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To those who stay and fight







This book was written on the traditional lands of the Wenatchi and Yakama peoples







1

Long ago, when I was far less of a child than I ought to have been to think it a good idea, I decided to run away and live in the Morwood.

Upon the day in question, I’d been caught scaling the outer wall on the second floor in an effort to sneak into a storage room my Aunt Eudora kept locked.

Saren’s boy claimed that hidden amongst the broken furniture and dusty rugs within was the shriveled heart of my second great-uncle, who was a playwright of some renown during his lifetime and, therefore, an utter disgrace to the House of Tenebrae. From what little I was able to glean from the annals in the library, his plays poked quite a bit of fun at the nobility, scandalizing his own class and endearing him to the common folk, who claimed that underneath all his fine silks and velvet, his spirit was fashioned from the same mettle as their own. I thought it exceedingly wonderful then, a nobleman gleefully mocking his own kind, until my tutor pointed out some years later that hardly anyone amongst the common folk could even afford to see his plays due to the extravagant cost of a seat at the theater and that, despite having ample means to do so, my second great-uncle did nothing at all to ease their burden other than declare himself their champion on the page. To make his wealthy nemeses hot under their jeweled collars was his delight, and the common folk dearly loved him for it.

Never have I loved one so well, or been so loved by one, as the people of my heart, and thus, it is theirs, he wrote in a letter to his wife, who, upon his death, took the sentiment quite literally.

His heart was removed, embalmed, and displayed in a glass case for many years in the library before my Aunt Eudora’s mother deemed it unseemly and relegated it to the aforementioned storage room, apparently believing that disposing of it might bring down the spirit of the deceased playwright upon her.

Naturally, I had to see it.

And display it in my room where, with luck, my maid Mora would see it and suffer a dramatic fainting fit.

It was not that I disliked Mora. It was that Mora had discovered the painting I’d done of my Aunt Eudora with fangs and a barbed tail and tossed it in the fire, and I was keen that she should feel the full, righteous anger of a thirteen-year-old girl most cruelly wronged.

I’d been discovered halfway between the window at the end of the corridor I’d crawled out of and the window of the storage room I hoped to enter, fistfuls of ivy clutched in both hands and my skirt torn in several places from the spires meant to deter birds. Of course it would be my sister, Livia, practicing the harp in the music room, who heard the unfortunate disagreement between my boot and the window casing. She immediately summoned my aunt despite my pleas for sisterly camaraderie, which, to be fair, we’d never had in the first place.

Aunt Eudora forbade me from the library for a month as well as from dessert, which stung only slightly less than the loss of my beloved books, and in a fit of furious tears, I told her that I’d rather live amongst the toadstools and trees of the Morwood than suffer one moment more under her roof. She simply stared back at me in that infuriatingly placid way that told me she did not believe me one bit, which angered me all the more.

I packed my sketchbook and my sturdiest clothes in a satchel, stole bread and cheese from the larder, and dashed into the wood through one of the tunnels behind the storage room.

Tiralaen’s most ancient forest stand, the Morwood, had over the centuries become quite mythical in its depiction, particularly in the Shining City and the lands in the south, whose citizens thought us northern folk as wild as they believed it to be. Haunted by the messengers of the Old Gods and teeming with all manner of eldritch creatures, they said. All of it was true, of course, but they really needn’t have worried themselves over it. I’d spent many days roaming about the Morwood since I’d arrived at Orwynd, and to my very great disappointment, I’d yet to see any messengers of the Old Gods, or eldritch creature besides, no matter how many offerings I left in the hollows of trees. There were moments when I held myself still—no mean feat, for I was never easy with myself for long—and in such moments I thought, perhaps, I felt their eyes upon me, but even if ’twas so, when I looked, nothing was there.

Reclusive though they might’ve been, I’d never felt uneasy in their presence, and so I thought they would not mind terribly if I invited myself into their bowers and groves. It was with a stout and determined heart that I forged ahead into my new home.

The effort of covering ground enough that I would not be found right away made me frightfully hungry, and I polished off my meager meal after the first hour and sipped the frigid water of the little stream nearby. Another hour passed, during which my pace slowed significantly, then another, and by nightfall, I lay curled into the thick root of a tree, deeply regretting my decision.

Everything I’d learned regarding living out of doors came from novels, and I was beginning to suspect the information was rather inaccurate. For one thing, I’d yet to encounter a single bush of wild berries or nest of eggs, which meant I would have to hunt and cook my own supper, and for another, I’d brought nothing with me with which to do this. I attempted to build a fire to keep myself warm but could not work out how to light my paltry pile of sticks, and after my teeth began to chatter from the cold, I finally gave up and slunk back home to Orwynd in defeat.

Aunt Eudora was waiting for me in the parlor, sitting quite unbothered before a cheerful fire with a cup of tea, as though I had not been missing in the forest for the better part of the day. I stood inside the threshold and stared at her sullenly.

“Good evening, Briony,” she said, setting down her cup. “Have you tired so soon of dwelling amongst the faeries?”

“My preparations were not quite thorough enough,” I admitted grudgingly. “But you’ll see—the next time I decide to run away, you’ll not see me again.”

“Yes, I will. Because you are a lady, and ladies do not live in the forest.”

“I am no lady!” I exclaimed. “And if I wish to live in the forest, I will do so!”

“No, you won’t,” she answered quite calmly. “For there are no books in the forest, nor dessert. Now go wash the dirt off your face. I’ll have Layn send a tray up to your room.”

In the end, my aunt was proven quite wrong indeed.

For many weeks now, ever since I’d fled the Mage prison of Asperfell with the rightful heir to the throne of Tiralaen and our three companions, I’d dwelled within a forest, proving beyond doubt that I was no lady.

Though she was, unfortunately, right about the books and dessert.

What I wouldn’t have given in that moment to be sitting before the hearth in Orwynd’s kitchen, devouring a warm apple tart with cinnamon custard or one of Layn’s blackberry cakes! Instead, I was crouched uncomfortably behind a bush in several inches of snow, watching my supper across a glen.

As for my companion on the hunt, Arlo Bryn was notorious amongst the prisoners of Asperfell as a drunkard, gambler, philanderer, and precisely the sort of man whose company alone might inspire my poor Aunt Eudora to banish me to the Morwood in earnest. I myself found him neither so scandalous nor so charming as his reputation, although perhaps that was to be expected after so many days and miles together in a seemingly endless wilderness. We’d been tracking our quarry since the early afternoon, and I’d long since grown weary of the chase as the shadows of the trees lengthened with the fading of the day.

