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      “And they lived happily…ever…after.” I choke out the final words and shut the book, glancing at the ceiling to hide my tears.

      “Like you and GiGi.” Thora’s words shred my heart as she snuggles under the patchwork quilt she once shared with Gisela. It’s one of the few belongings we could salvage before Hexegot’s henchmen burned down the Sauer family’s home after searching for clues about Stargott. So many belongings and memories went up in flames that day.

      Blinking the stubborn tears away, I scan the attic, which was once my music room. It’s small but well-insulated, so my mother could keep her sanity during my late-night songwriting. My lute sits in a lonely corner collecting dust, for I haven’t been able to play it in a long time. Now, this room is a cozy space for Thora to feel safe. The poor girl has been through so much between the loss of her siblings and the arson of her home; I just want her to be happy.

      Thora’s spinning wheel sits in the other corner, surrounded by flax and wool. My mother taught her how to spin fibers to help her mind settle when she has meltdowns for missing Gisela. Thora has become quite the fiber artist. The floral crown I made for Gisela when we were Offerings is also here, hanging from the bedpost. It makes Thora happy to have it near, but it makes me sick with longing.

      “Goodnight,” I whisper. After sweeping Thora’s flaxen hair away to kiss her forehead, I place the fairy tale book on the bedside table and blow out the candle. “Maybe tomorrow we can read something else? What do you say?”

      “Never.” Thora rolls to her side and closes her eyes. “Stories keep her alive.”

      With that, I swallow a painful lump in my throat and rush down the steep wooden stairs. After I close the door, I rest my head against it and catch my breath, rubbing the iron pendant on my necklace. It was from Heinrich’s heart-cage, and Gisela had sewn it into my shirt the last time I saw her alive. It’s supposed to protect my heart from exploding into a million pieces, but I’m not sure how much longer it’ll work.

      “I can read to her from now on,” Anja says, startling me. Gisela and Thora’s mother approaches from the hallway. “If it’s too painful for you.”

      I shake my head. “I’m happy to.”

      “You don’t look happy.” The floor creaks when Anja wraps me in a hug.  “Thank you…for everything.”

      After the fire, my parents needed no convincing to take the Sauer family into our home. Bergot claims we’re safer in numbers anyway. Due to the blood oath with Gisela, Hexegot cannot physically harm any of us, but has found other methods of torment, like the arson and my imprisonment. My skin prickles at the thought. We have a rule that someone must always be home so Hexegot’s henchmen can’t burn my family home down too.

      “Don’t mention it, Mama Sauer. We’re family.”

      A low scrape of bones dragging across the wooden floor steals our attention as Bergot shuffles down the hall. To conserve her weakened magic, she chooses to walk rather than float. Anja stiffens, pats my cheek, and scurries past the goddess to descend the main staircase leading to the hearth room. She’s still not comfortable with the goddess’ presence. Since Bergot is nothing more than a living skeleton, she continues to wear her black veils and robes to shroud her true—and haunting—form.

      “Ready?” Bergot whispers in her deep, drawn voice.

      I nod and slip into my bedroom to grab my pack, jacket, and Gisela’s dagger. My thumb caresses the mountain engraved upon the hilt, and my heart skips a beat at the thought of her. I hope my Freckles, wherever she is, still has her mountain-strong stubbornness intact. I miss her so much it aches down to my bones.

      Bergot and I step into the breezy night, where a mere sliver of moon barely illuminates the fields and patch of woods beyond. The darkness bleeding between the trees reminds me of my time as an Offering. Well, most of the things I do anymore, like sneaking into the mountains and constantly avoiding Hexegot’s patrolmen—I mean henchmen—remind me of being an Offering.

      The sacrifice never ends.

      In silence, I follow the weak goddess through the trees, along dirt roads, and through alleyways north toward the Sanctuary. Last night, Bergot had a dream and sensed something amiss about the fairy tale tapestries. The magic infused within the ancient artifacts by her long-lost brother, Stargott, still calls out to her. Now we will risk our lives to steal them in one final attempt to find the mysterious god who created the woven marvels. We need to find him before Hexegot does.

      Time is running out.

      Hexennacht and May Day are rapidly approaching, and I could lose Gisela forever. It’s been nearly impossible to make progress on our hunt for the lost god, though, for Hexegot’s henchmen are always on guard. The men Albert recruited have pledged their loyalty to the witch-goddess in exchange for power. The only silver lining is that by pledging themselves to Hexegot over Bergot, those men have essentially signed away their lives. Hexegot quickly learned that the blood oath she swore to Gisela doesn’t protect those who choose her as their goddess. She takes out her violent rage on many of her own men.

      Anytime we’ve attempted to explore the mountains and caves in search of Stargott, Hexegot’s men have detained us for one make-believe reason or another. My last, and longest, imprisonment nearly led to a complete mental breakdown. Although she can’t physically harm me, the witch-goddess can mess with my mind, which has become a brittle and broken place. With every day of my imprisonment, a new ‘needle’ of fear, anxiety, distrust, and confusion grew beneath my skin.

      But I push through the pain to find a way to save Gisela. She sacrificed herself to save everyone, now I must save her. In Bergot’s dream, Stargott’s original tapestries hide a magical way to find the weaver god. I hope she’s correct. The final threads of hope within me are beginning to fray.

      As we move like shadows through Norstadt square, lest Hexegot’s men stop us, it’s hard not to notice the changes the witch-goddess has made within the past year. Marble altars for Bergot stand defaced and crumbled next to newly erected gilded statues of Hexegot—which look exactly like Gisela. They are still pristine and unblemished because no one sacrifices food and gifts to her.

      I avert my eyes as we pass the altars, for it pains my heart too much. Many family businesses, which had thrived for generations, are now boarded up and closed for good. Hexegot’s dark magic has done nothing but harm this once fertile and safe valley.

      Bergot’s bony hand catches me in my chest when she stops to peek around the corner of the run-down bakery. Footsteps clicking against the cobblestones and an off-key whistling grow louder. Bergot touches the diadem on her head made from the magical singing bone—the relic from her father and her miniscule source of magic. Tiny white-hot sparks fall like rain around us, making us invisible.

      The man, wearing an all-white uniform, pauses near our alleyway to fuss over his thigh. He pulls and tugs at something under the fabric of his trousers. I know exactly what it is. To ensure their loyalty, Hexegot makes all her henchmen wear cilices—a chain of barbs around their leg that magically tightens and causes pain when they disobey—just like we all wore for the Offering ceremony. The patrolman retrieves a flask from his jacket and winces with every drink.

      Hurry along, I silently pray. Bergot’s enchantment shimmers and sparks while she trembles, nearly too weak to continue. The man tucks the flask away, tugs his white hat tight over his ears, and adjusts his gloves, reminding me how cold it is out here as the frosty mountain wind barrels through the alleyways. I hold my breath, so he doesn’t see white puffs fogging the air around my head. The seconds stretch into eons while we wait for him to leave. The needles under my skin poke and prod my limbs with fear while Bergot’s bony hands rattle and her posture slumps.

      The man finally saunters away with his horrible whistling, and Bergot leads me by the arm.

      “Stay within the magic,” she whispers. “I can hold the charm for a moment longer.”

      We head north and approach the Sanctuary, the large cavern which once housed the colossal statue of Bergot. Hexegot had the statue of her sister torn down and used the stones to fortify her chambers and prison cells deep within the mountain. Now standing at the center of the Sanctuary is a golden statue that looks like Gisela, twinkling in the light of an eternal fire.

      With a huff, Bergot crumples to the ground, exhausted. I drag her lightweight body into a small hollow near the opening of the Sanctuary. Tying back my long, twisted locks into a low ponytail, I slide against the stones to peek around the corner.

      Outside, two henchmen stand guard at the entrance to the main cavern, shivering from the crisp winds of early spring. We’ll have to deal with them before we can do anything else. Inside, Albert and a few ‘priests’ hold a long ladder for one of the men to detach an ancient tapestry from the high stone wall. The image of Rapunzel in her tower ripples and warps as it crashes to the cave floor, sending a puff of dust into the air. Bergot was correct that something was amiss with the tapestries; they’re tearing them down.

      Albert, the High Priest wearing white robes and a curious bruise on his cheek, orders the other men to move the tapestry outside. Two of them haul the wide piece of fabric out of the cavern’s mouth and plop it onto a pile. My heart jumps with excitement at our luck. The tapestries are right there for our taking.

      In a line, the priests march down the middle aisle and pause to genuflect before Hexegot’s statue. When they exit the Sanctuary via a tunnel to the left, she emerges from the opposite side, beaming at the freshly bare walls.

      My breath faulters, and I grip the stone to hold myself steady. She looks beyond radiant in a sweeping white gown with an extremely low neckline, from which I must peel my eyes away. Her glossy red hair shines in the firelight as it flows in waves from under the crown of bones. Bergot grabs my shoulder to keep me from leaning too far. I turn around to rest my head against the rock, closing my eyes. The needles thread my stomach with the ache of guilt, longing, sadness, desire, fear…and a whole storm of other emotions that threaten to consume me.

      “You can’t let her distract you so,” Bergot whispers. “Are you sure you can handle this?”

      I gulp and take a rib-filling breath. “I’m fine. Can you take care of the henchmen?”

      Bergot nods and peeks around the stone. Touching her diadem, she whispers her magical words and blows shimmering air toward the two men. They fall down in a silent sleep and, luckily, go unnoticed by Hexegot and Albert, who are arguing in the apse of the Sanctuary near the gray curtains. Something about his loyalty.

      Grateful for their distraction, we’re about to sneak over to the pile of tapestries when a shadow shifts behind them. Holding my hand up to stop Bergot, I squint into the darkness to find a young woman with an arrow nocked in a bow emerging into the light. A tall man and two teens, all armed with daggers, follow closely behind. Their sight is on Hexegot, who’s distracted by her argument with Albert. My blood boils, and sharp pins stab my heart, for I know Freckles is still in there somewhere.

      The archer has the arrow trained directly on her.
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      “No,” Bergot warns me.

      Ignoring the goddess, I dash low behind one of the benches of the Sanctuary and knock the archer to the ground near the pile of tapestries. Our bodies crash and thud against the frost-hardened earth.

      “What the hell?” she shouts and hits me.

      Her friends shriek, causing Hexegot and Albert to turn their attention toward us. I freeze, fist ready to meet the archer’s face, until I notice the sparks and shimmers of Bergot’s invisibility charm pouring around all six of us. I help the young woman stand and place my finger against my lips while glaring at her and the other attackers. They gape in wonder at Bergot and follow my order to remain silent.

      The henchmen Bergot put to sleep begin to stir as her weak magic is focused on us now. Hexegot and Albert exit the Sanctuary, and I watch the witch-goddess intently. She’s so close, right on the other side of the tapestries. The fires inside the Sanctuary and the glow of the crescent moon are just enough to highlight her red hair and features. Beautiful. Beyond beautiful. I ache in places I didn’t know could ache as the pins stir beneath my skin. For a moment, her softened face looks so much like Gisela I want to reach out and touch her. Then she furrows her brows and bares her teeth, reminding me of the monster within. Pain jolts my nerves. The needles thread my lungs, making it difficult to breathe. I rub the iron pendant with my fingers, trying to settle down.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Hexegot growls and her eyes flash black for a moment.

      “Please, my goddess,” one of the men shuffles on his knees toward her.

      When he reaches to grab her skirts, a zapping sound screeches through the air, and his hands glow while he foams at the mouth. The man falls to the ground, steam rising from his charred hands—all for simply touching her. The other man attempts to run away, slipping in the mud. Hexegot flicks her wrist, making white-hot flames erupt from his body.

      “Useless,” she whispers as she watches the dancing fires.

      The attackers gasp at the sight, but luckily the crackle of the flames engulfing the bodies covers their sounds. Bergot’s hands tremble, and I know she’s running out of energy.

      “Sleeping on the job,” Hexegot says and clicks her tongue. Her voice, my soulmate’s voice, makes me clench my teeth, otherwise I might wretch up my dinner. “High Priest, can you find me replacements who aren’t such imbeciles?”

      “Yes, my goddess.” Albert bows low, then returns to Hexegot’s level. “I will clean this up.”

      “Of course you will.” Hexegot raises her hand, causing Albert to flinch, and caresses his cheek. “You will use these flames to burn the tapestries as well, my pet. I never want to see these vile stories again.”

      “Yes, my goddess.”

      “I’ll make my brother weave a new tale for me,” she says, sneering at the tapestries. “Destroying his precious tales ought to force his old bones out of hiding once and for all.”

      With that, the witch-goddess cackles and floats into the Sanctuary. Albert watches her leave with an odd, squinted look in his eye. It’s not the look of lust he once possessed for Gisela, nor the look of respect and admiration he had for Hexegot at the beginning. He reaches inside his robes to scratch his arm, revealing a set of wicked bruises on his pale shoulder to match his cheek. My eyes widen with shock when he adjusts something around his thigh. Does Hexegot force him to wear a cilice, too? How much abuse can he put up with?

      Albert squats near the burning bodies and vomits. While he cradles his dark head of hair in his hands, Bergot gestures for everyone to slip further into the shadows. We move as a silent group, careful not to leave the circumference of Bergot’s fading enchantment. When we reach a decent hiding spot, the goddess collapses into a pile of bones and dark cloth.

      “My goddess,” the archer with dark, curly hair whispers. “Are you all right?”

      “I just need a moment,” Bergot answers as the four attackers kneel before her. “No, no, that is not necessary. I’m no longer the powerful goddess you were all taught to revere.”

      “Well,” the older man in the group, possibly their father, begins, “we much prefer you to her. Why did you stop us from attacking the witch?”

      “You cannot kill her,” I say through clenched teeth while the needles within me bristle with rage. “Did you see what happened to that first henchman? You can’t even touch her!”

      “Can’t? Or do you not want us to?” The archer stands and scans me with a harsh scowl. Then the muscles in her face relax, and her eyes widen. “You’re the survivor, aren’t you? Brahm Wolf? The boyfriend?”

      I glare at her while my skin flares with anger, shame, and fear. When I returned from being an Offering, the people of Bergot Valley first celebrated with parties and parades, which Bergot dragged me to because she said we needed everyone’s support. I was forced to recount tales about all of the Offerings’ deaths to their loved ones. Over and over again.

      Not long after, though, Hexegot arrived like a storm cloud over the valley and seized control with a display of magic and force. Since she had taken Gisela’s form, the people thought I had done something awful to win. I can hardly go out during the daytime any longer because everyone recognizes me. To some, I’m a hero. To others, I’m a threat.

      “Huh,” the man with sandy brown hair and broad shoulders says, crossing his thick arms. “So, you’re protecting her?”

      “No, we’re trying to find a way to defeat her!” I peek around the corner to find Albert still squatting, trembling and possibly crying, then turn back to the group. “We need those tapestries.”

      “Why?” the archer whispers.

      “My brother, the god Stargott, created them, weaving magic within every fiber,” Bergot says, rocking her pinched fingers to mimic a needle and thread. “If we find him, we might discover a way to defeat Hexegot without killing Gisela. And we certainly need to find him before my sister does or she’ll use him to destroy everything we know and love. Now, who are you brave, yet very ignorant, people?”

      The archer puffs a plume of white into the icy air and shrugs. “I’m Val—”

      “The time for introductions is not now.” I hush everyone and peek back at Albert, who’s just on the other side of the stone, staring straight at me. Damnit. He must have heard us.

      My breathing grows erratic, but I hold my ground and stare at this man I loathe, yet somehow pity. His eyes, which were once dark and evil, have grown gray and weary over time. He glances at the pile of tapestries and back to me. Did he hear us? I don’t want to fight him without knowing where exactly Hexegot is, but I will have those tapestries. Every thread and fiber of those ancient things could be a clue to how I can help Gisela, my Freckles. I won’t give up.

      He gestures to the pile of tapestries and offers me a slow nod before disappearing into the Sanctuary with his head held high. Shock and uncertainty flood my body. Did he leave them there for me? Or is this a trap? The worst Hexegot can do is imprison me again. I squeeze my eyes shut and rub the pendant, waiting for my anxiety to settle. When I’m calm again, I grab Bergot by her bony arm to help her stand.

      “Would you help us carry these?” she asks our new acquaintances, pointing to the tapestries. “I am weak from rendering us invisible to save your lives.”

      “If it can help defeat Hexegot, then we’re in,” the archer says.

      We roll the tapestries while the silent twins stand guard, watching for Hexegot. The boy and girl appear to be in their teens, similar in age to Thora. Bergot uses magic to float about half of the tapestries through the air while the rest of us take what our shoulders can bear. We stick to the shadows along the return to my house. Once we’re in the clear from henchmen in the downtown area, the older man of the group, with a crooked nose and tanned skin, steps in sync with me and speaks.

      “I’m Nikolaus, by the way.”

      I adjust the tapestries and shake his hand. “Brahm.”

      “We know.” He chuckles and points to the archer walking next to Bergot. “Our unofficial leader is Valda.”

      She turns to offer a curt nod, which I return and then glance behind me at the twins. They have white-blond hair, pale skin, and large, full-moon eyes. Despite their age and reticence, they have a fierceness to them. The girl is slightly taller than the boy, and neither has spoken a word the entire time.

      “Ulfa and Tobias are twins, obviously,” Nikolaus says. “They stopped talking after what happened to their parents.”

      “What happened?” I ask, hefting the tapestries into a more comfortable position over my shoulder.

      “Their parents were part of the New Year’s Eve Rebellion.”

      I briefly close my eyes, and the blood inside my head boils. The New Year’s Eve Rebels were a group from Sudstadt who attempted to storm the Sanctuary. One managed to rip a clump of Hexegot’s hair out before she had time to detain them all with magical binds made from that very lock of hair. No one knows what became of the rebels to this day. They just…disappeared.

      My head and heart swim with aching confusion. I don’t like knowing how close a group got to harming Gisela, but I also hate thinking about what Hexegot may have done with those poor, desperate people. Have they been mentally tortured this entire time? How many needles of fear, doubt, and anxiety will she leave beneath their skin?

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I tell Ulfa and Tobias, then turn back to Nikolaus. “Why did their parents join the rebellion?”

      “Why did anyone join?” he asks, furrowing his brows. “Because they had nothing left. Hexegot made it so.”

      Ever since Hexegot claimed her reign over the valley, her lack of light magic has harmed every aspect of life. Rainfall has decreased, the harvests haven’t been plentiful, disease has been rampant, and the laws have been strict. Hexegot has pushed many to the brink of despair.

      Down the lane and past my neighbors’ farms and homes, my stone house rises into view with a backdrop of trees and starlight. Despite my aching shoulders, I jog a few paces to get ahead of the group.

      “Please be quiet when we go inside; my family is sleeping.”

      When I open the door, though, Thora is sitting on the steps, peeking between the balusters. She stares curiously at the tapestries as we heave them from our shoulders and into a pile on the floor.

      “Stories,” she whispers with a bright grin stretching across her face.
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      The days drag endlessly, for there is no time. The darkness shrouds entirely, for there is no light. The cold chills thoroughly, for there is no warmth. And the deafening silence only enhances my solitude. I never knew just how much I could miss the sound of a pulse pounding in my ears…

      Only my own imagination can fill the gloomy, hollow spaces of Hexegot’s mind. Or is this my mind? Are we one and the same? I don’t know anymore. Everything is a shadow. Everything is rot. Ash rains from above while mold carpets the ground.

      I don’t even remember my own name. It was something like Ella or Giselle or—oh well, it doesn’t matter anymore. When there’s no one to talk to, names aren’t necessary.

      There were times I refused to move and stared for eons into the never-ending abyss, letting the mold climb my legs and ash pile atop my shoulders. There were times I imagined luxurious palaces and expensive ballgowns. There were times I imagined my childhood home, the creek where I played, and even the village square…but I could never fill those spaces with the people I used to miss. Now blurry faces and feelings of love drift through my moldy, tattered dreams, but I can’t grasp them any longer. Whoever they were, I’m sure those people are long gone. They are but ghosts and shadows. Mold and rot.

      There were also times I imagined blades and ropes and deep waters to free me of this place. But you cannot die when you’re not truly alive. I only woke up again in the void, in the dark, in the rot, in the nothing…

      So, one day, I decided to build. It started with a single bone, which sprung into existence by the sheer force of will. Then two bones. Then thousands more formed the walls and vaulted ceilings of my castle. It was a glorious and haunting thing. A stark-white castle of bones against the backdrop of shadow and rot.

      But I fell asleep. When I awoke, it was all gone. Every single bone. I was alone once again in the void, in the dark, in the nothing. The emptiness pressed upon me once more as the ash fell around me like rain.

      Determined to keep something of my own, I built again. This time, I bit my thumb and mixed my own blood with the ash and mold to create a magical mortar. What I built was a masterpiece. Tall and wide with winding corridors—my castle of bones and blood stood the test of sleep. When I awoke, everything was just the way I had left it, so I continued, feverish with purpose. With bones, ash, and blood, I filled the empty void.

      I built many things. An aviary where swans born from my voice wait patiently to peck out an enemy’s eyes. A kitchen where a large oven roars with nonstop fires, waiting for something or someone to burn. A ballroom with a bone chandelier rigged to drop on anyone who dances beneath it. A room that houses flax and a spinning wheel armed with a poisonous spindle. A garden of bones in the shape of toxic plants. And many passages and stairways that lead to either nothing at all or a deadly fall…

      When I do venture beyond the castle gates, I walk the never-ending space, searching. For what, I don’t know. Build. Walk. Sleep. Wake. Build. Walk. Sleep. Wake.

      Build.

      Walk.

      Sleep.

      Wake.

      Today is no different. It’s time to build. I arrange a series of bones into a circle and slice my arm, dripping precious rubies all around. With a rumble, a cylinder rises as I will it to, creating a looming tower of bones. Next to it, I design a small tea table and chairs. When I sit for tea, though, the other chairs are empty. That makes me sad. With a twirl of my finger, I whip up a few skeleton friends to sit with me. Rattles, Skeletta, and Creaks. They love the tea party and never stop grinning.

      I look at my work, and I am proud. Beyond the poisonous bone gardens is a dark and yawning abyss. A sigh escapes my aching chest. Now it is time to walk.

      “Creaks and Rattles, no fighting,” I whisper, before patting Skeletta’s bony hand. “How does it feel to have two men madly in love with you, darling?”

      She gives no answer aside from a grin.

      After pricking my finger, I swirl the blood around a femur bone of the castle gate. The blood transforms into a red thread. As I walk away, a spinning sensation like a spool turning inside my wrist rolls the thread from my finger. It will guide me back to my castle. Although, it doesn’t matter, for I could always rebuild.

      There seems to be nothing but time…

      I walk through the shadowy expanse and tie the magical thread to my dress with a knot. There must be something other than me and my castle in this mysterious place. There is no direction. There is no temperature. There is nothing. I turn to look back at the red thread to keep my bearings within the shadows and falling ash. What starts as bright red near my dress, grows dimmer and thinner until it is one with the gray beyond. But it is there and will help me find my way back.

      I walk. Walk. Walk. Over time, my eyes droop, and my shoulders hunch. What’s the point? I touch my dress and remember the thread. I’ll go back. Before I turn, though, something red catches my attention in the distance. I take slow steps toward it. Cautious and weary out of pure instinct more than actual fear. For something fearsome would be quite welcome after all of this emptiness. The red thing rises in my vision as I approach. A rectangle. No, a door.

      Yes. A single red door hovers before me, surrounded by a carpet of mold. I reach for the gleaming brass handle but pause. What could come from this? I don’t even know who built it. Did I? Did Hexegot? Is it a trap?

      With an instinctual shudder, I turn and follow the red thread back to my castle of bones, where I sleep. This sleep is not normal, though. This sleep is not filled with loving blurs. All I see is the red door.

      When I wake, I build a balcony of bones off my room overlooking the gardens. I stare through the falling ash into the moldy abyss and wonder about the red door. It beckons me. It torments me.

      No. I should stay here. I’m safe here. Right?

      When I sleep, I again dream about the red door, but it isn’t quite the same. Thin fibers in various shades of red make up the door, woven like a tapestry. It ripples and taunts me until I wake.

      I tell Skeletta all about my dream over tea in the bone gardens. Creaks and Rattles join us but offer no advice. They’re much too concerned about their own love triangle. Skeletta, though, stares at me with hollow eyes and a wide grin.

      “You think I should go through the door?”

      She meets me with silence.

      “Well, I’m not so sure,” I tell her. “I’m safe here.”

      Again, nothing.

      “I am not lonely!” I kick her leg under the table. “I have you.”

      She slinks down in her chair, with a cacophony of rattling bones, and tilts her head.

      “Fine. If you insist.” I stand. “I’ll go.”

      Creating another red thread from my fingertip to guide me back, I walk in hope to find the red door again. I am determined to open it. This time I will not be a coward. There is nothing to risk anyway. Danger would be welcome.

      Death would be welcome.

      How much longer can I remain in this empty and lonely space before my mind unravels like an ancient tapestry?

      Step. Step. Step. I wonder how many lifetimes I’ve been stuck in this nothingness. Step. Step. Step. I wonder if there is anyone left alive to remember me. Step. Step. Step.

      There. The red door. I twist the cold brass doorknob and tug. I squint while fresh tears spring into my eyes at the shocking and vibrant colors.

      There is much more than nothingness.
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      “We appreciate your help,” Bergot says, bowing to each of our new acquaintances in turn. “With my weakened powers, the tapestries would have been a burden for us. We would have risked getting caught by my sister.”

      Valda rolls her large brown eyes and then glares at Nikolaus. “Yeah, I don’t know how they messed up our mission and still roped us into helping them?”

      Before Nikolaus can retort, creaking wood from the staircase steals our attention.

      “What’s going on?” my mother asks while she and my father descend the stairs with candles in their hands.

      They study the group of strangers. Mama gasps when she notices the tapestries in the middle of her hearth room, her brown eyes sparkling.

      “You did it,” Papa says, and rushes over to hug me. He tilts his head at the newcomers. “Who are your friends?”

      Nikolaus pats the twins on their shoulders and steps forward. “Brahm stopped us from killing—”

      “It’s nothing,” I cut him off and gesture to Thora, who’s still busy staring at the tapestries. I widen my gaze at Nikolaus and speak slowly. “This is Gisela’s sister, Thora.”

      Nikolaus and Valda both take deep breaths and hunch over, rightfully uncomfortable about what they had planned to do. My mind races, trying to think of a way to change the subject.

      “Prince Brahm, they can’t kill her,” Thora says, kneeling next to the pile of tapestries. She glides her hand over the topmost one, containing an image of Snow White inside a glass coffin. “Stories keep her alive.”

      Valda furrows her brows at Thora’s odd comment and nods. “Well, we really ought to be going. It’s a long walk home.”

      “Nonsense.” Mama steps into the small kitchen and begins taking out pots, jars, and a loaf of bread. “At this hour, it’s dangerous with those henchmen everywhere. I’ll make you a warm meal, and you’ll sleep here.”

      Ulfa and Tobias’ blond heads perk up at the sight of food. Mama hands them each a slice of bread with jam, which they take with a grin.

      “Thank you, uh…” Nikolaus trails off and scrunches his face.

      “Odella, Brahm’s mother,” she says, smoothing her robe.

      “Thank you, Odella, but Valda’s right,” Nikolaus says. “My wife will be waiting up all night for our return.”

      With that, Mama graciously nods and stows away the pots. Valda adjusts the bow strapped across her back and stomps from the house. Ulfa and Tobias, who had been eating their bread, scurry out the door to follow her. After Nikolaus says goodbye and steps out, a nagging sensation pricks the back of my mind. While Mama, Papa, Bergot, and Thora fawn over the ancient artifacts now spread across our floor, I slip into the night to catch up with the group of would-be attackers.

      “I need you all to promise something,” I say, clenching my teeth to bite back tears. “Promise me you won’t try to kill her again.”

      Valda scratches her head of curly hair and frowns. “We can’t make that promise.”

      “Please,” I beg them. “You saw what she did to her own henchmen. Bergot and I are working on a way to defeat her without killing Gisela in the process. Think about Gisela’s family.” I gesture toward the house. “You can’t kill her. Please.”

      “We don’t want to hurt Gisela, an innocent person, believe me,” Nikolaus says. “But Valda’s family was innocent. Ulfa and Tobias’ family was innocent. And no one knows where they are or what’s become of them. I worry for my wife and children every day. If things get any worse around here, we might have to do something drastic.”

      The needles tie up my tongue, and I can only shake my head.

      “Let’s go,” Valda says, then turns to me. “Tell your mother thanks for giving the twins bread.”

      The four of them head south toward their village, eventually fading into the darkness beyond the hills and trees.

      Back inside, my family studies the tapestries in the light of the fireplace. Thora grins each time they unfurl a new one.

      “Anything, Bergot?” I yawn and rub my forehead. The sleepless nights are catching up to me, and I don’t know how much longer I can go on without an inkling of hope.

      The goddess shakes her head under her gloomy veils and runs her bony fingers along the fabric. My parents both avoid looking at her when she doesn’t keep her skeletal form hidden.

      “Thora, dear, let’s return to bed,” Mama says, rubbing the girl’s back.

      “I don’t want to.”

      “She’s right, Thora,” I say. “It’s late.”

      Thora allows my mother to take her hand, and they both climb the stairs, followed shortly after by my father.

      “What are you hoping to find?” I ask when it’s just the goddess and myself left in the living room.

      “Something. Anything.” She shrugs and releases a rattled sigh. “At least we rescued these precious works of art from being destroyed.”

      Despite my exhaustion, I stay up all night with Bergot scouring every fiber of the tapestries. We drag them outside where there is more space and rearrange them multiple times, trying to make sense of the stories by candlelight. But they’re all the usual stories I’ve known my entire life. The same stories I read to Thora every night. My eyes grow strained from staring at Hansel and Gretel, Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, The Frog Prince, and all the other tales. I don’t realize the sun has risen until Mama, Anja, and Thora come outside to tend to the goats, chickens, and struggling garden. If spring doesn’t arrive soon, we’ll have to start rationing food.

      “What are you still doing awake?” Mama chides me, smacking the back of my head. “You should get some sleep.”

      “Every moment I waste is another moment closer to losing Gisela…permanently.” Just saying those words aloud makes the needles thread my chest into a knot. May Day is rapidly approaching, with a little over two weeks left, and soon Hexegot could possess Gisela forever. Soon she could torture the valley forever.

      Mama pats my shoulder. “I know, but you can’t help her if you wear yourself out.”

      “I’ll continue searching for clues,” Bergot says; the goddess never sleeps. “You go on to bed.”

      I concede and step inside the house to find Papa and Jonas in the kitchen. My stomach grumbles the moment the scent of warm oats and cinnamon hits my nose.

      “Hungry?” Jonas asks, handing me a bowl.

      I plop into a seat at the kitchen table across from my father. Jonas says goodbye and leaves for the woodworking shop he runs with his brother, who thankfully gave him another chance after getting sober. While my father stirs his oats, the morning light pouring through the window highlights the gray hairs framing his face and the wrinkles around his eyes. Reminders of a life well-lived. After taking a bite, he furrows his brow and clears his throat.

      “What is it?” I ask, knowing he’s preparing to say something.

      “I’m worried about you, son.”

      I blow a stream of annoyed air through my lips. “Isn’t everyone?”

      “Well, you haven’t played the lute once since you returned nearly a year ago.” Papa puts his spoon down and stares at me with his dark brown eyes. “You’re stuck in the past when you need to think about your future.”

      I attempt to take deep, calming breaths, but hot blood rises in my head.

      “You have no life right now,” he says, causing poison to grow on my tongue. “You need to work and take care of yourself.”

      I jump up, toppling the chair behind me with a loud crash. “My life? My future? How can I think about the future when Gisela has only a few weeks left if she’s not already gone?”

      As I catch my breath, Mama, Anja, and Bergot enter through the back door. They all look back and forth between me and my father.

      “What’s going on?” Mama asks while Papa remains stiff and steady in his seat.

      I should bite my tongue and stay quiet, but I lash out instead. “Everyone wants me to sleep or eat or work or make plans for my future.” The needles bristle and burn beneath my skin, and my voice rises into a sharp shout. “But I have no future without Gisela!”

      Silence hangs heavy in the air. Everyone stares at the floor until Bergot steps forward.

      “I know you are devoted to her,” the goddess says in a deep whisper, taking my hand to trace my heart-line, “but you must keep a clear head, Brahm.”

      I rip my hand away from her. Unable to deal with her—or anyone’s—presence any longer, I head outside, slamming the back door behind me. Thora flinches at my sudden appearance but returns to milking a little black goat just as quickly.

      For a moment, I gaze north toward the Sanctuary, where I imagine the gilded statue in the likeness of my beloved. Why doesn’t anyone understand? I tug at my twisted locks of hair until a sensation burns through me. I want to be somewhere that reminds me of Gisela, the real Gisela.

      I burst into a sprint to pass through the fields and into the woods, where the slope rises to form hills that blend into the mountains beyond. The creek—our creek—comes into view, and I crash to my knees atop the pebbled bank where I once danced with Gisela to the tune of the babbling waters.

      I can’t go on like this. The waiting. The wanting. Day in, day out, holding everything together for everyone, when the love of my life is a monster’s puppet. We’re running out of time to find the weaver god.

      I just miss Freckles so much. My dreams are riddled with both Gisela and not-Gisela. Sometimes Hexegot manages to needle her way into the dreams to ruin both my waking and sleeping life. No part of my mind is safe.

      One time, I traveled to Stargott’s house, the ancient ruins, to search for clues. I thought going on my own was safe. Bergot had grown weak from using her magic, and I knew she wouldn’t travel well. But it turns out, I wasn’t alone.

      Hexegot and her henchmen had followed me. After I dug through the hidden cellar full of tapestries and weaving tools, searching for clues, they apprehended me, forced me to watch Hexegot search the house while teasing me about my memories with Gisela there.

      The witch-goddess grew livid when there was nothing new to be found. Using her dark magic, she burned the ruins down to nothing but ash. Tears sprung into my eyes, for that was where I had hoped to take Gisela for our honeymoon…a honeymoon that may never happen. With a sinister grin, Hexegot touched her crystal necklace and disappeared. The henchmen arrested me, dragged me to the Sanctuary, and locked me in a cold, dark room…

      There, Hexegot visited me. A monster using my love as a mask. I didn’t want to look at her, but she used her powers to force me to do so.

      “Why were you at Stargott’s house, my love?”

      “I was lost.”

      “Lost? Poor thing.” Hexegot giggled and stroked my cheek. “We should get you a compass or a map.”

      The sensation of her hand on my face was conflicting. I had missed Gisela so much—and it was her skin, her eyes, her hair, and her lips. At the same time, it wasn’t. Something foreign shifted behind those green eyes. Hexegot was in control and trying to take advantage of being beautiful. Much more than beautiful; Gisela was far more than Hexegot could have ever been. She was hard-working, smart, brave, and loyal.

      “Do you miss me?” She tilted her head and played with her curly, red hair.

      I gulped and shook my head.

      “No?” she said with a fake pout. “That hurts my feelings, Brahm.”

      I said nothing.

      “Remember how much fun we had in those ancient ruins?” she whispered and bit her lip. “Would you like to do that with me again?”

      I remained silent, trying to show her she couldn’t get to me, and fought back the anger.

      “You’re not making this very enjoyable, Brahm,” she said, eyes flashing black. “Stop playing dumb. I know you were out searching for Stargott. Where is he? What do you know?”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “I can make you suffer.”

      “You can’t harm me,” I said, raising my head high. “You made a blood oath with Gisela.”

      “That’s true,” she said, inspecting her nails with a grin. “I cannot harm you, my dear…at least, not physically.”

      She pressed her thumbs to my temples, and the sensation of needles pierced my skull. They threaded through my head, searching for memories. At first, it was all the times I hurt Gisela or when she was upset with me. Then, it was all the times Gisela was injured or in danger. Then it was the ritual that turned Gisela into the monster before my eyes. Soon, she searched for Stargott and any clues to his whereabouts. When she came up empty-handed, she growled and pressed harder.

      I screamed at the agony coursing through my mind. Every memory made the pain worse. When Hexegot finally released me, I collapsed to the cold, hard floor of the cell.

