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Jack Rossi was taught a lesson when he was eight years old. His mom had been in the kitchen, rolling bread dough beneath her soft palms. He could tell she was angry about something.
“There is a difference between being nice and being kind,” she said, turning to him. “Being nice is about being polite. It gets the job done, clean and orderly. You are nice to people you don’t know in the store buying groceries, or to a kitten you find under a car in the winter. It is doing what you should, when you’re supposed to and how you’re supposed to, when the time is right.”
She brushed some flour off her forehead with the back of her hand. Jack grinned when it just added more to the flour that was already there. Mrs. Rossi smiled back and flicked some flour at Jack’s nose for the trouble.
“Anyway, being kind is different. Harder. It means doing what is best even when the cost is high. It’s saying something that hurt and hurt and hurt right now, so it wouldn’t have to hurt ever again.” She took the dough and tucked it into a bread tin, tapping at the edges to get it to settle in. “It’s pulling poison into your own mouth, through your teeth because you were sucking it from someone else’s wound.” She continued, “Because poison is cheap, and you can’t afford to watch a person die.”
Jack looked up at her and thought about what she’d just said. He felt very serious and very grown up hearing it.
“Always remember to be kind when the time is right, bunny,” she said, and kissed him on the forehead. “Anyone can be nice.”
The following nine years after that moment had been hard—but Jack hadn’t needed the lesson from that talk until tonight.
Now, here he was, standing in the woods with August staring back at him. August was furious; knuckles bloody, eyes red.
Jack’s cheek smarted from the blow he’d earned when August had asked Jack something important and Jack hadn’t understood quickly enough. The rejection had hurt August enough for him to share that pain on the side of Jack’s face.
August had never hit him before.
Jack thought about his mother’s words and knew that it was time to make a decision.
He could be nice and apologize. He knew what to say to make his best friend’s shoulders stop heaving, stop the angry tears glittering at the corners of August’s eyes. It was easy.
Or he could be kind, and taste August’s poison. Give him what he’d asked for.
The wind picked up speed and rattled some of the leaves from the trees nearby. They bent and swayed in the breeze like they were breathing in time with him. They might be. He couldn’t tell what was real anymore.
Things were much worse than Jack had let on. He had been dealing with hallucinations for weeks now—walking around seeing another world stitched over the real one. He’d broken down and told August about them when he couldn’t pretend they weren’t happening anymore when August was starting to notice that something was wrong. But he’d lied about their intensity. About how they were slowly covering his vision.
What Jack saw now, what August couldn’t see, was the ground blanketed in a thick tangle of vines that he knew weren’t there because he hadn’t been tripping on them. He heard the river rushing, but beyond August, there was only darkness. It was a thick nest of trees, growing so close together that he probably couldn’t fit between them if he’d tried.
The one thing Jack knew was that when he got emotional, the visions got worse, choking the real world from his sight. They would stay that way until he looked away and calmed down. Then, when he turned back, things would be regular again—more or less. But, the thing was … Jack was never sure that anything really would change back, and it felt like every time he might get stuck, that nothing real would ever return.
With his cheek burning and his heart racing, he couldn’t control it. The illusions were deep and he was stuck. Whatever was in the trees drenched him in terror, so Jack tried to keep his eyes on August. Out of the corner of his eye, Jack saw birds on every branch of every tree—crows maybe. Feathers and meat hung from their bones; they rotted where they stood, but their many eyes stayed bright as they watched August and Jack keenly. They rarely moved except to sharpen their beaks on the wood or to cock their heads to follow their movements. Their behavior was so strange and unbirdlike that it distracted him. He only looked away from August for a second, but when he turned back, his August was gone and standing in his place was something wearing August’s face.
This version of August was wrapped in handmade leather armor. Rough with stitches and scratches. Some of the pieces were older than others, like they’d been passed down to him. Beneath it the fabric of his clothes was woven and patched, darned over and over again. Jack wished he could touch this world, because he knew it would feel as soft as it appeared. This August looked nearly the same as his, but rougher. His black hair that had been combed down this morning in the real world was curling now, untamed. There were dark circles under his eyes, and even though he looked angry, he was crying.
August never cried in front of Jack. That was the tell. That this one wasn’t his.
This August’s tears floated from his eyes right up into the air, untethered by gravity, making glittering tracks of moisture that wobbled their way up toward the sky. He was bleeding through his shirt over his chest, and when he caught Jack looking, this August covered the damp spot with the palm of his hand and looked even angrier.
In his other hand, he held a hare. It was the only white thing in the entire woods. This August curled it in the crook of his arm while it nibbled at his sleeve. He cupped the blood from his heart so it wouldn’t drench the rabbit’s downy fur.
Remember to be kind, bunny.
“Is … this … what you wanted?” Jack asked the illusion.
This August just closed his eyes in pain. Then he reached out with his gore-covered fingers. Jack reached back. How could he not?
Their fingers touched, then all at once, the crows let out a loud caw. They flapped their wings and took off into the air en masse, their dead bones clicking as they flew up in a cloud, blocking out the light of the moon. They were so many in number and moving so fast, Jack couldn’t see anything else until the last of them took to the skies.
When the crows had cleared, standing in front of him, dressed in a blue jacket and jeans with well-kept tennis shoes, and with hands clenched into fists, was his August … but, now he was wearing a mask made of bronze, with a long hooked beak and dark wings welded to its sides.
It covered the top of his head and stopped just above the curve of August’s nose, casting his face into shadow. It was designed so that the wearer could see out but no one could ever see in. Jack couldn’t see August’s eyes unless he placed his face so close that he could breathe in August’s breaths. No matter how many times Jack looked away and looked back, the mask was still there.