Any moment, lights would appear in the distance; lights that flickered and fluttered and darted here and there amongst the glistening white that blanketed the gnarled remains of fallen trees, setting aglow the sleeping world. If we drew too near, they whirled about in earnest before vanishing entirely, appearing once more only when we were well enough away. As such, we had no idea what they truly were but could only imagine that, in this world beyond our own, their beauty concealed horror within.

Once the lights appeared, we had perhaps two hours before the darkness gathered and the nameless creatures of the glades and groves of this forest stirred and slunk forward into the world in search of prey. Most were of little consequence; our magic easily deterred them. They circled our campsites at night, keeping to the shadows and watching us balefully with gleaming eyes, afraid of our Magefire, and of Thaniel’s weapons.

Others required far more persuasion to leave us in peace.

Nightfall was a perilous thing in these woods, this much we had learned. It would not do to linger.

Beside me, Arlo blew into his hands and then rubbed them together with a grimace. “If I wasn’t so bloody hungry, I’d say we should pack it in,” he said grimly. “The wind here is murder when the sun sets.”

Indeed, the wan sunlight was hovering over the tree line, and the warming spell I’d put on my cloak only hours before had begun to fade against the onslaught of wind, bitterly cold, that had begun to gnaw mercilessly at my nose and cheeks. My hands, chafed and raw, were having difficulty recasting it and it was with a sigh of defeat that I allowed Arlo to perform the service for me, the painful ache in my limbs easing somewhat as the spell took hold.

“We can’t return with nothing,” I told him. “We’ve not had meat in several days.”

“And I’ll be damned if I eat another parsnip.”

My brow furrowed. “You will if you’re starving.”

“I’ll eat the lot of you before I eat another parsnip.”

“Quiet!” I snapped.

The creature had heard us, or sensed us perhaps, because it lifted its impossibly long neck and stared at the clump of bushes where we hid. Its long ears twitched, and we held our breath until, satisfied it was in no danger, the creature lowered its head once more to the fallen log and resumed tearing long strips of bark with its wedged teeth. It was the size of a fawn, with legs as graceful as its neck, and though its meat was sparse, it was rich and gamy, particularly about the ribs. Thaniel had killed one during the first week of our journey, and we’d been hoping to find one again. They were a skittish sort, easy to startle; we had but one chance once we made our presence known.

Arlo rested his palm on the frozen ground at our feet. “Are you ready?”

I nodded. My hands had begun to shake again, but not because of the cold. I was about to take a life, and though I’d performed the gruesome task with startling frequency since we’d begun our journey through the forest beyond Asperfell, it had grown no easier despite Thaniel’s assurances that it would.

“All right,” Arlo whispered. “Now!”

At the creature’s feet, roots burst from the ground, scattering dirt and snow into the air. They coiled around the animal’s feet with ruthless speed, dragging it down even as it threw its head back and screamed, a primal, guttural scream of rage and fear that echoed in the empty glade around us.

I stepped out from behind the bush, knife in hand, and approached the creature with cautious footsteps as it twitched and groaned in futile struggle. I knew Arlo’s magic to be more than capable of holding such a beast, even in the depth of winter when the world was frozen, but I was wary; the horns upon its head were thick and sharp. Kneeling beside the creature, I tried to fix my gaze only on its exposed throat and not its eyes, wide and moving with frantic fear. The pungent smell of the creature’s fur filled my nostrils, and I braced myself against the wave of nausea that rose within me at the stench and the task at hand.

“Hurry it up, will you?” Arlo shouted from behind the bush.

Gods, I hated this part. Pressing the edge of the blade against the animal’s throat, I closed my eyes. “Forgive me,” I whispered, and then I struck.

The animal’s blood bubbled up from the gash I’d opened in its neck and flowed in lurid rivulets down its tawny fur as it jerked and struggled against the roots that held it fast to the forest floor. Despite my visceral desire to drop my knife and retch into a nearby bush, I stayed beside the dying animal until its movements grew feeble and it lay still at last. Then, and only then, did the roots go slack and retreat back into the earth from whence they’d been summoned. The knife tumbled from my fingers into the snow and I bent to retrieve it, wiping the creature’s blood from the blade with shaking hands.

“Excellent,” Arlo said, and a moment later he crouched down beside me. “This fellow will make quite a tasty meal, I expect.”

“That’s all very well, but first we have to get it back to camp,” I pointed out as I tucked the knife back into the sheath at my waist.

Arlo Bryn made no secret of the fact that he was a Mage of mediocre skill, preferring a great many other more leisurely activities to the study of magic, which, I believed, was what Elyan found most abhorrent about him despite the plethora of other attributes he might choose from. To a consummate scholar like the prince, the idea of wasted potential was an unforgivable affront. But Arlo was still far more skilled than I, and so I watched with fascination as he laid his hands upon the fallen tree trunk the creature had been feasting upon and shaped it into a litter of sorts. Together, we lifted the creature onto it with magic, and Arlo lashed it down securely with branches from a nearby bush.

“That’s it, then,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s get back before my balls freeze and fall off.”

Twilight had settled over the forest by the time we returned to camp with our burden, and Phyra was waiting for us. Crouched in front of an enormous Magefire ringed in stone, the raven-haired Necromancer stirred something in a large-bellied caldron that I strongly suspected was parsnip; Arlo’s protestations would be sublime.

“Phyra!” Arlo greeted her, dropping the litter with a flourish on the ground beside the fire and spreading his arms wide. “We come bearing gifts. Now, where is that protector of yours? This thing wants butchering, and if I ask Briony to help me, she’ll faint dead away at my feet. Of course, women do that to me all the time…”

I scowled. “I would do no such thing.”

Phyra looked up at him with her dark, fathomless eyes and pointed to the domed shelter that Arlo had fashioned for us from the roots of an enormous tree earlier that afternoon. Then she turned her gaze to me as the Naturalist stomped off, bellowing for Thaniel.

“Are you all right?” she asked, her voice a soothing counterpoint to the uncivilized cursing coming from inside the shelter.

I mustered a smile. “I’m fine. But, unfortunately, I believe Thaniel might’ve been wrong about me and hunting.” Sinking into a crouch beside the Magefire, I let the warmth of the flames wash over me, the glorious heat blooming on my face until my cheeks tingled and burned. “Oh my, that is wonderful.”

“There is no shame in finding killing abhorrent,” Phyra said, and there was such knowing in her gaze that I felt quite exposed despite my coarse-spun cloak.

“Do you react so? When it is your turn?”

