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Chapter Eight

Blythe tried to return Life’s mirror the next morning only to find that the hall leading to the woman’s suite was once again obscured. For an hour she looped the upper floor, squinting in the hopes that the light would shift and reveal a path, and always ending right back where she started—beneath the forever-looming portrait of a woman long deceased.

Only when she reached it this time, Blythe took a seat, mirror in hand. Its surface was not of glass, but one of polished obsidian, obscuring her reflection in darkness and a thick haze. Still, she had trouble looking away from it. Not because of how ridiculous she looked in her several layers of dresses and coats, but because the longer she stared at its inky surface, the more the haze began to move. Her finger skimmed the length of the carved handle as she squinted, drawing her reflection closer.

Rubbing her eyes did not clear the darkness that swirled not within the mirror but outside  it. Behind her. Every muscle in Blythe’s body tensed, for she knew in her bones that this was no trick of her vision.

“So this is the state in which my brother has kept you.” It was Death who emerged from the shadows brewing behind her. Blythe knew it was him from the timbre of his voice and the darkness that swathed him, but as he moved to stand before her, he took a form that she’d not seen before. Not one of a reaper, but of a broad-shouldered man with fair skin, gray eyes, and hair the color of bone. As human as he appeared, there was an unnatural stillness that made him even eerier in this form, for his chest didn’t rise or fall with the steadiness of breath and, like Signa, he did not blink nearly as much as he ought to. What an unnerving couple they made.

“Your brother is not known for his kindness.” She turned toward Death, lowering the mirror to her lap. Her eyes skimmed to the writhing shadows at his feet, where the traitorous fox looped circles around his ankles. “Have I finally frozen to death? Is that why you’re here?” Blythe’s lips pressed tight as Death stooped to the fox’s level, running a gloved hand down the length of its spine. The blasted thing practically purred.

“Fate may want you to give up,” Death said, “but he won’t go as far as to kill you.” He straightened, and in his hand was a letter. Her letter, Blythe realized. The one she’d written to Signa.

“That wasn’t meant for you!” Blythe knew that Death had tried to help her, that he’d broken rules to keep her alive. Even so, she couldn’t help the anger that flared in his presence.

“She gave it to me. Signa doesn’t have the power to transport other people,” he told her. “I, on the other hand, can slither through the shadows, as you so eloquently put it, and bring you to Foxglove.”

Blythe’s throat was thick with dread, for all she could think about was how he’d have to step closer. How he’d have to touch her. She scanned down the length of his arms, fixated on his leather gloves. They weren’t the only things that covered his body; in fact, all skin apart from Death’s face was covered. He was finely dressed in a coat of black, with a cravat tightened against his throat and matching trousers and boots of great making. In this form, Blythe supposed he could be considered handsome. Still, how Signa had fallen in love with the literal embodiment of Death was entirely lost on her.

Blythe couldn’t breathe in his presence. It was as though her throat was full of gravel, every inhale a rasp. But Death was her ticket to Foxglove. He alone could get her out of Wisteria and to civil company before boredom had her chewing off her own arm.

When Death’s eyes fell to the mirror, she curled it quickly into her skirts. “Will it hurt?” she asked, seized with dread when Death’s expression pinched.

“No, but it will feel strange.” Slowly, he pulled his focus back up to her face. “I swear on everything that I am that I will never again hurt you. And I will speak to my brother, too, about getting you better accommodations.”

Death watched her with such intensity that Blythe flinched, uncertain what to do with the vow. It was strange how adamantly he spoke it, though if that vow was what kept her alive, then she’d gladly accept it.

“You will do no such thing.” Though Death was too close for comfort, Blythe stood to look him firmly in those strange, unblinking eyes. “I have this handled. If Aris thinks I’ve spoken with you, his temper will only worsen. The last thing I need is for him to believe that we’re conspiring against him.”

She took a step forward before Death could argue and demanded, “Do you swear on your life that this will not kill me?”

With a quiet puff of air that might have been a laugh, he answered, “I swear it.”

“Then what about Signa’s life?” she pressed, for his answer was not enough to quell her worries. “Do you swear on hers, as well?”

Death’s jaw tensed. “I do not care for this question, though my answer is the same. Going with me will not kill you.” He stretched a hand toward hers, though he didn’t touch it just yet, leaving it up to Blythe to close the distance between them.

Even through his gloves, touching Death felt like falling beneath a frozen lake. Every part of her body seized with a shock so great that she forgot to breathe, remembering to do so only when her vision flickered to black. It felt like she was swimming, like the ground beneath her gave way to water that she slipped straight through. It was similar to what she’d felt days ago in her mother’s garden, but different. Colder, but calmer. All the more terrifying, and yet not painful in the slightest.

Time was a construct, for she had vanished from Wisteria and arrived at Foxglove within the span of a single blink, though it somehow felt like ages had passed. She swayed on her feet, adjusting to the wood beneath her and squinting her eyes against the light until she could see the room Death had brought her to.

It looked like a study, though it was in far worse shape than her father’s had ever been. There were papers littered about and journals spread open on the desk and floor. Through the window was a thrashing sea, and though the skies were gray, the manor was brightly lit. It was warm, too. So warm that Blythe shuddered as her temperature rose. She clenched and unclenched her fists, working feeling back in her limbs only to realize that Life’s mirror was gone.

Good. Better that Death had it than she.

He’d moved to stand behind Signa, who sat cross-legged on the floor several feet away, sporting a genuine smile despite the shadows beneath her eyes and the disarray of her hair. The stains on her dress, too, had Blythe wondering when she’d last changed.

