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The squirrel won the war, and the wench ruined the carrots.

—opening line attempt 1



Will you please move your spiky bum elsewhere?”

Two big, shrewish eyes stared back up at me in reply, not budging an inch.

“I swear to the Goddess, I will toss you outside if you don’t move this instant.” I pointed to the open attic window, a gentle breeze billowing the curtains. Even if I did throw him, the plunge would be harmless. Just a few seconds in the air, then into the rosemary bushes below. Though even with the cottage being over twelve feet high, he didn’t respond to threats.

I took a steadying breath and, in a cloying voice, said, “Warty, my dearest and only companion, will you please remove your body from my inkwell so that I may write this morning?”

He didn’t move. He. Kept. Staring.

The lines I’d written this morning stared back up at me, too. I already despised them.


Most stories end with a happily ever after. But mine? Well, it begins with one.



Who spoke like that? Simply no one. I rubbed at my temples, warding off the headache creeping its way into my skull like unwanted ivy.

Did I feel like I was already living my happily ever after? Indeed, I did. But a book beginning with an ending? That just wouldn’t do.

My second try wasn’t any better.


Most stories end with a happily ever after. But mine? Well, it begins with one.

Fire blazed in the sky. Thousands of murky shadows flew overhead, breathing death into the realm.



I suppose dragons weren’t the worst way to begin a story. But I couldn’t quite imagine how that tale might unfold, considering an ornery hedgehog had crawled into my inkwell and refused to remove himself. Maybe this was his way of telling me to stop trying to write anything exciting and stick to what I knew. The balled-up parchment mountain in the corner of my bedroom might concur with him.

But a gardener has to have something to do that isn’t digging in the earth. My entire life’s work was considered to be other people’s hobby. Thus, I’d taken up writing. Or I would if my hedgehog would stop ruining the morning with his stubbornness.

I braced my hands on both sides of my ancient writing desk, careful to avoid where the wood had begun to splinter, and leaned in close to Warty. Our noses touched; he blinked. The fresh parchment from this morning was now pinned underneath my dress, and I sighed as I remembered the ink had not yet dried. Excellent; another garment irrevocably stained.

Frustration took over, and I prepared myself for a proper squabble, but a loud clunk stopped me in my tracks. I straightened. Warty even gave a small wiggle, sloshing more ink onto the desk and my dress. Did something fall?

I glanced around in search of the culprit. Everything remained in its proper place… as proper as my bedroom could look.

I meticulously cared for my garden, the kitchen constantly shined, but my bedroom held another story altogether. Abandoned yarn in all colors spilled out of my desk drawers, empty water jars sat on the bedside table, dog-eared books lay half-read on the planks of wood I had nailed into the wall as makeshift bookshelves, and the evidence of my brief painting phase was permanently etched onto the cottage walls forevermore. My armoire was only slightly neater, but only because my wardrobe comprised three outfits in total—I hated too many options. Even so, those few articles of clothing were strewn on my desk chair more often than not.

Good thing only Warty and I ever saw it.

Warty and I and whatever made that sound…

Unease laced its way up my spine. No one could be in the cottage. Surely something had fallen, nothing more. Nevertheless, I grabbed a knitting needle and stuffed it into my dress pocket before poking my head upside down through the attic floor’s opening into the room below. The world went topsy-turvy, but no assailant nor monster could be seen.

They wouldn’t have had a place to hide anyhow. There was just a small, simple kitchen and a hearth downstairs.

I was being ridiculous. A monster or murderer in the town of Moss? Simply unheard of. The most nefarious crime here came from not paying your book-lending fines in a timely manner.

I let out an exasperated laugh and pulled my head back into my bedroom just as a rock sailed through my window—a spray of rocks, actually. They clattered all over the room, knocking books off of shelves and tumbling over my empty water jars, a few managing to hit me, too. I yelped, covering my head with my arms.

Warty bolted out of the inkwell and into the parchment mountain; crumpled balls of paper rolled everywhere. I scrambled to my feet, racing to the window, only to duck so as to avoid the next gaggle of rocks.

“Stop it!” I yelled, shielding my eyes from the onslaught of pebbles.

“Clara! You’re up!”

“Yes, of course, I’m up you—” Imbecile squirmed on the tip of my tongue, but I figured I should uncover my eyes before I threw that type of insult around.

Oh, dear Goddess above.

Helda Ninnus.

Imbecile indeed. But still, perhaps, not the best greeting.

What in the hells is wrong with you? was my next thought, seeing as she stood right in the middle of my carrot crop. Eldrene’s requested crop for the Goddess Celebration, no less. And there Helda traipsed, trampling it all to bits. The carrot flies would smell those freshly pressed tops from a mile away. I’d have to sing the poor roots a protection song, though it may do nothing at all at this point with Helda atop them, spreading her bad energies like a plague.

Helda epitomized the phrase “drop-dead gorgeous.” A blonde with impossibly large blue eyes, she was vivacious and always well-dressed, courted only the most renowned of folk, and had a lovely singing voice. Much to my chagrin, her list of attributes could go on forever. Every part of her entranced, though considering she possessed beauty magic, that only made sense.

It was on the rarer end of the lesser magics that could be found in Nestryia. Lesser magics, for the most part, were on the more mundane end, useful for bolstering daily tasks but not flashy. Kitchen magic aided cooking and baking. Garden magic encouraged the growing of things within the earth. The other offshoots worked the same, the only difference being that some folk were stronger than others.

Village bread bakers had kitchen magic, along with gastronomical revelations. You get the picture.

But beauty magic encapsulated something altogether different. Yes, it ensured that the beholder remained utterly irresistible, but it also meant that everything they did appeared soul-wrenchingly well-done. Only appeared, because it had a bad habit of falling apart when no one was looking. I suppose that’s how physical beauty worked anyway—it only mattered when it was being watched. I never understood why people valued it so highly. There are many other qualities that are far more interesting. Like archery, or an impeccable ability to knit without looking, or an impressive collection of buttons. That’s true beauty to me.

Nevertheless, I once saw Helda pick up a lute for the first time and proceed to play one of the most enchanting tunes I’d ever heard in my life. Did I tell her that? Of course not. Instead, my left eye twitched and an unnecessary amount of rage coursed through my body. Sure, the lute eventually fell out of tune the longer she played. Nothing stays beautiful forever. Even still, the show she put on was mesmerizing.

What must it be like for magic to come so easily? I did not begrudge her because of beauty magic. The carrot tops were my main issue.

Besides, here in Moss, we have a secret name for that type of magic—trickster magic. Just because someone appears good at something does not mean that they care. And that’s what was important in this little town I called home. Caring and tending. No one liked Helda, per se, but they still cared for her in the way everyone in Moss cares for each other.

However, Helda Ninnus didn’t care for anything other than herself, which would be fine under normal circumstances. We all had our preferences. I loved to be alone, holed up in my cottage like a dastardly hermit. Only Helda insisted upon breaking my peace, my preferences, thus making her the most infuriating person I’d ever known.

“Did you not hear the first rock?” She looked up at me expectantly.

“Yes, I—”

“I didn’t throw that one in your window. Far too big. It took a huge chunk out of your cottage. Just there!” She giggled and pointed to a large, crumbling divot in the cottage wall. “I hope you aren’t angry! Anyhoo, I have loads of things I need to ask you. Mind if I come in?”

“Helda, I have a lot to do today. Eldrene—”

“Oh, I know!” she said imploringly. “Eldrene is coming tomorrow! My oh my, I am so very excited. Every year I think, ‘Three years will be too long to wait for another Goddess Celebration.’ But then, the three years pass, and poof!”—she snapped her pristine nails—“Eldrene comes again! Another quest is doled out. So very sad that she has to come because of a silly little bit of magic.” Helda pursed her bottom lip in a mock-pouting gesture. “But the party makes it all worth it. For me at least!” She let out a tinkling laugh. The morning birds mimicked the sound; even they couldn’t resist her charms.

Traitors.

Maybe this year Helda would get sent on a quest… and not return. That had only ever happened once, but here’s to hoping.

“Yes,” I said, gripping the edges of my windowsill to maintain composure. “But I really must get to work. I have to harvest the carrots and tulips today, and—”

“And the Crown Jewel Tulip, too. Don’t forget that, you silly girl!” She swayed her shoulders like she danced to music only she could hear. It made me want to gut her where she stood. Her blood would ruin the soil, though.

“I’m well aware.” I breathed deeply, willing patience into my body like I willed life into dying flowers. I failed miserably. My ability to control my anger was about as successful as my relationship with my magic—so, almost nonexistent. But I was trying.

“I just think what you do is so impressive. But it must be stressful for you. And you certainly have had a bit of an attitude these last few months. You are living up to your namesake, Clara Thorne.” She grinned up at me, her impossibly white teeth gleaming in the morning sun. I gave her a tight smile back.

As much as I wished otherwise, Helda—at least in the moment—was not wrong. Being Moss’s Town Gardener and providing the majority of fruits, vegetables, and flowers for the townsfolk already strained my meager garden magic. The Goddess Celebration was a whole other gauntlet. Eldrene had only requested one vegetable this time, mercifully—carrots. And the usual abundance of tulips.

But the Crown Jewel Tulip, her most important requirement, was notoriously testy, requiring very specific preparation—two months of rest beneath the shade of an old oak tree in an enchanted wooden box filled with pine needles, individually plucked by hand, before being serenaded by magic to awaken the bloom.

Of course, I also had to handle special requests from the town’s bakers and cooks: courgettes, herbs of all kinds, flowers for filling up the shoppe windows.

My usual disposition ran grumpy, but prepping for the Goddess Celebration had me frenzied and grumpy. But maybe I could prove Helda wrong today. I could be sweet—or at least whatever was the opposite of grumpy.

“Helda, what do you want?” I forced my tight smile into a wider grin, certain it looked more like a grimace.

“I suppose you insist on staying up there, then?”

I plopped down on the window ledge as an answer.

“Fine then! I need to know the color of the Crown Jewel Tulip so that I can match my dress to it. And my hair. And my nails. And my jewelry, you know. The usual.” She whipped out a small piece of parchment and a travel quill. “So, could you just tell me what the colors will be? I know it’s meant to be a secret, but I figured we were such good friends that you could give me a head start!”

Such good friends? I stifled a scoff. Helda and I were many things—but friends we were not. Besides, she’d been to plenty of Goddess Celebrations at this point. How had she missed the pinnacle of the entire ceremony?

Be sweet, I told myself. Or be not grumpy, you can do it.

“The Crown Jewel Tulip only blooms when Eldrene herself touches it.” I attempted to say it kindly.

“But you have it now, don’t you?”

“Yes, I—”

“What’s the point of you having it if nothing happens until she touches it?”

“It’s not like the tulip is just sitting in the box, Helda. Magic is an intricate thing—sometimes it needs as much of a growing season as everything else.”

She quirked an eyebrow up at me as if in disbelief.

“Is the tulip in there?” She pointed to the plain wooden box sitting under the oak tree. I gave her a curt nod. She pursed her lips together before narrowing her eyes at me.

“Why can’t Eldrene just grow it herself? What makes you so special?” Her sickeningly sweet tone lingered on “special.”

Tight coils wound their way around my heart, and the tenuous hold on my patience ebbed. The only special thing about me was that I ever managed to grow anything at all. Magic and I worked together about as well as Helda and I did.

“The pine needed for the tulip’s rest cannot be found where Eldrene is confined in Moss Wood.” Any warmth in my voice evaporated like the morning dew. “As the Goddess Celebration Gardener, I am able to travel to the Idle Groves, retrieve the needles, and tend to the tulip bulb. She could have chosen anyone. I am not special—just in the right place at the right time.”

Any ole Town Gardener could serve as Celebration Gardener. All the job required was garden magic to tend the Crown Jewel Tulip. Before I showed up, the position of Celebration Gardener rotated around the realm. Folk dreaded the job—granted, it’s a massive undertaking.

I showed up here at thirteen, alone and scraggly clothed, on the same day the former Town Gardener had just announced his sudden resignation—right when it was Moss’s turn to serve as Celebration Gardener. He was on his way to the Golden Isles, and thanks to a well-timed accident, I looked to have both garden magic and a desperate desire to be Town Gardener. Some might call what happened that day Fate, but I called it my ability to keep a tight schedule.

And Moss’s magic, of course. But Helda needn’t know that. No one needed to know that.

“Something you do must be special,” Helda countered. “You take longer to harvest your crops than any other Town Gardener we’ve had. Yet Eldrene always requests you.”

“Some things take time,” I said as I rubbed at my temples, the coils around my heart growing tighter by the second.

“Is that not the benefit of having magic? It takes less time,” she quipped back.

“Perhaps,” I conceded.

“And you sing to your harvest; why? I’ve never heard of any other Town Gardener having to do that,” she said with a sickeningly sweet tone, twirling her hair around her fingers like a threat.

“That’s the only way—” to get my magic to work most days. “That’s just how I do it.”

“Couldn’t anyone with garden magic do your job?” she pressed, one perfectly sculpted eyebrow raised high.

“Yes, but—”

“Then why you?” she asked again.

“I—well—” I scrambled for words, for anything to gain purchase in this conversation. The rosemary bush below my window began to yellow at the top—a telltale sign that my emotions were getting away from me. Why was I letting Helda get to me this way? There were plenty of things in this life that made me unsure of myself, but my work was not one of them.

My harvests were always on time—albeit never early. But who likes being too early anyhow? Moss was well-fed, shoppes overflowed with my crops, and the Goddess Celebration had never seen tulips grown better than mine. Magic did not make me special. But my life, my purpose, rested on my dedication to being Town Gardener. I loved this town more than folk knew, and it seeped into the very soil that I worked in. What’s more, I wanted to be Celebration Gardener—so I’ve had the job ever since.

“Because being the Goddess Celebration Gardener is about more than just magic,” I said proudly. The tightness around my heart loosened, the rosemary bush below grew green again. “It’s about—wait, how do you know I sing to my garden?”

“And what does the squirrel have to do with it?” Helda flung her arms up into the air, her singsong voice taking on a discordant edge.

“What are you—”

“Why does the squirrel get to touch the tulip before Eldrene? I don’t get to know the colors ahead of time, but some wood rat gets to poke around in the box?” She threw her parchment on the ground, stomping on more carrot tops in the process.

But her temper tantrum was the least of my worries. Because, for the second time today, Helda was not wrong. The box under the oak tree lay empty, and a squirrel with a tulip bulb in its mouth dashed for my garden gate.

My heart stopped.

“No!” I shouted, leaning too far forward from my place on the window ledge and falling into the rosemary bushes below.

I rolled my ankle in the process and yelled a slew of curses.

Helda stopped her protests and tried to assist me, but I threw her hand away as I struggled to get up. My shoe wedged deep into the roots, and after a few unsuccessful tugs, I unlaced my boot and left it behind, setting off in a mad half-limp, half-run dash after the squirrel.

He was already far ahead, but I could see his black-tufted tail on the horizon. A Shadow Woods Squirrel then. So he wouldn’t divert to any nearby woods. He’d head straight back to his native murky forest, which required going through Moss’s main street. My only chance to catch him would be there.

If he got to the forest, the Crown Jewel Tulip would be impossible to recover.

If I lost the Crown Jewel Tulip, the Goddess Celebration would be ruined.

If the Goddess Celebration was ruined, Eldrene, the protector of this realm, would wither away.

I picked up my pace, my legs burning and my ankle throbbing. We crested the last hill that led into town and barreled down the sloping ridge. My feet hit the cobblestones, and I was grateful that Moss still slept. They usually awoke to Francis playing his lute, but today, more than likely, folks were startling awake from my bare feet slapping the stones.

The squirrel slowed slightly. The tulip bulb must have been heavier than he anticipated. A thrill of triumph went through me. My breath came in hot, sharp pants, but my pace only quickened. If I could just get my hands on the bastard…

The fiend darted into an alleyway filled with seller wagons.

I smiled. That alley was a dead-end, and he was dead meat.

A rip filled the air; my dress snagged on the jam lady’s cart, sending it teetering. I reached out to right it when the squirrel darted in between my feet and tripped me. I went sailing, the jam cart toppling and taking the ale and baker cart down along with it.

Broken glass scattered everywhere, and all sorts of reddish liquid now covered my dress. I let out an almighty shriek and scrambled back up again, ignoring the searing pain in my foot from stomping on the shards.

I was gaining on him now. He may be fast, but I knew these streets far too well to be bested by a squirrel. His claws pulled at the thatched roofs as he went along, raining hay down and blurring my vision.

We reached the last row of cottages just before the grassy clearing that led into Moss Wood. My legs burned with white-hot fire, my twisted ankle screamed, and my bare foot profusely bled, but if I could get to the end of the street before he did, he’d have no choice but to land in my arms. The world would be right again, the tulip would be safe, and my nemesis would be in a stew by the evening.

He made it to the last cottage, readying for a jump, but I beat him to the chase.

Got you. The squirrel leapt into the air, his body mere centimeters away from my outstretched arms—

The world split in two.

My skull cracked in half.

The world went dark. I was probably a little dead. Or a lot.

A door. A Goddess-damned door had opened, and I’d run straight into it, falling back into a pile of steaming hot horse shite. At least it cushioned the back of my head from busting on the cobblestones.

“Are you all right?” a gravelly voice asked through the haze. Two rough hands tried to hoist me up.

“Get off me!” I pushed them away. They were shockingly difficult to move. “Where is it?” I asked frantically, straining to focus.

“Where’s what?” the stranger asked gently.

“The squirrel!” I sounded deranged, scanning the roofs for the beast. But hot tears blurred my vision, turning the world into watercolor slashes against the morning sky. My heart began to crumple. No squirrel. No tulip. Utter disaster. He had escaped, and I failed. The stranger offered a hand again, and I swatted it away. “Whoever you are, I don’t need your help. You’ve done enough.”

“I heard a commotion,” the voice replied. Bits of my vision started to come back, but all I could see was a swirling shadow in front of me. My head suddenly became too heavy to hold up and dropped to the side. Rough hands caught it immediately.

“I said”—I gritted my teeth—“I don’t need your help.” I tried to move, but flashes of pain seared through me, and I fell back to the ground again.

“We need to get you to a medic,” the voice said with finality. They hoisted me over their shoulder with ease.

“What are you doing?” I yelled, beating at the stranger’s back.

Then, I heard a squeak from high overhead.

From behind a chimney, a small silhouette emerged. The squirrel surveyed me from his perch. The bastard must have returned to the roof to watch my demise. I arched my neck as much as I could from my place behind this fool who’d ruined everything. Squirrels couldn’t smile; I knew they couldn’t, but even through my tears, I swore a devilish grin played across his face.

He held the Crown Jewel Tulip high in his grimy paws.

I helplessly pointed to the chimney looming over us.

“Please,” I bit out. “The squirrel, he has my”—my vision swirled, inky blackness creeping onto the edges—“He has my”—bile rose into my mouth, the salty tang on my tongue—“He has my tulip!” I finally cried.

Then I vomited all over the stranger’s back, my last bit of strength finally sputtering out as we made our way through awakening Moss.
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With a cracked head and a broken heart, our hero found herself… rocky, lifeless, and a little hungry, with zero soul-realizations.

—opening line attempt 9



I awoke to groaning. My groaning.

Pain lanced through my head, and my body jolted with unease. Where was I? What had happened? Heavy quilts weighed down on my chest, threatening to suffocate me. I made the mistake of moving my foot and immediately remembered that I’d shredded it on broken glass.

Chasing after a squirrel.

The fog cleared as my memories came into sharp focus.

The Crown Jewel Tulip was gone. The significance of that loss settled deep into my chest. That tulip wasn’t just the centerpiece for Eldrene’s crown every three years. The tulip symbolized the hope of our realm.

A fact we mortals try to forget, lest our fear overcome us and ruin the precarious balance that has been set in place.

Everyone knew the story.

A millennium ago, the Prince—his name now lost to time—sought to end the realm with withering magic. A dark magic that sucked the life out of everything and everyone around it, warping all it touched into an unrecognizable version of itself. His magic seeped into the land and spread like poison. Villages turned against each other; peace treaties were torn into shreds; war was imminent. Mortals, magical or not, had no chance of stopping its reach.

Eldrene was the only Goddess still walking the earth after the Elden Wars—the rest had retreated to the stars. She was the sole being powerful enough to stop withering magic from causing more harm. So she poured her power into the land, to contain the contagion. In doing so, she ended the Prince, enveloping him in her light—blotting out his darkness forever.

But the withering magic was too powerful. Once her power connected to the spreading darkness, she could not break the bond. Withering magic drank from her power, her life force, until she was almost drained dry of both. She had been willing to sacrifice every last drop if it meant ending the withering magic for good, but even that wouldn’t vanquish it entirely.

With barely any magic and only a whisper of life left, Eldrene wove the last of her spirit into a flower, binding herself to this realm forever, sacrificing the rest of her days to fighting the darkness that still seeks to end all.

As long as she walks this earth, withering magic will be held at bay. Though she can’t walk much of it. The day she sacrificed herself, she was in Moss Wood, and in Moss Wood she must stay. That’s where the essence of her power is the strongest, where she channels what she can to combat withering magic far and wide.

But this takes a great toll on Eldrene. Her power is not what it once was, and withering magic tries every day to infiltrate the land she sacrificed herself to protect so long ago. Without her former strength, she must rely on the dedication of mortals. Belief, while not inherently magical, is a powerful thing. Belief is what renews her life force every three years.

The flower she bound herself to, in truth, does protect her life. But only through the people’s belief. It casts hope through the realm. The hope that everything will be all right, in turn, funnels into the bloom, which feeds back into the land, into the people, and into Eldrene herself. In essence, ever since the Prince died, the realm has operated on its own water cycle of hope, so to speak.

Eldrene bound herself to a tulip—a symbol of new beginnings, of love itself. Nonmagical tulips that needn’t hold dark magic at bay while also carrying the belief of an entire realm normally bloom and die, leaving behind a seed pod for future flowers. The Crown Jewel Tulip, however, produces only a single seed.

That seed remains with Eldrene’s Forest Train for two years until it grows into a bulb. A precious, sacred thing. The only one of its kind, the future of Nestryia resting within. In the bulb’s final months before the Goddess Celebration, it’s bestowed into the care of a Town Gardener. For only those with garden magic can tend to the bulbs; luckily, there were plenty of us.

Luckier still, my garden magic also worked on the blub despite it not being quite normal.

Never once had someone lost the tulip. Never once had someone jeopardized the entire realm.

Had I just killed a Goddess? Had I just doomed all of Nestryia?

Even if the tulip served as symbol alone, the Celebration ensured that the realm knew our Goddess protected us. Without that hope, what would fill in the gaps? Fear had no place; if fear took hold, who knows what darkness could crop up that not even Eldrene could stop.

Half the realm was still reeling from the burning of Fennings Forest a hundred years ago. Dragons, infected with withering magic, had carved a path of destruction. Folk then believed that Eldrene’s power might be waning.

Which, of course, did cause it to wane. But that was a Celebration year, and the Crown Jewel Tulip reinvigorated the hope lost.

Had I just lost the world’s physical manifestation of hope?

Why did it have to be so small? Small things love to get lost.

Oh Goddess.

I let out another groan.

“Shhh,” a soft voice cooed. “You always overdo it.”

Despite the possibility of the world ending, I smiled. I would know that voice anywhere. The panic creeping up my spine subsided at the familiar scent of honey from Sylvie Alderson.

At least I’m home; at least I’m safe.

Even if I was a failure who needed to get to work right away.

I tried to lift my head, but gentle hands forced it back onto the pillow. There was no use in fighting this battle. I fancied myself to have quite the iron will, but it was nothing compared to one of my dearest friends.

“I don’t think so,” Sylvie admonished. “You were dealt quite the blow this morning. And for what? To run after an innocent squirrel seeking refuge in the forest?”

“More like a villainous vermin stealing my tulip,” I corrected her. Speaking worsened the pounding headache.

“Oh, so now you’re going to blame the squirrel? That’s a new low, even for you, Miss Curmudgeonly,” she said with a loving lilt despite the ill-seeming nickname.

I’d earned it on my first day in Moss. As soon as she saw me trying to sell the tunic off my back for an apple, Sylvie had taken me in. Well, she tried to take me in. I fought her all the way down the main street, until she plopped me down on a bench next to a child presumably my age.

“Look after her for one moment, will you?” Sylvie had asked.

“Yes ma’am,” the child said softly.

“And don’t you run away, or I’ll send the bees after you.” She pointed an accusing finger at me, then darted off into the nearest dress shoppe.

That’s when I noticed the child’s green skin. They were an orc child. A folk I only ever read about, was taught to fear. To hate. I was mostly skin and bones and had nothing to protect myself other than my nails and teeth. Fear gripped me.

I made to run, but the child grabbed me by my tunic. I struggled against them, but it was no use.

“She really will send the bees after you,” the child whispered. “She’s got honey magic.” As if on cue, I heard faint buzzing around my head. I went rigid, terrified of being attacked by a swarm of angry pests. “Don’t worry, they won’t sting you.” The child shooed the bee away. “Honey magic really makes things extra sweet, doesn’t do much by way of controlling bees. Just gives you a chance to talk to them if you wanted to. That’s if they even listen to you. I’m sure you know that, though!”

I didn’t. The only thing I knew about magic was that it was impossible.

The child had large saucer eyes with a round, sweet face. Back home, I saw children with faces like mine—gaunt and haunted, fending for themselves as soon as they could walk. But the face that met mine that day was full of life.

Of love, I came to learn.

All of the children running along the streets each had that same roundness, that same easy smile. What must that be like? I wondered. They ran not for fear nor survival. They ran for joy. There was laughter, there was even music. Was I in Haven’s Halls?

“What’s your name?” the child asked.

“Cla—Clara,” I stuttered.

“I’m Rosie.” She beamed, letting go of my tunic and reaching out her hand to me. “Would you like to be friends?”

Friends. I read that word before. In books about grand adventures, books that took me far away from the sad little life I lived.

Friends, love, family. They were all just words, though, only found in stories. In the real word, they were nowhere to be found.

But there was a child holding out her hand to me, asking me to be friends. I hesitated, worry gnawing at the blooming hope in my heart. What if she’s playing a trick on me? What if she’s like Mother and Father? What if she only offered me this kindness to take it away again when I need it most?

I could run. She had let go of me, and while I couldn’t fight her, I could outrun her. And it seemed the bees wouldn’t come for me after all. I’d make for the forest, steal what I could on my way out of town, and keep to myself until I figured out the rest of my life. That’s what I wanted anyway. That way, the only person who could ever hurt me was myself.

Fate had other plans, though. Much better plans.

I placed my small hand in Rosie’s, and the blooming hope in my chest exploded.

All I remember was one moment we were sitting on a bench, and the next, there were so many tiny yellow flowers around us that the world looked coated in sunlight.

“Neat trick!” Rosie beamed.

“Very neat, indeed,” Sylvie replied, suddenly appearing, a small smock just my size in her arms. “So you’ve got garden magic then?”

“No, I-I don’t,” I fumbled the words, sweat gathering on my forehead, followed by the terribly familiar feeling of my chest closing in, the world swimming in and out of focus.

“Hey, it’s okay.” Rosie’s voice broke through the gathering haze, her large hand encasing my small one. Immediately, the suffocating feelings vanished. I could breathe again; the world was back on its axis. My chest loosened, and I leaned into Rosie’s touch.

More flowers grew, vining their way up Sylvie’s leg.

“Well, well, well. That changes things a bit. I wanted to offer for you to stay with me. But if you’ve got that magic, there is a place you could live on your own if you’d like to—”

“On my own,” I said quickly.

“All right, Miss Curmudgeonly.” She winked. Sylvie’s eyes were a warm golden brown, her hair and skin matching in suit. Honey magic really just makes everything extra sweet, Rosie had said. It must make people look sweet, too. Even if she had given me a less-than-satisfactory nickname.

Then Sylvie told me of a cottage on the outskirts of town. The Town Gardener was leaving in a few weeks’ time, and the position needed to be filled. I’d never heard of a Town Gardener before, but I could learn. Garden magic, she had said, was the only requirement, and I possessed ample amounts of it apparently.

I don’t have magic I desperately wanted to say. Whatever they had just witnessed, the flowers around us, it wasn’t me. I’d tried ever since I could remember for a drop of magic—all I could ever manage was a few petals, nothing more. But this place, these people, they must have given me magic. For in my chest, a warmth spread—like the humming of bees right where my heart beat. I’d never experienced anything like it before, not until I stepped foot into Moss.

But what happened if they realized I didn’t have magic? What if I didn’t become Town Gardener? Perhaps Sylvie would let me stay with her for a bit, but she’d get sick of me just as quickly as my parents did. If they didn’t love me, there’s no reason for these people who had never met me to love me.

And maybe it wasn’t just Moss’s magic, maybe Moss awoke my magic. The magic my parents had been told I would possess. The magic I’d failed to ever discover.

I wouldn’t find out until much later just how wrong I had been.

I was quite young to take up the position of Town Gardener, but Sylvie said she believed in me.

Someone believed in me.

I gained a friend and belief all in one day.

“That is, if you choose to stay,” Sylvie said, finally. Choices… I never had those, either.

“Forever,” I said before I knew it. “I’d like to stay forever.”

Home, my heart screamed that day. Home.

But if I didn’t leave this bed to find the tulip, there might not be a home after tomorrow.

“Sylvie, I lost it. It’s gone.” My voice cracked pitifully on the last word.

“What? The Crown Flower, or whatever it’s called? Oh, dearest, it’ll find its way back to you, I’m sure.” She lifted the bedcovers by my feet and applied her famous healing salve to the cuts. I winced, but the pain began to ebb.

“What if it doesn’t find its way back to me? What then? You know how important it is.”

“Dearest, if it is so important, then I’m sure the Goddess herself will have a spare!” She covered my feet with the blanket again. Nothing in Sylvie’s life was anything to fret over; nothing upturned her ever-present belief that everything would always come out in the wash. But this was different, this loss was insurmountable. And she had to know it, even if she tried her best to comfort me.

I finally cracked open my eyes to look at the room around me, a wave of nausea rolling over me. Everything was too bright. I took a calming breath, and the world slowly started coming into focus.

Wood beams sloped down from a vaulted ceiling, from which a single lantern also hung, casting warm light on the yellow-sprigged muslin bedcover. A few vials lined a bookshelf, and bandages were arranged neatly on the bright purple table beside me. Sylvie’s already-hunched frame stooped low over a poultice she was mixing. Her long, gray hair tied up into a honey pot–shaped bun plopped happily on top of her head. We weren’t in the Healer’s Ward.

When boisterous lute music came through the worn, wooden floor below me, I knew my whereabouts—the Rumsey Inn. The closest inn to where I’d been thwarted by a ridiculous stranger trying to save the day. I suppose I should be thankful Sylvie intervened when she did.

I gathered the courage to sit up, which was an absolute blunder. A fresh wave of nausea hit me head-on, and I almost tumbled off the bed. A dark-cloaked figure in the corner bolted upright, rushing toward me at an unnatural speed. They looked like shadows embodied.

I stifled a vomit and a scream at once.

“Who is that?” I shouted, throwing the cover over my head in a feeble attempt to defend myself.

“I told you to rest, Miss Curmudgeonly!” Sylvie screamed back.

“Resting is not the issue at hand, Sylvie! The person hiding in the shadows is the issue!” My voice sounded muffled through the covers, and I knew I looked preposterous to my oncoming attacker.

“And hiding like a scared child is going to save either of us from the issue?” Sylvie asked, her voice breaking into a husky laugh.

“‘Issue’ isn’t the worst thing I’ve been called, but I do have a name,” a low voice grumbled. Why did I know that voice? Memories flickered up but withered away before I could grasp hold.

I slowly peeked out from under the covers. My vision blurred again from the sudden movement, but I could see now that the person standing by my bed wasn’t a shadow after all. They looked very much human—a very broad, very tall human, that is. So tall, in fact, that their head grazed the wooden ceiling beams high above us.

A cloak concealed most of their body, but the black leather wrapped around their forearms stretched thin due to the bulging muscles underneath. Goddess, if the rest of them was that muscled…

“Enjoying the view?” the cloaked stranger asked.

My cheeks flushed.

“Not at all,” I replied haughtily.

“Whatever you say,” they quipped, that voice tugging at my mind again. Then the day came racing back all at once. This was the stranger that sent me flying into dung and lost me the Crown Jewel Tulip. This was the stranger that cost me everything.

“You.” I seethed.

The stranger gave Sylvie a quick nod, and she made to exit the room.

“Sylvie, where do you think you are going?” I snapped.

“Not my crumpet, not my tea.” She shrugged. “Now you”—she looked to the cloaked stranger—“be kind to my girl. And you”—she pointed to me—“don’t rile yourself up after that kerfuffle.”

I lost my words as the stranger bowed their head and led Sylvie out of the room by the hand. Sylvie let out a girlish giggle and looked to be… blushing?

The door clicked shut. I snapped my eyes up to the stranger with a glare, opening my mouth to let loose an unruly amount of curses.

“Before you bite off Sylvie’s head for leaving you, she knows I brought you here. Before you bite off my head, I just want to say that I did save your life.” They stayed by the door, creating ample space between them and me. At least they had a spot of decorum.

“Did you now?” I let out a derisive laugh. “We are remembering things differently.”

“Are we?” They sounded amused, sauntering over to the chair in the corner and pulling it up beside the bed. Shadows seemed to wrap around them, obscuring any part of their face from view. What kind of magic was that? I recoiled to the farthest side of the mattress. “Because I remember a squirrel and a girl who needed saving.”

“I needed saving? You were the one who knocked me into a pile of shite!”

“I heard screaming, I went to see what the issue was.” They leaned back in their chair, the wood groaning.

“The issue was that you sent me flying into a pile of shite.”

“Look, I didn’t intend for you to run into the door, and I certainly didn’t mean for you to land in poo. But you were screaming, covered in blood—”

“Jam.”

“Yes, of course, you were covered in jam. You looked to be crazed, yelling up toward the Havens. Someone had to step in.”

“I was not crazed! There was a”—don’t say squirrel—“quarry that needed chasing. And then I—I—” lost the Crown Jewel Tulip. The words caught in my throat.

Pathetic. Worthless. Not enough.

The words were easy to conjure. I heard them so many times growing up that they’d etched themselves into my bones, never to be smoothed out with time. No magic for my parents, no Crown Jewel for the Goddess.

A few hours ago, I was enjoying morning tea while fighting with my untitled manuscript, and now “the world’s biggest failure” could be my title. And this stranger caused it all—well, mostly all. If they hadn’t intervened, I might not be here. I might not have let everyone down.

“You have ruined everything.” My voice sounded small.

They shifted in the chair, leaning closer to the bed. I caught a hint of lemon and spices in the air—like summer and autumn wrapped up into one.

“Will you tell me exactly how I ‘ruined’ everything?” they asked.

“I am in charge of tending the flower for Eldrene’s Celebration Crown. Do you even know who that is?” I asked condescendingly.

“Yes,” they said with a chuckle, “I have heard of the most powerful Goddess in the land.”

“Well, then, you should also know that the Crown Jewel Tulip is the center of Eldrene’s Crown. Very precious, very rare, and now it’s very gone.” I crumpled at hearing the words aloud, and the place in my chest where my magic lived began crumpling, too. Like water through a sieve.

The squirrel had to be miles away by now, deep inside the wood, tossing the tulip into a pile of other objects it had nabbed from Moss. It would be an impossible feat to try and find it at this point. Let alone to try and find the tulip itself.

It was lost forever. I would be, too.

A tear found its way down my cheek, and I sank further into despair, burying my head in my hands. All of Moss would gather tomorrow to honor our Goddess, and it would now be a funeral.

“What would you do to get it back?” they whispered.

“Anything.”

“That’s a dangerous bargain to strike,” the voice murmured softly right by my ear. Their hot breath caused goose pimples to sprout up along my skin like seedlings in the spring.

“I don’t care what I have to do,” I spat out the words, peering into the darkness next to me.

The stranger tutted. “Only a skilled hunter could track a Shadow Woods squirrel down. You won’t find one of those easily, not anywhere near here.”

“Then I’ll do it myself,” I said, drumming up what dignity I could with shredded feet and a throbbing headache. “It should be easy and not impossible at all. A squirrel well-versed in the woods versus a concussed woman? Easy win,” I said ruefully. Sarcasm always helped cushion the blow of complete and irrevocable failure. Right?

“I’m sure you could manage.” I think I heard a smile in their voice. But maybe it was just a trick of the light (i.e. emotional upheaval).

“Please leave,” I mumbled. “Please.” Hopelessness surrounded me. It was over. There was no way I could go into those woods and retrieve the bulb in enough time. Tears streamed down my face in rivulets, and I stifled a sob.

“Don’t cry, princess,” they said softly.

I didn’t reply. I didn’t stop crying. I didn’t gut them for calling me princess. I didn’t say a word as the stranger got up and bid goodbye to Sylvie, who had been dutifully standing outside the door—at least she hadn’t abandoned me. She might consider it after learning that I’d ruined the entire Celebration and the realm was now… well, in mortal peril.

The door clicked shut and the room went quiet, the chair beside me now empty.

But then a flash of color caught my eye, and what I saw there made my heart sing, made me forget the pain, made me want to kiss that perfectly awful stranger right on the mouth.

Right where they’d been sitting rested everything I needed to keep living my happily ever after.

The Crown Jewel Tulip.
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Dresses are a girl’s best friend’s best friend.
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Town wagons neatly lined my garden gate, all of them bursting with the fruits of my labor—literally. A mountain of carrots balanced precariously atop one, a heap of bright flowers of all kinds in another, and of course, particularly plump, yellow squash adorned the final wagon like a mound of gold. Quincy Knoll, Moss’s mayor, stood at the helm of it all, wearing an approving, open-mouthed grin. He didn’t do much by way of leading, as Moss has always favored a more participatory democracy, but he excelled at making everyone feel special. Townsfolk loved to invite him to their family dinners and games evenings simply because he adored everything.

“You outdid yourself this year, Clara!” he exclaimed in his lilting, Idle Groves accent. A land so full of earth magic, the trees strolled about from time to time. I had never made it farther than the Idle Woods, but their main street was home to baker shoppes run by flowers doling out dandelion delicacies—which is not cannibalism (so they say).

Quincy clapped his hands together so violently that his long, blue hair frizzed out for a moment. “I mean, good gracious! I know you have garden magic, but all of this in just a few months? You should be so proud.”

Warmth bloomed in my heart at the earnestness in his turquoise eyes, the familiar guilt following soon after.

“Moss is magic,” I said lightly. Quincy cocked his head to the side.

“You are magic!” he said, all smiles. I didn’t quip back.

Not quite, I thought. But I did my best planning for it always to turn out well in the end.

Months of meticulous garden plotting, singing growing songs at all hours of the day, weeding for hours on end, writing and rewriting the best soil composition. Backbreaking work that, on the outside, looked like what any other Town Gardener could do. That’s what garden magic was most useful for, after all. Growing good gardens fit for a village. One snap of a Town Gardener’s fingers, it was said, and a garden bed would be seeded and sprouting in no time.

It never worked quite that way for me. My meager magic was nothing compared to someone with proper garden magic. Other folk could walk out into their garden, armed with seeds, proverbially snap their fingers, and sprouts really would appear in a matter of moments.

I, on the other hand, have to listen to the land, search deep for what’s underneath, and pull on the power already there—always and forever reaching, never channeling. My magic is and has only ever been the initial spark for the garden; it was that coupled with the earth that started the true fire.

There were times when it was quite easy, my magic bubbling happily in my chest like soup, the land ripe for harvests. Other times, though, I would be having a bad day, and it would be the dead of winter, so neither the earth nor I were in much of a mood to grow anything at all. That’s when I would have to resort to singing growing songs, humming and warbling away to get my magic to budge even a bit, to fan the flames.

But no matter what people thought or how, the job was done and done well. The tension that had been building in my body for months finally released, and I knew I could fall asleep right there on the soft, upturned ground if I wanted to.

My heart pinched as I looked at the empty garden beds all around me. Home didn’t feel the same without green everywhere. But summer had barely begun, and once I received my new batch of seeds from Farmer Gristle, I’d be singing them to life in just a few weeks. The garden beds would be overflowing once more, and the town would pick and choose their daily bounty.

But that was another day’s task. Because today, I needed to prepare myself for the Goddess Celebration.

Perhaps the best part of being the Celebration Gardener was that all my work was complete by the morning of her arrival. And once my work ended, the town’s began. The bakers, the cooks, and the florists all toiled away, making their delectable and magnificent creations from my crops.

“Any plans after the Celebration? Grand travels? Towns begging for you to take a look at their gardens?” Quincy asked, raising his eyebrows with each question.

A stack of unanswered post from all over Nestryia sat on my fireplace mantel with inquiries as to my interest in traveling to them for a short period of time.

“Not this year,” I said with practiced ease, a curated smile. “Moss keeps me busy.”

“I’ve never heard of a Town Gardener staying in one place for so long; we are lucky to have you with us.” Quincy didn’t mean anything by it, but pain nevertheless pierced my heart. He didn’t know why I chose to forgo the adventures that usually accompanied the title of Town Gardener. He only knew that I chose to stay, and that was a rare thing indeed.

Almost every village of the realm had a Town Gardener, and while there are plenty of folk with garden magic, there aren’t many who wish to take up the gauntlet of providing food for an entire town. There are always vacant positions needing to be filled. Thankfully, most Town Gardeners love to travel, bringing the seeds from their homes to other places, learning from the folk around the realm, perfecting garden beds plumb full of flora from all of Nestryia. Most Town Gardeners only stayed in one spot for five years at most. After that, they headed to a new horizon. Many even opted to remain traveling Town Gardeners for years, spending a few weeks in different villages year-round.

They say garden magic is the only requirement for the position, but a penchant for adventure certainly seems to be part of it as well.

I have neither.

Moss was home, and home was where I would stay. Even so, I worried if Moss would one day want another Town Gardener. Someone who could bring new things from places I’ve never been. Someone more than me.

“Well, I’d better be on my way! Patti Larkthorn is going to have my head on a silver platter if I don’t get these flowers to her shoppe before too long.” Quincy snapped his fingers, and the wagons began rolling their way back to town. The mountain of carrots wobbled dangerously, but before I could call out in warning, another snap of Quincy’s fingers had everything in its proper place once more. Folk with tidying magic… they had it so easy. With one quick motion, they could have the entire cottage organized, everything in its rightful place. What must it be like to simply call upon one’s abilities without thinking? I’d never know.

I watched the wagons meander up the hill that led into town. The sun rose right as the last wagon crested the highest peak and disappeared over the other side. Just yesterday, I’d worried my life would be irrevocably damaged. But a shadowy stranger had saved me after all, Sylvie’s salve healing my wounds. And hope lived on.

I’m home. I’m safe. All is well.

I heard a familiar squeak and looked down to see Warty running circles in between my boots.

“We did it!” I squealed, scooping him up and nuzzling his nose. “What should we do to celebrate?”

Warty looked at my dress, then back up to me.

“What? Do I have something on it?” I asked, searching for a more egregious stain than the typical dirt covering my clothes. Nothing to be seen. Warty repeated the gesture and after years of deciphering his chirps, squeaks, and the like, I finally understood what he was angling at.

“Fine.” I huffed. “But that is the last change I’m taking part in. Forever. I’ve had enough adventure for a lifetime.”
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“You? You are getting a new dress?” Rosie stared at me in disbelief as we made our way through the town square. Everyone took to the town today, hanging their Celebration decorations on shoppes and cottages. Tulips adorned window boxes, delicate moss sculptures of Eldrene and her Forest Train sat sentinel by doors, and enticing smells came from the bakeries: rich spices, roasted meats, sautéed squash pies, carrot cakes.

“And why is that so surprising?” I asked, bending down to smell a tulip.

“Just the simple fact that I have known you for fifteen years, and I’ve seen you purchase possibly two dresses that entire time.” Her long red hair looked particularly magnificent today, blowing in the soft breeze.

“I hate too many options—you of all people should know that—and besides, I generally have no need for such attire. Everything I own is doomed to get torn and dirty out in the garden.” We passed by the first dress shoppe, which had an array of fabrics hanging on a rack outside. I turned away from Rosie, inspecting the woven textiles in the discount pile tucked underneath the racks.

“It’s about Goddess-damned time!” Rosie squealed behind me. I sighed in exasperation. Yes, it had been years since I’d bought a new dress, but did she need to make such a fuss?

“I like my regular clothes—”

But before I could say anything more, it became abundantly clear who’d garnered Rosie’s excitement.

Ludwig Gudling had taken up position on the town stage—a raised wooden slat that was usually home to our Bard’s theatrics—and today, apparently, Ludwig. The shoppe-goers kept to their business, their intermingled conversations a cacophony of sound. No one could bear Ludwig, and they had no intention of paying him heed today.

Ludwig was Moss’s… fanatic. He constantly told tall tales of Irk Road, the Witherings, dragons ravaging towns, the death of the Gods, et cetera. Essentially, any story that might ruin your day and fill your head with fear. He used to be a world-renowned storyteller, but his acclaim fell with his growing proclivity to share the darker sides of Nestryia.

He was a slight man, more wisps of clouds and wheat stalks than an actual human, always donning large, circular goggles, obscuring his eyes from townsfolk and giving the sense that he could very well be part bug. Despite his tiny frame, his reedy voice filled up the bustling streets.

“Folk of Moss”—a slight whistle sang through his teeth with every s—“shadows creep along the Irk, through the Shadow Woods, into our very lands! They tell of monsters emerging out of deep chasms created by a dark shadow. The black magic like gnarled roots, ripping open this very earth bit by bit!”

“Not this again,” I whispered to Rosie.

“What? You don’t enjoy a spooky story told the same way every other week?” Rosie playfully nudged me in the ribs.

“At this point, I think Moss has his entire monologue memorized.” I began to mouth But I tell you, these shadows… just as Ludwig said the same.

“But I tell you, these shadows are not just bred of the Witherings. Nay… the Prince… he lives on.” Rosie and I chuckled under our breath, and Ludwig wagged his finger into the sky, his voice rising above the ongoing chatter. “His wrath is unending; his withering magic will find us here. Our green forests will turn black with decay! Our town will fall into ruin! Our very people will turn against us, warping into creatures of the night as the magic poisons our minds! You know it is true.”

“He does love to drone on about the Prince.” Rosie sighed.

“Yes, and he is dead—the most deceased. Hells, Eldrene has said herself every Celebration, ‘The Prince will never be seen again.’ So he’s forever smote.”

Rosie heaved a laugh, clapping me on the back so hard, I almost fell headfirst into the dress fabrics. She caught me before I could set off a chain of racks falling onto each other and gently swiped a few stray curls out of my face as she did so. Though she was a seven-foot-tall orc, Rosie had always been the softest being I’d ever known; she just didn’t know her own strength.

“You’ve heard of the towns taken by his magic, what happened to the people there… the people still there.”

“Goddess, I hate hearing stories about that place,” Rosie said, squeezing my hand so tightly, my fingers started going numb.

“Then let’s not listen,” I said, trying to wiggle free.

“It is only a matter of time, mere moments perhaps, before we ourselves fall victim to the gray, tortured fate of…” Ludwig paused, his arms outstretched.

The crowd’s chatter had quieted, their lively conversations turning to hushed whispers. Despite themselves, everyone was waiting with bated breath for the name we all knew too well, one that ought not be uttered in the sun-warmed streets of Moss.

“Dwindle.” Ludwig relished every syllable of the name. Rosie gasped along with the rest of the crowd. I shook my head. This was ridiculous.

“You know that of which I speak.” Ludwig said this as if it were a revelation.

It was only the most spoken-of village in Nestryia.

At the northernmost part of our realm lies dragon country—a vast continent that few have ever traveled. If they have, they certainly haven’t returned. Directly to the south of dragon country is the Witherings, the largest continent in Nestryia.

Before the Prince’s demise, the Witherings was rumored to be an ancient kingdom that the gods themselves envied. When he died, though, his magic seeped into the land, causing it to fall in on itself. The magic began to spread into dragon country, until the great rending took place.

Where the two lands had once shared a border, there was now a chasm that ran straight through like a crack in the earth. Some say that dragons tore through the original border, burning so deep that none dared cross. Others believe that the Prince’s withering magic sought to extricate itself from all other continents. If that legend is true, then he was successful in his endeavor. The Witherings lies alone, bordered by nothing but the Shadow Woods.

And Dwindle.

A town on the outskirts of the Witherings, it fell prey to its magic when the Prince died a millennium ago. His dark powers sucked the village of life and turned any survivors into horror-filled versions of themselves, so the stories say. When Fennings Forest burned down one hundred years ago, any remaining trade routes in and out of the town were shut off entirely. No one knows its fate now.

The story served as a warning of the dangers of withering magic—nothing more. Besides, Moss was on the opposite end of the realm. Impossible for anyone here to get there, and vice versa. Especially with Irk Road and Shadow Woods surrounding the place.

Now, those places were terrifying. No one who traveled those routes ever came back. A few tradesmen from Moss reported seeing murky figures lingering in the shadows along the coastline of Irk, and the sounds of gnawing bones could be heard over the waves for miles. Sailers stayed tucked away in their ships, hoping whatever hid away in the gloom could not swim. Those stories snuck into my dreams more than I cared to admit.

“We must be vigilant, Moss! Our time is ticking,” Ludwig cried out, making tick-tock noises with his tongue. A moment of silence filled the streets, then the bustle began once more. Folk resumed their shopping, laughter rang out, conversations abounded. Ludwig’s time in the sun finished unceremoniously.

“Come on, I’m starving!” I tugged at Rosie’s hand still grasping mine.

“Me too, let’s go get—”

“But I have another story for you,” Ludwig bellowed. The crowd kept chittering. “One you might not know!” His voice rose louder. “Of the Prince and his beloved!” Folk kept talking, and I yanked Rosie to make an escape before he started on another one of his rants. “Eldrene, Goddess of the Forest, Protector of the Realm.”

Everyone stopped what they were doing, folk froze midconversation—their mouths still hanging wide in some cases. The only sounds in the street were the clanks of glasses dropped on the cobblestones.

“You know of the Prince. Of Eldrene’s sacrifice. But do you know of the love?”

All stayed deathly quiet. Ludwig went on.

“The Prince and Eldrene became mortal enemies. But they were not always so. For they shared a love that knew no bounds. Together, they ruled this realm through many ages. Together, they forged a sacred vow—betrothed they were, by the Fates themselves.”

“Is this true?” Rosie whispered.

“I don’t know. But he shouldn’t tell this story. Not on the Goddess Celebration day, it’s an insult to Eldrene,” I muttered, but I could not keep curiosity at bay.

“Theirs was a story for fairy tales, a happily ever after, the love of a forever time. But even the best of things can crumble to dust. Darkness crept in bit by bit, souring their promise.”

A cold, sinking sensation filled the pit of my stomach. Ludwig’s stories usually were just that—stories. This? This had that weighty feeling of the sickening truth. I held on to Rosie, her presence tethering me.

“Where there once lived boundless love now lived a boundless hatred. Fetid and festering with the hunger to be feared. The light of his existence became the very obstacle in his way to greatness. Thus, he chose to pluck her out—like a weed she was to him now. They say that withering magic broke Eldrene. I say it was her heart that truly broke her. They say the Prince is dead. But how can he be? Withering magic lives on, grows stronger. So what does that tell you, folk of Moss? Love is patient. But hatred is everlasting. He is not dead. He only waits to strike.”

“Now! I must see to my needs,” Ludwig said abruptly, clapping his hands together and breaking us out of the trance. He ambled off the stage and into the nearest public privy. The crowd slowly resumed their afternoon tittering, albeit slightly less boisterously than before.

“Why does he always do that at the end of every story?” Rosie asked, looking at the empty stage with disbelief and amusement.

“It’s the Ludwig way I suppose. Maybe he’s scaring himself shitless,” I whispered. We both dissolved into tentative laughter, breaking up the tension.

I’d long believed that love was the quickest way to ruin everything. My heart’s purpose was to beat in my chest, not to be given away and then shattered into a million pieces. If any part of Ludwig’s story held true, then my endless pursuit to keep my heart locked away behind a garden gate proved to be the proper choice. If even a Goddess can be broken, then I had no business dallying in such things. I’d lived enough of my life with a broken heart. I didn’t plan to rebreak it anytime soon.

“So why get one now?” Rosie asked, resuming our dress shopping once more.

“For the Goddess Celebration, of course,” I replied.

“But you’ve never bought a dress for the other Celebrations.” She crossed her muscled arms and raised an eyebrow. Her suspicion wasn’t entirely unfounded.

Five celebrations had come and gone, and I’d never done anything special for myself. This Celebration seemed different, though. Perhaps because it was the last one I’d celebrate before I turned thirty. Or perchance it was because the nine hundred gold coins I’d been paid for this year’s Celebration were burning a hole in my satchel. Far more coin than I was used to, but there were far more tulips requested this year, which wasn’t an easy task.

More than anything, perhaps it was because there was this tug deep down in my soul that I couldn’t get rid of nor explain. It had started a few months ago. This sensation that something was coming, something was different. It unsettled me as much as it made me curious. When the squirrel debacle happened, I thought maybe that’s what I’d been sensing all along—undeniable failure and the loss of a Goddess.

That could preemptively weigh on one’s conscience.

But the tulip got sorted; my world stayed the same. Just the way I liked it. The pull in my heart, though, remained.

Whatever it was, I didn’t feel like sharing all of that with Rosie. We’d been friends ever since I came here, and Rosie, an open book herself, was always ready to listen to anyone’s feelings and stories, mine being at the top of her priority list.

But I had never been like her, I’d never been free with my inner workings. Especially when the thoughts weren’t fully fleshed out and sorted.

My emotions were kept like seed packets, neatly labeled and stored away until their season came. The only person to ever harvest them was myself. As it should be.

“I know, it’s been a long while.” I shrugged and looked back at the fabrics. Maybe I should have just thrown on my not-as-dirty smock and been done with the matter. I was a bit tattered inside, not quite knowing how to weave together the frayed edges. The Goddess Celebration was a relief, and it was also a reminder of the things I’d never told Rosie. Or anyone.

“Rosie, I—”

“Clara Thorne, no more words. I finally get to dress up my best friend! After fifteen years of nothing!” An excited blush crept onto her sage-green skin. And I squandered the chance to tell the truth once more—a well-worn path in my heart.

I smiled uneasily, and then she swooped me into her arms and set off on a run.

“Rosie! What do you think you’re doing?” I screamed. None of the townsfolk batted an eye at us as we passed by. Rosie had lived here all her life. She talked too loud, moved too fast, loved too big, and the town adored her for it all. It was why I cherished her and one of the many reasons I never would leave Moss. To be loved and accepted fully is a rare gift. Where I came from, she wouldn’t have been accepted. That village was a hateful place. That was the place Ludwig should tell stories about. Human folk who chose to hate anyone outside themselves and their ideals. I’d rather meet a gaggle of monsters.

“I’m going to give you a makeover, silly!”

“A makeover?” I screeched, the thought and memories of that place sliding off me and into the grass.

“Hells yes, a makeover! I’m picking out your dress, I’m doing your hair! You’re going to look like a fellow Goddess tonight if I have anything to do with it! Who knows when I’ll ever get the chance to do this again? You’d better get ready, Clara, because the entire world will be looking at you tonight.”

We laughed all the way through town and onto the dirt path that led to Rosie’s cottage.

A familiar twang played in my heart—a deep thrum that awoke the slumbering magic within, a more uncontrollable magic—all the love pouring out of me with nowhere to go. It had happened before; rarely, but it had happened. In the moments where my heart was at its best, full and unwavering. The moment I met Rosie and all those flowers erupted was the moment I knew that Moss had given me a gift. I couldn’t access it on my own. I suppose because it wasn’t mine in the first place—I just channeled the magic that only existed here. At home. It was always an exceptional circumstance that brought out the abundance—or the scarcity, when I could only cause things to wither.

But today, I lived in the most marvelous of exceptions.

So, on that very path Rosie and I’d walked countless times, buttercups began springing up in every massive footprint that Rosie left in her wake. Every hoot of laughter caused another bundle of those flowers that looked like tiny golden fractals of light. Every twang of my heart was like a ray of sun through my body, and the flowers kept on coming.

By the time we reached Rosie’s home, an entire mile’s worth of earth was filled to the brim with blooms—all in the shape of an orc’s foot. A reminder that, as long as my heart stayed here with Rosie, in Moss, with all of these people I loved, I could grow an entire world of color.

Rosie certainly rose to the occasion. While leaving me to luxuriate in her sage-scented bath, she took my coin pouch and purchased a dress at the finest dress shoppe in Moss. When she returned, she set to work on my hair and makeup. Being one for the dramatics, she didn’t let me see any part of the process until she finished.

When I finally looked in the mirror, my breath hitched. I had always been quite plain—just a wildflower amid roses. But even the simplest flower can look magnificent in the right bouquet. That’s what Rosie did today. My mousey brown hair, usually shoved beneath a headscarf, was free-flowing and curled. My cheeks were rouged instead of their normal pallid appearance. And the bright green dress she chose happened to be the same shade as my eyes. The dress was meant to hug the frame of someone far more endowed, but I didn’t mind the room. I looked like a field of grass, and I liked that very much.

“If I weren’t deeply in longing for a nymph named Patti, I’d take you to bed right now,” Rosie quipped, and I let out a howl of laughter, hoping the rouge on my cheeks hid the real blushing beneath. She’d been in love with Patti Larkthorn ever since she’d opened up her flower shoppe years ago. I did my best at getting those two to talk, but they both shied away from each other. Two moons on different orbits, bound to admire the other in the sky. It was better that way, anyhow. No sense in risking a broken heart. Though, Rosie lived a braver life than most. I’m sure she’d view a broken heart as a thing to be cherished. “At least I loved,” she would say. She was good at that—loving. I excelled at never saying it.

“Thank you,” I said, reaching up to touch her cheek. My long, flowy sleeves fell back into my face just as my mouth opened to say that I loved her. We both laughed, and I let the words die.
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Deep greens and black swathed the world around me, the golden light from lanternflies the only thing illuminating my path. I could hear the Goddess Celebration revelry from a mile away as I trekked my way through the living darkness.

The Goddess Celebration took place in the heart of Moss Wood in the Clearing, which acted as an epicenter of sorts. The magic mesmerized all—a hint at what Eldrene used to be capable of. For on the Celebration night, every path in every wood ended here. That way, no matter where folk were in the realm, they could find their way to Eldrene. Even woods on the farthest edges of Nestryia wound their way here. As if time and distance made a concession for one eve. And I suppose that’s what they were doing. Earth, the Fates, Time… they all had to have a hand in weaving the magic that made this night possible.

The Shadow Woods never led here, thankfully. Dwindle never attended the Celebration, so we never learned if any of their stories were true.

Two entwined willows came into view, their leaves swaying gently in the summer evening breeze. A small opening sat just at the bottom of the two trees. Yellow light poured through onto the mossy ground below, the only hint that anything lay beyond. A dense thicket of bramble surrounded them, impossible to see or get through. Anyone with malice in their heart would not be allowed access into the Clearing, thus keeping away evil and inviting in kinship.