“No,” she answered quietly. “But often I wish I did.”

Necromancers passed through their lives with one foot in the land of the living and one in Death, where they bargained with his envoys. They were at all times keenly aware of the hairsbreadth that separated the two, and how perilously we all walked, tilting one way, then the next, from moment to moment. Perhaps that made it easier to take life.

Thaniel emerged from our shelter, a murderous scowl on his face and the cause of it on his heels, chattering away either in ignorance of Thaniel’s disapproval or, more likely, because of it. The two men’s disdain for one another began long before their mutual imprisonment at Asperfell, stretching back into another world and, it seemed at times, another life.

An Alchemist by aptitude and a swordsmaster by trade, Thaniel had forged the blade at my side five days after we’d escaped Asperfell and begun our journey north. We’d discovered a cave near the river by which we’d set our course, and after feeling an irresistible pull to its depths, Thaniel discovered rich veins of ore running through the ancient stone. Despite Thaniel’s uncanny skill, the metal was foreign to him and difficult to bend to his will. In the end, and only after Elyan siphoned a considerable amount of his own magic into Thaniel, he was able to extract the ore and, amidst flame and water, shape it to his design.

The knife had proven most useful, particularly in the service of keeping our bellies full and, thus, our strength at the ready.

I unsheathed the blade and handed it to Arlo as he passed, and the two men began the grim task of skinning the creature I’d killed. They used what magic they could, but their hands still grew bloody, their faces taut, and they looked quite barbaric, which I’d found shocking the first time I’d seen it. I’d spent my childhood in the splendor of the Shining City and come of age in Orwynd, the crumbling estate of my noble family; I was not accustomed to seeing my supper butchered. Darkness was nearly upon us by the time they completed their gruesome work, and the final member of our company had yet to show his face.

“Where is Elyan?” I asked Phyra.

“By the river.”

“Fool,” I scoffed. “Even if he is so very mighty.”

“You disapprove his seeking solitude?”

“Entirely. He puts himself at risk. Arrogant man.”

“You should tell him that.”

“I intend to.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No,” I answered quickly; too quickly. Phyra’s brow rose, and the corner of her mouth tilted upward. I looked away guiltily. “I’ll be all right. Stay and keep warm.”

We had precious few moments alone, Elyan and I; despite the bitter cold and the dangers that dwelled in the gathering shadows, I would not squander this chance to be near him without the prying eyes of our companions, though it came at great risk, for I was a Mage of little skill and the night was hungry.

Once I’d left the bower, bright with Magefire, I was enfolded in shadow, my only retinue the moonlight upon the snow and my own meager handful of flame. Within the silence, deep in the darkness, I felt eyes upon me and quickened my pace, cursing Elyan with every step.

I found him on the bank of the river, a solitary figure, impossibly tall, shrouded in dusk. At my approach, he turned his head, his black curls blowing gently across his forehead.

“It’s dark,” I called. “You ought to come back to camp.”

He raised one eyebrow at me. “I am perfectly capable of defending myself, but your concern is duly noted.”

“Is it?” Minding the ice, I stepped gingerly down onto the bank. “If that were the case, I don’t expect you would venture out alone at all. You know how it vexes me.”

“Does it now?”

I tucked my arm within his and pressed close to him, grateful for the warmth his body provided. The top of my head only just reached his chest. “Our magic may not work the same beyond Asperfell.”

“Noted,” he answered, and I heard rather than saw the frown on his face. “Again.”

And yet, he stubbornly persisted. He’d so often sought these quiet places since we left Asperfell. At first, I thought it might’ve just been Arlo and Thaniel’s bickering, but in the weeks since, I’d suspected otherwise.

When first I’d noticed it, I’d asked Phyra if perhaps remnants might be left within Elyan from his time in Death’s realm at the hand of Master Viscario. But knowing so little of her own power and having only returned three souls to life, and only twice on purpose, she could tell me little other than that she believed Elyan was, in fact, in mourning.

“For Asperfell?” I’d asked, aghast.

Her head tilted as she studied me with dark, fathomless eyes. “Is that really so strange?”

“In Tiralaen he is a king.”

“A king without a throne.”

“He’d no throne in Asperfell.”

“No,” she said. “But he had a purpose.”

“His purpose is to rule.”

Or it should have been.

Before the night he’d been deceived into killing his father, Elyan had been the crown prince of Tiralaen by virtue of his bloodline. In truth, it was Master Viscario who had orchestrated the murder of the king, along with the exile of the kingdom’s rightful heir to the otherworldly prison of Asperfell. And thus, the young Prince Keric, nothing more than a frightened child at the time, had taken the throne as Viscario’s unknowing puppet.

In the years that followed his father’s murder by dark magic, Keric’s fear and hatred of all Mages had become a twisted obsession, and it spread throughout Tiralaen like an infected wound, until all magic-born were nothing more than prisoners or slaves to the crown. Elyan blamed himself for all of it—noble, stupid, egotistical man that he was. Even if none of it had ever happened—the murder, the banishment, the slaughter and oppression of magic-born across Tiralaen—Elyan’s reign was always destined to be far more tempestuous than his forebears by virtue of his magic. It was not that a Mage had never sat on the throne before; indeed, many had. It was that Elyan possessed one of the rarest and most dangerous aptitudes known to our world, that of a Siphon. Had he been more like his brother in temperament—charming, vigorous, and oft-laughing—he might have won the adoration of his people in spite of his arcane powers, but Elyan was a tall, serious man with a sharp tongue and a head for books rather than hunting and sport. And though he governed his immense power with restraint and gave every indication of leading as his father had before him, with fairness and compassion, he had been respected, but not loved.

Whatever fate had awaited him as king of Tiralaen, it had been stolen from him long ago, and long had our people suffered for it. If only we could return to our own world, we had cause to hope that Tiralaen would rally to its rightful king and cast down his brother. And thus, we’d escaped Asperfell together, trudging a slow path through the unexplored and unpeopled north of this world, where spirits of the dead had whispered to us that a Gate back to our own kingdom might be found in a cave far away.

We knew not how far we need travel to find it, nor what signs to seek to guide our way, and Elyan felt heavily the weight of each day lost to journeying. Another day with his brother on the throne. Another day of suffering and death for his people.

“How fared the hunt?” Elyan asked when the silence began to stretch too thin between us.

“Successful. We caught one of the horned creatures.”

He pulled back just enough to look down at me, his brow raised in pleasant surprise. “Truly? Haven’t you become quite the hunter.”

