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This is for the dreamers.

Dance with your nightmares and emerge victorious.




PART ONE

In Shadows Deep, We Wander
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In the Kingdom of Noctis, to dream was to die.

Dreams weren’t golden reveries, decadent celebrations, or flights with soft, outstretched wings into a sea of clouds. Dreams were death, decay, rot. A wicked haze of illusion in the hands of a devil. But I, either bravely or foolishly, was unafraid of what I couldn’t see. And it was all because of him.

The Shadow Bringer.

For years, he had been a phantom in my head. A menace under the floorboards. A ghost in the cellar. A creature who haunted others, lurking in the shadows of every dream but never daring to hurt me. The Shadow Bringer and the fantasies he ruled over had been a temptation. A promise of adventure in the darkest, loneliest of nights.

Until my sister died.

“If you follow Eden’s path, you’ll become a monster, too,” my mother warned, cradling my face in her too-cold fingers. “Remember this day and what happens when the elixir isn’t taken. To dream is to die.” Her thumbnail was chipped; I tried not to flinch as it scratched my cheek. “Eden’s soul is with the Maker. Spare no tears for the demon lying in the coffin.”

The demon.

But what did a demon look like? Feeling nauseated, I peered down at Eden’s body, trying desperately to convince myself that my sister’s soul was, in fact, somewhere else. That the thin body in my sister’s coffin wasn’t actually her. There were no flowers in her tangled dark hair. They didn’t blanket her in white, nor did they try to conceal the fading shadows under her eyes. Her coffin was a crude box of splintered wood, her burial clothes dirty and torn. There was blood in places I couldn’t help staring at—under her nails, seeping from the corners of her mouth, and lining the edges of her bare feet. Her lips were upturned in the parody of a smile, her unfeeling hands clasped in the mockery of a prayer.

Villagers from Norhavellis surrounded us, eyes bright with both curiosity and condemnation.

“Corrupt,” they damned.

“The Shadow Bringer killed her,” they hissed.

“So young. Just fifteen.”

“Poor thing.”

“What a shame.”

Mother steered my little brother and me away from the growing mob, shielding us from the worst of the comments. Her face was a pale, emotionless mask, but her hand trembled atop my shoulder. Villagers often maligned her as too rigid, even heartless. But where they saw something hollow and unfeeling, I saw strength. While her tears had dried hours ago, my father’s had not. Right by Eden’s coffin, Father sank to his knees, tears streaming into his unkempt beard.

“My girl,” he wept, clawing his fingers into the ground. He tore up pieces of grass, crushed them between his hands, and threw them senselessly into the wind. “Maker save us.”

Elliot looked up at me, lower lip quivering.

“It’s going to be okay,” I whispered, giving my brother’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I promise.”

It’s not going to be okay. It’s never going to be okay again.

Still, he nodded solemnly, believing me.

Before Eden’s coffin was lowered into the late-spring ground, the Light Legion commenced their questioning.

“When did the shadows first appear?” a sharp-tongued legionnaire asked. His golden armor, adorned with a sweeping crimson cape, was a bright mark against a lifeless sea of gray. He wore a metal mask, as the other legionnaires did, and only his eyes and close-cropped hair could be seen. “And how long was she afflicted?”

“The shadows first appeared last week,” Mother answered simply. “From what we gather, she was afflicted for less than ten days.”

I bit my tongue. Eden had carried the marks for over a month. She had convinced us she wasn’t sleeping well and simply covered them with a bit of pressed powder. By the time the Light Legion arrived, the marks were ink black under eyes bright with malice.

“What crimes were committed?”

“She took a dress from the tailor.” Then Mother added, mouth in a tight line, “It was promptly returned, however.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes, that is all.”

Eden had stolen a dress, but she’d also destroyed our remaining elixir vials, slammed a pillow over my mouth while I was sleeping, wandered Norhavellis in the depths of the night, and been caught eating a rat from our cellar. She’d been imprisoned shortly after that, locked in the village’s makeshift holding cell with vermin blood still dribbling from her chin.

The legionnaire continued with more troublesome questions. Questions my mother and father stumbled over.

“You had enough supply, didn’t you? Why was she the only Corrupt in Norhavellis this season?”

Mother’s hands twisted in her lap. “I don’t know.”

“Was she not given the elixir?”

“She was given plenty,” answered Father this time, voice cracking with despair. “We gave her everything we had.”

“Well, then—”

“Will this affect our status as Absolvers?” Mother asked sharply.

“No,” the legionnaire said simply, much to the visible relief of my parents. “You will still be allowed to distribute elixir on behalf of the Light Bringer. It is clear you strove to uphold your sacred duty; you will not be punished for this tragedy.”

A deep rumble halted the legionnaire’s interrogation. A storm, quickly approaching, cast a dim shadow upon his golden armor. And as the rain began to fall, the sickening feeling in my stomach turned into something else. Something angry and foul.

Rain fell harder, seeping into our clothes and chilling our bones.

And Eden was swiftly buried in her box of splintered wood.

Later that night, I crawled into my bed and finally allowed myself to feel. I bit down on my sleeve, letting my anguish run fast and deep. It had been my idea—not Eden’s—to dream.

Only once, I had begged.

Eden had considered my request seriously, sipping from her mug of steaming apple cider as she glanced at the vial of amber liquid in my hands. “They check the vials every day,” she whispered. “They’ll know we didn’t take it.”

“We can pour it out the window.”

Eden shook her head, her smooth braids like snakes upon her nightgown. “The snow would stain,” she said, ever logical. Ever perfect. “And they’d hear the window opening.”

“Down the floorboards, then,” I insisted. “There’s that crack, over there—”

“If we missed, they’d smell it on the wood,” Eden interrupted. “Not to mention that’s a waste of perfectly good elixir.”

I rolled my eyes. “They have more. They always have more.”

A loud, drawn-out squeak from the stairs made us freeze. I swapped the vial of elixir for my own mug of cider, taking a hasty sip even as it burned my tongue.

Another squeak. Another footstep.

Eden stared at me in horror.

“Eden? Esmer?” called a soft, hopeful voice. “Are you still awake?”