Though it was Blythe who ought to have posed the question, it was Signa who asked, “What on earth are you wearing?”

Blythe glanced down at her slippers and the layers of dresses she wore beneath her wool coat. She’d been so eager to leave that she hadn’t even considered the need to get ready. “It seems I’m wearing my pajamas.”

“That’s what you sleep in?” Signa blinked those strange, too-wide eyes of hers before whipping her head toward the reaper. “And you didn’t let her change?”

Death eased into a chair beside her, stroking the head of his massive hound, Gundry, as he tipped back in his seat. “She didn’t ask to.” In that moment, the brotherly resemblance between him and Aris was unmistakable. Blythe didn’t appreciate the squint of Death’s eyes or the way his head tilted to observe her, as though she were a puzzle in need of solving. Especially when the only puzzle here was what Signa was up to.

“What is all this?” Blythe asked, taking her skirts in hand as she stepped over one of the journals, crouching to observe its messy scrawl.

Though Signa was still side-eyeing Blythe’s many layers, she brightened at the question. “It turns out that my mother kept journals. We found dozens of them beneath a false bottom in one of her chests. I’m hoping to use them to figure out who killed my parents.”

She should have known Signa would piece together another mystery for herself if left to her own devices. Blythe moved to investigate the journal that Signa was perched nearest to, trailing a finger down one of its yellowed pages. Though her touch was gentle, Signa frowned and shifted the journal away when she thought Blythe wasn’t looking. It was no wonder the shadows beneath Signa’s eyes were so severe. She looked like a dragon within the depths of its lair, hoarding treasures from all who dared approach.

Death stirred as he watched her, a small frown curling his lips. If Signa’s behavior was unnerving to even him, that seemed like the most dangerous sign of any as to her cousin’s mental state. Blythe was glad she’d sent Signa a letter, even if it had been for her own benefit.

She was about to close one of the journals and say something of the sort when Signa’s attention flew to the door behind her. Her face at once went tart as she stepped before Blythe, as if to block her. Behind her, Gundry growled low in his throat.

“Shut your eyes if the light bothers you,” her cousin hissed, glaring daggers toward an empty doorway. Then softer, she added, “And no, Liam, we have everything we need. Thank you.” Blythe leaned around Signa, trying to get a better look. No matter how much she squinted, she was certain that no one was there.

It took a few more moments before Signa relaxed, telling her, “Don’t worry, it was only the spirits.” It was not lost on Blythe how dismissive the words were. Like talking to spirits was a casual, everyday occurrence. “Pay them no mind. They’re mostly harmless.”

“Mostly?” Blythe echoed, her pulse in her throat.

Signa lifted one of the journals from the floor, marking its page with a rose petal she plucked from a vase. “Even if they act out, you’ll be fine.”

As curious as Blythe was to learn what, exactly, a spirit could do, being harassed by one was the last thing in the world she ever wanted to experience. She glanced around the room—at Signa’s state—and kept a false smile plastered to her lips as she asked, “I’m surprised by how quiet it is. Where has all your staff gone?”

“Most fled after the ball.” Signa stepped gingerly around two more journals and sketches that lay open across the floor. “They couldn’t stomach being in a place that lived up to its rumors of being haunted. I do have Liam now, though, and you’d be surprised how handy a ghost butler can be. Oh, and Elaine is still here. She’s in charge, though there’s not much of anyone for her to manage considering she can’t see Liam. Which is a good thing, as he believes himself in charge. We have to come up with tasks for him, otherwise he starts shattering the windows. Anyway, I’d have Elaine bring up some tea so you could see her if it wouldn’t raise a thousand questions about your arrival.”

Blythe nodded for show only, once again sliding Death a look as she digested this information. This time he looked back, the shadows beneath his eyes acknowledging her concern about Signa’s disarray.

At least Death had his wits about him. Though Signa seemed well and happy, it was clear she was spending far too much time with only the dead for company. Even her latest mystery was so entrenched in death that Blythe scrunched her nose. She understood Signa wanting to solve her parents’ murder, truly, but there was no ticking timer or any reason for her to hole up inside Foxglove and become as inhuman as the rest of the company she kept.

Gently, Blythe took Signa’s hand and gave it a good squeeze. “It sounds like we have much to catch up on, cousin. But I, for one, would like to enjoy the sun on my skin. What do you say to us getting dressed and taking this conversation outside?”

Though Signa cast one last look at a journal behind her, she squeezed back. “That’s an excellent plan. Just as soon as I finish this last page.”





Chapter Eleven

My way,” Aris soon came to learn, meant “his way with Blythe’s non-negotiable input.”

“I think Verena needs a national flower,” she said by way of greeting the next morning, the legs of her chair screeching against the stone as she dragged it from the parlor and into the foyer where Aris was rolling up his sleeves. She’d listened, ear pressed to the door, for him to tiptoe through the hall and down the stairs that morning. If his groan was any indicator, Aris had been hoping to do this work himself while Blythe slept. But Blythe was no fool; she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to watch his magic in action.

“I’ve no need for your advice.” His voice was a flat monotone. “Now if you could leave—”

“What about hellebore?” she asked, sitting sideways in her seat and swinging her legs over the arm. “They’re sometimes called winter jewels, you know. They’re hearty against the cold.”

“The cold,” he hissed. “Had you left the imagining to me, Verena could have been a tropical paradise that we’d be enjoying presently.”