“Not by choice, I assure you,” I said, shuddering. “The river is restless tonight.”

“And has grown more so the farther north we’ve traveled,” he agreed. “At first, I thought I might’ve imagined it, but look there—the ice is nearly melted.”

“Spring come early?”

“Perhaps, though it would be exceedingly strange.”

“And, therefore, not entirely outside the realm of possibility,” I reminded him, for we were very far from everything familiar.

“Indeed.” His deep voice rumbled beneath my ear, which was pressed to his chest. “And do you still believe this mad scheme of yours will work?”

Against the warmth of him, I angled my face so that I might meet his gaze. “I told you, it is not within me to yield.”

He leaned down, a considerable effort given how dreadfully short my stature, and captured my lips with his own, a chaste kiss over all too soon.

“I do worry for the state of your back, you know,” I teased as he drew back, brushing his lips upon my forehead. “Perhaps you shall no longer wish to kiss me when you can no longer stand properly.”

I felt his lips curve into a smile. “I shall always wish to kiss you, even if I must kneel.”

How changed was he since the night I first came to Asperfell; how bitter he’d been, how hopeless, contemptuous of my untried fervor, and quick to deride me for it. And yet, I feared this mourning of his, were it mourning as Phyra suspected and not simply arrogance and pride. He slept poorly; his tongue had sharpened; there was something hollow growing behind his extraordinary eyes.

We stood so long together staring out at the ice and snow and swiftly moving water that I thought perhaps I would have to go back without him when I felt him sigh beneath my ear, heavy, resigned. He took my hand, helping me up onto the embankment, and then, Magefire in our hands, we plunged into the gathering darkness.

The smell of roasting meat greeted us as we stepped into the clearing, and my mouth began to water in a quite unladylike fashion. I’d not thought to miss the simple fare of Asperfell, especially after I had been quite thoroughly spoiled by Layn at Orwynd, but after little more than parsnips, oats, and a few handfuls of bitter greens the past several days, I desperately missed bread and butter.

Thaniel and Arlo had stripped the animal of its skin, removed its offal, and skewered it over the Magefire, where the fat dripped down into the flames, sizzling and popping merrily.

“Tonight, we eat like kings,” Arlo declared, rubbing his hands together. “No offense, your highness.”

Elyan lowered himself down beside me in front of the fire.

“Now, Bryn, don’t say things you don’t mean.”

“I never mean any of the things I say,” came Arlo’s blithe reply.

Thaniel scowled at him. “Then perhaps you could try saying nothing at all.”

“He could not,” Phyra said softly, wrapped in her cloak so tightly I could see only the shadows of her face. “He is quite incapable.”

Arlo gave a shout of laughter at that, and I could not help but grin, though with Phyra one never could tell whether she was in jest or entirely serious.

Once the beast was well and truly roasted, we tore at its flesh with as much decorum as we could muster after days of eating lackluster fare, its juices and fat dripping down our chins and running in rivulets over our fingers. Our conversation turned, as it so often did these days, toward our memories of Asperfell, for even then, we dared not speak of a life beyond this world, so tenuous was our hope.

Even I, who’d only dwelled within its walls the past two seasons, had found a measure of happiness, however strange. I missed Yralis and the Healers’ Garden. I missed Willow in the kitchen. I missed the library and its scholars, the courtyard with the terrifying and beautiful black oak tree, and I missed the little desk that stood before the window in my chamber where I’d so often sat and watched Nollie and Perkin shuffle about the graveyard, the former laying souls to rest and the latter accidentally raising their various extremities.

We often wondered aloud to one another about the people we’d left and what would become of them should Master Viscario ever return. We’d told Mistress Philomena the truth about him before we’d fled. Did this make her vulnerable? Had she told others?

“She is one of the most formidable people I have ever met,” Thaniel said as he looked around at our somber faces. “She has a better chance than most.”

When at last Phyra began to nod off inside her cloak and Arlo let out a truly impressive yawn, we decided it best to retreat into our shelter of tightly woven roots. Within minutes of wrapping herself inside the folds of her cloak, Phyra was fast asleep. My head pillowed by my hands, I listened to the distant gurgling of the river as Thaniel set a small Magefire at the center of our shelter to keep us warm through the night.

Elyan lay on his back, his hands folded at his chest, his eyes fixed on the roots above. I did not know how long he stayed awake staring into the darkness, for I fell asleep watching the light of the Magefire play about the sharp angles of his face, and as my eyelids grew heavy, the flames formed a crown upon his black hair.
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We’d begun our journey from Asperfell to the rumored cave in the north nearly three weeks ago and discovered straight away that surviving in the wilderness of a world not our own would require all our skill, and full as much determination.

We had ferocity aplenty between the five of us—even delicate, ethereal Phyra with her strange, terrible aptitude—and more than a modicum of cleverness and familiarity with hard work. Thaniel and Arlo had come from humble beginnings; Phyra even more so. And I’d grown up a trifle wild myself, despite my ancient family name and the once illustrious position of my father at court. Even Elyan, who had lived as a prince in a palace until the age of sixteen, had survived far more horrific things than sleeping on the ground and skinning animals for his supper during his twelve years incarcerated in Asperfell.

And, of course, we had our magic.

Or some version of our magic.

That magic was put to the test two nights after we feasted upon the horned creature, as we prepared to pass the night in a wide clearing surrounded by tall, thin trees that grew in such numbers and in such close proximity that they more resembled several large trunks than hundreds of smaller ones. Elyan insisted I extinguish the Magefire that evening so that I might develop better control, and so I was kneeling before the blaze, coaxing it further and further into submission, when I looked up and saw something in the darkness beyond the trees that made my scalp prickle with alarm.

An enormous pair of glowing, bulbous eyes.

Phaelor were well known to the prisoners of Asperfell. Decidedly feline in appearance, but nearly twice the size of a horse, they often prowled the moors and terrorized the Renovas, immortal animals that had supplied the prison with milk for centuries. Whether it was skin or a sleek black fur that covered their gaunt frames, I could not say, but their tails were impossibly long and their eyes—oh, their eyes! Huge and bulging and luminous.

My breath coming in short, shallow gasps, I stumbled back from the fire.

Taking my retreat to mean I’d completed my task, Elyan shook his head in disappointment at my meager progress. “Briony, did you mean to leave half of it behind?”

“Phaelor!” I choked out, pointing a trembling finger into the black, where the pair of eyes had drawn closer.

Elyan tensed and uttered a muffled epithet.

“I think we may have a problem,” called Thaniel from across the clearing, and to my surprise, he was looking the opposite direction, and not at the Phaelor at all.