“Elliot,” I said in a huff, rising to peer down the rickety stairs leading to our bedroom. Sure enough, there stood our five-year-old brother, holding a book and smiling sheepishly. His large brown eyes, a mirror in color to his messy curls, were luminous even in the dim candlelight. People always told me that I looked more like him than I did Eden. Our eyes were fiercer, our hair less tamed, our builds a bit taller and ganglier. Eden, on the other hand, was all smooth, silky hair and delicate features—something that boys from the village were starting to notice. “Go back downstairs.”

“I wanted to read some stories together,” he said with a shrug. “If you were still awake and all.”

“More Dream Weaver stories?”

He nodded, squeezing the book to his chest. “Uh-huh. Was thinking the one where Nephthys saves the sea dragon from a nightmare. Or when Lelantos teaches dreamers how to fly.”

“Those are lovely stories,” Eden chimed in. “You should—”

“Have Mother read them with you,” I finished, giving Eden a pointed look.

Elliot frowned. “She didn’t want to.”

“Father, then.”

“He’s busy.”

“Well, we were just about to go to sleep.” To make my point, I sat back in bed. Unfortunately, I moved a bit too erratically, and the cider sloshed over the edge of the cup, burning my hand. “Ouch,” I grumbled, pressing the affected skin to my mouth. “Elliot, just—okay, fine. Come here.”

Elliot plopped into my bed, jabbing me with cold feet and a skinny elbow as he opened the book he was carrying. It was in quite the deplorable state, pages velvet soft and spine crumbling from years of enjoyment. My bed was too small to properly fit three, but I made room for Eden, too, cocooning us all in my least scratchy blanket. Winter always found its way into our bedroom, clawing up from under the floorboards or squeezing its frosted body through the walls. I fought against the urge to shiver, wishing that I could turn the pages of the book without stiff, clumsy fingers.

“Oh, she’s my favorite,” Eden noted, peering at an illustration of a silver-haired woman dressed in a gown of silk and starlight. “Theia, Weaver of the Future,” she said reverently, pronouncing the Weaver’s name with careful respect. “She’s beautiful.”

“I suppose,” I said with a sigh, then flipped past Xander, Weaver of the Present, to a man with long ink black hair adorned with a crown of bones. “But Somnus is far more interesting.”

Eden scoffed. “What can the Weaver of the Past do? Theia would give us dreams of our futures. That’s what counts the most.”

“Like what we’ll have for dinner tomorrow,” Elliot chimed in.

Eden’s mouth quirked up in a grin. “Or who our friends will be.”

“Or our enemies,” I added.

“Who we’ll love. Who we’ll marry,” Eden suggested.

“How we’ll die,” I countered.

The thought hung heavy between us.

But only for a moment.

Elliot made an impatient sound. “Hurry up; I want to read the stories.”

Eden laughed, the sound as clear and sweet as a silver bell. We were similar in some ways, but different in the ways that counted. Where she was graceful, I stumbled. Where she was smart, I was dull. Where she was kind, I was selfish. Her goodness came naturally, and it couldn’t be replicated. Not even by her thirteen-year-old sister.

Eden flipped to the next page. A warrior, glistening with the flames of a thousand suns at his back, stared up at us, defiant and taunting. Fenrir, the Fire Weaver. The next page held Nephthys, the Water Weaver, her dark blue hair crowned with shining jewels.

“I wonder what it’d be like to dream,” Elliot said. “Do you think I’d be able to visit Nephthys’s castle by the sea? I want to see what a purple sky looks like, too. I bet it’d be strange, and one of the Weavers could teach us, like they used to, and—”

“Is that all you want? To see castles and purple skies?” I teased, pulling the blanket tighter around our shoulders. “Think of what you could do. Or be. If we dreamed, we could learn to fly across those purple skies. Travel across the Dream Realm in a blink if we wanted.”

“That would be amazing.”

“It would be, wouldn’t it?” Eden said, thumbing her jaw. “I sometimes wonder what it would be like, too.”

I flipped the page this time, past Ceres, the Earth Weaver, in her emerald forest and Lelantos, the Air Weaver, on his mountain, to a masked man wrapped in gold, sunlight spinning from his hands. His radiance filled his page with bright, shimmering waves, washing over those who worshipped at his feet. Mithras Atrelle Tethebrum, our sovereign and holy Light Bringer.

“The Light Bringer!” Elliot exclaimed with a toothy grin.

The next page depicted the seven Dream Weavers in battle against the Shadow Bringer. It was the final confrontation before the Weavers disappeared and Corruption slid over Noctis like a black cloud, leaving the Light Bringer to carry on alone. The artwork exploded violently with shadows, blood, and demonic beings devouring dreamers’ souls. The Shadow Bringer sat hunched in the middle of the page, teeth sharp and dripping with gore as he tore apart a Weaver with his claws. Black horns sprang from his skull-like face, framing hideous red eyes.

“I don’t like this page very much,” Elliot grumbled, squirming deeper into the blanket. “What about the one where—”

A noise sounded from below, much like the heavy creak of boots on a wooden floor.

Father.

“It’s bedtime, Elliot,” Father called. “Leave your sisters be.”

Elliot sighed dramatically, plodding downstairs to the room he shared with our parents. As the door shut behind him, wind snapped against our sole window, rattling the glass. An omen, maybe. But if it was, we missed it.

Or decided to forget.

“We should go to bed,” Eden whispered, reaching for her vial of elixir. “I’m cold.”

I bit the inside of my mouth. It was now or maybe never.

“What if we didn’t take it—just once?” I made a face at the vial in her hands. “We’ll say a prayer to the Weavers. They could hear and protect us.” I barreled on, knowing if I stopped talking, I’d lose the courage to continue. “If it’s scary, we won’t do it again. We can take the elixir like we always do.”

Eden bit her thumb, considering. “Is it truly worth it, though? We could see a demon.”

“Then we will do what we’ve been taught. Run and force ourselves awake before the demon can touch us.” I threw off my blanket, a wicked plan forming. “Let’s pour the elixir in our cider. The color will hide it perfectly.”

“Only once?”

“Only once,” I agreed. “Think of what we’ll see in the Dream Realm, what we’ll do.”

But once became a word forgotten.