He had a point, though it was too late now. Blythe sat on the room’s right side, angling herself so that she could watch Aris work. He looked different today. The collar of his white button‑up wasn’t as tight as usual, and she found herself staring at the skin beneath the sleeves he’d rolled over his biceps. His golden hair, too, looked soft and untamed. She wouldn’t say it was wild by any means, as even then Aris’s posture gave him an air of rigidity that made him more formal than most. But Blythe found it difficult to look away from this man before her, searching for slivers of the relaxed boy she’d seen in Life’s portraits. If anything, he looked eager to work, and perhaps even a little nervous, if the sideways glances he kept giving Blythe meant anything.

“Hellebore,” he murmured as he smoothed his fingers through his hair and surveyed the room. “Very well.”

All at once his threads were before him—thousands of them, gleaming a brilliant gold and weaving intricate lies in patterns too fast for Blythe to follow. The front pieces of Aris’s hair stirred as he worked, more threads joining the others by the second until even his shirt began to billow as if roused by an invisible wind that gusted as his magic took form. Beneath him, the stone floor of Wisteria morphed to an iridescent blue that stretched through the length of the room, shaping itself into something similar to the wintertime lake Blythe had played upon as a child. But the floor held steady when Blythe pressed her boots against it, as solid as stone. She sucked in a breath, fingers winding around the arm of her chair.

Blythe had always known that Aris was talented. She’d seen the proof of it through his various wonderscapes and in the ease with which he used his magic, as if it was an extension of his very soul. But watching him create something of this level felt wholly new.

Aris was an artist at his very core. The universe was a canvas he molded like clay between his palms, shaping it to his will. Imagination was given life as golden-framed portraits that spanned an entire lineage filled endless halls, and banisters twisted to mirror the crystalline floor. At the base of those banisters sprouted delicate hellebore sculpted from ice, their edges as smooth as if they’d been real. The flower was woven around the staircase balusters, too, its petals flourishing the higher the staircase rose.

Rather than his signature gold, a silvery sheen was cast over the foyer, making Wisteria look as though someone had taken a chisel to the moon and carved out this home. It was a palace spirited straight from the pages of a fairy tale, kissed by the stars themselves.

Blythe’s heart forgot how to beat as she rose, drawing tentative steps toward the banister, as if one wrong move would cause the world to crumble beneath her. She trailed a trembling finger down its length, then let out a startled breath—warm. Somehow the ice was warm.

Aris must have heard her. Everything from the gleam in his eyes to the delight that sharpened his lips turned wild.

“Impressed?” he taunted, surely expecting a cutting response and the banter they’d grown so accustomed to.

Instead, Blythe whispered, “Yes,” as she smoothed her thumb around the edge of a sculpted hellebore. Beautiful. It was all so delightfully beautiful. “Aris, this is outstanding.”

His face twisted as if waiting for her to laugh or mock him for believing it. But as he watched Blythe’s skirts drag across the floor as she circled the banister, captivated by the smallest details, the tension in his shoulders loosened.

What must it be like, Blythe wondered, to be able to weave an entire world from one’s fingertips? What must it feel like to let one’s imagination run rampant, knowing that every impossibility was within reach?

It was wondrous. And for a sliver of a moment, as the barest hint of a smile crossed his lips—not a smirk nor any hint of smugness, but a true and proper smile—so was Aris.

But Blythe didn’t care for that thought and was eager to rid it from her mind. “One room is simple enough, but surely you cannot manage the same grandeur throughout an entire palace?”

“Grandeur?” Still mollified by her earlier admittance, Aris smirked and rolled his sleeves up farther. “You haven’t seen anything yet. Have a seat, love. We’re just getting started.”

 

Blythe had known that fooling her father would be a feat, and yet still she’d underestimated even the early stages of the work involved. Aris’s magic worked as quickly as his imagination. Six hours later, however, Blythe learned that it was not his magic that consumed the majority of their time, but the forethought needed to craft a believable lie.

He’d refused to give her paints and an easel, but Blythe had convinced Aris to magic her a sketchbook to draw her ideas, wanting to participate. “We’ll need people,” she reminded him as she sketched a crude city full of figures, exhausted from the arduous role she’d assigned herself as the director of this project. Aris hadn’t agreed to giving her that role, of course, but when she’d persisted through the first few hours of his scowling, he’d eventually given up and allowed Blythe to dictate. Or at least she had tried to—Aris had not listened to so much as half of her grand ideas, often scowling about how she needed to practice her drawing strokes.

“Of course we’ll need people,” Aris huffed as he eyed her work. The pair sat across from each other on the crystalline floor, Blythe cross-legged, bowed over like a prawn with the sketchbook in her lap, while Aris sat with one knee drawn to his chest and his elbow propped upon it. Tea and sandwiches had been served on magicked plates between them. Blythe was on her third helping. As was expected with the food Aris gave her, it was one of the best things she’d ever tasted. Who would have thought that a chicken sandwich coated with toasted almonds could be so delicious? Aris, too, had eaten several and had silently replenished the plates when they’d gotten low.

“And we’ll need a town,” she said, speaking between a mouthful and wagging her sketchbook at him.

Aris frowned, but Blythe made no correction in her manners. “I already have one in mind.” He turned his face from her, quieter than usual, his vitriol waning from exhaustion.