Or, at least, not at the same Phaelor. Another pair of glowing eyes emerged from behind us to join the first.

“Stay your magic,” Elyan warned, his shrewd gaze glancing back and forth between the two Phaelor who now surrounded us. “They may not wish to court death, and we should not hope for it.”

Even so, I lifted my hand and felt the familiar warmth of my magic rush to the center of my palm, where I would call Magefire should the need arise. With any luck, it would not simultaneously cause the entire clearing to erupt in flame and my companions to perish in agony. With my magic, one could never be sure.

I drew breath slowly and watched the first creature’s eyes draw closer. Thaniel’s hand hovered at the hilt of his magical sword, Maelstrom; Arlo slowly crouched down, his palm inches from the frozen ground, where his weapons lay waiting.

The Phaelor lunged into the clearing.

I conjured a sorry excuse for a shield and threw myself to the ground as it flew over my head, landing gracefully where I had been tending to the Magefire only moments ago. Emboldened, the second reared up and roared, a terrible sound that both rumbled and screeched, and I clapped both hands over my ears in an effort to stifle it.

“Your highness?” Arlo murmured under his breath. “They do not appear to agree with your earlier assessment.”

“Indeed, they do not,” Elyan conceded.

The first Phaelor still had its eyes fixed upon me, drawn by my fear. As my shield began to falter and my hopes with it, Thaniel leapt in front of me, his blade drawn. Magic glimmered down its length as he swung Maelstrom at the creature, and it howled in agony as the blade sliced across its chest, opening a grisly red gash that rapidly began to seethe and grow as the spells took hold. I watched in horror as it spread, blackening the bones of its exposed rib cage and singing the flesh and fur around it.

Roaring in pain and anger, the beast swiped its massive paw at Thaniel, and he was thrown backward like a rag doll. Maelstrom flew from his hands and skittered across the dirt and leaves. “Thaniel!” I screamed.

Phyra was at his side at once, Magefire gathered in her hands as she stood ready to defend him. Even though it was bleeding profusely and its wounds grew increasingly necrotic, the Phaelor strode forward, ready to strike, and I braced myself to witness a terrible battle of flame and claw that would surely leave one or both of them dead.

But that battle never came.

I watched in fascination as the creature stood perfectly still, save its labored breathing, watching the young Necromancer with wary eyes. Then, beneath its midnight fur, the Phaelor’s taut muscles rippled and relaxed as Phyra lowered her hands, the flames there disappearing—and with them, the fervor in her dark eyes.

I could hear no sound, and yet, in the strange stillness that lay between them, I knew a guarded sort of connection had been forged. I could not decide whether it was magic or something else, the peculiar way in which living creatures, be they man or beast, sometimes understood one another. In either case, I let out a shaking breath when the creature bowed its great head in deference to Phyra, thankful, I imagined, for its life, ruined as it was by Thaniel’s blade. The poor thing would likely find some snowy bower beneath which to hide itself and perish sometime before the dawn.

I found myself unexpectedly melancholy at the thought.

The Phaelor took one step back, then another, and disappeared into the black of the brush beyond the trees.

“What should I do with this one?” Arlo panted, gesturing at the second creature, its sullen eyes barely visible within the roots that held it fast upon the ground at his feet.

“Let it go,” Phyra told him.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“Let it go,” she repeated. “They are hungry, just as we are.”

“One of them nearly killed Thaniel!”

I snorted. “And that is of great concern to you because…”

“Well, of course it’s not, but it’s the principle of the thing!” Arlo grunted in disgust and kicked at a clump of dirt and snow at his feet, but he did not argue further. He released his magic, and the roots that held the creature slithered back beneath the frozen ground. Around me, I thought I heard the trees groan.

As the Phaelor darted off, perhaps in search of its injured companion, I scrambled across the clearing and knelt beside Thaniel. Blood spread rapidly from a long, terrible gash in his arm and pooled on the dirt below. Together, Phyra and I helped him shrug off his coat, and he gasped in pain as the fabric brushed the wound. Then I examined the damage that had been done to his flesh.

“It’s not as bad as I’d feared,” I announced with relief. “First, we stop the bleeding, and then we’ll need to clean it.” Looking up at Elyan, I added, “A bit of magic wouldn’t hurt, either.”

Arlo grumbled heartily but nevertheless set a pot of water to boil over a hastily conjured Magefire, and I tore several strips of cloth from one of our blankets. Phyra would not hear of Elyan using any other magic than hers, and so he took her hand in his and—fingertips hovering with the utmost care above Thaniel’s wound—let her magic flow through him.

As a Siphon, Elyan could perform wonders of magic far beyond the rest of us, but only at a cost to another. Just as an Alchemist could draw metal from ore and craft it into a sword, or a Naturalist could summon and shape the flora in the world around him, Elyan’s aptitude allowed him to pull raw magic from another Mage and bend it to his own purpose. As I watched in amazement, tendrils of light coiled around the raw, red edges of the deep gash on Thaniel’s arm and stole within; his breath hissed between his teeth, and despite his best efforts to appear stoic, he could not suppress a grunt of pain. “Here.” Arlo thrust the bottle of Laetha into his hands. “If you break it, I’ll do more than cut your arm.”

White-faced and scowling, Thaniel took a long swallow, dragged the back of his hand across his mouth, and thrust the bottle back, the liquor sloshing about within.

The cuts were far too deep to be fully healed by any magic but a Healer’s, but the magic Elyan siphoned into Thaniel’s blood helped somewhat.

My abominable sewing was a well-known fact amongst our company, and Thaniel would not allow Arlo anywhere near him with a sharp object, so it was Phyra’s graceful fingers that passed a bone needle through Thaniel’s skin and drew the flesh together while I held Magefire aloft and murmured what reassurances I could, though I suspect the Laetha was of far greater assistance.

“That doesn’t happen to be your sword arm, does it?” Arlo asked once we’d finished.

Thaniel grimaced as Phyra used another long strip of cloth to fashion a sling, knotting it firmly at his opposite shoulder. “No, thank the Gods.”

“Indeed,” Arlo answered gloomily. “Thank the Gods.”

I sat back on my heels and took in Thaniel’s sweaty brow. “I hope the magic will stave off any putrefaction. I don’t know a single plant in this forest, so I’m afraid I’ll be of no help.”

“I’ll be all right,” he croaked. “Water. I need water.”

“Do not use this arm until it has been properly healed,” Phyra reminded him sternly while I rummaged about for one of our waterskins. “No matter how much danger we are in.”

