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  Creatures of the Mountain Fell


MOUNTAIN DENIZENS 

The Gentry

Kings, Queens & their Soulbonded

The High Fae

Magical citizens of the Fell

The fair folk

Magical animals, plants & creatures of the Fell


VOID TOUCHED

The Elder Fae

Gentry corrupted by the Void

The Ferals

High Fae corrupted by the Void

The voidlings

Fair folk corrupted by the Void













  
  Rings

There are three interconnected entities called Rings in the Mountain Fell. 


Land Rings
Permanent Rings of trees, standing stones, or other natural markers that channel the energy of the land. Rulers may bond to a Land Ring, giving them control of the area connected to it. The Land ring at the center of each of the Nine Lands is referred to as The Heart of the Land, and is where a High Ruler stakes their claim. Rulers may allow travel between Land Rings, which acts predictably. For most Land Rings, this allows travel anywhere within their Land and one Land over. The Heart of the Land allows travel to any other Heart, as long as the current Ruler has their Land open for visitors 
Wild Rings
Created by the fair folk, these temporary rings of mushrooms, flowers, rocks, or dancing lights temporarily create a means to travel anywhere in the Nine Lands or beyond. Legend says that a whispered prayer to the Mountain can take you to where your heart most desires to go, but only the foolhardy take that chance. These rings appear and  disappear without warning, and never take you to the same place twice. 
Fae Rings
A Fae Ring is composed of between three, six, and nine High Fae who Soulbond to a Ruler, becoming one of the Gentry. Each Soulbonded takes on one nine roles, which they hold through their reincarnations. Most Rulers have three Bonded, High Rulers have six, and the Ruler of Earth and Sky has nine.


























  
  Rings Roles


Knight

Defends the Ruler

Warden

Defends the Ring 

Blade

Defends the Land 



Heart

Nurtures the Ruler

Keeper

Nurtures the Ring

Seer

Nurtures the Land



Herald

Speaks for the Ruler

Senechal

Speaks for the Ring

Envoy

Speaks for the Land








  
  The Magic of the High Fae & Gentry

All High Fae are born with the magic of their homeland; it is their primary magic and their most powerful inheritance. They are also graced with secondary powers from the lands touching theirs on each side, above, and below. The color of their eyes determines how much magic they can wield. All Fae are born with Rose eyes. As their reservoirs grow, their Gazes darken. This stops when they reach their mature strength around twenty. Fair Folk also wield magic, but it does not follow predictable rules.


Light Eyes

Rose
Copper
Azure

Median Eyes
Verdant
Golden
Violet

Dark Eyes
Crimson
Silver
Obsidian








  
  Content Warning


Thank you for picking up A House of Wings. While this story is romantic and often funny, much like A Bond of Thread and A Peddler of Chains, this story takes place in a fantasy world filled with danger and hardship. For readers who find certain topics difficult or triggering, we have provided the following content warning.
A House of Wings explores themes of childhood trauma, breaking cycles of abuse, war, grief, and parental loss. The book contains depictions of violence against animals, torture during wartime, adults inflicting violence upon children, and scenes of intense fantasy violence.
While these elements are not presented gratuitously or graphically and are always depicted as wrong, readers may wish to consider their own comfort level before proceeding.
If you have specific concerns, are unsure whether this book is right for you, or would like a summary of events in chapters you would prefer to skip, please contact us. You can find our website and email by following the QR code at the end of this book. 
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  PART ONE
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Chapter 1
The Lost Boy