They—because Blythe had decided that she, too, would be sharing in some of the credit for this masterpiece—had made superb work in mere hours. Around them, what was once the palace of Wisteria had given way to their new temporary quarters, Verena. It was twice the size that Wisteria had been, and more than once Blythe found herself wondering how such magic could be possible. In the end, she knew it wasn’t worth her musings. No matter how hard she tried or how many years they’d have together, Blythe doubted that she’d ever come to understand Aris’s magic.

Not everything he’d created was ice, of course. The suite her father would be staying in was filled with dazzling stained-glass windows and vaulted ceilings adorned with white-and-silver crown molding. Fantastical figures of griffins and unicorns had been carved into it, so well embellished that it would take weeks of scrutinizing before someone would be able to spot each design.

There were ornate rugs and gold-leaf chandeliers with candles that sprouted from flowerlike buds. Every gilded portrait frame was over-the-top, and several of the rooms on the lower level displayed grand paintings on the ceilings. She couldn’t tell for certain what all of them were—some looked like angels, some of them were floral, and others were of strange and mythical monsters that had Blythe wondering just what went on in Aris’s mind. There were statues, too. Busts of men with wings that covered their eyes, and a giant bronzed stag head. There was even a curious bust of a boar that held an uncanny resemblance to the one on her doorknob, and though she wondered whether Aris was baiting her with its existence, Blythe said nothing. She didn’t need to.

The palace that Aris—and she—had constructed felt lived in. Like a real place that had stood for centuries, collecting bobbles and expanding its royal splendor. Verena was a wonderland she wanted to get lost in. One where she could spend a week investigating a single wing of the palace and still not be convinced that she’d seen everything.

Aris had planned his creation down to the finest sliver of a detail, and it was a masterpiece. Watching him pluck away at his threads—crafting and then recrafting a painted ceiling several times until he got it right—taught Blythe more about Aris than the couple of weeks she had spent with him.

Whether it came to food, painting, music, or even sculpting, Aris expected the finest. At first, Blythe believed that he was just particular about what he consumed, but given the looks he’d sneaked her way or how his chest had swelled whenever something he did earned Blythe’s delight, she soon realized that it wasn’t only himself that Aris was concerned with.

Perhaps that was why he shared his meals and kept the dining room so impressive even when the rest of Wisteria had been left to ruin. Yes, Aris wanted to impress her with his magic and to maybe even scare her a little. But if Blythe didn’t know any better, she would have guessed that what Aris really wanted was someone to share it all with. Someone who would delight in the art and the splendor, and who would revel in all the grand things that he reveled in.

Blythe had peeled back one thin layer, perhaps, but there was still so much more to Aris that she’d yet to uncover. He was particular and precise, and as she inspected the smallest detail of dust between two of the frozen hellebores, she was fascinated.

“Do you love your magic?” Blythe couldn’t say what drew the question out of her. Perhaps it was how struck she was by all she’d seen or the fact that they’d gone several hours without arguing. There had been some bickering over his choice of paint color, but overall they’d been doing remarkably well.

The sandwich he’d been about to bite into stilled at his lips. His reaction was so subtle that Blythe almost wondered if she was imagining it—a sudden stiffness of the shoulders and the ever‑so‑slight straightening of his spine that took Aris from relaxed to once again looking like his typical buttoned‑up self.

“Are you trying to imply something?” His words held a defensiveness that hadn’t been there minutes prior.

Blythe flicked her gaze from Aris and stole another sandwich for herself. She took her time answering, pretending that her curiosity wasn’t urgent and pressing or that she wasn’t dying to peel him like an apple and bite into his innermost layer.

“I’m not implying anything, Aris,” she promised. “It’s just that, for once, you looked truly happy.”

Aris wasn’t quick enough at concealing the shadow that slipped across his face. “I find great joy in creating,” he said at last, though his brows pulled close to his nose. “I’ve never known anything but my magic. Using it is just a part of what I am.”

“Don’t you mean who you are?” Blythe corrected. “What you are is Fate, certainly, but you’re more than what you do.”

He exhaled a quiet, splintered laugh. “I’m afraid not everyone feels that way. People fear what they do not understand, and few understand their fate. You cannot fathom how close to their lives I get each and every day. And yet, despite that, you humans resent me. Not that it matters. Even if you didn’t, my brother will one day pluck you all from this world regardless.”

For the first time since Aris had created it, the palace was every bit as cold as it looked. The chill lasted only seconds before Aris turned his face to the floor, and Blythe saw him then—a hint of that man from the portrait, so much younger and boyish despite his years.

Looking at him, Blythe knew she’d been right. Aris didn’t want to be alone; he wanted to share his life with someone. Perhaps that was why Wisteria remained so bare—so that he would not be reminded of the world’s splendor when he hadn’t a soul to share it with.

“Well,” Blythe told him as she licked the almond crumbs from her fingers, “I think your powers are amazing. I wish that I had them myself—not the work that comes with them, of course, but the rest of it.”

It was astonishing how much Aris’s shoulders eased. He looked curiously toward Blythe, welcoming those words as if she was the first breeze on a weary summer day.

“If that’s true, then you’re one of the few.”

There was no saying why Blythe reached forward to set her hand atop his, trying to console the emotion he tried so hard to hide. It was instinctual, and so impulsive that she didn’t realize she was touching him until a flame ignited within her chest. The breath that Aris drew was sharp, but before Blythe could pull away she tore her focus from their hands long enough to look up. Past Aris and his scrutiny. Past the iridescent banisters and deep into the foyer, to where a flash of white hair skimmed the edge of her vision.