I steeled myself before I walked in. Parties weren’t my forte, and to make it all worse, I would need to descend a long staircase to enter—one made for a vast crowd of people, not just me all by myself. It would be difficult to go unnoticed, and the last thing I wanted was to be noticed. Ever.

The thoughts alone had my stomach roiling. My mouth went dry, and swallowing became impossible.

You can do this, Clara. Walking down a staircase to a party was not the hardest thing I had ever done in my life. I squared my shoulders, readying myself for what would come. Tonight was no different from any other Celebration I’d attended. The dress was making me feel disconcerted, that’s all.

Taking one last gulp of forest air, I knocked thrice on the two willows, and the small hole at the bottom suddenly stretched wide—the opening big enough for Warty becoming large enough for an entire human. Roots untangled from each other, and willow bark fashioned itself into an ornate archway built by the Goddess herself.

I walked through the entrance and into the fray. Much to my relief, no one below had noticed me. The door behind me shrank down once more, and I would be free to fade into the crowd once I escaped down the stairs.

My heart warmed at the sight before me.

The Clearing was as beautiful as ever. Hundreds of towering trees curved in toward one another, cocooning us all in merriment and nature. Lanternflies lit up the world, willow leaves draped over the crowd below, and stars filled the small patch of sky visible through the top of all those branches. Golds and greens, accented by bright flashes of color from the partygoers’ adornments, flashed in and out of view like rustling leaves.

I saw Rosie, towering above the rest, trying her best to talk to Patti but failing miserably. Each time she opened her mouth to say anything, she froze up, leaving them both in awkward silence. Sylvie danced freely, her honey-pot bun bouncing happily right next to Mayor Quincy with his shock of blue hair. Helda stuffed her face with biscuits, continuously looking over her shoulder, making sure no one could see her do so. The jam lady sucked on her finger, undoubtedly dipped in something sweet. Moss at its wildest, and my heart soared to see it from this vantage point. Birds must have an excellent time getting to watch the world unfold from their perches.

Clinking pints of ale and hoots of laughter filled the air. Francis underscored the cheer with upbeat folk tunes, and Goddess, the smell of it all. Garlic, rosemary, and butter wafted over me in Haven-blessed waves, and the spiced apples followed soon after. I closed my eyes, taking it all in. Nothing in the world could be better than living here with these folk.

That’s when I noticed the sound had dropped out completely.

I opened my eyes to see why.

My heart seized at what I saw.

All eyes were gazing up at me, and I stood frozen in terror.
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The world lit up just as she threw up.

—opening line attempt 17



The crowd let out a collective gasp.

“Clara, darling.” Eldrene’s drawl crawled up my spine and settled somewhere in my stomach, igniting a lovely curdling sensation. She sounded youthful and ancient at once. I slowly turned to face her—to do what, I didn’t know. Beg for mercy?

But seeing her up close stopped whatever groveling I’d half thought of.

Her mossy hair billowed out from behind her even though no wind blew in the Clearing. She was a striking violet—hair, skin, and eyes all glowing a deep purple. Every part of her pulsed with a power barely contained within its shell. She’d donned a dress crafted of tiny, living roots, melded together over her plump figure. A dress to make a statement.

I’d just ruined the Goddess’s grand entrance, I thought.

By the looks of her disgruntled Forest Train, it certainly seemed so. They were a menacing group of beings, their faces taut and haughty. Some donned antlers, others long beaks for noses; a few had eyes fully black and unblinking. There were only two humans in the Train, and they both were as stunning as if they were Goddesses themselves. Her Train performed the duties outside of Moss Wood that Eldrene could not tend to. And, apparently, they also served to terrify the living daylights out of me.

I audibly gulped. Eldrene raised an eyebrow.

Please don’t smite me, please don’t smite me.

“I’ll just…” I made to get out of her way, heading straight down the stairs toward the back wall of trees at the very fringes of the party, hoping that my green dress would camouflage me enough so that no one would look at me for the rest of the night—and for the rest of my life.

“No, please,” she said with a warm smile. Her violet eyes flashed with mischief. “This is the most fun I’ve had with an entrance in ages.”

Oh my Goddess, Eldrene said please to me. I started to hyperventilate just a little.

“Walk with us. And Clara, dear, breathe.”

Unfortunately, I forgot how to breathe, how to move, and how to exist all in one go.

“Um—what?” I fumbled for words. Eldrene wanted me to walk with her, and nothing had ever made less sense in my life. I should have left then, abandoned ship and jumped off the side of the staircase, never to be seen again.

The lute music flared up, accompanied by a chorus of horns.

Eldrene’s entrance song.

The part of the evening where she cascaded down the staircase and the crowd looked up at her in awe. Whenever I witnessed this moment before, I always thought I’d trip right down those stairs, or How does she not look down without falling? or Is she actually walking, or is she floating and has tricked us all into thinking she’s simply that coordinated?

“Um.” The only word I managed to utter.

“Hush, stand by Agnus.” I obeyed immediately, searching frantically around for Agnus. She was Eldrene’s right-hand woman, so to speak: leader of the Forest Train, confidant, closest advisor, terrifyingly stoic presence. She emerged from the fray, irritated and entirely put off. I mouthed I’m sorry to her and she rolled her eyes. I cast my gaze down to the stairs. Maybe if I avoided eye contact at all costs, no one would notice me.

“Chin up, Clara,” Eldrene chided.

Can I put my chin up if I’m throwing up?

Okay, look dignified. I can look dignified, and then I can vomit later.

“There now.” She gave me an approving nod, and bile rose into my throat. I swallowed it down so hard that I nearly choked. I shut my eyes, trying to focus on not puking on either the stairs or the Goddess.

“Eyes forward,” she tutted. The music swelled, vamping the prechorus movement until Eldrene entered into the party below.

Breathe, Clara. Breathe.

I opened my eyes, the threat of spewing still very close but stifled down. Perhaps the only good part of living with a nervous stomach was my seasoned ability to hold in the inevitable until a more appropriate time.

“And now—” Eldrene’s shoulders lifted ever so slightly, as if she were going to conduct a symphony, her voice tilting up at the end. The air became kinetic, her entire Train leaning in, readying their bodies for her order. My body fell in line right with them, as if I suddenly became tied to whatever power held their bond together.

“Descend.”

The music exploded, a grand flare for the Goddess, her Forest Train, and me, the garden wench hailing from nowhere.

But I kept my back straight, my eyes forward, and my chin high, just like she asked. She helmed the front, taking each step as if it were a challenge, a calling, an otherworldly experience. She didn’t just float down the stairs; she commanded each step. The crowd dropped to their knees at her approach—our approach.

“You look… nicer than usual,” Agnus whispered beside me, giving my dress an appraising look. She looked as old as the earth itself, possibly older. Deep wrinkles ran like roots across her onyx skin, her shock of white hair twisted so adeptly that it looked like a crown. She was a human, though blessed with an unnaturally long life because of her proximity to Eldrene. She’d fought in the Elden Wars eons ago, and now she was complimenting my dress—well, sort of.

I tried to whisper a thank-you, but the words caught in my throat as the music raced toward its climax, the crowd abuzz with anticipation, Eldrene herself seeming to swell at the dedication of the mortals around her. Only, unless my eyes were deceiving me, she truly was growing larger. The violet aura around her began to encompass the entire Train.

Do not let your mouth hang open, Clara. Don’t do it. Keep it shut.

I gritted my teeth, trying to steady my breathing. But the music seeped into my bones, the power of Eldrene crept into my soul. My body loosened and my mind reeled at once, Eldrene’s presence sweeping over all those bowed before us.

Finally, we ended our descent. Eldrene stepped forward, allowing room for her Forest Train to create a tight V formation around her. I hovered awkwardly between Eldrene and Agnus, like a strange, right-and-a-half-hand woman.

The music met its triumphant finish, the chords resolving into such a powerful crescendo that the entire Clearing shook with its force. Birds flew out of their nests singing along with the final note, crickets chirped in harmony, and even the foxes cried out in the distance. The whole earth sang for Eldrene.

Silence fell, and all eyes were glued on us.

Don’t swallow. Don’t move. Don’t hyperventilate.

This is when I should leave. I made a small move to sidestep out of the formation, but Eldrene grabbed my arm.

Lightning jolted through me at her touch. To be Goddess-touched is unheard of. A few people in the crowd covered their mouths, trying to suppress their shock.

For a second, I thought I saw a flicker of light in Eldrene’s eyes, a burst of bright amethyst flames, but then she blinked, and the flare disappeared.

“My Crown Jewel?” She motioned to the gold locket around my neck.

“Of course,” I said hastily. Haven curse me, I almost ran off with the entire reason we were gathered here today.

Eldrene had bestowed the locket on me when she ordained me as the Celebration Gardener. It was strictly for carrying the Crown Jewel from my home to the Celebration and protected both the wearer and the tulip inside. It could only be worn on the night of the Celebration.

Normally, I kept it hidden in my hollowed-out bedpost, obsessively checking it every night and every morning. The thought of losing it had caused many sleepless nights. But I’d always delivered it safely to the Celebration. And usually, a member of her Train retrieved it—not Eldrene herself.

I slipped the locket off, holding the gold chain in my hand. The locket began swaying back and forth, caught in whatever unfelt wind blew through Eldrene’s mossy hair. It suddenly became weighty in my hands, as if the tulip sensed the power it would soon hold. My breath hitched as the heavy feeling trickled up my arm, my body shivering despite the balmy evening.

She eyed the locket, noting how it moved.

“Interesting,” she said, barely above a whisper. I worried that perhaps, after all this time and hard work, I really had ruined the tulip. Or worse, she would ask me to open the locket while everyone watched me. But she eventually took the locket gingerly in one hand, pulling it free of mine. The heady magic coursing through me vanished, and I staggered without its presence.

She gave me one last sidelong look before gesturing me away from her side. I gratefully melded into the crowd, squeezing myself in between two orcs I had never seen before and sinking to my knees. Maybe their giant bodies would shield me from any onlookers. They both looked down at me in surprise.

“Shh, don’t say anything,” I pleaded.

They shrugged and refocused on Eldrene.

The Forest Train now in its proper formation, Eldrene made her way from the steps to her Oaken Throne, ornately carved and decorated in tulips I’d also grown. The crowd parted for her every step of the way as if she sliced through ocean water.

Once she and her Train were seated, Eldrene held up a hand and commanded, “Let the festivities commence.” She settled back into her throne and, with glee and sadness in those ancient eyes of hers, watched as the party awoke once more.

Lute music filled the air, ending the crowd’s collective reverence.

My shoulders relaxed. The hardest part of my work had ended, the most intensive part of the evening finished, at least for me. Whoever she chose for the quest would have a whole surprise coming their way. But for Clara Thorne, there were no more surprises in store.

“Have something to drink!” Sylvie appeared out of the crowd, thrusting a flagon of mead into my hand, its sloshing contents barely missing my too-long sleeves. She donned a small flower crown made of buttercups and dandelions, and her cheeks were flushed with drink already. “How’s your head?!” she screamed.

“Fine!”

“You took quite the hit. Good thing they got you before you were passed out in horse shite for too long!” A few people around us turned their heads at that but became quickly distracted by other festivities.

“Speaking of that”—I began to shout as noise levels rose—“who brought me to you?”

“Who was huh?”

“Who saved me?” I put air quotes around the word saved.

“I did!” Her words were slurring into one another. She started to leave, but I grabbed her hand.

“No, not you. The person in the corner?” I spoke slowly, emphasizing every word like talking to a child.

“I’m always in your corner, darling!” She pulled my head down to meet her short frame and placed a slobbery kiss right on my forehead. “Get into some trouble for me!”

“Sylvie, wait!” But she faded into the crowd before I could stop her.

Well, if I couldn’t beat them, I might as well join them.

I took a long swig of mead, savoring the honey-sweet flavor coating my tongue. The effects were almost immediate, my senses becoming dulled and alive all at once. I finished the whole thing in the next gulp, relishing the prickles it sent all over my body.

The music started sounding like magic, and my body moved in rhythm. A few wily pixies surrounded me as we danced together, one of them shoving another drink into my hand. The drink, colored bright red, tasted like tart cherries. I downed it immediately. When I finished, I threw my hands into the air, giving a hearty WAHOO as I tossed my glass up high. The pixies caught it… I think. Or someone’s head met with my glass.

I began to dance harder, sweat dripping down the back of my neck, my feet aching from jumping up and down to the beat. A sharp pang of humiliation coursed through me as I remembered almost ruining Eldrene’s entrance, so I muted it with a greenish drink that could barely be considered a mouthful but had a strong effect—an Orc Shot, as Rosie so fondly called it. And the embarrassment effectively got shot down.

“Oh my Goddess, Clara, you’re right well plastered!” a voice squealed from behind me. Rosie spun me around, her face sweaty and flushed. She boasted two full pints of ale in one hand and an entire turkey leg in the other. Her delicate, frilly yellow dress and braided pigtails complete with red ribbons tying off the ends directly opposed her beefy muscles.

Then there were two lovely Rosies. No, three lovely Rosies.

“Yes, I am that!” I screamed. The now four Rosies converged back into one full Rosie.

There were lightweights, and then there was me: a featherweight. Rosie had witnessed me drink a singular glass of mead six years ago when my curiosity to see what all the fuss was about overrode my fear of vomiting up regrets. I woke up the next day covered in my own sick. Tonight would be different. I’d worked up a tiny tolerance—enough to survive the party, at least.

“Best night ever!” She cleaned her turkey leg in one bite, leaving nothing but a gleaming bone. “Do you want to survey the folk with me?” she screamed in between double fisting her ales, her tusks dripping with drink.

“Like a bird!” I squealed in excitement. But I couldn’t do so with my average human stature. “Rosie!” I tugged on her braid, and she leaned in close. “Can you do that shoulder thing?” I yelled far too loudly directly into her ear. She winced at the volume but nodded.

Downing both pints of ale quickly, she discarded the cups on the ground and then offered her palms to me. I used them as ladders until she could place me on her shoulders with ease.

My vision went between double and triple, but even still, I saw the tall tales unfolding nine feet up in the air.

“Unholy Goddesses, Rosie, do you see this?” I pointed to the back of the crowd.

“Holy Goddess, Fates, and Mother Earth herself. Is that…”

“Sylvie is HAVING HER WAY WITH REMI THE DWARF.” I bounced up and down on Rosie’s shoulders in elation.

“EWWWW,” Rosie and I said in unison.

“To your left!” I screamed.

Rosie turned.

“No to the other left,” I corrected.

She did so.

“No, the OTHER other left!”

“Clara! You’re too drunk to give me directions!”

I started laughing.

“What do you see? What are you laughing at?” Rosie cried out. She began jumping up and down, trying to see whatever had me hooting. She cleared at least six feet when she jumped. The whole Clearing shook a bit with each bounce, and the airtime I received while up there only made me laugh harder.

“WHAT ARE YOU LAUGHING AT?” she asked, beginning to turn in circles.

“I don’t know! My tongue feels funny!”

“Ah, damn, you had me all excited,” she roared.

“Wait!” I squeezed her ears. “Captain, I sense a wench at the dessert table!” I called out, putting my hand over my brow as if scoping out the coast.

“Ah, ye spot a perty wee lass on the shore?”

“Nay, Captain, I spot a common strumpet!”

Rosie spotted precisely whom I spoke of.

“Clara, you are ruthless.”

Helda, in all her pinked-out, gaudy glory, was sampling pastry delicacies at the dessert table. She almost looked like a cake herself, her ballet-slipper-pink dress adorned with tufted green ribbons on the hem like icing.

Another girl, also clad in pink, came up to the dessert table. Helda clocked that their dresses were similar, and we watched as Helda adeptly pretended to trip and spill mead all over the poor pink victim.

Rosie and I moaned together, commiserating for the now-crying girl. But there were more sights to see from up here.

“The jam lady is sucking on her fingers again,” I called out.

“Oh no, did she stick her fingers in all the open jams? Why does she do that?”

But then I saw a short, moonfaced woman quickly make her way through the crowd. I frantically patted Rosie’s head.

“Patti, it’s Patti!” I whispered. Or I think I whispered; I might have yelled.

“What? Where?” Rosie moved so abruptly, I fell sideways off her shoulders onto the ground. I landed dazed but chuckling. Rosie finally looked down, horror-struck at me spread-eagle at her feet.

Somehow, I was always the one who ended up in compromising positions when it came to Patti and Rosie. Those two had been in love with each other ever since Patti arrived in Moss a decade ago. She, like me, came here for refuge. Her family was lost a hundred years ago in the great fire that destroyed Fennings Forest—a home to all nymphs and dryads alike. For nine decades, she’d wandered that forest alone, searching every burnt tree for signs of life. Finally, when all she knew was ash and decay, she left.

When she arrived here, everyone took her in immediately as Moss is wont to do, and she opened up a flower shoppe in a matter of days. When Rosie saw her for the first time, we were in the middle of heaving quite a heavy cart full of squash around town for my weekly deliveries. Patti emerged from her shoppe and waved tentatively at Rosie. The next thing I knew, the cart was on my foot, and squash were rolling along the cobblestones.

At first, when each of them was struggling to speak to the other, I feared that Patti might be avoiding Rosie due to the substantial age difference. It really is quite disconcerting when a centuries-old being takes up with a nineteen-year-old. But after so long watching those two together, the problem was clear. They adored each other, and they just couldn’t manage to stifle their nerves long enough to have a conversation that comprised more than a struggling greeting.

Tonight, maybe that could change. Maybe that was the tug at my heart I’d been feeling for months. Rosie was the closest person to my soul. When good things were coming for her, sometimes it was almost like they happened to me, too. And tonight, on this delightful Celebration evening, they might talk. Be together. Fall in love. I never wanted it for myself, but oh, how I’d love to see Rosie happy.

“I’m so sorry! Are you okay? Are you hurt?” She picked me back up and examined me. I swatted her hand away.

“Rosie, go talk to Patti before she leaves. She hates parties even more than I do.” Rosie bit her lip, her nerves clearly on fire already. “Love, you’ve got this. You are so beautiful, you are so lovely, you are all the good things wrapped up into one. And you look like sunshine in your dress,” I implored Rosie, but for all the brute strength that orc possessed, her insides were a puddle of soft, earthy moss. I took her face in my hands and said, “Go. Now. There’s nothing to lose! Just say hi. It’ll make her night, I’m sure of it.” And with that, Rosie gave me a swift kiss on the forehead and left to find her Patti.

Did I just successfully matchmake? After ten years of failure…

The crowd somehow grew louder than before, the music all-encompassing, and Eldrene kept watching it all unfold. I began dancing again, relief flooding through my system. I wouldn’t have to do this for another three years. I could enjoy a few weeks’ rest, I could maybe even paint my cottage, and I could certainly make headway on my book.

The raucous, infectious buzz of the crowd suddenly dropped out, an all-consuming silence left in its wake.

Eldrene stood.

My vision blurred, and I couldn’t keep my head in the same position without it wobbling, but my senses homed in on her.

“The Crown Jewel Tulip,” she announced, her voice filling up the vast Clearing.

She held the locket high into the air, the moonlight glinting off the gold. It began to sway to and fro once more. Had it always done that, and I’d just missed it?

The Forest Train again stood in a tight line on either side of her, six and six with her in the middle. A lucky (or unlucky) thirteen. They began to hum an ancient song, the only way to unlock the tulip once placed inside. Eldrene closed her eyes and lifted her face to the night sky, basking in the moon rays and enchanted voices.

The chanting grew quicker, more frantic. My heart raced along with their voices, the locket still tightly shut. In moments, it would open and reveal the tulip within. All that work, all that toiling, all the days of the singing so much my voice went hoarse, bearing with Helda’s assholery, that squirrel, the extremely annoying stranger… all of it was held within that flower locked inside.

A tiny click resounded through us all.

The locket had unlatched.

We sucked in a breath, and nerves wound tightly in my stomach. A particularly unpleasant sensation with this much alcohol coursing through me. Eldrene slowly and gracefully opened the locket and plucked the bloom from inside.

“I give you the Crown Jewel Tulip. The magic that binds us all together.” She held it with both hands above her head. The Forest Train knelt down, their faces upturned to the flower.

We all let out a sigh, looking in adoration at the tulip that would adorn Eldrene’s crown for the next three years. Forest green with sandstone-colored edges. The colors of Moss’s flags and signs that hung from every shoppe and cottage. My heart swelled. My love for home, for Moss, found its way into the flower this time.

Eldrene gave an approving smile.

Hope lived on.

“Agnus, my crown,” Eldrene said.

Agnus bowed low and pulled the crown from the folds of her robes.

After three years of depletion, Eldrene’s crown comprised of only ornately twisted twigs. The center of the twig crown held within it the former Crown Jewel Tulip, which had now withered away into only a memory of itself, leaving behind the next sacred seed.

Agnus, with great care, separated the seed from the former bloom. She lifted up her hand and let the enchanted breeze carry the dead tulip away into the sky. I watched the dwindling petals as they blended into the stars. May they have a life after this one where they could bloom freely in the fields as they were meant to.

Eldrene gracefully bowed her head, and Agnus placed the crown atop the Goddess’s mossy hair. With both hands, Eldrene placed the new Crown Jewel Tulip in its resting place at the center of her crown. Once there, the crown began to glow a molten gold. The twigs became alive once more, twisting and turning around the new bloom. The crown turned from branches into bits of the sun herself. Even the grooves within the twigs now held pearls and bits of silver. The bright yellow of the crown made the mossy green bloom look like a living emerald. It was a sight to behold, to worship even.

“Damn, love, you really did good this year,” Rosie whispered beside me. I startled.

“When did you get here?” I asked, keeping my eyes affixed to Eldrene and her Forest Train.

“Just now,” she replied.

“How did it go with Patti?” I asked, ignoring a few folk that looked disgruntled at our hushed chatter.

“Oh, it went absolutely awful,” she said with her signature cheery resignation. “I accidentally called her Pami because, well, I don’t know why, actually. So, you know, the usual. I try to talk to her, I promptly forget how to use words, and then she just stares at me while I walk away.”

I gave Rosie’s arm a tender squeeze, and she squeezed my hand right back.

Eldrene began speaking again, and we fell silent once more lest the folk around us execute us for insolence.

“As you know, at every Goddess Celebration, I assign a quest. To be given a quest is the highest honor in all of Nestryia. Whether you live or perish on the quest, honor will follow you into the Halls of Haven.”

“Maybe she’ll send Helda away—like away, away,” I whispered into Rosie’s ear. She had to put both hands over her mouth to keep from laughing, which made me start laughing, too. “It’s been like a century since someone didn’t return from their quest. It’s about time, right?”

Rosie let out a guffaw. Eldrene stopped speaking for a moment, looking out at the crowd in surprise. Rosie and I cast our heads down, looking like the good, reverent folk we were.

“The Earth and the Fates sing their song, and I listen—they choose both the quest and the hero who will embark on it. These quests may not have their answer until far into the hero’s life. One may be sent to retrieve the smallest flower from the highest point—a simple matter at first. And in time, perhaps a long time later, that very same flower will be the key to healing an ailment that befalls their homeland. Others may require the hero to build, to mend, to alter themselves in some fashion. Some quests may ask the hero to travel to distant lands.”

“Okay, hear me out,” I murmured out of the side of my mouth to Rosie. “Helda gets sent to Dwindle—”

Rosie looked horrified.

“No, no, no, I’m not killing her off in this storyline. She gets sent to Dwindle and never comes back because she figures out that’s where she actually belongs. Not even withering magic can suck out the brightness of her pink wardrobe! She’s happy, we’re happy, we all live happily ever after!”

Rosie just rolled her eyes and elbowed me. I fell over to the side with the force of her nudge, bumping into a disgruntled woman beside me. Rosie grabbed me by my collar and righted me again.

“Some heroes are sent on quests that are dangerous and terrible. To Dragon Keeps in the far north, to wicked wizards in the Witherings.” Eldrene’s eyes glazed over as if seeing the terrors those heroes endured and did not survive.

Solemnness fell over the crowd. Quests hadn’t been dangerous for centuries—almost all of them were simple, if not slightly nebulous. My understanding was these quests had more to do with showing our dedication to the Goddess than fighting off dire threats. A single person embarking on a perilous journey just as she, a lone being, embarked on her own journey to save our realm. Only, instead of defeating the Prince, the heroes went on quests that were more of an adventure than anything else. More fire for hope, I suppose.

But the chance of death loomed over any adventure. Poor bastards; what a nightmare to find out tonight that they had to up and leave their home.

Eldrene’s speech was finally coming to a close, the hero would be chosen, and then I could get back to partying with Rosie. I needed to taste some carrot cake and soon.

“Refusal is not an option. Others cannot go in your place. Only I choose your companions; otherwise, you must go alone. You are bound by the earth, the Fates, and me,” she said simply. Her Forest Train looked severely upon the crowd as if daring the chosen hero to try their hand at refusing Eldrene. I wouldn’t want to know what Agnus, in particular, might dole out for such disrespect.

“Let’s get to it, shall we?” she finished, an impish grin dancing on her face.

Finally. As long as Rosie didn’t get chosen, then everything would be fine. Anyone else could go and do whatever, but Rosie simply had to stay here in Moss. With me.

“Fate has spoken, the Earth has sung her song, and I have listened.”

Didn’t she just say this? How drunk was I?

Eldrene cast her gaze among the crowd. She seemed to be looking for someone. Perhaps the fated hero missed the party. I started looking around, too. No one looked like an outright hero, but I guess I didn’t know what they were supposed to look like anyway.

No one had ever been chosen from Moss; they had always been from surrounding towns: Idle Groves to the west, the Golden Isles to the south, a few Windemere folk to the north. Moss folk surrounded me tonight with the rest of the towns huddled in different parts of the Clearing. Whoever the hero was, they were nowhere close to me, it seemed.

I looked back up at Eldrene, awaiting her choice.

She looked right at me. I gave her a glassy-eyed smile.

“Clara Thorne.”

Did she just say my name? Maybe my ears had double vision right now, too.

“Clara Thorne,” Eldrene repeated.

She did just say my name. Why would she do that? She was supposed to be choosing the quest-goer.

Realization smacked me right across the face. Or rather, Rosie slapped a giant hand on my shoulder, shaking me into real life. I looked at her in confusion, but then she mouthed you. And my world started falling apart right then and there.

No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening.

“You have been chosen to embark on the quest.”

This was happening. What, why, how?

The crowd gasped, and all eyes turned to me. Distantly, I heard pints dropping to the ground. I think someone fainted behind me. But none of that could be real; this must have been a dream.

“Clara Thorne of Moss, you will embark on the quest. To travel to the town of Dwindle, and there, grow a garden.”

No, this wasn’t a dream.

This was my worst nightmare.

“You will have two weeks to prepare for your journey. A week to then make the journey. Once in Dwindle, you will have exactly one month to complete the task. Please see to it that all of your affairs are in order.”

And without another word, Eldrene, the Goddess that I’d worked for ever since I arrived in this town, for whom I’d spent months—years, actually—tending, preparing, ensuring everything about the garden and harvest was perfect for her Goddess Celebration, that very Goddess just vanished into a puff of floating moss and petals. No explanation, no anything; she just up and disappeared.

The crowd went into an uproar.

And my heart split in two.
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I can’t do it, I can’t do it.”

I was shaking. Numbness in my fingers, mind buzzing like honeybees, my body too hot then far too cold—the Clearing was a riot of too much sound, too many people trying to talk to me, too many smells, too much of everything.

Rosie knelt in front of me, rubbing my shoulders, willing warmth back into my body.

“I can’t,” I panted.

“You can, love. You can,” she said imploringly. “Hey, I’m right here, okay?” She patted the side of my cheek, a gentle reminder to tap back into reality.

But my heart was fracturing. I could feel magic seeping away like tea in my cracked cups at home. My home. I’d have to leave it behind. I’d have to leave Rosie. I’d have to leave my entire everything.

“Clara, listen to me,” Rosie said, holding my face in her hands. “You can. You will. You have garden magic, for Goddess’s sake! Just grow a garden like you do for us and then come back home.”

“It’s not that simple, Rosie.” The words came out harsh and spiked, their barbs landing right into Rosie. Her eyes faltered. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, I understand. I would be upset, too. But Clara, this quest is going to be simple for you.”

No, it won’t.

Because if I took one step out of Moss Wood, my magic evaporated—sucked dry right from my soul like the earth in a long drought.

The first time I’d left for the Idle Woods to retrieve the pine needles for the Celebration, I foolishly thought my magic would go with me. I hadn’t yet left Moss since I’d arrived, and there was a part of me that thought the magic might be mine after all. But then I saw the sign that told me I had left Moss; my heart crunched in, and the magic drained out of me.

As soon as I returned to Moss, magic rushed back into me—filling a hollow place in my chest. I knew then, I could never leave. Without my magic, I didn’t have much to offer the world. And Moss was my world, so why leave? I felt like a fraud each Celebration, each harvest, each day, really. But I did good work and fed an entire town. Surely, that was enough to absolve me of not having true garden magic?

The only real thing about me was my love of Moss, and my fear of losing it all.

And to complicate matters more, Moss’s magic was only as strong as my heart. When heartbreak came along, things withered around me. I’ve killed entire harvests overnight just from one memory of my life before all of this. Yet another secret I’d kept squirreled away, the shame festering deep in my soul.

What would happen now with my heart ruined beyond repair?

“Oh, darling.” Sylvie rested a hand on my shoulder now. I had no idea when she’d found her way over here from Remi, but she offered her signature words of comfort: “You’ve done harder things before, eh?” She nuzzled the top of my head.

“Sylvie, I don’t know if that’s what Clara needs to hear right now,” Rosie offered kindly.

“Sorry, sorry!” Sylvie said and helped me to my feet. “Hon, you are going to be okay. I know this is a shock—to you and to us all—but you have garden magic, Clara. You’ll get that job done before the month is even up! Hells, kid, it really won’t be that hard!” With that, Sylvie walked away and back into the group that had re-upped the party once more.

My heart actively crumpled. Sylvie and Rosie had known me for fifteen years, and still, I’d never unearthed this secret to them. A fraudulent gardener, a fraudulent friend.

“We are going to figure this out together, all right?” Rosie swiped a stray curl out of my face, and I let my cheek rest in her giant hand.

“But we won’t be together. You can’t come with me.” Despite her best efforts, Rosie did look forlorn at that. She couldn’t come along; this quest had been assigned to me and only to me. “I’m going to have to travel into the Shadow Woods and Irk Road by myself.” I didn’t even mean to say it out loud, but the realization hit me in the gut. This quest was impossible, and the likelihood I would die on my way there was high.

“You will not be by yourself,” a calm voice said behind me.

I whirled around, ready to deck whoever could manage to be this composed at a time like this.

Agnus stood before me, utterly disgusted at my display of… every emotion a human could experience at once. She looked me up and down as if trying to pinpoint what the earth, Fates, and Eldrene could possibly have seen in me.

“Eldrene has bestowed you with a Goddess-given protector to aid you on your journey. From this night forward, they will stay by your side until the very end of the quest. Eldrene’s orders.”

I gritted my teeth. This Goddess had the gall to send me away on a quest that I could not fulfill, and she strapped me with someone I’d never met before in my life?

I did not need help. I did not want help. Did that make me a fool, seeing as I couldn’t read a map right to save my life? Perhaps. But this was my demise, this was the end of my world. I didn’t need anyone to bear witness to my fracturing soul.

Hells, this day couldn’t have gotten any worse.

“Hesper Altanfall.” A shadow appeared behind Agnus. A familiar shadow.

This day did, in fact, get worse.

“You,” I seethed.

Agnus quirked an eyebrow, looking between the shadow and me. Or should I say the-unhelpful-stranger-who-saved-my-tulip and me?

Excellent. I’d have to leave the only place I ever loved, lose my magic, die, and, worse than all of that, deal with someone who found sick pleasure in toying with my precarious emotions while I languished away on the bed. They could have just given me the tulip. Instead, they dragged the scene out until I cried. To what end? It was their fault in the first place that I lost track of the squirrel, and they had the gall to make it into a funny joke? Goddess help me (actually, don’t, seeing as she was the one freshly ruining my life).

And I hadn’t even seen their face yet. Probably some mangled boy in his twenties who happened to be well-built and also infuriating. I narrowed my eyes at them, hoping beyond all hope that looks really could kill.

“Ah, I see you know each other already. And by the looks of it, this journey should be a fun one for both of you,” Agnus said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. Rosie sucked in a breath, most definitely prepping to stop me from attacking either Agnus, the shadow, or both.

“May the Fates see you through to a happy end, Clara.” Agnus gave me a curt nod and turned to leave.

“What happens if I can’t do it?” I called out.

“Can’t do what, child?” Agnus asked, perturbed but at least listening.

“What if I can’t grow a garden? What if I don’t succeed, what happens then?”

“Eldrene will decide a fitting punishment if the task is not complete within a month,” Agnus replied flatly.

So I wouldn’t be coming home. And a Goddess would see to my bitter end to boot.

Trembling returned to my body, and Rosie came to stand beside me, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. She had always been good at this—calming the storm, being a light in the dark. She was the one I needed, not the protector looking on, probably in amusement, as I fell apart right in front of everyone.

“Any further questions, Clara?” Agnus asked.

“No,” I murmured.

Then Agnus disappeared, too. No moss or petals were left in her wake, just an empty space between the protector and me, who, thankfully, had turned away.

I pressed my head onto Rosie’s shoulder, unable to keep the tears from streaming down my face. She patted the back of my head and gave me a loving squish. I held on to her, not willing to let go because maybe, if I just held on tight enough to Rosie, this would all fade away into a dream.

“Clara, you have to have hope,” Rosie whispered into my ear. “Please.”

Rosie’s voice held a hint, the smallest fraction, of true pleading.

We had been friends for so long that she’d inevitably noticed my magic sputter when hard months came along. When sorrow came and when it left. I always thought I hid it well enough that no one would notice. But in my heart, I knew she saw when the wisteria growing over my cottage door died at the edges, when the ever-blooming lavender on my kitchen table dried up.

She didn’t know about the rest, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell her this secret I’d kept from her forever. What she needed to know was that I could do this. So I lifted my head and lied, as easy as buttercups sprouting in the spring.

“Rosie, I promise you that I will come home. I will grow a garden in Dwindle.” I tried to smile through the tears. Rosie feebly smiled back. “I will figure out how to do this, I will get my heart together, and I will be there when Patti and you get your heads out of your own asses.”

Rosie’s eyes filled with determined hope, like she knew I just needed a moment to collect myself and then I’d be fine.

I’d leave her with that feeling, that I would be just fine after all, and she would be, too.

I’d only broken one promise before in my life, and that one was made for me before I was even born. At least this one I’d be making and breaking myself.

“You should enjoy the rest of the party,” I said with mock confidence, wiping snot away from my nose. “The After-Goddess Trio will be here soon.”

“I can stay with you tonight,” she offered.

“No, no, it’s okay.” Rosie looked at me warily. “I’m serious,” I added. “Besides, I think I could use a night to myself.”

She fiddled with her braids, looking me over. “Are you sure?” she asked sweetly.

“I really am.”

And I meant it. I needed time to process, I needed to have at least a few more breakdowns where I could wallow in self-pity, and then I needed to get myself together. I planned to make a long to-do list, and if I didn’t focus all of my energy on the work ahead, I didn’t think I could keep my heart from sinking right out of my chest.

“Okay, I believe you. But I’m going to check on you tomorrow. And I will be helping you with setting your affairs in order. I don’t care how hard you fight me on that.” She wagged her finger in my face. I nodded along in resignation.

“Where’d your protector run off to?” Rosie scanned the crowd. The shadow was, indeed, nowhere to be seen. Thank the Goddess (a different one, not Eldrene). Maybe they would also stay to hear Acorn Nutties play far too loud music for the rest of the night, and I wouldn’t have to deal with them until the morning.

As I looked around, I noticed that the entirety of Moss planned to stay for the after-party. Many of the other towns had vacated after Eldrene vanished, but Moss did love its late-night festivities.

Good; no one would hear me weeping through the streets on my walk home for the night.

Rosie gave me one last hug, then made to rejoin the crowd.

And when I thought she couldn’t see me anymore, I ran for my life, up the long staircase, through the two willows, and into the night.
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I didn’t make it three feet past the entrance before I slammed into something. Someone, that is. That same damned shadow.

Hesper Altanfall.

My protector.

Even thinking the words made me sick to my stomach. Anger flooded my system, drowning out my fear and sadness. They were everything I’d lost, everything that had just been pushed on me against my will, my worst nightmare personified. Everyone who had ever said they would protect me never did. In fact, they’d done the opposite. I didn’t need another iteration of my parents traipsing around on this quest with me. I’d learned the hard way that it was either get along by myself or get hurt.

“I hate you.” This was a good start. Could I be considered out of bounds right about now? Perhaps. But my world had freshly shattered to shite moments ago, so.

Hesper let out a low chuckle.

“I figured as much,” they said, turning away and beginning to walk ahead of me.

“Excuse me, where are you going?”

“To your home.” Like hells they were. I didn’t care what Eldrene said, I would not be escorted back to my own cottage by this inconvenience.

“You’re mistaken,” I said, trying to keep pace with them. Goddess, how long were their legs? They were walking at a leisurely pace, but even still, I practically jogged to keep up. “I do not need you to take me back to my own house, sir. Or ma’am. Whatever you are.”

“I’m not taking you back,” they replied, slowing their pace so that I didn’t have to keep running.

“But you just said—”

“We are going back to your cottage.”

I stopped in my tracks. We?

“I—you—we—no. Just no. I don’t know you, and I don’t need you.” I poked my finger into their hard chest.

“I know you don’t, trust me. I’m sure you could more than manage the walk back.” Their hand rested atop mine, and suddenly, they pulled me in close to them. “But I’m on Eldrene’s orders. From this night forward, I can’t leave your side.” Their hot breath smelled like spices. “We leave in two weeks, but my job starts now.”

They leaned in closer. “You’re just going to have to get used to me, princess.”

“Do not call me princess,” I bit back, attempting to pull away from them. They immediately let me go.

“Don’t look like one then.” They shrugged and began walking once more.

We silently made our way through Moss Wood. Usually, after the Celebration, I would rush through the trees, eager to get back home and have an evening to myself after all the festivities. Perhaps I’d even try to write. If I tried that tonight, how bleak it would sound…


She had everything, and then she had nothing. Standing in the ruins of what once was her home, she fell to her knees, parsing through the rubble of old dreams.



Lovely.

Maybe I would write that down when I got back. A memoir of the quest that ended Clara Thorne’s sweet little life… just before revealing her as a magical fraud.

I could see soft lights from the town coming through the thick trees. Swaying lanterns cast golden light on the quiet streets, homes hummed with nighttime stories and laughter, cats rested atop the hay wagons, and even the street mice skittered pleasantly about. But tonight, silence filled the streets, unlike the warring in my brain loudly telling me every single thing I would miss when I left.

Goddess, I couldn’t think about that right now, or my heart would break.

“I don’t even know what you look like,” I said, the cloaked protector still walking ahead of me. I needed a distraction.

“Want to see me that bad?” They didn’t even turn back to acknowledge me.

“No, I’d rather never see you again.” I quickened my pace to walk shoulder to shoulder with them. Well, more like my head to their shoulder.

“Too bad.”

“Oh yes, I know it’s bad. But I should know what you look like.”

“But what’s the fun in that?”

Fun? What’s the fun in that?

I’d just had my life ripped out from under me, and they had the gall to call any of this “fun”? Fire overtook every part of my body, red-hot wrath snaking its way out of my heart and into my bones.

So much of my life had been about struggling for carefully curated composure. Don’t feel too much, don’t feel too little—the heart must always be protected, in balance. Anger had gotten the best of me one too many times in my life, a perpetual flame always burning beneath the surface. When it did, things around me, the gardens I tended, they would suffer—wither, dry up, yellow at the edges before their youth could reach toward the sun. I’d learned to stifle it, quell whatever simmered inside of me with structure.

But tonight, it didn’t matter. This person—this protector—was unlocking every cavern of fire.

“Fuck you,” I seethed.

“What foul language for such a pretty mouth,” they tutted.

We both stopped walking, the tittering town square’s fountain we stood beside the only sound in the air. It became increasingly apparent to me at that moment that I desperately wanted a fight. I wanted a release. I wanted an excuse to unleash every pent-up bit of me when no one could see. With everyone still at the Celebration, no one would hear this brawl.

I struck so fast that I thought I’d taken them by surprise, but they reacted too quickly for me to do anything else. We both tumbled into the fountain. My dress greedily drank up the cool water and pulled at me, weighing down my attempts to thrash, kick, and claw the protector.

Firm hands grasped my shoulders and hauled me out of the fountain.

I lay on the ground, coughing up water, in a sodden, pitiful mess. Coarse hay scratched my face, and a pile of dung sat dangerously close by. What was with this stranger, my face, and horse shite?

They attempted to help me up, but I pushed their arm away.

“Don’t touch me,” I spat.

“I didn’t push us into the fountain.”

“You pulled me in with you!” I screamed. My anger started to abate, the shock of cold drowning out the ever-burning fire. But I still wasn’t planning on taking their Goddess-damned help to extricate myself from the fountain.

They disregarded my protests and offered me their hand again. I ignored it and began gathering the soaking layers of fabric around me. With both hands, I finally managed to divide my dress into two huge, dripping balls.

We began walking home once more. My shoes squelched with each step, the summer wind like an icy breeze against my wet clothes, but I held my chin up high. For the first time in my life, I had let myself unlace a bit. And it felt good.

Nevertheless, anger had provided only a brief distraction before fading away. Hopelessness threatened me with each step I took toward my cottage—soon to be not my cottage. What I needed was to cuddle Warty and go to bed. At least sleep would offer some respite. I hoped for a dreamless night.

At some point on the walk home, the protector put their cloak around me. I had delved so far into my own thoughts that I didn’t even notice until the chills left my body. The cloak smelled like them—evening breezes laced with cinnamon and ginger—which I dutifully ignored.

They still had a hood over their face, but without their cloak, I could see their body in full. They were clad from tip to toe in black leather, and the muscles underneath were impressive, to say the least. At Sylvie’s, in my half-conscious state, I’d caught a glimpse of them, but this clear view brought many other assets into focus. Their shoulders were thick and broad—every part of them was broad, really—and a crossbow lay across their back, no longer hidden by the cloak I now wore.

They looked built for war, which was good. I intended to battle them every chance I got.

My cottage loomed closer, the protector still several paces away from me. How did they know exactly where to go? My gut dropped.

“Excuse me, how do you know where I live? Did you—”

“Follow you around? Track your every move? Stalk you in the middle of the night?”

I stopped walking. Did Eldrene just strap me with my future murderer?

“If you must know, princess, I came to your cottage to track down that squirrel. Their scent led here, so that’s where I started. Now, start walking. I would like to sleep before sunrise.”

They tracked their scent? I began walking again, my mind reeling with who or what this protector could be.

“Are you…” unnatural, I wanted to say. “Are you a creature or something.”

“I’m more of an ‘or something,’ but that’s for another time,” they replied, almost cheerful.

I swallowed down my fear. There was too much to worry about this eve. My or something would have to wait for another day.

Steps away from the front garden, my heart sank lower. I’d walked out of there as one person and returned another… and with another person. Not to mention, I’d ruined my dress from Rosie, which, while far from being the worst thing that had happened today, was still the linchpin in my world imploding.

The protector opened my front garden gate as if they owned the place.

“Excuse me, this is my cottage. I’ll lead you from here.” They put their hands up in surrender. I huffed past them, slamming the garden gate behind me, praying it hit them.

The only light guiding our way came from my bedroom window, which shouldn’t have been happening. I’d left the lantern candle on again. I always burned those things out too quickly.

I opened my door and wordlessly headed inside. The protector followed, and the door clicked shut behind us. A scuttling noise filled the quiet room, and the protector tensed beside me.

“Afraid of bumps in the night, are we?” I cooed.

They didn’t answer. Instead, they moved in front of me, ready to take on whatever beast lay in wait. This protector took their job seriously, at least.

A laugh bubbled up, and I chuckled before I could stop myself. I quickly grabbed a match and lit the candle on my kitchen table, casting light on the creature that had the protector up in arms.

Warty sat atop a stack of books, nibbling a cracker and getting crumbs everywhere.

“Is that—”

“A terrible monster? Yes, yes, it is. Just look at the mess he’s making. You should have demolished him already.” Warty gave a perturbed squeak.

“Well, am I wrong? How many times have I told you not to eat my books?” I kissed him on the nose, but his annoyance still stood. Through his squeaks, he seemed to be telling me that having a stack of books as a makeshift table beside the firewood oven was the real issue here. He was perfectly correct.

I tried to interject, but he balled up and rolled away.

“Do you, uh, understand him?” they asked. They stood near the kitchen table, the candlelight casting them in shadows and gold.

“Sometimes.” I shrugged. “He squeaks at me while I garden, so I—”

The garden. My garden. A painful jolt went right through my chest.

Every morning, I woke up with a smile, knowing my day would be filled with singing to the seeds and tending to my garden beds. When batches of fruits and vegetables were ready, I’d conscript Rosie to help, and we’d spend all day delivering goods to shoppes and homes—the reason I woke up every day.

And now what would it be?

My spiraling ceased abruptly due to the protector rifling around my kitchen cupboard, making a terrible racket.

“What in the hells do you think you’re doing?”

They didn’t answer. Instead, they stuck their head farther into the shelves.

“Excuse me, what do you think you’re—”

“Your jam collection is impressive! I like that it’s color coordinated.”

“You don’t have to poke fun,” I quipped back.

“No, really.” They emerged from my cupboard, tea leaves in hand. “Absolutely genius. And pretty to look at.” They said it with such genuineness I almost believed them. “I’m going to make you a cup of tea.”

“You are not making me a cup of tea in my own house,” I said flatly.

“But you’re freezing,” they said, heading to the oven, where my pink tea kettle with tiny strawberries lay in wait. The tips of my fingers were turning purple from holding the frigid, dripping dress, and my teeth chattered in my skull. But that did not give them the right to do anything about it, okay? I led the charge on my own demise and discomfort, thank you very much.

“I can make my own cup of tea,” I said. “And for Goddess’s sake, will you please take your mysterious hood off? You look like a shadow haunting my house!”

“Right, I forgot.” They set down the tea leaves and moved toward their hood.

My heart started racing and that same tug pulled at my heart again, somewhere deep inside of me—the same one I felt about the Celebration this year. Whoever they were, they were now part of my story, and I a part of theirs. I waited with bated breath, trying to look relaxed despite a thundering exhilaration going through every part of me.

The hood fell.

And my world stopped.
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What kind of sick, cruel game were the Fates playing when they thought to send me a muscled woman with a scar above her lip?

—opening line attempt 22



Before me stood the most striking person I had ever seen. Amber-brown eyes stared at me, the flecks of gold therein shining in the candlelight. Her face was rugged, ruddy, and sharp, like the sides of a cliff. Her skin was olive—interrupted by harsh, white scars scattered like stars. If I had to guess, she had to be from somewhere north of here—possibly Windemere or even farther. But she didn’t speak with a Windian accent. She sounded like those in Eldrene’s Train, from anywhere and everywhere.

Her red lips offered the only softness on her face, and they were currently turned up in a sideways grin, with a tiny slash running through the top of them—a real arrow piercing her cupid’s bow. Her midnight hair had been cropped to her chin and slicked back. Some wayward curls were protesting their way out of the look, though.

Fierce and fiendish.

“You like what you see?” She quirked her sculpted eyebrow.

I glared back at her in reply.

“Tea?” She held up my bag of tea leaves.

“Fuck off.” I started climbing up the ladder into my bedroom. She discarded the tea leaves and began to follow.

I paused my climb, foot prepped to kick her in her masterpiece of a face.

She looked up at me in surprise, my waterlogged dress now dripping onto her leather.

“Can I help you?” I asked, keeping both hands on the ladder and staring down at her.

“I have to stay by your side.”

I let the ladder go and jumped down, narrowly avoiding crashing into her. She climbed down, looking at me with surprise.

“Let’s get one thing clear, Hesper Altanfall. You will never, and I mean never, share a room with me. Let alone a bed.”

Hesper began to protest, but I put up a hand, stopping her.

“I don’t care what Eldrene said. You are coming on this journey with me, and you will probably die on the damned journey. But you are not sleeping in my bedroom. Ever,” I said each word with deadly precision.

“Suit yourself.” She held up both hands in surrender for the second time tonight. “Where would you like me to sleep?” She looked around the room, no doubt noticing that the floor offered the only viable place for slumber. I only had two kitchen chairs and a deep window ledge that I read on.

“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” I said with a fake smile.

“Ah, so make myself at home, then? I prefer that guest treatment to be honest, especially when staying overnight.” She winked. “No beating around the bush, no tentative manners. Just straight to it.” Somehow, everything she said sounded like a euphemism.

“You are not a guest, Hesper, you are a nuisance.” She laughed at my insult. “And, if you must know, I don’t have overnight guests.” I began climbing up the ladder again, ready for this conversation to be over with.

“Never?”

“Never!” I shouted, now fully into my attic room.

“So you’ve never had a lover?”

Have I never had a lover? What, did she think that just because I never let people stay the night at my house, it somehow meant I didn’t have sex? I shouldn’t have entertained the offer of another fight. But being that cold put me in the mood for another fight anyhow. I couldn’t control my fate, but I could control my anger—or choose not to control it at all.

I stuck my head through the attic floor opening, the entire world flipping upside down. Hesper turned her head to the side, trying to look me in the eyes, her hands braced on my counter casually. Wet hair plastered my face, and I tried to wipe it away with minimal success.

“I’ll have you know, I have had plenty of lovers. More than you, I’m sure.” I spoke from a place of truly zero knowledge and, frankly, out of my own ass. She looked well-tousled and highly experienced in most things. In fact, every word that left my mouth embarrassed me, but I was begging for another fight at this point.

“You’re probably right, princess. With the way you look, I’m sure you get all kinds of folk begging at your door,” she said, her words clipped now.

“Quit calling me a princess. It’s not funny.” I didn’t need her reminding me how incongruous I looked in this dress—a nettle adorned with roses. My head started to swim from being upside down for too long. “And yes, I do,” I said. My only preference for taking a lover was that we had a merry time, they went on their merry way, and I was left to my merry solitude.

A muscle feathered in Hesper’s cheek.

“Good to know,” she replied, never breaking eye contact with me.

“Yes,” I said quietly. Nothing kept me here in this highly compromising position, but I stayed, wanting to look at her face awhile longer. Whether it was to see if I’d made her mad or something else entirely, I didn’t quite know.

A cold shiver quaked through my body. I needed to get out of these clothes, and fast. Catching a cold before leaving for Dwindle was the last thing I needed. I wanted to be in the utmost health to relish these last two weeks.

Guilt gnawed at the edges of my insides.

Fraud, no magic.

Who was I kidding? There would be no relishing these last two weeks in Moss. Rosie could never find out that I lied to her our entire friendship. And I didn’t think I could bear seeing her face and not telling her the truth—that I might not be coming back.

Perhaps Eldrene gave me so much time to “set my affairs in order” because she knew how dearly I loved Moss and needed the time to grieve.

Or perhaps Eldrene knew that I’d faked it all along. That my magic was because of Moss and nothing else. And this whole quest was to uncover that Clara Thorne—the beloved Town Gardener—was really not much at all.

Or perhaps I didn’t have the capacity to think clearly because of the night’s events and the morning would bring with it another thing to fret over and one less thing to remember. Another chill ran through me.

“Please get warm,” Hesper said, worry creasing her eyes.

If I could have slapped the worry off of her face, I would have. But there were one too many crossbows in my cottage for me to feel comfortable brawling outright, and I had a feeling she’d like that too much.

I made my way up into the attic without another word. Warty attempted to start a feeble fire in my hearth, but the embers were already sizzling out. It was an unfortunately cool night in the cottage, and I didn’t have the energy to try again after the day’s events. I’d bundle up instead.

A small ladder was propped up against my armoire, host to a myriad of quilts. Some I’d found and some I’d made from scrap clothing. They weren’t pretty, but they got the job done. Just like me. I tossed all of them onto my bed and finally stripped off the soaking dress.

I gingerly set the dress atop my desk chair in hopes it might dry overnight. Sweet Rosie, she went to so much trouble for me this evening. And look how it all ended up. The brilliant green of the dress was already faded due to the water, and the gold edges were tattered and fraying.

Throwing on my warmest nightgown, I climbed underneath my covers. Warty snuggled up beside me, snoring before his quills hit the pillow. Sleep crept up on me, delicious nothingness clouding my brain. But one last shiver made me think of Hesper downstairs in all this cold. The attic was a bit warmer, but downstairs had a draft even in the dead of summer.

She could have stoked a fire, but I didn’t hear any crackling. And even if she did, I didn’t see a bedroll or blankets on her person. All she had was that cloak, and I’d soaked that through.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I gathered up my worst, but still warm, quilt and threw it down through the floor’s opening. It landed with a soft thud on the floor below. I waited by the opening, seeing if she would notice. Maybe she’d already drifted off to sleep on the hard floor below. If she had, I would suck up my pride and cover her up.

But I heard muffled footsteps make their way over to the ladder, so I headed back to my warm bed, satisfied to have taken care of the stranger downstairs. Maybe that quilt would be itchy…

A softly whispered “Thank you” was the last sound I heard before darkness claimed me.
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In order to protect the sanctity and sanity of all, the Queen declared that, henceforth, no one would ever be allowed to chop wood ever again.

—opening line attempt 27



Grow a garden.

The words jolted me awake, sending shock waves through my shivering body. Damn, it was frigid in here.

I did not, in fact, have a dreamless sleep. That would necessitate more than a few minutes of sleeping. In between my sheets, freezing my arse off, my night had gone miserably. I could feel my eyes drying up in my skull, awaiting my eyelids to give them the sweet reprieve of nothingness. Instead, I just kept staring upward.

Warty snored, Hesper snored. I wanted to jostle them both for rubbing it in my face that they could slumber while I sank so far into self-wallowing, I thought I may never see the light of day again. But somewhere between snotting into my pillow in utter despair and experiencing out-of-body despondency, I got a hold of myself.

Either try and figure out what to do or rot in bed.

Gentle, kind words in my time of need, yes, that’s what I was known for. Even so, the sentiment snapped me out of my hazy purgatory. A task and a deadline had been dumped on me—two things that I thrived on (much to my chagrin at this particular moment). Was it ruining my life? Yes. But would I fight tooth and nail to achieve the impossible? Also yes.

I blinked up at the ceiling waiting for any solution to come to me.

And then, one did.

A feeble hope at best, like starting a small fire in a rain-drenched wood. But the embers caught nonetheless, and a meager ray of hope took hold in my heart. Just enough to push away some of the fear and make room for this plan.

Could it work?

Well, it had to.

Ideas were a finite resource and there were no other means to make this quest successful.

I had one chance, and one chance only.

Grow a garden.

One month.

She did not say I must use garden magic to grow the garden in Dwindle, nor did she mention magic at all. Thank Goddesses—that would have been impossible to work around. Of course, any sensible, nonmagical gardener would know that growing anything in just a month is, frankly, unfeasible. I would have needed to start those sowings at least six weeks ago. Sure, there were the few token plants that might sprout up in no time: spinach, herbs, some radishes. But that was barely a harvest, let alone a full-on garden.

The fact of the matter was that I needed magic.

And I had two weeks in Moss. The place where I did have some magic. If I could get my heart together, squeeze out any hope in me left, then my idea might just work.

I shot up out of bed, but I forgot that I’d drunk last night. A lot. A pounding headache and roiling nausea hit me as soon as I went vertical. No matter; I’d have to deal with it.

I needed to acquire seeds.

And find a new Town Gardener.

And avoid Rosie.

And avoid looking at myself in the mirror because I could feel dried slobber encrusted around my mouth and my hair sticking up at all angles.

A bath. I needed a hot bath and a cup of tea before I did anything.

My washbasin lived behind the house, right outside the kitchen window. The perfect setup for carrying hot water from the hearth and dumping it through the window. I’d also charmed a few morning glories to grow around the tub and around the garden gate. They only bloomed when someone came to knock. That way, I never ran the risk of being caught unawares and fully nude by an unexpected visitor. If they didn’t knock, well, I supposed they’d see a very naked Town Gardener first thing in the morning. Yet another reason to wake before anyone else in the town.

But now I had a Hesper downstairs who would inevitably be in my way. And the thought of getting fully nude anywhere around her made my insides curdle. Maybe she had the ability to sleep deeply, and I could have a semipeaceful morning before she woke up and ruined everything.

I made my way down the ladder, careful to avoid any of the creaky bits. My feet silently found the cold floor beneath.

Darkness coated everything still, the only light being the last moonbeams before daybreak. I padded into the kitchen, dancing my way around the loose floorboards. That’s when I remembered I had absolutely no firewood left. And I didn’t have the time to waste cutting more. I would just have to deal with a freezing bath this morn.

I then realized that Hesper was nowhere to be found.

The blanket I’d thrown down sat neatly folded and placed in the corner beside the hearth. The only sign she had been here at all was her cloak hanging on my kitchen chair.

A sharp thwack sounded outside my window.

Was that an axe?

Another thwack.

It was an axe.

I walked through the front door and turned left into the back garden. There I saw Hesper, her muscular back facing me, chopping my firewood. She’d changed out of her leathers and into a black, long-sleeved tunic that only went down to her midthigh. I tried to avert my gaze away from her brawny legs, but I couldn’t stop staring. How does she have that much muscle? She looked more harrowing than the tree trunks she expertly halved.

I audibly gulped before I tried to run back inside, but Hesper heard me.

She turned around, sweat glistening on her brow, and smiled. “Morning, princess.”

My heart leapt into my throat. Her voice was husky in the early morning, a fact I did not need to note but that was going to live in my head, coin-free, for the rest of my life.

I crossed my arms tightly over my chest. “Mm-hmm” was all I managed to say.

“Thought you might like”—she split an entire stump in two—“hot water for a bath this morning.” Her tunic sleeves were rolled up. Why, why did she have to do that? I noticed a thin, black band tattooed around her left forearm. Then she swung her axe again, and I forgot about the world.

Much to my utter dismay, my mouth hung wide open. A fly, a bird, hells a whole turkey leg could have fit inside my gaping at Hesper’s brute strength.

She’s your enemy. You hate her.

I do?

Yes, you hate her.

Why?

Because. She is part of this quest that ruined your life. She almost jeopardized the entire Celebration and let the squirrel get away. And also, she calls you “princess,” so yes, you hate her.

Of course, yes. But was it really her fault? She had a job to do, after all. As for the squirrel… let’s be honest with ourselves—I only maybe would have caught it if she hadn’t opened the door when she did. Maybe I had been too harsh on her before.

Yes, of course you were. Even so, she is here on Eldrene’s orders, and her orders only. Nothing more.

Yes, nothing more.

“Do I look so terrible that you just had to draw me a bath?” I asked, attempting to joke.

“Not at all.” She moved the huge halved stumps out of the way, grunting as she did so. My heart leapt again—traitorous thing. “What does look terrible are your rosemary bushes underneath your bedroom window. Did a disease or pest get to them?”