“An impossible thing, that,” Elyan said softly, and indeed, he had been so silent during our ministrations that I had nearly forgotten he was with us. “Though we may try to hold him back, Thaniel will always charge headfirst into danger in defense of others.”

I looked up at him, for his voice was strange and reproachful, but also distant as if he were talking to himself. And by the rich, golden light of the flames in my hands, I saw loathing in his eyes, such terrible loathing. Then he turned and strode away.

Shoving the waterskin at Thaniel, I hurried after him.

“What is it?” I asked, grasping his sleeve to stay his flight. “Thaniel will heal, if that’s where your worry lies. There’ll be a scar, no doubt, and a rather nasty one at that, but I dare say he’ll be proud of it—”

“Proud!” he said. “Yes, of course, he’ll be proud. ’Tis such a noble thing to earn scars in service of your king, is it not?”

Though I knew he would never harm me, I recoiled at the raw, unbridled anger he barely managed to hold in check; he fairly trembled with it. “Has he then earned your contempt for his loyalty?” I whispered.

“Thaniel is the best of men. It’s the king in whom I place my doubts. He wouldn’t have to heal at all if I weren’t so bloody useless.”

“You are far from useless,” I told him. “Your spellwork is still better than mine will ever be, even without your aptitude.”

“If you imagine simple spellwork will be enough to see us through this forest alive, you are not nearly as intelligent as I thought you were.”

“Well, it is a relief you thought me intelligent at all,” I said. “Is this your solution, then? Feeling that you have nothing of practical value to offer our company, do you propose to make up for it by contributing insults instead? I am, at the very least, intelligent enough to know that being rude to your friends will accomplish nothing to improve your situation, or your temperament. You sleep poorly, you frequently seek solitude—”

“There is no harm in wishing to be free from mind-numbing chatter and pointless arguing.”

“You are making excuses.”

“And you are quite determined to overstep your boundaries.”

I’d grown used to his moods, to the way his tongue sharpened when he sought to punish himself for what he believed were his shortcomings. Still, this talk of borders between us was especially cruel.

“You will simply have to make do without your aptitude. As much as it may vex you, there is no recourse for it, so you’d better get used to it.”

His expression was so indignant at that moment that I might’ve laughed were I not so terribly exasperated at him. “It is fortunate that I hold you in such high esteem,” he gritted out. “Were you anyone else—”

“Do you not think I regret my own uselessness?” I demanded, ignoring entirely whatever ridiculous intimidation he was on the verge of issuing. “My aptitude requires a source of magic beyond myself, just as yours does, and I haven’t even the mastery of common spellwork to contribute to our survival. I am least endowed of all to help our company reach the northern cave, and yet my desire is every bit acute as yours.”

He sighed and scrubbed a hand across his face, his long fingers resting upon his temple. “I fear I cannot keep you all safe.”

“We are not without means to do so ourselves,” I pointed out, even as he fixed me with a withering expression. “Yes, all right, I acknowledge my shortcomings in this particular area, but I am not alone, nor are you.”

“I know that.”

“If you do, then trust us!” I reached out and took both his hands within mine. “We may not be Mages of rare talent or destined to sit upon the throne, but we are more than capable of fighting for you!”

“But at what cost?”

We stared at one another in terrible silence, our hands clasped tightly between us, and though I could feel the warmth of him, feel the pulsing of his heart through his skin, he felt so very far away.

“I cannot lose you,” he said at last, and his voice was so low I could scarcely hear him. “But I cannot protect you. I cannot protect any of you.”

He gently drew his hands from mine, and I watched helplessly as he disappeared into the dark of the forest.
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The air grew unseasonably warm as we continued our journey north, and soon the ice and snow began to melt in earnest, leaving us to slog through mud whilst thoroughly drenched with rain, an experience so unpleasant that we grew sullen and baleful and snapped at one another unnecessarily.

Arlo was particularly loathsome. I’d grown used to his humor even if it was a bit scandalous from time to time, but now his whining grated on my nerves, and I was in such an ill humor I could only abide him in very small measures. He’d taken to singing to distract himself, and though he had a pleasant voice, his timbre rich and clear, one could only tolerate so many drinking songs, for that seemed to be all he knew. To prevent Thaniel from strangling him, I taught him “Wand’ring Rose” and the Estelland Carol, and soon he quite eclipsed me, though even songs so beloved to my ears grew tiresome after so many iterations.

It was most strange; winter had only just begun when we’d left Asperfell, and I’d not expected it to loosen its icy grasp on the land for months to come. The malevolent presences amidst the trees, whose eyes we felt upon us at all times, especially at night, had seemed languid and sullen when white covered the world. Now, those same eyes were awake and eager, and although I was glad of the respite from the bitter cold, there were many days in which I wished the world to sleep once more and feared why it did not.

“Which is it, then?” Arlo asked that night, as we drowsed before the Magefire. “Do the seasons here change after only weeks, or is the forest warming as we draw closer to something?”

“It cannot be the first,” I answered, my eyes fixed on the patch of sky speckled with stars above, framed by the grasping, black fingers of the branches. “Else the seasons would’ve passed the same at Asperfell, and they did not.”

“The second, then,” Arlo said, and took a long swallow of Laetha from Walfrey’s enchanted bottle. I wished often that I’d been at Asperfell when she’d discovered its liberation, for her face turned an extraordinary shade of red when she was angry; I would’ve dearly loved to see it.

Thaniel stretched his hand out, and Arlo reluctantly passed him the bottle. “If that is so, what could be at the center?”

“And will we have to pass through it to reach the cave, or go around it?” I added.

I’d thought it the perfect riddle for Elyan to devote his shrewd mind to, but he’d slid further into reclusive silence since our harsh words and offered no opinion.

The next day, the rain let up and the ground began to dry. We were grateful, for it made our steps swifter, and the sight of so much green and so many growing things lifted my spirits considerably. I was only sorry that we did not have time to stop so that I might gather the peculiar leaves and flowers and press them carefully within the pages of a book to show to Layn when we returned to Tiralaen. If we returned to Tiralaen.

The world grew warmer, the air sweeter, and I gloried at the sun’s rays upon my face as we journeyed, dappled by riotous bursts of green leaves above.

The lights that heralded the coming of the twilight appeared now by the gnarled stumps of fallen trees where the slender branches of new saplings grew from the rot within and vivid red toadstools dotted the ground below, no larger than the tip of a finger.

Near evening, we chose a suitable glen of ancient trees whose roots were sure to provide ample shelter. Our path had taken us somewhat away from the river, but I could still hear the rushing of the water; a comfort, that.

