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            The Blessed Day

          

        

      

    

    
      THIS DAY CALLS FOR A SACRIFICE, yet I have nothing to give. Other villagers leave flowers, coins, and food on an Altar for the goddess Bergot. She’s the mountain goddess who protects our valley from the horrors of the outside world and blesses our fertile lands, or some shit like that.

      The mountain wind is strong, swirling flower petals and the stench of rotten food in the direction of my booth. With the Norstadt Square of Bergot Valley bustling more than usual, I must crane my neck and rise on tiptoe to spot my sister.

      There. Thora twirls in my old blue skirt, dancing with little girls around the Maypole. She towers above them, but her playful spirit is the same. The children wrap pastel ribbons around the tall, white pole to the music of a lute and pipe. I keep an eye on Thora from the open market but remain vigilant enough to ward off any egg-thieves.

      I don’t recall ever dancing around the Maypole myself. Even before Wilhelm’s death, I was here selling eggs and dairy at the morning market. After he was gone, I had to quit school to work at Schulze Manor during the day. I’m happy enough to watch Thora enjoying the festivities. 

      Another gust of wind pelts my face with a barrage of the perfumed petals, and I curse the ridiculous Hexennacht rituals. I busy myself rearranging baskets and milk bottles when a man clears his throat behind me.

      “Blessed Day, Freckles.”

      My heart skips at the sound of his voice. I pretend to be busy, waiting for my lungs to steady and cheeks to cool, before I turn to the man standing at my counter. Brahm Wolf. The sun glows on his light brown skin, and today he wears his twisted locks of hair gathered in a low ponytail.

      “Two coins per dozen, one coin—”

      “No good morning or Blessed Day?” Brahm clicks his tongue against his teeth. “What about a trade?” He flashes a bright smile and lifts a large fish wrapped in paper.

      “Where’d you get that?”

      “What if I told you I caught it myself?”

      I wave him away. “You stole from Schulze Lake? Trying to pawn it off on me?”

      “Gisela, I didn’t steal it!” He chuckles. “My friend, Hans, took me fishing this morning. His wife’s family owns Cauldron Lake on the other side of the valley near Sudstadt.”

      Holding his strong chin high, Brahm drops the fish onto my counter with a thud and pats it. His rolled shirt sleeve is damp with a tiny spatter of blood, and he smells like fish.

      “You’re a fisherman now? Is that why you aren’t performing in the square?” I bend to fiddle with cheesecloths and recount milk bottles. “Today’s lutist is awful.”

      “Does that mean you like me?” He stands a little taller, drumming his thumbs on the wooden slab. “You noticed my absence?”

      “Noticed? You play the lute in the square every…” I trail off to watch Thora. 

      An elderly lady gives handmade floral crowns to the young dancers. I hope she includes my sister. At fifteen, she looks much too old for one. The woman places one on Thora’s head, and my sister spins on the cobblestone with her arms spread wide. My body relaxes as a rare smile stretches my lips.

      Brahm steps beside me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder, but I wriggle from the embrace.

      “Apologies, Freckles. I just wanted to share the moment. Thora’s sweet like a strawberry.” With his hands up in surrender, Brahm shuffles backward from my booth and swings around the post, laughing. “You, on the other hand, are more like bitter wine. How’s sweet Thora?”

      “Good. Happy.”

      “You should be, too. For tomorrow’s the May Day Jubilee.”

      I roll my eyes and return to counting inventory. The only good thing about tomorrow marking the thousandth May Day celebration is the fact that the square will be crowded with villagers.

      Only a few more customers, then I’ll be able to take Thora home and get some cleaning done at Schulze Manor. A mother and child walk up to buy eggs and milk, but Brahm still lingers with his fish. I ignore his presence and take the woman’s coins, placing them in the leather purse belted around my waist.

      The woman steps toward the Altar, which is a block of marble with a mountain carved into its face. She allows her toddler to sacrifice an egg. I rub my temples at the sight. How many more of my customers will waste my goods on a fairy tale goddess? As if she will help anyone tomorrow.

      Lord Albert Schulze enters my peripheral vision. He slithers around the square, greeting the villagers with his feigned smiles and laughs. When Albert leans to whisper in Thora’s ear, I grit my teeth. Through the pastel ribbons drifting in the breeze, he raises his dark eyes to me. I snap my gaze to my only option: Brahm.

      “So, what will you do with that fish?”

      “I caught it for you, Gisela.” Brahm lifts his chin and raises an eyebrow. “You look absolutely lovely today. Is that a new green skirt? It matches your eyes.”

      I huff at his compliment. There’s nothing special about my off-white blouse, canvas apron, and especially my green skirt. It’s the color of nearly ripe asparagus and the only fabric I could afford.

      “What do you want for the fish?” I ask, placing my hand on my hip. “And how will I get it home?”

      “I’ll carry it for you.”

      “No. I’ll find room in my wagon. Now, what do you want for it? Milk, cheese, eggs? You could take the remainder of my eggs, and it wouldn't be of equal value.”

      “For this.” He plucks a single egg from my basket.

      “I know what you’re doing. I don’t take charity.” I gather cheese and goat’s milk. “Here, take these too.”

      “Nope.” Brahm pockets the egg and winks. “It’ll be our contribution to the Altar.”

      “You know I don’t believe in that nonsense,” I say as my eyes flit to the right. The food on the Altar will continue to spoil and assault my nose until the priestesses remove it. What a waste.

      Although deep-down, I wish I could afford to give something.

      Brahm leans low and touches my hand, so softly, it tickles. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, eight people our age will receive Black Letters tomorrow. It’s alright to be nervous. By the way,” he pauses to brush my hair with his fingers, “petals in your hair is a wonderful look on you.”

      I bend to shake the flower petals from my waist-length curls. Redheads are rare, and everyone loves an excuse to touch my hair no matter how hard I try to remain in the shadows. I flip the length behind my shoulders and place my hands on my hips.

      “Go on!” I shoo him away. “Take your egg to the Altar then.”

      “Wait, I almost forgot.” He digs in his other pocket and presents an amethyst crystal. “I found this yesterday and thought of you.”

      It gleams in the sunlight and is the perfect shade of pale purple. I dearly wish to take it from his palm but resist. “I don’t collect that stuff anymore.”

      “Oh…alright.” He pockets the crystal and shrugs. “See you tonight for the Hexennacht bonfires?”

      My cheeks burn, and I narrow my eyes but offer no response. Brahm gets the hint and strolls into the square with his head down. He places both the egg and the amethyst on the Altar before heading toward the Maypole celebration.

      Tonight, the high priest and the priestesses of Bergot will hold a ceremony in the Sanctuary. The villagers will light bonfires to ward off evil spirits lurking in the mountains. They’ll drink beer and take bets on who will be tomorrow’s May Day Offerings—a grim game indeed. I’ve gone exactly once, and that’s all I’ll ever go.

      This year marks the thousandth year since the inception of May Day Offerings, and the village elders are even considering it an honor to be chosen. At eighteen, I’m at risk of becoming an Offering, an honor I’d rather not receive. A Black Letter is nothing more than a death sentence.

      Many villagers prefer to romanticize the Offerings’ journey, speculating where they go or what becomes of them. Happily ever after’s in a land far, far away. No. The only fact is that they don’t come back. I try not to think of what my family would do without me.

      I help more customers and keep my eye on my sister. I can’t help but grin when Brahm takes Thora’s hands and dances with her. A slight ache blossoms inside my chest as well. Brahm used to dance with me. My sister’s face lights up, and she leans her blonde head back as he spins her around.

      A baker buys my entire stock of eggs to make braided bread for May Day tomorrow, and I’m very close to selling out of milk and cheese when Lord Albert Schulze waltzes to my booth, wearing a crisp, white blouse. Albert’s dark hair is slicked back, and his onyx-brown eyes appear black against his pale skin. He happens to be the youngest lord in the valley. Unfortunately, I work in his manor, and Albert thinks he can act like a real pompous ass because his uncle’s the high priest.

      “Blessed Day, Gi-sel-a.” He draws out my name and rests his elbows on the wooden counter of my booth.

      “Blessed Day, my Lord,” I say, prepping a basket for him. “Milk or cheese?”

      Albert grabs my wrist and gets in my face. “When will you stop this charade? Working all day for mere coins. Instead of cleaning my house, you could live in it. With me.” He brings my hand to his thin lips and kisses it, making my skin crawl. “How many times must I ask for your hand?”

      I yank my arm back. “How many times must I say no?”

      His dark eyes sear into mine as he clenches his jaw. “You’re acting ridiculous. I could provide for your entire family. For Thora.”

      My stomach drops. I snap my gaze to my sister, still dancing with Brahm.

      Albert places two fingers on my cheek and turns my face toward his. “You know, with her condition, she’ll never get married. Think it through, Miss Sauer.” He lets his fingertips glide across my lips. “You may be the loveliest creature in Bergot Valley, but you’ll never find another man to take both you and your sister in. Think. It. Through.”

      He strides away, greeting villagers, merchants, and patrolmen. My breaths are short, but I bite my tongue to keep from crying. The thought of marrying a pig like Albert Schulze is enough to turn my stomach, but winters can be harsh. One wolf-attack on our chickens or goats could mean starvation for my family.

      Fortunately, that won’t be today, since I’ve sold the remainder of goat’s milk and cheese. I pack my baskets and crates into the small wagon and wave Thora over. Brahm seems busy, surrounded by a gaggle of girls; his admirers are probably wondering why their favorite lutist was absent this morning.

      Thora skips into the booth and throws her arms around my neck. “No, GiGi!”

      “I know, I know.” I adjust her floral crown. “You look like a magic fairy! And did I see you dancing with Brahm?”

      She giggles and brings her shaking hands to her pink cheeks, too excited to speak.

      “He’s too old for you.” I laugh and point to the fish he left. “But look what he gave us! You and Mama will have so much fun cooking it today.”

      Thora leans her thin body against mine, her excitement melting into exhaustion as she yawns. I plop her into the wagon and make her hold the fish. Through the crowded square, I sprint with the wagon along the bumpy cobblestone, making my sister giggle. We take a shortcut down a dim alleyway, which cuts north toward home. Sometimes Thora objects, but today she’s too concerned about holding her crown.

      The shadows of the alley aid the mountain breeze in kissing my neck. The sunlight blanketing the tiny homes and shops beyond beckons me to hurry.

      “Have you thought it through, Gi-sel-a?” Albert’s voice echoes in the alley from behind, freezing me in place.
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      I DROP THE WAGON HANDLE and whirl around. Albert strides down the alley, his fancy shoes clicking on the cobblestones. In the shadows, his eyes look even darker. The look on his face sends a shiver down my spine.

      Did he follow me?

      I take a step between him and Thora with my hand on my hip. Albert smirks at my attempt to be tough and steers my shoulders against the wall of the bakery. Thora’s breathing quickens as she watches from our small wagon at my side.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I ask through my gritted teeth.

      “I wanted to get you alone again.” Albert slides his hands over my breasts and grabs my hips, causing bile to rise in my throat. “You are so beautiful. Marry me.” 

      He repulses me, but I take controlled breaths even as my heart races in fear. My eyes dart toward the square. I wish a patrolman would check the alley. Will today be the day I use Wilhelm’s dagger?

      Albert’s hands snake around my waist as he presses his lips against mine, and I shove him away. “Get your fucking hands off me!” 

      “You little bitch!” He grabs my chin and brings his narrow face even closer. “My uncle’s the high priest. I’m offering you and your sister security, and you can’t even be bothered? You should be on your knees.”

      Thora cries in the wagon and tugs at my purse. I remain calm, drawing up my green skirt a handful of fabric at a time until it’s above my right thigh. Where my dagger hides.

      “You’re scaring my sister,” I whisper and allow a soft smile to cross my face. “Let me go now, and I’ll think about it.”

      Albert doesn’t release me but presses his body closer and entwines his fingers through my hair. Shit. The scent of his cologne washes over me, bringing with it another wave of nausea. His lips brush my neck and travel to my ear.

      “So, you’ll think about it?” he whispers. “Good. I often fantasize about you underneath me, and this red hair splayed on my pillow.”

      Nope. I can’t even pretend.

      “Ugh, you’re disgusting. I lied. I will never marry you.”

      Albert grunts and punches the wall beside my head. I try to slip away, but he tugs at my hair and grabs my ass with his other hand. Albert slams my back against the wall. Thora wails even louder, her blonde head cradled in her hands as she clutches her crown. Albert kisses my neck as my fingers curl around the hilt of the dagger.

      “Is everything alright over here?” Brahm calls, jogging down the alley. His twisted locks of hair bouncing behind him as he rolls up his sleeves.

      I exhale a sigh of relief as Albert groans and pulls his lips away. Brahm’s eyes widen under his thick brows when he gets closer. He stares at my exposed leg and the placement of Albert’s hands.

      Albert releases me, straightens up, and squints at my leg too. I drop the hem of my skirt and scowl at him. We stare at each other in silence, with the only sounds being our labored breaths, Thora’s wails, and the bustling square beyond the alley. Albert clenches his jaw as crimson splotches bloom onto his pale cheeks. Overtop my skirt, I trace the carved design on the hilt of the dagger: a hazel branch, a mountain, and a flower.

      “What’s going on?” Brahm asks, slicing the thick silence and glancing at Thora.

      Albert shakes his head. “I was just leaving this cunt and her dumb sister.”

      Heat boils in my chest and travels to my head with a searing pain. I lunge as Albert turns away, but Brahm beats me to it. His fist flies through the air.

      “Brahm, no!” I shout.

      Too late.

      Brahm’s fist meets Albert’s thin face with a loud crack and sends the lord crashing into a stagnant puddle. Albert looks more like a street rat than a lord with his hair in disarray, and mud splashed on his white blouse. He scrambles from the alley, spitting blood.

      “You two will pay!” he shouts and walks toward the square.

      I hang my head and rub my sore temples. Anger always brings on terrible, foggy headaches.

      “Are you alright?” Brahm asks, touching my arm. “Oh, Thora!”

      We both wrap our arms around my sister, who’s trembling with her eyes squeezed shut.

      “No, I’m not alright,” I snap. “I think you just lost me my job.”

      “You still want to work for him? What was he doing?” Brahm gestures to my skirt as he rubs his knuckles. “What were you doing?”

      The tone of his voice causes acidic heat to rise in my sternum. Does he think I propositioned Albert? In front of my sister? I stare Brahm dead in his eyes as I draw up my skirt and hike my boot onto the wagon.

      “Good Goddess Bergot and everything Holy,” Brahm says in a throaty voice as his eyes migrate up my long, pale leg.

      I adjust the leather strap around my thigh and unsheathe the dagger to show him. “See? I didn’t need your help. I had everything handled.”

      Brahm stares cross-eyed at my weapon. “Well, I think you’d be on your way to jail right now if you had handled it. Forget losing your job!”

      I return the dagger to its place and rub my sister’s back. Thora catches her breath with little hiccup-like gasps.

      “It’s alright, sweetie.” I adjust her crown and stroke her flaxen hair. “The bad man’s gone. GiGi’s alright. I got you.”

      She hugs my arm. “Home?”

      I take a deep breath and reach for the wagon handle, but Brahm grabs it first and drags it for me. I don’t refuse his help. I’m thankful for his fish more than ever, as today will mark the first time in three years I haven’t worked at Schulze Manor. I’ll have to find another way to afford food. I swear to Bergot, I’d rather sell my body to drunks in the shady part of town than marry Albert.

      “Uh, Gisela.” The back of Brahm’s hand brushes mine. “Are you going to tell me what was going on? Or thank me for saving you from becoming a murderer?”

      “Thanks, but I wasn’t going to murder Albert—just maybe slice off his wandering hands.” I shake my head and sigh. “Albert’s been asking me to marry him nearly every day for the past month or so. He’s become quite aggressive. Hence, the dagger. I found it in Wil’s room.”

      “Oh.” Brahm’s shoulders drop. “I wish you would’ve told me before things with Albert got this bad. I’ll walk you and Thora home every day from now on. Just because he’s a lord doesn’t mean he can treat you like that.” He pauses and looks at me with a gleam in his eyes. “Lucky for me, I now have an advantage. When I ask you to be my wife, I’ll know not to corner you in a dark alley.”

      I giggle at his joke. At least I think it’s a joke.

      I remain silent as we trudge past the small buildings of Norstadt and toward the rural part of town. Through the muddy fields, we spot my home, which sits near the forest. The clouds thicken over the mountains and threaten to ruin the sunny day. I join Thora in singing Rain, Rain, Go Away until we arrive at the back door of our tiny, thatched house. Our goats prance and cry happy bleats at our arrival.

      Thora hops from the wagon, leaving the fish behind. “Mama! A crown!” she shouts as she runs inside the back door.

      I blow a strand of red hair from my face and turn to Brahm. I’ve never noticed before, but his eyes aren’t quite brown. They’re more the color of warm amber. Those kind eyes study me a moment longer before Brahm lowers the wagon handle and fidgets with his sleeves.

      I touch his arm. “Thanks again. For your help and the fish. Uh, I suppose I should invite you for supper tonight.”

      “Oh, Gisela. Stop being so forward; let’s take it slow.” He chuckles. “I would love nothing more than to have dinner with you, but some of us still have jobs.”

      My jaw drops in shock, and I bump his shoulder with my fist.

      Brahm rubs his arm and laughs. “Too soon? Well, I’m starting a new business venture—music lessons for children. I hope to save enough money to build a house for you, me, our many children, and, of course, Thora.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Many children?”

      “Oh, yes.” He bites his lip and grins. “We’ll originally only want two, but you, my dear, won’t be able to keep your hands off me. I, of course, will be a much obliging husband.”

      My cheeks burn, and I lower my eyes away from his smile. I can’t do this with him again. “You’re funny, Brahm. I’ll give you that. No wonder you and Wil were best friends.”

      He frowns a little but perks up. “So, Freckles, will I see you tonight for the bonfires? Hexennacht comes but once a year.”

      “No.” The word Hexennacht alone makes my chest tighten. I cock my head and cross my arms. “I read to Thora at night, and she doesn’t sleep well unless I tuck her in.”

      “I know.” Brahm shrugs and wraps his strong arms around me. “Well, I’ll get drunk on bitter wine and think of you. See you tomorrow in the square before the May Day Sanctuary?”

      With the heartache I’ve suffered, I consider pushing Brahm away but nod into the warm crook of his neck instead. He smells of oakmoss, lake water, and sweat. Brahm combs his fingers through my hair once, causing goosebumps to spread over my skin and forcing my spine to straighten.

      He lets go and hands me the fish from the wagon. “I really should say hello to Anja.”

      I lead Brahm inside, where Mama’s already chopping something on the countertop. I swear the woman doesn’t leave the kitchen, never mind the house. She’s a short woman whose shoulders hunch with the burden of sadness. She looks more like Thora, with blonde hair and chocolate-brown eyes. I take after Papa.

      Mama hands Thora the wooden knife Papa whittled for her, so she can practice cutting and chopping. I drop the fish on the countertop, and the thud prompts Mama to spin around.

      “Good morning, Gisel—oh, Brahm Wolf! Is that you?”

      “Mama Sauer!” Brahm towers over my mother as he wraps his arms around her. “I’ve missed you and brought you a fish.”

      “Oh, thank you! Let me look at you.” Mama grabs his arms and stands back. “Handsome and strong—look at that smile! How are you not yet married? Twenty-one, same as Wilhelm would’ve been. You should have a wife and child by now.”

      “I’m waiting for your fair and redheaded daughter, of course,” he says, grinning at me.

      My heart somersaults in my chest. I turn to help Thora chop carrots to hide my cheeks, splotched with heat. I wish Brahm wouldn’t say these things.

      “Are you serious? I’ll start the wedding plans this instant!” Mama says. “I didn’t know you loved my Gisela.”

      “Mama, Brahm has beautiful women fawning over him every time he strums his lute,” I groan through my teeth. “He’s clearly joking.”

      “Oh.” Mama drops her shoulders and turns back to Brahm. “Won’t you come back tonight for supper?”

      “How about a rain check? I have important work to do tonight.”

      “Alright, then. You’re welcome here anytime.” Mama pinches Brahm’s cheeks. “Good to see you. Thora, let’s get cooking, darling.” She claps her hands and looks back at me. “Heading off to the manor, are we?”

      “Yep,” I lie and press a kiss on her forehead.

      I grab my wide-brimmed hat and a red apple from the kitchen table. Brahm holds the door open for me as we leave.

      “Where are you going? Not to Albert’s, I hope?” Brahm takes my hand and squeezes it.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Although Albert didn’t outright fire me, I’m sure he wouldn’t be happy to see me dusting his bookshelves today. Or maybe he would, the sick bastard.”

      Brahm nudges my chin with his fist. “I’ll help you find a new job. Why don’t you just go hiking for now? I wish I could go with you—to our old spot at the creek.”

      The mention of our creek nearly knocks the wind out of me. I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, my voice sounding sterner than intended.

      Brahm swallows and looks at his boots. “I’m sorry to bring it up. Enjoy your hike.”

      I nod and turn toward the forest.

      “Freckles,” Brahm shouts from across the field, “you’re mistaken. I don’t have women fawning over me!”

      Tilting my head, I wave him away and step into the tree line. Thankfully, the rain clouds have disappeared, and I can enjoy the mild weather. I lie on the ground and watch the sun stream through the leaves of the canopy, causing light beams and shadows to dance on my skin. My anger-headache wanes, and I take a short nap. An odd dream of a veiled woman chanting near my face stirs me from sleep.

      It’s a little early in the spring to find them, but I come across a patch of wild strawberries. I pluck the pinkish-red fruits and load up my apron. When the sun barely creates a glowing crown over the Western Mountains, I head home.

      On my way, I pass the location Brahm mentioned. It’s a bend in the creek where the water is deep enough to swim. The spot where my brother and his friends would congregate—with me tagging along. The spot where we swam. The spot where I broke my wrist. The spot where I collected crystals and stones.

      The spot my brother forbade me from visiting. The spot where Brahm and I danced in the moonlight. The spot where Brahm carved our names into a tree.

      I skip a flat stone across the water and march down the hill toward my house.

      The scent of the baked fish wafts from the kitchen. I wash up, and it’s time to eat. Mama, Thora, and I sit at the worn kitchen table Papa handcrafted when he and Mama were newlyweds. Papa never makes it to dinner anymore. Probably at the tavern. He prefers to drink his meals and his sorrows alike.

      I reach for the food, but Mama slaps my hand. We bow our heads in prayer. “Blessed goddess Bergot,” Mama says, “we thank you for this amazing spread in preparation for May Day tomorrow. Please continue to bless our family and keep Gisela from becoming an Offering, as Jonas and I have already lost one of our beautiful children. If you keep Gisela safe, we promise to offer you our praises every day. May your blessings flow into our lives like melted snow into the valley.”

      “Blessed Day,” Thora and I mumble before digging in.

      The fish, carrots, and spaetzle Mama and Thora made are excellent. I savor every bite, knowing if it hadn’t been for Brahm, we’d be eating just vegetables and spaetzle. Fish and meat aren’t something we can often afford.

      After filling our bellies, I dump the strawberries onto the table, and we enjoy them for dessert. I grin at what Brahm said about Thora as I watch her devour a whole handful at once, greens and all.

      Papa stumbles through the front door, smelling of ale and piss. Per usual. He says something incoherent and chuckles to himself. I should scold him for squandering the few coins I earn from our goats and chickens to buy alcohol, but who am I to judge? And, how long does a parent need to mourn the death of a child, no matter the age? He gives the three of us kisses on the head before snagging a handful of strawberries and retiring to bed.

      After reading four or five fairy tales to Thora, I tuck her in under a patchwork quilt. She refused to take off the floral crown, so I let her sleep in it even though the blooms are wilting. I’m about to blow out the candle when Thora grabs my hand and squeezes tight.

      “More, GiGi?”

      I open the book to the most tattered pages and read our favorite story.

      

      “...she called her only daughter to her bedside and said: “Dear child, be good and pious, and then the good goddess will always protect you, and I will look down on you from the sky and be near you...”

      

      Thora chants with me each time Cinderella says, “The good in the pot, the bad in the crop.”

      When I near the end of the tale, I leave out the part where the wicked stepsisters get their eyes pecked out by pigeons and close the book. Like Thora, I once believed in fairy tales, magic, handsome princes, and happily ever afters. That was before Wil died, and I had to abandon childish things.

      Thora yawns, and I kiss her forehead. “Why’d Albert yell?” she asks as her eyes well with tears.

      I tuck a piece of straw-colored hair behind her ear. “I don’t know, Thora. Not all people are good.”

      “Brahm’s good. A prince.”

      “Yes.” I pat her head and take a deep breath. He truly is the most decent man I know—certainly too good for me. “Get some sleep, Thora. Forget all about Lord Albert. Only dream of the Maypole, magic fairies, and handsome princes. I love you.”

      “Love you, GiGi.”

      I won’t be able to sleep without a little warmth in my veins. I suppose my fondness for alcohol also stems from Papa’s side of the family. Although, unlike him, I’m able to stay sober during daylight hours. Without bringing home extra money, it’s a habit I’ll have to quit. Not tonight, though. And I’m a lightweight anyway.

      Not caring if I scratch my forearms and knees, I climb onto the thatched roof with a cheap bottle of wine. It’s bitter. I suppose I am, too. Just like Brahm said. I’ve had to be this way ever since Wilhelm’s death. I miss him dearly.

      I take out my brother’s dagger and study the design. Wil was so proud of this. He and Papa carved and painted the wooden hilt. The hazel branch for Wil—protective and strong. The mountain for me—stubborn and proud. The edelweiss flower for Thora—innocent and sweet. I return my dagger to its sheath and take another pull of wine.

      Stars twinkle between the clouds in the night sky as yellow-orange bonfires illuminate the Sanctuary in the distance. It’s a large temple cut into Bergot Mountain where the high priest lives. Rain or shine, tomorrow everyone in the entire valley will travel to the man-made cavern to behold this year’s Offerings.

      I hope the bonfires do keep evil spirits at bay if there are such things.
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      THORA PLACES THE LAST EGG INTO my basket and squeals, sending the hens into a clucking frenzy.

      “You didn’t drop any. That’s a sign of good luck,” I say with a sigh of relief as we exit the coop.

      Every egg is now a precious commodity, and I almost didn’t let my sister help. I pat her head, still adorned with her adorable floral crown, and she skips her way to the back door of the house. In our matching brown work dresses, we pack our rusted wagon for the market. Mama steps onto the back porch with a heaping armful of cheeses.

      “These are ready to take, my darlings,” Mama says and peers at the darkening sky. “Oh dear, it looks like rain. After the market, you two will want to hurry to the Sanctuary and get seats inside.”

      “Or you could go early and save us seats,” I goad her, knowing well she won’t leave the house, even for the May Day Jubilee.

      Mama sighs and pouts as she dumps the cheese into the wagon. Without a word, she returns to the kitchen and works on a tart using the leftover wild strawberries. Her thin frame hunches over the countertop as she kneads the dough and plucks the greens from the little red fruits. She then places the greens in a wooden bowl to eat as a salad for dinner. Nothing can go to waste.

      Thora and I are about to set out for the square when there’s a light knock on the front door. After checking to make sure my boots aren’t too muddy, I stride from the back of the house to the front and open the door. All the blood rushes from my head.

      A veiled priestess of Bergot flanked by two patrolmen stands before me. She is shrouded in layers of black muslin blowing in the wind. My heart races at her appearance.

      No. No. No.

      The veil cloaking her face is a matte black, absorbing the colors all around. The thin, sweeping layers appear to have been spun by cursed black-silk spiders and drape from her head to her feet. She extends her thin arm with a dark rectangle of paper clutched in her impossibly long fingers.

      I take the Black Letter and stare at my fate. The textured cardstock is heavy in my hands as the silvery-white ink of the calligraphy glistens, mocking me with every minuscule change of the light. I can barely read the message through the tears puddling in my eyes.

      

      Blessed Day

      It is with great honor that you, Gisela Sauer,

      on this May Day Jubilee

      have been chosen as an Offering

      to the noble and generous Goddess Bergot.

      The Priestess of Bergot will escort you to the Sanctuary

      to prepare for the Offering Ceremony.

      Members of the Sauer household:

      This letter is your reservation for seats inside the Sanctuary.

      Warm regards,

      High Priest Schulze and the Priestesses of Bergot

      

      Time stands still, and everything beckons my attention at once. My temples pound from drinking too much wine last night. Mama drops to my side, wailing into the hem of my dress and making unintelligible shrieks. Thora follows suit, clutching my dress and twisting her face to copy Mama. The sun-bleached wood of our tiny house matches the stormy color of the sky above the high mountains. The front porch swing squeaks as it glides to and fro with the wind. My breaths grow shallow and erratic. My hands begin shaking as the reality of the situation sets in.

      It’s the letter I’ve dreaded for years, but here it is gripped in my bony fingers. I was supposed to worry about how to support my family after losing my job. What color dress I would make for Thora’s upcoming sixteenth birthday. If I would ever find time for romance or even find time to reconnect with old school friends. But here I am, standing on the front porch, with a Black Letter of Death in my hand.

      The priestess stares at me through her layers of gauze and gestures to her shiny black steed tied to a post near the dirt road. “Gisela Sauer, you have one hour to say your goodbyes before we leave.”

      Heavy footsteps creak through the house and make their way to my side. Papa glances at the Black Letter in my hand with a drooping face and puffy, red-rimmed eyes. Stepping over Mama’s shaking body, he looks up with a tear slipping down his freckled cheek.

      “No. Please, Priestess. Not her,” he says in a weak whisper. “We can’t lose another child. Choose someone else.”

      “That I cannot. I am very sorry.” The priestess takes a step closer to Papa. “You know what the high priest can do.”

      Brushing past the priestess and patrolmen, Papa walks around the house and returns with an ax. Cursing and grunting with every chop, Papa takes his aggression out on a stack of logs in our front yard. The three black horses snort and buck in fear. The patrolmen rush toward them, but the priestess turns and raises her palm. It glows with a burning white light until the animals settle.

      I’ve heard rumors that the priestesses possessed the magic of Bergot but have never seen it with my own eyes. I’d be more impressed if I weren’t in shock over my impending death.

      Papa drops the heavy tool at his side after hacking through four or five logs and collapses to his knees. I can’t watch him lose another child. Ripping my dress from Mama’s grasp, I pat Thora’s pretty little head and go inside.

      This home has been haunted by Wil’s memories for years. Now my absence too will hang thick in the air no matter how many seasons pass.

      I drop the Black Letter on the table and tiptoe out the back door. Our wagon full of milk, cheese, and eggs will go unsold today and most likely rot in place—like my family. My legs twitch, and a burning sensation flows to my feet.

      I burst into a sprint.

      I run through our yard. I run through the fields of Schulze Farm. I run through the woods, not caring if the branches scrape my arms with every stride. I run until I reach the edge of Schulze Lake. Screaming, I fall to my knees on the pebbly shore, shaky and weak with despair.

      The glassy body of water is too still. The reflection of the mountain is too serene and permanent. The view is too calm for the turmoil I feel inside. Thunder roars from above and matches the heat searing through my cheeks and chest. I walk back ten paces, turn, and sprint into the lake.

      Under the water, the upward rush of bubbles tickles my skin and sets my nerves ablaze. I hold my breath until my burning lungs threaten to betray me and suck in the frigid water all around. Pushing myself from the slippery lakebed, I gasp when my head pierces the vitreous surface. I float on my back, weightless, staring at the stormy sky. Raindrops pelt my face and plop into the lake, disturbing it with tiny splashes and rings of ripples.

      I pray to Bergot for lightning to strike me. But it doesn’t. I must go back for my family, so they don’t get in trouble with the high priest.

      I step onto the lakeshore, drenched. What the hell was I thinking? It’s not as if I have an abundance of clothes. My brown dress is heavy and clings to my legs, making the journey a challenge. The patrolmen find me about halfway and drag me home. We enter through the back door of the house, and I ignore my family huddled in a crying heap at the kitchen table.

      The priestess remains in the front doorway and pulses her draped finger in a circle as she whispers, “Tick, tick, tick, Gisela.”

      Glaring at the creepy bitch, I wriggle myself loose from the patrolmen. I slam the door to my bedroom, which will now be Thora’s alone. After peeling the soaked brown fabric from my skin, I collapse onto my mattress. I try, but I can’t even force myself to cry.

      Reaching under my bed, I retrieve the wooden box Papa engraved with my initials. Inside is my old magic collection. The crystals clink as my fingers brush against them while the bundles of dried flowers and herbs release their soothing scents. I close my eyes and sway back and forth, remembering a simpler time.

      I used to burn incense by the creek and arrange my pretties along the bank. I would make-believe curses and charms and read the palms of whoever paid me with crystals. Brahm was my number one customer. I wish I had taken that beautiful amethyst from him yesterday.

      After tucking the box back into its place, I scream into my pillow and punch the headboard. Fuck, that hurts. Sitting naked on my bed, I rub my sore knuckles and shake my head. There’s no getting out of this either.

      Years ago, an Offering’s family attempted to fake their death. They hid their son in a wine cellar and burned the shed, reporting he had been inside. The high priest executed the entire family for their lies.

      I pull myself together and slip into my asparagus-green skirt and off-white blouse from yesterday. I squeeze some of the lake water from my red locks, but it’s no use. I’m a dirty Offering. Though I should remove it, Wil’s dagger remains strapped to my leg. It reminds me of happier times, my family, and who I am. I want it with me when I die.

      In the kitchen, my parents form a protective ball around me. They wail into my shoulders, and I don’t know whose arm is whose. I wish to be a child again when my parents could take away all the problems in the world. Lately, they’ve been the problem. Thora stares at us with her head tilted, and her bottom lip pouted. What will happen to her if my parents don’t get their shit together?

      When Mama and Papa ease up, I’m in a haze. The fuzzy forms of my family speak, but their voices circle my ears with the draft created by the open doors. I spin around, and the priestess again pulses her finger in the clock gesture. Does she know we had to pawn our only clock this past winter?

      I give Thora a hug, sobbing into her neck. The grief of saying goodbye to my sister and best friend presses on my heart like a stone.

      “Don’t cry, GiGi. I got you,” she says, imitating how Mama and I speak to her.

      “I love you, Thora. Remember what Cinderella’s mother said? Dear child, be good and pious. Help Mama and Papa. You can collect eggs and milk the goats as I taught you. As a last resort, Papa can slaughter or sell a goat.” I pause. What else do I say? What else can help? “Maybe Brahm will provide you with fish or give you a job to help with his music lessons. Alright? Don’t be afraid to ask people for help.”

      “What?”

      How do I explain to Thora that she’ll never see her sister again? I’m her rock, and she is mine. I stare into her wide brown eyes, afraid to break her precious heart. My lip trembles as I hold back my tears. “GiGi has to go away forever.”

      “No!” Thora tugs at my hair and dress, pulling me to the wood floor with her. She screams louder than I’ve ever heard before as she slams her fists into both me and the ground. “NO!”

      “Thora, it’s alright, sweetie,” Mama whispers as I sit up and cradle my sister.

      The priestess steps to my side and reaches for my arm. Resisting the urge to yell fuck off, I tighten my embrace around Thora, who is still shrieking and wailing. She thrashes against me for only a moment longer until her energy dwindles, and her body goes limp. My sister cries into my chest as I fight the painful sting of tears forming behind my eyes. Mama and Papa squat to rub Thora’s back.

      “I love you so much, Thora,” I say. “I’m sorry I won’t be here for you. But I’ll love you forever. GiGi’s always in your heart.”

      The patrolmen grab my arms and yank me toward the door. Thora and my parents sit on the floor, their faces drained and eyes empty.

      “Let me go!” I wrestle against the patrolmen’s grip as the tears come pouring down my cheeks. “No!”

      The priestess steps behind me, blocking the view of my family, and raises her palm. A glowing light hits me and makes my body fall slack so the patrolmen can drag me toward the horses. They force me onto the one with the priestess. Sitting behind me, the priestess props me up and reaches for the reins with her bony arms.

      Flanked by the patrolmen, we gallop toward the North Mountain until the Bergot Sanctuary dominates my view. The ancient temple is a man-made cave carved into the tallest mountain. It has many pointed arches, niches containing sculptures of past High Priests, and thin columns adorned with intricate floral designs that match the edelweiss flower on my dagger.

      A gigantic sculpture of Bergot Herself stands in the center of the deep cavern. The Priestesses of Bergot dress in their shrouded layers to imitate the goddess. The craftsmanship of the statue is unbelievable; the delicate layers of veils draping her body look too realistic to be carved from the stone.

      Among other things, the virginal priestesses are charged with keeping the flames lit atop the statue’s veiled head, giving the appearance of a fiery diadem. Legend has it, Bergot’s true crown was lost long ago and is the source of great power.

      Early-bird villagers have already formed a line outside the temple, hoping to get a seat on one of the rock benches inside the cave. Most people will have to stand in the surrounding fields for the ceremony. The acoustics of the cave allows thousands of people to hear the words of the high priest. The dark clouds blow away, revealing more sunshine with every passing minute. Such a lovely day for a death sentence.

      When we arrive, my tears have dried from the wind, but I’m certain my cheeks are streaked with salty, red marks. The priestess dismounts the horse and extends her hand, returning my strength to me. I hop from the other side, refusing her help. She glides as if she has no feet and ushers me toward the cave with the patrolmen following close behind.

      As I step into the cool shade of the cavern, my eyes climb to the one hundred tapestries lining the stone walls. Colorful threads, some gleaming and gold, woven into a dark background bring to life the old fairy tales. According to legend, Bergot herself hung the fabric images in the Sanctuary. The stories had been passed down orally for generations until they were written down in a book, preserved for all eternity.

      The ancient artifacts ripple against the cave walls and warp in the wind. When I was younger, I thought I could see the images in the tapestries actually move.

      The priestess turns to the patrolmen. “That will be all, gentlemen. I can handle the maiden from here. Blessed Day.”

      “Blessed Day,” the patrolmen say with a bow and take their posts.

      I follow the priestess down the side of the Sanctuary and through a dark tunnel, lit with only a few torches. We enter a small room carved into the rock. The dampness creates beads of water on the stone walls and causes a chill to crawl over my skin. The priestess shuts a wooden door behind us and locks it with a rusted, metal bar.

      A pitcher in a bowl, a towel, chains, hairpins and a brush, something folded and white, and a black canvas bag lie on a wooden table. 

      “What’s all that for?”

      The priestess offers no response. My heart races in terror, but I know she won’t kill me yet. I must be presented along with the other Offerings in front of the villagers. The veiled lady pours water into the bowl and dampens the towel.

      “Off with your clothes,” she says in her deep, yet feminine voice.

      “No way.” I take a step back on the uneven, rocky floor. “Why?”

      The priestess clicks her tongue as Brahm does to me. “I must make you presentable for the Offering Ceremony. To honor the goddess Bergot with your purity and cleanliness.” Her voice rises as if she’s smiling under that macabre veil. “Now, off with your clothes. You will not need them.”

      My fingers cling to the collar of my blouse. “Yes, I fucking do! I’m not going anywhere naked.”

      “Language, Gisela,” she says in a high-pitched, mocking tone. “You will not be naked long, I promise.”

      I release a surrendering grunt. “What’s your name, priestess?” I unbutton and remove my blouse. “Is there anything you can do to get me out of this? You saw my sister; I know she looks older, but her mind is like a child’s. Thora needs me. Please?” 

      The veiled lady’s head tilts to study me, but she doesn’t answer my question. I hesitate to slip off my skirt and, when I do so, the sheathed dagger is exposed. The dark leather strap against my paler-than-milk thigh is not easy to miss. Although I can’t see her eyes, her head moves, and her gaze hovers over my brother’s weapon.

      “I’m not removing this.” I hold my head held high as I tap my fingernail against the decorative hilt.

      She offers a single, slow nod and turns toward the table.

      The damp, cavernous air causes goosebumps to spread over my naked body. I cover my nipples with my hands. Using the moistened towel, the priestess cleanses my face and body. The water in the pitcher must be perfumed, as the towel smells like fields of lavender. I try not to curse at her while she cleans my breasts, but when she wipes a certain place, I nearly snap off her wrist with my thighs.

      Releasing a throaty giggle, the priestess folds the towel and rests it on the edge of the ceramic bowl. From the pile of chains, she lifts the piece with circular links. It’s barbed and the perfect length for...no. I lunge toward the door, but the priestess glides before me.

      “This will not hurt as long as you behave,” she draws out the last word. “Give me your other thigh, Gisela.”

      I hyperventilate a few breaths and stick out my leg. The priestess hooks the cilice around my thigh. The chain of sharp barbs pokes my flesh but doesn’t pierce through. She glides back and waves her palm in the direction of my thigh. The chain tightens, proving her control over the contraption.

      I grit my teeth to keep myself from screaming and glare at her through the sharp pain. I wish she’d kill me now rather than treat me like an animal. The heat of anger rises in my cheeks, and my temples pound.

      “Stop!” I shout, falling to my knees.

      The priestess waves her hand, loosening the cilice. I sigh with relief and stand. She steps to the table and unfurls the white fabric, revealing a long garment. She helps me slip on the peasant dress, which has a hint of lace around the low neckline, cuffs, and hem. I tie the silk-ribbon sash around my waist. The priestess allows me to put my boots back on while she turns toward the wooden table.

      With the brush and a few hairpins in-hand, the priestess pushes down on my shoulders until I squat for her.

      “I once had beautiful red hair like you, Gisela.” She runs her linen-wrapped fingers through the length.

      “You did?” I ask in surprise, turning my eyes to her veiled face. “Papa said his Oma had it, too. Do you think we’re related?”

      Saying nothing, the priestess hums and arranges the top of my hair into a crown-like braid. She brushes the rest into soft curls flowing down my back and over my shoulders. I close my eyes and dream about Thora playing with my hair. 

      The priestess stops brushing, and I jerk open my eyes. She glides behind me and, before I can turn, covers my head with the black bag, shrouding me in complete darkness. I reach for the bag, but a sharp pain squeezes around my thigh. Wincing, I lower my hands.

      “No, Gisela. I am sorry,” she says. “I told you to behave. For your family. For Thora.”

      You bitch.
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      THE PRIESTESS TUGS AT MY WRISTS. Her linen wrappings press into my skin, jolting my other senses to life. When the door creaks open, the barbed cilice tightens around my thigh. Gritting my teeth, I can do nothing but follow in my state of darkness.

      I take careful steps along the stone ground, smooth and slippery from a thousand years of foot traffic. A heavy perfume of incense stings and clears my nostrils. The tiny echoes in the tunnel grow louder. With a hint of light peeking through the black canvas, I sweat in the humidity of my breath. I trip over my feet as we make a sharp turn. Then another. She presses down on my shoulders.

      “Sit, Gisela.”

      I obey, and my ass finds a cold, hard surface. The rock bench in front of the statue. Where the Offerings are presented. I lean to hover my left thigh above the seat—otherwise, the barbs dig into my flesh.

      The thud of a heavy body sits next to me. A fellow Offering. Six more shuffles and thuds sound down the line. All eight of us are here. Who are they? Who are they leaving behind?

      “Offerings,” the priestess’ whispery voice rings through the darkness, “your hoods will be removed shortly. I will warn you only once: do not speak, scream, or protest in any way during the ceremony, or your families will be fined a hefty price, and your cilices will be tightened. You are to present yourselves with dignity as Offerings to the benevolent goddess Bergot. Do not shame yourselves or the people you leave behind.” She pauses. “Remove their hoods.”

      Behind me, hands lift my black hood. The bright sunlight streaming between gray curtains blinds me as I suck cavernous air through my nose. I stare at the billowing tapestries and let my eyes adjust.

      Maybe it’s the anxiety coursing through my body, but one of the images of a maiden in a high tower appears to move. Rapunzel tosses her long braid out the window where a handsome prince waits. I blink my eyes a few times to make it stop.

      I snap my head down the line to view my fellow Offerings. All the air escapes my lungs, and my sternum collapses around my paralyzed heart.

      Three seats away from me is Brahm.

      He stares back, shaking his head with tears in his eyes. “No, Freckles,” he whispers.

      “Shh,” I hush, so he doesn’t get fined or harmed.

      How’s this possible? Of all the people in the valley and both of us were chosen in a lottery? No. It’s not possible. Is it?

      The priestesses draw the large curtains which were separating us from the Sanctuary. I sit back and watch the procession of villagers enter the cavern. Brahm’s parents sit a few rows back to my right.

      Odella Wolf claps her hand over her mouth and shudders when she spots me. She was always sweet to me growing up, giving me tips on raising chickens and goats. Brahm’s mother is funny and shares his outgoing personality and light brown skin. His father is a hard-working man who shares Brahm’s height and high cheekbones. Brahm’s an only child. His parents wail into one another’s arms; I cannot fathom their pain.

      A sob escapes my mouth when my family moves down the aisle on the other side of the Sanctuary. Mama and Papa are pale as the moon, aside from their puffy eyes and tear-stained cheeks. My heart aches for them, and I can’t believe Mama is truly here. The last time she left the house was Wil’s funeral. I suppose this is mine.

      Thora giggles and waves her arm in the air. “GiGi! GiGi!” She jumps and points to Brahm. “Prince Brahm!”

      I smile through my tears and nod at my sister. At least Thora has recovered from her meltdown. Mama wraps her arm around my sister’s shoulder and ushers her to sit on the bench.

      More people stroll into the Sanctuary, smiling, chatting, hugging, and unconcerned about the fate of the Offerings. My eyes lock with a familiar set of green eyes. Uncle Erik sits with his partner, Conrad. They spot me, and before they can even react to my circumstances, I turn away in resentment. I know Uncle Erik had good reasons for firing Papa from the woodworking shop, but it’s still hard to look at him. I can only pray he’ll give Papa a second chance to get sober.

      After the commoners settle in, the village elders, lords, and ladies take their seats, reserved with pastel ribbons. Albert shuffles to his place directly across from me and smirks with his bruised, split lip.

      What? No.

      My eyes fling wide, my cheeks grow hot, and my lungs refuse to work. Did he have his uncle rig the lottery? Did he do this? To me? To Brahm? Since I didn’t agree to marry him, he’s having me put to death?

      I lean forward and whisper, “You mother fucker.”

      The cilice cinches tight, causing the barbs to puncture my skin. I grimace and grit my teeth but maintain eye contact. Albert stares with his lips fixed into a smug smile. In the corner of my eye, Brahm leans forward to stare at me, but I’m too ashamed to look back. I’m the one who got him into this. If he hadn’t intervened and punched Albert for me, Brahm wouldn’t be an Offering. My stomach turns to knots.