“No.” I didn’t even have to look at the massacre to know what had happened. “Nothing of that sort.” Do I tell her? Not the whole truth, never the whole truth. But some explanation should be given. “Sometimes that happens,” I said tightly.

“Sometimes your rosemary bushes look like someone torched them overnight?”

“My magic—it, uh—” I kicked at the dirt, the irony of my magic coming out of my mouth curdled my stomach. “Well, sometimes that happens.”

“Is that so?” Hesper stopped her swinging, looking up at me with a curious gleam in her eyes. “Hmm.” Then she got back to work.

She knows something isn’t right.

If she could scent a squirrel, I’m sure she could sense just how weak of a vessel I was.

“I noticed your washbasin sparkled, so I assumed you must wash every day.” She reset a new stump, bigger than the last, and with her arms up high in the air, she murmured, “What a shame.”

“Why?” I asked, blinking dumbly as I watched her back muscles bunch for another hit.

Thwack.

The stump cleaved in two like butter.

She turned toward me, wiping a smear of sweat from her upper lip with the back of her hand. “I like the smell.”

With that, she stuck the axe into the cutting wood with one hand and went back inside the cottage as if nothing happened. As if what she’d said was absolutely normal. As if she did not just jolt my entire body with her words, her dark eyes, her scarred, wet upper lip.

I took a freezing cold bath.
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“And how many seeds will you be needing?” Farmer Gristle asked, his bristly white mustache fluttering with each word. “Your usual amount?”

“Uh, no,” I replied.

“Oh, right. Excuse me.” He put a hand over his heart in apology.

“No, no, it’s all right. Nothing to be excused for,” I said, trying to muster a warm smile. “A small pack is all I need. Please put whatever you think would be good for travel in the mix.”

Farmer Gristle gave me a kind nod and set to curating the seed pack. I had been coming to his tiny farm shoppe ever since I became Moss’s Town Gardener. The shoppe was basically a wooden shack, but the walls were covered in vessels that held all sorts of seeds. Everyone thought his shoppe to be minimal and lackluster. To me, an entire world lived in here, just waiting to be sung to life.

He had a small garden that fed his family and his goats, but he took a special interest in harvesting seeds. Gristle meticulously cared for each seed, which made my job of magicking them to life easier. What shred of magic I possessed mixed with the love that Gristle poured in, and everything grew without issue, and quickly. I could provide a whole harvest in two weeks’ time with his seeds, sometimes even less than that. Sometimes I thought Gristle might be magic himself; he certainly had more magic than me.

Gristle’s seeds were priceless to me and always had been. Now, though, I was banking everything on them. They’d never failed me before, and hopefully, I wouldn’t fail them now.

“Here you are,” he said, handing over a linen seed pack. It was light and easy to carry, but in my hands, the weight of the world pressed upon it. I must keep this safe at all costs. “All durable, able to sustain some rough conditions, high germination rate.”

If I could magic these seeds now, with Moss’s magic, then I could finish growing the garden in Dwindle—hoping I didn’t get eaten by the monsters on my way there—and come back home. To say “this was my only hope” seemed melodramatic but, in truth, this seed pack was actually my only hope.

“Thank you.” I made to walk out the door, but Gristle stopped me.

“Clara.” He leaned over his shoppe counter. “I worry I will never see you again.” A tear slipped down his cheek.

“I’ll be all right.”

A lie.

“Perhaps Dwindle isn’t so bad, but withering magic is. It is a poison.” His voice shook, barely a whisper, but he steadied himself. “Sending you into all of that is wrong. I don’t care what wrath I may incur by saying that aloud. It’s wrong.” His whisper turned into forceful conviction. Hesper stirred in the corner, but she kept her distance.

I gently patted his hand that rested on my shoulder.

“Nothing a few Gristle seeds and magic can’t fix.” I winked at him, even though my heart sank right along with his.

“Perhaps you’re right.” He stood up tall, wiping the tears away from his eyes. “I shouldn’t worry. Your magic has blessed Moss for ages now.”

Fraud.

My to-do list rang through my mind, wiping away the emotion and guilt welling up inside of me. Reminding me that maybe, just maybe, Gristle held all the answers I needed.

“Gristle, you know I have a few weeks to set my affairs in order.” He shook his head yes. “One of the reasons is to find a Town Gardener, and I thought maybe you’d like to—”

“Ah, Clara, I’m sorry. I cannot,” he said sadly.

“Don’t be sorry, it was a long shot anyhow. Do you know of anyone who might be a good fit?”

His mouth turned into a tight line, and his brows knitted together.

“Unfortunately, I don’t know anyone who is up to that task.”

“Thanks anyway,” I said, setting several gold coins on his shoppe counter and leaving before he could protest that I overpaid him. Hesper followed me right out the door without a word.

I visited every person with known garden magic in Moss after that, carefully avoiding putting a timeline on the position. Eldrene had given me a month, but it very well could end with whoever took over the position needing to stay in that position. Theo, with his gaggle of pigs, said no before I could even utter three words. Gwyn, with her cows and daffodils, declined due to time constraints with her milking schedule. And Farmer Yelena, tempted at first, quickly shut her door after I told her that she would need to feed the town, not just herself and her three husbands.

Hesper remained right behind me the entire way, never uttering a word. I tried not to acknowledge her existence, but an extremely tall, lurking shadow became difficult to ignore. Besides, my betrayer of a brain kept repeating I like the smell over and over again.

After the twelfth door closed for the day, defeat washed over me. I knew filling this position was going to be difficult, but I didn’t realize how many people considered the job impossible and tedious. I loved it so much that I just assumed at least two folks would be fighting to be chosen. They would get a cottage and garden every day. What more could you want?

At this point, I had no one left to ask. The only folk left were the shoppe owners, and they couldn’t close their businesses. I’d have to send word to other Town Gardeners—but with my history of never traveling to their towns to garden, I feared it would end poorly. What would happen if I couldn’t fill it before I left?

That would have to be a problem for later, though, because I suddenly couldn’t hear my thoughts over my own stomach growling.

“Hungry, princess?” Hesper asked as we walked through town.

“No,” I replied curtly.

Another grumble emanated from my belly, this one edging on monstrous.

“Well, I’m hungry,” Hesper said.

“Sounds like a you problem,” I replied haughtily. Why? Why am I like this? Why can’t I just say, Yes, after meeting failure after failure this morning, I am famished. I could use a massive bowl of stew to soften the blow of sadness. Why couldn’t I just let someone acknowledge I had a need and then fix said need? Instead, I got thorny. The irony was, if Hesper had never said anything, and it was my idea to get food, I wouldn’t have been acting like a child. But she’d said it, she saw I had a weakness, and now I was annoying myself to no end.

Next came a stomach growl so long and so surly, there actually had to be a monster inside of me. Hesper didn’t flinch, didn’t poke fun, acted like she hadn’t even heard the deafening roar.

Instead she said, “I heard there was a dwarf with kitchen magic in town.”
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“Remi’s Café: Tea, Books, Scones, Pies, Cakes, Coffee, and More,” Hesper read the sign aloud.

“Congratulations. You can read,” I said, pushing past her and into the shoppe.

“Did he mean to put the whole menu on the sign?” Hesper held the door open for me. I scowled at her; she grinned back and winked. “And are you always this angry when you’re hungry?”

“That’s not the whole menu. He also has fish stew. And yes, yes I am.”

“Noted.”

On the walk here, the utter defeat of the day had settled deep into my bones. Every step I took into town reminded me that my time was limited. How many afternoons had I strolled through Moss and taken for granted the beauty around me? The comforting feeling of home, of familiarity. Now, it all was tainted with a goodbye I couldn’t yet face and an impossible task looming overhead. I would inevitably fail Dwindle, and I’d already failed Moss today—there was no Town Gardener for them in sight.

Needless to say, I had soured into a wretched mood.

We sat at my favorite table, the one I usually occupied by myself. It was nestled in the corner, away from the fray, with a giant circular window that looked out onto the street. I could watch people as I idly sipped my latte. The best part was the wall of books nearby. All of which were spicier romance novels, tucked away from the typical shoppe-goer. I’d read them all.

The only other people I ever let sit here were Rosie and Sylvie. And Sylvie rarely left her Bee Cottage for more than an hour at most. But now, here I sat with Hesper Altanfall, who grinned widely from ear to ear as if having the best day of her life.

“What are you so happy about?” I asked, eyeing her.

“This is such a quaint shoppe. There’s music, it smells good, and books are everywhere. I see why you like this place.” She turned over her shoulder, admiring everything Remi’s had to offer.

Remi brought over food without us even ordering. He was a grumpy dwarf who didn’t have time for people to figure out what they wanted to eat. He brought people what he thought they should eat. His kitchen magic helped, of course, as it gave him the keen ability to sense what people craved, how they wanted it prepared, and even the feeling the food should give them. Sometimes, I ate a Remi sandwich and felt hopeful for the day. Other times, I’d sip on a Remi tea, and my heart settled into a warm cocoon in my chest. On rare occasions, there would be chocolate desserts that left me quite… hungry for other delicacies in life.

Today was a feast: fish stew with charred asparagus (asparagus I grew), squash pies (squash I grew), rosemary-and-lemon tea cakes (both the herb and citrus I grew), and nestleberry lattes for both Hesper and me. Remi knew nestleberry was my favorite berry and always had it in some form on the menu. It tasted like the ripest blackberries, blueberries, and a hint of sweet wine all in one fruit. It was the only crop I couldn’t grow, mostly because Gristle never had those seeds. So Remi imported them just for me, which was a pretty coin.

Hesper and I dug in.

The sensation of ease crept in, lifting my souring mood.

Thank you, Remi.

“Goddess,” Hesper moaned. “This tastes like Haven.” I ignored her moan; I ignored how her eyes fluttered shut in absolute pleasure, and I ignored how she gripped the table in utter bliss, the wood creaking under her strength. I ignored her entirely as I ate my way through the smorgasbord.

Remi brought us more plates of food, and Hesper rolled up her sleeves for proper digging in, revealing the black-band tattoo I’d noticed earlier today.

“Why do you have that?” I asked in between bites of sourdough smothered in herb butter.

Hesper’s chewing slowed. “A reminder,” she finally said.

“Of what?” I asked, placing a slice of bread down on my plate.

She gave me a forced smile and cleared her throat. “Duties.” Then she set back to eating.

Fine then. I didn’t care anyway.

Hesper ate away as I shifted my attention to a withered flower on the table. It had recently died, but I could sense a spark of life inside.

Focusing on the magic, I began to hum to the flower. After last night, I didn’t know what state my heart and magic would be in. But if I could sing this flower back to life, then maybe my seed idea could work.

I summoned what threads of magic I could, intertwining any hint of them with the flower. The stem gave a tiny shudder.

“Why do you sing to the flower?” Hesper set down her spoon and wiped the stew off of her mouth. She startled me out of focus.

“It’s just how I’ve always done it,” I replied in a clipped tone, trying not to lose what little ground I’d gained with the plant.

“Done what?” she asked.

“It’s how I do magic,” I seethed. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to—”

“Nice singing voice.”

I didn’t say thank you. She didn’t answer the singular question I’d asked her today, yet here she was peppering me with inquiries.

“Is it the same song? Or different every time?” She leaned forward, inspecting the flower and then me.

“It’s different every time.” I leaned away from her, my magic sputtering in and out.

“Does it always work?” she asked, now mere centimeters away from the sad, dead plant.

I shoved the flowerpot away. There was no use in trying to magic it to life and deal with Hesper’s questions at the same time.

“No, Hesper. Not every time. My magic isn’t, well, it doesn’t work like that,” I said.

“How does it work?” she asked. I could tell by the curiosity in her voice that she wasn’t trying to annoy me, but persistent questioning about my magic set me on edge no matter how much Remi magic flowed through my veins.

“I don’t really know, okay?” My words came out breathy as her questions piled one on top of the other.

“You don’t know how your own magic works?” she asked, biting her cheek.

I know that it isn’t my magic. It doesn’t work outside of Moss. I know this quest is doomed. And apart from all of that, my heart muddles it all into a frenzy of magical conundrums, none of which I can parse out.

“It’s not that I don’t know how it works, I just don’t know why it works in the way it does. It’s connected to my feelings and things…” I mumbled.

Hesper stared me down like she knew every secret I harbored, and it pushed me over a precarious ledge.

“Your feelings?” She braced her forearms on the table, looking me up and down as if I were a puzzle she wanted to piece together.

“Yes, my feelings,” I said, exasperated.

“The rosemary bush,” she said, shoveling in another spoonful of stew.

“What about it?” I asked, swirling the last dregs of Remi’s masterpiece in the wooden bowl.

“You were upset last night, and your garden suffered for it,” she said plainly. My heart pinched at the nonchalant way she summarized so easily the thing I hated the most about myself.

I stayed silent, appetite completely squashed.

“Yes, I suppose so,” I said somberly, and Hesper looked earnestly concerned for me. I went on. “When my heart is whole, the magic is at its best. I have to tug at it, and sometimes, I don’t know—”

“It’s all right, Clara.” Hesper reached for my hand and gave it a gentle pat. “It isn’t entirely uncommon for some magics to have a backlash.” I looked down at where her hand rested on mine; she gently pulled away.

“As I was saying…” I pulled the flowerpot close to me once more, diverging away from whatever that was. “The magic, for whatever reason, is tied to my heart. If it—my heart—is whole, the magic works.” I refocused on the flower, pulling on the thread between the little life that was left inside the pot and me.

“If it is not whole, it’s like magic is emptied out of me.” And it will be gone soon, no matter the state of my heart. The already withered flower stem began to crack, the tiniest hairline fracture running through the poor thing.

Shite.

I had the ability to give life, yes. But I could bring death just as easily. Always a kernel of shame I carried with me like a brand. Even during my most triumphant harvests, I’d remind myself that if I didn’t keep my heart safe, I could cause more ruin than anything else. Moss gave me the good parts of magic; I fought the darker parts of myself. The ones that so easily came out of me like thorns on a rose.

Hesper watched it all. Whether she’d picked up on the infinitesimal crack that appeared on the stem, I didn’t know. If she did, she didn’t say anything. Her face remained casual, her posture relaxed.

I, on the other hand, unraveled.

Hesper wordlessly pushed my nestleberry latte closer to me. I gladly took a sip, letting the sweet liquid coat my senses. A little bit of caffeine and sugar could do wonders for my mood.

“Do you think you could make that flower grow right now?” she asked cheerily.

I looked at her in utter disdain. “What in the hells do you think I’ve been trying to do this entire Goddess-damned time? But someone kept interrupting me.”

She laughed and shrugged her shoulders.

The truth was, I didn’t know if I could grow the flower right now. I had a better chance of crumbling it into dust. But Hesper sat in front of me, and I wanted to show her that I could do something. She’d just spent the morning watching me ruin a bush and grovel for folk to live in my cottage. I wanted to be useful.

So I closed my eyes, grasping onto the anger, the confusion flowing through me and pushing away the dark grief that lingered right next to it. I pictured the withered flower in my mind and then the magic, like small arrows shooting into it. Growing it with love would have been better, but anger could do for today.

I could grow nothing with listlessness, but anger was different. It invigorated, stoking the ever-burning flame I tried to keep tampered down within me. There was something to latch onto with anger, and while it wasn’t as potent as more positive emotions, it still had a kick. Sometimes, it was the only way I could reach for my magic and take hold.

I pushed everything I had into firing off those shards of life into the damn thing.

Slowly, achingly slowly, the magic gave just a little. A small pulse in my chest, like a drop in a pond. Barely anything, but it was enough. I knew it was enough. Not to grow my typical harvests, not enough to do anything with Gristle’s seeds, but it was enough to force life back into the minuscule flower in front of me.

I opened my eyes.

A flower. A living flower. A grape hyacinth, in fact. One of my very favorites with its bright purple buds and gentle scent. But this one went from deep purple to raging red right at the very edges, as if my anger colored the very essence of the flower.

I wanted to jump up and down in celebration.

Hesper looked on, her brows knit tightly together.

“Have you ever tried out your magic in other ways?” Her question popped my momentary joy, sending me plummeting down to the depths.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, throwing my hands up in the air. “Is this not enough? Do you want some great show of magic? Because you’re not going to get that from me. Ever. This is all I can give.”

“Clara, I’m saying what you did was remarkable,” she interrupted.

“Oh, thank you,” I said, a little confused. And a little elated. The magic was there. My idea could work! I’m sure Hesper had witnessed much more impressive shows of magic, but I’d take what I could get. She smiled at me, and I decided that I did care about my earlier line of questioning. “Well, now that I’ve shown you remarkable magic, I think you owe me a little more explanation about your very boring tattoo.”

Her grin shuttered, and she rubbed at the black band. “I suppose that’s fair.”

Two wins in one day: a little bit of magic, a little bit of nosiness.

“The band represents—”

Before she could say more, we were interrupted.

“YOO-HOO!” a high-pitched voice called out. Goddess help me. I shoved my head into my hands. “Clara, dear! Why do you look so very dreadful?” The screeching crept closer now, and my head could not sink any lower.

I received a sharp poke on my shoulder. And then another. And then another.

“Clara, hello? Are you asleep?” a voice screamed directly into my ear. I yelped at the sound, backing away as far as I could from the she-devil. I pinched the bridge of my nose, my eyes still closed, trying to maintain composure.

“Rennings? Rennings? Hello, RENNINGS? Goddess, where is that gnome?”

“I believe his name is Remi, and he’s a dwarf,” Hesper corrected. Maybe if I kept my eyes closed, neither of them would be able to see me.

“Silly me! Well, whoever and whatever he is needs to get me some food. And fast. I’m absolutely starved. Oh, deary me, he needs to get that dreadful flower off the table, too.”

Sure enough, the flower I’d barely managed to grow lay dead. And not just dead, it had become an ashen version of itself. As if it had been rotting on this very table since before the Elden Wars.

All because of Helda Ninnus.
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It’s completely normal to experience feelings of excess desire, muddled confusion, and hazy passion while rubbing up on the back of someone who happens to be well-built—this does not require a medical diagnosis, please tell no one about it, and barely admit it to yourself.

—opening line attempt 45



Word around town is that you’re looking for a new Town Gardener with no luck, is that right?” Helda asked as she pulled up a chair to our table. She glanced at Hesper and gave her a wickedly flirtatious smile. Hesper gave her a grin right back.

Of course, my protector would play into the whims of someone with the last name Ninnus who also happened to be the most beautiful woman in Moss—and probably the entire realm. If Helda had her sights set on Hesper, there was little I could do to stop the advances other than sneer in the corner and hate my protector.

Fire erupted along my skin.

“Yes, I am looking, and no, I have not had any luck.” I grimaced.

“Well, you’re in luck now!” she chirped, slapping the table with her manicured nails. She gave Hesper another quick smile that ended in biting her lip. Maybe she’d chew right through it.

“How am I in luck, Helda?” I asked tightly.

“Me,” she said proudly.

“You?” I asked.

“Me,” she repeated.

“I don’t understand.” What was she talking about? She looked entirely earnest, and I, entirely dumbfounded.

“I’m your new Town Gardener.” She pointed to her bosom, presumably where her heart beat underneath. “It can’t be that hard; I mean, you do it.” She gave a tinkling laugh. I gripped the corners of the table, and Hesper looked on in amusement. “And I think it’s such a lovely little cottage, and the Town Gardener works with the Goddess herself. And no offense, Clara, but the position could use someone a little more… like me.”

What did she mean by that? More like me.

“I think it’s no great secret that our magic is different,” she said with a wink.

“You have beauty magic, I have—”

“You have your garden magic, yes. But I know you struggle with it.” She pushed out her bottom lip. “We’ve lived in the same town for fifteen years. I’ve seen what can happen if your songs aren’t sung just right, if that little temper of yours isn’t in check. The entire town suffers. But me? Well, look.” She waved her hand over the flower I’d worked so hard to revive.

The ash turned back into a bloom, vibrant and full of life. No hint of the destruction I’d caused. She didn’t strain, she didn’t sing, she simply willed it to happen, and it did.

The room began to spin, and hot tears threatened to spill over onto my cheeks. Helda was right. I’d spent my life struggling for weeks to do what she did in mere moments. I loved being Town Gardener with everything in me, but maybe that wasn’t enough in the end. Maybe this town deserved someone better than me.

“Miss Ninnus, pardon me,” Hesper said, pulling the flowerpot to her. She sniffed the bloom, wrinkled her nose, then shoved it away. “Beauty magic makes things look good. And that’s about it. That flower smells of death. And cloying lilac soap.”

Helda gulped beside me. Too-sweet lilac was her signature scent.

“Pardon me.” She copied Hesper’s easy tone. “My magic is—”

“For show,” Hesper finished. “Gardening, though I admittedly can’t even keep a weed alive, requires more than flashy spurts of vapid magic.” Her voice took on an edge I’d not heard before. “I don’t know what you’re angling at, but I suggest you leave this booth before you cause any more flowers to wilt.”

Sure enough, Helda’s flower began to curl in at the edges, but Hesper wasn’t looking at the flower, she was looking at me.

“What are you going to do? Kill me?” Helda laughed.

“No one’s dying here.” Hesper smiled a predator’s grin. “Today.” Heat settled in my stomach, a strange sensation that I decided to blame on the stew.

“Did someone say die?” Ludwig Gudling appeared beside Helda, scaring me so badly I yelped. Everyone feasting at Remi’s fell silent, looking toward the chaos in the back corner. Ludwig looked on with his watery smile and cloudy eyes.

“Ludwig, I can’t really deal with this right now,” I said, but then he grasped me by my dress, tugging me close to him. “What are you—”

“The end awaits you at Dwindle,” he said urgently, spittle collecting on the corners of his paper-thin lips. “The end, you will meet your doom, you will—”

Before he could say another word, Hesper leapt across the table, pivoting between Helda and me, and clobbered Ludwig to the ground. Every patron in Remi’s looked in horror at the sight. Helda and I screamed.

“Why did you do that?” I shot up.

“You are feeling crowded, are you not?” she asked.

“What does that have to do anything?” My voice went shrill.

“Just answer the question!”

“Okay! Yes!”

“No harm done then,” she said, shaking her knuckles as if ridding herself of the blow.

“But, Ludwig, he’s—”

“Completely fine. He shouldn’t have touched you. And you—” She eyed Helda. “Get out. Leave Clara alone. And please, for the love of Haven’s Halls, change your perfume. As for everyone else,” Hesper addressed the café, “if you want me to wake the old man back up and have him tell you stories during your lunch, say aye.”

The room stayed silent for a moment, then all at once, people resumed their conversations as if nothing had happened.

“The Town Gardener position needs filling.” Helda tried and failed to re-up her earlier point. With one look from Hesper, though, she scurried out the door just as Rosie came bursting in, almost buzzing with excitement.

No, no, no. I can’t see her. Not now.

“Clara!” she shouted across the patrons. Remi may never forgive me for the multiple loud scenes caused today.

“I can’t really talk right now.” I made to leave, Hesper right behind me. “Sorry, we’ll catch up soon!” Rosie looked momentarily hurt, but then she grabbed my hand and pulled me right back out the door.

“I have your new Town Gardener!” She set off in a run.

“Rosie, wait!” She paid me no mind and kept dragging me along with her, Hesper in hot pursuit.

Well, I couldn’t avoid her now.

After five minutes of sprinting, my stamina was waning. Rosie had let go of my hand and sped down the last hilled street of Moss, the steepest hill in town, finally slowing her pace after the crest. I ran down to meet her and tripped over an upturned cobblestone, my body flying through the air.

I tensed, waiting for the inevitable crunch that accompanied shooting pain and broken bones.

It never came.

Instead, I fell right into the arms of Hesper. But even her physical prowess couldn’t stop us from tumbling the rest of the way down the hill. We rolled down together, her entire body enveloping me as she took most of the hits, her arms shielding my head from any stones. The only way I knew she felt pain was through her grunts each time a bony part of her hit the hard ground. We landed right at Rosie’s feet, who looked down at us with a mix of amusement and terror.

I fought my way out of Hesper’s arms. My back ached from the tumble, but I wasn’t in too much pain. Rosie lifted me up from the ground with ease, but when she offered a helping hand to Hesper, it went unused.

Hesper had taken a beating. A split lip, oozing blood, painted her teeth red. One of her eyes had already swelled shut, and the other had a cut right underneath the socket. Her knuckles and elbows were bloody as well from protecting my head from hitting anything.

She spat the blood out on the ground and wiped what remained with her torn tunic sleeve.

Rosie let out a low whistle. “Let’s get you to a healer.”

“Yes, good idea,” I replied.

“No,” Hesper said flatly.

Rosie and I looked at her in confusion.

“But you’re bleeding and probably have a broken bone—or two—after a fall like that,” I chided.

“No,” she repeated. “You need a new Town Gardener. We are getting a new Town Gardener. I’ve had far worse than this, trust me.” She’d had far worse than this? What life had Hesper Altanfall lived before now?

“All right then!” Rosie replied with an attempt at cheeriness, but she sounded wary. She motioned for us to follow her to the very last shoppe on Moss’s main street.

Brambles & Ivy.

Pattie Larkthorn’s flower shoppe.

She would be perfect for the Town Gardener position, so perfect the town might opt for her to continue even if I were to survive and come back home. She was knowledgeable, magical, and, most importantly, loved her work.

But she had a shoppe she couldn’t leave.

“Rosie, have you talked to Patti about this?” I asked.

“What? Oh, uh, no, I haven’t. I got the idea and then found you, and now we’re here.” She rubbed the back of her head.

“But she has a shoppe.”

Rosie turned toward me, her eyes beseeching me to give her idea a try. This whole thing might have been an elaborate excuse for her to talk to Patti. And if that were true, then I should help my best friend. There were only two more weeks that I could play perpetual wingman anyhow. And I was all out of leads for the position. If anything, maybe Patti knew someone who might be interested.

Brambles & Ivy was unassuming from the outside. It had the typical thatched roof, wooden beams crossing over white plaster, and plain wooden shutters. It was the smallest and squattest building in town, barely taller than Rosie’s full stature at seven feet. Rosie opened the robin’s-egg-blue door, and Hesper and I were transported into Larkthorn’s world.

Gnarled tree branches covered the walls and the ceilings, not a hint of plaster peeking from beneath the bark. Soft moss and woodland grass carpeted the floor. To our left were flowers native to Moss—some bunches peeking out of wooden branches, others sitting in vases fashioned by tree bark. To our right were flowers from other lands: iridescent cobweb-lace flowers from the Witherings, blood-ruby ivy from the mysterious Lore Isles, and even a single spikewood flower (notorious for killing an entire crop with its root system despite its miniature appearance) from Irk Road.

Overhead was my favorite part of the whole shoppe. Thousands of red mushrooms dotted with white hung from the ceiling. It was Patti’s most popular item: plant a Larkthorn mushroom in your flower garden, and the petals would be protected from anything that meant them harm.

“Hiya!” Bright, turquoise eyes peered at us through a gap in the root-covered wall. It would have been terrifying had I not already been used to Patti’s preference for literally being a wallflower.

“Hi, uh, hi, Patti. We need to, uh, sorry to bother you. We just need to talk to you about uh—”

Poor Rosie, she was so smitten that she didn’t even remember how to speak.

“Okay!” a voice said through the tree, the gleaming eyes disappearing.

Suddenly, the bark and vines began to swell. Their grooves and etchings gave way to a body slowly starting to take shape. Patti didn’t just emerge from the vines. She was the vines.

The flowing green moss decorating the walls morphed into long black hair. Rough bark transformed to a petite, willowy frame, her arms resembling twigs, her legs like roots. She was starlight pale, with a smattering of freckles that looked like stars against her beaming skin. And her giant, twig-made round glasses only added to her already moonish appearance.

She didn’t look like your typical wood nymph. The ones I’d met before Patti were vixens with an air of mystery in their wide eyes. But Patti looked—well, she looked quirky. And she was quirky.

She wore her typical garb: a floor-length sky-blue dress with yellow circular pockets sewn everywhere, like thousands of suns blotting out the sky above. She’d sewn them on herself and kept a whole array of beasties and bugs within.

Like clockwork, a tiny spider popped up from one, scuttled across her face, and rested on her bony shoulder. Hesper looked aghast. The eight eyes stared at us and blinked in unison.

Patti must have noticed Hesper’s discomfort. “Oh, sorry, I forgot to introduce Harold! Please excuse my rudeness. This”—she motioned to the spider, who looked extremely adorable—“is Harold. My best friend. Which sounds quite embarrassing to say aloud. But you know what I mean. Or actually, maybe you don’t. Um, well, yes, so he is both of those things, actually. He’s almost twenty years old, and I found him when he was four, so you know. I’m, um, like his mother and friend.” She shut her mouth, turning her thin lips into an even thinner line.

“That’s a good story! I didn’t know spiders lived that long!” Rosie said, then immediately grimaced. Patti met Rosie’s eyes, gratefulness gleaming there. Maybe they liked existing in emotional purgatory, maybe it was their foreplay… years and years of awkward foreplay.

Blood trickled onto the soft moss from Hesper’s bashed nose, but the spider seemed to be her biggest discomfort.

“Patti,” I said, ripping Rosie and the nymph out of whatever was going on between them. “We came here to ask you something. Rosie?” I turned toward her, but her eyes had glazed over. She shook her head quickly, gathering her thoughts.

Rosie clapped her giant orc hands together and said, “You know Clara is leaving for Dwindle.”

Patti nodded along, looking a bit confused.

“She’s also our Town Gardener.” Patti kept nodding, trying to put the pieces together. Harold, somehow, looked like he understood the situation far before Patti did. “Which is a crucial position for Moss. Without the Town Gardener, our food supplies would be limited, and we’d have no flower boxes.” That last part wasn’t quite true. People would have Patti’s flowers, which, admittedly, were a little too eccentric for most of Moss, but they would get over it in time.

“Okay?” Patti tilted her head to the side, eyebrows scrunching together in focus. Before Rosie could explain any more, Harold tapped a tiny leg on Patti’s face, beckoning her to listen to him. She cupped her hand over her ear while the spider… whispered to her? Or maybe he tapped a message with his legs? Her eyes went wide with understanding, and her pale face paled even more.

Oh dear. That’s not a good sign.

I suddenly realized how badly I wanted her to fill the position. There was little hope for her to agree, but I couldn’t imagine someone doing the job better. She would do better than me, certainly. She had real magic. A mixture of bitterness, jealousy, and resignation filled up my heart, but my need for Moss to be taken care of outweighed my feelings of inferiority. Besides, at this point, it was either Helda Ninnus or Patti.

“You want me to be the Town Gardener?” She looked almost afraid.

“Only until I come back!” A rock settled into my stomach. “If I complete the quest, that is,” I added, each word feeling like a knife. Sadness crept into Patti’s eyes. If anyone understood the pain of leaving behind one’s home and gardens, it was her.

“I see,” she said softly.

We all were silent for a moment, the heaviness of the ask settling into the room. Even the vines seemed to dip in energy.

“I’ll do it,” she said with finality, pushing her twig glasses up the bridge of her button nose.

Relief flooded my system, but I tamped it down—there were still the logistics to be parsed out.

“But your shoppe—”

She held up her small hand and said, “Don’t worry about the shoppe. I have a shopkeeper who can handle transactions while I take up the Town Gardener position.” I noticed she didn’t add until you return.

“You have a tree?” she asked.

“Yes, in the back garden. An oak tree,” I said.

“Good, that’s where I’ll sleep then. I’ll tend the cottage and ensure it stays prim and proper, but I’m loath to sleep in a human bed.” She stroked Harold absentmindedly.

“Of course,” I said.

“Yes, well, I have some work to do here then. You leave in two weeks?”

I nodded my reply.

“I’ll be ready by then.” She straightened, any former awkwardness shedding away. In its place was Patti Larkthorn, the formidable businesswoman who would have your head if you didn’t bring her tulips in time.

“Thank you,” I said softly. She reached up and patted me on the shoulder, her eyes full of understanding. I put my hand atop hers, giving it a grateful squeeze.

“And Clara…” She leaned in close, her voice barely audible. Hesper took this as a sign and distracted Rosie by pointing out some green mushrooms that matched Rosie’s specific shade of sage. “If you’re not back within a month, do not worry about the town.”

Before I could say or ask anything more, before I could thank her profusely, she shooed us out of her shoppe. Rosie tried to say goodbye, but the door shut before she could manage the words.

“Well! That worked out better than I thought!” Rosie turned toward Hesper and me, her eyes alight. “Tea?”

“No,” I said too quickly.

“Oh.” Rosie looked crestfallen.

“I just have a lot of work to do.” I smiled at her, forcing any hope I could muster into my eyes. “We’ll do tea another time!”

“When?” she asked.

“Soon.” And then I turned and walked away, my heart shrieking at leaving her after all she did to help me today. But there was no other choice. I must keep things in balance for my plan to work. Spending time with Rosie, I’d only manage to focus on how much I’d miss her when I left. My heart was already too oversaturated with grief, there was no sense in adding to the pain.

Hesper and I walked silently back home. It wasn’t uncomfortable, though. I didn’t want to do much talking, and Hesper couldn’t manage much speaking without considerable amounts of pain. Her lip looked worse by the second, and her eye swelled completely shut by the time we arrived at the cottage.

“I think I’ll sleep outside tonight,” she managed to say through a swollen mouth.

“Is a cottage floor not nice enough for you?” I asked, each word dripping in sarcasm.

“I like the stars,” she whispered wistfully.

Oh, Goddess, she’s a romantic. But whatever her sentiments were, she was my guest—an unwelcome one, but a guest nonetheless. Eldrene probably wouldn’t take kindly to me leaving my bloodied protector outside in the elements.

“Sit,” I told Hesper, pulling out a kitchen chair and pointing to it. She quirked an eyebrow but did as I directed. She groaned a bit when she sat down, clutching her side. One of her ribs was probably fractured.

Luckily, I had some extra Sylvie balm on hand. Sylvie swore she held no healing magic, just a proclivity for all things honey, but her salves could mend any cut and, in some cases, repair bones. They couldn’t heal severe breaks, but I didn’t think that was what we had on our hands here. Maybe her honey magic could soothe Hesper for the evening at least.

I grabbed a few linen cloths, filled up a pail with clean water, grabbed Sylvie’s balm from my cupboard, put on my work apron, and pulled up a chair in front of Hesper. She spread her legs wide, allowing me closer access. I leaned in, the heat of her thighs warming the outside of my legs.

“Come here,” I said, avoiding eye contact with her. She obeyed.

I dipped the cloth in the water and began dabbing at her bloodied lip. She tensed, letting out a sharp breath as I wiped away the worst of it. But soon enough her breathing steadied as she faced the pain head-on.

Once I cleared her lip of blood and debris, I rubbed the balm over my fingers, letting the heat from my hands soften the salve. Hesper took in slow, even breaths, her eyes glassy and unfocused.

“Are you in more pain than before?” I asked, worried that a worse injury lay underneath the surface, but there was no way for me to know what her pain level was, what with her remaining still like a damn statue.

“Sort of” was all she said.

The balm finally softened, and she leaned in closer so that I could apply it to her lip. I used my thumb to gently graze her mouth. I feared I would make things worse and reopen the wound, but Hesper seemed to ease as I applied more balm—her breathing less calculated and more human. Still, I couldn’t tell if I was doing her more harm than good.

My heart started racing, and my hands began to tremble. Hesper touched my wrist softly.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered, her spiced breath falling over my mouth. “You’re not hurting me.”

I audibly gulped.

“Shame,” I tutted. She laughed.

I repeated the process with the scratches on her face and hands. We both remained silent as a draft picked up in the cottage; sweat trickled down my back.

Her ribs were the final bit that needed healing.

“Which rib is hurt?” I asked, standing up from my chair and brushing the salve off on my apron.

She motioned high up on her back. Too high for me to apply the balm with her shirt still on. Hesper grimaced, a look of apology in her eyes.

“It’s fine, Hesper. It’s not like I haven’t seen a shirtless body before.” She made a move to take off her tunic and sucked in a sharp breath, doubled over, and almost tumbled right out of the chair. I rushed to steady her before she could fall, my hands firmly grasping her muscled shoulders. Hesper pursed her lips in pain as she tried to sit back up. She couldn’t take the tunic off by herself.

My heart turned in on itself. She had swallowed down so much suffering up until this point. The searing agony she must have been in for her strength to falter like that; it must have been horrific.

“Do you think you can turn to face the wall?” I asked her. The chairback blocked access to her injury, but I didn’t want to move her myself and risk making things worse. She nodded slowly, trying and failing at steadying her breaths.

Her back now faced me, her breaths coming out in rasping shudders. A cold, sinking feeling settled into me. For all Hesper’s sauntering today, even going so far as to offer to sleep outside, she was in much more pain than she had let on. Pain she was experiencing because of me.

“I’m going to take your tunic off now,” I said gently. “Is that okay?” Hesper grunted a yes, and I began.

My hands shook as I grasped the ends of her tunic, easing it up higher and higher. We were up to her shoulder now; the hardest part would be getting it over her head and onto her arms. She shifted in an attempt to help me, but I stopped her.

“Try not to move,” I said, edging the tunic around her shoulders.

Goddess, every part of her burst with muscle, with thickness, with strength. I wondered how many bones she had to have sundered before this if she could bear a fracture like that all day without passing out from the pain.

I inhaled, willing that same type of fortitude into myself. The tunic was so tight—Goddess-damned Hesper Altanfall and her form-fitting clothes—any wrong move could result in worsening the injury. My heart thundered in my chest, but I managed to slow the trembling in my hands. I wiggled the shirt off bit by bit, working on one shoulder then the next until it finally slid free.

The tunic slid off her head and onto her arms.

We both let out a relieved sigh. My heart beat wildly in my chest, and I held on to the table to steady myself. I couldn’t tell if it was from the stress of today, Hesper’s injury, or just Hesper in general.

I dipped my hand into Sylvie’s salve once more.

As I waited for the balm to warm, I surveyed Hesper’s back—as chiseled and deeply tanned as the rest of her. Only a few scars speckled her skin.

That’s not what you’re supposed to be paying attention to.

Bruising, yes, any bruising? That’s what I needed to check for. Not how well-built she was. Not the hint of softness that spilled out from her tight waistband. Not her deep breathing accentuating the cords of muscle running all along her spine. Not her skin reminding me of steeping tea and how desperately I wanted a sip.

That’s definitely not what you’re supposed to be paying attention to.

It was just a bodily reaction, nothing more.

She was Eldrene’s servant, nothing more.

All that she did today was because of her duty, nothing more.

The balm was ready and pliable now, oozing along my fingers. I shook my head, forcing any untoward thoughts right out.

“I’m going to touch you now,” I said, all business, eager to get this over with.

Hesper tensed.

I put one hand softly on her shoulder; the other hovered right above the injury.

With no more hesitation, I pressed the balm onto the rib. Hesper diligently tried to remain at ease, but she white-knuckled the sides of the chair so hard, the wood began to splinter. I absentmindedly began tracing small circles on her shoulder with my thumb. It seemed to ease her tension, so I kept going.

The balm worked its magic, but I soon realized that the injury was significant enough that I needed to add a few layers for it to take full effect. So for the next twenty minutes, I stood behind Hesper, caressing her shoulder and massaging the injury with salve. Eventually, her breathing began to ease, and her neck and shoulders released their tightly wound tension.

I worked the last bit of the salve onto her back with both hands, applying full pressure. When Hesper didn’t groan in pain, I knew the healing was complete. But my hands still lingered, pressing into the heat of her back over and over again.

Hesper stretched, testing the injury. I jerked my hands back, worried I’d hurt her again and slightly embarrassed that I’d dawdled for longer than needed.

She caught both of my hands in one of hers, her face still turned away from me.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, gently squeezing before letting them go.

I quickly cleaned the table, placing the bloody rags in a washbasin for overnight soaking. She put her tunic on while my back was turned. I laid out a loaf of bread, a few hard cheeses, and apple slices for dinner, avoiding looking at or talking to her. But I could feel her watching me as I busied myself. Usually, I would eat peacefully in my kitchen while reading a book.

Tonight, I prepared a plate to take to my room, which I hated doing—all those crumbs right by my bed—but being near Hesper would doom my nerves altogether.

As I made my way up the ladder into my bedroom, dinner plate precariously balanced in one hand, Hesper came over and stood by the base.

“Can I help you?” I asked, not taking my eyes away from the attic entrance.

“I’m sorry that you have to leave your home. I understand why you love it here. We’ll get you back to Moss, I promise.” There was such earnestness in her voice, such conviction that we could survive—even succeed.

Tell her, a tiny voice in my heart said. Tell her.

Tell her this quest is doomed? That I have no magic? That Eldrene sent us on a fool’s errand across monster-infested woods for me to grow a garden that is impossible for me to grow?

I didn’t say anything. Instead, I scurried up the ladder and shut the attic opening.

This day had wrung me out completely. I had the seeds; I even had a new Town Gardener. Nevertheless, guilt muddled with grief found its way to me at the thought of leaving Rosie behind, confused.

Hesper’s words, though, offered a sliver of comfort when I needed it the most.

As moonbeams flooded through my window and I remembered to blow out my candles, I threw down two pillows, extra quilts, and even a pair of cozy stockings for Hesper.

A peace offering. A thank-you.
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Okay, MAYBE sharing your feelings is not the WORST thing that could happen to a person… MAYBE.

—opening line attempt 47



The tenuous peace that Hesper and I’d found that night shredded to pieces come morning. I had sequestered myself in the garden, minding my own business, having myself a proper panic that none of my seed songs were doing a lick of anything, when out strode Hesper. Healed, grinning, and ready to irk me.

“Singing your songs?” she asked, looming over me like an unwanted pest.

“I was,” I murmured.

“What are you trying to grow?”

“A few carrots that I let go to seed from the Goddess Celebration,” I replied curtly.

“Go on then.” She motioned to the empty bed.

“I don’t need an audience.” I glared at her.

“Well, you’ve got one.” She shrugged and proceeded to plop down beside the garden bed, making herself at home.

I tried to keep on, but her presence was distracting at best, deeply upsetting at worst. And it was always “worst” for me. Her attention only caused me to lose whatever slippery hold I had on the magic anyhow. I couldn’t shake the thought that she knew something was off, and it corroded me to my core. I finally threw my hands up in the air and marched inside, holing myself in my room for the rest of the day.

That morning was a dalliance in the meadow compared to the ones that followed. The next, I went out to the garden bed, a renewed sense of hope. Then out she came, strutting in the morning light.

“More songs today?”

“Yes.”

“More attempts at growing?”

Attempts. I clenched my jaw, grinding down on my teeth. Letting my anger get the best of me would do nothing for growing. If I didn’t maintain balance, the magic would be impossible to harness.

“Yes, I will be attempting, as you say.” I squeezed my eyes shut, steadying my breath.

“Try something else,” she said simply, walking around each garden bed, inspecting them all closely.

“What?” I asked, incredulous.

“You always do the same thing. You sing, you strain. Why don’t you try something else?” she said it so easy, like her ask was nothing at all.

I had lived with this weird, difficult version of magic for years. She had known me all of three days, and she had the audacity to tell me what to try?

“You have no idea what you are talking about,” I seethed. The anger bubbled up, causing my heart to seize with fire. The fresh soil in the garden bed began to crack. I couldn’t grow shite, but I could certainly kill it.

Calm yourself, I repeated over and over, but it didn’t help at all.

“Clara, please don’t take offense to this, but I do know what I’m talking about. Your magic doesn’t work like any other garden magic I have ever seen.”

Because it isn’t mine, I wanted to scream at her. Throw it in her face. She didn’t, in fact, know everything. Unless she did. Unless she saw right through me.

“And how would you know? You said yourself, you can’t even keep a weed alive. Are you an expert on magic?” I meant to say it evenly. Instead, I yelled so loudly, the crows flew from their perches in the oak tree. One in particular remained high above, casting ominous shadows on the cottage.

“When you’ve been around as long as I have, you pick up on a few things, princess,” she said, not matching my volume. I wanted her to, I desperately wanted to brawl, to get this anger up and out. But she remained persistently unbothered—a constant reminder of why I chose to be alone. People like her undid me; there was no facade I could put on that she wouldn’t see right through. Everything I threw her way, she let fly, and I was left floundering for purchase. It made me irate; it made me everything I tried not to be.

“Don’t. Call. Me. Princess. And how long is that?” She wasn’t the only one who could ask a slew of questions.

“A while.” She smiled. I rolled my eyes, biting on my cheek.

But her words struck a chord in me, our earlier conversations slowly piecing themselves together. The first night she stayed here, she avoided answering who or what she was. When Helda interrupted our lunch, Hesper smelled her magic. She traveled with Eldrene’s Forest Train, all of whom were centuries old at least. She always seemed shrouded in shadow, even in the blaring sun. And that tattoo of hers that she avoided speaking of—could they have all been intertwined?

“What are you?” I asked. At that, Hesper ceased her relentless inspection of the garden.

“I am many things, Clara Thorne.”

“Quit being mysterious.” I walked up to her, examining her just as closely as she had me these last few days. Her eyes met mine, and for a moment, I forgot why I’d come over to her. The world ebbed away, the anger in me settling down. Then she winked, and I remembered.

“Your tattoo then, you at least owe me an explanation for why you have it,” I pressed. There was no way I would let her leave this garden without answering at least one of my questions.

“Always looking at my arms, are you, princess?”

“Don’t change the subject.” I was getting used to Hesper’s keen ability to charm her way out of questions. “You owe me. You have asked me at least one million questions. So what’s it for?”

Hesper bit at her lip; her fingers fiddled with her wrist leathers.

“It’s a bargain, Clara,” she said, her tone attempting lightness, but there was weight in every word.

“What kind?” I asked. “Before, in Remi’s, you said ‘duties.’ What duties?”

She kicked at the dirt, and for the first time, I witnessed Hesper fumble for words. “I am—I am bound to Eldrene until her power is restored. My only reprieve from her Train is when there are quests she sends me on, but I must always return.”

“Why did you strike the bargain in the first place?”

“For reasons.” She shrugged.

My fingers itched to punch this woman in the face.

“Are you even human?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

“Depends on how you look at it.”

“Oh my Goddess, you are so vexing.” I looked up toward the Havens, inwardly cursing them for bestowing upon me an unruly fate and an even more unruly protector. “Tell me something, anything. Where are you from? Do you have family?”

Her eyes went dark, the perpetual openness snuffed out.

“You’ve dried your soil up, princess,” she said, pointing to the garden beds behind me. I blinked, having momentarily forgotten about them. But her words got through, and I looked to see the damage I’d done.

The damage she caused me to do.

My garden beds were sickly pale, every ounce of health leeched out of them.

Shite.

The days began to fall into each other, the sun and moon rising before I’d had the wherewithal to grasp either. I was trapped in the middle of an hourglass—drowning in the sand, hoping it would pass, and longing for it to go back up again.

More time, I needed more time. I needed to clear my head, hear my own thoughts, but I couldn’t even manage to snag one second alone. My thoughts were scattered seeds in the wind, and my attic room became a den of every gardening theory imaginable that might grow a harvest in one month with no magic. And by theory, I mean deranged scribblings plastering my walls that easily could have pinned me as someone interested in creative ways to mince up not-for-eating mushrooms and have an outer-realm experience.

Townsfolk began coming by at all hours of the day. Some to wish me farewell, others to look upon me as if I were in my casket. Ludwig, of course, dropped by, leaving behind parting words: “You will meet your end in Dwindle.”

I very well might have met the “end” right here in Moss.

Then there was the Hesper of it all.

Always asking questions, always insisting I try something else, always there. At first, I thought my hatred of her was a tad misdirected. I should have hated the Fates and Eldrene, but Hesper was right in front of me and sent from both of them, so she would do. But now? Oh, I despised her. She needled me. She had to have known by now that she had been sent to protect a fraud, that our quest was doomed. No magic worked the way mine did.

And the magic wasn’t working at all now. The seed pack lay dormant in the middle of the room. The magic was a leaking cup; the more I looked for it, the less I could find.

I could feel every emotion I had decidedly not felt these past days bubbling up to the surface. Hesper butting in where she shouldn’t, me being entirely ill-equipped to handle anything, needing help and not asking for it, not seeing Rosie, passing the time away without anything to show for it at all, leaving Moss. Everything frayed at the edges, too lost, too broken, too new. Too much of everything all at once.

Then the day came when I finally broke.

I frolicked out into the garden like the whimsical, magic creature inside of me always longed to.

Just kidding.

I had turned into a feral, warped hag—chanting, spiraling, clawing at my heart, praying to unknown deities, weighing how poor of a decision it would be to make a deal with a demon, or conversely, to run away. I was unsure when I’d last brushed my teeth. Undoubtedly, I smelled of radishes and regret.

And Hesper just had to say something.

“Rosie stopped by yesterday,” Hesper said, emerging out of nowhere. I grunted in response, which was actually more than my average reply to her. “She dropped off some food for you.” I kept ignoring her, staring at the dirt. It had been a lovely twenty-four hours not speaking with Hesper and instead hacking at the earth. It was too risky to work with Gristle’s seeds in such a state, so the garden beds became sacrificial offerings. “She said she misses you.”

My heart crunched in, my legs went wobbly.

Rosie came to my door daily only to be turned away with some stupid excuse: “Sorry, I’m packing today,” “Sorry, I’m cleaning the floorboards today,” “Sorry, I’m testing the soil compounds today.”

Sorry, sorry, sorry.

But today, she hadn’t come yet. I doubt she would.

And come sunrise tomorrow, I would leave.

I had been so foolish not telling her after all this time. She probably wouldn’t have cared that I only had magic in Moss. I feared the failure, not her. I worried that, if I wasn’t enough, she would leave. But she was not my life before Moss; she was nothing like those people.

“Clara, why don’t you stop already?” Hesper finally said, crossing her arms.

“Stop what?”

“You’re overworking yourself, you barely eat, you barely sleep, you haven’t spoken to a single soul. You’ve turned away your best friend every day—”

“I don’t need you to tell me what I should or should not do,” I bit back.

“I’m well aware that you don’t need anyone, that’s abundantly clear. But your stubbornness is going to kill you before we even get on the road.” Her voice was calm, but her words were sharp.

“It doesn’t even fucking matter!” I met my end. All my edges were dulled, my patience shot to hell. Too tired to keep any more secrets, too tired to not say exactly what was on my heart—even if it terrified me to do so. “This quest was over the moment it was given to me.”

“How’s that?” Hesper asked.

“Do you not see this?” I asked with a bitter laugh, motioning to the empty garden beds, the dead rosemary bush, the state of myself covered in dirt. “I’m pointless.”

“Don’t say that.”

“No, I will say that, and you will stop telling me what to do. I didn’t even know you existed a month ago and now, here you are, breathing down my neck at all hours of the day. Asking me questions. Telling me I should ‘try.’ Well, Hesper, I’ve tried. I’ve been trying. My whole life. You said to try something different with my magic. Guess what? I don’t have magic.”

And even though I’d just exposed my worst fear, the thing I’d buried so deep inside of myself I thought it would take uprooting my soul to say it out loud, I felt strangely relieved to let it pour out of me.

There was nothing left to lose.

“That’s right. Not a drop. When I came to Moss, the town seeped into me or something. I don’t know how—I don’t know, I just don’t. I don’t have answers, I don’t have a plan, I don’t even have a home.” My voice gave a pitiful crack, but I’d cried out all my tears. “I don’t have the option to stop, I don’t have the choice to stay. I don’t have anything. And I certainly don’t have magic.”

“I know you don’t have garden magic,” Hesper said, almost warmly. Almost like she was trying to say, It’s all right, you’ll get ’em next time.

“What?” I asked, partly shocked, mostly dazed.

“Ever since the Goddess Celebration, I knew,” she said, never breaking eye contact with me, her voice as even as ever.

“How?” I knew she knew.

“Garden magic smells like dirt. Your magic doesn’t smell like that.”

Before I could ask her what I smelled like, a torrent of fury hit me.

“How dare you?” I shook my head in disbelief.

Hesper’s eyes grew wide.

“You spent the last weeks torturing me, asking after magic that you knew I didn’t have? Do you realize how awful that has been? How worthless and stupid I’ve felt every day knowing everything you asked, I couldn’t manage, and all along you knew?”

“Clara, I am so sorry, I never meant—”

“It doesn’t matter what you meant! That’s what happened.” Tears streamed down my face. “I have to go,” I said, running for the garden gate. “Do not follow me.”

“I’ll always follow you,” I heard her say. But even so, she stayed and let me go.

I ran all the way down the garden path and into the fields beyond. No companion, no small talk—just me and the rolling fields I loved so well. A single crow flew overhead, the only living being for miles. I soaked in the moment to breathe by myself.

The summer air flooded around me, and I lay down in the warm grass, feeling the earth beneath and the sun above. I closed my eyes, letting everything about the last few weeks wash over me.

Grow a garden.

A few words had changed my life in an instant. Ever since, I had been living and breathing my futile idea. And it wouldn’t even work.

The bright sun painted my vision gold even though my eyes were shut. The day raced by, but the viscous need to not waste a drop of time had vanished. All I was left with was the hollowed-out feeling of failure and the heat of the sun.

Just focus on all the light.

Almost immediately, the gold vanished, replaced with a murky gray.

Of course, a cloud…

“Clara?” a voice asked.

“Rosie?” I opened my eyes, and there she stood, hulking over me. “Hesper told me you were out here,” she said, then lay down beside me. “I’m surprised she let you out of her sight.”

“Well, perhaps she sensed it was either leave me alone or die,” I said, and I meant every word. Rosie chuckled. We lay in silence for a while, watching the clouds drift by the way only two people who have seen storms together can.

“You’ve been avoiding me,” she said gently. No hint of pain in her voice. Her kindness lanced my heart right open. Not talking to her these last few weeks was ruinous, ripping open and scabbing up my heart in all the wrong ways. I didn’t want to hold anything from her. If it meant she would be mad at me forever, so be it. Hesper knew, Rosie should, too. She deserved to know the truth—she deserved to know all of me.

“I’m not magic, Rosie,” I said. “I never have been.”

“I know you’re upset right now, Clara, but you do have magic—”

“No, I don’t. I promise,” I told her. “It wasn’t me, it was something else.”

“But your garden magic—”

“It’s not really garden magic. I don’t know what it is. When I came here, I had no magic. Then, it was like Moss seeped into me, and suddenly I could grow things. Not extremely well but enough to be the Town Gardener.”

“So that’s why you never traveled.” Rosie clicked her tongue together as if she’d finally found that pesky last puzzle piece that seemingly gets up and runs away at precisely the wrong moment.

“I’m so sorry, Rosie.” My voice broke around the edges. “I should have told you sooner.”

Rosie went quiet for a while, her eyes narrowing in and then widening, as if she was weighing each thought carefully.

“We have been friends for a very long time, Clara. Whether you want to admit it or not, I know you. I know you have issues expressing your feelings in the way that most people consider to be the norm. I know you’d rather die under the porch than admit that you need help. And I also know that you took time to learn my favorite teas for when I’m sad, contented, or tired; which sweater makes me the happiest so you can knit me backups when the others fray; which flowers I lean down to smell and which I do not so that your garden only has those I enjoy sniffing.”

My heart crunched in on itself and reformed again. What shape should it be now? There was something secretive in love. Something strange and unattainable to me, I had never understood it in the way others did. I did what I knew, what made the most sense, which were often the tiny pieces of someone they didn’t know anyone else could see. Their small, unknown secrets were what I could read clearly, whereas the typical way folks spoke of showing love—grand, sweeping emotions and feelings of knowing—I couldn’t read at all. It felt like sandpaper on my brain when I tried to understand, which only made me fussy; thus, I knitted and gardened and did things for people.

“You love in a quiet way, like a shade tree in the summer. I know you keep things to yourself, and I do not hold that against you. Whatever reason you have for never telling me about your magic is perfectly understandable. But I do want you to know that I will not love you less because you don’t have magic. I suspect Moss will not care that much, either.”

“Town Gardeners are meant to have garden magic; that’s the requirement. What would they say if they knew that all along—”

“That all along they had ample harvests for their homes and shoppes?”

“Yes, but—”

“Clara, sometimes the rules you hold closely are not held by everyone.”

She gave my hand a squeeze and left it at that.

“I suppose that means that growing a garden in a month will be—”

“Impossible?” I let out a bemused laugh. Ah, doom, it really brings out the humor at inappropriate times.

“Possibly very difficult,” she offered. “Maybe Dwindle has enchanted soil, and everything will grow just fine.”

“Yes, perhaps the village surrounded by Shadow Woods and a stone’s throw away from the Witherings will have the most fertile soil in the land.” I laughed bitterly.

“And your magic is entirely gone outside of Moss?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“So do you have any ideas?”

“Well—” I sat up, curling my knees into my chest. “I did, but then it didn’t work. My heart, I think, broke irreparably about leaving and the magic leaked out.”

She gave a soft hmm.

“And Hesper knew,” I said ruefully, wiping tears from my cheek.

“That you didn’t have magic?”

“Yep. She knew all along I didn’t have garden magic, and she behaved as if I did, asking me to try different ways to use my magic. What an ass.”

“Well, did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Try.”

“Whose side are you on?” I playfully slapped her arm, and despite the whirlwind of terror the last two weeks had been, I laughed. Because Rosie was here beside me, and my heart thrummed with something deep. Something pure.

“I just think you need to give her a chance,” Rosie said gently, tucking a sweaty strand of hair behind my ear. “She is a good person. Which is amazing because she’s so hot, she could totally be an asshole if she really wanted to be.” We both chuckled. “Maybe she thinks you have a different kind of magic,” she offered.

“Yes, the kind that is almost as stubborn as me, impossible to use, and dries up at the slightest hint of emotional turmoil?”

“That’s the one!” Rosie grinned. “Just try, Clara. What’s the worst that can happen?”

Just try, Clara.

Maybe I would. For Rosie.

“I love you,” Rosie said softly.

“I love you, too.”

I hadn’t said those words aloud in too long.

A heavy feeling of hopelessness threatened to surround me—even with the sun shining and Rosie beside me. Because it was our last afternoon together, and all the unsaid I love yous would never fit into the time we had left. But at least I said them now, at least she knew the truth.

“Not to ruin this sweet moment, but you have plants growing around your ankles and it’s freaking me out.”

Sure enough, intertwining all around me were tiny vines, vibrant blooms bursting into life the farther they crept up my legs.

Thornless roses.

Just like how I felt with Rosie: all blooms, no bite.

“Rosie, come with me.”
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We ran, hand in hand, all the way back to the cottage. I did not rush, though; I knew it would work. The plan wouldn’t fail after all. There was hope.

I didn’t even try to punch Hesper as I ran past her reading in my kitchen chair. My anger didn’t flare when she followed us and clambered up the ladder into my bedroom.

Rosie and I smooshed onto my bed together, the seed packet in between us. Hesper stood sentinel by the attic floor’s opening, her face inscrutable. I held Rosie’s hand as I sang the seeds to life, willing quick, steady growth, abundant life, and protection from decay. The magic flowed easily with Rosie there, the chasm in my chest filling up with a gentle hum that reminded me of Sylvie’s bees that first day I arrived here in Moss.