“Blythe?” Aris’s voice was distant, muddled through the sound of laughter and the same lilting tune that had plagued her mind. She felt as if she were spinning, her vision swimming as an ache blossomed across her temples. With each passing second the music swelled until it pounded against her skull, and in the corner of her gaze she watched as Life picked up the hem of her ivory dress and twirled.

“Blythe.” Aris yanked away from her, and all at once the world steadied. No more music. No more apparitions of a woman in white dancing.

“Dear God, what’s gotten into you?” Aris was on his knee, face bent to inspect hers.

Realizing just how close he was, Blythe waved him off. “I’m fine. You need to work on your bedside manner,” she grumbled, trying to avoid his prying eyes.

Aris grabbed her by the shoulders, holding her still. “If you’re fine, then do you care to explain why your eyes were rolling back into your skull?”

She didn’t. Especially not when she thought they’d been open, staring down the foyer at the ghost of his dead lover.

Blythe sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and bit down on the skin, combing her mind for answers. She was hallucinating, surely. But why?

Realizing she had nothing to say and likely growing tired of trying to pin down her gaze, Aris released her with a weary sigh. “I can finish the rest of Verena on my own.”

“You’ll need my help,” she argued despite how weak those words felt upon her lips. Aris must have felt similar.

“I have it handled,” he told her. “Come tomorrow, you will fall at my feet in tears over how amazing I am.”

“It’s a wonder how you manage to stay on the ground with that inflated ego,” she spat. “I’m fine, Aris. Only a little tired—”

He wasn’t hearing it. Golden threads wound around her wrists before Blythe could argue further, tugging her toward the staircase. Blythe swatted at them, hissing names for Aris so foul that at one point—when she’d tripped backward up the first flight of stairs—he turned to her with folded arms and scrutiny pinching his face. It was impossible to say whether he was offended or impressed.

“Where do you learn these things?”

“Books,” she seethed, met with only a grunt of acknowledgment before a thousand more threads wound around her waist and ankles. They dragged a protesting Blythe up the stairs, down the hall, and to her room, sealing the door shut behind her. And though Blythe’s tongue burned to tell Aris that she hadn’t even gotten started on the list of names she had for him, she didn’t once try to test the locks.

Because either Mila’s ghost had taken to haunting Wisteria, or Blythe was losing her mind.





Chapter Fifteen

Blythe had never roused from a bed faster than she did the next morning. When she blinked past the dregs of sleep and remembered where she was—and more importantly who she was next to—she pressed her eyes shut in a desperate attempt at teleporting herself to anywhere but the bed, then rolled herself off the mattress. She did so inch by inch, contorting herself in a desperate attempt to silently escape the room without waking Aris. And yet with her rolling came a throbbing head, and Blythe had to stifle her tired groan as she tried to re‑center the world. Her efforts, however, were in vain.

“That was quite the performance.” Aris was seated in an armchair behind her, a newspaper in one hand and a steaming cup of tea in the other. “I had no idea you were such an acrobat.” The fox at his feet chittered quietly before curling into a tighter ball. Aris reached down, patting the top of the beast’s head. Of course one monster behaved for another.

“I was trying to be mindful,” Blythe snapped, hoping that her cheeks weren’t as flushed as she felt. “Why are you awake so early?”

“It’s not early,” he said first, nodding to where sunlight filtered in through a gap in the curtains. “Also, I don’t require sleep in the same way that you do. I only needed a bit of rest with my magic so depleted.”

Blythe wished she’d never asked. Because now she had to reconcile not only the fact that she’d spent the night in the same bed as Aris, but that he hadn’t even been sleeping for all of it.

“It turns out I’m not the only troll in this relationship.” His eyes skimmed over the edge of the paper, observing her. “Did you know that you snore in your sleep?”

She didn’t know whether she wanted to stay and burn Aris alive, or whether she should flee the room and hope that she never saw him again. Both, unfortunately, were wishful thinking.

Blythe stepped closer to the curtains, ignoring his jab as she poked her head through. The town outside the palace walls was covered in fresh snow that whipped in the air as the beginnings of a blizzard stirred.

“It’s going to be foul weather today,” she commented, pulling the curtains open wider. “How are we meant to go outside in this?”

“We’re not.” Aris plucked a cube of sugar from a bowl and dropped it into his tea, followed by another. “There are fewer people I’ll have to manage if we stay inside for the day. It’s a better idea anyway, if you’re sick. You can have some tea and stay by the fire. You might want to put some clothes on, though. You’ll catch a chill dressed as you are.”

Clothes.

Blythe gaped gown at the flimsy chemise that stopped an inch below her knee. It was thin and sheer, the edges of her body toeing the line of visibility. She could practically see the bones of her hips pressing through the fabric, too sharp. Too frail. Blythe hugged her arms tightly around herself as she hurried back to the safety of the sheets.

“You brute! Don’t look at me,” she spat, letting anger burn away her embarrassment.

“You’re assuming that I’d want to.” Aris licked the tip of his finger and skimmed to another page without turning to her. “There’s a dress for you in the wardrobe.”

Blythe spared a glance at the wardrobe in question, but she didn’t move. After several long seconds of her stillness, Aris’s sigh broke the silence as the legs of his chair scraped across the wood.

“A thorn,” he whispered under his breath as he crossed to the wardrobe, “right in my side.” He threw it open and tossed the dress at Blythe, who caught it as though it were a piece of gold.

It was an exquisite piece, the bodice a gentle cream color with embroidered hellebore that stretched down the length of her skirts, where threads of gold mixed with the green of vines. The top, however, was still a corset.