      I continue to glare at Albert with all my might, refusing to give in to the constant pain of the cilice. The warm sensation of blood drips down my thigh and soaks my seat. A priestess swings her incense thurible near my face. The strong scent chokes me, breaking my eye contact with Albert, and the cilice loosens its torturous grip.

      Draped in pastel robes, the high priest enters the Sanctuary from a tunnel to my right and avoids making eye contact with any of us Offerings. His hair is dark like Albert’s but balding at the crown, and he holds his hooked nose high in the air. He turns his pale face toward the people and bows his head. Hundreds of villagers cram into the shady seats of the cave. Thousands more stand outside in the sunlight of the fields, waiting for the high priest to speak.

      “Ladies and gentlemen! What a Blessed Day!” He holds out his hands as his voice echoes around the cave. “It is the 1000th May Day Jubilee, and our noble goddess Bergot has graced us with a perfect morning.”

      Aside from the families of the Offerings, the crowd cheers.

      “Today, you will meet this year’s Offerings. It is an honor for these young men and women to serve our goddess. We will bless their journey across the mountains as they search for the Lost Crown of Bergot!”

      Another applause erupts from the crowd. My eyes trail the high priest as he walks behind the first Offering. I lower my gaze to Brahm, who’s staring at me with his face contorted and jaw clenched. Snapping my head forward, I squeeze my eyes shut. He must hate me with every fiber of his being. 

      “May I present our Offerings. Liam Arnold, Willa Vogel, Ferdinand Meier, Heidi Sommer, Brahm Wolf, Mitzi Engel, Gunther Klein, and…” He rests his hand on my head. “Gisela Sauer.”

      The crowd hums the Valley Song in respect to us, but I don’t feel respected at all. They’re only happy it’s not them or their loved ones dying. They can all go fuck themselves. Sentencing us to death for a fairy tale crown. There’s no proof the goddess exists. Just some ghoulish priestesses and an apparently corrupt high priest. In all my years, I’ve never applauded or hummed for the Offerings, knowing their fate was to die.

      “Now, the Priestesses of Bergot will light a candle for each of our Offerings,” the high priest says.

      The veiled figures stand before us, each holding white tapered candles. A priestess extends her arm to light mine on an ornate candelabra to the right. She touches the wick with the next priestess’ candle, passing the flame down the line, one-by-one. When all eight candles are ignited, Albert’s uncle speaks again.

      “Priestesses, please pour a drop of wax before your Offering as a reminder that their memories will remain forever in Bergot Valley.”

      They do so and turn toward us.

      “Now, Offerings of the goddess Bergot, please blow out your candle.”

      I scowl at my priestess as she holds the flame near my face. Turning my gaze to Albert, I spit to extinguish the light. The barbed chain pierces further into my thigh, and I contain a squeaky yelp in my throat. My priestess tenses for only a moment before gracefully taking the candle to Papa, who wipes tears from his cheeks.

      “Your families will honor you by lighting your candle every night during the month of May,” the high priest pauses. “Let us say goodbye and farewell to this year’s Offerings!”

      The crowd cheers and hums. My heart rate grows rapid with panic. I steal one final glimpse of my destroyed family before the priestesses draw gray curtains between us and the crowd. The high priest continues holding the May Day Ceremony and announces the day’s festivities on the other side. Egg hunts. Log tosses. Goat chases. Prayer circles. Feasts. Dances.

      All the while, we die.

      My priestess tilts her head and curls her index finger. “Follow me, Gisela.”

      I take one deep breath and follow the draped figure down another dark tunnel. We walk for what feels like a mile through the mountain. Either the crowd has stopped humming, or we’ve walked so far, the echoes no longer reach our ears. Warm blood drips down my leg with every limp on the slippery, stone floor.

      The priestess guides us to a spacious room in which there’s a fire pit at the center. All of us Offerings line up against the wall.

      The other girls have on peasant dresses as well. Theirs are light blue, orange, and purple. The guys all have on brown pants, leather belts, and different colored blouses. Brahm’s is green while the others are in pink, red, and yellow. Brahm stares at me again, and I snap my head away before the shame can burn me.

      Why am I the only one not in an actual color? All I get is white? It’s pointless to worry about color at a time like this; I’ll soon be dead.

      The eight veiled priestesses glide to the front of the room. They hold hands and chant in an unknown language. Giant flames enrapture the ladies as they melt into one body. The scent of burning flesh stings my nostrils. I, along with the other Offerings, gasp in horror at the sight.

      “What the hell?” cries the blond guy at the end of the line.

      The singular priestess steps toward me, and I jump back.

      “It is fine, Gisela. I have been one being all along. I split myself to perform all the duties required of me,” she says in her low, haunting voice. “I have something for you.”

      A leather satchel with my name embroidered on the flap appears in her hands like magic. I take it from her with trembling hands and drape the strap over my shoulder. The way she floats just above the ground is terrifying, and I avoid looking directly at her. She summons embroidered satchels out of thin air for the other seven Offerings.

      I open mine. “It’s empty.”

      “Items will appear later. Have patience.”

      The priestess steps toward a door and flicks her wrist. Metal clanks on the ground as our cilices fall. We all step out of the torture devices. Down the line, they’re all perfectly silver. Only mine is soaked with wine-colored blood. So far, my white dress is unscathed.

      “Now, my Offerings, I wish you the best of luck on your journey ahead. It will be difficult, and many of you will die,” she pauses and hums, twisting her draped fingers around in the air, “but you know your task is to find the Crown of Bergot. It has been missing for a thousand years, and you may have the honor of returning it to Bergot Sanctuary. If you do, you will be rewarded greatly. You will meet many dangerous challenges along the way. Be alert. Help one another. This would be a good time to introduce yourselves to your fellow Offerings.”

      The others shake hands and give their names. I turn away and keep my head down. I don’t want to face Brahm, although it will be inevitable. The priestess stares at me with her head cocked. I close my eyes until someone grabs my shoulders. Brahm.

      Tears pool in my eyes, and I bring my hands to my face. “I’m so sorry, Brahm. This is all my fault because of Albert. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      To my surprise, Brahm wraps his strong arms around me and squeezes tight. “Shh.”

      I hug him back, leaning my head on his shoulder. “You don’t hate me?”

      “Hate you? Never, Freckles.” He strokes my hair. “It’s not your fault. Albert shouldn’t be able to do this, but we’ll show him. We’ll survive.”

      When we release each other, the other Offerings stare at us with squinted eyes. Some of them have tear-stained cheeks while others strain their jaws or stitch their eyebrows to hide the fear beneath.

      “You two know each other?” Ferdinand asks.

      We nod.

      “What are the chances of that?” Mitzi, the girl with curly black hair, asks.

      “Ask Lord Albert Schulze,” Brahm replies and slides his hand to my lower back. “Everyone, this is Gisela. Let me get this right. Ferdinand, Willa, Liam, Mitzi, Heidi, and Gunther. Correct?”

      Before anyone answers, the priestess clears her throat. “Once outside, you must follow the path of ashes. Do not stray from the path for a dangerous fog lurks in the forest. It will kill you. The fog will often follow you, pushing you to move forward. Obey it.” She pauses and walks toward the wooden door at the back of the room. “I will help you along the way if I can get past the curses.”

      “What curses?” Brahm asks. “What do you mean?”

      “Similar to the fog, there will be…things out there that can kill you. Obstacles, creatures, illusions. You must stay alert.”

      “How are we supposed to find this crown anyway?” Gunther asks.

      “Follow the ash and obey the fog all the way to the castle on Glass Mountain.” She sighs and hangs her head. “Work together. Now go.”

      The priestess opens the door, revealing a path of ashes leading through the woods. A dense, white fog sits roughly ten paces in on either side. We walk into the lush forest as the priestess shuts the door. A wall of flames erupts to separate us from the Sanctuary and, with every step we take, the fog lurks close behind.

      No turning back.
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      “HELLO THERE, RED. I’M FERDINAND.” The man in pink thrusts his hand toward me.

      I stare at him for a moment and then continue walking. The black ashes are soft underfoot and seem to go on forever. The cloudy fog on either side of the path conceals the true depth of the forest. Flowers of all colors grow on the trees, vines, and bushes along the trail. If we weren’t walking to our deaths, this would be quite a lovely hike.

      “You’re Gisela, correct?” Ferdinand stumbles over a vine as he tries to keep up with me. “You sure are pretty. Which part of the valley are you from?”

      I ignore him again and increase my pace.

      “Wait up!” he calls out.

      “Man, leave her alone,” Gunther says in a grumbly voice with a little chuckle.

      “I’m just being nice.” Ferdinand jogs to my side again. “I’m from Westenstadt, you know, near the Muller Farms. My family used to own the theater there, but now I do odd jobs to get us by. What about you?”

      “Why?”

      “Ahh, she speaks.” He laughs. “Why? I want to get to know you.”

      “No one wants to get to know me.”

      “Well, I do. You’re sexy like a strawberry,” he says with a wink. “I can’t get enough of that red hair.”

      I come to a halt. My cheeks grow hot, and my eyes flash wide. Does this idiot really think those stupid lines will work on me? The other girls, Mitzi, Heidi, and Willa, all stop to giggle. Even Brahm purses his lips, fighting a grin. Ferdinand runs his fingers through his blond hair and raises his eyebrows, waiting for a response.

      “Are you fucking serious? Here’s all you need to know about me. I’m bitter,” I pause to glare at Brahm, who drops his chin, “and all I desire is to be left alone.”

      I continue at the front of the pack. 

      Ferdinand laughs it off and flirts with the other girls, who all politely answer his questions. I only pay attention to bits and pieces of the conversations as we hike. Everyone joins in besides me. Was I too much of a bitch? Probably.

      “Let’s all get to know each other. Occupations!” Ferdinand announces and points to Heidi. “You first, darling.”

      “Oh, I come from a family of bakers, but I prefer sewing,” Heidi, the tall and slender brunette, says.

      Everyone takes a turn answering when Ferdinand points to them.

      “The Engel’s are shepherds along the Eastern Mountains in Ostadt,” Mitzi says. “Have been for generations.”

      “My father owns the Vogel Banks,” Willa says. “And the stupid Priestess wouldn’t take any amount of gold as a bribe.”

      “You, Gunner?” Ferdinand asks.

      “It’s Gunther. I’m just a laborer on Heinrich Farms in Sudstadt.”

      “I’m a butcher, like my father,” Liam says.

      “I’m a musician,” Brahm says when it’s his turn. “I played the lute in Norstadt Square and at weddings for a while but was just about to launch music lessons for children at Becker School.”

      “Wonderful!” Ferdinand’s voice falls to a whisper as he leans toward Brahm and points at me. “What about the bitch?”

      My ears grow hot, and a pain blooms in my head as I walk even faster.

      “She’s not a bitch!” Brahm spits. “You’ve known her what, a few hours? Well, I’ve known her for years. You don’t get to say—”

      “Calm down, friend. It was a joke. I didn’t mean to rile you up.” Ferdinand chuckles. “Let’s move back to the conversation. Where did you all go to school?”

      Of course, Brahm chats with everyone; he’s a social butterfly. Their discussion of schools causes the acidic heat of jealousy to burn in my chest. I had to quit three years ago, and never really got over it. I have nothing to add to their delightful chat, so I continue with long and fast strides, even jogging at one point.

      Maybe this is why I’m the only one dressed in white. I’m an outsider. A lamb for the slaughter.

      “Gisela, wait!” Brahm calls out to me, but it only makes me run faster. Being in the forest with him dredges up bittersweet memories.

      I hike for miles, and I don’t even turn once to check if the group is still behind me. I could hear them talking for a while, but now all is silent. When will this path end? When will we die?

      A soft voice flows from the fog, clouding my mind. Elated, I turn to the beautiful singing and humming coming from the forest. It beckons me. I must find the source and listen to it forever. The colorful flowers on vines brush my shoulders as I step into the tree line. Joy bubbles inside my chest. I stretch my fingers toward the wall of white smoke, where the source of the voice lies hidden. My head and body sway to the song. My fingertips are nearly there when Brahm grabs my arm.

      “What are you doing?” he whispers

      “The voice…” 

      I brush past him and reach out again, but Brahm steps in the way and grabs my shoulders.

      My eyes refocus on his face, and I glare at him. “Let me go!”

      “No, Freckles. We’re not supposed to touch the fog.” Brahm tilts his head and frowns at me. “I don’t hear anything. Let’s keep walking. Stay by me. You shouldn’t go off by yourself.”

      The voice disappears, making my head feel empty, and my limbs go weak. I’m confused and nearly crumble to the ground, but Brahm steadies me in his arms. Did I almost go into the fog?

      Judging by the position of the sun, it’s already late in the afternoon, and all we’ve done is hiked today. I touch the soft white fabric of my dress, surprisingly unbloodied, but I’m afraid to check the wound, adding to the pain in my leg.

      Brahm lends me his arm, and we continue with the group. Every so often, Brahm stoops to pick a flower and tucks it into his satchel. He adjusts the leather tie holding the tresses of hair behind his head and offers me his arm once more. I like being near him again.

      “Not that it matters now, but how’d your music lessons go yesterday?”

      “Promising,” he says, studying me. “Then, my world was shattered with that Black Letter.”

      “I never told you, but I looked forward to your music every morning. It helped drown out the misery. I wish I could hear you play again.” I look away and hang my head. “I’m so sorry you’re here. I’m sorry you’re an Offering.”

      “Hey, hey,” he murmurs, lifting my chin with his fingers until I can see the soft smile on his face. “You give me hope, Freckles. We’ll make it together.”

      I nod, unsure where his false hope’s coming from. Brahm plucks another flower and places it in his satchel. He takes my arm again, and I think about how odd this day has been already. I’m spent on tears, anger, and fear for the moment, so I release a slight giggle.

      “What?”

      “Nothing, it’s just been a strange day.” I laugh again. “So...did the priestess wash you?”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re telling me she didn’t wash you?” I slap his bicep. “That’s unfair! She had me strip naked and cleansed my skin with lavender water.”

      Brahm raises an eyebrow, and his cheeks grow a little rosy, but he doesn’t speak.

      “She saw the dagger,” I whisper in his ear, “but let me keep it. Then she dressed me and styled my hair. What happened to you?”

      “Uh, the priestess led me to a room within the Sanctuary where she left me with one of the patrolmen—but he definitely didn’t wash me.” Brahm glances back at the group. “It doesn’t look like the other girls had their hair done.”

      I look back as well. Willa’s white-blonde hair cascades over her shoulders, Mitzi’s dark curls bounce as she walks, and Heidi’s thin, black hair sticks closely to her neck. None of their heads of hair has been uniquely styled.

      “You’re right.” I roll my eyes at myself. “When they came with the letter, I freaked out, ran all the way to Schulze Lake, and jumped in with my clothes on. I probably smelled terrible, and my hair was a complete mess.”

      “You could never smell terrible,” Brahm says, combing his fingers through a lock of my hair. “It’s very pretty.”

      A flush of heat rises from my neck to my cheeks, and I turn to hide it from Brahm. I don’t want him to see what his compliments do to me. “How much farther, do you think?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We could stop to make camp,” someone calls from the group. Mitzi’s petite frame jogs up beside us, and she smiles. “Does anyone’s satchel have food? A canteen and matches appeared in mine.”

      Brahm and I both rummage through our bags, now heavy with something. I find a canteen and a thin flannel blanket. I take a swig of water and watch Brahm.

      He pulls out a canteen and a net. “Well, if this fog ever clears, we could find a stream or lake to fish.”

      Everyone else searches through their packs. Willa, Heidi, and Ferdinand have canteens and blankets like me. Gunther and Liam have canteens and matches like Mitzi. 

      “No one has any food?” Willa asks, throwing back her head. “I’m starving!”

      I point to Brahm’s net. “Yours is the only one with something different.”

      “Yeah, that’s strange,” he says. “It’s no use until we can get out of this fog, though.”

      “I say we set up camp before it gets dark,” Ferdinand offers. “We’ll make a fire and have a little fun before we all die.”

      “Thanks, that’s reassuring,” Liam says, shaking his head.

      “He’s right, though,” Gunther chimes in. “The fog slowed, and the sun’s going down. This would be a good time to prepare a camp.”

      Without another word, everyone walks up and down the path collecting sticks and a few logs. The other girls and I take this opportunity to stand guard while each of us pees. The fog starts far enough into the forest to allow us some privacy from the guys. When it’s my turn, I find my thigh completely smooth. No blood. No puncture wounds. Nothing. How’s this possible? I was in extreme pain, and my cilice was drenched in blood…

      Shaking it off for now, I step from behind a large tree and give Mitzi a turn.

      “I’m starving,” Willa announces, grabbing her ribs and pressing her fingers into her belly. “Can I eat any of these leaves or something?”

      “I don’t know,” I say as I look around. “I don’t recognize many of these plants.”

      “You stay here with Mitzi,” Heidi says. “I’ll look for some fruits or nuts.”

      “Alright, good idea. Be careful,” I warn her.

      Heidi walks away to begin her search. Willa tries to make small talk about hair and clothes, and I try to be nice, but I’m not in the mood to chat. When Mitzi returns, the three of us head toward the path to find the guys.

      “Help!” Ferdinand shouts. “Please! Somebody!”

      We dash toward the sound and run into Brahm, Liam, and Gunther on the path.

      “Help!” Ferdinand calls out again.

      The six of us sprint through the trees. Near the wall of fog, Ferdinand kneels in the ash next to Heidi. Getting a closer look, we can all see that the tall, dark-haired girl is seizing and foaming at the mouth with her eyes rolled back. I shove Ferdinand out of the way and turn Heidi onto her side.

      “What happened?” Gunther asks, kneeling down to cradle Heidi’s head.

      “I was trying to find somewhere to piss when I found her standing in the fog,” Ferdinand says with wide eyes. “I dragged her out, and she collapsed. Is there anything we can do?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, stroking the girl’s soft hair. “Can you hear me, Heidi?”

      Her long limbs thrash violently as her spine arches and twists. The foam in her mouth turns red, and Heidi convulses until she stops moving completely. Gunther presses two fingers against her jugular and looks at me with his mouth agape.

      Before I can form the words, she’s dead, Heidi’s lips and veins turn black as her skin withers and wilts. Even her orange dress turns black. I try to blow air into Heidi’s lungs but spit out a mouthful of ash as her body disintegrates. The others back away as Heidi’s entire body turns into black flecks and floats away into the fog, leaving only her skeleton behind.

      “Fuck.” I drop Heidi’s bones as my limbs tremble in horror.

      Brahm scoops his hands under my armpits and helps me stand. “Let’s all get away from here.”

      “Yeah,” Ferdinand says in a monotone voice with his eyes unblinking. “That priestess was sure right about the fog. Damn.”

      “Wait,” I say, nearly out of breath, as everyone sets for the path, “shouldn’t we say a few words or something for Heidi?”

      Brahm rubs my shoulder. “Good idea. I’ll do it.” He takes a deep breath as everyone creates a circle. We all hold each other’s shaking hands. “We didn’t know Heidi for very long. Before being chosen as an Offering, she was a baker who loved sewing. She enjoyed school. She had a small family and a boyfriend. They’ll be in our thoughts. Goodbye, Heidi Sommer. Rest in peace.”

      “Thank you, Brahm.” I hang Heidi’s satchel on a tree branch above her remains. Plucking a few flowers, I rest them inside the bones of her hand. “I’m sorry you had to leave us, Heidi.”

      I turn to leave when Ferdinand brushes past me to get to the satchel. My mouth hangs wide as he rummages through it, nearly stepping on Heidi’s skeleton. He steals her canteen and blanket.

      “Extra water for me.” He shrugs as he sticks the canteen in his bag and tosses Heidi’s blanket to Gunther.

      “Thanks, I guess.” Gunther’s naturally tan face is slightly pale, and his hands still shake as he tucks the blanket into his satchel.

      I glare at Ferdinand, who cocks an eyebrow.

      “She doesn’t need them anymore.” Ferdinand steps near me and whispers, “Be careful with the fog, Red.”

      “You’re a fucking asshole.”

      I get in his face and clench my fists.

      “Come on.” Brahm touches my elbow. “Let’s find somewhere to make camp.”
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      WHEN IT GETS DARK, MITZI AND I work together to stack the logs and sticks into a cone. Brahm and Liam bring us armfuls of leaves and dried grasses. Everyone watches as I light the kindling nest with Mitzi’s matches.

      Once the fire is ablaze, I sit between the other girls. Willa gripes about being hungry again. I blow a curl from my face and turn to Mitzi, whose deep brown skin has a warm, copper glow in the firelight. She gives me a delicate smile.

      “How are you holding up?” she asks in her sweet voice.

      “About as good as everyone else, I suppose.” My heart still pounds against my chest while Heidi’s decaying body flashes over and over in my mind. I touched her bones. I gesture at Ferdinand, whose hands dance wildly in the air as he tells an animated story to Gunther. “He seems like the only one unphased.”

      “Everyone processes things differently. This is all terrifying. It sounds naïve, but I had always hoped the Offerings lived happily ever after somewhere. I guess I didn’t expect that.” The flames sparkle in her tears as Mitzi stares into the fire for a long pause. She wipes her eyes and whispers, “I love how you spoke to Ferdinand earlier, though. I wish I could talk like that.”

      “Thanks, but no, you don’t.” I shake my head. “Even Brahm thinks I’m a bitter person.”

      He sits across the fire, chatting with Liam, who’s short with auburn hair. Brahm twists vines and flowers together as they discuss cuts of meat. Is the braided vine for the fire or something? Brahm catches me staring, and I turn my attention back to Mitzi, who has a little grin on her face.

      “Is Brahm your man?” she whispers, tilting her head in his direction.

      “What? No.” My eyes flit to Brahm, who’s still watching me, and then back to Mitzi. “Why do you ask?”

      “The way he touches you nonstop, obviously,” Willa chimes in. She wraps her arms around her legs and rests her head on her knees. “And how he looks at you. I wish a guy would look at me like that. When you stormed off earlier, he didn’t take his eyes off you once and even jogged a few times to keep you within sight.”

      “Well, he was my brother’s best friend. I suppose he’s my friend, too.”

      Willa purses her thin lips together and raises an eyebrow. “Mmm-hmm. Explain why you’re both Offerings then. If it’s not a coincidence.”

      “It’s because of Lord Albert Schulze, whose manor I clean in Norstadt. He’s also the high priest’s nephew. When I turned down Albert’s hundredth marriage proposal, he got a little violent with me and insulted my sister. Brahm punched him for me. And now we’re both here.”

      “You jilted a lord?” Willa’s beady eyes grow to the size of normal ones. “You’re just a maid. Why would you do that?”

      “Well, I didn’t know he could sentence me to death for it.” A pain rises in my throat, but I refuse to cry. “If I had known, I don’t know what I would’ve done. I hate Albert, but I would do anything to return to Thora and keep her safe.”

      “Your sister?” Mitzi asks, rubbing my back.

      I nod while pressing my cold fingers to my cheeks, hot from the fire.

      “You turned down Lord Schulze?” Willa asks and cackles. “I still can’t believe it. You could be wealthy beyond belief. Why didn’t you marry him?”

      “Because he’s a pig,” Brahm answers for me, standing.

      I give Brahm a weak half-smile as he walks around the bonfire and sits next to me, sharing the tree I’m leaning against. His arm grazes mine. Did he hear the entire conversation?

      “Who cares if he’s a pig? Even I’d marry a lord for a life of comfort,” Ferdinand says with a chuckle, play-punching Gunther’s shoulder.

      I ignore him and turn to Brahm, touching the vines in his hand. “What are you making?”

      “Nothing,” he says and tucks it behind his back. “Aside from all of this being totally fucked up, are you alright?”

      “I guess. Thanks for sticking up for me. You don’t have to be so nice, though. If I had agreed to marry Albert, neither you nor I would be Offerings.”

      “Yes.” He tilts his head. “But then you’d be with Albert, who doesn’t respect you or treat you right. I wouldn’t want that for you.”

      “I know, but Thora would have everything she needs. I’m so worried about her. Why’d I have to be so selfish?”

      “You, selfish? Not possible. It’s awful to say, but maybe this was the motivation your parents needed.” Brahm looks me in the eyes. “Don’t worry, though. This morning, after receiving the letter, I asked my parents to check on you and your family. I had some money saved, and they promised to make sure you’d have whatever you need. I’m sure they’ll still help.”

      “Wait, you asked them before you knew I was an Offering?” My eyes well up with tears.

      “Of course. You were the first person I thought of when I was handed that damn black piece of paper.”

      I throw my arms around Brahm’s neck. “Thank you,” I whisper into his ear.

      He returns my hug and rubs my back. “Anything for you, Freckles.”

      “I wonder how your parents are holding up. You’re all they’ve got.”

      “I’m sure they’ll miss me, but they’re devout worshippers of Bergot. I bet they’re lighting my candle and praying to her right now.” He sniffles and gently strokes my hair. “I never understood their devotion to her, but it helps to know they have something cling to.”

      As we lean back to stare into the fire, Brahm places his hand on mine. Was that by accident? I snap my gaze to our hands, but he doesn’t budge. Was Willa correct? Brahm does find ways to touch me. Once upon a time, I thought we shared something special but put it out of my mind years ago.

      After my brother forbade me from visiting the creek with his friends, I snuck out one night and cried by the water under a full moon. Brahm showed up, almost by magic, and comforted me. He offered me a moonstone and asked me to dance. It became our ritual every full moon. We would meet at night to scour the pebbles for interesting stones before dancing. Brahm would hold me close and hum enchanting tunes in my ear. This went on for almost a year.

      I certainly still find him attractive; his twisted locks, muscular arms, full lips, and a grin that can melt me. Which is why I often avoid looking at him when he smiles.

      “We’ll make it.” Brahm takes a deep breath. “We’ll find the crown.”

      Again, with his sense of hope.

      Brahm lifts our hands to trace his finger inside my palm. “You certainly can’t die, Freckles. You always had the longest lifeline of our group when you did our readings. Look, yours goes all the way.” He turns my hand and continues tracing. “It even continues around the back of your hand with the scar you got from injuring your wrist. A never-ending loop.”

      Grinning, I take Brahm’s hand in mine and trace his palm. “Yes, but your heart line was the big—”

      “Ugh, I’m so hungry,” Willa interjects and slaps my arm. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “A little, I guess,” I say with a shrug, resting my hands on my lap. “This is nothing. I’ve gone days without eating before.”

      Brahm takes my hand again and rubs it. What’s he doing? I suck in a deep breath as my harsh exterior softens and melts away. Rolling my wrist, I turn my hand palm-up to face his. We lace our fingers together as goosebumps tingle across my arm and neck.

      “These satchels are useless,” Liam says. “If I had a knife, I could hunt and butcher an animal for us.”

      Brahm’s fingers flex. I squint my eyes and give him a barely noticeable shake of my head. He relaxes and gives an understanding nod. Just because I have a dagger strapped to my leg, doesn’t mean I want these strangers to know about it.

      “You guys still don’t get it, do you? Seriously, have you seen any animals, fruit-bearing trees, or even bugs?” Ferdinand asks as he fans out his blanket next to Gunther. “No. We’re all going to die out here. No Offering in recorded history has ever returned. That crown’s a myth. I say we partner up and start fucking. I call the redhead. She’s feisty, and if a lord wanted her, she must be good.”

      My entire body tenses and Brahm squeezes my hand. We both glare at Ferdinand, but he doesn’t stop harassing me.

      “Did you ever use your mouth on good old Albert? Those plump, pink lips would look nice wrapped around my—”

      “Shut the fuck up!” Brahm jumps up with his fists clenched.

      “Woah, woah, woah!” Gunther stands and places his hands on both of their chests. “Let’s calm down.”

      Ferdinand ignores him and tilts his blond head at Brahm, grinning. “Oh, I see. She’s yours?”

      “She’s not mine. I just think you should be quiet.” Brahm grits his teeth. “I’d tell you to shut up even if you spoke to Mitzi or Willa that way. Have some respect.”

      “Alright, lover boy,” Ferdinand says, unphased by the scolding. “Calm down. It’s not my fault Lord Schulze had your girl first.”

      The muscles in Brahm’s arms flex, and he opens his mouth, but I jump in before he can speak.

      “I don’t know what you’ve heard or if you’re just being an asshole, but I never had sex with Albert and certainly don’t want to have sex with you,” I say with my eyes burning into Ferdinand’s. “Leave me alone.”

      I unfurl my blanket and flop down to the ground, using the satchel as a pillow. My cheeks are on fire, and my chest is tight. I’m out here because of one disgusting pig, and now I’m being tormented by another. Any part of me that melted holding hands with Brahm has now iced over.

      Brahm kneels next to me and leans close to my face. “You alright?”

      “Sorry, but I can’t do this camp-out bullshit.” I squeeze two tears from my eyes. “Goodnight.”

      With a soft thud of his satchel, Brahm lies down and locks eyes with me. “Goodnight, Freckles,” he whispers as he rubs my shoulder.

      “You’re a real dick, Ferdinand,” Liam says and lies down, too. “Heidi died today. You should learn to be more considerate.” Ferdinand snorts as everyone rests their heads.

      The crackling fire and heavy, sleeping breaths are the only sounds. No frogs. No locusts. No owls. A silent forest. Although my mind races with the day’s events, Heidi’s horrific death, and about missing Thora, I try my best to fall asleep.

      In the middle of the night, I awaken to the same beautiful voice from before. It’s much clearer now, and I spring up. It’s Thora’s voice. She’s singing in the woods. The fog could kill her like Heidi. She can’t be out there alone. Desperation and adrenaline course through me.

      Leaving my blanket and satchel behind, I follow her sweet little voice as she sings Der Mond ist aufgegangen, the old lullaby Mama used to sing.

      

      The moon has been arising,

      the stars in golden guising

      adorn the heavens bright.

      The woods stand still in shadows,

      and from the meads and meadows

      lift whitish mists into the night.

      

      The path of ashes glistens with silvery specks in the wake of the moon’s glow, and the stars peek down above the mountain. The dense foliage appears almost blue in the darkness. My feet grow sore from walking and, when I look back, I can no longer see the campfire.

      My sister’s voice grows louder, though, and I step toward it in the forest, disregarding the dangerous fog. It’s only slightly cooler than the night air and pricks my skin a little, but it doesn’t hurt to breathe. Was this truly what killed Heidi? Was the priestess lying?

      

      The world in stillness clouded

      and soft in twilight shrouded,

      so peaceful and so fair.

      Just like a chamber waiting,

      where you can rest abating

      the daytime’s mis’ry and despair.

      

      I follow the song, which comes and goes and echoes near and far at the same time. The forest is not lush as I had imagined, but bare. Along the path, the trees, bushes, and vines all bloom with the colors of springtime life. In the fog, everything’s a dull gray and dead as winter. Naked tree branches twist into the air, empty vines snake around the trunks of trees and along the ground, and thorny bushes snag the hem of my dress. I’m enveloped in the rolling white fog and visibility is low. I squint my eyes to scan for my sister.

      There. Thora stands near a tree wearing my old blue skirt with her blonde hair in a side braid. She smiles and waves at me. 

      “Thora! What are you doing out here?”

      She giggles and darts away. I chase after her, but she’s too fast. I’m completely disoriented in the fog, and her laughter hits my ears from all directions. She hides behind a tree, but when I peek around the trunk, it’s Albert. 

      I step back as he approaches me, biting his lip and squinting his onyx-brown eyes. I trip over a tree root and crash onto my back. Albert unbuttons his pants and climbs on top of me, shoving up the hem of my dress. I try to scream, but he clamps his hand over my mouth. 

      As I reach for my dagger, my eyes roll to the back of my head, and my limbs shake. When I can finally see again, my brother and some other miners are working inside a dark tunnel, lit with only a few torches. His back is to me, but it’s definitely Wil. Bright red hair, which matches mine, peeks from under his hard hat. With his coal-dust covered forearms, he swings a heavy pickaxe into the rock. 

      “Wil! Wil!” I shout, but he doesn’t turn. 

      The white fog creeps from the far side of the tunnel. A miner down the way collapses. And another. And another. Am I the only one who sees the fog? Oh, no. We were told it was poison gas. I run to grab his pickaxe, but he swings it past me.

      “Wil! You must get out of here!”

      Wilhelm doesn’t see or hear me but wipes his dirty face and keeps swinging. The fog envelopes us. He swings a few more times before dropping his tool with a loud thud. Stumbling, he touches his temples and winces. I reach to comfort him, but he falls right through me. I spin to find him. He’s gone. 

      My eyes roll again, and my limbs continue to shake. Something scoops my body up, and I float through the air. My head flails back, and all that’s before me is darkness. I try to open my eyes, but Thora calls to me, and I reach for her. I’m being shaken. Thora’s voice is even closer now.

      

      Behold the moon - and wonder

      why half of her stands yonder,

      yet she is round and fair.

      We are the ones who’re fooling

      ‘cause we are ridiculing

      as our minds are unaware.

      

      My face is rocked to the side with a sharp, stinging sensation. I reach for Thora’s voice while my head bounces off a hard surface. A cold liquid hits my face and flows down my neck. The water stings my nostrils, and, as I choke, my eyes spring open.

      Brahm cups my chin and stares into my eyes. “Gisela? Gisela? Are you alright? Please answer me!”

      I cough out water and glance around, still dizzy. The dawn is breaking, and we’re alone. I’m shivering and wet. I look at Brahm, who has tears in his eyes.

      “I think I’m fine.” I touch my temple and grimace. “Oh, my head’s killing me. What happened? Why’s my face wet?”

      “You shouldn’t have wandered off by yourself.” Brahm strokes my face, and a tear falls down his light brown cheek. “I woke up, and you were gone. I grabbed your blanket and satchel and started looking for you. I heard you shouting Wil’s name from in there.” He gestures to the thick fog in the forest. “I held my breath and ran like hell to find you. You were having a seizure, like Heidi. Your eyes were rolled back, only the white was visible. I didn’t know what to do, but I rushed you out of the fog. The fresh air didn’t wake you. Shaking you didn’t wake you. Slapping you didn’t wake you. So…” 

      Brahm holds out his canteen and glances at my chest before darting his gaze away. I wipe a piece of soaked hair from my face and find the entire top of my dress is drenched. 

      “Fuck!” I cover my breasts, visible through the clinging, white fabric.

      “I didn’t look. Well, for a second—only a second.” Brahm shakes his head. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention. I just had to wake you. Here.” He hands me my blanket. “Wrap this around you until you dry off.”

      “Now, you’re out of water.” I snatch the blanket from his hands and drape it around myself. “You should’ve left me out there.”

      “What?” He turns back to me with furrowed brows. “No way. You could’ve died! What were you doing?”

      “I heard Thora’s voice, and I saw her. I chased her around until Albert came out of nowhere and attacked me. The next thing I knew, I was in the mine with Wilhelm.” I look Brahm in the eyes. “I could see the poison gas when no one else could. Wil just kept working. I couldn’t stop him. He saw right through me. Brahm, I watched him die.”

      Brahm wraps his strong arms around me, but it doesn’t erase the image of Wil’s death flashing in my mind. I don’t want to deal with the immense weight that’s been pressing upon my chest for three years anymore.

      “I wanted to die with him. I don’t want to walk this path anymore. I don’t want to be an Offering. If I’m going to die, I’d rather do it out there with Wil.”

      I move to stand, but Brahm grabs my shoulders and doesn’t let me go. What is he doing? My eyes flash wide, and I scowl at him.

      “No, Freckles. You’re stronger than that.” Brahm leans in and rests his forehead against mine. “I miss Wil too, but that wasn’t real. It was the fog. You still have people who need and love you. You can’t give up on Thora so easily. If you and I stick together, we can survive this.”

      He’s right. Out of the thousands of Offerings, my odds aren’t good, but I must continue even if there is the slightest chance I can return to Thora. I miss her so much it hurts.

      “Here.” Brahm swings his satchel to the side and opens it to reveal a floral crown: pastel-colored flowers and leaves woven into a braided wreath.

      A grin spreads across my face. “Is that what you were making last night? And why you kept picking flowers along the path?”

      “Yep.” Brahm places it onto my head. “I made it for you. To remind you of Thora.” He adjusts the crown, and his eyes meet mine. “Beautiful.”

      I look back and forth at his eyes in wonder at his sweet gesture. “I guess I can’t give up now.”

      “That was kind of the point.”

      “Thanks for helping me out there. Putting yourself in danger to rescue me. I don’t know how I’ll repay you.”

      “Oh Gisela, I’d say we’re beyond even.” Brahm grins and squints his amber eyes at me, tucking a wet piece of hair behind my ear. “I saw your tits, after all.”

      “You fucking bastard!” I shove him into the ash, while he laughs.

      As I grab my satchel, my cheeks burn. I’m unsure whether it’s from embarrassment or anger or…something else. I’m about to scold Brahm when the other Offerings come sprinting up the path.

      “We gotta go!” Gunther shouts. “The fog’s moving!”

      He’s right. A wall of fog blows from behind us like a shelf cloud carries a storm. Now I know exactly how dangerous the white mist can be. Brahm grabs my arm, and we take off with the group. The fog pushes us to a wide opening cut into the side of a mountain. The mine is black and sooty within, causing the blood to drain from my head. 

      The white smoke creeps all around. On the track leading into the dim cavern sits six rusty carts. And seven of us.
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      “IT’S REALLY STEEP,” LIAM SAYS, peering into the mine shaft. “It’ll be hard to climb down. What do we do?”

      We venture a little closer as the fog curves into a semi-circle around the entrance.

      “Look at the carts. They’re filled with ash. We’re supposed to follow it, right?” Gunther points inside one of the rusty things. “We can ride them through the tunnel. Come on.”

      “There’s only six. I call one!” Willa points out the lack of carts and makes Gunther help her into the first one. The hem of her dark purple dress gets snagged on the rusted metal, and she shoves Gunther away. “Look what you did, you dumb brute.”

      Gunther shrugs it off and helps Mitzi climb into a cart as well. He then turns to me. Wilhelm’s death flashes in my mind, and I step back, bumping into Brahm.

      “No.” I shake my head, still wearing the blanket around my shoulders, trembling with fear. “I’m not going in there. My brother died in a mine.”

      “Fine, I’ll go. Have fun disintegrating like Heidi!” Ferdinand pushes Willa and Mitzi’s carts, launching them into the abyss, and takes a running jump into his. Willa and Mitzi shriek as they roll into the shadows.

      Liam gestures to the carts. “Come on!”

      Brahm places his hand on my lower back, ushering me forward. “You three go. I’ll catch up on foot.”

      “No. I said I’m not going.” I take another step back.

      “The fog’s closing in,” Gunther urges, his deep brown eyes looking back and forth at us. “It’s now or never!”

      “You go ahead, guys. I’ll talk to her.”

      “Alright, hurry!” Liam takes a running jump into a cart.

      Gunther follows suit. The rusted metal creeks under the pressure of his weight as he rolls into the darkness.

      Only one cart remains.

      “Brahm, go. There were only six carts; it’s like it knows I went into the fog, too. This cart is for you, not me. I was supposed to die out there.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I’m not leaving you! I know the cart’s small, but so are you. Sit on my lap.” Brahm squeezes my arm and leans closer. “Please come with me.”

      I nod and tuck the blanket into my satchel. My dress is fairly dry by now, only slightly see-through. We each take a side of the cart. I hesitate. I don’t want to go into the mine, but Brahm has been so kind and encouraging. My chest tightens, and my breaths grow quick and shallow.

      “Gisela, it’s time,” Brahm says. “You are brave. You can do this!”

      We begin running. Brahm jumps into the cart. I continue pushing, ready to let him go.

      “No, Freckles!” Brahm grabs my arm and pulls me on top of him.

      I shriek and tremble as the narrow walls press in around us, but Brahm turns my face to him, assuring me with his eyes. My stomach drops from the descent, and I huddle close to Brahm in the small, rusted box. Barreling down the rickety tracks, it feels like I’ll fly out at any moment. Along the sooty walls, torches illuminate our steep descent.

      I have a difficult time hanging onto the sharp edge of the cart with every bend of the track. Brahm wraps one hand around my waist, and his other grabs my ass. 

      I suck in a sharp breath and cock my eyebrow.

      Brahm’s jaw drops as his eyes fling wide. He releases me at once. I nearly fall out of the cart as we hit a huge bump. When I grab onto his neck in terror, Brahm wraps both hands around my waist again, and we sail around a curve.

      “Sorry,” he whispers. “I swear I didn’t mean to grab that. I thought it was your waist.”

      I catch my breath and giggle. Something about Brahm calms me. “Did it feel like a waist?” I quip back.

      “No, it felt much nicer.” Brahm grins. “Not that I don’t like your waist, Freckles.”

      I lightly slap his adorable face. We descend a steep slope and increase our grip on one another. I should be terrified, but Brahm’s arms make me feel safe. Through the bouncing, I try to rest my cheek on his shoulder.

      We crash hard. My head bounces off the back of the cart, and I collapse onto Brahm. Gunther and Liam lift me out, and Mitzi greets me with open arms.

      “You alright?” she asks.

      “I think so,” I say, taking in the mine which is thankfully wider here than along the tracks. “I just really want to get out of here. You?”

      She nods. We’re in an old mine lit with torches, and all the carts have crashed into a partition at the end of the tracks. The fog seeps in behind us, billowing its way down the slope. My heart races. Just like the poisoned gas.

      “Let’s go,” I say, grabbing Brahm and Mitzi’s arms.

      We all hop over the partition and run through the tunnel. I turn back to check on the fog and see Liam is having a hard time keeping up with his short legs.

      “Look!” Mitzi points ahead.

      There’s something in the distance. Many things in the distance. Ornate, golden mirrors rise from the ashes, and colorful crystals glisten in the rocks as far as the eye can see. We jog around the mirrors for a while, but the way the gems sparkle is tempting. A gorgeous amethyst catches my eye, and I slip on something. Ferdinand catches me in his arms.

      “Thanks. What was that?” I ask as Brahm tugs me from Ferdinand’s grasp and helps me stand.

      “Apples,” Ferdinand says, grabbing one of the shiny red fruits which now litter the floor of the mine. 

      He lifts it to his mouth, but I slap it away. “Don’t eat that! The fog killed Heidi and gave me hallucinations and seizures. I don’t want to know what the apples will do.”

      With careful steps, we avoid them until there’s a crash. I spin to see what’s going on. Willa must not have heard my warning and has collapsed with an apple in her hand. Liam rushes to her side, places his ear on her chest, and touches her throat.

      “She’s still breathing and has a pulse.” He tries to shake her.

      Goosebumps rise on my skin and I hold my breath as I wait for Willa to disintegrate like Heidi. She remains ever so peaceful, like a familiar fairy tale.

      “She’s asleep,” I whisper. “Like Snow White.”

      The fog blows closer, and there’s panic on everybody’s faces—aside from Ferdinand.

      “We could just leave her.” He snickers. “She’s kind of a bitch.”

      I glare at him. “And you’re a pig, yet I still stopped you from eating an apple. We’re not leaving her.”

      “I got her.” Gunther scoops her up in his muscular arms. “Let’s go!”

      We continue jogging, but Gunther halts at a mirror and stares into the reflection. Mitzi stops, too. Then Ferdinand. Then Liam. Then Brahm.

      “What are you doing?” I call out to all of them, staring into the tall golden mirrors. “Don’t look at those! The fog! Let’s keep moving!”

      Brahm doesn’t hear me. He’s enchanted by something I can’t see in his mirror. To me, it’s only our reflections. He has a huge smile on his face as he reaches for the shiny surface. Resting his hand on the glass, Brahm’s head tilts, and his mouth falls open. He releases a throaty moan. 

      “I love you,” he says in a deep, whispery voice.

      Brahm’s eyes grow wide as he steps forward, biting his lip. He places both hands on the mirror but then jerks and stands rigid.

      “No! Stop!” he shouts suddenly, and his fists fly into the mirror, breaking the glass. “Stop!”

      I push him away from it and slap his face.

      Brahm blinks, gasps, and squeezes me tight. “Gisela! You’re alright!” He glances at the cracked mirror and back to me.

      “Brahm, the mirrors are enchanted. Look.” I gesture to the other Offerings.

      They’re all either staring at or talking to the mirrors. Liam laughs and runs his hand through his auburn hair. Mitzi twirls and giggles at something. Ferdinand yells at his mirror, waving his arms around. The furthest back, Gunther, bangs his head into the glass with Willa still in his arms. Shiny flecks of broken glass spray onto her fair skin.

      We rush to shove Gunther away from the mirror, and I brush the glass from Willa’s face. Gunther’s wide forehead is bleeding, and I grab Brahm’s fists, which are a little scraped.

      “Everyone’s going to hurt themselves.” I take a few steps back and grab an apple from the floor of the mine. I launch it at Mitzi’s mirror, shattering the glass and the spell before she injures herself. 

      Brahm follows suit and chucks one at Ferdinand’s mirror and another at Liam’s.

      “What was that?” Mitzi asks.

      “I don’t know.” I run to check on her. “The mirrors are cursed somehow. Don’t look at them.”

      We continue our jog through the tunnel, avoiding the mirrors and outrunning the fog. The ground shakes, and there’s a deafening rumble. We all look around. Ferdinand is stuffing brightly colored jewels into his satchel, and every handful causes the earth to shake more.

      “Stop that!” Brahm shouts. “You’re going to cause a cave-in.”

      “Yeah, right!” He grabs another handful, causing the walls to vibrate again.

      From the back of the tunnel, rocks fall as the rumble moves closer. A few stones fall from above our heads, and we press on. Only concerned with his jewel-filled satchel, Ferdinand sprints past us. The tremors cause the mirrors to topple, and one crashes hard on Mitzi. She screams, pinned under the massive, gilded object.

      I stop at her side when a violent tremor causes boulders to drop from overhead. A massive piece of stone falls onto Liam’s back. My heart sinks, and I shriek. He reaches with his freckled arm as blood drips from the side of his mouth. Brahm leaps over a few boulders and tries to pull Liam from the rubble.

      “Just go,” Liam squeaks out.

      Brahm pushes all of his weight against the stone, but it doesn’t budge. Liam goes completely limp as his veins turn black. Brahm continues to tug Liam’s arm. Like Heidi, his flesh withers into ash and floats away. Brahm scrambles back to my side, and only Liam’s skeleton remains crushed under the huge piece of rock.

      We stand there with horror on our faces as the fog barrels toward us.

      “Get Willa out of here!” I order Gunther. “We’ve got Mitzi.”

