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	Three is the most magical number. 
You’ll find it in the beginning, middle, and end. 
You’ll find it balancing the legs of a stool.
You’ll find it in the morning, noon, and night. 
And if you seek it often enough, 
you’ll find the magic in it.
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Act I:

	The Wood

	
[image: Image]

	 

	 

	Brambles scratched Velina’s legs as she bolted through the thicket outside the Darkwood. “It has to be around here somewhere.”

	But this was the second time she’d passed a boulder shaped eerily like a skull, and she had yet to stumble upon the place she sought.

	The witch should be here. 

	Velina had traded her last meal at the workhouse for a scrap of paper with a map scribbled on it—though the word “map” was a generous way to describe the trader’s depiction. She’d stuffed the scrap of paper into her threadbare pocket and now pulled it out to study it. Crude details had been scratched with a bit of charcoal—a lump to represent the hill, a squiggle for the riverbed, a circle for the skull boulder, and a square for the witch’s cottage. But the cottage wasn’t here. 

	Had she gambled everything on a fairytale? Would she have to drag herself back into Drěghold’s mucky streets and over the rotting threshold of the workhouse once again? Eghrǔn would flog her on sight for running away—then again, the orc didn’t need much of an excuse to dole out a flogging.

	She had to get out of there for good.

	“Where is she?” Velina said, her high voice coming out in a strained whisper. The late summer sun had set an hour ago, and true night would be closing in fast. But a night spent in the cold moonlight of the Darkwood would be better than her smelly cot in the workhouse. She had bathed in a stream after leaving Drěghold that morning, eager to begin her new life. And now…

	She clutched her bare arms, her straight silver hair doing little to warm her shoulders as it fell over them. Clouds shifted above, revealing a bulbous moon, and she raised her chin. One more try. She had to find the witch.

	After taking one last look at the scrap of paper, she shoved it back into her pocket and set off again, ignoring the brambles in her hair and droplets of blood on her bare calves. Her dirty tunic only fell to her knees, offering little protection from the perils of the wood. She trudged back over the dry riverbed, scrambling up the stones on the steep bank. Her chest pounding with nervous energy, she rounded the hill rumored to be faerǔn and scrambled through the brambles again. Blood trickled down her legs from more scrapes, and here was the rock…

	And a cottage. It stood in the shadow of the trees, past the rock shaped like a skull. Velina fell to her knees, her hand reaching for the rock. Hadn’t she been standing here moments ago? She glanced between the cottage and the rock. The two shadowed holes on the rock seemed to meet her gaze. She bolted to her feet and strode toward the cottage, a chill running down the back of her neck. She shook herself. She must have gotten turned around or something, or didn’t notice it in the deep shadows of the trees at the edge of the wood.

	Vines trailed over the cottage roof and up the chimney, curling into the air like wisps of smoke with nothing to grasp. The building was made of weathered wood, a dilapidated porch covering the front and moss on the roof tiles. The front door was crooked, hanging by one hinge. And not a single light shone against the growing darkness.

	Velina’s steps slowed as she neared the place. She licked her lips, which were suddenly dry. Heart thundering in her ribcage, she stepped up onto the front porch, which let out a creak like a dying owl’s screech. Her shoulders crept up to her ears. If anyone was inside, they now knew for certain that Velina was here.

	There was no going back.

	She swallowed, reaching her shaking hand toward the door. It was ancient and made from thick wood, its original color indiscernible, with cracks and crevices of age lining its surface. She paused. What would she bargain with the witch for? She had barely thought about her request. Escape from her miserable life in Drěghold wasn’t enough. Her life had been just as miserable in Ravenshold. She was miserable everywhere—she’d been treated miserably ever since she was born. She pulled her hand away from the door, angrily throwing her silver hair back over her shoulder. She’d had silver hair since birth; it marked her as touched by the cursed faerǔn.

	Whether the faerǔn really existed and swapped human babies with their own sick offspring, Velina didn’t know. But everywhere she went, she was shunned as such and had to settle for the gods-forsaken workhouses to keep herself from starving to death. It had been so ever since she could remember, in all her nineteen or twenty years—she didn’t actually know her age. Whoever named her had left her on the doorstep of an orphanage in Ravenshold, which, conveniently for everyone but her, had been adjacent to the workhouse. She’d grown up at the mercy of those larger and meaner than her, only good for her nimble fingers and ability to slip into narrow places—like behind a broken millwheel, where she ran the risk of getting caught in the wheel the moment she got the thing unstuck.

