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1. The Fey Graveyard
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Our home was full of magic then. Not the strong, dangerous fey kind, of course; few humans interacted with them in our small town. Between Patience’s gift with herbs and Charity’s with flowers, the house always smelled of humble, kind, ordinary magic. My gift added nothing to our home’s atmosphere. That was partly because the materials I work with have no fragrance. Also I rarely practiced it, and only then in secret, when the need was desperate.

My sisters and I sat in our small parlor as we awaited Father’s return, talking of the small fortune we anticipated and arguing over whether to fix the roof first or buy new furniture. I was arranging intricate battle strategies on our worn, chipped Ward set, fighting a pretend opponent. Ward is chess’s more complicated, aggressive cousin. My sisters were never interested in games like these.

“I know you are smart enough to learn,” I said to Patience, for the fourth time this week. “Don’t you want to set that herb weaving down for just half an hour and try something new?”

“Of course I’m smart enough. That doesn’t work on me, Beauty. I know what I enjoy and I’m doing it now.” Patience squinted at the intricate pattern in her lap. She never sounded more like the eldest than when she scolded me. “But it’s time we decide where to move the furniture in the large parlor. When Father returns, we will get the roof fixed.”

“So practical.” Anyone else but us would have missed the faint sarcasm in Charity’s low, musical voice. She was bent over a blanket she was embroidering for the miller’s wife, who was expecting a baby. The firelight glimmered on delicate blue and red details. “Whatever would we do without two parlors?”

Patience put down her half-finished weaving and frowned at her. “There is no reason to let the whole roof rot in just because we don’t use that room.”

“And how much will that cost, Patience?” I asked, moving a piece into the enemy’s side with a click against the board.

“I’m sure we will have enough. You know Father’s never had a larger order for his wine, or from an establishment so well-known.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. Patience would have rearranged the whole house if one of us mentioned a draft near our chair. But she did not keep our finances or know the true nature of our struggles. Of the three of us, I waited for Father’s return with secret desperation, careful to never let it show.

“I wish I hadn’t been silly enough to ask for a rose,” mused Charity. She straightened up from her embroidery and stretched elegantly, like a cat. “I’m not sure it’s late enough in the year for them yet.”

“I don’t regret asking him for more herbs,” Patience declared. “That blasted blight took out all of my yarrow and most of the rosemary. Not a single kitchen garden in town escaped it, either. I need more of those if I’m to make my usual summer tinctures. Last year’s store is almost gone. Whatever he brings me, I can propagate for anyone else who wishes to try growing it themselves.”

“Why should you regret the rose, Charity?” I asked. “You have not asked for anything Father would begrudge you. And anyway, he’s gone south where the weather is warmer.”

“True.” Charity shrugged, turning her large eyes to me. “Only it seems impractical when I have a garden full already.”

“Nonsense. As the youngest, you must be spoiled. It’s the rule,” I said. “Isn’t it, Patience?”

“Of course,” she murmured around a sprig of herbs held fast between her teeth. Charity and I smiled at one another, knowing Patience had probably not heard us at all.

“And what about you, Beauty? Do you regret asking Father for a necklace?”

From anyone else, this would’ve been a veiled insult, one that I might have deserved. From my baby sister, it was merely a thoughtful inquiry. And I wished I could have answered her honestly. But to do so would have raised her and Patience’s curiosity and therefore alarm.

I reached over and squeezed her knee. “No, Sweet. I don’t regret asking for what I did.”

I returned to my game and won against myself, but had lost all pleasure in it. My mind turned to money and to the necklace I had asked Father to bring me. It made me look greedy, and perhaps I was; but I would rather my sisters think me greedy than know what I really intended to do with my costly gift.

Father arrived just as we were setting our things aside for bed. We saw him ride up through the gate and dismount near the kitchen entrance. We ran downstairs, shouting and jostling like a bunch of children on baking day. I heard Clotilde, our cook, greet him, then scold him for bringing dirt inside. Something fluttered in my chest at his rejoinder. Even from behind the kitchen door he sounded subdued, sad, not his usual brisk self. It reminded me of how sunken he had seemed after Mother’s death five years ago.

He came through the parlor door, his face bright and loving, and pulled us all into an embrace. Then, he kissed each of us on the head, from oldest to youngest. “My girls. Pazi, sit down, eh? Bellezza, still playing Ward? That’s good. Ah, Amore. You all look the picture of health.”

We smiled at his use of our names. When his eldest child was born he’d agreed to the name Patience, shortening it in his own language as an endearment, but he insisted on names for his other daughters that sounded pleasing in his estimation. He and our very French Mother had found their compromise. She hadn’t minded that he used the more familiar word for love rather than charity for their youngest daughter.

“Come sit down, Father,” said Charity, leading him to the fire and his favorite chair, while Patience called for Clotilde to bring them tea.