At first the dreams were beautiful, bursting with adventure and wonder. The visions made us feel alive, as if we had a purpose beyond our desolate village in the middle of the woods. They gave us nights to cherish after dull, chore-filled days and our mother’s tedious rules. But one day, for Eden, the dreams weren’t any of those things. They weren’t beautiful, lovely, or safe. They became what we were warned against: dark and festering with the Shadow Bringer’s demons.

Her Corruption came quickly.

Too quickly to prevent.

Alone after her funeral, I stifled a scream into my pillow, sobs racking my chest. I was selfish. Horrible. Unforgivable. The Shadow Bringer hadn’t been real—not truly—until he was.

And by then it was too late.
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Five Years Later

As a child, I thought Norhavellis felt like home.

The moment our daily chores were finished, Eden and I would run, flush faced and laughing, through the shadows of the Visstill Forest and into the friendly and predictably safe arms of our village. We’d lay a blanket in the grass under some tree or another, fresh bread with a dollop of honey in hand, and simply watch for travelers on their way to Noctis’s seaside capital of Istralla.

We didn’t often have visitors, but those we encountered were always interesting. Merchants with their goods—we liked to imagine they carried treasure fit for the Light Bringer himself—tucked away in heavy trunks; legionnaires with their profiles—we liked to imagine they were handsome—covered by their golden masks; or even the rare traveling troupe on its way to perform at Istralla’s theater. It was a feast for our imaginations. We’d lie back on our elbows and daydream, wondering what it would be like to travel the kingdom ourselves. Sometimes this mental exercise proved difficult; what opportunities, if any, truly awaited us? But we fantasized, anyway.

In my memories, Norhavellis is sweet smelling and gentle, not harsh and cloying like a dead thing left to molder in the rain. But that memory faded, and I was left with only the weight of the present.

I pulled my cloak tighter, the dark red velvet heavy on my shoulders despite its tattered edges. The hood hung low, casting shadows on my face and shielding me from the chill in the air, but it couldn’t protect me from the foul stench that enveloped Norhavellis. It was more than just a scent; it was decay of the mind, body, and spirit. My village was filled with filthy buildings, broken people, and the threat of Corruption that loomed like a storm, ready to burst and drown us all.

A grim transformation, indeed.

I knocked on the chipped door of a small cottage, careful to make as little sound as possible.

“I don’t think she’s home,” Elliot whispered, shifting on his feet and narrowly avoiding the thin string of bells staked low to the ground. It was early evening, so his boyish face was more shadowed than usual. “Maybe we should just come back tomorrow morning. It’s getting dark.”

I thumbed the vials of elixir in my pocket, reassuring myself that they were still there. Elliot and I wore full-length cloaks that partially hid our hair and faces. If we were recognized while distributing the final dregs of elixir on behalf of our Absolver parents, we’d be swarmed by demon-fearing Norhavellians. Typically, the villagers would accept the elixir that we held, bartering their animals, their crop, and their services for extra vials. But lately, they demanded more. Questioned more.

Because Corruption was spreading in droves, regardless of how much elixir was consumed.

“Let’s give her a minute,” I whispered back. “Maybe she’s just—”

Behind the door came the sound of sliding chains and a rattling lock. The door creaked back on its hinges, revealing a blond woman, eyes sunken and thin hair brittle, and her two young children. She was Margaret, the blacksmith’s wife, but it took a moment for the recognition to set in. Never before had she looked so miserable or disheveled.

“You came,” Margaret squeaked, aimlessly caressing both her skirt and her children’s misshapen hair. The twins were young—perhaps only three or four. “I didn’t know if you’d come. The village can be a dangerous place at night.”

I swallowed uncomfortably. Of course it was. Locks on doors, warning bells threaded, dogs on guard, and hollow-faced men and women sitting on their dark porches with crossbows in hand. Anything to keep their last elixir vials from being stolen.

“What do you think—aren’t the twins getting so big?” Margaret asked, peering down at her children. “Say hello, Matthew. Say hello, Isabelle.” Matthew’s face was a blank slate as he looked up at his mother; his lips mouthed hello, but the sound didn’t come. Isabelle simply buried her face within her mother’s skirts, whimpering softly. Elliot mouthed hello, too, and gave a little wave, but the children didn’t react. Margaret straightened, smiling nervously. “We were just on our way to the holding cells.”

“In that case, we won’t keep you. Here,” I said, offering her one of the slim vials in my pocket. “It will be enough for one week, even when shared. Just a small mouthful is fine.”

One week. Just enough to last them until the Light Legion came with their seasonal redistribution, which would be any day now. I smiled politely before turning around, intending to step off her porch as quickly as possible and return home for dinner. Elliot and I had been rushing around Norhavellis all afternoon, and our stomachs were pathetically empty.

But the woman grabbed my sleeve, holding me back.

“One more vial,” Margaret pleaded. “I know you have more. Just one more.”

“You have enough elixir to last until the restock,” I said slowly. “The rest of the vials belong to other Norhavellian children.” She knew this. Everyone knew this. “There will be more in just a few days’ time.”

“Maybe even earlier,” Elliot added brightly. “The Light Legion will be here any day now.”

“The extra vial isn’t for us,” Margaret snapped. “It’s for my husband.”

Isaac, her blacksmith husband, had been discovered to be Corrupt last month after bludgeoning his friend to death with an iron rod. The poor man’s face had been unrecognizable afterward.

“Wasn’t Isaac found to be...” I let the statement trail off, uneasy with where the conversation was headed.

“Corrupt, yes,” Margaret answered coolly, letting go of my sleeve and waving her hand as if the implication were a pesky insect at her throat. “I know what he’s done. What he looks like. But what if more elixir can reverse his condition? Maybe it can stop his dreams as it does ours.”

“We don’t give elixir to the Corrupt,” I said flatly. What she was asking was impossible. Corruption had no cure; it would be a waste of a vial.

“If you won’t grant me an extra vial, I will give Isaac ours,” she threatened. Her children shuffled their feet, peering up at us fearfully. “He needs it more than we do.”

Her demand was clearly a threat, but one we couldn’t appease without drawing attention to ourselves. Not to mention that her children would be at risk for Corruption if she gave away their vial.