      This went on for months: Hexegot tormenting and teasing me in Gisela’s form before replaying all of my worst memories, leaving her painful needles inside me each time. I was helpless, worried about Gisela’s time slipping away and me not being there for my family. When Hexegot realized I couldn’t provide her with information about Stargott, she had Albert toss me from the Sanctuary. I fainted in the field. I stayed there in the fetal position for hours until Bergot and my father found me and dragged me home.

      Turning my palm up, I trace my heart-line like my goddess Gisela had done so many times before. I remember the good things. Her grin. Her voice. Her freckles. Her kiss. Her soul. Rubbing the iron pendant, I visualize a metaphorical cage to protect my heart from Hexegot’s needles.

      “I will get you back,” I whisper, hoping somewhere, somehow, Gisela can feel me.
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      Here in this familiar place, everything consists of thin and vibrant threads. A forest of fabric breathes with life all around. The breeze rustles the multi-colored leaves of the canopy, and tapestry-like birds, squirrels, and deer scurry about. Even though it feels like I’ve been here before, I still prick my finger and unwind the crimson thread, attaching one end to the doorknob and the other to my dress. Now I won’t lose my way.

      A cushiony path of fluffy fabric moss delights my toes as I pass through the tapestry forest. Between the tree trunks, ferns, and shrubs, a tiny woven cottage appears in a meadow. I dash behind a tree when seven short men exit the home with pickaxes. They whistle delightful tunes and march merrily away. Who are they? How do I know them?

      When I glance back at the cottage, a whispery-white fog ripples toward the front door and forms into the shape of a ghostly woman. The phantom, who holds a red apple in one hand, knocks three times. A young maiden with hair as black as a raven, lips as red as roses, and skin as white as snow answers the door, and the phantom extends the apple to her. The maiden accepts the fruit and takes a juicy, crunchy bite. After chewing for a moment, she collapses, lifeless, to the ground. The apple rolls away and rots, turning to ash while the foggy figure floats away in the breeze.

      With panting breaths, I rush to the young woman. She’s dead, or at least I think so. There’s no pulse through the soft fibers of her snow-white skin. I dart in the direction of the tiny men to seek their help. Whistling echoes from a dark and sooty mine. My hands shake, and I don’t want to enter the darkness again. I turn back to the unfortunate young woman who needs my help. After a deep breath, I step into the mouth of the cave only to emerge into a wide ballroom, where everything is still made of woven fabric. My red thread disappears into a seam in the wall, but I can’t make it budge, so I cling to the shadows at the edge of the room.

      Out-of-tune piano music clangs through the air as twelve young women dance with phantom partners made of fog. With one glance at the ladies’ feet, I clap my hand over my mouth to cover a gasp. Their shoes are threadbare, and their feet are bleeding and mangled. How long have they been dancing? A trail of their blood circles the room in a grim pattern of their steps. I shudder while squeezing my fingertip to connect another red thread from my dress to a potted plant.

      One of the girls with a puffy blue dress and hair set in curls high on her head stumbles away from the phantom. Her face grows pale—almost gray—and she collapses in the hallway near me. Only her destroyed feet poke out into the ballroom.

      I follow to help her but tumble through darkness until I fall flat on my face. When I open my eyes, large stones of woven fabric create a circular room. Near a window, a young maiden combs through her long hair, rippling like molten sunshine. It puddles on the floor beneath her and snakes all around the room. My red threads lead through a gap in the stones, but the wall won’t budge yet again. I tie a new one to a broken chair. My threads fan out from my dress like a spider web.

      “Excuse me,” I call to the girl and point out the window. “Is there a way to get down?”

      She shakes her head and hums as she combs her locks.

      “Who are you?”

      She tilts her head. “My goddess, you know my name.”

      Rubbing my aching temples, I try to think. This is all so familiar, yet so far away in my mind. I feel like I’ve known these people my entire life, but my mind is scattered from the eons spent in the moldy and dark abyss. The woman stands, a ripple of gold sweeping behind her with a breezy whooshing sound. I step back toward the fabric stone wall.

      “You know it all, my goddess,” she says, spreading her arms. “I would love to chat more, having been so lonely in this tower, but she’s coming.”

      The golden-haired girl returns to her seat at the window and bends down to wrap her hair around her forearm. She strains her face to gather the unnatural amount of hair and tosses it out the window. After a few moments, the foggy phantom hooks a claw-like hand onto the sill and swings herself into the room. I duck behind a chair to watch.

      The phantom brushes the woman’s long hair and painstakingly braids it all the way to the end. The plaited hair sits on the floor like a coiled snake. The monster then takes the length of hair and wraps it around the large iron-framed bed at the center of the room, ties the end into a slipknot, and secures it around the woman’s neck. The woman closes her eyes, and the phantom shoves her from the window and disappears. A shriek bursts past my lips. I scramble to reach for the braided hair to drag the maiden up from the window, but instead I fall down, down, down, splashing into cool water. My thoughts scatter and rearrange from the shock, and I feel lightheaded.

      What is happening to me? Where am I?

      When I reach the surface of the water, there’s only a circle of light high above my head. Pillowy fabric stones make up the walls around me, and I climb toward the light, slipping a few times from the dew. I finally tumble out of a well and rest on the ground to catch my breath, blinking against the harsh sunlight. When I pull myself up to peer into the well, the red threads disappear into the deep. How will I ever get back now? A knot forms in my throat, and tears sting the corners of my eyes. I should have stayed at my castle with my skeleton friends. There I was safe.

      But there, I was nothing.

      Gathering my senses and wiping my cheeks, I scan my new location: a field of flowers with a little cottage in the distance. The soft fabric of the flowers and grass tickles my feet as I walk toward the small house. My red threads, now too many to count, follow me. A loud shriek comes from inside the tapestry cottage, followed by plumes of feathers escaping from the window. I run toward the sounds of a struggle, but when I reach the door, all is silent.

      I wait near the back step while little woven goats prance around and butt at my legs. My heart freezes when the door opens, and the white phantom emerges. She moves slowly, as if she is in no hurry to murder her next victim. Being so close, I can see the details of her misty veils and robes.

      “Who are you?” I shout, stepping in front of her, allowing courage to fuel me. “Why are you doing this?”

      The phantom doesn’t acknowledge my presence but simply passes through me with an all-consuming, icy sensation and floats away through the field of flowers. After shaking away the dreadful chill, I enter the familiar cottage and search for the phantom’s victim, hoping I don’t slip into a new place this time. Just in case, I tie a new thread to a kitchen chair then move through the house.

      Woven wooden planks line the floor of the hall as I make my way into the bedroom. My knees give, and I lean against the doorframe at the horrific sight. An old woman lies dead on the bed with a feather pillow next to her body. Her skin is a sickly shade of gray, her veins are black, and her eyes, oh, her eyes are bloodshot with red threads. My stomach lurches, and I avert my gaze to stare out the open window. Feathers dust the colorful woven flowers, and that tingly feeling of familiarity returns to the base of my skull.

      Until the feathers fly like snow.

      Have I been here before? A dragging, crackly gasp from behind taunts me to turn. The old woman, who was dead a moment ago, labors to breathe. She’s alive! I prop her up against the headboard, and she grins.

      “Hello, dear child,” she says as normal threads of color return to her skin and eyes. “I’m sorry you had to witness that.”

      “What was that thing? Where am I?”

      “You’ve been here before,” she says. “Do you not remember?”

      “I’m not sure,” I say, shaking my head. “What is that phantom that keeps killing everyone?”

      “Oh, dear child, you need someone to explain everything to you.” She takes my hand. “I’m Mother Holle, by the way.”

      “I’m Gisela.”

      “I know, dear, we’ve been waiting for you.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, yes. I’ll take you to where you need to be.” She leads me outside the house and into the fabric meadow without a word. We pass the friendly woven goats and walk for ages through the tapestry of flowers. “Here we are,” she says about nothing in particular.

      “Where?”

      “You’ll see.” Mother Holle draws a knife from her apron and slashes my red threads.

      “No!” I shriek, running my fingers through the newly frayed ends. The threads were like veins and arteries flowing toward the beating heart of false security. “That was my only way back.”

      “You don’t need those, dear child,” she says with a smile. “You just need the right door.”

      “What?”

      She uses the knife again to slice air before us, creating a rip in the tapestry. “Goodbye, Gisela.”

      Before I can say anything, the woman shoves me through the hole in the shredded fabric. I tumble through darkness and crash on my back in a dismal gray land.
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      After wasting time in the woods near the creek all day and taking a quick nap, my stomach growls. It’s nothing like the hunger and thirst I suffered while imprisoned by Hexegot, though. I was left alone for so long in the cold, dark cell that I had to lick dew off the cavern walls to quench my thirst. I missed my family more than ever in those bleak moments that felt like eons. All I wanted was to be with the people who loved me. The people I not only ran away from today but yelled at when I couldn’t contain my rage. Hexegot messed with my mind so much, and I hate the person I’ve become. I need to return and apologize. I need to make things right.

      If anyone is awake at this late hour, that is. I wish I hadn’t run off the way I did. Sunlight disappeared long ago, and the dark, cloudy sky hangs low above my house in the distance. I’m sure my family was worried about me.

      When I approach the house, there’s someone on the back stoop with a candle nearby, but I can’t make out anything else. The clouds move enough for the crescent moon to illuminate what the person is holding.

      A tapestry.

      I jog through the field and the garden when relief washes over me. It’s just Thora surrounded by upside-down tapestries. I lean against the shed for a moment while my heartrate slows.

      “What are you doing, Thora?” I ask. “You should be asleep.”

      “Can’t.” She takes the candle from the back step, kneels next to one of the upside-down tapestries, and stares.

      “What are you looking at?” I approach her and point at the artifact. “This is the back.”

      The colors and shapes are not only in reverse but a mess of loose and looping threads. It’s not visually pleasing like the front at all.

      “Reading,” Thora whispers.

      I shake my head and rub my arms, prickly with goosebumps from the night breeze. “Thora, will you come inside, please?”

      “No.”

      I glance at the sky and huff a white plume of breath up to the stars peeking through the finger-like clouds. It’s not as though I’ll be able to sleep either, with the time left to rescue Gisela slipping by like a flowing river. I concede and step inside to find my jacket and Thora’s cloak. If we’re going to stare at the backs of tapestries in the middle of the night, we might as well be warm doing so. I light another candle for myself as well and return to the yard.

      “Here,” I say, wrapping her cloak around her shoulders. “Please wear this.”

      She barely notices the added layer and continues her wide-eyed study of the ugly reverse side of the tapestries, which almost look like multi-colored carpets.

      “What are we looking for, exactly?” I ask.

      Thora kneels again to point at a golden thread twinkling in the candlelight.

      “So, there must be tons of gold threads to give the images their sparkle.”

      “No.” Thora’s finger follows the gold thread toward the middle of the tapestry.  She then takes off her shoes and steps onto the fabric. “One.”

      My heart picks up speed, but the needles within me keep my excitement contained. Hope is something I had to tame long ago.

      Following Thora’s lead, I trace the golden thread. Sometimes it’s covered by large loops of other colors, but we always find it again. It’s like a little game.

      “What do you think we’ll find? It’s just random to add highlights on the front, right?”

      “No.”

      Now is a time when I wish Thora was more elaborate with her words. I yawn and set my candle down. “Can we please go inside? Won’t it be easier to look at in the daytime?”

      She shakes her head and pleads with her big, brown eyes.

      “Fine, then I’m getting more candles.”

      Inside I gather a few more candles from the cupboard and jump when Bergot appears at my side like a dark ghost in the night. “Good goddess, why would you sneak up on me like that?” I clutch my chest and furrow my brows. “Wait, did you float down the stairs? I didn’t hear you at all.”

      “I did. I could sense you and Thora looking at the stories. I do not know why, but I feel stronger than I have in months.” She tilts her veiled head at the candles.

      “Thora may have found something.”

      After showing Bergot the golden threads and how they seem to form a pattern along the back of the tapestries, she nods.

      The goddess touches her chin. “Hmm, it is difficult to see.”

      Bergot takes the candles from my arm and tosses them into the air. They hover above the tapestries. With a swipe of her skeletal hand, she ignites the flames and they illuminate the golden threads on the backs of all the tapestries at once, giving us a much clearer picture. I haven’t seen her perform magic with such ease in a while.

      “Is it a map?” I ask as my eyes follow what looks like a shimmering river of gold.

      Thora nods. “It’s not right.”

      “What do you mean?” I walk toward her on the other side.

      She points to the edge of one tapestry and the beginning of another. “They don’t match.”

      I strain my eyes at the gold lines, trying to piece it all together.

      “Thora might be right,” Bergot says. “Maybe the golden threads connect from one tapestry to the next. The candles are draining my energy, but maybe it’s possible…”

      She trails off and waves her arms over the dozens of tapestries. They rise into the air and circle the yard. The goddess lowers her hands, making the tapestries fall to the ground once more in a new formation. We stare in silence, tiptoeing around the edges. After a few minutes, Thora darts to the center and traces the golden thread from one tapestry, which connects perfectly to the placement of the next.

      “You were right, Thora,” I whisper, clasping her shoulder. “They connect.”

      “A puzzle.”

      Bergot waves her hands once more. The tapestries don’t rise as high from the ground this time, but she still manages to maneuver them into new positions. This time, we find a few more tapestries that line up with their gold threads. Bergot tries again but cannot hoist them into the air with her magic like before.

      “I need to rest for a little longer if I want to keep the candles in position.” Bergot points at a tapestry. “Brahm, can you move this one over here?”

      I do as she asks, lining up another two tapestries. Thora taps my shoulder and points. Very quickly, we see a pattern forming. After an hour or so of swapping the heavy tapestries around, we create a single golden image glinting in the candlelight.

      “A map,” Thora says, brown eyes wide with wonderment.

      Mountains, rivers, lakes, and valleys course the back of the colorful tapestries in golden thread. It is beautiful. Who could have known this map has been here for hundreds of years? Thankfully, not Hexegot.

      “Look.” Bergot points to a river in the mountain pass. “Do you see this?”

      I lean a little closer, and there’s something resembling a gem or medallion inside the river glistening in the candlelight.

      “Our first clue,” she whispers. “Well done, Thora.”

      We find other hidden items on the map: an edelweiss flower within a wide lake or pit or something, a hazel branch next to a cave, and a feather at the top of a mountain near the very edge of the map.

      “Shadow Mountain,” Bergot says. “That’s what Stargott and I once called it, for it looked like a looming shadow all the way from our home on Glass Mountain.”

      “What does this mean?”

      “Stargott.” Bergot places her bony hand against the tapestry, bends her head, and hums. “I believe he left these clues for me like little breadcrumbs to find him.”

      Staring at the map, I shudder at the idea of another long quest through the mountains with Hexegot now stronger than ever. “It could be dangerous.”

      “We will need help,” the goddess admits. “But first, Brahm, will you sketch this map to have something smaller to take with us?”

      “Sure.”

      Thora touches my arm and dashes inside, returning with parchment, ink, a compass, and a straight edge for me. With Bergot’s help, I draw the details, creating a small-scale version of Stargott’s map.

      Once it’s complete, I haul the tapestries back inside for safekeeping. Bergot, who never sleeps, sits on the floor with her hand resting atop the ancient artifacts.

      “Get some sleep before dawn,” she says to both of us. “You did well tonight; I think we’re on to something.”

      I agree and lead Thora up the stairs. Even though daylight will arrive soon, I need at least a few hours of sleep.

      Once Thora is ready for bed, I tuck her in. “Do you want a story?”

      “No. We’re in one.” She closes her eyes and snuggles under the quilt.

      Plopped in my own bed, I wait for exhaustion to take over. After all this time and all of our searching—nearly a year—we finally have a clue. It doesn’t quite feel possible. Are they really clues left behind by a lost god? Or could they be a trick of Hexegot? The needles writhe inside, making me wary. But a glimmer of hope, as gold as the threads on the tapestries, shines bright and makes me want to believe.

      When I close my eyes, all I see is Gisela’s face formed in the twinkling, gilded thread.
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      My feet fall heavy against each wooden tread as I trudge down the stairs to join Bergot at the kitchen table. Sleep felt glorious, but I feel guilty for wasting precious time now that we have a map to follow.

      “We’ll need help searching for the tapestry clues out in the wilderness,” the goddess says. “We’ll never get past the henchmen alone. We cannot risk them following us this time since we have real clues about my brother.”

      I hang my head, squeezing my eyes tight against the memories of imprisonment. I carelessly allowed myself to be followed before, and it ended in a nightmare. Bergot might be right.

      “We need a team.” Bergot crosses her arms. “We can’t let my sister get to Stargott first.”

      I pour myself some tea, hoping the energy will fuel me even more for our work ahead. “And who might you suggest for this team?” I ask, taking a sip of the steaming liquid.

      “Nikolaus, Valda, Ulfa, and Tobias are at the top of my list.”

      “What?” I slam my mug on the table. “Absolutely not, they wanted to kill her, remember?”

      “Brahm, most people want to kill her. If we can convince them to be on our side, we can ensure that doesn’t happen.” Bergot extends her bony hand as if to touch my arm, then pulls it away. “If they were motivated enough to attempt an assassination—which, no doubt, would have resulted in their imprisonment—then they could be convinced to join our cause. They seem adventurous, stubborn, and sneaky: all great qualities to help get us past or to overpower the henchmen.”

      “Can we at least think about this?” I shake my head to get the image of Valda drawing her bow with the arrow pointed at Gisela. Hexegot. I mean Hexegot. “We could ask some of my friends or even my father and Jonas.”

      “Your mother, Anja, and Thora will need them here. They’re much safer in numbers,” Bergot says, tilting her head. “And are any of your old friends uncomfortable enough to want to help us?”

      I growl out a low grumble of defeat; the goddess is right. Most of my friends, if you can still call them that, have benefitted from Hexegot’s reign of terror. Some of them trained at the blacksmith guild and now work on armor and weapons for the henchmen. Another friend’s father is a lord, and there’s no way he’ll stand up to Hexegot. It’s those who work the land or raise animals who have fallen on hard times. Even those who are against Hexegot won’t take up a quest with Bergot and me—to them it would be a death sentence. I suppose our only option for real help is the odd and desperate group we stopped from assassinating Hexegot.

      “But Ulfa and Tobias are so young.”

      “They are Thora’s age,” Bergot reminds me. “They may seem young because they don’t speak, but they hold such valor in their eyes. I have a feeling they will be an asset.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “They are as desperate as we are,” she says. “We can trust them with our new clues. Anyone else might go straight to Hexegot with this sort of information.”

      “Fine,” I concede, knowing she’s right. “I guess it’ll be beneficial to keep that group close.”

      “Then let us set out toward Sudstadt to search for them.”

      Bergot and I spend the morning trekking toward Sudstadt. Along the dirt road, we pass the once shimmering and deep Cauldron Lake, which is now drying up and covered in thick tendrils of algae. On the outskirts of town, barren fields and collapsed barns lay in wait for Bergot’s fertile blessings to return, but she is too weak. Because of the presence of Hexegot’s dark magic, this is not the approach of spring we are accustomed to. She has no light magic to share, so the plants, animals, and humans will suffer.

      Once we step inside the town square, we realize these folks are worse off than those in our village of Norstadt. The streets are clear of people but littered with trash. There’s not even a morning market. At least in Norstadt that tradition has held, and the people try to take care of one another. More abandoned buildings line these streets, but no one has bothered to board them up. Broken and cracked windows glisten like spiderwebs in the daylight.

      No wonder the people here are desperate. Bergot and I continue until we spot a woman wrapped in a shawl carrying a basket of bread as she enters a shop. This particular building has not been vandalized, and the sound of people echoes from its doorway. When we peek inside, my heart aches and smiles at the same time. The people are having a small, indoor version of a morning market, trading their goods. They’re taking care of one another after all.

      Bergot waits outside while I enter to inquire about Nikolaus and Valda. Some people eye me warily as if they recognize me as the survivor. Others offer for me to try their goods. One man in particular near the back of the building appears to be in charge of the place, so I step up to the butcher’s counter.

      “Good morning,” he says, adjusting his apron. “Are you new here, young man?”

      “Yes.” I swallow the needles of fear in my throat, unsure how trusting they will be of newcomers…or of me. “Do you know a man named Nikolaus? He is tall and muscular with brown hair, and when I met him, he was with people named Valda, Ulfa, and Tobias?”

      “The circus folk?” he asks before someone interrupts and trades him eggs and butter for a paper-wrapped cut of meat. The man turns back to me. “I know who you’re talking about.”

      “You do?”

      He tells me where we can find the remainder of the circus folk, as he called them. Following the butcher’s directions, Bergot and I approach a house down one of the side roads with a small and meager garden. Bergot’s legs have grown weak from the long walk, so I help her up the stoop to the front door.

      The house could use some work, but it’s not entirely dilapidated. The curtains and shutters are closed tight on every window, making the home appear abandoned. I raise my fist and knock on the door, its paint chipped with age. A woman with golden hair and a toddler hiding behind her purple skirt answers. She furrows her brow at me until she looks at Bergot and gapes.

      “My goddess,” she says, kneeling to the child’s level. “Blessed day.”

      “Blessed day. May we come inside?” Bergot asks.

      “Of course, my goddess.” She shuffles herself and the child out of the way. “Of course. I’m Dorothea, and this is Ada.”

      We enter the cozy home filled with colorful wall paintings and furniture. It even looks as though children painted murals of trees and animals in the hallway. We follow her deeper into the house as another child begins coughing upstairs. Little Ada continues to hide behind her mother’s skirt.

      “Hello, Dorothea and Ada. You may call me Bergot,” the goddess says. “This is Brahm.”

      I reach to shake her hand, but Dorothea only offers a curt nod before leading us into the kitchen. It’s cluttered with colorful knick-knacks but only has a small pot of oats simmering on the stove.

      “I assume you’re here for Nikolaus?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I answer. “If he’s not too busy.”

      Dorothea laughs. “We haven’t been busy since that witch-goddess cursed the valley. There’s nothing to celebrate any longer. None of the villages have hired the circus since your return,” she says, staring at me. “I’ve been sewing more to make a little money, but hardly anyone can afford to pay. Nik is probably out back collecting eggs.” She points to the backdoor.

      We step outside, where a chicken coop sits in the back corner of the yard. Nikolaus’ giant frame steps out with only two eggs in his basket. He pushes his brown hair from his face and approaches us.

      “Well, I didn’t expect to see you two so soon,” he says. “What can I do for you? Do you need food? I hoped these eggs could feed my children, but I’m sure they’d be happy to share with you.”

      “No, no,” I say. “That won’t be necessary, thank you. We need your help…along with anyone else you can round up.”

      “Does this have to do with the witch?”

      Bergot and I nod.

      With a grin, Nikolaus walks over to the fence. I cross my arms and watch his actions. He steps onto an overturned flowerpot and reaches over to hit the opposite side of the fence.

      “Valda? Are you home?” he shouts.

      A muffled voice answers him, but I can’t discern the words.

      “We have visitors.” Nikolaus hops down and motions us inside the house. “They’ll be right over.”

      We sit at the kitchen table, worn with age and heavily abused by the children, where Dorothea serves us tea. I watch the sweet interactions between husband and wife. While he is large and muscular, she is slim as a wisp. Nikolaus tucks Dorothea’s blonde hair behind her ear and pecks her nose. My stomach grows sour, and pins prick at my eyes and heart. I feel terrible for being such trouble for my family and I desperately dream of making a home with Gisela. Seeing the simple intimacy between Nikolaus and his wife makes me jealous, so I turn my damp eyes to the table. A few minutes later, Valda enters the house with the silent Ulfa and Tobias behind her.

      Valda stops abruptly, placing her fists on her hips, when she spots Bergot and me. “What are they doing here?”

      “Please, sit down,” Dorothea says and gestures to the twins. “Have some oats. I’ll leave you all alone while I take Max his food.”

      Little Ada follows her mother like a shadow as they leave the kitchen and head up the creaking stairs. I turn back to the group to find Valda studying Bergot’s veils, Ulfa and Tobias polishing off their bowls of oats, and Nikolaus staring at the table. He finally raps his knuckles against the wood to get everyone’s attention.

      “The reason we’re all here is because Bergot and Brahm are interested in our help.”

      Valda snorts at the idea, but Ulfa and Tobias grin.

      “So, what do you need help with?” Nikolaus asks.

      Bergot unfurls my hand-drawn map, flattening it on the table for everyone to see. “We believe my brother wove a secret map onto the backs of the ancient fairy tale tapestries. After arranging and rearranging them like a puzzle, this is what we found. He has hidden items for me to find…and to possibly lead me to him.”

      “Possibly?” Valda nearly spits. “And how do you know Hexegot didn’t put this there herself as a trap?”

      “The tapestries and the map made of gilded thread have Stargott’s magic woven through them. I can feel it. He created this with light magic which Hexegot has never understood,” she asserts. “I just know I’m supposed to find him.”

      “And what about the henchmen?” Nikolaus asks, pointing to the edge of the valley on the paper, making ice-cold needles sweep up my spine at the thought of going out there like an Offering or getting imprisoned again. “We will have to leave the valley to do this.”

      As much as I don’t want to venture into the wilderness, this is the best chance we have to save Gisela and the entire valley.

      “Although I was caught before,”—I cringe at the memory of Hexegot’s prison and rub my iron pendant to settle the needles—“Bergot and I have explored past the henchmen’s border plenty of times. If we time it right, use Bergot’s magic, and have enough of us to overpower a few of her men, I believe we can make it.”

      “Won’t Hexegot know you’re gone and come searching for you?” Valda asks. “At the very least, we must destroy those tapestries so she can’t find the map too.”

      I shake my head and look to Bergot for an answer. She bends her head low for a few moments and then sits up straight and takes a deep breath.

      “No, we will not destroy them. The tapestries are filled with a magic that gives the past Offerings new life as fairy tales in the Otherworld,” she says. “It is important they remain intact.”

      “Fine,” Valda says with a shrug. “But why us?”

      “You attempted to assassinate Hexegot, which would have gotten you all either imprisoned or tortured,” I say. “You were willing to risk everything then; why not risk it with us? I’ve survived Hexegot’s tortures before, and Bergot still possesses some magic. We can do this and make a difference for this valley before everyone and everything we hold dear shrivels up and perishes. Do you really think we can make it through another winter?”

      Everyone sits quietly for a moment while my pulse races. The clock on their mantle ticks ticks, ticks while the little boy upstairs coughs. Please, please, please help us.

      “I might add,” Bergot begins, “that Brahm and I are desperate. We need your help. We need strength.” She nods at Nikolaus. “We need agility.” She nods at Valda. “And we need slyness.” She nods at Ulfa and Tobias.

      “The butcher in town called you circus folk. Is that true?” I ask.

      “Indeed,” Valda says. “Our families had some roots here in Sudstadt, but we traveled with the circus all around the valley to perform. Now, there’s nothing out there for us.”

      “What were your acts?”

      “Well, Valda certainly knows her way around a bow and arrow,” Nik says. “She can hit targets blindfolded. Ulfa and Tobias were acrobats who also have an affinity for throwing knives. My wife was a dancer. And I, well,”—he pauses to shrug his giant shoulders as if it were obvious—“I was a strongman.”

      “See? You all have different qualities beneficial for this quest,” Bergot says. “I know it’s asking a lot to leave your wife and children for however many days this takes—”

      “He’ll do it.” Dorothea cuts the goddess off and leans against the kitchen entrance with her arms crossed. “Hexegot’s reign of terror must end, otherwise I’m not certain how long our little Max has without proper food and medicine.”

      With his burly hands, Nikolaus wipes the tears from his eyes and nods. Valda, who is sitting next to Tobias, pats his shoulder. The twins look at her and eagerly nod.

      “Fine,” she says.

      Nikolaus waits for one more encouraging glance from his wife. “I’m in.”
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      Thora drafts swiftly and treadles smoothly like a master spinner, her focus intense on the fibers. Heaps of yarn pile around her in the corner of the attic and spools of finer thread cram the shelves along the wall.

      “Should we sell some of this yarn?” I ask, pinching some of the soft wool between my fingers.

      “No.” She shakes her head, eyes still intent on the spinning wheel. “It’s for GiGi.”

      My heart swells and a rare smile tugs at my lips. “She will be so proud of you.”

      Nodding, Thora continues her work. I wish I had her certainty and confidence that we will get Gisela back. Maybe these needles wouldn’t hurt me so badly or stir me up inside with every chance they get if I knew beyond doubt that I would have her back in my life. I miss her so much. I need her back.

      Pacing the attic for a moment to fight against the needles threading my lungs and throat, I finally push them down and step toward Thora. I don’t want to tell her the news but I must.

      “I’m…leaving.”

      She pinches and drafts the wool while keeping a steady pace on the treadle, making the wheel spin round and round. “I know.”

      “You do?”

      “The treasure map.”

      I press a kiss to her head. “Yes, we’re going to search for Bergot’s brother and hopefully find GiGi too.”

      Thora snaps her gaze to me, chocolate eyes sparkling and intense. “She’ll find you.”

      I narrow my brows as confusion sweeps through me. “What?”

      The girl returns to her craft, no sign of the fear and despair I’m feeling. “Goodnight, Prince Brahm.”

      “Goodnight, Thora,” I say. “Don’t stay up too late.”

      Down in the kitchen, as I wait for Bergot, I write a note for my family. My chicken scratch handwriting narrates my apologies for the outbursts, panic attacks, and sobbing fits this past year. I tell them that I am going to fix everything, even though I don’t have enough confidence to truly believe that. The note is short, ending with the truth: how much I love them.

      A scrape against the wooden stairs and the creak of bones tells me Bergot is ready. I turn to her when she reaches the main floor. No words are necessary. I grab my pack of supplies and we step out into the night to meet with the circus folk rebels.

      ***

      Under the shroud of darkness, our team weaves through the woods and into the mountains. Nik, a man of muscle and height, lumbers through the forest while Valda’s lithe frame is swift and silent. The twins are another story. Full of boundless energy, they often skip ahead to keep a lookout. I had never gone to the circus when it came to Norstadt—it was too expensive when I was young and I was too busy when I grew up—but now I regret it. Seeing this group perform would have been quite the sight. I hope when we defeat Hexegot, they will be able to work again and bring delight, showmanship, and whimsy back to the valley.

      Bergot shuffles her way, doing her best to keep up, but I know she’s struggling. I keep a steady pace, but my heart tugs with each step that takes me further away from my family.

      Our team of six remains silent, for we know there will be henchmen stationed along the northern pass and possible scouts throughout the woods. But exactly where, we don’t know. For now, we follow the mysterious map of ancient clues by a long-lost god and stay vigilant. We can’t let the henchmen find us or follow us. We are in a race to find Stargott—and Hexegot has the advantage of her powers and relics.

      I adjust my shoulder straps, thinking about the journey ahead. Our packs are filled with clothing, food, lanterns, ropes, and other supplies. In addition, Nikolaus, Valda, and I each carry two tent rolls since we didn’t want to make Bergot, Ulfa, or Tobias carry the extra load. Everyone wears black or various shades of dark colors to blend in with the night. My legs ache, and the goddess keeps falling behind. She grows weaker every day, and I worry she’ll eventually fade into nothing. How powerful will her sister become if Bergot is completely gone?

      As the hours drag on, the sky grows lighter. A pinkish glow peeks from behind the Eastern Mountains, and the sun will soon create a halo above them. We must hurry before the veil of darkness, our one advantage, is lifted entirely. It hasn’t rained in some time, so our boots crunch and snap every dead thing underfoot. Anyone patrolling this area will certainly hear us. We trudge through the thick forest where the mountain foothills roll higher and higher until we reach the mountain proper. Soon, a steep cliffside rises before us.

      I pull the map out of my pocket while Valda peers over my shoulder. “The map leads us this way.”

      “Then we’ll have to climb,” she says.

      As we quietly search for a good starting point, the snap of a branch echoes against the stones. We turn to find one of Hexegot’s armed henchmen with his bow and arrow pointed at Bergot. The red-bearded man is as thick as a bear and must be at least six-and-a-half feet tall—just as big as Nikolaus. The needles swim through my veins, my toes and fingers go numb, and I freeze in place. He could take me back to her.

      “What are you folks doing this far from the valley?” the man barks.

      When no one answers, he steps forward and emphasizes his aim on Bergot. I shuffle toward her, but the man shakes his head and clicks his tongue.

      “Make this easy and hand over your weapons,” he says. “And tell us where the storyteller god is.”

      When we remain silent, the man’s face grows red and splotchy.

      “We can do this the hard way, then. I’m taking you traitors to our goddess.” He chuckles. “She can make you tell her what you’re up to out here.”

      I won’t give up before we’ve even begun, so I quickly calculate our options. Although this man is huge, we do outnumber him. Maybe, if we just—

      “Now what did you find, brother?” another man, equal in stature, comes up from behind, blocking any escape attempt.

      “Oh, just our goddess’ worthless sister and these traitors.”

      I watch them from the corner of my eye. Nikolaus, Valda, and I all slowly shift our bodies to shield the twins. The second man draws a dagger from his waistbelt. My throat and chest constrict, threaded tight, when I think about returning to Hexegot’s prison. I can’t go back there. My ears ring, my veins turn to ice, and my heart bounces and pops without rhythm. I drop to my weak knees, barely able to breathe, and fidget with Gisela’s dagger at my side; I want to fight, but panic coils around me and holds me captive. I grow lightheaded and sway.

      Bergot floats toward me, but the henchmen laugh and draw closer.

      “Where is Stargott?” the second man asks.

      “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Valda says. “We are simply taking a hike.”

      “Lies. What’ll it be?” the first says with his bow still drawn. “Death or defeat?”

      “Death,” Valda says as she reaches for her bow. “Your death, asshole.”

      The first henchmen aims at her and releases his arrow. I open my mouth to warn her, but nothing comes out. A bright white glow dissolves the arrow mid-air into a twinkling spray. The men shout and dash forward, but Bergot knocks them down with a blast of magic while touching the bony diadem. Valda and Nikolaus sigh before checking on the twins. I’m still frozen in place and watch with wide eyes as the goddess collapses to the ground in a rattle of bones.

      The others rush to her aid while I try to regain control of my breath. I push myself up into a crouched position, leaning on my legs for balance and waiting for my strength to return. I rub the iron pendant, wishing the pins beneath my skin would just go away.

      “I think she’s breathing,” Nikolaus says with his ear pressed against Bergot’s shroud. “It’s, uh, hard to tell. She’s a skeleton.”

      Valda checks both of the men. “They’re sleeping.”

      “We need to hurry so Hexegot doesn’t follow us,” I say. “We need to get far away before they wake up.”

      I shuffle toward Bergot, and the low rattle of her breath filters through the layers of her dark veils. Cradling her in my arms like a child, I look up at the team.

      “This happens when she uses too much magic,” I say. “We’ll have to carry her for a while to give her rest.”

      “Wait,” Valda says, turning from me to Nikolaus. “You mean to say that one of them drops to his knees at the first sign of danger and the other falls unconscious? What a great team this is!”

      Nikolaus doesn’t respond, but studies me and Bergot with his mouth pressed into a flat line.

      “Well? This is a death sentence, Nik!” Valda circles us and throws out her arms. “I should take the twins home!”

      Ulfa and Tobias approach me and place their hands on my shoulder. Their silent determination brings tears to my eyes.

      “We keep moving,” Nikolaus says. “We might have all been imprisoned, injured, or killed if not for Bergot’s magic. It’s the least we can do to carry her toward her destination. Plus, our only chance of rescuing your families is to help.”

      “You think they can be rescued?” Valda snarls. “That witch-goddess probably killed all of them!”

      “No,” I squeak out and clear my throat. “Hexegot made a blood-oath with Gisela. She can’t harm them. She must have them imprisoned somewhere, and we have until May Day to save them.”

      With only a huff of air as an answer, Valda throws down her pack and sifts through the contents. She draws out her blanket and a rope.