We were to have fish that evening, for they’d become plentiful. After several disastrous attempts at levitation, I succeeded only in smacking Thaniel about the face with my silvery prey, but Phyra at last managed to snatch one from the air and hold it fast. Arlo gave a shout of jubilant laughter, and though her reaction was quite a bit more sedate, Phyra looked rather proud as she clutched her wriggling prize. A second fish followed the first and several more after, and triumphantly we bore them back to where Elyan had conjured a Magefire at the center of the glen and Arlo had selected a suitable tree to serve as our shelter. Beneath a thick, squat trunk with a riot of gnarled branches snaking out from its center, he crouched with his palms pressed to the dirt, and the mighty wood shuddered, made agreeable, pliable by his magic.

As I helped Thaniel pass a sharpened stick through the gaping mouths and mount them above the flames, I wondered what my Aunt Eudora would say if she could see me now. She would be scandalized beyond all imagining, no doubt; Layn would’ve been proud of me, though, cooking for myself after all the years she spent trying and failing to teach me not to spoil even the simplest of dishes.

Suddenly, Elyan’s voice cut across the clearing, sharp and low: “Stop.”

“What is it, mate?” Thaniel asked, reaching for the sword at his side.

“Something is nearby,” Elyan answered, his narrowed eyes surveying the forest beyond the safety of our glen.

Arlo groaned. “Oh Gods, we’re all going to die, aren’t we.”

“Quiet,” Elyan snapped.

In the silence that descended, I realized that the usual sorts of forest sounds I’d come to know had vanished completely, save the river. The birdsong, the rustling of the underbrush, the faraway calls of creatures; gone, all of it.

The unnatural silence stretched on as we held our breath and watched the forest around us for the slightest movement.

Then they appeared.

Like the shedding of skin, they peeled themselves with a peculiar sort of grace from the trees that surrounded us, their movements delicate and yet disjointed and halting.

They were men and women, certainly, but they were oddly shaped, with long, spindly limbs covered not with skin but with bark, roughened and cracked and brown, with lichens and mosses growing here and there in blotches of pale green. Leaves and twigs were woven into the braids and strands of their hair, and their eyes were large and beetle black.

In their hands, they held what I first thought to be sticks of varying size and shape, but upon further inspection were weapons: bows and arrows, spears and knives of sharpened rock, and staves. They held them at the ready as they crept toward us on their strange limbs so much like the branches of the trees from whence they came, and then, quite abruptly, they stopped.

They stared at us with wide, fearful eyes, taking in our superior height and our no doubt strange attire and tools, but they did not approach, and if they had speech, they used it not.

“What are they waiting for?” Thaniel murmured.

His question was answered not a moment later when a ripple passed through the strange folk and they began to part, a river of bark and moss, to admit a figure slightly taller than the rest, a man by the looks of it, with a very long beard made up of twigs stripped into fiber and sinew. Woven into his garments were lovely smooth stones; a symbol of his status, perhaps, or his age.

Most unfortunately, I was still on my knees beside the Magefire, and thus at a disadvantage when the man moved toward me. In the perfect stillness, I could hear my heart hammering wildly in my chest at his approach, and I held perfectly still as he leaned down so close that our noses nearly touched.

He smelled ancient, musty even, yet there was a hint of the verdant about him, the scent of stalks and the unfurling of leaves. He spoke to me then, in a language that sounded less like words and more like the snapping of twigs and the rustle of dry leaves. He tilted his head, waiting, it seemed, for my reply.

“I’m sorry,” I answered. “I don’t understand you.”

The man slowly turned back to those gathered behind him and spoke quickly in his native tongue.

“Briony,” Elyan said quietly. “Perhaps they have magic. Try speaking to them that way.”

I reached out with my own magic, seeking its like within the man, within his companions, but found nothing that I could attempt to communicate with. I tried anyway: “My name is Briony,” I said, wrapping my magic about my voice, using it to shape and guide my words. “We are merely travelers and mean you no harm.”

The man’s black eyes narrowed. Then, before I could fully comprehend how he’d done it, a long, ragged knife appeared in his hand and its edge was at my throat. He bore me down until my back was pressed against the roots of the tree and began speaking quickly in a harsh, guttural tone, and even though I could not begin to comprehend his words, I understood well enough the feral gleam in his eyes and the fury in his coiled frame. I’d made a grievous mistake in believing him infirm; I’d mistaken his beard for age. With a strangled cry, I tried to shove him off me, but for his slight size he was surprisingly strong, and I felt a sharp pain in my neck as his blade pierced my flesh.

Elyan reached me in two strides and, gripping the man’s arm, wrenched him away from me, sending him sprawling back on the forest floor.

The uproar that followed was utter madness.

The men and women of the trees hissed and gnashed their teeth and screamed at us in their strange language as they brandished their blades. The underbrush rustled, and dozens more of their kind emerged behind them, all bearing weapons of wood and stone.

“That’s done it,” said Thaniel, as he drew Maelstrom with his uninjured arm.

Phyra dipped her fingers into the Magefire she’d conjured, extracting a handful of flame. Arlo’s palms still rested on the earth, and I saw movement below the surface of a nearby tree.

“Don’t hurt them!” I cried. Though their weapons were fierce, I feared that our magic would devastate them, made of the woods and brittle as they were.

“We may have no choice,” Elyan said.

“Fal haer!”

A voice, powerful and commanding, filled the glen, and whatever the words meant, they must’ve been important to the folk of the trees, for they froze the moment they heard them.

We turned as one.

Wreathed in the golden light of the fading afternoon, a spindly, hunchbacked creature with three legs staggered through a large gap between the trees.

But no… What approached was no creature of the forest. She was human—as human as we!—though she was the most ancient person I had ever seen, and she leaned heavily upon a gnarled staff as she hobbled toward us.

Her simple robes were of pale linen, her white hair was woven in a single plait that hung over one frail shoulder, and her luminous green eyes were set deeply in her wrinkled face. She barked at the man who had attacked me, speaking in their guttural tongue, and the way her voice rose on the last word, I thought perhaps she asked him a question.

The man regarded her sullenly and answered in kind, sweeping his hand out behind him to indicate the trees surrounding us.

“Bah,” said the old woman, and spat upon the ground. Then, she looked to where I lay sprawled upon the forest floor, Elyan at my side, and gestured with her staff. “Who are you?”

Her accent was strange, but the words were, unmistakably, our words; the common tongue spoken in Tiralaen and beyond. “You speak our language,” I breathed. “How?”