390 Years Ago


When the battle is over and the fallen need to be taken care of, the quiet sets in. Not silence, for there can be no silence in war, but a deliberate hush that all soldiers understand. Steps become softer, conversations muted, and breaths held until the dead no longer linger among us. I think I fear that quiet more than the battlefield.
—Excerpt from a soldier’s letter home
The stench of burning flesh clawed at the back of Bram’s throat. She yanked the green silk scarf out of the dense, springy cloud of dark curls atop her head and tied it over her nose and mouth to block the sweet metallic tang of death that permeated the burning mill before her. 
Crack.
Bram spun, fingers flexing in preparation to draw her axes from Elsewhere. No enemy stood behind her, only a smoldering beam split from the intense heat radiating from the embers below. A second-floor glass window, obscured by a crimson handprint smeared across its surface, shattered. The smoke-stained shards fell into the creek beside the building, the putrid water still turning the mill’s wheel. The damp wooden blades wouldn’t burn; they would keep turning until the building came down around it. 
Bram’s orders were to check this backwater part of Herb to confirm reports of a squadron of Vine warriors led by Asherah the Red. That, and bring any survivors to the general. The latter was unlikely, with the days-old stench of rot hanging in the air.
Her wings, reminiscent of a dragonfly’s, twitched at the thought that the Crimson-Eyed archer might still lurk nearby. She’d heard stories of entire squadrons wiped out before anyone could raise an alarm, and of battles where Asherah and the rest of the Bloody Six had torn through infantry like a hot knife through butter. She didn’t want to meet the woman behind that level of carnage. Not out of fear—out of practicality. Even with training from the Alliance’s greatest general, she was no match for the Mad Queen of Vine’s Keeper. It would be like an ant picking a fight with a boot. 
She scanned the grounds once more, finding nothing.
Bram moved past the mill and into the main house—the only structure still intact. It smoldered in places but had been spared the worst of the inferno. The inhabitants had not been as lucky, and the fetid smell of charred flesh filtered through her green silk scarf. Creaks and sputters from wooden beams burning themselves out were the only sounds apart from her rough coughs.
Half a dozen arrows stuck out of the walls and floor of the front room. The remaining furniture lay scattered amidst a bloodbath. In the center of the space, a grey-haired man lay sprawled on the floor with several arrows in his back, looking like a macabre porcupine. A woman with an arrow lodged in her chest sat slumped in a chair, her face burned beyond recognition. More arrows pierced the open back door, which swayed in the warm breeze, the eerie creaking of the hinges raising goosebumps on her skin. 
The charred remains of a book lay at the feet of the dead woman: Fables From the Mountaintop, a popular collection of children’s folktales. There were no children among the bodies so far, though no one had dared to go up the burned stairs to the second floor. If they were in one of the other buildings, Bram hoped someone else would find them. She didn’t need any more nightmares. 
The wind shifted, and the door swung all the way open, revealing a trail of arrows. There was a young woman’s body, face down, with two arrows in her neck. Bram continued past the fiery wreckage of the surrounding homestead, passing a dead man—one arrow in his throat and another through his eye—and into the coppice beyond. 
“What were you up to, Asherah?” Bram drew on her essence, taking a breath to steady herself before opening her mind to the voices of the nearby shrubs, undergrowth, and scattered trees. Though voices was a very loose word for it. Plants didn’t speak as much as trade information in images, and the barrage that flashed across her mind was overwhelming enough to make her hiss. Booted feet tearing through the brush, a small bloody handprint streaked across a tree trunk, and a fiery blast.
With a shake of her head, Bram spread her wings and lifted into the air. She came to rest on the branch of the sturdiest oak she could find. A crisp breeze rustled through the remaining leaves.
Unease crept over her, and she called one of her axes from Elsewhere. Her stomach plummeted when she saw the blast site. She’d mistaken it for a patch that someone had cleared for timber. The felled trees hadn’t been cut down, though. Someone had ripped them from the ground, roots and all, leaving the earth raw and wounded.
Bram wrapped herself in an illusion to blend in with her surroundings, then fluttered down to the center of the open space, her hand tight around the handle of her ax. She landed, knees bent and ready. When she turned, there was nothing. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched—which would be impossible unless whoever was watching her had a deeper Gaze than her Gold.
Someone like Asherah. 
A rustle of movement came from what remained of the brush, charred leaves letting go of thin branches. Bram squinted through the shadows, heart racing. One step forward, then another. The soft soles of her boots crunched against the blackened foliage. Her hands tightened on the smooth wooden handle of the ax.
Someone small and solid barreled into her, sending them both tumbling to the ground in a heap. The impact broke her illusion, and in the commotion she dropped her ax. Ears ringing, Bram tucked her wings in tight and rolled away from her attacker, then sprang to her feet and met the angry eyes of her assailant. 
A kid. A Golden-Eyed kid who bore a marked resemblance to the corpses back at the mill. The boy had messy, dark hair and the warm olivewood-toned skin of Herb, and although he was likely no older than ten, he was almost as tall as she was. He smelled of sage and woodsmoke, despite being caked with blood and dirt. 
He scrambled to his feet, teeth bared, his fists white-knuckled and trembling. His Golden eyes, other than being terrified and wild, were a perfect mirror of her own. Despite the dark circles under them, he held his ground. General Vervain would be so pleased that a child with a Gold Gaze had survived.
“Hey, kid,” she said with a crooked smile. She touched the handle of her fallen ax and popped it back into her Elsewhere. He was lucky neither of them had been impaled.
Those wild eyes stared back at her, and he snarled. That was all the warning she got before he rushed at her again. A flutter of wings kept her light on her feet as she swiveled. The boy lost his footing and went sprawling face-first into the ashes.
He grunted but was on his feet a second later, one side of his face and hair covered in soot. Why wasn’t he warding? Surely he was old enough to know at least the basics. It was rare for someone so young to have a Gaze that deep. Maybe that’s why Asherah had come. If that was the case, how was he still alive? 
“I’m not here to hurt you, kid. Are the Vine soldiers still nearby?” Bram asked as she took her eyes off the child to check her surroundings.
Not having learned his lesson from his previous attempt, the boy charged at her again. This time his shoulder collided with her midriff with surprising force, pushing all the air out of her lungs. She fell into the brush with a thud as she narrowly avoided crushing her delicate wings. 
Growling, Bram jumped to her feet, snagged the kid’s arm and twisted him into a firm hold, his back to her chest. He threw his head back with a grunt, but she had been expecting it and turned so he wouldn’t bash her face. 
“Let go of me. You have wings. You’re one of them!” From the hoarseness in his voice, she’d wager he’d been crying or screaming for hours.
“I’m not from Vine. Wrong kind of wings.”
“I don’t believe you. Vine people can shapeshift. They’re right next to Grass. You’re going to take me to her.” He was struggling with all his might, and it took everything Bram had to hold on to him. 
“Is that how they got this far into Herb? By shapeshifting?”
He didn’t answer except to kick back into her knee. Because of the angle, it hardly hurt, but it grated at her nerves. 
An image flashed through Bram’s thoughts without warning. Branches breaking. Leaves crunching. Boots heavy on moss. The forest was warning her of someone coming their way. 