“Did it work?” Rosie asked, trying to hide the worry in her voice. Nothing spectacular happened to the seeds, no special glowing aura surrounded them to let us know the magic was successful. But I knew deep within myself that it had, indeed, worked. The seeds were ready. As long as I got them to Dwindle safely and into the earth, I had hope.

“It did,” Hesper answered for me.

“How do you know?” Rosie and I asked in unison.

“Because I smell sunshine.” She grinned widely, elation filling her eyes. Without another word, she climbed down the ladder to leave Rosie and me alone.

“Okay, what the hells does that mean?” Rosie asked, her eyebrows knitting together. “Does Hesper have a super smeller or something?”

“Not quite.” I giggled. “She can smell magic apparently. How? I still have yet to find out. Is there such a thing as scent magic, where a person can smell anything and everything?”

“I can’t imagine that exists, but you never know. I wonder what magic smells like sunshine,” Rosie mused.

“Moss’s,” I said simply. It only made sense that a town so full of light and love would smell like the sun.

“Perhaps,” Rosie said. “Or perhaps, you smell like sunshine. That’s what I think.”

I had no interest in arguing with her.

Tomorrow would bring change. So tonight, I wanted to spend it how we usually did: talking about nothing at all, sipping on tea, and feeling utterly, perfectly happy.
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She wanted to believe that she would come back, but every step took her farther away from the place she first bloomed.

—opening line attempt 47



We left before morning’s first light. Hesper offered to take us a way that would avoid going through Moss proper, but I declined. Warty perched on my shoulder, donning a small traveling vest he’d made out of torn-off bits of my Celebration dress. He nibbled on a cracker, getting crumbs everywhere.

The dawn mist blanketed the air as we made our way onto the path that led to the main street. The world was still, save for the birdsong. And for the first time since that fateful Celebration evening, there was stillness in me, too.

Hope. That’s what rested in my heart today. Hope. That I could grow a garden and then come back home. Hope. Just like the tulip I’d tended for years on end.

The question of survival hung over my head, but I’d manage.

Hesper walked silently beside me, her dark cloak billowing in the summer breeze. Her attire was the same as always—leathers, a crossbow, and an array of black clothes that made her look more like a queen of shadows than some gardener’s protector. I donned a simple linen tunic, pants, and my green walking cloak. We both had travel packs, each with one bedroll, food, and “necessary items.” Hesper implored me to take only what I actually needed and to not consider comfort.

I did not listen.

My writing journal, a few books, some painting supplies, knitting needles, and Warty were competing for space in my bag. And the seeds, of course. My everything. I could already feel the strain from my overstuffed bag, and we had only walked from my cottage to town.

Moss had gifted us a wagon filled to the brim with every food, delicacy, and drink imaginable, along with two donkeys to tow everything. But there was no way the donkeys or wagon could make it through the trek unscathed. We would be on well-walked forest paths for a while, but after that, the land turned rocky and barren, according to Hesper. I left the wagon, supplies, and the donkeys—Ulrich and Yorick—to Patti as a thank-you for taking over as Town Gardener. I did snag a few chocolates first, though. Hesper needn’t know about that.

The whole magic ordeal still had me fussy. But the fury, so fresh and bleeding yesterday, had already scabbed over thanks to a gentle evening with Rosie. Hesper eventually joined us in my bedroom, dropping off plates of food from Remi’s. Much to my annoyance, Rosie asked Hesper to stay. So she did. And it ended up being… nice. She sat and listened while Rosie chattered on about town gossip, and I dozed off while the two of them spoke in hushed whispers about the scandalous dalliances of Remi and Quincy.

Moss’s main street appeared through the morning fog, and my heart danced.

All was quiet, most were sleeping. Except for an orc, a mayor, and a bee-lover that waited under a giant sign hung between two opposing street cottages that read:


SEE YOU SOON, CLARA!



But the individual pieces of wood weighed down the hang line, so it read more like this:
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“We know you don’t care much for surprises nor parties, but we had to say farewell, Miss Curmudgeonly.” Sylvie stepped forward. She placed a gentle kiss on my forehead, a hint of tears glistening in her eyes. But she’d never admit that.

“Clara, dear!” Quincy whispered excitedly. He wore an illustrious bright pink dress today that accented his crimson-rose hat, the boldest flower of the bunch. “You have been with us for fifteen years. You have served as Moss’s Town Gardener for fourteen and a half of those years, endowing the land with your garden magic. You have kept our harvests full and our bellies happy.” He patted his own generous belly.

I tried to ignore the guilt trying to spring up inside of my own stomach. Rosie gave me an understanding look.

“But it is not just your work that I admire. It is also you.” Quincy took my hand gently. “Clara, your love for Moss has made this town a Haven. Your love made the townsfolk love this little spot of earth more, made me love it more.” His voice began to crack, and I met his emotion with tears and smiles of my own. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Rosie and Sylvie hugging each other tightly, Hesper a mere shadow on the outskirts of it all. “You are strict and unyielding—”

Hesper laughed, and I laughed along with her.

“—most of the time fussy and always ‘in the middle of something.’ And we could not love you more for it. I do not know what Moss will do without our Clara. But we will continue your legacy of loving this town, I promise you that.” With that, he pulled me into a bone-crushing hug, and I enjoyed suffocating in his ruffles.

The goodbyes were swift afterward, with only Rosie staying to accompany us to the edge of the forest. Hesper kept her distance then, offering her shoulder to Warty so that Rosie and I could say goodbye without crumbs everywhere.

“Don’t even say it,” Rosie’s voice rasped. “Don’t say goodbye. Just say, ‘See you soon.’” She tried to smile. “Please say, ‘See you soon.’” Perhaps for the first time in her life, she wasn’t looking at someone head-on. She stared at the horizon, unable and unwilling to face anything else.

I understood that well.

“See you soon,” I said, willing every word into that tiny seed pack at the bottom of my travel bag.

“Good.” She wiped a stray tear away from her cheek. “Clara, make it joyful. Make it fun. And please, just try. You never know what’s possible.” She swiftly leaned down to kiss me on the top of my head and began walking away.

“Rosie, wait!” I called out, not wanting this to be possibly the last time I saw her.

She stopped but didn’t turn around.

“I love you. And I’ll see you soon. Please don’t have more fun with Hesper than you do with me. And Hesper?”

Hesper came to stand beside me, her heat enveloping me. “Thank you for the idea,” she said.

Rosie stalked off into the sunrays without another word.

“What is she talking about?” I asked.

But Hesper remained silent, plopping Warty back onto my shoulder. He nuzzled into my neck, giving a pitiful, empty squeak.

“I know. Me too.” I patted him.

“Come, we have a long journey ahead,” she said, placing a strong hand on my Warty-less shoulder. But I couldn’t go with her just yet.

From here on top of this hill, the town looked so simple. Just a small village filled with cottages and shoppes like any other town might be. But this wasn’t any other town. This was home. Chimneys were smoking, warming houses rousing from their slumber. A baker’s cart ambled about, hitting the same upturned cobblestone. A cottage stood on the outskirts of it all, once tended by a girl and her hedgehog, painted and repainted to match the seasons crumbling in and out of time.

A tear streaked down my cheek, and Hesper inched closer.

“I’m all right,” I said.

“I know,” she whispered.

I closed my eyes, willing the magic to bloom. This patch of grass needed some color, and perhaps it would hurt less to leave if I left something behind worth looking at. But the magic locked itself away, deep inside of me. I pulled at it and pleaded for it to budge just a little.

I dug deeper, imagining my body like the upturned earth of my garden. I let myself remember the things I would miss the most—something I’d been avoiding these last two weeks. The pain that came with those memories was debilitating at the time, so I’d shoved them away. Right now, though, I wanted to remember. So I did.

Sylvie’s honey-sweet hugs, Rosie’s gentle-giant hands that have loved me so well, Patti and her spider friend, Quincy and his kind eyes, Moss in the morning, and every single person in this town. Love and pain coursed through me at once. That locked box that held Moss’s magic clicked open, and it rushed through me. I didn’t even have to reach.

I willed whatever seeds lay below this tiny bit of grass to bloom and to keep blooming, even into the darkest winter night and through the driest summer days. To bloom, to live, and to bring a bit of light. Always.

I felt the flowers before I saw them, their radiant buds tickling my ankles.

“Clara,” Hesper’s voice urged. “Clara, open your eyes.”

I obeyed.

I’d only meant to grow a few flowers, just enough to add happiness to the spot where I stood. Instead, the entire hill was covered in lupines. Deep purples, ruby reds, and sunshine yellows as far as the eye could see. Moss would forever be surrounded by a rainbow, growing just for them.

Awestruck and a little terrified, I grabbed Hesper’s hand. She let me.

Hesper gently tilted my chin up toward her. A thrill ran through me at her touch. “I will bring you back here, Clara. If that’s what you want at the end of this.”

“Of course, it’s what I want.”

“Then I will bring you back home. I promise you. This is not the last time you will see Moss. Do you understand me?”

I nodded.

“We have to go now.” She had an apologetic look in her eye, her finger still hooked underneath my chin, and I knew she was right. We were on a harsh two-week timeline and needed to get in as many miles as we could.

I turned toward the forest, ignoring the searing pain in my heart as I turned my back on Moss. Hesper’s touch lingered for a moment, but then she let go.

I ignored the coldness that was left in her absence.
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Magic is as fickle as Clara Buttercup’s resolve to not lick her crush.

—opening line attempt 69



The first several miles were no issue, enjoyable even, despite the turmoil seeping into my bones the farther we strayed from home. Moss Wood stayed cool, even in the dead of summer, and the paths were easy to tread. But after the sixth hour of hauling my ever-heavier pack around, my pace began to slow, and my nerves began to fray.

“Is that pack weighing you down, princess?” Hesper called out from ahead of me. She walked unnaturally fast, seemingly unfazed by the hours of physical activity.

“No,” I grumbled and hoisted the pack higher in hopes it might alleviate some of the weight. Warty chirped in disagreement, shaking his head side to side as if to say, You stubborn ass.

“Watch it, or I’ll throw out the mountain of crackers you packed when you thought I wasn’t looking.”

He went silent.

We forged ahead until dusk, the oranges and pinks of the setting sun breaking through the trees like watercolors. I only nibbled on a bit of chocolate the entire day, did not talk to Hesper at all—thankfully—and was exactly one more minute away from pulling out my hair and running naked into the woods at the intrusive thoughts of being killed in my sleep tonight. The logical part of my brain told me, Moss Wood is safe, I might as well be sleeping in my cottage tonight, but Ludwig’s stories of shadows and chasms and other unnamable horrors were taking up residence and drowning out my sense of reason.

I’d fallen into a wickedly awful mood by nightfall. Warty crawled into my pack, which now felt like a huge boulder on my shoulders, and I was prepping to throw the nearest rock at Hesper’s head when she stopped in a small clearing. She placed her pack on the ground. Our camp for the night.

The ground. Surrounded by a canopy of trees. Lovely on any day other than this one. Hunger gnawed at my insides and into my sanity.

“Stay here,” Hesper whispered and disappeared into the trees.

Excellent. Whatever terrors lay in wait could come and get me right here, right now.

This is why I’m always partaking in tiny sustenance throughout the day. Three meals are simply not enough. If I don’t feed the monster within me, it rages and makes me into an impetuous, whiny imp.

An ominous crack sounded from behind me, and I jumped back against a tree. Moss Wood was home to mostly woodland creatures; everything was fine. Another crack, this one echoing eerily into the silent wood.

Everything was not fine.

I threw my pack to the ground, stuffing the seed pack into my bodice and grabbing the only weapon I’d brought with me: my knitting needles. I held them feebly out in front of me, scanning the tree line for any sign of the attacker.

“Having fun, princess?”

I yelped and fell onto the ground. Hesper appeared from behind the tree I’d sequestered against.

“Don’t scare me like that!” I screamed. Hesper put a finger up to her mouth, motioning for me to be quiet. And I should have, but I was hungry and not thinking clearly. “You”—I pointed an accusing knitting needle up at her—“you just left me out here in the woods and then snuck up on me. What do you expect me to do?”

She stood over me now, two dead rabbits in one hand, her crossbow in the other. I hadn’t even noticed she had them until now. How had she already hunted and killed in the mere moments she was gone?

“Look, princess, I got you dinner, okay? Maybe that will put you in a better mood. But let me tell you something.” She straddled my legs and squatted, leaning in close to my face. “I’m the most dangerous thing in these woods.” Her eyes dropped to my mouth and then back up to my gaze.

I gulped.

“Do you know how to start a fire?” She released me from her straddle, but I stayed on the forest floor, dazed and slightly aroused but ignoring it as I do most unpleasant things.

“I do,” I replied curtly.

“Then make yourself useful and get one going. I’ll prep dinner.” She said it so happily. Like we were on a damned adventure for leisure out in the woods.

“Make myself useful? Asshole,” I spat.

She ignored me.

Warty crawled back out of the pack and sat atop a mossy rock, a giant cracker held between his paws. I got the fire blazing in no time, feeling slightly proud of myself. The kindling was damp because everything in Moss Wood was slightly wet, but I made do anyhow, letting a little bit of my magic dry out the grass into hay. I might as well use it before I lost it entirely.

Hesper set up the dinner-cooking station: two sticks, a piece of string, and a pot hung in between. My stomach growled loudly, and I gave due thought to gnawing on the pot.

“I see your magic is still working,” Hesper said as she laid the rabbits in the sizzling pot.

“We are still in Moss,” I replied curtly, poking at the heating embers.

“And the difference between you having magic and not having magic is a matter of a few days’ journey?” she asked, eyes still on the rabbits.

“Yes.” I poked the embers too harshly, scattering a few to the wind, their spark snuffed out. “And before you ask, ‘How do you know?’ I have experienced what it feels like to walk out of Moss and know my magic bottomed out.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“You’ll just keep asking me even if I don’t.” Her wicked grin was answer enough.

“Whenever I traveled to Idle Woods to retrieve the pine for the Celebration, I would pass the sign saying that I left Moss and this sensation of emptiness would creep in. No matter how hard I tried outside of Moss’s boundaries, I could never get the magic to do anything. Once I saw the sign that told me home was near, my magic filled up again.”

Hesper remained quiet, flipping the sizzling rabbits over.

“You say that even in Moss, the magic is still tied to your heart, yes?” she asked, resting an elbow on her knee.

“Yes.” I carelessly stoked at the fire, which had now turned into a sufficient flame.

“Have you ever thought that maybe it was the knowing you were far away that dried up your magic rather than the distance itself?”

“Have you ever thought about shutting up?” Why were we still having this conversation about magic? Had I not made it clear enough in Moss that I didn’t want to answer these questions anymore? She’d done enough damage.

“My apologies, I shouldn’t have brought this up before you ate.” She lifted her hands in the air in defeat.

Before I could say, What the fuck does that have to do with anything? How dare you call out my inability to regulate my emotions when I am hungry? she interrupted me.

“Before you wither me with your words, there’s someone I’d like for you to meet.”

She met my piercing glare with a look of mischievousness. Then she put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Birds flew out of the trees, and a few deer darted in and out of the path ahead. Then silence fell in the wood once more.

“What did you just do?” I asked. My answer came quickly.

A dark shadow flew overhead, encircling us. Hesper looked up to the skies, smiling. Warty began chirping and skittering on his rock.

Does she have a Goddess-damned dragon or something?

Just then, a huge black, winged creature swooped down and scooped up Warty, and his squeaks sharply cut out. Hesper pointed up to the sky with a huge smile.

What. A. Wench.

“No!” I screamed. The world imploded inside of me. I did the only thing that made sense at that very moment and tackled Hesper to the ground, the ghost of a confused grin still on her face.

I caught her off guard, and we both fell hard. I attempted to scratch her eyes out, but she deftly grabbed my wrists and had me pinned underneath her in a matter of moments. I tried to wriggle free, but her strength overpowered me instantly.

“Why? Why would you kill him?” I pleaded.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, still scanning the skies.

“The thing you summoned! It killed Warty,” my voice cracked, but I kept fighting.

“Edge would never do that.”

“Who is Edge?” I asked. Hesper released me as a shadow passed over us again.

Then a crow swooped down and gingerly placed Warty back atop his mossy rock. My hedgehog, while obviously in a dither, was unharmed. He smoothed his quills back into place and nudged the crow with his nose.

Did he just give his assailant a friendly boop?

“Hesper Altanfall, you will tell me what is going on right now or so help me.”

She whispered into my ear from behind me. “This is Edgar—Edge for short.” I ignored the chill running up my back from her closeness. “He’s my trusted companion, as Warty is to you. Edge has been keeping a look out while we were in Moss.”

The crow flying overhead at the cottage, the other circling me when I thought I languished all alone in the field. That was Hesper’s pet all along.

“He will fly with Warty until we reach Dwindle. It’ll be safer for them both.”

Hesper left her place behind me to greet Edge and Warty. They both sidled up to her. Warty, that treacherous bastard—already friends with the enemy and her bird. I followed Hesper’s footsteps, making my way over to the devilish trio.

“Uh, hi?” I said dumbly to Edge. He cocked his head elegantly to the side, his beady black eyes shining in the dimming forest light and crackling fire.

“Charmed, Madame,” Edge replied with a voice like velvet, lilting at the edges.

“Hesper, did your crow just talk?”

“I did indeed speak, Madame. You need not inquire to Hesper about my abilities. I can answer those questions for myself.” His beak opened and closed. I could feel the earth beneath my feet, but surely I dreamt.

I looked down at Warty, and he understood the question in my eyes. Does he talk, too? But he shook his head and let out a small huff. At least one thing in my world could remain the same.

Talking creatures weren’t unheard of, but I’d certainly never met one before. Usually, they were a bit more… magical than a run-of-the-mill crow. But I supposed Edge wasn’t that, not really. He appeared like a crow, but his feathers didn’t catch the light like other birds. He almost absorbed the light around him, making him a pulsing dark shadow more than anything else. A shadow bird for the shadow herself. Fitting.

“After dinner, please fly Warty up to the nearest tree and rest there for the evening,” Hesper ordered Edge. He bowed his head low. She walked over to the fire where the rabbits were cooking away. She sliced off a bit of raw meat and gave it to the crow. Warty turned his nose up at it, but Hesper had come prepared. She dumped out a small pouch full of mealworms onto the rock. Warty was elated.

“How did you do all of that? The rabbits, the worms? You were gone for barely a few moments,” I asked, mystified and—once more—slightly aroused and ignoring it.

“I’m a huntress, princess. I can track down a criminal as easily as I can find a few worms for a hedgehog.” She returned to her work at the fire.

“How?” I asked, crossing my arms, meeting her fierce gaze. “How can you smell magic? How can you hunt so swiftly? How are you traveling with Eldrene’s Forest Train? How do you have a shadowy crow that talks?”

Hesper’s gaze raked over me, erupting fire across my skin.

“Eat first. You’re like a deadly, frantic pixie when you don’t sup. And then I will tell you.”
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I drained the last bit of broth from my third bowl of stew, my journal sprawled haphazardly across my lap. A bit of dinner had splashed onto the pages, but that was no matter. It would add character… to a book that would never see the light of day. I had tried to write during supper, but Hesper kept staring at me, and I found it quite distracting.

I crumpled up the pages and tossed them into the flames. Hesper caught them before they could catch.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Stoking the fire,” I replied.

“Did you write on these?”

“Yes; famously, that’s what paper is for.”

“Why turn them to ash then?”

“Because they aren’t good,” I quipped back. Why did she care?

“Hmm” was all she said as she placed the crumpled paper to the side of the fire. Maybe she’d use them for kindling during the night.

“So what’s your deal then?” I asked, leaning back on my elbows. My belly was full, my writing was done for the day. And now it was time for a proper interrogation.

Hesper laughed, shaking her head.

“You make it sound as if what I am is a problem.”

Well…

“I am fae,” she said calmly, stoking the fire and looking entirely unbothered.

My mouth hung open.

No one had seen nor heard of a fae in centuries. They had all resided in the legendary kingdom called Starfall, a place that existed just above the land itself, caught between moonbeams. But it was lost to time, as were the fae. Rumor was that the kingdom moved to another realm after the Prince fell into darkness.

“But that means you’re—”

“Five hundred and eighty-three,” she conceded.

Oh.

“And you’re from—”

“Starfall, yes,” she finished.

“So it is a real place.”

“Was.” Hesper went silent, her eyes unfocused, the one word sucking up all the comfort from the roaring fire.

A million questions swirled in my head. What had brought her all the way here? What happened to her kingdom? To her people? Her family?

“The fae part should answer the rest of your questions,” she said swiftly. I swallowed my other inquiries down. I knew too well the desire to keep pain inside forever; some stories were too sad to tell. But I did want to know hers even still, to discover how patchworked our lives had been right up until the moment we met. Two people who’d lost their homes might find solace in each other.

Now was not the time. Perhaps it never would be. We weren’t on this quest to be friends. “Eldrene gave Edge to me when I joined her Train after—after. As for my ability to smell magic, well, fae are notoriously good at smelling most things.”

I desperately hoped Hesper could not smell everything.

My moon cycle was just around the corner, and my traitorous body always heated around her.

“Does all magic smell different depending on the person?” I asked, settling on the least heavy of my questions.

“Most magic smells the same, save for a few special cases. For starters, garden magic—earth magic, rather—smells like dirt. I can sniff it from a mile away.” She wrinkled her nose. “You don’t smell like that at all. Kitchen magic smells like sweet bread and thyme, honey magic like pollen and honeycomb, seeing magic like snow and silver.”

I recoiled at the mention of seeing magic. I prayed to never meet a seer in my life, not again.

“Withering magic smells like rotted leaves and ash. But it wasn’t always like that.” I knit my brows together, trying to understand. She went on, scooting closer and using her hands to paint a picture before me.

“There are many different kinds of magic now—less powerful and more for daily use. And sure, there are still the magics that can bring abundance. Folks with manifestation magic can weave their will into their fortunes. The effect isn’t far-reaching, but if they, for instance, want riches, suddenly, a life path might present itself to them, one that will result in money gained sooner rather than later.” I nodded along. I had heard of that type of magic, but it was so rare, no one I knew bore it.

“Of course, you know beauty magic.” I groaned, thinking of Helda; Hesper grinned, looking at me. “Anyway, they may bring one fame and fortune, but they are still lesser, the effects less permanent. Before, magic was more potent, harder to control, and very few could wield it. Magic found its source in elements—earth, air, water, fire. There was also day or night magic, far less common. Then the rarest, death and life.”

She weighed these two in each hand. “If one had magic, they had only one kind—still making them extremely powerful. After the Elden Wars, though, the Gods and Goddesses did away with one being harnessing that much power. They opted to dilute magic out through humans and other folk, creating newer, less dangerous magic—more controlled.” She clapped her hands together, then splayed her fingers out. “Here we are today. So kitchen magic is really a diluted combination of earth and fire magic, channeled through that being’s own proclivity.”

“I see,” I said, slowly nodding my head. “And I don’t smell like any of the magic—diluted or undiluted.”

“You do. You smell like—”

“Sunshine, I know.”

“And that, princess, is not a lesser magic.”

I rolled my eyes. The conversation was over; there was no use in defending my own lack of magic. The last thing I wanted was for someone to tell me I had a great magic inside of me when I knew that not to be true. I’d lived my childhood with that burden; I needed not carry it on this journey. I’d let Hesper believe whatever she wanted; at least we were now on the same page, sort of.

She knew I had no magic I could use, and I knew this seed pack was my only hope of getting back home.

Belly full and bone-tired from the day’s journey, my body begged for sleep. I unfurled my bedroll and placed it beside the fire. I climbed into it just as Hesper climbed into hers beside me. The warmth from her body and the fire pulled me into slumber. But questions were hanging in the air, and I couldn’t go to sleep peacefully without knowing the answers.

“Hesper?” I asked, seeing if she was still awake.

“Yes?”

“Is there harm in Moss Wood?” While my fear had bested me earlier today, Eldrene walked these woods. The likelihood of something actually evil living here couldn’t be high.

“Moss Wood is safe.”

“What about when we aren’t in Moss Wood?”

A long silence followed.

“Tomorrow, we will enter into woods unprotected by Eldrene. Harm befalls most who step into those lands.”

I buried my head a bit deeper into my bedroll. At least tonight I could sleep easy. It sounded like it may be the last night I could do so.

“Clara?” Hesper whispered. I didn’t reply; sleep was dragging me into bottomless nothing. I let it claim me just before I heard her final words. “Good night, princess.”
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I don’t think I’m a dog person anymore.

—opening line attempt 72



I awoke before the sun, as usual, Hesper fast asleep beside me, a dagger clutched in her hand. She still looked as if she could jump into battle at any moment. Her wayward curls fell wildly over her face. I resisted the urge to push them out of the way.

Easing myself out of my bedroll, I made for my travel pack. First and foremost, I needed to check on the seeds. Then, I could write! Rosie had gifted me several travel quills for my journey. She’d put in a special order to Lore Isles for them. It had to have cost her a fortune.

The thought of Rosie sent a painful twinge through my heart. What if I didn’t see her again? I was in a forest with a person I barely knew, and there wasn’t simply a threat of danger in the coming days. It was a promise.

A small woodbine violet withered beside me, the gentle purples turning a sodden brown before my eyes. Damn it. I couldn’t dwell on those thoughts right now. The seeds were too close to me, and I’d risk depleting the magic within them before I even arrived at Dwindle.

I shook my head, willing the ruminations to go elsewhere for the day. Pulling out my quill, I set to work. Doing anything without a cup of tea in the morning was sacrilege, but I pressed on.


There once were two friends—unlikely and odd, but friends they were, nonetheless.



Not very interesting. But it made me think of Edge and Warty. My gaze fell onto Hesper, and I let my mind wander.


There once were two friends—unlikely and odd, but friends they were, nonetheless.

There once was a woman so fair and so fierce that the entire world sank to its knees before her.



No, that was nothing. But my thoughts kept going, even though my quill stilled. Hesper, infuriating and secretive, looked carved from stone. Her even breaths filled the dawn with puffs of mist, making her resemble a slumbering dragon rather than a human. Something pulled at my heart—whether pain or something else, I didn’t quite know.

I tore out the page and crumpled it up, throwing it into the dying embers.

A growl sounded from somewhere deep in the forest, a thick silence falling in its wake. I didn’t think much of it. But then Hesper was on her feet, dagger at the ready, as she placed a hushing finger over her mouth.

The stench of carrion wrapped around us—the cloying, putrid scent clinging to my senses. I covered my mouth to stifle my gag. Sticks snapped in the distance. Something approached. A thick darkness fell between the trees, muting out the light.

Hesper looked at the oncoming shadow with a gleam in her eyes, almost as if taunting it to come and get her. I could hear Edge cawing high in the sky, but he never descended.

The bramble in front of us began moving, more sticks breaking, and birds flew out of their nests, shrieking. A mangled paw emerged first, the black, matted fur thick with burrs and what looked to be dried blood. The claws were as long as the dagger Hesper held in her hand, digging into the moss and dirt beneath.

And then came the monster in full.

A hound like I had never seen before in my life, except in storybooks meant to scare children.

The thing was the size of a horse, its gaping maw full of broken teeth in between razor-sharp fangs. And its eyes were glowing bright red, full of nothing but bloodlust. They burned a hole right through me. The monster did not let out an almighty roar as it surveyed Hesper and me. Instead, it let out a low yowl like the wind before a storm destined to ruin a whole town, a whole people. It was in no hurry to pounce. This predator liked to toy with its prey.

Hesper stood her ground, but the monster had no interest in her. It turned its mighty head right at me. We looked at each other for a moment before it reared onto its haunches and leapt.

There was nothing I could do as I watched the beast leap over the fire, its claws reaching for me. Time was suspended, the monster almost frozen midair. I supposed the last moments were like that: prolonged, vicious, practically eternal.

Hesper moved in front of me, pushing me back behind her, but it was no use. The monster soared through the air, sharp claws angled for me.

I shut my eyes, waiting for the impact and then darkness. But it never came.

The final moments were long, but they couldn’t have been that long. I dared crack open my eyes.

The monster hung suspended above the fire, frozen in time. His great, burning eyes were the only part of him that moved. He no longer stared at me, though; his gaze rested behind me. Ire replaced bloodlust in his eyes, and my body went cold at the promise of vengeance therein.

“Not in my woods, Margast,” a vast and powerful voice spoke behind me. I thought I knew it, but my fear kept me from grasping onto who it could be.

Margast, nightmare bringer. This wasn’t just a monstrous hound; this was a legendary beast of evil. Old stories told of him cleaving light in two with his mighty claws.

“It’s been too long, witch,” Margast spoke. His voice, as deep as the earth, crackled like wildfire. “Thanadyn will be happy to know you’re still wasting away.”

Thanadyn?

Whatever the thing, the witch, behind me did made the monster yelp in pain.

“What do you want, Margast?” the voice drawled.

The beast seemed to smile, a wicked gleam dancing in his red eyes.

“Her.” He looked right at me.

My body quaked, and trembles erupted through me, but I did not turn away from him. Whatever he wanted, I wouldn’t let him take it from a scared girl. Hesper stood beside me, her quick breaths the only sign of her terror.

“Ah, are you on an errand for your little prince?” the witch spat out. Their voice sounded like doom embodied, like the sun itself would fall onto the earth. Maybe Margast was the least of our worries.

Margast let out a low, terrifying laugh. It echoed through the trees and into my mind. The sound of nightmares.

“You could have been his queen. You could have ruled the realms above and below.” His voice slithered around us like a snake now, like it was trying to creep into our minds and wriggle into our souls.

“I chose light. He chose darkness. It will be his defeat, in the end.”

At that, she began chanting in a language I’d never heard before—it echoed through the wood, thousands of voices in one. Margast’s eyes went wide, the burning flame within them flickering and then sputtering out completely. The ground beneath him began to quake and cleave.

A crack spread wide in the earth, fracturing and rippling like ice on a pond. Hesper hoisted me up and made for the nearest tree, throwing me up onto a branch and then scaling the trunk herself. We sat above watching everything unfold, Hesper holding on to me tightly.

The ground didn’t just split open; the world gave way to another place entirely. For it was not just darkness and dirt in the ever-growing chasm, but bright flashes of fire leapt up, too. Each lick of flame sent Margast into bellows of horror and rage.

The beast began to struggle against the invisible bonds, but he failed to free himself. And then a figure appeared from the trees.

The witch.

Eldrene.

“Goodbye, Margast,” Eldrene said calmly and released the monster, her voice an ancient echo through the world.

His howls filled the forest as he fell into the awaiting fire. The earth cinched back together once more, muffling his continuing screams. The grass, the fire, and the place where we were sleeping were all patched up as if they did not just give way to a hellish underworld.
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“What in the Goddess-damned hell!” I hopped down from my branch, landing poorly and sprawling face-first on the ground. Hesper followed suit, landing like a mountain cat.

“How long have you been followed?” Eldrene met Hesper’s eyes but avoided mine entirely. I spat out the dirt and moss now coating my teeth.

“Since the Celebration. The tracks remained in the woods, though. They never entered the town,” Hesper replied coolly.

“What are you talking about?” I looked between them both, but neither seemed interested in having a conversation with me. The rage boiling inside of me threatened to turn my eyes the same burning red as the demon shadow-dog monster. I hopped to my feet, readying to attack, but the Goddess cut me off.

“I see,” Eldrene replied, an unsurprised look in her violet eyes. “Travel only in daylight. Sleep in villages—the more populated, the better. You were lucky to have survived this night. Your journey will be slowed. I will alert Angus of this change. Dwindle lies in wait for you both, but they can hold off awhile longer.”

Hesper bowed her head to Eldrene, and the Goddess made to leave. But I would have none of it.

“Oh, I don’t think so, Goddess.” She turned slowly to face me, her eyebrows raised. Whether in anger or amusement, I didn’t care. Death by her hands would be nothing compared to the nightmares that now awaited me on this journey.

“Clara,” Hesper whispered in warning.

“No, this is enough.” The viselike grip I’d had on the pieces of my heart began to give way to something beyond repair. “You have sent me on this quest and apparently we are being followed?” I whirled toward Hesper now, ensuring she knew that she was part of my ire toward Eldrene and the whole quest, then turned back to Eldrene. “I am giving up everything for this, and if I could, I would leave right now and go back home. But you took that choice away from me that night. I am covered in mud, I have not had my tea, a monster from legends just tried to kill me, the earth opened up like a jam jar, and I’m going to—I’m going to—”

I didn’t expect Eldrene to reply. If she’d turned around, faded into the woods, and offered me nothing other than a scornful look, I would have understood. She did save my life, even if it felt like she took it away as well. And she was an immortal, all-powerful Goddess, which typically didn’t lend itself to answering pesky mortal questions.

A sense of calm wrapped around me, suppressing the aching panic carving out my insides. Eldrene’s power. The non-hellish part of it.

“Clara, I cannot answer all of your questions. Not for lack of wanting to. I don’t have all of the answers. I wish I did. As for the tea—” She snapped her fingers, and a mug made of bark appeared in her outstretched palm. She offered it to me, and I took it immediately. Eldrene sat down on the ground, and I did the same, placing myself across from her. Hesper remained standing, on guard.

“You can sit, too, Hesper. No danger will meet you while I am here.” Eldrene patted the mossy patch beside her.

“Margast found us in Moss Wood. I thought that was impossible,” Hesper replied in a clipped tone.

“There were tracks; you knew we were being followed,” Eldrene supplied.

“By hounds that posed no threat nor had any power, I thought,” Hesper retorted. “Margast shouldn’t be able to cross these boundaries, being as dangerous and powerful as he is, without your Forest Train knowing.”

“Thanadyn’s power is growing stronger,” Eldrene relented, her eyes never leaving Hesper’s. “I came as soon as I sensed his darkness enter Moss Wood. But you’re right, that should have been impossible.”

“Who is this Thanadyn?” I sipped my tea, letting the familiar flavor of nestleberries and honey coat my tongue. If I closed my eyes and ignored all of reality entirely, I could almost trick myself into thinking this was all a dream and I’d soon wake up in my attic bedroom like any other day.

“The Prince of the Witherings,” Eldrene said. I choked on my tea. Definitely not a dream. A nightmare, actually.

“I thought he died?” I clutched my tea closer as if it would ward away what Eldrene would say next.

“What do you know of that story, Clara?” Eldrene asked, tilting her beautiful head to the side, her violet eyes wide and curious.

I settled my teacup in my lap, peering into the dark water swirling about. The Prince’s—Thanadyn’s—story was like that, too, murky and clouded. I didn’t know much at all. Ludwig’s words from Celebration day had stayed with me, though. Could it be true?

“You were betrothed?” I asked, keeping my eyes to my teacup.

“Yes,” she said solemnly. “For a time. He ruled Starfall. The land that would become the Witherings.”

I gasped. Hesper was from Starfall—was she there when it fell? I looked toward her, but her face remained unreadable.

Eldrene pressed on. “For long ages, we ruled in peace. His fae kingdom, the immortal realm. My earth kingdom, Nestryia, the mortal realm. But then, Thanadyn’s magic became twisted, and his kingdom began to suffer. After ages of peace, war was on the horizon. I still had hope, but—but I chose to end our betrothal in an effort to protect my realm from his far-reaching hand.”

“I tried to reason with him, to bring him out of whatever darkness he had fallen into. It was of no use.” Her eyes hardened; her lips pursed. “I did what had to be done. I gave my power to the earth in order to snuff out withering magic and, in turn, the Prince himself.” Sadness mingled with grief laced her words.

I say it was her heart that truly broke her.

Ludwig’s words rang through my mind.

“The withering magic, as you know, was too strong. The Prince was bound in my magic, yes, but he was not ended completely. I could not finish the battle.”

“No one could,” Hesper said hoarsely.

So he was still alive. I realized Eldrene had never told us he was dead, not directly. She’d said he would never be seen again, and we’d filled in the rest of the story ourselves.

“Ever since that sacrifice, my power waned, and I could only be sustained through the devotion of mortals. The Goddess Celebration is what keeps me alive, as Thanadyn’s darkness does for him. And then, one hundred years ago, when the forest burned, it became more difficult to keep his magic at bay. He’s grown stronger ever since.” Every word was like a death knell. The Witherings was the largest continent on our map. The Prince’s power must have been overwhelming if he could drain the life out of such a vast expanse. And if his power was growing, then the entire world was at risk. Margast had already found his way into Moss Wood, not too far from my home. And Hesper had said we were followed this entire time. Hopelessness crept its way into my heart. I didn’t even know we were in the middle of a war, and here we were, already losing.

“Can he be defeated?” I asked. The answer, I assumed, was an obvious no. Eldrene could have defeated him if the majority of her power were not consumed with repressing his dark magic.

“He can be held at bay,” Eldrene offered. “He’s unable to leave the Witherings, but he’s been sending his minions to scout my territory to see if it truly is impenetrable. And to follow you two as well. Margast’s death will reach him soon enough. We will need to prepare for what’s to come.”

“Why did Margast want me? Why did he come?” I gripped the teacup, awaiting the answer.

“For your magic,” Eldrene replied.

Anger, confusion, rage, and terror all flamed up inside of me. I tried to master it before I burned any more bridges with the Goddess.

I. Don’t. Have. Any. Magic.

“What does Dwindle have to do with all of this?” I changed the subject, my voice low.

Eldrene chewed on her lip, seeming to weigh each word.

“Dwindle has little do with Margast and much more to do with you.” Eldrene stood to her full height. I scrambled to my feet to meet her stare. “You will continue on your journey and complete the quest.”

“Wait!” There were so many more questions I wanted to ask her.

“Moss will be safe, Clara,” Eldrene replied, slowly disappearing into the woods like fog in the morning.

But would it?

“We’ve been followed this whole time, and that monster was in Moss Wood,” I said. Eldrene nodded gravely.

“The town of Moss is protected by a magic that Thanadyn cannot destroy. The same magic that runs in you. Go. Now. The daylight will protect you. But the Prince is cunning. You know all too well, Hesper Altanfall.” Hesper tensed beside me.

Eldrene shot us one last glance before she disappeared completely.
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The worst addition for any bowl of soup is a heaping skyful of rain.

—opening line attempt 75



Despite the ever-present horrors, Hesper and I trudged forward. We didn’t speak to one another the entire day, the silence looming over us like a cloud. I didn’t have anything to say other than We should thank our lucky stars I didn’t soil myself when a demon from the underworld tried to end me. And anyhow, if we spoke, we ran the risk of something overhearing us. Our footfalls were the only sound that kept me company.

After a full day of walking, we wordlessly set up camp. At this point in our journey, we had fallen into a rhythm. I started the fire as Hesper searched for food; while she cooked dinner, I wrote. Edge encircled the camp from above to ensure our safety, and Warty sat by my side as I repeatedly scribbled then tore page after page out of my journal. Each time I threw a piece into the fire, Hesper caught it and placed it near the edge of the flames.

They were never there the next morning, though, so I could only assume she was using them for kindling during the night.

Evening fell and, in line with the rest of the day, we unrolled our sleeping packs without speaking. But I couldn’t take the quiet anymore.

“Hesper?” I whispered.

“Hmm?” she replied sleepily, her back to me.

“What will you do after this?” I asked, desperate for a break from my constant thoughts of devils crawling out of the shadows.

“I told you, I am bound to Eldrene. I will return.” Hesper yawned.

“Do you want to?”

Hesper turned toward me, her brows knit together.

“Even if I didn’t, I have to. These quests I am sent on—with you or others—they are my only release from the monotony of walking the forests. I am privileged to serve Eldrene. But I will not lie to you and tell you that it is how I wished my life to be. On the other hand, there is no reason for me to stay anywhere but with the Train.”

“Ah,” I said, processing through my tumbling thoughts. “So if you had a reason to stay elsewhere, could you?”

She turned on her back and gazed up at the starless sky. “No, Clara.”

“I see.” I flipped onto my back, staring up at the sky. She drifted off before I did, her breathing slow and steady.

Maybe I should be grateful all I had was one quest. Hesper had to live a lifetime in purgatory. To not have a home? Or any reason to be away from the Train? How lonely.

The night seemed to drone on forever. The darkness felt palpable. Each shadow felt like a threat; every twig that broke sent me into a nervous frenzy. Eventually, my body forced me into a fitful sleep, and the moon gave way to a bright dawn.

But the sunny morning quickly turned gray, and the skies opened up into a deluge. I hoped that Edge and Warty were soaring above the clouds. Warty despised being wet, cold, and generally uncomfortable.

Every part of me was soaked to the bone. My steps were already slow due to the mud, my sodden travel pack even heavier than before. I would have to dry out my books and journal at whatever inn we managed to find before nightfall. Luckily, we were going slow enough for me to sing a few songs to the seeds to stay dry until it was their time. I hoped that was enough to keep them from sprouting through the damp cloth.

I hoisted my pack for the twenty-seventh time that afternoon, huffing as its weight again fell onto my back. A cramp started in my spine, but I kept trudging ahead. Hesper finally stopped in her tracks, turning around to face me. The rain drenched her night-black hair, and the wind whipped her curls wildly. Her sharp, rugged features were flushed, and her dark eyes pierced through the thick mist. Water rolled off of her leathers—perhaps that’s why she was always clad in them. Always ready for a storm.

She moved so quickly that I barely registered she was suddenly behind me. The weight on my back lifted, and the spasm threatening to send me to the ground eased. The next moment, Hesper walked ahead of me again, now with two packs on her back. The temptation to argue with her that I could carry my own belongings sat on the tip of my tongue, but my impetuousness would only worsen the state of things.

We walked for hours, keeping a steady pace despite the beating rain. I’d never traveled north before now. Moss was nestled between the Golden Isles and the Idle Groves. I never traveled too far from home—magic or no magic.

But this terrain quickly looked unfamiliar the farther we went. Oak and moss gave way to low-lying bushes and reedy trees. Soon even the trees faded, and the only disruptions in the expanse were small, leafy shrubs popping up from the ground here and there. If only this place had some flowers, then it would not look so lonely.

That’s when I saw it.


FAIR TRAVELER, 
YOU ARE NOW LEAVING MOSS WOOD.



My heart deflated. Oh, how I wanted to go home.

Then, my chest went hollow, the faint humming of magic silent. We walked farther into the woods and I searched for it, reaching as far as possible. Maybe if I caught the magic leaving, I could hold on hard enough that it would stay. Eldrene had said your magic, and surely, I could not have fooled a Goddess.

I crouched down right where budding dandelions lay. It should be easy to get them to bloom in full. Even with how difficult my magic sometimes behaved, dandelions always had steady success.

So I tried.

Just like Rosie told me to.

But nothing happened.

Because nothing was there.
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The flat plains finally ended, and a steep hill gave way to a quiet village below. The town was tiny, even smaller than Moss. But the quaint cottages packed together and chimneys that reached to the sky looked a little like home. Smoke rose into the air like gnarled fingers, and an acrid scent filled the air—like burnt sage.

“Welcome to Wormwood, princess.”

“What an unfortunate name,” I said, looking down at the village.

“Ah, but the drink is good.”

Of course. That must be the smell and what all of those bushes we passed were. Wormwood bushes. Moss stuck to its ale and mead, but a few of the rich folk had brought back verte tonic made of wormwood. The drink had caused the folk to act awry at the local taverns and Moss eventually banished the drink altogether.

“What if the Prince’s monsters are drawn here?” I asked Hesper before she set off down the hill. The worry had niggled in my brain the entire day. The Prince’s minions following two people was one thing; those same minions having access to an entire innocent town was another.

“They avoid light of any kind. As long as there is a candle flickering, they are bound to the shadows, where they can do little but stalk their prey. Margast was the only exception. He had power before Thanadyn even existed, so he’s not confined to the Prince’s weakness or strength. His hounds, however, are only as strong as the Prince himself. As long as he remains at bay, they will, too. For now.”

Before we entered the town, Warty and Edge swooped down, both angrily chirping and squawking at the day’s events. I handled Warty; Hesper did the same with Edge. In the end, we all agreed they would perch up in a chimney for the evening.

“I’ll alert you should I notice any untoward guests,” Edge said before he flew off with Warty in tow.

The first two inns were plumb full, the innkeepers reported. Though, I didn’t think that was true. Wormwood seemed to be a town that mistrusted visitors until further notice, and being two travelers soaked through and weary from our perilous day, our looks didn’t help our case.

Neither of us had eaten all day, and the food in my pack could have best been described as rubbish now. After hearing my stomach give an embarrassing grumble, Hesper directed us to a tavern. We headed into a squat, all-wooden building called Wymble’s Grubbs. An unappetizing name for a quite cozy place.

The ceilings hung low. Hesper had to crouch slightly to avoid bonking her head on the wooden beams. Several tables were arranged haphazardly in the small space. I desperately wanted to sit down and kept my eyes peeled for any open spots. In the far back corner was a vacant booth. I ran for it. Several heads turned as they watched a harried, wet stranger bolt for a dusty table. I didn’t care.

I watched Hesper go up to the barkeep, a buxom beauty. I couldn’t see what Hesper said to her, but based on the barkeep’s flirtatious smile and batting eyes, I could only assume Hesper sought more creative ways to get warm tonight.

I lost my raging appetite immediately. We had a quest to worry over; a distraction could cost us precious time.

Hesper came over, two foaming ales in her hand. She sat down beside me, merriment playing on her face.

“Drink up!” She pushed a glass to me.

“I don’t drink,” I said, pushing the ale back toward her. This simply wasn’t true, not even a little.

“You’ll need to drink more than water after today.” She pushed the mug back toward me. I left it untouched, staring into the distance with my arms crossed.

“What’s gotten into you, princess?” she said between deep swigs of ale.

“You vex me, that’s what.”

“You’ll get over it. Ez! Over here!” Hesper motioned to the barkeep. Ez? Did they already have nicknames for each other? Bile rose in my throat.

Ez made her way over to us, a wooden tray held high in the air, full of soup, bread, and even a turkey leg. I begrudgingly admitted to myself that her expert movements through the jostling crowd were impressive. Not one drop of soup had spilled by the time she made it over to our table.

“There you are! A Wymble’s special—not to mention my personal favorite,” she said with a wink. Her voice was deep and luxurious, every word fashioned to entrance and enthrall. Hesper leaned in close to her, surveying Ez up and down. I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood.

“And what’s your name, lovely?” I looked up at Ez, surprised she’d even noticed my existence.

“Clara.” My voice sounded cracked and thin after the day’s journey.

“And how do you know this rascal?” She gave Hesper another wink and bumped Hesper’s shoulder with her generous hips. I should have known she didn’t actually care about me or my name. I sat as the obstacle in the way of her spending the evening with Hesper. That’s all.

“We don’t really know each other,” I bit out. I could have lied, I suppose. Drawn up a story that Hesper and I were long-time lovers with three children, five ducks, and a wily cat. Maybe that would have embarrassed Ez and Hesper. Or maybe it would have done nothing at all but make it look like I didn’t want Hesper to spend the night with Ez.

She could do whatever and whoever she wanted. What did I care?

Nevertheless, my loss of appetite morphed into a burning acid feeling.

“I see,” Ez lilted and then pulled up a chair next to Hesper, sidling up so close to her that when she whipped her impossibly long auburn hair around, some of it brushed Hesper’s face.

Hesper leaned in close, catching a few strands, twirling them between her fingers.

I think I’m going to be sick.

“So where are you off to after this? Some grand adventure?” Ez leaned back in her chair, showing off her generous bosom spilling out of her tight floral corset. Even I couldn’t help staring. How can anyone be shaped like that? I’ve always been surrounded by luscious curves. Helda, Rosie, basically all of Moss boasted fine, full figures—from dwarf to orc to elf to pixie to human. I, on the other hand, was but a painfully average reed in the wind that Ez could easily bowl over.

“Ever heard of a town called Dwindle?” Hesper asked, casually placing her hand on the back of Ez’s chair.

Ez’s face blanched, as did mine. I didn’t know much about quests and journeys, but I thought keeping the whole thing a secret was key to the safety of said quest. But I supposed all of Moss knew every detail, and word could spread easily anyway. Still, Hesper sharing all of our plans just to get into the corset of this stranger drove me mad.

“That place is a nightmare,” Ez said, sitting up straighter in her chair. She whispered conspiratorially to Hesper, “I’ve heard that the townsfolk eat monsters.”

“Is that so?” Hesper feigned a shocked look.

“Yes, yes, it’s true!” Ez nodded her head vehemently. “I’ve also heard tales that Shadow Woods bandits avoid the town. Shadow Woods bandits,” she emphasized. “The most notorious villains roaming the forest. That’s how bad it is. Whatever would you be doing there?” She pushed out her crimson-red bottom lip in a mock pout.

Hesper spread her arms wide as if to say, Why not? But instead, she said, “Maybe I like a little bit of danger. Maybe I crave it.”

At that, Ez’s beautiful face morphed into pure hunger. And my sanity plummeted to an all-time low.

“Don’t you have a bar to keep or something?” I asked.

“Not right now, I don’t.” She started caressing Hesper’s wrists, swirling sensual circles on the bit of skin showing outside of the leathers. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to stave off the oncoming headache.

“You okay?” Hesper looked over to me, worry creasing her eyes.

I got up, grabbed the bowl of soup, tossed a coin onto the table, and headed out into the night once more. I bolted down the steps of Wymble’s Grubbs, past the stoops of shuttered shoppes, and found a rickety set of stairs that were mercifully secluded. I sipped on my soup alone while the rain soaked through me again. Tears stung my eyes, and I let them fall. I had been crying a lot lately, which was new for me. I apparently had some catching up to do after years of not crying even once.

But what did I have to cry about before now? Life was lovely.

And now my life was gone.

And there were monster eaters in Dwindle, which I guess could be far worse, but still.

And some hay-bed harlot was wooing my protector to bed tonight while I rotted away out here.

I heard a loud bang from down the road, like the doors of a tavern smashed off their hinges. The rain came down harder, drowning out the source. But I thought I heard quick patters, splashing in the mud. Someone running.

Then suddenly, Hesper appeared right in front of me.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she yelled through the rain.

I didn’t move from my pouting perch on the stairs.

“I didn’t want to interrupt your meal,” I said, idly sipping my now cold, watery bowl of soup.

She hit the soup out of my hands, the bowl landing in the mud with a thud. I sprang to my feet, fists raised. She knocked them out of the way and then threw me over her back.

“You are a brat,” she said, heading straight back to Wymble’s. I cursed and yelled through the streets, but she would hear none of it. She strode easily through the now broken doors of the tavern—doors she’d presumably torn through in order to come find me.

“What do you think you are doing?” I tried to wiggle free of her grasp, but I might as well have been fighting against a stone pillar.

She then took me up a narrow flight of wooden stairs, every single patron in the tavern watching our ascent. She kicked open a door with her boot and then threw me down onto the mattress. The door slammed shut behind her, and just as I began to bolt from the bed to run out the door again, she held up a single finger.

“Sit,” she commanded.

“You do not get to tell me what to—”

“Sit,” she repeated, ire lacing her tone.

I chewed on the side of my cheek; begrudgingly, I sat, folding my arms tightly across my chest.

A fire roared in the hearth to my right, and Hesper made her way over to the blaze. I contemplated throwing her into it.

“Let me tell you something, princess.” She leaned against the hearth, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. “You don’t ever leave my sight like that again. Do you understand me?” Her body was casual; her words were a demand. The usual jovial gleam in her eyes was blotted out, no hint of playfulness to be seen. She was well and truly mad.

“Am I supposed to just sit next to you while you have your way with your tavern wench then? We have things to be focusing on!”

“If you want to be there, you can.” She tapped her fingers on the hearth, her eyes blazing.

“Need I remind you that we have a time limit? That the Prince is still alive? And there you are, wasting our time!”

“I wasn’t trying to fuck her,” she said evenly. “I was trying to get us a good room for the night. I’m sorry my ways of getting what I need have you so undone.” Her voice was stern and unyielding. “If you want it, Clara, why don’t you just come and get it?”

“Never,” I said, my breathing ragged. “This isn’t about you. This is about the quest.”

“Sure it is.”

“Where are you sleeping?” I asked, surveying the room, attempting to veer us away from the topic at hand. There was only a fireplace, a small floor mattress, and a sliver of open floor in the corner.

Hesper let out a rueful laugh. “I’m sleeping on the bed, princess. You can sleep wherever you want. Whether it’s the floor or the bed, I don’t care.”

“Fine.” I threw my wet cloak on the floor and readied myself for bed. Thanks to my outburst, my clothes were dripping water. How I would comfortably sleep tonight was beyond me. But there was no way Hesper Altanfall and I would be sharing a bed, and there was no way in Margast’s hell that I was sleeping next to her naked.

But Hesper didn’t mind at all, apparently. She took off every bit of her leather and draped it over the mantelpiece. Not a scrap of clothing was on her when she crawled into bed. I tried not to look.

I really tried not to look.
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Sleeping with the enemy? Try sleeping by the enemy.

—opening line attempt 78



After sleeping on the cold, hard floor, I woke up feeling like death reincarnate. My clothes were plastered to my body and smelled like stagnant water. Hesper awoke before me, strapping on her leathers, and making a racket while doing so.

I looked up at the ceiling, daydreaming about what my mornings used to look like. Sunrises, hot tea, a bit of writing. Today’s entry would be something along the lines of:


Sleeping with the enemy? Try sleeping by the enemy.



I’d quickly cross that out, I was sure. It needed more flair.


Sleeping with the enemy? Try sleeping by the enemy.

I killed a tavern wench in cold blood.



That felt right, I thought, but I couldn’t hear my own thoughts over Hesper rifling about the room like an elephant.

“Why do you have to be so loud this early in the morning?” I asked, perching on my elbows to glower at her.

“I thought you liked the mornings,” Hesper tutted, wrapping a leather around her forearm.

“I do like the mornings. But I don’t like your unnecessary racket,” I said haughtily, a shiver running through my body. I pulled my damp cloak around me, which only worsened the situation and my mood.

“Sounds like someone woke up on the wrong side of the ground.” She winked. So she was no longer mad at me, it seemed. I was sure a good night of rest had helped wash the anger away… too bad that only worked for one of us.

I scoffed and made my way onto my feet. Every part of my body ached, and it took me longer than usual to get into a standing position. “Do you know you snore?”

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“You snore. Loudly.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Uh, yes, you do. Have you ever been awake to see yourself sleep?” she asked incredulously. “And, by your own account, no one has ever slept over to hear the beast rage within you. They should count themselves lucky.”

I fumbled for words, trying to drum up an insult to hurl at her. But she’d caught me off guard. I thought I slept like a cozy carrot nestled into the earth, and now I was learning I… didn’t?

I crossed my arms in a huff and watched her clean up the rest of the room. At least she wasn’t fully naked this morning. Though, her tunic had come undone at the top, and the uppermost parts of her breasts peeked through when she bent low to rummage through her travel pack. A gentle pink painted her bronze cheeks.

“You look well rested, despite all my alleged snoring. Did Ez sneak in here in the middle of the night and see to your needs?” I tapped a finger on my arm.

“If she did, I wouldn’t tell you,” Hesper replied, finally tying the top of her tunic. She looked me up and down. “You look terrible.”

“Thank you,” I replied with a mocking, sweet voice. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Well… Hesper had sworn to protect my life, which was arguably a very nice thing to say. But being a “brat” was a hard-won title. And I would make Hesper feel every bit of the title she’d given me for the rest of this damned quest.

“Eat up, princess.” She handed me a stale biscuit. No jam? I hated this day.

Warty and Edge rattled on our tavern-room window as I checked the seeds in my travel pack. Hesper slipped them both meal rations and instructed Edge to take Warty to “the edge of the wood” for the day, and that we’d meet them there that evening. I had no idea what any of that meant. I can’t believe Warty got to fly for his travel while I resigned myself to walking through the muck and mud.

We set out on the road before Wormwood stirred, the small village fading into nothing but a spec behind me. Moss would be waking up about now, the first morning rays accompanying Francis’s lute alarm. A familiar heart pain twanged through me, like a string pulled too tight and snapping. The chasm where the magic once lived tried to react—wither something, kill a flower, the usual expressions of heartbreak. But nothing came of it.

Thank Goddess, I supposed.

Then, I doubled over, blinding pain slicing through my abdomen.

Hesper rushed to my side, checking me all over for wounds. But this wound could not be patched.

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” she asked frantically.

“My cycle,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Oh, Clara.” She wiped strands of hair out of my face. “You have painful ones, then.”

“Yes.” I clenched my teeth, grasping onto her shoulder. It would pass soon enough, but another would be on in its wake. A full day of these on the road would be a nightmare. Usually, I was bedridden for a full two days, but I couldn’t manage that on the journey. I should have prepared better for this, but what does a girl do on an unexpected quest with cycles that can’t take a hiatus for a month?

Hesper left my side for a brief moment, rummaged through her pack, then returned with a small vial in her hand.

“Drink this,” she said softly. I did so without arguing. Immediately, the pain began to ebb.

“What was that?” I asked, managing to stand upright.

“I thought you might have your cycle at some point during the quest, and I wanted to be prepared. Fae do not experience these, but I know they are difficult. Here, I also brought this as well.” She handed me clean rags, enough to see me through the week.

“Thank you,” I said, my heart warming. Even after jumping down her throat last night, Hesper didn’t hesitate to help me. I studied her face. Her eyes were creased with worry, her full lips down turned. “Hesper, I’m—uh—I apologize for—”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“I do, though.”

Silence hung in the air between us. We’d already run into our fair share of nightmares, and we were guaranteed more mischief before the quest was over and done. Without her, I’d already be dead. Without her, there was no way I’d get back home.

I continued. “This quest, this whole situation, really, is the epitome of everything I have ever been afraid of. I am scared I will never get home, I am scared of the Prince I just found out is alive and well as of yesterday, I am scared that I will fail. I am scared of magic, of Dwindle. Everything. But I shouldn’t put you in the cross fire of all of that. So I do owe you an apology, actually.”

She gave me a long, hard look, then a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“Truce,” she said, holding out her hand to me.

“Truce,” I replied, giving her hand a firm shake.

And for a single moment, when our hands were joined, I thought a thrum sounded deep in my chest. A kernel, a spark, the familiar humming back once more. Distant, but there.

“So does that mean you don’t think I’m a brat?” I asked.

“Clara Thorne”—she pulled me close to her, our mouths centimeters apart—“you’re very much a brat, but I never said that was a bad thing.”

She let go, and the humming in my chest went with her.

Perhaps it was nothing after all.
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The sun rose high in the sky, drying my clothes from the night before. I basked in its warmth until it began to get hot and humid. We were headed northward, but the weather was growing hotter, my sweat becoming… profuse. Were we heading north? Hesper had pored over maps the last few weeks, red lines delineating several different paths, all of which took us roughly the same direction. Except for one.

One that had to be impossible.

Flies buzzed all around us, and I slapped bloodsucking bugs off of my face at least one hundred times. By midday, I had spent the last of my strength, and my patience waned every time I caught a whiff of myself. Worst of all, everything stuck—my arms stuck to my tunic, my legs stuck to my pants, my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. And Hesper’s expert movements through the forest only worsened the mood.