      Gunther continues running with Willa in his arms. Brahm helps me shove the heavy mirror off Mitzi. There’s shattered glass everywhere, and her blue dress is tattered and bloody. Mitzi grabs our shoulders, and we carry her through the tunnel. In the distance, Gunther, Willa, and Ferdinand make it outside, with the daylight creating a golden aura on their skin. Brahm and I sprint toward them. Another tremor causes the mine to collapse, blocking our escape and crushing our hope of survival. We halt and lower Mitzi to the ground.

      “Oh no! I’m sorry!” Mitzi cries and holds her leg, which has a huge shard of glass lodged in it. “If it wasn’t for me, you would have made it.”

      A thin stream of daylight shines through the boulders and highlights a row of pickaxes propped against the side of the mine. I gesture to Brahm, and we both run for the tools at once. They’re heavy like the weight of guilt, sadness, and fear pressing upon me from all around.

      I can’t help but picture Wilhelm, swinging one of these to make money for our family while the poisoned air filled his lungs. Will I suffer the same fate? I certainly deserve to. Tears well in my eyes as I hold the tool.

      “Freckles, come on!”

      The fog flows down the mine, streaming between the mirrors. Brahm swings his pickaxe into the rocks. His arms are strong, but it still doesn’t look easy. With all my might, I follow suit and crash the heavy tool into the rocks. 

      Boulders roll away as we chip into the collapsed mine. I can only manage one swing per four or five of Brahm’s. One swing after another, my muscles burn, and I feel like my arms will fall off my body. I don’t think I can go any further. Brahm delivers a heavy blow, and a giant boulder tumbles down.

      The fog envelops us. I hear Thora. I hear Wil. My eyes threaten to roll back, but I force myself to deliver another strike to the rocks. The fog makes me dizzy, and I drop my pickaxe. With another whack, Brahm creates a large hole in the rocks. Using weak, shaky arms, I help Brahm lift Mitzi through the opening to Gunther. 

      Having spent my last bit of strength, I stumble backward into the dead forest. Jagged tree branches twist in the fog and bare vines snake over the ashy ground. The floral crown is heavy and hard against my scalp. I lift it only to find no flowers at all, but a crown of bones. Human bones. I shudder at the grim sight as a chill spills into my fingers from the smooth, bleached bones.

      “Put that back on, my goddess,” a familiar voice finds me through the fog.

      I wander through the prickly, foggy mist until I find the source. Wilhelm sits on a swing, the chains of which hang from nothing. When he looks at me, Wil’s eyes are entirely black. No color. No whites. Just black.

      I raise the crown of bones above my head, and Wil offers a single, slow nod. I return the eerie diadem to my head and sit with my brother. We hold hands as we creak back and forth. I’m completely relaxed until my body shakes.

      “Gisela! No, we’re almost out!” Brahm cries from somewhere far away.
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      AS I CHOKE ON WATER, my eyes spring open, but the intense daylight forces me to squint. I sit up and rub strands of drenched hair from my face. Two warm arms wrap me in a bear hug.

      “Gisela!” Brahm shouts as he rocks me back and forth in his embrace. “You’re alright.”

      “What happened?”

      “You were having another seizure from the fog. Your eyes were…black.” Brahm’s words make me shudder as his concerned eyes study me. “I lifted you to Gunther and climbed out myself, just in time.”

      “Thanks.” I rub my temples, feeling the crown of flowers—not bones—is still in place. A sharp pain sears through my head.

      “We used water to wake both you and Willa,” he says, handing me my canteen.

      I tuck the empty vessel into my satchel. “Now we’re both out of water.”

      “Yes, but I was very careful this time.” Brahm points at my chest.

      I quirk an eyebrow and grin. “My prince.”

      “What?” he asks with a small chuckle.

      “Oh, it’s just on Hexennacht I was reading to Thora, and we joked how you’re like a prince. You know, from a fairy tale.” I perk up. “Is Mitzi alright?”

      “She won’t let us remove the glass,” Brahm says.

      Mitzi leans against a tree with a shard of magic mirror protruding from her bleeding thigh. Her cheeks are stained with tears, and she shakes her head as Gunther examines the wound. Gunther shoves his dark hair from his face, revealing wide eyes and a sullen face. Willa sits nearby, only focused on combing out her tangled, damp hair with her fingers. Ferdinand paces with his satchel, sagging with jewels.

      “Let me see.” I crawl toward Mitzi and study her leg. “The glass must come out, or you won’t be able to walk.”

      She nods and sniffles back tears. “I’m scared.”

      A rumble comes from behind us; the tunnel has more collapsing to do.

      “We should move,” Gunther says and cradles Mitzi in his arms. “I got you.”

      Brahm helps me stand. We all make a run for it as the boulders crash and kick up dust from the mine. We would run farther, but the priestess appears in the sky ahead of us. We skid to a halt and catch our breaths. 

      As the priestess descends, her inky-black drapings, spread in all directions, glide and curl through the air. She hovers above the ash, swaying her shrouded head back and forth at us.

      “Blessed Day, Offerings. I am impressed,” she says in a deep, haunting voice. “So many of you have survived this far!”

      She giggles and continues to turn her head, scanning each of us. The mine rumbles again, and we all turn to watch. With a deafening crash, the tunnel collapses with rolling boulders and a cloud of sooty dust.

      “Offerings, your attention, please.”

      “Right, let’s not worry about Liam’s death—and nearly all dying ourselves.” I shake my head and glare at her.

      “Never have so many Offerings survived this far!” she shouts with a shriek and claps her hands. She continues to hover a few inches above the ash.

      Rolling stones from the collapse find their way to our feet, and a shiny, red apple hits my boot. A poisoned apple might be useful. I pick it up and tuck it into my satchel.

      Gunther takes a few steps forward from the rocks while Mitzi yelps in pain. Blood soaks her dress and drips from her leg. Her face, usually a deep shade of brown, is now rather gray. Gunther props her against a tree, and I rush to kneel at her side. Brahm steps close, too.

      “Now, I have gifts for all of you,” the priestess says, ignoring the situation. “I can give you each an item of your desire. It must be small enough to carry with you. I am sorry, but I am not able to give you food, medicine, or weapons. Just trinkets, possibly drinks, and maybe clothing. We shall see what I can do despite the heavy curses. Also, I really should not touch any of you or else—”

      “Can you help her?” I cut her off. “Fix her leg!”

      She tilts her head. “No, Gisela. I could give you something to help her.”

      “Then do it now! She’s bleeding!”

      The priestess’ shoulders go rigid, and she nods. Holding her linen-wrapped hands before me, a tiny wooden box appears. I open the velvet-lined box to find a needle, a spool of black thread, and a miniature pair of gilded scissors. A sewing kit?

      “What about her gift?” I point to Mitzi. “We’ll need something to wrap the wound, like your linens.”

      “Well, I cannot give you that, but...aha! Here,” she says and holds her palms. In them, another thin blanket appears.

      I snatch it from her. “I suppose we could cut strips from it. Why is it you can’t give us helpful supplies?”

      “They could be…detected.” She hangs her veiled head for a moment but then perks up. “Now, who will receive the next gift?”

      “Me!” Ferdinand says, rubbing his hands together.

      “Haven’t you taken enough?” Brahm grumbles and nods to Ferdinand’s satchel.

      “How was I supposed to know the tunnel would collapse?”

      Ferdinand turns to the priestess, opening his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “Wait! Mitzi needs something for the pain. Can you, for once, not be selfish and get something for her?”

      “You underestimate my gentlemanliness.” Ferdinand grins at me. “Priestess, could you give me a large—very large—bottle of Schnapps?”

      “I think I could manage that.” The priestess divines a tall, glass bottle of liquor in her linen-wrapped hands.

      “See, little Mitzi-cat can take a few slugs of this, and she’ll be good to go for the torture of your sewing kit.” He squints his blue eyes at me. “Afterwards, Red, you and I can get pissed on the remainder of the bottle and see where the night leads us.”

      Practicing self-restraint, I ignore Ferdinand’s ignorant comment even though I’d very much like to kick him in the balls.

      “If I can’t have a knife, I’ll admit, alcohol’s actually a good idea. Something to calm our nerves,” Gunther says. “I want one, too.”

      The priestess gives the tanned, muscular man his own bottle of Schnapps.

      “These idiots poured water on me,” Willa snaps. “I would like a comb to fix my hair.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? A comb?” I shout, but Brahm places his hand on my shoulder to calm me. So much for my self-control.

      Sure enough, the priestess whirls into existence an iridescent, mother-of-pearl comb. At once, Willa works on her tangled hair.

      “Last, but not least.” The priestess turns to Brahm.

      “Freckles, do we need anything else for Mitzi?” he asks, kneeling close to me.

      “I don’t think so. She’ll get drunk, and I’ll sew her up. Get whatever you want.”

      He nods and stands to face the priestess. “I’d like a lute, please.”

      The priestess waves her hands, creating a lute out of thin air. It’s lovely. Hand-painted edelweiss flowers adorn the polished wood. The priestess hands the stringed instrument to Brahm, who accepts it with a grin on his face.

      “I must now go.” The priestess floats into the air. “Please, hurry along the path as the fog grows near. Be aware and stick together,” she pauses to hum. “Enjoy your gifts.”

      With that, she disappears into a rising cloud of smoke. She wasn’t lying; the fog seeps through the cracks in the boulders of the mine. Gunther, Willa, and Ferdinand turn to leave.

      “Wait!” I shout, gaining their attention. “What about Liam? Will someone say a few words before we just take off? We have a moment before the fog gets here.”

      “Sure, Red.” Ferdinand smirks, clasping his hands together. “Liam, uh—”

      “Arnold,” Mitzi squeaks out.

      “Thanks. Liam Arnold was a, uh, baker—”

      “Butcher,” Gunther cuts him off and shakes his head. “Liam Arnold was a butcher and a kind person. His family and his new wife will be in our minds.”

      “He was married?” I ask, pressing my hand against my chest as a deep sorrow sets in.

      “Yep, he told us yesterday on the walk.” Brahm nods, staring with empty eyes into the ash. “He said he was deeply in love.”

      Still not wanting everyone to know about my dagger, I take the sharp sewing scissors from the kit and step toward a tree with smooth bark. “What was her name?”

      “Else,” Mitzi replies. “I remember because it’s my mother’s name.”

      I begin carving LIAM + ELSE into the tree. The night Brahm had carved our names into a tree by the creek was the same night Wil caught us dancing. Brahm had just dipped me, whispered my name, and placed his hand on my cheek. My heart fluttered like a thousand hummingbirds, but Wil came out of nowhere, shouting at us. My brother was in a rage. He pushed Brahm and me apart and ordered me to go home. When the next full moon rose, Brahm didn’t visit our creek.

      As I scratch out the last E of Else’s name, Brahm places his hand on my shoulder. “It’s beautiful,” he whispers.
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      “HANG ON, MITZI. YOUR LEG WILL have to wait.” Gunther lifts the wounded girl. 

      We continue along the ashes as the fog chases us, rolling through the trees. Brahm takes my arm as we run. After a while, the fog slows, and so do we.

      “I gotta piss,” Ferdinand announces and steps into the tree line.

      “Same,” Brahm says. “Can we all meet back here in a few minutes?”

      We agree, and Brahm goes into the woods. Willa and I head toward the other side. When I fluff out my dress before kneeling, I notice it’s as bright and gleaming white as the moment the priestess helped me slip it on. How’s this possible? I’ve walked for miles down the ashes, fallen to the ground, sat in a rusty cart, and jogged and fallen inside a coal-mine. No time to worry about a magical stainless dress, I suppose. 

      As I lift my dress and squat near a tree, Gunther comes shuffling over with Mitzi in his arms.

      I nearly pee on myself as I stand. “Fuck!”

      “She has to go, too.”

      “Well you could’ve waited,” Willa says, shaking her head as she emerges from behind a large bush.

      “It’s alright, ladies.” Mitzi squirms and grimaces in pain as Gunther eases her to the ground. “He’s just going to wait right here for me.”

      “Sorry if I startled you. I already told Mitzi,” he says, looking at the ground, “and I don’t know if it helps, but I’m not into women. I’m not here to look at you or anything. I’ll turn around and keep watch for you.”

      “Thanks,” Willa and I say.

      After finishing up, we help Mitzi. Her leg looks awful, and she cries as we help her squat against a tree. When she’s done, we get Gunther’s attention and return to the path.

      We find Brahm waiting. He furrows his brow and takes my hands.

      “You alright?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” he says and leans closer. “But Ferdinand was out there just talking to himself.”

      “Really?” I ask. “That’s odd. Well, he was an actor, right? Maybe running through lines is how he copes.”

      “Still, he gives me the creeps.”

      “Shall we continue?” Ferdinand says, making us jump. He points to the moving fog. “I’d rather not become a skeleton just yet.”

      We all agree and start walking. Brahm takes a turn carrying Mitzi, who doesn’t make a sound the entire walk. Silent tears stream down her cheeks.

      After about a mile, the first three Offerings begin shouting and hollering in celebration. Brahm carries Mitzi toward the sound. Ferdinand, Gunther, and Willa have found a large open glen along a babbling brook where they’re refilling their canteens. The fog forms a semicircle from the path, allowing us access to the water.

      Brahm lowers Mitzi to the ground, and I prop his lute against a tree. We both rush to the brook to fill up on water. Brahm and I smile at each other but turn with sullen faces toward Mitzi. 

      “She’s waited long enough,” I say, screwing the lid on my canteen. “It’s time to remove the glass from her leg.”

      We walk over, and the other three join us. Ferdinand offers her the Schnapps, the staple hard liquor distilled from apples in the valley. Mitzi opens the bottle and takes a swig. She grimaces and coughs before taking another. And another. 

      “It’s so gross,” she says in a weak voice. “I think that’s all I can handle.”

      I kneel to her level and snatch the bottle. Making a tiny rip in her blue dress to expose the wound, I pour the strong alcohol onto her leg. She yelps and jerks, but I hold her leg still and pour a little more.

      “Don’t waste it!” Ferdinand shouts.

      I glare at him and hand it back to Mitzi. “One more.”

      She does with a twisted face and returns the half-bottle of Schnapps to Ferdinand. 

      “Make yourself useful and build a fire,” I snap at him.

      He, Willa, and Gunther set off to gather wood. Brahm stands next to me, bouncing side-to-side on the balls of his feet.

      “Stay here. I’ll need your help,” I say as I stare at Mitzi’s leg with wide eyes.

      “Are you going to remove the glass?” Mitzi whispers.

      I nod, wanting to seem tough for Mitzi, but my insides are hollow, and black specks surround my vision. Something must be done, so I shake my hands out and examine her wound. My head sways.

      Brahm kneels next to me. “Just rip it out quick, maybe?”

      “No. I’ve slaughtered enough goats to know it’s going to bleed a lot.” I turn toward Brahm and unbuckle his belt.

      “Uh, Gisela?” he squeaks out, staring at my hands with wide eyes. “This really isn’t the best time.”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I snap the belt from his hips. I push the hem of Mitzi’s dress above the glass. After looping Brahm’s belt around Mitzi’s upper thigh to create a tourniquet, I wait. The bleeding slows.

      Brahm rifles through my satchel and retrieves the sewing scissors from the kit. “I’ll cut bandages from the blanket.”

      “Thanks.” I place my forefinger and thumb on either side of the shard of glass. “Ready?”

      Mitzi nods with her eyes closed.

      “One, two, three.” I tug the glass straight up, and Mitzi screams. I press my hands against the wound to further slow the bleeding.

      Brahm is having a hard time cutting strips with the dull sewing scissors.

      “I shouldn’t have carved that tree.” I shake my head. “Take my dagger to cut the strips.”

      I stick my right leg out, but Brahm hesitates.

      “You’re taking forever with the scissors. Plus, you’ve already grabbed my ass and seen my tits. Just do it.”

      Mitzi grimaces in pain as her face pales. Brahm nods and reaches under my skirt, sliding his hand up my thigh. He unsheathes the dagger to slice strips of the thin blanket for me. I keep my hands firmly pressed on Mitzi’s wound, afraid to let go because I know I’ll have to sew it. Her eyes are squeezed shut as she whimpers.

      After Brahm prepares four or five strips, I get his attention. “Alright, that’s enough. Can you thread the needle?”

      “Sure,” Brahm says, opening the sewing kit. “Do you know how to stitch a wound?”

      “I sew all of my clothes. I at least have to try.”

      “No!” Mitzi shouts and shakes her head. “I don’t want you to stitch it. Let’s just wrap it.”

      “It’s a deep wound. It might not heal with just the wrappings.”

      “I’m afraid. Please just wrap it.”

      I huff and release the wound. Brahm helps me wrap the strips tightly around Mitzi’s leg. Taking my dagger from Brahm, I return it to the sheath. After a few minutes, I remove the makeshift tourniquet, thankful the tight bandages hold. When I return from rinsing my hands in the creek, Mitzi pats my shoulder.

      “Thank you, Gisela. And thank you, Brahm. You two have been great friends to me.”

      A blue and silver flash from her hand blinds my eyes. I never noticed the sapphire ring on her finger before. I catch her hand and hold it up to my face.

      “Mitzi, are you engaged?” I ask.

      She sniffles and nods. Brahm and I rub her back as she cries. The other Offerings return to the glen and begin stacking the wood in the center of camp.

      “His name’s Otto,” Mitzi squeaks out. “I love him so much, and now I’ll never see him again.”

      “Don’t say that,” Brahm says. “The priestess was surprised we made it through the mine. Maybe we’ll be the ones to return with the crown. What’s Otto like?”

      “He’s sweet, handsome...and a really good kisser.” She smiles and stares at her ring. “I miss him. Have you ever been in love?”

      “Yes,” Brahm answers. “For as long as I can remember.”

      My chest tightens a bit, and my stomach sinks. Though Brahm has many admirers, I can’t say I’ve seen him interested in one. The only girl in particular I can think of is Elana, but I heard she’s married and has two children now. I saw Brahm kiss her my first time at the Hexennacht bonfires—which is why I never went back.

      “Who?” I squeak out. “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.”

      “I don’t.” He looks down and twirls the extra blanket strips in his hands. “It’s…unrequited.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that, Brahm. You seem like a great guy. Her loss,” Mitzi says. “What about you, Gisela?”

      Brahm’s eyes flicker to mine, but I look toward the flowing water of the creek. I strain my jaw as tears sting the edges of my eyes and behind my nose. I truly believed I was in love once upon a time.

      “No. I don’t have time for romance.” I turn my gaze back to Brahm. “Is that who you saw in the enchanted mirror? Your woman?”

      “What? No.” Brahm’s light brown cheeks grow rosy as he shakes his head.

      “Well, you saw somebody you love. You even said, ‘I love you,’ to the mirror.”

      “I really don’t remember. I don’t think I saw anything.” Brahm crosses his arms over his chest. “I’ll go see if I can catch something in the creek. It’s a little shallow, but maybe there’s some fish.”

      Brahm strides away with the net slung over his shoulder as he pushes up his green sleeves. I tuck the shard of the magic mirror into my satchel and help Mitzi scoot to a tree a little closer to the fire, now blazing and warm. Ferdinand and Gunther sit on the other side, clinking their bottles together and taking swigs. Willa plops down beside me and, without asking, removes Brahm’s crown from my head and combs my hair. 

      “Um, what are you doing?”

      “I’m bored. Tell me about your family.”

      “Well,” I say and take a deep breath, “my parents have been messed up since my brother died, and I have a younger sister named Thora. She’s a sweetheart.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about your brother.” Mitzi touches my hand. “What happened?”

      “They said it was poisoned gas.” I pause but decide not to share more. “What about your family, Willa?”

      “I’m an only child.” Willa works her fingers through my hair. “My father and stepmother are so busy with the banks they don’t have time for me—probably relieved I was chosen.”

      “Don’t say that,” Mitzi whispers.

      After combing my hair into soft waves and re-plaiting the braid, Willa adjusts my floral crown and turns to Mitzi. Willa works on her hair as well, creating springy, ebony tendrils from the tangled mess.

      “What about you, Mitzi?” she asks.

      “My parents are very loving. My twelve older brothers and I have taken over most of the shepherding—”

      “Wait. What?” Willa shrieks. “Twelve brothers?”

      Mitzi giggles. “Yes, twelve.”

      “Oh, your poor mother,” I say with a chuckle.

      Brahm returns from the creek and shrugs. “No luck.” He sits next to the guys who offer him a drink. After one swig, he grabs the new lute and tunes it. 

      Brahm plays the most beautiful song I’ve ever heard. His music speaks to my soul, making my chest grow warm and my body light and airy. The muscles in Brahm’s forearm twitch, and as he strums, he stares at me.

      I give him a soft smile before checking Mitzi’s leg. The blood has soaked through the wrappings, and her eyes well with tears. I know she doesn’t want me to stitch it, but it’s the only way. I’ll leave it alone for now and hope Brahm can help me convince her later.

      He continues to play the lovely song, and both Ferdinand and Gunther are drunk off their asses. Their eyes are half-closed as they sway to the music.

      “I’ve never heard this song. What’s it called?” Gunther asks.

      “Um...I made it up. It doesn’t have a name,” Brahm says and continues playing.

      “I loves Ssschnapps,” Ferdinand slurs and places his arm around Gunther’s shoulder. “What’s yours favorites tos drinks?”

      “I prefer a hearty beer,” Gunther grumbles and leans back to his elbows, pulling Ferdinand down with him. “But this will do.” He takes one more swig before passing out.

      Ferdinand sits up again and sways his head. “Whats abouts you, musssic man?”

      “I don’t really drink anything but wine,” Brahm says, plucking the cords. “Bitter wine.”

      My breath catches in my throat.

      “Bitters wines?” Ferdinand leans forward, his eyes half-closed. “Gross. Why dos yous likes bitters wines?”

      “It may be harsh at first, yes. Sour and sharp against the tongue.” Brahm strums the lute and his eyes meet mine. “But the intoxicating flavor fills you with heat and leaves you craving more.”

      I flush and turn to focus on Mitzi. “It needs to be stitched. It bleeds every time you move.”

      “No.” Mitzi shakes her head. “It’ll heal.”

      Unwrapping the blood-drenched strips reveals a gaping wound. Willa gasps and snaps her head away with a scrunched nose. “That’s disgusting.” After sticking out her tongue and feigning a gag, she laughs. “You know, after my near-death experience today, I think I deserve a little fun. Because of who my father is, I’ve been a good girl my whole life. I was never allowed to date. I don’t want to die a virgin. Hmm.” Her brown eyes scan over the guys across the fire. “Well, my first choice would be Ferdinand, but he’s clearly too drunk. Gunther’s gay and passed out. That Brahm’s pretty handsome.”

      A pain shoots through my chest. My cheeks, ears, and neck radiate with heat.

      Willa turns her gaze to me. “You said you’re not together. Ladies, don’t come looking for us.” She rolls to stand and walks around the fire.

      My eyes nearly spring from my head as they trail her. She leans to listen to Brahm’s song, squeezing her arms to make her small cleavage protrude from her purple dress. A terrible ache forms in the pit of my stomach. Brahm continues playing the lute, unphased by Willa’s tits. She sits and leans toward him, twirling her blonde hair. Brahm offers her a little smile.

      It's like watching him kiss Elana all over again. Wil had invited me to the bonfires for the very first time. I pretended to be excited to ward off evil spirits and place my bets on the Offerings, but I was really looking forward to seeing Brahm. It had been two months since he stopped visiting me at the creek, and my heart soared with excitement to talk to him again.

      I could hear his lute as Wil and I hiked our way to their spot on the mountain. As we approached, a girl their age named Elana leaned forward and kissed Brahm. I couldn’t breathe. Wil and his friends giggled while calling me Schwesterchen. Little sister. Brahm spotted me, red in the face, right before I left.

      “Why don’t you stop him?” Mitzi asks, pulling me back into the moment.

      I glare at her but soften my face. “He’s not mine to stop,” I whisper, fanning my eyes, so I don’t cry.

      “He could be.” Mitzi pats my shoulder. “You know, it’s you he was talking about earlier. It’s so obvious he loves you. Go tell him how you feel.”

      “I wouldn’t even know what to say. I didn’t know I still felt this way about him.”

      I glance at Brahm with my heart tumbling in my chest. He strums his lute as Willa whispers in his ear. Brahm’s eyes shoot to me. Snapping my head to Mitzi’s bloody leg, I squeeze my eyes shut. If they kiss or leave to do more, I’d rather not witness it. The enchanting music stops.

      “You’re distracting me,” I whisper to Mitzi and wipe the tears from my cheek. “When we need to focus on the matter at hand!”

      “What matter at hand?” Brahm plops down on the other side of Mitzi with his lute.

      My mouth hangs open. He didn’t go?

      Willa snatches the Schnapps from Gunther’s hands and chugs. She glares at Brahm before taking her blanket from her satchel and going to sleep.

      “Mitzi’s leg. She won’t let me stitch it.”

      “It’ll be fine,” she says.

      “No, Gisela’s right, it’s too deep. You’ll need it stitched so we can be on the move tomorrow.”

      “You didn’t go with Willa?” Mitzi asks.

      “You’re deflecting.” I flash my eyes wide at her and add, “And, that’s really none of our business, is it?”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Brahm says. “Willa told you what she was doing?”

      “Yes.” Mitzi giggles, but her ashen face looks anything but cheerful. “Why didn’t you go?”

      Brahm hangs his head, but it doesn’t hide his rosy cheeks. “Uh, I guess I want to be in love with the person I do that with.”

      “I agree. I was looking forward to my wedding night with Otto. I…I love him.” A sheen of sweat glistens on Mitzi’s forehead.

      “Well, isn’t this all lovey-dovey and mushy? You’re not fooling me, Mitzi. We have a wound to stitch up, or you won’t make it if the fog chases us into a trap tomorrow. Luckily, I have an idea,” I say and lean toward the other side of the fire. She can’t possibly be asleep yet. “Willa? Did the apple make you hallucinate?”

      She huffs, throws her arms in the air, and sits up. “What?”

      “Did the apple make you hallucinate?”

      “No. What are you talking about? I was asleep.” She flops back down.

      I open my satchel to retrieve the apple. I hold the shiny, red orb before Mitzi’s eyes. “Bite into this, and you’ll fall asleep. You won’t even know I’ve stitched your leg.”

      Brahm’s eyes gleam as he nods. “That’s a really good idea. You kept that?”

      “Thought it would come in handy.” I raise an eyebrow at Mitzi. “Now, take a bite. I’d like to get some sleep soon.”

      “Alright.” Taking the apple, Mitzi sucks in a deep breath. She crunches into the fruit and immediately collapses. I swipe the apple from her hands and return it to my satchel.

      Brahm stuffs Mitzi’s bag under her head as a makeshift pillow. Opening the wooden box, I study the needle and spool of black thread. A wave of nausea rushes from my head to my stomach, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Brahm touches my trembling hand, and I look into his warm eyes.

      “Will you play that nameless song again?” I ask. “It was so beautiful. I think it will calm my nerves.”

      The side of Brahm’s lip curls up. “Anything for you, Freckles.”

      Brahm positions his lute and begins playing the soothing, delicate tune. It drowns out the misery we’re in, and I watch him strum for a moment before turning my attention to Mitzi. 

      “Here we go,” I whisper, holding up the shiny, silver needle.

      I loop the black thread through the eye. Almost on its own accord, the needle pierces Mitzi’s smooth, brown skin. With swift, delicate stitches, I manage to close up the wound without feeling nauseous or lightheaded. I surprise even myself with how quickly I get to the last stitch and knot the black thread. I finish by wrapping a clean strip of blanket around her wound.

      Brahm watches me as he plucks out the last of the notes. I use the extra thread to mend a few of the larger rips in Mitzi’s dress. I take what remains of Mitzi’s blanket and cover the petite, sleeping girl with it. Brahm sets the lute to the side and takes my hand, rubbing his thumb inside my palm.

      “I’m so impressed.” He gestures to Mitzi’s leg. “You did a great job. Now it’s time to get some sleep.”

      Grabbing my satchel, I find my own tree to lean against. I take off the floral crown and tuck it into my bag. Brahm sneaks to the other side of the fire and snatches the bottle of Schnapps from next to the unconscious Ferdinand. He leans against the tree next to mine. I giggle as he offers me a drink.

      “I’m not a fan of Schnapps, but anything will do.” I take a swig, grimace, and hand it back.

      Brahm points the bottle at me. “To you. If you hadn’t broken the spell of the magic mirrors or if we hadn’t worked together to save Mitzi, I’m afraid all of us would be dead.” He takes a long pull and scrunches his face as he swallows. “Yeah, this shit’s not for me either.”

      Brahm sets the bottle down and brings his knees to his chest, shivering a little. I forgot he doesn’t have a blanket. His satchel had a net, and he asked the priestess for the lute.

      That night of the bonfires, Brahm had chased after me, but I was too stubborn to listen. And I wouldn’t speak to him again until the next year when I was fifteen. It was a lonely year. I don’t want to be lonely anymore.

      “We can share. If you want.” I hold up my blanket.

      Brahm scans me with wide eyes and nods. I crawl between his legs and spread the blanket out as I lean against his chest.

      “Good goddess,” he whispers.

      “What? Am I hurting you?” I sit up and look back at him.

      “No, no. That was a good good goddess. I just assumed you meant side-by-side.”

      “Oh, I’ll mo—”

      “Don’t.” His arms wrap around me, one hand on my waist and one on my chest above my breasts but barely. “This is perfect,” Brahm whispers in my ear.

      My heart races against Brahm’s palm. Flowing from his breath as it tickles my neck, a primal warmth courses through me. I close my eyes as goosebumps tingle over my entire body.

      Brahm guides me to lean against his chest more heavily, keeping his arms wrapped around me. I curl up and snuggle into him. The primal need fades but doesn’t entirely disappear. It settles in my heart as returning feelings for Brahm.

      “Gisela?”

      “Yes?”

      “That song tonight…I wrote it years ago. And I lied to Gunther earlier; it does have a name.” Brahm clears his throat. “It’s called Freckles.”

      I bite my lip, but it doesn’t stop the edges of my mouth from lifting into a smile. “For me?”

      “Yes.”

      Brahm kisses my cheek, and I melt into him a little more. I close my eyes and nuzzle into his strong chest, breathing in his scent. I like being this close to him again.

      Opening my eyes, I find myself back in the dead forest. I wince and grit my teeth in pain as the crown of bones roots into my skull. I pry and tug, unable to remove it this time. I wander through the silent fog, searching for Wil, Thora, or anybody. I happen upon a clearing, and in the center is a throne made entirely of bones. To match my crown. 

      “Sit, goddess,” Wil’s voice rings from the forest. “Your subjects await.”

      I do as I’m told. Once my skin touches the bony armrests, a kneeling crowd appears before me. Are they people? Everything about them is gray and tattered except their eyes. Their eyes are entirely black. 

      A woman wears her long, braided hair tied into a noose around her neck. A man’s lips are sewn shut with black thread. A young girl cries and has no hands to wipe her tears. A woman violently pushes and kicks, trying to escape her glass coffin. Holding hands, a boy and girl are burnt to a crisp, with flaky flesh and exposed bones. Another woman has the heels of her golden slippers lodged into her bleeding eye sockets. What first looks like a little hooded girl turns her face up to reveal that of a salivating wolf.

      These are not the fairy tale characters I remember. They’re all rotten and wrong.

      The dead creatures hum an out-of-tune version of Valley Song and sway in unison. My heart races because I know I don’t want the song to end. But it does.

      The subjects stand and shuffle forward. They reach with their moldy hands and attempt to rip me away, but my bones are fused to the throne. Every tug sends shocks of pain through my body. Working together, they deliver one major pull. The worst pain of my life spreads to every corner of my being.

      I jerk my eyes open and catch my breath. I’m still safe in Brahm’s arms. The pain is gone. The crown and throne of bones are gone. The horrible creatures are gone. It’s just the crisp night, the bonfire, the other Offerings, and Brahm.

      I have Brahm. I crane my neck to kiss his cheek and sink back into his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Gingerbread House

          

        

      

    

    
      A SAVORY SCENT FILLS MY NOSE with every heavy, sleepy breath. Mmm, something meaty like rouladen, maybe? A fresh waft of sugary sweetness hits me. I can almost taste a strawberry tart with a perfect, flaky crust as my mouth waters. I blink open my eyes to find I’m curled on Brahm’s lap, with his arms still wrapped around me. I trace my name along his muscular, lute-player’s forearm.

      Across the dying fire, Ferdinand and Gunther both sit up with puffy, red eyes. Gunther laughs and ruffles Ferdinand’s messy blond hair. They sniff the scented air and drink from their canteens. Mitzi sleeps soundly under the apple’s spell, from which we’ll have to wake her with water before we go.

      Willa springs up. “Does anyone smell that?” she shouts. “Is that food?”

      Brahm stirs behind me. I tilt my head to meet his eyes, and he gives me a bright smile. He squeezes his arms tight and sways me back and forth, nuzzling my neck a little. It tickles, forcing me to release a giggle.

      “Ugh, you lied! You two are together?” Willa glares at us. “Was that just a practical joke to make me look like a fool last night?”

      My eyes widen, and my cheeks flush with embarrassment. I have no idea what Brahm thinks about us. It’s all so confusing. So, I shake my head and move away from Brahm’s grasp. “Willa, I promise it was no practical joke. We were just keeping warm.”

      I fold the flannel blanket and tuck it into my satchel, running my fingers along the floral crown. The blooms are just as lively and vivid with color as the moment Brahm gave it to me. A magically stain-resistant dress and undying flowers. This place certainly isn’t the valley.

      Brahm steps close and snatches the floral crown, placing it on my head. “It’s a good look.”

      Grinning, I give him a wink and kneel beside Mitzi. When I pour water on her delicate face, she sits up, coughing.

      “Good morning. We should get a head start before the fog moves in. Also, we think we smell food. How’s your leg, sweetie?” I ask.

      “It’s sore.” Mitzi rubs her eyes and lifts her skirt to check the bandages. “But it doesn’t seem to be bleeding anymore. Thank you so much, Gisela.”

      “Brahm helped,” I say, locking eyes with him as we lift Mitzi from the ground.

      With her arms around our shoulders, Mitzi can shuffle her way along the path of ashes. The smell of food gets stronger, but my legs and back grow weak, helping Mitzi.

      “Can we take a break?” I ask, my legs refusing to carry on. 

      “No!” Willa bounces and points down the path. “Come on. Something smells so good!”

      “I’ll take her for a while,” Gunther says and scoops Mitzi into his arms.

      Brahm lends me his arm, and we continue, keeping our distance behind the others. Brahm doesn’t say a word, but I don’t mind the peaceful walk, even leaning my head against his shoulder at times. After about a half-mile, he stops and turns toward me.

      “Gisela.” He glances down the path and back to me, grabbing my hands. “Can I tell you something?” His face is strained and slightly pale.

      I nod and attempt to keep my heart steady. He made me a crown. He wrote me a song. He held me last night. And now he wants to tell me something.

      Brahm steps so close, his chest touches mine. He combs his fingers through the sides of my hair, locking them behind my head. His eye contact is intense, but I can’t look away. Heat rises from my neck to my cheeks.

      “I never got the timing right,” he squeaks out and clears his throat. “You were always too young, and I was too old. I made mistakes. When I had finally worked up the courage to tell you how I feel, Wil died; you were angry, and I didn’t know how long you needed.” His amber eyes well with tears, and he studies my face. “I know it’s been scary out here, but spending all this time with you has been amazing. Freckles, I—”

      “Hey!” Ferdinand jogs toward us and puts his hand up to his mouth. “Oh, shit! Did I interrupt something?”

      Brahm closes his eyes and nods. “Yep, you sure did. What do you need?” He releases me, taking a step back.

      “We found a house. A little cottage where the smell of food’s coming from.” Ferdinand waves us to follow. “Come take a look.”

      “We’ll be right there,” I say through clenched teeth and scowl at him.

      Ferdinand raises his eyebrows and jogs away. Brahm hangs his head and takes a step to follow, but I grab his hand and pull him toward me.

      “Brahm.” I grin, rubbing my other hand up his arm. “I hope you’ll finish your speech later. I think it was going well.”

      I rise on my toes to kiss his cheek, and Brahm’s three-day scruff tickles my lips. He takes a deep breath and wraps his arms around me in a bear hug.

      Brahm kisses my cheek as well, lingering near my ear. “Later, then,” he whispers.

      We continue walking, hand-in-hand.

      Down the path of ashes, the others peer through the trees. In a clearing with a vegetable garden and rose bushes, stands a tiny house. Plumes of sweet-smelling smoke escape the stone chimney. The surrounding forest and mountains beyond dwarf the cheerfully painted house.

      Through the fabric of my dress, I trace my finger along the hilt of my dagger. The carved design matches the motif of the cottage. Branches, mountains, and flowers.

      “Let’s go. I’m starving.” Willa takes a step into the clearing.

      I grab her wrist. “Wait, we don’t know if it’s safe.”

      “It’s probably another trick,” Mitzi says, still cradled in Gunther’s arms. “Like the mine.”

      We all nod, but the scent of food grows stronger. My mouth waters as my head grows light and fuzzy.

      “I don’t care! I’m with Willa. It smells so good. Time to eat,” Ferdinand says, placing his hand on Willa’s lower back. “Looks like we have a date, Blondie.”

      “Wait,” Gunther protests. “We can’t just barge in.”

      “Fine.” Ferdinand gets in Gunther’s face and shakes his satchel, the jewels clanging. “We’ll pay whoever lives there for some food and a warm bed to sleep in.” 

      Everyone eagerly agrees. The aroma grows thicker and consumes my mind. The intoxicating scent beckons us forward. As we walk through the grassy clearing, little rays of sunshine radiate through the clouds. How did this house get here in the middle of nowhere? It doesn’t matter, I want to eat. I can’t remember my name at this point; there is nothing besides the scent.

      Ferdinand raps his knuckles against the bright red door. We hold our breaths as shuffled footsteps and heavy thuds grow near. A woman as old as the hills opens the door. 

      “Hello?” The woman’s cloudy cataracts stare past us. We all duck as she swings her cane through the air. “Who’s there?”

      Ferdinand clears his throat. “Hello, Frau. We’re Offerings to the goddess Bergot. We have jewels in exchange for food and shelter. We haven’t eaten in days and would appreciate any hospitality you wish to bestow us.”

      “Oh, you poor dears!” The woman sniffs the air and grins with only a few teeth. “How many of you are there?”

      “There’s six of us, Frau,” Mitzi says. “We won’t eat too much. We don’t want to impose.”

      “Don’t be silly. I have plenty. Come in, come in.” The woman gestures us inside and points her cane down the wood-paneled hallway.

      Something in the back of my mind pricks at me and tells me to be wary. Then a whiff of apple strudel washes over me, and I stop thinking about anything else. I must eat. 

      The old woman leads us into a cozy kitchen where a large, floor-to-ceiling oven sits at the back of the room. There’s an adorable gingerbread house sitting in the center of the dining table. A gingerbread boy and girl, whose hands are stuck together with icing, stand before it. Aside from the gingerbread house, though, there’s no food in sight. Where are those amazing smells coming from?

      Gunther plops Mitzi into a chair, and we all take seats around the table.

      “Give her the jewels,” Brahm says. 

      “Alright.” Ferdinand opens his satchel. “Here, Frau. Take what you need.”

      “That won’t be necessary, child. It’s an honor to meet the Offerings! I’ve been lonely for far too long. The warmth and scent of fresh people are enough of a payment.”

      Her comment is strange, but we’re all more concerned with eating. 

      The woman taps her cane around the nearly empty table. “Hmm, that’s not right. Table, deck yourself.”

      With her words, dishes of all sorts appear before us: rouladen, schnitzel, sauerbraten, dumplings, and sauerkraut. Plenty of sweets appear, too: fruit tarts, strudels, and stollens. We all gasp and dig in at once. I drag a bowl of strawberries toward me and grin at the ripe, red fruits.

      “Thora loves strawberries,” I say and take a bite. “Mmm, she would devour these.”

      The old lady sets a decanter of wine on the table, and it’s empty in no time. Everyone besides me shovels food into their mouths. Even Brahm chugs an entire goblet of wine in one pull.

      I place my hand on his thigh. “Slow down,” I whisper. “You haven’t eaten in a couple of days. You don’t want to get sick.”

      Brahm stares at the placement of my hand and grins. The old lady circles the table, either serving more dishes or pouring wine.

      The few sips I’ve allowed myself to drink have already gone to my head. Why do I feel like this? Across from me, Willa can barely keep her eyes open. Ferdinand leans on Gunther, who rests his head on the table. Mitzi is asleep, her face deep in a pile of sauerkraut.

      “Excuse me, Frau. Do you have any extra rooms where we might rest our heads for the night?” I ask.

      “Why yes, Fraulein.” She points her cane to the staircase. “You’ll find them upstairs. Mine’s down here. I won’t bother you.”

      “Thank you,” Brahm says. “How generous.”

      Brahm helps me stand, and we poke and prod at the other Offerings. Brahm lifts the motionless Mitzi from her chair and cradles her.

      After I wake Ferdinand, he shakes Gunther’s muscular shoulder. “Let’s go, big guy.”

      Willa drapes her arms around my neck, and I drag her up the narrow staircase. There are four bedrooms. Brahm places Mitzi on the bed in the first room and helps me get Willa into the next. Gunther and Ferdinand laugh at something as they stumble with the wine decanter into the third room. Brahm and I are left with the fourth and final one.

      I don’t know where our relationship stands, and now we’re forced to share a room and a bed. I open the door and Brahm trips, pinning me against it.

      “Sorry.” He flashes his bright smile, melting me inside. “I’m drunker than I realized.”

      “I didn’t drink much at all. Something must have been in the food.”

      Using my hips as an anchor, Brahm steadies himself against me. My heart races as his eyes shift between my lips and cleavage.

      “Gisela, I want to kiss you.”

      My breath catches in my throat. There it is. So, he does have feelings for me? I bite my lip to contain a grin, but my head falls to the side, and my eyes lose focus. I’m so drunk. Or poisoned. Or both. After all this time, our first kiss can’t be like this.

      “I want you to, but I would also like to remember it.” I take a deep breath as my knees buckle beneath me.

      “Alright.” Brahm grabs under my arms and brings his lips to my ear. “Then, I shall wake you with a kiss.”

      “I hope you do, my prince.”

      We giggle and stumble across the room, falling onto the bed. Brahm goes to kiss my cheek but instead kisses the tiny spot on my neck near my ear. I gasp and try to keep my eyes open, but the room spins until everything goes dark.

      “GiGi,” Thora’s voice wails.

      I open my eyes, barely able to see through the dense fog. The crown of bones is heavy on my head.

      “GiGi,” she whimpers. “I’m hungry.”

      I rush toward the sounds of my sister crying and find the group of dead, rotten fairy tale creatures. They perk up at my sight and stagger toward me. I take slow steps back until I hit a thick tree. 

      “Beware the old lady,” the burnt boy and girl chant in unison as they hobble forward. “Get out.”

      The crowd of creatures reaches for the crown and tug. They painfully rip the eerie diadem from my skull. 

      My eyes spring open, and my head is wedged against a cold metal bar. I’m in the old woman’s kitchen. I wipe a layer of sweat from my forehead. As I sit upright inside a cage, the other Offerings are asleep inside their own. Brahm stirs in the cage next to me, flailing and darting his eyes around the room. He grabs the bars and peeks through at me.

      “Are you alright?” he whispers.

      “I think so.” I press against the door of my cage, but it’s locked. The other Offerings begin to stir. I turn back to Brahm and reach for his hand through the bars. “You?”

      “Yeah.” He takes my hand, rubbing his thumb inside my palm. “What should we—”

      “We’re locked up,” Ferdinand shouts as he rattles the lock on his cage. “Help! Help!”

      “Shh!” The rest of us hush him.

      Too late. A door creaks open, and the blind lady’s cane thuds toward us. When she enters the kitchen, she sniffs and smiles.

      “Good morning, Offerings!” She laughs and lets her cane fall to the floor. “Everyone’s full and flavored. I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Let us out!” Willa shouts.

      The lady ignores her and reaches into Ferdinand’s cage, grabbing his ankle. “No, not you.” She moves to Gunther’s. “No, too large. You’ll be better for the main course.”

      The lady touches my leg, and I kick her. She jumps back. “Ooh, you’ll be fun for dessert.”

      She reaches into Mitzi’s cage. “A wounded creature. Yes. You’ll be a dainty little mouthful of an appetizer.”

      The woman uses a key tied to a bone and unlocks Mitzi’s cage.

      “No. Please, no!” Mitzi cries as the old lady grabs her by the hair.

      “Leave her alone!” I shout, but the witch ignores me.

      The old woman slathers butter onto Mitzi’s arms and cheeks. As she turns to open the spice cabinet, Mitzi darts for an open window, which slams shut on its own accord. The witch curls her finger, causing Mitzi to fly back toward the oven by magic. Mitzi grabs her thigh and winces in pain. Blood blooms onto her dress; the stitches must have popped. She leans against the counter and sobs.

      The witch cackles. “There’s nowhere for you to go, my dear,” she says, selecting little jars and bottles from the cabinet.

      Mitzi turns her head to me with tears in her deep brown eyes.

      I mouth the words, “Get the key,” and point in the direction of the witch’s apron.

      Mitzi nods. The witch drags her toward the butcher counter. Mitzi sneaks the bone and key from the apron, tossing them to me.

      The witch takes out some pots and pans, so I use the noise as a cover while I unlock my cage. I free Brahm, Gunther, Willa, and Ferdinand as the witch sprinkles herbs onto Mitzi’s head and skin. Little green specks of thyme and rosemary easily stick to the thick butter on Mitzi’s arms.

      The five of us look back and forth at one another, unsure of what to do. Brahm tries to open a window, but it’s stuck. Gunther tiptoes down the hall to the front door, but it’s also locked.

      Brahm points to the witch, who’s lighting the huge oven. Yes. Like Hansel and Gretel. We all nod. Ferdinand is closest, so Gunther throws his fingers up and mouths, “One, two, three…”

      Ferdinand barrels toward the witch, just as she grabs Mitzi’s waist. 

      We all shout, “No!”

      It’s too late. Ferdinand’s force meets both women, and they tumble into the oven. The butter on Mitzi’s skin bursts into flames at once as the oven door falls shut. Brahm rushes forward and yanks the handle, but it won’t budge. Mitzi’s high-pitched screams pierce my ears. I lunge to open the oven myself, but Brahm holds me back from the intense heat. He shows me his palms, which are burnt and blistered.

      Mitzi and the witch scream and flail for only a moment longer. I sob into Brahm’s chest. We’re left with only the sound of my shrieks and the crackling fire burning their corpses.

      When the house grows silent, I shout, “You fucking idiot!” I push Brahm’s arms away, draw up my dress, and unsheathe my dagger. I lunge and swipe at Ferdinand, who cowers behind his hands and tries to duck. “You just murdered Mitzi!” 