      Nikolaus, Ulfa, and Tobias lift the goddess from my arms and place her on the blanket. Using ropes and tree limbs, they help secure Bergot into a cradle. I drink from my canteen, rub my pendant, and refocus on my strength. All the while, Valda raids the henchmen’s sleeping bodies. She takes their weapons then glances sidelong at Ulfa for a long pause. After giving the young girl a nod, Valda flips the henchman’s dagger in the air, catches it by the blade, and hands it to Ulfa. The girl takes it with a grin tugging her lips. Valda hands the other blade to Tobias, who whips it toward a tree, sinking it into the center of a knot.

      As the team prepares to climb the cliff, I step forward. “I’ll go first and pull Bergot up if the rest of you could help spot me.”

      They agree, and I tie Bergot’s rope around my waist to begin the ascent with her cradled below. The rocks are frigid against my fingertips, making them grow numb immediately, and the morning dew makes my boots slip more than once. My back aches from the awkward tug of the rope, but I keep climbing. Every inch gets me closer to Gisela. Every inch gets us closer to the New Year’s Day Rebels. Every inch gets us closer to saving our fertile valley. The sun rises over the mountains, which helps highlight better grips and relieves some of the bone-deep chill.

      Below me, Valda and Nikolaus try to aid the twins, but they don’t really need help. The acrobatic youngsters bound up the cliffside like goats. They pass me easily and reach a flat spot above. They sit on the edge, dangling their feet. I wipe the sweat from my brow and longingly anticipate a break.

      Valda and Nikolaus stay below Bergot’s cradle, for which I’m thankful. My muscles burn as I pull with all my might. Only another yard or so until I reach the twins. My boot slips, and I hang from my grip. Tobias swings down, using some vines as a support, and grabs my arm. He helps me get back on track, but the needling panic tightens my chest once again. He smiles at me, and I push through the pain to make my way onto the ledge with Ulfa.

      I collapse onto the rock while the twins tug at the rope to bring Bergot to safety. Valda and Nikolaus soon reach the landing, both eager to chug from their canteens.

      “Well, that was difficult enough with our packs,” Nikolaus says, kicking Valda’s boot. “I believe Brahm proved himself capable.”

      Valda snorts as she bends forward to stretch her legs. I turn to sit on the ledge and drink my water while admiring the gorgeous morning view of the valley: a reminder of what we must protect. This is our home. These are our people. It will all be destroyed soon if Hexegot’s reign of terror continues. We only have two weeks until May Day. Two weeks to save Gisela.

      “May I see the map?” Nikolaus asks and scoots closer to me.

      I take it from my pocket and hand it over.

      He points to our location and draws a line to the first symbol. “There shouldn’t be too much more to climb until we reach this mountain pass. It’ll be about a day and a half journey to the river.”

      “We’ll need to keep up our pace,” I say, clenching my fists. “Those men will wake up soon and come searching for us.”

      “Do you want me to carry the goddess for the next stretch of our climb?”

      “No, thank you,” I answer, glancing at Valda. “I need to do this.”

      As we trek on, the hike becomes much easier when the slope evens out. We find some longer tree limbs and use those along with the blanket and rope to fashion a stretcher for Bergot. Her breaths are growing stronger, though she remains asleep. I pray she’ll be able to walk on her own tomorrow.

      Valda offers to help me carry the stretcher first, while Nikolaus hikes ahead with the twins. Their limitless energy and strength astound me. I lift the front of the stretcher while Valda brings up the rear.

      “Now that I have you alone, what the hell was that back there with the henchmen?” she asks.

      I should’ve known she wouldn’t offer to help without a motive. I’m glad she can’t see my face, burning hot from embarrassment. I completely froze when the men found us. It’s something that has been happening to me since my imprisonment. With every day of her tortures, Hexegot placed figurative needles under my skin. They pierce, stitch, and thread me in place when I get scared. How can I keep anyone safe and rescue Gisela when my blood turns to ice at the first sign of danger? Hexegot may not have physically harmed me, but she knew what she was doing with her psychological torture—she used me like a pin cushion. I am useless now.

      After sucking in a deep breath, I decide to tell Valda the truth. “After Hexegot imprisoned me, I sometimes…uh, well, I sometimes freeze up. It feels like needles moving inside of me. My chest will hurt. My limbs will shake. It feels like I’m dying.”

      “Don’t let it happen again.”

      The wind is knocked out of me at her comment. It’s the last thing Valda says to me all day, and I can’t help but feel completely worthless and weak. These people have lost their livelihoods and families because of Hexegot, yet they are strong still. Shame batters my mind worse than the tree branches scraping my arms and face. The forest thins into a narrow valley, and ahead the river from the map tumbles by. The sun has descended below the mountains in the distance, leaving us to shiver in its absence.

      “It’s getting dark,” Valda says. “We should make camp for the night.”

      Nikolaus helps me pitch Bergot’s tent, and we place the goddess inside to rest. After all of the tents are set up, Valda and Tobias stack logs into a cone. Ulfa happily uses her new dagger and a rock to spark kindling alight. It glows against her fair hair and twinkles in her bright eyes.

      While we eat, the only sounds are that of the flowing river, the rustling trees, the crackling fire, and hooting owls. I catch Valda staring at me with the fire flickering in her eyes. Turning away, I flush with embarrassment for how I let panic take over earlier. I almost got everyone killed. Why couldn’t the needles have brought on the intense rage I feel sometimes? Why couldn’t they have given me super strength to prove myself in that moment? No, all they did was thread me up in dread. She has every right to be wary of me and my ability.

      The twins yawn and lean against Valda, who wraps her arms around them. Her sweet and protective love for them reminds me of Gisela and Thora. Nik stretches and rubs at his back. My feet ache furiously, and my eyes grow dry and heavy. Everyone should get some rest.

      “I’ll take first watch,” I offer, even though I’m exhausted.

      “Thanks, I’ll go second,” Nikolaus says.

      “Third,” Valda says, ushering the twins into their tent before stooping into her own.

      “Goodnight, Brahm.” Nik claps my back. “Let’s hope this map really leads us to a miracle.”

      “Goodnight, Nikolaus.”

      During my leg of the watch, I circle the camp to stay alert and add logs to the fire. When the clouds part, the waxing moon bounces off the rushing river. I stand on the bank and imagine dancing with Gisela at our creek. I recall how she smelled and the melody of her laugh. I miss her so much. Her stubbornness and devotion to her family made her both predictable and admirable.

      By the golden light of my lantern, I study the map once again, memorizing every detail. In about half a day’s walk, we should reach the bend where the medallion, or whatever it is, sits in the river. I don’t understand why Stargott took such lengths to leave this trail. Why make it so difficult to find him? If Bergot has faith that her brother can help us, then I’ll have to keep a positive mindset too. We can’t let Hexegot have a new story where she can keep Gisela and terrorize the valley forever. We must get to him first.

      At last, when it is Nik’s turn to keep watch, I get to rest in my tent. Sleep embraces me in its dark arms but holds me hostage to nightmares all night long. The imprisonment. The interrogation about Stargott. Hexegot toying with me, saying those awful, horrible things…all with Gisela’s voice. I want to dream about Gisela, but Hexegot has infiltrated and sabotaged my memories.

      I never loved you, Brahm.

      I was only using you to survive.

      You are nothing to me.

      Needle by needle.

      Stitch by stitch.

      I am a tapestry of uncertainty.
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Brahm

        

      

    

    
      A new nightmare holds me under its wicked current like a stone. The struggle to break free leaves me awake but drenched in sweat. While thumbing the iron pendant, I remind myself of things that are true. Gisela loves me. She loves me. She said so. Her kisses were real. We are meant to be together.

      Commotion outside the tent tells me the others are awake. I peek at our camp, bathed in morning light, to find Nikolaus packing up, the twins eating oats, and Valda staring at the river. Stretching my arms overhead, I exit my tent and check on Bergot. The goddess remains unconscious, so I place her back onto the stretcher and roll up her tent. Once everyone has eaten and packed, we set out toward the first golden symbol on our map: a round medallion. Nikolaus helps me carry the goddess while Valda and the twins scout ahead.

      We follow the snaking bank of the river and listen in silence to the babbling flow and occasional jumping fish. As the sun rises, it brings to life the radiant whites of the snow-capped mountains, the vivid greens of the pines, and the sparkling blue of the river. Do the mountains keep going forever? What is out there?

      My arms burn from carrying Bergot on the stretcher. Up ahead, Valda sings a little song about a river monster. She makes her hands into claws and reaches out to scare the twins, who jump when the ‘monster’ attacks them. Although Valda acts cold towards me, she’s great with the twins.

      “They’re lucky to have her,” I mention to Nikolaus.

      “No.” He shakes his head. “She’s lucky to have them. She would be lost without someone to take care of.”

      I nod and think about how I would have been lost without my family and Gisela’s. If I had no one to return home to after being the lone ‘survivor’ or after being imprisoned by Hexegot, I would have broken completely.

      When we reach the bend in the river shown on the map, Nikolaus and I happily rest the stretcher on the ground. He seems fine from carrying the extra weight, but I need to shake out my arms. The five of us who are conscious scour the riverbank, searching for a gold gem or medallion.

      The tightening sensation in my chest returns as I think back to finding pearls in the forest when Gisela and I were Offerings…then my mind easily wanders to the ancient ruins. What should be the happiest memory of my life has been tarnished by Hexegot’s tortures.

      “Remember when you fucked me for the first time, Brahm?” she asked, letting the shoulder of her dress slip. She brushed her fingers down to her cleavage. “Do you miss me?”

      “I miss Gisela,” I said through clenched teeth, hovering at the back of my cell.

      “I should call for Albert to join us.” Biting her lip, she leaned over suggestively and placed her hands on the bars. “You could watch as he takes me from behind.”

      “Stop it.”

      “You know, he hasn’t even touched me yet,” she said, grinning. “I’ve been playing hard-to-get, like I did with you. It makes everything that much sweeter. I think you should watch our first time.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      What began as a giggle rippled through her torso and chest until it burst out into a booming cackle. A witch’s cackle.

      Her grotesque laughter still haunts my ears. I lean against a papery birch tree and focus on breathing.

      “Something wrong, captain?” Valda asks, leaning against a tree while the twins climb the boughs for a better view.

      “I’ll be fine.” I turn and try to stand tall, even though my hands are shaking. “I just needed to breathe.”

      She narrows her eyes and sighs. “That witch-goddess really messed you up, didn’t she?”

      “Yes.” I fight the painful lump in my throat. “Those needles are always there. Anytime they want, they can thread through my heart and mind, weaving my worst fears over and over again.”

      “Well, I’m sorry for giving you a hard time yesterday about your panic attack,” she says, staring at her boots. The twins flip down from the tree, and Valda waits until they’re far away to continue. “I shouldn’t have been so harsh. Nik told me you can’t help your anxiety ever since Hexegot tortured you.”

      “Ahh,” I say with a chuckle and turn to walk away. “I didn’t think you were the type to apologize by your own volition.”

      “Wait!” She jumps in front of me and tilts her head, making one brown ringlet fall over her eye. “Yes, he told me to say it…but I mean it, I truly do.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I was just worried about those two.”

      We both glance at the twins, who are now cartwheeling along the riverbank.

      After giggling at them, Valda turns to me and outstretches her hand. “I am truly sorry for giving you a hard time. Friends?”

      I stare into her dark eyes, full of sincerity, and take her hand. “Friends.”

      The twins wave us over and point into the water. Valda, Nikolaus, and I jog to meet them at the waterline of the wide, rushing river. The water is deep and muddy, and we all shake our heads, unable to see anything. The twins point again near the center of the river. I squint to see something flashing beneath the surface then disappearing again.

      “Do you think that’s it?” Nikolaus asks. “Let me see the map again.”

      I unroll the map to find that the twins might be correct, for Stargott placed the medallion or nugget woven at the center of the river.

      “I’m not a great swimmer,” I admit. “But I can try.”

      “No way. It’s too deep and hidden undercurrents could take down even the strongest swimmer,” Valda says. “Not to mention how cold the water will be. Absolutely no one should go in.”

      “What should we do?” Nik asks.

      I search the area and spot Bergot on our makeshift stretcher when another idea hits me. “We could build a raft.”

      We all set out to find fallen trees and logs and branches large enough to use. We have some rope, but I also grab a nice sized vine to help tie the logs together. Although Nik can carry double the amount compared to everyone else, it still takes us nearly half the day to drag the supplies to the riverbank and produce something sturdy that resembles a raft. We bring two very long sticks to help guide the raft around the river.

      With more vines, Nikolaus ties the raft to a large boulder on the bank to ensure we don’t travel too far downstream. The twins hop aboard, but Valda shakes her head.

      “No, no, no. Absolutely not,” she tells them. “This raft isn’t big enough for all of us, so you two need to stay on the bank with Bergot.”

      Their faces melt into frowns, but they listen nevertheless. The three of us ease the raft into the water and jump on. A little of the frigid water seeps into my boots, and I’m glad Valda insisted that no one should swim. The current, though, is smooth with a slight, pleasant motion. Using the long oars, Nikolaus and I push the raft toward the center while Valda scans the river for the flashing gold.

      She falls back with a shriek, landing near my feet.

      “What is it?” I ask, grabbing her arm to help her up.

      “There’s, uh, something down there!” she says, adjusting her leather jacket. “A monster!”

      Nik and I scan the water for a few moments, waiting for the monster Valda thought she saw. The gold flashes bright, forcing me to squint—but then I see it.

      Gliding back and forth under the raft is something monstrous and dark. It must be three times the size of our raft. The gold sparkles into view every time the thing swims toward us. My heart pitter-patters as I wonder what it could be—and what it could do to us on this small raft.

      “We should get back to shore!” Nikolaus says, grabbing the rope.

      I want to return to safety too, but we need that gold medallion. “No!”

      “Brahm’s right,” Valda says, taking her bow from her back. “This is what we signed up for.”

      She nocks an arrow and aims at the water. The monster must sense danger, for it bucks up from underneath, nearly capsizing our raft. Valda and I crash to our backs, and Nikolaus falls into the water with a huge splash. We scramble to stand, hanging on to one another’s shoulders for stability, and study the river for Nik.

      “Where’d he go?”

      When his head pierces the surface, he flails his arms and shouts. I reach with the oar for him to grab on, but his hands slip, and he sinks beneath the surface again. The dark shadow of the river monster rushes toward us.

      “Nik!” Valda screams. “Nik!”

      Little glimmers flash in the water, their figures different from the monster. They’re much smaller than a human. I freeze again, barely able to breathe. What else is down there?

      “Look!” Valda points into the river where a shadow rises toward the surface.

      Nik emerges from the water with the help of dozens of…tiny webbed hands? I recognize these creatures from Hex Lake. Water nixies carry him to us. They saved my life once before. Now here they are, set free and helping me again. Valda and I pull Nikolaus onto the raft just before the monster darts toward us. The nixies bare their teeth and growl, making the monster turn away. I hold Nikolas close; he’s freezing from the icy mountain water. Valda nocks another arrow and adjusts her stance at the center of the raft. She aims at the nixies.

      “Wait!” I shout. “They helped him. They’re good!”

      The largest of the nixies floats toward us and rests her scaly elbows along the wood planks. “I know you,” she says, looking at me with her bulbous eyes. “Are you helping the goddess?”

      “I am. We’re here to save the goddess and all of Bergot valley,” I say. “Thank you for rescuing Nik.”

      “Of course,” she says. “The goddess saved us from the witch-goddess’ chains. The river monster is dangerous, though, we should help you return to land.”

      I shake my head. “We need that gold medallion in its eye socket.”

      “I see.”  The nixie grins and looks at Valda. “My children and I will surround it, giving this fierce archer a chance.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Hold us still,” Valda tells me, gesturing with her arrow at the long oars. “I’ll deal with the monster.”

      Although Nik shivers and has blue lips, he stands to help. We step to opposite sides of the raft and lock the oars into the mud of the riverbed. The little glimmers of the water nixies spread out and draw the monster toward us.

      “Here it comes,” Nikolaus says.

      Valda draws her bow, aiming at the dark mass beneath the surface, and releases her arrow. The monster bucks at our raft again as we struggle to hold it steady and disappears. But the nixies give chase and turn it back toward us. When the monster returns from upstream, Valda readies another arrow. Before she can release it, a wide mouth of blood-stained teeth the length of my forearm chomps into the raft. Valda strikes the fish-like monster with another arrow, but its thick black scales repel it like armor.

      One of the monster’s eyes is a dull whitish gray, but the other is the gold medallion we saw glinting in the sun. While the monster’s teeth are stuck in the raft, I lunge for the gold. The slimy monster shakes me off and dips back into the water. Nikolaus and I steady the raft once again, and Valda prepares another arrow. The glimmer of nixies fans out all around, and they herd the monster back toward the raft.

      “The scales are too thick to pierce. Go for the dead eye next time!” Nik shouts.

      “Got it!” Valda says.

      The monster moves toward us, swimming so fast it creates a wide wake. Valda takes aim and releases her arrow. It sinks directly into the fish’s gray eye. Dark, foul-smelling blood blooms from the wound and the massive fish turns belly up. Using my oar, I draw the reeking monster closer to the raft. The stench tells me it’s been dead for longer than just a few moments. Maybe it’s been dead for centuries, only kept in constant motion by Stargott’s magic.

      I retrieve Gisela’s dagger and plunge it into the foul flesh surrounding the gold medallion, plucking the object from the oozing eye-socket. After rinsing off the blood and grime in the river water, I hold the gold up to the sun. Valda and Nikolaus admire our work as well. Cast into the large, palm-sized medallion is a symbol: a needle. Hope sparks in my chest. I think Bergot was right.

      “L-let’s g-get to shore,” Nik says through chattering teeth.

      “Wait,” the mother nixie says, halting the raft with her webbed hands. “My children are hungry. May we have the monster?”

      I glance at Valda and Nik, who both purse their lips to hide grins. “I think that would only be fair.” I bow to the mother nixie and kick the rotten carcass into the river.

      The little glimmers converge onto the monster’s body. Soon, dark blood clouds the water, obscuring the view of their horrific feast.

      “I thank you,” the mother nixie says. “Good luck helping our goddess.”

      “Thank you for your help,” I say before she disappears to join her daughters in their rancid meal.

      Valda and I tug on the rope to draw us to shore while the twins clap their hands on the riverbank. When we step onto dry land, they rush to Valda and wrap their arms around her. Nik places his arm around my shoulder, and I help him to his pack so he can change into warm, dry clothes. Near our things, Bergot still sleeps soundly. I wonder how much longer until she disintegrates into nothing.

      “We should set up camp here for the night,” I say to Nik.

      “There’s still a little daylight,” he says between chattering teeth while he buttons his dry pants.

      “As much as I want to keep moving, we need to build a fire to get you warm,” I say. “And Bergot still needs her rest.”

      Nikolaus concedes and, once fully dressed, joins Valda, Ulfa, and Tobias running along the riverbank. I wash my blood-drenched hands in the river before stacking logs to build a fire. As I admire the medallion in the light of the flames, I wonder what the mysterious lost god has in store for us next.

      Rest now.

      For more horrors will come tomorrow, I’m certain.
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Gisela

        

      

    

    
      A thick cloud of dust stirring about makes me cough. After rubbing my eyes, I find myself near the entrance to a cave, or rather, another mine. Carts, pickaxes, hats, gloves, and other materials sit just outside the sooty place. Dark, shiny threads course through the fabric stones and make up the veins of coal running through.

      A white fog seeps from the mouth of the mine, and I instinctively retreat, backing behind a pine tree. Although Mother Holle said I didn’t need them, I wish I had my red threads. They made me feel secure. I bite my finger again and create a new thread to tie to the tree. The same white-draped phantom emerges from the mine, making my skin crawl. It billows down the hillside toward a village. I tiptoe closer to the opening of the mine to peer inside, but it’s too dark to see anything.

      After the last of the white mist dissipates, loud clomping of heavy boots and chatter of men’s voices echo toward me. I stumble back behind the tree. Miners, pale men with black veins and dark circles ringing their eyes, step out into the light. I shudder at their appearance but hold a scream tight in my chest; they look like they’ve been dead for ages. When one man removes his helmet to reveal a crop of bright red hair, though, I narrow my eyes. He looks so familiar.

      I watch with bated breath as the color returns to the men’s faces, and they speak rather nonchalantly to one another. They speak of their families and what they’re having for supper, as if they didn’t just climb from the mouth of a mine looking like corpses. It’s difficult to take my eyes off the red-haired, freckled man.

      “Who’s there?” one of the miners says, looking in my direction.

      I take another step back, but my movement only catches the attention of the rest of the tapestry men. The redhead’s green eyes lock with mine, but my brain is a tangled mess of brambles. Who is he?

      “Gisela?” he asks and walks toward me, twisting his familiar features into a confused look. “Is that really you?”

      I step out from around the tree and nod. “That might be my name. I don’t remember.”

      The man wraps his arms around me in a giant bear hug and weeps onto my shoulder. “What happened, sis? Why are you here?”

      Bewilderment clouds my mind, and I shake my head, pulling away from him. “I don’t know. Where am I? Do I know you?”

      The man gestures for his friends to leave. The other miners say their goodbyes and head down the hillside.

      “Who are you?” I whisper.

      The man holds onto my shoulders, his green eyes intense on mine. “Gisela, it’s me, Wilhelm.”

      Images flash in my mind. A creek. A home. A dagger with three symbols. My hands shake as memories tumble into place. This is my brother. I can’t help but smile. His red hair is a little longer than I remember, but his bright eyes and freckles remain the same.

      “Wil?” I whisper, studying his features further. “You’re alive?”

      “Well, sort of,” he says with a shrug. “Are you? You don’t look like us.”

      He’s right. Wil has skin and clothes just like Mother Holle and the others—woven fabric. He’s like a tapestry character, but I’m not the same. I’m made of flesh.

      “And what is this?” Wil twists his finger into the red thread connecting my dress to the tree.

      “It’s for me to find my way back.”

      “Way back to what?”

      “I’m not sure. Mother Holle must’ve known you were here,” I say. “She pushed me to you.”

      “Well, all of us stories like to know where everyone is and make sure the newcomers are comfortable.” He touches the red thread before taking a knife from his waistbelt and cutting it. “Don’t worry, you won’t need the thread.”

      I look down at the cut end, but panic doesn’t overwhelm me this time. I stare at my brother’s face and nod.

      He smiles, which warms my heart. “Speaking of newcomers, there’s someone down here I think you might know. Let’s get you inside, and you can tell us what’s going on. We’ll figure this out, Gi.”

      Without knowing what else to do, I cling to my brother’s arm like a lifeline while he guides me down the mountain path toward the village. Past the countryside of rolling hills with cows and sheep, we approach a small cottage. Tears pour down my cheeks at being reunited with my brother. The unbound happiness bursts in my chest.

      Wil turns and wipes my cheeks with a brush of his thumb. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      Before we reach the front door, though, Wil raises his arm to stop me. “It’s best not to interfere.”

      I scrunch my brows and prepare to ask the question lumped in my throat when screams erupt inside the house. Through the window, bright flames appear. Wil closes his eyes and clenches his teeth as the painful shrieks continue.

      “What’s going on? Someone inside needs help!” I begin to run, but he pulls me back with both arms.

      “No, Gi.”

      The front door swings open, and the white phantom exits the cottage, moving toward the next house down the lane. I turn to my brother, who is calm as a glassy lake. He acts as if someone wasn’t just murdered inside his home.

      “What do we do?”

      “Now we may enter,” he says.

      I bound up the steps and barrel into the home. Smoke made with threads of gray and black plumes from the large oven in the kitchen, and I tug it open. Inside is a petite body burned to a crisp. I scream for Wil, who leans against the doorframe, watching me with a blank expression.

      When I turn back to the oven, the burnt person twitches. Ash sheds from their body with a crunching sound. How are they alive? Covered in soot, they scoot out and sit on the ledge. It’s a young woman whose skin is burnt and whose curly hair smokes with tiny embers glowing on the tips. She shakes away the mess, and I clap my hand over my mouth. She also looks eerily familiar with her sweet face and button nose.

      Wil helps her stand and brushes off the rest of the ash while the young woman’s coloring returns. He wipes her face with a damp cloth and kisses her cheek. The young woman looks at me with her wide, brown eyes.

      “Gisela?” she asks, bouncing forward to wrap me in her arms. “Is that you?”

      “Yes,” I say, sending a puzzled look at Wil over the young woman’s shoulder. “Who are you?”

      “It’s me, Mitzi.” She touches my cheek and pouts. “Come, Gisela, have a seat.”

      I follow Mitzi and Wil to the round wooden table, or at least it looks wooden. Threads in various shades of brown create the whorls and knots. At the center is a bowl of soft-looking fruit.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure,” Wil says. “First, tell me, where did you come from?”

      “From nothing. From nowhere. From the massive expanse of Hexegot’s mind where I built my castle,” I say. “I built. I slept. I walked. I did this over and over again for ages. Then, one day, I walked so far I found a red door which led me to this odd place.”

      “Hexegot’s mind?” Mitzi raises her fist to her lips and shudders. “That sounds terrible.”

      “How did you get into Hexegot’s mind?” Wil asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say and turn to Mitzi. “I’m sorry. You look so familiar. How do I know you?”

      “Oh, Wil,” Mitzi says, taking my brother’s hand. “She’s confused.”

      “Let’s start at the beginning,” Wil says. “To help you remember.”

      Wil recounts parts of my life until his death, then Mitzi narrates a wild tale about us being Offerings together. My heart tumbles, and my cheeks burn at the mention of one name: Brahm. There’s something important about him. Their stories begin to feel real. Memories fall around me like rain, and I try to grasp them and collect them into puddles. The time spent in Hexegot’s mind has made it difficult for me to think properly.

      “Brahm?” I whisper when a pair of warm amber eyes and lute music fills my mind.

      “Yes, you two were quite close along the path of ashes to say the least.” Mitzi grins. “Do you remember what happened to him? He isn’t down here, so did he survive?”

      “Brahm.” The moment his name leaves my lips again, the memories untangle themselves within my mind, but nothing is in order.

      Good memories flow toward me from the tangles first. Heart-racing kisses. Playing at the creek. Palm-reading and crystals. Dancing in his arms.

      Then some bad memories. Seeing him at the Sanctuary as an Offering. The look on his face when I surrendered to Hexegot’s ritual.

      It all feels like so long ago, but if Brahm is still alive, I need to get to him. Sobs escape my body as I recall all the other people I love. Mama. Papa. Thora. Oh, Thora! My sister. My sunshine. I need to get to her. I need to figure out a way to defeat Hexegot.

      Wil and Mitzi wrap their soft fabric arms around me. Shrieks and trembles wrack my body until I have no energy left and slump against my brother. He carries me toward the hearth where the three of us sit on a soft rug.

      “Do you know what happened? Was Thora all right? What about Mama and Papa?” Wil asks, stoking the fire.

      Mitzi combs her fingers through my hair and shushes Wil. “Let her think, Willy. She’s been through so much.”

      Once I calm down, I recount as much about our family, becoming an Offering, the gods, and what happened with Hexegot, as I can. While Wil and Mitzi absorb the details and the fact that I am a demigoddess, I work up the courage to explain to Wil about my relationship with Brahm.

      After releasing a deep, lung-filling breath, I gain my courage. “And…Brahm and I were together.”

      “Really?” Wil says with a grin. “The way Mitzi described the two of you, I sort of figured.”

      “I love him,” I admit, heat rising into my cheeks.

      “That’s wonderful, sis. It truly is.” Wil shakes his head and takes my hand. “And I’m sorry I was overprotective all that time. He was my best friend; I should’ve known Brahm would treat you like a goddess.”

      “I have no idea if I’ll ever see him or Thora again. I don’t even know how much time has passed.” I wipe the tears from my cheek and stare into the hearth, where a fabric fire burns with threads in bright, flickering shades of yellow and orange. What if Brahm moved on and had a family? What if he’s grown old or has already passed away? What if Thora grew up without me? What if our parents died, and there is no one to take care of her? What if I missed their entire lives? I was trapped in Hexegot’s mind for what felt like centuries,” I say, tears and emotions bubbling up. “What if they’re…dead?”

      “Time works differently down here,” Mitzi says, placing her hand upon mine.

      “True. We’ve all relived our stories thousands of times,” Wil agrees. “And you are only a few years older than I remember, Gi. Brahm and Thora will be there for you; I can feel it in my heart.”

      “Thank you.” I dab my watering eyes and hope he’s right. “I’m sorry you have to relive such horrors. That must be awful.”

      “Yes and no.” Wil sways his head. “The phantom is Hexegot’s magic, and just like the fog, it plays out our stories like clockwork, which everyone is accustomed to. Otherwise, life is good.”

      Mitzi threads her fingers through Wil’s. “It certainly is.”

      I grin at their joined hands, only now processing the fact that they live together. They are two of the best people I know, and they make a lovely, sweet couple. “I’m truly happy for you.”

      “Thanks, sis.” He presses a kiss to Mitzi’s hand. “Life was quite dark and lonely until Mitzi showed up here. I was a mess. I was angry, drunk, and hot-headed, easily getting into fights at the local tavern. Then Mitzi arrived and her sweet presence calmed me. She told me stories about meeting you and Brahm, and that made me happy.”

      “I’m so glad,” I say, then snap my gaze to Mitzi when a new thought pops into my head. “What happened to the other Offerings?”

      “They’re here, somewhere,” she says with a smile. “I see Liam, Gunther, and Heidi quite often. Willa has calmed down quite a bit but mostly keeps to herself. Ferdinand never made it here, though. Did he survive too?”

      “No.” I think back to what I did inside Hexegot’s horror castle and shiver. “Because he wasn’t her victim. He was mine.”

      “Oh, Gisela.” Mitzi rubs my shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “He was under her spell or something and attacked me,” I say. “A wild strength came over me and…I killed him.”

      They both wrap me in a hug while I cry against them.

      “I’m sorry for all of this crying.” I slowly pull away from their embrace and wipe my eyes. “But what do I do now? How do I get back?”

      “It sounds like you need to regain control over your real body,” Mitzi says. “Overpower Hexegot.”

      “I don’t know how,” I say. “What if I lose myself to the dark expanse of her mind again? What if I get trapped in there forever?”

      “You won’t, Gi.” Wil caresses my cheek. “You’re strong.”

      “Why don’t you rest, Gisela? Your mind has been through so much today,” Mitzi says. “Then, in the morning, we can help you leave the Otherworld.”

      “Good idea,” Wil says and takes my hand. “I’ll show you to the spare bedroom.”

      I follow my brother down the hallway and through a door on the left where a fluffy, cozy-looking bed sits next to a small table and dresser. Exhaustion floods my body, and all I want is to collapse onto the quilt.

      “Thank you,” I say, wrapping my brother in a hug. I forgot how much I missed his embrace. “I’m so happy to see you alive—well, somewhat alive—and in love. The pain your death brought has been eased a little. I love you, Wil.”

      “I love you too, Gi,” Wil mumbles into my hair with a sniffle. “When you return home—and you will—please tell Ma, Pa, Thora, and Brahm how much I miss and love them.”

      I can only nod as a painful knot tightens my throat.

      “Goodnight, sis.”

      With that, Wil leaves me to rest for the night. Dreams of the faces I miss so much greet me as I fall asleep…

      When the light of dawn illuminates the room, I wake feeling more rested than ever before. Was it because of the soft bed? Was it because the guilt of Wil’s death had been lifted from my chest? I don’t know, but I’m grateful regardless. I’ll need the strength for the events ahead.

      The scent of baked goods wafts from the hallway. My feet shuffle along the soft floors as I follow the delicious smells to the kitchen where Mitzi is baking.

      “Good morning, Gisela!” she says, waving me in to join her. “Would you like an apple tart? And maybe some tea?”

      “Yes, please,” I answer, washing up a few of the dishes for her. “Thank you.”

      “Wil is still asleep since it’s his day off from the mine,” she says as she pours two cups of tea. “He sleeps like a bear.”

      “If I remember correctly, he snores like one too.”

      We both giggle and sit at the table.

      “We have a surprise for you when he wakes up,” Mitzi says with a sly grin, serving the apple tart.

      My mind races with what sort of surprise they could have thrown together late last night. A gift? Surely I can’t take anything physical with me into Hexegot’s mind. I enjoy the delicious tart and study Mitzi’s lovely face in case I never see her or Wil again. It is bittersweet, this reunion with them.

      When Wil finally stomps his way down the hall, Mitzi buzzes around like a bumblebee full of excitement.

      She kisses his cheek. “Are we ready?”

      “Let me check,” he says with a wide yawn, disappearing toward the front of the house.

      The sound of the door creaking echoes into the kitchen. I quirk my brow at Mitzi, who bounces on her toes and takes my hand.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Our surprise.”

      “We’re ready,” Wil calls from outside.

      Still gripping my hand, Mitzi guides me out. Framed by the backdrop of tapestry mountains, hundreds upon hundreds of people wait along the dirt road. The sun of yellow and golden threads is warm and blinding as it crowns the mountains, so I raise my hand to my brow to make out the scene. It’s them. All of them. The fairy tale characters.

      Little Red Riding Hood. Cinderella. Snow White. Rapunzel. Hansel and Gretel. Prince Charming. They all applaud and cheer.

      Chants of “Our queen,” and “Our goddess,” strike my ears.

      Wil pats my shoulder and whispers, “They all want to see you off. You are our only hope to break free of Hexegot’s cycle of death. If our stories could somehow be rewritten, we could live even happier lives.”

      My chest clenches tight with overwhelming joy. As I pass the mass of Hexegot’s cheering victims, Mother Holle reaches out to squeeze my hand.

      “Thank you for helping me,” I shout over the noise. “And for being here.”

      “You are welcome, dear child,” she says. “Remember, Hexegot cannot be killed, only defeated.”

      “Yes, but what does that mean?”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” She winks. “But another friend of yours might offer some insight.”

      The old woman gestures into the crowd, and my eyes lock with a familiar face. Hexegot’s former lover, Heinrich, who has his protective heart cage intact once more, steps forward and towers over me. I look back and forth between him and Mother Holle, unsure what to say.

      “Gisela,” Heinrich begins, “you are the only one who can defeat her.”

      “How? What if I’m not strong enough?”

      “It’s not about your strength but her weakness.” Heinrich clasps his hands in front of his heart cage. “Hexegot’s worst fear is herself.”

      “She hates herself,” I whisper, staring at the threads of grass beneath Heinrich’s boots. “A mirror?”

      My eyes wander as I recall being an Offering and all of Hexegot’s terrors along the path of ash and fog. The mirrors in the mine. The mirror with the evil version of me. Her weapons for us could be used against her. Heinrich gives a solemn nod at my revelation.

      “It was always a mirror. Mirrors were part of her very first and very last obstacles for me as an Offering. Thank you,” I say and turn toward the crowd. “And thank you all for being here. You’ve given me the courage and strength to face Hexegot. I hope to make you proud.”

      They all continue cheering for me as their queen or goddess as Wil and Mitzi weave their way through the crowd to embrace me.

      “Thank you for your help,” I say. “I will miss you so much.”

      “This isn’t goodbye, Gisela,” Mitzi says. “It’s see you soon.”

      “I love you, sis,” Wil says. “Now go defeat that witch-goddess.”

      With that, Mother Holle leads me past the crowd of princes, princesses, paupers, animals, children, and knights and into the forest. As we walk, the roar of the crowd dies away.

      “I have nothing for you this time, dear child, except to say that your stubbornness and willpower are your strengths. Use them.”

      Mother Holle takes out her knife again and slices into the tapestry once more. Inside the slit is nothing but inky blackness. My limbs tremble in fear at returning, but I hold my head up high as I step through the fabric into the cold, dark void.

      Please, Gisela, don’t forget again.
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      I wiggle my fingers above the crackling fire for warmth, then hold the piece of gold up to the light. It sparkles and gleams, but whatever could it be for? What magic lies within? Everyone has retired to their tents for some sleep besides Valda and me. She’s walking around somewhere on first watch, while I simply can’t fathom sleep yet. My mind is racing far too much. After reclining against a fallen tree, I pocket the medallion and retrieve the map.