“You may give him one-half of a standard vial,” I finally said, hoping that I sounded authoritative. “No more. And you must keep the first vial for you and your children.” I wiped my hands on the sides of my skirt, irritated at their growing clamminess. Margaret tapped her foot, eager for me to hand her the extra vial, but I made no move to give it to her. “We’ll also accompany you to the holding cells to ensure you’re following protocol.”

Margaret agreed to this, and she hastily bundled her children in soft woolen sweaters to ward against the late-summer air before we all headed out to see Isaac.

The holding cells were in a quiet part of the village, near the very woods that wrapped around our property. The cells used to be in the center of town, but as Corruption worsened, it was quickly discovered that no one wanted to hear their demon-infested loved ones screaming for release. The new structure was built on the outskirts, surrounded by thick, gnarled trees and stationed with an ever-rotating patrol of guards. And then, every season, the Light Legion would come to purify the Corrupt and bury them in simple graves.

I put what I hoped was a reassuring hand on Elliot’s shoulder, knowing that the contents of the holding cells were never pleasant. A few years ago, there had been only one cell. Now there were at least two dozen.

And tonight they were full.

We followed the guards—a small handful of men—down a dimly lit hallway. The Corrupt either slept in unnatural angles, stood stock-still with violence in their eyes, or appeared eerily calm both in character and countenance. All had shadows under their lashes; all seemed distinctly other. Isaac was in the last cell, and when we reached him, the guards left us alone.

Isaac was chained to the wall, but he had enough leeway to slowly slide to the bars. Margaret greeted him warmly, brushing the ratty, sweat-slicked hair from his forehead. As though he was still her husband and not a demon. A cloudy substance dripped from Isaac’s eyes, mingling with a thick, fleshy fixative that covered the upper half of his face, making the skin appear fractured in several places.

“I try to conceal the shadows so that he doesn’t scare the children,” Margaret whispered, pulling a brush and a small tincture of flesh-colored putty from her skirt pockets. Concealment, because elixir would be futile. Corruption had no cure, just as the shadows on his face couldn’t be scrubbed off. “Would you mind keeping the twins company until I’m done?”

Elliot immediately sat with the children, entertaining them with a tale of Lelantos, the Air Weaver. It was a delightful story, but it twisted an unseen knife in some soft, vulnerable part of me. Before Eden’s death five years ago, I had enjoyed reading about the Weavers. It had seemed possible that they would one day return from their centuries-long absence, making everything right and true. That they’d save the world from Corruption and rid us of the Shadow Bringer and his demons.

It was difficult not to flinch as Elliot finished the story.

I didn’t want to hear a tale from our kingdom’s perfect past. Not when the present was dark, twisted, and haunted by the ghost of what it used to be. What it was meant to be.

“And then the mountain bursts like an egg,” Elliot continued, throwing his arms open dramatically. “Lelantos flies from the rock, reborn with wings, and saves the dreamers!” He jumped to his feet and pretended to fly around the cramped hall. Once he’d made a few passes, he knelt in front of the twins, an intense expression on his face. “The end.”

The children broke into giggles, forcing a dry, rattling laugh to crawl out of Isaac’s throat. I smiled politely, struggling to focus on the twins’ joy and not the shadows marking lines into their father’s skin. And who was laughing? Isaac, or the demon within him? Margaret worked quickly, blending the concealment onto his face until the shadows were hidden, but the effort felt futile. The concealment would last just long enough to uphold part of his dignity before the Light Legion purified his soul, and that was perhaps the cruelest part of all. Although Isaac’s soul would be saved by the Light Bringer, his Corrupt body, like Eden’s, would still need to be sacrificed. He was destined to die.

Because once a demon claimed its victim, nothing could be done. It would feed on its host, slowly and delightedly, one dream after another, until the afflicted mind rotted and its body bore signs of decay. It might take months if one was strong enough to resist, but few ever did. Most fell into Corruption within a week.

Once Margaret was done, she motioned her children over to their father. They shared a few quick words and an embrace through the bars—one that made my stomach churn with discomfort—and Isaac was handed the half vial of elixir. He rolled it in his rough fingers, sniffed the substance, and recoiled violently.

He won’t drink it. Waste of a vial.

Isaac leveled his gaze at me. As if the demon inside him heard.

Afterward, when we were safely outside the holding cells, Margaret gave Elliot’s and my hands a meaningful squeeze. “Thank you,” she said sincerely. She shot a nervous glance behind us, adding conspiratorially, “I have hope for Isaac’s soul. I have hope for my children’s, too.”

Night descended at a crawl.

Dinner was fragrant and hearty: rosemary, butter, and goat cheese melting around a stew of rabbit and potatoes. It was a sickening contrast to the bile churning in my stomach. There were simply too many villagers with the beginnings of shadows leaking into their cheeks and fingernails.

“How was your visit to the village?” Father asked, reaching into his bowl to pluck out a stray rabbit bone.

“It went as expected,” I responded politely, ever striving to be the dutiful daughter. Elliot frowned, chewing the inside of his cheek. It had gone as expected, except for Isaac. Waste of a vial. “We distributed the rest of the vials. Will there be more to give tomorrow?”

Father snorted at this. “Yes, but the supply is nearly empty. Scarcely a week’s worth, if that.” He gnawed on the bone absentmindedly, snapping it in two and using the pointy end to clean his teeth. His dark brown beard nearly covered his mouth, so the steady flash of teeth, bone, and rabbit sinew was more unsettling than it should have been. “Our own supply is dwindling, too. Be mindful with your rations tonight.”

I closed my eyes, momentarily losing myself. Isaac, along with the other Norhavellian Corrupt, would soon be cleansed and buried by the Light Bringer. Their souls would be saved from wandering eternally in the dark, unable to find their way back to the Maker’s light.

I clenched my hands together. Thumbed away imaginary dirt.

The Light Bringer was exalted across the kingdom for his ability to purify souls, but it only worked if the Corrupt was alive. If a Corrupt died before they were cleansed, their human soul would perish, and the demon would be free to be reborn in the dreams and skin of another.