      I take another swipe and slice his arm. Precious rubies drip from my blade. The metallic scent hits my nose, and I desire more. Ferdinand screams and jumps back as I pounce again. 

      “Her eyes are black! What the fuck? Get her away from me!” Ferdinand yells.

      Gunther grabs my arms and holds them behind my back while Brahm pries the dagger from my fingers. I glare at him as the windows and doors of the cottage fly open. Brahm and Gunther carry me outside, kicking and screaming.

      I crumple to my knees in the ashes and drop the bone and key, which were still gripped in my left hand. Gunther heads back inside as Willa walks out with tears streaming down her pale cheeks. She kneels and hugs me, whimpering into my shoulder. I can’t return her hug because I’m too shaky thinking about Mitzi’s screams. Dark flecks of ash escape the chimney and float away, like Heidi and Liam.

      When Ferdinand steps through the cottage door, I shove Willa away and reach for my dagger in Brahm’s hand. He raises it high into the air, and I fall flat on the ground. I fumble to push myself up and sprint toward Ferdinand. Tackling him to the ground, I deliver a swift blow to his nose.

      “Stop! I’m sorry, Red. It was an accident!” he shouts as I punch him again and again. “Help! Her eyes are black. She’s crazy!”

      Brahm rips me away from Ferdinand by my shoulders and pins my arms to the ground.

      “Get the fuck off me!”

      I squirm under his weight until I surrender and relax my muscles. The tears pour down my cheeks as Brahm lifts me. I lightly pound my fists into his chest before wrapping my arms around his neck.

      “It’s alright, Freckles.” Brahm strokes my hair. “This is bad, I know this is very bad. But Ferdinand was just trying to save us from that witch. You know it was an accident. We’re all sad about Mitzi, but fighting isn’t what she would want.”

      I’m trembling, and my breathing is too erratic to speak. Mitzi didn’t deserve to die like that. She was a sweet person.

      Gunther exits the witch’s cottage, his arms loaded down with all of our belongings. He hands out satchels and gives Brahm his lute. Along with my own, Gunther tosses Mitzi’s satchel next to me. I place the bone and key next to the sewing kit, apple, and shard of the magic mirror—all painful reminders of Mitzi.

      “I’m so sorry, everyone,” Ferdinand says, staring at the ground. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for Mitzi to fall into the oven with the witch. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.”

      Ferdinand sniffles as Gunther pats his back.

      I move from Brahm’s embrace and stand. “We’ll have a memorial for her.” I look around and point. “There, by the cliff.”

      The fog has cleared enough for us to see a bit more of the landscape. There’s a beautiful rock ledge overlooking the forest and a river in the valley.

      “That’s a great idea,” Brahm says as he helps Willa stand. “Let’s light a little bonfire for her and say a few words.”

      With that, everyone sets out to collect logs and sticks in the woods. Brahm returns my dagger to me and stays near, even though I refuse to speak. We gather firewood until the wind picks up and blows the fog toward us through the trees.

      We set off into a sprint as the white mist envelops us. In moments, I can no longer see Brahm or anything else. Little faces of the rotten fairy tale creatures appear in the fog, and I dash away from them. I bump into a tree and crash to my ground, dropping my branches. When the fog dissipates, I collect my sticks and search for Brahm. Where did he go?
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      THE YEAR WITHOUT BRAHM IN MY life was lonely, but I wasn’t alone. I went through one boyfriend after another. They only wanted me for my looks and my red hair—not to talk, search for stones, or dance in the moonlight with me like Brahm. I felt horrible for using those guys to hurt Brahm when what happened at the Hexennacht bonfires years ago wasn’t his fault.

      As I search for Brahm and collect my firewood, I come across a pond filled with lily pads. The water is green with blooms of algae floating just beneath the surface. From the muddy shoreline, a black snake slithers toward me, baring its poisonous fangs and ready to strike. I stomp its head with my boot and take out my dagger. I slice the snake three times to make sure it’s dead.

      Before I sheathe the dagger, a much larger snake emerges from the water. Frightened, I leap onto a boulder. The second snake carries three leaves in its mouth as it slithers toward the dead one.

      The snake with striped, scaly skin carefully places a leaf atop each wound. I watch in shock as the dead reptile glows as the wounds piece themselves back together. The snake I just killed slithers in a circle around its friend. The two snakes creep away into a muddy hole near the lake, abandoning the leaves.

      When they’re out of sight, I hop from the boulder to pick up the leaves and give them a sniff. The green, pointy leaves have a bit of an herbal scent, but I can’t place what type they are. I tuck the magical, healing snake-leaves in my satchel as they might come in handy.

      Continuing my search for Brahm, I wander through the lush forest. I shout his name a few times and gather more sticks in my arms. Muffled voices and a rustling sound come from an old willow tree in the distance. As I push my way through the hanging vines, my stomach sinks, and my limbs grow weak.

      Brahm and Willa are kissing. Passionately. He has her backed against the trunk of the tree, his hands grip her neck, and he kisses her as if he’s devouring her face. My head sways as my chest convulses, forcing all air from my lungs. 

      What. The. Fuck.

      This is the Hexennacht bonfires all over again. Why did I let myself get close to him? I step back to walk away, but a twig snaps under my boot. The sound echoes through the forest. I stand completely frozen.

      Brahm and Willa snap their heads to me with cloudy, love-dazed eyes. Brahm’s jaw drops as he looks to Willa and again to me. My breathing returns in erratic gasps while heat scorches my cheeks.

      Releasing her, Brahm throws his arms to the base of his neck and shakes his head. “No, no, no, no,” he mumbles.

      Barely seeing through my tear-filled eyes, I drop my firewood and turn away. 

      “Where’s Ferdinand?” Willa yells from behind me. “What the hell was that?”

      “No!” Brahm shouts.

      I take off into a sprint through the woods.

      “Freckles, wait! It’s not what you think!”

      Branches and thorny vines scrape my arms, and my feet stumble over rocks, but I keep moving in the direction of the cliff. Why would Brahm flirt with me only to kiss Willa? He said he wanted to kiss me. My legs momentarily stop as two tears spill down my cheeks.

      “Freckles! Please!”

      I hate myself for being so stupid. Stop crying, Gisela. I wipe my face with one arm, but Brahm grabs my other.

      “I don’t know what happened,” he says, blinking his eyes at me. “I don’t understand.”

      I glare at his hand and rip my arm away. “No. I don’t understand. I must be naive.” I pause to remove the floral crown from my head and thrust it into his chest. “To think this meant something. To think sleeping in your arms meant something. To think you and I meant something.”

      I take a step to leave, but Brahm jumps in front of me.

      He holds the crown up and nods. “It all does, and we do! I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened. Shit!” He wipes the tears from his own eyes. “I think it was the fog, Freckles.”

      “Don’t call me that. And that’s not how the fog works.” I huff a loud breath. “You don’t have to lie to me. Maybe you thought Willa’s original proposition was just too easy? You thought you’d try to fuck your dead friend’s sister first? What, for sport? Well, sorry, I didn’t spread my legs for you last night.”

      “It’s not like that at all, Gisela.” His cheeks grow rosy, and he shakes his head. “No, no, no. Please, I beg you. It’s not like that.”

      “Do you tell every girl you wrote a song for them? And did you just leave your newest girlfriend out there, all alone? You know Willa won’t find her way.” I spin back toward the direction of the kissing tree. Every inch of my skin is on fire.

      Brahm stumbles over vines and bushes to keep up.

      “Willa,” I shout with my hands circled around my mouth. Nothing.

      Brahm steps to my side. “Gisel—”

      I throw my hand in front of his face. “I don’t want to hear it.”

      I call for Willa again. Heavy and fast footsteps make their way through the brush. The blonde girl runs toward us and wraps her arms around me in a tight hug.

      “Thank goddess, Gisela! He tricked me!”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Brahm tricked me into kissing him.” Willa scowls in his direction.

      “Hold on,” I say. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I was collecting sticks until the fog rolled through. I ran and bumped into Ferdinand—or so I thought! We talked and flirted. And well, I asked him to kiss me. He smiled and said, ‘Anything for you, Freckles.’ Which I thought was strange as I don’t have any freckles.”

      She pauses to catch her breath, and I turn my gaze to Brahm. His eyes are squeezed shut, and his cheeks are red. Should I feel guilty for my outburst? Willa continues.

      “We kissed until we heard you. It was only then I realized he was Brahm. I thought I was kissing Ferdinand!”

      “I thought I was kissing Gisela,” he says. “I’m sorry, I think it was the fog.” 

      The fog. A horrible idea hits me like a stone wall and settles in my brain. Brahm touches my arm, but I shake my head and step away. I can’t look at him right now. It seems like the fog is only out to get me. Plus, a lingering burn of anger and jealousy still swells in my chest. I squeeze my eyes shut but can’t seem to get the image of Brahm kissing Willa out of my head.

      “It doesn’t matter who you thought you were kissing; we’re supposed to be honoring Mitzi!” I glare at both of them. “So disrespectful.” 

      I storm away and gather a few sticks before I enter the clearing near the cliff. Gunther wraps a strip of blanket around Ferdinand’s arm. They both look at me, wary. I cradle the branches in one arm and hold my other hand up in surrender.

      “Ready?” Ferdinand asks.

      I nod and my sticks to the bonfire they started. As do Brahm and Willa.

      “Here’s a peace offering.” I hand Ferdinand one of the snake-leaves. “Put this on your wound. It’ll help.”

      He does so, and the wound glows and closes up without even a trace of a scar. Everyone’s eyes grow wide. Brahm holds out his blistered palms as he tilts his head at me. I purse my lips and place the other two leaves on his burns from the oven. The red, bubbled skin glows and turns smooth once again. Both guys return the leaves to me.

      “Where’d you get those?” Ferdinand asks.

      “From a snake in the woods.”

      “That’s fucking weird.” Ferdinand pats my back. “But thanks, Red.”

      “Yes. Thank you,” Brahm whispers, leaning close to me. “I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      “Whatever. It’s fine. We need to focus on Mitzi.” I turn toward the fire. “Let’s begin.”

      “Alright. I’ll go first,” Ferdinand says, and we all form a circle. “Mitzi was a sweet, friendly, and very beautiful person. It’s my fault she’s gone. I’m so sorry, Mitzi. You will be missed.”

      We didn’t have much time to get to know Heidi and Liam, but with Mitzi, everyone says something. Their words swirl around in the wind, and I lose track of time. I picture Mitzi falling into the oven with that horrible witch. The heat of the flames. Their screams. Mitzi’s leg. What was the point of stitching it? What was the point of befriending her? My heart hurts.

      We’re all going to die.

      Brahm taps my shoulder.

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “It’s your turn to speak if you want.”

      I step forward. “In the short time I knew her, Mitzi was a dear friend. One of the first I’ve had in a long time. She was kind and able to reach through my hard-as-stones exterior. She saw things in a way I didn’t and had a silent form of bravery. She had the love of a man named Otto. Her fiancé, parents, and twelve brothers will be in my thoughts. Goodbye, Mitzi Engel. I’ll miss you.”

      Starting with Brahm, we each toss handfuls of ash to extinguish the flames. I go last, and as the smoke rises in the air, the priestess appears before us. Her black wrappings swirl in the air above the crevasse. I grit my teeth at her arrival and kneel next to the smoldering bonfire to place Mitzi’s satchel on a rock.

      “Offerings, I could feel your number decrease. Please do not let the young woman’s death be a discouragement. You must stay alert as you will face many more dangerous feats along the way to the Crown...”

      I barely listen as she speaks, but trace my finger over Mitzi’s name, embroidered in light blue thread. Her death flashes in my mind over and over again. Could I have done something differently? Could it have been me instead? Brahm taps my shoulder again—the priestess has been calling my name.

      “Gisela, you need to stay strong. I am worried about your state of mind.”

      Something inside me snaps, and my head grows foggy and hot. I spring forward to seize the priestess’ wrists, but she flies up, and I nearly fall off the cliff. Brahm grabs my waist as I glare at the shrouded woman. 

      “My dear, your eyes!” She sucks in a loud gasp. “Did you go into the fog?”

      My clenched jaw won’t let me speak, so I can only nod.

      “She did.” Brahm drags me away from the rock overhang. “Gisela was knocked out twice from it.”

      “Oh, dear.” The priestess shakes her shrouded head and brings her linen-wrapped fingers to where her chin should be. “I knew you were special and could survive once, but twice? I fear if you go into the fog again, it will keep you. Gisela, I warn you to stay away from it.”

      “Warn me?” I shout, struggling against Brahm’s grasp. “Why didn’t you warn us about the fucking cannibal-witch? Are you here to help us or not?”

      The other Offerings nod in agreement. Brahm releases my waist and tries to hold my hand, but I slap it away and cross my arms over my chest.

      “I did not know, and I am deeply sorry. Her tricks change all the time. The only one I am certain about is the fog,” the priestess says. “And, I suppose, her castle.”

      “Her? Her who?” Willa asks.

      “My sister.”

      “What? Your sister is doing this?” Ferdinand asks. “Is she the goddess or something?”

      “I have said too much.” She pauses to sway her veiled head at us. “I must go—”

      “Wait,” I plead, holding out the snake-leaves and gesturing to the cottage. “Can these resurrect Mitzi? I saw them bring a snake back to life.”

      “Let me see.” The priestess holds out her palm, and I place them inside. She hums and shakes her head. “No, my dear. Maybe for snakes and other dark creatures, but not humans. They can heal small wounds but not what Mitzi went through. I am sorry, the young maiden is gone.”

      I snatch the leaves from her hands and return them to my bag. Brahm wraps his arm around my shoulder. I don’t push him away this time.

      “Offerings, I must go. The curses are strong and hinder my abilities,” the priestess says. “You should go, too, before the fog comes. Good luck.”

      With that, she rises into the air and disappears into a puff of smoke.
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      “YOU HEARD HER,” GUNTHER SAYS, grabbing Ferdinand and Willa by the arms. “Let’s start moving.”

      In the distance, the fog slowly creeps toward us. The first three Offerings walk away, but I squat before the smoldering bonfire. After he takes the matches from Mitzi’s satchel, Brahm taps my shoulder. I ignore him. He kneels and touches my arms, forcing me to look him in the eyes.

      I can’t contain my emotions and fall into his chest. He strokes my hair and lets me wail. Just like when my most recent boyfriend broke up with me. I went to the creek to be alone, and Brahm was the last person I wanted to see, but he put his arm around me and asked me what was wrong.

      “Ryker ended things with me,” I mumbled.

      “Why would any guy break up with you?”

      I hesitated to answer, finally blurting out, “He wanted something I wasn’t ready to give.”

      “Oh?” Brahm brought his hand up to his chin. “Ohhh.”

      I couldn’t help the tears and words from pouring out. “He said I wasn’t worth waiting for.”

      “Hey.” Brahm drew me close and rubbed my shoulder. “You’re spectacular and absolutely worth waiting for.”

      “You didn’t.” The words dripped with poison from my tongue.

      “Freckles, it’s not like that. There’s something I need to tell you.” Brahm swallowed and looked into my eyes. “Dance with me, like old times?”

      After a few more moments of sobbing over Mitzi, I lean back to look into Brahm’s amber eyes.

      “Why am I so sad? Of course, she was sweet, friendly, and kind…but I barely knew Mitzi.”

      “You want the truth?” Brahm wipes a tear from my cheek. “You never properly mourned Wilhelm. You didn’t even cry at the funeral. You held it together for your parents and Thora. You were so strong for them.”

      Brahm draws me close again, almost into a cradle. I lean my head into the crook of his neck. He’s right. I never properly cried for Wil. Am I a horrible sister? Am I wicked?

      “You don’t always have to be so strong. I can be strong for you right now.” He takes a deep breath. “I love you, Gisela.”

      Fear grips me, and I go completely numb at his confession. After everything that’s happened today, what am I supposed to say to Brahm right now? When feeling returns to my body, I spring away from him and furrow my brows. “What? Is this really the best time to say something like that?”

      Brahm’s face pales, and he hangs his head, fidgeting with his sleeves.

      “Let’s get moving.” I stand and extend my hand to him.

      “You think I would have learned after all these years.” He shakes his head and releases a pathetic chuckle. “I’m such a fool. I should’ve known that it couldn’t have possibly been you in woods.”

      He glances at me but pushes himself from the ground and walks away.

      “Brahm, wait.”

      He pauses to turn his head without looking directly at me. “That’s all I can do, isn’t it? You’re so stubborn, Gisela.” He gestures at the fog behind me. “Don’t linger too long, but I’d really like some space right now. Please.”

      My jaw drops as I watch him leave me. Shit. In my knee-jerk reaction, I hurt Brahm. How could I do that? But too much has happened today. I was already filled to the brim with emotions. How could he expect me to respond to what he said?

      Fuck.

      Slinging my satchel over my shoulder, I slowly walk along the ashes to give Brahm his distance. Does he really love me? My stomach feels sick and heavy. What could I say to him to make it right?

      The smoke of bonfire hits my nose before I reach tonight’s camp. It sits near a creek surrounded by hills, cliffs, and woods. The other Offerings are spread out around the fire. Everyone sits in somber silence, with the only sounds coming from Brahm as he plucks random cords on his lute in no particular tune. I walk past him, but he doesn’t glance at me. Willa gestures for me to sit by her on a fallen tree. 

      “I’m sorry about earlier,” she whispers. “I hope you aren’t mad at me.”

      Watching her mouth as she speaks, I can’t believe her lips kissed Brahm’s. I swallow the painful lump in my throat and shake my head. I know it wasn’t her fault. I suppose I do need a friend right about now.

      “Good.” She points toward a steep hill. “Down the cliffside there, I found a secluded spot by the creek that’s deep enough to bathe in. I would feel more comfortable with you there to protect us with your dagger.”

      I agree, and Willa leads me to the cliff. We grip vines and mossy rocks to lower ourselves down the steep slope. The pebbled bank reminds me of my creek at home and dancing with Brahm there one last time. The bend in this creek is tucked under a rock ledge, providing us privacy.

      “You can go first,” she says. “I’ll stand watch.”

      I rest my satchel on a boulder and slip out of my dress and boots, keeping my dagger safely in place. The smooth stones and pebbles massage my feet as I wade into the cool, refreshing creek. I have to squat to soak my upper body and hair. I splash and rinse my pale skin in the bluish-gray water.

      I relax and float on the surface for a moment until something crashes on top of me. Fingers entwine through my hair and drag my head under. I kick and flail my arms, unable to see through the violent splashing. My fist meets a human body. I need to take a breath, but they’re holding me down. Drowning me. A hand grabs at my thigh. My dagger. I use all the force I have to thrust my body forward.

      Ferdinand squeezes his arm around my leg to hold it still and goes for the dagger. I shout as I punch the back of his head and kick my leg from his grasp. Thrashing into the water, I attempt to backstroke to the shore, but Ferdinand jumps on me again. He straddles my hips and pins my wrists into the river stones. I continue to scream and squirm while Ferdinand reaches for my weapon.

      Embers of anger burn in my head, and I focus on them. A wave of water splashes into Ferdinand’s eyes. As he wipes his face, I slip one arm from his grasp and claw at his cheeks, drawing blood.

      “You fucking freak!” he shouts and releases me.

      I’m going to murder him.

      My fingers curl around the hilt of my dagger when Brahm tackles Ferdinand into the water and punches his broken nose. I hug my knees, shivering in the creek. What was that in my head?

      Brahm forces Ferdinand’s head under the water and pulls him back up, only to punch him again. I watch in awe. After hurting him, Brahm still wants to help me?

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” Brahm roars like a feral animal into Ferdinand’s face. “I should kill you right now. What were you trying to do to her?”

      Ferdinand gasps for air and holds his bloody face, only shaking his head. Willa stands on the shore with brows furrowed over her beady eyes and covers her mouth with both hands. Brahm dunks Ferdinand into the water again and brings him up to glare into his face, fist at the ready.

      Gunther slides down the hill with an avalanche of pebbles and sticks. He runs over and touches Willa’s arm. “Whoa! What’s going on?”

      “Um, I don’t know…well, I didn’t mean for this,” Willa says. “I told him he could watch us bathe and—”

      “What?” Brahm shouts. “You organized this? And let him attack Gisela?”

      Willa shakes her head. My mouth hangs open as I stare at her, but she avoids my gaze. I’m furious, and if I wasn’t weak from the shock and cold, I’d pummel her right now. I turn back to Brahm, who strikes Ferdinand’s face again.

      “Answer me! What were you doing?” 

      “After she cut me, I just wanted the bitch’s dagger,” Ferdinand scoffs. “I wasn’t going to do anything; I’m not a rapist.”

      Brahm punches Ferdinand’s nose one more time and tosses him aside. Watching Ferdinand crawl away from the creek like an injured animal fills me with satisfaction. Brahm wades toward me, but I can’t look him in the eyes.

      “Everyone leave us right now!” he orders. 

      Brahm rips his shirt over his head and wraps it around me, holding me as I shiver. I don’t deserve his kindness. Gunther helps Ferdinand and Willa scramble up the cliff. Once they’re out of sight, Brahm cradles me and carries me to shore. He retrieves my blanket, placing both it and his arms around me. 

      I stare into the flowing water, barely able to feel anything, and afraid to speak to Brahm.

      He tucks a wet strand of hair behind my ear and caresses my cheek. “Are you alright?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper as Brahm studies my face. “This past winter, after Stefan Schulze’s funeral, I tried to console Albert. He knew I had lost Wil and asked me to stay after work to talk about his Papa. He led me to his suite but didn’t want to talk at all. After a quick kiss, he slipped off my dress and pushed me onto his bed. I was afraid, so I kicked him in the balls and ran like hell, naked through the snow. I didn’t put my dress or cloak back on until I reached the woods. It’s sick, but I apologized to him in order to keep my job.

      “I’ve led him on ever since just to keep the peace but was careful not to be alone with him. I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. I guess Ferdinand scared me. It reminded me of that and…”

      “Oh, Gisela.” Brahm squeezes me tight. “I’m so sorry.”

      I rest on Brahm’s shoulder as he combs his fingers through my soaked hair.

      “You know, Brahm, starting with you, I built a wall around my heart,” I confess. “And with every guy, that wall grew taller and taller and taller. It grew until I was alone in my high tower, where no one could reach me. I’m stubborn because I’m afraid of what happens when that tower comes crumbling down, and no one’s there to catch me.”

      Brahm sniffles but doesn’t say a word. Although I’m technically naked, I feel comfortable in his embrace. I keep my arms firmly wrapped around his neck until my body begins shivering from the shock.

      “I’m…so sorry…about earlier,” my voice trembles as I whisper. “I never…want to hurt you.”

      “Shh. Let’s get you dressed and warmed up by the fire. I won’t let Ferdinand or Willa near you.” He cups my cheeks and looks into my eyes. “You and I can even go somewhere else and make our own camp.”

      I smile at him. “I’d like that…if you aren’t mad. If you don’t still need space.”

      “I could never stay mad at you, Freckles.”

      Brahm brings me my clothes and turns to face the cliff. I slip the white dress over my head and step into my boots. After Brahm throws his damp, green blouse back on, I rise on my toes to kiss his cheek. Brahm closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and smiles.

      “Are we alright, Brahm?”

      “Yes. I’ll always be here to catch you.” He pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry this has been a rough day. Let’s stick together. You and me. We’ll find the crown. Speaking of crown…”

      Opening his satchel, Brahm retrieves the floral one and places it on my head. “There. My beautiful goddess.”

      My heart skips in the way only Brahm can compel it. He doesn’t know, but the walls around my heart are already crumbling for him.

      After we climb the cliff, everyone watches our approach. I glare back at both Willa and Ferdinand. The fog fills in from behind, trapping us in the circular camp with the other Offerings. My stomach sinks. Brahm and I stare into each other’s eyes, knowing we can’t go off on our own. While we reluctantly warm up by the fire, Brahm doesn’t take his eyes off Ferdinand.

      Willa and Ferdinand face in opposite directions with Gunther sitting in the middle. Ferdinand presses his shirtsleeve against his bloody nose and scratched face, while Willa sobs into her knees.

      “Ferdinand promised to behave,” Gunther says, red in the face. “And I promise to keep my eye on him.”

      “Thanks, Gunther,” Brahm says, leading me to sit at the base of a tree on the other side of the fire.

      He kisses my cheek before strumming his lute to the tune of Freckles. I lean my head against the tree trunk and let the music wash over me. Brahm’s music helps melt away the sharp pain of anger in my head.

      My headaches haven’t been this bad since the day Wil died. I try not to think about it, but my tears betray me. Something hits my leg. I glance to find Willa’s iridescent comb.

      She mouths the words, “I’m so sorry.”

      I roll my eyes and pick up the comb. I have half a mind to snap it in two and throw it into the fire but decide to untangle my hair instead. I toss it back to her when I’m done. Ferdinand and Willa both lie down while Gunther remains completely alert.

      When the song is over, Brahm sets the lute aside. “Will you sleep in my arms again? I’d feel much safer if we stay close together.”

      I grin and crawl between his legs. We snuggle under my blanket as Brahm’s fingers play with my damp hair. I feel mostly relaxed, but one thing keeps pricking my mind.

      “Brahm?”

      “Yes, Freckles.”

      “Um…why do you think my eyes have been going black when I get angry? Do you think something’s wrong with me? Do you think I’m evil?”

      “Not possible. You may be a little bitter at times, but I’d never say you’re evil. You’re a good person. The priestess mentioned the fog; it could be because of that. We’ll be extra careful from now on. I won’t let you become evil.” Brahm presses his warm lips against my cheek again.

      “Thanks. Goodnight, Brahm.” I close my eyes.

      Before I can succumb to exhaustion, an odd, high-pitched giggle comes from the forest. Brahm and I search for the source. The other Offerings sit and turn toward the sound as well.

      “What’s that?” Ferdinand whispers.

      “Shh!” We all hush and glare at him.

      A short, no more than three-foot-tall man with large ears waddles into our camp. Willa shrieks. She and the other two rush to huddle behind Brahm and me. The little man hums and enters the light of the fire. We all gasp at his appearance. His skin is a greenish-gold, and his nose comes to a sharp point. He’s either sweating or glowing, I can’t tell.

      “Hello, Offerings! Such a lovely night,” he screeches.

      His bulbous black eyes scan us as he circles the fire.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” Gunther asks.

      “Oh, I am a friend of the goddess herself!” The imp giggles and grins his sharp teeth. “But no friend of yours.”

      We all huddle a little closer. When I draw up my dress to retrieve the dagger, the imp licks his lips and stares at my leg. Nausea strikes me in the pit of my stomach. Brahm fluffs out my dress and tugs at the blanket to cover me.

      “I have for you a simple game—a question.” He chuckles. “If one of you answers correctly, you will all live, and I shall give to you a gift. But, if no one answers correctly, the goddess said I may take one of you.”

      Brahm squeezes his arms around my shoulders.

      “The question I have for you is: What is the infamous Crown of Bergot made of?”

      “What?” Ferdinand asks.

      “Tis no trick. A simple question, indeed. If you get it correct, you win. If you get it wrong, I win. What material or substance is the Crown made of?” He points at Brahm. “You first.”

      Brahm twirls his thumb around my shoulder as he thinks. He shrugs and says, “Gold?”

      “Nope!” The imp squeals and claps before pointing to Willa.

      “Um…” She pauses and shakes her head. “Silver?”

      “Wrong!” The imp hops and points to Gunther. “You there, big man.”

      “Well, the priestesses light the fire on Bergot’s statue. So, my answer is fire.”

      “No.” The hideous creature shakes his head and points to Ferdinand. “You, pretty boy?”

      Ferdinand shrugs. “Jewels?”

      “Wrong again! Oh, how exciting for me!” The imp’s huge eyes travel to me, and he laughs. “Last one, my dear. I shall gladly take you with me when you get it wrong.”

      Dread falls over my skin like a thick layer of ice. I shudder at the thought of what this creature would want with me. I turn my gaze to Brahm’s hand, gripping my arm as I think. My mind is blank. Think of something, Gisela. What other substance? What could it be?

      The hallucinations. The dreams. It’s the best answer I have. 

      “Bones,” I whisper.

      The imp narrows his eyes and clenches his jaw, seething deep breaths through his tiny teeth. “She cheated!” he screams and grunts.

      “I did not!”

      “Not you! Bergot! Did she tell you?”

      “The goddess? No. It was the fog. I hallucinated about a crown of bones.”

      “What?” The imp charges for me. 

      I ready my dagger, and Brahm clenches his fists. Before the little man reaches us, the priestess appears from a cloud of mist before him. The imp skids to a halt and kneels. The priestess is wearing white tonight; her dress and wrappings are made with shiny gossamer fabric, and each layer glistens in the moonlight like a delicate moth wing.

      “Rumpy, let’s not be grumpy.” She wags her long finger at him. “You can’t expect to win a plaything every year. Off with you now.”

      The imp growls and scuttles away on all fours into the forest, with the wall of fog closing behind him. The priestess turns to us and claps her linen-wrapped hands in applause.

      “Well, well, well. Gi-sel-a.” She draws out my name like Albert used to and glides around us in a circle. “You saved the day. For now. The crown you seek is, in fact, made of bones. Think of this as a gift for knowing the correct answer.” She leans and runs her fingers through my hair. A glowing light protrudes from her silk wrappings and twinkles down the length. “My sister once had pretty red hair like you.” She hums a high-pitched giggle under her breath. “You’re her little pet, are you not?”

      I jerk my head away. Something’s not right. Her voice is higher, and her clothes and veil are different. This isn’t our priestess.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      She rises into the air. “Look at you, all huddled together. I must say, your survival rate is unprecedented these thousand years. But you should know…only one may find the crown.”

      She snaps her fingers, and everything goes black.
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      A MEMORY OF THE CREEK FROM the day Wil died washes over me in the darkness.

      After Brahm had asked me to dance, he touched my cheek. “Gisela, I need you to know something. I truly didn’t want to kiss Elana at the Hexennacht bonfires. I didn’t even find out the truth for a few weeks after, but Wil let it slip that…he had paid her to kiss me in front of you.”

      My head grew hot, and a dull, foggy ache formed. “Why? What do you mean?”

      “You know he never liked the idea of you and me together. He wanted to drive us apart. I never told you because I didn’t want to make things worse between you and Wil.”

      The pain in my head grew into a completely agonizing fog. I held my forehead as my cheeks grew hot.

      Brahm took my hands. “Hey. I know, believe me, I was angry when I found out, too. But he’s your brother. It’s alright.” He cleared his throat. “Will you dance with me, Freckles?”

      We did. We danced, dipped, and swayed as we talked for what felt like hours. We were our old selves again: the teasing, bickering, and giggling. Brahm guided me backward with slow steps until I was leaning against the tree carved with our names. He stroked my face, and my heart raced just as it had before.

      “Gi! Gi, where are you?” My Uncle Erik’s voice pierced my perfect moment and stopped whatever was about to happen. “Gi? There you are, girl. You have to go home. There’s been an accident at the mine. It’s Wilhelm.”

      I roll over and look around. I’m lying on a smooth, stone floor in a dim room. Brahm lies on the other side of the empty, circular space. The other Offerings are sprawled out on the floor as well. Fighting against my weak, sleepy limbs, I crawl to Brahm and touch his cheek.

      His long, twisted locks form a little pillow beneath his head. His handsome face is peaceful, with a slight smile upon his lips.

      “Brahm,” I whisper and rub his shoulder.

      He blinks open his eyes and sits up. I wrap my arms around him in a hug, and Brahm traces circles down my back.

      Ferdinand stirs nearby and props himself on his elbows. “Where are we?”

      His annoying voice wakes Willa and Gunther. They sit up, and everyone drinks from their canteens and lets their eyes adjust to the dark. Brahm gasps and points to the edges of the round room. We all squint our eyes in the dim light at the dozen skeletons lying in various positions on the floor. A ragged breath escapes my lungs as I shudder at the grim sight.

      Brahm takes my hand as we inspect the room. The others follow suit. The structure is made of shiny gray and brown stones walled all the way up and spiraled around the floor. The skeletons are either clad in colorful dresses or blouses with pants.

      “They were Offerings.” I squeeze Brahm’s hand. “All of them.”

      “What do you think happened to them?” Willa asks.

      “I don’t know,” Gunther says as we all walk toward the other side.

      There’s one window where everyone congregates, but I can hardly see over Gunther’s broad shoulders.

      “We’re over one hundred feet in the air,” he says and slides his arm down the side of the building. “The structure’s smooth and slick, no chance of climbing. Look.”

      Everyone besides me is able to stick their head out the window. “What is it?” I ask.

      “More dead Offerings at the bottom. Looks like they jumped,” Ferdinand says. “What in the fresh hell is this?”

      I’m so sick of his voice. Between Brahm’s and my beatings, Ferdinand’s eye sockets and nose are bruised and swollen, and his lip is split. I will gladly break more than his nose if he pulls any more stunts.

      “It’s some sort of tower,” Gunther says. “Let’s search for a trap door to the stairwell. There must be a way down.”

      We first scan with our eyes but soon get on all fours to scour the stone floor for a handle, a seam, anything.

      “There’s nothing,” Brahm says.

      He and I return to the window, which is just an opening in the stones. There’s no sill or panes of glass. As I lean out to get a better look at the skeletons, my hair grows long to the ground like a red waterfall. Brahm’s jaw drops, and he pulls me back into the tower. My hair returns to its normal length. I run my fingers through it, shaking my head in disbelief.

      “What was that?” Willa asks.

      “Our way out is what it is!” Ferdinand says with a chuckle. “Her gift.”

      My stomach sinks. Once they all climb down, how will I get out?

      Brahm leans close, resting his forehead against mine. “I know what you’re thinking, Freckles. We’ll find something to tie it to.”

      We search, but there’s nothing but the slick stones and human remains. Gunther shakes his head, and his dark eyebrows droop.

      “Alright,” Brahm says and takes my hands. “I’ll lower you down. The rest of you can find something to help me down later. Lean out, and let’s test it.”

      I do so and let my hair grow long. Brahm scoops it up with his hands, but it returns to its former length as he draws it into the tower. When he tosses it back out, it touches the ground. The realization takes hold and spreads in a painful tingle over my skin. I won nothing. The white priestess chose me to die. Everything is so painfully clear. I will never see Thora, my parents, or Brahm again.

      “It’s only long when I lean out.” I turn to him with tears in my eyes. “Either these Offerings died of falling, starvation, or the fog. This is no gift; I’ll die all alone up here.”

      “That won’t happen to you.” Brahm grabs my hands. “I’ll come back with something.”

      It’s still dark, but a blue halo glows above the mountains. The sunrise will soon be here along with the fog. I’ll at least go out with dignity. I swallow the lump in my throat and suck in a deep breath. 

      “You should all get going,” I say. “There’s no need for us all to die.”

      “That’s the spirit. I’ll sure miss you, Red. We’ll hold a little bonfire memorial for you, too.” Ferdinand smirks. “But can I have your dagger as a parting gift?”

      My cheeks grow hot, and I stand, fuming. “I’ll stick it right in your heart, asshole!” I yank my hair inside the tower. “I don’t have to let anyone down!”

      Everyone jumps back, and even Brahm gasps.

      “What?”

      Brahm takes a careful step forward, studying my face. “Your eyes flashed black again, but so did your veins.”

      I shudder and shake my head. What have I become? “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said. Of course, I’ll let you all down.” I run my fingers through my hair and take a deep breath, letting the fog of anger fade away. “But you might slip.”

      “Here.” Willa walks up to me and plaits my hair into a long braid. 

      I test it. Sure enough, when I lean out the window, a long, chunky braid falls to the ground. 

      “You first.” I point to Ferdinand. “I don’t want to spend another moment in your presence.”

      I brace myself against the window. Brahm holds my waist tight as Ferdinand grabs the braid and lowers himself down the tower. I expected pain, but my head doesn’t hurt at all from the weight. After Ferdinand makes it to the ground, Gunther ushers Willa forward. Her face is ghostly white.

      “Gisela, I’m really sorry about yesterday. I swear I didn’t know Ferdinand was going to attack you,” Willa says as she grabs my hair and begins her descent. “I hope we figure something out to get you down.”

      “Goodbye, Gisela,” Gunther says and grips the braid next. “I’ll look for the stairwell or some long vines when I get down there.”

      Once Gunther makes it to the ground, Brahm sits on the window ledge and pulls me into a hug. The sky is now purple and pink, the fog will surely arrive soon.

      “Brahm, go.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You must.”

      “I love you, Freckles.”

      “Brahm.”

      “I’m sorry. I know my timing is never right. But if not now, when?” He looks into my eyes. “I can’t go another moment without telling you how I feel—how I’ve always felt. You’ve possessed my heart since we were children. You’re my Freckles, and I love you.”

      The air refuses to enter my lungs, and the heat in my cheeks matches the rosiness of Brahm’s. I stare at his drooping eyes and quivering jaw. I’ve denied it for so long, but it’s true. Brahm and I have always been…something. 

      The stones around my heart crumble and turn to dust.

      Grinning, I straddle Brahm’s lap and run my hands up his chest. Brahm’s eyes grow wide. My heart races against his, and I grow warm all over. Our lips are deliciously close and ready to meet.

      “Hey! Are you coming?” Gunther yells up.

      Brahm groans and leans out the window a bit. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Alright, we’re going to look for something to help,” Gunther says.

      Brahm waves him away and turns back to me, biting his lip and resting his hands on my waist. I’m so nervous. He confessed his love to me, but I need him to know the truth about my feelings.

      “After Wil’s death, I kept you at a distance.” I drag my fingers through his four-day scruff and tousle his rope-like tresses. “I wasn’t ready to be happy—but I missed you terribly. It was your music that kept me alive all this time. I need you, Brahm.”

      “You have me.”

      Excitement flows through me. Brahm slides his hands up my back, drawing our bodies even closer. I lean in for a kiss.

      “Wait,” Brahm says with a sultry grin. “How do I know it’s really you this time?”

      “Ask me something only I would know.”

      “Hmm.” He traces his thumb over my lips, causing me to forget how to breathe. “Remember when we were kids playing by the creek? It was the first time—of many—that I asked you to marry me. What was your answer?”

      I giggle and nod, remembering it well. “I said I couldn’t marry you because I was your goddess.”

      “And you are, Gisela,” he says and combs his fingers through my hair. “I will worship you always.”

      “Then kiss me, my subject.”

      “Yes.”

      Brahm draws my face close and presses his lips against mine. They’re soft and sweet. We linger with our lips locked, savoring the moment. Intense heat bursts through my body, and my heart threatens to fly away. Brahm’s hand snakes around my waist as he moans. I never wish to be apart from him.

      Every crystal he sacrificed, every dance under the full moon, every song he hummed in my ear…Brahm’s rituals are culminating in this magnificent kiss. Our lips and tongues dance. Our hands fervidly touch. Brahm’s kiss is everything I ever imagined and more. He makes me feel weak and strong at the same time.

      When I’m breathless, I draw my lips away to inhale. Brahm kisses my earlobe, causing me to release a sigh. His lips caress my neck, but the pinkish-orange glow over the mountains steals my attention.

      “Brahm. The sunrise,” I whisper. “The fog will come soon. Go on, climb down my hair.”

      “I told you, I’m not leaving you.” He nuzzles my neck.

      “The lute!” I shout.

      “Music at a time like this?”

      “No, to get me down,” I gesture to the window. “We can wedge it against the corner of the window and loop my hair through. You climb down first, then lower me with the slack.”

      “You’re brilliant.” Brahm lifts me and kisses my lips again.

      Although I desire to melt into him, I know we must hurry. I grin and grab the lute. Brahm winds my braid around the instrument, and I lean out the window. My hair grows long. Brahm carefully wedges the lute and tugs on the hair. It holds, and the braid doesn’t grow short again. Before he climbs down, Brahm turns back to me.

      “That kiss was incredible, Freckles. I love you.” He pauses and pinches the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry I keep saying it. Um…may I kiss you once more before we climb down?”

      I caress his cheek, and we kiss soft and slow this time. I’m not ready to say it aloud, but I trace the words I love you with my tongue against his. He touches my hand and moves his lips away to kiss my forehead.

      “Mmm, you’re spectacular. I’ll get you down, I promise.”

      With one more peck on the lips, Brahm descends the tower, using my braid as a ladder. 

      He makes it about halfway down the tower when the wood of the lute cracks. The instrument bends to the max, and each string pops with its own unique twang. Before I can shout, the lute snaps in half. My loops of hair fly out with the shards of wood and fall slack into the air. 

      “Hang on!” I yell, bracing myself against the stones.

      Grasping the braid in a tight embrace, Brahm freefalls until the rope of hair goes taught. He slams against the side of the tower with a thud. He moans and slides the rest of the way. When he falls onto the ground near the skeletons, Brahm holds his shoulder and stares up at me.

      “Freckles!” He shakes his head, pushing himself from the ground. “I’m climbing back up.”

      “No, your shoulder’s hurt.” I tug my braid beyond his reach.

      Pacing the circular room in a panic, I think about all the things I wish to tell Brahm before the fog arrives. Before I die alone up here.

      Thora. My parents. I love you.

      The pain is too much, and I crumble to the stone floor and sob.

      “Gisela, come back! Look!”

      I step to the window, and my eyes grow wide. Brahm, Gunther, Ferdinand, and Willa are holding the four corners of Brahm’s net.

      “Jump. We’ll catch you,” Brahm shouts.

      It’s risky. I toss my satchel to test the idea. It bounces off the net with ease. I weigh much more than the bag, but it’s my only chance. 

      From up here, I can see the fog rolling through the trees toward us. It’s now or never. I climb onto the window ledge.

      “Hurry! The net’s strong. We’ll catch you!” Brahm says. “Do it for Thora!”

      I sit on the stone window, scooting back to the edge. I take a deep breath. And another. Come on, you can do this.

      I push myself from the tower.

      Flailing through the air, I lose my breath, and my stomach sinks. I close my eyes and cross my arms over my chest, prepared to hit the net. Instead, I hit something hard and sharp with a loud crunch through my spine. 

      My head and limbs flop back. An intense pain pierces through me. I fling my eyes open and stare into a dark room. Something’s poking from my abdomen. My lungs force curdled coughs, filling my mouth with a metallic liquid. I trace my fingers over the object impaled through me. It’s smooth and hard. I wipe away the crimson liquid to reveal a sharpened bone. After spitting a mouthful of blood, I look around.

      My eyes finally adjust, and I’m a dim room built out of bones. The entire floor is made of skulls, there’s a large crystal ball in the center, and incense burners line the walls. Various bottles, chains, and fabrics are arranged atop a table nearby.

      I snap my head toward a rustling of fabric. The white-clad priestess—or whatever she is—glides toward me. Her gossamer drapings flow from under a crown of bones on her head. The Crown of Bergot?

      “Pretty, pretty Gisela. You are mine at last.” She circles me, grazing my skin with her linen-wrapped fingers. “I’m so happy to have you here.”

      “Who are you?” I choke on more blood and spit. “What do you want?”

      “You.” She plays with my hair and sniffs it. “My name is Hexegot. You already know my useless sister, Bergot. I allow your people to worship her as long as she provides me with Offerings.”

      Anger swirls in my head as I look upon the person responsible for so many deaths.

      “Wait. The priestess is Bergot? We’re Offerings…to you? I’m so confused. What do you want from us?”

      “I use the Offerings as a source of power by consuming their flesh.”

      I gasp and wriggle, trying to pry myself from the bone. She’s not going to consume me without a fight.

      “No, no, my precious one. I do not intend to eat you, or I would have done so already.” Hexegot lights incense inside a thurible and swings it around me. “I need you alive.”

      “For what?”

      Hexegot doesn’t answer but grabs a round, glass bottle. She dabs perfumed ointment onto my forehead, neck, and wrists. I squirm and tug at the bone. She clicks her tongue as she runs her fingers through my hair.

      “I’ve been able to sense you for years. I’ve desired you all this time.” Hexegot squeals with delight as she snatches a hazel branch from her table of supplies. She places it on my chest. “Now you will be mine.”

      She glides to her crystal ball and swirls her palms above it. Faint silhouettes of a man and a woman appear. Hexegot begins chanting something, but I cut her off.

      “What are you doing? Why do you want me?”

      The witch-goddess tilts her crowned head at me and hums a slight giggle. She picks up a piece of black silk and ties it around my head, blinding me. “Your body will be my host. A home for my soul.”

      Labored breaths of terror catch against my throat. “But why?”

      Hexegot hums as her bony fingers poke and prod my body. I reach for the stake again, but she takes my wrists and binds them to the slab. Screaming and thrashing, I can’t get away.

      “You are a feisty one, Gisela.”

      My blood-wet breaths grow erratic as desperation sets in. “What are you doing to me?”

      “A very special ritual.” She runs her hands over my body, pinching my thighs, and massaging my feet. “Just relax, precious one.”

      Something soft touches my mouth, and air is forced into my lungs. I gasp and cough. “What was that?”

      “What do you mean?” Hexegot asks as she lifts the hem of my dress and strokes my legs.

      Again, air is blown into my lungs. It feels like I’m being kissed, but Hexegot is down by my legs. I catch my breath. 

      “Who else is here? Who’s doing that?”

      “Doing what?” Her voice grows cold and ragged.

      “Kissing me!”

      “No! Don’t you dare!” she yells and grabs my shoulders. “Come back!”

      There’s another thrust of air and a powerful sensation on my lips. I try to feel it. I try to kiss back. A hand slaps me. A cool liquid splashes my face. I try to open my eyes, but there’s only the darkness of the blindfold. Another kiss and I reach out. My fingers meet textured rope-like twists. Brahm. I pull him in and kiss harder. 

      Warm arms embrace me, but I’m afraid to open my eyes. We sway back and forth. Fingers stroke my hair.

      “Are you alright, Freckles?”

      I gasp and open my eyes, meeting Brahm’s warm amber ones. He rests his forehead against mine. 

      “I thought I lost you,” he whispers.

      “Me too.”

      I squint into the bright morning sun beaming its warm rays through the trees and wipe wet strands of hair from my face. I touch my abdomen, which is wound-free. The other Offerings are hunched over with their hands on their knees, catching their breaths.

      “We had to sprint from the fog.”

      “It worked?” I gesture to the net hanging from Brahm’s satchel.

      He sways his head. “We caught you just fine. Your eyes were black, as were your lips and veins. You weren’t breathing. You had no pulse. I tried to blow air into your lungs. I tried to slap you. I tried water. Then I went back to blowing in air, and you kissed me.” Brahm throws his arms around me. “I’m so glad I didn’t lose you.”