A crackle of fear shot up his spine. But this was his August, not some shadowy illusion version, and he wasn’t bleeding from his heart anymore. He didn’t know what this meant, but at least the thing wearing August’s face had gone, at least the crows had gone. It wasn’t the best, but he could work with this.
Now, whatever the rules of this world were: reaching out had been the correct decision—if the crows leaving were anything to go by. Jack hadn’t meant to be so honest; he’d intended to just keep August from being upset before the illusions closed around them. But he’d been tested and he knew this terrifying new world had watched him approach even the concept of August’s pain with an open hand, given without question. This choice had unlocked a part of this story that he may never have reached without it. He knew what August wanted now. What he’d needed all along: allegiance.
Jack’s chest felt full and warm, as the sky cleared and the trees thinned to reveal the river. He could hear his August breathing again beneath the mask, probably waiting for him to respond.
Jack wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but he knew what he was doing now. He felt stronger and more powerful than he’d felt in weeks. They could win this if he just focused, gave August what he needed, and followed him until the very end.
Jack strode forward, his heart still racing, beating so loudly he could barely hear anything else. Then he reached behind the mask and plunged his fingers into August’s hair, wrenching August’s head back so that he could see his eyes.
August gasped and arched into his grip. His gaze was hazy but focused, and he was definitely real.
Jack gripped tighter and August’s eyes fell closed, just like he knew they would. “Fine,” Jack growled, inches from his ear. “This is your game, August. I’ll play along while you make the rules. But don’t you ever ever hit me again.”
*   *   *
Long ago, when the earth was still young, there were two kings: the King of the Wood and the Wicker King.
They were brothers, and their kingdoms lay side by side, shuttered away behind a wall.
The two kings were fair and just, mischievous and fond of sport. They were generous, brave, and well-loved by their people. It was a golden age, where the fruit hung ever ripe from the trees and milk animals grew fat and plenty.
Every year in midsummer, when the second sun was highest in the sky, there was the Great Hunt. All the eligible men and women joined together to go out into the wildlands to capture a great beast out of the dark for the midsummer feast.
But a great black fog seethed and roiled outside the country wall. It was a wild, hungry thing made of sorcery that had been banished by the Champion and the capital council in the days of old, five hundred seasons past. It was held back from swallowing them all by the country’s greatest boon, a living stone: the Rapturous Blue.
The Rapturous Blue was kept in the center of the country between both kingdoms, balanced on a golden stand. It shone brilliantly, and the country thrived beneath the protection of its light.
There was nothing to be found in the darkness beyond the gates but woods, waste, beasts, and the most fearsome thing of all: the Cloven King, ruler of the far reaches and user of accursed magic that rotted and scorched his lands as thoroughly as it had his own flesh.
But now wasn’t the time for such thoughts.
It was midsummer. The day was bright and the grass was green.
They set off to the sound of horns, the two kings at the front of the party.
It was a glorious hunt. The archeresses were swift and the swordsmen strong. They returned to the golden halls of the council meeting place, arms laden, carts groaning with bounty.
The hunting party crossed the threshold of the golden gates and the revelry began anew. Cooks and wives streamed out to greet the warriors and take their bounty off to the kitchens for preparation. When the din finally fell to a lull, the Wicker King turned to clasp his brother in pride and saw that he was not there.
The people searched the hunting party for the King of the Wood, but he was not among them. They sent search parties back out into the dark. In spite of their efforts, they found nothing.
The Wicker King could not be pacified—so wrought with terror and want for his kin was he.
He stayed out long after everyone else had gone to feast, prowling the yard in the blackest of moods. And when morning came, he did naught but stare off beyond the wall until the council demanded he return to his duties.
The days passed with no sign of the King of the Wood. And for the Wicker King, the love of his brother proved to be greater than the love of his people.
In the dead of night, he roused the council from their beds and stood before them in full regalia, his fastest steed by his side.
“I’m going out to find him,” he said.
“Your brother is the fiercest fighter this side of the wall,” the eldest of the council said. “Either he does not want to be found, or what has taken him will take you as well. The Wicker Throne must not be without a king. The Rapturous Blue will not survive it, and your abdication will doom us all.”
But the Wicker King was steadfast.
He handed the council his scepter and disappeared into the night, leaving the two kingdoms—the only light of the world—in their hands.
*   *   *
After ten years without royal blood on the throne, the Rapturous Blue rattled wildly in its stand, then blinked out of sight. The golden walls cracked and the light of the suns immediately became dimmer. Unrest and fear swept through the country on both sides of the kingdom.
But still, the Wicker King did not return.
The council dragged their old bones up the side of the mountain to seek wisdom from the Gorgon, a beast older and wilder than men, with little patience and littler mercy.
The Gorgon shook itself awake and scraped its scales against the rocks. It howled in fury when it felt the Rapturous Blue’s absence. It set upon the council, who quaked in terror at its might.
“Where is the Wicker King?” it raged.
When they told it about the king’s abdication, it roared so loudly that the cave walls shook and snow fell down upon them.
“Negligence! The king must return to the throne and the Rapturous Blue must be placed upon its stand. The Wicker King has left his kingdom defenseless. A king who abandons his people is craven. The Rapturous Blue will no longer honor his claim. A champion must be crowned in his stead.”
The council cowered beneath the Gorgon, but still they demanded of it: “The Champion is long dead. How can he replace the Rapturous Blue if he is gone?”
“A champion is not a who. It is a what. It is the king’s lionheart. It must be faster than the king but always caught, smarter than the king but always humble; it must never question and only act. Build a challenge and the Champion will come. Fail … and the darkness claims us all.”
