rod with a line attached to it. If the fish here are anything like the people and buildings, we might remain hungry.

“The silver king never comes down to the market or Docks otherwise he’d have everything you see here thrown into the ashpit. All that hard work. Poof,” he says, ballooning his hands. “Leith doesn’t appreciate enterprise unless it directly benefits him. Ow.” He flinches and then mumbles, “The price for running my mouth.” He draws a deep breath and then goes on, “The patrol let the shopkeepers and merchants get away with it because, well, they were all like us once.”

“If the silver king is so bad how does he have followers?”

“If a man has the option of becoming one of his soldiers, he’ll pick that over turning to stijl and becoming a dowsy, living in squalor, and wondering where the next meal will come from...”

“That’s terrible.”

His eyes glint darkly. “That’s not even the whole of it,” he mutters. “But there are a few of us rebels left, thankfully. But only a few.”

“Then I take it you weren’t among the king’s men?” I ask.

I catch a scowl on his lips as the sun glints off the dirty glass and dirtier stones and bricks. Our shadows follow us along the street as it turns into rutted, cobbled stone with patches of mud and puddles running between the low spots. 

“Hey, Blackthorne!” someone calls over the rush of waves crashing against the rocky shore and the labored bustle of pedestrians, workers, and shopkeepers. “Blackthorne,” the call comes again. “Hey!”

He stiffens but doesn’t slow. I match his pace until a figure in rags throws herself at him, practically bouncing off his mass like a pebble. “Blackthorne,” a woman gurgles as she brings a thin glass bottle to chapped lips. 

The Viking stops. “What business do you have with me?”

“Scriv told me to find you,” Her plea stalls. “I have to get out of here.”

According to the message from the demon and confirmed by my mother, we all do. War is on the way.

“Good idea,” he says dismissively. “And good luck.”

“Can’t you help? Scriv said—” A tattered shirt reveals the thin plate of her chest. Her breath wheezes as she continues to plead.

He scoffs. “Scriv is as honest as a mullocker.”

“It’ll be the ashpit next for me. I’d rather—” she starts.

“You’d probably rather not starve to death in the wilds and that’s the only place I know to get out of here alive, at least temporarily, but unless you have a map or a guide, you’ll only get as far as the Silver Strand.”

“Can’t you lead me?”

He shakes his head. “You’re better off getting on a boat and sailing far from here.”

“The boats are at the bottom of the sea,” the woman says with a rattling cough.

“Then build one.” Soren shakes his head, annoyed.

The stick woman snorts. “Build a boat?” The bottle meets her lips again in what appears to be a thoughtless gesture. “My husband was a shipwright. Then demon. Now dead. Building a boat is as likely as flying away on a raven’s back,” she slurs.

“Sail, fly, do what you must. There is no man or map that I know of that can help you.” He pauses, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck.

The words echo. But what about a woman? I don’t know how I can help but only that I must. The message buried in my pocket floats into my mind.

As though reading my thoughts, the Viking seems to soften. “I’m sorry,” he says to the woman. He reaches into his coat and passes the woman a burnished coin. 

She stares at the coin and then at him before whispering, “Thank you. Your kindness won’t be forgotten.”

“Yeah. Right. Just don’t call me Blackthorne.”

We’re both silent until we reach the breakwater at what he called Battersea. His step hitches as we pass a row of slender cottages lined up like sticks. Their cheerful paint is chipped away by the salt and faded by the sun. No lamps burn in the windows.

The Viking strides across the black sand shoal and we clamber over rocks to the end where the broken, crumbling walls of a cylindrical structure remain. 

Over the waves slapping the rock jetty he says, “That’s the old lighthouse. A beacon. It used to guide the ships into the harbor of Raven’s Landing. The great raven empire.” The wind speeds over the water, blowing his long hair away from his face.

We round to the other side of the crumbling beacon. He sits down, staring out to sea before turning to me. His voice is softer when he says, “I come here sometimes to imagine what’s beyond.”

“And you go to the hills on the other side to—?”

“To imagine what’s beyond.”

“Having just been there. I can tell you. There’s nothing but ice and water and frigid air.”

He works his lip. “But that’s not the direction of any known portal.”

“The what now?” I ask.

“The portal between realms. If you came across the ice, how did you get here?”

Surely, he can’t be expecting an answer because I only recently came to know where here is. Then again, I’ve never seen the Northlands or Raven’s Landing on a map. If there’s a portal, maybe I can get home.

“What’s that way—?” I say, pointing to the rolling waves.

“You heard. No boats. All of them were destroyed, set aflame, or sunk—and the stories go that the few people who’ve tried to swim or otherwise float past the breakwater drown and not because they’re unskilled mariners.” He casts a wary eye over his shoulder toward the castle.

“Why did that woman call you Blackthorne?” I ask when I really want to say and why did you tell her not to?

“It means you don’t want to be associated with me if you want to live long,” he says in a tone that suggests there was once an amused lilt to his voice. 
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Chapter 6
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Soren
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Her otherworldly eyes slide over me. “What’s your name then? What should I call you besides Viking?”

A vision of her naming me sweetly skips across the surface of my mind. I knock it loose like an irksome fly and opt for the obvious. “You can call me Soren.”

“Not Blackthorne?” she asks. “Why?”

I resist the reflexive urge to throw a punch. Not at her. I hate what the word suggests. It’s like faetcher for the fae. Derogatory. Meant to hurt.

“Because my mother died during childbirth. Because King Torsuld disappeared. Because the silver king came into power. Because of the Grievous Fires that swept through the townships.”

Her expression riffles through questions and curiosity.

“After the fire destroyed nearly everything in its path, there was little in the way of establishing my identity. My father and I didn’t even look alike. There was no way to prove I was his—” I draw a steadying breath against the bitterness of my status. “There was no way to prove that my mother was my mother because she was gone. I was lumped into the undesirable category. Under the silver king’s reign, if you’re not him, you’re guilty of something: treason being at the top of the list. He’s punished poets, healers, craftspeople, laborers, orphans, all for,” I throw my hands into the air, “existing.”

Her mouth forms a downturned crescent as she tries to understand this. 

“If I had better sense, I
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