      The next clue along our path is a gold flower that looks awfully familiar. I pull out Gisela’s dagger and rest it against the map. Stargott’s symbol looks just like the one carved on the hilt. An edelweiss. From the tapestry map and my subsequent sketch, it looks like the flower sits in the middle of a circle. Could it be a building? Another set of ancient ruins, perhaps? A well or pit? A tower? A lake? I have no idea. The only thing I’m certain of is that it won’t be as simple as plucking a flower from a meadow.

      “You should get some rest, captain.” Valda’s leather boots squeak as she squats next to the fire and stirs the embers with a stick, the golden flames dancing across her deep, brown skin. “If Bergot doesn’t wake up, you’ll have to carry her again.”

      “True.” I tuck the map and dagger away. “Thanks for taking first watch.”

      Before I reach my tent, Valda speaks again, “Is she worth it?”

      “What?” I whisper, then grin at the snores echoing from the tent next to mine. Ulfa and Tobias may not speak anymore, but they can sure make noise.

      “Is Gisela worth all this?” She gestures around, certainly meaning all this trouble.

      Anger coils in my sternum, ready to strike, but I take a deep breath and remain poised. “This isn’t just about her.”

      “But to you it is.” She tilts her curly head of hair and sighs. “I just hope you don’t lose focus, because I will protect those kids at all costs. I will protect the people of the valley at all costs.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Not everything is about her, is all.” Valda adjusts her jacket and turns her eyes to me, glowing in the firelight. “If it comes down to it, will you let her go for the greater good?”

      I slip into my tent, leaving the question unanswered. The needles spin a knot in my chest. Let her go for the greater good? Gisela gave herself up to the witch-goddess to protect us all. She sacrificed everything. There’s no way I’m giving up on her. How could Valda be so cruel? I take a few cooling breaths to fight against the rage burning inside in order to get some sleep. But this sleep is tortured and riddled with not-Gisela.

      I never loved you.

      You are worthless.

      An image of Gisela kissing Albert jerks me from sleep. The faint light of dawn bleeds into the tent, and I wait there a moment, staring at the canvas while my mind untangles nightmare from reality. Like combing through Rapunzel’s long hair, one stroke at a time. Gisela loves me. Gisela is good. Hexegot is the monster. Hexegot tortured me.

      When I finally open the flap to my tent, I squint to find Bergot awake and standing on the riverbank. Her black veils billow in the breeze while the low, reddish-orange sun bounces off the water. After a good stretch and crack of my neck, I walk over to her.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask, stepping beside her.

      “Weak, but better.” She turns to me, tilting her veil-covered head. “Thank you for not abandoning me.”

      “I would never. We need you.”

      “That is not true.” She shakes her head. “I think everyone would manage just fine without me.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I’m fading,” she says. “But Gisela…”

      “What about her?” My heart leaps into my throat and stifles my breathing.

      “Last night in my dreams, I could feel her growing stronger,” Bergot says. “For so long, all I could feel was her confusion, but now she is filled with determination.”

      My lip quivers, and I bite down on my tongue to hold my tears. Gisela’s wild dreams when we were Offerings ended up all being real in some way. She dreamt of the Otherworld and connected with Hexegot’s mind. Maybe Bergot’s dreams possess the same type of magic. I can at least hope so.

      Bergot pats my shoulder, her bones pressing into my flesh. “It is true. I believe in the end, Gisela will be the one to defeat Hexegot, not me. Not even Stargott.”

      I hope she’s right.

      “May I see the gold?” she asks, stretching her bony hand toward me.

      I slip the medallion from my pocket and hand it to her. The goddess tilts it in the light, studying it for a long moment.

      “It hums with his magic,” she says, her voice growing thick as if she’s crying. She rubs her bony thumb over the needle. “My brother. After all these centuries, I had forgotten how much I miss him.”

      I pat her back, trying to provide some comfort. I was only separated from my family for some months, but I can’t imagine being separated from them for centuries. Bergot returns the gold to me and walks toward camp. I follow to help Nik prepare some food over the fire. Valda shouts for the twins, who return with armfuls of apples.

      “I told you not to run off and climb trees,” she scolds them, but with a smile. “But thank you for the fruit. We haven’t had fruit in the valley for a while.”

      After everyone eats a light breakfast of oats and apples, and gathers their packs, we set off in the direction of the edelweiss flower. We follow the river until the very end of the trek when we’ll need to cut into the forest, reducing our risk of getting lost in the wilderness.

      Bergot walks so slowly, I offer to carry her in my pack multiple times. She refused the first few times, but soon, even Ulfa and Tobias grow annoyed at the slow pace and start climbing more trees while waiting.

      Crossing my arms, I tilt my head and raise an eyebrow at the goddess.

      “Fine,” she whispers.

      “Thank you.” I stop to open my pack. “It will only be necessary until you regain your strength.”

      “Here,” Nikolaus says as he plops his pack next to mine. “Brahm, place your larger items in here so she’s more comfortable.”

      “Thank you, Nikolaus,” she says.

      Being all bones and veils, Bergot folds up small enough to sit in my open pack with her head sticking out of the top. I don’t say anything out of respect for her, but it reminds me of parents carrying a baby in a sling.

      We follow the map, and Bergot’s dream about Gisela’s determination keeps me going all day. If Gisela can find strength while being possessed by the witch-goddess, then I can have the physical strength to deliver Bergot to her brother. The hike grows steep in some areas, but no one complains. After a long day’s walk, the sun descends behind the mountains, casting harsh shadows.

      “Should we stop to make camp?” I ask, rubbing my hands together for warmth.

      “How close are we to the flower?” Nikolaus asks.

      “Nearly there, actually.” I unroll the map and point. “See the bend in the river up ahead?” They all squint through the dusk and nod when they make out the location. I point slightly up ahead. “That’s where we’ll cut into the forest.”

      “Then we should keep moving,” Valda suggests.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, looking everyone in the eyes.

      “The further we get from Hexegot and her henchmen, the better,” Bergot says, so I turn my back to the group so she can address them. “We were lucky that I could knock down those men. But we all know as soon as they woke up or as soon as they were discovered…Well, there’s no way my sister isn’t hunting us right now.”

      Everyone agrees to keep moving, and we head upriver, despite the gathering darkness. When it becomes impossible to see, we make a few torches out of branches, cloth strips, and sap. Into the woods we go, searching for the building, pit, lake, or whatever mysterious object protects the edelweiss.

      Our torches and lanterns barely bleed through the trees all around, and we can only see a few yards ahead of us at a time. The cold breeze rustling the trees sends a chill down my spine.

      “There is something close,” Bergot says as she shifts in my pack. “I can sense my brother’s magic surrounding it, just like the gold.”

      Sure enough, soon we stumble upon what first appears to be a pile of rubble. As we draw nearer, our torches illuminate the charred ruins of a cottage. Blackened stones lie crumbled on the ground next to low remains of the walls, covered in ivy.

      “I don’t see any flowers,” Valda points out.

      “On the tapestry, it looked like it was inside a dark hole or pit,” I say. “Let’s look for that.”

      We fan out around the ruins and search for the pit. It appears as if this house was burned down with all of the darkened stones and ash on the ground.

      “Where do you think it is?” I ask Bergot. “What happened here?”

      “I do not know, but we are close.”

      Ulfa and Tobias jump up and down and wave their arms in the air to get everyone’s attention. Taking care as I step over the crumbling ruins, I head toward them, as do Nikolaus and Valda from the other side.

      “What is it?” Nik asks.

      The twins point to a round hatch on the ground. I gently remove the pack from my shoulders and rest Bergot on the floor, turning her so she can see the discovery. Nikolaus and Valda clear away vines and debris, before I lift the large brass handle and tug. The door opens with a groaning creak and releases the scent of dust and death into the night. Holding our noses, the twins and I lower our torches to light up the space. We all release a collective gasp at the horrific sight.

      At the bottom of the cellar is a pile of skeletons wearing white dresses and lace veils. The dried remains of bouquets tied with silk ribbons lie scattered about the pit of well-dressed bones.

      “What is this?” I scoot Bergot closer to the edge to show her.

      She shudders with a rattle beneath her black layers of muslin. “This is a bad place.”

      “Were they…brides?” Valda asks. “The dresses, the flowers?”

      “There!” Nikolaus points to the center of the pit.

      I extend my torch a little further to illuminate a gold edelweiss flower, resting delicately atop the mass grave. “Let’s get it!”

      Nikolaus takes a rope from his pack. “There’s no ladder, but I can climb down.”

      We help him secure the rope around the remains of a stone post, and he begins his descent. I hold my torch above the cellar to offer Nikolaus a bit of light. Even without it, we would all know when he reaches the bottom, for the skeletons make a sickening crunch beneath his weight. I wince at the sounds of broken bones echoing from the pit.

      “What is that?” Nikolaus jerks, looking all around.

      “What do you mean?” I step to the other side with my torch, attempting to provide more light for him.

      He points toward the shadows off to the side. “Something…moved.”

      Along the darkened edges of the cellar, bones rise in cracking waves. Skeletons stand in loose, tattered bridal gowns and shuffle toward Nikolaus with their bony hands outstretched.

      “Hurry!” Valda shouts.

      Nik steps toward the edelweiss when a skeletal hand grabs his leg from below, and he falls, screaming. Arms reach and grab from underneath his body while more of the living skeletons shuffle toward him. Nik kicks and thrashes while being inundated by these unnatural creatures. My throat constricts, and flashes of Hexegot’s obstacles flit through my mind.

      “We have to lift him back up!” Valda grabs the rope and gestures for me to pull.

      My weak hands tremble at my sides, needles prodding me and keeping me in place. I stare at Nik who tries to kick away the skeletons attacking him. My memories of each of the Offerings turning into skeletons and shriveling to ashes fill my mind. The path of ashes. Hexegot.

      Valda punches me in the chest, drawing me back to reality. “I need your help, Brahm!”

      I shake away the rest of the needles and focus on Nik. I can’t let him die too. With the twins’ help, we tug at the rope and lift Nik away from the skeletons. He dangles in the air while the brides climb on one another to reach him. When he gets close enough to the ledge, I grab his forearm and pull him onto solid ground. Nik’s face is as pale as moonlight.

      “Are you hurt?” Valda asks.

      He lifts his pant legs to show some scrapes and a few weeping wounds. “I’ll be fine.”

      I peek back into the cellar to find the skeletons are as dead and silent as we had originally found them.

      “What made them do that?” I turn to ask Bergot.

      Her veiled head sways. “I’m not sure, but…” she trails off and claps her hands.

      The loud clacking of her bones echoes into the night. The skeletal brides rise again and stumble around the cellar. When Bergot stops clapping, the brides fall down and lie still.

      “So, it’s noise?” I whisper, and Bergot nods. “They attack when they hear something.”

      Tobias grabs the rope and gestures to Ulfa, whose face lights up as she lets her brother tie the rope around her waist.

      “Absolutely not,” Valda says and takes the rope from the twins. “We aren’t risking that with you.”

      They both frown and plop to the ground.

      “We could try to build something,” Valda suggests. “You know, like a beam going across the hole, then we could lower someone down right at the center to silently pluck the flower.”

      “We’ll need daylight to build something.” I help Nik stand and hand him his water. “Let’s just get some rest and try again tomorrow.”

      We set up our tents inside the low walls of the burnt building as it offers us more shelter than the woods. Taking first watch, I rest on a crumbled wall with a decent view of our surroundings and twirl Gisela’s dagger in my hand. It glints in the moonlight as I admire the craftsmanship. The hazel branch, the mountain, and the flower. Three siblings descended from gods. I hope my stubborn Gisela is fighting with all of her mountainous might.

      “Thank you, Brahm,” Bergot whispers.

      “For what?”

      “For carrying me today and taking first watch,” she says, stepping toward her tent. “I’m sure you are exhausted.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I try to offer a genuine smile and return my gaze to the dagger. “Gisela keeps me going.”

      “Good.” The goddess enters her tent, and I’m left all alone in the dark.

      I sit and stare into the night, thinking about Gisela. The real her. The stubborn and hard-working young woman who I once kissed in a tower…

      My foot slips from the stone wall, jerking me awake. Needles of panic stir in my chest. I must have been more tired than I realized and fell asleep. The night breeze whispers past me and sends goosebumps across my limbs. I slide from the wall and turn toward the cellar, rubbing my eyes in disbelief.

      Tobias sits next to the pit and stares at me with his full-moon eyes. I furrow my brow and step closer to see that he’s holding onto the rope and kneeling on a log which spans the opening of the cellar. My eyes follow the rope to find Ulfa dangling at the center.

      “No!” I gasp and glare at the boy. “What are you doing?”

      Tobias brings one finger up to his lips before he releases more slack to the rope twisted around the log, sending Ulfa deeper into the darkness of the cellar. My heart races in fear as she gets closer to the skeletons. I saw what they did to Nik; I can’t let that happen to Ulfa. Valda will be furious if something happens to the girl on my watch. She might actually kill me.

      “Bring her back up,” I whisper to Tobias and reach for his rope. “Now.”

      Instead of letting me have the rope, he releases more slack. Ulfa plucks the gold edelweiss from the dead bride’s bouquet, then Tobias and I raise her back to safety. She flips herself onto the log and balances on tiptoe as she walks across like the spry acrobat she is. When she gets close enough, I pull her by the arm onto solid ground.

      “What were you two thinking?” I glare back and forth at them. “You could have been killed!”

      Ulfa extends the edelweiss to me with a triumphant grin. I draw in a deep breath and take the delicate, beautiful flower. Its golden petals gleam in the moonlight. I want to be angry at their actions, but they only wanted to help. They may have been the only ones agile and silent enough to accomplish this feat.

      “Thank you,” I say. “You two are exceptionally brave. Reckless, but brave.”
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      Pleased with themselves, the twins rest peacefully in their tent while I admire the stars and moon through the tree branches. The boughs sway, and I fantasize about dancing with Gisela. She and I should have already danced at our wedding—but Hexegot stole that from us.

      By the weak fire, I unfold the map. The next item on our quest appears to be a hazel branch. Maybe we could just find any hazel tree and take a branch, but I know it won’t be that simple. With the gods, nothing ever is. I draw the dagger from my pocket and, once again, rest the hilt against the map. The hazel branch matches almost exactly.

      This dagger was Wil’s before Gisela claimed it for herself to take it with her along the path of ash and fog. I miss my friend so much. Wil was funny and protective. I had dreamed of us growing up and raising our families together—but Hexegot stole that from us as well. She has stolen so much.

      Nik stoops from his tent and stretches his muscular arms skyward. Sleepily, he ambles toward me, but his brown eyes widen at the gold edelweiss flower next to me.

      “Did you go down there alone?” he whispers, gesturing to the cellar.

      I shake my head and point to the twins’ tent. “I, uh…I fell asleep. When I woke up, I caught Tobias and Ulfa getting it.”

      “Valda might sink an arrow into your eye for that,” he says with a playful chuckle. “But those kids are crafty. Braver than most adults.”

      “Reckless.”

      “But crafty.” Nik claps my back. “What’s next on our agenda?”

      I hand him the map. “It looks like a hazel branch.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What?”

      “Well, your journey as an Offering was all fairy tale related, right?” he asks. “I heard rumors that they were all deadly versions of the tales we’ve been told. The tales in the tapestries.”

      With my hands trembling at my sides, I nod.

      “Well, the river monster reminded me of The Fisherman and His Wife, and this cellar is like the tale The Robber Bridegroom,” he says. “So, the hazel branch might be the most dangerous of them all.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I was never much into fairy tales,” Nikolaus says, “but my grandmother would read them to my sister, and she had a really old and worn book. The hazel branch reminds me of one of the stories about a giant.”

      “A giant?” My eyes widen as my pulse pounds in my ears. Stop it, I tell myself, this is no time to panic. Why would Stargott do this, though? Why would he make such dangerous obstacles? It feels like I’m an Offering all over again.

      Nik shakes my shoulder, drawing me back into the moment. “Why don’t you get a little rest before the sun comes up? You’re going to need it.”

      “Thanks.”

      After a few hours of tormented sleep, dreaming about giants and other terrible obstacles, I help everyone pack for the next stretch of our journey. I draw open my pack for Bergot, who has both the gem and edelweiss tucked safely into her black robes.

      She shakes her head, refusing to ride in the pack. “I can walk.”

      As we trek deeper into the thickening woods, Bergot keeps up with our pace, but barely. Her raggedy breaths and creaking bones make me cringe and set my nerves on edge. Valda giggles at the twins who run ahead to climb trees, and I’m glad to see her in good spirits. Apparently, Nik told her that he and I were the ones who retrieved the edelweiss flower.

      “Thanks,” I whisper, nudging his arm. “I owe you one.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says. “If they had been hurt, though, I would have let her shoot you.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Nik turns to Bergot, who’s several yards behind us, and offers a slight bow. “My goddess, would you like to sit in my pack for a while?”

      With her shoulders slumped, she turns her head toward the forest. I can’t see anything through her dark veils, but she sniffles and shakes as if she’s crying.

      I approach her and take her hand. “We can only defeat Hexegot by sticking together,” I say, and gesture toward the others. “We all have known love, friendship, and family. These are things of light magic that Hexegot doesn’t understand…that she can never take away. There is no shame in accepting help from friends.”

      “You are right, Brahm. I am sorry,” she says. “I feel weak and useless out here.”

      Nik places his pack on the ground. “Well, that is a very human way to feel, my goddess. This past year, I have felt useless to help my struggling family and sick son. But with the help of our neighbors and friends, there’s hope.”

      “Will you let us help you?” I ask.

      She nods. “Thank you.”

      “It is no problem, my goddess,” Nik says, helping her into his pack.

      Up ahead, Valda leans against a tree, heaving her breaths. Nik and I jog toward her.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Oh,” she says with a laugh. “I’m fine—the twins are just wearing me out.”

      She points, and we follow her gaze to a huge tree up ahead, where the two wave at us from the high branches.

      Nik laughs and touches Valda’s elbow. “I’ll keep an eye on them for a while.”

      Before Nik makes it to the tree, the young teens flip from the branches and sprint into the increasingly steep wilderness.

      “Valda.” I clear my throat as we hike side-by-side. “I need to admit something.”

      She raises her eyebrow.

      After taking a deep breath, I let the truth spill out: “Nik and I didn’t retrieve the golden flower, it was the twins.” I pause to place my hand to my chest. “I apologize, but I fell asleep last night, and Ulfa was already down inside the pit when I caught them.”

      She tilts her head to the tree canopy. “I suspected as much.”

      “You did?”

      “Nik can’t tell a lie to save his life,” she says with a hint of a smile rising upon her lips. “I appreciate your honesty. Thank you.”

      “I just hated that Nik tried to lie for me.”

      We walk a little more in silence with the breeze rustling through the trees, while Nik runs ahead with the twins, Bergot cradled in his pack.

      “How did you come to care for Tobias and Ulfa?”

      “Well, we all performed in the circus together,” she says, bottom lip quivering. “I would often watch them for their parents when they were younger; they felt like siblings to me. Their mom and dad were imprisoned by Hexegot after the New Year’s Day rebellions, along with my parents.” Valda quickly wipes her eyes with the sleeve of her jacket. “I took the twins in and claimed them as mine so the witch’s henchmen couldn’t place them in an orphanage.”

      My heart aches for them. The worst part of my imprisonment wasn’t the cold or the hunger or the darkness, but the loneliness. I wanted to be with my family so badly. I was lucky to be able to return to them, but what if Valda’s and the twins’ parents don’t come back? No one knows what Hexegot has done with them.

      “I’m so sorry about your parents.” I offer her my hand as we hike over some boulders, the terrain growing rockier and more difficult to climb.

      She chuckles, but her eyes are still puffy from crying. “Do you always apologize for Hexegot’s crimes?”

      I hang my head and shrug. “At the end, I couldn’t convince Gisela to run. I watched Hexegot take over her body and gain more power. I let it happen.”

      We continue our climb, giving one another a hand or a shove to help when necessary. Nik’s voice echoes from the cliff, followed by a hearty laugh; he, Bergot, and the twins must be getting on their way just fine.

      “You should stop blaming yourself for things out of your control,” she says. “That was Gisela’s choice.”

      I clench my teeth and nod.

      After pulling ourselves up onto a wide ledge, we sit to catch our breath and drink from our canteens. Nik’s laughter rings out again from the path above, and Valda smiles to herself.

      “You know,” I say, elbowing her side, “you have quite the nice smile.”

      Her grin brightens even more, but she tries to tuck it away. “Well, don’t get used to it, captain.”

      I unfurl the map and read it once more before we head into a shadowy and rocky pass toward the peak. It shouldn’t be too much longer before we reach the hazel branch.

      “What was she like?”

      Knitting my brows in confusion, I ask, “Who?”

      “Gisela,” she says. “What was she really like before Hexegot took over? I mean, to sacrifice herself the way she did…I’d love to get to know her.”

      “Well, she was fierce…but in a good way. Fierce in her love for her family.” I bite the grin spreading across my face as the memories drape me in warmth. “As a child, she was bold and brave. After her brother died, she grew bitter and blamed herself. No matter what, though, she was always fierce in her love for her sister and parents. I think I was always in love with Gisela…because I desperately wanted a piece of her fierce love for myself.”

      Valda nods. “Well, I hope you get it back.”

      I open my mouth to say more, but Nik calls to us from a cliff. When Valda and I reach it, we help one another climb the slope and finally reach the ledge with Nik, Bergot, and the twins. Bergot points to caves high in the mountain, all of them larger than the Sanctuary.

      “What are those?” I ask, mesmerized by the size and scope of these dwellings.

      “I think I was right,” Nik says, quirking a brow. “Giants.”

      “My parents didn’t just create the humans in the fertile valley,” Bergot says. “They created all sorts of other beings, including the giants who once called this mountain ridge home.”

      “Look!” Valda points toward a particular cave, where a gleaming tree billows in the breeze. “There! A golden hazel tree!”

      Tobias starts climbing, but Nik easily pulls the slim teenager down from the rocks. “Wait, it could be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous indeed.”

      My soul leaves my body cold and empty, and I slowly turn toward the familiar voice below. Hexegot and a dozen of her men are just down the hill from us. The crown of bones sits against her shocking red hair, and she grips the staff of Stargott in her hand. Spreading from my heart, ice-cold needles shoot through my veins. The men all bear swords, daggers, and bows, ready for a fight. And here I am, frozen in place, unable to grab the dagger.

      She’s right there. The woman I love and the witch-goddess I hate all woven into one being. Will she imprison me again? Will she torture me more? For how long this time? My breaths grow shallow and dark spots cloud my vision.

      “Climb!” Valda shouts, punching my shoulder to snap me into reality.

      The twins scurry up the steep cliffs with the rest of us scrambling to follow. I lose my footing and dangle from the rock. When I peer down, I see the henchmen brought stakes and ropes to help them climb. Hexegot raises her glowing palm toward me, and something whirls past my head. A fire scorches the dried brush near my hands. I scramble, and Nik grabs my arm to pull me over a ledge before Hexegot sends another blast our way.

      We climb the last stretch toward the cave. Valda swings herself onto the ledge and shoots arrows while Ulfa and Tobias throw rocks at the henchmen. Valda takes out a few men before Hexegot stands on the lower ledge and spreads her arms wide, creating a shimmering barrier around her entourage. Her men grin and continue their ascent.

      “Let me down,” Bergot says to Nik, who helps her out of the pack.

      She rubs the diadem at her forehead and hums. Magic spills from her fingers onto the rocks and over the ledge like a waterfall. Hexegot’s barrier ripples and wobbles in the air with every drop of Bergot’s magic. Valda takes shots wherever the barrier opens up, picking off two more of Hexegot’s henchmen before Bergot loses her strength completely and crumbles to the ground.

      “We should hide,” Nik says as he grabs my arm, pulling me toward the mouth of the cave. “Maybe in—”

      A low, rumbling growl echoes from within. We step back while the earth shakes beneath our feet. From the inky shadows appears a giant. Taller than a house, the giant has arms corded with muscle and teeth the size of boulders. Draped in furs and leather, he stares at us and snarls.

      “Brahm,” Bergot calls to me, collapsed against the rocks.

      I rush over and cradle her in my arms, hesitating. Before us is a giant and below us is Hexegot. The giant roars and slams his fists down near Valda and the twins, who leap out the of way. Boulders rain down and strike the men.

      “Help me, Brahm,” Hexegot says in a saccharine voice, attempting to mimic Gisela. “Please!”

      I glance down at her while Nik ushers the twins and Valda to the side. The giant crashes his fist into the rocks again, sending dust into the air and more boulders falling below. Nik darts back and slices the giant’s ankle with his dagger. The giant bellows and kicks Nik into the cave.

      “Brahm!” Valda shouts, gesturing for me to follow her and the twins toward the hazel tree.

      Hexegot floats to our level, raising three of her men with her magic. They shoot arrows at the giant, but he swats them from the sky like flies. The witch-goddess saunters toward me, a grin forming on her lips. I stand frozen under her gaze as she toys with her long red hair and leans suggestively against the staff. Nausea churns in my stomach.

      “Brahm,” she says, extending her hand—oh, how I wish to take it. “Help me.”

      I reach out, almost touching her.

      Bones clasp my shoulder. “What are you doing?” Bergot shouts, dragging me away with surprising strength.

      Valda approaches from the other side of the cliff. The giant, who has arrows sticking out from his thick hide of skin, lifts a henchman above his head and chucks him into the crevasse.

      “I’ve missed you,” Gisela—no, Hexegot—says, stealing my attention once more. “Come with me and we can be together.”

      “Brahm!” Valda shouts, heading into the cave with the others. “Don’t listen to her!”

      Bergot points her hand toward her sister, making her fall to the ground. Hexegot rolls back toward the cliff but catches herself. I snap out of Hexegot’s charm and grab Bergot before she collapses, weak from using magic.

      Hexegot swings herself back onto the ledge and presses the staff into her chest. No, no, no. I step back and gesture the others to do so. From the staff, a hard chest-plate forms and scales spread across her limbs. Her neck elongates and her hands turn into claws. Hexegot stretches taller than the giant and unfurls her white wings. In her dragon form, she roars and spits fire.

      In a voice like crackling fire and crumbling coal, she bellows, “Where is Stargott?”

      “We won’t tell you anything!” I shout.

      The dragon roars and aims her fire at us. With Bergot in my arms, I dash behind a wide boulder while Hexegot’s fire rages nearby. The giant growls and barrels toward her. Hexegot flaps her wings and hovers out of the way, but the giant swats her from the sky. The white dragon crashes to the rocks and shrivels back down to the human-size Hexegot. A few of her henchmen come to her aid.

      I sprint toward the giant, occupied with his sight set on Hexegot and her men near the cliff’s edge. Reaching for the rope in my pack, I wrap it around the giant’s ankle and tug. With growls and shrieks, the giant loses its balance and falls down into the crevasse, making the earth shake with every thump.

      I turn to grab Bergot, who is fighting against her sister again. Hexegot wrestles Bergot to the ground, but Bergot sends a flash of light into her sister’s chest. The witch-goddess falls back once more, but so does Bergot.

      The goddess is trembling when I reach her, but she readies her hands in the direction of Hexegot. Valda exits the cave and strides forward with her bow and arrow, cleanly picking off the rest of the henchmen.

      “You’re surrounded, dear sister,” Bergot says, nearly breathless.

      “Just tell me where our beloved brother is,” she demands, but she looks more brittle than ever crawling on all fours.

      Bergot stands with my help. “No.”

      Growling, Hexegot rises with her head held high, but she’s clearly injured. I can’t help but grin at her weakness. Even with Gisela and the bone relics, she is not all-powerful. Failing to win against us even with her dragon-form has proved that.

      “Let Gisela go,” I say.

      “Never.”

      “Return her to us along with the relics, and this will all be over,” Bergot says.

      The witch-goddess shakes her head and touches a glowing crystal necklace around her neck. With that, Hexegot vanishes into a cloud of fog.

      “What was that?” I ask. “She was so weak; how did she do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Bergot says. “Her amulet must contain a dark form of magic. She was always good at enchantments.”

      The twins rush over, with the golden hazel branch swinging between them. The heart-shaped leaves and hazelnuts are gilded and gleaming, just like the gold medallion and edelweiss flower.

      “Thank you very much,” Bergot says when they hand it to her. “You two were so brave. Where is Nikolaus?”

      I follow Valda into the cave, where he lies unconscious.

      “Is he breathing?” I ask.

      Resting her head against Nik’s chest, Valda nods.

      Relief takes over as the adrenaline leaves my body, and my limbs begin to shake. I take a deep breath and focus on surveying the cave. There are piles of furs stacked around the space and a central fire-pit, already crackling.

      “Well, we should stay in here tonight while Nik and Bergot rest,” I suggest.

      After we help Bergot into the cave, a growling roar echoes against walls. The giant’s hand appears over the cliffside. The needles beneath my skin stir once more. He didn’t die?

      “What do we do now?” Bergot asks.

      Valda readies an arrow, but I’m helpless, frozen in place. Seeing Hexegot has caused my brain to fire off all of my horrible memories. The prison. The torture. Did I almost take her hand? Bergot speaks, but the sound is warbled and I can’t make out anything she says. My thoughts spiral further, and I crumble to my knees.

      “Brahm!” The goddess shakes my arm, pulling me from my own head. “My father once said that giants can be lulled to sleep with music.”

      “Music?”

      “I feel so weak; I hope this works.” Bergot swirls her hands in the air and produces a lute just like she did for me along the path of ash and fog. All I wanted then was to play music for Gisela, but I haven’t played a single note since.

      The goddess hands it to me and collapses onto a pile of furs. This instrument is flawless. Lacquered wood inlaid with white flowers. My fingers go prickly and numb. Have I forgotten how to play?

      “Brahm, hurry!” Valda gestures toward the mouth of the cave.

      The giant swings his legs over the ledge and barrels toward us, making the earth shake. I take a few hasty breaths and begin plucking cords. My brain goes fuzzy as the giant stoops into the cave and roars. What do I play? Her face flashes in my mind. She was the last person I played for.

      Freckles.

      I begin strumming the tune to the song I wrote for Gisela, every note perfectly capturing her soul. Strong. Caring. Lovely. Fierce. The giant takes another step closer, but sways on his feet. I slide past him, hoping to lure him back out into the open. The giant, with his eyes half-closed, shuffles after me outside and releases a mighty yawn. I continue plucking the cords, and he stretches and sits near the precipice, bobbing his sleepy head.

      Valda takes aim and sinks her arrow straight into his eye. He falls down the cliff with a cacophony of thumps and crashing rocks along the way. We peer over the ledge and find him completely immobile this time. My stomach churns with guilt, though. The giant was simply protecting his home, and we killed him. What does that make us? Who is the monster?

      “Now we can rest with a little more ease,” Valda says, elbowing me.

      I turn back, though, staring at the ledge where the giant fell.

      “Hey,” Valda says, stepping into my view and placing her hand on my shoulder. “That giant would have killed us. Killed the twins.”

      I nod, but my mind is far, far away.

      “Brahm,” she says more forcefully, “if the giant had killed us, then there would be no one left to stop Hexegot from keeping your Gisela forever.”

      “Right.”

      When we return to the cave, the twins have settled on their own pile of furs. Valda and I make torches and keep our weapons at the ready while we explore the depths of the cave. Whether carved out by the giant or by nature, there are more rooms near the back, one of which has stores of dried meats and nuts. We gather some of the food for everyone and plop back down by the fire.

      Valda chews on the dried meat while I pluck at the lute. Every note fills my chest with warmth, seeping into the hollows of my soul. I had forgotten how much I love music. It’s like breathing again. I can’t believe I haven’t played in so long.

      “You play beautifully,” Valda says. “What song is that?”

      “I wrote it a while ago,” I say, clearing the lump in my throat. “For Gisela.”

      “Oh,” she says, swirling a stick around the ashes of the fire. “I’m sure it’s difficult to see her like…that.”

      I nod and, before the tears can flow, retreat to the farthest room of the cave. There, I pluck out the chords until my eyes can no longer remain open. Then, all I see are Gisela’s green eyes.

      ***

      For two days, we stay in the cave while Nik and Bergot recover. I don’t like lingering here while Hexegot knows exactly where to find us. Every moment, I wonder if she’ll return, but Nik still winces, grabs his head, and grows nauseous every time he sits up, and Bergot can only stay awake for an hour at a time. They need the rest. Valda and I split taking watch during the night. Ulfa and Tobias do an amazing job of taking care of Nik and Bergot. They make the goddess comfortable, make food, dress Nik’s wounds, and keep the fire stoked.

      They seem to enjoy when I play my lute and Valda sings along. Her voice is deep and enchanting, like a river. She should have been a singer in shows rather than an archer, though she is very good at that too. The old lullaby The Mountain’s Broken Heart sends Nik and the twins into dreamland. When Valda reaches the final lyrics about the mighty mountain crumbling to dust, tears fill my eyes.

      I feel like I might crumble just like that mountain at any moment.

      “Brahm,” Valda whispers and kicks my boot, drawing me from my miserable thoughts. “Look at what I found earlier.”

      I sit up while she grabs something from under her pack. When she produces a huge jug of beer, I laugh.

      “I didn’t know giants were drinkers,” I say.

      Valda takes a long pull, humming with delight, and passes it to me. I take a swig, quite impressed with the flavor. We pass the jug back and forth before Valda clears her throat.

      “So, you’re the only surviving Offering, you play the lute, and you are a terrible swimmer,” she says. “Tell me something else about you.”

      “Hmm.” I think for a little while. So much of myself has been tangled up with being an Offering and rescuing Gisela this past year that I have a hard time thinking of what to say. “I am fond of reading, not fairy tales in particular anymore though. I love being in nature. If it weren’t for the fact that an insane witch-goddess was after us, this would be lovely. And I am good with children, at least, I think I am. I want to teach music.”

      “Well, that was multiple something elses,” she says with a laugh. “You would make a wonderful teacher; you have a calming leadership presence to you.”

      I take the jug from her and enjoy another sip. “What about you?”

      “Surviving has taken over quite a lot of our personalities, hasn’t it?” she says. “I suppose, before Hexegot stole my family, I would read and draw a lot when we weren’t performing or practicing.”

      “What did you like to draw?”

      “Mountains.”

      We both laugh and take turns with the jug. As our conversation slows and our drowsiness increases, the beer warms my veins and settles the needles a bit. Valda takes the first watch, and I drift off into alcohol-induced slumber.
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      Up in the mountains, the air is thin and dry, but our fire within the cave makes camp bearable. I miss the sunshine and warmer days of spring. There may never be a true spring again if Hexegot has her way. Flattening the map onto a rock, I trace the path with my finger toward Shadow Mountain where the final symbol is hidden: a golden feather. We are so close, but time is running low. Only about a week left, and we still haven’t found Stargott. Will we find him at all? We have a long and difficult hike ahead of us.

      “Hungry?” Valda asks, tossing a hunk of dried meat onto my lap.

      “Thanks. How’s Nik?”

      “His head’s feeling better, but mine’s a bit sore from the beer,” she says with a giggle. “He’s sitting up and talking to the twins. He even ate a bunch of the giant’s food, so I guess his appetite has returned.”

      “Good.”

      I shred a chunk of dried meat with my teeth and set my gaze in the direction of Shadow Mountain. Low, somber clouds obscure our next destination. But it’s right there within reach. My mind quickly turns to how long Nik needs to recover. It’s a question that has settled on the tip of my tongue, but I dare not ask.

      “Stop it,” Valda says, resting her hand on mine.

      I hadn’t realized I was thrumming my fingers on the ground. “Sorry.”

      “Nik isn’t ready to hike through the mountains today if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      Without tapping my fingers, my toes begin to wiggle inside my boots. I tear into another bite of dried meat. Hexegot could come back—will come back—now that she knows where we are. I need to get everyone away from here. We need to find Stargott before she does.

      “What is it?”

      I try to think of something to say that isn’t about moving, but I’m silent for too long.

      “We all realize this is dangerous, Brahm. I don’t want Hexegot to return either,” Valda says, sighing. “Bergot may be able to sit in your pack, but no one can carry Nik. He needs at least one more night to recover.”

      Nodding, I stare out into the morning fog. One more night gives Hexegot time too. One more night and she could return before Bergot recovers.

      Valda hops up and extends her hand. “Come.”