“Can you just move like a normal person?” I snapped as I tripped over a root… again.

“What are you talking about?” she said as she practically flew over a boulder as if she had wings. My only option was to walk around the thing. If I tried to scale it, say goodbye to my sweaty, salty neck.

“You move too fast. And it’s not human, or normal, or peaceful. You’re just—” I pushed a wayward tree branch out of my face, which then immediately got caught in my hair. “You’re just too graceful, it’s wild—I can’t—why do you have to—gah! Fae suck!” I cried out, trying to untangle my hair.

Hesper was there in moments, adeptly unknotting my hair from the tree branch. Not a strand lost.

“I have something to show you, princess.” She bound ahead of me. “It’ll make you feel better. Come on!” she shouted from far ahead. Too far ahead for my liking.

A vision of Margast played through my brain.

I trudged on, my walk turning into a run to catch up to her.

“For someone who never wants me to leave their sight, you certainly leave me behind!” I called out, my voice getting swallowed by the trees.

“Who said you were ever out of my sight?” Hesper came up suddenly behind me, whispering into my ear.

“You know, if you keep doing that, it’ll lose its effectiveness.”

Hesper shushed me and pointed ahead to a gap in the trees that I hadn’t noticed and wouldn’t have had Hesper not called attention to it. The gap was shaped like a thin crescent moon. If I moved even a little, the trees lost their shape.

“Follow me.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me behind her. I almost tripped over another root, but she steadied me without even looking. Now, she just wanted to show off.

She took me through that peculiar opening, and suddenly, the trees gave way to a shimmering pool. A waterfall flowed into the crystal blue water, a rainbow sprouting from where the falls met the mist.

Absolutely breathtaking.

We were surrounded by trees on all sides, so dense all together that it looked like we’d have to hack our way out of here. I assumed that the moon-shaped gap would be our exit, but when I looked behind me, all I saw were plain trees once more. The only difference was how knitted together they all seemed to be, and the haunting blue glow they gave off now.

“Where are we?” I startled at the echo my voice made. The sound reverberated in the peculiar antechamber of the forest.

“Close your eyes,” Hesper said. I rolled my eyes at her, and she added, “Trust me, Clara.”

We were fresh off our truce, so I did it. My eyes shut, and the unnervingly beautiful world around me went dark.

“Okay, what now?” I asked. Then without warning, two gruff hands pushed me hard on my back, and I flew through the air right into the pool below—travel pack, clothes, and all.

Water flooded up into my nose and my mouth. I thrashed my way to the surface, fighting my layers of clothing. I reached the surface and tried to shout at Hesper, but a coughing fit took over instead. That’s what I got for trusting Hesper Altanfall.

A hearty wahoo sounded from behind me, and I paddled around to see Hesper cannonball into the water—fully clothed and wild with happiness. Her jump barely made a splash despite the height and ferocity of it. The water looked like glass the moment her head disappeared beneath the surface. The bubbles popping up were the only evidence she still lived.

A hand gripped my ankle and pulled me under. I had the wherewithal to hold my nose before going completely beneath the water.

My eyes were closed, but I could sense someone—or something—right in front of me. I prayed to all the Goddesses that it was Hesper being maddening rather than some lagoon monster surveying his lunch.

A finger kept poking at my cheek, beseeching me to open my eyes. I listened because I didn’t really have another option. I expected the water to burn my eyes, but the world beneath looked shockingly clear. Cobalt-blue rocks surrounded me on all sides, with long tendrils of glowing green flowers shaped like bells growing on them, swishing in the water. Bursts of hot pink, deep purples, and yellows sprung from the rocks’ crevices. And flowers the size of small beds rested on the bottom of the pool. I recognized a few blooms from Patti’s shoppe. All of which, if my memory served, were blooms from the Lore Isles.

Surely, we couldn’t have been in Lore. We’d only been on the road for a few days, and Lore was days away through treacherous terrain and surrounded by the sea. That was the one trail on Hesper’s maps I knew we weren’t using.

Hesper swam right in front of me with that same ecstatic grin on her face. She pointed ahead of us to a dark cave nestled under the waterfall and then gave me a thumbs-up. I promptly met that with a thumbs-down. Was she quite all right? Why did she think going into the mysterious underwater cavern was a good idea? I tried to swim to the surface, but she pulled me back down again. Great, I would drown down here.

But my lungs weren’t hurting for air at all.

In fact, I hadn’t thought once about when to take my next breath because…

I was breathing down here.

My eyes went wide at the realization, sucking in deep mouthfuls of water that was just like breathing the air. There was no immediate need to be frightened, but my body wanted to panic, nonetheless. But also, this was a dream come true because who in their right mind didn’t want to become a mermaid at some point in their life?

A figure emerged from the dark cave and swam toward Hesper and me. I grabbed onto Hesper, pulling her so close that our bodies tangled together. She gave my arm an encouraging squeeze.

I realized the figure coming toward us at an alarming speed was no monster. Based on the bright pink tail cutting through the gloom, it was a water nymph. Her ebony skin looked like carved onyx, glistening in the blue water. Her light pink hair flowed endlessly behind her and was the only thing covering her bare chest. The pink stone crown she bore told me that this was not just any water nymph. She was the princess or queen of whatever realm Hesper and I’d jumped into on a whim. If I could have fallen to my knees, I would have. Her beauty was as terrible as it was breathtaking.

“Hesper Altanfall.” The nymph’s voice sliced through the water like a song.

“Marielle.” Hesper’s voice cut through the water, too. Of course, Hesper was friendly with this water Goddess.

“You come for passage to Lore Isles. And you bring with you Clara Thorne.” Marielle swam right up to me, her bright pink tail like lightning through the water. “It is nice to finally meet you.”

Finally? Did she know of me before this very moment? In my helpless human form fighting against my layers of clothes in the water, nothing seemed more impossible. Other than the garden I had to grow sans magic, time, general resources, et cetera.

Hesper nudged my arm as if telling me to talk to her.

“Uh, hi, your majesty?” My voice didn’t cut as elegantly through the water as the other two, but based on her tinkling laugh, I’d say she’d heard enough.

“I am no majesty,” Marielle finally replied. “I am the keeper of these sacred waters. This”—she pointed to her jagged-rock crown—“is a reminder of my duty. Nothing more.” Princess or not, the water seemed to bend around her, awaiting her command.

Below, other water nymphs popped out from rock faces and flower beds, a few figures swimming to stand sentinel at the entrance of the cave. Each nymph shimmered in the depths; flashes of gold, bright blues and purples, emerald greens, ruby reds, and sunset oranges filled the world. It felt as if I were looking at an underwater rainbow.

My heart swelled at the sight of all of the color swirling around us. It was unbelievable, a dream come true. I was breathing underwater with mermaids.

Beautiful, my heart whispered.

Yes, it is, I replied. If only there were buttercups.

Just then, as if the lagoon had heard me, bright yellow flowers opened up from the watery beds below. I wanted to squeal in delight. They weren’t the usual buttercups that grew on land, but they certainly resembled them enough to satiate my ever-present need for them. Their petals were scalloped on the edges, like a seashell, the plain green leaves that usually adorned the simple bloom replaced with something closer to a lily pad.

“What kind of flower are those?” I asked Marielle. Perhaps I could get Patti to grow some at her shoppe if I returned home.

I met Marielle’s eyes and almost gulped down water. She was staring at me so severely, her eyes narrowed, her brows pinched. Had I done something wrong?

“I know not,” she said, her tone wary.

Strange. But dared not ask more. Besides, I soon became too distracted by the nymphs peeping out of nooks and crannies. Despite how magical they all looked, none of them had the same essence as Marielle. She was something more.

Marielle gave a slight nod of her head, and everyone fully emerged from their hiding places. They all resumed what they must have been doing when Hesper and I’d interrupted their daily activities. Some chased each other through the green flowers, others carved art into the stones below with bits of seashell, and several lounged on the flowery beds below, flipping through what looked to be books made from water plants. Only those at the cave mouth stood—or swam—their ground.

“Marielle, would you be so kind as to give us safe passage into Lore Isles? We are on a quest given to us by Eldrene—”

“Eldrene told me of such things. And more, too,” Marielle cut off Hesper and then surveyed me up and down. “You are what they say. But—” She cocked her head to the side, her black eyes narrowing. “It has not yet come to pass.”

Her words betrayed nothing, and I didn’t care to question her about it. I’d heard enough of what was coming from Eldrene and seen enough from Margast. I didn’t want to know what would come to pass unless it resulted in me going back to Moss when all was said and done.

Hesper held out coins in offering, but Marielle shook her head no.

“We are in great debt to you, Hesper Altanfall. Come.” She swam into the abyss ahead, and we followed. The cave looked like living darkness, and Marielle’s tail became the only beacon as we followed her into the unknown.
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Despite what your parents tell you, you can become a mermaid if you try hard enough.

—opening line attempt 82



The impossibly dark cave, lit only by a water nymph’s tail, wasn’t as eerie, unpleasant, and harrowing as I’d thought it would be. We swam for hours, our eyes never leaving the swishing pink tail ahead of us.

My mind reeled with so many questions, I felt like my brain actively expanded in my skull. Who was Marielle, how did Hesper know her, what debt did the nymphs owe Hesper, why did she seem to know of me, and how was I able to breathe underwater?

“Hesper?” I whispered. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her right beside me.

“Yes?”

“Why are we able to breathe underwater?” One question had to be answered at least.

“These are the enchanted pools—remnants of Starfall. Marielle and her people are stewards of the ancient waterways and have magicked them so that anyone who wishes to can live with them—water nymph or not. But if you mean them or the world harm, a death by drowning is probable.”

Hesper didn’t push me in the water to exasperate me. She did it to test me. If I’d had any intent of evil, even a hint of it in my heart, she would’ve known. That’s why she never told me where we were going today. She couldn’t risk someone knowing that information without fully trusting them first.

But how could remnants of Starfall still exist? Perhaps before the land fell into ruin, bits of it escaped before the fall happened? That was not unheard of. Lore Isles existed only because a dragon fire ravaged the southernmost part of the Golden Isles centuries ago. Legend said that a bit of the land broke off, sprouted legs, and walked somewhere no fire could ever reach it. Lore Isles—surrounded by the sea and filled with glimmering pools within.

“You can ask your questions, Clara. I know you have them,” Hesper said.

“Am I allowed to speak in here?”

“Of course,” Marielle answered far ahead of us.

“How, uh, how do you two know each other?” I sounded so pathetic. But I simply had to know.

“Care to tell that tale, Hesper? You will tell it better than I,” Marielle said.

“It’s not that great of a story,” Hesper replied in a low voice.

Something cold settled into my stomach.

“We cannot run from the stars,” Marielle sang through the nothingness.

Hesper sucked in a breath beside me and began.

“I was there when Starfall fell into darkness and became the Witherings. I remember little of that time. One day, there was home, there were the people I loved, and then the next… there was nothing. I became nothing, knew nothing of myself; all the people I loved were dead.”

I wanted to reach out to her, to grasp her hand and give it a comforting squeeze like Rosie had done for me countless times. To have lost everything to the point of being nothing, of being entirely void… But I didn’t reach out; instead, I kept swimming alongside her, hoping my silence wouldn’t be misconstrued as my own fear of what she would say or not being interested in her past. She kept on.

“Thanadyn—only a shadow at the time—sent for me.”

If I could have screamed out in horror in this underwater cave, that’s what I would have done. Thanadyn—Hesper knew him.

“He wanted me as a weapon, honed and cruel. I had been a dragon rider before everything happened.”

Dragons? Thanadyn and dragons? Hesper’s past was shaping up to be something of legend, a terrifying one at that. I thought the dragons kept to their Keeps in the far north, never leaving their trove. If Hesper rode them, then there must have been dragons that weren’t evil. At least not then.

“The dragon riders were sacred protectors of Starfall. But we were not bonded with our dragons. If a bond had been in place, I think I would have died. To lose everyone as well as a bonded companion would have cut my thread of life irrevocably. And, at the time, I wished it had been cut. Better to fade away than to be forced to live in the ashes. I was the last surviving rider, one of the last survivors in all of Starfall, and Thanadyn was clever. He saw an empty vessel trained for war and sought to fill it.

“In my grief, I had no strength to fight his magic. His evil. Withering magic, it carves you out then redefines you. I had no defenses against it because I had lost the one thing that could fight it,” her voice rasped.

My heart clenched.

“Hope,” she finally managed to say. “Hope, I didn’t have any. I didn’t have a family. I didn’t have love. I didn’t have a sense of self. The perfect prey for withering magic to wreak havoc on.” She took a breath. “The darkness enveloped me, and I became another minion for the Prince. I completed quests for him, but really, they were just killings, and I had lost too much of myself to fight against his power. But the worst part was that I was still aware—I wasn’t mindless, though I wished to be. And I spent centuries doing his bidding.

“The last quest he sent me on was one hundred years ago. I was meant to eradicate the bits of Starfall that fell into the in-between realms. Starfallians with seeing magic, sensing the Prince’s descent into evil, had warned others of what was to come. Many left, but some stayed, trying to enchant bits of the land to go elsewhere. They had little success, as the land had already fallen into darkness with the Prince. But the water nymphs had found a way.”

Questions I’d had since the beginning began to fall into place. When Hesper saw Margast, it was not taunting I read on her face. She recognized him. They had seen each other before, long ago.

If I remember my lore books correctly, fae’s powers were connected to their kingdoms. If Starfall fell, then whatever Hesper’s power had been fell with it. She would have been forced into an immortal life with no one she loved nor the powers she had cultivated.

“I hunted the water nymphs for weeks, my mind set only on bloodshed, even though my heart beat elsewhere. After weeks of searching, I found an entrance on the outskirts of Fennings Forest. A crescent moon appeared in the trees, and I entered. When I dove into the pool, the murky blackness clouding my thoughts disappeared. I realized what had happened, what horrors I had enacted, and what Thanadyn planned to do.”

Marielle’s tail swishing slowed a bit as if she, too, remembered the story. Whether with fondness or terror or both, I couldn’t be sure.

“I knew I needed to help them and that I would die doing so. The Prince would have me executed for my treachery, but I did not care. Marielle greeted me, and I told her everything. I warned her of the Prince’s plans, that his withering magic would creep into their waters and suffocate them all. I could not give them much, but I could give them time to seek out a plan. I sent back word to the Prince, misleading his magic and his minions to the northernmost part of the Witherings. The misdirect only bought the nymphs a few days, but it was enough. They found their way beneath the lands and into Lore Isles. They were safe there.

“The Prince sent for my execution the next day. I went on the run, leading his minions anywhere but the entrances to the waterways. I shed the blood of many men who had been taken by darkness. Light might have still been in them—it was still in me after all—but I couldn’t bring it out of them. Then came the dragons.”

My stomach went cold.

“They tried to burn me out of hiding. Fennings Forest lies in ruins because of me. The realm almost toppled, overtaken by fear one hundred years ago, because of me.”

Patti’s family. Patti herself. They were alive when Hesper roamed this earth as a killer. And the burning that set off the realm into a moment of collective terror was because of Hesper. What a terrible weight to bear alone.

“Thanadyn sent my own dragon after me. Circe was her name. She knew my smell, how I would hide, my defenses, all of it. I shot her out of the sky. And it almost broke me all over again to do it. But Thanadyn had forced the dragons into cruelty with his power, and there was no saving them as they ravaged the forests. Their only hope was death. I took down as many as I could as I stood in the ashen graves of Fennings’ people. Death was everywhere. Because of me. And his magic would never stop destroying everything in its path until it found me.”

“The Prince is to blame for all light lost in those days,” Marielle said kindly. Her voice was a welcome reprieve from the heaviness of Hesper’s tale.

“How did you survive?” I asked. Hesper seemed to be all power and soldier, but she could not outrun a legion of dark forces forever. Yet here she lived.

“Eldrene,” Hesper replied. “By fate or by some other force, I ran into her Train. We struck a bargain. She would offer me sanctuary from his magic if I swore allegiance to her. So I did. My first task was taking down more of his minions one by one. There are few left of them now.”

So that’s why she never would tell me the details of her tattoo. The bargain didn’t just represent Eldrene’s deal; it represented a time in her life when killing was her only means of survival. It was her penance for the years she’d spent in darkness.

Yet Hesper was also the reason the Prince’s power was still confined. He had the capability to enact atrocities against Nestryia, but she’d weakened his ranks to the point of nothingness. She’d saved countless lives, but she had no true freedom. And she wouldn’t, not until Eldrene’s power was restored.

She was my protector, but she was also a protector of many, it seemed. Whatever stones lay around my heart chipped a bit at hearing her story. I didn’t want to be on this journey, I missed my home more than words could say, but I still had a home to return to. She’d lost hers so long ago that she likely didn’t even remember it in full. I couldn’t imagine that kind of pain.

Once again, it astounded me as to why I’d ended up here in the first place. I swam with a fae that saved the world and a princess who created her own, with all my hope resting on a seed pack that hopefully still remained dry.

Light shone through the end of the tunnel, golden rays dancing in the waves beyond. We were swimming into something more substantial than the magical rock pool we came from.

The sea.

The tunnel gave way to a rich ocean world. Fish of all kinds darted in and out of brightly colored corals. Ornate seashell homes littered the bottom of the sea floor, and mermaids swam in and out of view.

A few days ago, I had seen only the darkness of my first thirteen years of life and then Moss. Now, I looked upon creatures I’d only read about in books, in a land almost impossible to reach. The thrill of adventure sang through me as I watched an entire world ebb and flow. Even if I did not succeed in Dwindle, at least I saw wonders along the way there.

“Welcome, my friends, to Lore Isles. May the darkness following you not overcome you.” With one final mischievous smile, Marielle dove back into the depths below.

Hesper and I swam to the light above. We emerged into the balmy breeze, and I gulped it down in mouthfuls. She began to swim toward the shore, but I stopped her.

“Hesper.” She wouldn’t look me in the eye, but I knew she listened. “Thank you for sharing your story. I know it had to be difficult.”

“Nothing some ale can’t fix.” She made an attempt at her usual cheeriness, but her smile did not reach her eyes. I swam closer to her, taking her hand in mine. She seemed surprised.

“I—um—I’m certainly not a bard with my words, but the darkness you walked through alone brought hope to many.” My words were minced, not enough. What could I have possibly said to her? I had no words of comfort, I only had what I knew to be true. “So, whatever you still carry with you, I hope you allow some light in, too. Because that’s what you did for the realm—let light in.”

She looked at me then, her eyes soft and glassy.

“Well, thank you,” she said hoarsely. “Princess.” She winked and made for the shore.

“Don’t call me that!” I splashed wildly in the sea.

Already, I could hear music bursting from the shores. A different kind of music than I’d ever heard before—more percussive than melodious, like a heartbeat. The smell of spices filled the air with new aromas I’d never experienced before. Lore Isles was already everything the books said and more.

An adventure waiting to happen.
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As soon as we got to shore, I tore off my travel pack, rifling through the contents inside. Everything was dry, including my clothes. Seeds were intact. There wasn’t a drop of water anywhere.

“Marielle’s magic,” Hesper answered the question in my mind. “The waterways ensure the traveler stays safe and dry. No use getting to your destination soaking wet.”

Despite our moment of levity in the water, Hesper’s eyes still had that haunted look about them. I wanted to fix it, but I didn’t know how. Perhaps the town might cheer her up.

Securing my pack once more, we made our way into Lore.

Cottages and quaint villages, forests and meadows surrounded me throughout my entire life. But Lore Isles was home to nothing of the sort. Instead of cottages, they had tall, slender buildings painted bright colors and decorated with intricate mosaics. Instead of ale carts and pastry carts, they had awnings stretching out on each side of their streets. Tables were filled with fruits of all colors, meats that smelled impossibly rich, and sweet, syrupy golden treats as far as the eye could see. Even the cobblestones beneath our feet were a work of art—bright white and carved so that they all fit perfectly together. Nothing was upturned or out of place; everything was a vision to behold.

Edge and Warty landed beside us.

“Have a nice swim, Madame?” Edge asked.

“I did.” I laughed. “How did you get here before us?” They had to have flown over the entirety of the flatlands and sea to get to Lore Isles. Even for a magic crow, that would be a task.

“The wind was in my favor,” he said cryptically.

Warty nuzzled my ankle. I scooped him up and kissed him on the nose. He gave a happy chirp and then plopped on my shoulder—his perch for the day.

“We need to find a place to sleep for the night and secure a boat for tomorrow,” Hesper said. She looked worn already, her story etching lines of sadness in her face.

No, what we needed to do was to get one of those syrupy golden treats. Maybe it would cheer up my dreary protector. I was usually the one moping about, but Hesper had taken up that spot today—and for good reason. Underneath all of that leather walked someone scarred.

“All right, let’s get a room and a boat, and then, let’s explore,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. Hesper looked up at me in shock; some of her former darkness seemed to lift for a moment.

“You want to explore?” She crossed her arms, studying me as if someone else had taken up residence in my body.

“Why is that so surprising to you?” I may not like surprises, but I could be surprising. Sometimes.

She hooked her fingers underneath my chin, tilting my head up toward hers. Up close, her fae heritage was written across every part of her—how did I not realize at the start? The hulking height, her muscled frame, her rough, honed beauty. I leaned into her gruff touch without realizing until our bodies were touching.

“If Lore is what you want to see, then that’s what we’ll do,” she whispered.

“That’s what I want,” I said as I stared at that Goddess-damned scar above her lip. My heart lurched toward her, a deep need to lick and caress that scar until she begged for more.

“As you wish, princess.” Our mouths were almost touching—I abruptly pushed her away.

“Don’t call me princess.”

“Don’t look like one then.”

I heaved an irritated sigh. There was no winning with her, even when I certainly didn’t look even close to a princess. My clothes were all but ruined thanks to mud, snags, and my perpetual habit of getting dirt everywhere all the time. Even Marielle’s enchanted waters couldn’t wash away these stains.

We snaked our way through the bustling town streets, every vendor like a little world in and of itself. One had swathes of gold fabric that caught the sun like waves on the water. Another had intricate music boxes, each one with figurines dancing to their own music. And all of the pastries. My stomach gave a loud growl.

Hesper, used to my internal tirades at this point, picked up her pace. We found an inn almost immediately. I expected for us to be turned away—unknown travelers in clothing unfamiliar to these lands—but the innkeeper was kind. He even offered for Warty and Edge to stay with us, but they opted to sleep on a roof for the evening.

There was only one room, of course. Because why not have another unhelpful trope thrown my way? Reading about chosen ones, quests, magical beasts, and forced proximity? Sign me up. But when they all happen in my actual life? Sign me out. Don’t include me.

I’m not home; post your message to a pigeon that will get lost on its way.

Even so, even if there were more rooms available, Hesper and I needed to stay side by side. And with Margast and stories of Thanadyn fresh in my mind, I didn’t want to risk an evening alone. We could discuss who would sleep where later.

Hesper inquired to the innkeeper about a boat, and he offered his services for the next morning.

“Where are you off to anyhow?” His voice reminded me of old parchment, crisp and worn.

“Dwindle,” Hesper replied.

His bushy eyebrows rose above his large spectacles. “I have never been there before! Hope the Irk isn’t too bad for you two. But by the looks of it, you’ve already had unseemly travels.” He chuckled, slamming his innkeeper book closed and tittering away.

With our room key in hand, we headed back out into the streets.

The pastry vendors were our first stop—and our second, and our third. I couldn’t get enough of the delicacies surrounding us. My sweet tooth was consistently reliable, but these pastries weren’t the normal jam tarts I’d partaken of before. No, these sweets were a whole world bursting in my mouth.

The golden, syrupy treats I’d spotted when we first arrived turned out to be soaked with rum and shaped like tiny mushrooms. I didn’t know just how soaked they were until I bit into one, and the rum squirted right down my already badly stained tunic. The vendor, a willowy woman with skin as golden as her hair, laughed and then spoke in Fëhyen—the tongue of the southernmost part of the Golden Isles. She sent me on my way with three additional rummy mushrooms I didn’t even pay for.

A nutty, earthy smell wafted through the air, and I followed my nose to a table sprawling with pillowy soft buns covered in what looked to be black seeds.

“Each bite tells a story,” the vendor said in Irpiti. They truly did. With each mouthful, legends of fox ghosts and ancient kingdoms built to reach the clouds danced in my mind. I purchased more buns than Hesper and I could eat, but I managed for us both.

Hesper stopped at a weapons seller, the knives dangling dangerously from the ceiling of the tent. While she was occupied, I took the liberty of buying myself new clothes. I hated to ditch my trusty travel cloak and dress, but they were beyond repair at this point. At least my walking boots had miraculously survived the quest thus far. The seller, who was bent over fabrics, let me slip behind her tent to change. I purchased a linen tunic that had lavender embroidered on the front, pants with pockets and images of tiny mushrooms, radishes, and frogs hidden here and there, and a dress I couldn’t pass up. It was utterly useless for our journey, but the silky green fabric reminded me of Rosie. I put the dress on and relished how soft it felt on my skin.

I emerged from behind the tent, and Hesper was there to meet me. She twirled a new knife in her hand, but when she saw me, it clattered to the ground.

“See something you like?” I winked.

The dress was more of a slip than anything else. I usually prefer layers and layers of oversized tunics and dresses, but when in Lore…

“She looks like a vision, no?” the dress seller asked over her shoulder, still busying herself with arranging fabrics.

“Yes, yes she does,” Hesper said with a nod. I swished the dress back and forth, savoring the whimsy of it all.

“It’s not useful,” I said, twirling about.

“Not everything has to be useful,” Hesper replied. “Though, I can think of a few ways that dress could be very useful.”

I stumbled over a cobblestone, twirling right into her hard chest. She caught me, her large hands steadying me. For a moment, I didn’t move away, didn’t shrink from her closeness. Perhaps all the pastries had turned my mind into honey because all I wanted to do was to melt into her, close any distance there ever was between us.

“What a lovely pair you two make,” the seller said, bursting through the moment. I quickly moved away from Hesper, smoothing out my dress. “Don’t stop dancing on my account.”

Her throaty accent sounded like that of Kräkti, a continent located at the very top of our realm. It seemed impossible that she’d found her way here, but Lore appeared to be a place that drew everyone from everywhere. In fact, so many different languages were being spoken all at once that they mixed together with infectious percussion to make an addicting, never-ending song.

“Thank you for this.” I motioned to my dress and the new clothes in my hand. “Your art is amazing.”

“Your old clothes. I want them.” She pointed behind her back to the sodden mess bundled in my hand.

“These?” I held them up.

She nodded quickly.

“They are mostly ruined,” I said grimly.

“Just wet and dirty,” she said.

And tattered, snagged, and fraying.

I set them on the table next to her, not wanting to interrupt her work. She investigated the ruined pieces, bringing them so close to her that they disappeared into her veil. She then moved another piece of fabric to where my clothes had just rested.

“A trade,” she said.

It was a forest-green cloak. Embroidered on the edges like living stories were woodland creatures. Flowers and trees skirted the bottom. A few buttercups popped up as well. A happy coincidence that my favorite flowers were on this. Best yet, on the cloak’s hood were two shapes that looked eerily familiar—on one side a hedgehog, and on the other, a crow.

And the clasp that held the cloak together looked like the exact squirrel that stole the Crown Jewel Tulip. That couldn’t be possible, though.

I looked up to ask the seller more, but she had vanished.

“I can’t take this,” I said to Hesper. The cloak was worth far more than the wretched fabric I’d given her.

“It would be a great offense if you did not accept the gift.”

“Why? I only had old clothes to give her, nothing that was worth this.”

“That was not just a seller. That woman is a seer.”

Coldness covered my body despite the heat of Lore’s summer afternoon. I had not heard tell of a seer for many years. And for good reason. One could only hold seeing magic if they were descendants of the moon herself. Many of those lineages had died out by now—their power diluted by the centuries. Stories say that one knew a seer because they glowed in the dark like the moon. Now, it is only by their eyes that anyone would know they have that magic.

The seller reemerged from behind her tent to bid us farewell, and I saw her eyes for the first time. Silver. Like slivers of the moon. My heart quaked.

“Clara, are you all right?” Hesper asked, her words barely slicing through the buzzing in my mind.

I gave her a tight nod, then bolted out of the tent.

The last time a seer had come into my life, they had ruined everything.
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My mind still reeled from the seer’s gift when Hesper and I settled into our room for the evening.

Unlike Wormwood, this room was big enough for two people. A large feather bed was centered against the wall to our right, and in front sat a stone hearth. No fire blazed in it, though. The balmy summer breeze did not need any additional warmth. The only coldness in Lore came from me.

I intended this afternoon to be for cheering Hesper up; lightening the weight that retelling her story must have put on her. And yet here I was, thinking of my own untold tale. Old wounds didn’t heal with time; the scars just became harder to see until the moment they were ripped right open again, fresh blood pouring out from a place you thought was cinched up forever.

No number of pastries could soften the shock of meeting a seer. I began to fuss around the room, trying anything and everything to rid myself of the thoughts piling up. I methodically emptied out my travel pack then repacked the items. Then, I took to the room itself. A few bits of the paper-lined walls were peeling away, so I pressed them back to where they belonged. An exercise of futility has rarely, if ever, helped an oncoming sense of dread, but I tried, nonetheless.

There were a few plant pots on the hearth, each filled with a blood-ruby ivy. None of them were in bloom—but their vibrant red leaves poured over the pot. The blooms were so rare, even Patti herself couldn’t grow anything other than the foliage. My heart pinched at the thought of home, and for a moment, I thought I saw a single leaf curl in. But it could have been a trick of the firelight. I only managed to make things die when I had magic.

If I had ever managed to obtain more than just a few wildflowers here and there when growing up, I was sure I would have killed the entire crop. But seeds were impossible to come by in that sequestered village. All we had were stubborn roots and plants that had gone to seed so many times over the centuries, a child’s magic would have no effect on them.

Magic grew stronger with time.

Apparently.

Healing from sadness did, too.

Also apparently.

Hesper perched on the window ledge, one leg hanging carelessly to the floor. She never ceased watching me the whole time, and it set my nerves on fire.

“Do you mind?” I asked, frazzled.

“Am I ruining your evening with my sitting down?” She quirked a brow.

“No, you’re just always watching. Look out the window or something. The sunset is bound to be much more interesting than me.” I set back to pacing and fussing.

“I highly doubt that,” she replied. I ignored her. “What happened down there?”

“We went to the market and retrieved items.” I folded and refolded my new cloak, my hands shaking.

“What happened with the seer, Clara?” She wouldn’t take the bait of my conversational diversions.

“That’s none of your business, actually,” I snapped.

“It is.” She got up from the window ledge and made her way to the opposite side of the bed. “You are undone. I wish to know why.”

A war raged on inside of me. A large part screamed to never tell anyone that story. Rosie barely knew any of it; why should Hesper? She was my protector sent by Eldrene, not my friend. Whatever moment we’d had in the market was just that—a moment, nothing more. But another part of me begged to tell someone. Hesper had just shared a bit of her story, so maybe I could share mine.

I settled somewhere in the middle.

“Before my birth, a seer came to my mother, told her the child she bore would possess great magic.” I began to pick at my cloak. “Obviously, the seer was wrong.”

“Were they?” Hesper asked.

“Seeing as I don’t have magic, yes, I would call that quite incorrect.”

“Clara, I really think you should try—”

“Stop, please don’t,” I said, leaving the bed and heading toward the hearth.

“You have magic,” she insisted.

Rage coursed through me, muddled through the old heartbreak.

“No, I don’t!”

“Yes, you do.”

“You don’t understand.” My voice rose, my heart splintered. “If I had magic, I would be able to use it. If I had magic, I wouldn’t have had to struggle every day in Moss to grow anything at all. If I had magic, maybe my parents would have fucking loved me!”

The words landed like lead in the room. Hesper’s eyes shuttered; I had even shocked myself. My hands flew to my mouth and tears pricked my eyes.

“What?” Hesper asked softly, disbelief and pain lacing her tone.

“It’s the truth.” My voice quavered.

“You are not from Moss, then?” she asked, because even she knew not a soul in Moss would ever treat a child like that.

A question I’d never had to answer. Never wanted to answer.

When I turned up in Moss, the town took me in without question. They didn’t ask me anything. They saw to it that my needs were met and followed my lead when it came to sharing information about my past. Folk assumed me to be either an orphan or a runaway. If the latter, they expected my parents to show up any day looking for a scraggly, grumpy girl in need of a bath. After a year with no one coming for me, an orphan I became in their eyes. I let them all believe that to this day. It was an easier story to claim.

“No. I’m from Cenawind.” I wiped at my running nose.

Hesper let out a whispered fuck. Cenawind was a remote village, sequestered on an island in the Barren Sea, but most had heard of it. The folk there were distinctly terrible, and they chose to separate themselves from that which they disdained—meaning anyone who was not human.

Dwindle might have been full of monsters, but Cenawind was full of hatred.

“That was where I spent my childhood,” I said, trying to blink away the oncoming tears. Hesper handed me a handkerchief. “My parents were extremely poor, so when the seer came and told them their child would have this great magic, they thought their struggles were over. They would become a couple to be revered rather than slandered and spit upon. Perhaps I’d have alchemy magic and turn everything into precious riches. Or maybe I’d be born with a magic no one even knew of. The possibilities were endless, until they were nowhere to be found—I was just another child, impossibly inadequate in their eyes.”

“You showed no signs of magic at all?” Hesper prodded gently.

“Not a shred,” I said bitterly. “My earliest memories are of them shouting at me about this seer and this magic destined to be mine. Show it, girl, they’d say, as if I were hiding it from them. But I could give them nothing, no matter how much I wanted to. As I grew older, they grew harsher, and I thought I might die of loneliness…”

Hesper sucked in a breath. I pressed on.

“The worst were the other days, though, when I saw a glimmer of what my parents could have been. Sometimes, Mother would sit me down and put flowers in my hair. Buttercups.” My voice broke. “She’d take me out to our garden, and we’d work alongside each other. That’s when I fell in love with gardening; it was the first place I’d ever really known love.”

The worst part of the story was coming, and I steeled myself. Maybe this was the last time I’d ever have to tell the story. Then it could be laid to rest. And Hesper would finally understand how unmagical my life and myself really were.

“I loved them so much that it felt like an aching hole in my chest. But they resented me. I reminded them of everything they hated about themselves. So that hole in my chest eventually filled with resentment, too. And on my thirteenth birthday, my parents gave me a bag with a loaf of bread and one dress, and told me to leave and never come back. So I did. And you know what the saddest part of all of it was? I tried to hug them before I left.” Tears were running down my cheeks in rivulets.

“Clara.” Hesper’s voice, achingly kind, split my heart right down the middle.

After all this time, I still hated that I went for the hug. I hated that I still thought about that moment, that I still wanted it. I hated that somewhere inside of me lived a little girl waiting for her mother to put flowers in her hair again. And I’d never been able to move past it, to leave that girl behind. It was why I’d chosen to live life by myself, to keep love at a safe distance. I’d lived a life where love was all I wanted, and it was never given. And it almost ruined me. Almost. But I’d walled up my heart just in time, kept it safely locked behind so much stone and overgrown ivy, it would never face that pain again.

“How did you get from the westernmost isles all the way to Moss? You had to travel over the Barren Sea. You were just a child.” Hesper began to pace the room.

“I don’t know,” I said numbly. “There is very little that I remember from my journey from Cenawind to Moss. Bits and pieces come up, but sometimes I think something protected me, guided me even, to Moss. I remember sleeping in the forest and a bird bringing me food; I remember getting sick on a boat and a kind man holding my hair back. I remember feeling thirsty, and flowers opening up to let me drink from them. My memories are foggy, honestly.”

I paused, smiled ruefully. “I do remember wondering if, finally, I had magic—all of these strange things kept happening to me, surely something otherworldly had to be transpiring. I was just a child, though, riddled with sadness, and I’m sure the only magic was that I managed to live at all. But then, there was Moss. And then there was magic.”

“I see.” Hesper’s brows furrowed. “And your parents, they never…” Hesper trailed off, her question hanging in the air.

“No, they never came for me. I don’t know what happened to them.” But I thought about them every day. Wherever they were, perhaps they’d found happiness far away from the girl who loved them so.

Silence followed, and I relinquished my place by the hearth and retired to the bed. The story had emptied me entirely. I closed my eyes, hoping for darkness to slow my racing thoughts. A weight settled onto the bed behind me, Hesper’s familiar shape enveloping my back.

“And that’s why Moss is so important to you then. It’s not just your home. It’s your Haven. It’s what saved you,” Hesper said.

I nodded into my pillow, my throat bobbing as I tried to stifle sobs.

“I will get you back home. I promised you that at the beginning of this journey, and I will promise you again. You have my word,” she whispered into my ear, stroking my hair absentmindedly.

I nestled closer to her, relishing the strength and heat. We stayed like that for a while, our breath and the crackling fire the only sounds in the room.

She began pulling away, readying to lie down for the night. I grabbed her hand and turned toward her.

“Sleep here. With me,” I said softly, a raw need pouring out of me before I could stifle it down.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” I said with conviction. I’d lived my life long enough stuffing down every impulse and desire. Tonight, I didn’t want to ration my wants. Tonight, I wanted to lie next to someone who knew something about me no one else did.

She tried to remove her hands from mine, but this time, I tugged her in close to me. Then suddenly one of her hands cradled the back of my head. Her face was inches away from mine. One move and my mouth would be on hers. The thought sent my body back into the familiar wildfire that always seemed to be burning around her. She placed a knee between my thighs, steadying herself as she held me. I kept down a moan at the movement.

“Clara.” My name sounded like a prayer on her lips.

My breathing quickened. She leaned in, grazing my lips with hers. My eyes fluttered closed, and my world exploded and narrowed all at once. She leaned in again, and I tilted my head up to meet her mouth more fully. She nipped at my bottom lip, and I sucked in a breath.

That kernel in my chest that had sparked back in Wormwood came alive once more, the humming much louder now, not as distant. I burned for her, and my heart filled up with something I couldn’t quite place. The closest word I had for it was magic. Could it be?

But then she moved away, and my chest went vacant again. I ignored the relief, elation, and throbbing disappointment vying for space in my stomach.

I understood. We couldn’t cross those lines, not with this much at stake.

I blew out the candles, the room falling into darkness save for the gentle glow from the fading embers.

I told myself it was a natural reaction. Hesper was objectively breathtaking, capable, and strong. We’d just shared our darkest stories with each other. Pain bonds faster than laughter in cases like these. Of course my body would react to her in that way. It meant nothing more. She was my protector. She only listened because she had to. She only kissed me because I pulled her close.

Once this was all over, she would leave, and I’d go back to the life I had before.

If that was even possible.
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A sharp knock on our window startled us both awake. It was still dark outside, the room filled with a thick, creeping silence. The same silence that had come before Margast entered the wood days ago.

My heart stopped. If we brought darkness to this place, to this Haven, I’d never forgive myself.

Hesper threw open the window, letting Edge through.

“The Prince’s hounds are here,” he said in a low whisper.

“How many?” Hesper asked.

“Several. Water-drenched hounds. They came across the sea.” My Goddess.

“What? How?” I cut in.

“They were sent by boat,” Edge replied.

“I thought Marielle’s waters protected the Isles,” I said.

“They do,” Edge offered. “But only the water-touched. She cannot prevent boats from crossing above.”

“What do we do? And where is Warty?” I asked, looking between Hesper and Edge, my hedgehog nowhere to be seen.

“Do not fear, Madame. Warty elected to stay on the roof. He said he can better aim his quills at the hounds from high up, should something go awry.”

Since when had he ever done that? A snake in my garden once tried to attack me and all Warty did was scurry away, knocking over my tools stacked by the cottage door as he did so. I almost asked Edge if he was teaching Warty some defensive strategies, but there were more pressing questions that needed answers.

“How did they find us?” I asked. We’d been tracked from Moss through Wormwood, but the entrance to Lore was little known. And underwater at that. How could they have found out where we were so soon?

“Not every shadow is as it seems, Madame.” Edge bowed his head low.

I looked around, as if I could see if any of the darkness seemed like more than it was. Goddess, if even the shadows were unsafe, how were we going to survive this?

“I don’t understand. I thought the light kept them at bay.” Panic laced its way up my spine.

“It seems the hounds are, indeed, growing more powerful as the Prince does,” Edge said grimly.

Before I could ask any more questions, Hesper cut me off.

“We need to leave.” She draped my new cloak around me and secured both of our travel packs to her back.

“But what about the boat?” I asked, thinking of the kind innkeeper who would be waiting for us to no avail when the sun arose.

“I have already left coin at his desk and a note explaining our earlier-than-planned departure. We will have to rather permanently borrow his boat, but I left enough for him to purchase another.” She had to have slipped out when I fell asleep to do that. I realized she never planned for the innkeeper to ferry us anywhere; Hesper only wanted people to think that. In case anyone listened, they’d lose our trail.

She adeptly slipped through the open window onto the roof below. I turned back to the bed, scanning the room for any forgotten items.

“The seed pack and your books are accounted for, Clara. We have to go.”

I hopped through the window, not caring to look back at the gathering darkness in the room. I fumbled my landing, tripping down the steep, sloping shingles. Hesper caught my arm, but not before a shingle broke off and shattered on the ground. The silence of the night broke. We all waited with bated breath to see what would come next.

A low growl sounded from the distance. Edge whispered something to Hesper I couldn’t hear and flew off, presumably to get Warty and meet us elsewhere.

“Follow me,” Hesper whispered. She all but carried me off of the roof and onto the rain gutters, then motioned for me to hop onto her back. We were very high up, and the drainpipe we needed to scurry down was quite slender. But still, I could do it myself.

“I don’t need—”

“Do not finish that sentence,” She grabbed me by my waist before I could protest. Which was all well and good, seeing as our lives were in danger and, though my parents didn’t like me, I was still an only child and sometimes—apparently—I acted like it.

We landed on the ground without a sound, slinking back into the shadows. But they offered little comfort. Any piece of darkness could be something else.

We edged our way behind carts and through the empty market streets. Thank the Goddess everyone was inside their homes, safe—for now. The thought settled in my stomach like a rock. We should have never come here. Sleeping in forests might have gotten us killed, but at least it didn’t put anyone else in danger.

Growls echoed in the night. Hesper and I stilled our walking. We hid behind a cart that smelled like jasmine and sage, but even that couldn’t calm me. Every breath felt like a nail in my own coffin. Soft thuds rang through the street, inching closer with each moment. Hesper was a skilled warrior, there was no doubt about that, but the thought of bloodshed in these streets felt like a desecration.

A loud squawk came from the skies. The hounds were still out of view but based on the slowing of their paws against the pavement, their pursuit had halted. They were so close I could hear them sniffing the air. The squawk then turned into a whisper. Edge was leading them away from us as best he could. For a moment, I thought they wouldn’t take the bait. But then a growl came from farther down the street. The hounds raced forward, following the presumed leader.

How could they not have smelled us? If they could track a scent through a heavily wooded forest, they could do so in the market. That’s when I noticed the smell surrounding me wasn’t from the market cart. It was from my cloak. The seer, she must have laced this cloak with herbs that would hide my scent—possibly even Hesper’s, too, if she was close enough.

We made a run for the docks. The moonlight shone so bright that the entire street looked bathed in silver. The shoreline lay just ahead, no sign of the hounds at our backs yet. I could still hear Edge distantly, whispering through the skies. Maybe Warty was throwing his quills after all.

Hesper hopped onto a small sailboat, barely big enough for two. She hauled me up and over the side of the boat before I could even get my boots wet.

Finally, the hounds came.

Their racing paws sounded like thunder, the whole pack cloistered together. Hesper whipped out a blade, cut the rope from the docks, and began to set sail. But not before she whistled out to the racing hounds, taunting them.

“What the hell are you doing?” I spat.

The hounds came into full view, the moonlight highlighting every gruesome part of them. They were larger than wolves, with inky-black matted fur and maws with teeth so hooked and jagged, they couldn’t close their own mouths without cutting into their jaws. They were something out of a nightmare. Margast still took the cake for most terrifying, but several small Margasts could do as much mental damage to my dreams.

We were well into the water now, not that it would make much difference. The hounds splashed into the sea, paddling faster than seemed possible.

Which must have been Hesper’s plan all along. She didn’t want to leave these hounds here, either. No, she would let Marielle’s waterways do the dirty work, ensuring Lore was safe from the hounds and their blood.

A low, earth-rumbling moan came from beneath our boat. My heart leapt into my throat.

The boat caught a night breeze, and we cut through the water. The sound emanating from below was so loud that even the waves were sloshing oddly at the disruption. The hounds ignored it, gaining on us despite the wind in our sails.

A pink tail flipped out of the water to our left. We both ran over to it so quickly, the boat tipped dangerously.

Marielle’s head popped out, a wicked grin on her face.

“Thanks for the late-night snack,” she said, razor-sharp teeth now glimmering in the moonlight.

Growls turned into yelps. A flash of green in the moonlight, and a hound disappeared. Another flash of purple and two more hounds were gone. Soon, a frenzy of vicious mermaids took each hound under until only the leader pursued us. His eyes burned coal red, just like Margast’s.

The leader was larger and faster than the rest. His head sliced through the water like a shark’s fin, intent on its prey. The moonlight glinting off the lapping waves brought the leader into full view. Margast was terrible, yes. But this leader, this thing, was raw and pure hunger. He left his legion behind, intent on tearing into Hesper and me, not caring that his fellows met their end right in front of him.

He licked his maw, deeply slicing open his tongue on his own jagged teeth. Blood and gore dribbled into the water—dark, swirling pools of it clouding around the monster.

“One moment,” Marielle sang as she dove into the water, the final hound mere feet away from our boat. I grabbed onto Hesper, who already had her crossbow aimed at the beast. Just as he closed in enough for her to shoot down his bloodied throat, he sank into the inky black water. A single bubble rose to the surface, the only hint at the fight raging beneath us.

Marielle reappeared, blood now staining her lips.

“We couldn’t stop the boats in time. There were hundreds, some of which we managed to sink, but not all. I tried to send warning, but my power is useless on land. Your bird caught sight of them, though.”

Hundreds? They would have slaughtered the entire town overnight.

“Do you know how they got here?” Hesper asked.

“My sentinels reported a large, black ship patrolling the isles north of here. I’d assume that same boat sailed them as far as they could before the reefs prevented it from going farther. Most likely pirates for the Prince.”

“Are there more coming?” Hesper asked, her eyes now scanning the horizon.

“No, those were the last of his hounds. We interrogated a few before we… took care of matters.” A small trickle of blood dripped down her chin. She licked it and let out a satiated sigh. I wasn’t sure what was more terrifying: a pack of demon hounds or Marielle in kill mode. Then she added, “You will be safe from here to Irk. I know not what will follow you on the Road, but the waters are secure.” And with a pat on the side of our boat, she elegantly flipped back into the water. Her pink tail disappeared into the darkness beneath.

“That was a close one,” Hesper said before smiling. “Oh, and I found this—”

She pulled out one of the syrupy pastries I thought we had to leave behind. “Don’t want you getting peckish.” She set to readjusting the sails. I popped the delicious pastry in my mouth, savoring the sticky-sweet delight.

“One more thing.” Hesper took a flower from the inside of her cloak and placed it behind my ear. “There were several blooms all over the floor as I packed up. Figured you might like it. I think I remember one of those plants in Patti’s shoppe?”

“Blooms?” I asked, my mouth still full of food. Sure enough, the delicate flower I held in my hand was a blood-ruby bloom. Each petal was shaped like a gem, the glossy outside shining so brightly in the moonlight, it looked fit for a queen. “That should be impossible.”

“Huh, I wonder if we know someone with a proclivity for magic that might…”

“Enough,” I bit back. “Please don’t poke fun at me after everything you heard tonight. Lore Isles must have the right climate.”

“Sure,” Hesper mumbled to herself. “Or maybe it’s something else entirely.” She pulled on a rope that lurched the boat forward a bit.

Something else indeed. There was that kernel when Hesper and I almost…

But surely not.

The sails caught the wind just right, and we careened forward.

Hesper heaved a sigh of relief just as I heaved over the side of the boat.
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I vomited the entire night and into the morning. When she was not tending the sails, Hesper held my hair out of my face and rubbed my back. Perhaps that’s why I didn’t remember much on my journey from Cenawind to Moss. I threw up the memories.

The sun set when our boat hit land. Hesper picked me up and placed me gently down on the pebbly shore. As soon as my body stilled, my world snapped back into focus. The roiling nausea was wiped clean, and I swore as the smell of vomit coated myself and my senses. Hesper was covered in vomit, too. My vomit.

I would not get into a Goddess-damned boat ever again. I would never eat one of those pastries ever again.

Well, actually, I probably would.

Hesper knelt in front of me, wiping sweaty strands of my hair off my face.

“Thank you,” I said weakly.

“Always, princess,” she said.

“Don’t. Call. Me. Princess,” I managed to say.

“Good to have you back,” she said with a relieved smile.

A rolling mist that looked thick enough to be sliced with a knife surrounded us. The small, dark, pebbled shore was the only visible bit of land. Beyond us, we could see nothing. That must be Irk Road then.

“Is it always this foggy?” I asked Hesper.

“No.” She bit her cheek.

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure. But it does mean we will have to travel the Irk and not into the Shadow Woods.”

“Your plan was to travel into Shadow Woods?” I asked in shock.

“We can hide in the woods. There is nothing to protect us on the road ahead. But if we tried to enter the Shadow Woods in this fog, we’d get lost immediately. And who knows how long it will last?”

“Don’t fae have great sight? Just see through the fog,” I said, rubbing my temples.

“I could have before…” She trailed off. “Dwindle has already waited long enough for us. We have only two days left before we are set to be there. We need to keep moving. Do you think you can walk through the night? If so, we can reach the village by midmorning tomorrow.”

I nodded.

Hesper gave me a few moments to wash my filthy dress and tired face in the seawater—only one of these was salvageable, unfortunately (and it was not my face). I had snagged a sliver of soap from the inn just in case. They also provided small packets of fresh mint for teeth cleaning, and I’d never been more thankful to be a hoarder of trinkets. Continuing this journey with vomit breath would have sent me over an edge I’d never come back from. Mercifully, my new linen tunic and travel pants were not covered in sick. I ducked behind a hollowed-out tree trunk and changed while Hesper stood sentinel. I stuffed the sad remnants of my Lore dress into my pockets and emerged, only slightly renewed but now vomitless.

I checked my travel pack before we entered the road. Everything was there, seed pack and all. At that moment, Edge and Warty flew overhead. Lucky bastards; if only we could sprout wings and fly the rest of the way. If only we had a beautiful mermaid to lead us through the living night that was Irk Road.

We kept putting one foot in front of the other, Hesper held firmly to me, and I hoped the mist wasn’t leading us astray. Irk Road was a straight shot to Dwindle, but that didn’t mean the fog couldn’t have expertly turned us around. Thankfully, no one else walked on the road with us. I guessed even the worst monsters stayed away from Irk in all this murkiness.

The tales of living shadows kept playing through my mind, and I convinced myself that I could see shadowy things creeping along the edges of the road. But we didn’t dare light a lantern for fear of being seen.

And then, a murky shadow stepped out to greet us, confirming my worst fears. The hulking form burned the mist around it, holding a jagged-looking lantern, its clawed iron edges curving in toward the flame. The light illuminated several other shadows behind it.

Hesper whipped out a blade and shoved me behind her. But when I turned around, other figures were there, too. We were entirely surrounded on all sides.

“Hesper,” I whispered.

“I know,” she said.

Goddess, we were doomed. She could maybe have fought her way out by herself, but she had me to worry about.

I gritted my teeth, readying myself for a fight.

“Anything I can help you with, fellas?” Hesper said with such predatory calmness, I thought she might will their deaths with her very voice.

“Give us the girl, and we’ll be on our way,” something said through the mist. It sounded like a broom against harsh stone.

“And what good is she to you?” she asked. When the shadow didn’t answer, Hesper took the liberty of filling in the details. “Oh, I see. You’re the Prince’s little cronies, sent to do his dirty work while he shites himself in the shadows?”

“We work for no one and no thing,” a different voice growled from the darkness. “The Prince can rot in his broken castle for all we care.”

“Then whyever do you want a traveler covered in vomit?”

Previously covered in vomit, I’ll have you know.

“Can you not smell the magic reeking off of her? It fills up the entire road. Many things are crawling their way toward you.”

“She does reek, indeed.” And then Hesper began slashing.

I followed suit, making a mad grab for the clawed lantern. I startled whoever, or whatever, held it and grasped it in my hands. It was heavy, but I made do, swinging it upward and hitting the shadow in front of me right in the nose, or snout, or maw. Whatever it was fell back in surprise.

“Get her,” it yelled from the ground.

A swarm of shadows came for me. I swung my lantern wildly. An arm met my nose, and a loud crack sounded through my skull. Blood poured into my mouth, but I kept swinging. I could hear Hesper’s knife whipping through the air, the only proof she fought beside me.

Shadows were falling down everywhere, but more kept coming. Another hand met the side of my cheek, and I got knocked to the ground, the lantern flying out of my hand. The mist thickened, and I couldn’t see where it landed. I didn’t have time to go looking for it. I hopped back on my feet, kicking the assailant in the throat as I did so.

A hit to the back of my knees had me down again. Shadows towered over me, their hands reaching for my throat, my clothes, every part of me. I frantically grasped for anything to stave them off. The cool touch of the iron lantern met my hand. In a last-ditch effort to gain some ground, I smashed the lantern on the road, hoping beyond hope that the fire would catch.

It did.

Shadows scattered as the flames blew up in a great billowing blaze. The lantern fire was enchanted, ever burning. The iron had kept it contained, I realized. Without any boundaries, Irk Road would burn to pieces—Hesper and I would turn into plumes of smoke right along with our assailants. A hand grasped mine, and I tried to fight them off until I saw that it was Hesper, desperately trying to drag me out of the encroaching flames.

One bit of flame burned brighter, angrier than the rest. Whatever it had licked up seemed to be feeding its magic. I frantically grasped for my travel pack, but it was gone. And… right where the flames were quickly turning into a blaze rested a familiar shape.

My seeds. My everything. My hope. My Future. Turning to embers and ash right before my very eyes.

“No!” I screeched, reaching for the flames.

“Clara, don’t!” Hesper screamed, grabbing at my cloak as I ran toward the blaze.

The sudden stop sent me to the ground, and Hesper came down hard, too—another shadow on her back. But she wouldn’t let me go, and I wouldn’t give up. I tried to claw myself away from her, kicking at her face, grabbing for the jagged rocks in front of me.

“You’ll kill yourself!” she bellowed, as she wrestled the thing attacking her with one arm and held tight to my cloak with the other. But I didn’t care. I kept reaching, scrambling. I could still see the glowing orb in the midst of the fire, and I knew it was my seed pack. I had enchanted them to remain safe, to make it to Dwindle, to grow.

The magic was holding on, even as the flames devoured them. I could feel in my heart they weren’t gone yet. If I could get there in time, I may be able to save the seeds.

The blaze grew brighter, the heat so intense, the squirrel clasp on my cloak grew hot enough to burn my neck. I undid it, releasing myself from the hold Hesper had on me.

The fire reached toward the sky now, but I could still make out a faint outline of the seeds. I was so close. I would burn myself in the process, I knew that much. But at least I would have them. Foolish yes, but I had to hope. I had to try.

If those seeds were gone, there was no life left for me. I would fail Dwindle, I would fail Hesper, I would fail everyone.

And so, I ran straight for the flames, my hand outstretched. My fingertips singed, the heat truly unbearable, and I shut my eyes, bracing for the searing agony.

But then I was pulled away, familiar arms wrapped around me—my quarry once more thwarted by Hesper Altanfall. She wrenched me away as fast as she could, even as I bucked wildly in her arms. She wasn’t fast enough, though. The magic fire, fueled by the enchantments I’d placed on the seeds, finally exploded, and Hesper and I were thrown back by the force of it all.

We landed hard, Hesper much harder than me. She had cushioned my fall with her body, cradling my head with her hands. I rolled off her, raring to fight, but Hesper was deathly still.

A panic I had never felt before raced through me as I saw her unmoving body.

“Hesper,” I cried, grabbing her face. “Hesper, please!”

Nothing.

I pulled at her leathers. “No, no, no.” I frantically tried to see if there was another wound, but I saw no blood. I put my head to her chest, listening for a heartbeat. But the world outside was too cacophonous, and my own heart thundered in my ears.

The flames had engulfed the entirety of the road, taking shadows down with it. They howled into the night. There was no way I would have been able to hear her heart, beating or not.

“Don’t fucking leave me, Altanfall.” I put my forehead on hers. “I need you.” They were words I had never said before, words I fought hard to never say. But I didn’t care, not with her. My world was redefining itself the longer Hesper was in it, and I couldn’t let her go now. The spark in my chest, always burning when we touched, raged hard in my chest.

Please, anyone, help us, I begged. Find us, save us. Hesper’s eyes fluttered open, and if I weren’t already on the ground, I would have collapsed in relief. But it was short-lived, for shadows began to encircle us once more, ignoring the fire consuming their comrades.

Was this it? Were we to die here? I had too much life left to live, too many memories still to make. Too much love still pent up in my bones that I’d never let out.

I couldn’t end like this—unfinished.

I let out a yell of sorrow, of rage, of the hatred perpetually roiling inside of me. The shadows stopped their pursuit for a moment. Just long enough for them to scatter at something even larger thundering through the dark.

A pack of golden horses appeared out of the fog and smoke, pulling a covered wagon cart behind them.

Ludwig’s toothy smile came into focus.

“Get in, get in!” he said hurriedly. The golden horses had burned the mist away fully and were unscathed by the flames licking at their hooves. Hesper threw open the wagon door and thrust me inside before jumping in herself. She shut the door behind her, locking us into the cramped space.

A small window in the wall above us opened up. Ludwig’s face poked through.

The scene was maddeningly confusing, but I was too numb with loss. We had survived, yes, but what now? I felt like I was underwater; the world around me was still moving, but I was in slow motion, barely able to keep up.

“Glad I found you when I did. You two hold on tight. I’ll get us somewhere safe to sleep for the night and then to Dwindle by sunrise. The horsies keep us nice and safe on Irk. No need to worry. Off we go!” He slammed the flap shut without another word, and the horses started up at an impressive speed.

Hesper was unnaturally still, staring at me with a blank expression in her eyes. I looked away and tried to take stock of our surroundings, a feeble attempt at tethering myself back into the here and now.

The wagon had a bed for a floor, one candle burning, and dark wood panels all around us. No one would ever know Golden Isles horses, the rarest beasts in Nestryia, pulled such a simple space. How they were here, I didn’t know. How Ludwig was here, I didn’t know. I couldn’t find it in myself to care.

How Hesper was now standing, I didn’t know. She had suffered major damage in that explosion. That, I did care for, even as my body tried to mute itself from the pain of losing our one shot at this quest.

“Are you all right?” I asked, still reeling from Hesper’s lifeless body only moments ago.

“Doesn’t matter,” she clipped, wiping blood away from a cut on her head. She looked me over, ripped a piece of her tunic with her teeth, and made her way over to me, blotting the blood on my nose away.

We were inches away from each other; I could feel her warmth cover my body, yet she was somewhere else entirely.