“I’m coming, Patience,” said Clotilde, bustling in with a tray. She had been with us for many years. Gray-haired and sharp-eyed, she saw everything and usually spoke her mind. “Do you think I forgot? Try to live up to your name, girl.” Her wry smile held affection, though, and Patience took the tray from her with an apologetic smile.

“Join us, won’t you, Clotilde?” 

“Tomorrow night, love,” Clotilde replied, patting my sister’s head. “Now that I’ve seen your father home and safe, I’m off to bed.” And she went up to her room, returning our goodnight calls with a wave of the hand that pretended to be annoyed.

We were all settled when I asked, “How was it, Papà?”

I think my sisters saw something was wrong, now. Our father looked down at his cup, a line drawn sharp between his gray brows. “I am sorry to tell you, girls, that I could not bring what you asked for.”

Patience and Charity rushed to reassure him that it didn’t matter, but he patted Charity’s hand with a sad smile.

“I’m afraid it does, for it is worse than you think. I received no payment for my wine because the wine never reached shore. I warned that captain against accepting fey cargo on board,” he told us, his voice more weary than angry. “He refused to listen, the fool. And now, thanks to damned fey magic, everything sits at the bottom of the sea.”

“Everything?” Patience echoed, but Father did not seem to hear her. Charity clasped Father’s hand and murmured pity for the lost sailors. I stared at my rapidly cooling cup, my mind already darting a dozen steps ahead.

“You couldn’t have done anything to stop it, Father,” I said. “Let’s drink our tea and go to bed. We all need the rest.”

“Yes,” Patience agreed. Really I meant that Father needed the rest, and she knew it. He had eaten little and would eat no more tonight. Charity stood with him, and when he looked at her his face cleared a little, and he spoke with more surety.

“We lost far too much on that ship, but we have something no fey magic can take from us,” he said. “I don’t want you to fret. None of you, do you understand me, miei cari?” He looked at each of us in turn, and I nodded along. “We will be well enough.” He sounded sure, like his old self before Mother’s death.

But I knew better. No payment and no necklace meant I had only one choice left.

Everyone else in the house was asleep when I crept from home, cloaked and silent as the night itself. No one needed to know where I was going. Grateful to be out of town and so near the woods, I hurried toward the whispering canopy and melted into the shadows.

A fey kingdom dwelt in these woods once, or so the story goes. Now there is nothing but a graveyard swathed in shadow and moss.

I had only been there once before. Despite the years between tonight and my last enterprise, I found my way easily when the clouds parted to reveal a waxing moon above. Anyone could find the trail leading in, but getting out would be difficult. After a few minutes’ walk, I had to rely on landmarks: turn left at the lone, twisted oak, go past the fallen log now lost beneath a rippling blanket of fungi that glowed in the night. Fear and anticipation quickened my heartbeat.

The only jewelry I retained was a slim, gold ring my mother had left me, and I would never sell it. This left me with precious few options for raising income. Stories about the graveyard were as varied and contradictory as local gossip. It was said to be a place of forgotten treasures, if one could get past the spirits that haunted the place. Untold riches lay buried with their dead, left undisturbed by the wise and wary. Apparently I was neither. But I was desperate to test this particular tale. And I needed jewels in order to perform the magic my family preferred to ignore.

While we were all loving and loyal, this was the difference between my sisters and me: Patience and Charity would do anything to protect our family’s feelings, but I would do anything to keep our family alive.

Despite the direness of our condition, my fingers itched with anticipation. I loved my magic as much as playing Ward. I hadn’t felt this thrill in a long time.

When I stumbled into the clearing, the sight was just as jarring as I remembered.

The graves set at irregular intervals might have been hundreds or thousands of years old. Fey magic is said to preserve things for longer than is natural. At first glance the gravestones appeared to be tall monuments carved from great slabs of precious stones, or wrought from gold or silver in elaborate, delicate shapes. I had glimpsed them last time, along with what I hoped would be the fulfillment of my current search. But, like last time, when I moved into the clearing, these monuments writhed and blurred, contorting into shapes that sent a chill across my skin and caught the breath in my throat. They became bodies, twisted with age or torture, wild beasts of unfathomable savagery, and other things I did not recognize and had no wish to.

The chill was not just fear. The air was cold and clammy, still as death itself despite the frenzied, flickering movements before me. When I plunged ahead, it felt like wading through deep, turbid water, just as it had all those years ago.

A wave of dizziness forced me to still. Looking around and willing my racing heart to slow, I examined the shapes while attempting to emulate my eldest sister’s patience. The gold and silver stones I ignored. Stumbling to the one closest to me, a rich, dark red like dried blood, I pulled a small garden shovel from my cloak and began to dig at the gravestone’s base.

No angered spirit attacked me at the breaking of sacred soil. Nothing hindered me, save the palpable tug of the air around me. After a few minutes I found nothing in the earth and no hidden hollow in the stone itself. After searching several gravestones, my path winding through a forest of corpses and other horrors, frustration and panic started to build in my throat. If I found nothing, then what?