The council fled the Gorgon’s cave. When they reached the capital hall, they sent out a missive.
THE SEARCH FOR THE KING OF THE WOOD MUST CEASE. THE WICKER KING IS TO RETURN TO THE COUNTRY FROM THE WILDLANDS TO MEET HIS CHAMPION.
FOR THE LONGEVITY OF HIS KINGDOM AND ALL THINGS THAT LIVE BENEATH THE LIGHT.
The Wicker King returned unrecognizable—weathered and wild-eyed from his time in the dark. He removed his cloak and knelt before the council. “The Gorgon called. I would have returned for none other.” The council brought him to the center space and showed him the empty golden stand. At this sight, the Wicker King grew grave.
“A champion must be found among the people. The Rapturous Blue will no longer answer to your hand. You have been deemed unworthy, and the Gorgon has found you negligent.” A moment was taken to consider this. Finally, the Wicker King spoke again. “We shall have a hunt in the green.”
They would place his holy crown in the midst. Who ever returned it to the council first would be named victor and champion. Every man, woman, and child who thought themselves worthy of the title could compete. They even opened the gates to the wild wood so the unclean people could be given a chance as well. As a part of the test, the Wicker King would search beside his people. If he found his crown before the others, he would go off on the search for the Rapturous Blue alone.
The council set upon the task with haste as the Wicker King returned to the stables to spend the night in the company of his horses.
*   *   *
It had always been this way and it would always be.
August liked precedents and order. He tried to control everything he could. He had even cleaned his entire parents’ house from top to bottom after they divorced. Jack had walked in on him scrubbing the grating between the tiles on the floor frantically. When Jack asked him why, he’d said, “If I can’t fix once thing, I can at least do what I can to fix something else.”
Nothing he did deviated from that pattern.
But sometimes, August got tired. He stopped wanting to control things and started wanting to follow. And if he wanted to follow, then Jack had to lead. There was no one else around to take on that responsibility.
He sat on the roof of his car, watching August from a few yards away as the other boy kicked up leaves and rocks on the edge of the clearing right in front of the woods. He stared at the back of August’s neck, at his hair that was beginning to get a bit long. August wasn’t watching him back for once. Wasn’t gazing at him from under that mask the visions wouldn’t let him see August without. August hurled a rock as far as he could out into the field and whooped when it went farther than he thought it would go. Then he picked up another.
Except this one turned into a dragonfly as soon as it left his hand.
Jack closed his eyes, hoping when he opened them, the world would reset—that everything would be normal again.
It didn’t. Of course it fucking didn’t, he needed to stop hoping for it. A few silver birds had begun following near August lately. Aside from vastly preferring August to him, they acted much more like regular birds than the crows ever did. But he’d already looked up birds native to this area and didn’t find any mention of them, so they had to be a part of these illusions. They were cute, though. Currently, the silver birds had settled onto the car hood near where Jack was sitting. They’d puffed up their feathers in the cold and were pecking at the car’s exterior. Jack reached out a hand very, very slowly to try to touch one, but it ducked away from him, gurgling in irritation. He tried again, and it flapped at him angrily and scuttled off the car and onto the ground.
Jack snorted and looked back up to check on August, only to see the thing that wore August’s face standing across the clearing, watching him.
This August’s face was bare, and his eyes dark and curious. The blood on his chest had dried brown and gritty, and he was standing more still than Jack had ever seen his August stand in his whole life.
Jack got up and dusted off his jeans. He strode across the grass until he was standing directly across from him. He hadn’t seen his August’s eyes in a month. The mask this world forced over his August’s face didn’t allow for that, so he drank in the sight of his friend’s face greedily. The other August stared back.
Jack took a chance and stepped even closer. Then, slowly, he dropped to his knees and dug his ragged fingers into the earth. He pulled mounds and mounds from the ground, feeling around. Then he jerked something up—a thin metal circlet woven round with roots. He brushed the soil free.
The other August bowed his head and, with shaking hands, lifted the crown up. Jack took it and placed the circle on his head. He didn’t know what else to do.
The other August caught his hand as it fell to his side and brushed his lips over Jack’s ring finger, but Jack snatched his hand back. His heart jackhammered in his chest. It didn’t feel right to know the feeling of August’s mouth without permission. Illusion or not.
The other August seemed amused at Jack’s reticence. But he bowed his head again, respectfully, as if he understood.
A crow caw rang out behind them, startling Jack out of the stillness of the moment and he turned around to check on his car.
When he looked back, his own August smiling at him nervously through that stupid fucking mask that this world didn’t let him look at August without.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that?” August asked, shrugging a shoulder uncomfortably. Jack quickly changed his face from whatever August was reacting to. He had to get used to them switching before August asked any more questions.
“Come with me,” he said, instead, as he walked past the edge of the clearing and into the woods. He led August through the woods toward the river. August pushed branches away from their faces, guiding Jack around roots in the underbrush until Jack just grabbed his hand and let him lead.
When they reached the river’s edge, Jack could barely hear it running over the rocks. It still looked like more woods to him, but he kept walking forward anyway. His feet splashed, ankles being overtaken by current as he sunk into soil. August pulled at his arm and started yelling, but Jack held fast. Eventually, like always, August faltered and followed.
Jack pulled him in until the water nearly reached their chests, then rested his head in the curve of August’s neck. He was scared. He wasn’t sure what he’d just accepted, and the appearance of the other August always unnerved him.
“What … would you do for me?” he asked quietly.