      “Me too.” I pat his back then turn my head to the others. “There’s something I should tell all of you.”
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      ONCE WE SET UP CAMP FOR the night, I remove Brahm’s shirt to get a closer look at his injured shoulder. On our day-long journey here, I tried my best to explain to the group about my dreams, and who the black and white priestesses truly are.

      I left out the part about Hexegot wanting to possess me. I still need to process that information.

      After my explanation to the other Offerings, Brahm and I kept our distance behind them to keep our eye on Ferdinand. From the net, I crafted a makeshift sling for Brahm’s arm while he stole nearly a year’s worth of kisses along the way.

      The tight muscles underneath Brahm’s smooth brown skin are quite distracting, but I focus through my flushed cheeks as I help him.

      “Lift your arm,” I command, and he does, wincing. “Alright, now shrug.” I run my hand over the top of Brahm’s shoulder and down to the blade, massaging him. “Nothing seems to be broken or dislocated. It will bruise, but you’re lucky.”

      “I sure am.” He grins at my hands. “I might need you to continue massaging me.”

      “Alright.” I slide my hands around, working his muscles. “I’m really sorry about your lute.”

      “It’s nothing; I have you.” Brahm touches my cheek, making my pulse quicken. “Plus, I only asked for the lute because you said you wanted to hear me play again.”

      I kiss Brahm’s lips, continuing the massage. With every knead of his muscles, we melt into our kiss a little deeper. Brahm is like clay in my hands, and his body molds into mine. His lips travel to my neck. I tilt my head and close my eyes as warmth spreads through my body.

      Brahm’s hand drops from my cheek and hovers near my chest. He whispers in my ear, “May I, um…may I touch you?”

      My eyes flit across the fire, where the other three are lounging. Brahm and I chose to sit as far from them as possible. Biting my lip, I give Brahm a little grin and take his hand. I slip Brahm’s fingers under the low neckline of my dress and guide him to touch my breast. His eyes grow wide as he squeezes and caresses me. His touch sends waves of heat through my body. I kiss him some more, tugging on his twisted locks.

      I go to kiss Brahm’s earlobe, but Gunther clears his throat next to us. We both crane our necks to look at the tan, muscular man as he holds Ferdinand by the shirt collar. Brahm removes his hand from my dress, and we both sit up straight.

      Brahm throws his blouse back on. “What is it?” he asks between clenched teeth.

      “Ferdinand has something he would like to say.”

      “I’m sorry,” he mumbles.

      Gunther shakes Ferdinand by his pink shirt and narrows his eyes. “Sorry for what?”

      “Gisela, I’m sorry for attacking you yesterday and for being an asshole every day of this journey,” Ferdinand recites, staring off into the forest.

      “There. Much better.” Gunther claps his back. “If we want to survive, we need to be a team. You can’t attack or say any more stupid things to the girls.”

      “I know.” Ferdinand extends his hand to me with tears brimming against his eyelids. “All of this danger and death has me fucked up in the head. I’m sorry.”

      Is Ferdinand being sincere, or are the tears part of his acting repertoire? I’m filled with disgust over what he did, and the thought of forgiving this creep makes my stomach turn. I should slap him, but I don’t want to give him another reason to attack me. It’s also obvious that Gunther wants everyone together as a team.

      As I consider it, Brahm stares into my eyes. “It’s up to you. Forgiveness or not, I’m by your side.”

      “For the sake of teamwork and survival,” I stand and grip Ferdinand’s hand as tightly as possible, “I can forgive you.” I pause to tug him close and glare into his grayish-blue eyes. “But I won’t forget. If we make it home to the valley, I never want to see you again.”

      When Ferdinand shakes my hand, his face shifts ever so slightly as if he’d slipped on a mask of satisfaction. I recoil from his touch as the hairs on my neck rise in fear and sit next to Brahm.

      “Good. Now let’s leave the lovers alone,” Gunther says with a chuckle and a wink. “Sorry for the interruption.”

      The two of them walk away and lean against a log on the other side of the bonfire. Gunther grabs a long stick and traces it around the ashes. My cheeks, still flushed from Brahm’s touch, feel like glowing embers themselves.

      “Will you snuggle with me?” Brahm whispers and opens his arms wide.

      I giggle and fall into him. I definitely want to stay close to him tonight for many reasons. Brahm plays with my hair as we sit back and stare into the fire.

      On the other side, Willa glides over to sit near Ferdinand and brushes a tear from his cheek. She whispers to him, but he leans away, shaking his head.

      “So, you just used me to attack Gisela? Is that right?” Willa screams in his face. “You never wanted anything to do with me!”

      She storms to a mossy boulder, crosses her arms over her chest and closes her eyes. Poor Willa. I thought Ferdinand liked her, too. Was everything he did an act? Why?

      “So much for teamwork,” Brahm says.

      I turn toward him, placing a hand on his cheek. “I truly think the only team here is you and me.”

      That brings a smile to his face. “Well, I certainly have the best teammate.”

      Brahm kisses me as his hand trails down the length of my hair and touches my breast again. Another hot, tingling sensation spreads through me. His hand drops and grips my thigh, reminding me of Hexegot’s odd examination of my body. My chest constricts, and I can’t kiss anymore. I stop and find his gaze.

      “Brahm, when I was gone earlier…it felt real. It wasn’t just a dream or hallucination. I was on a slab in a room built out of bones. I wasn’t sure if I should tell the others, but I can tell you. Hexegot was preparing me for a ritual. She wants to possess me.”

      Brahm furrows his brow and rubs his stubble, shifting his eyes around. “Possess you? Why?”

      “She didn’t say.” I shake my head and press my fingers against my temples. “I don’t know what to think, but I know I don’t want to fall asleep for too long. My dreams are so strange. I’m afraid she’ll find me there.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, afraid Brahm will think I’m insane. He cups my cheeks and kisses my forehead. 

      “We’ll take turns sleeping then. I’ll wake you if you seem to be dreaming. Even if you do have a nightmare, know that I’m right here holding you,” he says and guides me to his chest. “You sleep first, Freckles. I got you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I snuggle into Brahm as he wraps his arms around me. Although I’m afraid to give in to exhaustion, I know I must rest before we have to move tomorrow. I draw in Brahm’s comforting scent with every sleepy breath.

      When an icy breeze ruffles my hair, I awaken. The dead forest surrounds me, and I slap my cheek a few times, hoping to wake up from this dream, but nothing changes. I meander through the trees and vines until a scuttling sound comes from behind. I whirl around to find a cloaked girl on all fours. As she turns her face to me, the girl’s black eyes peek from under the crimson hood.

      The girl scurries forward, and I nearly trip over the wild vines as I back away. She tackles me to the ground with a thud. Salivating, she heaves foul-smelling breaths and studies me.

      “Find the red cloak,” she whispers and then dismounts me, backing away. “Find the red cloak. Now run!”

      “What?” I scramble and push myself from the ashy ground.

      Snarling and snorting, the girl’s face transforms into a snout and her hands into clawed paws. A matted fur spreads over her skin as she cranes her neck to howl. Pawing into the ashes, the wolf darts for me. I take off into a sprint, dashing into the opaque fog. The patter of her feet follows me.

      “Freckles!” Brahm’s voice echoes in my ears. “Wake up!”

      I run until my legs hit empty air, and I tumble down a rocky cliff.

      “Freckles!”

      My eyes spring open, and I’m back at our camp and in Brahm’s arms. My breathing is erratic, while a thin layer of sweat glosses my forehead. Cupping my cheek, Brahm looks at me with his thick brows slanted over drooped eyes. 

      “Are you alright?” he whispers, wiping my wet face with his sleeve.

      “I think so. Just a bad dream.” I suck a deep breath through my nose. “This time about a hooded wolf-girl. Like a horrible Little Red Riding Hood or something.”

      There’s a rustling from the other side of the fire. Ferdinand is shaking Gunther’s shoulder. Gunther rolls over, brushes the mop of dark hair from his face, and sits up to kiss Ferdinand’s lips. Brahm stiffens behind me, and I hold my breath, afraid to let them know we’ve witnessed this intimate moment. Ferdinand grabs Gunther’s hand, and they shuffle away into the forest.

      I turn to Brahm with a grin on my face. “Too bad the woods are off-limits now.”

      His eyes grow wide as pies at my comment, and he gulps.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep?” I squeak out.

      He nods and gives me a slow kiss on the lips. “Goodnight, Freckles.”

      We switch positions, and Brahm fans the flannel blanket over us. He sinks his head into my chest, nuzzling my cleavage with a mischievous grin on his face.

      I playfully slap his cheek. “Get some sleep.”

      Brahm tilts his chin for one more kiss and sinks into me. His weight pressing against me is comforting. My fingers stroke his hair until he falls asleep. 

      A while later, Ferdinand and Gunther return to the camp with flushed cheeks and smiles. I close my eyes, pretending to be asleep. I can’t say I’m happy for Ferdinand, but Gunther’s a good guy. I don’t want to ruin his fun.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Willa’s voice shrieks. “You and him?”

      Brahm stirs and sits up. We both turn our attention to Ferdinand.

      “It’s really none of your business. Is it, Blondie?” Ferdinand lifts his bruised chin high.

      “It is when you flirt with me the whole time and use me to attack another girl.” Willa walks right up to Ferdinand and slaps his face. “You’re an asshole.”

      Gunther steps between them while Ferdinand holds his red cheek.

      “Willa, he already apologized for that,” Gunther says, rubbing Ferdinand’s back.

      “To her, not me.” Willa crosses her arms over her chest. “And now everyone hates me for something he did.”

      Gunther chuckles. “That is not Ferdinand’s fault, sweetie. You made everyone hate you all on your own.”

      Willa raises her hand to hit Gunther, too. 

      “Stop!” Brahm shouts, sitting up. “This is no time to fight. We all need to stick together. Nobody hates you, Willa.” He points to her blanket. “Please go back to sleep. Let’s rest before the fog moves us again.”

      She huffs and collapses to the ground, face-down on her embroidered satchel.

      Gunther and Ferdinand return to their spot as Brahm leans against me again. Everyone sleeps for a few hours until a howling sound blows through our camp with the wind. I shake Brahm awake. The howls grow louder, closer.

      Brahm pats my leg. “Get your dagger.”

      I do so as glowing eyes appear between the trees, and low snarls approach our camp. I freeze in place. Terror creeps in, making my limbs shake and breaths shallow. Brahm tugs at my arm. Everyone springs up and scurries toward the path.

      Hunched low, a pack of wolves lurks toward us. My eyes widen in panic. Their exposed teeth drip with saliva.

      “Run!” Gunther shouts.

      As we sprint down the path in the darkness, only a faint glow of the moon peeks through the clouds and trees. I stay close to Brahm with the dagger clutched in my fingers. Adrenaline courses through me as we run. The wolves chase us into a rocky area where the fog has cleared into a wide circle. Willa trips over a small rock.

      When I pause to help her stand, I spot something red hanging from a tree in the distance. A cloak?

      A wolf pounces and nearly scratches my leg, but Brahm kicks it in the snout. He takes my hand, and we continue running.

      I point to some giant boulders ahead of us. “Get to safety!”

      Brahm and I climb a tall, narrow rock, hanging onto each other for balance. Gunther, Ferdinand, and Willa go for a lower boulder. I watch in horror as two wolves scratch and bite at Gunther’s calf until Ferdinand lifts him to safety. Gunther sits on the rock and winces as he rolls up his pant leg. Blood drips down from a deep gash. It looks bad. He removes his belt to create a tourniquet.

      “I’ll get you the snake-leaves when we can get down,” I shout to him.

      The rest of the wolf pack stalks the boulders, taking turns trying to scale the rocks with their scratching claws.

      In the corner of my eye, the red fabric ripples in the wind. I point it out to Brahm, who squints his eyes to see.

      “That’s what my dream was about. I think it can help.” I take a few deep breaths to collect my courage. “I’m going to get it.”

      He grabs my arm. “No. It’s too dangerous. It could be a trick.”

      “The wolves aren’t going to back down. I can cross along the boulders to get there.” I point out my path.

      Brahm shakes his head, but I hand him my satchel. Crouching low, I leap to a boulder next to ours. The wolves snarl and growl as they set their sights on me. All of them scratch at my rock and bare their teeth. The next two boulders are very low—small enough for the wolves to get me if I linger for too long.

      “No!” Brahm shouts from behind. “Just stay where you are.”

      I’ll have to be quick. I judge the leaps and steps that must be made to get to the tree while re-sheathing my dagger. I close my eyes and collect my courage. One, two, three.

      I take two quick leaps over the rocks and launch myself onto the tree. I climb to the next branch and the next. Only a few more until I can reach the cloak. I make the mistake of looking down; far beneath me, the wolves claw at the bark of the tree. My stomach grows sick, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Be careful,” Brahm calls out. “Take your time.”

      I climb the next branch and lose my footing. Grasping for the one above me—the one with the red cloak—I hang in the air as the wolves howl. Using all my might, I thrust myself up and swing my leg over the bough. Inching my way toward the red fabric, I try to focus and catch my breath. The thinning bough bends under my weight, so I lean my upper body forward and extend my arm. My fingertips reach to find the velvet cloak, and I clutch it in my fist.

      I wrap the mantle around my shoulders when there’s a cracking sound. The tree branch snaps, and I fall forward only to hit sticks and leaves along the way. I crash hard to the rocky ground.

      My head hurts even though I don’t think I hit it. My brain feels a bit foggy. Holding my head, I roll over to find I’m surrounded by the wolves, but they aren’t attacking.

      “Hang on, I’m coming!” Brahm shouts.

      When he leaps to the ground nearby, the wolves turn their attention to him. My chest constricts. Not Brahm. I must do something.

      “No!” I roll to a stand, raising my palm to the wild animals.

      The wolves perk their ears my way, tilt their heads like curious puppies, and turn toward the other Offerings. Brahm inches his way to me, and I throw the magic cloak over both of our shoulders.

      “You sicced them on us, you bitch!” Willa shouts as the wolves jump and claw at their feet. “How’d you do that?”

      “I didn’t mean to. Let me try something.” I point to the forest and call out to the pack, “Go away! Get!”

      Nothing happens, and the wolves still attack the other Offerings. Gunther tries to hold his leg away from the wolves as Ferdinand crouches next to him. Brahm and I ease our way to our boulder, but the wolves don’t notice us under the red fabric. The wind blows, clearing the fog along the path.

      “Can we outrun them?” Gunther asks, holding his leg.

      My mind races about the possibilities: running, finding safety, and coming back for each Offering using the cloak as protection. We’ll be slow with Gunther’s injured leg. Before I can devise a clear plan, Willa begins shouting.

      “We can if they’re distracted!” She kicks Gunther’s chest, knocking him from the boulder with a heavy thud.

      “No!” Ferdinand, Brahm, and I all scream.

      The wolves pounce and rip into Gunther’s flesh at once. In a few short moments, his body is shredded to pieces. The blood drains from my face, and I lunge for whatever’s left, but Brahm drags me down the path. Willa sprints ahead of us.

      “Ferdinand,” I whisper and turn to Brahm.

      We look back to see him collapsed on the rock, shouting at the wolves.

      Brahm rolls his eyes. “Go. I’ll get him.”

      “Take the cloak.” I slip out of it before he can protest and chase after Willa.

      A sharp pain of fury sears through my skull, and I run faster than ever before. Kill her.

      I gain on Willa and, when she notices me, she shrieks, “Get away from me!”

      “You murdered him!” I leap and tackle her to the ground, slapping her pale face. “He was a good guy!”

      “Stop it, you black-eyed freak!” Willa shouts and swats at my hands. “Help!”

      I lift my skirt, but Brahm drags me away from Willa before I can retrieve my dagger.

      “Don’t. Let’s keep running.” Brahm drapes the cloak around my shoulders, and we all jog down the ash in the wake of the moonlight.

      While I run, deep breaths clear the fog in my mind.

      Ferdinand glares at Willa from underneath his eyebrows, seething through his gritted teeth as he runs. I turn my head, and the wolves howl.

      “Faster!” I shout.

      In the distance, a stone castle hangs from a steep cliffside. The tall spires twist from the rocky mountain and blend in with the trees as if part of nature. The grounds are surrounded by a high gate covered in ivy.

      “Do you see that?” Willa shouts. “We could escape from the wolves!”

      “There’s nowhere else to go.” Brahm holds tight onto my arm as we sprint.

      When we finally reach the gate, it’s locked. The ivy covering the iron is thick with sharp, two-inch thorns, so when Brahm tries to climb it, the thorns pierce the skin on his forearms, and he falls to the ground. “Ouch,” he says, rubbing at the bloody scratches.

      I help him up and reach to get the snake-leaves from my satchel when Ferdinand grabs my arm.

      “Give me that cloak.”

      “No.” I toss part of it around Brahm, who puffs his chest out and glares at Ferdinand.

      “Gisela risked her life to get it,” Brahm says. “She doesn’t have to give it to you. Try climbing the gate yourself.”

      Ferdinand tries to tug the cloak from our shoulders. I clench my fists, but the wolves howl again. The four of us snap our heads down the path. Whatever is left of Gunther floats into the air as ash and blows away with the wind.

      Finished with their meal, the wild animals make their way toward us. Ferdinand jumps to climb the gate but gets stabbed with thorns and falls like Brahm. We rattle the gates and yell for help.

      A pale man in servant’s clothes, wearing some sort of cage around his upper body, jogs toward us down the castle drive. I gasp and squeeze Brahm’s hand tight. The man isn’t just wearing a cage; it’s a part of him. His uniform is perfectly tailored with tiny, silver grommets to encompass the iron bars protruding from his chest.

      The man’s sunken eyes study us before he retrieves a jingling set of keys and unlocks the gates. He gestures us inside. With the wolves nearly at our feet, it’s our only option.

      We all shove and filter through the opening. Brahm helps the servant close the gate just in time for the wolves to crash hard into the iron. They whimper and scurry away, disappearing into the forest.
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      “COME,” THE MAN WITH THE IRON cage says in a weak whisper.

      We follow him toward the dark castle. The gravel drive crunches under my boots as sweat drips down my brow from running.

      I remove the cloak, roll it up, and hand it to Brahm. “Here, my satchel’s pretty full.” I turn to the bald servant once he’s tucked it away. “Thank you for helping us. We’re Offerings from Bergot Valley.”

      “I know.” His ice-blue eyes scan me. “I’m Heinrich, the servant and caretaker for Prince Franz, the heir to this castle, and what was once a lovely kingdom.”

      Heinrich gestures at the cliff, where below in a small valley, a village lies in ruins. Crumbled walls of stone along with burnt, wooden posts protrude from the ash.

      “What happened here?” Ferdinand asks.

      Straining his jaw, Heinrich sucks a deep breath through his nose. “A terrible monster.”

      As we near the castle, Heinrich’s empty eyes focus on the starry sky. I can’t help but stare at the iron bars protruding from his chest. How are they in there? Is it part of his body? Does it hurt? A thin smile spreads across Heinrich’s face when he catches me.

      “I was once in love with a fearsome woman, much like yourself. She broke my heart so severely, only her benevolent sister could save my life. She fashioned this cage to hold the pieces of my heart together, so it could never again break from sadness. The woman I once loved turned into a horrible monster and decimated the entire village.”

      Opening the heavy doors, Heinrich ushers us inside the dim castle lobby. A cobweb-infested chandelier hangs from the high ceiling, and a thick layer of dust covers the furniture and dead plants.

      “So much for a caretaker,” Ferdinand whispers and chuckles.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Shut the fuck up. He saved us from the wolves.”

      Heinrich leads us past a grand staircase, down a hallway, and into an open courtyard. There’s a large fountain surrounded by an overgrown garden filled with untamed ivy, shrubbery, gazing ponds, and trees. Stars wink at us over the mountain.

      Heinrich gestures for us to sit at an out-of-place table near the fountain. “This is where my master, Prince Franz, prefers to eat. He enjoys the water. I’ve been his ward since he was a child—since his parents and people were killed by the same woman who broke my heart. The young man is like a son to me.”

      I wonder if his lover was Hexegot as we take our seats. I dare not ask.

      Brahm and I sit in the center with Willa and Ferdinand glaring at one another from either end of the table.

      “I do apologize Prince Franz won’t be able to greet you. My master is currently asleep.” Heinrich clasps his hands around his cage and tilts his head. “You all must be famished. I will return shortly with food and refreshments. Do make yourselves comfortable.”

      With that, Heinrich leaves us alone in the courtyard. I heal Brahm’s wounds from the thorns with the snake-leaves. When I try to hand them to Ferdinand, he doesn’t pay attention. Ferdinand stares at Willa as his face turns bright red.

      Willa taps her nails against her cheek and smirks. “What are you so upset about?”

      Ferdinand’s chair topples as he jumps and slams his fists on the table. “You murdered Gunther, you bitch!”

      “And you murdered Mitzi,” Willa says, playing with the end of her hair.

      “That was an accident, and you know it. You killed Gunther on purpose.”

      “Oh, is that so? I believe you attacked Gisela—on purpose.”

      “At least I didn’t kill her!”

      Brahm stands and raps his knuckles on the table. “Stop! Neither of you is better than the other. You’re both murdering assholes. If we want to survive—or at least not annoy our host and get tossed to the wolves—you need to calm down. You don’t have to look at each other or talk to each other, but you will shut up.”

      They do. Willa and Ferdinand look off into different directions of the courtyard. Brahm sits next to me, and my heart races in excitement. His passionate outburst ignites a flame inside me, and I place my hand on his upper thigh. Brahm grins and kisses me hard.

      “Ugh.” Willa stands and sneers at us. “I’m going to find that prince. Fuck the crown; this is the opportunity of a lifetime. I can see it now. Princess Willa.”

      She takes the comb from her satchel and fixes her long, blonde hair. When finished, Willa swings her hair over her shoulder and strides out of the courtyard and back into the castle proper.

      Shrugging, I turn back to Brahm and kiss him again. Something about this starry night in the overgrown gardens and the rage he just displayed is making me want Brahm even more. His fingers entwine in my hair to pull me closer.

      Willa screams from inside the castle, and we jump in our seats. Her shouts echo toward us through the hallway. The pitter-patter of her feet grows near as she returns to the courtyard.

      “Help!” she shouts and runs over to the table. “It’s chasing me!”

      A large frog hops toward her, and she raises her boot to stomp on it. I swoop in to rescue the slimy creature just in time.

      “Willa, it’s just a frog.” I give it a little kiss on the head. “You almost killed it.”

      The creature glows with a blinding light, and soon an intense heat burns my hands. I drop the frog only for it to transform into a full-sized man. I jump back in shock and bring my hands to my cheeks.

      The handsome man with slick, brunette hair pats his regal clothing and scans his body up and down. He bends to stare at his legs and holds out his arms, too. He turns to me with wide eyes and smiles.

      “You’re the maiden who saved me,” he says, stepping close. “I am Prince Franz. Where is Heinrich? He’ll be overjoyed to see me like this.”

      I blink in rapid succession, taking in this new form of magic. Sucking in a deep breath, I shake my head and smile. “Um, he’s preparing food and refreshments for us, Prince Franz,” I say with an awkward bow. “We’re Offerings from Bergot Valley.”

      Prince Franz touches my cheek and tilts his head, studying me with his deep brown eyes. He sure is beautiful for someone who was recently a frog. Brahm steps to my side, his arm grazing mine.

      “No need to bow, beautiful Fraulein. You are my hero.” The prince twists a lock of my hair around his finger. “I’ve never seen such an impressive color.”

      Prince Franz leans in, and my eyes flash wide. Brahm clears his throat. I’m frozen as Franz parts his lips and moves closer until there’s a clang of broken dishes and glass. We all spin to find Heinrich, clutching his iron cage.

      “My Prince,” Heinrich coughs out as the iron cage bursts into pieces, and he falls to the ground. “The cage.”

      Franz sinks to his knees and places a hand on the servant’s chest. “Heinrich, no!”

      “The goddess said it would protect me from heartache, but she never mentioned what intense joy might do to my fragile heart.” Heinrich’s breaths are labored as blood drips from the corner of his mouth “It is so nice to see you as a man. My Prince, you will only remain this way until sunrise…unless you kiss a maiden, pure of heart.”

      With that, Heinrich closes his eyes and stops breathing. Franz tries to embrace his servant, but Heinrich’s body turns to ash and floats away into the night sky. His skeleton and broken cage pieces remain on the floor of the courtyard.

      “No.” Franz hangs his head and weeps.

      My heart aches. These two were finally reunited, only for tragedy to strike. I place my hand on Franz’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “What happened to him?” Ferdinand asks. “Why’d he disintegrate like an Offering?”

      “I don’t know,” the prince answers. “It was magic keeping him alive. I suppose it’s what took him, too.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” I ask.

      “Not for Heinrich, I’m afraid.” Wiping his tears, Franz stands and turns to me. “For me, yes. I shall kiss you, maiden pure of heart.” He touches my cheek again.

      “No, no, no.” I take a step back and grab Brahm’s hand. “I’m sorry, Prince Franz. I’m already taken.”

      “Oh, I see.” Franz kneels where Heinrich fell and lifts a piece of the iron cage. He rises and hands it to me. “For saving me. I hope your heart is always protected.” He sighs. “I wish you would reconsider that kiss. I need one before sunrise.”

      “Oh, I’ll do it,” Willa says, stepping forward. “I’ll kiss you.”

      Ferdinand snorts. “Yeah, so pure of heart you are.”

      “Shut up.” She glares at Ferdinand and turns with a delicate smile to Franz. “The prince needs a kiss to break the spell, and I’d be happy to oblige.”

      Franz studies Willa, looking her up and down. “You are exquisite, but you did try to stomp on me.”

      “I was afraid, my Prince. I assure you, I am pure of heart.”

      “Alright.” Franz perks up and steps close to Willa, cupping her cheeks. “A lovely maiden with golden hair.”

      They lock lips. Franz’s hands slide down, drawing Willa close to his body. A light protrudes from their mouths and spreads over their skin.

      Willa jerks back and rubs her glowing arms and face. “Ouch! What did you do to me?”

      “Nothing!” Franz winces in pain and grips the table for support. “I thought your friend was joking, but…are you not pure of heart?”

      “What does that even mean?” Willa snaps at him before collapsing to the ground.

      What’s happening to them? I tuck the iron rod into my satchel and check on Franz, but he writhes in pain. I don’t want anyone else to die. My heart pounds against my chest in fear as the prince’s face blanches.

      “It means good person, wholesome, kindhearted…I don’t know!” the prince shouts as he slips from my arms and falls to the garden pavers on all fours. “That witch didn’t specify exactly what she meant when she cursed me.”

      “Well, I’m no expert,” Ferdinand sneers, “but I don’t think murderers are on that list of yours.”

      “What? No!” Franz grimaces as the glow burns brighter from his skin, and he screams.

      An intense light flashes through the courtyard. I throw my arms over my eyes to block the blinding glow. When the light dims, two frogs hop from under Franz and Willa’s clothes. I scramble back, and Brahm helps me stand. The frogs jump toward a gazing pond, but before they make it, Ferdinand blocks their path and stomps them with his boot.

      My stomach sinks, and I crumble to my knees. “What the fuck? Why would you do that?”

      Ferdinand smiles as he kicks the bloody, green corpses into the pond. “That was for Gunther.”

      Little gray and black flecks of ash rise to the surface and swirl around the lily pads. Brahm wraps his arm around my shoulder. A sob escapes my lungs as we watch the ashes make their way into the air and drift away like Heidi, Liam, Mitzi, Gunther, and Heinrich.

      “Well, I think that’s the last we’ll see of that bitch,” Ferdinand says, turning toward the doorway. “I’m going inside to find a bed.”

      I watch him turn away in disbelief. “Wait, shouldn’t we say something? Or do something? What about Gunther?”

      “Sure, Red.” Ferdinand stoops to pick up the only unbroken wine bottle from Heinrich’s tray. He uncorks it with his teeth and raises it with tears in his eyes. “To killing the cunt who killed Gunther.” Ferdinand takes a swig, snatches some fruit and a loaf of bread, and exits the courtyard.

      After blinking the tears from my eyes, I arrange a small altar near a fountain. I place Willa’s purple dress, Franz’s brass-buttoned jacket, and pieces of Heinrich’s cage along the edge of the marble. As I retrieve the comb from Willa’s satchel, Brahm arranges a few flowers in the shape of a G. We embrace each other. I rest my head against Brahm’s chest to focus on his heartbeat, thinking about how much life was lost today.

      “Gunther was a good man.” I sniffle back my tears. “And Heinrich saved our lives.”

      “That’s true. To Gunther, Heinrich, Franz, and…even Willa,” Brahm says. “May they rest in peace. Are you alright, Freckles?”

      I lean into Brahm’s shoulder. “I’m worried about Hexegot.” I slide my fingers over the iridescent comb before placing it in my satchel and wrap my arms around Brahm again. “I think she was Heinrich’s lover, the witch who cursed Franz, and the monster who destroyed this village. And the same one who’s after me.”

      “You got away from her last time.” He strokes my hair. “I’m with you all the way. I won’t let her get you.”

      I nod into the crook of his neck and kiss his cheek. “You’re so good to me.”

      Brahm steps to where Heinrich had collapsed and loads his satchel with grapes, pears, and nuts.

      “Let’s find a room,” Brahm says and takes my hand.
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      I SHUT THE DOOR BEHIND US after Brahm and I enter an upstairs suite—far down the hallway from Ferdinand. It’s wide and frigid with tall, stone walls and a single draped window. Brahm opens the curtains, and the orangey-pink glow from the sunrise reveals layers of dust and cobwebs in the corners of the ornate room. We’ve been up all night.

      Resting my head against the door, I take a deep breath and blink the tears from my eyes. I’ve seen too much death. Brahm strides over to wipe my cheeks with his thumbs and kiss my lips.

      He looks at me and combs his fingers through my hair. “It’s alright, Freckles. We still have each other.”

      My insides are hollow and weak. When will death come for me? For Brahm? Out of thousands of Offerings, what makes us think we can survive this? My hand rests upon the warm skin of Brahm’s chest. His heart beats against my palm, and every thump fills me with heat a little at a time. We are alive right now. This moment. And I want to feel it.

      My eyes flit from the bed and back to Brahm. “I want you,” I whisper. “I need to feel something good.”

      Brahm’s eyes grow wide, and his whole face lights up. He kisses me hard, moving his hands around my waist. A warm sensation burns through me. I slide my hands behind his neck and moan. His erection is apparent when our hips grind together, making my desire stronger.

      “What do you want me to do?” he whispers in my ear.

      “Anything you want.”

      Brahm grabs a handful of my dress and lifts it. Reaching underneath the fabric, Brahm touches between my legs, rubbing his fingers back and forth. I cling to him in pleasure, gasping for air as he kisses my neck.

      “Wait. You do mean sex, right?” he asks.

      I grin and tilt my head at him. “Yes, Brahm.”

      “Just making sure it’s what you want.” He bites his bottom lip as his eyes undress me. “I’ve never wanted anything more than you.”

      We kiss again, pressing our bodies closer together. The top of my dress falls to the sashed waist, and I’m not even sure if it was Brahm or me who tugged it down. His lips travel from my neck to my breasts. I lift Brahm’s shirt over his head and toss it to the ground.

      I turn, offering for Brahm to untie the silk sash of my dress. Bending slightly, I rest my elbows against the door. Instead of untying the bow, Brahm’s lips meet the back of my neck, and his hands slide around to my breasts. I gasp as his lips trickle their way down my spine. Tendrils of heat course through my body, and I arch my back. Brahm kisses my skin until he hovers right above the sash.

      “Untie it, please,” I whimper.

      Brahm’s hands snake from my waist to the bow, when there’s a loud banging on the door. I jump into Brahm’s arms, and the doorknob rattles.

      “Go away, Ferdinand,” Brahm says.

      The knocking and rattling only grow louder and more intense. The entire door shakes, and I’m afraid the lock will give.

      “Go the fuck away!” I shout.

      The banging continues, so Brahm helps me fix my dress with his lips pursed and eyebrows twisted. Brahm adjusts the front of his pants and throws his shirt back on as well. Once we’re both decent, the knocking stops. It’s silent for a moment until pipe music plays. Brahm holds his crotch, wincing, as we listen to the notes. After a moment, we turn toward each other with our mouths hanging wide. The piper is playing to the tune of Freckles.

      “Stand back,” Brahm says to me. “I’ll make him leave.”

      With a slow turn of the handle, Brahm cracks the door to take a peek. He furrows his brows and swings the door wide, gesturing me to look. I do—and it’s not Ferdinand.

      Down the hallway lit with sconces is a man in colorful striped clothing dancing and playing the pipe. He pauses the music to bang on Ferdinand’s door and to rattle the handle.

      “What is it?” Ferdinand swings his door open as the piper leaps down the hall.

      The music is quite beautiful and intoxicating. It makes me feel light and airy as it streams through me like warm honey. I must hear more. Brahm and I hold hands and follow the piper with Ferdinand trailing behind.

      The piper leads us through the hallways, down the grand staircase, and outside to the castle drive. He skips and twirls all the while playing the song Brahm wrote for me. How does he know it?

      We follow him past the gates and along the path of ashes toward the forest. Drops of dew on the flowers and leaves glisten in the morning sun.

      The piper stops and performs a bow when loud rumbles echo from behind. We whirl around to watch Prince Franz’s castle fall from the side of the cliff and crumble into dust. The black-clad priestess—no, Bergot—floats down before us.

      “Thank you for your services, Piper,” she says in her low, whispery voice. “You may go. Rest now.”

      The piper waves goodbye and frolics into the forest.

      “Who was that guy?” Ferdinand asks. “What just happened? Why are we outside?”

      “My friend, the Piper, helped me get you out that doomed castle.” She pauses and tilts her head. “Offerings, I know your numbers are now very small—”

      I cut her off. “Why didn’t you tell us who you are? You’re the goddess Bergot!”

      She clasps her hands together and hangs her head. “It is better if the Offerings do not know, and I hate the look of disappointment on their faces when they find out. I am not the powerful goddess you were all taught to believe in your entire lives. My sister stole my crown, and most of my powers along with it.” Bergot takes a deep breath and continues. “Hexegot demanded the Offerings; there was nothing I could do except hope that one day I could get my crown back. I am very sorry, but the Offerings were the only way to ensure the valley’s safety.”

      “But she wants to possess me! What can you do to help?”

      “I told you, my powers are weak.” Bergot sways back and forth. “Hexegot grows stronger every year. Her curses are everywhere and threaten to kill me.”

      “Can you give us something?” Brahm asks. “Or give us any information?”

      “Yeah, you used magic to give us gifts,” Ferdinand says. “Give us something to defeat her. Do you even know where the crown is?”

      Nothing.

      I step toward her, making the goddess float back a little. “We’re putting our lives on the line for you, and your sister wants to possess me. What can you give us to help?”

      “Let me think.” Bergot sways her shrouded head. “I told you, her tricks change every year…but I do know a few things about her castle. I once was able to go near. Never have so many Offerings made it this close. I believe if you work together, you could rescue my crown. It must be inside the castle because that is where her darkest curses lie.”

      “How do we find the castle?” Brahm asks.

      “Keep following the ashes through this expanse of forest.” She pauses to point behind us. “There is a bridge guarded by a nasty troll. He can be distracted with two things only: human flesh to eat or shiny pearls.”

      “Pearls? Where the fuck do we get pearls?” Ferdinand asks, gesturing to the vast landscape around.

      “In the forest, there are many hidden pearls. If you look closely enough and are patient, you will discover them. You will each need one pearl as payment to the troll.”

      “And then we’ll get to the castle?” Brahm asks.

      “Not yet. You will find the castle on a mountain covered with so much snow it looks like glass. There is a gate surrounding the castle—taller and deadlier than the one that protected Prince Franz’s castle. The only way in is with a special key that can be found at the bottom of Hex Lake. You will find the lake beyond the bridge and must dive for the key.”

      “Then what?” I ask. “Is that all?”

      “No. The key will gain you entry to the castle complex, but inside there are more dangers.”

      “Like what?” Ferdinand asks.

      “The only one I know about is the lion that guards the door. A few of the early Offerings I was still able to help tamed it with food. I smell it on you; what do you have?”

      Both Brahm and Ferdinand rummage through their satchels. Brahm holds out some fruit and nuts while Ferdinand holds out a loaf of bread.

      “The bread should do—at least enough to get you past the dangerous creature.” Bergot points at the loaf as Ferdinand returns it to his bag. “Please be careful. No Offering has ever survived the castle. I do not know what horrors await inside, only that at the heart of the castle should be a fountain containing The Water of Life. If you drink from this fountain, she cannot kill you.”

      “Why don’t you come with us?” Brahm asks. “Why can’t you get your own crown back?”

      Bergot hangs her head. “I once was able to get near the castle, but I would be of no use now. My sister has grown strong and has surrounded the area with dark magic to harm me. I will try, but I am unsure if I can go much farther. Even this forest pains me so. You should go; the fog is coming.”

      “Wait. The closer we get, the more my head hurts.” I touch my sore temple. “Is that because of her curses, too?”

      Bergot offers a single, slow nod under her veil.

      “Why does she want to possess me?”

      The goddess offers no response.

      “You know more than you let on.” I step closer. “Cleaning me, the magic dress, and you knew I could survive the fog. Did you know she wanted me? What is it you’re not telling me?”

      “Get through the castle obstacles and drink from the fountain. Goodbye and good luck.” Bergot fades into a cloud of black smoke.
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      WE BEGIN OUR TREK THROUGH A vast expanse of forest, scanning for pearls with our eyes. Ferdinand walks ahead and begins to set off in a different direction.

      “Wait,” I call out, “If you’re going off on your own, at least give us half of the loaf.”

      “No way, Red.” Ferdinand spins around to walk backward, staring at us. “This is my only insurance. That witch wants you. Plus, you two look like you want to kill me. I’m safer on my own. I’ll meet you on the other side.”

      Ferdinand waves and jogs out of view.

      “Wait!” Brahm shouts. “Damnit!”

      “It’s useless. Why would Bergot let him keep all the bread?” I shake my head.

      “I don’t know. And I don’t like how she avoids answering you.” Brahm takes me by the hand, rubbing his thumb inside my palm. “What do you think it all means? The way the fog has targeted you? The way your eyes turn black when you’re angry?”

      “Both Bergot and Hexegot have even commented on my hair.” I run my finger through a wavy, red lock, and think about my foggy and angry headaches. Fresh tears sting my eyes as a horrible thought comes to mind. “Do you think I’m…evil?”

      Brahm shakes his head and wraps his arms around me. “I told you that’s not possible. I wouldn’t be in love with an evil person.”

      I hug him back. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

      Brahm takes my arm, and we walk through the forest, searching for pearls. He grins at me. “This reminds me of finding pretty stones and crystals for you near our creek. There was always something I wanted to do with you in the woods but never had the courage.”

      Brahm guides me to lean against a tall tree and kisses me, running his fingers through my hair. I slide my hands to Brahm’s hips and kiss his neck, making him moan. He jerks his body rigid and places his hands on my shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Look,” he says, gesturing to the tree.

      I twirl toward the bumpy, knotted bark where the sunlight shines on an iridescent orb inside a hollow. With his forefinger and thumb, Brahm plucks it out. We both stare with wide eyes and grin at the beautiful pearl.

      “No way!” I shake my head. “I thought it would be impossible.”

      “For you,” Brahm says, handing it to me with a peck on the lips. “You take it.”

      “No, you found it.” I push it back into his hands.

      Brahm shakes his head. “I’m not going anywhere without you, so you can hold on to it for me.”

      I agree and open my satchel, heavy from my collection: the snake-leaves, the apple, the bone and key, the comb, the shard of mirror, and the sewing kit. Careful not to cut myself on the magic mirror, I take out the wooden sewing kit box and place the pearl inside.

      “There. For safe-keeping.”

      We continue walking, hand-in-hand, as we search for another pearl. We snack on the fruits and nuts that Brahm took from the castle. As I bite into a juicy pear, I worry Ferdinand will eat our bread for the lion. Brahm tosses hazelnuts into the air and catches them in his mouth, grinning at me after each one.

      He waves his hand for me to step forward, holding a nut in his fingers. “Ready?”

      I open my mouth wide, and he tosses one at me. “Mmm.” I crunch and swallow. “Now stop playing around; let’s find that other pearl. I’m surprised we found even one—the forest is so dense that searching for horses would be difficult.”

      Brahm pauses near a fallen tree, where a crop of wildflowers grows. He kneels to pluck a few blooms and giggles to himself.

      “What’s so funny?” I step closer.

      Brahm takes my hand. “This,” he says, pulling me to the ground.

      I grin as he leans over me. Surrounded by colorful blossoms all around, Brahm adds the ones he picked to my crown. He weaves the stems into the braided vines. The heat of his chest warms me, and I gently kiss his neck as he works on the flowers. After adjusting the crown, Brahm’s eyes meet mine.

      “I’ve always been drawn to you for your beauty.” He kisses some of the freckles on the bridge of my nose. “But what makes me love you is your strength, bravery, and devotion to your family. Also, little moments like this, where your softness peeks through. You can be surprisingly delightful—especially when getting naked.”

      My jaw drops, and I flip Brahm onto his back as he laughs.

      Straddling him, I lean to whisper in his ear, “If you’re lucky, maybe we’ll get to finish what we started.”

      I trickle my fingers down his chest and reach his belt buckle just as the wind gusts. The fog barrels toward us through the thick trees. We both jump up, and Brahm takes my hand.

      “We have to keep you away from it!”

      We hurry through the dense forest, scratching our arms and legs on branches. A new wall of fog forces us to slow down. We spin to find the fog encircling us on all sides, pressing in—just like the fog of pain presses against my skull. I scream and hold my head.

      “What do we do?” I ask as Brahm touches my cheeks to check on me.

      “Hold your breath,” he says. “And hang on to me.”

      I nod, and we take off sprinting blindly through the fog. My legs hit something low and made of stone, causing me to flip forward. I tumble into a dark pit—a well—bumping into the stone sides all the way down.

      “Brahm! Help!” My shouts echo in the cylinder.

      I lose my senses until I splash into icy water. It’s dark as I paddle my way to the surface. When my head pops out of the water, I’m no longer in the well, but a lake. I swim to shore and find myself in a lovely meadow full of sunshine and flowers.

      As my eyes adjust to the brightness, I see everything is made of thin strands of color. The sky warps with shades of blue, and the flowers are woven and textured with thousands of threads. A tiny, thatched house, similar to my own home, sits in the distance.

      “Where am I?” I ask myself as I lift my soaked dress to my knees.

      The stones of the well scraped up my legs during the descent. Cherry-red threads of blood drip and stream down my textured, milky skin. I take out the snake-leaves and place them on the wounds, but nothing looks quite right. Even the snake-leaves have a different, fabric-like feel. But like normal, my skin glows, and the cuts heal. As I tuck the leaves back into my satchel, I crane my neck over the field of woven flowers to get a look at the house.

      A handful of goats graze and play in the grass. A broom is propped against the wooden doorframe. Other than the thatched house, there is nothing but flowers as far as the eye can see. Squeezing the lake water from my hair and adjusting my floral crown, I approach the house.

      An elderly woman wearing a blue kerchief peeps out the window. Even she doesn’t look truly human, but as an image on a tapestry. She greets me at the back door with a large-toothed grin. Her wrinkles are contoured with darker shades, and her eyes are woven with bright white, blue, and gray.

      “Hello, Frau,” I say. “My name is Gisela. I’m an Offering from the valley, and I fell down a well. Can you tell me where I am? Or how to get back to the forest?”

      “Of course, dear child,” she says, patting my shoulder. Her fabric hand is soft and light. “Help me with my work and eat supper with me, then I will gladly lead you to your destination.”

      “That is very generous, Frau. It’s just…I need to return to the forest right away. My boyfriend is waiting for me. We must finish our journey and kill Hexegot.”

      The old lady shakes her head from side to side. “Dear child, she cannot be killed—which is why many of our souls hide down here.” She grabs my arm. “Such a skinny thing; you need food! Don’t worry about your boyfriend. Time works differently here.”

      “Frau, I really—”

      “Call me Mother Holle, won’t you?” She grabs two buckets near the threshold and hands one to me. “You look like a nice farm girl. I need help milking the goats.”

      I give her a reluctant smile and kneel to help with the milking. These goats are well-fed and produce milk—or string-like shades of white and cream—with ease. Now the ache of guilt swells in my stomach as I think about our goats, hoping Thora can milk them herself.

      When our fabric buckets are full, Mother Holle strokes an older, black-and-white goat’s back and kisses the top of its head. She sings a little tune.

      

      “Bleat, my little goat, bleat,

      Cover the table with something to eat.”

      

      Mother Holle draws a knife from her apron. “Goodbye, Lena,” she whispers and slits the goat’s throat.

      The goat falls slack with strands of maroon, crimson, and burgundy spilling from its neck.

      “Sometimes sacrifices must be made,” Mother Holle says, with her gray-blue eyes piercing into mine. “Now come along, help me with the housework. I will make you a hearty meal before you go.” She slings the dead goat over her shoulders. “You’ll see. Your man will be right where you left him. I told you, time works differently down here.”

      I blow a strand of hair from my face and shrug as I walk inside her small house. The walls are woven with bright colors, and the shelves are lined with oddities and knick-knacks. Mother Holle drops the goat on the butcher counter and adjusts her kerchief.

      “I’ll be starting supper.” She points to the hallway. “If you could, be a dear and help me with the bedding. Shake them thoroughly till feathers fly.”

      I nod and wander down the hallway. My eyes are beginning to adjust to the textured, fabric-like look of everything here. Inside the bedroom are a rocking chair, a basket of yarn, a small bed, and a wide window. I hope this doesn’t take long. Luckily, this house is much smaller than Albert’s manor.

      I open the window and stick my head out. There’s nothing but flowers. I suppose I’ll have to obey Mother Holle if I ever want to return to Brahm in the forest.

      I take her pillows and shake them out the window. The feathers fly thick into the air and swirl around like snow. Thora would love to see the snow falling on brightly colored flowers. I do the same with the duvet and make the bed.

      After tidying up the room, I return to the kitchen where Mother Holle has skinned and is beginning to butcher the goat. She wipes her bloodied hands on her apron and gives me a large-toothed smile.

      “Dear child, now I need you to fetch a pot of water,” she says, handing me a large cauldron. “Out back, you will find a spigot.”

      I take the pot and step outside, searching the field of flowers, until I spot the water spigot amongst the blooms. Squeaking with every pump of my arms, the spigot splashes out cool water—strands of blue and white with little patches of color to reflect the flowers—into the pot.