      “What?” I stitch my brows together when I look at her.

      “You could use a distraction.”

      I blow a whispery stream of air between my lips and take her hand. She’s right. Tugging me behind her, Valda first pauses to grab a charred piece of wood from the fire pit along with her bow and arrow. Then she guides me past the hazel tree and around some cliffs to a small clearing. Grasses and shrubs lay brittle and brown all around, with only small attempts to spring to life with green. Hexegot’s dark magic is like a plague on all living things.

      “What are we doing?”

      She swings the bow from her shoulder and reaches for an arrow in her quiver. “This.”

      “Why?”

      “I told you: you need a distraction,” she says, tilting her head. “And someone else needs to be able to use this thing should anything happen to me.”

      When she holds out the bow and arrow, I accept them. Although the wood is smooth and beautiful like my lute, this weapon feels so foreign in my hands. I’ve seen her use it, so I try to mimic how she holds it. I place my hand around the grip and get the arrow in place. It’s hard to hold both pieces steady and draw the bow back. Valda uses the charred stick to draw a target onto the thick trunk of a tree. When she turns, I giggle.

      “What?”

      “You expect me to hit that?” I laugh some more and try to hold the arrow upright while keeping the bow steady. “I’ll be lucky to shoot it at all.”

      She pulls her lips into her mouth and stifles a grin. Crossing the distance, she stands behind me and taps at my left elbow. “Keep it straight.” Then she taps my legs and hips to adjust my stance. “Like that.”

      Just when I feel ready and tug the arrow back, she clicks her tongue.

      “What? I finally nocked the arrow.”

      “Yes, but your face is too far from the string,” she says, pushing my right hand to my mouth. “The string won’t bite you. I promise.”

      I adjust my grip, trying to keep everything in place.

      “Now aim for the target.”

      My cheeks flush because I thought I was aiming for the target. I close one eye and raise the arrow slightly.

      “No, no, no.” She flicks my cheek. “Open both eyes.”

      “Ouch,” I tease, but do as she says.

      Valda paces off to the side to study me before she steps behind me again and places her hand on my shoulder. “Lower your aim.”

      I do so with her guidance, even though it seems far too low. I feel like the arrow is going to strike dirt. “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you kill a river monster and a giant with an arrow?” she asks with a melodic rise in her voice. “Didn’t think so, now listen to me. Take a deep breath and, when you release it, stretch your left arm tight. Adjust your aim and loose the arrow.”

      When I release the arrow, it sinks into the tree well above the target. But I jump into the air regardless.

      “I can’t believe I hit the tree!” I rush to the tree to retrieve the arrow and turn back to Valda. “That was amazing. Can I try again?”

      “Be my guest.”

      We practice for the rest of the afternoon even though I keep missing the target. The twins join us in the clearing to practice throwing daggers for a while before returning to Nik. The sun begins its descent behind the mountains, telling us there’s only a little while longer before we need to return as well.

      “You’re still aiming too high and you’re afraid of the string.”

      “Am not,” I say, getting into position.

      “See.” She takes my hand and places it against my lips again. “The string is not going to hurt you.”

      “I know,” I grumble while she continues to adjust my stance.

      “Now,” she says, pulling my left arm down while raising my right elbow. “There.”

      “This low?”

      “Yes.”

      When I release the arrow, this time it sinks into the top of the charcoal target. I shout and jump while Valda claps.

      “Well done!”

      She retrieves the arrow and steps back farther than where I was practicing. Barely taking any time to adjust her stance and aim, she looses the arrow and sinks it directly at the center of the target.

      “Show off.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me, making me laugh. The pinks and oranges of the setting sun illuminate the trees and rocks all around. I retrieve the arrow and place it into Valda’s quiver.

      “It’ll soon be dark,” I say. “We should return to the cave to check on Nik.”

      “We should,” she says, before resting her gear on the ground. “But the sunset is quite lovely.”

      She takes my hand and guides me to sit on a boulder with her, facing the sun falling behind the mountains. “Did that help?” she asks. When I narrow my eyes at her, she mimics holding a bow and arrow. “Practicing. Did it help take your mind off of the danger for a little while?”

      “It did. Thank you.” I turn to look at the glorious mountains, ablaze with the colors of sunset.

      “What do you think is out there?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I used to think there were large kingdoms and oceans and deserts, but from up here it only looks like mountains forever. Until over there.” I point to where the mountains seem to stop, shrouded by darkness. “Is it another valley? Could there be more people?”

      “Isn’t it strange that we don’t know for sure? How did our people even get in our valley?”

      “Bergot, Stargott, and Hexegot’s parents—the original gods—created it,” I whisper while the answer needles into my mind. “What if…no.”

      “No what?”

      A sickening ache settles into the pit of my stomach. “If Stargott created the Otherworld with stories…what if the first god and goddess were just that. Storytellers.”

      In the deep burgundy and violet of the lowering sun, Valda’s eyes grow wide.

      “Does any of this matter?” I ask.

      She gasps for air and places her hand on mine. “It does. It must.”

      I force my mind away from the things that don’t make sense. I am here now. I hurt. I bleed. I love. I feel. I am real. I turn to Valda, who must be real too. The tight curls of her hair. The rich brown of her skin. The callouses on her fingers as she strokes my hand. All real.

      She leans forward and kisses me. Her warm, full lips are real. Her hand wrapping around my middle is real. Her tongue is real. I stiffen in place and blink while she continues kissing me. Kissing me? Wait. It is real, but not right. I wasn’t expecting this. When I come to my senses, I gently cup her cheeks and draw her away.

      “Valda,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      “Shit.” She grabs her weapon and walks away. “What was I thinking?”

      “Wait! Valda!” I rush after her. “Wait.”

      The faint remains of violet in the sky twinkles against the tears in her eyes, but she wipes them and straightens her face. Frigid and stone-hard again like the night we met at the Sanctuary.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” I say, gesturing between the two of us. “You know I can’t.”

      “No, I’m sorry.” She releases a large gust of air. “I misread how you were looking at me.”

      I scrunch my brows and nod. “This might not make sense, but I was looking at you to decide whether we are real or not. I had just brought up the storyteller gods, and my mind was spinning. I’ve been through so much; I often have to settle myself back into reality.”

      “Whatever,” she says, taking a deep breath. “I shouldn’t have done that—I know why you’re out here. I know who you’re out here for. I…”

      “It’s fine.” I extend my hand. “Still friends?”

      She takes my hand and shakes it but doesn’t look me in the eye. “Friends.”

      On the return to the cave, I follow behind Valda and try to think of something else to say to make her feel better. The longer the silence stretches between us, the harder it is to open my mouth. The fire crackles inside the cave when we enter. Near it, Bergot sleeps on a pile of furs. The twins create shadow puppets on the high walls, making Nik laugh.

      “I’m glad to see you in good spirits,” Valda says to him and sits by the fire.

      Nik tilts his head at her while narrowing his eyes. “Are you all right?”

      Valda throws a quick glance to me before shrugging.

      “Valda?” I whisper. “Can we talk?”

      “There’s nothing else to talk about.” She rolls and fluffs one of the furs and lays her head down to sleep.

      After I add some logs to the fire and eat a few bites of dried meat, Nik turns to me and whispers, “What happened?”

      “A misunderstanding is all,” I say, studying Valda to make sure she’s asleep. “We’re fine. Do you think you’ll be able to travel tomorrow?”

      Nik rubs his bandaged head. “I’m sore but I should be ready.”

      “Then we need to climb Shadow Mountain tomorrow and find the last golden item.” I spread a few furs near the fire for myself. “We can’t give Hexegot any more time to gather another team and build up her magic. I don’t think we’ll be so lucky next time.”
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      At dawn, we begin the final leg of our journey. Bergot rides in my pack, while Nik and Valda have the golden artifacts split between them. As close as we are, my mind turns to the dangers we may yet face. I try to breathe deeply, but the needles still worm their way as panic beneath my skin. Will Hexegot return? The wind rustles the map in my hands as I study the path toward Shadow Mountain. Somewhere up there, near the peak, a golden feather waits for us.

      “Do you think Hexegot will come back with more men?” I ask Bergot.

      She sighs. “My sister must have used quite a lot of her energy, which is why she fled. We can only hope it was enough to keep her away for a while.”

      “I hope so too,” I say. “But she has the relics. What if she’s waiting—what if we’re leading her straight to Stargott?”

      “That could very well be,” she says. “We have no other choice. Let’s hope we find him before she comes back.”

      The elevation rises the closer we get to the peak of Shadow Mountain, and the air feels even cooler and thinner. Everyone’s breath becomes labored, and chatter is kept to a minimum. Valda keeps her distance from me, but I tell myself she’s just trying to keep an eye on the twins. I think back to the kiss. It was nice, and Valda is lovely, smart, and brave, but she is not for me. There is no way I can give my heart to someone while it still remains with Gisela somewhere, somehow.

      Through a stretch of forest the incline evens out, giving our legs some rest. Nik slows his pace, clearly waiting for me to catch up with him.

      “Well, she’s still pissed at you,” he says, gesturing to Valda. “She won’t even talk to me about what happened. I’m normally not so nosy, but I will protect that girl with my life.”

      “What did you do?” Bergot asks.

      “Nothing!” I whisper and glance at Valda, who’s singing for the kids again. Her smooth and enchanting voice floats through the woods. “I think she’d be more upset if I told you what happened, honestly. I already apologized to her, even though…even though I did nothing wrong.”

      “Fine.” Nik adjusts his pack. “I just think you should talk to her. We don’t need any distractions. We need to be a team.”

      I agree. Why am I being interrogated like this? Why does he assume I did something wrong? We were working as a team just fine until yesterday. Nik walks ahead to catch up with Valda and the twins. There’s a shift in the air, and my arm hair stands on end.

      “Brahm?” Bergot whispers.

      “What?” I ask a little defensively. “Are you going to prod me even more about Valda too?”

      “No,” she says. “Did you feel that?”

      “I did, something gave me the chills.” I glance around. “Do you know what it was?”

      “It felt…magical.”

      “Magical?”

      “We should tighten the group up; bring everyone closer,” she says. “It could be my sister again.”

      “Nik! Valda!” I call out.

      They both stop, giving me time to catch up. “Bergot sensed something. I think we should stay closer as a group.”

      “Fine.” Valda turns to her left and whistles.

      The twins run toward us from the woods and join us along the hike. Hoping to strike up a conversation, I take out the map and step toward Valda.

      “Looks like we’ll make it before sundown.” I drag my finger along the path from where we are to the feather. “If everyone has enough energy, of course.”

      She glances up at Nik, who nods, then she picks up her pace to catch up with the twins. So much for a conversation.

      “Valda,” I say, jogging toward her. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, Brahm,” she says, shaking her head. “Ugh. I’m the one who’s sorry; it was my mistake. I’m just so embarrassed.”

      “There’s no need to be.” I touch her shoulder. “You’re wonderful. Any man would be lucky to be with you, but…”

      “But you’re taken.”

      “Yes.”

      “Life’s funny that way,” she says. “You talked about how you always wanted a piece of Gisela’s fierce love. Well, your fierce loyalty is just as admirable, I suppose. I’m sorry for wanting something that isn’t available.”

      She wipes her eyes before taking a few quick strides in front of me to be nearer to the twins and begins singing again. Nausea churns deep within me because I know exactly how she feels. Unrequited feelings are miserable. I truly don’t want her to be embarrassed and hope we can be friends.

      We hike and climb cliffs in silence aside from Valda’s soothing voice as we ascend closer and closer to the summit. Bergot being in my pack makes the steep climbs difficult, but with every painful grip and with every slip of my toes, I refocus by thinking about Gisela. Even as snow and ice accumulate near the mountaintop, the thought of her gives me warmth and strength. I’m doing this to bring her back and to save the people of the valley.

      At a resting point, we all breathe heavily while the lowering sun throws orange and pink light through the snowy trees atop a steep cliff. Only a little farther until we reach the golden feather. The twins take off, climbing the rocks with ease. Their acrobatic background makes them much more agile than the rest of us. Nik kneels and folds his hands into a cradle to help Valda reach a ledge to begin her ascent. Following her path, I climb with Bergot in my pack and Nik behind us.

      The weariness creeps in, and I curse myself for not making camp for the night. Who knows what we’ll find? What if there are even more dangerous monsters protecting it? The wind whips through my jacket and scratches across my face. I go to wipe my watery eyes and runny nose when my other hand slips. My feet lose purchase on the rocks, and I fall.

      “Brahm!” Bergot shouts.

      A jagged stone catches my knee, and pain explodes through my leg. Gritting my teeth, I sit on the narrow ledge. The dying light of the sun only gives me a small glimpse of the damage done. My ripped pant leg is already soaked with blood, and there’s a large gash in my knee.

      “Are you hurt?” Bergot asks.

      “Yep,” I say, nearly breathless.

      “Nik! Valda!” Bergot cries out. “Help!”

      Valda peers from the higher ledge and rummages through her packs. Nik catches up to me and holds me steady as I grow lightheaded.

      Valda lowers a rope to us. “Can you climb up? Nik, can you help him?”

      “I’ll try!” I grab ahold of the rope.

      “Here,” Nik says, taking Bergot and my pack as his own burden. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      Every motion sends pain flaring through my knee, so much that I can barely think. I try to only put weight on my left knee, but when I lose balance and sway a little on the rope, my right leg hits the cliffside again. A feral-sounding shriek rips through me, and my eyesight darkens with spots.

      “You’re almost there, Brahm,” Bergot says. “Just a little more and you can rest.”

      Grunting while Nik gives me a boost, I pull myself as hard as possible and stumble over the ledge. Valda takes the pack and Bergot from Nik, who drags me toward a large glass door built into the rocks. Though this mysterious door could hold Stargott’s final golden artifact, my leg demands my full attention. Nik lowers me next to the fire the twins are lighting. He uses a knife to cut away the fabric around my knee and ties a fresh strip tightly above the gash. Wadding up the rest of the canvas fabric, he holds it to the wound.

      “Keep pressure on it to slow the bleeding,” he says.

      I wish Gisela was here to sew me up like she did to Mitzi when we were Offerings. I need her calming love and presence now more than ever. Pressing the fabric tight against my leg, I watch the now blazing fire flicker against the glass.

      “Brahm, are you all right for now?” Valda draws her dark brows together and offers me my canteen. “Because we’re going to take a look at the door.”

      “Go ahead,” I say, accepting the water. “Just tell me everything you see.”

      She helps Bergot stand, bones rattling, and the group approaches the glass door. It’s even taller than Nik. They gasp, but I can’t see anything other than the glare from the sunset and fire.

      “What is it?”

      “Ravens,” Bergot says. “There are seven ravens trapped inside.”

      I know where this is going. Aside from Cinderella, another tale Thora loves for me to read is The Seven Ravens. It’s one of her favorites because a young girl is the hero, traveling across the world to rescue her brothers. I already know that this glass door will need a gruesome key to open it.

      “One of them has a golden feather on its wing,” Nik says, pointing at the birds. “This is it.”

      “Is there a keyhole?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “I know this story,” I say. “It’s The Seven Ravens. It needs a bone to open it.”

      Bergot rolls up her sleeve to reveal the shocking white bones of her hand. “Maybe I can finally be of service,” she says, placing her finger into the keyhole.

      With a twist and snick, the glass breaks free from the mountain with a dusting of magical shimmer. Nik tugs the door open and the midnight birds fly out, flapping and cawing. One lands only a few feet away from me, its golden feather twinkling in the firelight. Reaching slowly into Nik’s pack, I grab a chunk of bread.

      “Come here,” I whisper, tossing some crumbs near me. “How long have you been trapped in there?”

      The bird hops a little closer, tilting its head at the food. The twins take silent steps toward the raven, and I give them a nod. I make a few kissing sounds and hold my hand out a little farther. The raven pecks at the breadcrumbs, while Ulfa pinches the golden feather between her nimble fingers and lightly tugs. It slips away unnoticed by the raven, who is still enjoying his meal. Ulfa hands Bergot the feather with a large grin.

      The raven flies away with its brothers, and I wonder if they really were human boys like in the fairy tale. Nik, Valda, and Bergot head inside the cave, and I hate that I can’t join them. The pain in my leg holds me hostage. I’m thankful that the twins stay by my side, eating food out of Valda’s pack while they warm up by the fire. After a few minutes of waiting, though, the impatience builds up too much.

      “Anything?” I call out.

      When I scoot a little closer to the cave entrance, agony rips through my leg, and I immediately know I’ve made a mistake. I groan, and Tobias presses a fresh cloth against my wound, shaking his head. The blood soaks the fabric quickly, and needles of panic stir in my chest.

      “It’s just another cave…but with some tools lying around,” Valda shouts from inside. “We could use it for shelter tonight.”

      “What sort of tools?”

      Valda returns with some wooden items in her hands.

      Bergot inspects them by the fire’s glow. “A shuttle, a spindle, and a needle.”

      Hope tries to flicker in my heart at the weaving tools. We could be close to Stargott.

      “We have collected all of the golden items from the map.” Bergot sits next to me. “I can sense that my brother is nearby, but I cannot see him. Maybe I need to perform a ritual with the items he left for me to get to him.”

      “Then let’s get inside the cave.” Nik kneels so I can wrap my arm around his neck and helps me walk.

      Valda and the twins carry the supplies into the cave, and once we’re all comfortable with a new fire burning, Bergot takes the small cooking pot from Nik’s pack.

      “This will have to do in place of a cauldron,” she says, dropping the feather, the branch, the gold nugget, and the edelweiss flower into it.

      Nik and Valda fashion a makeshift trivet out of branches for the pot to sit above the fire. While Bergot melts down the gold by stirring it, Valda sits next to me and checks my leg. She takes a piece of cloth from her pack and wets it with her canteen.

      “Thank you,” I say, wincing as she cleans the wound.

      “It’s still bleeding,” she whispers. “You need stitches.”

      Nik brings over some rope he cut down to tie around my leg. “There, that should hold tighter than the fabric.”

      “Maybe this Stargott will be able to help you when we find him,” Valda says. “If he has sewing supplies.”

      Bergot leans over the pot, her black veils nearly dancing with the flames, and whispers incantations. The static chill of magic from before sends goosebumps across my flesh. Valda, Nik, and the twins all shiver as the sensation fills the air. The flames die out, leaving us in absolute darkness.

      Something begins to glow within the pot like an ember of hope, burning brighter and brighter. A brilliant golden needle rises into the air, bathing the entire cave in its bright light. Bergot raises her hands and sweeps them through the air toward the cave wall. The needle darts in that direction and moves in and out from the rock, creating a stitched line. The line continues until the golden needle creates a gleaming rectangle.

      When it stitches a small circle at the height of a doorknob, Bergot steps toward the glowing magical door. She lifts her bony hand to the knob and twists. With a gentle push, she opens the door into a hidden room of the cave where a lanky man with a long red beard hovers over a loom.
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Gisela

        

      

    

    
      My eyes adjust to the overwhelming darkness, and my heart hammers in terror. The void of Hexegot’s mind wraps me in its icy fingers once more. Mold carpets the never-ending space while ash rains from above. I’ve made a mistake coming back here. I spin on my heels to turn back to the door, but when I reach for the knob, there is nothing to grab. It is simply threads of brass and gold which lay flush against the red tapestry door. I poke at it, and it ripples. My fingers brush against the finished edge, and I peer behind the door to find nothing.

      Is there no way back to my brother?

      I swat and tug at the door, hoping it will become real again. In all my fury, it unravels, and the fibers slip between my fingers. The red and brass-colored threads fall into the abyss, quickly becoming absorbed by the mold and darkness. I draw slow, deep breaths to compose myself. Wil, Mitzi, Mother Holle, Heinrich, and all of the other fairy tale characters are counting on me. If I don’t defeat Hexegot, they’ll continue to relive their deaths like clockwork. I must move forward for them. A frayed red thread lies at my feet and disappears into the bleeding darkness. My way back to the castle. It beckons me into the distance, so I follow it.

      Walk. Walk. Walk.

      One foot in front of the other, I follow the thread until I grow weary. The deep black of this space presses upon me, and the constant chill seeps into my skin and rattles my bones. I become disoriented, unsure which way is up or down. All I can do is follow the red thread. Memories slip through the cracks in my sanity with every step. They float away in the air like little feathers, vanishing into the cold, dark void.

      Where am I? I spin in a slow circle and squint my eyes, but there is nothing to be seen. I pat my torso and run my fingers through my red hair. Who am I? I was supposed to be doing something, I think. I had a purpose. Right?

      I shake my head and continue walking, for that is all I can do. Days, weeks, months, or even years may have passed, but there is no way to know. Time is a funny thing. My sore legs and feet wish to stop, but my head remains stubborn and says follow the red thread.

      At last, there is something in the distance. It starts out a bit gray but grows whiter and taller with every step I take. It’s a castle. A castle of bones. I gape at the odd and looming structure upon my approach. Where did this come from?

      When I touch the outer gate, constructed with bones and blood, a sense of familiarity stirs like dead autumn leaves within me. This place is home. I enter through the gate and walk through the garden, which is eerily beautiful. Bones in the shapes of flowers, shrubs, and trees decorate the space. Skeletons sit at a little table as if having tea. Craning my neck, I gaze at the bone parapets, turrets, and towers all around. It is a magnificent castle. And I am the queen.

      Something pricks at my mind, telling me there are obstacles inside the haunting structure, so I enter with cautious steps. Did I build them? Up the grand staircase and down the winding corridors, I find a bedroom. Perfect. My weary mind and aching legs deserve some rest. As I recline onto the bed, I think that, yes, this is my home. I built this castle. It is mine.

      Dreams of woven, tapestry-like people disturb my slumber, but I can’t make out what they were telling me. The familiar face of a red-headed man jolts me awake, though. Who is he?

      Unable to sleep, I set about fixing my castle and building more rooms, gardens, and obstacles. I don’t know why I enjoy building them so much, considering I haven’t seen anyone around this place, but it gives me a sense of security. Deep within the castle, down in the cold depths of the dungeon, I build a well-fortified cell. Who or what it will hold, I do not know.

      The odd dreams continue when I sleep, and I build, build, build while awake. When the dreams become clearer, I paint the faces from my visions on the walls. These friendly faces that visit me in sleep, now keep me company when I am awake.

      The redheaded man’s face becomes more detailed every day, freckles and all. I call him ‘brother’ when I speak to the paintings on the wall. My routine keeps me going, because most days I wish to stitch my eyes closed and sleep until the end of time.

      One night, the recurring dream is so vivid, I believe it to be real—as if my paintings have seeped into the bones and grown to life. The man I call ‘brother’ and the maiden with curly hair and doe eyes sat with me at a table. They held each other’s hands. They were happy. Then another man, with a cage built into his chest, and an elderly woman told me important things—warnings—which I can’t recall upon waking.

      When I grow weary of building, I tell myself that the castle is nearly complete anyway. The walls and towers and arches are worthy of admiration, so I rest in the bone garden to do just that. Rattles, Creaks, and Skeletta have stopped arguing long enough to join me. My body enjoys a little rest as we pretend to drink tea.

      Only now, when I’m perfectly content, the weight of my dreams crashes over me like a waterfall. I suddenly remember everything. It’s almost too much to bear at once. Too many people. Too many memories. Too many responsibilities.

      Springing up and dashing inside the castle, I add to my paintings for fear I’ll lose their faces. Wil, Mitzi, Mother Holle, and Heinrich’s names I paint with blood so I won’t forget. Resting my head against the wall, I let the tears flow down my cheeks. The fairy tale characters are Hexegot’s victims…and they need me. They relive their deaths over and over again, a clockwork of pain, and only I can stop Hexegot. But how? How can I help anyone when I’m trapped in this moldy, rotten place?

      “How do I leave this place?” I scream and crash to the floor, my voice echoing through the castle. “What do I do?”

      Heat flares through my body, and I punch the skull-lined floor. I sort through everything I can remember. I must get out of this place. With what? Mother Holle said that my stubbornness and willpower are my strengths. Then what? What else did I learn? Heinrich said Hexegot’s deepest fear is herself. How will that help me?

      I pace the room, unsure what to do. With those memories, my mind floods with even more: my real life. Thora. Brahm. Mama and Papa. While my eyes well with tears, I paint their faces and names on the wall in crimson. I have to help them. I have to see them again. Until this moment, I had forgotten what the deep ache of missing someone feels like. I wrap my arms around myself and rock back and forth, needing one of Thora’s hugs more than ever.

      My lips burn as I recall Brahm’s kisses. I need a cage like Heinrich, for my heart swells and threatens to explode. How much time has passed since our lips parted? Will he still love me? I swallow my fears, for I still love him, and that’s all I can do. I won’t ever be like Hexegot and harm the man I love.

      I remember the ritual and Hexegot’s oath and worry that she’s found a loophole to hurt my family. Thora. Oh, Thora. She doesn’t deserve to live in fear. I miss her so much it hurts. Pulling my knees to my chest, I squeeze my arms around my legs and hold tight as if I was holding my sister. I want to hug her again. I want to see her dance again.

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and I decide to catch them in a broken skull. I’ll make my own light magic from love and grief. These tears for my family, Brahm, Hexegot’s victims, and everyone in the valley hold more light and love in them than Hexegot could ever possess. My love for my family is the most powerful thing I have. Surely this will do.

      No, not surely—it will do because I say it will.

      “My stubbornness and willpower are my strengths,” I whisper to the paintings as I stand with my bowl of tears.

      “My stubbornness and willpower are my strengths,” I whisper to the walls as I descend the stairs and exit the castle.

      “My stubbornness and willpower are my strengths,” I whisper to the skeletons in the bone garden as I pass through the gate.

      “My stubbornness and willpower are my strengths,” I whisper to myself as I walk farther and farther into the abyss, until the only things I can see are myself and my reflection in the bowl of tears.

      I bend my head low to the bowl, believing with every fiber of my being that these tears are filled with light magic. Dipping my finger into the salty water, which has now grown cold, I paint in the air a door.

      A door to lead me where I need to go.

      A door to break through Hexegot’s possession.

      A door to gain me access to my own body.

      A door to bring me closer to the ones I love.

      Some tears fall to my feet, but others remain where I paint them, glimmering with my love. When the skull of tears is empty, a watery rectangle ripples before me. Closing my eyes, I visualize it as a true doorway. Not of fabric or tears, but real. From my mind, a powerful, tingling sensation reaches out and connects with the door.

      When I open my eyes, there it is. A green door. My door. Real, true, and perfect.

      Dropping the skull onto the moldy ground, I twist the doorknob.
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Brahm

        

      

    

    
      The man turns his head and squints at us, as if deciding whether we are real or not. The pain in my leg now can’t keep me from shuffling toward Bergot and the magic door. The man’s mouth parts ever so slightly, and his eyes widen, as if he can finally see us. He wears dingy, off-white robes, his red beard drags along the floor, and his fingers are all crooked and claw-like. It appears time has been just as cruel to him as it has to Bergot.

      “Stargott?” Bergot whispers while trembling in a rumble of bones.

      He nods while his gaze lingers on each of us for a moment at a time.

      “Is it really you?” the goddess asks, taking a step into the room.

      Tapestries not only line the walls but are piled high in the corners of the secret cavern. The man rises from his wooden chair, though his spine remains hunched. He drags his feet toward Bergot and takes her hands in his.

      “Ber…got?” he says in a hoarse voice and begins to cough. “You…found me?”

      “We did.”

      The man’s features tug downward, and his weary eyes well with tears. He gasps for air before wrapping his long arms around his sister. “How long has it been?”

      “Too long, brother, too long,” she says.

      “What happened to you?” He holds Bergot at arm’s length and studies the bones of her hands. “Why are you like this?”

      “Hexegot’s dark magic has eaten away at me over the centuries,” she says. “She’s the reason we need your help.”

      “Why?”

      “She has successfully taken a young woman as her…host,” Bergot says. “This young woman is one of your descendants, brother.”

      Nodding, he smiles and turns to the tapestry on his loom. “I saw her.”

      My heart rams into my throat, and I struggle to breathe. “What?” I choke out. “You saw Gisela?”

      “I saw the red-haired maiden traveling through all of my stories.” He points to the tapestries with his crooked index finger. “She walked through them all with such ease, just like Hexegot does, so I knew she had magic.”

      The sting of unshed tears grows behind my nose and eyes. “Is she in one of them now? What does it mean? Where is she?” I ask, my voice rising with every question.

      “Brahm,” Nik says, clasping my shoulder. “You need to breathe…and you shouldn’t be standing.”

      More blood has soaked through my pants, shining in a streak down the dark fabric. Nik’s right. My head grows a little light, and my limbs shake.

      “Oh, how rude of me.” Stargott drags the chair over and gestures for me to sit. “I have not had company in quite some time.”

      I lean back in the chair while Nik and Valda tend to my wound with water and fresh bindings. The twins spend their time studying the beautiful tapestries hanging around the room. Stargott leans down to study my leg, his bright green eyes roving over the wound. He holds up a finger and begins rummaging through some wooden drawers next to his loom before producing a needle and thread.

      “I have nothing to offer you for the pain,” he says, “but I can stitch it up and help with the bleeding.”

      “Thank you,” I say, gripping the base of the chair as he makes the first stitch into my skin. “I’m used to pain, but could you distract me by telling us about Gisela. Is she all right?”

      “Gisela,” he whispers, soft and slow. “Gisela. Is that her name?”

      “Yes, please tell me what you saw.”

      “She simply began walking through the tapestries one day,” he says, continuing the stitches, perfect and precise. The red thread is bright against my brown skin. “It makes sense that she can travel through the Otherworld like the demigoddess she is. She must share a connection with Hexegot. She left herself a trail of red threads just like this through each story, like an orb weaver, making it easy for me to find her. In her last one, the characters—I mean victims—gathered all around her. Everyone was crammed into one tapestry just for her. Then, she simply vanished.”

      “What does it mean?” Bergot asks.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Why did you hide here all alone?” Valda asks as she paces the room, studying the tapestries and running her fingers over the warp threads of the loom.

      “I needed to get away from Hexegot and I wanted to protect my family from her.” He finishes the last stitch and snips the thread with tiny, tarnished scissors. “There, now it can heal properly.”

      “Thank you.” I adjust myself in the seat and take in all of the tapestries. “Why did you need to get away from Hexegot? Why did you keep creating tapestries?”

      “Her magic tainted the stories—tainted the peaceful Otherworld I had built. I keep trying to make it right, but in there,” he says, pausing to point at the tapestry in progress on the loom, “they relive the deaths Hexegot has caused over and over again. I can only hope to bring them some happiness.”

      “Wait, what?” Valda asks.

      Nik’s brows pinch together. “Yeah, what about the Otherworld?”

      “It’s an afterlife for Hexegot’s victims—the Offerings from over the centuries,” the god says. “I have been fighting against her power all this time, trying to tell their stories with the magic left in the bone needle.”

      “The bone needle?” Bergot whispers. “From the broken piece of your staff?”

      He ambles toward the loom and raises a large off-white needle. “I weave the stories and the magic in the needle brings it to life…but I’m fading.” He holds up his mangled hands. “I won’t be able to fix the stories forever.”

      “Can you create a new story for Hexegot?” Bergot asks. “Trap her in a tapestry somehow?”

      “That might take more magic than I have,” he says, setting the needle down. “It takes nearly all that I have just to keep the stories alive.”

      “We must think of something.” Bergot wraps her arm around her brother’s shoulder. “Let us sit by a fire while the humans rest. You and I shall meditate to come up with an answer.”

      Inside the main cavern, the twins help Nik and Valda stoke the fire while Stargott passes out thick woolen blankets to everyone. “I weave more than just tapestries,” he says with a wink.

      We recline by the fire and eat scraps of food from our packs while the god and goddess return to the loom room. There, they sit, hold hands, and meditate. A sparkling static of magic envelops them.

      “I’ll take first watch while you sleep,” Valda says and grabs her bow and arrow.

      The twins rest their heads to sleep, curled up on their blankets.

      “Do you want me to stand watch with you?” Nik offers.

      My stomach grows sick because I should offer to stand watch, but my leg is in so much pain, all I want to do is sleep.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” she says, glancing at me then back to Nik. “Help Brahm with whatever he needs.”

      When the order of watch is sorted between the two of them, I recline onto my woolen blanket and close my eyes. I hope Stargott is right about Gisela and that she’s still alive somewhere. What has she been through all this time? The crackling fire lulls me to sleep, and I dream about Gisela winding her way like a needle through the fairy tale tapestries.
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Gisela

        

      

    

    
      Shivering, I curl up into something soft for warmth. A painful pressure grows in my head while my stomach swims with nausea. A warm cloth meets my forehead. Rolling toward the comforting sensation, I blink. It’s dim, and someone is sitting on a bed with me, but the cloth obscures my view of them.

      When I sit up, a man scrambles away and presses his back against the wall. My eyes adjust to the dim light of a single black candle on an iron table, and I study the dark-haired man across the room. He has sickly pale skin, a wicked bruise on his cheek, and a split lip. He stares at me, his eyes wide and jaw quivering.

      “Who are you?” I tug the quilt tightly to my chin. “Where are we?”

      “My goddess,” he says in a weak whisper, adjusting his white robes. “You’ve been sleeping for days.”

      “What?” I shake my head, which causes me to wince in pain. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “It’s me, my goddess, Albert. I…um, well, you were freezing and unconscious,” he said, inching toward the door. “I’m sorry to come in here. I know I’m not allowed, but I was just ensuring you were warm, my goddess.”

      “Albert?” I say, searching my mind for the name, but coming up blank. “Who?”

      The man’s frightened face softens, and he approaches me like a sleeping beast. “Albert, your High Priest, my goddess.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I say. “I’m so confused.”

      “Here,” he says, lifting a goblet from the bedside table and putting it to my lips. “Drink, my goddess.”

      I sip the watered wine and study this man, who looks so familiar. “Do I know you?”

      “Gisela?” he whispers, tilting his head.

      The name catches on the tangled web in my mind, and I perk up. “I believe, maybe, that is my name. How did you know?”

      He takes the goblet and steps back toward the door again. “Is this another trick?”

      “A trick?” I shake my head. “Can you help me? I’m so confused.”

      “Hexegot?”

      “Who?” I ask, even though that name pricks my skull with a sharp, needling pain. It’s hard to remember why, but I don’t like that name. “Who are you talking about?”

      Albert sighs as he walks over and sits next to me. “Is it really you, Gisela? Are you back? How did you get rid of her?”

      I curl up and inch away from him. “I don’t know anything.”

      When the tears pour down my cheeks, the man places his arm around me. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you…it’s just I’m relieved she’s gone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Hexegot, the witch-goddess, was in control of you for quite some time.” He gazes toward the ceiling and rubs another bruise on his chin. “We need to keep it this way, with you in control.”

      “Did she do that to you?” I ask, pointing at his battered face.

      He flinches before taking a deep breath and nodding.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Why did she do that?”

      “She’s always angry,” he says. “She has been desperate to find her brother, Stargott, so he can weave her a new story, but she is running out of time.”

      That name, Stargott, is so familiar to me.

      “What can we do?” I shake my head, trying to untangle my confusion. “I don’t know who I am, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t know where we are.”

      “I have an idea.” Albert stands and offers me his hand. “She’ll kill me, but it will be worth it.”

      “What?”

      “Come with me.” He stares at me with a curious gleam in his dark eyes and outstretches his hand.

      This man looks so familiar. He seems to know more than I do, so I take his hand. Albert leads me down a slippery tunnel in the cave until we pause near a glass door with items stored behind it. Mounted birds and pinned moths, sparkling crystals, jars filled with snakes and teeth, and many bottles of various liquids. The largest items, though, are a staff and a crown, both made out of bones. They whisper to me like an ancient song. I step closer to the glass while the bones call out to me.

      “Watch,” he says.

      Albert raises his hand toward the crystal knob, and the entire door blazes with magic fire. We both jump back. He then grabs my hand and gently tugs me toward the door.

      “No, no, no!” I shout. “You’ll burn me.”

      “Gisela,” he says, so low and soft I almost don’t hear him. “You have no reason to trust me, but I need you to try.”