Void. 
Bram let go of him with one hand, using it to clamp over his mouth as she wove an illusion around them. “Someone’s coming. Stay quiet or you’ll get us both killed.”
To her surprise, he complied, and Bram backed them into the trees, careful to muffle their footsteps with illusory sound. The fight seemed to drain from the boy as footsteps approached. His lanky frame trembled, and Bram’s arm around him tightened. Muffled voices joined the snapping of twigs and crunching of leaves, closer and closer with each passing breath. If Asherah was coming to finish the job, they were both dead. 
A group of soldiers burst through the foliage. The boy jumped, but Bram let out a sigh of relief at the sight of the green-and-blue Meridian-Nadir Alliance uniforms, epaulets and oiled boots glittering in the midday sun. She let the illusion drop, but didn’t let go of the child.
“Over here,” she called. “I found a survivor.”
More soldiers crossed into the clearing at her call. She smiled when she recognized General Vervain, followed by his personal retinue of soldiers. 
“I see our Goldbriar has made a new friend.” Vervain’s calculated stare fixed on the Golden-Eyed boy. The general was a handsome man, with short dark hair and pointed Fern ears. His Violet eyes glinted with undisguised interest as he looked down at the boy. “Good work, Bramble.”
Bram’s smile widened, warmth spreading across her chest. 
“Is that your family back there?” Vervain asked, kneeling down to cut a less imposing figure. Bram released her hold and stepped to the side, though she kept one hand wrapped around the kid’s upper arm in case he tried any of his tricks with the general. 
The boy’s clenched fists didn’t loosen, but he nodded, messy bangs swaying over puffy and bloodshot eyes.
“Such a shame. No one should lose a family so young, but don’t worry, you’re safe now. You can come with us and we’ll take care of you. The army will ensure you grow up safe and strong and will give you the training you need to get your revenge. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Vervain placed a comforting hand on the kid’s shoulder, his smile as warm and genuine as the sun shining above them. 
The boy nodded again. 
Bram could vividly remember being asked the same question once, and how relieved she had felt that someone was there for her and understood the pain she’d been feeling. Technically, if the army came across orphans, they were to be handed over to relatives or brought before a local Ruler to sort them out, but the general had special dispensation to recruit children who reached a Median Gaze before maturity and therefore had the potential to deepen to Crimson or beyond. Bram had been one of those youths, though older than most—angry and too powerful for her own good. Vervain had saved her, took her in, trained her, and made her a valuable asset.
“Good. That’s good.” Vervain turned to Bram. “Was it Asherah?”
“I think so.”
“This boy’s lucky we found him. Take him back to the war camp in Fruit and make sure he gets a warm meal and a comfortable bed.”
“Yes, sir.” Her hand tightened around the boy’s upper arm.
He jerked away, shooting her a nasty glare before squinting back at Vervain. “I’m not supposed to go anywhere with strangers. My mom said—” He seemed to choke on that, as though the weight of it were more crushing than the Mountain. His shoulder hunched, and he glanced back in the mill’s direction, tears springing to his eyes. 
“Come on, kid. We’re the good guys. We’re not the enemy,” she whispered, her prior annoyance vanishing. “There’s nothing left for you here. We’ll keep you safe.”
With a nod to Vervain, she tugged the boy forward. He dragged his feet but kept pace with her past the general, past the soldiers, and even when they were alone. Or mostly alone. Ripples from roots and low hanging branches told her that Vervain had brought reinforcements, and they were scouring the woods in an expanding search pattern. It was a waste of time; Asherah would be foolish to remain this deep in Herb for too long.
Bram had planned to take him around the compound, but the boy stopped, staring at the smoke visible through the trees. Bram didn’t like the thought of him seeing day-old corpses, but she could also remember what it was like not being able to say goodbye. “Do you want to go back there before we leave?”
“My parents tried to… protect me.”
Bram thought back to the bodies of the man and woman she had found. “They succeeded. You’re still alive.”
“Is anyone else?” he asked, sniffling and wiping at his eyes. “Did you find—”
Bram shook her head. “I’m sorry. No one else made it unless they ran into the woods too, but we’ve scoured the area pretty well by now. I think you’re the only one.” 
He was quiet for a long time, his arms dropping to his sides as though he’d lost what little energy he’d been clinging to. How long had it been since he’d slept or eaten? The attack must have happened at least a day ago. 
“I need to bury them,” he said, without warning.
Oh little one, you shouldn’t have to. The thought, however, didn’t reach her lips. He might be young, but he was about to grow up faster than any child ought to, and if this would help him during that rocky transition, Bram couldn’t bring herself to object. “Okay, kid, we can do that.” 
They found shovels near the mill, and the boy found some blue cloth in one of the upstairs rooms of the house that was only slightly charred, which he used to wrap his mother and father. Bram had hoped he would let her or the other soldiers handle most of it, but he wrapped them up himself. His arms were covered in blood and his shirt was drenched in sweat and tears. 
They dug the graves near the stream, beneath the heavy boughs of an ancient fig tree. Bram bullied one of Vervain’s soldiers to help with the digging, but the boy wouldn’t let the man touch any of his dead family members. Some of the ones from the house were charred beyond recognition, but he still handled each with incredible care, tears rolling down his cheeks and breath coming in huge, rasping gasps. When he failed to lift his father, he finally crumpled to the ground and let Bram help.
After filling the graves, Bram stood behind him as he stared down at the line of earthen mounds. They needed to leave, but the sight of him—small, blood-caked, his shoulders shaking as he rocked and sobbed—kept her anchored to the spot.
“Bramble?”
Bram turned and smiled sadly at the stocky, bearded soldier she’d known for decades. “Dwyn. I didn’t expect that they would send you here, too.”
“The upper brass is worried this was a probe to test Herb’s defenses. They’re taking it seriously.” His eyes fell to the fresh graves, then to the child, whereupon his usually stony demeanor softened into sadness. He knelt to be eye-to-eye with the boy. “Are you hurt?”
The kid’s stare was unfocused.
“What’s your name?”
Still nothing.
Dwyn sighed and looked up at Bram. “Battle shock’s difficult for the most hardened soldier, let alone a young boy. He needs food, rest, and gentle handling until he’s processed what happened here. Where are you taking him?”
“To the training center.”
Dwyn frowned.
Bram ignored her old mentor’s dour expression. Despite training the children Vervain collected, Dwyn had never been on board with their joining before reaching adulthood. But he had signed up as an adult with a whole life behind him and didn’t know what it was like to go through trauma before it had even begun. Bram had technically been an adult when Vervain took her in, but she had never been kissed, never traveled beyond the nearest village, and had never even celebrated her coming of age. Then again, Dwyn had never known the rush of satisfaction and contentment that came with revenge. Getting picked up by Vervain was the best thing that had ever happened to her. It would be the same for this boy. “Let’s get going. I’ll get you set up in the barracks, and tomorrow you can start training. You’ll be a soldier, just like me, in no time.”
Dwyn stared at her for a moment, an odd expression that might have been sadness clouding his eyes, then he shook his head and walked away. 