      The goats prance around and butt at my legs, wanting a drink. After filling the cauldron, I splash out a little water into a basin for the animals. I head back inside, where Mother Holle gestures for me to hang the cauldron inside the fireplace.

      Before I can even ask, she says, “Next light the hearth, child. Firewood is by the side of the house.”

      “But I didn’t see any—”

      “It’s there. Go now.”

      Walking to the side of the house, I’m certain I won’t find any firewood. Where would she get wood from anyway? There are no trees in sight.

      When I round the corner, my jaw drops. Two little goats are climbing on the heaping pile of wood. Gathering the logs which should scrape my arms yet feel soft as pillows, I take them inside and light the fire.

      Mother Holle continues to give me more and more chores: dusting the furniture and knick-knacks, sweeping the floor, beating the rugs, and cleaning the windows. When I finish, I’m exhausted. Mother Holle finds me in her bedroom as I close the last window.

      “You’ve worked hard enough, dear. Time to eat.”

      We sit at the kitchen table, woven with tans and browns to resemble knotted wood, and she serves boiled meat and vegetables. Not as fancy as the cannibal-witch’s food, but it will certainly do.

      “It’s not poisoned, is it?”

      “No dear.” She stabs a carrot from my plate with her fork and eats it.

      After swallowing a few bites, I look up. “Mother Holle, where are we? How long have you been here? Who else hides down here?”

      She looks down at her lap. “It doesn’t have a name. I know only that it’s far, far away from everything. Time doesn’t quite work the same as I remember, but I think I’ve been here a long, long time.” Mother Holle grins at me. “Look at me, dear child; I’m as old as the hills and have been for ages. I think I was once young and pretty like you when I was first ushered here. I suppose the others and I were her victims.”

      “Hexegot’s victims? But she consumes their flesh. How are you alive?”

      “Yes, yes, yes. Well, we’re no more alive than a character in a fairy tale. Our souls are trapped in this otherworld. Our stories are woven together to live on into eternity.” Mother Holle leans forward and touches my arm. “Tell me, child. Did you dream about us?”

      I stare at her wrinkled hand as her woven skin loosens, withers, and turns gray. Terror rises inside me as her threads of veins grow black and course their way up her arm. I look to her face as her eyes turn black and jump from my chair, causing it to topple.

      “Fear not! We were once Offerings just like you.”

      “You were? All of you? The long-haired princess? The stitch-lipped prince? The glass coffin girl? The princess with the golden shoes? Offerings?”

      “Yes, my—”

      “What about the brother and sister? Or the wolf-girl? They didn’t look old enough.”

      “I’ve told you before, time works differently here. Some grow younger, some older.”

      “If they were Offerings, why would they attack me in my dreams?”

      “Oh, our appearance may be fearsome, but our intentions are wholesome. They were trying to help you, child. Hexegot entered your mind, yes? They were simply trying to remove her from you.” She gestures as if she’s taking a crown off of her head.

      I take a deep breath and sigh. “What’s the point? You said she can’t be killed.”

      “Yes, maybe I did say that. Come.”

      Mother Holle’s coloring returns to normal, and she offers her soft hand. I have no other options in this strange place, so I take it. She leads me outside and through the meadow. Our legs brush the fabric flowers, sending puffs of pollen into the air.

      “Mother Holle, are this year’s Offerings here? Is Mitzi here?”

      “She will be once her story is told by the weaver, dear.” Mother Holle taps my cheek. “And she’ll be very happy, I assure you.”

      I blink a few tears with a smile on my face. We continue walking through the field of flowers. After a while, she pauses and touches her chin.

      “Hmm, this isn’t the way.” She grins and spins me in place. “Ahh, here we are!”

      “What do you mean? We haven’t gone anywhere.”

      Mother Holle releases my hand and pushes her kerchief behind her ears, revealing shiny, pearl earrings. She removes one and presses it into my palm.

      “Thank you, Mother Holle.”

      “You’re welcome, dear child. Now, I said Hexegot couldn’t be killed, but not that she couldn’t be defeated. Especially by such a worthy opponent.” Mother Holle draws her knife again, slicing into the air before us to create a long slit in the woven tapestry. “Sometimes, sacrifices must be made.”

      Mother Holle’s palm slams into my back, sending me falling into the hole and through empty air. I lose my senses once again, trying to keep my grip on the pearl and my satchel. I land on my feet, surrounded by complete darkness. Spreading my arms out, I feel around for something. I come to a hard, wooden surface and push.

      A door—no, just a bit of tree bark—swings open, and I enter the lush forest. Everything appears normal again and not of a woven tapestry. I turn, and my heart falls into my stomach.

      Brahm’s body thrashes violently near the well while his mouth foams.
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      DASHING TOWARD HIM, I KNEEL AND lift Brahm’s head. I shriek as his body shakes and contorts in my lap. I can’t lose him. Tears pour down my cheeks, and I squeeze him tight.

      “No, Brahm! I got you.”

      I kiss his cheek, set down the pearl earring, and reach for the canteen inside my satchel. I pour the entire contents on his face. Nothing. Hyperventilating, I shake his shoulders and slap his face. Nothing.

      “Oh, Brahm! No, no, no.” I hug him as his body goes rigid, and his veins grow black.

      I kiss his cold lips and stroke my fingers through his twisted locks. And then his hand touches my cheek, and he presses his lips harder into mine. When I release him, Brahm jerks forward, coughing. I smile through my tears and grab his face. He places his hands on my shoulders and stares at me with his mouth wide open.

      “What happened? Are you alright? Did you hallucinate?”

      Brahm nods and pulls me in for a peck on my lips. Tears well in his amber eyes as he shakes his head.

      “What is it? What did you see?”

      He sucks a deep breath through his teeth. “It was the witch. She had me tied to a slab with vines and was asking all sorts of questions about you. I refused to tell her anything, so she pressed her thumbs against my temples like this.” Brahm places his thumbs on my temples and pushes. “And visions—my memories—appeared in my mind. She searched for anything to do with you.”

      He brings a fist to his mouth and hangs his head.

      “Why? What was she looking for?”

      “She started with obvious ones. Like all of my time spent with you growing up. Then she found some intimate ones.” Brahm squeezes his eyes shut and hangs his head. “My private thoughts about you. And she kept searching; memories of Wil, dancing in the woods, buying eggs and cheese from you at the market—and then, Hexegot found something she was very interested in.”

      “What was it?”

      “Albert.”

      “Albert? Why?”

      “I don’t know. She saw what I saw and felt all my rage: Albert always creeping around you at the market, how I hated you working for that asshole, the story you told me about his bedroom, and his hands all over you in the alleyway.”

      At this point, Brahm’s cheeks are bright red, and he clenches his fists.

      “Hey, hey, calm down. Then what?”

      “You woke me up. I have no idea why she was so curious about Albert, but her intentions clearly weren’t good.”

      Brahm hugs me tight, swaying back and forth. It’s only then I notice a long rope of braided vines leading into the well.

      I place my hand on his chest and gesture at the rope. “Were you coming after me?”

      “Of course, Freckles. I already told you.” He adjusts my lopsided floral crown. “I’m not going anywhere without you. Where did you go?”

      “The otherworld.”

      “What?”

      I show him the pearl earring and tell him all about Mother Holle and the threads of vivid colors. I tell him how the Offerings end up there, with their stories woven into the tapestry.

      “So, in your dreams, Hexegot’s victims were just trying to help you?”

      “Yep, but I still don’t know how they get there. Mother Holle also said Hexegot can’t be killed, only defeated.” I shake my head. “I don’t know what to do. If only we could speak to Bergot again.”

      “I know. Our only option is to continue doing everything she says. She told us if we find the fountain, the witch can’t kill us. We at least need to keep moving away from the fog.”

      Brahm and I hold hands and hike through the forest. When we near the edge of the woods, Ferdinand comes jogging from behind.

      “Wait up!” he shouts. “Remember, you can’t get into the castle without me. I have the bread.”

      “Did you find a pearl?” Brahm asks him.

      “Yep, look.” Ferdinand holds up a shiny, white pebble.

      “That’s no pearl,” I say. “It’s just a fucking rock.”

      “I got tired of searching! That forest is huge. It will be fine; how smart can a troll be?”

      “Can’t be any dumber than you,” I mumble under my breath.

      The forest thins out, and in the distance, the ground turns to rocks. As we get closer, a visible fissure in the mountain appears. It’s deep and too wide to cross by ourselves. We follow the edge of the ravine until a rope bridge appears ahead.

      We jog toward it and are about to cross when a ten-foot, bluish-green monster swings up from the rocks and blocks the bridge. He hunches and growls as his smock of leaves and moss blows in the wind. Below, on a small outcropping, is a huge nest filled with shiny items. There are pearls, silver trays, golden candelabras, and various pieces of jewelry. The troll collects trinkets like a magpie.

      I stand in shock until Brahm rubs my shoulder. “Let’s give him the pearls.”

      Frantically rustling through my satchel, I retrieve the sewing kit and pluck out our pearls. I give one to Brahm, and we each extend the iridescent orbs to the troll. Ferdinand follows suit with his pebble.

      The troll happily takes all three and steps to the side. He laughs and hums as he rolls the items in his palm. Brahm ushers me forward to take the first step onto the bridge. It holds, and we begin to cross it. The troll growls, and we turn our heads. I hold my breath in fear as the blue beast extends Ferdinand’s fake pearl and roars. He tosses the pebble into the ravine and swats at the bridge, easily snapping one of the top ropes. I lose balance and nearly fall into the deep ravine.

      “The jewels! Toss him the jewels,” I shout back at Ferdinand.

      He scoops a handful of the jewels from his satchel and drops them into the troll’s nest below. A smile spreads across the troll’s grotesque face, and he turns toward the other side. The shiny gems gleam in the light as the troll leaps into his nest. He lifts a large sapphire and holds it near his eyes. The troll furrows his unibrow and crushes the blue gem like glass.

      “Fuck, they’re fake!” Ferdinand waves us on. “Keep going!”

      The troll roars even louder and swats at the bridge again. Ferdinand falls off the side, hanging on to the wood.

      “Help!”

      Brahm and I grab his arms and swing him back on to the bridge. We hurry over the footings, but it’s difficult with the bridge swaying and only one railing to grip. My heart races with every step as sweat drips down my forehead. I nearly trip on a crooked board and begin shaking. Brahm steadies my shoulders, and we press on.

      The troll steps onto the bridge, forcing the ropes to grow taught and creak under the pressure of his massive weight.

      Adrenaline pumps through my veins, giving me energy and clarity. I have to do something. I pause to dig through my satchel, breathing rapidly.

      “What are you doing?” Brahm asks.

      Snarling, the troll takes more careful steps and gains on Ferdinand, who screams.

      “Red, hurry!”

      I use the magic mirror to reflect light near the troll’s nest. His citrine eyes bounce around in their sockets to follow the light as I rock the glass back and forth in my hands. The troll jumps down to grab the reflection. Relief washes over me as we hurry our way across the rickety bridge. I drop the shard of glass at my side, and the troll growls when the light disappears.

      Once Ferdinand steps safely onto the cliff, I take out my dagger. I slice through the ropes as the troll pulls himself back up on the opposite side.

      Baring his teeth, the troll takes a step onto the first footing. I hand Brahm the dagger and open my satchel again. He slices through the remaining railing. The rope snaps, swinging the bridge. The troll stumbles and falls off the side but grabs the footings with his burly hands. He pulls himself up and crawls toward us along the boards. Just because we crossed the bridge doesn’t mean we’re safe, so I rummage through my collection once more.

      “Here!” I toss Willa’s mother-of-pearl comb into the troll’s nest.

      The creature’s eyes grow wide as he jumps for it in his nest. The troll plays with the comb and brushes the few hairs atop his head as Brahm slices at the final ropes of the bridge. I use the shard of the magic mirror to help him.

      Our ropes snap, and the bridge falls, swinging to rest against the rocks on the other side. The troll doesn’t notice as he continues brushing his hair with a smile on his face. I return the dagger and the magic mirror to their places and press my palm against my chest. Drawing in slow and steady breaths, I force my nerves to calm.

      Brahm stands and gets in Ferdinand’s face with his fist clenched. “You fucking idiot! You couldn’t have found a pearl? You almost got us all killed!”

      “I’m sorry!” Ferdinand cowers behind his hands.

      Brahm opens his mouth to yell again, but I rush to his side and place my hand on his shoulder.

      “Enough. Look,” I say, tilting my head toward the other side of the cliff. A waterfall of fog crashes over the rocks of the ravine and floats toward us. “Yes, Ferdinand’s a moron. But we need to keep moving. Come on.”

      As we set off in the direction of the lake, I hold Brahm’s hand and caress his arm with my other. He takes a deep breath and squeezes my hand.

      I grin and pull him close, whispering in his ear, “I think my lack of self-control is wearing off on you.” I twirl my finger and poke his chest.

      He laughs and kisses my lips. “You’re right, Freckles.”

      We follow the path of ashes through another expanse of woods, the air growing cooler the further we go. The path turns and runs parallel with a wide creek, the current bubbling and splashing over large boulders. The trees begin to thin. In the distance is a snowy mountaintop that shines like glass in the sun with an idyllic castle sitting near the peak. In the valley below is a wide, reflective lake.
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      WE HIKE DOWN A STEEP SLOPE in the mountain range, where melted water from the snow above feeds into the lake Bergot told us to find.

      “What’d that goddess say? There’s a key at the bottom?” Ferdinand laughs. “I can’t swim, but good luck to you both. I’ll wait comfortably on the shore for you.”

      “Can’t swim?” I clench my fists. “Well, that was pretty risky of you to attack me in the water!”

      “That creek was shallow, Red, and worth the show.” Ferdinand scans me up and down with his eyes.

      My muscles tense, and my head grows foggy with anger. I stride forward and slap Ferdinand’s face. “You are disgusting.”

      He rubs his cheek, laughing. “I deserved that. Regardless, I can’t hold my breath for shit. Have fun finding that key.”

      Ferdinand plops his ass on the pebbled shore and smirks. I turn to Brahm, who shakes his head.

      “Uh, Freckles, I can’t really swim either. I always stayed in the shallows when we played at our creek as kids. You can, though. I’ve never seen anyone hold their breath as long as you.”

      He’s right. Wil and I were extremely competitive. We would race or hold our breaths at the creek all the time.

      “Fine, I’ll do it. Here.” I drop my satchel and unsheathe my dagger, handing it to Brahm. “I’m not letting my boots and dress hold me down so, I need you to make sure the asshole doesn’t look. You, however, can look all you want.”

      I peck Brahm’s flushed cheek, and he clears his throat.

      “You heard her, look away.” Brahm twirls the dagger in a circle and points it at Ferdinand, who stands and faces the forest.

      I remove my crown, step out of my boots, and untie the silk sash. Then, I slowly peel my dress away, staring into Brahm’s wide eyes. His chest rises and falls with heavy breaths as he studies me.

      “How does she look? She’s got nice tits, right?” Ferdinand asks with a snicker. “Have you two fucked yet?”

      “Shut up.” Brahm pokes the dagger into the base of Ferdinand’s skull.

      I grin at Brahm and turn, taking a few steps into the icy water. Goosebumps spread over my body, and I’m already shivering. I wade until I can barely touch, take one deep breath, and dive under the surface.

      The water runoff from the mountain is pure and clean, making it easy to see where I’m swimming. I scan the water with my eyes as my fingers brush along the pebbled lakebed. In the distance, oddly shaped items appear as I kick my feet. My fingers meet silver coins, a golden tiara, and a pewter hairbrush.

      When my lungs begin to burn, I launch myself from the lake bottom. I paddle upwards with gasps of bubbles escaping my mouth until my head pops above the surface. I suck in air as I tread in the water.

      Brahm grips Ferdinand’s arm as he holds the dagger at the base of his neck. I give him a little wave before I dive back down to the lakebed. I rummage through all sorts of curiosities: candlesticks, birdcages, necklaces, and goblets. Something moves behind a large chest, but my lungs burn again, and I push myself upwards.

      “Anything?” Brahm shouts from the shore.

      I gasp for air and shake my head. “Not yet. I think I’m getting close. There are all sorts of things down there.”

      My legs and arms are getting sore from treading water, but I take another deep breath and sink down to the artifacts. My fingers graze all sorts of odds and ends when a head peeks from behind a clock. A tiny creature swims toward me, and I spring back, nearly releasing my breath. The delicate features of the water-nixie are relaxed as she studies me with her bulbous blue eyes. She smiles and touches my hair.

      “You can come out, everyone! It’s the goddess!” she says in a squeaky voice, waving her webbed hands.

      About a dozen even smaller water-nixies emerge from behind various objects. They encircle me and whisper the word goddess to one another. The boldest among them begin tugging at my hair.

      Shaking my head, I strain my face as my lungs burn. I prepare my feet to kick myself upwards.

      “No. Stay.” The lead water-nixie grabs my face and plants her lips on mine.

      A warm, tingling sensation passes over my tongue and down into my lungs. I push her away and release all my air as the panic sets in. The other water-nixies place their green, webbed hands on my shoulders to hold me down. A pain blooms in my throat as my lungs threaten to betray me. Black spots appear in my vision. I try to push the creatures away, but my limbs are weak. I’m drowning.

      “Breathe, goddess, breathe,” they sing in unison.

      My lungs give into instinct and suck in the cool water—yet I don’t choke and drown. The water moves in and out of my mouth as smoothly as air.

      “How’d you do that?” I ask, surprised I can speak.

      “I possess a wee bit of magic,” the nixie says in a high-pitched voice as her black tendrils swirl in the water. “It appears, so do you.”

      The others touch my arms and play with my hair.

      “Isn’t she a lovely goddess?” a little one asks.

      “Oh, I’m not a goddess. My name’s Gisela. Can you help me?”

      “You sure fooled me,” the leader says with a grin on her fish-like face. “Whatever are you searching for?”

      My mind goes blank as the nixie’s poke and prod at my naked body. What am I in the water for? What are all these odd items doing at the bottom of the lake? I need one. What is it?

      “The key!” I shout with a burst of bubbles escaping my mouth. “I’m searching for a key. A key to the gate surrounding Hexegot’s castle.”

      The little nixies shudder and retreat at the sound of the witch’s name.

      “It’s alright, my daughters.” The mother waves them forward again. “This young maiden here could save us from the witch. Does anyone know where the key is hidden?”

      A young nixie swims up next to the mother and takes her hand.

      “Do you know?”

      The little one nods.

      “Show me.”

      I follow as they swim hand-in-hand past many odd items and toward a chest. It’s black with a silver skull for a clasp. My head hurts, the closer we get. The young nixie whispers to the older one and points at the chest before darting away.

      “My daughter said it’s in there,” the mother says, gesturing for me to open it. “I dare not touch it.”

      “Why not?” I swim a little closer as pain pounds into my skull.

      “All the items hidden here have curses surrounding them. This particular item is very dark, indeed,” she says. “But you have light in you. Go on. Open it and take the key.”

      I rest my hands on the lid of the chest. The nixie was right; there’s some sort of dark force vibrating around it and spilling into my fingers. I suck in a deep breath of cool water and open the lid. There it is: an iron skeleton key. I hold it before my eyes in disbelief. It’s a long key with an ornate bow cast to look like two snakes curling around the end.

      I turn my gaze to the water-nixie. “Thank you for your help.”

      “You are very welcome. Best of luck to you, my goddess.” She swims away before I can correct her, disappearing into the heaping piles of artifacts.

      I kick the lakebed for the last time and swim toward the shore. When I come to the surface, Ferdinand has my dagger held to Brahm’s neck. Tears stream down Brahm’s cheeks as he gives me a look of relief.

      “What the hell happened?” I yell as I splash closer, paddling until I can touch with my toes.

      “You were down there for so long! I was coming to rescue you when he—”

      “Shut up!” Ferdinand shouts and presses the dagger into Brahm’s skin. “No more words from you, or I slice your throat.”

      “Let him go!” I wade forward until Ferdinand holds up his hand.

      “Stop right there, Red. I’m going to be the one to find the crown and get the reward. Hexegot whispered through the fog and told me it would be more valuable than I could imagine—that I would be able to save my family’s theater and more!” He chuckles. “You two proved to be the most valuable toward our survival, so I kept you around. But now it is time to part ways like the others.”

      “What are you talking about?” I struggle to speak as I focus on the dagger near Brahm’s neck. “Others?”

      “Oh, yes, the others were easy. I tested how dangerous the fog was with Heidi. Everyone was off doing their own things—collecting firewood, pissing, and whatnot. There she was staring into the thick, white smoke. All I had to do was give her a little nudge.” He mimes pushing her forward.

      “No,” I whisper and creep forward, inch by inch, while my insides shiver and teeth chatter in shock.

      “Yes. Now, Liam’s death was a total accident—a very fortunate accident. And Mitzi…” He pauses to grin at me. “Her death was child’s play.”

      “You meant to kill her?” I ask, a painful lump forming in my throat. “Why?”

      “She was slowing us down.” Ferdinand brandishes the dagger in front of Brahm’s face and rests it again on his throat. “I wanted to drown you in the creek, Red, but you’re much stronger than you look. Plus, you have this one hopelessly devoted to you.”

      My throat constricts with concern for Brahm. How can I help him? I sneak a few more slow steps forward while Ferdinand speaks.

      “Turning Willa against Gunther worked out rather nicely if I must say so myself. And Bergot Herself couldn’t have planned for Willa to transform into a fucking frog! All I’m left with is you two. I thought I could get rid of you at the troll bridge. It wasn’t easy, but I’ve waited patiently for this opportunity.”

      Brahm squirms in Ferdinand’s grasp, the blade poking into his light brown skin. A few beads of blood drip down Brahm’s neck and my heart hammers wildly in my chest.

      “Stop! What do you want?” I shout at Ferdinand. “Let him go!”

      “Everyone’s dying off; you should be able to see where this is going. I really just want that key, Red.” He smiles and further presses the dagger into Brahm’s neck. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “No!” Brahm reaches for Ferdinand’s daggered hand and flips him forward onto the stones.

      “Shit!” Ferdinand swipes at Brahm, who punches his nose again.

      They each swing and hit and punch. I rush forward, slipping on a smooth stone and crashing under the water. I scramble and splash forward. Landing a blow against Brahm’s cheek, Ferdinand pounces on top and holds the dagger to his neck once more.

      “Please, stop! Here.” I crawl along the pebbled shore and toss him the key. “Don’t hurt him!”

      Ferdinand pockets the ornate skeleton key and gets in Brahm’s face. He chuckles. “Good luck out here, all alone with the fog. I sure hope it works out for you.”

      “Fuck you!” I shout, moving closer.

      Brahm attempts another punch, and Ferdinand’s hand slips. Blood spurts from Brahm’s neck as the dagger slices into it. My stomach drops, and I scream. Ferdinand scrambles back with his eyes wide. I lean over Brahm and press my fingers into his neck, while tears pour from my eyes. Ferdinand points the dagger as if to stab me.

      “No!” Unsure of how, I make my eyes grow black on purpose and glare at Ferdinand. All of my fury is focused on him. “Get the fuck away, or I will kill you with my bare hands! You know I will!”

      Brahm coughs blood and grabs at his neck when a humming sound comes from the lake. Growling, the water-nixies raise their heads from the surface of the water and stare at Ferdinand. He steps back, stumbling over rocks at their sight.

      “We are friends with the goddess,” the mother nixie says, rising from the water. “You leave her alone right now, or I’ll let my daughters drown and eat you.”

      The family of water-nixies bare their sharp teeth as claws protrude from their webbed fingers. Ferdinand scurries away with my dagger, the loaf of bread, and the skeleton key.

      I wipe my tears with my forearm and turn back to Brahm. His coughs are curdled with blood, and he tries to hold my hand, mouthing words I don’t understand.

      “No, no, hold on.” A sharp pain of panic stabs through my chest. “I got you.”

      Lunging for my satchel, I dig for the snake-leaves. Placing them on Brahm’s neck, I rest my hands on top and bow my head.

      “Please work, please work, please work,” I whisper. The snake-leaves do nothing as he continues to bleed out. “Brahm, please hang on. I love you!”

      “Ahhh, she’s in love,” one of the young water-nixies says. “If someone deserves her love, we must help, Mother.”

      Brahm touches my cheek as the light drains from his eyes.

      I lean my forehead against his and weep. “Come back. Please, Brahm. I need you.”

      The man I love is fading from me, and my heart aches. My lungs constrict with choking sobs because I cannot help him. The snake-leaves aren’t working on his mortal wound.

      The lead water-nixie crawls to my side, startling me. “Let me see,” she says.

      “Can you help?” My voice rings with desperation as I stare at Brahm’s pale face.

      “Yes.” She snaps her head to me. “Under one condition.”

      “Anything! Anything!”

      “Hexegot hides her cursed items here, and they pain us so. Sadly, my daughters and I are bound to this lake.” She turns and raises her hand.

      The little nixie’s sprout wings and fly above the water, only to be yanked back by watery chains that appear out of nowhere.

      “We wish to escape this cursed lake and be free. If I help this human, will you promise to release our chains after you defeat Hexegot?”

      “How? Please, just help him.”

      Brahm’s pulse stops beating against my fingers pressed against his neck. Dread sets in, and I scream, cry, and shake all at the same time.

      “You will know how to free us, my goddess, I’m sure of it.” The nixie extends her hand. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes!” Trembling, I take her hand. “Please!”

      I sit back and let the nixie wrap her webbed hands around Brahm’s neck. She sings a song in a language I’ve never heard, and a warm light protrudes from Brahm’s wound. The bleeding slows to a stop, and his skin grows back together. I press my fingers against my cheeks as I watch with wide eyes, hoping it works. Brahm’s face even fills with color once more as he draws in a deep breath.

      The mother nixie nods at me and dives back into the water. I spring to place my hand on his chest, which rises and falls. I release a sob of joy and kiss his forehead.

      “Thank you!” I shout and then turn back to Brahm.

      His eyes blink open, and he gasps. Overcome with happiness, I collapse and wail against his shoulder. Brahm wraps his arms around me.

      “Did it work? Are you alright?” I ask, leaning back to touch the smooth brown skin of his neck.

      He nods and grins. “I’m beyond alright. You’re naked on top of me.”

      A choir of giggles erupts from the nixies.

      “We’ll leave you two,” the lead nixie says. “If it helps, we believe in you, Gisela. Good luck.”

      “Thank you.”

      The water-nixies descend into the cursed lake.

      “I should hit you.” I turn back to Brahm to pat his cheek with little fake slaps. “Scaring me like that.”

      I lean down for a kiss. Brahm holds me close, letting his hands wander down my backside.

      “Freckles, you’re freezing,” he says when I stop kissing. “Let’s get you dressed and warmed by a fire. We’ll come up with a plan to get into the castle.”

      I slip on my dress and boots. We fill up our canteens, and I help Brahm rinse the blood off his face and neck. I scrub his skin, attempting to erase the memories of him almost dying.

      “Hey.” He grabs my hand and kisses it. “In the midst of all that, did you say you love me?”

      A smile spreads across my face as I grow warm inside. “I did. I do. I think I always have.”

      Brahm wraps his arms around me and nuzzles my neck. “You don’t know how happy that makes me.”

      I giggle and kiss his cheek. “Let’s find somewhere to rest. You lost a lot of blood.” I stand and help him toward the path of ashes. “Come on.”
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      I GRIP BRAHM’S ARM AS WE hike the mountain and return to the path of ashes. Through another expanse of woods, it leads us up the Glass Mountain. The air gets cooler the higher we go, and flurries of snow fill the air. I make Brahm eat some more of the fruit and nuts from his satchel to regain strength.

      We cleaned Brahm’s neck and face, but the front of his green shirt is soaked in dark crimson. The image of blood gushing from his throat flashes in my mind.

      Brahm catches me staring at his neck and rubs my hand. “I’m fine. I’m here.”

      The sun is getting low, dropping the temperature even further. We search for a clearing to rest and build a fire. We haven’t seen the fog in a while, just the path and thick woods.

      “It makes me more nervous to not know where it is.”

      “Look.” Brahm points to a structure in the forest.

      Low, stone walls covered with ivy stand amongst the trees. A crumbling brick chimney protrudes at the center.

      “Ruins,” Brahm says as we approach them. “Of a house?”

      We step over what was once a threshold and wander through the ancient building. Trees appear to have burst through the brick floor while ivy and moss course along the low walls. An ornate iron table still sits in what was once a hallway, down which are the remains of rooms.

      Most are nothing but crumbled stones and overgrown plants. In the farthest room, a large object entangled in vines sits under a fallen tree. It nearly takes up the entire space. Wooden planks form the frame of the structure with a harness, reed, and beams.

      Brahm and I crouch to lift branches, letting the remainder of sunlight illuminate the wooden object.

      “What is it?”

      I lift a few more blankets of ivy. “It’s a loom. A large one for making tapestries.”

      My mind races with the Sanctuary tapestries and the otherworld.

      “It’s amazing it survived this long.” Brahm comes closer to look and takes my hands, rubbing them in his. “Your hands are cold, Freckles. Let’s make a fire.”

      We amble down the hallway, and I trip over something sticking out of the floor.

      “Are you alright?” Brahm kneels next to me.

      A rim of light reflects on a wide copper ring sticking up from the vines. Brahm pats and knocks on the floor, creating a hollow, wooden sound.

      “It’s a door,” he says.

      I help him clear away the vines and debris. We both tug on the cold, metal handle, and the trapdoor creaks open. Inside is a storage area for the weaver who lived here. Extra spools and shuttles of thread, bobbins, and weaving forks rest neatly near a pile of tapestries.

      Brahm lifts and files through a few of the fabric artworks. “They look exactly like those in the Sanctuary,” he says, raising his eyes to me.

      He’s right. I flip through the tapestries myself and gasp. They contain the fairy tale stories we grew up with: Snow White, Briar Rose, Rapunzel, Hansel and Gretel, Cinderella, and more. One stands out. One I’ve never seen before.

      “This one’s different.” I gesture to one depicting a man with bright red hair and a white staff leading a woman and child through a snowy mountain pass.

      “You’re right. I don’t know what story that is. How’d they all get here?”

      “I think they were made here.” I gesture to the room. “The loom, the tools…the weaver lived here. The question is, how did the others end up in the valley?”

      “I always heard they were hung there by Bergot herself,” Brahm says with a shrug.

      “Yeah.” I flip through the tapestries once more. “I never told anyone, but when I was young, I thought I saw the images moving as if they were showing me a story. I would close my eyes and tell myself I was crazy. Then, when I was in the otherworld, it was like a tapestry come to life.”

      Brahm touches my shoulder. “What does it all mean?”

      “I’m not sure. Mother Holle said something about their stories—the Offerings’ stories—being woven into eternity. There must be a connection to this place.” I rummage my hand through the weaving tools once more. “Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “There are no needles. All of these tools and not one needle to thread the designs. It would have to be pretty big for a loom that size.”

      “Well, these have clearly been here for a long time. Maybe the needles are just lost.” Brahm crawls around the storage pit and kisses my cheek, running his fingers through my hair. “Let’s find a place to rest and warm you up.”

      Hand-in-hand, we wander down the hallway toward the hearth room where we find the remains of high walls and a fireplace. The sun falls below the mountains, leaving us inside its cold, blue shadow. Both the snow flurries and the wind have died down.

      “I say we stay here.” I toss my satchel to the ground. “These walls can help protect us from wolves if they’re still out there. And we’ll be warm with a fire.”

      Brahm agrees, and, at once, we gather firewood. When we return, Brahm retrieves Mitzi’s matches from his satchel and lights a fire. I fan out the blanket and kick off my boots. Brahm blows at the kindling, which ignites into a warm, crackling fire. Something stirs within me as well.

      Untying the sash of my dress, I whisper, “Brahm.”

      He turns as I let my white dress fall to my feet. Brahm stares at my body for a few moments and moves closer, running his hands up my legs with a slight lustful grin on his face.

      “Let me worship you, my goddess.”

      I toss the floral crown to the side and nod. Brahm presses his soft lips against my inner thigh, and I gasp for air. Brahm’s lips work their way between my legs, and my head flails back with bliss. My knees grow weak as he pleases me. Brahm wraps his arms behind my lower back to hold me steady.

      He kisses me and kisses me and kisses me. I make sounds I’ve never made before, my lungs singing praises for Brahm. He makes me feel so good. My skin grows hot and blooms with pink splotches. A huge wave of pleasure washes over me, and I collapse to my knees, draping over Brahm’s shoulder. His scent fills my nose, making me desire him even more.

      Ripping off his shirt, I push Brahm onto the blanket. He watches with wide eyes as I undo his belt and remove his boots and pants. Tossing them aside, I course my hands up his legs to his arousal. An intense craving to taste him like he tasted me takes over. I try my best to give Brahm pleasure with my mouth.

      I work him with my hands as well. “Is this alright?”

      “Oh, Gisela,” Brahm says with a moan as his body arches. “Beyond alright.”

      I place my mouth around him again, bobbing my head up and down.

      “Good goddess!” Brahm reaches for my arms and pulls me toward him. “You’re amazing.”

      He kisses me hard as I straddle his lap. My lips trail to his neck.

      Brahm tugs at my hair, forcing me to look into his eyes. “Do you still want to go all the way? Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready.”

      Our hands knock into each other as we both fumble to guide him inside. Staring into Brahm’s eyes, I slide myself onto him slowly. I gasp as he fills me with intense pleasure.

      “Oh, Gisela. You feel like magic.”

      I place Brahm’s hands on my hips. “Guide me.”

      He nods and gently rocks me back and forth. “I don’t want to hurt you. Are you good?”

      “Yes.”

      Once we’re going, Brahm’s hands wander around my body. I lean forward to kiss him as I move my hips. Brahm moans straight into my mouth and flips me over onto the blanket. Our bodies meld together and move in unison. I taste the sweet sweat on his neck.

      “Is this alright?” he whispers in my ear.

      “Oh, yes.” Wrapping my legs around Brahm’s back, I cling to his long twists of hair.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      The blissful sounds escaping our lungs grow louder. I dig my fingernails into his back, deeper with every satisfying movement. The stars twinkle above walls of the ruins as another explosion of pleasure forces my body rigid. I release a moan, and my legs fall slack to the ground. I kiss Brahm’s lips, and he rests his forehead against mine as his hips roll even faster. His breathing is wild until he completely stops moving and orgasms with a loud and shaking moan.

      Brahm collapses, blanketing me with his body. We both catch our breaths. I play with his hair and nuzzle his ear until Brahm pushes himself onto his arms. Biting the side of my lip, I trace my fingers around his chest. Staring back at me, Brahm’s eyes are almost empty. His face is strained as he pulls out and rolls over.

      “What’s wrong?” I rub his shoulder, realizing the damage my nails caused to his back. “Is it the scratches? I’m so sorry.”

      Brahm shakes his head and stands. “I just need a moment.”

      He walks out of the hearth room and behind a tall, stone wall. What the fuck? I snap my eyes to the sky, and the stars swirl around in my tears. I wait for a while, but he doesn’t return. Lying alone next to the fire, I feel Brahm’s “love” drip down to my ass. I pick myself up and head toward the creek to wash.

      Wading into the cool water, I’m so overcome with emotions, I can’t help but cry. I told Brahm I loved him and had sex with him—and he just walks away? My tears plop into the sparkling moonlight rippling on the water.

      After I splash myself off, Brahm heads toward the creek. Is he going to say something? He wades into the water and cleans himself with his back to me. Though the water is freezing, my cheeks and ears grow hot.

      “Brahm Wolf. What is the matter with you?”

      He shakes his head and locks his fingers behind his neck as steam rises from his arms.

      “You make love to me, but you don’t hold me, talk to me, or even look at me? Face me right now, or I will leave you and figure out a way to kill Hexegot on my own.”

      With tears in his red, puffy eyes, Brahm turns and claps his hand over his mouth. He wades forward in the creek, but I step back and cross my arms over my chest.

      “I’m sorry. I would never want to hurt you.” He touches his forehead. “Shit. It’s just…I don’t even know how to explain.”

      “Try me,” I say through clenched teeth.

      He takes a deep breath. “Alright. First, I’ve been in love with you for a very long time. Desperately, hopelessly, madly in love. I never thought this would actually hap—”

      “So, what does that mean? You’ve had me on some sort of pedestal. Did I not live up to your goddess fantasy?” I ask, gesturing toward the ruins. “I’m just a person.”

      “Oh, no, no, no. That’s not it, Freckles.” He reaches for me, but I shrink back again.

      “Do you treat other girls this way?”

      “What other girls?” Brahm shakes his head, straining his eyebrows. “There’s no one else. I’ve dated and kissed a few girls to get Wil and our friends off my back, but I only ever wanted you. This was my first time, too.”

      “Oh.” I try to keep my face hard while my teeth chatter. “Then what is it?”

      “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I’m so filled with happiness…it’s overwhelming.” Brahm hangs his head and shrugs his shoulders. “And, I suppose, I’m also filled with…guilt.”

      “Guilt?”

      “Yes. I feel I just disrespected Wil’s wishes and…” He trails off for a moment and shakes his head. “On the day Wil died, he and I had gotten into a huge fight. I confessed to him that I was still in love with you, hoping he would finally give me his blessing to court you. Instead, he threw a fit and left to pick up an extra shift at the mine. He wasn’t supposed to be at work the day I found you crying at the creek. It’s my fault he was there. I’ve felt responsible for his death ever since.”

      “Oh, Brahm. Really?” I’m shocked but also relieved to know he and I can share this burden. I step forward and touch his shoulder. “I’ve always felt the same. At the creek, when you told me about Wil paying Elana to kiss you, so much anger built up in my mind like a thick, painful fog. For a moment, I wished him dead.” I shudder at the thought. “When Uncle Erik told us what had happened, I thought it was my fault. I mean, for years, I had pretended to do magic with my crystals, palm readings, and incense. What if I had actually summoned up dark magic, like Hexegot?”

      Brahm wraps his arms around me. “That’s impossible. You are good, Gisela. You had every right to be upset that day—it doesn’t mean you killed him. So, we’ve both felt this way? Years of secret guilt?”

      I nod and sniffle.

      “Well, let’s never keep secrets from one another again.” He kisses the top of my head. “Freckles, I’m so sorry for freaking out. I still feel like a terrible friend, and like I just did something bad. Wil never wanted me to be with you.”

      “That was a long time ago. And it’s not Wil’s decision, is it? We’re both adults now.” I take a deep breath. “Wil was protecting me because I was still young. If he knew how I feel about you now, I think he’d gladly accept you as his brother-in-law.”

      “Brother-in-law?” Brahm’s face lights up as he looks at me. “Does that mean you want to marry me?”

      I purse my lips and shake my head. “Are you joking? I’m not answering that right now, shivering in a creek after you left me naked and alone.”

      Wrapping his arms around me, Brahm clutches my head against his chest. “I’m so sorry, Freckles. May I try again?”

      I lean back and raise my eyebrow at him. “Sex?”

      “It was unbelievable. But I mean the after-part. Cuddling. Kissing. Talking until we fall asleep.” Brahm strokes my cheek and squints his eyes. “Unless you want to have sex again?”

      “Nooo.” I shake my head and playfully slap his cheek. “It’s not that I don’t want to, but, um…I’m a little sore.”

      Brahm’s eyes and edges of his mouth droop. “I hurt you? You didn’t say anything.”

      “Everything felt great.” I giggle at his concern and place my hand on his chest. “I’m just sore now. It’s not your fault.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      A gust of wind rustles the trees and chills my damp skin.

      “Yes,” I say, gesturing toward the ruins. “You can get me out of this frigid water.”

      Brahm scoops me up and carries me toward the weaver’s house. “If we defeat Hexegot, you and I are coming back here for our honeymoon.”

      “Honeymoon? Did I agree to get married?”

      “No,” Brahm says and sways his head. “But calling Wil my brother-in-law was the closest thing to a yes I’ve ever gotten from you. So, I’m not sorry at all for planning the guest-list, the food, and the music in my mind.”

      Giggling, we trudge up the hill to the ancient house. Brahm helps me slip on my perfectly white dress.

      “How are your clothes still clean?” he asks, holding up his blood-stained and tattered green blouse.

      “It was Bergot. That and how she cleansed my skin. She wanted to keep Hexegot from noticing me.”

      “How did Bergot know that Hexegot would want to possess you?” Brahm kneels down and straightens our blanket. “She did those things before we left the valley.”

      I shrug and shake my head as he tugs me down next to him. Brahm spoons me from behind, twirling my hair and kissing my neck.

      “What are we going to do without the skeleton key or the bread tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know. Even with those things, we have no idea what’s inside the castle. Not even Bergot knows for sure.”

      He sighs. “We’ll keep going and find the fountain like she said. We’ll figure out something.”

      “Yeah. I wish we weren’t left in the dark.”

      Brahm tightens his arms around me and kisses my cheek. “Goodnight, Freckles. I love you so much.”

      “I love you too, Brahm.” I turn to peck his lips with a soft kiss.

      As we snuggle and fall asleep, Mother Holle’s voice rings in my ears

      Sometimes sacrifices must be made.
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      BRAHM AND I LIE ENTWINED IN each other’s arms after making love again, watching the sunrise over the mountains. Brahm wanted to make up for last night, and he certainly delivered. Though we’re still in dire danger, I haven’t felt this happy in a long time.

      A cool breeze blows the fog through the trees and the walls of the ruins. It’s back.

      Brahm grabs my dress and helps me slip it on. He hops, trying to pull on his pants. “Shit, why’s it moving so fast this time? Come on!”

      We grab our items and rush from the ruins, but the fog envelops me.

      I cough and open my eyes to find I’m not in the dead forest or room of bones but a large cave. The Sanctuary? Yes, the fairy tale tapestries line the high, rocky walls. I want to search for the tapestry of the man in the mountain pass, but I can’t turn my head. I’m floating, and my arms are wrapped in shiny, white linen. What? My eyes are forced to scan the colossal statue of Bergot as an intense feeling of jealousy and hatred washes over me.

      My head turns to find a tall, cloaked man sitting on a rock bench. He stands and removes his hood, revealing pale skin and onyx-brown eyes. Albert.

      He bows to me and says, “Blessed Day, my goddess. To what do I, your humble servant, owe this pleasure.”

      “Your uncle…how does he fare?” Hexegot’s voice protrudes from my mouth, of which I have no control.

      Am I in Hexegot’s mind?

      “Not well, my goddess. His stomach pains are gruesome and mouth ulcers, terrible. He can barely eat.”

      “He fathered no children?”

      “That he did not.” Albert clears his throat and smiles. “I can see where this is going. I am the next of kin and promise to serve you well as high priest.”

      “Is that so?” Hexegot hums a giggle. “Tell me the truth, Albert. Do you desire power?”

      “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.”

      I—no, Hexegot floats around grazing Albert’s shoulder with her long fingers. “Do you also desire a young maiden named Gisela? You know she is special. You are drawn to her, are you not?”

      “Yes.” Albert grits his teeth and lowers his brows over his squinted eyes. “I made a huge mistake throwing her name in with the Offerings—a rash decision. I can’t get her out of my mind.”

      “She has that power over people.” Hexegot shakes our head and glances back at Albert. “What would you do to have her?”

      “Is she alright? She isn’t dead?”

      “She doesn’t have to be.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Floating back and facing Albert, a molten liquid burns from my head and down to my feet. My mind screams from the pain, but I can’t force out a sound. Hexegot’s white wrappings disappear and turn into a white peasant dress and my arms, freckles and all. I stroke my fingers through my red hair and smirk at Albert. His wide eyes blink as they scan me, and he drops his jaw.

      “What would you do to have me?” my voice asks.

      “Gisela? I’m so sorry—”

      “No, no, no, Albert. Not Gisela. I only look like her.”

      “Bergot?”

      “Wrong again. I am her more powerful sister, Hexegot. I possess the Crown of Bergot and the Staff of Stargott.”

      Who’s Stargott? A heavy and painful sensation wraps around my head. Hexegot reaches up with my hand to touch the crown, hard as bones and fused to our skull. A long staff of bones appears in our hand. The bottom is cracked or broken, possibly from use.

      “I possess the magic relics. Now, I would like to make an alliance with you, the future High Priest. I will only be able to take the redhead’s form for a few more moments, but I am very close to having her as my vessel permanently. You help me, you get this.”

      No. I jerk back, shaking my head. Hexegot steadies us and regains control of my form.

      Oh. Hello, Gisela. She laughs inside my mind. I wasn’t sure if you could see this.

      “If you’re so powerful, what do you need help with?” Albert asks, stealing Hexegot’s attention.

      “One thousand years of Offerings has made me strong. I possess a great deal of magic. Dark magic, that is. Now, I wish to take over the valley—claiming what should be mine—and draw the rest of the magic from the hearts and souls of the people. I won’t need Offerings to stay alive anymore if the people of Bergot Valley worship me.”

      Hexegot approaches Albert and strokes his face with my fingers. He takes a deep breath and grins. She grabs Albert’s hand and places it on my cheek, making his chest puff up, and his love-dazed eyes grow wide. I jerk backward, but Hexegot regains control and brushes Albert’s lips with mine. His tongue enters my mouth, and my stomach grows heavy and sick.

      Hexegot ends the kiss. “I can be yours if you change the loyalty of the valley. Hexegot Valley. Hexegot Sanctuary. High Priest of Hexegot. Only then will Gisela and more power than you can fathom be yours. I can share actual magic with you. Do we have a deal?”

      Sliding his hands to my hips, Albert asks, “How do I change people’s beliefs after a thousand years of worshipping Bergot? Why don’t you just show them your power and make them?”

      “That is not how it works, sadly. I have attempted little tests, so to speak. Either the humans I’ve sampled end up dead from the dark curses, or they fear me. Belief, love, worship—that is all light magic, which I don’t fully understand. I do know it comes from within.” She places my hand on Albert’s chest. “I need you to make them worship me.”

      “But how?”

      “That’s for you to figure out, my pet.” Hexegot slaps Albert’s hands away and steps back. “I have my own battles yet. Do we have a deal, High Priest of Hexegot Albert Schulze?”

      Hexegot sticks out my hand, which transforms into her own with white gossamer wrappings and all.

      Albert nods and takes her hand. “We do, my goddess.”

      I fade in and out as Hexegot shakes Albert’s hand.

      Another kiss on my lips returns me to darkness. Where am I supposed to be? The woods. I was running. With Brahm.

      I kiss back and find his scruffy cheeks with my fingers. I open my eyes and find myself back in the forest with Brahm. A shooting pain sears through my skull, and I press my fingers against my temples.

      “Hey, hey,” Brahm whispers, cradling me and crying. “Oh, Freckles. Your whole body turned black and began to whither. Are you alright?”