His August was silent for a moment. Then he curled an arm around Jack’s shoulder and clasped the back of his neck. Jack mirrored the gesture.
They stood in there for a while that way, swaying in the current.
The silt under Jack’s feet made him nearly the same height, and it was utterly novel. He could feel August’s breath on the side of his face. The image of the other August at his feet earlier flashed behind his eyes, smoky and forbidden. His head bowed, his dark eyelashes resting against his cheek, like a smudge of ash. Jack shivered at the memory.
“What would you do for me?” he asked again.
“I don’t know. Anything, probably,” August replied. Something in Jack’s chest clenched, violent and ugly and desperate.
“Do you really mean that?” he asked through clenched teeth.
August pulled back to look at him, tilting his head just so. His eyes glittered beneath the shadow of the mask, and Jack felt small beneath their weight. He dug his fingernails into the ridges of August’s spine, but August didn’t even flinch. Didn’t even ask Jack to stop.
How long would they be standing in this space? A week? A month? Ten thousand years?
So old and so weary of each other’s tantrums and each other’s needs. August looking at him with millennium eyes as Jack fulfilled every inch of every requirement expected of him. Taking the lead when August got weak, handing it back when his own knees buckled. Hitting against each other back and forth until Newton’s cradle turned into Huygens’s pendulum and they finally moved as one.
After that thought, all at once, like a horrible cacophony of sound, the voice that lived behind his teeth whispered:
This is the love of your life.
Jack looked quickly away as shame and fear rushed up from the bottom of his feet, and crowded around his heart like a swarm of bees.
He could never tell him.
Hecouldnevertellhimhecouldnevertellhimhecouldnevertellhimhecouldnevertellhimhecouldnevertell—
“Come on,” August said gently, pulling away from him. Tearing himself out of Jack’s grip. “Let’s get out of the water. Let’s go home.”
*   *   *
On the day of the hunt, the people came to look upon their king. They were as changed as he—bitter and filled with contempt and fear. They did not love him. Twenty challengers stood before the court. All clad in their family’s finest arms. All hungry and thin. All without helm, save two: unclean people from the wild wood. The first wore a leather mask and helm with horns made from a beast beyond the wall. Very fearsome, broad was he.
The other wore a helmet of metal and feathers.
The competitors chatted among one another and boasted of their skills, but the man in the feathered helmet said nothing. He stared across the field at the Wicker King, silent and still. The Wicker King stared back. At the sound of trumpets, the search for the crown began.
The hunt went on for an age. The green was vast and the token small. When the first sun had fallen from the sky, ten challengers had returned empty-handed to their families. The rest circled the woods until nightfall. Just as the Wicker King felt he would perish from thirst, he saw a flash of gold. He went after it, stopping only when he realized that it was just the second sun reflecting off the feathered helm of his silent challenger. The Wicker King approached the man and circled him.
“You are from the wild wood, are you not? Remove your helmet so your king may look upon your face.”
The feathered warrior said nothing, and he did not remove his helmet. Instead, he turned and ran. The Wicker King chased after him. They raced through the brush and over the hill, past the mountain and out of the green, all the way to the country wall—far from the challenge green. The challenger was quick. He slipped through the night like a river. Every time the Wicker King’s fingers grew close enough to reach, the challenger darted just out of grasp. Then suddenly, without warning, the warrior stopped. He placed his hand out and ran it against the wall. The Wicker King strode thunderously toward him, intending to tear his helmet off and beat him ferociously. But, before he could, the feathered warrior pulled a brick out of the wall. And inside the stone sat the Wicker King’s crown. The warrior stepped back. The Wicker King reached into the space and took his crown out. Without speaking, he handed it to the feathered warrior. The Champion took the crown and bowed ever low, till the grass tickled the gold of his helm.
*   *   *
The Champion rode up to the country gates on a long-haired pony from the wild wood. Strange and fearsome was he. He wore leather armor, less than a poor man. And he had no sword. Just heavy gloves. The council was furious, but the Wicker King remembered how the Champion had waited to be given the crown rather than claiming it, and he quelled their ire.
The Champion steered his pony deftly with his knees, such that he veered far too close to his king to be proper. The Champion presented him with a length of black cloth. The Wicker King tied it around his arm, like he would a favor from a lady. The Champion considered the gesture curiously, then he urged his pony forward past the wall, leaving the king behind. The trees of the wild wood were dense and many. As they passed farther and farther from the country, the wood thinned and died. And as the wild wood faded to bramble and brae, so faded the light. In the dark, day was gray as storm and night was thick like pitch. The badlands were near silent, stripped of natural animals and their noisemaking. Rivers ran with mud and sludge. The stink of sorcery clouded the air. When it got too hard to breathe without pain, the Champion took out a black cloth of his own and tied it around his mouth under his mask. He looked at the Wicker King pointedly until he did the same. After hours of riding, they came upon a patch of trees. They tied up their horses and the Wicker King settled down to rest. The Champion kept watch, sitting still and straight. The Wicker King saw his silhouette by the fire and thought of how, in that light, he looked familiar.
*   *   *
It had been three months. Jack waded through the underbrush to find the place where August laid his bedroll. The real world only peeked through in patches now. There was a red alarm clock on the grass and a single white wooden door that was the door to August’s bedroom, standing alone with no walls to hold it up.
Jack had brushed his teeth with a splintered stick and gritty clay from the riverbank and showered in a bathtub that was hooked up to nothing. He had dressed himself in wool and linen that felt like cotton as he pulled it over his skin. He knew it was really cotton, but his eyes were filled with lies now.