It had been one thing to allow Aris’s help last night beneath the cover of darkness. Here, in the light of day, she refused to acknowledge anything they’d discussed or the people they had been the night prior.

“I can’t—” She paused when a knock sounded. Blythe held the sheets tighter as Aris moved toward the door with his lips pressed thin, opening it for Olivia. He let the woman inside, then grabbed his tea and stalked past her.

“Get dressed, you infernal creature,” he told Blythe. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

 

The king and queen were not in attendance when Olivia escorted Blythe to the dining room an hour later.

“You’ll have to forgive their absence,” Aris was telling Elijah as she walked in. “I’m afraid they’ve been summoned by their royal duties.”

Now that Blythe was no longer avoiding his stare, she could see that while Aris smiled, the skin beneath his eyes had darkened overnight. She doubted he’d admit to it aloud, but it seemed that he needed more than “a bit of rest” to replenish himself.

Blythe would have loved to throw on a coat and further explore the brilliant town that surrounded them, but for his sake as well as her own need to heal, perhaps it was better to spend the day indoors. There were a few things she wanted to discuss with her father, anyway, and it was likely she’d have a better chance at getting her answers if Elijah had nowhere to run off to.

Blythe had barely sat before she homed in on her father, not bothering with niceties as she began filling her plate for breakfast.

“What’s going on at Thorn Grove?” she asked plainly, unable to bear another second of not knowing. 

Elijah sighed into the mug of coffee that had only just been poured. “Nothing is going on, Blythe.” Beside him, Aris turned his attention to the herbed butter he was scraping across a scone as if trying to stay out of the cross fire.

“Of course something is going on.” She gripped her fork tight, trying her best to remain civil. “You’ve avoided answering me three times now, which does not equate to nothing. So do us both a favor before I either pester you to death or spontaneously combust from my own stress of not knowing.”

“So she’s always been like this, then?” Aris cast Elijah a pitying look.

“As if you’re not just as dramatic,” Blythe spat before her father had the chance to answer.

Elijah looked between the pair as he finally drew his first sip, a pull between his brows that Blythe couldn’t decipher—amusement? Curiosity?

“She is as bad as a bloodhound stuck on a scent,” Elijah began. “But this matter doesn’t concern either of you. Thorn Grove is well enough, but there’s been a break‑in at Grey’s. It’s only a bit of vandalism, nothing that can’t be fixed.”

Grey’s. Blythe bit back her scoff at the word. God, how she hated that place. Hated who it turned the men of her family into and the suffering it had brought the entire Hawthorne family.

“Oh good, does that mean it’s time to finally burn the place?” A sharp sound grated across her plate as she scraped her fork into some eggs.

“Perhaps,” Elijah acknowledged. “Though Grey’s is a blight with no cure. No matter how many times I try to rid myself of it, the blasted place never stays gone for good.”

That much was undeniable. Her father had tried to run the gentleman’s club into the ground after Lillian’s death. Then, after refusing to let Percy or Byron Hawthorne take over the business, Elijah had tried to sell it to Lord Wakefield only for the man to drop dead.

Unfortunately, despite how little time Elijah tried to spend there, the club had once again risen to popularity ever since Blythe’s engagement to Aris.

“Nearly half of its patrons have offered to help clean the place up. Probably they all think it’ll curry my favor. Or yours.” Elijah nodded to Aris, then took another sip. “I’m on the hunt to find someone new to sell it to. I’ll keep a small percent to satisfy Byron and then wash my hands of the place once and for all.”

Blythe stabbed her fork into a gooseberry. “Let’s hope the next person who buys it doesn’t drop dead.”

While Aris tensed at this, arching a brow, her father only laughed. “Indeed.” As content as he sounded, it didn’t escape Blythe’s notice that his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Perhaps I should pay Thorn Grove a visit,” she tested, searching her father’s face for whatever information he might have been withholding. He lifted his chin as Blythe did, matching her glare.

“I look forward to the day that you do. I imagine running a kingdom keeps you both busy, but you should consider visiting Thorn Grove for the Christmas ball.”

Blythe didn’t have the heart to remind her father just how well Thorn Grove’s past several soirees had gone. Parties were Elijah’s way of getting his mind off things. He’d spent nearly a full year mourning her mother by throwing ridiculously lavish parties at Thorn Grove. If his mind was already fixating on the next, Blythe worried about the extent of the vandalism and all that Elijah wasn’t saying.

“Perhaps I should return with you,” she argued, “just to ensure that all is well.”

At this, Elijah laughed. Blythe’s eyes prickled at the sound; God, how she’d missed it. After they’d lost her mother and Blythe had fallen ill, she hadn’t been sure she’d ever hear it again.

“It’s better this way,” he told her. “The two of you are meant to be on your honeymoon, which I’ve already infiltrated. I do apologize for that, Aris,”

“It’s not a bother,” Aris answered automatically. To anyone else’s eye, he likely looked well and put together. But Blythe had seen him enough over the past month to realize just how haggard he was as he slumped over what was at least his third cup of tea. “Believe me when I say that I could use the help. I was in over my head marrying this one.” He wagged his knife at Blythe, though there was no cruelty.

A joke. He was attempting to make a joke on her behalf. Her father slid her a sideways glance, intrigued by the banter.

Blythe rolled her eyes, arms folding as she leaned back in her chair. “I can hear you, you know. I’m sitting right here.”

“And here is where you’ll stay,” Elijah told her. “At least until I’m certain that things are safe.”