With her hand still on his shoulder, Bram got the boy to his feet. He didn’t resist or meet her gaze, every motion stiff as though he, too, was one of the dead. Hopefully, this haze would cloud his memory of his family’s burned and bloodsoaked bodies like it had hers. A Silver-Eyed healer who had treated Bram after a particularly brutal battle had described this state as the body’s defense against grief too crushing to feel. She’d liked that way of seeing it and it had stuck with her all those years later.
Soon, they were far enough into the forest that the only sounds were the brush crunching under their feet. In less than an hour, they’d be in Sylvan, a town large enough to have a stable ring to take them to Fruit.
A branch cracked beneath her boot, and the boy flinched at the noise. 
“Hey kid, it’s going to—”
He tore from her grasp and ran. Using her wings, she caught up with him, grabbing his shoulders. He pulled against her grip towards a glimmering ring of mushrooms she hadn’t noticed before. 
“Stop!” Beating her wings, she tried to yank him away from the wild faerie ring. He dug in his heels and leaned in the opposite direction with his whole weight. Lean muscles strained, growing stronger as the boy pulled on Vine Magic.  
What in the name of the Mountain was he doing? Wild rings were dangerous; there was no telling where they would end up. Bram tightened her grip and landed, planning to tackle him to the ground if she had to. Before she could, the boy twisted and shoved his elbow straight into her gut, then threw himself at the ring. She lunged after him and snagged his wrist a second before his foot landed in the center of the ring.
For a moment, all she could see was mist. It was as though eternity had engulfed the confines of the mushroom ring, echoing with power as old and deep as the Mountain itself. 
Bram pulled the child close and closed her eyes, sending out a prayer to the Rulers of Earth and Sky of old. Please take us somewhere safe. It was what all High Fae were taught to do if accidentally caught in a ring. She didn’t know if anyone or anything was listening, but better to hedge her bets.
A second later, the fog lifted.
Gone was the warm air and dappled sunlight of Herb. Darkness and heavy snowflakes took their place. She could only see a few feet in front of her, but it was enough to recognize the frozen wasteland of Evergreen.  
“Are you Void-touched? What were you thinking?” Bram asked as she shoved him off of her with a grunt. 
The boy sat up and turned, scanning the dark forest with hopelessness evident in the slump of his shoulders. She resisted the urge to shake him. What had the foolish boy been hoping for? To end up dead like his family? Bram was tempted to step back through the thing, but what if they ended up in Zenith? She doubted her chances of surviving if she ended up in the heart of enemy territory. Evergreen, at least, was part of the Alliance. 
She looked up at the few stars visible through the snowfall, searching for the Mountain’s dark shadow to ensure that the direction she chose would not lead to their walking off the Rim. Besides, the closer to the Mountain one got, the denser the habitation was, so as long as she pointed them the right way and walked, they would find something. All she needed was a town large enough to have a stable ring, and she could get back home. 
There was no heavy coat in her Elsewhere, but she layered several thin jackets and handed one to the boy. He didn’t speak, nor did he take the offered garment, though when Bram wrapped it around his shoulders, he didn’t protest. Bram tugged on the boy to get him up and walking. He seemed to have lost all motivation now that he had stranded them in the snow.
Despite the coats, they were both shivering minutes later. The boy’s chattering teeth were loud in a forest where all sounds were muffled by snow. His eyes were wide, staring at the unfamiliar landscape as though the shock of all that had happened to him was sinking in with the cold. 
It wasn’t long before Bramble second-guessed her choice to trek across this blighted landscape. The snow was too deep, not to mention the biting wind. If she had any skill with the warming spells from Palm, they might make it further, but as it was, they wouldn’t make it another hour. Was a stupid, rash decision made by a hurting child going to be what did her in?
She looked behind them, determined to go back through the wild ring after all, but their tracks were already filled with falling snow. Would she be able to find it again? There was also a chance the ring was already gone; they appeared and disappeared with no rhyme or reason.
Walking would help keep them warm for a little while, but if they didn’t find shelter soon, they would be in trouble. That was going to take a lot of energy, though, and the kid probably hadn’t eaten in at least a day. She pulled some hardtack from her Elsewhere and held it out to the boy. “Eat up. It tastes like sawdust but it fills your belly just fine. Standard part of army rations, so you might as well get used to it.”
She hadn’t been sure he would take it, but he snatched it out of her hand and tried to take a bite. 
“You’re supposed to break it up and soften it before biting,” Bram warned, a second too late. She winced at the sound of his teeth grinding against the rock-hard surface of the bread. His face contorted, and he nearly spat out the small crumbled piece that had broken off. Then, in a moment of what Bram found to be an impressive show of stubbornness, he swallowed it.
“What is this supposed to be?” he choked out. 
So he was talking now. Finally. “A biscuit.”
His eyes went wide and nose wrinkled in clear disgust. “This isn’t a biscuit. It’s atrocious.”
That was more words than he’d said since arriving in this wasteland. Was that a good sign or a bad one?
She shrugged. “It’s the kind the army makes. I warned you they tasted like sawdust, but they last for ages. No one cares if you like it.”
“It’s a cracker that not even a Feral would eat,” he insisted, but he brought the hardtack back up to his lips.
“Oh, you’re an expert on baked goods now, are you?”
The kid’s face went blank, and he dropped the food into the snow.
“Don’t waste it.” Bram reached for him.
“Don’t touch me.” The kid’s voice wavered. 
“You know, we could’ve been in Fruit eating a proper meal right now if you hadn’t dragged us through a Void-cursed faerie ring.”
He didn’t run, but he did turn and start trudging away in the direction they had been going. 
“I thought you wanted to come to the camp.” Bram jogged a few steps to catch up. “The general is the best there is. He’ll train you, and then when you’re ready, you can hunt down the Vine scum that killed your family.”
“I don’t need your help,” he snapped back over his shoulder, stomping down into the powdery snow with each step. “If your army were good enough to kill the people who did this, my family would still be alive. I’ll do it myself. You shouldn’t have followed me through the ring. Two people must have confused it. It took us to the wrong place.”
“That’s not how wild rings work, kid. They don’t take you where you want to go.”
“I know that. They take you where you need to go. It says so in all the stories. It should have taken me to her.”
Bram sighed, sped up, and reached for the boy’s hand. “Then thank the Mountain it brought you to this wasteland instead, because it’s damn safer than facing Asherah unprepared. You’re not ready yet. With the right training, your eyes will deepen. That’s how you get even. Not by running headlong into danger.”
He fought against her for a few seconds, then gave in as another shiver tore through him. Despite his prickly attitude, Bram wrapped an arm around his shoulders as she pointed them in the direction of the Mountain again. They walked on in stony silence, heads bowed against the driving wind until a loud caw from up ahead made Bram look up. Dim light shone through the gaps between snow-laden pines. A few more steps revealed the treehouse, a common dwelling in Evergreen. The small home was thirty feet off the ground, cradled by the boughs of eight great cedars. Soft, flickering light filtered through the windows. Someone had a fire going. Bram increased her pace, and the boy did too. 
Approaching a strange house in the woods wasn’t something she would normally do, but there wasn’t another option. They would freeze to death out here if they didn’t find shelter soon. The people of Evergreen were known to be hospitable, and if the occupant wasn’t… well, that’s why Bram owned axes. 
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Chapter 2
The Price of Retirement