      His eyes glisten with tears, and I nod. The man takes my hand and lifts it toward the flaming door. I squeeze my eyes shut, waiting to be burnt, but my palm meets the cool glass. When I open my eyes to find no flames, the door creaks open. Tingles creep through my skin, like a cool static radiating from the bones. Inside the small room, the crown and staff sing to me even louder, sending vibrations through my skull. Magic courses from the objects and pulses through my veins. I shiver and step back.

      “These are yours, Gisela,” Albert says.

      I narrow my brows and look at him, and he nods. When I touch the crown, tingles spread from my fingers, and little wisps of memories flutter through my mind. I can’t quite grasp them, but I place the crown on my head and hold the staff in my hand. It feels right.

      From a jewelry stand, Albert lifts a delicate chain with a crystal pendant and clasps it around my neck. This one doesn’t feel right against my skin. It has an evil and rotten magic swirling around it.

      “This is how Hexegot travels like fog in the wind,” he says. “She tried using her crystal ball to discover Stargott’s whereabouts, but she couldn’t find him. Her anger shattered the ball into mere glitter, except for this piece.” He points to the pendant. “It will take you to them.”

      “Who?”

      “Bergot and Brahm,” he says. “They’ll help you understand who you are and help you defeat Hexegot.”

      “Hexegot?”

      “The witch-goddess,” he says.

      I point to his bruises. “The one who did that to you?”

      “Yes. She’s evil. She has harmed this valley…she has hurt the ones you love. Brahm and Bergot are the only ones who can help you.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Bergot is a goddess and Brahm…” he mumbles something, but I can’t make it out.

      “What about Brahm?”

      “He’s just important to you, all right? He’ll help you. He’ll take good care of you.”

      I fumble with the crystal pendant. “How do I get to them?”

      “When Hexegot uses the necklace, she just touches it, and it takes her to wherever she wants to go. Well, wherever her dark magic can take her, that is. Dark magic is limiting. But I believe you have light magic. You’ll be able to find them, I’m sure of it.” Albert takes a deep breath and looks into my eyes. “I don’t deserve your kindness or forgiveness, Gisela, but you must know that I am sorry.”

      “Sorry?” I knit together my brows.

      “I never treated you well,” he says and clears his throat. “And then I helped the witch-goddess. It has been the biggest mistake of my life. But I still love you and want to set things right.”

      I nod, trying to untangle my mind of thorns and brambles. Witch-goddess? Love? What does this all mean? Albert jerks when footsteps echo down the tunnel.

      “The other priests are coming,” he whispers and returns the crown and staff to their positions with his trembling hands. Once he closes the glass door, he grabs my shoulders, forcing me to look into his onyx eyes. “They might grow suspicious if the large artifacts are missing, but she wears the necklace a lot.” Albert runs his finger under the chain, tickling my skin, and lifts the crystal. “Also, Brahm and Bergot will be less fearful of you without weapons. Now, when you touch the amulet, you must think about finding them in the mountains. Can you do that?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then, goodbye, Gisela.” He caresses my cheek and strains his face. “Remember, just touch the crystal and think about where you want to go.”

      “Brahm and Bergot in the mountains.” I grasp the crystal and close my eyes. “Brahm and Bergot in the mountains.”

      A weightless sensation fills every fiber of my being, and I float through time like smoke. I cannot breathe and I cannot see. I want to scream, but nothing comes out. A force pulls my soul back together, and I suck in icy air when I hit the solid and frigid ground. Pushing myself up, I blink to adjust my eyes. I’m on a snowy mountaintop where the glow of a fire flickers from inside the mouth of a wide cave. An open crystal door gleams in the faint light of dawn.

      “Brahm and Bergot?” I whisper to myself, slowly catching my breath.

      Gathering my courage, I stand and walk toward the cave.

      “Stop right there, witch,” a woman with curly hair shouts with her bow and arrow aimed directly at me.
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      “Nik!” Valda’s shout echoes across the rocky walls, ripping me from slumber. “Nik, hurry!”

      I roll over to watch Nik scramble outside. The twins stir and stand, but I wave my arms to get their attention.

      “Help me up,” I say to them. “You two should hang back in the cave with Bergot.”

      They take my arms as I ease my way to stand, but I grow lightheaded after hearing Nik and Valda yelling. The icy needles in my veins begin their stitching, threatening to freeze me in place with panic, but I need to help. In the faint daylight filtering into the cavern, I can’t yet tell whether my stitches have held, but my leg certainly hurts. While the twins hide in the room with the meditating gods, I lean against the rocks and limp toward the mouth of the cave.

      When I round the edge, my heart drops into my stomach. Gisela? No, Brahm. I grit my teeth. It’s Hexegot. She found us again.

      But she’s alone. There isn’t a henchman in sight, nor does she have the ancient artifacts. Why would she come unarmed? Valda has her bow and arrow aimed directly at her while Nik holds out a knife.

      “Please, don’t hurt me,” Hexegot says in a soft voice, raising her hands in supplication. “I think I need your help.”

      “You stole my family.” Valda sneers and steps closer. “Why would we ever help you, Hexegot?”

      “Hexegot?” she asks, shaking her head. “No, my name is Gisela. I need to find Brahm and Bergot.”

      “Gisela?” Staggering toward her as hope fights against the needles in my chest, I completely disregard the pain. “Is it really you?”

      “Yes, I’m Gisela,” she says. “I woke up in such agony, but a man named Albert was there. He told me—”

      “Don’t listen to her, Brahm,” Valda says. “She’s just trying to trick you.”

      Gisela’s green eyes widen and dart toward me, sending chills across my skin. “Are you Brahm?”

      I nod and hobble forward, but Nik juts his arm out into my chest to keep me from getting any closer. My breathing grows erratic, and my muscles tremble. I want to reach out and hold her. She looks so confused.

      “Can you help me?” She touches her head and winces. “I feel so lost. Albert told me that only Brahm and Bergot would know what to do. Brahm and Bergot. Brahm and Bergot.”

      “Do you not recognize me?” I ask, my heart cracking a little with each word.

      She tilts her head and lets her gaze soften. “I don’t remember anything…but I know it was very hard for me to wake up.”

      “This is just a cruel joke by Hexegot,” Nik says to me. “She’s wants you to let your guard down.”

      “She’s unarmed with no henchmen,” Valda says. “Let me sink an arrow in her eye and end this now.”

      “No!” I rush toward her to push the arrow away from Gisela. “You can’t. I need to know if it’s her. Like you said: she has no artifacts or henchmen. Maybe she’s telling the truth.”

      “What if she still has her magic forcefield?” Nik says. “She could kill you.”

      Gisela or not-Gisela shakes her head, and tears stream down her cheeks. “I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “I’ll test it,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I’ll see if she has a forcefield.”

      “No.” Valda scowls at me and bumps my shoulder as she walks past. She reaches down to the ground and chucks a rock at Gisela.

      It strikes the target in the shoulder. Gisela or not-Gisela yelps and sinks to a seated position, rubbing her arm and sobbing.

      “Valda!” My teeth might break with how hard I’m gritting them. Needles of rage burn through my veins as I glare at her.

      “What was that supposed to prove?” Nik asks, stepping between Valda and me.

      “Whether she has the forcefield or not,” Valda says, head held high. “You and Brahm are already injured, so I thought I would test it. But we still don’t know if it’s Gisela.”

      “The only people here who knew Gisela are Brahm and Bergot,” Nik says. “They can confirm whether it’s truly her.”

      Valda’s jaw drops. “She’s not allowed inside with the twins until Bergot—not Brahm—can confirm it’s her. He is blinded by love.” She turns and marches toward the cave.

      “Fine,” I say, turning back to Gisela, who’s shivering. “Let me get you a blanket.”

      I walk with Nik back inside the cave, and he grabs my arm.

      “Be careful,” he says. “As much as we all want it to be Gisela, you need to remember that this is most likely a trick.”

      My heart sinks. “I know.”

      “I’m going to stay close,” Nik says, brandishing his knife. “I won’t hesitate to protect you.”

      I grab a blanket and take a few deep breaths before exiting the cave with Nik following behind. Gisela, or not-Gisela, studies me closely while I gingerly wrap the blanket around her. My hand brushes a lock of her hair, and my needles bristle with fear while a deep longing aches in my heart. Nothing happened when I touched her, though. If she has a magic forcefield, she’s let it down for the time being.

      “How’s your shoulder?”

      “Fine, thank you,” she says, pulling the blanket tight and shivering. “Where are we?”

      Be careful, Nik’s words ring in my ears. I turn to find him leaning against a tall tree nearby, staring at Gisela.

      She knew how to get here, so I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to tell her. “Shadow Mountain.”

      “A man named Albert was with me when I woke up. Why would he tell me to search for you?” she asks. “Brahm, what are you to me?”

      A puff of air escapes my lips from the needles stitching tight in my throat. “Do you really not remember me?”

      “You look familiar.” She leans close. Her gorgeous eyes rove over my face, and I feel helpless under her gaze. “Do you know me?” she whispers.

      My breaths are shallow and weak. I clench my fists and fight against the rising panic. “Is this another cruel joke? Where are your henchmen?”

      She shakes her head and tugs the blanket around herself. “It’s no joke, I can’t remember much of anything before that…dark place.”

      “What dark place?”

      “Hexegot’s mind.” She trembles. “I need help before she wakes up and sends me back there…I never want to go back there again.”

      I scoot a little closer to study her more. Her face holds a softness I haven’t seen in a long time. Her green eyes sparkle again. And her overall aura is…good. Maybe this is my Gisela.

      “So, did you know me?” she asks.

      I nod.

      “How?”

      I take a deep breath and prepare to tell her our story. “Well, we’ve known one another almost our entire lives. You had a brother, Wil. You have a sister, Thora, who you love more than anything.”

      She draws a sharp breath and places a hand to her chest. “A sister?”

      “She’s all right,” I say. “She’s with your parents.”

      Gisela’s eyes bounce around until they land on me. “But what about you? I was supposed to find you.”

      I reach to touch her hand but hesitate, the needles pulling me back. “I don’t know if I can handle telling you about us.”

      “Please?”

      I gaze at her drooping eyes and pouting lips, barely able to hold myself back from kissing her. All I want is to hold her close and never let her go. How could she not remember us? How awful was it inside Hexegot’s mind?

      “You and I were close when we were younger,” I begin. “We would play by the creek with your brother and our friends. You liked swimming, collecting crystals, and reading palms.”

      With a surge of bravery, I take her hand and trace her palm. Touching her skin sends a buzz throughout my body—a good type of buzz, not a forcefield. “You had the longest lifeline, while I had the strongest heartline.”

      She grins at me, her smile more dazzling than the morning sun, filling me with a childlike giddiness. The needles retreat at the sight. When Hexegot smiles, it’s always cruel and twisted. This smile is Gisela’s. This smile is beautiful.

      “As we grew up, you and I remained close,” I say. “We would dance by the creek.”

      “Dance?”

      I nod. “I think we were in love even then, our hearts connected somehow…but things didn’t work out for us right away.” I grin at her. “Then we were May Day Offerings together.”

      “Love? Offerings?” she whispers.

      “Yes.” I thread my fingers with hers, surrendering to my worst fears and tucking the needles away just to be closer to her. I would let Hexegot torture me all over for this moment. “Many things happened along that journey. One of them being that you and I fell in love.”

      She tilts her head and tightens her grip on my hand. “You and I are…together?”

      “I hope so, Gisela.” I swallow the knot in my throat. “I hope so.”

      “You said many things happened along the journey,” she says. “What else?”

      “We discovered that you are a descendant of the gods. A demigoddess,” I tell her. “Hexegot chose you for that reason and possessed you. Bergot and I are out here to find a way to stop the witch-goddess from killing you and everyone in the valley.”

      She looks off into the distant mountains while the breeze rustles her red hair. “How long has it been?”

      “Almost a year.”

      “And you’ve been trying to help me this entire time?”

      I nod.

      Gisela looks back at me wide-eyed. “You didn’t give up on me?”

      “Never, Freckles.”

      She quirks a brow. “Freckles?”

      I thumb the adorable dots across her chilly nose. “They’re beautiful.”

      Her cheeks flush, and the smile stretching across her face slices at my heart again. I lean closer and closer, but she tilts her head and stitches her brows together.

      “Sorry,” I say, releasing her hand. “I know you don’t remember me, but you have no idea how much I want to kiss you.”

      Gisela perks up. “Do it.”

      “What?”

      “Maybe it will help me remember,” she says, leaning toward me. “True love’s kiss has magic according to the fairy tales, right?”

      “Fairy tales,” I whisper. I bite my lip to hold back some of the excitement jolting through me. “Are you sure?”

      She nods. “Kiss me.”

      I cradle her face in my hands then brush my fingers back into her hair. The anxious needles inside of me stir, but Hexegot would never let me touch her this way. She would have never let me have the pleasure of a kiss. This must be my Gisela. She closes her eyes and parts her lips. I dive forward and place my mouth on hers. She is warm, soft, and sweet. Gisela kisses back, and I melt into her.

      Good goddess, this is the greatest kiss ever.
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      During Brahm’s kiss, images, scents, and emotions crash into my skull. I can’t breathe through the wild sensations and push him away. Everything blooms in my mind all at once and it hurts. I curl up in the blanket and scream.

      “Gisela?” he asks in his deep, rich voice.

      The waterfall of memories continues to crash through me, and I can barely see Brahm right in front of me. He holds onto my shoulders and calls out my name. I wait for this agony to end. I am Gisela. I have a family. I want to get to Thora. I love Brahm. I am a demigoddess. I was stuck in Hexegot’s mind for ages and traveled through the tapestries of the Otherworld. I saw my brother. Finally, the memories stop spinning wildly and settle like dust in my head. I wipe the tears from my eyes.

      “Gisela?” he says, helping me sit.

      I throw my arms around him. “Oh, Brahm, I remember everything.”

      “It worked?” he asks, holding me back to look at my face. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Yes, I love you so much.” I caress his stubbly cheek. Oh, how I’ve missed him.

      He kisses me again, and I feel perfectly at home. Home. What are we doing out in the mountains?

      I end the kiss. “I need to get home to Thora!”

      “Wait. I want to get you to Thora too, but we need to be safe.” He helps me stand. “Let’s get you inside the cave to warm up and we’ll see if Bergot can help you.”

      “I don’t want to wait that long,” I say and pinch the crystal hanging from my neck. “I can use this necklace to take me to her right now.”

      Brahm takes my hands and rests his forehead against mine. “That’s not a good idea, Freckles. What if Hexegot overpowers you again? It will scare Thora.”

      My stomach grows heavy with stones. “I’m a danger to my own sister.”

      “No, we just need a plan,” he says, leading me toward the cave. “Come inside and warm up.”

      The man who tried to attack me dashes forward, blocking our path. “She can’t go in there.”

      “It’s her. It’s Gisela,” Brahm says. “I know it.”

      The muscular man with brown hair looks me up and down. “Valda won’t be happy,” he says with a sigh, but concedes and lets us pass.

      We enter the cave, warm from a glowing fire. The young woman, Valda, who threw the rock at me scrambles to stand before two young teens, who look to be Thora’s age. “She can’t be in here,” she says, raising her bow and arrow.

      My heart hammers in my chest, and I cling to Brahm’s arm while he gestures for her to lower the weapon. The man with the knife steps near and studies me, looking for a sign of evil. I suddenly become conscious about what I’m wearing…I suppose Hexegot has no shame. The neck of the gleaming white gown dips down nearly to my navel and skims tightly over my body. I adjust the blanket to cover myself, but the woman shouts again.

      “Brahm, you can’t be serious?” she says, glaring at him.

      “Gisela, this is Valda and Nik,” Brahm says slowly. “They have been helping me.”

      I stare at their weapons and swallow. “I understand that you’re afraid of Hexegot, but I somehow woke up. I’m Gisela. I need Bergot’s help to…stay this way.”

      “How can we be sure it’s really her?” Valda says.

      “I know it’s her.” Brahm wraps his arm around me and presses a kiss into my hair, sending tingles down my spine. “I just know.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Valda says. “You’re sure quick to forget how she tortured you for months!”

      Brahm stiffens and shakes his head. My stomach grows sick. Hexegot tortured him?

      “She’s tricking you.”

      “We don’t know that,” says Nik. “We can ask Bergot.”

      “Yes,” Brahm says. “For now, can we please let her sit by the fire?”

      Valda scowls at Brahm and sits in front of the glowing door with her weapon still gripped in her fist. Nik squats and stares at me intently across the fire while Brahm and I sit. I lean toward the fire and warm my hands, earning another dirty look from Valda. How much damage has Hexegot done to my image? What can I do to earn their trust? Even Albert, the biggest pig of the century, was afraid of me.

      What if Thora is afraid of me? Fresh tears sting my eyes. I wish none of this had ever happened. Hexegot has tortured my Brahm and made everyone in the valley afraid of me.

      “If you’re really Gisela, prove it,” Valda says, snapping out of my spiraling thoughts.

      “How can she do that?” Brahm says, and points to the golden door. “When Bergot and Stargott are finished meditating, they can confirm.”

      My heart races at the sound of that name. “Stargott? The weaver? You found him?”

      “Brahm!” Valda says through her gritted teeth. “Watch what you say.”

      His brows knit together as he twists his face. “You’re who you say you are, right?”

      All of the air deflates from my lungs. Brahm. My Brahm doesn’t fully trust me.

      I scoot away from him and wrap my arms around my knees. “You don’t believe me.”

      He leans down and lightly touches my shoulder, but his hand trembles. “I want to,” he says. “You have no idea how badly I want to believe you.”

      I watch his fists clench and muscles twitch. “What did Hexegot do to make you distrust me? What did she do to make you fear me?”

      Brahm’s amber eyes twinkle in the firelight as he studies me. He opens his mouth to speak when the golden door behind Nik flickers open, and Bergot glides out with a man behind her.

      The goddess gasps at my sight and raises her bony hands, ready to strike. The man steps into the light, stealing my attention, and his disheveled red hair and floor-length beard answer the question Valda wouldn’t let Brahm respond to. He is Stargott. The weaver. The storyteller. My ancestor.

      I rise from the hard ground and meet his gaze. The god takes a few strides around the fire to stand directly in front of me. His green eyes rake over every inch of my face from my forehead to my chin before he brings his hand up to rest against my cheek. I feel like I’m looking at my brother and my father all at once. A thickness swells in my throat.

      “Take caution, Stargott,” Bergot says, reminding me that other people are with us. “She has tricked us both before.”

      The man’s green eyes puddle with tears, and he shakes his head. “No,” he says. “This is Gisela.”

      A smile breaks across my face, and I throw my arms around him. He is my family. He believes me. He returns my hug and pats my back as I begin to sob.

      “There, there,” he says. “Everyone can be at ease. This is my great-great—well, I don’t know how many greats are in there, but she is my granddaughter. I would know her anywhere.”

      Bergot floats toward us, and Stargott releases me. From behind her layers of dark veils, she studies me. She places a bony hand on my arm and nods. “Welcome back, Gisela.”

      “Thank you, my goddess.”

      “How are you here?” she asks. “How did you come back?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Brahm steps beside me, studying me again as if he can’t make up his mind. But he helps me sit and places his arm around me. Everyone rests around the fire, even though Valda and Nik are still wound up tight and have their weapons at the ready.

      Stargott’s eyes burrow into mine. “I saw you walking through the tapestries. Is that how you did it?”

      I nod.

      “What else can you tell us, Gisela?” Bergot asks. “What happened since she possessed you?”

      “I was in Hexegot’s mind for what felt like centuries. It was awful and dark as the eons passed by. I had completely forgotten who I was, so I built a castle of bones and only had skeletons for friends.”

      Everyone looks at me with frowns and twisted brows as if I’m insane.

      “How did you get out?” Brahm takes my hand and gives me a slight smile.

      “Um, I walked far into the abyss and one day found a door which led me to the Otherworld.” My mind is spinning so fast, I have to squeeze my eyes shut for a moment to catch all of the memories. I turn to Brahm and shake his arm. “I found Wil!”

      “You did?”

      “Yes, he and Mitzi live together,” I say. “They’re a couple.”

      Brahm wipes tears from his eyes and tilts his head. “That’s wonderful.”

      Everyone around the fire looks weary, aside from Valda who is still rigid as a knife.

      Stargott nods. “How did you escape?”

      “By the sheer force of my will,” I say. “When I finally remembered my family and Brahm, I used my tears and light magic to paint a doorway and woke up in an odd, dark room. Albert was there and showed me where the relics are hidden and how to use this crystal.”

      “You saw my crown?” Bergot asks. “And Stargott’s staff?”

      “I did.”

      Bergot leans forward as if to say more, but her brother touches her arm.

      “Well, I think everyone should get some rest, especially Gisela who has been through so much,” Stargott says, winking at me. “Bergot and I can train you tomorrow.”

      “Train me?”

      “Fine.” Bergot fluffs out her blanket and nods. “We will help you harness your powers, dear. Keep you strong enough so Hexegot cannot return.”

      With that, Stargott returns to the small room filled with a loom and tapestries while everyone else rests on the ground around the fire. Everyone, that is, aside from Valda, who squats against the wall near the twins with her bow and arrow. She won’t stop watching me, so I stroke Brahm’s hand to get his attention.

      “Can we be alone somewhere?” I ask.

      “Sure.” Brahm grabs his pack and an armful of logs.

      “Where are you going?” Valda whispers.

      He tilts his head toward the back of the cave.

      Clenching her jaw, she darts her eyes toward the fire. “Be careful.”

      Brahm threads his fingers with mine. I let him lead me deeper into the cave, away from the eyes and ears of others. I gulp down the pain of him not believing me, for he still deserves to explain to me what has happened to him while I’ve been gone.

      My stomach is a swirling mess of nausea when we turn a corner into a private nook twisted into the rocks. I’ll be alone with Brahm. How long has it been? It’s felt like an eternity for me. I want to hold him close, but does he still want me? Or is he too afraid? I ache for him but I don’t want to scare him.

      I kneel to help him stack the logs into a cone while he lights the fire. The sparks of the growing flames highlight his sweet face, but he won’t look me in the eyes. His hands tremble again, and his breaths are labored. The fire glows against his warm brown skin.

      My eyes can’t help but take in his twisted hair and full lips. Does he want to kiss me again? He went from being eager to kiss and touch me earlier to being wary of me so quickly. I need to know what Hexegot did. I need to make things right. As he fans out a blanket, I reach to help and my hand brushes against his. He flinches and jumps back.

      I pull my hands away and step back. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t be,” he says. “Freckles, I’m just…”

      “Afraid of me?”

      He shakes his head and stares into the flames while taking a seat.

      “Brahm,” I say, finally gaining his eye contact. I kneel and shuffle toward him to take his hand. “Tell me what has happened to you.”

      His brows pinch together. “You don’t want to know.”

      “But I do.” I caress his cheek and peck his lips with a light kiss, but he shivers. “See? I want you to trust me again. I need to know what damage Hexegot has done.”

      “She’s terrorized the valley,” he says with a sigh. “And she burned down your family’s house.”

      “What?” My throat constricts, making my voice higher than normal. “Was everyone all right? Were they hurt?”

      “No one was home at the time, thankfully,” he says.

      “Where are they now? Where do they live?”

      “With me.”

      My cheeks warm as a lightness fills me. I slide my hands up Brahm’s arms. “Really? My family lives with yours?”

      A grin lifts one side of his lip. “I read stories to Thora every night.”

      I don’t know what to feel. Happiness and sorrow both tug at my chest, and I feel like I might unravel at the seams. “Will you hug me again?”

      Brahm wraps me in his arms and squeezes tight. “Of course, Freckles. You don’t have to ask me for a hug.”

      “I feel like I do,” I whisper in his ear. “I don’t want to scare you. Please, tell me what she did to you. I just want you to be mine again.”

      “Oh, Freckles.” He pulls back and tucks an unruly curl behind my ear. “I am yours always.”

      I bite my lip to stop myself from asking again. He’ll tell me if he wants to, right? I should wait until he is ready. My eyes dip to the pendant peeking from his shirt. It’s the iron rod.

      “You kept that?” I ask, pointing at the necklace.

      He thumbs it. “It helps to…settle the needles.”

      “Needles? What are you talking about?”

      “Let me try to explain.” He clears his throat and takes a deep breath. “Well, Hexegot had me arrested and locked me in a cell at the Sanctuary for months.”

      “Oh, Brahm.” It’s my turn to place my arms around him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He leans against my shoulder and keeps speaking. “She would often visit me, peering through those bars, and talk to me as if she were you. I don’t know how to explain it, but between the starvation, the darkness, and the cold, I could no longer tell what was real. She would speak so kindly to me and bring up all of our memories only to turn savage once more. She would…”

      “Would what?”

      “She would toy with her clothing or threaten to make me watch her with Albert,” he says in a hoarse whisper. “She would bring him down and tease him too only to flip her performance and act like you again. I lost track of what was real.”

      A painful coil cinches in my chest. Not only did Hexegot take nearly an entire year from me, but she may have taken Brahm too. He was my constant. He was the one with his unfaltering love and devotion…and now it’s compromised. I stroke his hair and circle my fingers down his spine.

      “She would freeze me in place with her powers and leave me like that for hours on end,” he says. “I would be sitting there, with no control over myself, and she’d straddle my lap and talk like you again. Then she’d flip, telling me how much she hates me. Back and forth, back and forth, she took away my ability to determine reality.” He holds up his shaking hands. “Every day, it was as if she had placed needles beneath my skin. Needles of anxiety, worry, fear, distrust…she used me like a pin cushion. Now those needles have a life of their own. They poke and prod me at the worst times: piercing my chest and stitching me up, frozen with panic.”

      “I wish I could remove every single one of those needles.” Tears slip down my cheeks as I cradle Brahm’s face. “I’m real. I’m here. I, the real Gisela, would never hurt you.”

      He nods and touches me with such fluttering lightness, as if I’m an illusion that might disappear. A violent heat churns in my head for what Hexegot did to my Brahm. I need to make him feel safe.

      “If you want to return to the group, I understand,” I say, wiping the wetness from under his eyes. “I want you to feel secure. If being alone with me is too difficult, then let’s go back.”

      He shakes his head. “No. You don’t understand. I need to be alone with you. I need to know you’re my Gisela.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I ask. “I’ll do anything to make you believe me.”

      A sly grin tugs at his lips as he toys with his iron pendant. “Well, she would never actually touch me or kiss me, but you already have. So, that’s a good start.”

      I lean forward and kiss his cheek, rough with stubble. His breaths grow raspy and he trembles against me.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pulling away.

      He squeezes his eyes closed for a moment, then looks at me, faking a smile, and takes my hand with a strong grip. “I really hope it’s you.”

      I lift his hand and turn it palm-up on my lap. “May I?”

      Brahm nods, relaxing his body slightly.

      “Long lifeline,” I whisper, staring into his eyes. “How’s your heart line? Still strong?”

      Goosebumps rise on his forearm. “I hope so.”

      My fingers chase the goosebumps, slowly grazing over his wrists and up his forearms until I reach his muscular shoulders. I massage them, and Brahm melts a little into my hands. He looks me in the eyes and touches my cheeks, his thumbs running over my freckles.

      “I've missed you,” he says. “I never want to lose you again.”

      “I'm yours, always.”

      Brahm leans forward and gently brushes his lips against mine. We recline on the blanket, and he wraps his arms around me tight. It feels wonderful to be held by him again, and I trace my name on his forearm like I did on the path of ashes long ago.

      “I will do anything to remove those needles, Brahm,” I whisper before we fall asleep.
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      “Now, rise into the air like you did back in Hexegot’s temple,” Bergot says.

      I lean over to catch my breath. Bergot and Stargott have been trying to help me control my magic all morning, but I feel hollow inside. When I was an Offering, it all happened so quickly, I never realized I even possessed powers until the very end. Closing my eyes, I focus on being weightless and floating, but nothing happens.

      “This is pointless,” I say. “I feel so weak.”

      “You are not weak,” Stargott says. “You just need to reconnect with your gifts.”

      Brahm catches my eye as he chases the twins around in a game. I grin at them, wishing I could play instead of practicing.

      “Try to stop this rock,” Bergot says, rolling a rock toward me.

      I hold out my hand and focus on making it stop, but it continues rolling until it hits my foot. A searing pain scorches through my head, and I rub my temples.

      “Again.” Bergot rolls another rock.

      A pressure builds up inside of me, but I ignore it. “I can’t.”

      The goddess crosses her arms while her dark veils float behind her in the heavy breeze. “Can’t or won’t?”

      Sighing, I shake my head. I’m frozen down to my bones and I wish for nothing more than to go inside the cave and sit by the fire. “I’m afraid of losing control. What if she comes back?”

      “That won’t happen if you practice,” Bergot says, throwing a stone toward my head.

      I raise my palm and the rock veers to the side and strikes the tree behind me.

      “See,” she says. “You have it inside of you somewhere.”

      The pain in my head worsens, and I squat to the ground to cradle my skull. Footsteps crunch through the gravel followed by a hand resting on my shoulder. “You should let Gisela rest,” Stargott says.

      I glance up at him, and a smile tugs my lips.

      “Fine,” the goddess concedes.

      Brahm helps me stand, and we turn to watch the twins practice their acrobatic skills. They built a tightrope high between two trees. Ulfa not only walks across but dances and cartwheels. Off to the side, Tobias stretches. When Ulfa completes her routine, she swings down from the rope, but the branch it’s tied to cracks. She crashes to the rocky ground and skins her knee. Silent tears stream down her cheeks—oh, how she reminds me of Thora. Brahm and Tobias help her sit while I jog into the cave to gather a canteen and some cloth strips.

      “Oh, that looks like it hurts.” I return to them, pouring some water onto a cloth. “I’m going to help you, all right?”

      She nods, and I dab the blood away with the damp cloth. Brahm and Tobias keep her company while Bergot and Stargott whisper in the distance. Tobias holds his sister’s hand, and I smile at their lovely bond. They make me miss Thora so badly my chest hurts. When I’m about to wrap the bandage around Ulfa’s knee, Valda runs toward us and shouts.

      “Get away from her!” She shoves me back and glares. “I said stay away from her.”

      I scramble to stand and shuffle back.

      “She was only helping,” Brahm says, standing at my side.

      “What happened?” Nik comes from around the corner with two dead rabbits in his hands. “What’s all the shouting for, V?”

      While Brahm, Valda, and Nik argue about me, a sharp pain shoots through my skull and ripples through my body. It feels like Hexegot. Another wave of pain enters my head, and I collapse.

      “Gisela!” Brahm helps me sit up. “What’s wrong?”

      “My head,” I say, wincing. “Something is wrong.”

      “This is exactly why I didn’t want her near the twins,” Valda says, taking Ulfa and Tobias by the hands. “She could turn back into the witch-goddess at any moment.”

      They go inside the cave with Nik following behind. The two gods kneel to my level.

      “We need more than just practice,” Bergot says, tilting her head. “Gisela doesn’t have long.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Brahm says, his voice thick while he rubs my back.

      “Maybe,” Stargott begins, “maybe she can help while I weave the new story for Hexegot.”

      Brahm takes my trembling hand. We follow the gods into the cave, where Valda cares for Ulfa while glaring at me.

      “I wish Valda didn’t look at me that way,” I whisper as we enter Stargott’s weaving room.

      “Her parents were captured in the New Year’s Day Rebellion,” Brahm says.

      My brows stitch together while I think about all of the pain Hexegot has caused. “What did she do to them?”

      “No one knows.”

      I hang my head and curl in on myself. What if she’s been mentally torturing them like she did with Brahm?

      “And”—Bergot turns slightly, her bones creaking—“Valda clearly fancies Brahm.”

      My heart drops in an awful, sinking sensation. “Is that true?”

      Brahm pulls me aside and waits for the gods to busy themselves at the loom before speaking. “Valda kissed me, but I ended it. She knows my heart belongs to you.”

      I nod, trying not to imagine Brahm kissing another woman. A fire of jealousy sparks inside my head no less. My emotions wrangle inside my chest, so I squeeze my eyes shut and try to act mature.

      “Gisela?” he whispers, stroking my cheek. “Please say something.”

      It wasn’t his fault, I remind myself. He told me the truth. He said he ended the kiss. Despite my heart feeling like it’s on fire, there are more pertinent things to worry about than romance and kisses at a time like this.

      I look into his warm, amber eyes and take a deep breath. “I understand.”

      “You do?” Brahm wraps his arms around me. “Oh, Freckles, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you immediately. I didn’t know what to say.”

      “Gisela, come look at this,” Bergot’s deep and whispery voice echoes against the stones and she points to the loom.

      “For so long, I’ve tried to write Hexegot a new story myself,” Stargott says. “But she was too powerful to be contained and found ways to torture those I helped.”

      “All of the fairy tale characters,” I whisper. “They relive their deaths like clockwork.”

      “Yes,” the bearded god says. “Hexegot has poisoned the Otherworld with her dark magic.”

      Brahm runs his hands over one of the tapestries. “How long do each of these take?”

      “For many weavers, it could take months or years to complete a single tapestry.”

      Blood drains from my head. “We don’t have that long.”

      “True.” Stargott smiles and nods, raising the bone needle. “But I can make them quite quickly with this.” He gestures to Bergot and me. “Maybe with the both of you here, and our magic combined, we could kill her in a new story.”

      Stargott sits at his loom and begins weaving the shuttles of color and the bone needle of gilded magic through the warp threads. He works at an incredible pace, with the shimmering magic of the bone needle that helps bring to life an image of the Sancturary. Bergot takes my hand and touches the loom with her other, guiding me in flowing our magic toward the fibers. Weaving and weaving, Stargott painstakingly works to add Hexegot to the picture. She looks the way I remember her the first time I saw her, when I thought she was simply a priestess: gossamer veils of long, flowing white fabric.

      Brahm and the others venture in and out of the tapestry room, taking breaks to eat and stand watch. Seeing Valda, Nik, and the twins here makes my stomach churn. How desperate had they become from Hexegot’s reign to agree to this adventure? I think about my family. How my parents and sister are in danger in the valley if Hexegot wins. How Wil must constantly relive his death. A warm, tingling sensation stirs in my chest and through my veins.

      “I think it’s working,” Stargott says, breaking my concentration.

      In his tapestry, Hexegot stands inside the Sanctuary. The image ripples and warps as she moves inside. The fibers change and tell the story with their colors, glistening with the gilded thread of the bone needle. Soon, the Sanctuary shakes, and boulders begin to fall all around the cavern. Hexegot gets trapped beneath the rubble and dust.

      A smile rises on my face but falls just as swiftly when something glows from underneath the tapestry boulders. I lean closer to get a look just as the rocks burst apart in an explosion with Hexegot standing in the middle. She stares at us through the fibers, her eyes large and black. Sparking from her hands, a fire devours the actual tapestry. Touching her diadem, Bergot stretches out her hand, and a soft glow of magic puts out the flames. The tapestry crumbles to ash, leaving the loom naked and sooty. A stabbing pain sears through my mind, and I lean down to cradle my head between my knees. She knows.

      “What do we do, Bergot?” the weaver god asks.

      “I don’t know,” she whispers.

      Someone wraps their arms around me, and I pick up my aching head to find Brahm.

      “What happened?” he asks, studying the smoldering ash on the floor.

      “We tried to kill Hexegot, but failed,” Stargott says.

      I lean heavily against Brahm, thinking back to what Mother Holle and Heinrich told me. “She cannot be killed,” I whisper.

      “What?” Bergot and Stargott ask in unison.

      “She cannot be killed,” I repeat, slightly louder. “Only defeated.”

      “So how do we do that?” Brahm asks.

      “With a mirror.” I sit up straight and fiddle with the iron pendant hanging from Brahm’s neck. “Heinrich gave me the idea since Hexegot hates herself most of all.”

      “To make a tapestry, I would need this mirror to exist to have a real impact on her,” Stargott says. “To exist in a heavily fortified place.”

      “The Sanctuary?” Bergot suggests. “Deep within the sanctuary.”

      “I don’t recall seeing any mirrors there, but maybe,” I say.

      Stargott first works to reset the loom, then begins weaving shuttles through the warp, using the bone needle to add a touch of magic. Soft footsteps echo against the stones, and I turn around to find the twins gazing with wonder at the loom. I grin when Brahm sits on the floor with them and explains what Stargott is doing. Their nimble fingers dance in the air, as if they are moving shuttles through the warp.