      “I think so.” I sit up and shake my head. “Well, no. I could see what Hexegot saw. I was her or she was me. I’m not sure.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I….no, she was in the Sanctuary speaking with Albert. They made a deal.”

      “Albert?” Brahm’s shoulders go rigid. “What sort of deal?”

      “Me—as his lover—in exchange for his help. Hexegot wants to possess me and take over the magic in the valley. Albert’s going to be the next high priest, and he’ll make the people worship her and not Bergot.”

      “We have to stop her.” Brahm clenches his jaw, drawing deep breaths through his nose.

      “How? She’s more powerful than even Bergot. If she doesn’t take over the valley, I’m worried she’ll destroy it with darkness.”

      “Let’s head toward the castle and find a way in. There must be some way to stop her from using you.” Brahm kisses my lips. “We can do what Bergot said and find the crown. We have to try. Come on.”

      Brahm offers me his hand, and we continue our hike through the woods and up the mountain. When our thighs ache, we take a break to lean against a tree and drink from our canteens. A little voice sings from somewhere close.

      “Do you desire to hear a song, the reason you’re on this journey long?”

      Brahm and I spin, searching for the source. It’s near, but there’s no one around.

      “Hello? Show yourself!”

      “I wish I could, but my fate is grim, I’m in a place that is dark within.”

      “What?” Brahm bends to peer inside a tree hollow and under a rock before crawling toward me. “It’s coming from you. Your satchel.”

      I open the flap embroidered with my name, and the singing grows louder. I rummage through my collection of items until I find the source. The bone tied to the key is singing. What was once a simple fracture-line now opens like a mouth to produce the notes. I hold it out, and Brahm stands behind me with his hands on my shoulders.

      “Yes, ‘tis I, the oldest voice on earth comes from within. Let me sing you a tale called ‘Three Gifts for Three Children’:

      Once upon a time, a god and goddess created the world and everything in it. From the stars in the sky to the fish in the sea, their realm encompassed everything. They formed human beings to care for the earth. Soon, the goddess grew round, and her skin glowed from the love within.

      The god wished to build a happy haven for his children. So, he molded mountains into the shape of a crown, tilled soil into a fertile valley, scooped lakebeds with his hands, and traced rivers and streams with the tip of his finger. The god filled the valley with people to worship and entertain his family.

      Months went by, and it was time for the goddess to give birth to her triplets. The first child was breech, and blood flowed from the goddess like a dark river. The god did his best to deliver the infant, but the goddess passed from this world. With tears brimming against his eyelids, the god cut into the womb and retrieved the final two children. The god looked at his offspring and decided to give them names.

      He named the youngest Stargott, for he was born strong and brave. He named the middle child Bergot, for she possessed the majesty of the mountains. And he named the eldest, Hexegot, for she was grotesque and awful. The god believed it was she who killed his beloved wife from within.

      The god built a funeral pyre for the goddess atop of her favorite mountain, where the snow shone like glass. There, the god and his three children wept. When the flames died, only the bones of the goddess remained. From the bones, the god fashioned gifts for his children.

      For Stargott, he created a magic staff to shepherd humans from evil and deliver them to their final resting place in the otherworld.

      For Bergot, he created a magic crown to rule the humans of the valley with benevolence and continue to draw light magic like her mother.

      For Hexegot, he did not wish to share any magic of the goddess. Therefore, where he and his children had wept, the god pressed his finger into the earth and produced a fountain. He charged his oldest daughter to release the waters, providing fertility to the valley below.

      But Hexegot could not be tricked and was jealous of her siblings. She went to her father in his sleep and sliced his throat with a dull blade. After arranging his bones around the fountain and burning incense, Hexegot recited an incantation. She drew the same dull blade across her palm and defiled the Water of Life with drops of her own blood.

      A cursed fog escaped from the mouth of the font and provided Hexegot with the power of illusion. Atop Glass Mountain, Hexegot practiced her wicked transformations.

      After the earth froze and thawed many times, Hexegot’s evil heart softened toward a handsome man. Their affair occupied her mind and kept her from the darkness. That is, until she caught him looking at her sister, Bergot. With jealousy roiling inside her chest, Hexegot summoned her evil forces and struck the man’s heart, bursting it into a million pieces. The evil goddess vowed never to love again and to exact revenge on her family.

      Hexegot visited her sister in the form of an elderly woman. When Bergot bent over to help the old hag, Hexegot stole the crown of bones and vanished into a plume of white smoke.

      Next, Hexegot stalked her brother as he ushered migrants through a mountain pass. In the form of a beastly dragon, Hexegot attacked the humans. When Stargott attempted to strike her with his magical staff, Hexegot clutched it in her talons and flew away. A small piece of bone broke off into Stargott’s hands—which he sharpened into a needle.

      Possessing both relics of her mother, Hexegot’s powers grew, and evil spread to the far corners of the earth. The only place left untouched was the valley. Hexegot demanded Offerings from Bergot in exchange for its safety.”

      At the end of the singing bone’s story, Brahm and I stare at each other, bewildered.

      He shakes his head. “Who’s Stargott?”

      The singing bone begins again, “Once upon a time, a god and goddess created the world and everything in it. From—”

      “No, no, no. We get it, he’s the brother.” I look Brahm in the eyes. “In the Sanctuary, Hexegot mentioned the Staff of Stargott—she even held it in her hand.”

      “But what does that mean? How does this help us get into the castle and kill Hexegot?”

      “I am Hexegot’s father, and this is my bone. This key shall bid you entry to what once was my home. Possessing the relics three, defeating the witch-goddess shall not be easy.”
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      BRAHM AND I PRESS ON UNTIL we reach a rocky clearing at the top of the mountain. In the distance, a huge iron gate surrounds the castle grounds. The bright sunshine on the snow reflects like glass, and a lovely castle stands at the top. It’s an idyllic shade of grayish-blue with tall towers, majestic arches, and sparkling windows.

      We reach the gate, the spires of which are molded into snakes and twist to the sky with spiderwebs hanging between, a chill spreads goosebumps over my skin. The handle has the face of a lion, whose roaring mouth contains the lock.

      “You should stay out here and wait for Bergot. Maybe she’ll show up?” I whisper. “That way, if it’s dangerous, only one of us has to die. It’s me Hexegot wants.”

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” Brahm turns to me and cups my cheeks with his hands. “I’m with you all the way. I can’t imagine a life without you, Freckles.”

      Brahm kisses me, sweet and slow, making my heart flutter. When he releases me, I take a deep breath.

      “Here we go.”

      I retrieve the singing bone and skeleton key with my shaking hand. Brahm holds my wrist steady as we place the key inside the lock, giving it a turn.

      Stepping inside the grounds, what was bright, gleaming, and beautiful from the outside is haughty, vile, and gray. No snow covers the mountain. Instead, the rocks are ragged and dusty. In the air, ashes fall from the sky like a dark rain blotting out the sun. The castle is made of bones, and the crooked towers are capped with skulls. Inside each flying buttress is an entire skeleton, hanged by the neck. Black, spider-web drapes blow from the broken windows. Body parts flow through a bubbling moat of crimson blood.

      When we cross the drawbridge and reach the entrance, the tall doors to the castle are already open. I take Brahm’s hand, and we enter. Stepping through the threshold, our boots find a bumpy floor made of skulls. The entryway is dim with only a few candles on a chandelier made of bones to flicker light around the room.

      A giant roar comes from the hallway before us. My heart stops in fear, and I grab Brahm’s arm as a lioness appears from the shadows. She bends low, ready to pounce like a giant cat preying on field mice.

      Brahm shakes my shoulder, pulling me. “Let’s go back outside.”

      I turn to look behind me, but the fog hangs thick at the castle doorway. “No. We can’t.”

      “Well, look who finally made it.” Ferdinand scoffs as he descends the grand staircase, spinning my dagger in his hands. As if possessed, his eyes are completely black. “Let me escort you to Hexegot, Red. This will all be over.”

      “No! Give the lion the bread,” Brahm shouts as the creature approaches.

      “Sorry, lover boy, she already ate the bread. How do you think I’m still alive?” He turns to the lioness and commands, “Feast.”

      The lioness crawls toward us with her large paws thumping against the brittle skulls of the floor. Brahm and I back against the wall. I’m terrified of the lioness and Ferdinand with his black eyes, but I must think of something. We’ve come too far.

      We may not have the bread, but I do have something else. I reach into my satchel and roll the poisoned apple toward the animal. With one chomp, the lioness swallows the apple whole and then sets her sights on us again. She dips low on her front legs and pounces. Brahm and I turn, prepared to run outside when the lioness falls with a massive thud at our feet. A sensation of triumph swells inside my chest.

      “You cheated!” Ferdinand barrels down the steps and springs toward me.

      I ready my fist, but Brahm steps in the way and punches Ferdinand in the face. As if Ferdinand feels no pain, he smiles and hits Brahm in the chest, sending him flying across the room.

      “Brahm!”

      I dart his way, but Ferdinand comes at me with the dagger raised in his hand. The hand that killed, attacked, and tormented the other Offerings. The hand that almost took Brahm away from me.

      I hate him.

      Intense pain shoots through my head, and I charge forward, knocking Ferdinand to the ground with ease. We roll around, both hitting, kicking, and punching. I grab his hair and straddle his hips as he brandishes my dagger in the air.

      With more power than I’ve ever felt before, I easily force his wrist to the skulls and pry my dagger from his fingers. Ferdinand’s eyes return to blue as he shrieks and squirms beneath my new-found strength. With delight, I watch the fear flash over his face.

      “No, Red! Please! Let me go!”

      I trace the tip of my dagger across his hairline, slicing a few blond locks. His erratic breaths and desperate pleas only fuel the fog inside me. Almost on its own accord, my dagger dances around Ferdinand’s cheek, jaw, and throat before landing above his rapidly beating heart.

      Do it.

      The painful fog takes over completely, and I jam the dagger into Ferdinand’s chest again and again in a rage of fury. Every stab releases the pressure inside my head. I must see all of his blood spilled in a sacrifice to me.

      Brahm drags me away from Ferdinand’s limp body and cradles me in his arms. My breathing slows as the painful fog disperses to reveal the horrific sight before me. I shake my head and rub my bloodied fingers over the carved hilt of the dagger. Who am I? The branch. The mountain. The flower. The branch. The mountain. The flower. The branch. The mountain. The flower.

      “What just happened?” I ask.

      Brahm stares at me in silence.

      When I realize what I’d done, I drop the dagger and shiver. That wasn’t me. I begin shrieking and shaking. Brahm wraps his arms around me as tightly as he can. Did I really just kill someone?

      “I hated him. He deserved to die. But I didn’t mean to do that.”

      We watch Ferdinand’s body wither, turn to ash, and float into the air. I glance at my dress, which is now covered in blood. Did the magic wear off?

      “That was scary.” Brahm picks up my dagger and tilts his head to study me. “Are you going to be alright?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      Brahm brushes his fingertips across my cheeks and tucks my wild hair. “Take a deep breath, Freckles. It was…self-defense. You had to.”

      I’m not sure I believe that.

      “Come on.” I stand and step over the sleeping lioness. “Let’s just keep moving.”

      Brahm follows me across the lobby while bones crack under our boots. We ascend the grand staircase and find a hallway. Brahm offers me his arm, and we move forward. The walls are lined with sharpened bones, and the floor is pocked with craters that we must help each other step over.

      In the distance is a single, red door.
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      BRAHM TURNS THE BRASS HANDLE, and the door creaks open, revealing a spectacular ballroom. The circular space has high ceilings with twinkling chandeliers. Beautiful tapestries like the ones in the Sanctuary and the weaver’s house line the walls with color. Sitting along the edges of the room are painted urns sprouting lush topiaries.

      Brahm and I take a step onto the glossy, marble floor when an invisible orchestra begins playing a delightful tune. After locking eyes, Brahm and I toss our satchels to the ground.

      Brahm bows and extends his hand. “Dancing used to calm you down when you were upset. May I have this dance?”

      I grin and place my hand in his. Brahm wraps his other arm around my waist, sliding his hand low and pulling me close. My cheeks flush as our feet take off like magic. We glide and dip across the room with our bodies pressed together. My only thoughts are about Brahm and the music. Inside my chest, my heart flutters as it did for every moonlit dance near the creek.

      I loved him then, and I love him now.

      “I’ve missed dancing with you, Freckles,” Brahm whispers in my ear.

      A giddy giggle escapes my throat, and I let Brahm spin me. He dips me low, almost to the floor, and presses his lips against mine. The tempo of the music rises, and we return to gliding and twirling around the room. ‘You must dance,’ is what the music seems to say.

      After what must be hours, my head feels light while my feet grow sore. I kick up my leg behind me, and my blistered foot peeks through the boot, worn through the sole. Brahm looks at his, which are also frayed and thin from too much dancing. Grinning, Brahm kicks off his boots. I laugh as he bends down on one knee and pats his thigh.

      “My goddess, allow me to assist you.”

      I place my foot on his thigh. Brahm unlaces and removes my first boot. I switch feet, and Brahm removes the other before tossing them both aside. Staring into my eyes, Brahm pushes the hem of the lace dress up my bent leg. He kisses my knee and moves his lips to my thigh, caressing it with his tongue. I let my head fall back, thinking of the pleasure this could lead to.

      The woods. The fire. The blanket. The stars. The ruins. Oh, yes, the ruins. The weaver’s house. The lovemaking.

      As Brahm’s hand slides between my legs, I release a gasp. A sound comes from my satchel plopped on the ground near a potted plant. I tilt my head to listen as Brahm works his magic.

      “Truly open your eyes, you are in for a grim surprise,” the singing bone chants.

      I jerk my head up and look around. The room isn’t beautiful, ornate, or shiny in any way. A macabre sight was hidden underneath a magical glamour.

      I let out a shriek before tapping Brahm’s head. “Look!”

      Brahm opens his eyes wide and gasps. I grab his elbow to help him stand. He shudders in my arms. A chandelier of bones hangs thick with spider-webs and, the tapestries show nothing but violent deaths.

      “Those aren’t the fairy tales I remember,” Brahm says.

      A group of twelve girls lies dead in a ballroom just like this one—their threadbare shoes exposing mangled feet. Seven ravens pecking a young girl to death. A boy and a girl burning inside the flames of an oven. A woman being smothered by her pillow, with feathers flying all around.

      A trail of our dance is traced into the thick layer of dust covering the floor. Along the edges of the room are skeletons and piles of worn-through shoes. The skeletons are dressed like Offerings: women in peasant dresses, and men in blouses and pants. The blood-stained clothes are a stark juxtaposition to the evergreen smiles upon their skulls. The bones of their feet are crooked and disfigured.

      “They fell down dead from dancing,” Brahm says as the music picks up again.

      Our heads sway, and we grab each other’s bodies, floating around the room in the wake of the enchanting music. I look into his warm eyes and never want to let go. Brahm scoops me into his arms and twirls me around.

      When he sets me down, the room still spins in my head. I stumble, accidentally kicking over my satchel. The singing bone and key fly out. I go to tuck it back in as it sings loudly over the orchestra.

      “Do take care, for all is doom and gloom, should you never leave the eternal ballroom.”

      I look around at the horror once more and feel the aching pain in my feet.

      I shake Brahm’s arm. “We have to go. We have to find the fountain and the crown. Remember?”

      He nods, and we grab our satchels along with the singing bone. We rush to the door at the back of the ballroom, but it’s locked. Brahm takes a step and twirls around to the music, offering me his hand.

      “No. Stay with me. We’re trying to leave!”

      He takes both my hands and spins me around until I’m dizzy. The orchestra begins playing to the tune of Freckles. The music grows louder, and my head falls back. Brahm twirls me into his arms and sways me slowly.

      I shake my head and push Brahm away. He continues dancing around the room with an invisible partner. Dread courses through me as my eyes scan the deceased Offerings. We must leave, or we’ll suffer the same fate. How can I make Brahm focus?

      “Brahm! We have to go!”

      “I want to dance with you forever,” Brahm says, his eyes glossed over from the magic music. He grabs me and presses his lips against my ear. “My goddess.”

      Yes, I might be able to trick him.

      “Whatever you want, Brahm,” I coo at him, sliding my hand down the front of his pants. “But first, I want you to throw me against that door and kiss me as hard as you can.”

      Brahm bites his lip, whirling me in the direction of our exit. I release his sweaty palm and prepare the skeleton key. Brahm pins me against the door and kisses me. His lips travel to my neck, and I want nothing more than to melt into him, but I reach behind my back with the key. It scratches against the iron until it fits into the lock. I give it a twist, and the tumblers click. Brahm’s lips move toward my cleavage as I turn the doorknob.

      We fall through the open door and are met with intense, fiery heat.
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      BRAHM CRASHES ON TOP OF ME, and we both cough on heavy smoke filling the space. Brahm shakes off the remnants of the dancing spell and hops up, offering me his hand.

      “Get away from there,” he shouts, pointing at the burning embers.

      I wrap my arms around his waist. We’re in a long and narrow hallway filled with glowing coals and flames that lick the stone walls. The charred remains of skeletons lie fallen on the floor. A chimney is built into the middle of the hall to ventilate the smoke. I assume it opens to the outside air, but it’s difficult to see through the black clouds. At the other end is another red door.

      “So, we have to cross the coals to get there?” Brahm asks. “I don’t know about you, but my feet are already killing me from dancing.”

      We both pick up our feet to see the soles are red with blisters. I kneel to place my hand above the coals. The intense heat creates a mirage of warped colors. My eyes scan the dead Offerings.

      “None of them made it. What do we do?”

      “I’ll carry you,” Brahm says. “You can get on my back, and I’ll run along.”

      “No, it will hurt too bad, and you might fall. We’ll both get burned up.”

      I glance back into the ballroom.

      “The music didn’t affect me as badly as you,” I say. “I’ll go look for some shoes. If I get tricked into dancing, say anything you can to call me over and tug me through the threshold.”

      Brahm kisses my cheek. “Alright. Be careful.”

      I re-enter the ballroom, keeping my eyes locked on one of the skeletons, so the room doesn’t trick me with its glamour. I edge along the circular wall and lift the first dancer’s shoes. Completely destroyed slippers that are only a frayed ring of silk around her skeletal feet.

      The music begins as I make my way around the ballroom. I try not to blink as I stare at the next skeleton, dressed in pants and a yellow blouse. I can feel my body swaying to the music, and I pinch my arm to stay focused. No luck with this Offering; his shoes are threadbare and sole-less, too.

      On the way to the next dancer, the room flashes its brilliant façade, and I squeeze my eyes shut. No, Gisela. Keep going. I take a deep breath and reach for the shoes next to a petite skeleton in a light blue dress like Mitzi’s. The slippers are tattered silk with no soles. Damnit. They’re all ruined. Maybe we could use some of the pieces to—

      The music engulfs my mind, sending tingles through my body. I take off, spinning around the room. This is so much fun, no matter how sore my feet are. I laugh as I spread my arms wide and twirl like Thora at the Maypole celebration. The twinkling chandelier spins quickly in my eyes until it is one mass of bright light.

      “Freckles, come back!” Brahm shouts.

      I stop spinning and curl my finger. “Come dance with me.”

      “No, we need to move forward, so we don’t die in here! Come back now.”

      I skip around, throwing my hands in the air to the jolly music.

      “Gisela, come over here. Remember where you are!”

      “I’m dancing.”

      “Yes. Dance over here and give me a kiss.”

      “No, you come over here and dance with me.” I do a twirl with my leg lifted and bent behind me. “Then, maybe I’ll kiss you.”

      “What will make you come over here?” He pauses, rubbing his temple with his fingers. “Thora. We have to get to Thora!”

      “Oh, yes, my sister would love this ballroom.” I hold my arms out, dancing with an invisible Thora. “She loves pretty things and dancing. You’d have to make another floral crown for her!”

      “No, come on. We have to go get her.”

      I ignore him and prance around the room some more.

      “Get over here,” Brahm says in a stern voice. “Now!”

      “Don’t talk to me like that or I won’t sleep with you again.” I giggle and sway with my invisible sister. “And I might have to slap you for being so bossy.”

      “Hmm,” Brahm pauses and clears his throat. “Don’t worry about that. I don’t want to sleep with you again, anyway.”

      “What?” My heart pounds in my chest, and my cheeks grow hot. “Why would you say that?”

      “It’s true. I didn’t enjoy it at all. When we get back to the valley, there’s a much sexier woman there I plan on marrying. You were just a fun little game, being Wil’s little sister and all.” He pauses to take a deep breath. “Schwesterchen. Wil was right; you and I are all wrong for each other.”

      I swallow a painful lump, and the space behind my nose stings with fresh tears. I stop dancing and suck air through my clenched teeth. A foggy pain blooms in my skull and spreads throughout my body. Every breath causes the room to turn gray and dusty once more. The music rumbles in and out of tune until it stops completely. I ball my fists as the bones of the chandelier and skeletons rattle with my anger. Brahm stands in the doorway with a smug smile on his face. The face I’m about to beat to a pulp.

      I sprint low toward Brahm and slam my body into his. He falls over, shouting as I raise my fist. I shake my head and glance at the coals lining the hallway.

      “Freckles, I love you! Stop!” Brahm grabs my fist, pulling it to his face for a kiss. “I didn’t mean what I said—not even close. Sleeping with you was fucking amazing. Please don’t hit me.”

      I blink a few times. Yes. We have to cross the coals. I was looking for shoes. “What happened?”

      “Your eyes went black.” Brahm clutches his chest and blows a smooth stream of air through his lips. “I think you wanted to kill me.”

      My skin grows cold despite the intense heat of the flames. Did I try to harm Brahm? What is wrong with me? My breath hitches in my throat as I contain a sob. I jump to help Brahm stand, and he tilts my chin as tears spill down my cheeks.

      “What is happening? It’s like, the closer we get, the more…evil I become.”

      “Hey, you’re not evil.” He strokes my cheek. “Something took over, yes, but it wasn’t you. I’m here. We’re going to sort this out together.”

      “I’m sorry I almost hit you.” Composing myself, I adjust my floral crown and fluff out my dress, spattered with Ferdinand’s blood. I give Brahm a weak smile. “But what you said back there was awful.”

      “I know, but nothing else worked. Even when I mentioned Thora, you just pretended to dance with her. It seemed anger was the only reaction that made you stop dancing—so, I went with it. I didn’t mean any of it. I’m so, so sorry.” Brahm nuzzles my ear. “Are we good?”

      “Yes.” I run my fingers through what is now a short beard on Brahm’s face. “I kind of like when you don’t shave; it’s sexy.”

      He grins and kisses me.

      “How do we get across the coals? All the shoes I found were ruined.”

      “Do we need the satchels anymore? Maybe I could wear them on my feet somehow and carry you across.”

      “Possibly, but they’re likely to burn up before we get to the other side,” I say, fanning myself from the intense heat in this hallway.

      It’s like being in a massive oven. I think about poor Mitzi and can hear her screams clear as day. I pace back and forth while Brahm checks the stone walls.

      “They’re too slick to climb. Do you have any other ideas, Freckles?”

      I rummage through my bag, looking for an idea. The bone and key fall out, singing a little tune.

      

      “Shiver and quiver, little tree,

      Silver and gold throw down over me.”

      

      “That’s from Cinderella,” I think aloud, picking up the bone. “Thora’s favorite tale.”

      A dark pigeon swoops through the chimney-like-hole in the ceiling, dropping a pair of golden slippers and a silver sheet. The bird leaves as quickly as it arrived. I step into the metallic shoes, but they are far too big for me, so I hand them to Brahm. He slips them on his feet, and they fit just right. Brahm wraps his hands with the silver foil and hovers them over the embers.

      “The blanket helps with the heat.” Brahm stands and wraps it around me. It is cool to the touch. “Here, in case you fall. Now climb onto my shoulders.”

      “Alright.”

      I take both our satchels and, as Brahm squats low, I wrap my arms around his neck and legs around his waist.

      “Hmm, yep.” Brahm turns his head with a little smirk. “I definitely like when your legs are wrapped around me.”

      I nip at his ear. “Go.”

      Brahm takes his first step as the golden shoes clink against the coals. The flames grow larger along the edges of the long hallway. Heat sears from below, making my legs burn. Brahm’s steps are a bit wobbly with the odd metal shoes on top of the coals, but he hurries down the hall. We pass the bones of the past Offerings; a charred skull smiles up at us as we cross the coals.

      Sweat drips down Brahm’s neck, making it difficult for me to hang on. Same with my legs—they’re wet with sweat and slip from Brahm’s grasp a few times. The flames burst high again, and the sweltering heat stings my eyes.

      Brahm coughs and stumbles, dropping my left leg. My foot hits an ember, burning the flesh of my big toe. I jerk my leg back up, wrapping it around Brahm’s waist as tightly as I can.

      “Are you alright, Freckles?” Brahm coughs and scoops his hand under my leg. “I’m so sorry. Did you get burned?”

      “No, it was nothing,” I say, trying not to cry and make him worry. “Let’s just keep going.”

      Brahm makes quick strides and groans when we are nearly halfway there.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “They’re melting,” he says and picks up the pace.

      The flames flare high, forming a tunnel of heat. We’re both covered in sooty sweat. Brahm winces and groans with every step. I adjust myself and look down as the gold shoes melt off his feet. Guilt and panic rise inside me. Why’d I let him do this? The molten gold bubbles on the coals.

      “Brahm!” I shriek. “Your feet!”

      “I’ll be fine,” he says through his gritted teeth. “Fuck!”

      After a few more feet, Brahm is completely barefoot on the hot coals. Terror mounts with every step. He grunts and shouts, running toward the door. Within reach of the end, Brahm takes a large leap. We fall headlong through the exit and crash into a dim room filled with spinning wheels and piles of flax.
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      I PUSH MYSELF UP FROM THE stone floor and help Brahm sit. He clenches his teeth and closes his eyes. The bottoms of his feet are covered in blisters and deep, fleshy burns. My toe hurts from one second on the coals; I can’t imagine the pain he must feel. I wipe the sweat-stuck soot from Brahm’s face to reveal pale, ashen skin underneath. I hold his hand as he heaves his breaths.

      “The snake-leaves!” I shout at the revelation and dig them and my canteen out of my satchel. “How could I forget? They didn’t work on your neck, but that was a mortal wound. I hope they haven’t lost their magic.”

      Brahm nods as I hand him the canteen. I place a snake-leaf on the bottom of each of his feet as he chugs the water. Brahm’s feet glow as the blisters and wounds close up, turning into smooth, pinkish-brown skin.

      “Oh, good!” I slap my chest and exhale. “How does that feel?”

      “Much better, thank you.” Brahm leans over to peck my lips and offers me the canteen. “The pain is gone.”

      I take a drink and decide to use a snake-leaf on my toe as well. It glows and heals, feeling as though it had never been burnt.

      “You said it was nothing. I didn’t know you were burnt, too.”

      “I didn’t want to alarm you, and I knew you were in more danger than me.”

      Brahm looks around the room. “What do you suppose we’ll have to do next?”

      “I don’t know. Spin flax into gold, maybe?”

      I wipe some black soot from my face and take a drink of water. Removing my crown, I notice the flowers haven’t wilted at all from the intense heat of the hallway. I return it to my head and help Brahm stand.

      “Can you walk?” I ask.

      “Yep. My feet feel fine.”

      Brahm takes my hand, and we head toward a black door on the other side of the room. As soon as we reach the first row of spinning wheels, the wall sconces ignite with flames, and draped figures appear like ghosts beside the machines.

      The creatures are dressed like Hexegot with white wrappings. Most are either spinning flax into thread or dying thread in barrels along the edges of the room. Although they’re dressed like Hexegot, they don’t appear human underneath the veils. Some have two heads, others are oddly bent with crooked necks, and a few are much too tall and thin.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” Brahm whispers.

      We take a step, but a two-headed spinner grabs my wrist.

      “You must pay your way,” the harmonizing voices screech.

      “Pay with what?” I ask.

      “Blood.” They hand me an empty glass jar. “There are one hundred spinning wheels in this room. You must each prick your skin on fifty needles and fill the jar. The door must be painted red with your blood to open.”

      The shrouded ladies return to spinning and dying flax. As a test, I take another step forward. The double-headed spinner grabs my wrist and growls.

      “We have the snake-leaves,” I whisper to Brahm. “We’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll go first.”

      “Alright.” I rub his back.

      Brahm takes a deep breath and pricks his finger on the first spindle. Giving his fingertip a squeeze, Brahm drips blood into the jar. I take the next needle and do the same. After we each take half of the first row, our jar is less than a quarter of the way full. For the next row, we must repeat fingers.

      The needles create a sharp pain followed by an achiness on my bloody and raw fingertips. Brahm winces a bit when re-pricking his left hand because, calloused over from years of lute-playing, he must press the needle deep into the skin to produce blood. The spinners continue their work, completely ignoring us.

      With the next row, we get creative and begin pricking our arms. I raise my forearm to the spindle and let the needle pierce the fleshy underside. Pinching the skin, I’m able to give more blood than all my fingers combined. Brahm does this with his arms, as well, and our jar is full well before we’re halfway through the spinning wheels.

      Although I’m a little lightheaded and in pain, I smile at Brahm. We head toward the door with the jar of our blood. The spinners grab our arms and growl.

      “Each of you must prick your skin on fifty needles,” they whisper.

      “We have a full jar!” I argue.

      “Fifty,” they repeat and turn back to their work.

      Brahm pats my back and says, “It’s alright. Let’s just lightly prick our fingers on each one then.”

      We do so. Running down the aisles, we touch the tips of each needle enough to pierce our skin.

      When we reach the last row, there are only two spinning wheels sitting side-by-side. The spindles are coated with something shiny and black. Brahm reaches to prick his finger, but I grab his hand.

      “No, they have something on the tips. It could be poisoned like in the tale of Briar Rose.”

      “Fifty,” the shrouded creatures whisper in unison as they stand.

      “Then you’re the one getting through that door,” Brahm says and then kisses me. “I love you.”

      Before I can register what he means, Brahm raises his arms and touches the two needles simultaneously. He collapses to the stone floor with a thud. I crumple to my knees, nearly dropping the jar of our blood and shriek.

      “Brahm!” I set the jar to the side and cradle his head. “No, come back!”

      As I lift his head, Brahm looks so peaceful in his state of poison-induced sleep. I kiss his full and soft lips, but nothing. I pour water on him and, again, nothing. There’s no way I’m leaving Brahm behind. I drag him toward the black door.

      The veiled creatures take notice and shuffle forward, growling. “He cheated! You must prick your skin on fifty needles to exit the room. You have but forty-nine, and there are none left.”

      I take shallow breaths as my head bounces back and forth from the door, to Brahm, and to the spinners. My mind races as they approach. Every needle. Fifty needles. Forty-nine. Every needle.

      I grab the sewing kit from my satchel and open the velvet-lined box. I hold out the needle I used to stitch Mitzi’s leg and prick my finger on it. The veiled creatures roar as I tap the droplet of blood into the jar and stand.

      “That’s cheating!” the spinners say with a growl and shuffle forward.

      Rising on my tiptoes, I lift the jar to the top of the black door and pour the blood from side-to-side. I swipe my hand up and down to cover the entire door with our blood. After I finger-paint the last little bit around the glass doorknob, the hinges creak open to reveal a dark room.

      The spinners reach for Brahm and grab his legs. A tall, bent-neck spinner clasps her long fingers around my arm. White-hot anger sears through my skull. I shove the spinner, causing her to fall into a barrel of red dye. I point to the other spinners, who all fly back and hit the back wall as if by magic.

      I drag Brahm over the threshold and slam the door behind us.
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      FLAMES IGNITE ON THE WALL SCONCES around the room, illuminating a horrifying sight. Skeletons of past Offerings hang in the air with thread twisted around their necks and limbs. The strands crisscross the expanse of the room in a thick cobweb of death. Unlike the last room, this one has extremely high ceilings. A large wooden loom, like the one from the ancient ruins, sits near a red door while tapestries hang down from the walls.

      I prop Brahm against the wall and check his pulse. He’s alive but still asleep.

      “Brahm, please wake up,” I whisper and pat my hand against his chest. “I need you.”

      He remains ever so peaceful in a deep, deathlike sleep. Sobs tear from my throat as I think of everything Brahm has sacrificed. He never once blamed me, but I still feel like it’s all my fault he’s here. I might not deserve to live through this, but Brahm certainly does. I need to get him out of this wicked place.

      I use the snake-leaves to heal all of our puncture wounds from the spindles. After I peel the last one from his forearm, I brush my lips against Brahm’s once more. No, a kiss won’t wake him this time.

      What will I have to do to get through this room? I stand and get a closer look at the tapestries. They resemble the ones from both the Sanctuary, the ancient ruins, and the ballroom, but these glisten with golden threads.

      I duck my head under a taut thread and stand before a tapestry of Snow White. It captures the moment when Prince Charming has just opened the glass coffin and is about to kiss the sleep-cursed Snow. Everyone knows the tale: he kisses her, she awakes, and they live happily ever after.

      I’m about to step away when golden threads glow, and the picture moves, warping and weaving its own story. When I was young, I thought the images moved on the tapestries at the Sanctuary; it frightened me, and I would blink my eyes to make it stop. Now, no amount of blinking stops this tapestry from weaving its tale before my eyes.

      A witch wanders into the forest scene, followed by seven dwarfs with black eyes. The handsome prince draws his sword, ready to fight for his beloved. With the flick of her wrist, the witch summons vines to entangle the prince and hold him to the ground.

      The witch retrieves a large needle from her pocket and stitches the prince’s mouth shut. The stitch-lipped prince? A shiver runs down my spine. The witch flicks her wrist again, awakening Snow White then disappears into a cloud of white fog.

      The seven dwarfs hold the coffin shut while the maiden flails about inside. The helpless prince struggles against his binds and watches Snow White suffocate. The dwarfs leave when the two lovers die. They rot in place, and a wave of nausea sweeps over me. The witch then returns to devour their flesh and carry their bones away.

      I take another step over some threads to view the next tapestry. My right arm grazes one of the strings. It snaps and coils around my wrist, drawing me high into the air. As I swing from the ceiling, my shoulder stretches, and I grit my teeth. I spin to face a skeleton dangling from all four of her limbs like a marionette.

      Gathering the skirt of my dress, I fumble with my free hand for the dagger. My left hand doesn’t quite grip the hilt as naturally as my right, but I slash at the thread above my wrist. The string is tough and thick, making it difficult to slice. I swing my left arm back up to swipe at it again. Running the blade over the thread, I can cut only a tiny fiber at a time. The thread slowly hinders the circulation to my right hand and digs into my flesh.

      The dagger snags against the thread. I lose my weak grip on the hilt, which slips from my fingers. The dagger falls to the ground near Brahm with a clink. Fuck. I tug at the thick weaving thread with my hand, slowly wearing myself out. The skin around my wrist breaks as the string cuts deeper, and blood drips down my arm.

      The pain in my wrist and shoulder is almost too much, and my head grows light and woozy. As I take a rest and allow my body to go limp, another tapestry begins moving its golden fibers before my eyes. I blink rapidly as my stomach clenches. I don’t want to watch another one of these.

      Rapunzel sits at the top of the stone tower and waits as a handsome prince climbs her extremely long hair. The fibers begin to glimmer and weave into a new story. After the prince ascends the tower, he transforms into a hideous witch. She plaits the young maiden’s hair, wraps the braid around her neck, and shoves her from the window. I gasp as Rapunzel’s neck snaps, and she swings from the tower.

      I grow weak with queasiness as the young maiden’s body rots and turns black. Only then does the witch cut the dead Rapunzel down from her hair noose, consume her flesh, and steal away with the bones.

      I spin a little more from the hanging thread while my entire right arm goes prickly and cold. My eyes meet more suspended skeletons. I reach again to the thread, tugging and praying the frayed piece will snap.

      Another tapestry’s golden threads glisten and weave a story I’ve never seen. The witch approaches a young, redheaded girl sitting near a creek in the woods. When the girl turns, it’s me. No. Although confusion and dread flood through me, I can’t take my eyes off of the tapestry.

      The witch hands little me crystals and incense. I happily arrange the gems on the pebbled bank and light the incense. The witch touches my temples, whispers something, and then disappears into a cloud of fog. I don’t remember any of this.

      The little version of me turns her head up from the crystals. Her black eyes peer through the tapestry, and she grins. No, no, no. I look away. I must get out of here.

      Clawing with my fingernails as my only tool, I scratch at the fibers of the thread until they snap. My arms flail through the air while I careen toward the floor and crash. My head slams against the stones. I roll over, cradling my head in my hands. Blooms and flashes of pain sear through my skull. I stay low to avoid more threads and scoot toward Brahm and my dagger.

      I slice through the bloody thread still tightly wrapped around my wrist. Pressing my finger against his neck, I check that Brahm still has a pulse. I slouch against him and wait for the tingling rush of blood through my right arm to stop. I blink my eyes over and over, but the tapestry image of me won’t leave my mind.

      Was I right to think myself wicked? Am I like Hexegot?

      Stop it, Gisela.

      Turning my head to Brahm, I study his face. You can’t be wicked, I tell myself, because of love.

      I place a hand over my chest to feel my heart pound against it.

      You love Brahm, you love Thora, and you love your parents.

      The steady beat of my heart calms me. I’m alive. I need to save Brahm and get us back to our families. I have to do this.

      The sensation in my arm has returned, and I assess a path to get us out of this room. I need to avoid touching the crisscrossing threads.

      As I plot our escape, I use the snake-leaves to heal my wrist. I should be able to slide Brahm underneath most of the threads, but near the door, there are a few that cross the room very low. I’ll have to lift him over the top somehow.

      Taking a deep breath, I begin shoving Brahm’s lifeless body under the threads. About halfway through the room, we meet a low string. I swing Brahm’s legs over first and prop them up on the other side. Crossing his arms over his chest, I lift Brahm and heave him forward without touching a thread. I slide him under a few more until we arrive at the lower threads and a worktable next to the loom.

      Avoiding the threads, I lean my body against the table and hang my head. A throbbing pain pulses in my skull. I open my eyes to study the contents of the worktable. Spools and shuttles of various colored threads, bobbins, weaving forks, and large silver needles. The table sits atop many of the low threads, and on the other side is the door. One-by-one, I place each tool onto the floor.

      I scoop Brahm underneath his armpits and drag him toward the table. A snapping sound catches my attention, and a thread coils around Brahm’s ankle, jerking him from my arms and toward the ceiling.
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      BRAHM’S ARMS AND TWISTED LOCKS of hair dangle, while the color of his face grows darker with the rushing flow of blood. Shit. Panic streaks through me as I hop onto the table to reach him, but he’s much too high.

      My wide eyes desperately scan the room for something to help. I’d climb onto the loom, but it isn’t close enough to him. The only way to get near him is to get myself snagged in the thread again. I take a deep breath and gather my courage.

      Placing the dagger between my teeth, I reach out and touch a thread with my left hand. The thread snaps, coils around my wrist, and sends me shooting toward Brahm and a few skeletons. I use my hips to swing forward and grab onto Brahm’s boot, wrapping my legs around his. I slice at the thread around his ankle until it pops. I flinch as Brahm crashes onto the worktable below.

      I saw at my thread until it’s nearly cut and swing my hips once more. Waiting until I’m all the way back in a swing, I give a hard swipe with my dagger. Brahm’s body breaks my fall, yet he remains in a peaceful slumber. I roll over to catch my breath.

      With no threads on the other side, I gently ease Brahm from the table and slide down to face another red door.

      “Brahm, wake up,” I say for the millionth time, crouching near him. “I need you!”

      I’ve kissed his lips, poured water on his face, placed the snake-leaves on his fingers, and kissed him some more—but nothing is waking him from this sleep.

      What if I’m really losing him this time? I don’t want to do this alone. I’m not ready to say goodbye to him. I caress his face with my hand, tracing along his hairline, his soft lips, and strong chin.

      “Come back to me, Brahm. I love you.”

      “Gisela,” a feminine voice whispers inside the next room, startling me.

      I carefully open the door and peek inside. There’s no one else here. There’s nothing in the dark room aside from a tall ornate mirror. I kiss Brahm again, and his veins begin to turn black.

      “Nooo!” I cry out and shake his shoulders. “No, no, no! Brahm! I need you!”

      The black veins spread to his lips, which shrivel and turn black. Guttural cries escape my lungs as I hold him close, rocking back and forth. Even Brahm’s skin begins to crinkle and wilt. Grabbing his hands, I try to suck the spindle-poison from his fingers, but it’s no use.

      “Gisela,” the voice says again. “Over here. I can help you.”

      The sound is coming from the mirror. A shining light ripples down the glass. It twinkles, beckoning me to look. I scramble to drag Brahm inside the room and shut the door.

      “I’ll be right back,” I whisper in Brahm’s ear. “I’ll find a way to save you.”

      The black frame around the mirror is cast to look like snakes and thorny vines. The looking glass itself is tarnished and spotted with a gray patina. I jump back when I look at myself; my eyes are black instead of green. It’s a frightening sight. No wonder I made the other Offerings, Brahm, and even Bergot afraid.

      The Gisela in the mirror also wears the crown of bones instead of flowers. My messy, red hair flows down my shoulders and nearly blends in with the bloodstains on my dress.

      “Hello, Gisela,” the mirror me says in a voice deeper and more haunting than my own. “You’ve made it quite far for an Offering. But you are no ordinary young maiden, are you? There is evil in you.”

      I look her up and down as her body sways. With her black eyes, she looks past me at Brahm and smirks.

      “You are disgusting, Gisela.” She clicks her tongue. “Fucking your dead brother’s best friend. Wilhelm would be horrified.”

      “Shut up. We love each other. Wil wouldn’t care.”

      “Oh, you really are naïve.” She narrows her dark eyes at me. “I guess that is to be expected from the girl who didn’t even finish school. Here’s a lesson for you: Wil hated every time you read Brahm’s palms. Hated every glance you and Brahm stole. Hated every laugh, touch, or smile shared between the two of you.”

      I shake my head and bite my tongue.

      “You really are a worthless bitch. You couldn’t help Wil, and you cannot help Thora. Just watch.”

      The mirror ripples. The dark version of me disappears to reveal Thora. I grasp the edges of the mirror and peer inside. Thora is in the square, crying. Some young teenagers poke her shoulders. Rage flares in my chest when one boy calls her ‘stupid.’ The frame of the mirror cuts into my palms because I’m gripping it so tightly.

      The mirror ripples again, and this time shows Thora at home. Mama serves her a tiny bowl of cabbage soup while Thora cries and rubs at her stomach.

      I shake the mirror and scream. “No, Thora! Sweetie!”

      The mirror ripples and shows me my dark self again.

      “No, no, no! Go back!”

      “Poor, poor Thora. Bullied and starving. Oh, but wait! I suppose you could have helped her. You could have married Albert and given Thora the life she deserves. Instead of nearly starving every winter and wearing your hand-me-down clothes.”

      “Stop it.”

      “But you were selfish, just like you have been with Brahm.” She glances at him again. “Oh, dear. He doesn’t look so good.”

      I turn to find Brahm’s skin withering as his green shirt begins to turn black.

      “He was such a sweet, talented, and handsome young man. And you’ve been torturing him all these years.”

      “It’s not true.” I turn back to the mirror and shake my head. “I didn’t know he loved me then.”

      “Oh, but you did.”

      The mirror ripples again, revealing Brahm eating dinner with my family years ago. I remember that night. Wilhelm had invited Brahm over for dinner shortly after the bonfire incident, and I kept my head down the entire time. In the mirror, I watch Brahm ask me questions or try to pass me food. I roll my eyes or ignore him every time, causing his expression to sink into despair.

      The mirror warps and shows what happened a few hours later. Brahm and Wil were outside drinking wine when I emerged from the back door.

      Wil asked me, “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I ignored my brother as I unbuttoned the top of my dress, my cleavage nearly spilling out.

      “You’re fourteen; you shouldn’t be sneaking out.”

      I raised my eyebrow at him. “Are you going to tattle? Like you’ve never snuck out. Plus, you and your friends don’t want me around. What do you expect?”

      When I turned to ruffle my hair in the reflection of the window, Brahm stared at me with drooping eyes.

      Moments later, my first boyfriend, Matz, arrived to take me drinking with some friends in the woods. I skipped forward, jumped into his arms, and kissed his lips. As we departed, I snapped my head back to glare at Brahm. He hung his head and walked away, leaving Wil sitting outside the house all alone.

      The mirror quickly moves through other images of Brahm watching me interact with my many boyfriends. One after another. It all stopped when Wil died. I had to get serious. The mirror shows me working my booth as Brahm watches from the square.

      “And you chose to ignore him. Tormenting the poor boy for years until he snapped—punching Lord Albert for you and making himself an Offering.” She hums a slight giggle. “You know, seeing Albert’s hands on your body nearly shattered Brahm’s heart like Heinrich’s. Look at him. That boy would die for you—is dying for you. You. The worthless, uneducated bitch. And now, Brahm will never have a career teaching music or the large family of his dreams.”

      Shame builds inside me, but I shake my head. “It’s not my fault.”

      “Oh, but it is. You have an immense amount of power; you just need to harness it. You really have no idea the effect you have on people, do you?” She cackles and throws her head back. “If you had married Albert and taken better care of your sister, none of this would have happened. Brahm would have been forced to move on and marry a nice girl.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. “Shut up.”

      “You do more harm than good to all around you.”

      “SHUT UP.” My blood boils with rage, and I glare at her.

      “Everything is your fault, including Wilhelm’s death.”

      “No.” I press my hands against my hot ears, but I can still hear her awful voice.

      “Yes. You even thought so yourself—ridden with guilt all these years. When you get angry, you feel something. Do you not?”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “No, no, no.”

      “Yes. The foggy feeling. The feeling of power. The feeling of…magic?” She hums a giggle. “You should take your own life before you harm anyone else. Offer yourself to Hexegot right now, and maybe she will have mercy on your boyfriend. Maybe she will fix Thora. Maybe she will reunite you with your brother.”

      I shake my head and look into those black eyes. She draws up the bloody hem of her dress and unsheathes the dagger. Turning it in her hands, she holds the blade before her chest.

      “Are you ready to stop hurting everyone around you? Offer yourself to Hexegot. Let her possess you.”

      I gasp when my hands are holding the dagger, pointed at my chest. My breathing grows shallow. I watched her grab the dagger, not me. Now the sharp tip of the blade stares at me, gleaming, waiting, and wanting to plunge into my heart.

      Maybe I should.

      Just end it all right now. I’m a terrible sister. I should have respected Wil’s wishes and stayed away from Brahm from the very beginning. If they hadn’t been fighting, Wil would have never gone to work that fated day. Did I really cause his death with my anger?