Safe. How tired she was of people always trying to decide things for her in the name of keeping her safe. Her father’s words lit a fire in her chest, and it flared brighter when Elijah turned to Aris with that same pull of his brows and a look that Blythe couldn’t decipher.

“I miss my daughter very much,” he said, “but I don’t want her involved in whatever is happening back at Thorn Grove.”

Blythe’s fists clenched in her skirts. Her anger was so palpable that she could barely breathe around it. Her father had told her that she was welcome back at Thorn Grove anytime, and now what? He was conspiring with Aris













Chapter Eighteen

Blythe’s meals began to show up on a burnished tray outside her door the following day. For three days she consumed porridge for breakfast, cold meat and plain bread for lunch, and shepherd’s pie for dinner. Nothing extravagant. Nothing varied. And none of it with any of the flourish she’d grown to expect from Aris.

She hadn’t seen him since he’d found the mirror, though this wasn’t like the last time he’d disappeared, when she’d had no clue where he’d run off to. All the lights in Wisteria slanted up toward his study. She’d not seen a single sign of his existence, or heard so much as a shuffle of footsteps to prove that he was alive. There was no opening of doors or clattering of a teacup on a saucer. No clinking of a fork against a plate.

And there was certainly no discussion of anything that had happened that night in the glade. Blythe, for her part, had not been able to get their kiss and all they’d nearly done from her mind. She cringed every time she thought of how she’d run her foot up his chest and how she’d urged him on, wanting so much more.

It was probably good that Aris had disappeared. How was she ever meant to face him again?

At least, that’s what she’d thought the first day into his hiding. By the second, Blythe found herself wandering the halls just so she could listen for him to open his door. And by the third, she felt like she was losing her mind when he still hadn’t. It didn’t help that the weather had fouled into a flurry of a snowstorm that kept her trapped indoors with only a pesky fox that could do without her existence. There were a few times a day where the beast might deem her worthy enough for a visit, but it would scurry off into the shadows as soon as she made any effort to befriend it. Perhaps if she knew its name it might be more decent, but for that she’d have to ask Aris.

She’d tried, once. She’d stood outside his study calling for him and demanding he tell her the name of the beast, but he’d never answered. Not even to yell at her to go away or to force her back into her room with magic.

Whatever they’d built between them during their days in Verena was gone. One more day of solitude and Blythe feared that she might lose her mind.

Her discontent was bolstered by the fact that, despite Christmas being mere days away and the storm that was raging outside their door, Wisteria was no longer cold. It instead simmered with a heat so oppressive that Blythe took her fan with her as she paced the halls, opening the windows to cool herself only to have to shut them moments later when snow flurried inside.

She needed to get out of Wisteria. Needed to leave before she shriveled into a husk and fell dead, only to probably end up as a spirit forced to wander the halls of this place and torment Aris for all eternity. But this time there was no sending a letter to Signa to come rescue her. And it wasn’t as though there were any horses for her to take to Thorn Grove even if the weather had been cooperative.

She pounded her way down the stairs, catching sight of the small fox curled up on an armchair, looking perfectly at ease in the warmth.

“Enjoying this, are you?” she asked, only for the fox to slit one eye to inspect her before returning to its slumber. Blythe sighed as she passed it, doing her routine check of the windows to see whether the storm had let up.

It hadn’t, of course, and she threw the curtains over the panes with a stream of choice words to detail precisely how she felt about that. It wasn’t until she stomped past the front door that she froze in place, a glimmer of a gilded knob catching her eye. She turned toward it, her throat thickening.

It wasn’t possible. A thousand golden threads wound protectively around the door, and even Aris himself had told her that she’d never be able to use it when Wisteria was a very part of his soul. Still, desperation drove her toward it. She cast one look behind her, half expecting Aris to storm down the steps and laugh at her for even considering such an idea. But the halls remained silent.

Blythe turned back to the door, leaning into its frame as she whispered, “I need you to get me out of here.” She dropped her head against the wood, gritting her teeth at the jolt that struck through her ring finger as she skimmed her fingers over the handle.

“Take me to Foxglove.” She whispered the words like a spell, filling them with all her hope. But when she opened the door there was only an icy blast of snow to greet her. She shut it again and clenched the handle tighter. “Take me to Thorn Grove.”

Again, another blast of snow smacked her face when she threw the door open. She slammed it back shut, fuming.

“To Brude!” This time she couldn’t even twist the handle, for her ring burned with such ferocity that she clenched it into her skirts.

“Fine!” Blythe smacked her hand against the frame, then bit back her wince from the pain. “Fine, then, you wretched thing. Take me to wherever it is that you want me to go, so long as it’s away from here!” All at once, her ring fell cold. Blythe stilled, not daring to breathe as the golden threads surrounding the door snapped in half. They did not fall but vanished before her eyes in a glimmer of light, leaving the handle bare. This time when Blythe curled her fingers around the knob and eased the door open, it was not a snowstorm that greeted her. This time, Wisteria opened into the last place she ever expected.

 

Her mother’s garden was unrecognizable from what it had been a month prior.

One side of the gate hung open and was swaying in the wind, its tinny creaking the only sound aside from Blythe’s own footsteps crunching against the snow as she stepped outside.

Grey’s, it seemed, had not been the only place to be vandalized.

The fire’s destruction was now but one small fragment of the garden’s disarray. Parts of the ground had been completely uprooted, piles of dirt tossed haphazardly as though someone had been digging.