      In the corners of the room and tucked into little niches in the wall are various weaving tools and heaps of thread. I close my eyes and focus on the magic within, letting it fill me like Bergot wanted. Breathing out a thin slip of air between my lips, I raise my hands and release the tingling stars beneath my skin.

      Wooden pieces fall into place at my feet. Brahm and the twins scramble back. When lengths of warp thread line up into place, even Bergot and Stargott take notice. Extra shuttles rise into the air, and colorful yarns thread themselves. I lower the tools and thread to my miniature loom, and they twist, curl, and weave until they are ready for use.

      “There,” I say to the twins as I kneel before the loom. “You can try it yourself.”

      Their eyes light up at the device, and Brahm helps them weave the shuttles and move the reed. The twins remind me so much of Thora. Tears prick my eyes, and I stand, turning toward the gods. They remain still as statues, staring at me.

      “What?”

      “That was easy for you, wasn't it?” Bergot says, finally moving to step forward and take my hands into her bony ones.

      “I suppose,” I say with a shrug. “I wasn't really thinking, I just wanted to make them happy.”

      Smiling at me, Stargott wipes tears from his cheek. “You know,” he says, holding up the bone needle, “I think you might be a bit of a storyteller yourself. Can you think of another way to make your story work?”

      An idea flickers in my mind. “Does this place have to be physical?”

      “What are you saying?”

      “My castle.”

      “What?” Brahm asks.

      “In my castle, in Hexegot’s mind, I built all sorts of obstacles and traps.” I bring my hands together at my chest while hope surges within. “I could go back and build a mirror in the dungeon to—”

      “Go back? But that wasn’t real,” Brahm says, touching my shoulder and drawing me from the reverie. “You were trapped in Hexegot’s mind…none of that was real.”

      “Real enough.” Stargott shrugs. “You were able to get to the Otherworld, which is very much real to the Offerings.”

      “Fine, let’s say it was real.” Brahm crosses his arms over his chest. “How do you propose to get in there and build this mirror?”

      My heart melts like little drips of nausea into my belly. I raise my hand to my aching skull. “She’s right here, constantly within reach. She’s always with me. She and I share a space whether I like it or not.”

      “And?” he asks.

      “I could let her take over again.”

      Brahm grabs my hands then kneels before me. “No, Freckles, there must be another way.”

      “Mmm hmm,” Stargott mumbles, stroking his beard. “We wouldn’t need long. You could create the mirror while I weave the tapestry.”

      “But you were lost inside her mind for eons,” Brahm begs, his eyes and lips drooping. “What if you get stuck there? We’re almost out of time. I can’t lose you again.”

      “You will never lose me, not really.” I caress his cheek and tuck the iron pendant beneath his shirt, close to his heart. “But if I don’t do this, we could lose everything.”

      “You damn, stubborn girl.” Brahm stands, threading his fingers into my hair. “This is almost too much to bear.”

      He kisses me gently before storming out of the room. I pinch my face tight, but it doesn’t stop the sob from bursting past my lips. Bergot shuffles forward and hugs me.

      “I fear we are asking too much of you, Gisela,” she whispers.

      “My head hurts so badly, I fear she’ll return at any moment regardless,” I tell her. “At least this would be my choice. At least now we have a plan.”

      Stargott nods and sits at his loom. “I’ll begin the story. Are you going to return to the valley to do this?”

      “I think we should stay,” Bergot says. “It will be safer for those in the valley, and we’ll be more prepared for her with our combined magic.”

      “Here.” I unclasp the crystal necklace and hand it to Bergot. “That’s how she gets around. Don’t let her get back to the valley and the relics.”

      The goddess clasps the necklace on herself, tucking it into her gauzy robes. “Hexegot will certainly put up a fight,” she says. “But she will not have her henchmen nor much magic here.”

      Sighing, I turn toward the main cave. I can’t believe I have to say goodbye to Brahm again. Walking outside, I pass the twins showing Valda and Nik their loom.

      “He went that way,” Valda says, pointing outside toward a cluster of trees without making eye contact with me.

      It grows from a faint sound into a delicate tune, but the closer I get to the grove, the louder the lute music plays. I find Brahm resting against a tree, playing his instrument. I kneel next to him and watch his fingers strum the chords. It fills me with warmth and hope.

      When the song is over, Brahm sets the lute down and looks at me. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to let Hexegot return.” He shakes his head, but I rest my hands on top of his and gaze into his eyes. “I don’t like it, but it gives us the most control,” I say. “I can feel her—my head is in so much pain. I fear if she comes back on her own, we won’t be prepared.”

      He clenches his teeth and turns his hands up to thread his fingers with mine. “I love you, Gisela,” he says, his hand shaking a little. “I’m not sure how much more my heart can bear. The needles inside…”

      I turn his palm face-up and trace his heartline. “Your heart is strong, Brahm. Stronger than anything Hexegot can do to us.”

      He reaches for my cheek and draws me in for a kiss. His lips caress mine slowly, savoring the moment. I don’t want to let him go, but the only way we can have our happily ever after is if I defeat Hexegot.

      When we pull our lips apart, I rest my forehead against his. “I love you.”

      Upon returning to the cave, we find Bergot explaining the plan to Valda and Nik.

      “We’ll be ready.” Valda has her bow and arrow in-hand while the twins have their knives.

      “Are you ready, dear?” Bergot asks me.

      I look in at Stargott, preparing the loom, and he nods. “Yes.”

      Resting on the furs next to the roaring fire, I focus on the crackling sounds and the growing pain in my skull. I let it erupt through my entire body. Then I slip into pitch-black darkness and sink into an abyss.
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      Gisela falls slack to the floor, and my insides crumble. My arms and legs grow hollow and tremble as I watch her succumb to the witch-goddess yet again.

      “We should tie her up,” Valda says, drawing ropes from her pack.

      My mouth is so dry, I need to swallow before saying, “What?”

      “The witch can wake up at any moment,” she says. “We need the upper hand.”

      Nik steps over to help fold Gisela's arms behind her back and Valda begins binding Gisela’s wrists with complicated knots.

      “Stop!” I lunge for them, but the gods step in front of me.

      “It is for the best. No one wants to hurt Gisela,” Bergot says, resting a bony hand on my chest. “We can't let Hexegot get near Stargott while Gisela works on the mirror.”

      I felt so helpless the first time watching Hexegot possess her body, and now I feel the same. The needles don’t pin me down in panic this time, they burn through me. The rage building inside needs a release. I grab the lute and rush from the cave, sprinting toward a thick pine. The lute produces off-key twangs as the strings pop and shards of wood fly while I smash the instrument against the tree. I hit it over and over again until only a broken piece remains in my hand. Crashing to my knees, I chuck the small piece of wood and scream.

      “Brahm!” Bergot says from behind me and places her hand on my shoulder. “Gisela made her choice. It is the only way.”

      I lean into her touch, and my anger melts into tears. “I know. I just don’t like it.”

      “Please come back and stay by her side,” the goddess says. “Stargott is going to work on the tapestry. He and Gisela have a plan. We can do this.”

      After taking a deep breath and wiping my eyes, I nod and follow the goddess back to the cave, leaving the broken and scattered pieces of my instrument behind. Stargott is in his loom room, weaving the magic of the bone needle through the new tapestry.

      Sitting next to the sleeping Gisela, I tuck a red curl behind her ear and notice the goosebumps on her arms. I cradle her in my arms and move her closer to the fire, the warm light illuminates the rope bindings. Oh, how I wish to untie her, but I know we can’t let Hexegot roam free if she wakes up. Valda stares intently, waiting for her to turn into a monster. I know she’s right, but she’s still my Gisela for the time being.

      Nik taps Valda's shoulder. “Why don’t you and the twins stay outside?” he suggests. “I'll watch with Brahm.”

      Valda's brown eyes slide to meet mine. “Please be careful,” she says to me then gestures for Ulfa and Tobias to follow her out of the cave.

      Bergot sits near me and shivers with a rattle of bones.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I can feel her waking,” she whispers. “It will not be long before my sister returns.”

      I glance at Gisela's serene and lovely face, then at Stargott working his magic at the loom. “I hope we have long enough.”

      Gisela takes a deep breath and stirs in my arms. She tugs and flinches against the binds around her wrists and ankles.

      “You should get away from her,” Bergot warns me.

      My throat grows thick with needles and my chest constricts around my heart. I don’t want to let her go, but I rest her on some furs near the fire and stand. Gisela wriggles for a few moments before her green eyes fling open. She stares at me before thrashing against the ropes.

      “Stargott?” Bergot calls out. “How far along are you?”

      “Not far.” He uses shuttles in shades of gray and black along with the bone needle to design a new story through the warp, but his crooked fingers can only move so fast.

      “Hurry!” I shout.

      Gisela goes still again. She sits up unnaturally slow and tilts her head at me, making her long wavy hair fall over her shoulder. “Brahm? What’s going on? Untie me.”

      My feet want to step forward. My hands itch to untie the knots digging into her freckled skin. During my imprisonment, I was so confused and disoriented. The pitch darkness made me question which way was up or down and the slippery dew gave me the sensation of falling. Not only that, but Hexegot made me question whether she was Gisela or not. Now, she has that empty look in her eyes where no gleam, spark, or love exists. I believe this is Hexegot and not my Gisela, but the needles poking and prodding my head make me unsure.

      “Please?” she whispers.

      Bergot steps to my side, giving me strength. I shake my head, making Hexegot’s eyes flash black. Now I know with certainty that it is the witch-goddess.

      “Let me go now,” she screeches.

      “No, sister,” Bergot says. “You have lost.”

      “Oh, dear sister,” Hexegot says with a dagger-sharp grin, “I've only just begun. You see, that little nap I had while Gisela was in control only gave me more energy. I am exactly where I want to be.” She tilts her head to look inside the loom room. “Is that our dear brother?”

      Stargott glances back, terror flashing in his green eyes.

      “Hello, Stargott,” Hexegot says. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Did she let Gisela wake up so she could find Stargott? My fingers and toes grow numb, threatening to turn my body into a useless heap. Hexegot jumps up and hops into the center fire.

      “No!” I try to grab her, but Bergot and Nik hold me back.

      The flames lick up all around her, but only the ropes burn away. Her white dress blackens with soot. She steps from the fire unharmed and smiles at me, making me freeze in place.

      “Stargott,” she says, snapping her gaze to him and his loom. “Stop what you’re doing and weave a new tale for me.”

      “Never.” He shakes his head and returns to weaving the mirror in the dungeon, his claw-like hands working feverishly.

      The witch-goddess growls and lunges for him, but Bergot steps in the way. Touching her diadem, the goddess creates a protective barrier of white sparks around her brother.

      Hexegot cackles. “How long can you keep that up, dear sister? Soon you’ll wear yourself out, and then he’ll have to weave me a new story.”

      “I will never help you,” the weaver god says.

      While the god-siblings bicker with one another, both Nik and I glance at the torch resting in the fire. My mind races, weighing the costs of our choices. It would be best to deny Hexegot her chance at a new story. She can’t gain control of both Stargott and his loom. I look Nik in the eyes and can tell he is thinking the same thing. He’s closer to the torch, so I give him a nod. Nik lunges to grab it and pushes past the goddesses, setting the tapestry and loom on fire.

      “No!” Hexegot shouts.

      Flames quickly engulf the materials, rolling high against the dark cave stone. Hexegot reaches for it, but Nik and I shove her away while Bergot trembles to the ground, trying to hold on to her protective spell. Stargott doesn’t attempt to put out the flames but drags the older tapestries from the burning room. Hexegot slips past Nik and me and pounces onto Bergot.

      “Thank you, sister. I’ll be taking back what’s mine,” she says, ripping the crystal pendant from Bergot’s neck. Then she looks at Stargott, weeping at the sight of his destroyed loom. “Looks like I’ll just have to use your bones, brother, to create new relics and my own story.”

      She pushes herself up and runs toward him, but Bergot knocks her down with a blast of bright magic. Nik and I help Stargott rescue the other tapestries while the two goddesses tussle on the ground. Hexegot visibly trembles, and Bergot is somehow able to overpower her.

      “Get the ropes,” Bergot shouts, pinning her weakened sister to the ground.

      I swallow the needles in my throat, watching the woman I love struggle beneath Bergot. No, Brahm. She is not the woman you love. In my hesitation, Nik goes to tie Hexegot up again, but she glares at him with her eyes flashing black.

      “You ruined my chance at a happy ending.”

      Before we can stop her, Hexegot grips her crystal pendant and disappears into a whirl of smoke. No, not smoke: fog. It spreads outward from where she stood, curling its way to fill the entire cave. Like the deadly fog from the Offerings’ path. I want to warn everyone. I want to shout. I want to scream. But my tongue is tied up, and I stare at the approaching fog like a fool.

      “Stargott!” Bergot yells.

      The fog dances and swirls, taunting me like it did to the Offerings. It takes the shape of Hexegot, a white-veiled phantom, while echoes of her laughter ring through the cave. Nik pushes himself up and lunges for her.

      “No!” I shout, but it’s too late.

      He drops to the ground, flailing and shaking from the poison until he goes deathly still. The fog dissipates and leaves the cave completely. From Nik’s veins, an inky darkness burns his skin, slowly turning him to ash. Stargott and Bergot reach for him, but he crumbles between their fingers.

      “Can you help him?” I ask, kneeling beside the gods with Nik’s skeleton cradled in their hands. “Can you bring him back?”

      Bergot shakes her veiled head. I shrink away from the sight and curl against the cold cave wall.

      “What happened? Is she gone?” Valda bursts into the cave with the twins behind her, looking all around at the destruction. “Wait. Where’s Nik?”

      The needles go into full force, the pain beneath my skin making me shake worse than ever before. I try to grip my knees while keeping my eyes shut, but the agony becomes too strong. Collapsing to the ground, sobs wrack my body while my heart aches. The gods explain what happened to Nik, but Hexegot’s cackling laughter swims through my head. I can’t hear what they’re saying. I can only vaguely hear the shrieks and cries of Valda, Ulfa, and Tobias.

      The witch killed Nik. She killed him for burning Stargott’s loom. The loom. I know it seemed like the best option at the time, but how will Stargott create a tapestry now? How will Gisela ever escape?

      “Brahm, breathe,” Bergot says, gripping my shoulders. “Come back.”

      Soon, the needles settle down. They start by letting go of my chest and throat, and I suck in deep breaths. Next, they draw back from my head and limbs, leaving me shredded inside. I open my eyes to the sight of Valda and the twins mourning over Nik’s bones. Nik was such a good man. He has a lovely family who is waiting for him to come home a hero. He didn’t deserve this. He was just trying to save us all from a terrible fate.

      Bergot motions for me to take a deep breath in and blow it out slowly between my lips. My heart rate slows only slightly, for now rage has built up heavy in my chest.

      “How’d she do that?” I ask, pointing at Nik’s bones. “What about the oath?”

      “We aren’t in the valley,” Bergot says. “She just wasn’t strong enough to do anything else.”

      “What are we going to do?” I ask. “Without Stargott’s loom?”

      Bergot shakes her head and sniffles.

      Folding his crooked hands, Stargott stands near Nik. “Before we worry about that and take our next step, we should give him proper burial.”

      “Yes.” Valda stands and turns toward me, revealing her puffy, tear-stained eyes. “We will bury Nik. Then we’ll find a way to beat her. I want her gone.”

      The fierceness in her tone sends a shiver down my spine.

      In a clearing, with a miraculous view of the sunset, we give Nik his final resting place.

      “He was like another father to me and the twins,” Valda says, standing near the grave. “After our parents were taken by Hexegot, Nik took care of us. He didn’t have to; he had his own family to worry about. But that’s exactly who he was. He was a helper, he was a provider, he was a father. He truly was a strongman, in every sense of the word.”

      She marches away, wiping the tears from her cheeks. The rest of us say our goodbyes to Nik, tossing a handful of earth onto his skeleton. The twins go together before holding one another’s hands and following Valda. When it is Stargott’s turn, the god rests the pile of rescued tapestries in the grave with Nik.

      “Take care of these for us, good man. If and when it is possible, I will weave for you a new story,” the god says. “For now, protect these tales and let them keep you company in the Otherworld.”

      I almost forgot that, as Hexegot’s victim, Nik will go to the Otherworld. Now that he’s been properly buried and the sun has left us with nothing but shadows and night, I turn toward the storyteller god.

      “What are we going to do?” I ask.

      He stares blankly at the grave and shakes his head.

      “Come,” Bergot says, patting both of our shoulders. “We need to figure this out as a team.”

      Inside the cave, marred with soot and debris, we meet up with Valda, Ulfa, and Tobias. I have no idea how she’ll respond, but I take a deep breath and approach Valda.

      “May I give you a hug?” I ask.

      Her bottom lip quivers and she scrunches her face, but nods. I wrap my arms around her, and she hugs back. This strong young woman who does everything for others shudders in my embrace. Guilt hovers over me like a dark cloud for asking them to join us on this mission.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      She sniffles and pulls away. Her stony façade rises back up slightly, but she does offer me a sad smile. “He’s not truly gone, he’s just in the Otherworld, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “We need to find another way to stop her,” she says and turns toward Stargott. “So, do you have another loom?”

      The god shakes his head, his long red beard dusting the floor. Tilting her head, Ulfa holds up the small loom Gisela built for her and Tobias.

      “No, I’m sorry,” the weaver god says. “That loom is great for starting out, but too small for the intricacy I need for my designs.”

      “Then can we build one, brother?” Bergot suggests.

      “I’m not a strong young god like I was when I built it,” he says, showing us his deformed hands. “Even if we did manage to build a loom, she burned up all of my tools and supplies. All I have left is the bone needle. It would be much quicker to return to the valley. Do you know anyone with a loom?”

      Valda and Bergot shake their heads while my mind races. I don’t know anyone with a loom, but I do know people who work with wood and spin fibers.

      “Gisela’s father, Jonas, could build us a loom. He and his brother are master woodworkers,” I say. “And her sister, Thora, has plenty of thread for you to use. She took up spinning almost a year ago.”

      A twinkle lights up Stargott’s green eyes. “That would be magnificent.”

      “We have less than a week until May Day,” Valda reminds us.

      “It took us nearly a week to get here,” I say, rubbing my temples.

      “Without the injuries or obstacles we suffered on the way here,” Bergot begins in her deep voice, “maybe we can return in less time.”

      After packing my things, I wait for everyone to prepare for our journey. Gisela is stuck in Hexegot’s mind once more. I pace outside the cave while the frosted earth, dead leaves, and brittle pine needles crunch under my boots. How can I face my family? Face Gisela’s family? It is like returning from being an Offering once more. I’m a failure again. How can they still love me when I keep failing? I continue pacing and shake out my needle-filled hands.

      “Brahm.” Valda grabs my shoulder. “Calm down, we’ll find a way. We need you to be sharp.”

      “I don’t know how this will work.”

      “You can’t give up now.” She surprises me with another hug.

      I wrap my arms around her tightly and savor the moment. Though I haven’t known her long, Valda has been a true and loyal friend. Even after I hurt her feelings, she wants to help me.

      “Gisela needs you,” she says, patting my back.

      Narrowing my brows, I slowly pull back from the embrace. “You actually want me to save Gisela now?”

      She nods, her dark curls bouncing, and takes a deep breath. “I…I actually might agree with you. She could be our only chance to defeat the witch-goddess.”

      “We’re running out of time.”

      “Gisela came up with the plan, didn’t she?” Valda asks, guiding me toward the mouth of the cave where the others have prepared torches. “We need to be strong for her. We’ll only take short rests along the way. We can do this. We must. Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      Ulfa hands me a torch, fierce determination on her angelic face.

      “Ready?” I ask everyone.

      Stargott holds up the bone needle. “I have everything I need.”
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Brahm

        

      

    

    
      The hours stretch like eons as we trek through the ruthless mountains at night. The needling worries have my head in a painful fog, and I simply go through the motions of hiking and resting. Hiking and resting. I must continue moving forward at all costs even though everything—my body and soul alike—aches.

      After the first day, Bergot began falling behind again. Now, she rides in my bag, silent and somber. We all are so silent that even Ulfa and Tobias’ mutism doesn’t stand out. Valda no longer sings. And Stargott seems deep in thought, as if the stories are constantly stirring in his mind, his face blank as he marches through the thick and wild woods. With his beard tossed over one shoulder to prevent himself from tripping, he looks slightly younger. I can see Wil reflected in his face.

      I not only need to fix things for Gisela’s sake, but for Wil and the rest of Hexegot’s victims. They don’t deserve to relive their deaths into eternity. We must fix these stories.

      After a few days of our tiring journey, we reach the valley late at night. We are all on heightened alert, keeping watch for Hexegot’s henchmen. Clouds obscure the moon and stars, providing us with coverage as we make our way toward my family home in Norstadt. The needles pierce through my veins and prod at my head and heart once more. How can I face Gisela’s family? How can I ask them for help?

      The trees thin out where fields slice across the valley. Farmhouses sneak up on us every so often until we get nearer to the closely-knit homes of town. My home rises into view with its large garden, chicken coop, and goat pen. A warm glow beams in the first-level windows; someone must be awake, even at this late hour.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn the knob to the back door and it creaks open. Thora whips her blonde head around and smiles.

      “Prince Brahm!” she says, running over and throwing her arms around me.

      “I missed you,” I tell her.

      Everyone slips into the house behind me, and Stargott closes the door. Thora releases me and looks up at him, her wide brown eyes aglow with wonder.

      “Thora, this is Stargott,” I say, taking off my pack to help Bergot out.

      “The weaver.” Thora shrugs and goes back toward the hearth where she has some tapestries spread out. She points to one. “I saw GiGi. Where is she now?”

      “That is why we’re here,” Bergot says. “We need to weave a new story for her and Hexegot.”

      Thora nods, as if any of this makes sense. Everyone slinks onto the couches and floor cushions, including me, to rest our weary bodies. Even Ulfa and Tobias look completely worn out for once. I know exactly how heartache and grief can drain you of all energy.

      “Thora,” I say. “We’ll need your Pa to build Stargott a new loom and we’ll need you to give him—”

      “Thread.”

      “Yes,” Stargott says, smiling at the girl. “How did you know?”

      Thora doesn’t answer. She simply heads upstairs to bed.

      “Everyone, get some sleep,” Bergot commands. “At dawn we’ll help Jonas build a new loom.”

      Valda clears her throat. “While you do that, I’ll visit Nik’s family.”

      I pat her shoulder before finding blankets and pillows for her, the twins, and Stargott. I head upstairs myself, craving the comfort of my bed more than ever.

      ***

      “Brahm,” Thora whispers, waking me from a distressed sleep. “Pa’s up.”

      The faint light of dawn bleeds through the curtains, illuminating Gisela’s floral crown atop Thora’s head. I sit up and rub my eyes, trying to wipe away the afterimages from my nightmares. The needles love to stitch the most horrific tapestries of dreams while I sleep.

      “He is?” I ask, voice ragged. “Does he know about the loom yet?”

      She nods.

      “Thanks.”

      The girl slips from my room. I swing my legs over the bed and force myself up to get dressed. Gisela needs me. Downstairs—and nearly taking up the entire hearth room—Jonas has the base of the loom built out of wood. Sounds of sawing and hammering come from the open back door. In the kitchen, my mother, Anja, and Thora make breakfast.

      “Brahm!” my mother shouts when I enter the kitchen, and she wraps me in her embrace. “My boy! I was so worried about you.”

      “I know, I’m here now.” I press a kiss against her forehead.

      Anja also hugs me before I leave the kitchen to find the others. Outside, Stargott, Bergot, Ulfa, Tobias, and my Pa help Jonas with the woodworking. I grin at the sight when a loud banging comes from the front door. I turn toward the women in the kitchen, who look as puzzled as I am. The frantic knocking continues, so I make my way to the front of the house. Maybe Valda has already returned from visiting Nik’s family?

      The needles freeze me in place. What if it’s Hexegot’s men? I swallow my fears down. They cannot arrest us for building a loom. There are no rules against fiber arts.

      I open the door, and the blood drains from my face. Albert, wearing his white priest robes, strides into my house. Beneath his disheveled black hair is a bruised eye, crooked and bloody nose, and a split lip. He limps toward me and falls to his knees, grabbing my pant legs. Everyone rushes inside to see.

      “You have to stop her,” he whispers before slumping to the ground, unconscious.

      I lift the injured man and rest him on the couch next to the hearth. I place my hand on his chest, thankful it still rises and falls.

      “Get him some water,” I tell Tobias, who is closest to me. When the boy returns, I try to sit the High Priest up. “Albert,” I say, making his eyes open into small slits. Tobias places the glass of water near his lips. “Drink this.”

      After he takes a sip, Albert leans against the back of the couch and sighs. “Thank you.”

      Bergot glides over. “What happened?”

      Albert composes himself and gulps a little more water. I gesture to Jonas, Stargott, and the others to continue their work on the loom.

      “She returned,” Albert begins, heaving deep breaths. “She was asleep for a while but when she woke up, she was angry. She tortured me.”

      My hands tremble at my sides, and a sharp pain needles my chest. I know all about Hexegot’s torture. By the looks of it, his torture was not only mental, but physical.

      “Why?” Bergot asks.

      “She knew I helped Gisela find you,” he says. “That I was the one who gave her the crystal amulet.”

      My mother hands me a damp cloth and bandages for Albert. “Let us know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Frau Wolf,” he says, tears spilling from the corners of his eyes.

      She nods and heads back to help Anja and Thora while Bergot and I tend to Albert’s wounds.

      Once the room has cleared out some, Albert looks me in the eyes. “Hexegot is enraged and has a terrible plan.”

      “What sort of plan?” Bergot asks.

      “To wipe the entire valley from the map so that she can start anew. She will create her own stories with no one left to threaten her.”

      I wipe some blood from his brow. “What can we do?”

      “We keep working on our plan,” Bergot says. “We trap her before she has a chance to harm anyone else. Albert, do you know where the crown and staff are located?”

      He nods, but his eyes stare blankly ahead. “Deep in the Sanctuary, there’s a niche within the cavern walls where Hexegot stores her most dangerous relics,” he says. “But it is guarded by a spell—only Hexegot can retrieve them. If anyone else tries, they will be burned alive.”

      Bergot hums in thought. “Could Gisela retrieve them?”

      “Yes.” He clenches his jaw and strains his face as if fighting off more tears. “She’s going to kill me, isn’t she?”

      “She may kill us all,” Bergot says. “But we are doing the right thing. You are finally doing the right thing, Albert.”

      “You know, she tortured me too,” I tell him. “I may not bear physical scars like you, but I have mental ones. I know it will be difficult to return to her, but you must if you want to help.”

      “I do.”

      “Go back and pretend nothing has changed,” I say. “Wait for Gisela to wake up, help her get the relics, and bring her to us.”

      Bergot and I help Albert get cleaned up, bandaged, and fed before sending him back to the Sanctuary. As I watch him walk away, my stomach grows sick. What did we just do? Did we just send a man to certain death? I loathed him for so long, but nothing about this feels right. I hang my head and massage my temples.

      Bergot touches my shoulder. “She still needs him alive for now…and he’s our only chance.”

      “There!” Jonas shouts from the hearth room.

      Bergot and I turn to find the loom completed at the center of the small, crowded room. I can’t help but smile even though hope has been slipping away from me once again. Thora and Stargott set up the loom with her spun fibers to create the warp. The storyteller god sits at the loom with the bone needle and begins his work. Bergot stands by her brother’s side.

      Everyone else crams inside the small kitchen to eat. The house fills with warm chatter, but I keep nervously glancing at Stargott, hoping this will work. My father and mother, along with Jonas and Anja, all return to their normal jobs and chores so as not to raise suspicion among Hexegot’s henchmen. Thora shows the twins the chickens and goats outside, and they help her with the chores.

      About an hour into his work of weaving with shuttles and the bone needle, I step beside Stargott, whose face is drawn tight.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      He points his long, jagged finger at the woven image of the mirror with Hexegot trapped inside the glass. “My magic is no longer working; something’s wrong.”

      Despite the warm hearth, I shiver. It truly looks like an ordinary tapestry. Not one woven with magic. If he can’t change Hexegot’s story, how will we defeat her?

      With the bone needle, Stargott tries and tries again to spill his magic into the fibers. But alas, nothing. The metaphorical needles beneath my skin threaten to poke and prod me until I’m a weak mess. Thora enters the back door and takes my hand, helping to keep the needles at bay.

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “GiGi’s story isn’t yet over.”

      I bite back the emotions tangling in the back of my throat. “I hope not, it’s just…”

      “It’s just that Stargott’s magic is no longer working,” Bergot says with a sigh. She slumps onto the bench next to her brother, the sound of her rattling bones filling the room.

      “It’s GiGi’s story,” Thora says, smiling up at me.

      I narrow my eyes and tilt my head. Those wide brown eyes of hers are still full of sparkle, hope, and wonder. I’ve been under my own sick spell, stuck inside my own head. How could I forget that we are living a real-life fairy tale?

      “She’s right,” I say. “Maybe Gisela needs to weave this tale.”

      Stargott leans against the loom to push his tall body to stand upright. “In my many years, I have traveled far and wide. To the edges of our world, in fact.”

      “And?” Bergot asks, raising her veiled head.

      “There are literal edges,” he says, thumbing the edge of his own tapestry. “Frayed and tattered fibers that stretch into nothing but a dark abyss. The world that we know is simply a story our mother and father created. We are all a part of this same story.”

      Chills swim up my spine at his revelation.

      “I have grown weary and weak,” Stargott says. “Maybe my story spinning days are over, and it is time for Gisela’s to begin.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask.

      He holds up the bone needle. “I believe when Gisela wakes, it will be time to pass this along to her.”
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Gisela

        

      

    

    
      When a dream envelops you, it can feel more vivid than reality. It can make you question your sanity. The bright colors and intense emotions trick you, weaving their way into your heart. It's only when you stir awake, and the visions fade away, that you question the absurd and nonsensical details.

      As I float from the depths of sleep, I question the fluttering images of my latest dream. But they flap away like little birds before I can remember. A heavy chill presses me from all around, and goosebumps rise on my arms and shoulders.

      I open my eyes to discover only grim darkness. Before me is a cold and empty abyss. Something of dreams—or nightmares—greets me when I stand and turn around. A castle of bones looms over me with its twisting towers, arched windows, and flying buttresses—all made of bones. Mold snakes around the ground while ash rains from above.

      Though it is horrifying, like a moth to a flame, I am drawn to this place. Despite its harrowing architecture and grotesque features, it feels inviting and familiar. Like a home. I walk forward to rest my hand on the bony gate, and a memory surfaces in my mind.

      Somehow, I know this place is mine. It’s my castle. I walk through a garden of bone flowers and shrubs where three skeletons sit around a tea table. Their names pop into my mind like daisies: Skeletta, Creaks, and Rattles.

      “Hello,” I say. “Do you remember me?”

      I swear a little gleam lights up in the hollow sockets of Skeletta's eyes.

      “I'm going to explore inside,” I warn them, but they seem more interested in whatever drama has unfolded amongst the three of them.

      Through a tall, arched doorway, I enter the castle filled with corridors and rooms—each one deadlier than the next. When falling chandeliers, poisoned items, and fire try to kill me, I evade them with ease, as if I am familiar with these traps. I wonder, was I their creator?

      One particular room is filled with lovely painted faces on the wall. They look so familiar. I reach out to touch them. A beautiful girl named Thora who has wide eyes and straight hair makes me smile. A handsome man named Brahm with long twists of hair and a dashing grin makes my heart thunder. I miss them so much even though I can’t remember why.

      The bed in the center of the room entices me. How can I be so tired when I just woke up from a deep sleep? I touch the faces on the wall once more, wishing they would come to life, then shuffle my way to bed.

      The dreams come and go like little puzzle pieces. Bits of names. Voices. Touches. A mountain. A kiss. A tapestry. A mission...but what?

      I sit up in the cold, dark room and rub my temples.

      “Who are you?” I ask the faces on the wall.

      Whoever Thora is, I want to scoop her up into a hug. And whoever Brahm is, with the twisted hair and full lips...well, I think he was the man who kissed me in my dreams. I want him to fold his arms around me and kiss me forever.

      Out in the garden, Skeletta watches Creaks and Rattles battle in an early-morning game of chess.

      “Bored?” I whisper to her, and I swear she nods her skull. “Then you can help me.”

      She sits there without moving or saying anything, but I know she's listening as truly great friends do.

      “I have odd dreams that I can't quite understand,” I begin. “I dream of people who feel so warm, made of flesh, blood, and souls, they must be family. And I dream of a man who kisses me and holds my hand. Do you know where these people are?”

      She says nothing, but a small glint on her cheek reminds me of a tear.

      “Tears,” I whisper, and a memory comes floating back to me. “I used my tears to leave this place once before. But why? Where did I go?”

      Skeletta has turned her attention back to her dueling boyfriends. Oh, dear. Such drama. I roll my eyes and return to the room of faces inside the castle. I sit with my legs crossed and stare at the people.

      When I left this place using my tears, were they with me? I close my eyes and attempt to draw up the memory or dream of the kiss.

      He was warm against me. His hand was in my hair. We traced one another's palms.

      Brahm.

      That's it. When I look at the painting of him, memories bloom in my mind. I love Brahm. I miss him.

      I look at Thora. Her laughter peals through my mind like a sweet bell. My sister. My rock. My best friend.

      Fresh tears flow freely down my cheeks for my loved ones. A broken skull lies in the corner, so I sweep it up to catch the tears. If I used my tears of love and sadness before, I should be able to make another doorway. I turn to leave this castle of horrors, but more memories prick my mind. Something tells me I’m not quite ready to go. Leaving so soon would be a huge mistake. What am I doing here?

      More memories spill into my mind, so I bite my finger and paint on the wall. I draw the goddess Bergot, with her veils covering her skeletal form. Her brother, Stargott with his long beard and crooked hands.

      I study their faces, and Stargott's reminds me of the loom and tapestries. He had the bone needle from the Tale of the Three Children. He was the god who wove the fairy tales and created the Otherworld.

      Those thoughts needle my mind, but the threads are still in a tangled heap. Why am I here if the people I love are somewhere else? How do I find them? What am I supposed to be doing here? I lift the skull of tears to my chest and gaze down at my reflection. Unruly red hair cascades like a river of fire. Freckles adorn my skin like constellations. My heart cracks a little at another memory. Brahm called me Freckles.

      I smile through the heartache and add a few more tears to my watery mirror. A mirror. My breaths hitch in my throat, arriving quick and sharp while the memories pound at my skull.

      Brahm and Bergot searched for golden relics to find Stargott in the mountains. Together, we are going to trap Hexegot in a new story. I am here to build a mirror where she can spend the rest of eternity.

      Descending the spiral stairs into my dungeon, I carry the skull of tears. In the furthest, darkest, coldest, and most-fortified cell, I begin my work.

      I form the frame of the mirror with bones. From my pricked finger, red threads stitch and bind them into place. I etch the names of my loved ones into the bones, to make them stronger. The more love and light magic spilled into this mirror, the more fortified a prison it will be for the witch-goddess.

      Once the frame is complete and hanging on the wall, I use my tears to paint the mirror—a mirror so smooth it only speaks the truth. Not what someone wants to see, like in Hexegot's first obstacle for the Offerings, showing someone their greatest desire. Those mirrors showed wishes and dreams, not reality. This mirror will also not show someone’s greatest fears, like in the very last obstacle Hexegot created for me—the mirror with the Dark Gisela. No, this mirror may haunt some, but it’s nothing but a pure reflection of who and what they are.

      I stand before it and grin at the result. When I swipe my hand before the tears, releasing my magic, it hardens to smooth glass. And there I am. I may be a demigoddess, and some may think I am beautiful, but I am still rough around the edges. Growing up, I often wished for blonde hair like Thora or a clear complexion like my mother. But the woman I see before me in the mirror has the love of an incredible man, has power beyond her understanding, and resembles her brother, father, and ancestors who came before her. She is real. She is imperfect. She is fierce. She is loved.