August lay close to the wall, near the window that was suspended three feet in the air. He was playing with his phone and glanced over at Jack as he lay down next to him. “Are you okay?”
Jack closed his eyes. “I’m fine. My head just hurts a bit.” No.
August reached across him and opened a drawer that Jack couldn’t see. Then he shook a pill out and handed it to him. “Aspirin. We don’t usually have it, but my mom had a good day and decided to go to the store.”
Jack took it and swallowed it dry. He didn’t want to risk the journey all the way back down to the kitchen to get water, because the stairs were a small mudslide. It just wasn’t worth it.
“How often does that happen?” Jack asked.
August scowled. “Are we going to go into this again?”
“No. No, we don’t.” Jack sighed. “I’m just … worried I guess.”
August snorted. “You? Worried about me and my mom? Right now? During all this fuckery? Yeah okay.” August rolled his eyes and turned toward the wall, pulling the covers up to his shoulders.
Jack gazed at the curve of August’s spine. He could do it. He could tell him like this. In the quiet of August’s room, in the heart of the forest with saplings bent around them like a bower.
“I know she loves you,” he said quietly. August didn’t respond. “Doesn’t … it get hard to do things yourself all the time?” Jack tried again.
August turned over quickly. “No. It doesn’t, Jack. Why are you pissing me off tonight? What is wrong with you?”
Jack swallowed. “It’s just … I’ve been thinking.”
“Thinking about what?” Jack could tell August was narrowing his eyes by the tone of his voice.
“I … um … you … you should go visit her downstairs some more. She probably gets lonely but can’t say how she feels.”
Jack clenched his hands into fists, digging his own nails into his palms in punishment. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why couldn’t he just say it? Why wasn’t he brave enough to just spit it the fuck out? Now August was probably looking at him in suspicion and confusion, even if he couldn’t see his face past that stupid fucking mask. God. Why was he so weak?
August just sighed loudly. “Fine. Whatever. I’m going to humor you on this. First, I do all this stuff because I love her and I know that she loves me because we’re family and that’s what families do. Doing errands doesn’t make me tired, because I’m doing it for a reason I believe in. Second, if you’re worried about my mom so much, why don’t you go down there to sit with her? She likes you, too, and I know she wouldn’t care, because she doesn’t care about anything. Third, we already talked about this like five years ago when she first went downstairs, so you already know all this stuff. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to sleep. I need to have enough energy to wake up and live one more day in this nightmare that is our current situation. Okay? Okay. Good night, Jack.”
He turned over and pulled the covers even tighter around himself.
Jack stared up at the tree canopy above only him, miserably.
Nearly a full hour later, just before he was about to fall asleep, August started talking again. “If this was your weird way of asking if I feel like you’re a burden, you’re wrong and I would never think that. Don’t worry about it. I have things under control.”
“I know,” Jack whispered. “I know.”
*   *   *
When day came, the Champion was up before his king. He’d brushed down the horses and tore up some of the sweet grass. Packed it for them to eat when, perhaps, later, there would be none. The Wicker King had not heard him speak in all this time. “I would know who you are.” The Champion stared at him. “I said, I would know who you are.” The Wicker King made certain it was clear that this was a demand, not a request. The Champion came forth and fell on one knee before him, bowing his head. From this position, the Wicker King could see a sliver of white flesh between his Champion’s helm and his tunic. The most of his charge he had yet seen. Without thinking, he placed his hand there and gripped tight. The Champion bowed lower, then rose and went back to tend the horses.
It wasn’t an answer, but the Wicker King found that he was pleased. They were far still from the great river, but when they turned their faces to the sky, all was gray and all was shadows. Both suns were eclipsed by the fog and the day and time were uncertain.
The Wicker King grew weary. The journey had been long and his companion silent. The groaning and shrieking of beasts rang never endingly, but they saw none. Apprehension was a great toil. They had been marching steadily for two days when his companion stilled. After ages of peace, there emerged a great and terrible worrig. Twenty hands high, it rose from the ground. Woolen and tough of hide, blind and keen of scent. Hungry. It made a sound that would freeze your bones and jelly your stomach; then it charged with the power of ten thousand horses. But the Wicker King was brave and he unsheathed his blade. The Champion stole a life’s breath to speak.
“Does it live or die?”
The Wicker King was so stricken with fear and distracted from the hunt that he did not spare time for thought that this was the first he’d heard his companion’s voice.
“It dies. Or we do.” Without hesitation, the Champion sprang from his horse. He ran at the worrig, swift and sure, ducking beneath its belly and swinging up onto its back. As the beast snorted and roared, he crawled up its stinking hide and punched it soundly in the back of the head. He beat the creature into the ground with gloved fists until blood spewed from between its tusks, and it swayed and pitched, screaming. The Champion delivered a final blow so ferocious it split the beast’s skull, and he rode its descent to the ground. It was a terrible thing to behold, savage and true. As the Wicker King watched, something in him tore irreparably. The Champion shook the blood from his gloves and climbed back onto his horse, ready to continue the journey. But the Wicker King drew close, and without asking, tipped the helm from his Champion’s head. Beneath was wrapped tightly in scarves. As the Wicker King removed them, the Champion stared back, dark eyes defiant. When the last cloth fell, the Wicker King took in hand the face of the brother he thought he had lost.