Wind rustled through the house, forcing the old wood to creak and groan, and I couldn’t help picturing a demon leering at us through the kitchen windows. It would probably crawl in, sink its claws into my shoulders, and smile, knowing I was as monstrous and revolting as it was. Forcing Eden to dream was an unforgivable mistake. One I’d never escape.

“When will the Light Bringer come?” Elliot asked, stuffing his face with a heaping spoonful of stew. “This is very good, Mother. Thank you.”

“Shouldn’t be long. And you’re very welcome, Elliot,” Mother said, adding a pinch of salt and a handful of dried plums to the remaining mixture. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her long hair, so dark it almost looked black, was scraped back into a bun. My hair was almost identical to hers, except I preferred to wear mine loose and unbound. “Why aren’t you eating, Esmer? Have some bread.”

I took her offering wordlessly, but I didn’t have the stomach to eat it.

“We have a surprise for you both,” Mother continued, lowering herself into the chair next to mine.

Elliot and I shared an uneasy glance. Our lives were about survival, not frivolity. Surprises simply did not happen.

“We’re leaving for the capital tomorrow,” Father announced, “to start a new life in Istralla.”

Elliot gasped. The bread dropped from my hands, falling to the floor.

“What?” The question spilled from my lips before I could stop it.

“I know it seems sudden,” Mother said, exhaling heavily. She brushed a strand of hair from my eyes with cold, thin fingers. “Your Father and I can’t stand to be among this madness any longer. We must claim a different future for ourselves. One where you and Elliot can have the lives you deserve.”

“We’ve never been able to leave,” I said carefully, ignoring the sudden thrill that slid through my veins.

The Light Legion came only to restock our elixir supply and purify—or hunt, if they escaped—our Corrupt, but as elixir distributors, our family was the last line of defense against Corruption. We couldn’t just leave. To leave Norhavellis meant abandoning it.

Even though I deeply, desperately wanted to do just that.

I was sick of the constant despair. It clung to every interaction, scraping at the edges like a starved wolf. But as the kingdom-anointed Absolvers, we had a duty to uphold; an entire village relied on us to fairly distribute their lifesaving elixir each season.

“We can afford it now,” Mother said, smiling. “We’ll have a cottage by the sea and whatever else you desire. Your very own rooms, perhaps.”

“Who will manage the elixir in our absence?”

Mother shook her head. Shadows from the candlelight danced across her face, carving out its most hollow parts. “There’s no need to worry about that. I’m sure the Light Legion will manage to find a new set of willing Absolvers.”

Wind threaded through the walls again, breathing out in a long, meandering sigh. A rattle sounded from the front of the house as it passed, almost as if someone were tapping lightly at the door.

“Now, finish your dinner and start packing,” Mother said brightly, spooning another serving into my bowl. “This will be the last meal we share in this house. Tomorrow, our new life begins.”

Father snapped another rabbit bone in half, smiling broadly at what remained of his family, and the wind quieted, silent and still as if a heavy shroud had settled over our roof and fallen like a veil down each wall.
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Shadows touched my skin, fine as silk.

They slipped behind my eyelids, wrapped their soft hands around my neck, and slid like a lover’s fingers through the length of my dark hair. Tonight they felt relentless. Needy. Hungry. I breathed in, guiltily relishing the familiar pull, and breathed out, letting my breath tumble through the air in a silent scream. It didn’t matter that I took the elixir—they came regardless. The short visions. The glimpses of dreams.

A beautiful man silhouetted against a raging, endless sea.

A flash of silver, rot, and ruin.

A castle of writhing, living darkness.

The pull on my skin dwindled, dissolving like smoke, just as the fog in my ears faded into Elliot’s snores and the buzz of an insect under our dresser. I groaned in disgust, fully awake and aware of my traitorous body, and settled back into my pillows. Pressing my palms into my eyes, I focused on their weight instead of something rising sickly sour from the pit of my stomach. I had allowed the dreams to coax me under. Willingly let them twist and seduce me like a fool.

And maybe I was.

Because, at this rate, the Shadow Bringer would surely devour my soul by sunrise.

One more Corrupt to the holding cells.

A traitorous girl with a monstrous heart.

Good for her to die so that her family might finally be free.

I turned to my side, dragging my hands down my face as I tried to quiet the voices of every Norhavellian who would surely condemn me if they knew the truth of what I’d done to Eden. Elliot slept heavily in the bed next to mine, chest rising and falling at rhythmic intervals. His face was mostly relaxed—though an eyebrow was slightly scrunched—and the threadbare leg of Chester the cow, his favorite keepsake from toddlerhood, peeked out from underneath an elbow. Lumpy wool stuffing threatened to spill from Chester’s seams, and his once-bright button eyes were now a bit dull, but Elliot still treasured him.

Crskkk. Crskkk.

I stilled.

A misshapen form scraped at our half-open window, clawing at the glass in jagged swipes. I jolted out of bed, stubbing my toe on a wooden board.

“Maker, that hurt,” I grumbled.

I took a deep breath, trying to snap free from my negative thoughts. I needed to ground myself in reality, not lose myself in another fantasy. The shadow was merely a branch. A branch, for Maker’s sake.

“Esmer?”

Elliot peered at me through the shadows. His hair, as dark and wild as mine probably looked, curled around his ears in a disheveled halo. He appeared small and possibly too warm under his heap of blankets, but the pile helped him feel safe, veiled from the prying eyes of monsters and humans alike.

“Sorry, Elliot. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s all right. Better you than a demon,” he said half-heartedly, trying his best to lighten the mood and defuse our fears. He pulled at his blankets, positioning them strategically around his slim shoulders as he let out a yawn. “But now you owe me a chocolate. Maybe even two.”

My mouth lifted into a smile. “I’m sure Istralla will have plenty of chocolate for us.”

“We’ll have chocolate every day,” he said, returning my grin. We both knew we didn’t have the gold needed for regular indulgences, but it was fun to bask in the possibility. Decadent confections, clothes that weren’t thinning from too much wear, a comfortable home by the sea, fresh seafood, bottles of elixir—it seemed like an unreachable dream. A beautiful, unreachable dream. His smile faltered as his attention shifted to our window, where a leafy branch was still scuffling against the glass. “Need to keep that shut. Don’t want birds flying in and taking my eyes.”