      I leave the mirror behind, certain I will see it many times again. Making my way outside with the bowl of remaining tears, I pause in the gardens to say goodbye to my skeleton friends.

      “I'm leaving again,” I say, while they sit ever so still in their chairs. “I hope you figure out what you want, Skeletta.”

      Outside the castle walls is the yawning abyss, where I imagine the red tapestry door ripples somewhere in the distance. Oh, how I would love to see my brother again and feel his embrace one more time. But that would risk my memory, therefore risking Wil's life in the Otherworld and everyone else's life in the real world...whatever real means.

      “Goodbye, Wil,” I whisper, swallowing the thorns in my throat. “I love you.”

      I stand tall and take a deep breath. Using the remaining tears in the skull, I fingerpaint a door. Like before, this door will wake me up. This door will lead me back to those I love. This door will be the beginning of the end of Hexegot and her reign of terror.

      I rest my palm on the handle and close my eyes.
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Gisela

        

      

    

    
      Shifting my body under heavy furs, I stir in some sort of bed. As my eyes adjust to the candlelight, Hexegot’s bedroom within the Sanctuary blooms into view. I study the damp cave walls, furs strewn across the straw mattress, a small wardrobe likely filled with sheer and revealing clothing, and an iron table with a lonely dripping candle. My fingers find their way to the crystal hanging from my neck, and I release a joyous sob.

      I haven't forgotten this time.

      I succeeded in creating the mirror and waking up.

      I know this crystal will take me to my family should I wish it, but I need the relics first to give Bergot and Stargott back their full power. Easing myself from the bed, a chill crawls across my body from the cavernous air, and I adjust the low-cut silk gown Hexegot chose for us. The witch-goddess is truly obsessed with her looks.

      “My goddess,” Albert's voice comes from outside the room like a mere whisper echoing against the stones. “Are you well?”

      I slide the silk curtain open, and Albert jumps back. His face is black and purple, his lip is split, and he wears a sling around his left arm. He looks so much worse than before.

      “What happened to you?” I ask, taking in his injuries.

      He stands up tall while squinting at me. “Whatever do you mean, my goddess?”

      A few of Hexegot's henchmen approach in the hallway, so I tug Albert inside and close the curtain. When I turn to him, he hunches in the corner, every muscle in his slender body tense.

      “Albert?” I whisper so the men outside won't hear. “It's me, Gisela. I won't hurt you.”

      He stares at me wide-eyed for a moment before relaxing his shoulders. “Did you...enact the plan?”

      I cross my arms and narrow my eyes. “What do you know about the plan?”

      “I visited Brahm, Bergot, and the others—”

      “You did? Is that why she hurt you?” I step forward, making him flinch. “Sorry. Where are they? Are they all right?”

      “They’re at Brahm’s,” he says before peeking out of the curtain. “But first you need the relics. Come.”

      I follow Albert through the winding dank corridors carved into the rock as we weave our way through the Sanctuary. Footsteps and voices approach, and my heart races. What if any of her henchmen recognize that I'm not her?

      Albert halts and turns to me. “Grab my collar and yell at me.”

      I furrow my brows. “What?”

      “Call me names...anything,” he says. “Just do it. Act like her.”

      I grab the front of Albert's robes and tug him toward me as soon as the two henchmen appear down the tunnel.

      “You fool,” I snarl through my teeth. “You disgust me! I should snap your neck like the vermin you are and be rid of you once and for all.”

      As the two men sidle past us, I whip around to look at them. They both flinch and pick up their pace, disappearing around a corner. I continue yelling at Albert for a few more moments, ending with, “Now finish your job!”

      “Yes, my goddess,” he whispers.

      Albert trembles as he shrinks away from me, despite the reprimanding being his idea.

      I lower my voice. “I’m sorry.”

      He nods, but visibly curls in on himself, shoulders and neck bent low like a scolded puppy. “Follow me.”

      Deeper into the cave, he leads me to the glass door covering Hexegot’s treasure trove. Inside are the Crown of Bones and the Staff of Stargott on full display next to her vile and dangerous enchantments.

      I rest my hand upon the glass, belief in my heart, and it is cool to the touch. I look at Albert, whose eyes are wide with bewilderment. Twisting the knob, I open the crystal door and touch the crown.

      The ancient power inside vibrates through my fingertips and into my body. It sings to my soul. My ancestors created these relics so their children could help our people. Now it is my turn to protect the valley. Tears spring into my eyes, and I can't help but weep. I have a chance to end this nightmare fairy tale Hexegot has written.

      “Put it on and take the staff,” Albert says. “Then use the crystal to find the others.”

      My weak fingers lift the crown. It is ancient and filled with divine magic. It feels wrong to wear it because I feel like it should belong to Bergot, but I place it on my head anyway. I take Stargott’s staff into my hand. The centuries of protecting the valley and ushering souls into the afterlife are not lost on me.

      Albert points to the crystal. “Brahm is at his home with your family. Go.”

      “Thank you,” I say, staring at this man who was once my employer, romantic interest, and enemy. We all play roles in these stories, and he has at least attempted to rewrite his.

      “Don't thank me,” he says, shaking his head. “I was awful to you. I have so much to make up for.”

      “Well, thank you for helping me now.” I step forward and rest my hand over his heart. “There is still good in you.”

      “Thank you, my goddess. That means a lot to me.” He nods, meeting my eyes. “Goodbye, Gisela.”

      “You aren’t coming with me?”

      “I'll cover for you and deal with the henchmen. Now go.”

      Grasping the crystal, I imagine Brahm’s warm and inviting home and close my eyes. Images of Thora and Brahm swim through my mind. I want to be with them and my parents so badly it hurts. A lightness fills my body, transporting me like fog on the breeze.

      Gravity tugs me back together, all pins and needles, and my eyes fling open to find a brown house with a thatched roof where goats and chickens play around the garden. My breaths grow shallow and my palms gloss over with sweat. I swallow my nerves and step toward the door. I rap the staff against the wood and wait.

      Brahm answers, wide-eyed, with a slight tremble in his muscles. “Is it you?” he whispers, studying me.

      “GiGi!” Thora's sweet voice steals my attention as she runs toward me.

      My sister pushes past Brahm and throws her arms around me. Letting go of the staff, I embrace her. She didn’t hesitate at all. She knows exactly who I am. Sobs wrack my body like they did on May Day so very long ago. Thora has grown so much this past year. She’s becoming such a lovely young woman. I stroke her soft yellow hair and press a kiss to her forehead.

      “I've missed you,” I say while Thora wipes a tear from my face. “Thank you for believing in me.”

      My parents usher the two of us inside, and Stargott grabs his staff and closes the door. My mother trembles as she pulls me close while my Pa rubs my back. I smile at him through my tears, happy to see him looking so fit and healthy. He must be sober.

      When Ma finally releases me, I look around the room. Bergot in her dark veils, Stargott sitting at a gorgeous loom, my family, Brahm’s family, and some familiar faces of those who have helped us. Valda and the twins are sitting at the kitchen table, but we’re missing someone else.

      “Where’s Nikolaus?”

      Valda claps her hand over her mouth to cover her sobs while the twins lean on her shoulder to cry.

      “Hexegot’s fog killed him back at the mountain,” Bergot says.

      “Oh.” My heart drops into my stomach and the room spins. “I’m so sorry.”

      Bergot and Stargott wrap their arms around my shoulder.

      Valda stops crying and looks up at me, nodding. “It isn’t your fault,” she says. “But please, do your best to trap that witch.”

      I walk over to her and touch her shoulder. “I will. I promise.”

      Stargott ushers me toward the loom, where Brahm stands nearby. He hasn’t hugged or touched me yet but maintains a safe distance, staring at the crown on my head. I imagine the needles beneath his skin he told me about and suppose they are making him question who I am. I want to remove them completely, I want him to be fully mine, but it will take time.

      “Brahm,” I say, getting him to meet my eyes. I take one step toward him and hold out my hand, waiting for him to touch first. “It’s me. You’re safe. I love you. Are you all right?”

      I count my heartbeats, waiting for him to touch me. Please just take my hand, I pray. Brahm throws his arms around me and squeezes me tight.

      “Don't leave me again,” he whispers.

      I lean back enough to look into his eyes. “I won’t.”

      Brahm presses his lips against mine, and now I feel even more grounded in my body and this reality. I kiss him back, running my fingers through his twisted locks. Though my lips can never be satisfied, I pull away and smile at him.

      “My Freckles,” he whispers.

      We hold hands and turn to our family and friends.

      “What's the plan?” Valda asks.

      “It took me a while to remember when I was trapped inside Hexegot's mind again,” I begin, “but eventually I remembered you all and that I needed to build the mirror.”

      “And did you?” the goddess asks.

      Nodding, I hand Bergot her crown, then turn toward Stargott. “I suppose it's time for you to weave the story.”

      “I’m fading.” He shakes his head and raises his gnarly, claw-like hands. “It’s time for you to weave it.”

      Puzzled, I tilt my head. Thora steps close to touch my arm and stares at me with her sparkling eyes. “GiGi is the storyteller.”

      With Brahm and Thora guiding me, I walk toward the loom and sit. Stargott hands me the bone needle, and I breathe in its magic. How many stories has it told? How many are to come? I suppose only one is important right now, to save the past and the future. This isn’t just about saving them though; my entire life will change if I do this. If I accept myself as the storyteller goddess, will my life drag on for centuries? Will I eventually lose everyone I love and become lonely, slightly mad, and deformed like them? It’s not about me, though, is it? I was always meant to sacrifice something for my loved ones and this valley.

      With my family by my side, I weave the image of the mirror in the dungeon. Warping and weaving with the dull colors of the place where I was trapped, all bones, ash, and mold. This certainly won't be the most beautiful tapestry, but it will be the most important. Dark threads of iron and shadows and ivory threads of bones begin to take shape. Stargott helps me weave the shuttles through the warp and shows me how to use the bone needle to pour magic into the tale.

      Hours go by, and the others come and go while Brahm stands steadily at my side. Valda, and the twins leave under the cover of night to return to Nik's family. If this works, there will be reason to celebrate. A way to honor Nik’s sacrifice. If it doesn't, then it would be best to spend the final hours, days, or weeks with loved ones during Hexegot's fiery reign.

      My fingers are nearly numb by the time I complete the tapestry, bringing it to shimmering life with the bone needle. There in the fibers is a shiny mirror with a frame of blood and bones, trapping Hexegot in place. When I complete the final strand, nothing happens. I look at Brahm, who sits next to me and rubs my hands.

      “Why didn't it work?” I whisper because Ma, Pa, Thora, and Brahm’s parents have all gone to sleep.

      Brahm shakes his head. Bergot and Stargott shuffle over to study the tapestry.

      “I tried.” I look up at Stargott. “I promise I tried.”

      “I know,” he says, running his hand over the tapestry and then to the wood of the loom. “It isn't you.”

      “It's not?”

      “It must be the loom.”

      “The loom?” Brahm asks. “Why would the loom matter?”

      “Well, I didn’t think it would matter, but I built mine myself,” Stargott says, stroking his beard. “It was infused with the magic I once possessed in abundance, but now...”

      “I built it,” Pa says, walking down the creaking steps. “And I have no magic like Gi.”

      My father walks over to me and rubs my shoulders.

      I tap his hand. “It’s a beautiful loom, Pa.”

      “Indeed, but it seems we need a different answer,” Bergot says. Her veiled gaze sweeps to her brother, and she reaches her bony hand to touch his. “We are fading, brother. Maybe it's time to truly give Gisela what she needs.”

      He nods in understanding, though I am thoroughly confused.

      “We should return to the Sanctuary, where our powers are strongest,” Stargott says. “There, we shall build her a magical loom.”

      Brahm stands from the bench and crosses his arms. “Will it be safe there?”

      “As long as she doesn't come back,” I say. “The henchmen might believe I'm her...I could lie and tell them I'm trapping Gisela forever with the new tapestry. Anyway, many of them will be asleep right now. We'll only have to deal with a few. And we’ll have Albert on our side.”

      Brahm kisses me tenderly while his fingers skim over my neck and shoulder. Goosebumps and tingling warmth spread through me, and I want to keep him so badly it hurts. When we end the kiss, he and I wake the rest of our family members and prepare to leave for the Sanctuary.

      Outside, we gather round and hold hands.

      “I don't know if this will work,” I admit, “but I want everyone to picture the Sanctuary in their minds, all right?”

      Everyone scoots close enough to touch shoulders, and Brahm grasps my arm while Thora holds on tight to my hand. I clasp the crystal and close my eyes, imagining the Sanctuary. We all fade away, billowing like fog through the air.

      When we arrive inside the dimly lit Sanctuary, two guards from the entrance jog toward us.

      I grab the staff from Stargott and the crown from Bergot and step before the group. “Stop,” I shout at them in a cold, sinister voice like Hexegot's. They come to a halt and kneel before me.

      “Why are they here, my goddess?” the taller blond man asks.

      “They are my new prisoners,” I say with an evil smile. “Find Albert. Now!”

      “But,” the short bald man stammers as he points to my family, “what about...”

      I step toward him and grasp his throat. “You don't think I can handle a few prisoners?”

      “Of course you can, my goddess,” he struggles to say. I release him and he rubs his neck. “I am sorry, my goddess.”

      I lower my head to look at him through my brows and lower my voice to a stern whisper. “I said find Albert. I want the rest of you imbeciles to return to your barracks, for you are not allowed to see what I'm about to do.”

      “What is it?” the first man asks, but the other one tugs at his arm.

      “If you must know,” I seethe through my teeth, “a sacrifice. Now go before I add you to the death toll.”

      The two men scurry down the tunnel toward their barracks. I take a deep breath to compose myself, for it was far too easy to act like Hexegot. I don’t want to be like her. My head pounds with her pain. She is so close. When I turn back toward my family, by the giant statue of me, I notice Brahm trembling.

      I step toward him, leaving ample amounts of room between us. “I'm sorry, I had to think of something to make them go away. It's still me, Gisela.”

      His face has drained of color, and he clenches his fists. I wait for him to touch me. The agony I feel pales in comparison to what Hexegot put him through, but it is torturing no less. My skin aches for him.

      “Brahm, I'm sorry.”

      He moves toward me and caresses my cheek. I hug him in return while tears sting my eyes.

      “I love you,” I whisper in his ear.

      “I love you too, Freckles.”

      I smile at him and turn to the god and goddess. “Now that we have the Sanctuary, what do you plan to build a new loom with?”

      They clasp hands with one another, and Bergot speaks. “Us.”

      I scrunch my brows and shake my head. “I don't understand.”

      “We are fading, Gisela,” she says. “A magnificent relic, like the crown and staff, will be the best weapon we can give you to defeat our sister.”

      “No,” I say. “There must be another way...I mean, we just need to make up a new story, none of it is real.”

      Thora, who had been sitting quietly with our parents on a stone bench, stands and looks at me. “Who’s to say what’s real?”

      I stroke my sister's golden hair and study her lovely face. My heart melts, because one thing I know is certain—this love is real. The love we have for our family, whether they are in this world or another, is real. Wil and Mitzi are real. I must protect them too.

      Wiping my tears with the back of my hand, I turn to the god and goddess. “I'm going to miss you.”

      “You are the storyteller,” Bergot says, stepping close to touch my cheek. “Our stories will always be with you, never fear.”

      I nod and swallow the painful thorns in my throat.

      Stargott embraces me, his beard tickling my cheek. “I’m sorry we won’t have more time together, Gisela. For what it’s worth, I believe in you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What will happen to us, sis?” Stargott asks.

      She shakes her veiled head. “I do not know, but we shall be together.”

      The brother and sister step toward the gaudy and gilded statue of Hexegot. They raise their hands, melting the gold down into a shining platform. The everlasting flame still flickers at the center, bold and true.

      The god and goddess climb the new stairs leading to the top. After one final lingering gaze at me, they step into the flames. My heart wrenches as we watch them disappear into the fire. During their long lives, they’ve suffered so much at the hands of their sister. Now, they are dying because of her.

      Bone-colored smoke rises, twisting and turning above the platform. It takes shape and solidifies into a white loom while the eternal flame warps into a candle beside it. Simple, haunting, and beautiful.

      I drop to my knees and weep. The weight of what they just did sits heavy on my chest like a stone. I hope their sacrifice means something. I need to become the demigoddess they believed in. All of my family members kneel before the loom as well, whispering prayers of thanks.

      Brahm takes my arm to help me stand and thumbs away my tears. He presses his warm lips to mine and stares into my eyes. “It’s time, my storyteller goddess.”
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      Bowing low before the new altar and relic, I climb the steps to the bone loom and rest my hand upon it. The light magic from this powerful relic sweeps through me with a crisp and airy sensation, filled with love. I must make their sacrifice mean something. The fibers of the warp tickle my fingers, and I imagine the tale I’m about to weave.

      When I glance back at my family, they’re still kneeling.

      “Rise or sit, whatever you wish,” I say, nodding to Brahm and our families. “We are a family first; I never want you to kneel for me.”

      Ma and Pa lead Thora to sit with them near the Wolfs. Brahm, though, climbs the steps and stands by my side with his hand on my shoulder. I look up at him with tears in my eyes and caress the back of his hand. This man has gone through so much to help me. He has sacrificed his time and sanity. I hope after weaving this tale, I can set our little world right. I hope to remove all of his fears and worries—his ‘needles’—and have a life together. He kisses my cheek before I set my attention on the loom.

      “Once upon a time,” I begin my story while weaving the shadowy image of the mirror in the dungeon of my bone castle, “there was a goddess who hated everyone, herself most of all...”

      I trail off, murmuring aloud parts of the story here and there as I focus on the image.

      “You needed me, my goddess?” Albert says, startling me while taking cautious steps toward the new altar.

      “It's me, Gisela.”

      His shoulders relax, and he sighs.

      “I'm doing my best to trap Hexegot forever,” I say. “We need you to keep her men away for now.”

      Albert turns his eyes down to the ground. “Yes, my goddess.”

      He strides to the tunnel leading toward the barracks and closes a barred gate, locking it from the outside. When Albert takes a seat alone a few rows behind our families, I give Brahm a soft smile and return to my work.

      As I weave the bone needle through the warp to thread magic into the story, a sharp pain jolts through my head. I wince and rub my temples.

      “Freckles?” Brahm bends down and touches my head. “What’s wrong?”

      More pain burrows into my skull like a thick, poisonous fog. “I think it's her,” I whisper. “She's angry.”

      “Then be even angrier,” Brahm says, squeezing my shoulder. “Fight through it to finish the story.”

      I whimper through the intense agony and weave the shuttles of gray and black threads again. The mirror is taking shape, and Hexegot's image is nearly complete inside the glass.

      When I reach for the bone needle to weave the magical elements, Hexegot fights inside my head. The reality around me warps and weaves back and forth to the castle of bones, brutal and beautiful. I lose control over my muscles but like a marionette pulled by strings I remain upright. My vision flickers in and out. Sanctuary. Castle. Sanctuary. Castle.

      Back in the Sanctuary, my body turns, and my lips slide upwards in a grin when I look at Albert. I try to move on my own, but I can only see what is happening. My vision blurs and bruises along the edges as Hexegot focuses on Albert. I scream inside my mind and fight to take control, tugging and tugging against muscle and nerve. Although Hexegot’s anger flares, she cackles, making everyone in the Sanctuary gasp.

      “You failed me, so if I’m going down,” she says to Albert, “then you are coming with me, my pet.”

      Billowing into a stream of fog, we launch ourselves toward Albert and surround him like a cloud. He struggles to breathe within Hexegot’s poison. Trembling, Albert turns into ash and dust, leaving only a skeleton behind.

      “No!” I shriek inside our mind, attempting to rip myself away from her. “Stop!”

      The cloud dissipates and my body reforms. I take the opportunity during the transition to push Hexegot down and regain control of my physical form. When I steady myself, it’s too late. Albert is gone, and my family and friends have ducked behind the benches to hide. I spin to find Brahm hugging his knees to his chest and shivering.

      “It’s me now. Gisela,” I say, holding up my hands. “She took over, but I’m back. Oh, no!”

      I sit next to Albert’s heap of bones while everyone slowly steps out of hiding and toward me. “He…he had changed,” I say, tears springing to my eyes. “He was finally helping us.”

      Thora is the first to approach me, though Ma and Pa chase after her. I wrap my arms around my sister and we both cry.

      “I’m sorry, everyone.”

      Pa gestures to some of the other men and nods. “We’ll lay him to rest,” he says, patting my shoulder. “You finish this.”

      Thora wipes my tears before I stand and turn toward the loom. Brahm has still not recovered. I slowly approach and climb the steps.

      “It’s me,” I whisper to him as I sit at the loom. “I’m fighting her, I promise.”

      He scrunches his face and takes labored breaths before standing at my side. I need to be as strong as him. I grit my teeth and hang on to my form inside the Sanctuary, tearing myself away from the dark abyss that continues to flash in my mind. The pain still lingers at my temples, and I know Hexegot is waiting for a moment of weakness to strike again.

      As my Pa and the others wrap Albert’s bones in a blanket and carry him outside, I whisper and continue the story. “A mirror that could only speak the truth was the witch-goddess' one true fear. It will hold her hostage forever.”

      Though my head rings with agony, I weave the tapestry faster than ever, mimicking Stargott's skilled hands. He’s my ancestor, after all. This is for the gods’ sacrifice. This is for Nik. This is for Albert. This is for Wil. This is for Heinrich and the other fairy tale characters. This is for Mitzi and the other Offerings. This is for everyone the witch-goddess has harmed, including my Brahm. I weave the shuttles through the warp to create the image and use the bone needle to bring it to life. Glittering gold thread, dripping with my light magic, shines throughout the tapestry. With only two or three more rows remaining, the painful fog takes over my mind. I fall backwards from the bench and wake up in Hexegot’s mind.

      “No!” I scream, but my voice only fades into the abyss.

      Ashes fall all around, and mold scatters across the ground. Hexegot's shrieks echo from the bone castle behind me. Opening the massive double doors, I enter and tiptoe down the spiral steps. Soon, the darkness of the dungeon greets me. At the very end of the row of holding cells is Hexegot attempting to pry herself out of the top of the mirror where the tapestry was unfinished. She bangs her fists against the glass and scowls at me.

      “Let me out,” she shrieks. “My precious one, let me out!”

      I saunter forward and stand before the mirror.

      “We are more alike than you think, lovely Gisela,” she says, her voice slipping into a falsely sweet tone. “Let me go, darling.”

      “We are not alike.”

      “Oh, precious one, we are,” she says. “I love you. Choose me and we can share power.”

      I shake my head and furrow my brows. “I will always choose my family and loved ones over myself. I would sacrifice anything for them. You know, you've always been your own worst enemy.”

      Hexegot frantically tries to pull herself through but cuts her palms and forearms on the glass. Her dark blood drips down the shimmering mirror. Not even her head will squeeze through the gap, though. I have almost won. The more I stare at her, the less and less she looks like me. Her skin grows ashen and pale, her veins darken, and her hair falls out in clumps. Her lips and eyelids shrivel away. She resembles a corpse. I touch her forehead and close my eyes.

      “Enough,” I shout, imagining the loom and my family. “I’m going back where I belong.”

      When I open my eyes, I am in the Sanctuary. Brahm lifts me from the ground and our family members hover all around. My head still pulses, wanting to force me back into that dark place, but I resist. My nimble fingers weave two more rows but pause when I reach the final one.

      I hand the shuttle to Thora and show her how to weave. Then I give Brahm a turn, followed by our parents, Valda, and the twins.

      “This is what makes us different from Hexegot,” I say. “This is what makes me different from her. We are family, friends, neighbors, colleagues, and fellow people of the valley. Having love is more powerful and important than magic.”

      When I finish the last strand of the tapestry with the bone needle, the fog dissipates and my head clears of all pain. The tapestry hums and gleams with ancient magic—my magic.

      “She’s trapped,” I say. “Her story is over.”

      A warm breeze rustles my dress, and we all spin around to find the fields beyond the Sanctuary bathed in glorious sunshine for the first time in a year. Green springs from the plants and trees like magic. As a group, we exit the Sanctuary, and I tilt my face to the warm sun. Having spent so much time in Hexegot’s dark and cold mind, I forgot what this felt like.

      Brahm takes my hands and we twirl around laughing. He pulls me close, his amber eyes sparkling in the sunlight, and kisses me. I wrap my arms around him and kiss back. Happiness bubbles up inside me and pushes away any remaining pain or fog in my head.

      He pulls back from the kiss and tangles his fingers into my hair. “Marry me, my goddess.”

      My heart swells, and I grin. “Yes.”

      He kisses me again, and I melt into him. I will do everything I can to prove my love to him and take his worries, fears, and needles away daily. He is my prince.

      We begin spinning and dancing once more, and Thora joins the fun. All feels right in the world as we enjoy the fresh May Day morning. In time, villagers approach the Sanctuary in droves and kneel in the field.

      Brahm nudges me. “You should say something.”

      “I should.”

      We return to the inside of the Sanctuary while villagers follow, shuffling into the pews. Though everyone seems giddy and in good spirits because of the sunshine, there is a wariness to them. An uncertainty that I’m sure has been festering over the past year like an infected splinter. Like Brahm’s ‘needles,’ I must remove this too. I must prove to them that I will take care of this valley.

      I climb the platform, stand next to my loom, and turn to the people of Bergot Valley when a rumble shakes the earth. I hang onto the loom while the crowd shrieks. Brahm rushes up the steps to come to my aid. What is happening? I thought I trapped her? Stones of the cave wall to our left crumble and roll to the ground. When the cloud of dust dissipates, a collective gasp sounds within the Sanctuary. People climb out from the rubble, squinting at the intense daylight. Their clothes are tattered and filthy, but the people appear to be healthy.

      “Ma?” Ulfa shouts, saying her first word in months. “Pa?”

      The twins rush toward their parents, throwing their arms around them in an embrace. Sobbing, Valda also approaches a man and a woman who wrap her in their arms. Tears swirl in my vision as I watch more reunions take place. Walking up to sit by Valda and her family are a blonde woman and two children. I wonder if they are Nik’s family, and my heart aches for them.

      “You broke her spell and released the New Year’s Day rebels,” Brahm says.

      A joyous laugh bursts from my chest, and I wipe my tears.

      “What should we do with the henchmen?” Brahm asks, gesturing toward the locked gate leading to their barracks.

      “I’m not like her.” I take Brahm’s hand and smile. “I’m sure they’ve been through enough this past year, they are free to go.”

      While the ‘rebels’ and their loved ones find seats within the Sanctuary, I use my magic to unlock the gate to the barracks. The priests and henchmen hang their heads as they walk into the space. With a snap of my fingers, their cilices fall to the floor in a clank of metal. They look up at me with wide eyes.

      “Please have a seat,” I say.

      Everyone settles in and falls silent. The Sanctuary once more has a magical and spiritual quality to it, happy and bright. Brahm squeezes my hand, giving me courage, before he sits at the loom behind me. I take a deep breath and turn to the crowd.

      “Blessed Day,” I begin, holding out my palms to them.

      “Blessed Day,” the congregation repeats.

      “I am Gisela Sauer. The witch-goddess is gone,” I say and gesture to the tapestry behind me. “She is trapped and will harm our valley no more.”

      The crowd cheers and cries out with joy.

      “Today is also May Day, and I want you all to celebrate the return of spring. We must remember and honor those who helped make this possible. The goddess Bergot, her brother Stargott, Brahm, Nikolaus, Valda, Ulfa, Tobias, and our families.”

      The crowd applauds for them during the pause, and even Nik’s wife and children cheer.

      I turn to grin at Brahm and Thora. “There will be no more Offerings this day or ever again. Only celebrations of love and life.”
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      After a long day of May Day celebrations—dances, music, feasts, log tosses, Maypoles, and all sorts of fun—the villagers go home and a small group of us gathers inside the Sanctuary once more. When the mountains swallow up the sunlight and the candles sparkle all around, Brahm and I stand hand-in-hand on the altar. Thora stands next to me with her floral crown on her head. She helped me weave flowers into the bones of my crown, and now she gives me strength as my maid of honor. Hexegot’s former priests and henchmen even returned the tapestries to their rightful place in the Sanctuary earlier in the day, adding color and beauty to the cavern.

      The presence of my family, friends, neighbors, and those in the Otherworld also gives me courage as I take this next step in my life. Brahm smiles at me, and everything feels right.

      “Brahm, before our friends and family, I take you to be my husband. I will love you for the rest of my life.” I smile and slip a ring onto his finger.

      “Gisela,” he says, eyes welling with tears, “my Freckles and my goddess, I take you to be my wife. I will love you for the rest of my life.”

      After he slides a gold ring onto my finger, we cross our wrists and take one another’s hands. Emotions bubble up inside of me as Thora wraps a red ribbon around our arms and hands.

      “This ribbon symbolizes our commitment to one another,” I say while Thora ties a knot. “Today and always, we are bound as one soul.”

      When the knot is complete, Brahm and I angle toward the audience in the Sanctuary.

      “With the power vested in me, Gisela, demigoddess of the valley and stories, I pronounce us husband and wife.”

      We raise our bound hands, and our family and friends cheer. After Thora helps us unwind the handfasting ribbon, I keep my hold on Brahm’s hands and stare into his honey-sweet eyes. I know these big emotions might have his needles second-guessing who I am, so I wait for him to make the first move. He caresses my cheek, letting his fingers comb into my hair before kissing my lips. I melt into him, ignoring the rising applause. He dips me and kisses me again.

      After the kiss, I look at Brahm’s face and see a beautiful future written within. Though I know, as a deity, I will be forced to live many years without him, for now I can hold him in my arms and make the most of this life together. Every day I have with him will be a gift.

      Our wedding celebrations last deep into the night, joined by the moon and her stars. After our final dance, our family and friends grab us and hoist us onto a horse, decorated with brightly colored ribbons and bells. They wave as we ride toward a cottage in the foothills that was kindly offered to us for our honeymoon.

      I hang onto Brahm, watching the moths flutter about the moonlit sky. They flutter within my stomach as well. It has been nearly a year since I’ve been with Brahm, and we’ve both suffered through so much. Will the needles beneath his skin turn against him once we’re alone? Will he fear letting go and losing himself with me? I lean closer and rest my head on his shoulder. He smells so nice, and I want him so badly.

      When we reach the cottage, Brahm helps me from the horse and cradles me in his arms. He lifts me over the threshold of the cottage and kisses my lips. When he slips back outside to retrieve our things, I study the room. A hearth, already burning strong, bathes the tiny cottage in a warm glow. All in one room is the kitchen, hearth, and a bed. My stomach flutters again as I stare at it. I think back to the ancient ruins, and my skin flushes. I hope he can handle being alone with me…and being intimate with me. If not, I’ll patiently reassure him of my love. I want nothing more than to make him comfortable and happy.

      “Freckles.” Brahm shuts the door and touches me first, sliding his hands around my waist. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I say, curling my fingers into his twisted locks of hair. “I am your Gisela. I am your wife—it feels really good to say that. You are safe. Are you ready?”

      Brahm bites his lip and grins before lifting me in his arms. “Yes, my wife.”

      He carries me over to the bed, and a fire smolders within me. Tearing away one another’s clothes, our hands frantically search for flesh. He pushes me down to the bed, kissing my lips and caressing my body. When his hand slides lower, he plays me like a lute. Out here, all alone in a secluded cottage, I don’t attempt to contain my cries of pleasure.

      I roll on top of Brahm and straddle his hips. He gazes up at me and moans when I lower myself onto him. We move together, kissing and touching into the night. Our souls are truly one. My heart has been his since as long as I can remember, and it will remain his into eternity.

      When we finally rest, glistening with sweat, I kiss him and whisper, “My Brahm, my prince.”

      “My Freckles, my goddess.”

      I watch him fall into a peaceful sleep. Not a needle stirring tonight. Thorns threaten to pierce my heart at the thought of living without him someday. It’s the price I chose to pay to become the storyteller goddess. I can’t regret that. I won’t. I can only do my best to provide him with love, light, and family for the rest of his life. Our story will live on forever, woven into the fibers of my heart.
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      “And they lived happily ever after,” I whisper as Thora snuggles deeper into her bed.

      “Is that our story?” she asks.

      “It is.” I nod and kiss her forehead. “It’s the most important story in my soul, one I’ll need to remember forever.”

      “I’ll remember it too,” she says. “Goodnight, GiGi.”

      “Goodnight, my love.”

      I leave Thora’s room and tiptoe down the steps so as not to wake anyone. With my family and Brahm’s all under one roof, things can often feel a little cramped, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I need my loved ones close. My parents, Brahm’s parents, Thora, and Brahm—they are all so special to me. Every day, I study their eyes and their smiles and their laughs. I even study the details of this house: where the creaks in the floors are located, the scent of laundry and baked goods, the peals of laughter, the rough spots on the bannister, and how the sun slides through the curtains. When I recall the story of our family, I need every detail to be perfect.

      I often have this sensation, like a tingle in my feet as if I were standing at the edge of a cliff, when I think of all the years yawning before me. If I don’t back away from the cliff and stand firmly within these moments, will I tumble through time? Will eons slip by like the wind? Will I have anything solid to grip with my hands or anchor my feet to? When Bergot and Stargott made their sacrifice, it forced me to make one too. I will live on for centuries, weaving and spinning new tales. But I am here now with my family, and that is what’s important.

      I glance out the window toward the Sanctuary where I spend much of my days weaving tapestries. In the time that has passed since defeating Hexegot, I have created new stories for the fairy tale characters. As Hexegot’s victims too, I created happily ever afters for Nik and Albert. I know that my magic works because I have traveled many times into the Otherworld to visit Wil and Mitzi, hearing tales about everyone’s happiness.

      In my bedroom, the man who helps keep me anchored in my current life turns down our bed and beams at me. I glide toward him, and he kneels before me. Gently placing his hands on my belly, he kisses the growing bump. His tenderness and excitement for our baby warms my heart and makes me feel…well, human. I’m so lucky to experience these moments with Brahm. I hope Stargott was right that no matter how many centuries pass, these memories will be my biggest. They are woven into my heart.

      “Little future musician, Dada loves you.” Brahm gives my belly one more kiss then rises to kiss my lips, sweet and slow. “And I love you.”

      I throw my arms around him and squeeze. “I love you, too.”

      We ease into bed, and Brahm kneads my aching lower back. “What story will you tell tomorrow?” he asks.

      “One of ours, I think.” I turn to kiss him goodnight.

      With every deep and sleepy breath, a heavy darkness bleeds all around me. Threads warp and weave in my visions too. This place I go to when I sleep is not a normal dream—it hasn’t ever been since I accepted who I was.

      The vast expanse of darkness, ash, and mold has transformed into a crisp red forest now that I am in control. A breeze rattles the leaves like medallions while the path of moss tickles my bare feet. I know the path leads to the red tapestry door, where I can visit my brother and friends in the Otherworld anytime I wish.

      Not today. Today I turn and walk the other way. There, breaking through the dense foliage, is my castle. The castle I built of bones and blood. The castle where I spent what felt like eons staring into the abyss. Where I unknowingly practiced for my long and lonely future.

      Entering the horrific yet beautiful structure, I slip and dart past the obstacles and traps with ease. They are ready to pounce on anyone other than me who enters…or anyone other than me who tries to escape. I cross the atrium and down the corridor, past libraries, ballrooms, dining rooms, and more, until I reach the top of a spiral staircase. It leads to the dungeon, seeping with more coldness and darkness than the rest of this nightmare combined. I lower myself one foot at a time down the creaking and spiraling bones. My breath turns to icy fog and my skin prickles even before I reach the bottom step.

      The cell doors stand firm as if they are waiting to contain anyone who may try to cause me or my family harm. At the end, though, is the cell I have set my sights on. There’s a sickening buzz in the air and shadows fall more heavily back here.

      I grip the bony bars and peek inside at Hexegot’s mirror. Behind the glass, she silently screams at the sight of me. Her white veils and robes violently thrash all around with her anger. She dresses like the white priestess again to cover her horrific, corpse-like form. I smile at the sight of a monster in her cage. She bangs her fists against the mirror, followed by a whack of her forehead. The glass cracks upon impact, fracturing and splintering like a spider web.
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