So touched by grief was he that his hands quaked and his knees failed him. He cried out the name of his brother and wept bitterly. The Champion, the King of the Wood no longer, bent to raise him from the ground. And when tears had been dried, he spoke anew. The peoples of the wild wood are old, closer to the land than those within the kingdom. They traveled the dark lands wide and far, protected from the beasts by dark masks and the strength of their fists. They told tales of the Cloven King and his growing thirst for power and riches. They told of wraiths brought from beyond the gate between life and death. Warriors fused with the darkest of magic that brought with them the black fog that cloaked the skies. They told of prophecy that had called for a champion from before the time of the kingdom, and before the time of the hunt. So they’d stolen a king and remade him to save them all. He bid his brother not to weep, for their journey and victory had been told by the stars at the birth of this world and would repeat anew in a circle of life and death until the end of time.
The Wicker King listened, but he was quick of temper and still so young. He did not want to bow before prophecy. He wanted justice for the years of joy with his brother that the wild people had robbed of him. But they were too far to turn back, so they continued on—rage still caught fast in the Wicker King’s heart. As they pushed farther into the darkness, a great rushing accompanied the screams of beasts that plagued them at every hour. At length, they came upon a vast and swiftly moving river. And for the first time, the Champion showed fear. His brother had never been a strong swimmer. But, it had been years, and he felt now, more than ever, that he did not know him.
“We must cross,” the Champion said.
“Must we?” the Wicker King replied.
“The Rapturous Blue is on the other side. As is the Cloven King. We are close to his kingdom. Do you not hear the wraiths?”
The Wicker King did not.
“The horses will get is across. The Gorgon watches over us.”
“I have not known you to care about the Gorgon, brother.”
The Champion said nothing but steadily rode his horse into the water. The Wicker King took off his pack and arms and strapped them to the horse, choosing instead to swim beside it. When he made it to the shore, he shook the water from his eyes and looked for his Champion.
The horse stood faithful in the sand, but his brother lay unmoving on the shore. The Wicker King rushed forth and pushed the water from his lungs until he’d pulled him back from death. As he looked upon the face he’d known since birth, the fear of loss burned the rage from his heart. He laid his brother gently beside a blackened tree and kept guard over him through the night.
*   *   *
Jack didn’t know that anything on earth could hurt so much as this.
He stared at August and Rina as they lay in her bed. She appraised him boldly, her chin in the air. Begging him to react to her nakedness with her gaze. August just looked back at him warily.
The gore crows were roosting on every inch of the room but the bed, watching him with their thousands of eyes. They were a sea of black feathers, gold talons, and white bone. They only appeared when it was time for judgment. The pain pounded in the side of his head and in the center of his chest as his eyes raked over the disheveled covers and miles of skin and Rina’s lit cigarette.
Was he being punished for something? Did this have rules just like everything else? Must he sacrifice every inch of himself to win his freedom? His life, his sight, his heart? He began to back out of the room, but August held out his hand.
“Come here,” he said, but Jack didn’t move. “It’s okay,” August said.
August shifted over until there was enough room for him. Just like this was any other bed. Just like this was any other night. The crows stared at him, still. One sharpened its beak on Rina’s dresser menacingly.
Jack took off his shoes and waded across the room. The crows shuffled out of his way, their bones clicking and wings fluttering. When he reached the bed, he pulled up the sheets and slipped in next to them.
He had never been close to August in this way. Never smelled the salt of his skin, seen his hair finger-combed and draped over his eyes in this way. He felt greedy. This wasn’t meant for him—this was meant for her.
“Are you okay? Did anything happen?” Rina asked.
“No. I just…” Jack trailed off, looking embarrassed. “My head hurts.”
“Do you want me to get some aspirin?” August asked. He started to get up.
“No! No. I’m fine. Just … don’t go anywhere.”
August nodded and slipped a hand onto his neck. Jack closed his eyes and breathed in the flowery scent of Rina’s pillowcase as August drew circles on his skin.
The wave of pain ebbed and slowed to a manageable current, closer to where it ran most days. He stretched beneath the covers and shifted toward August like a sunflower chasing the light. August huffed a soft laugh.
“Is he like this always?” Rina asked.
“Most days.”
She hummed in concern. “Can you take music right now?” she asked Jack.
“It’s fine,” Jack said sleepily.
There was some rusting and banging as Rina shifted around. Then she balanced a viola on her knees and began to play it like a guitar. She sang softly:
There was a boy, a bitter boy,
Who’s golden heart I saw gleaming,
I thought I’d win the heart within,
But now I know that I was dreaming.
But I will rise, and I will sing,
Until the day I can’t conceal it,
Because I hold the saddest song,
And wish to God I cannot feel it.
Then the boy, the bitter boy,
He came to me for rest and healing,
He reached in his chest, deep in his breast,
Held out the heart for me still gleaming.
Then the boy, the bitter boy,
He came to take the gleaming treasure,
He reached in my chest, deep in my breast,
And took the gleaming heart forever.
But I will rise, and I will sing,
Until the day I can’t conceal it,
Because I hold the saddest song,
And wish to God I cannot feel it.
August lit another cigarette and refused to make eye contact with either of them.
“Did you make that song?” Jack asked.
“No,” Rina said as she put her viola down by the side of the bed. “It’s an English folk song. My parents live out there, so I go every summer to visit.”
“I like it,” Jack said sleepily.
Rina smiled.
“I knew you would.”
The gore crows cawed and took flight.
*   *   *
Beyond the country gates, all was not well. The council, driven by fear, had cloistered themselves behind the golden doors of the palace. Milk animals had gone dry for lack of food. Children were dying of a mysterious coughing sickness. The sun’s brightness could not overcome the impending shadow. Beasts from the wild wood came closer and closer to the gates to hunt.
The kingdom was dying.