Present Day


For our first anniversary I wanted to give Magpie something really special—and I need you to understand just how hard it is to surprise someone who has befriended almost every woodland creature within a hundred miles. I spent half the day in Cottonwood, drifting past market stalls of glittering trinkets, spiced teas, and decadent sweets. I almost went home empty-handed until I found a porcelain tea set painted with songbirds. When I came home, Magpie and Willow dragged me to the kitchen table and showed me plans for a greenhouse so I wouldn't be without flowers ever again. I am so grateful to the Mountain for giving me this wonderful little family.
—Excerpt from a letter from Bramble of Fruit to General Dwyn Dawnbringer
Teacup in hand, Bram walked across the small greenhouse and surveyed the forest. The glass building was flush with the house, suspended thirty feet in the air, her Fruit magic strengthening the cedar. It was her lush getaway filled with vibrant flowers, pots bursting with fragrant herbs, and vines full of tomatoes and grapes climbing up massive trellises. Two blackbirds swooped by and landed on the forest floor, their light bodies able to tread atop the powdery snow without sinking. Bram frowned at the ring of little brown mushrooms behind the birds that hadn’t been there the day before. She didn’t mind the lesser fae that came by every so often: clouddiggers, animalkin, ursarimes, and the like. She was less fond of the wayward High Fae that would sometimes stumble through faerie rings and try to take advantage of their hospitality. 
Then again, considering it had been their son and not a wild ring that had brought Asherah the Red herself to the House of Wings, maybe Bram’s annoyance ought to be pointed at him. Oh, how she hoped he was alright. It had only been a day, and she already regretted letting him leave. Not that there was any stopping Willow Arrowsbane when he set that stubborn head of his to a task. She just hoped this renewed quest for his supposed Queen wasn’t the one that killed him.
“Bram,” Magpie called from the house.
Bram turned away from the view and left the humid greenhouse, eventually tracking her wife down on the front porch. “What is it?”
Magpie leaned on the railing that ran around the deck and down the stairs. A twig and several feathers stuck out of her long braid, likely placed there by the magpie on her shoulder. “Teasel is coming.”
“Did someone in Fawn Hollow get hurt?”
Teasel came into view before Magpie could answer, a gray cat trailing close behind. She had hair so white it matched the snow, the bright red and black of her sweater making her look like a cardinal in the winter landscape. It took a long time for the old woman to climb the stairs. She took a deep, labored breath when she reached the top, then wheezed out, “There’s news from Cottonwood.”
“What is it?” Magpie asked.
Their son was in Cottonwood, or had been heading that way. “Is it Willow?” 
Teasel wobbled, steadying herself with her walking stick. “Can we go inside?”
Well, that doesn’t bode well. Bram nodded and pushed past Magpie to open the door to the house. The fire kept the small living space warm, and Bram took Teasel’s coat. The cat, Alice, rubbed against Bram’s leg and purred, leaving a significant amount of silvery fur on her dark trousers. 
“What is it?” Magpie repeated.
Teasel thudded down in one of the well-loved green chairs by the fire. “We had someone pass through from Cottonwood. It seems there was some trouble.”
Of course, there had been trouble. Her hairbrained son had given up his self-control in a deal with the Peddler to find his Queen. And he was traveling with Asherah the Red, acting like a lovesick puppy. Why wouldn’t there be trouble? “What did he do this time? Knock down a wall? Get into another shouting match with Sorghum over his recipe for dinner rolls?” 
The smile Bram had hoped for didn’t materialize. If anything, Teasel looked more forlorn. “There was a fight between him and that Retribution bounty hunter group that keeps skulking around these parts. Seems things were getting real bad, and then he just took off after some Vinewoman with moth wings.”
“I knew it,” whispered Magpie, her hands balling into fists. “I knew we shouldn’t have let him go off with that woman.”
“Shit.” Bram reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose. They should have gone with him, despite his arguments to the contrary. “Is he hurt? Did he hurt anyone?”
“I don’t know where he is now, or how he is,” Teasel said. “Just that he took off after going ballistic on the place.”
“Leviathan, eat me for breakfast. Why can’t that boy ever use what’s between his ears?” Bram paced across the room, wings twitching.
Magpie tugged at one of the beads in her long braid, and her Copper eyes found Bram’s. Even though she didn’t speak, the message was clear: what are we going to do? 
Willow was out there in the harsh conditions of Evergreen, spiraling back into the haze of brutality he had worked so hard to shed after the War. And he was with Asherah, of all people, which might be worse than being on his own. Willow thought he would be better off with the Vinewoman, but he was also a dunderhead. “We have to find him.”
Magpie stroked the bird on her shoulder, though her foot nervously tapped on the worn wooden floor. She hadn’t done that in years, not since Willow had been discharged from the army and had finally come home. “He won’t be happy with us if we do.”
Bram walked back over and squeezed her shoulder, then bent to press a kiss into her hair. “Too bad for him. He’s in trouble, so we’re going to help. That’s what parents do.” 
Magpie reached up to squeeze Bram’s hand, then gave Teasel a weak smile. “Come on, we’ll walk with you to Fawn Hollow.”
Bram bit back a complaint. Fawn Hollow was on the way to Cottonwood, but Teasel had gotten so slow and Willow could be in trouble.
“Don’t worry about me, I’ll just slow you down.” Teasel smiled at Bram. “Go find that wild son of yours.” 