	But last week, she’d vowed to leave the workhouse for good. Eghrǔn had flogged her in front of everyone for breaking his prized piece of milling equipment, which he’d just gotten from Ravenshold. Velina had been tasked with maintaining the machine since she could reach into its various nooks and crannies to make sure all the belts and gears were clean. Eghrǔn was about to sign a contract with some noble for a staggering sum of money and sent Velina to make sure the thing was pristine before showing it off to the noble. But she had mistaken an innocuous-looking bottle of vїloil for leather oil, and it had eaten away at the machine’s belts. The accident had lost Eghrǔn a fortune, according to his angry snarls as the switch met her back in the workhouse courtyard. She couldn’t go back there.

	Her heart suddenly racing, Velina reached out and knocked on the witch’s door, a jolt running through her stomach as soon as her knuckles touched the wood. A new life. One of her choosing. That was all she wanted.

	“Hello?” she asked in her high, clear voice. “I’m looking for the witch.”

	The door swung open on its one hinge, a sad creaking just as miserable as the interior condition of the cottage. Moonlight slanted in through the open door. Dust smothered the one-room cottage, including the attic loft above the kitchen nook. Heavy shadows leered at her from the hearth, which was cold and black. Cupboard doors hung open to reveal barren insides. And there wasn’t a soul in sight.

	Velina swayed and clutched the doorframe, pressing her eyes closed for a moment. The wood felt solid under her fingertips. Sturdy. Like the cottage would stand for eons after everyone in Viridia was long dead. Steadying herself on the threshold, she lurched inside, gritting her teeth. The smell wasn’t as bad as she’d expected; an earthy, almost herbal scent stole over her. Bundles of herbs hung over the hearth, long since dried and coated in dust, but a pleasant sight to look at, nonetheless.

	A lengthy sigh escaped from deep inside her chest, and she shifted the door closed behind her, propping it up with its one rusty hinge, which further deepened the shadows of the cottage. The grimy windows let in a cool glow of moonlight, allowing her to see only the outlines of the interior. Disappointment weighed heavy in her chest, but what she needed most was somewhere to sit and rest.

	She spotted an old rocking chair by the hearth and dragged herself over to it, exhaustion suddenly pressing on her bones. At least she was out of Drěghold. And she had a roof over her head for the night. In the morning, she could do some foraging for something to eat.

	Velina couldn’t stay here indefinitely. The cottage wasn’t far enough from Drěghold, but perhaps it was enough for now.
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	Despite everything, Velina wasn’t sleepy, so she rose from the old rocking chair and explored the cottage in the dim moonlight filtering in through the dirty windows. Upon her first inspection, she located a small stack of firewood tucked next to the hearth and flint left carelessly on the mantle. She made quick work of them and soon stood before a modest fire. Warmth radiated from the hearth, and she gazed into the merrily crackling flames. Her belly growled in hunger, but she was used to that. Going to sleep was usually her remedy. She could better assess the cottage in the daylight anyway.

	Too afraid to climb up into the dark loft—she’d been struck with the sudden realization that the witch who lived here definitely didn’t live here anymore and could be dead here—she curled up in the old rocking chair with a tattered shawl draped around her shoulders.

	She shivered, shrugging off the terrible thoughts. If there was a dead witch up there, she reasoned, the cottage wouldn’t smell so nice. The ancient-looking flowers and herbs hanging from the mantle even seemed to have some life left in them. But still, Velina couldn’t stop the intrusive images of the loft from invading her mind. The sudden thought that the shawl might have belonged to the witch made her sit up straight and look around the dark cottage, as if her thoughts might summon the witch—or her ghost. But no, she reasoned, surely a passing traveler had left it. And she didn’t have anything else to keep her warm. She wriggled in the chair, forcibly closing her eyes. Tomorrow, she’d go out and look for food, and everything would be better. Wishing for abundance in the forest outside, she sighed and turned her head to a more comfortable position.

	Before she could doze off into a proper sleep, she heard footsteps creak on the porch. She shot like a bolt out of the chair. Her heart raced as she stood frozen, but with the fire crackling in the hearth, and the sound of the chair rocking back and forth, whoever stood on the porch must know there was someone inside.

	Was it the witch? Would she lay a curse on Velina for intruding? Or had someone come nosing around, looking for a runaway faerǔn girl from the workhouse?

	The person stood silent for a moment, as if undergoing the same hesitation Velina had felt earlier, then finally knocked. “I’m looking for the witch,” the person said, making it sound more like a question than a statement.

	Velina clutched the shawl about her as her gaze darted around the cottage. She couldn’t hide. They knew she was in here. But they were looking for the witch.

	“Please,” the voice said. “I can pay.”

	Heart hammering, she stared at the poorly secured door, wishing she could see through its planks to determine the intentions of the stranger. She yanked the shawl up over her hair and noticeably pointy ears, draping it around herself like the Mosu nuns in Ravenshold did. She could pretend to be the witch, take their money, and be long gone by morning. She took two steps toward the door and paused, instantly regretting the movement. What if this was some sort of trick or a trap?

	What if it was the witch?