A plague of flies had come to feast on the bodies. The council quarreled constantly. They didn’t have faith in their gods, the Gorgon, or the prophecy. Like most powerful men in fear, their thoughts ran toward violence. Half wanted to wait for the king’s return, half wanted to gather warriors and force the Gorgon to burn down what was left of the wild wood. One of the councilmen wanted to call upon dark magic to fight the Cloven King. There was so much shouting that no one noticed the eldest member of the council slipping away and out into the city.
He traveled up the mountain, his old bones creaking terribly in the freezing wind. He journeyed until he reached the Gorgon’s cave, then he threw himself upon the beast’s mercy.
The Gorgon received him with great sorrow. The king and his champion move slowly—burdened by strife. The cloven king comes upon them. All will be lost due to the weakness of men. To your quarrelsome nature and selfishness. “What hope lies for all who live in the light?”
But, the Gorgon would not answer him.
The councilman went down from the mountain and back to the city hall. When he arrived, he learned that the council had voted in his absence. They would test the might of the Cloven King by calling on the forces of dark magic.
The eldest councilman protested. But he was outnumbered, and his voice was silenced.
*   *   *
They tried to fix it themselves.
August suggested fire, suggested they burn their way to freedom from this world. Jack suggested water, to test the bridge between life and death and maybe find a doorway through. Water was safer than fire, so they went with that first.
Now August was hacking his way back to life in Jack’s arms, while the crows watched in judgment. Still, the earth melted from steel and plastic, to wood and mud, while the sky faded to black. They weren’t free. They might never be. The rustling of the gore crows was always around him now. He hadn’t seen any of the silver birds in weeks.
August flopped over to lay beside him on the bathroom floor, water staining his shirt. Jack cradled his face in his hand and wondered at the last time he’d seen August’s eyes.
“Hey.” August coughed. “How are you doing?”
Jack sniffed and covered his eyes. A thousand needles prickled behind them and threatened to fall down his cheeks.
“Don’t ask me that,” he whispered, his voice catching on the words.
August reached up and pulled Jack’s hands down. Curling his fingers weakly around Jack’s wrist. “I have to.” August breathed. “I always will.”
*   *   *
On the other side of the river, the Champion and the Wicker King rode slowly through the black.
“Do you hear the wraiths?” the Champion asked again.
He did. It was a sound like wind rattling through many bones. Like the dying screams of warriors slain in the hunt. “They come in a torrent of thousands. The city will be extinguished in a moment. We cannot fight them, we can only outrun them,” the Champion declared.
The Wicker King said nothing. He knew what was at stake. They pushed on through the depths of the cloven kingdom. Not even the worrig hunted this far into the dark. There was nothing but the sound of wraiths, dead trees, mud, and a host of red-eyed ravens that flew in a blanket above their head, beady eyes watching them as they moved. The Cloven King’s spies.
“Do you feel the Rapturous Blue yet?” the Wicker King asked. “It is buried in the black soil beyond the gates of the Cloven King’s palace grounds. We must steal it from him before he learns it is there.
“Have you gotten good at stealing, brother?”
“I am good at many things.”
The Champion replied wryly, and the Wicker King loved him more for it. The Cloven King’s castle loomed high above the forest. The stink of sorcery was so strong that their cloths could not contain it. The ground was black; the sky was black. It was a blackness that was foul. So unlike the familiar darkness they’d known from the nights within their own kingdom. As soon as they passed between the gates, the Champion broke out into a gallop. The Wicker King followed close behind, their horses kicking up black dust with every beat of their hooves. The moment the Champion’s feet touched the earth, the ravens above turned to face them. A great and fearsome cawing filled the air.
“The Cloven King comes!” the Champion shouted, falling to his feet and digging frantically. A mighty roar pieced the air and the doors of the Cloven King’s castle flew open. The air was so charged with sorcery it stung the eyes and rattled the teeth. The Cloven King charged fast toward them. He drew his blade and let out a stream of foul curses that set the Wicker King’s horse screaming and knocked him from its back. The Champion bade the Wicker King to buy him time. The Wicker King unsheathed his blade. The Cloven King swung at him from above. The blow was so fierce that the clang of their swords blew the dust up from the ground. The Cloven King was swift, and he did not speak but to utter painful spells that left the Wicker King bleeding and covered in welts. The Champion dug swiftly, still.
The Wicker King fought hard and valiantly, but the Cloven King had the upper hand. A craven and sorcerous creature was he. The Cloven King cut quickly and ferociously, slicing his accursed blade through the steel of arms and into flesh. They fought at length but the Wicker King was driven to his knees. The Cloven King cut the Wicker King deep across the side, then stuck his whole hand into the wound. When the pain had so overwhelmed the Wicker King that he could fight no longer, the Cloven King reached forward and snatched out both the Wicker King’s eyes. Blinding him. As the Cloven King lifted his sword for the killing blow, the Champion pulled the Rapturous Blue from the soil. The Cloven King fell back from the low glow. The Champion held the Rapturous Blue higher, and it crackled back to life as it accepted his claim. As the stone grew brighter, the Cloven King fell farther away, back into the darkness. He tilted his head up to the sky and called out to his wraiths.
The Champion lifted the Wicker King from the dust and placed him on his own horse. He leaped onto the king’s own royal steed. As the wraiths swirled in the sky and the Cloven King prepared for battle, they made off back toward the light of the kingdom. The Wicker King clutched the horse tightly, though his lifeblood was leaving him. He mourned the loss of his sight, because he could not steer. But the beast was from the wild wood. It was swift and it knew its way home. They ran at a fever pitch without rest, thundering through the darkness, the wraiths rattling and howling behind them. Once they reached the gates of the kingdom, it was clear that much had changed in their absence. A storm was brewing above the city hall and the streets, and wind stank of sorcery. The Champion pulled the Wicker King from his horse and led him through the castle to the council halls. The councilmen had gathered in the front room. They were pooling their power, changing the mettle of their flesh to challenge the Cloven King’s might with sorcery. They were becoming monsters. The Champion burst into the room with the Wicker King at his side.