“My question first,” she answered. “Who are you?”

Elyan rose slowly to his feet, and the old woman took a cautious step back, and then another, holding her staff in front of her with both hands as the full height and measure of him was revealed. “We mean no harm to you, or to them,” he said. “We are travelers passing through these lands, nothing more.”

At this, the man who’d drawn my blood began to speak, and the old woman listened intently before turning back to Elyan. “Riet says they’ve been tracking you through the Heimslind for several days.”

“What is the Heimslind?” I asked.

The woman’s gaze flicked from Elyan’s face to mine. “A place of winter, and of dead things.”

“That sounds about right,” Arlo muttered, and I glared swiftly at him.

Elyan ignored Arlo entirely. “We hail from beyond your Heimslind. From the prison on the moor, and the Gate beyond.”

The old woman smiled. “From Asperfell.”

“How is it that you know that name?”

The old woman craned her neck so far to look up at him that I feared for her no doubt brittle bones, but the gaze she fixed him with was far from fragile. “I know many things,” she said. “After all, I have lived a long, long time.”

She turned to the men and women of the trees then, and as she began to speak again, they howled in protest at her words, pointing at us furiously and brandishing their weapons, their voices a cacophony of skittering and rasping. When at last they fell silent, the old woman turned to Arlo, of all people.

“They say you desecrate their trees.”

Arlo snorted. “I didn’t desecrate anything. I moved some roots about to shelter us at night, but I always returned them to their proper place afterward.”

“He is a Naturalist,” I explained. “That is, he can manipulate trees and plants.”

The old woman nodded. “I know what he is. But they do not. To them, what he did was the deepest blasphemy.”

“Blasphemy!” Arlo laughed. “I’ve done a great many things more worthy of blasphemy than shaping a few tree roots.”

Thaniel glanced sidelong at him. “That is not something to be proud of, mate.”

“Please,” I begged her. “Please explain it to them. Assure them we mean no harm to them or their trees.”

She regarded me for a long time before turning and, presumably, delivering my message to the tree folk. I was not met favorably, it seemed, for their black eyes narrowed and they began to grumble and point and hiss.

But the old woman seemed to grow tired of all their protestations, for she bellowed an order and pointed her staff deep into the forest.

They complained heartily at first, and some shook their weapons at her, but it became obvious that the old woman, whomever she was, held sway over them. Eventually, they slunk back into the forest, muttering amongst themselves. The old woman watched them go. Then, satisfied that they meant to stay gone, she turned and took in our strange, bedraggled company.

“Well,” she said at last, hitching her staff to her shoulder. “Who are you, then?”

“We do indeed come from Asperfell,” said Elyan. “And from the world beyond it: the kingdom of Tiralaen.”

“And yet, you are here, far beyond your men of stone,” the woman answered. “How?”

Elyan narrowed his eyes. “Not until you tell us how you know the name Asperfell.”

I’d been in her place many times before, on the receiving end of Elyan’s scrutiny and distrust. But, unlike me, the old woman chortled rather than threw insults and indignation back into his face as I used to. Well, still did, when the occasion called for it.

“My goodness, you are a demanding sort, aren’t you?”

“Forgive me, but as I was told none of our kind had ever escaped, I am quite taken aback by your very existence.”

“I am not from Asperfell,” the old woman grunted in amusement. “But you are not the first to escape. Others came before, although it was quite a while ago. I imagine it’s faded into history.”

“I assure you I am the keenest of historians.”

Oh, for pity’s sake. “It matters not,” I said. “We are most eager to hear your story.”

“I’ll say no more here, for by the time the story is told, nightfall will be upon us and far more treacherous things than the Bra’ata prowl these woods. My name is Garundel, and you are welcome to my supper, such that it is, and may rest your feet at my door this night. But I will require your assurances that you will not use your extraordinary gifts to murder me in my bed.”

Elyan snorted. “I am not given to murdering defenseless old women, let alone while they sleep. You have my word we mean you no harm.”

“The word of a criminal.”

“The word of a prince.”

The old woman’s face wrinkled in a wide grin. “Is that so? Well, then, I think you’d better come with me.”

“Hold on,” Thaniel said. “How do we know you won’t murder us in our beds?”

“You don’t,” the old woman cackled. “But if I wanted you dead, I wouldn’t have sent the Bra’ata away. Besides, that arm looks as though it needs tending, and though I am no healer, I do have a garden in which I grow a few useful herbs.”

“How did you send the Bra’ata away?” I asked.

“They swore a blood oath long ago to one of my ancestors,” the woman answered. “Another story far too long to be told here.”

“We’ll go with you,” Elyan agreed reluctantly. “But only for tonight. We seek a place far to the north and are in haste.”

The old woman raised one white eyebrow. “To the north? If that be the case, then coming with me is in your best interest, as there is much you do not know… and much you should.”

She would tell us no more until we followed her, and so, as Arlo returned the roots of our intended shelter to their sleep beneath the ground, we gathered our supplies. The going was arduous, but Garundel refused any assistance, preferring to walk by herself, however slowly, leaning against her knobby staff. I wondered that she had cause to be so very far into the forest that day, and so I asked her as we traveled.

“Collecting volcri eggs,” she told me. “They pickle exquisitely.”

“You’ve no basket,” I pointed out.

A smile played about her wizened lips. “Have I not? Dear me, I must’ve forgotten it.”
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Garundel dwelled in a dome of uneven gray stones. A great tree rose from her moss-covered roof, its roots snaking down the gently sloping walls of the house to bury themselves in the ground below. Long ago, someone had trained the roots to grow around the home’s small windows and crooked door, and they held the stones of the humble structure tightly in their embrace. On either side of the tree, smoke curled invitingly upward from twin chimneys.

Standing alone in a meadow of tall grass, the small stone home was surrounded by groves of silver-barked trees whose red leaves hung from their branches like drops of blood against pale flesh. A gentle breeze rippled through the grass, a sea of gold in the fading light of the day, and set the leaves shivering and dancing upon their fragile branches, a fluttering sound not unlike sheaves of ancient parchment being shuffled. In the distance, reeds bordered a pond with a rickety dock stretching, half-sunk, into the water. A small boat was moored there, and a collection of wooden fishing rods stood in a roughly woven basket beside them.

It was a strange and lovely place the likes of which I had not expected to see after the darkness of the forest from whence we’d come.

“Come on, then,” Garundel called from the steps to her home. “We’ve much to say to one another, and stories like these are best told in front of a fire, don’t
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