      [image: ]After several hours of walking, the town of Cottonwood came into sight from the ridge of a hill. It was the largest settlement in this border-region between Evergreen and Fern, but even after centuries living near it, it still looked like a sleepy backwater hamlet compared to the sprawling cities of Meridian. The treehouses were densely packed and covered in a dusting of fresh snow, smoke rising from crooked chimneys and animals wandering around the town. Bram couldn’t wait to warm her frozen fingers over the fire at the town’s only inn. They would find out what happened with Willow, clear up whatever misunderstanding had been blown way out of proportion by the time it got through Evergreen’s bird-powered rumor mill to Teasel, and then she might even convince that grumpy stump of an innkeeper to play cards with her.
“This way,” Magpie said, then she walked off the path and into the woods, away from Cottonwood.
“What?” Bram sighed and followed Magpie through the dense cedars and pine trees, the dark red of her tunic and skirt visible even in the dim light. “Where are we going? This is not the way to town.”
Magpie kept walking, occasionally pushing aside a low-hanging branch or climbing over a fallen log. Bram would bet good money she was talking with something feathered or fuzzy, and wasn’t sure how she felt about coming in second place. Then again, when had that ever not been the case? It was one of a thousand eccentricities that she loved about Magpie, even though it had driven her mad at first. 
The current magpie that followed her everywhere swooped down from above and landed on Magpie’s shoulder. Bram had tried to name them all, once upon a time. There had been one that must have had some animalkin blood that lived for over a century. The ones that came after were shorter lived, surviving only twenty-odd years. So, for the last two hundred years, she’d called them all Drumstick.
“I thought the plan was to go to the inn and speak with Heath.” Bram said, running a few steps to keep up with Magpie’s much longer legs. “That old busybody will know what happened with Willow and Kiarian. It’s cold out here and getting dark.”
Once more, Magpie ignored her. 
Bram was about to speak again when she heard it. The click of claws and hiss of soft fur over the snow-packed ground. Soon after, they passed three large cedars that had grown into each other. A flicker of movement made her halt. A wolf stood a few paces away and it had a foot in its mouth. Some of the boot was still attached, but the wolf had gnawed off most of the leather. The flesh appeared to be frozen solid. She didn’t recognize the boot, but it was too small to be Willow’s. Possibly the size of Kiarian’s foot, but Bram hadn’t been paying attention to her feet, just her exposed throat.
The wolf bounded off, and Magpie followed without breaking stride. They hiked for several minutes in silence, except for the crunch of their footsteps. The wolf trotted along ahead, still holding the foot in its mouth like a dog with a favorite bone. They circled around a clump of torn-up earth, jagged rocks jutting like crooked teeth from a gaping maw. Trees were down in every direction, the wood of their branches and trunks splintered and still oozing sap. These were recent wounds.
The closer they got to Cottonwood along what was clearly a path of magical destruction, the harder it was to breathe. Bram had never seen a battlefield after their son had unleashed his powers, but he’d blown holes in enough trees during teenage rages that she knew what it looked like when a ward cracked living hardwood. 
Up ahead, just out of sight of the farthest homestead, the wolf stopped. It jerked its muzzle in the direction of the center of town, lights distantly twinkling through the trees ahead. 
There, in the growing gloom, was a writhing mass of black feathers, swarming over something on the ground. Bram expected to find the rest of the body, but when the mass of crows took flight at their approach, a leg was all that was left. But no, that wasn’t true. There were… lumps scattered across the frozen ground. Bram tapped one with her foot, trying to remove the freshly fallen snow. It was an eyebrow, connected to a shard of bone. The next one was a knee. Bram had to swallow against a tide of nausea rising up her throat. 
Magpie’s hand curled over Bram’s shoulder. “Willow did this. The animals saw him.”
An icy chill crept up Bram’s spine. She knew Willow had killed people. He’d been in the War for a long time. So had Bram, but no amount of long-ago battles could prepare her to see the remains of her son’s brutality practically at their doorstep. This was more than killing. This was… bestial. “Does that wolf know where he went?”
“No, and the snow has covered any tracks. She led us around the area where the fight took place, but her pack fled when it was happening. They wouldn’t follow the scent for me even if they could catch it. He scares them.” Magpie’s aura flared as she looked upward toward the circling crows, ghostly magpie wings wrapping around her as she used her essence. The aura disappeared, and Magpie shook her head.
“Anything?” Bram asked.
“Nothing. I was hoping one of them saw which direction they went.”
“Do you think this was someone from Retribution?”
“I don’t know.”
Bram hoped it wasn’t someone from Cottonwood. Oddly, she even hoped it wasn’t Kiarian, if only because she didn’t want to watch her son fall into the darkness that had always consumed him after killing her, sometimes for whole decades at a time. 
“Void. Maybe—” 
Something deep in her chest shifted like snow off a rooftop or the sounding of a gong across the valleys of Herb—sudden, earsplitting, and thunderous. An awareness unfurled in what could have been a moment or a lifetime, and a pulse as deep as the Mountain shook her to her bones. Her knees buckled, and she hit the ground, her wool leggings soaking up moisture from the snow. There was a tugging in her chest, a physical sensation that pulsed in time to her heart, as though another’s was beating somewhere far away, calling her toward a person she didn’t even realize she’d been waiting for her entire life.
Her Ruler.
Bram screamed, her shoulders tightened, and she tried to shove away the pounding in her head. Magpie’s approaching form melted into a place of scorching Violet light, plumes of dust, and blood-curdling shrieks.
Before her, a Vineman with dark-feathered wings pounded a ward-stave into place. It powered on seconds before countless Ferals collapsed upon the barrier with teeth and claws and savage fury. The Vineman’s shoulders heaved as he struggled to regain his breath, leaning against the ward-staves inches from those slobbering maws. The urge to step forward to help was a physical force. Bondbrother. She understood it without needing any introduction or confirmation, as though her soul already knew this stranger as intimately as Bram did Magpie’s. Where was their Ruler? Bram whipped her head around, but everything was shrouded in the blurry haze of battle. 
The Vineman turned away from the wards, and she caught a glint of Silver eyes. Oh fuck. She’d seen that face on the Meridian-Nadir Alliance wanted posters Willow kept in his room, though the one on the poster had looked far less scruffy and beaten down. Still, she would recognize Ilyas the Oathbreaker anywhere.
You’ve got to be kidding me.
Willow had told her a long time ago that Ilyas was his Bondbrother. And if she was seeing Ilyas in this vision, then…
Void, we all share one Ruler.
This couldn’t be happening. Hadn’t she made enough mistakes in her life? Why did the Mountain feel the need to punish her by tying her to Willow’s Queen? To the Oathbreaker? Was it because she hadn’t kept her son out of the War? Because she’d convinced him to give up a deranged search for a Ruler that she thought hadn’t survived? 
Our Queen…
Bram had retired for a reason. She wanted to be left in peace. Here, with Magpie at the House of Wings, where she’d finally found a place to belong. The Mountain had taken enough of her heart; it didn’t get to have her soul too. But then there was a flash of bright blue hair and Gold eyes, and, for a moment, none of that mattered. She was home.
Bram choked out a sob and could not tell if it was joy or sorrow streaming down her cheeks and ringing in her ears. Her Ring was out there, and she was too far away to help. 
Please, no. I’m not cut out for this. It has to be a mistake.
She slammed her fist down in the snow, as though she could shatter the Call the way her son shattered flesh and bone. It did nothing to stop the incessant tugging. 
“Bramble? What’s wrong? What happened? Talk to me.” 
Knuckles stinging and clutched to her chest, Bram blinked, and the world righted itself. Magpie was on the ground too, eyes wide and voice panicked as she continued her barrage of questions. Bram tried to answer but couldn’t speak through the vibrating pulse that still emanated from her chest, calling her to race toward her Ruler and leave everything else behind. 
“I… I heard the Call.”
Magpie gasped and pulled back as though Bram had burned her. “Are you sure?” 
“I’m sure. And I saw…” The snarls of Ferals and screams of dying Fae rang in her ears, as though all it would take was letting go and she would be back in that vision of violence and death.
“What?”
“Ilyas.”
There was a pause. A held breath. Bram could have sworn the entire forest was still as Magpie absorbed that name.
“That doesn’t make any sense. If you saw Ilyas, then the Call is from Willow’s Queen. He’s been looking for her for decades. How are you just hearing it now?”
“I don’t… I don’t know.” Poor Willow. Was this what he had felt on that long-ago Binding Day? No wonder he had searched for his Queen high and low and been willing to make a deal with the Peddler…
A detail of what he had told them about that bargain surfaced and nearly knocked the breath from her again. Willow wasn't bonded to a normal ruler, he was called to serve the… the… Her voice emerged, high-pitched and squeaky, as she finally managed to ask, “How can I be bonded to the next Queen of Earth and Sky? I’m no one.”
The idea was laughable. The Queen of Earth and Sky needed a powerful High Fae, like her Obsidian-Eyed son. Not a washed-up, aging veteran like her. 
Magpie reached for Bram, tugging her into her arms. “You are someone. I don’t like it, but I also don’t believe the Mountain makes mistakes.”
Bram buried her face against Magpie’s shoulder. The snow had soaked through her leggings, the cold seeping into her skin. Voice muffled by Magpie’s coat, she whispered, “I don’t want this.”
The hands holding Bram trembled. “I never wanted this for either of us. I know it’s supposed to be a blessing and a new beginning to hear the Call, but it feels like…”
“An ending.” Bram wrapped both arms around Magpie, craving the warmth of her embrace, clinging to any semblance of normality. “I know, Maggie. I… I don’t think I can ignore this. I would if I could. I’d let it rattle inside my head for an eternity, but…” Bram took a deep breath. “I need to find her.” 
She tried to get up, but Magpie held her tight. She’d wanted that closeness a second ago, but as the Call drummed its ever-increasing rhythm in her chest, the confines became unbearable. “Let me go. I need to go now.”
“Go where?” Magpie asked.
Bram thought about it as she strained against her wife’s grip—and she realized she didn’t know. There was no pull to that siren-song, only aching need. It echoed around her, from everywhere and nowhere all at once. How was Bram supposed to find her? “No, but—”
“Then there is nowhere to go.”
“I can’t just sit here. I need to move, even if I’m heading in the wrong direction. I need to find her.” Bram tried to yank free again, but Magpie’s thin arms tightened. She could break Magpie’s hold, but not without hurting her. 
“I understand, but heading off with no plan, supplies, or destination will not help. We need information.”
The words made sense, but the constant thrumming of the Call made it hard to be rational. Willow had felt this once, this horrible, desperate feeling to get to her. Then the Call had been snatched away, leaving him with nothing to follow. And she had talked him out of searching for her. Their Queen. Why had she done that? She would be safe if Willow had found her, Bram was sure of—
Her eyes fixed on a chunk of Fae flesh in the snow, and her stomach turned. She gagged, only just holding onto her midday meal. Would their Queen be safe if Willow found her before Bram? Trouble followed that boy everywhere, and his deal with the Peddler had stripped away his self-control. She knew he would never hurt her on purpose, but what if their Queen was caught in the wake of one of his slaughters? Bram couldn’t let that happen. She needed to find her now.
“It’s late and you are freezing,” Magpie said, her practical tone replaced by something much warmer and more melancholic. “Let’s get to the inn. If anyone here has any information about Willow, it will be Heath. You know how much of a gossip he is. And we can dry off and get some food and rest.”
“I don’t think I can sleep. There’s so much… noise.”
“I can help you sleep,” Magpie said. “But first, we need to get up. If I let you go, are you going to run? Or are you going to be sensible and come with me to the inn?”
Bram wanted to run, but the small part of her mind that wasn’t entirely consumed by the Call knew Magpie was right. She needed to find out everything she could about Willow, and who the minced meat in the clearing used to be. “I’ll behave.”
Magpie’s arms released her and Bram immediately missed the heat. She stood up and held out a hand, helping Magpie to her feet. The back of Magpie’s skirt was crusted with snow, and Bram helped brush it off before they started walking to Cottonwood, hand in hand. 
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Chapter 3
An Unexpected Reunion