“The Cloven King approaches!”
The council paid him no heed and continued their work. The Wicker King himself faltered in step and fell to the ground. He no longer had the strength to hold himself aloft. His wounds streamed, his face was red with blood.
*   *   *
There is nothing that can prepare you for the sound of fire.
It howls and growls and screams. Beats against your eardrums, snatches the breath from your lungs. There are strings and horns and drums.
The toy factory spat out the glass like it was ready to die. Sucking in air and choking out smoke.
Jack tilted his head up to look at the moon. The gore crows rushed past it, their numbers thick like a sea covering the whole sky. The smallest of slivers glittered through their bones. He couldn’t see August in the building, so there was nothing left but him and this gnawing world that just took and took and took.
“Is this enough?” he shrieked. “Have you taken all you need? We have given all we have to give! There is nothing left.”
The toy factory was rocked by an explosion. Brick fell down in chunks as the side of the building collapsed. It struck fear into Jack’s heart and suddenly he realized that he had not given all that he had to give.
“Please don’t take him. Pleasedonttakehimpleasedonttakehimplease. Please.” I’d give anything but that. Take my eyes; take my voice; take my hands; take it all. If the stars exist behind the night and there is a king who grants the wishes of kings, if hope is a tether that binds to the light, I’d pay all the years I have left in darkness, please don’t take him from—
August kicked out the glass and came tumbling through the window. Jack caught him before he hit the ground and pulled him to his feet.
He brought his lips to the blisters on the palms of August’s hands. “Thank you,” he mumbled into each kiss. “Thank you.…”
August buried his face in Jack’s chest, curling up against him to hide from the heat of the flames. Jack held him back just as tight, fingers digging into his shoulders, wrapping around his waist, clutching at his hair.
“Is it over? Is it over? Is it over?” August cried.
It had to be. Dear God, it just had to.
*   *   *
The Champion hefted the weight of his king onto his own back and ran toward the stand, bones screaming from poor use. The townspeople came out to watch as a blanket of ravens covered their skies. The wraiths poured over the golden wall from all directions and the first death cries began piercing the sky. The Cloven King charged the wall, crumbling the soft metal to dust in a torrent of magic and force. His fearsome stallions and battalion came raging through, flanked on all sides with Worrig and other beasts from the wild wood. But the Champion was swift of foot. He was crafted for this moment. He flew toward the center of the kingdom as if propelled by the gods themselves. But the arms around his neck grew weaker until he could hold his king no longer.
Though it pained him greatly, the Champion drew the Wicker King from his back and gently placed him on the ground. He took his last steps toward the stand and placed the Rapturous Blue upon its crystal ledgers. The prophecy had been fulfilled. As soon as his hands fell from the gem, a great and blinding light washed over them all. It spread up and out, covering the entire kingdom, far beyond the wall. It spilled through the cracks and into the forest, burning away the black fog that blocked out the suns. It touched the far reaches of the Cloven kingdom, purging it of foul sorcery and bringing life back to the soil. The light spilled over all the world and the age of men began again.
The Cloven King, brittle with dark magic, could not withstand the might and withered away in the brightness. Wraiths fell from the sky, and their ancient bones littered the streets. All the worrig and other beasts turned tail and fled into the green of the wood, where they would soon grow to be gentle things that grazed instead of hunted. The townspeople and the council gathered in the square. The Wicker King lay still on the steps of the capital. The Champion descended quickly and went to his side, but he found that his king was lost.
With a terrible howl, the Champion threw his head back and feathers sprouted from him. His feet turned to claws and his arms to wings as golden, and powerful, and beautiful as the light that touched them all. The Champion shed his clothes and gloves and stepped from beneath them, a glorious golden raven as tall as a man. It lifted the Wicker King’s body onto its back and took off into the air.
The townspeople watched as the two kings flew off toward the sun. They were never seen again.
*   *   *
Once upon a time, August Bateman walked out into the sun. Jack watched as he tilted his head up and took a deep breath. There were no more silver birds, no more butterflies, no more gore crows, none of it. But as the light played with August’s dark hair, Jack could swear he heard singing.
“You like the taste of freedom?” Jack joked.
“Second best thing I’ve ever had.” August grinned.
“What’s the first?” Jack asked, blushing.
“Don’t ask stupid questions.”
Jack watched as August walked to the car and threw open the door. He looked exactly the same. It was like those ten months had never even happened. Like they never even needed to.
“You’re the love of my life, you know,” he said bravely.
August just looked at him and shrugged. “I know.”
*   *   *
As the years passed, the earth sprung up anew, and magic faded from the world. The Gorgon retreated deep into the mountains, and the second sun, a large meteoroid, finally flew by and blinked out of sight. Kingdoms rose and fell. The Wicker King and his raven brother were forgotten by the people, but the land is not so frail as man. Their triumph over the darkness and the legend of their sacrifice would ring out in story and song, still: in the rocks and streams, in the wind and soil, anywhere there were trees that grew tall in the golden light.
Forever, until the end of time.
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AUGUST AND JACK HAVE NEVER LIVED IN THE SAME WORLD.

When Jack begins to see increasingly vivid hallucinations, August
decides to help Jack the only way he knows how—Dby believing him,
and believing in the fantasy kingdom that creeps into the edges of
the real world.
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