“Are you hurting? Do you need—”

“No,” she cut in. Her jaw was set, her eyes dark.

She didn’t elaborate; I didn’t press her for more.

“Anything broken?” she asked, barely looking at me and chewing on her cheek.

“No,” I said quickly.

But truthfully, yes. I was broken. The seeds were gone, my books were gone, my journal was gone. Everything was gone, turned to ash.

“Good” was all she said before sitting back down.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Was she in pain? Why was she acting so differently?

“Doesn’t matter,” she repeated, staring at the floorboards.

The wagon came to a sudden stop, sending Hesper and me both tumbling to the straw mattress. Quick footsteps sounded outside, then Ludwig appeared, wrenching open the door flaps.

“Fast horsies,” he grinned. “We’ll set up camp for the night.”

Hesper didn’t reply, and I had no ability to drum up new words. I felt out-of-body, but we wouldn’t still be here were it not for Ludwig. I forced the words out of my mouth, knowing I sounded distant even as I said them.

“Thank you, Ludwig. For everything. You saved our lives—”

He cut me off before I could say anything more.

“Now, now, no need to thank me. I’m just doing my duty.”

“You are?” I asked, but in truth, I had no more room in my mind for his answers.

I couldn’t comprehend a single topic volleying my way. Grief was overriding my system, and I was desperate to be alone. I needed to think, I needed to reformulate a plan. More than anything, though, I needed to sequester away with my own thoughts, let hopelessness course through me. Being around people when I was in anything other than tip-top shape had never been my preference. In Moss, if I was dealing with anything difficult or old wounds from the past had reopened, I’d hole up in my cottage for days on end—sadness unfettered and unending.

I craved that solitude so badly at this moment, it made my chest ache. But there was a Ludwig beaming in front of me, and a Hesper by my side.

“Oh, yes.” His loose front tooth wiggled, and he looked contemplatively at the sky. “I am Keeper of Irk Road and all!” he said cheerily.

“What?” I asked, a bit of the numbness giving way to surprise. That had to be impossible. He lived in Moss; I saw him almost every day. He couldn’t possibly have traveled to and from Irk that often. “I don’t understand.”

“Not all questions have answers!” he replied, still looking at the sky, his throat bobbing. “But, to quench a few of yours: I provide safe passage along Irk to those wishing to do good. The horses sense that, not me. It was happenstance that we found you when we did, though. Well, the flowers helped. Quite mesmerizing they were, all those little yellow jewels leading us right to a big ole fire. That, I suppose, was the Fates. Those old gals always know best.”

That was impossible. Yellow flowers on Irk Road? But maybe I was in the business of impossibility these days, seeing as Ludwig was the Keeper of Irk. The facts were not adding up, though.

“But you were at my doorstep every day warning me not to come here.”

“Yes, and I meant it!” He laughed, now looking me in the eyes. And for the first time, I noticed quicksilver rimming his irises, the bug-ish glasses he usually wore no longer hiding them. He wasn’t just the Keeper of Irk Road; he was a seer.

My heart quaked, the familiar dread coursing through me. But it wasn’t the seer’s fault that my parents behaved the way they did. It certainly wasn’t Ludwig’s, either.

“Monsters do lurk about. Dwindle is—well, you’ll see—and I couldn’t have Moss knowing what I do for a living. I’m the town’s old hoot, nothing more. It’s easier to slip out in the night when everyone believes you to be a little less than,” he said, a bit of sadness filling his eyes. He had been playing a part for decades. But why?

“Now, I’m sure you’ve had quite the journey. So, if you please—” He extended his arm out into the darkness, but the golden horses gave off just enough light that it wasn’t extremely terrifying. Just fairly terrifying. But the abyss felt nice right about now, matching the way my heart felt perfectly.

Ludwig made quick work of setting up camp. He had a fire started in no time, with a small kettle hanging on a branch between the flames. He whistled as he worked, muttering and sputtering to himself. Finally, he filled two mugs with tea for me and Hesper before making his way into the darkness.

“Where are you going?” Hesper asked. Her first words to him this entire time.

“To sleep!”

“Please, take the wagon,” she said.

“I sleep with the horsies,” he replied. “Two will come with me, two will stay with you. Clara and you will take the wagon for the night. I loathe mattresses, much prefer the ground.”

Before we could argue more, Ludwig ambled off into the night, as eccentrically confusing as ever. We stared after him for a long while, until the warm light of the horses faded into the darkness.

“Well, that—” I began, but was quickly interrupted.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Hesper slammed down her tea, the contents spilling out onto the ground.

“What are you talking about?” I whispered angrily. Could Ludwig hear us through all the gloom?

“Back there!” She pointed wildly behind her. “You could have gotten killed.”

“I needed to save the seeds,” I bit back. “I did what had to be done!”

“Like hells you did.” She ran her hands through her hair, grasping hard at the roots. “You were inches away from catching yourself on fire, Clara. You can’t put yourself in danger like that.”

“Put myself in danger?” I no longer whispered. “I tried to save our only hope! I tried to succeed on this Goddess-damned quest! And I know it doesn’t matter to you—” My voice was rising, my heart quickening. “You’ll go back to Eldrene whether I succeed or not. But I’m the one who has to face the reality of losing the seeds. I’m the one who has to face losing you.”

Hesper’s face fell. My shoulders slumped.

I didn’t even care that I’d said it aloud. That I’d finally admitted to Hesper and myself that there was more at stake for me than just going home or not after this was all over. She was a part of it, too. Even though I’d fought for that to not be the case. But I didn’t have any fight left in me to stave off the truth tonight.

I buried my head in my hands, grief overcoming me.

“Clara.” Hesper rushed over, pulling my hands away from my face, any hint of her anger completely gone.

“It’s over,” I cried. I couldn’t keep back the tears now. “They were all I had. I’m going to fail this quest. I can’t grow a garden in a month without magic. I’ll—” My voice cracked. “I’ll never be able to go home.” Sobs rocked me now.

“Clara, listen to me.” Hesper carefully cupped my cheeks with her hands. “You are so much more than those seeds. It is you who was sent to Dwindle—not your seeds, not even your magic. You.”

“But that’s not enough,” I said through the tears.

“Yes, it is,” she said, tears now in her eyes, too. “Yes, it is, Clara Thorne. You are light, and you are wonder, and I…”

She took a deep breath. “We can find seeds elsewhere.” She wiped away the tears on my cheek.

“And besides, you didn’t lose everything,” she said, sitting back on her heels.

“What do you mean?”

She reached into her cloak and pulled out several crumpled pieces of paper.

“What—”

“I saved all the ones you threw away.”

All my discarded words that I believed were nothing. I thought she was throwing them into the fire, but she had been saving them.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because you wrote them.”

And then my mouth was on hers, breathing her in, tasting every bit of her. Lemon, salt sea, whetted stone. She tasted like the summer, like strength, like everything I could have ever wanted.

“Clara,” she rasped. My name on her lips sent me into another place, another realm entirely. I’d never had this type of need for someone—primal, undeniable. No matter how hard I fought against it, the wildfire always blazed for her.

I had seen enough fire tonight.

It had to be quenched.

She tore my cloak off, and I hers. We were both on our knees, feeling our way up and down each other’s bodies. Goddess, how long had I needed to do this? How long had she? We touched each other like we had moments before the world itself spun into ruin. She hooked her hand behind my knee, flipping me onto my back. She towered over me now, slipping off her leathers and throwing them to the side.

“Hesper,” I said. She placed a finger over my mouth and kissed down my neck onto my tunic. She bit my nipple through the tunic, and I moaned.

“Shhh, princess.” She picked me up easily, slamming open the wagon door and carrying me inside. The doors closed behind her. “Ludwig is just outside, and I’ve got work to do. Can you keep quiet for me?”

I silently nodded.

“Good girl,” she growled.
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She pinned my hands above my head and breathed me in.

“You smell like Haven,” she whispered.

Just her breath on me had me moaning, trying to wriggle closer to her.

“I thought I told you to be quiet,” she said, slipping her finger into my mouth and wetting it. “Now, I’m going to need you to stay still and quiet. We can’t rock the wagon yet.”

Yet. I whimpered.

Goddess, please let that yet be a promise. I wanted to break wagons, beds, counters, a lifetime with her.

She dragged her finger down the length of my body, taking care to circle both of my nipples until they were rock hard.

“You deserve to be punished for wearing that dress around me.” She bit on my earlobe, and I gasped. This would be the death of me. A sweet, irrevocable death. “When I saw you in the market street, I wanted to rip it off with my teeth.”

I shuddered at the thought of something so public with her. Everyone watching as she ravished me. Oh, how I wished I still had that dress on instead of my traveling clothes. But thankfully, it didn’t seem that she really cared.

She gently rubbed down the length of my leg, untying my boot and throwing it behind her. It thudded against the wagon door. I almost opened my mouth to tell her to quiet down lest we be caught, but by the looks of her predator’s eyes, she was taunting me. She did the same down my other leg, that boot hitting the wagon walls with a thump.

“May I?” she asked gently, her fingers looping on the waistband of my trousers.

I nodded a yes.

She pulled them down, painfully slowly, and gazed at my bare legs.

“Absolutely perfect,” Hesper whispered. I was slick with heat, needing every bit of her as soon as possible.

But I didn’t make a peep, even though the wildfire on my skin threatened to burn me to a crisp, even though my heart beat so hard I thought it might burst through my chest, even though my want for her soaked through my undergarments and onto the mattress below.

With one hand still pinning both arms above my head, Hesper looked me in the eyes as she moved my tunic higher onto my stomach, revealing everything below. The only thing barring her from me now was the silken, lace night shorts I’d bought without her knowing. They were tight, alluring, a little expensive, and I hoped she would rip them to shreds.

“Goddess help me,” she growled.

My tunic was still on, but the way she looked at me made me feel entirely naked. And she hadn’t even touched me in full yet. Even my bones began to feel like molten lava the longer she stared at me.

Her eyes filled with an emotion I didn’t quite understand—astonishment and something else. But then it disappeared, replaced with a relentless hunger that only my body could satiate.

She straddled me, both of her strong thighs pressing in on my ribs. Such sweet pain. Slowly, she unpinned my arms, but I kept them above my head like the good girl I knew she wanted me to be. She gave me an approving smile. My heart leapt at the slight praise.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered dangerously.

I obeyed.

“You’re going to want to scream, but if you make a sound, I’ll stop.” She played with me, making me suffer the most delicious torture I’d ever endured. All my life, I’d told people what to do, spending hours meticulously planning out each detail, rarely succumbing to wants and pleasures save for ones in my own cottage by myself.

Tonight would be different. I’d follow her orders and then, when the time was right, she would follow mine—and she wouldn’t know what was coming for her. She might have ridden dragons, but she hadn’t ridden me. Not yet.

With my eyes closed, my other senses peaked. Every touch and every smell exploded into sharp reality. Her lemony scent surrounded me; her calloused hands were all over me. But then she slowed her touches, making them more intentional, less gentle.

I took a shaky breath, trying in vain to pace my system.

Her hands gripped my hips, squeezing hard. I swallowed down a yelp. She hesitated, sensing the weakness I almost let show. No matter what she did, I would not make a Goddess-damned sound. The thought of her stopping would be my ruin.

“Good girl,” she whispered, and then slowly, achingly slowly, she took off my night shorts with her teeth. I could hear her smelling them, moaning into the air.

I’d promised Hesper Altanfall that I would be the end of her. But she very well may be the end of me.

When my night shorts were fully off, she laid me bare save for the tunic covering only my chest. I could feel Hesper’s head hovering just above my core, looking, admiring. Her moans turned to pants.

And then she slipped a finger into me, just barely. She dipped her finger in deeper, wetting it. Then she ran it gently along my folds, over my clit. Every touch was a breath, a wisp of motion. It left me aching with so much want, I thought I might never get enough of her. I needed roughness, I needed her to stuff me full of everything she had. And if her tongue was not tasting me soon, I might vaporize entirely.

“You’re so wet for me, Clara,” she said, her infuriatingly soft touches sending my body into a tailspin. “And I haven’t even done anything yet.”

I bit down on my own tongue to stop from yelling at her. Frustration mixed with unending lust filled my veins, and the tang of blood filled my mouth. When she said I deserved punishment for wearing that dress, she meant it. And she was going to dole it out herself. But I kept my mouth shut, my eyes closed, and the rest of my senses aflame.

Finally, she put two fingers inside of me, swirling gently at first and then quickening. I bucked against her, wanting more, needing more.

She let out a harsh laugh.

“You like that, Clara? What about this?” Her swirling motion turned into a deep, luxurious back and forth, hitting the deepest parts of me with her long fingers, then stroking up when she pulled out. I took to biting my cheek and forcing my eyes to stay closed. My hips rocked into her, and whatever self-control she was practicing lapsed.

Her tongue dove into me, tasting all I offered. She licked my thighs, my core, my everything. Like she couldn’t get enough, and I couldn’t either. She groaned into me, the sound muffled by how deeply she delved inside.

My back arched, a low, sweet ache beginning in my stomach. Goddess, I already wanted to succumb to the edge. And she had only been playing with me this whole time. She’d been taste-testing, licking, teasing. She hadn’t even tried to show me what she could do.

The horses outside whinnied, the sound filling our wagon. Hesper took that opportunity to roar and began her work in earnest. Her tongue pressed against my clit, over and over again. My arousal intensified every sensation, and the slightest pressure threatened to send me into another stratosphere. But I held tight, willing my body to hold on until Hesper unleashed herself fully.

She applied pressure with her tongue on my clit and then pulled back. Over and over again. The heat in my stomach turned into something writhing; every part of me synced into this very moment. Still, I held my release at bay. That practiced self-control was giving me an edge in this game we were playing.

Then, she slipped a third finger inside of me. Going in and out, matching the rhythm of her tongue. I saw the stars, the moon, the worlds beyond. Everything exploded. My back arched so high, she had to slam me back down on the bed again. The air knocked out of me, and the thing writhing inside of me readied to bite, to leap, to end me.

Hesper, sensing how quickly I raced toward climax, finally eased a bit. Her fingers slipped out of me, but I would have none of it. I reached down and grabbed her hair, pulling hard. If she could punish me, I could her. A stillness came into the wagon for a moment, and I panicked that she would stop her pursuit altogether.

But then she took me like she had not taken me before.

She furiously sucked my clit, slipping two fingers inside of me. She matched the sucking with her pulsing fingers, and her other hand, which tightly grasped my thigh, edged up my tunic. She found my nipple and began pinching and squeezing.

The force of the pleasure was so intense that even the thundering beast in my core paused for a moment. Time suspended. I closed my eyes, listening to her suck, grunt, and press into me over and over again, drawing out every second I could with her ravishing me.

And then I broke.

I shoved my hand over my mouth, stifling the moans erupting out of me. No matter how far Ludwig had fled into the darkness, he must have heard the moans. The kernel burned brightly in my heart again—this time, a soothing, warm feeling instead of the hollow burn.

She kept pressing into me, riding out my orgasm until the end, and the spark turned into an ember, my chest catching fire. When everything settled and my body stilled, she finally came up for air, and I was glad for this evening to end with a different kind of flame.

I kept my eyes closed. I was undone, emptied, and full all at once. She ripped off another piece of her tunic and cleaned the mess she’d made of me. Then she shimmied my undergarments back into place, put my trousers back on, and tenderly set both of my boots neatly by the wagon doors. I didn’t move a muscle.

Only when I felt her settle in beside me did I dare open my eyes.

I looked up at the ceiling, and she looked at me. I couldn’t meet her eyes just yet.

“Give me two minutes, and it’ll be your turn.” My voice sounded like gravel after holding in so many moans.

“No, no,” she said, still looking at me. “Tonight was just for you.” Her husky voice sent tingles down my body.

Tonight. What about tomorrow? Would there be a tomorrow with Hesper like this? Did I even want that?

“Unfair,” I replied. And it was. I wanted to taste her on my tongue, I wanted to undo this warrior lying next to me until she was nothing but a puddle at my feet. Only then could she taste me again. And I wanted to do it here and now, in the in-between of the past and what was to come.

Nothing counted in this wagon. It would once we left it, though.

“Clara, dear,” she whispered into my ear. “I’ll wake every monster on the Irk if I come on your mouth.”

I nervously laughed, trying to ignore how her words caused my recently doused wildfires to flame back up again. No distraction could convince my body to ignore Hesper, though. I feared it never would.

“Look at me,” she said into the dark. I obeyed again, this time out of curiosity more than anything else.

She gazed at me intently, the former hunger giving way to that same look again—astonishment and something else. That something else, though, was dangerous. I skirted a boundary I should not—would not—cross, not with her, not with anyone.

My heart collapsed in on itself, the hollow place trying to breathe but there was no air. The spark was gone, the kernel of happiness blotted out. This wouldn’t do.

“We’d better rest,” I said too quickly. Her eyebrows shot up only for a moment, and then resignation filled her eyes. I had doused her fire. Or whatever she felt.

“Yes, indeed,” she said, her voice still ragged but with a more practiced lightness. She seamlessly slipped out of whatever we had just done, into what we had been. She put her arms behind her head and her tattoo flashed in the air. Her bargain.

All the more reason to let this night only be this night.

Besides, I’d told her my fear of losing her just moments ago, and all she had to say was Clara.

That was that. We had no choice.

“So then…” There were things I knew I wanted to tell Hesper Altanfall. But why say them when it would make the inevitable goodbye that much harder? The words escaped me, hunkering down deep in my soul where the rest of my unvoiced secrets were. “So let’s just leave it at this then,” I said, unsure.

“Yes, indeed,” she repeated again. The stoic fae warrior once more. No hint of anything else in her voice.

She turned her back to me, and I did the same.

Hesper was with me on Eldrene’s orders. We got caught up in almost dying. That’s all tonight meant. Of course, we would end up making this mistake being in such close proximity. But now, it was out of our system. She didn’t care about me as much as I didn’t care about her—we were travel companions. I couldn’t let myself forget that. If I did, I’d risk losing everything.

And I couldn’t live through that, not again.

Tomorrow, we would reach Dwindle. With the seeds now gone, my hope rested on basically nothing.

Just try, Clara.

Rosie’s words sang in the coldness between us.

I would try. No, I did not have magic or enchanted seeds, but I would still try. I would have to admit to the entire village that their Goddess-sent Town Gardener was simply a gardener with good planning. We’d made it this far, though, and that gave me some hope to live on. So, yes, I’d try. I’d even reach for my magic and see what might lie in wait.

Perhaps a smidge of Moss’s magic was still with me, somewhere down deep.
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Ladies!” Three sharp knocks rang through the tight cabin, startling me out of a deep slumber. My brain was a kaleidoscope of moments from the night before—Hesper, mostly. Fractals of Hesper everywhere. “Breakfast!”

“One moment!” I called out to Ludwig. We’d made a mess of the small wagon with our adventures.

“Of course, of course.” He whistled through his teeth.

I scrambled to gather my cloak and tidy what I could. Hesper silently wrapped herself in her leathers and donned her own hooded cloak. She didn’t look at me once, and my heart only sank a little at that, but she had her easy demeanor about her, that devilish smile not too far away.

She placed her hand on the wagon door, readying to open it, but I stopped her.

“Wait,” I said, almost placing my hand on hers before quickly taking it away. “I’m sorry, I just need a moment.” I felt stupid for asking, but she didn’t say a word. She just gave a nod from beneath her cloak and leaned against the doors, waiting.

Today was the day we would finally arrive in Dwindle. We had been preparing for this moment for weeks and now it was here. My body went cold, and I braced myself against the wagon’s walls.

“Eggs are getting chilly,” Ludwig shouted again, and I steeled myself. No sense in wasting any more time.

I pushed the wagon doors open without another word. Gray mist shrouded everything. The morning light was not far off, but I wondered if the sun’s rays could burn through this cloying fog.

“Hiya!” Ludwig said. He was propped against a wagon wheel, smoking a pipe and looking idly out into the nothingness. Despite his age, he hopped up on both feet, a spring in his step already.

I stepped out of the wagon and into the mist. Something tickled my ankles and I yelped, falling back into Hesper. The fog was so dense, I couldn’t see what creature must be scuttling over my legs.

“You don’t like waking up to smell the flowers?” Ludwig inquired with a bushy eyebrow raised, a look of mischief in his silver eyes. Then, he took a deep draw of pipe smoke and blew it right toward the fog clouding my feet. The delicate smoke rings burned away the gray, revealing a shock of yellow underfoot.

Hundreds of dandelions reached toward the sky.

“How in the world?” I was dumbfounded.

“Well, would you look at that?” Hesper said, releasing me. I had forgotten I’d slammed up into her.

“I thought nothing much grew on Irk Road,” I said to Ludwig, who bent over, plucked a few flowers, and tucked them behind each ear.

“It doesn’t,” he said, and his eyes shone quicksilver.

Ah, strange. But I refused to think about it any more deeply; I had enough to worry about already.

Two plates were set up on a small log, each plumb full with a delicious spread. Bacon, eggs, savory pastries, fruits.

My stomach curdled.

“Eat up, then we’ll finish the last leg of your journey.”

I nodded, taking the plate and trying to force down the food. It tasted like ash in my mouth. Even Hesper, whose appetite was almost as reliable as mine, mostly pushed the food around. Ludwig took note.

“Yes, I wouldn’t be famished either.” He gave us a solemn smile. “Let’s not draw it out more than we need to. On you go.” His bushy eyebrows wriggled like a happy caterpillar as he whistled into the fog. Two golden horses emerged from the gloom, settling into their ranks at the front of the wagon.

Without a word, Hesper and I headed back inside—where it still smelled of what we shared last night. I thanked the Goddess for the ferocious hoofbeats outside, or else Hesper might hear just how hard my heart beat as I sat across from her. And it wasn’t because we were heading into the most dreaded village in Nestryia.

“I wonder if the stories are true,” she said, messing with the leathers around her wrist.

“Me too,” I muttered, picking at the threads of my cloak.

This wagon ride was torture. I didn’t want to arrive in Dwindle, but it was so close now, I needed to just get it over with. And then there was the stupid part of me that wanted to crawl into Hesper’s lap and kiss her until we both forgot what lay in wait for us.

Instead, we sat in utter silence, neither of us looking the other in the eye.

Well, this is going splendidly.

Too soon, the wagon came to a stop. Hesper and I both stayed still, willing the moment to last just a bit longer before we faced what lay ahead.

But whatever lay in wait today, I would deal with it. Dwindle may not have what they hoped for, but they at least would have someone who could write up a wickedly useful garden plan. As for the stories, well, I couldn’t deny that growing a garden may be the least of our worries.

The doors opened, and we stepped out into watery morning light. Ludwig pointed to a hill that I could just make out through all the gray.

“Just up that way,” he said, pulling me into a bone-crushing hug before hopping back on his carriage, the fog parting for his golden steeds. I didn’t get a chance to tell him goodbye or to say sorry. We were all so wrong about him, and now he was off again. An old habit—never saying the things I needed until the time had long since passed.

We made our way up the steep incline. My heart was racing, my breathing unsteady. What would we see when we crested the hill? A town in ruins? Would the people even let me in? What would a town even look like, surrounded by Shadow Woods and sucked dry from withering magic this close to what used to be Starfall?

A familiar shape plummeted out of the sky, landing right on Hesper’s outstretched arm.

“The area is secure, Madame. The Prince’s hounds have not been seen since Lore, and I have received no other reports of gathering forces. It seems he has been kept at bay, for now,” Edge said coolly, Warty at his side, both perched proudly on Hesper’s arm looking like the perfect henchmen.

Hesper gave a quick nod and shot them both back up into the sky.

At least we didn’t have to worry about the Prince for today, for now. Hesper and I kept walking in silence. Just as we reached the top of the hill, the sun came out in full—or as much as it could behind thick clouds and mist. The world went from dark gray to a slightly lesser gray.

And nestled at the bottom of the valley, surrounded by nothing but the dark, dense forest and dying grass, lay Dwindle.

From up here, the town looked unassuming. I expected it to be craggily, midnight black, hewn from impenetrable stone, or a myriad of other unwelcoming sights. Instead, it looked like any other village. It had the same tint of gray that everything else in this part of the land had, but it wasn’t unpleasant.

Something about it almost seemed familiar.

A small village is a village, I supposed.

But as we approached, Dwindle quickly became unlike any village I had seen in Nestryia. I stepped onto its cobblestone streets and looked in awe at the sights around me.

Ornately painted signs hung from every shoppe. The paint peeled, the wood was misshapen, but the craftsmanship was a marvel. The buildings themselves, however, were the true spectacle.

To our right was a cobbler shoppe shaped like a boot, fittingly named Tuff as Ole Boots—a whole building shaped like a warped leather boot. Across from Tuff’s sat Bards & Brew, a shoppe shaped like a coffeepot, complete with a handle and a lid. The warped wooden sign hanging next to the door read:


YE TRAVELERS AND DWINDLE DWELLERS ALIKE

ENTER INTO B&B FOR THE RICHEST COFFEE AND MOST FANTASTICAL BOOKS… 
*WHEN STOCK ALLOWS*



As I looked down the main street, every building was its own piece of whimsy. Even the more normal-looking cottages had shutters shaped like butterflies, thatched roofs with what looked to be old garden beds atop them, and chimneys so terribly askew that they more resembled figures dancing in the sky.

But the ground underneath our feet and dankness hanging in the air betrayed any sense of comfort. Sickly pale and ashen, the soil was depleted entirely. Each cottage had a sheen of gray surrounding it, leeching what looked to be once vibrant colors. Flower boxes lay empty, abandoned birds’ nests poking out the tops. The only sound came from a door creaking in the almost nonexistent breeze.

“What is this place?” I asked aloud. Even Hesper seemed astonished by the town around us. Everything was in a state of disarray; we had not met or seen a single person, though we were arriving wickedly early. I could only assume the town would be stirring any minute now. But there were no smells from the bakeries, no coffee brewing, no early-morning farmers tending to the earth before the heat of the day.

Maybe it was not the town itself that found its way into scary bedtime stories.

“You’re here!” a deep voice rasped from behind us. I startled, and Hesper’s hand flew to her side, where a weapon was sure to be hidden.

On the front steps of a dusty purple cottage stood a tall, thin man. I couldn’t make out much of him through the gloom, just a murky outline. He began striding toward us, and Hesper shoved me behind her. I peeked out around her shoulder, readying myself for what might come.

But the fog parted and out came a man with long gray hair pulled back in a low pony. His chestnut skin was without a blemish, yet his eyes seemed to betray his age. Old and young all at once. His dark blue robe caught the wind, revealing a simple tunic and work pants underneath. The knees looked to be patched and repatched, so much so that the trousers had to be hefted high above his waist to hold up the weight of the added cloth.

A resourceful man. I nearly smiled, despite the pressing danger.

“Clara?” He pointed to Hesper.

“And Hesper!” He pointed to me, his forehead gleaming with sweat.

“The other way around,” I said. Hesper still had her hand at her side, wary and ready. I tried to come out from behind her, but she pushed me back into place.

Ass.

“What’s the other way around?” he asked, his eyebrows knitting together.

“Our names,” I said from behind Hesper. How ridiculous this must look.

“Those aren’t your names?”

“Those are our names.” I scratched at my head.

“But they are the wrong way around,” he replied seriously.

“No, I, uh. I’m Clara, and that’s Hesper.” He shoved his forehead into the palm of his hand.

“Forgive me! Clesper and Hara.” At that, Hesper’s hands relaxed at her side, and she released me from my place of protection. Any threat this man posed had more to do with memory than maiming. I stifled a laugh despite myself. Still, some fear lingered. There was no reason to trust him, not yet at least.

“Clara and Hesper,” I corrected gently.

He stared at us for a long moment, smiling widely and making no move to say or do anything else.

“And your name?” I broke the silence. He shook his head vigorously, reemerging into reality.

“Angus Laurel, mayor of Dwindle, at your service! And you, Clesper—oh, forgive me—Clara, are here to save our town! Save us!”

He gave a loud clap of his calloused hands.

Cottage doors burst open, people rolled out from behind carts, a few pixies flew out of the coffee spout at Bards & Brew, and a dwarf popped out of the dead flower boxes beside me, startling me right into Hesper’s arms. She caught me and gruffly placed me back on my feet. There was such a swarm of beings all around us that, if they meant us harm, we’d not stand a chance—even if Hesper was a fae warrior. Perhaps she’d escape, hewing her way through the fray, but I’d be trapped.

We were encircled by the entire town by the looks of it. Humans, dwarves, pixies, small folk, and nymphs. They all wore an array of different clothing, reminding me of the Lore market streets. Everyone looked like they were from everywhere. The only thing that they shared among them was the tattered state of their clothing—and the hope. Such hope was in all of their eyes, their smiles, every part of them.

My heart sank so low, I thought it might have left my body entirely.
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I stared wide-eyed at the people of Dwindle, not speaking and certainly not breathing.

Too many stories rushed through my head—all the tales Rosie and I’d grown up hearing of this town and the people here. Of the dangers of withering magic and what it would do to any who went near it. Hells, it had resulted in Hesper going full evil mode. Yet, here was Dwindle, a place so close to the Witherings, and these folk could not be further from those tales. Were the stories just stories and nothing more? How had they managed to survive, not succumbing to the magic that resided so close to them? Or was this some ploy by the Prince and his magic? I scrambled for words, but I had none to give to the gathering crowd.

“Are we scaring her, you think?” a voice tinkled quietly from somewhere in the crowd.

“Probably so,” the pixies above my head replied in unison.

I flinched at their nearness.

“Her eye twitched, she’s definitely scared,” one of the pixies whispered loudly to the other.

Hesper grasped my hand, giving it a firm squeeze. I held on tightly.

“I’m just so excited to see her!” the dwarf in the flowerpot said, the old roots of what I presumed once lived there now clinging to his head like a hat. He rested his bulbous head on his hands and sighed with admiration.

“She’s very pretty,” a female voice said, “and her shadow friend isn’t half bad either!”

A few laughs erupted from the crowd, then they all began speaking at once, some to me, some to Hesper, others at each other. I caught snatches of their words: She’ll save us, We’ll have a garden again, Maybe we can even have yuletide this year.

Bits and scraps of dreams I could not fulfill.

The crowd started pressing in, too many people in too many places. My heart jumped into my throat and my chest began to tighten. Hesper tugged at my hand, sensing my composure slowly slipping away.

“She needs space,” Hesper shouted, but no one heard her. My knees started to shake, my arms numbing.

When I experienced moments like this back in Moss, I’d see myself out of the situation and escape back to the cottage. I’d sink to my knees as soon as I burst through the front gate. No one was around to witness me at my weakest, while I desperately tried to gather the pieces of myself back together. I was born needing to be sewn up somewhere deep inside, but no one ever taught me how. So I just kept bursting at the seams when things became too much, when the world became too loud.

Neither reprieve nor escape could happen in this moment. Only the folk bustling around me, and Hesper right next to me. I tried, oh how I tried, to salvage myself.

But it was all far too much.

Fear of failing, fear of leaving, fear of being, fear of loving. It sent me to my knees right in the middle of a town that allegedly ate monsters and was warped by withering magic.

At first, nothing much changed save for me being on the ground, clutching at my chest, rubbing my knuckles into my sternum. I distantly felt Hesper kneel down in front of me, checking me for any sign of harm. But my body was elsewhere, in the middle distance between here and there. The crowd’s once raucous voices sounded like they were all underwater. I knew I should breathe, but I couldn’t manage to, not with my heart racing like this. Not with my mind completely on fire.

An unfamiliar large hand started rubbing circles on my back, just like Rosie used to do. Hesper said something to the kind stranger, but the words were muffled. The circles did their work, though, the warm touch reminding my body that I existed. This moment would not last forever.

“I do this sometimes to,” a kind voice said somewhere above me.

“What’s happening?” Hesper asked.

“We folk here call it the dreads,” the voice said. “Some folk call it overcome. Others undone.”

“Can we fix it? Is there some herb she can take? Anything at all?” Hesper asked frantically.

“Depends on what ails her,” the voice replied. “Sometimes you just get a case of the dreads that’s been a long time coming. There’s naught to be done. And we don’t have much by way of teas and tinctures here. Not since the land’s been dried up.”

My body started to come back together, my heart settling into a steadier rhythm. Hesper’s hand still grasped mine, and I gave it a squeeze. She responded immediately, brushing hair off my face.

“Clara, are you okay?”

“Yes, I am,” I said, breathing heavily. “Just—just a little—”

“You don’t have to explain,” Hesper said quickly, helping me up to my feet.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “And I’m sorry to you all. I’ve never—I don’t usually—”

“All is well Miss Clara,” the man named Angus said softly.

“Don’t apologize!” A dwarf sprang up from his place in the flowerpot. He dusted off his red pointed shoes and held out a chubby hand to me. “Murty Gobs! I’m ever so pleased to meet you, Clara. You can call me Murt. Or Gobs. Or Murty Gobs. Whatever suits you!”

“Hello, Murt,” I said, my voice shaky. I bent down to shake his hand, but Angus swatted it away.

“Please don’t fret about introductions at this very moment.” Angus gave Murt a serious glare. “We have guests, good sir. Guests who will be here for plenty of time. Let us do introductions later. Perhaps when Clara and Hesper are not freshly off the Irk?”

The crowd murmured their disapproval but quickly dispersed, some back into their sad cottages, others moving away to begin chatting in the street. I could breathe a little lighter, and I searched for the kind stranger who had offered a bit of comfort, but everyone was already gone. Only Hesper, Angus, and I remained in the spot.

“My deepest apologies, Clara.” Angus put a hand over his heart. “Dwindle is very—shall I say—eager. About most things.”

“No, it wasn’t their fault,” I said. Did I tell him the true culprit?

No, it isn’t their fault that I am having a panic attack about failing all of you. A Goddess sent me here to grow you a garden, but the truth is, I don’t have garden magic. I am the one who is sorry.

A few shoppe doors opened, and the smell of tea and baking bread filled the air. Sparse laughter rang through the air, not quite filling up the streets. This really did seem just like any other town, save for the poor growing conditions.

Where did these stories come from then?

I should have felt wary, at least. But I couldn’t muster up the fear that I’d walked into this town with. Perhaps it was “the dreads” dulling other emotions. Perhaps it was something else entirely.

“Let me show you to your living quarters, and then you’ll be free to do with the day what you please. I must say that Giddy’s pastries are a particular delight—especially when we have all the necessary ingredients. But she makes do with what she has…”

His sentence wandered off as he looked longingly at a shoppe up the road. The shoppe was almost pink, but the grayness seemed to drink the color out of things.

“Our quarters, please,” Hesper said. We had spent enough time together that I could hear the unease riddling her practiced, easy tone.

“Yes, yes! Right this way.” Angus ran his fingers through his gray hair, giving the shoppe a slight nod before turning to lead us through Dwindle’s streets. Whoever Giddy was, she had a clear hold on Angus.

And I needed that gossip and their pastries as soon as possible.

He led us through the cobbled main street, showing us all that Dwindle had to offer—or didn’t have to offer. Many of the shoppes were vacant, but their previous owners apparently still saw to it that the shoppes never fell into disrepair. The only operational shoppes were Giddy’s Pastries, Tuff’s, Bards & Brew, and Thandor’s Tavern & Inn—except there was no longer an inn portion, just a tavern.

As we meandered through the streets, I realized it seemed like a town rebuilding after a war. Some buildings were crumbling to dust while others were barely standing. But there were no great battles here. Only great, terrible magic.

When a town was this close to the Witherings and the only means of getting here was through the Shadow Woods or Irk Road, there could not be much hope for bolstering a community. Trade lines were shut off, and I couldn’t imagine visitors would willingly travel here for enjoyment.

One too many questions pressed on me, and before we went any farther, I needed to know what the true story was and how I needed to operate within it.

“Angus, may I ask you a question?” I said tentatively, slowing our stroll.

“Of course,” he said, concern flashing in his eyes.

“This town, it’s nothing like what I’ve—”

“I know, I know.” He looked down at the ground in dismay. “It is not to your liking? We are not to your liking?” He asked it as if this was his fear all along.

I still didn’t know how to help them, but I wouldn’t leave them high and dry.

“No, not at all,” I said reassuringly. “It’s just that, well, I’ve heard tales of Dwindle. Unbecoming tales. Even as we traveled here, everyone along the way told us to fear this place. And then we arrive here today, and none of that seems to be true.”

“Oh!” He seemed utterly relieved, which confused me even more. “That’s on purpose!”

“What?” Hesper and I both asked at the same time.

“Sometimes you do something for so long, you forget it’s even happening.” He laughed then, even though a hint of sadness crept into his eyes. Angus sat us on a nearby bench and began regaling us with the true tale of Dwindle.

“This place used to be like a Haven—a small one, a very small one—but a Haven, nonetheless. We took pride in our masonry, if you cannot tell by our assortment of buildings.” He motioned to the boot and coffeepot down the street. “Folk from far and wide used to travel here, for Shadow Woods—before it fell to withering magic—used to be an enchanted meadow. Full of wonder, fairy hollows, bubbling brooks cared for by the nymphs, and the loveliest nestleberry bushes. The leaves never died in the forest; they stayed evergreen, except for in autumn when the forest looked like the sun itself.

“And Irk Road used to be nothing more than a scenic footpath to reach Dwindle, should you not want to travel through the forest. But that all changed. When the Prince began to regain his former strength one hundred years ago, any land surrounding the Witherings began to fall into ruin—especially the land that the Prince deemed as good, whole, and well-loved. Sucking the land dry gave him more power—sick pleasure—I suppose. Dwindle, being so close to the Witherings, was sure to fall into nothingness. Folk began to leave, but many stayed behind. They loved their homes and couldn’t bear to see them end.”

My heart lurched. I didn’t know these people or this town, but I did know the feeling of loving your home and the people therein so fully that there was no use in going elsewhere. If home was to end, then it would be your end, too.

“We thought that, well, if the Prince believed Dwindle was already lost to withering magic, he would not pursue it. So we told tales, tall tales of Dwindle. Ludwig helped us with that, saved us even. He traveled around every isle and through the realm, seeding stories of Dwindle. And the Prince’s magic never came for us. And… neither did anyone else. Travelers stopped visiting; imports never came. Ludwig brings what supplies he can, and that’s what the town lives off. It’s impossible to grow anything here now; the soil has given up, I think. And we were—are—alone.”

“I see,” I said quietly.

The weight of it all crashed down on me. An entire town set on saving their homes at the expense of anyone knowing their story. But a story was all we had in the end; that’s what wove itself into the fabric of times to come. Dwindle was willing to go down in storybooks as a nightmare, knowing it was once a dream.

I couldn’t let that happen. I just didn’t know how. Hesper sat on the other side of Angus, her eyes serious. She gave me a slight nod, but I shook my head in return.

Not yet.

Telling Dwindle about my magic? Now? I hadn’t even seen the state of the garden quite yet. Perhaps if I got two weeks of growing under my belt, then I could share with Angus my predicament. But it was too much too soon. They didn’t know me, I didn’t know them.

There was one thing I knew, though.

I would stay until the job was finished. And I always got the job finished.

“I want to help you,” I began. “I want to help this town. Perhaps it may take me months or years to convince the soil to live, but if there is one thing I can promise you, it is my stringent planning and stubborn commitment to have things turn out precisely the way I want them to.”

“Months to years?” he asked, raising his bushy eyebrows, looking up at the sky as he absentmindedly peeled chipping paint away from the bench. “From my understanding, you only have a month to grow a garden. That’s what Eldrene’s sentinels said.”

“Yes, a month,” I said. The timeline caged me; at the reminder, I struggled again to take a full breath. I had all but resigned myself to the fact I wouldn’t see Moss again. “If I don’t succeed, Eldrene will dole out whatever punishment she sees fit.”

A fact that had haunted me since the start, but I could not linger on it now.

“Well, then we’ll just have to make that work. Say you don’t grow a garden in a month, what’s the worst that could happen? We keep on our path, you on yours. And we’ll be glad we met along the way.” Angus gave my hand a pat. “I’m just glad you’re here, Clara.”

I opened my mouth to respond but quickly shut it instead, focusing on the ground. What would I say? I wished I could tell him, Me too. But that would be lie. Because that would mean that I felt like enough, and I didn’t. Not yet.

Maybe I would down the road. Without my seeds, though, all I had was myself. So for now, being here and being alive would have to be the tools I relied on.

I let my gaze rest on Hesper; the sight of her always managed to bring me up out of whatever chasm I’d put myself into. The kernel of warmth came back, a tiny candle burning just for her.

There she is, my heart sang sweetly as I gave Hesper a tentative smile; she gave me one right back.

Hesper nudged my boot, and I nudged hers right back. When I lifted up my shoe, however, I saw a familiar shape underneath.

“Ah, a buttercup!” Angus said cheerfully. “The flower of Dwindle, you know. I shan’t pick it. Don’t want to waste all that sunshine. Do you like them?”

“Very much,” I managed to say.

Signs are rare and almost never come when asked for—but that flower was all the sign I needed, and that tug in my heart gave an almighty pull.

“We are set to have our famous Dwindle Farmers Market at the end of this month, by the way.” He winked, twiddling his fingers together somewhat wildly.

“You have markets with no produce?” I asked, the logistical part of my brain overriding the bluntness of the question.

“Er, no—” he said, his tone leading, his eyebrows wiggling. “We haven’t had one in, oh, I don’t know, decades upon decades. But things have changed, so…”

Oh.

Oh.

“I see.” I let the information settle. This wasn’t just about a garden for Dwindle; I also had a market to supply. And this wasn’t just any market; I knew what it would mean to them. After so long living in grayness and nightmares, they had a chance to reemerge, joining the fray of Nestryia.

They were grasping onto hope in the form of stacked vegetables and baskets of fruit.

I supposed no quest—nothing in life, really—was ever about the thing one was doing and much more about the journey along the way (a ridiculous sentiment to those more goal oriented than emotion oriented). And Angus had just given me the perfect goal. The quest given to me against my will was irksome at best, life-shattering at worst. But a farmers market was right up my alley.

A market in a month, he says?

Then a market they will have.
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“There is a gardener’s cottage on the outskirts of town. I thought it might suit you and your friend.” Angus eyed Hesper mischievously. “We’ve not had a Town Gardener here for years, so the place needs work. And the chimney is quite a pretty perch for any familiar and the familiar’s familiar, if I do say so myself.” Angus pointed up at the skies, where Edge carried Warty in his talons.

Crumbs peppered onto us, courtesy of Warty’s snacking overhead.

The narrowed streets began to widen, the shoppes giving way to open space and grass, and then we were on a plain dirt path that wound its way up a small hill, where a cottage rested atop it. That same thread of familiarity that had tugged on me when I saw Dwindle happened again as I looked at the gardener’s cottage.

A strand between here and me.

Perhaps it was the moss growing on the roof, or the circular windows, or the crisscross beams against the white plastered cottage, or the wild ivy painting the cottage walls bright green, or the yellow round door that yearned for me to open it… or, perhaps, this was what fate felt like. An essence of knowing and not knowing, but a sense of belonging, nonetheless.

Angus spoke, but I didn’t hear him anymore. I walked through the creaky wooden gates and into the garden beds beyond. There were four large raised garden beds for various crops, several overturned flowerpots, and a willow tree towering proudly in the corner of the grounds, just like the oak at my home. Six panels of elegantly twisted wire were stacked against the cottage for vine-creeping plants. And an old hat and apron hung on a hook by the door, sun-bleached but intact.

Everything was in disarray, upturned. The soil was dry and cracked. The grass under my boots crunched for lack of water, for lack of love. The footstones leading to the cottage were loose and broken. Gardening tools were scattered everywhere, most of them rusted. But everything here was alive.

Oddly, my senses tingled in the same way they did in Moss when I felt a harvest coming on. My heart always knew exactly what seeds would arise with a bit of magic, even when the garden was not my own.

Radishes, carrots, squash, strawberries, pumpkins, and even some nestleberries, my heart whispered as I meandered through the scraggly garden of this broken cottage.

Impossible, I told my heart. Old habits must die hard: my heart saw a garden and remembered how it used to feel.

Angus and Hesper both waited at the bottom of the hill, looking up at me from the garden gate. Edge and Warty both gazed down at me from their place on the mossy roof.

I put my hands squarely on my hips, surveying the bleeding, misused earth around me, and said, “Let’s get to work.”

And despite all that had happened between us, Hesper smiled up at me. Pride and approval intermingled with that same something else that both terrified and thrilled me.

Angus had tears streaming down his face that he didn’t bother to wipe away.

“It’s good to see someone back here again,” he called up, his voice cracking on each word. “It’s been a very long time.”

An old twang sounded in my heart, deep and all-encompassing. We had work to do.
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Canonically, the easiest way to get over the person you slept with is to move into a dream cottage with them for at least three to four business weeks.

—opening line attempt 112



Grow a garden.

Just try, Clara.

Make it fun. Make it joyful.

Those were the words I would choose to dwell on. Maybe tomorrow would be harder, but today, they rang true. Besides, nothing set up a better relationship with a group of people than having a moment in the midst of their town’s square. The old Clara would be absolutely mortified by that show of emotion. But the Clara that traveled all the way from Moss, almost exited this mortal coil via a demon dog monster, and had inadvisable relations in a wagon wasn’t too undone.

“Angus.” I strolled down the pathway, all business. “I need some tools.”

“Yes, of course, of course! I’ll go get Murt and a few others, really anyone who can help us. Oh! And I do wonder if Charles the Blacksmith might have any insight on sharpening my dull scissors. Can scissors be useful in gardening? Cut off dead leaves and things?”

Angus didn’t await my reply; instead, he kept talking as he walked away. “Yes, to Charles I’ll go, pop in on the shoppe, yes that’s the best course of action…” He was chattering on, but he was paces away now, and Hesper and I both strained to hear him. Eventually, we gave up as his voice faded out. Hesper and I were left in silence.

She looked at me, pride still in her eyes but apprehensiveness now lurking there, too.

I wanted to reach out to her, to apologize, to try to explain that it wasn’t that I didn’t want her, I just had to keep myself safe. Because at the end of this, she would return to her life before this, before me. There was no use in risking either of our hearts.

But I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I just stood in front of her, picking at the threads of my new cloak, not even looking her in the face.

“You all right, princess?” she asked, crossing her arms and leaning against the garden gate. Could she just stay there, leaning, all her life? I thought I might like that.

This is going to be a very long month.

“Never been better.” My smile met hers, and I tried to ignore the fire in my heart reaching out for her. “And don’t call me a princess,” I said with all the ire I could muster. Admittedly less than before.

“Don’t look like one then.” And with a cocky saunter, she strode right past me and into the gardens. The smell of lemons washed over me; I closed my eyes, inhaling the air around her. I let myself unlace just for a moment—relishing the pure joy of her nearness, her scent. But then, it was back to business. Unlacing would not get us any closer to filling up the market stands with as much as I could manage.

“I’m going to search the cottage, all right?” she called out, opening the creaking yellow door.

“Yes, all right,” I said stiffly, aching for her.

Build a wall. Any wall. I grappled for the fortresses I’d so keenly built around my heart, but all I could find was rubble. Thorns would have to do then.

As I watched her turn back to give me a playful smile before heading into the cottage we would share for the next month, I knew in my very bones that growing a garden in Dwindle might be the least of my worries.

Not pouncing Hesper in the middle of the night, though?

Impossible.

[image: ]
“And wouldn’t you know, turns out Charles does not take kindly to someone popping into his shoppe unannounced!” A voice came up the lane, almost as if he’d never stopped talking the entire way into town. I was crouched over garden beds, pulling up what weeds I could with my bare hands. The bright gray day had turned into a murkier gray—later afternoon then? Without the sun, time passed oddly here.

“And I told him, I said, ‘Charles, I only knocked a few of the tools over, I really think you ought to calm down.’”

“Absolutely,” another voice implored, the sound of metal on metal tinkling jovially through the air.

The sweetest sound in the realm, my heart sighed happily. I might have been the only person in the world who enjoyed the sharp, biting grate of different tools clanking against one another.

“And he said in that great, booming voice of his, ‘You almost knocked my anvil over onto yourself, you foolish man.’”

“He didn’t!”

“He did! And the anvil did topple over. Crushed the living daylights out of Charles’s big—oh, Clara! We have returned! Bearing gifts and garden tools and a jar of buttons!”

Angus had a giant grin plastered across his face; Murt’s arms were so stacked with garden tools, I could barely see his hat peeping out at the very top. But based on the way he hopped from one foot to the other, he was grinning, too. I spotted one gardening shovel among several hammers, paintbrushes, buckets, a few brooms, and other odds and ends.

“We won’t bother you anymore for the day—want you to settle in and all,” Angus said as they both plopped the tools right at the entrance of the garden gate.

“Don’t let Angus lie to you.” Murt giggled, giving Angus a playful pop on the knee. “He’ll talk yer ear off if you aren’t careful. He’s not leaving for you, he’s leaving for himself!”

“Yes, this is true.” Angus nodded sincerely. “I’m a wretched town gossip. Maybe once we have a tea shoppe up and running again, I won’t have to supply all the tea, so to speak.”

“We have a tea shoppe.”

“Yes, but it only serves coffee.”

“No, it serves tea, too.”

“Does it? Well, isn’t that nice?” Angus beamed.

Murt rolled his eyes and slapped his hand to his forehead. I chortled.

“We’re off!” Angus waved goodbye.

“Thank you!” I called after them.

They set back to tittering as they walked away.

“So you were saying, it fell on his big—”

“Yes, on his huge—”

But I never learned what part of Charles the Blacksmith was crushed that day. Angus and Murt ambled away too quickly, their voices drowned out by the quietness of the cottage.

“Clara—” Hesper’s voice broke the silence. “You’ll want to see this,” she said by the open cottage door.

“Is something wrong?” Based on the look of the gardens, any number of issues could lurk inside the cottage. I wouldn’t have been surprised if a whole gaggle of woodland creatures had taken up residence, making the inside entirely unusable.

Hesper didn’t answer. Instead, she stepped through the circular entrance and into what waited beyond. I followed, kicking the dirt off my boots before entering.

Walking through the cottage was like stepping into another world. I thought it would be dank, dark, and dirty. Instead, the inside of the cottage seemed to be untouched by the grayness of the outside.

The circular windows let in light from all directions, but the etchings in them fractured that small bit of sunlight peeking through the clouds into splattered shapes on the cottage’s wood floor: diamonds, stars, moons, and suns. All of them were different colors, too. It was like we were standing in a kaleidoscope.

“Figured you might like the colors,” Hesper said excitedly, pointing to the splices of rainbows all around us. “I know you paint, or like to paint? Or have painted in the past?” Before I could answer that I did love the colors and yes, I had painted (all over my bedroom walls), she moved into the kitchen, just right of the entrance area.

It was a to-the-point kitchen. A sink, a hearth, a few shelves for mugs and things. There was a sizable wooden table in the middle of the kitchen that could serve as both an eating and food-prep area.

“Look at this!” Ivy had grown through the kitchen window and now filled the huge, deep sink with resting leaves. I’d have to figure out a way to rehome those pesky fellows. “Thought you would think this was nice, too. Having a bit of the outside in.”

“Yes, I do like it,” I said, smiling. But not at the ivy.

“I know,” she said, her eyes soft. “Then this—”

She pointed to a small wooden pantry covered in remarkable carvings of fruit, vegetables, animals, plants, an entire meadow of creatures. “When I saw it, I thought that if someone were to design a kitchen hutch with the specification of ‘Clara’s essence’ it would be this.”

“No thorns?” I joked.

“Oh, it’ll give you plenty of splinters. Don’t worry.”

We both laughed until the smiles turned bashful. She kept looking at the floor then back up at me; I suddenly became quite interested in the craftsmanship of a cabinet. I ran my hand over the pantry, the soft, worn wood grain cold to the touch, eager to divert my senses away from Hesper. I opened the doors—only empty glass jars on the inside, and a few small drawers at the very bottom for storage.

When I closed the cabinet, Hesper leaned against it, staring.

“What else?” I asked too forcefully.

“Right.” She cleared her throat, then led me into the main room just left of the kitchen. It was a room full of those same circular windows but of all different sizes. Tiny shelves were suspended in between, some empty and some full of small pots and dead plants. A whimsical—albeit currently withered—indoor garden setup. I touched a few of the leaves and hummed them a song of thanks for their time here on earth. If I had any magic, maybe I could have brought them back. But a goodbye song would have to do.

To new blooms and fairer soil, my heart said as I wished the plants farewell.

A giant hearth covered the entirety of the back wall. The rough-hewn stone looked menacing in comparison to the rest of the quaint cottage. I’d have to deal with that later.

Hesper had absconded elsewhere, which was all well and good. I feared if she showed me anything else she thought I’d like, my heart would burst in my chest.

I followed a small hall that ended in a narrow staircase on one side, and an entrance into a cozy bedroom on the other.

I decided to explore the bedroom, of course.

Here, the walls and ceiling curved in together, a shape that reminded me of what it must feel like to live inside a mushroom cap. One wall held a large window, and right across from it was yet another hearth. There was a simple large bedframe on the back wall—the tops of which were shaped like small mushrooms. Perhaps this room really was designed to be like the inside of one.

“Clara?” Hesper’s voice called from above.

“Yes?” I yelled out to her.

“Come look at this,” she said.

It must have been another bedroom. Perfect; we could both have our own room and our own space until the end of this. I definitely planned to stake my claim on the mushroom bedroom.

I made my way up the stairs and into the room above.

My breath hitched at what I saw.

It wasn’t a bedroom.

It wasn’t a bathing room.

It was a library.

Books filled every bit of wall space, a tufted—albeit dusty—red floral armchair resting in the middle of it all. It was big enough for two, or three, or perhaps just Warty when he was feeling particularly territorial.

The walls up here slanted toward each other until they curved into the ceiling, circling one large window shedding light on the magnificence surrounding us. The only other window in the room was straight ahead, in a half-moon shape to accommodate the reading nook nestled underneath. The fabric was a butter yellow with delicately embroidered flowers.

Is this a dream? my heart whispered.

Candle sconces adorned the ceiling like stars, arranged so that no matter the time of day, you could read your book with good lighting.

Even though the walls were at odd angles with each other, shelves had been suspended expertly so that books would never fall. I ran my hands over the spines of the books, shocked that they were in good condition despite being unused for who knows how long.

And how long had it been since someone had cozied up here to read? Such thought and care were sewn into every bit of this place. The decision to leave here could not have been taken lightly.

Hesper slapped a hand on the armchair, a cloud of dust pluming into the air.

“Can you not do that?” I coughed.

“We have to clean it, now or later.” She turned toward me, dust coating her face.

I let out a hearty laugh, and Hesper just scowled.

“Why don’t you go save the town or something?” She set back to slapping the dust off the armchair, more clouds of filth rising into the air. What an imbecile. The dust had nowhere to go except for the floor and the books.

“That’s the plan,” I retorted. “Should be simple to grow a garden without magic, good soil, or seeds.”

“One of those things you do have,” Hesper said with exasperation.

“Is that so?” I met her exasperation with my own, placing both hands on my hips.

“Where do you think the flower under your boot came from?” Hesper asked, matching both my stance and my already quirking eyebrow.

“Angus said it was Dwindle’s flower. It was there before I set my boot down,” I chided.

“Of course, of course,” she said sarcastically. “Because their growing conditions are perfect, aren’t they? Oh, and the underwater flowers at Marielle’s?”

“I thought that was some type of underwater phenomenon!”

“And what about the dandelions growing on Irk?” she pressed.

“They are a common flower and can grow in most conditions.”

“Oh my Goddess.” She looked toward the ceiling. “You don’t think they grew because you let yourself go, you let yourself feel, you let yourself become undone?”

My mouth went dry.

“Is that what last night was?” My heart went cold. “An experiment?”

“Let’s just say it was two birds with one stone,” she said casually and set back to dusting.

I scoffed.

“If I had magic, Hesper, I wouldn’t be here. I have tried; I have reached. It is not there. I will admit to you that the recurrence of buttercups and other flowers along the way could seem like something, but I promise you, there’s nothing.” I pointed to my chest, ever hollow save for the stolen moments with her.

“You’re impossible.” She shook her head.

“I’ve been called worse.” I muscled past her, unlatching the half-moon window and letting some fresh air in. Hesper then took up a rug and began to beat it against the beams inside of the house. Grime went everywhere.

“If you’re going to clean, at least do it correctly!” I tutted.

“If you’re going to fuss at me, then you can just leave,” she said through gritted teeth.

I narrowed my eyes at her, and she did the same. But there was too much work to do right now; we could brawl later.

“Oh, and before I forget—” Hesper walked right up to me, dust and sweat outlining that scar above her mouth. Damn her for being tantalizing while covered in grime. “Here,” she said, gently tucking something behind my ear. It felt soft yet sturdy. I reached up to touch it, but she stopped me, cradling my hand in hers. “The petals look too delicate to touch.”

“The petals?” I asked, confused.

“Yes, from the plant box downstairs,” she replied.

Odd; I must have missed one.

Her hand was still holding mine; I looked down at it, my heart pinching at the sight. She let it go quickly and set back to work. I shook my head, willing the comfort of her to leave me.

Angus, Murt, and a few others I didn’t know the names of yet showed up with an array of other bits and bobs: kitchen cutlery, a few pots and pans, several quilts, teacups, and, to my great delight, a few heirloom tomato seeds someone had been holding on to.

Thankfully, they also carried a large bag of pastries and a canteen of coffee. Before I could adequately thank them, they scurried away, claiming to not want to interrupt my work. They promised they would come back first thing tomorrow to check in and that they had told all of Dwindle not to disturb me for the day.

I decided to sit under the willow and try to enjoy a spot of breakfast. Albeit it was well into the evening, but a first meal—no matter the time of day—should always be considered breakfast. I rested my head against the tree, savoring the honey sweetness of the lavender-and-blueberry scone now dancing on my tongue. A moan of pleasure escaped my mouth, acutely reminding me of last night and the devilishly, painfully beautiful warrior inside the cottage. Her mouth on mine, her ravishing me until my body trembled, our hearts beating together as one.

Stay focused, I scolded myself. Throwing myself into work had always been my strong suit, and it was either that or burn up all over again for Hesper Altanfall.

But my fingers were trailing the places on my face that she had kissed—a path of embers still burning there for her—and I accidentally touched the flower she had tucked into my hair. The petals fell.

All yellow. A familiar, golden sheen coating each one.

A single buttercup.
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When life gives you lemons, make an absolute fool of yourself.

—opening line attempt 234



Here’s the plan.” I slapped a piece of paper down on the wooden table in the kitchen.

Watery sunlight poured through the windows, casting pale light over our morning. Edge was leafing (er—clawing) through a tome he had placed on the kitchen sink. Warty sat atop the pages, nibbling a cracker. When Edge needed to turn the page, he flapped the crumbs off with his wings, plucked Warty up, turned to the next page, then set him back down again.

Hesper stood across from me, sipping her morning tea; I opted for a morning coffee, of course.

She braced her forearms on either side of the table, her tunic sleeves rolled up, her hair still tousled from a good night’s rest, and she thumbed at the scar above her lip.

I wonder what her lips taste like in the morning, my heart pondered.