	She swallowed a hard lump in her throat. Her aching belly was no better for it. She was about to change her mind and find a dark corner to hide in when she heard a heavy sigh outside, the kind she recognized. It was a sigh of defeat. Of desperation.

	Before she could change her rattled mind once more, she lowered her voice and said, “Coming.” Re-checking the shawl, she hunched in on herself, then opened the door a sliver. “What is it?” Velina growled, doing her best to remain in the shadows. The clear skies painted a dark picture for her, highlighted in moonlight.

	Another sigh came from the boy who faced her. She pulled back a little as he tried to peer inside. He looked about her age from what little she could see of his hooded visage; he was about her height and wore dark clothing of a high quality if the neat stitching and stiff fabrics were any indication. He tucked a pair of leather riding gloves into an interior pocket of his cloak, and she caught a flash of a pocket watch chain. “Thank the Omens,” he said. “I’ve been searching all night. Went three times around the wood, in fact—”

	A snort ripped from her, having done the same exact thing. She pinned him with a look as if it were a ruse she herself had planned for him. “And?” she asked.

	“And…I’ve come seeking your help. I have coin. 
I—”

	Velina made as if to close the door. “Explain or go away,” she said, beginning to like this role of annoyed witch. It was late, and she did want him to go away.

	He cleared his throat, and said, “Apologies, I…” He collected his words. “I need a spell, or whatever it is you do—to stop a marriage.”

	“A marriage?” she asked dryly. “And why would I do that? Trying to ruin someone’s life, are you?”

	“It’s my own life, thank you very much,” he retorted. “I mean—that’s to say, I’m the one supposed to get married, and I’d like it stopped.”

	Velina withdrew farther behind the door. What was this stranger up to? “And what is the reasoning behind this…need?” she asked out of genuine curiosity.

	He bristled. “I don’t think you need to know—”

	“I need to know intentions,” she snapped, heat searing her cheeks, “if I am to find the correct way to…aid you.” She held her breath, angry at herself for letting her curiosity steer this cursed conversation. What was she even doing?

	“Well…I…” He huffed. He looked for a second as if he would leave, taking whatever coin he had in his pockets with him. Perhaps she was being too harsh. She wanted him to go away, true, but the idea of having some coin to give her a life outside of the workhouses was too inviting.

	She sniffed. “You must give me more information when you return tomorrow night,” she said finally.

	“Tomorrow?”

	“Yes,” Velina said slowly. “You will pay me a small sum now, so I may begin my ministrations. And tomorrow, you must return with…” She wracked her brain. What would a witch require for a spell such as this? Her stomach growled. “The thigh bone of a goose.”

	“The…” he began. An owl chose that moment to sing its eerie hooting song amid the moonlit trees, causing him to twitch. She gave him what she hoped was a mysterious look. “Yes, yes, of course,” he said. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a coin pouch, emptying about half into his palm. He held it out to her.

	Easing the door open enough to slip her hand out, she prayed her work-worn hands would pass as an old witch’s. Though, who was to say the witch had been old? She snatched the coins out of his hand, the unfamiliar cold weight in her hand warming to her skin.

	“Wait—” he cried. “When am I to return?”

	“The same time tomorrow. And don’t forget—”

	“The thigh bone,” he said, nodding, “of a goose. I won’t. And you promise, you can help?”

	“Indeed,” she managed, not feeling the least bit bad about it. Sure, she could help him out of his coins—he looked like he could spare what was in his coin purse and twenty times more, from what she’d seen of his clothing and soft hands.

	She slammed the door before he could see through her ruse, and she froze there, waiting for him to go away.

	When his steps finally retreated over the creaky porch boards, she slumped back against the door. She squeezed the unforgiving coins in her palm, her stomach hollow, as she stared up at the darkness of the loft.
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	She thought it would take ages to fall asleep in the witch’s cottage, alone, and in fear of another supplicant or even the witch herself barging in. But not long after curling up in the rocking chair, using the shawl as a blanket, her tired eyelids closed off the world. Guilt over taking the boy’s money began to outweigh the hollow pit of hunger in her stomach.

	The morning found her pacing the cottage, her thoughts at war with each other. Her first instinct—upon waking with aching bones in the rocking chair—was to run. Get as far from Drěghold and Eghrǔn as possible. She had the boy’s coins, more than she’d ever possessed in her life. But tonight, he would bring more. And what if she dragged this out even longer?

	She could amass a large enough sum to afford a real place to live, perhaps even in Elody. Many a traveling merchant spoke reverently of the place, where one could retire to a quiet life among the salty breezes off the seashore. She could work on a fisherman’s boat—perhaps buy her own if she could get enough money off this noble. Then she would never have to step foot in another workhouse again.

	In the daylight, she inspected the cottage a little more as she paced. The ground floor held little besides the rocking chair and an old wooden table she hardly trusted upon seeing how some of the
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