390 Years Ago


I miss home. Sometimes I close my eyes and try to remember it. I can picture the crackling fire but cannot feel its warmth. See a steaming mug of tea but not smell it. Most of all, I recall the birds perched in the cedar trees, yet their song eludes me. Here, where only the carrion eaters thrive, nothing has the heart to sing. 
—Excerpt from a soldier’s letter home
Fat flakes pelted against the glass as Magpie sipped strong peppermint tea from her favorite mug. She closed her eyes, listening to branches caught in snow-laden winds rattling against the windows. 
Then a sound came that was not of living wood. 
Footsteps ascended the stairs spiraling around the cedar tree to her front door. Magpie had been in the village that morning tending to her patients and no one would brave a storm like this unless it were an emergency. 
A fist struck the door. The knocking turned to pounding before she could open it. Wind and wet snow burst inside, whipping through the herbs, glass, and trinkets that hung from the rafters. The flakes settled, and the figure before her came into focus. It was a Fruit Fae with iridescent wings and a colorful coat. Under it, half-hidden from view, was a uniform she knew all too well.  
Magpie slammed the door and threw the bolt. It wasn’t the first time the Meridian-Nadir Alliance had sent one of their minions to drag her back, and it wouldn’t be the last. 
The knocking resumed. “Open the Void-cursed door.”
It had been over a year since General Vervain had last sent someone to fetch her. Some naïve part of Magpie hoped he had given up, despite Dwyn’s warnings that Vervain would never let a Silver healer go. 
“Wait… is that you? Magpie? The healer?” The muffled voice came from behind the door. 
As if. Magpie let out a loud harumph. “You know exactly who I am. Go away and tell your general that I’ll turn the next minion he sends to retrieve me into soup.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. We’re just lost and cold.”
This was a novel approach, but no amount of feigned ignorance was going to convince Magpie to open the door. A soldier didn’t ‘accidentally’ come knocking, not here in the middle of nowhere.
The door reverberated from a kick. 
“Scuff my door and I’ll have the birds peck your eyes out,” Magpie warned. 
“I have a kid with me,” a muffled voice replied. “Come on, be reasonable. We’re going to freeze out here.”
A child? Had there been someone out there with the soldier? This stank of a trap. She reached out to one of the birds that nested in the porch rafters, a jackdaw, and looked through his eyes. The figure next to the Fruit Fae was similar in height, but he was indeed a child.
*Is there anyone else out there?*
Several birds took flight, sharing their sight with Magpie. No soldiers lurked nearby. She didn’t care if the general’s minion froze to death out there, but the child… she couldn’t let another one die when she could do something about it. Magpie’s slim, pale fingers closed on the handle. She pulled the door open, and two figures stepped out of the darkness. 
When the soldier lowered the scarf covering her nose, an unexpectedly familiar and beautiful oval face was revealed. Her dark brown skin was flushed with the cold, cheeks tinted the same ochre red as the soil of Herb during a rainstorm. Snow still dusted her thick black curls and frosted her long lashes. It was the eyes, though—wide, Golden and full of both distrust and relief—that dredged up a name to match the face: Bramble of Fruit. 
Dwyn had always been fond of her, and still was as far as Magpie knew. He spoke of her from time to time in his letters, recounting the occasional headache she caused him or a funny conversation they’d had. Magpie had only met her a few times as a patient, and couldn’t even remember what the injuries had been. Those decades were still more fever-dream than memory. 
Bramble shook snow from her dragonfly wings, flakes drifting down and melting as they landed on the thick wool rug by the door. Her Golden eyes swept the room, cataloging every corner. If it weren’t for the boy behind her, Magpie would throw her out, storm and Dwyn be damned. She didn’t want or need one of Vervain’s lackeys standing in her living room.
“What are you doing here?” Magpie asked, pursing her lips.
“Got lost.” Bramble’s voice was hoarse from the cold. “We need shelter from the storm. As soon as it lets up, we’ll be gone. Where’s the nearest ring?”
Magpie ignored her, Silver eyes fixed on the boy. He was thin, olive-skinned, his unruly dark hair crusted with snow and ice. The faint smell of sage had wafted in with the chill air. It intensified as she took another breath, mingling with a pleasant smoky aroma, as though of herbs roasting over an open fire. What was an Herb child doing all the way down here? 
“Take off your coat and sit by the fire. I’ll get a blanket.” Her mind touched that of the magpie nesting in the rafters above the kitchen. *Watch them.*
In her bedroom, she grabbed a blanket and steadied her breath. This had to be another recruit for Vervain’s program. The general was always hunting for children with deep Gazes and no living family—malleable young minds he could warp to suit his purposes. Somehow, she needed to get the boy away from the soldier. She wouldn’t let him turn out like Bramble. 
Upon returning to the main room, the soldier was glaring up at the magpie, one shiny button missing from her uniform. The bird preened, tucking the golden circle into a nest woven with pine needles and stolen baubles. Magpie bit back a smile. The boy sat in one of the two faded green chairs before the small, crackling fire. He didn’t take the blanket from her, so she wrapped it around his shoulders, then crouched down before him. “Are you hurt?”
His Golden eyes stared past her, vacant. She’d seen that look before while healing soldiers fresh from battle, but it was disconcerting on the rounded face of a little boy. 
“Are you hungry?” She reached out a hand, and the boy flinched away. What had happened to him? There was no outward sign of injury, but his posture emanated pain as clearly as a gaping wound and he was covered head to toe in blood and dirt under what was clearly a borrowed coat. “I will be right back.”
She tugged at her long braid and turned to face her unwanted guest, who was still near the door. In a low voice she hoped he wouldn’t overhear, she asked, “What happened?”
Bramble shrugged off her coat. “Asherah the Red wiped out his family. I was taking him back to the camp, not paying attention, and we fell through a wild ring.”
Magpie narrowed her eyes. “You accidentally went through a wild ring?”
Bramble shrugged. “Happens.”
Magpie toyed with one of the long copper necklaces layered over her wool tunic. It was probably a lie, but to what end? And why bring the boy here? Was this bait, and if it was, did that matter? No living family would allow their son to be used as a lure, and no boy that young could act well enough to feign that lost, vacant expression. Would he turn out like Bramble if she let them leave? Focusing, Magpie vaguely remembered when the young soldier had come to the camp. Like all the lost youths the general collected, there had been some good in her at first. Magpie had healed several cuts and scrapes the young woman had received defending one of the smaller children, but that didn’t last long. Bramble had entered the program older than most, with more pressure to rush through the training. Vervain pushed her too hard, and Bramble burnt out, her Gaze never deepening. From that moment on, she had done anything Vervain asked, desperate to prove herself worthy like all his other starry-eyed lackeys, despite her Median Gaze and Dwyn’s efforts to help. Magpie couldn’t let that happen to another.  
The snow was on her side for now. It would not let up until at least tomorrow, potentially for several days. She had time to come up with a plan. It would have to be a good one, because this would be a hard needle to thread. Vervain had been conducting his training experiments on young Fae for a long time, and while many disagreed with his methods, Lichen and Fern backed him. Evergreen didn’t outright, but Magpie leaving the war effort had burned a lot of her goodwill among the Gentry of her Land. She didn’t have enough to stand up to someone like Vervain and his supporters. Even Dwyn, who did what he could behind the scenes to care for the children, never openly opposed him. 
But her Gaze, Silver, was deeper than Vervain’s Violet, or Dwyn’s Verdant. Her rank as a healer led most to underestimate her, which should work in her favor. Bramble would be easy to take care of, but Magpie had to be smart about it. If there were a way to get the boy somewhere safe without Vervain knowing, that would be best. And while taking on Bramble wouldn’t be a challenge, Vervain would send more soldiers once he knew she had the boy. 
“You don’t talk much, do you?” Bramble asked, interrupting her racing thoughts.
“No.” She spun on her heel, braid swinging through the air, and stomped over to the kitchen. There was a vegetable and bean soup simmering on the stove. She filled a wooden bowl and cut a thick slice off the hearty seed bread she’d baked that morning. 
“Fair warning, he’s opinionated about bread,” Bramble said, halfway through taking off her snow-encrusted boots.
The child indeed wrinkled his nose when Magpie set the meal down in front of him, then poked at the food. Tears sprang to his eyes as he nudged the hearty whole-grain slice. It must have passed inspection because once he started eating, it was with the ravenous hunger only a growing youth could display.
She sat beside him after filling her own bowl. “I’m Magpie. What’s your name?”
Not looking up, the boy finished the bread and drank the soup, bypassing the spoon she had set beside it. 
“Are you hurt anywhere? I’m a healer. I can help you if you need it.”
Again, no response.
Magpie set her meal by the hearth. “I am going to touch your hand, alright? I won’t hurt you; it’s to see if you’ve been harmed.” She reached out and clasped one of his small hands in hers. 
He didn’t pull away this time. His skin was freezing, teetering on the edge of hypothermia, so she took the time to warm him before she sent her essence through his body, looking for broken things. Her aura formed around her with a warm tingle. It glowed a pale, unearthly blue, the great wings of her namesake wrapping around Magpie’s shoulders and guiding her gift. 
When he was warm, Magpie eased the tight muscles in his legs, smiling when he relaxed back into the plush armchair. Physical things were easy. It would be those broken bits in his mind that would take the longest to heal. But for tonight she could calm his thoughts with the magic of Lichen and help the healing start. She tried to ease herself into his mind, but encountered a solid wall. It was a powerful ward for someone so young. She could force her way through, but that wouldn’t be comfortable for either of them, and would not win her any trust. She would have to get him to talk the old-fashioned way.
Magpie let go of his hand and turned to Bramble, who was still lurking by the doorway. “There is more soup and bread if you want any.”
The soldier looked at her warily.
Perhaps Bramble was worried she would poison the meal. A valid concern. Magpie had fantasized about it for a second.
Bramble gave her one last suspicious glance, then went to the kitchen and filled a bowl. Magpie smiled when the soldier’s face scrunched up in dismay. Many High Fae found the vegetarian cuisine of Evergreen distasteful. The boy didn’t seem to mind, though. His bowl was empty. “More soup?” 
He nodded, and this time she could feel his eyes follow her to the kitchen. When she returned with his second serving, he sat there for some time before his small hands wrapped around the wooden bowl. Then he raised it to his lips and drank. By the time it was half gone, his eyes were heavy, and he was yawning more than eating. The healing spells she had set to work overnight were likely settling in. She always made sure to include instructions for the body to rest, and this little one clearly needed it. His poor nervous system was so flooded with markers of stress and exhaustion that she was surprised he hadn’t already crashed.
Through the magpie’s eyes, she watched Bramble set the empty bowl of soup near the sink, and then fix her gaze on Magpie’s back.
*Alert me if the soldier tries to leave or bothers the boy.*
The bird agreed.
“Come,” Magpie said. “I’ll draw you a bath, then let’s get some dry clothes and go to bed.” 
He didn’t look at her, but stood up. She placed a hand on his shoulder and steered him toward her small bathroom. At the door, she paused without looking back. “You can sleep by the fire. I don’t have a guest room.”
Once safely behind an extra door, she drew a bath and kept a close ear out as he cleaned up, afraid he might fall asleep in the warm water. He was yawning by the time she helped him into a dry tunic and tucked him under the covers of her bed. She climbed in too, offering her arms. Her heart broke as the boy, whose name she didn’t even know, let out a shaking little sob and turned into them, burying his face in her shoulder. He cried softly but deeply, eyelids heavy and body limp, little hands clinging to Magpie’s dress as though terrified someone would pull him away. 
His warm breath against her cheek smelled of sage and smoke, and his hair—curly and messy now that it was clean—was as soft as a bird’s winter down. 
Touching the magpie’s mind, she watched the soldier pace before the fire. Magpie disliked having an enemy in her home, but there were many eyes on Bramble. She could focus on the child and make sure he felt safe tonight. 