I dragged myself to one stone that, when not an image of horror, looked like a dark red stone similar to the first, clear as claret and crimson as rage. When I reached it, something odd happened.

It ceased changing, allowing me a closer look while the other stones continued their macabre dance. Like most, it was taller than I, etched with faded words in a strange language. Dropping to my knees, I struck the earth.

Clink. Something lay glittering, half-covered in the dirt. I scrabbled and scraped until, with sweating, shaking hands, I pulled up a slender rope that caught the weak strands of moonlight and glimmered with promise.

Clods of dirt fell away as I lifted my find for closer inspection. It was cool, jointed, hard as greed. Still no deathly attack fell upon me, and still I breathed, and the object in my hand filled me with raw, ragged joy.

It was a necklace fit for a queen. A fey queen, more like. An intricate gold chain cupped five radiant crimson stones, the color of the gravestone. The middle one was the largest, the size of a grape and round as a coin.

Rubies were the rarest of stones in the human world. I had asked Father for a lone sapphire in a setting of silver, or at best an emerald, knowing I could trade two stones for one of greater value until I had enough. But surely this alone would pay our debts. I pocketed my findings and turned to leave when everything went dark as the inside of a well in midwinter.

Too late.

Now my limbs felt weightless, limp, like those of a marionette with its strings cut. The image of a man cloaked in shadows flashed before my eyes, and a voice like the whispering of a hundred withered wings breathed in my ear.
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2. The Visitor
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You are bold, human.

I could not speak. My limbs remained unresponsive, and all I knew was the terror of being held at the mercy of an unseen power.

I see how much you want this. Your greed is strong and startling. I have not seen its like in many, many years.

My heart in my throat, I clutched the necklace in my pocket, as if by my will alone I could keep what I had stolen.

What to do with you, troublemaker? The voice ebbed and flowed, yet I could have sworn there was a playful, almost careless edge to it. I cannot let you go without leaving something in return. This graveyard demands a price. You must understand that. So what shall it be?

I struggled to speak. A number of things I might offer came to mind, but I doubted any of them would suffice.

Yes, it is difficult, even when you have the gift of choosing your own sacrifice. And there is no returning what you have stolen. You cannot avoid the cost. Well, then. I remove the burden of choice from you.

Suddenly I could feel my hands attached to my limbs, the strain in my back as I tried to extricate myself from this unseen guardian of the graveyard. My feet stood on solid ground.

I will choose your sacrifice.

The voice was little more than the sighing of the wind, and as the last word faded, my eyes cleared and the graveyard swam into view. I gasped for air, struggling to stay upright. The necklace remained in my hand. It was cold as ice.

As I ran home through the moon-limned forest, the last words haunted me like the spirit who had spoken them. What would it choose, and how would I know? Would I lose my voice, my mind, my looks? I might lose my magic—that thought troubled me greatly and spurred me on. Without my magic, I could not save my family from ruin. The thought sparked hot anger inside me.

I thought of my Ward game, simple and clumsy. I would have gladly relinquished it as protection against such a force with unknown powers. But I doubted a fey spirit, or whatever kind of spirit that was, would find such a gift an acceptable trade.

Yet I did not pause in my flight. Whatever the cost might be, I would happily pay it if it meant my family’s salvation.

Not far from the forest’s edge I stumbled into a shock of cold water. I had forgotten the stream in my haste, but it gave me an idea. I splashed myself until I was soaked through and gasping, uncomfortable but awake and hoping that I had washed the scent of fey magic away.

Perhaps the spirit only made empty threats, I thought as I broke through the forest. The fey were known to toy carelessly with humans from time to time. I had not ventured that far into the graveyard last time, nor encountered any spirits then, either. The spirit seemed tied to the place. Surely it still was, along with its power? I took my escape as proof of this, determining to do anything in my power to avoid losing to this capricious force.

I pushed these thoughts from my mind as I entered the house through the kitchen and crept upstairs, avoiding the creaking steps, my mind set on a singular task.

After changing quickly, I set the necklace in a pool of candlelight, the rubies glimmering like liquid fire. My fingers tingled as I shut my eyes and pictured the first stone, the size of my thumbnail, stretching and breaking into two identical ones. The magic, called double alchemy because it could create two jewels out of one, pulled through my fingers, and my breathing began to struggle; sweat dampened my skin. I knew this feeling well, knew how to endure and to continue on.

But something pushed against me, sudden and powerful. My head swam and I stifled the scream rising in my throat as the ground seemed to spin me upside down. This had never happened before. I forced down my nausea, holding on to the object of my magic, straining until I thought I would break.

Plink.

I opened my eyes and sucked in a breath, gasping as my swirling senses returned to my body’s upright position. My clothes stuck to my back with sweat the way nausea clung to my
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