The snow cut into Blythe’s bare soles, but she couldn’t feel the sting of it. She couldn’t feel anything but the rage that burned in her belly as she glanced past the empty pond to her mother’s headstone, now decimated. Step‑by‑step, Blythe made her way toward it, falling to her knees beside the place where the grave had once lain. With trembling, frostbitten hands, she dug up broken pieces of the stone that lay half-buried beneath the snow.

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t believe that anyone could find it in themselves to ruin such a sacred place. Once upon a time, Blythe had hoped the garden would overcome its past year of suffering and would one day flourish. She’d hoped that flora would overtake her mother’s grave, and that this place would forever thrive in secret deep in the woods behind Thorn Grove.

Blythe stared around the garden, at the dried twigs and scorched ground where she used to spend days smelling rows of hyacinth. She waited each spring for the wolfsbane to bloom and for the frogs to come out of their hiding and perch themselves atop the lily pads.

Now it was quiet. There were no frogs. No wolfsbane or hyacinth. There was only a broken gate, a shattered headstone, and a memory of a place Blythe would never be able to return to. The longer she stared, the more the loss festered within her, hastening her breaths.

She wanted it back. Wanted the overgrown flowers and the hum of insects buzzing in her ear. Wanted the croaking frogs she’d spent too many hours of her life trying to capture as they leaped from bank to bank. Blythe shut her teary eyes, ridding her mind of what this garden looked like now and instead satiating herself with memories of how it had looked in full spring bloom. She thought of the lavender that had grown taller than she was and the jasmine bushes that had never failed to make her sneeze. She filled her mind with the garden’s image until it felt real enough to touch.

And when she opened her eyes, it was.

Ivy crawled across the ground, covering her heels and any signs of snow and ash. Wolfsbane ensnared her ankle, clawing up her thigh with such vigor that Blythe had to throw herself back lest she become part of the garden herself. She had to be dreaming, or perhaps she was still in Wisteria, overheated and passed out in a puddle of her own sweat.

No sooner had she let herself believe this than she gasped, having backed straight into a growing bush of plump white roses full of thorns that scraped her skin. One drew a bead of blood, which Blythe watched trickle down her elbow and fall onto the soil. Hellebore in the most peculiar shade of silver blossomed in the exact spot where it landed, and when Blythe inspected the injury, she found nothing. No trace of blood. No open wound. Just a tiny crescent scar that was nearly the same shade as her skin. Beneath it, she could still feel the ghost of the thorn’s sting.

It was like what had happened during the picnic with Aris. Only this time, she was certain she’d seen the blood. This time, she was certain it was real.

Blythe stumbled backward, trembling as she fought to keep on her feet. The ivy at her heels kept growing, stretching toward her. It reminded her of the incident back in her father’s study, where flora had blossomed out of nowhere and taken over everything in its path.

The snow that had blanketed the ground only moments prior had been absorbed into the earth, and in its place flowers blossomed. Clover spread beneath her bare feet while moss tore its way up what remained of her mother’s grave and toward Blythe’s hand. All the flora was reaching toward her, crooked stems bent as if craning their necks in search of her.

As if . . . as if they were a part of her.

Blythe’s eyes fell to the hellebore, born of her blood, and the garden swayed. Her skin was clammy as her mind worked to process what she was witnessing. No trick of her imagination. Not a dream, but a flourishing spring garden in the midst of winter. Wounds that healed as fast as they were made.

Sickness churned her stomach, threatening its way out, but Blythe wound an arm around herself and held tight. She had to know the truth of it. Had to confirm. And so she bent to press a palm atop a bare bit of soil beside the growing clover and pictured a flower she had never before seen in her mother’s garden. The first one that came to her mind—wisteria. She pictured a tree as strong and sturdy as the one at the palace, blooming over her mother’s grave. And as she pictured it, she could feel the tree’s roots spread through the earth. The base of a trunk grew, stretching into branches that filled with petals as white as snow.

Blythe lost her footing, sliding down to sit on the soil just as a frog leaped beside her, croaking as it dove into the melted pond. Was it her imagination, or was that blood slickening its back?

She turned only to find herself staring at a tree whose bark had been marred with crimson and at the bones of several frogs that lay at the base of it. One by one she watched as their bones stitched together, then their flesh. Soon, plump frogs hit the ground with a croak, blinking in confusion before they leapt toward the pond as well.

This time, Blythe could not hold down her sickness. She barely managed to make it five feet before she lost her stomach in the lilies.

For months she had believed that such oddities were Signa’s doing. Back in her father’s study she’d been devastated at the idea of losing Percy, and had hoped desperately that she’d been seeing things. Then with the horse, and with Eliza and the child . . . it was Signa who had acted as though she was the one helping them, but . . . hadn’t Blythe wanted them healed just as much as her cousin? Was it not Blythe who had demanded that the horse be brought back to life and that Eliza be healed no matter the price? Hadn’t her hands, too, been laid upon them?

She had seen Elaine sick in the mirror only for the woman to be healed after Blythe touched her.

She had made the door of Wisteria—a part of Aris’s very soul—obey her command.

For months she had been plagued by visions that felt more like memories than dreams.

And now, as Blythe stared up at the wisteria tree, she understood why. It was not her cousin who Aris had been searching for all this time. . . .

It was Blythe.

The realization was a weight that threatened to bury her. It was a tightness in her lungs that had her gripping her throat, fingers digging into her flesh, for she could not breathe.

She was the one who Aris was searching for, not Signa.

She was Life.
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