“That’s a strange thing to say. Are you having dreams, too?” I instinctively bit down on my tongue. He couldn’t know I was having dreams. No one could know.

Elliot squinted at me. For a moment, I thought he registered my confession.

“No, I’m not having dreams. Though it’s nice of you to worry about me,” he said with another yawn, covertly pulling Chester into a hug. “I’m going back to sleep. Busy day tomorrow. Especially if chocolate is to be involved.”

“Are you certain you’re fine?”

“I’m certain,” he mumbled, reaching for the elixir at his nightstand. He tilted it to his mouth, but no liquid came out. “Hmm. Thought I had some left.”

“Here.” I handed him my vial, which still contained a dreg of the amber liquid. “I should check on Father first and see if he needs anything. He’s probably still sitting on the porch and watching the woods.”

“You think he’ll be out there all night?”

I nodded. “He always keeps watch when the season is drawing to a close.” I wrapped my dark red cloak around my shoulders, covering my nightgown, and tied it loosely under my chin. It was a modest, plain garment despite its velvet fabric—as were all my clothes—but it would provide some comfort against the midnight chill. “Be glad it’s only for one more night.”

“The Corrupt really are getting bad. You don’t think...” He paused, chewing his lip. “You really think we’ll be able to leave? Won’t the villagers be mad? What if a Corrupt finds us before we can—”

“No,” I said firmly. Convincingly. “They can’t hurt us. Not with Father watching.”

“Good. Father’s brave.” Elliot settled into his blankets, content. “And so are you.”

The unexpected praise landed like a rock in my chest. I wasn’t worthy of it.

“I don’t know about that,” I said, swallowing the rising lump in my throat. “If anyone’s brave, it’s you.”

Elliot laughed, pulling Chester under his chin. “Maybe you’re right. Because you don’t like bugs, I guess. Fish, too. You hate fish eyes. And baths. You must really hate those, because you always smell like—”

“Since I’m clearly so flawed,” I began sarcastically, gesturing to the dim clearing beyond our window, “perhaps you should be helping Father instead of me.”

I expected Elliot to laugh or make another joke. Instead, he started to get up.

“Oh no, I was just kidding,” I said quickly, watching as Elliot’s face fell. The lump in my throat was becoming harder to ignore. If I stayed much longer, I’d succumb to it. “Keep warm in bed. I’ll be back soon.”

“All right,” he said. But he wasn’t looking at me; his gaze had fallen to his feet.

“Promise me.”

“I promise,” Elliot answered, crawling back into bed. “You’re the brave one, after all.”

“Sure,” I mumbled.

I left our room before he could see me cry.

Nothing about me was brave or admirable. A single tear slid down my face. I hastily wiped it away, willing the lump in my chest to shatter like an egg. If Elliot knew what I’d done to Eden, would he still look at me the same?

Downstairs, I noted that our home was heavy with darkness. It roved through the air like a coat of thick, oily paint, spilling into the kitchen, the gathering room, and the hallway to both the apothecary and my parents’ bedroom. It curled around the furniture in wide, suffocating sweeps, turning our haphazardly packed trunks into wide-shouldered monsters that seemed to grow larger the second I looked away from them. Even the paintings appeared distorted; human subjects were suddenly headless or gape mouthed and screaming, and landscapes displayed pitch-black water and murk where forests should have been.

Focus, Esmer.

Boots. I needed to find my boots. They should have been just around the corner, but everything was indiscernible in this lighting. I reached forward, grasping for what I thought were my boots, but the dark shadow, once boot-like in shape, shifted away as if it were nothing but dust.

I turned another corner, but I was too hasty; my toe caught an uneven floorboard. My knees smacked against the ground, a corner of the wood snagging my nightgown and pressing a razor-sharp line into my skin. I hissed in pain, cursing lowly enough that my parents wouldn’t hear. I probed the wound, flinching when my fingers met something wet through a tear in the gown.

A dark, low chuckle sounded just behind my neck.

I spun around, heart racing, but there was no one there. I strained, listening intently for another laugh, but nothing came. Just silence and the sound of my own racing heart as I quickly found my boots, laced them tight, and headed outside.

Father was sitting on the porch in his favorite rocking chair, taut and straight-backed even while dozing. The wind was strong, coaxing the chair to sway and ringing the string of bells tied around our property. It was a miracle the chair had lasted through the years, splintered as it was. I always thought it strange that the most trivial objects could last for decades while the people who owned them never had the same luxury. They grew sick, frail, and old while an object remained perpetually itself. Broken and faded, maybe, but never dead or dying.

I leaned against the house, considering. Father looked exhausted. He reminded me of a cracked, overburdened glass, leaking water when no one else was around. Maybe it was the row of torches circling our property, flickering under the strength of the wind and casting the lines in his face with deep shadows.

Shadows like the markings of a Corrupt.

Like Eden’s eyes—

I shook my head. No, there was my father. Warm brown eyes were underneath his lids. And though his expression was wretched and weak, he would wake with a smile, the smile he tried his best to give despite the burden of his labor and his duty as our shield. A wool blanket was fixed around his shoulders, and a small elixir vial stuck out of his shirt pocket—items of care left by Mother at some point in the night. Calloused hands rested atop the crossbow in his lap, and his work boots were filthy from walking the property to light the torches and scrutinize any late-night visitors.

Visitors desperate for our last elixir vials.

I moved to wake him, knowing he’d be upset at sleeping so heavily, but reconsidered. I had helped him before, during long nights such as these. Elliot had, too. I could wake him later, after I’d finished. I shivered, crossing my arms to ward off the chill in the air. Besides, it wasn’t as if I had much more time left to help. If my recent visions meant I was close to Corruption, my time was short. Splintered. Blurry. It was impossible to be useful if my mind was half-rotted by a demon.

I scanned the surrounding clearing, noting the weak torchlight. The flames ran precariously low, struggling to fight against the encroaching dark. I quietly gathered the materials I needed into a bucket, its handle as worn and dented as the rocking chair, and positioned myself by the nearest torch. The flame surged to life under my care, smoldering, glowing, then rising to take a breath. It pierced into the night, defying the wind as its light filled the air.

I took a breath, too. Tried to squeeze all the darkness from my lungs.