“For the week?” Hesper’s eyes were still on the paper, so filled with inky scribbling it puddled onto the table.

“Like honey and lemons,” I heard myself say, answering my heart’s question. Out loud. Very much into the air. Where Hesper very much heard it.

The flipping of pages ceased. The munching of crackers disappeared.

Fuck.

“What?” Hesper asked, because of course, that’s the natural question.

“Uh—oh—it’s the—” I scratched the back of my head, but I unfortunately forgot my mug was still in that hand and dumped a bit (a lot) of coffee all over myself. Which then set off a sequence of unfortunate events because I then dropped the mug, and when I went down to grab it, I bumped my head on the sink, which caused Edge to fly away and Warty to throw his crackers on the ground in surprise.

So.

“Are you all right?” Hesper rushed over, checking my head.

“I have genuinely, and I mean this, never been better,” I said, sporting an eerily large smile.

“Are you sure?” Hesper looked at me as if I were a strange, peculiar being who fell from the stars and had no idea how to interact with the earth. Let alone people.

“Yes!” I forced out. “And anyway, it’s for the day.” I rubbed at the front of my aching head.

“Honey and lemons for the day?” Hesper attempted to clarify.

I let out a girlish squeak. A sound that made me wonder if my existence on earth was entirely merited.

“Oh, you.” I slapped her arm.

What the hells? Was I broken?

“No, honey and lemons is the name of the”—say something, anything—“of the day! Yes, I’m naming the days here! Because I name things. It’s like—uh—writing a chapter. I always name the chapter first, then I write the chapter. So here, in Dwindle, I’m going to name the day, and then we will do that day.”

I blinked.

Hesper also blinked.

“Okay,” she said slowly.

I audibly gulped.

“So that list of nearly one hundred tasks is just for today?” Hesper crossed her arms, an incredulous look on her face.

“Yes, of course,” I said, because, out of all the things that had just happened, a too long to-do list was the least worrisome. Or surprising. Twenty-nine days and counting were all we had.

“All right then, put me where you want me.”

Oh, I will, my heart sighed.

Will you stop it? I begged.

Never, it replied. Happily.
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Repairing a thatched roof. In one day.

That should be easy, right?

A host of things were growing on the roof. Well, growing was a stretch. They once had grown there, then they’d died up there, and now they matted themselves into the long straw. But clearing them away had to be done unless Hesper and I wanted to run the risk of pesky leaks and unwelcome creatures finding their way through the cracks and into the cottage. Obviously, I couldn’t do the repair. I had an overrun garden to tend.

Hesper surveyed the cottage, her arms crossed, her mouth pursed.

“I’m going to need a ladder,” she finally said.

“I can go into town and ask Angus. I’m sure someone has one,” I offered.

“No need. I can build one myself.”

“You can?”

“Yes, I enjoy building things.”

“Oh, well, good on you then,” I replied.

This was more temptation than I could bear. People who can build things had always been a weakness for me.

We set to our respective tasks for the day. I donned the old hat and apron that hung outside the cottage while Hesper found an axe in a discarded pile of mostly broken tools behind the cottage. She sat down on a tree stump as she sharpened the blade—grunting with each strike of the whetstone. Right next to me.

Excellent. I loved her grunts first things in the morning; it was almost as peaceful as the lute music from Moss. Not at all distracting!

Meanwhile, I got to work on the garden beds.

They were in terrible disarray. The wood was splintering, roots had broken through wherever they could. The soil was lifeless and needed extensive loosening. Luckily, Angus and Murt had dropped off a menacingly large kitchen fork, which would have to do. A broad fork would have been the best for the job, but that would have been impossible to come by anytime soon. So I hunched over and began.

The first garden bed took me three full hours to completely turn over. There were hundreds of rocks and a seemingly endless number of gnarled roots that, while very much dead, certainly gripped the earth below for dear life. I wrenched, pulled, and even began to sing to the roots like I used to back in Moss. Soon enough, they released their hold.

My shoulder muscles ached and sweat dripped down every part of me. But the work felt good, familiar.

I set onto the second and third, each with their own collection of issues. The second bed had been home to corn, which notoriously has the bad habit of decomposing slowly before leaving behind much residue. The third had deep-rooted legumes, which wasn’t inherently a bad thing. They were often good crops for soil health. But everything was too dead for me to keep much of anything.

I piled all the decayed roots and leaves in the back garden near the willow tree—the only bit of green in the whole place. For now.

The fourth bed took me completely by surprise.

Instead of rocks and roots, I found leftover radish seeds. Their flat-oval shape and reddish hue stood out starkly against the depleted soil. At first, I thought it might have been just a few seeds. But as I gently broke apart the top layer of soil, I saw seeds set an inch apart in neat rows—perfectly suspended in their sowing pattern.

They had forgotten to die like everything else. Or maybe withering magic could only access life, and the seeds chose not to grow so as to avoid such a fate.

A seed has the potential of life—it’s just dormant.

That’s where my magic came into play in Moss. I would activate the sleeping life within, encouraging it to awaken.

Images of buttercups, strange flowers in odd places, and the like popped into my head.

I wonder… my heart mused.

No, I was being ridiculous. How many times had I reached for magic before Moss and after? Those flowers along the way couldn’t have been me. If they were, I would have felt it, right? But the steely resolve I had in thinking I was foolish for giving anything a shot was becoming less like steel and more like thread.

And that kernel in my chest was warming again as I looked out at this garden, still in disarray but changing, as I listened to Hesper humming to herself as she repaired a roof on a ladder she’d built from wood that more than likely assumed it would turn to dust before ever being of use again (wood has feelings, too).

Just try, Clara.

So I did.

I sang to the seeds as I would have before. I pretended that I had magic again. Instead of reaching, I assumed it was already there.

Nothing happened. The seeds didn’t budge. I didn’t feel the usual tug from my heart to the seeds in my hand. But I had to admit, believing something could work felt a bit better than knowing it wouldn’t.

I placed the seeds tenderly back into their garden bed and covered them up.

“Back to sleep you go,” I sang.

By the end of the day, the garden beds were entirely cleared out, repaired, and ready for planting. I also cleared out the front of the cottage, which was completely overgrown with briars and brambles.

Everything looked empty and a little sad—because even dead, it still offered the memory of life.

But now there was room for growth.

Somehow.

Some way.

Hesper had done a miraculous job repairing the roof. The thatching went from bedraggled to quite quaint. She managed to repair the chimney, too, unclogging it from years of plants and animals residing within. In her spare time, she also tore away the ivy that was encroaching too close to the cottage door, uncovering crescent-moon-shaped shutters adorning the front windows.

I squealed in delight.

“You like moons, princess?” Hesper asked, her eyes on me.

“Very much,” I said, looking only at her.

The gray, hot day was morphing into a somewhat pleasant evening, a sliver of orange sky peeping through the clouds. Maybe it was the sunset that caused my heart to burn in my chest. Maybe it was something else.

Hesper turned toward the garden beds, and her eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“Now that, even you can’t deny.” She pointed toward the back of the garden. I had been staring at her the entire time, so I didn’t know what she was talking about at first. But I followed her finger to the fourth garden bed.

“What?” I asked. There was nothing there. Just an empty—

Oh my Goddess.

I ran down the hill, skidding to a harsh stop just above the bed.

In the midst of the newly upturned earth grew a single sprout.

The radishes. The seeds must have been closer to germinating than I thought. Was that even possible, given the state of the garden?

Or?

Or maybe… my heart treacherously hoped.

Impossible, I said.

“Clara Thorne, will you please acknowledge that you did that?” Hesper beseeched and knelt down by the garden bed, inspecting the new little life growing in the garden.

A shot of anger ran through me. I was so sick of having these conversations with her. I knew what magic felt like, and I knew intimately when I had expended magic. Nothing like that had been even close to happening ever since I left Moss. When I tried, I couldn’t get anywhere. Even now, when I sang to those seeds, there was no emptying of myself.

Everything was silent, unmoved.

Did Dwindle have magic? Like Moss?

“I think it might be a coincidence,” I said, even though I barely believed that. “Or maybe it’s—”

“It’s you,” she cut in. “How long are you going to be in denial about this?” Her voice rose as she stood to her full height.

The bliss of the day shattered all at once. The warmth in my chest blew out like a candle.

“Hesper, you have watched me try. I have been trying.”

“No, you have been planning, you have been controlling, you have been rationing. You have not been letting anything go.”

Never enough, I thought. My old ways of thinking crept back up like poison ivy.

I’d just spent the day doing back-breaking work for her to say the equivalent of relax.

I marched back inside the cottage without another word, letting a perfectly honey-and-lemons-lovely day turn to ash come nightfall.

The next morning, I saw the sprout had died.








[image: Chapter Twenty-Six.]


Her tongue tasted like beginnings and ends, and I was stuck in the in-between.

—opening line attempt 341



I hastily scrawled the line out, crumpled the page, and threw it into the growing pile behind me.

Edge sat on the windowsill, peering outside. He had just finished his flyover of the surrounding area, reporting back all good news. There was no sign of the Prince regathering any forces. It seemed he had depleted what small legion he had back in Lore. We were safe for now.

Warty had plopped himself right next to Edge as soon as he returned and was now nibbling at today’s scone delivery. They had officially taken up full-time residence in the library, which was now my room. The red floral armchair made for the comfiest of beds (once it was properly dusted, of course).

I sucked on my teeth, pondering what to write next. It wasn’t like going out in the garden would do much good; I might as well give writing a hearty shot. Maybe I could pen a great book in whatever prison Eldrene would throw me into once I failed this quest.

Only a few days had passed since the Sprout Fiasco.

Hesper and I were at odds with each other yet again—the relative peace we found in fixing up the cottage evaporated like morning dew. She was annoyed at my using the sprout’s death as proof that it must have just been a weed or a bit of growth I had missed in my work. I was perplexed at her insisting that I grew the seed with this magic I apparently possessed.

Also.

Nothing had grown.

Of course nothing had grown. What did I expect? A full cup of tea to be poured from a dry, empty pot? Still, I pressed on. I would not become a pitiful, weeping mess and cite that failing people was my greatest fear. No, that was for me to cry about by myself as I washed in the mornings. I wallowed in self-pity only then, metaphorically slapped myself back into reality, and then set to work.

Though the last few days had been nothing short of an absolute flop, there were bright moments.

Dwindlers stopped by each day—some to chat, some to drop off a gift or food. Hesper and I never had to go into town if we didn’t want to. And I certainly didn’t; there was so much to be done. But whenever folk did pop by, I found myself dropping what I was doing, leaning against the garden gate, and chatting the afternoon away.

There was an ease in Dwindle that I hadn’t felt in Moss—which was my own doing. I had always believed deeply that keeping my hurt in the past and never speaking of it would kill it. Instead, the hurt sank its way into my very bones, poisoning me bit by bit. It thrived in my solitude; the only person who could combat all the pain inside of me was myself.

And then, I’d told Hesper everything that evening in Lore.

Ever since, the fissure in my heart has turned into a waterfall—all the dammed-up memories fighting not just to get out but to be heard.

Dwindle wanted to listen; I wanted to share.

The second afternoon, I met Mabel, a sweet ogre who ran Dwindle’s library. She had a particular penchant for sourcing the best children’s books, she told me.

“The ones that put the children to sleep with the sweetest of dreams and have the caretakers wondering about bits of the story, too,” she told me in her sweet, singsong accent. “Good pictures, of course.”

“That’s a must,” I agreed.

“It’s been quite lonely for me for a long time. No new books have come in ages, and the library can only be open one day a week. Even then, not many people stop in. They’ve already read everything I have, and—well—I’m just lonely for company,” she said, her eyes glassy.

She spoke of the hardships she’d endured before stumbling upon Dwindle. An ogre wasn’t always treated with kindness in Nestryia, but this place offered her a home. My heart ached at her story. I could never understand it in full, but I did understand the feeling of finally finding a home after so long without one.

I learned she was the kind person who had rubbed my back the first day I arrived here, when I had a case of the “the dreads.” I tried to thank her profusely, but she shrugged it away.

“We’re all just trying our best. It is a hard, odd, wonderful thing to be alive. Everyone needs a bit of dread to have the joy, I s’pose.” She smiled easily, then bowed her head before setting off toward town.

Thus, the days eased by. The garden was dormant, but my heart was certainly not.

Today, just as the sun dipped low in the horizon, the famously private Giddy stopped by. I hadn’t realized she was at the garden gate until I heard the softest clearing of someone’s throat. Thinking it was Hesper, I ignored it at first. But then the clearing turned into a cough, and I looked to see a petite, delicate woman covered in flour and bundled up in a fraying pink sweater.

She had a bun plopped atop her head that reminded me of Sylvie’s, only instead of a honey pot, Giddy’s was shaped like a cinnamon bun. The white streak running through her auburn hair certainly finished off the pastry illusion.

“I thought I should introduce myself,” she said breathily, thrusting a large linen parcel into my arms. It smelled like spices, hazelnuts, and… was that chocolate? My stomach growled. “I’m Giddy,” she chirped. “You’re Clara, I think. And the unseen other must be Hesper.”

“Yes.” I smiled. “She’s currently in the kitchen fixing the sink.” As if on cue, a loud metal clank emanated from the cottage followed by the words Goddess damn it! “Thank you for stopping by. These will be gone in a matter of hours, I promise you.”

“I know you’re a gardener so I—well, I took some liberties with the pastry shapes. Been wanting to do something like that for a while but didn’t have a good reason to, so…” She wiped her clean hands on her apron over and over again.

“Do you mind if I look now?” I asked. I often hated people opening the gifts I’d brought them in front of me. Because if they didn’t like it, then they’d feel quite obliged to say otherwise, so I’d really just prefer if they opened them in peace. But pastries were a time-sensitive matter.

“Please, I’d love your thoughts.” She nodded vigorously.

I opened up the parcel. Inside was an array of biscuits shaped like leaves, buttery pastries that looked like the gardener’s cottage, and delicate swirls of chocolate biscuits fashioned to resemble willow leaves.

“Giddy, these are marvelous.” I beamed.

Her shoulders relaxed, her hazel eyes blown wide.

“I think my baking is best with fresh fruits and vegetables, but we haven’t had any for a long time. So I’m confined to shelf-stable materials and butter. Lots of butter. You like them, though?” she asked as I bit into a chocolate-hazelnut willow tree and sighed contentedly, my eyes fluttering closed at the rich flavor coating my tongue.

She gave the most adorable elated clap and then walked off without another word.

She and Angus would make a good pair. As odd and kind as they come.

Speak of the devil—Angus came down the lane just as Giddy was leaving. They had a stunted, strange conversation where both tried to say hi but accidentally did so simultaneously, and repeated the process twelve times over until Giddy shook her head and left with a strained smile.

Angus—who visited at least three times a day now—turned toward me with a pained smile and then held a tankard of mead high in the air.

Work was officially done for the evening, and we gathered around the hearth, drinking merrily.

Hesper and I, somehow, without speaking, had agreed to set aside our mutual differences for the night and opted to entertain Angus in an undivided household. I didn’t quip at her; she didn’t accuse me of magic.

’Twas nice—until the peace broke.

The fire cast the room in a syrupy glow, and the newly dusted armchairs gave each of us ample room to cuddle in deep as we talked of everything and nothing. We laughed until I’d surely wheezed myself into some health issue.

As the night came to a close, a comfortable silence settled into the room.

“What’s it like to have garden magic?” Angus asked, taking a swig of mead.

My blushing cheeks went sallow. Hesper paused just as she brought her glass up to her mouth.

“It’s—uh—it’s…” He saw you have an all-out meltdown only a few days ago. The truth can’t be worse than that. “I don’t really have any.”

I shrugged as nonchalantly as possible. “Well, I did. Back in Moss. Magic was there, but I struggled with it always.” I hiccupped, as did Angus. We were all entirely spent, but my head was clear enough to say the rest. “Then it goes poof when I leave. It’s the truth, isn’t it?”

I looked to Hesper for agreement.

“Not even close.” She finished off her bottle and began a new one.

“Oh, don’t listen to her.” I shooed her words away with my mead-free hand. “She thinks I have special magic. It’s so special that I can’t use it, nor find it, and my parents hated me as a child because I didn’t have it.” I laughed like only someone who has one too many drinks running through their veins can. Or, more aptly, as someone who finally started letting others peer behind the veils of her heart.

Mabel’s words had stuck with me, even through the heady mead: It is a hard, odd, wonderful thing to be alive.

It was only natural that a little girl who’d grown up the way I did would keep the ones she loved the most shut out of her heart. That was what she knew to be safe, to be true. But I supposed somewhere along this odd, wonderful quest, I was learning different things about what hearts could do when love was let in.

“Huh” was all Angus said. He’d forget it in the morning, I was sure.

But the mead made me loose tongued, the comfort I felt with Hesper and Angus opened up my heart, and the words kept tumbling.

“There is this feeling I get, though.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “It’s happened just a few times—like there’s this tiny ball of light in my chest, and it seems like magic. But I can’t grasp hold of it. Flowers pop up here and there, and I think that maybe it was… me. Then I feel so foolish because I know better than that, right? I know better.” I chuckled to myself, taking another swig. “Then maybe I think that I don’t know much at all.”

“Who does?” Angus raised his glass for a cheers. Hesper and I raised ours. “To not knowing everything!”

“Now, shall I tell you a secret?” He hiccupped.

“It’s only fair.” My words slurred together.

He leaned back in his armchair and let out a great sigh. “I am in love with Giddy Gertrude, the pastry shoppe owner.”

“You are?” I asked excitedly.

“Yes!”

“Are you two together?”

“Not at all!”

“But why?”

“I’m too scared.” He smiled sadly, taking a swig. “You see, I have loved her ever since I met her. And she’s so busy with her shoppe, and she has the loveliest hazel eyes. She smells like cardamom seeds, and—well—Clara, she’s just too good for me, you see. If you love someone, Clara, don’t do what I do. Don’t be scared.”

Just then, Warty fell off the armchair and rolled dangerously close to the fire. Angus had been slipping him sips without my noticing. The conversation devolved into all things hedgehog care and town gossip.
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Angus did not, in fact, remember our conversation the next day. Or at least, he didn’t bring it up. But I remembered.

And Hesper certainly remembered.

“Tell me about this kernel,” she inquired as she painted the cottage honey yellow, and I dug a fifth garden bed.

“No,” I said for the umpteenth time because there was work. To. Do.

“You’re going to learn to let go one day,” she teased.

“You first,” I bit back. She was the one hung up on the nonexistent magic.

“Ever think that if you didn’t try to grasp it tightly, it might come willingly?”

“Nope, never, not once.”

“One day.”

“One day.” I wiped the sweat off my head and looked her in the eye. “And one day, you’ll return to Eldrene’s Train, and we’ll never see each other again,” I said it lightly, my tone practiced. My heart raced.

We’d edged around this conversation but never had it fully.

Hesper stood still for a moment, a muscle in her jaw ticking. “One day, that is what will happen.”

“And one day, all of this”—I motioned to the garden, to myself—“will be just a memory.”

“A good one,” she offered. Almost as a condolence.

Is that all I was then? Just a good memory? A memento to take back with her as she spent her endless days in servitude? And even if she felt a modicum of what swirled inside of me, there was nothing to be done about it.

“I see,” I said, my voice still airy, even though my stomach plummeted.

“Clara,” Hesper said beseechingly.

“Never mind,” I said, shaking my head and setting back to work. “It doesn’t matter.” I swallowed a lump down my throat. “I just—it doesn’t matter.”

No matter how hard I reached for her, she couldn’t stay. Just like magic. Just like everything.

So I doubled down on barricading my heart, reining it all back in to focus solely on the job at hand. Yes, these last few days of getting to know Dwindle had been lovely, but they were a distraction. I had a quest to do, a home to get back to, and only twenty-four more days to achieve the insurmountable.

I did what I do best. I shut everything and everyone out.

I toiled all day in the garden where nothing grew.

I did not speak to Hesper, didn’t speak much to anyone.

I reached for magic, desperately clawed for it, day and night. Nothing.

And then, the day came when it all blew to shreds.
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Sometimes, the most miraculous things in life spawn from a single insignificant moment of… utter rage.

—opening line attempt 444



Not even weeds grew outside.

After four days of digging out new garden beds in feeble hopes that I’d fill them with plants seemingly out of the ether, I had given up for a single morning. That’s right. I let myself give up. How’s that for letting go, Hesper?

I barricaded myself in the library (with Edge and Warty, of course) and planned to spend the day wallowing.

What else was there to do?

Hesper had repaired the cottage. I had cleared out the entirety of the garden. What work I could do was done. And if I spent one more moment singing to the ground as if I had magic until I was hoarse, only for Hesper to come out shaking her head in disappointment, I worried I might commit an illegal act.

Of murder.

In the highest degree.

So I lounged in my giant armchair, welcoming the familiar soreness of fruitless work. And wrote.


Her tongue tasted like beginnings and ends, and I was stuck in the in-between.

There once was a girl who loved another girl with stars in her eyes and nighttime in her hair.



What the hells was wrong with me? I ripped the page so hard that three more pages tore along with it. I swore loudly, rousing Edge from his reading and Warty from his nibbling. They stared at me unblinkingly and then resumed their mutual morning routine. Luckily, there was an entire shelf full of journals and blank paper—plenty of future kindling.

A knock came from the bottom of the stairs. Hesper’s way of giving me privacy. She had taken up residence in the mushroom bedroom in the end. The library was all mine. But there was no door, so we agreed she wouldn’t cross the first step without me knowing first.

“What?” I called down grumpily.

“We need to go into town today,” she said curtly.

“Why?”

“Because we’ve been holed up at this cottage and we need to get out.”

“No, you need to get out. I have work to do.”

“You either come with me willingly, or I carry you into town, Clara,” she replied coolly.

“I’d like to see you try.” I set my feet firmly on the floor, hoping the stomp said enough about how exactly I would be spending my day. I didn’t even hear her come up the stairs, but suddenly, she was in front of me, wagging her finger in my face and shooing at me to get out of the chair. I hit her hand away.

“I’m not going into town today.” I stood up to look her in the eyes. My nightdress was falling off my shoulders, skirting the tops of my breasts. She didn’t seem to care.

“Yes, you are going into town,” she threatened.

I balked at her tone. Hesper might vex me daily, but she still maintained a modicum of warmth. Today was different. She was different.

“Why are you acting like this? You know I have work to do, a garden to grow, a town to save, and we are already ten days in. Do you remember how little time we have? Or have you conveniently forgotten that?” I said impetuously, stalking up to her. Even with sunlight beginning to pour into the room, shadows bathed her.

She came right up to me, pressing her nose down onto mine.

“You’re going into town with me today, princess. Suck it up.”

“No!” I shouted.

“Yes,” she said in a low whisper.

My heart lurched in my chest. What a traitor.

I attempted to argue more, but Hesper was too close, her breath on my mouth. My thoughts were erratic, my heart more so.

She gently swiped my hair off my shoulders and tugged me in closer by my neck. I swallowed a whimper at the gesture. She leaned down to my ear, her nearness igniting me.

“We are going whether you like it or not. You’re not the only one who can take control,” she rasped.

I shoved her hard, but she didn’t budge an inch. She expected an onslaught, and she was as unmovable as the cottage itself. Then, she hoisted me over her shoulder like a rag doll. I beat on her back, but it did nothing at all.

“Are you just going to sit there and do nothing?” I called to Edge and Warty. They both looked entirely unbothered by the whole scene.

“This is none of our business, My Lady,” Edge said, his elegant head turned down toward his book. What an almighty coward.

I screamed and kicked and bucked the entire way down the stairs, but Hesper kept on going.

“You can fight all you want, Clara, but you’re not winning this one,” she seethed, her grip on me hardening. “I’m done wasting my time with you.”

She burst through the front door into the peaceful morning that awaited our riot.

“Wasting your time?” I screeched.

Dew hung heavy on the ground, and birds chirped happily in the trees. The perpetually gray fog wasn’t present this morning. I interrupted it all with animalistic roars.

To my horror, Angus and Murt were at the garden gate. Their arms were full of more gifts from the town. But at the sight of us, they calmly laid their packages down and backed away silently before hightailing it down the road.

“See what you did?” I screamed. Embarrassment and brash anger mixed together until my body boiled with emotion.

“Good for them to know what they’ve gotten themselves into with you.” She shifted my body, digging her shoulder right into my stomach. I jerked and clawed, but she paid no mind to the gremlin attacking her.

“I hate you, I hate you, I mean it!” I raged on.

“Join the club, princess. I’ve killed people before. Do you think I’m going to care whether a gardener who can’t even grow a single thing likes me or not?” she said right back, the timbre of her voice matching mine.

What the hells was going on? Hesper and I had bickered, but she’d never been like this. She was distant and unkind in a way I’d never experienced before.

Fine then; it was a fight she wanted? A fight she would have.

“Maybe if I weren’t stuck around a washed-up soldier day in and day out, I might be able to grow something,” I said, goading her. The words were harsh and pointed.

“Or maybe if you stopped working for two minutes and looked at the world around you instead of focusing on your Goddess-damned failures, then you wouldn’t be one,” she shouted. “But no, you refuse to let yourself live. At all.”

She set me down then, hard. I tried to run, but she grabbed my hand, holding me firmly in front of her. I struggled against her, but it was no use.

“And what do you know about it? You don’t know me; you don’t know my life. Just because we fucked doesn’t mean you get to tell me about myself.” What had happened? We hadn’t spoken for days; how could I have done something so dire as to result in her turning on me so viciously?

“We didn’t fuck,” she said with deathly calm.

“Excuse me? Were you not there in the wagon?”

“We didn’t fuck, Clara. I. Fucked. You. And then you went to sleep.”

Killing her might be my only option. Yes, this woman would meet her end right here, right now. Proper brawl be damned. This was war.

“Maybe I went to sleep because I was bored,” I replied with that same calmness, even though my insides were ashes blowing in the wind.

“Yes, you were positively dripping with boredom.”

“You didn’t seem to mind when you drank my boredom from me with moans,” I said through gritted teeth, getting as close to her as I dared.

Hesper let out an incredulous laugh.

“I hadn’t fucked in a while. I wanted a good time before I returned to Eldrene’s Train.”

My heart bucked in my chest—the carefully constructed walls I’d built these last few days burned up in an instant. All that was left was the pulpy, beating thing I’d fought so hard to protect.

She tore it all down. Over and over again.

“So it’s true then—” My voice was breaking, but I didn’t dare look away from her. “I was never anything more than just a good memory.”

“Who said it was good?”

“I don’t understand.” Hot, angry tears sprung up, my heart burning brightly in my chest. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t Hesper. “Why are you acting like this? What have I done?”

“Look around, princess.” I did, at the empty garden beds, at the cottage that awaited life. “You’ve. Done. Nothing.”

Nothing?

There were many things I had done in this life; nothing wasn’t one of them.

My heart screamed in my chest, seething. How dare she?

Yes! I want to explode, I shouted back. I want to go up in smithereens, I want to be everything.

Finally, my heart murmured.

The hollow place in my chest filled up to the brim. The kernel of light finally erupted. Something in the deepest parts of me unlatched, and a torrent fled through me all at once. My knees buckled at the sensation, but Hesper caught me before I could hit the ground.

The earth quaked below us, a shudder so deep that the neatly stacked, freshly repaired terra-cotta garden pots toppled over, sending shards everywhere. Bits of hay rained down on us from the roof. Even the windows in the cottage shook, rattling violently in their wooden frames.

Hesper held me away from her, her eyes going wide. My bones were burning, my chest was exploding, and she was smiling. Why was she smiling?

The quaking ceased, eerie silence following in its wake.

What the—

Thorny bushes erupted from the ground, the sheer force causing clumps of dirt and rock to catapult into the sky. Hesper covered me with her body, shielding my head from falling debris.

But the force was so powerful, not even Hesper could hold her balance. We both fell to the ground, holding on to each other for dear life. Was it the Prince? Was that why Hesper was acting so strangely? He was near and the withering magic was taking hold again?

No, my heart chided.

Well, what was it then?

Finally, the eruptions ended. Stillness fell onto the cottage once more; the birds picked up their morning song as if nothing had happened. Hesper hoisted me gently off the ground, and I was met with the most astonishing sight.

The broken, craggy garden gate was now covered in thick, thorny rosebush vines. There were no blooms yet, just the vines themselves. But based on the buds already pulsing, they would bloom very soon. The thorns themselves were long, black, jagged things.

How? I asked.

You, my heart answered simply.

“Well, would ya look at that, princess?” she said, amused at the chaos. Her anger had all but disappeared, if it was even there in the first place. “That’s what I thought.” She clicked her tongue and actually gave herself a literal pat on the back.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, unable to fully comprehend the sheer chaos everywhere. How could this have happened?

“You, Clara Thorne, do have magic.”

“Gar—garden magic?” I asked, dumbfounded.

No, my heart said merrily.

“Heart magic, actually.” Hesper said, surveying the thorn jungle.

“What the hells is that?” My voice trembled.

“It is its own kind of magic. A kind for creating, giving, weaving, beginning.”

I could not have been more confused right now.

“Thanadyn had heart magic before his downfall. Eldrene also bore heart magic and possessed and harnessed that magic to the highest degree before her sacrifice. But other beings in Starfall were known to have it, too. It was certainly rare, as it is not a diluted form of magic, and it often manifests differently depending on who wields it. Before Thanadyn’s magic turned inward, he healed inner wounds. As for Eldrene, hers manifested itself as protection.”

Oh. Yes, okay. Sure. Why not?

The most evil being in the land had the magic I, apparently, had running through my veins. Eldrene, a Goddess, did, too. Yes, this made perfect sense, and my brain was not melting out of my ears.

I wanted to tell her that this was impossible. But my heart thundered in my chest, and the place where what I’d thought was garden magic used to live hummed happily. There was an odd, warm feeling inside of me—like I’d just gulped down too-hot soup.

Is that… magic? I dared ask.

Yes, my heart sang happily.

“How do you know?” I asked Hesper. Maybe it wasn’t heart magic; maybe it was my garden magic. That I could work with. That I knew.

“Well, I had a theory, and I needed more proof. You said your magic was connected to your heart when you did have it in Moss. So I paid close attention. Whenever you experienced a wave of emotion, bad or otherwise, I would go looking to see if anything happened with the local flora—which is how your magic has manifested so far. Because you love to grow things. You should have seen what you did outside of Wymble’s Grubbs.” Hesper threw back her head with laughter.

Oh dear. Did I wither an entire hill of wormwood? Did I kill every flower in the local vicinity?

“You know the leaves townsfolk often use for… cleaning themselves?”

“Yes, mullein leaves for wiping one’s undercarriage,” I said matter-of-factly. I’d grown a field of them for Moss, but unsurprisingly, the folk of Moss opted to use the abundance of moss instead.

“Indeed, those. There was a grove of them outside of the tavern. When I went to use the privy that night, they had all turned into stinging nettle. Dear Ez was in the midst of… plucking things out when I stumbled upon the situation. It was then, I knew for certain.”

“That I had heart magic?”

“Yes. That, and that anger seemed to be a key to releasing it.” She leaned in close. “And that you desperately liked me.” Her breath was on my mouth. My eyes fluttered closed for a moment, filling my senses with her closeness. She brushed her lips against mine and then pulled away.

My breath hitched. Despite the magic realization, we had just fought, and my heart still hurt at her words. Hesper must have read the look in my eyes. Her sunshine demeanor immediately shifted into something more serious.

“I am sorry for today,” she said sincerely. “I could not get you to open up your heart by any means other than anger, so I—”

“Have you been trying other ways?” I asked, scared of the answer. Was this entire quest, every moment we’d shared together, only for unleashing this magic all along?

“Yes and no,” she said, chewing at her lip. “At first, I will admit that I flirted with you and goaded you to try and pry open your walls. But then I got to know you better and I—it was different.” Her voice was solemn now.

“And today? Why were you so awful?” My voice quavered.

“Because I couldn’t spend one more day with you going outside to an empty garden.”

Anger was her way in. So she took it. And as I looked at the roses all around me, the magic pulsing inside of me, I couldn’t stay too mad at her. I also couldn’t wait to try.

“So, so can I just grow something now?” I asked like an excited child.

“Give it a go,” she encouraged.

I made my way over to the fourth garden bed. The place where my first sprout had popped up.

“Do I reach my hand out or something?” I asked. What were the next steps with heart magic?

“For now, do what feels familiar.” She laughed, warm and easy; the sound made my heart swell. “We’ll work on simpler means to access your magic later.”

So I did what I knew. I shut my eyes and sang a song, talking to my heart as I always did. But this time, I believed magic would flow, I knew my heart would respond.

Things sputtered at first; all the paths in my heart were wired to shut off rather than let go. But bit by bit, I willed the magic to eke out of my heart and into the sprout. The flame lit, the magic took. I opened my eyes, and the sprout was living once more.

In fact, twelve perfect sprouts.

I jumped up and down with joy.

“I have magic!” I cried. Hesper beamed.

I had magic.

I had magic?

I had magic.

Repeating that phrase with a different emphasis was doing nothing at all to help me process the emotions.

But at last, I accepted what I hadn’t been able to for the last few weeks. Each flower that kept cropping up every step of the way must have been me—my magic.

All my life, I’d convinced myself there was nothing I could offer other than my sheer will to complete a task. I thought the only reason I had much worth at all was because I could use Moss’s magic.

But it was mine all along.

Of course it would bloom in Moss if the magic was connected to my heart. I didn’t have a home before then, I didn’t have a place for my heart to land. I did such a good job protecting my heart that I never let it beat freely.

Then there was Hesper, who broke through the cage I’d built and freed it all.

Dwindle would have a garden.

I would go home.

Even though home was looking more like a honey-yellow cottage and a shadowy protector.

“To town, princess,” Hesper said, taking my hand in hers. “And then, we train.”
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An all-expenses-paid craft-shoppe visit is foreplay; there is no other explanation.
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Our trip into town was the most charming day of my life. Could it have been due to the fact that my lifelong struggle with magic was finally over, and now I had a whole new part of myself to learn? Perhaps.

It was like receiving a new seed catalogue and memorizing all of the details: sowing times, growing seasons, how much shade, how much sun.

I knew the journey ahead would be long, but that was future Clara’s problem. Today, I could celebrate.

The town bustled—as much as it could with only a few shoppes open. Children darted in and out of the streets, a few folk stood on ladders trying to repair signs, smoke rose out of the coffeepot spout, the smell of sugar cookies filled the air, and even the closed shoppes had their doors wide open.

Why all the hustle and bustle? It almost looked like the town was prepping for something. As if hearing my thoughts, two pixies flew right in front of my face. Their pink skin shone radiantly in the sunny beams of the day, and their green hair matched the trees beyond them. With all the summer sun, the forest seemed much less gray than it had before. The whole town even.

“You’re here!” they said in unison.

“I am,” I replied with a warm smile.

“I’m Annie!” said the one on the left.

“I’m Andie!” said the one on the right.

Well, that was something I was never going to remember.

“Uh, hi, Annie and Andie. Why is everyone out and about?”

They shared a quick look at each other and then smiled widely at me.

“The sun!” they chirped together and then swirled in the air in celebration.

The sun? Of course the sun was out; it was the middle of the summer. Why would it not be? Before I could question them further, they flew off together, still dancing and laughing.

Extremely poor singing replaced the pixies’ titters of delight. Just up the road, a green door was open, and dust poured out of it in thick clouds. The shoppe sign above, a giant ball of yarn with two knitting needles sticking out of it, read: You Have Me in Stitches.

“A craft store,” I said lovingly. My poor knitting needles had gone up in flames on Irk Road, along with my coin to boot. “I wish I had—”

Hesper placed a jangling pouch in my hand.

“I know you lost almost everything in the fire.”

“Hesper, this is very kind, but you don’t need to—”

“Don’t fight it,” she said playfully. “Can you please just accept that I want you to have a fun day, and I’d like to give that to you?”

I can think of another fun thing you could give to me. My heart perked up.

Do not even think about it, I scolded.

She’s paying for crafting supplies. That’s foreplay.

No, it’s not. It’s the least she could do after being a terror this morning, I replied haughtily. All was silent for a moment.

Until.

Nah, I think it’s foreplay.

Talking to my heart might have opened up my magic, but it was also creating a nuisance for me right about now.

Whatever the day did or did not mean, I didn’t have time to think about it. There was a shoppe ahead, and I—as a visitor to Dwindle—considered it my civic duty to bolster the local economy. Hesper opted to visit Charles the Blacksmith’s shoppe as I perused all things fiber art.

I knocked on the inside of the door, sputtering as a cloud of dust plumed into my face.

“Hello?” I called through the murky cloud.

“Hello?” a boisterous voice called back. “Oh dear, you walked right into all the muck! Come in, come in.” An arm reached through the mist and pulled me inside. Beyond all that dust swirling about was a Haven.

Yarns of all colors poured from the ceilings, shelves, and overturned baskets on the ground. Layers of disuse coated everything, but even that couldn’t halt the cacophony of brightness emanating from all corners of this place. It was a feast for my eyes, and the panic that had been holding me in a viselike grip for the last few days lessened ever so slightly.

“Oh, my Goddess,” I managed. “This is amazing.”

A plump older woman appeared in front of me. She wore a long purple sweater that had baubles, charms, puffs of yarn, and loose threads of all colors sprouting out of it like a new crop. Sweat plastered her short black hair to her round face, but some kinky curls stood straight out despite the wetness. She was smiling broadly, and I couldn’t help but match the smile right back.

“Why, hello there,” she said, resting on her broom. “You must be our new Town Gardener. Clara, is it?”

“Yes and yes,” I replied happily. There was still a part of me that forgot I didn’t have to feel guilty or worried that I might not be able to give them everything they needed. But then there was the part of me that knew there were sprouts and magic and hope.

“We are so glad you’re here,” she said, falling back into singing and sweeping. “The name is Babette, by the way. Enjoy the shoppe, and enjoy the sun, too! Hasn’t been out in nearly a century.”

“What?” I asked, shocked. I knew that Dwindle had fought in their own way against withering magic, ensuring that their village remained out of the Prince’s notice. Their town had certainly taken a hit; that’s why I was here in the first place. But the sun, entirely gone?

She sighed sadly. “Yes. No sun for one hundred years—ever since Fennings burned. Withering magic took the color and light right out of Dwindle. We did what we could to stave off the magic; we still do. But we mortals can’t break apart the clouds.”

The information hit me right in my heart. I shouldn’t have been surprised that the village nestled against the Witherings might never know the sun. How had they managed to stay hopeful through all the gray?

Maybe they made each other their lights.

“But!” she said cheerfully, wagging a finger in the air. “That was then, and this is now. The sun is out, you are here, and you need a Babette sweater!” She bustled over to a rack of clothing that was so colorful and eclectic, it all looked like a haphazard paint palette. She gave me an expectant smile, displaying her cozy wares before me.

I chose a sweater covered in crocheted leaves and berries. If you lifted up some of the leaves, there were tiny creatures hidden here and there. A bird under the mulberry bush. A sleeping mouse under a mushroom. And even a hedgehog under a pile of autumn-colored blooms. I tried to pay her, but she shooed me out of her shoppe before I could.

Just as I entered the street, a huge sign was being strung up in the middle of the square.


DWINDLE’S FARMERS MARKET

RETURNS IN TWENTY DAYS

BRING YOUR WARES, BRING YOUR FAMILIES, BRING YOURSELVES!!!!



Strangely, I didn’t balk, didn’t want to run away into the woods when I saw it. Because in twenty days, Dwindle would have the market of a lifetime.

Hesper emerged from a shoppe across the way and waved me over to her. We mutually agreed that the next best course of action needed to involve as much food as possible: turkey legs, preferably. The evening was fast coming on, and all we had managed to eat that day were minced words, magic, and a spot of pastry.

We followed our noses to a place called Thandor’s Tavern. An irresistible rosemary-and-sage scent emanated from the shoppe, which was shaped like an ale barrel on both the outside and the inside.

It was run by a lovely couple. Thandor, with his bald head and floor-length beard, looked like a confused wizard. His husband, Bortie, with his floor-length head of hair and impressively droopy, bushy eyebrows more resembled a pirate who forgot to shave. For a century or two. They bickered incessantly about who burned that morning’s bread and finished it off with a quick kiss before they disappeared into the kitchen.

After three large bowls of stew, two turkey legs, and four rosemary-buttered biscuits, I felt utterly satiated. I leaned back in my chair—all of which were also shaped like barrels—and relaxed. What a day this had been.

My heart purred as magic bubbled within me, all the potential in the world. I was eager to give it a try. How much could I grow in one night?

“So, this training,” I said to Hesper, who had been watching me the entire time with a soft smile on her face (which I ignored, I did).

“We will begin tomorrow.”

“But I could try tonight.”

“Tomorrow, Clara,” she gently corrected.

“We don’t have a lot of time left, though. If I tried tonight, those sprouts could be fully grown by tomorrow. Then, I could see if any other seeds lay dormant from previous crops, and then—”

Hesper patted my hand.

“Rest is part of training. A good night’s sleep does more for magic—especially newly realized magic—than any amount of force.” One eyebrow was lifted in slight accusation.

I wanted to argue. But my bones were spent, and the pounds of stew filling up my belly did nothing to help the drowsiness coming on.

“This is the best meal I’ve had in a long while,” Hesper changed the subject, swirling the last bit of her stew round and round.

“Do you not have good food with Eldrene’s Train?” I wondered aloud.

Hesper laughed woefully. “Uh, no. Lots of rabbit, very little seasoning, watery broth. Half the Forest Train won’t eat other animals, so I’m ridiculed any time I eat more than just lettuce and tree bark.”

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“What do you think you’d want to do, if you weren’t bound to the Train any longer? Where would you want to be?” I asked. My heart seemed to still in my chest.

Foolishly, there was an answer I hoped she would say. Even though I knew that would be impossible.

Hesper placed her spoon onto the table and gazed at me, her eyes somber.

“I don’t think it’s helpful to dream about things I will never have.”

“You made me do it, though. You made me believe I had magic.”

“That is something you have, Clara. There are some things, though, I cannot ever have.”

“I see,” I whispered, my heart cracking a bit.

We weren’t talking about adventures. We were talking about that something-else that had scared me about her all along.

I reached for my walls, anything to guard my heart. If I had heart magic, what would happen once Hesper left? We still had more time together, we lived in the same space. If I could even put guardrails around my heart, it would be better than the guaranteed pain of her leaving. Right? If my heart shattered, would my magic go along with it?

I’ll have to be careful.

My heart tried to quip back, but I tamped it down. I may not be able to build any more walls, but I could at least focus on the job at hand. Distract myself. Do anything other than fall head over heels for the warrior with the scar above her lip.
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The pumpkins waged war against the struggling gardener, who buckled under the threat of a thousand spindly stems pointed her way.
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Rise and shine.” A voice woke me from the depths of dreaming.

“Huh?” I peeled my face away from the feather pillow, my eyes adjusting to the onslaught of sensations. It was still dark outside, there was a hulking figure over my chair bed, and a mug of something warm was being shoved into my hands.

“Time to work,” the voice said. My sleep-confused brain eventually caught up.

“Hesper, it’s the middle of the night.” I pointed out the window, the bright moon outside still shining happily. She was the one who told me that rest was the best thing for magic. Yet here she was, interrupting the best sleep I’d gotten since before the Celebration.

“You fell asleep at 8:00 p.m. It is now near 4:00 a.m. That’s plenty of rest. Besides, do you want to learn how to use your magic or not?” She leaned against the doorframe. Her sleeping tunic drifted open, showing her chest. Her sleeves were rolled up… again.

It was either beg her to join me in this bed or get out of said bed.

I bolted upright, taking care not to spill my coffee and repeat the other day’s kitchen-sink embarrassment.

“Let’s get to work!” I said, my voice far too high.

I hurriedly made my way down the stairs, but then Hesper cleared her throat loudly, stopping me in my tracks.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“You—uh—forgot something.” She looked everywhere but at me.

“What are you talking about—”

Oh my Goddess.

I was naked.

Completely bare ass. I was giving the moon outside a run for its money.

I had forgotten! I usually didn’t sleep naked, but my room was warm, and I was hot from all the soup and the meat sweats and… maybe I had to take care of things as I thought about Hesper before I fell asleep and maybe I forgot to put clothes back on. Maybe.

With all the dignity I could muster, I marched back up the stairs, past Hesper, and said, “Just give me a moment, will you?”

“Of course,” she said hoarsely and turned to leave, but not before she stubbed her toe on the staircase.

I couldn’t stop smiling to myself as I dressed.

She’s perfect, my heart sighed.

She’s not ours, I bit back, tightening my grip around my wayward, yearning heart.
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I feared I would perish in the pumpkin patch.

We had been at it all day with no breaks. As soon as we’d entered the garden this morning, Hesper began her training.

“Simple access, that’s our task for the day,” she stated like a teacher. Easy enough. I had just made thorns burst out of the earth and grown sprouts. Surely the magic churning in my chest to the point of acidic heartburn wouldn’t need too much coaxing.

I’d never been more wrong.

Confidently, I strode to one of the empty beds. In this one, I sensed pumpkins. The seeds were long past their time, but there were forgotten roots that had the faintest whisper of life left in them.

So, I sang. I did what I’d performed yesterday with the radish seeds. I reached for my magic, envisioned that power filtering into the seeds below, and…

Nothing.

The magic, though, hummed happily. It was there; I could feel it now, I just couldn’t access it.

“Keep trying,” Hesper said. Begrudgingly, I listened.

For hours on end, I sang and sang to the empty garden bed until my throat went dry and my songs started to sound more like a flailing cat.

Warty bumbled out to check on me. Based on his squeaks, he thought I had been injured. Or was already dead.

Wonderful.

I went to another garden bed. Here, there were leftover marigold roots that outlined the entire patch of earth. These flowers were notoriously easy to grow and could thrive in most conditions. An ideal companion plant to protect more vulnerable crops. It shouldn’t take much magic to coax them.

I sang, I did all my old tricks.

And still…

Nothing.

The day wore on, the sun beat down on me, Hesper loomed over me like a menacing shadow, and I was at my wit’s end.

“Maybe it’s just not working today.” I pouted, plopped down on the ground, and rolled onto my back, looking toward the sky. Even though I hadn’t managed to expend magic, the constant reach for it had still tired my muscles, whittled me down to my very soul.

“Maybe you need to let go…” Hesper offered, lying down next to me.

“I have let go!” I said defensively.

“No,” Hesper said with a small laugh. “You have accepted that you have magic. But you’re still trying to grasp at it. Force it. Just let it flow.”

“I don’t know how,” I said, covering my face with my hands. I thought I had let go.

Let go of the idea I didn’t have magic.

Let go of Hesper, too.

“Remember, heart magic is the practice of weaving, of beginnings.”

“What does that even mean? That sounds cryptic and ethereal. Can you put it in a metaphor or something?” I begged just a bit.

“Hmm,” Hesper mused. “Look at it like this: heart magic is the same type of magic that’s in a basket of yarn.”

Where in the world was she going with this?

“There’s an entire world in that basket. You could make it into anything, you just have to pick up your tools and have an idea. Or like your writing. The greatest stories of our time were once just blank pieces of paper.

“Heart magic taps into the inherent alchemy present in anything. Because that’s what love does, too. Two people passing each other is a daily occurrence. Until the comets and stars and time align, and then two people pass each other and fall in love. Out of all of the people in the realm? Just think of how many billions of small, nothing moments led to that? That’s real magic.”

My heart melted into a puddle; the grip I’d had on it earlier this morning loosened just a bit.

“Yes, it is magic,” I said softly, looking at Hesper. She turned toward me, her amber eyes shining.

Knitting magic was something I could understand. Just like seeds—all potential. It wasn’t about holding on to the magic, it was redirecting the flow, reformulating the plan. Working from a place of abundance rather than scarcity.

Without another word, I got up, strode back over to the pumpkin patch and tried.

I didn’t sing, I didn’t coax. Instead, I closed my eyes, and I listened.

The world outside shut out. All I could hear was a gentle whirring inside of me, like a babbling brook.

Grow, I encouraged.

Visions of plump pumpkins toppling over the side of the garden bed filled my heart.

Grow, I said again, leaning into the flow of magic. I didn’t grasp hold, I just let it go.

My heart was opening up ever so slightly, the warmth flowing out of me, into my fingertips and beyond.

Distantly, I felt Hesper near me. Her presence was always a tether in the storms. I leaned into that, too. How my heart sang when she was near, how coming home to her felt like a warm fire on a cold night.

Suddenly, magic began pouring out of me. A gentle release at first, then a torrent.

“Easy,” Hesper warned gently, and I could feel her hands on my shoulders even though my eyes were closed and my senses were muted. “Rein it in.”

But the magic was tumbling out, the babbling brook turning into a tide.

Stop it, I told my heart.

I can’t.

Enough. But the magic wouldn’t listen.

“Clara,” Hesper shook me. “That’s enough.” Worry was in her voice.

“I’m trying,” I managed to say.

The magic flowing out of me didn’t hurt, but I was losing energy. A disruption sounded from behind me, and Hesper momentarily let me go.

All at once, the magic stopped, the torrent returning to my chest. My knees went wobbly, but I was able to stay upright. I opened my eyes, and the mayhem surrounding me was astonishing.

Towering pumpkin vines spiraled up toward the sky. The strangest part, though? No pumpkins. Not a hint. Not even a bloom.

Hesper, meanwhile, had let me go because the vines had burst through the kitchen window. She had to continue lopping the vine off bit by bit lest it take over the whole cottage.

“Well, at least you let go,” she said cheerfully, albeit a little shaky.

“This isn’t going to help the farmers market!” I said woefully.

“It’ll work itself out, Clara. We have plenty of time.”

Famous last words.
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DWINDLE’S FARMERS MARKET

RETURNS IN TWENTY FOURTEEN DAYS



The next few days were a blur of plants, regrets, and a lot of unnecessary cleaning in the middle of the night.

Hesper would wake me at an ungodly hour, and I would brace myself for a day in the garden. There was no in-between with my magic so far. It was either I played around in the dirt for hours on end with nothing to show, or my heart gave way ever so slightly and then a nestleberry bush the size of a small cottage would explode out of the ground.

The funniest part about all of it?

There were never any fruits or vegetables or blooms. Just leaves and stems. Even my radishes weren’t growing past their initial sprout stages.

Haha! What a fucking riot!

My lack of sleep was doing nothing to help matters.

There were a few nights… all right, several nights when I, too restless to sleep, would just lie on the giant reading chair, stewing in my thoughts. My mind wanted to slip back into old ways of thinking: not enough, you will fail everyone you care for…

But I’d promised to choose light. Even in darkness.

And the darkness felt thick in Dwindle. The sun took care to burn away the mist, but it always came back at night. My windows would fog up, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that something pressed against the glass, desperate to come in. Hesper assured me that Edge would alert her should anything be in the shadows. My magic churned in my chest each evening, the sensation somewhere in between heartburn and heart nausea. But when the sun rose, the feeling would dissipate, and I began to believe I must be making more of the mist than I should.

And to be honest, the feeling of impending doom was not why I was up at all hours of the night.

It was Hesper. Of course it was Hesper.

We spent every day together, and as much as I tried to fight my heart every day from growing toward her, I was losing miserably. I couldn’t even build a brittle fence around the thing anymore. But we had already discussed what would happen next. She had to return, and I… well, I would go home.

Still, I couldn’t stop dreaming of her. I would do anything to taste her body like she’d tasted mine. But instead of throwing my wits to the wind and knocking on her door in the middle of the night, inquiring something along the lines of “Art thou awake?” I opted for the natural next best thing.

One million middle-of-the-night projects.

I purchased robin’s-egg-blue paint and painted the day and night into the floorboards. For then, in this cottage at least, the sun could be by her moon always. From there, I moved on to painting the kitchen cabinets butter yellow, and then I took to the cottage walls themselves. Each beam had simple floral designs now running across it. Bundles of lavender, bunches of tulips, a few roses. Everywhere a person looked, there was a small nook of whimsy hidden away. The hearth was entirely pink now, with small sprigs of hyacinths painted here and there. And suns and moons, of course. Because Hesper haunted my every waking thought.

No matter how much I painted her moonbeam soul, she never left my system.

I didn’t dare try to write. Hesper would be every line, every word, every stroke of my quill, every place I touched myself at night as I thought of her.

So, naturally, I tried to scrub the thought of her out instead. Babette offered some cleaning supplies—lemons, sugar, and a soapy mixture to dissolve the stickiness of the sugar but keep the sweet scent. When I asked her if she had anything other than lemons, she looked at me in surprise. I couldn’t tell her that I needed another scent because Hesper smelled like lemons and spice, and if my cottage smelled like her than how would I ever escape the need for her?

I took the lemons.

Now, my cottage was covered in fractals of Hesper moons and her scent. A daily torture.

With each project came a lovely little chestnut from Hesper, like:

“Clara, it smells great in here!” She smiled, sniffing happily at the air.

“You illustrated Edge and Warty going on adventures on the hearth? Fantastic!”

“Oh my Goddess, I LOVE THE COLOR OF THE CABINETS!” she genuinely screamed.

And I love—

Don’t! Don’t you dare! I yelled at my heart.

“Do you?” I asked with a sardonic smile. “Well, isn’t that just great?” Then I broke whatever I was holding in my hand like an uncontrollable monster.
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I was quickly spiraling into an abyss of emotions. Canonically, this was not a good thing for me.

I wasn’t anxious. I wasn’t despondent. I wasn’t hopeless.

I was in something with Hesper and didn’t know what was to be done about it. Because every morning when she woke me to train, she made me coffee just the way I liked it. Then, she would go into town and fetch me pastries before spending her entire day instructing me on magic that she’d told me I had all along, and I’d fought her tooth and nail until the last possible second. She remained steadfastly jovial and unendingly kind, and—most disconcertingly—I was starting to memorize her smiles.

There was the smile she wore first thing in the morning, when sleep still clung to her.

There was the side-tug smile when I exasperated her.

There was the wide-mouthed smile when she ate something particularly delicious.

And then, there was the smile that sometimes played on her face when I caught her looking at me. It was those smiles that made my heart wonder… What if?

I’d never dealt in what ifs. Those were for people who were braver than me. What ifs meant good things could come, sure. But the flip side of a what if was usually painful. I liked to live in I know.

With Hesper, though, the what if was harder to run away from.
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“You’re getting better,” she said, looking at the garden bed full of marigold plants with no blooms.

“I’m getting nowhere.” I threw my dirt-covered hands in the air. “Are people supposed to gnaw on pumpkin stems and marigold leaves? That’s an abhorrent salad.”

Warty, who had been skittering around my ankles all morning, made a retching sound and bumbled inside the cottage. Edge, who had just finished his sweep of the village, swooped in after him. Even they were giving up on me.

“Clara, you’ve only been at this for a short time. You will figure it out.” She tried to soothe me.

“We don’t have time, Hesper,” I said quickly. “Time is not on our side. Whoever she is? She hates me, I’m sure of it. Things in this garden either don’t grow at all, or they turn out like this—” I pointed to the massive nestleberry bush that had kept growing and produced nothing at all. “I don’t know what else to do, I’ve tried everything.”

Thunder sounded in the distance; a menacing gray cloud gathered on the horizon. A proper summer storm was brewing. Maybe the rain would encourage the plants to flower.

“Based on how things are going so far, it seems like you still have a block somewhere inside of you.”

“A block?”

“Yes, something preventing your magic from completing whatever you are willing it to do.”

“Let me ask you a question: You said heart magic is like a knitting basket, yes?” She nodded. “Great, so for this block, can I just unravel the sweater up to that point and restart again? How deep does that metaphor go, Hesper? How cosmically aligned is this blockage? How many billions of small, insignificant things do I have to do to get rid of this block?” I was getting unnecessarily petty, my tone dripping in sarcasm.

It was also close to dinnertime.

So.

Hesper laughed, her damned exasperated smile on her face.

“It is more than likely a heart matter.” She shrugged. “And while I’d like to think that I’m doing my due diligence learning every bit of you, there are parts of you that will always vex me.”

And there are parts of you that I want to—

Shut it!

My heart went silent.

“Hello, ladies!” Angus was at the garden gate, a large parcel in hand. “I brought dinner and—is that some leaves I see?” He asked so excitedly, his voice sounded like bird chirps.

“Uh, yes,” I called out, heading down the garden lane and unlatching the gate. “Not much by way of fruits and things, but plenty of green.” I took the heavy package from him. It smelled of bacon and butter.

“Look at it! Things are growing! And Clara and Hesper.” He clapped his hands together, his voice verging on that of an overly proud father. “What a lovely color for a cottage, if I do say so myself.”

“Thank you, Angus,” Hesper said, relieving me of the package. “I’m glad you approve of the exterior design.”

“I really do, and the garden is immensely impressive as well.” He elbowed me.

“Yes, well, hopefully you’ll have more than giant bushes to chew on for the market,” I tried to joke.

“Ah, anything will do,” he said merrily.

Would it?

“Any news from town?” I asked, trying to change the subject. Hesper and I had been locked away at the cottage for days. Who knew what could have transpired in our training haze?

A gust of wind howled through the garden. The storm was fast approaching, and the golden sunset was morphing into darkness.

“I’ll be quick!” Angus looked up at the sky in surprise, then spoke at an impressively clipped pace. “Charles the Blacksmith was seen dancing with Murt in the middle of the night before getting into quite a heated debate—very unusual for Murt. Giddy has added a new pastry to her menu—something with honey and paprika, but a few townsfolk have oddly given her grief for it. And Mabel didn’t open the library as she usually does. Folks are assuming she must be taking some time off.”

Poor Mabel; I knew she had been quite down over the state of the library. I hoped she was all right. “Oh, and Thandor and Bortie have decided to rename the tavern.”

“What’s the new name?” I asked. The wind picked up again, and I had to hold my garden hat atop my head.

“They are still fighting about it and will be for the next fifty years, I’m sure. Anyway, I just wanted to pop by and drop off dinner for you all and see what you’ve done with the place. I’ll be on my way; I hope you two have a lovely evening celebrating your gardening success.” He winked. “And stay safe in the storm!” Off he went.

Everyone seemed to be at odds this week.

The familiar pinch of guilt sprung up in my stomach like an unwanted weed. Anything will do? I didn’t want to give them anything. I wanted to give them everything.

A roll of thunder, long and ominous, sounded. Any second, the rain would begin.

“How shall we celebrate, princess?” Hesper eyed me with mischief.

“Don’t.” I rolled my eyes.

I was not in the mood for her to playfully tempt me only for nothing to come of it. I was hanging on to my willpower by a shredded thread. My heart was bruised from how often I squeezed it shut when it tried to open for her.

“Working together side by side for days on end does nothing for you?” Hesper asked as she made her way back into the cottage.

Fire erupted along my skin.

“Um, excuse me. We’ve already discussed this,” I said, trying to keep up with her long-legged gait.

“Discussed what exactly?” We were in the kitchen now, and she tore open the parcel. A bacon-wrapped chicken lay on a platter, buttery-gold potatoes adorning it like a crown. I’d have to focus on that later.