      I should have married Albert, giving Thora what she needs. Did I really cause Brahm years of heartache? I swear I didn’t realize.

      I trace my finger along the carved hilt of the dagger.

      The branch. The mountain. The flower.

      Like the hazel branch, Wil was protective and strong—but, also like a bough in the wind, he was flexible. He was just looking out for me. Now that I’m an adult, he would have loved the idea of Brahm and me together. His death must have been a coincidence because I would have never wanted to kill him.

      Like the mountain, I can be tough and stubborn—but I’m also proud of who I am, and for taking care of my family. They need me.

      Like a flower, Thora is precious and delicate—but she’s also sweet and perfect the way she is. Thora brings joy to everyone she meets.

      She’s wrong.

      Dark mirror Gisela is wrong.

      “Do it, Gisela. Plunge the dagger into your heart,” the mirror me whispers. “Give yourself to Hexegot.”

      “Why does she want me? She’s killed so many Offerings. Why not possess another?”

      “You know why.”

      I shake my head, although I fear I understand. “No.”

      “Do it, Gisela.”

      “No!” I shout, staring at my dark self in the mirror. “I love my family. I love Brahm.”

      I stab the dagger into the glass. The mirror shatters into a thousand of silver shards and flecks, opening into a shadowy courtyard.
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      MY KNEES HIT THE FLOOR as I cradle my head. It’s gone. The dark mirror Gisela is gone. A foggy veil of pain lifts from my head in relief. Before me is the courtyard. Is this where Bergot said the Water of Life would be? Maybe it can help Brahm. I jump in excitement and rush to him.

      I sheathe the dagger and scoop my hands under Brahm’s arms. Dragging him through the opening in the dark mirror, we enter the courtyard. Everything out here is as gray as the dead forest. Ashes fall through the air past the empty tree branches and to the floor littered with twisting vines. Ahead of me is a large fountain.

      Sparkling water springs from the top of a beautifully carved marble stone and splashes into a basin. It sits high and is surrounded by sharpened bones.

      The Water of Life?

      I pull Brahm toward the fountain but can’t get him past the bone spikes. Squeezing my hips between them, I climb up to the fountain to take a drink—just as Bergot said. I suck in the cool, refreshing water, and it invigorates my body. If Bergot was right, now Hexegot can’t kill me. I must give some to Brahm to wake him.

      I try to cup water in my hands, but it disappears each time I move them away. Placing the canteen under the surface, it refuses to fill. I gasp as I turn back to see Brahm’s skin wilting. I freeze as terror grips me. How do I get him the Water of Life?

      Another kiss will do.

      I dip my face into the water and part my lips. Filling my mouth, I descend the marble fountain and rush to Brahm’s side. My lips meet his, and I let the water drip into his mouth.

      “Please work, please work, please work.” I shake his shoulders and stare at his dark and withered face.

      Spreading from Brahm’s lips, the wrinkles smooth away, and the black veins begin to fade. Brahm’s skin turns to its normal color, and sobs of happiness burst from my lips. He chokes on the water and coughs. I help him sit up and pat his back.

      “Are…you…alright?” I can barely ask as I cry with joy, squeezing him.

      “I think so, Freckles.” He leans back to study me. “Are you?”

      I smile and nod while patting his face to make sure he’s really here. Brahm looks around, studying our environment. When he spots the fountain, he points.

      “The Water of Life!” He grabs my arm. “Let’s take a drink while we can!”

      I touch his cheek. “We already did. That’s how I woke you up—with the water.”

      “I thought that was True Love’s Kiss.” He grins and pecks my lips. “Thank you, Freckles. What happened?”

      I take a deep breath and recount the awful events to Brahm. The poisoned needle, the living tapestries and their dangerous coiling threads, and the mirror enchanted with a dark version of myself, daring me to kill myself.

      He takes my hand and caresses it with his thumb. “And you dragged my sleeping body through it all?”

      “I couldn’t leave—”

      A weak whimper comes from the other side of the courtyard. Brahm and I look around and see nothing through the thick rain of ash.

      “Help,” the whispery voice says.

      We head toward the sound. Past a row of prickly hedges and bare trees ensnared with ivy is a cage with Bergot inside. My mouth hangs wide in surprise.

      “Offerings, it is you!” She whispers. “You made it.”

      “How is this possible?” I study the iron cage. It’s the same type from the cannibal-witch’s house. I retrieve the singing bone and key from my bag and unlock the door.

      “Thank you,” she coughs.

      Brahm and I help her out, and she places her arms around our shoulders.

      “How did you get here?” I ask the goddess as we hobble toward the fountain.

      “I could sense you needed help, Gisela. I hated myself for allowing you to come here without me. I knew I needed to try harder,” Bergot says in a craggy voice. “So, I transformed myself to bring you the golden shoes and silver mantle.”

      “What?” I ask, raising my brows.

      Brahm tilts his head. “The pigeon was you?”

      “Yes, and she trapped—” Bergot continues coughing and wheezing.

      “Here, let’s get you a drink from the fountain,” Brahm says.

      “I cannot.”

      I grab her shoulder. “But you told us to drink from it!”

      “Yes,” she whispers and pats my hand. “I cannot drink from it myself, for I fear there is not much left to me under these veils. My sister’s dark curses have taken their toll on my body over the years. But the Water of Life will help if she tries to kill you.”

      “If she tries to kill us?” Brahm asks. “But you’re here. Can’t you help us? Can’t you get us out?”

      “No. The dark magic here is too strong.” Bergot moans as she cradles her head. “It is overpowering me.”

      “Then how do we find your crown?” Brahm asks.

      Bergot remains silent.

      “She wears it, doesn’t she?” I ask. “It’s a part of her?”

      “Yes. I did not know she had fused it to her body until I saw her,” Bergot whispers and pauses to study the bone in my hand. “May I see that?”

      “Yes.” I hand it to her. “It’s magical. It can sing.”

      As soon as I said that, the bone begins reciting the tale of Three Gifts for Three Children. Bergot holds the bone up, staring at it in complete silence as if she’s hearing it for the first time. I glance at Brahm and shake my head. Shouldn’t Bergot know her own story?

      When the song is over, Bergot hangs her veiled head, crying.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I am deeply sorry.” Bergot stands and paces the courtyard.

      “For what?” Brahm and I both ask.

      “I had no idea. I promise I had no idea. This is futile. Everything we have done…pointless.”

      “Pointless?” An agonizing pain fills my head as I grow angry. All this death and suffering can’t be pointless. I jump in front of the goddess and grab her bony shoulders. “What do you mean?”

      She shrinks away from me. “I did not know Hexegot had the Staff of Stargott, too. This whole time, I assumed my brother was doing his job to keep the people of Bergot Valley safely within the borders.” Bergot places her hand over her heart. “I wonder what has happened to my dear brother.”

      I huff a loud breath and place my hands on my hips. It’s my turn to pace through the falling ash in the courtyard. “The singing bone mentioned Stargott had sharpened the small piece of bone into a needle. Is your brother the one who created the tapestries in the Sanctuary?”

      “Yes,” she says in a hopeful voice. “Stargott gifted me the tapestries when he hid his family inside the valley, but then he left.” Bergot shakes her head.

      “In the woods, there’s a house of a weaver,” Brahm says. “Gisela and I found a loom, tapestries, and tools. Do you think that was his house?”

      Bergot gasps. “Yes. But what do you mean was?”

      She really doesn’t know what happened to her brother. I pity her and touch her hand. “The house is in ruins now. There was one tapestry we had never seen before of a man with red hair leading a family through a mountain pass.”

      “That is him.” The goddess sniffles and lifts her head, rubbing her hands together. “Stargott left, and I never saw him again. I agreed to provide Hexegot with Offerings so long as she stayed away from the valley. I wanted to protect Stargott’s descendants from her. The lottery should never have chosen one, but you weren’t chosen by the lottery. Were you, Gisela?”

      My shoulders go rigid, and I stare at her with wide eyes. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you understand yet?”

      My mind races to the things dark mirror said, the red hair comments from the goddesses, and the angry fog that can often take over my mind. It can’t be. I clear my throat. “What’s there to understand?”

      “You are our family, Gisela. A demigoddess.”

      My breath catches in my throat, and I can’t speak. This is impossible.

      “What?” Brahm steps close and studies me. “Is this true?”

      Bergot nods. “Yes. Gisela is a descendent of Stargott.”

      I shake my head.

      “Yes. I have watched you your whole life in awe. Over the generations these thousand years, I believed all the magic had been lost. Though certain traits,” she pauses to touch a lock of my hair, “appeared here and there. The moment you were born, I could sense your deep well of power.”

      My feelings return to me in confusion and anger. “You knew this whole time and never once thought to tell me?”

      “I am sorry, but I thought I was protecting you from Hexegot. She wants you for your strength, Gisela.”

      “If it’s true, then…” I trail off and close my eyes.

      “What is it?” Brahm asks, rubbing my back.

      “No, no, no. That would mean she was right.” I pause to hold back my tears and catch my breath. Guilt creeps into my soul and spreads through every part of my body. “The dark mirror said it was my fault my brother died. If I have magic, then my anger killed Wil.”

      Brahm wraps his arms around me. “Shh, no, we talked about this. His death was an accident.”

      A burst of cackling laughter comes from the other side of the courtyard, and I shudder in Brahm’s arms. “It was no accident,” Hexegot says, wearing the crown of bones and holding the staff as she glides forward. “I killed him trying to connect with you again, precious one.”

      A painful lump forms in my throat and tears sting my eyes at her apathetic confession. She killed my brother for no reason? Brahm squeezes me tighter as I try to form words to say. Movement from the castle catches our attention.

      Albert strides out and steps next to the evil goddess. I narrow my eyes in irritation at the sight of him. His lip is still bruised from being punched by Brahm.

      “What are you doing here?” I nearly spit speaking to him.

      “Hello to you, too. I am here working on a business deal.” Albert smirks.

      “Yes,” Hexegot says. “It is time to prepare for the ritual, High Priest.”

      Albert lunges for me, but I strike his nose with the heel of my palm, making him stumble backward. He touches the blood and looks at me from under his brows, shaking his head. Hexegot glides with her white wrappings flowing behind and touches his nose. It glows and straightens as the other injuries on his face disappear.

      “Thank you, my goddess.”

      Hexegot doesn’t answer him but sets her sights on me.

      Brahm steps between us. “Leave her alone.”

      Hexegot feigns a sigh and swipes her hand through the air, sending Brahm flying across the courtyard. My stomach drops in terror. He hits his head against a tree and falls to the ground.

      I leap after him, but Albert grabs my waist and drags me toward the cage. Anger fills me, and I try to harness it as strength like I did with Ferdinand and the spinners but can’t wriggle free. As Albert forces me inside, Hexegot summons Brahm and Bergot to float toward us with her powers and crams them into the cage. I wrap my arms around Brahm and kiss the top of his head, relieved that he is alright.

      Bergot pushes herself to sit up, and the skeleton key clangs against the cage. Albert’s eyes dart to the key, and he reaches through the bars. He tugs the key away from Bergot until the leather tying it to the bone snaps. The goddess tucks the singing bone into the black layers of her dress as Albert hands the key to Hexegot.

      “Thank you, my pet.” Hexegot reaches into the cage and grabs Bergot by the throat. “Now. Where is our brother?”

      “I…don’t…know,” the goddess barely squeaks out while being strangled.

      I desperately pull at Hexegot’s arms. “Isn’t he the weaver? Do you not have him imprisoned here?”

      “What?” She snaps her veiled head toward me and releases Bergot.

      “The tapestries inside?” I help Bergot sit up as she coughs. “Didn’t Stargott make them?”

      “No, my precious one, I did.” Hexegot stands tall. “Are they not lovely? Telling the tales of the pain and suffering I have caused?”

      “The ones inside the ballroom did look different than in the Sanctuary,” Brahm says, staring into my eyes.

      “We found his house—or what was left of it,” I say. “There was a loom and everything.”

      “Yes. After I stole this staff,” Hexegot strikes it against the ground, “Stargott went mad and wove my stories in a different manner. I watched him wallow away at that house, biding my time while I practiced magic. I thought he would be easy to find there for when I could finally use his bones as relics. One day, I went to check on him. He had met a woman who lived with him for some time. Next thing I knew, they were gone—hiding in the valley.”

      Bergot shakes her head. “Yes, his wife and child stayed, but Stargott did not. He gave me his tapestries and disappeared. I assumed he was still ushering souls to the otherworld.”

      “With what?” Hexegot groans and bangs the staff against the bars of the cage.

      Bergot touches her chin and begins laughing. I place my hand on her shoulder, trying to get her attention. I’m terrified, yet she thinks this is all funny.

      “Have you gone mad? I can make you tell me, Sister. I have my ways.” Hexegot turns to Albert. “Help me prepare for the ritual, High Priest. Now that our guest of honor has arrived, we shall begin. We’ll deal with Stargott later.”

      The two venture inside a dim cavern within the walls of the castle. Bergot continues giggling under her veils. Brahm and I shake our heads in disbelief at one another.

      I wave my hand in front of Bergot’s face and whisper, “What is it?”

      “This.” She holds up the singing bone.

      “Why is that funny?” Brahm asks.

      “I think Stargott has been ushering souls to the otherworld with something even smaller than this here bone.” Bergot laughs again and shakes her head. “He was trying to show me with the tapestries.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “Show you what?”

      “That he was using the fragment of our mother’s bone in the form of a needle to weave,” Bergot moves the singing bone up and down in a stitching motion, “new stories for Hexegot’s victims. He created the tapestries and the fairy tales to produce a new otherworld for their souls. I knew they were magical by the way they moved—”

      I gasp and release a giggle myself. “Yes. So, they really do move? I’m not crazy!” I throw my head back in vindication. “Also, when I fell down the well into that otherworld, everything appeared to be woven fabric. But why were you laughing? What does it mean?”

      “It means that if Stargott can do all that with a simple needle, I surely can create magic with this. It is a relic, after all. Let me try.” She clasps the bone in her hands and bows her head. Rocking back and forth, she hums until she drops the bone and screams.

      “What?” Brahm and I both ask.

      “Her curses are so strong, and this entire place is defiled with dark magic.” Bergot looks around the courtyard as she rubs her forehead. “It pains me so.”

      “Pain?” Brahm says through his clenched teeth. “Hexegot has murdered thousands of Offerings. This time, she wants to use Gisela and take over the valley. What do you think she’ll do then? What will happen to Gisela?” He wraps his arm around me. “Hexegot must be stopped.”

      “You are right. We cannot allow that to happen, for she destroys everything she touches. Allow me to focus.”

      Whispering words unknown to me, the goddess hums and sways until a bright white light glows from her clasped hands. Excitement bubbles inside, and I hold my breath to see what the goddess will do. When she reaches for the bars of the cage, sparks fly as Bergot’s arms shake. The goddess jerks back and groans. My shoulders drop in disappointment.

      “I cannot break the cage.” She takes a few deep breaths. “Maybe I can summon the key.”

      Again, humming and swaying, the goddess whispers her incantations. Bergot stretches her hand in the direction of the castle, but nothing happens. She shudders and shakes out her hands.

      “It’s not working.” Bergot slams her fists onto the metal floor of the cage.

      “Just keep trying, alright?” I rub her back and try to sound hopeful. “Start small.”

      “Alright. A simple protection charm.”

      Hexegot and Albert re-enter the courtyard as Bergot takes the bone and recites a new spell. Nothing happens. I shrink against Brahm’s chest in defeat, and he wraps his arms tightly around me.

      Spotting Bergot attempting magic, Hexegot glides across the courtyard in a fury. “What do you think you’re you doing?”

      Bergot doesn’t answer but continues her useless chanting.

      “Sister, it is over.” Hexegot grabs the bars and rattles the cage. “Stop that!”
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      HEXEGOT CIRCLES THE CAGE, LAUGHING. “You faithfully provided me with Offerings, and I, your merciful sister, allowed you to live.” She feigns a sigh. “Sadly, now I need you to die.”

      Bergot’s protection charm makes the metal of the cage glow with a white-hot light. My jaw drops in surprise, and my heart races with excitement, watching Bergot’s magic work. Hexegot shrieks as she releases the bars.

      “You’ll regret doing that.”

      Hexegot rises into the air, drinks from the Water of Life, and presses the Staff of Stargott into her chest. With her limbs and neck stretching toward the sky, the evil goddess glows with a bright light. She transforms into a hideous, white dragon.

      Brahm and I shudder at the sight as the crown of bones turns into horns, and the scepter grows into a bony chest plate. The dragon sprouts wings and soars through the air, roaring and blasting fire from her lungs. Anxiety courses through me as I shake Bergot’s shoulders, but she doesn’t rouse from her trance.

      “Albert!” I shout, pleading him with my eyes. “Let us out! You don’t have to do this.”

      He doesn’t register what I said. Albert’s mouth hangs open at the sight of the giant dragon.

      “Please, Al—”

      The dragon’s talons crash against the top of the cage, and I scream. Brahm wraps his arm around my shoulder. The metal creaks and buckles under the pressure. Hexegot lifts the cage and flies up in the air with us.

      “No!” Brahm and I shout as she drops us to the stone floor of the courtyard. The cage breaks into pieces, and the three of us crash on top of one another. I’m in pain, but at least we are free.

      Rolling off Brahm and Bergot, I retrieve my dagger and stand. If Bergot can’t protect us, I must try something. The dragon darts for me, and I slice into her neck. She roars and flies into the air, above the trees. From both her horns and her chest plate, a glowing light flows toward the wound. Her scaly flesh heals as though it has snake-leaf magic.

      Brahm grabs my arm and drags me into a large, hollow tree. The dragon swoops down and tries to blow fire at her sister. Bergot awakes from her trance just in time to dart away, the flames only singeing the train of her flowing dress.

      Hexegot sets her sights on Brahm and me while blowing fire through the courtyard. When we run the other way, Albert approaches us.

      I grab Brahm’s hand, and we sprint toward Bergot. The dragon screeches and crashes down on us, pinning our chests under her huge talons. Coughing from the painful pressure, I turn my head to look at Brahm and reach for his hand. He extends his arm, but our fingers refuse to touch.

      “High Priest,” the dragon bellows in a deep voice, “tie up my Offerings. They’re misbehaving.”

      “Gladly,” Albert says and heads toward me with a rope.

      “Leave her alone!” Brahm shouts, squirming under the dragon’s talons. “How can you do this to us?”

      Albert ignores him and grabs my arms. The dragon lifts her claw to allow Albert to drag me away. He ties my arms behind me and peels my fingers away from the dagger. I try to summon the strength to fight back, but all I feel is weakness coursing my limbs.

      Propping me against a wall of bones, Albert binds my ankles. He leans forward to stroke my hair and touch my lips with his fingers. Nausea and more weakness take over, but I spit in his face. Albert wipes his cheek and grabs my chin, bringing his eyes close to mine with a grin on his narrow face.

      “My feisty little bride,” he says and kisses my tight lips.

      “Don’t touch her!” Brahm says.

      Albert sets his sights on him. “Don’t worry; you’re next.”

      The dragon releases Brahm so Albert can drag him away. Albert pins Brahm to the ground, digging his knee into Brahm’s back as he ties his arms and ankles. Placing Brahm next to me, Albert stares back and forth at us.

      “Time for the lovers to say goodbye.” He stands and looks at the dragon. “What next, my goddess?”

      “Her.” The dragon cranes her neck toward Bergot, who’s still chanting and trying to work her magic. “Sister, you can stop your efforts. I have the girl; now, I need your bones. Your charms are useless.”

      Bergot lifts her head, and her shoulders drop. The dragon whips her tail and knocks Bergot into a wide tree, dropping the singing bone. Bergot scrambles to get the bone and recites a chant in time to block a blast of fire from the dragon’s mouth. Bergot’s magic works, but barely.

      “I will kill you,” the dragon screeches as her wings kick up a tornado of ash. Brahm, Albert, and I turn our heads to avoid the dust.

      Bergot coughs. “I have provided you with Offerings all this time. I have done everything you have ever asked of me,” Bergot cries out. “And I am your sister. Why would you kill me?”

      “Because Father never loved me like he loved you and Stargott!” The dragon lands and whips her tail around, knocking Bergot over again. “AND because of Heinrich.”

      “What of that poor man?” Bergot asks.

      “I finally thought I had someone who loved me. But YOU,” she roars. “You and your beauty and your kindness turned his head. I could not believe that my own sister, who could have any man she wished, would try to steal the only one I loved.”

      Bergot stands and walks toward the dragon. “You have no idea what you are talking about, Sister.”

      “Really? I followed him to your precious Sanctuary.” The dragon seethes air through her razor-sharp teeth. “So, I shattered his heart and destroyed the village from which he hailed.”

      “I know you did because I fixed him. I built a cage to protect his fragile heart.” Bergot rests her hands on her chest. “I promise he and I were never lovers; you know I preferred women. Heinrich visited me that day to ask for my blessing to take your hand in marriage.”

      The dragon bounds into the air and soars around the courtyard. When she lands, she tilts her scaly head. “Why should I believe you?”

      “He loved you. He called you his Liebhaberin.” Bergot shakes her head. “You must believe me. He was planning to ask Stargott for his blessing as well.”

      “My Liebhaber.” The dragon releases a deep, smoky sob, and a large tear falls from her eye and splashes onto the pavers. “Now I must go through with my plan. In Gisela’s beautiful form, he would be a fool not to take me back!”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Albert chimes in, strolling toward the dragon with his eyebrows furrowed. “You said she’d be mine.”

      “Shut up.” The dragon uses her clawed wing to push Albert back a few feet. “My pet, do you really think that I, after all this time and finally having a perfect form, would only take one lover?”

      “What?” Albert asks. “You can’t be serious.”

      “It does not matter now, Sister,” Bergot says, hanging her head. “I’m sorry, but Heinrich is dead.”

      “What?” The dragon snaps her head toward Bergot. “No! You’re lying!”

      “Yes, Sister. His heart cage burst with joy upon seeing Prince Franz in human form.”

      Grief takes hold again as I recall Heinrich’s death, but he’s certainly better off than with Hexegot. Would Brahm be better off without me? I shake my head and push the thought from my mind.

      While the goddesses argue about Heinrich, Brahm and I squirm, trying to break free from the ropes.

      “Albert,” I whisper to get his attention, but he won’t look me in the eyes, “you don’t have to do this. Please, untie us!”

      “No, she’ll kill me.” He looks back at the dragon with a sullen and pale face.

      Shaking and snarling, the dragon rises onto her hind legs and releases a plume of white-hot fire into the sky. Bergot rushes toward us, but the dragon knocks her to the ground, pinning the goddess under her large talons.

      “You will die, Sister. I have found a way to harness all of the magic, using Gisela as my vessel. I simply need more relics,” she says and nods at the bone clutched in Bergot’s fingers. “Give me that.”

      “No.”

      Whirling around in an explosion of ash and glowing light, Hexegot emerges in her human-sized form. Bergot lifts the singing bone and presses it against her forehead, humming. Her father’s relic glows and transforms into a gleaming-white diadem.

      “Sister, you’re only making things easier for me. I need your bones, too.” Hexegot laughs and extends her palm, causing Bergot to fall to the ground. “Albert, tie her up as well.”

      Bergot tries to block Albert with a charm, but she cringes and yelps in pain.

      Hexegot laughs. “You’re not strong enough.”

      Albert is able to grab Bergot, bind her wrists and ankles, and prop her against the wall of bones next to Brahm.

      “I know you are lying about our brother.” Hexegot glides forward and gets in Bergot’s face. “Where is Stargott hiding?”

      “What do you mean? I have no idea.”

      Hexegot roars as she grabs Bergot’s shoulders, shaking her. “Stop lying! Tell me where Stargott is!”

      “I swear, I do not know. These two found his house in the woods. They said it was complete ruins, meaning he has not been there in ages.” Bergot tilts her head. “Is he not protecting the mountain passes anymore?”

      “Lies. I can make you tell me.” Hexegot presses her thumbs against Bergot’s temples. The goddess screams, and her body contorts. After a moment, Hexegot throws her head back as she stands, releasing a battle cry. “You really don’t know?”

      Bergot shakes her head.

      “I need his bones for this to work,” Hexegot mumbles under her breath. “I shall meditate inside. We will find my brother.” She turns to Albert. “Come.”

      Albert and Hexegot begin walking toward the castle. The witch-goddess raises her hands in the air, making Brahm, Bergot, and myself float with her magic. Gliding through the courtyard and into a large temple inside the castle, a horrible pain sears through my body. I writhe and scream in the air.

      Hexegot snaps her fingers, and we fall to the ground with a thud. All around, sconces illuminate the bones forming the structure of the temple. There is a large crystal ball in the center of the room and a stone slab nestled in the apse of the bone-lined sanctuary. Hexegot rummages through her collection of items on a worktable and lights incense. I’ve been here before.

      “Are you alright?” Brahm whispers, shuffling his body toward me.

      “I think so. Are you—”

      “Albert, my pet, keep watch over them.” Hexegot cuts me off and turns to me. “I’ve protected this sanctuary with a curse. If any of you attempt to leave, your little sister will die immediately.”

      Thora.

      “No, no! You can’t,” I cry out.

      Ignoring me, Hexegot kneels before her crystal ball. Her body sways as she meditates. Inside, the crystal swirls with color. A painful vibration fills the air. My temples hurt again, and I lean my head back against the wall. Albert stands before me, staring.

      “What?” I ask him with tears in my eyes.

      Albert slicks his dark hair out of his face and kneels. Straddling my legs, he touches my cheek with his cold, pale hand. Without looking, I can feel Brahm’s intense glare piercing into Albert.

      “Beautiful Gisela,” Albert whispers, still holding my dagger in his right hand.

      I try to control my breathing as Albert traces my jaw, neckline, and cleavage with the blade. Why would he do all this just for me?

      I’m reminded of what the dark mirror version of me said.

      You have an immense amount of power—you just need to harness it.

      You really have no idea the effect you have on people, do you?

      If the goddesses are correct, and I am a demigoddess, then maybe I can defeat Hexegot and Albert myself.

      I soften my face and offer him a weak smile. “Will you help me, my Albert?” I coo his name in a low, whispery voice, maintaining eye contact. “We could be together if you take me back to Thora. I’d do anything for the man who reunites me with my sister.”

      “What?” Brahm shouts, snapping his head to me.

      I have to ignore Brahm if I want this to work. Gazing into Albert’s eyes, I tilt my chin into his hand and part my lips. His eyes twinkle and gloss over as he leans in for a kiss. Playfully moving my lips and tongue, I press my chest into his. I swallow the vomit rising in my throat and continue kissing the man I hate.

      “Please stop,” Brahm whispers. “No, Freckles.”

      I feel terrible for making Brahm upset but focus on my kiss with Albert. I concentrate on making Albert do what I want. There. He slides his hand—the one with my dagger—up my spine, pulling me closer. Now drop it. The weapon falls to the stone floor with a clink. Forget the dagger. Focus on me.

      I release a slight whimper as I draw my lips away and offer my neck. With his eyes clouded over, Albert grins and dives in to taste my skin. I continue to make fake moans of pleasure. I get Brahm and Bergot’s attention with my eyes. I smile and slightly tilt my head backward. Brahm sniffles and nods as he scoots closer to me.

      Albert’s lips are in my cleavage now, making my stomach grow sick. I pray for Brahm to hurry. When Brahm has the dagger and shuffles back toward Bergot, I release another moan to cover their noise.

      “Albert, not in front of them. Please.” I give him a sultry grin. “Is there somewhere we can be alone?”

      Albert nods and cups my cheeks. “Good idea, my goddess.”

      As soon Albert stands, Bergot raises her palm and knocks him down with her powers. He lies asleep on the floor of the tiny, dim temple. I exhale a steady stream of air through my lips, letting the nausea subside. Bergot takes her ropes and binds Albert’s wrists and ankles.

      With reddened cheeks, I turn toward Brahm as he cuts my ropes. “I’m so sorry.”

      “That was painful to watch.” He clenches his jaw as he works. When my wrists are free, Brahm moves to my ankles and looks at Bergot. “What are we going to do now?”

      “Shh. Let me think.” The goddess bows her head and hums.

      Brahm sits next to me but stares with wide eyes at Albert. My heart aches at the thought of him mad at me.

      “Please look at me, Brahm. I’m sorry.” I lean my head against his shoulder, and he kisses my forehead.

      “It’s alright.” He rubs his neck. “Jealousy is a terrible feeling.”

      “I know.” I pick up his hand and press my palm against his, where our heart lines can touch. “Always know my heart belongs to you.”

      Bergot trembles and yelps in pain. “I cannot do anything here. The magic of my father’s relic is new to me. I need time to practice—away from Hexegot’s curses.”

      “Can you summon enough power to get us out of here?” Brahm asks.

      Hexegot’s whispers and hums grow loud again.

      “She is waking,” Bergot says. “Let us run, and maybe I will grow stronger away from this place.”

      We can’t run, Hexegot threatened Thora.

      Bergot rushes toward the exit, but I hold out my hands and shout, “No!”

      The goddess freezes in place until I lower my palms. “How did you do that? Why did you do that?”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.” I shake my head and point to Hexegot. “But you heard her. She will kill Thora if we attempt to leave.”

      “Maybe she was lying?” Brahm lifts my hands to inspect my palms. “Seriously, how did you do that?”

      I shrug and open my mouth, but Bergot interrupts.

      “I am glad you did, or I might be dead right now. My sister really has cursed the threshold.” Bergot holds her arms in the air near the exit. “I cannot break it. I am too weak.”

      “What do you propose we do?” Brahm asks. “We can’t let her keep Gisela.”

      “As of now, with her relics, we cannot kill her. If I could get away from here, find my brother and practice, maybe he and I could defeat her.” Bergot hangs her head. “Where could Stargott be? I need time.”

      As the goddess paces the floor, my head grows hot with fear, confusion, and anger. I close my eyes and focus on the pain. This time, I allow the power to move through me in a wave of tingling heat. When I open my eyes, Brahm and Bergot are staring at me from below. I’ve somehow floated into the air. I concentrate on lowering myself to the ground, and my body obeys.

      Brahm rushes to me and takes my hands. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Bergot shakes her head. “Your powers are growing quickly, Gisela. I thought keeping you in the dark would hold Hexegot at bay. I am sorry I took so long to tell you who you are. Let me see your hands.”

      Bergot steps close and takes my hand and Brahm’s. She inspects our palms and nods.

      I stitch my brows in confusion. “What?”

      “Like I said before, your powers are great, Gisela, but look at his hand.” Bergot tilts Brahm’s palm toward me. “Do you see what I see?”

      “Well, I always told Brahm he had the strongest heart line I’ve ever seen.”

      “Indeed. The strongest.”

      Brahm looks back and forth between us. “What?”

      “Only a strong heart like yours can handle the love of a goddess. You two were meant for each other,” Bergot says. “You never had faith in me like your parents, did you? Tell me, Brahm. How long have you worshipped Gisela?”

      Brahm chuckles and looks into my eyes. “For as long as I can remember.”

      My heart swells inside my chest with love for Brahm, and I press a kiss inside his palm. My elation fades as Hexegot’s humming grows louder and turns into singing. In her incoherent ramblings, one word pierces my ears.

      Sacrifice.

      The blood drains from my face with a growing ember of an idea. I think Mother Holle knew what would need to be done.

      “Bergot,” I say and take a deep breath, “when Hexegot first met with Albert in my form, I could see everything. I even took control for a moment before Hexegot realized I was there…”

      She gasps. “Yes. You are very powerful, my dear.”

      Brahm turns his wide eyes to me. “What are you two getting at?”

      I can’t look at Brahm, or I won’t be able to ask this. With a heavy heart, I ignore him and turn to Bergot. “You say you need to practice. How much time do you need?”
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      “ARE YOU SURE, GISELA?” BERGOT ASKS.

      “Yes, she killed my brother and has now threatened my sister. I will do anything to defeat her…even if it’s from inside.”

      “No, no, no,” Brahm mutters and shakes his head. “No, Freckles. Bergot can get us out of here, right? You can do something.”

      I can feel his desperation as he grips my hand even tighter. I have to fight hard to hold back tears.

      “No, Brahm.” Bergot shakes her head. “Not here. All I can do is a brief protection charm. Knocking down Albert was easy, but Hexegot will not be. I cannot summon enough strength here. If we want to save Thora and everyone else in the valley, I must leave this place.”

      What will happen to me? There’s something I must know before I go through with this. “Bergot, can you do me one favor before Hexegot wakes?”

      “What is that?”

      “Can you summon enough power to check on my sister? Are you able to see her?”

      She pats my shoulder. “I will try, my dear.”

      Bergot hangs her head, whispering and humming into a trance. I finally turn to Brahm, whose eyes are brimming with tears. He shakes his head and looks away at Hexegot, who is still meditating.

      I reach for him, but Bergot exhales and sits up. “Thora is very well, indeed.”

      Joy rises in my chest, and I release a tearful chuckle. “Yeah? She’s alright?”

      “Yes. Your father has not touched one drop of alcohol since May Day, and your Uncle Erik gave him his woodworking job back. Your mother and Thora have been selling goods at the market. They invested some of the money Brahm gave them to purchase more goats, and the rest they are saving. Thora has not gone hungry at all.” Bergot wraps her arm around me as I cry happy tears.

      “Thank you, Bergot.” I touch the goddess’s hand and prepare to ask the most difficult question ever. “So, she’ll be fine without me?”

      “Why would you ask that?” Brahm snaps. “We’re getting you back to her.”

      “Your sister certainly misses you. She asks about you and cries for you at night, but she is otherwise happy.”

      Knowing Thora is doing well gives me the courage I need. “Do you think I’m strong enough to survive? If I let Hexegot possess me?”

      Brahm leans his head on my shoulder and mumbles, “No, Freckles.”

      I stroke his hair and let him cry. I love Brahm so much and hate causing him heartache. I pull Brahm into my arms and look at the goddess.

      “I do believe you can survive, Gisela.” Bergot nods. “I have always believed in your strength.”

      “If she possesses you, what’s stopping her from hurting everyone in the valley?” Brahm asks. “What’s stopping her from killing our friends and family?”

      “We must try! She just wants power and to use me as her vessel. She has no reason to hurt anyone if we make a deal with her.”

      “She wants to give you to Albert.”

      “It won’t really be me.” I cup Brahm’s cheek. The tears in his eyes match the deep well of sadness inside me. “Will you still love me?”

      Brahm sucks in a deep breath through his nose. “Of course. I will always love you, Freckles. I’d go to the ends of the earth for you.”

      “We might have to,” Bergot says. “We just need leverage, so she will not destroy the valley or harm your loved ones. We need to make her promise.”

      Albert moans and begins to stir.

      “You’re right,” I whisper. “My goddess, I know you said it pains you, but I really need you to dig deep. Use your father’s relic to protect us. Show Hexegot you still have power. If you show strength now, we can force her hand.”

      “Yes. We shall make her take an oath of blood to not hurt us or anyone in the valley. Trade you for our safety.”

      “No, don’t do this,” Brahm nuzzles into my shoulder. “Please.”

      I melt into him as he wraps his arms around me. It kills me to hurt him, but this is the only way.

      “Brahm, what other option do we have? Hexegot will take me anyway and hurt everyone I love. Let my sacrifice mean something.” I choke on my tears as Brahm’s embrace of me grows tighter. “I know it’s not fair. I want so much more time with you. Our only chance is for Bergot to grow strong again while I attempt to defeat Hexegot from the inside. Here.”

      I dig through my satchel and remove the iron rod from Heinrich’s cage and the sewing kit. I trace it along my heart line before I take Brahm’s palm and do the same. I then sew the piece of metal into Brahm’s blouse over his heart. Each stitch rips a little hole in my heart.

      “There. Now your heart will always be protected. No matter what Hexegot makes me do or say to you.” I place my hand on Brahm’s chest. “I love you.”

      He kisses my hand. “I love you so much.”

      I turn back to Bergot. “If you can create a protection field around us, I know exactly how to get our leverage.”

      “I don’t like this, Freckles.”

      I’m sickened with grief. “I don’t either, but this isn’t goodbye. We’ll be together again.”

      “Ugh.” Albert rolls onto his back and moans in pain. With his arms and legs tied up, he gestures with his head toward Hexegot, who is beginning to wake up. “I’ll tell her what you did. She’ll kill you all.”

      Hexegot screams, and we all snap our heads toward her. She moves fast like a cat and grabs Albert’s throat, holding him in the air.

      “Hexe…got,” Albert squeaks as he pulls at the goddess’ fingers while she strangles him.

      “I couldn’t find any trace of him.” She drops Albert to the ground. With a flick of her wrist, she unbinds him. “Without my brother, I’ll only possess the maiden for one year before she deteriorates.”

      “You promised me more than one year,” Albert says in a hoarse voice, rubbing his neck. “I’m not killing my uncle and going against everything the people believe for just one year.”

      “Don’t worry, my pet,” she lowers her voice and strokes his cheek. “It means we have an entire year to find Star—”

      Bergot begins chanting her protection charm. I open my mouth, and the words of an unknown language pour out as I harmonize with her in singing. I’m in shock as a light and airy sensation tickles my skin and dissipates into the air. Both Albert and Hexegot turn their gaze toward the three of us.

      “What are they doing?” Albert asks.

      “Did you untie them?” Hexegot shoves Albert against the wall.

      “No, my goddess. Gisela tricked me!”

      “Idiot!”

      Hexegot glides forward and tries to kick her sister but bounces back in a burst of sparkling light. Our protection is working, and the light magic vibrating through the air finally eases my headache.

      “Are we going to do this again, Sister?” Hexegot asks, rising from the floor. “You will lose. I can create a mass of avalanches to bury your precious valley all at once.”

      “Wait! There’s no need” I shout at her as Bergot continues to chant the spell on her own. “Let’s make a deal. You and me.”

      Hexegot laughs and raises her chin. “A deal, precious one?”

      “Yes. You will not harm Bergot, Brahm, Thora, our families, or any other people in the valley. You will only use their light magic for your power.” Remembering my promise, I add another condition, “You will also free the water-nixies at once.” I twist my dagger in my hands and stare at Hexegot.

      “Why do you think I will agree to this?”

      “Well, as you can see, your sister still has power.” I hold the blade to my wrist. “Agree to my conditions, or I will kill myself under her protective charm.”

      “No!” Hexegot glides forward but is wary of Bergot’s forcefield.

      “Let her kill herself,” Albert says. “Can’t you still possess her after?”

      “Not if she dies in there, protected by Bergot.” Hexegot points at me. “You wouldn’t dare. I don’t believe you.”

      “Oh, you should,” I say, pressing the dagger against my pale, freckled skin. “I’m only interested in protecting the ones I love. If you agree to my conditions, I will agree to be your host.”

      Hexegot seethes deep breaths and circles the room. “Albert? If we go through the ritual today, we’ll have an entire year to find my brother. Are you still willing to work for me?”

      “Yes, my goddess.”

      “Then it is settled. Gisela, I agree to release the nixies, let these two go, and to not harm anyone in the valley—for one year. At that time, if we do not have Stargott, I will cause earthquakes and avalanches to send the villagers into a frenzy. Then, in the form of a dragon, I will burn any survivors and consume their flesh. But your sister…I will kill her with my hands, in your form, and force you to watch as both her life and love for you drain from her eyes. Do you understand?”

      I clench my teeth at the thought and blink away tears. “I understand.”

      Brahm rubs my back and pecks my lips. After stroking his face, I push my hands against the floor to stand, but Bergot grabs my wrist.

      “Wait, we will make her swear on an oath of blood to forbid her from breaking these promises.” Bergot turns her head to Hexegot. “Slice your palm now.”

      Hexegot glides to her table and grabs a knife. Cutting into her palm through the white wrappings, her vile, black blood drips onto the floor.

      “Gisela, when you are ready, do the same.”

      I take a deep breath and turn to Brahm, whose face is strained from holding back tears. Heartsick, I wrap my arms around his neck and rest my forehead against his.

      “I love you, Brahm. If you still love me when all of this is over, I promise to be your wife. We’ll be together always and have a houseful of children,” I whisper with a little giggle. “Will you help Bergot and fight for me?”

      “Anything…for…you…Freckles,” Brahm squeaks out between breaths. He runs his fingers through my hair and steadies his body. “As long as you promise to fight from within.”

      “I will.”

      “You are strong, brave, and too fucking stubborn to let her win.” His words give me strength. “I believe in you, my goddess.”

      Brahm kisses my lips hard, grabbing the hair at the back of my head. With desperation, I squeeze him tight as I kiss him back with all my might.

      “Lovely. Let’s get on with it,” Albert says, laughing.

      “It’s now or never, Gisela.” Hexegot extends her blood-wet palm.

      Bergot nods at me, and I hold up Wil’s dagger. With Brahm’s hand on my back, I press the blade against the skin of my palm and slice. Blood drips down my hand, but the sting from the cut is nothing compared to the pain in my heart.

      “Keep this for me.” I hand the dagger to Brahm and give him one last kiss before turning to Bergot.

      She releases her protection charm as I swing my right arm out to grasp Hexegot’s bloody hand. An icy and agonizing sensation tingles through my veins as the oath sets in. Albert steps close to my side, and I shudder from his touch. Hexegot squeezes my hand with a firm grip.

      “Albert,” the witch-goddess says, gesturing toward Brahm and Bergot, “escort these two from my sanctuary. We must begin the ritual.”

      “With all due respect, my Goddess, I would like for him to watch.” Albert nearly spits, staring at Brahm.

      “Fine, my pet. Get my precious one prepared on the altar.”

      “With pleasure.”

      Albert grabs my upper arm and leads me to the slab. With a ravenous look on his face, he pushes my chest and forces me to lie down. As soon as my feet are on the altar, thorny vines twist around my wrists and ankles, holding me in place. Panic sets in and my breaths turn into erratic gasps for air.

      I turn my head toward Brahm, who’s straining to hold back tears and covering his mouth with his hands. We maintain eye contact until Albert ties a blindfold around my head.

      I hope I’m strong enough for this.
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      I HOPE MY HEART’S STRONG ENOUGH for this. My fair Freckles lies upon the altar within the temple of bones. Thorny vines snake around my love’s pale wrists and ankles, holding her in place. Gisela’s beautiful red curls cascade down the edge of the slab. The silky, black blindfold covers my favorite set of eyes in the entire world. Those emeralds which pierce through my heart will now have another, darker soul peering through them.

      My heartache is excruciating. After loving her for all these years, I finally got to be with Gisela, only to have to let her go so soon.

      Although her chest rises and falls with a wild rhythm, Gisela doesn’t scream or attempt to stop the ritual. She’s the bravest woman—or demigoddess—I’ve ever known.

      When I met Gisela, she was a courageous and fierce young girl. She’d attempt the most dangerous of stunts to make her brother laugh—all the while never knowing she was stealing my heart.

      Gisela often told me my heart line was the strongest she’d ever seen when she would read palms by the creek. I can still feel her fingers tickling my palm as she traced my lines. Even then, she could make my heart flutter like a bird caged inside my chest.

      I suppose I was never a true worshipper of Bergot. Deep down, I knew Gisela was my goddess. Offering her crystals, dancing with her under the full moon, and humming tunes into her ears were truly rituals I performed for her.

      Although I was terribly jealous of her boyfriends—those who had the pleasure of kissing Gisela’s beautiful lips before I did—I knew I had to let her walk her own path. I could only pray that someday our paths would cross again. Now I pray our short journey along the path of ashes wasn’t my only chance.

      I desire to run to Gisela, take her down from the altar, and carry her home with me. But I cannot. She is sacrificing herself for something much larger than either of us. Being this completely helpless is torture. I must keep reminding myself that we have a responsibility to protect our loved ones in the valley.

      After a few incantations, Hexegot presses her finger against the top of a glass vial, turning it over. She dabs the perfumed oils on Gisela’s forehead, neck, chest, wrists, and ankles. Trading the bottle with Albert for the thurible, Hexegot swings heavily scented incense above Gisela’s body. Bergot pats my back as Hexegot removes Gisela’s floral crown and tosses it to the skull-lined floor.

      I crawl to retrieve the crown and clutch it against my chest. Closing my eyes, I picture Gisela’s face the moment I gave this to her. Her smile was adorable, and the way she looked at me was something dreams are made of. I will treasure this simple floral crown along with her dagger until the day I can return them to her.

      “Any more movements from you, and I might have to break my oath,” Hexegot’s voice bellows inside the temple of bones, making me shudder down to my marrow.

      I shuffle back toward Bergot. With a cracking sound of broken bones, Hexegot lifts the crown from her head and places it on Gisela’s. She also tugs the scepter from her chest and rests it inside Gisela’s palm. Albert holds out a branch of hazel that Hexegot snatches and places on top of Gisela.

      “The candles,” Hexegot says.

      Albert places white candles on each side of Gisela’s body and lights them. I don’t appreciate how he looks at her and glare at him with all my might. With the last candle in-hand, Albert pushes the hem of Gisela’s dress up between her thighs. When he places the candle between her legs, Albert lifts his head and smirks at me. The muscles in my shoulders tighten, and Bergot clasps her long fingers around my forearm, reminding me I must stay calm.

      Hexegot leans over Gisela’s face and whispers. The candlelight flickers as her voice grows louder. Her incoherent words force a gust of wind to swirl through the temple, and the earth begins to shake. The bones of the sanctuary rattle in a rising crescendo. Hexegot gives one final shout and throws her head back, arching her spine. All the candles burn out. There is nothing but silence and darkness.

      The witch-goddess bursts into flames. Her wrappings crackle and turn into flying, white-hot ashes. When her entire body turns to smoke, Hexegot swirls into the air and down toward Gisela. The entire length of smoke enters Gisela’s mouth and causes her chest to rise. With every breath she takes the flicker of the candles returns, illuminating the temple once more.

      Gisela’s body writhes as her veins turn black as ink. Bergot holds onto my shoulders while I try to steady my breathing. Gisela’s skin withers and even her hair turns black for a moment until a bright burst of light comes from her skin, and Albert shrinks away into a corner. Gisela’s normal coloring slowly returns. The gorgeous red hair and pale, freckled skin I love so much.

      Gisela wriggles and arches her back. She rips the thorny vines from her ankles and wrists with an echoing snap. Swinging her legs over the edge of the slab, Gisela turns to sit and heaves deep breaths. She reaches her arms behind her head and unties the black blindfold. Her eyes squint into the light of the candles and fire. Rubbing her face and adjusting the crown of bones, Gisela slides off the table, slams the staff to the ground, and hangs her head.

      From under her brows, Gisela looks around the room and pauses when she spots me. Her green eyes catch me in their gaze and scan me up and down. A slow grin spreads across her face.
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