Out of habit, my fingers threaded through the rising smoke. The warmth felt wonderful—cleansing, even. I eagerly stretched out my hands, closing my eyes as the smoke lapped against them.

Esmer.

Esmer.

Esmer.

“Father?” I called out.

But Father didn’t move. The voice was inside my head.

I swore, hands shaking as I relit the next three torches. Maybe a demon had finally curled itself around my mind, sinking its claws nice and deep as it waited to claim territory upon my soul. I swore again, muttering under my breath. Maybe it would be better if I just—

“It’s me,” called a tentative voice. Elliot was standing in the middle of the clearing, smiling sheepishly. Rather than wear a sweater or a cloak of his own, he had wrapped himself in a blanket. “Thought you looked lonely out here, but it turns out you can talk with yourself just fine.”

The voice hadn’t been inside my head. It had been Elliot all along.

I lunged for him, pretending to be upset, but he made a quick, dance-like spin, avoiding my hands as the blanket swished around his ankles. “This is how you repay me for helping, huh? Sort of rude if you ask me.”

“If you ask me, I never requested your help,” I said, lighting the next torch. It wouldn’t take long to finish, but I secretly welcomed his company. “But if you want to be useful, you can carry this bucket. I also need to check the bells.”

A hand darted out from underneath his blanket, snatched the bucket, and pulled it to his side. “Fine by me. Once Father’s back, though, I’m going to bed.”

“Once he’s back?”

“Really hoping my bed isn’t cold now. Don’t know when we’ll—”

“Elliot,” I said, grounding him. “What did you mean by ‘once Father’s back’?”

“Oh. Um, he wasn’t in his chair when I came out.” Elliot tilted his head to the side, eyebrows creased in growing worry. “I figured he was taking a break while you finished with the torches.”

I squinted at the porch.

Sure enough, the empty rocking chair was creaking softly in the wind, knocking into the crossbow and quiver that sat discarded on the ground in front of it.

Why didn’t I hear him leave?

It was unusual for him to desert his post, especially if he saw that we were outside, but I didn’t voice my concerns. Maybe he just needed a glass of water. Or a quick trip to the washroom.

Still, I took the crossbow and quiver as a precaution, slinging them across my back.

We made quick work of the remaining torches, saving the farthest for last. I watched the smoke as it rose, threading through the lower branches of an oak tree, and threw my arm around Elliot’s blanketed shoulders. It was going to be okay.

I was okay.

We’d check the perimeter for any missing bells or cut strings, then we’d head back inside—

A high, clear sound rang through the trees, warbling like a distorted wind chime.

Fear doused my skin in an icy chill, instantly raising the hair on my arms and neck. Another bell chimed. Then another. Another. The bells were designed as a precaution against any wandering Corrupt; they did not chime without reason. In the dim torchlight, it was impossible to see who—or what—was creeping toward our house, but it shuffled heavily in the dark forest, carelessly snapping twigs.

“We need to get Father,” Elliot started, horrified.

“There’s no time,” I hissed. I took a deep breath, numb to the weight of the crossbow as I prepared to cock it. With shaky hands, I quickly grabbed a bolt and affixed it to the crossbow’s groove, ensuring it fit snugly against the string. Then, with a smooth motion, I drew the string back with a click. “Stay with me. Don’t move.”

A movement caught my eye, a flicker of darkness darting between the trees. I raised the crossbow, sighting along its length with steady determination. As I aimed, my senses sharpened, attuned to the subtle sounds in the forest. The whisper of leaves rustling in the nighttime breeze, the distant cry of a bird—then it all faded into the background as my focus narrowed to a single point.

There.

With a flick of my thumb, I released the safety.

A surge of anticipation coursed through my veins, my heart a frenzied, clawing thing as I aligned my sights. I held my breath, finger hovering over the trigger.

“It’s coming,” Elliot gasped. “Esmer, it’s coming!”

The dark figure surged out of the trees with a growl.

I squeezed the trigger, feeling the release of the string beneath my touch. The bolt leapt from the crossbow with a fierce twang, slicing through the air with deadly precision. It struck true, embedding itself into the figure with a satisfying thud. The figure halted, swaying as if it were drunk, then fell to its knees with a cry of pain. It made another sound, this time heart-stopping in its familiarity. I knew that voice.

I’d known it from the moment I was born.

“M-mother?” I gasped, dropping the crossbow. It slammed heavily against my hip, still attached by its leather strap, but I scarcely felt it. “No.”

My mother clutched the grass, steadying herself against the tremors moving through her body. The bolt had struck her soundly in her shoulder. Blood wept from the wound in a dark stream, nearly black in the torchlight.

“I didn’t know,” I choked out, numbly reaching for her. “I thought you were a—”

I froze, noticing the discoloration on her knuckles. The bloody rabbit clenched haphazardly between her fingers. The feral curve to her back. The missing shoes. And then, when she looked up, the two smears of shadow staining the skin under her eyes. Corruption.

“Oh, Esmer. How pathetic of you to act like you care,” Mother growled, lips peeling back in a savage grin. Her teeth were red, stained bright by a cut splitting her lip. “You may be beautiful, but you’re rotten on the inside. Such a mockery of your sister. What a shame.”

Elliot shouted from somewhere behind me, his voice a strange, piercing warning.

I stood with a stumble. “Elliot, run! Get Father. This isn’t Mother.”

Mother shook her trembling limbs into stillness. “Oh, if you had just kept sleeping,” she said in a voice that was hers, and wasn’t. A demon’s voice, rattling like bones over gravel, layered over her softer timbre. “But you had to go outside, didn’t you? Had to meddle where it wasn’t needed. I was just gathering some provisions for our trip tomorrow.” I spun around, making to sprint for the house, but Mother was faster. She dropped the rabbit and grabbed my face, squeezing her fingers around my throat before I could even register the movement.

“I’ve come for you and your softhearted brother. I was going to take my time—savor your Corruption—but it’s too late for that,” the demon inside her snarled, its voice darkening. As she dug her nails into my skin, blood pooled from her fingers and slid down my neck. “I’d have one more babe to hunt, but she’s already dead.”

She pinned me to the damp, rot-smelling ground as I screamed, clawing at her face, kicking at her shins, but it was useless, useless.