“The whole us thing,” I said, somewhat abashedly. Hesper removed the chicken from the box, then took out the kitchen knives we’d been gifted by Thandor and Bortie. She began carving. “Are you listening?”

“Of course,” she said, still carving away.

“Are you really going to cut up a chicken at a time like this?”

“A time like what?”

“Hesper!”

Warty and Edge, who had been reading next to the hearth, startled. Without another word, Edge plucked up Warty in his beak and flew upstairs.

Hesper set the knife down next to the platter and looked me in the eyes.

“It was a joke, okay?” she said easily. Always so fucking easy with her.

“It’s not funny,” I quipped back.

“Fine,” she conceded. “I won’t tell you another joke for the rest of our time here.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

I pushed my hair behind my ears over and over again. Hesper angrily cut the chicken.

“It isn’t easy being around you all of the time,” I finally said, not looking at her, biting at my cheek.

“Do you think it’s been easy for me?” she asked, a shot of anger in her voice, the knife clattering back onto the table.

“I don’t know what it is for you,” I said, not yelling, but verging. My heart pounded in my chest.

“Does it matter? You made your feelings perfectly clear in the wagon. You didn’t want anything more.” Her voice rose.

“And you made yours clear when you said all of this would just be a good memory,” I fought back.

“What do you want me to say, Clara?” She was upended, undone. I scrambled for words, but Hesper pressed on. “I want you,” she said, bracing her hands on the table and sucking in a breath. “There, happy?” She pushed away from the table and into the living area. I followed.

The words hung in the air between us. I was stunned.

“But you’re leaving,” I said, not understanding.

She whirled around; I stopped in my tracks. She moved closer to me, the heat of her body pressing into my very heart.

“That doesn’t mean I don’t burn for you.” She pushed a strand of hair out of my face, her finger hooked under my chin. “That doesn’t mean I don’t dream of how you taste.”

She licked her lips. My knees felt like jelly.

“That doesn’t mean I don’t want to spend the rest of my time doing unspeakable things to you. I have spent every moment of every day fighting myself not to reach for you, long for you, beg for you.”

There we stood, our lips almost touching, the unsaid words between us almost spoken.

For a moment, I hesitated—caught in between swirling need and the heavy weight of her leaving. But then, I was falling into her.

I pressed my mouth against hers, giving in to every impulse I’d had since we arrived. She stiffened at first, and I worried she would push me away. That even though she wanted me, she didn’t want this. But then her hands were all over me, hungry and exploring.

She picked me up and I wrapped my legs around her. My need for her was ferocious, all-encompassing. The kiss was nothing but fire, and I wanted to turn to ash as it ended me. Consumed me.

My heart turned to sunlight in my chest, all the want for Hesper finally satiated. It felt so good it almost hurt. She growled into my mouth, and I could feel her heart thundering. I put my hand to it, every part of me longing to tear away her leathers and be as close as humanly possible.

Then she was setting me down, as I reached for her. She backed away, her hands in the air, her head shaking.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, my heart beginning to crumple.

“I can’t, Clara. It isn’t fair to you,” she said, her eyes closed, her voice pained. “I’m sorry.”

It isn’t fair?

What wasn’t fair was this whole Goddess-damned quest. What wasn’t fair was that I was never supposed to meet Hesper Altanfall. What wasn’t fair was that I never wanted to leave home. Yet I did, and I met her, and now I… Now, I…

I realized I was still reaching for her, my arms outstretched.

Like the little girl all over again. Always reaching for the thing that will never reach back.

My heart cracked right down the middle.

I ran out of the cottage door as lightning shrieked above.
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The storm raged; sheets of rain poured down angrily, thunder and lightning warring in the sky. Haven’s ire was falling upon Dwindle.

And it had nothing on the state of my heart.

I ran into the garden, screaming up at the skies, letting the bellows of thunder swallow up my rage. I could hear nothing but the storm; I could see nothing through the rain. I was completely and utterly overtaken. If Hesper followed me, I didn’t know. All I knew was the pelting, relentless onslaught inside of me.

My entire life, I’d promised myself I would never be that girl again—reaching, always reaching. But it was all I’d fucking done anyway. Reaching for my magic, reaching for anything to protect my heart, reaching for my parents, reaching for Hesper. And what was it all for? All that time spent achingly planning every step, every emotion, only for my magic—even now—to refuse to grow.

For the parents I loved to not reach back.

For the woman I loved to not reach back.

You said it, my heart whispered.

No, I didn’t… I didn’t…

But I couldn’t fight it anymore.

Yes, I love her.

What more pain could be brought anyhow? These last days were spent silencing my heart, but that didn’t do any good. Because I fell in love with Hesper Altanfall, nonetheless.

And maybe, just maybe, I needed to stop hating myself for still being able to love. Maybe I needed to stop thinking it was such a bad thing to let my heart open. Maybe it was the bravest thing a person could do.

This garden wouldn’t bloom. And if I didn’t let my heart reach—even if it might fail—I would never bloom, either.

My heart broke wide open, the last bits of walls, rails, and thorns giving way forever.

Where I’d expected pain, there was only warmth and gratefulness as emotions poured through me.

I was grateful to love. And one day, I would be loved in return.

Until then, I had myself. And that?

That was enough.

More than enough, my heart sang happily, the magic in my chest churning.

I felt it then, like a taut string connecting two people across a long distance.

My magic and me.

You’re my magic, aren’t you? Not just my heart?

Indeed, my heart magic said.

Of course. It only made sense. All these barricades around my heart, all this stopping up of my love for Hesper—it was blocking my ability to channel my magic. But now, the connection was crystal clear.

Grow, I said to my magic.

Bloom, I told my heart.

There was a deep tremor in the earth just as another clap of thunder roared above. Even through the rain, I could see a tiny flower crop up by my boot—sunshine yellow and blooming. Then, frantic footfalls rang out through the downfall.

“Clara!” Hesper screamed, appearing in front of me. Her face was tight with worry, teardrops mingled with rain sluicing down her face.

“It’s you!” I yelled through the deafening rain.

“What?” she screamed back.

“You were my block. It was you all along.” Her eyebrows knit together in confusion.

“I love you, Hesper,” I said proudly, even though my voice was ragged and cracking; her face went slack. “I love you like I have never loved anyone before. I have been at war with my heart this entire quest, trying not to love you. This garden couldn’t grow because I was not letting myself love you as I longed to. I don’t want to fight it. I’ve finally let go.” Tears poured down my face; lightning struck above. “I don’t need you to say anything back. I just need you to know that I love you, and I will keep loving you even as you turn to go.”

I tried to leave then, tried to run through the garden gate. I loved her, yes, but I couldn’t bear looking at her face for another second.

“Do not run away from me, Clara Thorne,” Hesper’s voice cracked through the wind, but I kept running. “Please.” The pain in her voice rooted me to the ground, my back still facing her.

“I want you now,” she shouted. “I want you forever.” I turned to face her then. “I have spent every waking hour trying to figure out how to get out of this bargain with Eldrene so that I can stay with you. I would break Haven’s gates open, ransack the golden halls of our Gods and Goddesses, and bring down every last one of them if it meant that I could spend even a day longer with you. So please, don’t run out in this fucking storm and make me chase you. Because I will. I will follow you to the ends of the earth and back again. Because I love you, damn it. I do.”

I ran to her. She ran toward me.

Her mouth was on mine, and mine on hers. We met in a frenzy and melted into the ground, now flooding with water.

Lightening, thunder, rain, Hesper, me. We were part of the elements now, melting in with the earth herself, and making it our own. Right here, outside of this cottage. And I would keep having Hesper as long as she would have me. Across the crowd, across the world, I would always be reaching for her.

Hesper carried me through the garden, never stopping her claiming of my lips, my face, my mouth. I wrapped my legs around her, moaning into her mouth. She walked up the path, one of her hands holding me in place, the other ripping at my clothes.

She kicked open the cottage door with her boot, blasting the thing open. I screamed her name, the sheer strength of her already sending me somewhere I wouldn’t be coming back from for a long while. She spun me around, pinning my back against the cold wall; I relished the force with which she did so. Rain began to come through the open doorway, soaking both Hesper and me as we devoured each other. But she didn’t bother to close the door.

With my back against the wall, she pressed her body into mine and kissed down my neck. I squeezed her waist harder with my thighs, wanting more of her. Her caresses were deliberate and measured, like she wanted to memorize my body inch by inch. I needed more, always more from her.

“Hesper,” I whimpered.

“Yes, princess?” She breathed onto my neck. A shudder ran through my body. “What do you want?” she rasped into my mouth. I let out another moan, my head resting on the wall behind me to look at her better. She leaned in, tracing up my neck with the tip of her tongue.

“You,” I said breathlessly.

“Clara…” She stuck her tongue into my mouth, teasing me to the edge of sanity, then she pulled away. Her eyes were serious, searching mine. Asking a question I’ve always had the answer to, ever since I met her.

“I’m yours, Hesper. I have been yours all along,” I promised.

“And I’m yours.” She captured my mouth in hers, nipping at my mouth, biting down on my neck.

Pain and pleasure transcended together, and I clawed at her back in ecstasy. She hit the wall behind me, bits of plaster crumbling onto our heads. She released my neck, the tender pain throbbing almost as much as the apex of my thighs. Then she kissed me once more, tasting like her and me all at once. I melted into her, the cool wall behind me the only reprieve from the incessant heat coursing through my body.

I ran my hands roughly through her hair, jerking her head back so that I could kiss down her neck. Running my tongue gently down her throat, I cupped her breast in my hand, massaging and pressing into her. Once I could feel her nipples harden, I moved on to the peaks of her breasts. Flicks of my tongue on her neck matched the rhythm of teasing her nipples. She called my name out into the storm.

She hauled us from the wall and into the kitchen, where she set me down hard on the counter.

She roughly spread my legs with her hands and ran her fingers from my calves all the way to my thighs. I shuddered with pleasure, leaning my head back with each stroke of her hands. Dishes and jam jars jostled above us. I didn’t care. Let them fall; the rain coming in thick sheets through the door would wash it away.

Hesper kissed me once more and slipped a finger under my undergarments. I bucked at feeling her there again.

“You’re so wet for me,” Hesper said, a wicked smile dancing across her face. Lightning flashed outside, followed by a thunderclap.

“Do you want to know a secret?” I pulled her head close to mine and reached down to stick her finger inside of me. She sucked in a breath as I rocked into the friction.

“What’s your secret?” she asked, pumping into me. Her grunts filled the cottage, and I thought I might come to the sounds of Hesper pleasuring me.

“I’ve been wet for you—” I broke off midsentence as Hesper slipped a second finger inside of me. I bit down a moan and kept grinding into what she gave me. “I’ve been wet for you every single day since we met. I’ve pleasured myself every night, every morning, sometimes out in the garden when you weren’t there, just thinking of you.”

Hesper’s body stilled, her fingers still inside of me. I whimpered at the sudden cease of her fingers bringing me to edges I didn’t know were possible. Her dark eyes narrowed in, her entire world becoming only this moment.

Dark curls were plastered on her face, and I gently moved them away. She leaned toward my hand, giving it a tender kiss. The glint in her eyes softened, and I kissed her on the forehead, lingering there for a moment.

Another flash of lightning filled the room, the thunder so booming, it shook the cottage. The storm wasn’t ceasing. Good; may it stay long enough so that Hesper could bring the cottage to the ground with her pleasure.

I abruptly moved Hesper away from me and removed her fingers from me. She looked confused at first, wondering if she had done something wrong.

“Are you okay?” she asked earnestly.

I gave her a coy smile and said, “Get undressed.”

She did. First slipping her tunic off, and then her pants. She threw her boots behind her, and they hit plant jars that crashed to the ground. I didn’t care. She wore plain black undergarments, the only barrier between me and her. She made a move to take them off, but I held up a hand. I crooked my finger for her to come close to me, and she sidled up between my legs once more. Then, without another word, I stuck my fingers inside, underneath the fabric, feeling the wetness and heat.

She leaned into the touch, having to balance herself with both arms on the counter on either side of me. I used two fingers to slide from her clit into her folds—gently and deliberately. She was slick with arousal, and I wanted to drink it all from her.

I dipped the tip of my finger inside of her, and she grasped the counter so hard, it cracked at the edges. Her breasts were at mouth level, so I took the opportunity to taste them just as I slid the tip of my finger in and out of her.

“Go stand by the door,” I ordered.

The door flapped helplessly in the wind and rain. Hesper looked at it and back at me, pure lust and hunger in her eyes.

“I said, go stand by the door.” And so, she did. The rain fell even harder than before, coating the cottage floor in a puddle of water.

“Now, hold on to it,” I said. She obeyed.

“Good girl,” I purred. Hesper’s entire body tensed at my teasing. “Make sure it and you don’t budge an inch, understood?”

Wordlessly, she grabbed the top of the doorframe; her tanned body stood out starkly against the yellow paneling. Her forearms rippled as she held on tightly, and Goddess, I could look at her breasts all night long. Hesper was tall enough that she barely had to reach above to hold on to it.

I stalked up to her.

“Hesper,” I said in a low voice. “I’m going to ravish you now.” I began encircling both nipples with my fingers. “I want to hear you scream my name; I want to hear every whimper and moan from your mouth. And then, only after you’ve come, will I relinquish.”

There was such command in my voice. I didn’t know what lustful beast roared inside of me until this moment, and I let that monster rage.

I sank down to my knees, the rain soaking through me. They felt like a thousand kisses all over me as I spread Hesper’s legs apart. Her arousal dripped down her thigh. I licked it off, savoring the sweet, musty tang of her. We both moaned in unison. I looked up at her, she looked down at me. Demand and want in her eyes.

I couldn’t hold out any longer; I’d been waiting to taste her and claim her for what seemed a lifetime. So I went in, deep. I stuck two fingers inside of her. She was tight, hot, and wet. My other hand roamed up and down her leg, feeling every muscle tense with every circle I did inside of her.

Her head hit the back of the door as she arched under my pleasuring. And I hadn’t even started in earnest. This was just a taste. Another clap of thunder boomed. I put my tongue on her clit, sucking it into my mouth with my teeth. Hesper screamed right along with the storm, just like I wanted.

“Clara,” she panted, her arms straining against the door, her body undulating with desire. I stuck another finger inside of her, three fingers deep now. I stroked inside of her, not too hard, but just enough to keep bringing her to the edge. Whenever I felt the familiar tightness around my fingers, I would cease sucking her clit. I didn’t want her to just come; I wanted her to erupt.

I pulled my fingers out and did the rest with my mouth. Sticking my tongue in and out of her, applying pressure with my mouth, sucking in her apex with my teeth over and over again. I grasped both of her thighs tightly, her muscles hard as a rock.

Finally, I slipped a finger in once more, marrying the sucking and stroking together. It was then that Hesper’s body exploded. She screamed my name as lightning flashed outside, her orgasm so powerful she collapsed to her knees. I went to wipe her hair out of her face, but she grabbed my wrists and pulled me up to a standing position.

“Your turn.” She smiled, her breath still ragged.

She began ravishing me. But I had been too aroused for too long. Nothing could hold back my coming almost as soon as she roughly licked my heated core with her tongue.

She dazedly looked up at me as I panted and moaned my ecstasy.

“That was fast, princess,” she said from on her knees.

I looked down at her playful face. “I’m efficient.” I shrugged.

“No, you’re obsessed with delayed gratification to the point that your pussy only needs a nudge from me to burst.” At the look on my face, she added, “I’m not complaining, though.”

I rolled my eyes and met her on the floor, holding her face in both of my hands. The rain softened outside, only a gentle shower now. Fear sang through every part of me, the person in front of me so precious that the thought of losing her felt like life or death. But her eyes promised nothing but love, even when hard times came. They would come, and I would weather them with her. And if it were to end, then at least we had the now. My body shuddered at the love—so long hidden, running freely through me now.
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We awoke in a tangle of limbs and sheets, the early morning sun blanketing us in hues of pink and yellow.

Yellow!

I darted out of bed and ran to the half-moon window and let out a sigh of relief at what I saw. It was still there; it had survived the storm.

“Are you all right?” Hesper asked groggily. I motioned her over to me and pointed to the garden below. She rubbed at her sleepy eyes and looked closely. When she finally saw it, a huge smile spread across her face.

“Let’s get to growing, princess.” For there was a buttercup blooming in the midst of the garden. A tiny, insignificant thing in the grand scheme of all that grows. But in the end, nothing alive is insignificant. In fact, it was the most miraculous thing in this hard, odd, wonderful life.

The next two days were spent in the garden, laughing and growing. I no longer had to fight my magic or beg it for anything. I merely had to tell it where to flow, and it did. Soon enough, there was a pumpkin patch—a little out of season, but who was complaining? The radishes abandoned their teenage sprouting stage and opted for mature, ripened adulthood. The squash patch went a little overboard, simply because Hesper gave me a peck on the cheek right when I was in the middle of growing that part of the garden, the once respectable squash mountain no longer neatly stacked and instead in danger of toppling over and sending the world off its axis.

Carrot tops sprung from the ground in no time at all, and they made me fondly think of Helda Ninnus and that fateful day.

Did I just fondly think of Helda Ninnus?

Huh, my heart really had changed.

There were ruby-red nestleberries, glistening strawberries, and perfectly round blueberries. An apple tree even sprung up in the back garden, its roots latching on to the magic I’d poured onto the willow tree for good health. That was a lovely surprise.

Before we knew it, the garden was plumb full (oh, there was a plum tree, too). Every garden bed overflowed with harvest; the front of the cottage was adorned with lavender, rosemary, lupines, and buttercups. Tulips of all colors grew around the edge of the garden gate, wisteria wound itself around tree trunks and fence posts, and an impressive array of thornless rosebushes cropped up where there was room.

Our garden was bountiful; our home was cozy; our hearts were full.

There was only one instance that soured the comfort.

Near the back of the garden, some type of disease kept trying to take hold. The nestleberry bushes became laden with black leaves. I thought it might be due to an overgrowth of ripened berries too quickly for the plant’s natural growth time. Hesper inspected it and seemed concerned, but with a little extra effort, I was able to keep the disease at bay with my magic. It was a continuous battle, but I’d fought much harder wars.

Soon enough, the garden was complete, and Hesper and I hugged as we looked on the honey-yellow cottage, barely visible through the mess of vegetables, fruits, and flowers. The market would be here soon enough, as would the day Hesper had to return back to Eldrene.

But we would face both.

Together.
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DWINDLE’S FARMERS MARKET

RETURNS IN TWENTY FOURTEEN NINE FOUR THREE ONE DAYS



“I need your help,” I said.

I never thought I’d hear those words come out of my mouth. But alas, when you had the equivalent of three harvests growing in your cottage garden, help was warranted.

Angus, whom I had just roused from a lie-in (well, the sun was barely up, but to a gardener, that’s half the morning), looked at me with concern.

“Is everything all right?” he asked, pulling his sleep robe embroidered with slumbering bunnies tighter around him.

“Oh, yes,” I said happily. “Very much so. But Hesper and I can’t carry everything by ourselves.”

“Carry what, my dear?”

“The garden.” I winked.

Angus’s brown eyes widened, his eyebrows disappearing into his hair.

“It’s—it’s—”

“It’s market ready,” Hesper finished for him.

“THE GARDEN IS READY!” Angus yelled into the square, startling both Hesper and me.

I didn’t expect anything much to happen. The streets were mostly empty at this time of day, and folk were used to Angus saying whatever he was feeling aloud. But then, cottage doors began to swing open one by one, elated faces poking out from inside.

A slow murmur began.

“The garden is ready!” someone whispered.

“The garden is ready,” another said.

The garden!

The garden!

Almost like magic, folk filtered into the main square, their whispers turning into shouts of joy. Tears ran down my face; they ran down Hesper’s, too. And as I looked out at the gathering Dwindlers, their eyes shone brightly along with mine.

Angus directed everyone into an organized glob of chaos, and we all marched toward the cottage. Turns out, Angus had hosted a town meeting that neither Hesper nor I were invited to and created a plan for when the garden was ready. He anticipated that many hands would be needed and requested volunteers.

Everyone volunteered. So, on an exceptionally sunny day in the middle of summer, all of Dwindle showed up at the honey-yellow cottage and spent the day together, harvesting a whole host of fruits and vegetables.

I had to spend the first hour instructing everyone on the correct way to harvest each crop, but folk were happy to learn. Thankfully, everyone brought their own version of gardening tools with them. Charles the Blacksmith had spent the last few weeks forging garden trowels, hand forks, and even a few pruning shears for this very moment.

All along, Dwindle never lingered on the bad side of a what if. They never thought for a moment that the garden might be impossible. They always chose the light, the endless, hopeful possibility of what if. They believed. And because of them, I did, too.

Hesper and I were shunted to the side, Angus demanding that we rest after all our hard work. Neither of us had the ability to sit still while others toiled, so we took to the kitchen. There, Edge and Warty drummed up a recipe from one of the old tomes Edge had been flipping through.


A SOUP FOR THE HEART



Summer vegetables, warming seasonings, a bit of spice, a heap of lemon. And in the margins of the recipe book was a helpfully scrawled note indicating measurements to feed anywhere from one to two hundred folk.

Hesper and I had a pot big enough for eight servings.

Twenty-one pots of soup later…

Everyone was sipping out of empty gourds and pumpkins with a few bread bowls (donated by Giddy) in the garden. The day ended with all of us heading back into town and setting up market tents.

The main square looked grand and sprawling, each table like its own little world. Our tables were set up right in the middle of it all, the center of the entire market. Angus had managed to build tables, but in true Dwindle fashion, they were not regular tables. Each one was shaped like a different vegetable, and there was even a gourd-shaped shelf for stacking purposes.

“You did good, princess.” Hesper slung her arm over my shoulder, planting a kiss on my forehead as we walked home after what was arguably the best day of my life.

“We did good,” I patted her hand affectionately.

“And we are naught but mealworms,” Edge said under his beaky breath. Warty gave a disgruntled squeak.

“And we couldn’t have done it without you,” I self-corrected. “Edge, thank you for ensuring our safety each day. Warty, thank you for keeping Dwindle’s cracker sales soaring.”
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DWINDLE’S FARMERS MARKET

RETURNS IN TWENTY FOURTEEN NINE FOUR THREE ONE DAYS TODAY



“Clara, love, wake up.” A gentle hand caressed my face, the gesture so achingly sweet until the hand began wiping away my crusted slobber from sleeping soundly. I grumbled my reply, longing for a few more moments of slumber. “It’s market day.”

Oh my Goddess.

It’s market day!

The end of the quest!

I bolted upright.

What happened now? Did lightning strike and Eldrene appear? Did Hesper immediately have to leave? Did—

“Don’t fret too much about what happens next.” Hesper read my thoughts. “Let’s just enjoy today.”

She was right. Whatever was to happen would happen whether I dithered on about it or not. I tried to get up from the bed, but she pressed me back down onto the mattress, a hungry look in her eyes.

“We have to get ready for the market,” I said, dragging her on top of me, unlacing her tunic.

“Yes.” She kissed me. “We do.” She nipped at my neck and began kissing down my chest until she lifted up my nightdress and…

[image: ]
We were late to the market.

But only by a few minutes.

The town was in an uproar of joy. Each shoppe had their tents up for display—save for Mabel, who hadn’t managed to set up her library booth. I made a note to check in on her later. Folk tittered and chattered for hours on end, and by midmorning, we sold out of everything (save for the squash). Soon enough, flower boxes were bright and cheery again, pumpkins rested outside cottages, and Giddy set up an open hearth where she was prepping courgette-based pies and pastries.

Angus taste-tested each creation with a sparkle in his eye. Giddy’s cheeks remained blushing.

By afternoon, a cold wind started blowing through the square, seemingly at odds with the blaring sun. A few of Charles the blacksmith’s wind chimes tinkled ominously. The chill didn’t dampen Dwindle’s warmth, though. They kept on chatting and celebrating. But then everyone’s tents began to jostle, scattering our wares. We all jumped to catch the bits and bobs that were falling over. A gray cloud blotted out the sun, casting the market in a dim gray.

For a moment, my heart skittered in my chest. Could this be Eldrene? Perhaps she really would steal me away. I didn’t think I could bear it. Dwindle had crept into my bones, uprooting everything. To leave it so soon felt like leaving a beginning in favor of an ending. And the old Clara would have much preferred that—there is stability in a happy ending. But this place had many more chapters to read, more gardens to plant, more friends to make, more love to have.

If—when—Eldrene did come, I would just have to tell her that I meant to stay for a bit longer. Then, I would plead on my knees for Hesper to be freed of her bargain, but I would deal with that later.

“Another storm be rolling in it seems!” Bortie called out in the midst of the crowd. I hadn’t even noticed that Thandor and he had finally left their tavern and were passing out pints. They were expert at fading into the background, mostly so they could collect gossip discreetly. But there they were, holding trays high into the air and squabbling with each other in between serving.

Another gust of wind blew through the town, sending the precariously placed pints to the ground. Glass shattered everywhere.

“Fret not!” Murt busted out of his flowerpot with a miniature broom at the ready. “I’m on cleanup duty today! Keep marketing, I’ll have this cleaned in no time!”

My magic toppled in on itself, sensing and waiting for something. I kept checking and rechecking my surroundings.

“Is everything all right?” Hesper asked, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear.

“Something feels off,” I replied, reorganizing the squash for the third time in the last few minutes.

A harried squawk filled the air. The screech stilled all of Dwindle.

Edge.

Hesper ducked out of the tent, a look of fear in her eyes.

“What is it?” she called up into the sky.

“The Prince, madame! The Prince is—”

Edge, to my horror, fell out of the sky. Whether from sheer exhaustion at his journey or from an unseen attacker, I did not know. Hesper caught him before he could meet his end.

And then darkness fell upon Dwindle.
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The lights went out; the soul wounds went untended; but still, she hoped.

—opening line attempt 941



The crowd went into an uproar, frantically trying to understand what to do, where to go, how to escape. But there was no escape. Dwindle was ripe for the picking, and the Prince was coming. They would have to go through Shadow Woods or Irk Road to even hope to evade this onslaught, which put them in even more danger.

We were all sitting ducks.

Anger shot through me at the thought. All this time, Edge had reported no sign of Thanadyn. He must have gone into hiding, gathering what smidgen of power he had left only to descend upon this town when it rose back up on its feet after a century. How dare he? I would have none of it.

My magic purred at the anger.

What do you think you’ll be able to do? I asked my magic. Grow another squash mountain to topple on top of an ancient Prince?

Perhaps, my magic said.

Impossible, I replied.

“To your cottages!” commanded Hesper, herding folk into their homes, offering words not of condolence but assurance she would do everything she could to ensure their safety. She had fought off legions of shadows, but what about the Prince himself? Would she even stand a chance? Helplessness took over. How could we not have known?

“Clara! With me!” A large hand grasped mine and pulled me from the cacophony. I turned to wrench myself free but saw Mabel there, running wildly through the crowd. Had she been here all along?

“I need to stay with Hesper!” I called out, but her grip remained tight.

“Safer in here,” she yelled back, ducking into a side street. She bluntly shouldered open a door, the wood splintering onto the stones below. Gruffly, she pulled me into the abandoned cottage, and I coughed as dust and cobwebs flew into my mouth.

My eyes barely adjusted to the dank room before Mabel moved the broken door into place, casting us both into darkness. Only a sliver of light made it through the broken window in the wall.

“Mabel, I have to get back to town and help. Hesper needs me. Dwindle needs me.”

All was silent. The world outside even seemed to mute.

The air felt too thick in here, the shadows too dense.

“Mabel?”

A match lit, and Mabel’s face appeared close to mine. I yelped, grabbing my chest.

“You scared me,” I said quickly. “Look, we have to go. Thank you for bringing me to safety, but there are people outside and—”

Mabel put a single finger up to her mouth, shushing me. Her grin went too wide, and my heart began to shrink in on itself.

“You’ve released the bind on your magic.”

“What?” I stumbled back, and Mabel’s arm reached out to right me, her grip harsh, her skin freezing cold to the touch.

“Hmm.” Mabel sniffed the air.

“You’re scaring me,” I said, trying to reach for anything behind me I could use to ward her off. What was going on? Mabel had always been so kind, but everything about this was wrong.

“Do you know why Thanadyn did what he did?” Mabel said slowly.

“I—I—”

“I asked, do you know why he did what he did?” Mabel’s voice lost any hint of the sweetness it usually held; only an echo of her remained. “Answer me!” she commanded, and the darkness seemed to coalesce.

“For power.” I tripped over my words. Nothing made sense. The world outside was falling apart, and here was Mabel—the kind ogre who had comforted me when I first arrived, gave me clothes, ran the library. Yet her presence made my skin crawl. Had the shadows already gotten to her? Would they warp all of Dwindle just as the stories said they already had?

“Power, my dear, is never the full story,” Mabel’s voice dripped with calmness, a warped sense of charm. Every syllable felt like it wanted to creep under my skin and rot there. “Thanadyn was much like you. Brimming with magic, hopeful, but his heart magic showed itself in healing. Not physical wounds, but the ones that run deeper. Soul wounds. For a peaceful kingdom needed folk at peace. He spent his days healing sadness, grief, loss. But it was not enough…” Mabel’s voice seethed, echoing around the room.

Never enough, that old voice in my mind agreed.

“The fae grew hungry, and no matter how much magic Thanadyn expended, he could never root out jealousy, discontent, greed. His magic was spent fruitlessly for long ages. Finally, after too many days spent tending to the soul wounds of folk who had naught but ill will in their hearts, Thanadyn’s heart magic turned inward. Instead of healing, he stoked. Turning a soul wound into a living, festering thing. And it felt good.

“He had been alive for too long. He’d wasted too much of his magic. He saw beings for what they were: hopeless. Why not spark them into their true natures then? On that day, withering magic was born. On that day, Thanadyn came into his true self.”

My heart shrunk in on itself, cowering in the deepest corners of my soul.

“You can always ch-choose light, Ma-Mabel,” I sputtered out the words, fear shredding its way through my body.

“Light can turn into darkness, just like that.” Mabel snapped her fingers; the match went out. Heavy darkness shrouded me, muffling my senses. “Withering magic crept its way into Starfall bit by bit, being by being, plant by plant, for the magic had an endless fuel. Fear. Hope and happiness? They are momentary. Fear? That will always return.”

The flip side of a what if, my heart said sadly.

It isn’t true, I pleaded. Don’t listen.

“It would have been easy, you know.” The voice was right next to me. My heart went ice cold. “With endless amounts of fear, withering magic could have taken over the whole world. But then there was Eldrene.” The voice went sharp, disjointed. “She sacrificed her magic to the land, binding me and my magic within heart magic’s hold. But—”

The voice became singsong. “Hope cannot hold on forever. Her power is waning, and Thanadyn grows stronger.”

“How do you know any of this?” My voice shook, my heart quavered.

“Because I am Thanadyn.”

That’s when the screaming started outside.
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The room turned black. Not just lightless, but a thick, suffocating darkness.

Thanadyn’s shadows.

I ran for the door, but it was jammed shut. I made for the window, but my foot found a discarded cushion, and I flew through the air, crashing hard onto the ground. Panting, I tried to get back up, to run, to scream, to alert anyone or anything that things had gone very, very wrong. Before I could, a shadow—blacker than the darkness swarming me—wrapped itself over my mouth, suffocating my attempt.

There was nowhere to go. I couldn’t see nor hear anything save for the sound of my labored breathing and rapid heartbeat. I struggled against the shadow, clawing and biting at it, but nothing worked.

Thanadyn was in this room with me. He was in this town with me. And his shadow would kill me without anyone knowing.

“Enough,” a voice said. The shadow unlatched itself from me, and as it left, I could feel it sucking air from my lungs, like sipping through a straw.

I hunched over, trying and failing to gather more than a pinprick of air back into me.

No one will be hearing my screams.

Another burst of shadows came at me, throwing me back onto the ground and pinning my wrists and ankles down. My head cracked against the hard wooden floor, and a liquid puddled against my head.

Not liquid. Blood.

The tiny bits of air I managed to gulp down weren’t enough. I fought against the restraints, but the shadowy bonds held fast.

I won’t be escaping.

“Why?” I barely rasped into the void. “Why darkness?”

Deep laughter echoed all around me, filling up my senses and sounding in my head like hammers on hard metal.

Please, I begged my heart. Help me.

But I couldn’t stop worrying over the folk outside, over Hesper, and old thoughts were growing around my heart like briars.

Never enough.

It was always going to end in pain.

I have failed.

My magic fluttered feebly in my chest then died out completely.

Familiar emptiness again.

“Why, she asks,” Thanadyn drawled, his voice everywhere all at once, any sound of Mabel melted away. Only a choked, haunted whisper remained. “Because darkness is all that we have left at the end of the day. You know that well, Clara. No matter how bright the day may shine, night will come. Humanity is no different. Such injustice everywhere all the time. There is no use in fighting the inevitable.”

Do anything, I begged my magic. But I spoke only to the hollowness inside of me.

“Even your pitiful life is proof of that,” he said with an eerie happiness.

I stayed silent. I didn’t want to know.

“Eldrene made a fatal mistake, you see. When she bound me in heart magic, I was able to sense its movements. For countless years, the magic lay dormant, allowing me to eat away at it slowly—fear always found its way back into the soil. But then, heart magic awoke; the earth and the Fates had found a new soul to bestow that rare magic within. I had to intervene, of course. If heart magic renewed, then my task would become impossible. So I paid a visit to your mother.”

“I don’t understand.” My voice was barely a whisper.

“You will bear a child of great power. Never again will you know the taste of nothingness, for she will bring you everything. You will be everything.”

My eyes flew open at that. Those words, they were familiar but distant, like trying to recall a book from long ago, when you could only see the letters on the page but not the words. Then buttercups flashed across my mind, and I knew. The seer who’d come to my mother before my birth. Those were the words that ruined my life.

And Thanadyn knew them.

Puzzle pieces began slotting into place without me even needing to try.

“You? That was you.” My voice came out like a weak croak, and I almost wanted him to say no. I knew he was evil, but I did not know he had been a part of my story all along.

Chills ran up my spine, the only warmth coming from the blood leaking out of my head.

“Yes, indeed.”

I began shaking.

Where are you? I asked my magic. I searched through me as if looking for a lost seed packet. Under the books? No. Inside the cupboard? No. Where are you? I pleaded again.

Nothing.

“I simply had to follow that magical thread to a hovel on the side of a desolate road in a putrid town. When I saw the haggard woman and her swollen belly, I knew my job would be easy. Just like it was so simple to infiltrate Mabel’s sad heart. No one there to read her books and all alone in this world. So when I felt your magic take hold, I knew I had to act quickly—lest the magic begin seeping into the soil and uprooting my hard work. Once hope springs up, it’s tedious to burn away.”

Fennings Forest. Patti’s family. Hesper’s life. My own childhood.

All because of Thanadyn.

Every part of my body trembled now. My entire life had led up to this moment. This death. This withering of myself. And poor Mabel, I had failed her. I should have checked on her when I had the chance, maybe I could have stopped this.

I tried once more to reach for my magic, to reach for anything inside of me. But all I could feel was an aching nothing, a carved-out trunk of my heart.

“I didn’t even have to become a body—just a whisper in your mother’s ear. A few words and…”

A sound of snapping fingers resonated through the room.

“Your life was set to be ruined from the day you were born, because that, my dear Clara, is the only way to eliminate heart magic. A slow chipping away: death after death, disappointment after disappointment, neglect, persistent indifference. They all add up, you know. It even worked on the earth itself, the heart magic sequestering itself away in pockets impossible to find. One being a place you know well.”

Moss.

Moss’s magic was heart magic all along.

Home, my heart sang weakly.

“And so, I’ve spent these long years sucking heart magic from the land like honey from a hive. I tracked you the whole time, sensing your magic trying to take root before wilting away each day. But then, you disappeared.”

The shadows around me tightened their grip, my wrists gave a soft pop, and I soundlessly screamed into the nothing.

“I couldn’t find you for fifteen years. For a time, I thought you dead. But then the earth rumbled its song, and I found you this year. In Moss. Eldrene’s haunts. A place I could not access nor feel because of the collective power of her Train. Do you know how I managed to find you, Clara? It’s my favorite part of the story.” Thanadyn sounded almost gleeful. As gleeful as the voice of the dead could be. It sent my body into full terror, blinding me to any hope that there would be an after this moment. There would be now, then nothing.

“You grew flowers one day, yes? A whole field of those silly yellow blooms.”

The day Rosie and I laughed all the way to her house. The day of the Goddess Celebration. The day my magic erupted without even trying.

“Not even Eldrene’s power could squelch the song of heart magic, newly sung through the land. My hounds tracked you easily after that. And you just kept making it simpler. Every time your magic took root outside of Eldrene’s hold, a bright flare sang out to me. Fields of lupines in Moss, a bloom in Lore Isles, your garden in Dwindle. They were like breadcrumbs leading right to you. You see, the darkness always comes, Clara. You thought you found happiness. You thought you completed this quest, grew a garden, secured a life worth loving. But look where you are now.” He tutted. “It wasn’t enough.”

Never enough, my heart whimpered.

Thanadyn was right. I had found a life worth loving, and while it may have been brief, it was worth everything.

Always enough, I said firmly, drumming up the deepest dregs of light I had left.

“Goodbye, Clara Thorne.”

The air in the room went still; breathing became impossible. Thanadyn’s magic tried to wind its way into my fractured soul, tearing open wounds I’d stitched up on this quest. I could feel it now, the pulsing darkness withering magic offered. A blissful abyss where I did not have to fight every day to look for the light. I could dive in and never know pain again. There would never be a day where I reached for someone only for them to back away from me.

There would never be a day with love.

His magic beat at my very soul, ripping down anything bright in its path.

He could tear all he wanted, he could rip the heart beating in my chest, but it would not change the fact that my heart was not the one he knew before.

Dwindle survived withering magic because of hope. I would go down fighting Thanadyn with the same.

Night would come, but the day was worth any darkness that would fall.

He may end me, but he would not take away the one thing sacred to me, to everyone. It was not fear.

It was hope.

Enough, I told my heart.

Enough, I said again, willing it back to me.

I did not need a town or a Hesper to light the spark inside of me now. I had myself. I had the little girl who reached for the hug. I had knees aching from a day spent digging in the garden. I had pricks on my finger from Warty’s quills. I had quiet mornings sipping coffee across from the woman I loved.

And that was enough to set the very moon on fire.

A shadow readied itself against my lips. The final kiss of death.

So I let it come inside, willingly opening myself for the darkness.

Distantly, I felt my body arch off the ground, pain coursing through me, etching new lines in my bones. But my fear evaporated. I would not let it wither me; it could not rewrite my story. Where darkness nestled, light could always burn it away.

It is its own kind of magic. A kind for creating, giving, weaving, beginning.

Hesper’s words rang out in my mind.

Then let us begin again, I told my heart. For after the night, there is the morning.

My magic burned in my chest, coursing through me, eradicating each shadow.

Thanadyn doubled down, more of his withering magic pouring into me. My heart shuddered for a moment, but I did not lose hope. I sewed my own magic into his and drank up the death, reforming it back into its truest self. I kept weaving my magic with Thanadyn’s, drawing more of it into me—making a new story, a new start.

I heard his screaming, his rage. The thread between his magic and mine pulled tight as he fought with all the darkness stored in his desolate soul, but it would not break. My magic grew into his, piercing through the shadows with bright, bursting blooms. Sunlight broke through the darkness; my wildfire soul—ever burning—blazed brighter, his magic fanning the flame. The light inside of me was all-consuming, the magic in my heart never-ending.

And then, all at once, it was finished.
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What’s worse: when an evil entity falls upon the town, or how angry your girlfriend is going to be when she finds out you put yourself in danger… again?

—opening line attempt 983



Light poured through the cracked windows; Mabel moaned in the corner.

“Are you all right?” I tried to rush to her, but my bones were marmalade.

“Fine,” Mabel squeaked. “Just a little—” Then she retched and I almost started to retch in sympathy, but I heard cheering and a familiar squawk outside, right before the front door burst open. It went so far off its hinges, it flew right past my head and splintered into a thousand pieces on the wall.

“He was hiding in my book!” Mabel croaked in the corner. Folks rushed to her aid just as I rushed to Hesper.

“Clara.” Her voice was desperate. But before Hesper could say anything more, I tackled her to the ground and kissed her full on the mouth.

“What the—” she tried to say, but I stopped her mouth with a kiss.

“Hells were you—” she tried again. Another kiss.

“Thinking?!” Then she kissed me, flipping me around and pinning me hard against the ground. Her kiss was anger, terror, and relief all mixed into one. I didn’t mind if it never stopped, if I lived out the rest of my days being dominated by Hesper here on the floor of a long-forgotten cottage where an ogre and a gardener almost ate shite while the entirety of Dwindle watched.

Oh.

The entirety of Dwindle was watching. Dozens of faces and bodies smooshed into the front door, trying and failing to avert their gaze from the debauchery playing out before them.

“Nothing to see here, folks!” Angus cleared his throat and began shooing folk away. He side-eyed us and gave a hearty thumbs-up. “No need to stop your… um. Clesper, I mean Hara. Damn it all to hell. I’ll clean up the market and you two just carry on.”

“No, wait!” I said. Hesper hopped off me and offered me her hand. I took it.

I needed to check on the town. What happened when Thanadyn trapped me? Were people hurt? What had been destroyed? The momentary hope from Thanadyn’s death turned brittle in my bones.

“Everything is all right. Well, it will be all right…” Angus trailed off, and a heady weight hit my buoyant heart. “No casualties,” he assured me. Relief eased the increasing tension. “But the town. Well…”

“Show me,” I said. Because I knew that no matter what Thanadyn had managed to do, we all could rebuild it. And if Dwindle had lost their hope, I’d hope for them as they did for me. Hesper, still holding my hand reassuringly in hers, led me out into what was left of Dwindle.

The sun shone brightly, but a cloud of sadness filled the air. The market tents were destroyed. Cottages were caved in. Bits of earth were marred from what looked to be fire. Newly repainted shoppes were sucked of their color. The fresh flowers and produce that had adorned the town were now withered away into nothing. Dwindle was in worse shape than it had been when I arrived. A shattered storybook of a town that had tried over and over again to be anything other than broken.

But fear could not be found in Dwindle that day.

The townsfolk were scarred, perhaps, but not daunted. They were all tending to each other, ensuring everyone was taken care of, all wounds were seen to—all the damage could be repaired. A few people whose cottages were still standing had their doors wide open, beckoning people who needed rest and shelter inside.

“What happened?” I dared to ask. Hesper and Angus both shared a look.

“Withering magic took folk,” Hesper finally said. “You went into that house, we lost all the light, and then… then people turned inward. As they did in Starfall—” Her voice broke off; the grip she had on my hand tightened. Angus finished out the rest of the story for her.

“It was horrible,” Angus said, his usual geniality replaced with despondence. “I only knew darkness, and I couldn’t remember who I was or—or anything good—and, I, well, we were the ones to, uh…” His words came in broken shambles. “To, um, we did this.” Shame filled his voice.

“It was not your fault, Angus.” I gripped one of his shoulders, but he would not look me in the eyes. “Angus,” I repeated his name firmly. “You are one of the reasons Dwindle has survived for so long. Your unbreakable spirit and kindness saved this town countless times. Do not let someone else’s evil dictate your own worth.”

He nodded, his eyes glassy.

“This one,” he said, pointing to Hesper, trying to regain composure, “saved many of us from… us.”

I turned to Hesper, and my heart broke for her. She had to relive a nightmare today.

“I am thankful I am immune to the withering magic since I fought it off before,” she said, her words pained. I gave her hand a squeeze. I’m here. I’ll always be here.

“How could we have missed his attack?” I asked. It was so sudden.

“There were signs.” Hesper shook her head in disappointment. “The nestleberry bush rot. Folk bickering with each other. Mabel’s absence. And then today, it was a domino effect. His magic took hold of only a few folk, but the despair others felt watching it happen opened them up to the fear he feeds on. It was the—”

“Perfect storm,” I finished.

The town was in shambles; everyone’s hard work had gone up in flames.

I patted Angus on the shoulder.

“Do not worry. We will fix this together. I don’t know how long it will take,” I said. My magic felt old and new all at once. I had just freshly learned how to grow a proper garden with the magic; today, I defeated an evil entity with the magic. Tomorrow, perhaps, I could manage to repair cottages. But in this moment, I was drained.

“All in good time.” Angus smiled at me, tears rimming his eyes, then spilling over, creating delicate, wet lines down his soot-covered cheeks.

“All in good time,” I repeated for him and for myself.

Angus turned around to leave us, but a harried woman covered in flour stopped him.

“You’re alive!” Giddy exclaimed. “I thought when I saw the folk go haywire and the sun disappear that we would all be dead. I hid in my kitchen like a coward, then I heard people screaming, so I tried to get out of my door, but it was barricaded by dark things! And I saw fire outside, and all I could think was ‘Not Angus! Not my Angus!’ But you’re alive! You’re so alive!” She squealed, hopping up and down. A small plume of white dust surrounded her, like she was a walking pastry.

“I am, yes, I am. But Giddy”—Angus’s voice dropped low and meaningful—“did you say, ‘My Angus’?”

“Why, of course I did! I love you!” And then Giddy threw herself onto Angus, smothering him in kisses. His hands hung limply at his sides. He was in absolute shock, it seemed. Hesper roughly patted him on the back and that did the trick. The hit to his back knocked a screw loose, or perhaps knocked it in. Angus pulled back from Giddy, his face now covered in flour, and deftly dipped her like a dancer and kissed her fully.

Hesper and I backed away, covering our ears at their moaning loudly in the middle of the market square. And so there we left them, a new beginning among the ruins.

Before we could go much farther, Murt ran up to us.

“There’s someone here, a whole big, mercy me.” He clutched his chest, panting heavily.

I bent down quickly, trying to assess if he was hurt.

“Murt, are you all right? What happened?”

“I. Hate. Running.” He slumped down to the ground. I wiped a few sweat drops from his brow, but he swatted my hand away. He wordlessly pointed up to the gate where I’d entered Dwindle for the first time.

“Is someone here?” I asked.

“Yes, the tiny man with the freaky eyes.” He sucked in a breath and then rolled onto his back. “He says he has something for you.” He pointed to me. “And it’s urgent.”

So Hesper and I set off in a sprint.
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Her whole life, she’d longed for home, and she finally found it in all the in-betweens.

—opening line attempt 999



We bolted through town and up to the gate, where a large wagon lay in wait.

“Well, would you look at that, princess?” Hesper said with a sly smile.

Ludwig’s wagon awaited us. The wagon that saved us on Irk Road. And the wagon that made us, so to speak. A wizened old man hopped up and down, arguing vehemently with a crow and a hedgehog.

“Looks like he got intercepted.” I laughed.

“I told Edge not to let anyone in without me.” Hesper shrugged. “Warty must have followed suit.” She finally cracked a smile as she saw Warty pluck one of his own quills and ready to throw it like a javelin at Ludwig’s machinations.

“Warty,” I called out. He immediately dropped his self-made weapon and scurried to me. I plucked his little bumbling butt off the ground and held him close. “Ow,” I said. He forgot to chill out his quills in all the excitement.

“Sorry,” he chirped.

“It’s all right,” I replied.

My eyes went wide, Hesper’s mouth fell open, even Ludwig stopped pestering poor Edge behind the gate.

“Did you just—” I started.

“Speak?” he finished. “Yes,” he nuzzled into me again, absolutely ignoring that he had lied to me his entire life.

“I thought you didn’t speak!” I held him out in front of me, making sure it was still the same Warty I knew all along.

“I didn’t lie, Mrs. Gardener Girl! I didn’t!”

Mrs. Gardener Girl? Is that his name for me? That is so adorable I might actually perish.

“Then how are you speaking now, Warty Thorne?” I quirked an eyebrow, mustering any amount of accusation I could.

“When you ended the nasty Prince, I got my powers back! All the animals that came from Starfall probably did, come to think of it.”

“You’re from Starfall? You have powers?” My voice rose higher with each question I asked my now-talking hedgehog. It really shouldn’t have surprised me that much considering a bird was debating with a town-fanatic-turned-town-hero, but still. My mind couldn’t comprehend what took place in front of me.

“Yes!” he chirped. “I can fly and talk! Like Edge!” And at that, Warty started floating away, back toward his best friend. Now, they could be in the air together as equals. Just a magical crow and his sidekick rodent soaring around the world.

Huge bangs came from Ludwig’s wagon, like a battering ram trying to burst through the wood. Ludwig frantically undid the latch, still arguing with Edge, and then someone tumbled out onto the dirt road, rolling all the way to the edge of the gate. I ran toward the gate, flinging it open with my magic without even thinking, and careened into that hulking figure on the ground.

“You’re alive!” Rosie screamed happily, immediately hopping up onto her feet and hoisting me like a baby into her arms. She held me close, crushing me only a little with her hugs.

“You’re here!” I said. I took her head in my hands and kissed her rosy cheeks.

“Well, ole Ludwig here told me you might want a friend and that I could hitch a ride with him, so here I am!” She gave me another painful squeeze. “I knew you’d miss me!”

“Of course I did!”

“Oh, and I brought a surprise,” Rosie said, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Patti found out I was headed to you, and she thought it might be nice to expand her business—she’s trying to franchise, you know. So she sent this.” Rosie opened the wagon door and pointed to the inside.

The wagon was now an entire ecosystem all of its own. Like Patti’s shoppe had sprouted legs and traveled all the way here. Where there were once slats of plain wood, there were now beds of moss, creeping ivy, and flowers from all over the realm. Dwindle would love this.

Rosie noticed my look of astonishment.

“I know,” she said. “Patti got this idea into her head and wouldn’t stop working until it was finished. She scarcely ate or drank. I kept putting plates of food outside of her oak tree to remind her that sustenance was necessary.”

“I understand that, my friend,” Hesper said, now inspecting the wagon of wonders.

Rosie looked at Hesper, then back at me. I gave her a knowing smile, and Rosie’s jaw dropped.

“Is that so?” Rosie couldn’t hide her excitement and began bouncing up and down. “Are you two…”

I nodded.

“I love her, Rosie,” I said proudly.

“YOU WHAT?” Rosie dropped me. But my protector was there just in time, catching me swiftly before I hit the ground. As she had since the very beginning.

What was I supposed to do with all of these feelings? I could vanquish a force of evil, but I still couldn’t hack how to be happy without worrying what might be around the next corner. But with a wagon full of flowers, my best friend, and the person who very well may have been my soul mate next to me, I thought that maybe all the “next corners” were finally over.

That was, until Eldrene arrived.
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Heart magic had opened up pathways to Eldrene once more. So, in my tiny cottage in Dwindle, a Goddess and her twelve companions, plus Ludwig, Rosie, and Angus, all piled in.

Despite having vanquished Eldrene’s greatest enemy only hours ago, the meeting had a somber note to it all. Hesper fidgeted with her leathers, undoing and redoing her armbands relentlessly. I rubbed the edges of my apron to the point of fraying, then I took to individually plucking at those threads. Too much silence filled the room, but I couldn’t find any words to fill the void.

The only thing I could manage to think of was Hesper, her bargain, and what happened next. Eldrene surveyed us all, managing to look the picture of regality even as she sank deeply into a well-cushioned chair near the hearth. Agnus and Angus sat right next to each other—Angus twiddling his thumbs, Agnus looking straight ahead. Their names were a letter apart; their demeanors could not have been more dissimilar.

“On the Goddess Celebration night,” Eldrene began, her eyes resting on me. My apron was done for. “I touched you, Clara. Briefly, more of a graze than anything else. It was in that moment I knew you had heart magic.”

“Your magic,” I cut in, my mouth moving far before my brain. “I’m so sorry,” I said to her and Agnus. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“It’s quite all right,” Eldrene replied gracefully. “Yes, my magic. But your heart was shut off—I could not tell how powerful you were. You might have had a hint of the magic; you might have had more than anyone could dream. When Hesper alerted me that you two were being followed, though, my suspicions were raised. However, until you showed signs of that magic, we had to lie in wait.”

“Yes, it took me a while,” I said, trying to smile. “I’m still not sure how to use it completely. Other than the obvious.”

The Forest Train looked on in question.

“You know, with the Prince and all.”

They still seemed confused.

“The part where I vanquished him? Am I not making sense?”

“You’re making perfect sense, Clara; they just do that to unnerve people. And you need not worry. In time, you will learn your magic anew. Until then, there is much to be done,” she said, a ghost of a smile haunting her face.

“Warty told me everyone and everything from Starfall regained their powers. Does that mean your power is restored?” I asked.

Was the bargain completed? That’s the question I desperately wanted to ask.

“No,” she said, her violet eyes fading to a duller purple.

“How? Thanadyn is vanquished,” Hesper cut in.

“The only way to fully restore my power is by vanquishing withering magic entirely. That magic is still alive, and so long as it lives, my magic will never return to me. That is the sacrifice I made. Until wholeness has been restored, I will stay in my limited form. And the Witherings will, too. Your magic, Clara, will open some paths for me. But you cannot save me, let alone a whole realm. But it is the small things—the gardens, the moments shared with good company, if you will—that chip away at the magic that has so long depleted Starfall. It will take a long time, many hands, hopes, and dreams to restore a version of what once was. For it will never be the same. After such tragedy and death, nothing can be restored to that which it was before. Besides, it would be disrespectful to those who died fighting for it to pretend that there was never a fight in the first place.”

Her words settled into the room, hitting each of us in its own way. The Goddess spoke only truth. To hope that full restoration could happen was out of the question—there was too much history, too much pain for that to be the case. But together and in good time, perhaps light would find its way through the cracks.

“Now, to celebratory matters.” Eldrene’s eyes brightened once more, and she looked at me expectantly. “Your quest is complete. Do you wish to return home?”

Home. Eldrene meant Moss, of course. The reason I’d put one foot in front of the other this entire journey. But home had changed, over time. Just as withering magic would slowly wear away over time. I remembered Ludwig’s words from so long ago, rasped in my ear at Remi’s before he was knocked out cold: “The end awaits you at Dwindle.”

Home, my heart whispered, as I looked at the cottage.

Home, it repeated, as I smiled at Rosie.

As I thought of Dwindle.

As I settled my gaze on Hesper.

My home was everywhere all at once. In the attic bedroom covered in knitting projects, in the lupines covering Moss’s field. In Rosie’s laugh. In Hesper’s smiles. I could be content in any of those places, but there was one thing I could not be without.

“I think I already am home,” I said to Eldrene. “With her.” I looked to Hesper.

Eldrene gave a bow of her head, seemingly unsurprised.

“And you?” She turned her attention toward Hesper. My body tensed.

“I, too, am home,” Hesper said. She was perfectly still, but her eyes betrayed the warring in her soul.

“You have a bargain, Altanfall,” Eldrene said. I began to braid the frayed edges of my apron, the sweat gathering in my palms making the task difficult. My nerves stood on end, every part of me keening to the side, ready to fall or to soar. “It cannot be broken.”

And so, I fell. My soul wilted, my newfound magic screamed in my chest. It could not end with Hesper leaving. Even if she did, though, I would go with her. I would follow her if the Forest Train would have me. If not, well, I’d just have to make another plan.

Eldrene stood, extending her hand to Hesper. Hesper warily took the offer, and Eldrene led them both outside into the setting sun.

They spoke for hours—the golden sun fading into swathes of purple and blue before the stars began to sparkle. Agnus and I both decided to make everyone dinner as the fae warrior and the Goddess chatted into the night. I busied myself with cobbling together a hearty stew. But Agnus stopped me when she saw that I’d peeled an entire potato into the rubbish bin, only a sliver of it left for dinner.

“Knead the dough, girl. It’ll smooth out your edges.”

I listened, pounding the dough so hard, a plume of flour rose into the air and settled atop Agnus and me. Soon, the entire Forest Train was in the kitchen, along with Angus and Rosie. Usually, this would send me into a frenzy of feeling crowded and unable to breathe. But my hands were in the dough, squishing away all my thoughts of Hesper having to leave on another quest and never coming back.

Ridiculous, my heart chided.

You don’t get to say that today, I argued back. You almost left me alone with a force of darkness the likes of which the realm has never seen.

Too soon, my heart said, offended.

Well!

After the bowls were licked clean, Angus took Rosie and Ludwig back into town to settle in for the evening. It took much convincing to get Rosie to leave, but she eventually listened. I told her I’d come straight to her room tomorrow morn, and she gave me a drowsy hug goodnight. Falling into her embrace was a fire on a winter’s solstice—a comforting balm to the day, a good ending to a book.

It was just me, wide awake and staring at the wall, and Eldrene’s Train—most of whom looked to be sound asleep.

The cottage door opened once more. Eldrene’s Train rose immediately, crowding into position around her. She was leaving. Was Hesper leaving, too? I wasn’t ready. I didn’t have my monologue written down yet to plead for Eldrene’s patience. Or mercy. Or whatever I needed to say to a Goddess.

“It is quite late, and I tire,” Eldrene mused. Hesper’s looks betrayed nothing of what was to come. “Goodnight, Clara. Goodnight, Hesper,” and with that, she disappeared once more. A few petals and a light dusting of flour were all that was left of Eldrene and her Train in the cottage.

And Hesper was still here.

I ran into her arms, my eyes filling with tears as she pulled me close.

“Are you free of the bargain?” I asked, pulling away to try to read her eyes.

“No,” she said simply. “But”—she spun me around, dipping me low—“Eldrene has no need for me at this moment. Without the Prince, there is no immediate danger. That, of course, could change. Who knows what will arise?” She kissed me gently. “For now, I will be here with you.”

“What aren’t you telling me, Hesper?” I asked, slyly getting out of another kiss. She was distracting me from something. “Why did it take you so long to come to that conclusion?”

She pursed her lips and fiddled with her leathers again.

Oh, dear.

“I will have to go on a quest soon,” she said.

“I see,” I replied solemnly.

“To find my dragon.” She couldn’t help but smile.

“Your dragon is alive?” I asked, shocked, excited, and terrified for her all at once.

“That’s what we spoke of for so long. It seems that several dragons still live—but they are… unruly now. The Dragon Keeps in the far north are now reachable since the Witherings are no longer ruled by the Prince. At some point, I will travel there to find Circe and do what I can to eradicate withering magic. But that,” she said, draping her arm across my shoulder, the weight on me a welcome comfort after today, “is for another day.”

Hesper tenderly brushed her knuckles along my cheek, and my body shuddered at the gesture. “I love you, princess,” she said in a low whisper.

“Don’t call me that,” I said, wrapping my arm around her waist and pulling her close. “And I love you.”

We kissed. And it was like we were kissing for the first time. A gentle, intentional exploration of all we were and would be together. Love will do that, after all. That’s the only true way to rewrite a soul.

“We’d better get you to bed,” Hesper said, brushing sweaty hairs off my face. “You’re going to be too tired to write in the morning if you stay up much later.”

“I already know what I’ll write tomorrow.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, indeed.” I kissed Hesper’s neck, distracting her from putting me to bed at a reasonable time.

“She thought she had been living her happily ever after all along, but what she didn’t know was that it was only just beginning.”

Hesper grinned.

“I think I’d like to read that story one day.” She swept me off of my feet and into her arms.

“Me too,” I said. “Me too.”
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