OEBPS/cover.jpeg
R?F"'I%H R
ol

H.GRACI

wiTH ALLeeihA PESCATORE






OEBPS/images/70b62919-2dff-496b-b819-2259cc64cae7.png
®





OEBPS/images/48616622-5d79-46b9-a9fb-f30432439534.png





OEBPS/images/a6ff0a19-110f-4bbf-942a-ee3e89e83c1c.png





OEBPS/images/55830719-5172-4443-8555-672c47947f3d.jpeg
AnmaLs

QVBRGRBBH ;





OEBPS/images/1907af19-1564-4d56-b91a-a97e211e2bdb.png





OEBPS/images/aeeaff11-e6e4-422e-a77c-25f6e3c72359.png





OEBPS/images/43ea681a-27ab-44a4-864e-572dcec8bb20.png
“

WHAT DO YOU WISH FOR?” THE PEDDLER ASKED.
“AN ORCHARD TO TEND? A TRINKET OF GLASS?
BE IT HUMBLE OR GRAND, | CAN PROVIDE.
SO COME OUT, MY DEAR, THERE'S NO NEED TO HIDE.”
\
“MY CHILD IS LOST,” THE MOTHER LAMENTED. h
“WITHOUT HIS SWEET SMILE, MY HEART IS TORMENTED.

TAKE MY WHOLE FUTURE, MY PRIDE, AND MY SHAME.

SHOULD | REGRET IT, I'LL SHOULDER THE BLAME.”

WITH A WAVE OF MY HAND, I'LL BRING HIM RIGHT BACK.”
THE PEDDLER SMILED, REVEALING HIS GLEE.
“YOUR CHILD IS YOURS, AND I'LL TAKE ALL THREE.”