“Let her go!” Elliot sobbed, slamming his bucket hard into the side of her head.

Mother’s bloodshot eyes widened. I expected her to fall over—any ordinary person would have been knocked unconscious by the blow. But she merely stood up, spat some blood from her mouth, and snatched the blanket that had fallen from Elliot’s shoulders.

“Oh, Elliot. I would have saved you for last.”

Mother threw Elliot to the ground, easily overpowering him despite the injury to her shoulder, and pulled the blanket tight over his mouth and nose. I staggered to the nearest torch, head spinning and legs threatening to give out. Elliot was going to die, and this demon—this animal within my mother—would kill me next without hesitation.

But first she’d kill Elliot.

I heaved the torch from the dirt, fighting to stay conscious even as my vision blurred. A troubling decision was rapidly forming in my mind, desperate to sink its claws in before fear took over and rendered me useless.

“Your mother and father damned your village,” the demon inside her growled, stuffing part of the blanket into Elliot’s mouth and wrenching his arm away when he tried to pull it free. “Damned you, too. They made a desperate bargain for your safety, but I overcame. We always overcome.”

But first she’d kill Elliot.

The sound I made was unlike anything I’d ever heard: raw grief and primal terror. It propelled me forward as I raised the torch and swung it hard at Mother’s face. I hit her again, this time lighting her cloak on fire. She immediately fell to the side, rolling in the dirt as she fought to remove her cloak, but the fire was quicker.

“Esmer,” Mother moaned, this time sounding more like herself. She knelt while the flames crawled higher. “No. Did I...? What am I...?”

Elliot sobbed in my arms, utterly horrified. I needed to get him inside. I needed to get Father, and—

“Elena!” Father screamed, half running, half sliding into Mother. He hissed in pain as he threw her cloak aside, stomping it into the ground until the flames were nothing but smoke.

“Esmer’s a vile girl,” the demon inside Mother condemned, its voice breaking and stumbling into cries as smoke curled around her ears. She clung to Father’s arms, glaring at me. “She tried to kill me, Galen. I fear we’ve raised a monster. She’s Corrupt—”

“You’re the one who’s Corrupt,” I gasped, taking deep breaths and trying not to pass out. I dug my feet into the ground, desperate for sensation to return to my body. “Father, just—just look at her.”

“Stop talking,” Father snapped. “Enough.”

“But she’s right,” Elliot cried. “Mother hurt us. She’s not herself.”

“Just. Stop. Talking.”

“But—”

“Give me the crossbow,” Father commanded coldly, holding out his hand.

For I had already aimed the next bolt at Mother’s heart.

“Get up,” I said shakily to my mother, defiant. “You’re both going to walk to the cellar and wait there until the Light Bringer can assess you. It’s protocol.”

“Give me the crossbow, Esmer,” Father commanded again. The hint of something other lingered in the underbelly of his words, making my skin crawl. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“If you don’t start moving, I will shoot this bolt through her heart. I won’t let her demon hurt Elliot again.”

“You’re—”

“I’ll do it!” I screamed, switching my aim from her heart to Father’s. “Go now!”

My hands shook violently as I directed them into the cellar, its weathered entrance like the dark, gaping maw of some terrible beast. I ignored the wildflowers that peeked through the stone and shouldered the door shut behind them, quickly wrapping chains over the lock to secure it firmly in place.

Elliot, hysterical, ran to the village to get help, and I dropped to my knees, retching into the grass.

Dawn was hours away, and the stars should have been bright and sparkling.

But darkness, leaking in through the trees, swallowed them all.
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For the second time that night, elixir sat sour and wrong on my tongue.

Sleep taunted me, toyed with me, wrapped its hands around my eyes and called to me; still, I couldn’t settle. Unease descended in a horrible black cloud, splintering my mind into pieces. Several villagers stood watch over the cellar, ensuring that my parents would remain in place until morning. I should have been sleeping. Resting. Getting my energy back so I could continue protecting Elliot.

I shuddered and sat up, again reaching for the elixir vial. I would take a longer drink and count backward from a thousand. A hundred thousand, even. I would bar Mother’s demon-infested body and Isaac’s leaking eyes from my mind. But when the glass grazed my lips, only a small rivulet of liquid trickled out.

I stared in disbelief at the empty vial.

Disgusted with myself, I stormed downstairs to our family’s personal elixir reserve. I didn’t have a choice; if the tonic wasn’t taken immediately before sleep, my soul might drift into the realm of demons. But this was another reason the average family—the average person, even—struggled to maintain an elixir supply. A stomach tight with hunger, fear, or discontent made sleep difficult, but most couldn’t afford to waste more than one or two mouthfuls per day.

I searched the dark recesses of our kitchen shelves, expecting to graze the smooth glass of elixir vials, but I felt nothing but dust and shadows.

Norhavellis’s remaining supply, tucked away in our makeshift apothecary, silently beckoned.

Darkness pushed into the apothecary, bloating the walls with thick shadow, and plants cascaded from the ceiling, pressing against curtain-drawn windows. They felt serpentine, more akin to slimy, writhing beasts than harmless vegetation. I quickly searched for a spare vial, ignoring the sensation that something was watching me, lurking just beyond my vision. Once I found what I was looking for—a small portion of elixir, suitable for a few mouthfuls—I hurried upstairs, drank from the vial, and settled under my blankets, fully prepared for an unremarkable night of demon-free sleep.

But before I knew it, I was dreaming.

No—falling.

My body hurtled down a dark abyss as I succumbed to sleep, limbs flailing.

Then I slammed into a hill, unable to stop sliding. My hands clenched around wet, slimy things. Cold mud. Decaying leaves. I was a doll, a stone—useless, useless—slamming into branches and the sharp undersides of tree roots. By the time I stopped moving, I didn’t recognize the gasping, pitiful breaths that stumbled out of me.

Slowly, I opened my eyes.

Trees swayed overhead, glistening softly in the twilight. Still reeling, I absently noted the wet soil between my fingers. The papery leaves as they pressed against the back of my head. I sat up, gently stretching out my joints. I must have been delivering elixir parcels with Mother and Father. I must have fallen from the cart
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