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To the hearts afraid of being loved.
(Best of luck, it’s hard as shit!)
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The squirrel won the war, and the wench ruined the carrots.

—opening line attempt 1

Will you please move your spiky bum elsewhere?”

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

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

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

He didn’t move. He. Kept. Staring.

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



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

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

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

My second try wasn’t any better.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Good thing only Warty and I ever saw it.

Warty and I and whatever made that sound . . . 

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



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

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

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

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

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

“Clara! You’re up!”

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

Oh, dear Goddess above.

Helda Ninnus.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, I—”

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

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



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

Traitors.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I plopped down on the window ledge as an answer.

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

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

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

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

“But you have it now, don’t you?”

“Yes, I—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Perhaps,” I conceded.

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

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

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

“Yes, but—”

“Then why you?” she asked again.

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

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

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

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



“What are you—”

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

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

My heart stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

The fiend darted into an alleyway filled with seller wagons.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The world split in two.

My skull cracked in half.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

Then, I heard a squeak from high overhead.

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

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

I helplessly pointed to the chimney looming over us.

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

Then I vomited all over the stranger’s back, my last bit of strength finally sputtering out as we made our way through awakening Moss.







2

[image: ]

With a cracked head and a broken heart, our hero found herself . . . rocky, lifeless, and a little hungry, with zero soul-realizations.

—opening line attempt 9

I awoke to groaning. My groaning.

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

Chasing after a squirrel.

The fog cleared as my memories came into sharp focus.

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

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

Everyone knew the story.



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh Goddess.

I let out another groan.

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

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

At least I’m home; at least I’m safe.

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

“Yes ma’am,” the child said softly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Of love, I came to learn.

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

“What’s your name?” the child asked.

“Cla—Clara,” I stuttered.

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

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

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

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



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

Fate had other plans, though. Much better plans.

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

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

“Neat trick!” Rosie beamed.

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

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

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

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

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

“On my own,” I said quickly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



Someone believed in me.

I gained a friend and belief all in one day.

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

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

Home, my heart screamed that day. Home.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I stifled a vomit and a scream at once.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Enjoying the view?” the cloaked stranger asked.

My cheeks flushed.

“Not at all,” I replied haughtily.

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

“You.” I seethed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Jam.”

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

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

Pathetic. Worthless. Not enough.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was lost forever. I would be, too.

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

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

“Anything.”

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

The Crown Jewel Tulip.
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Dresses are a girl’s best friend’s best friend.

—opening line attempt 11

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

I have neither.

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

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

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

I’m home. I’m safe. All is well.

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

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

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

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

“Fine.” I huffed. “But that is the last change I’m taking part in. Forever. I’ve had enough adventure for a lifetime.”

[image: ]



“You? You are getting a new dress?” Rosie stared at me in disbelief as we made our way through the town square. Everyone took to the town today, hanging their Celebration decorations on shoppes and cottages. Tulips adorned window boxes, delicate moss sculptures of Eldrene and her Forest Train sat sentinel by doors, and enticing smells came from the bakeries: rich spices, roasted meats, sautéed squash pies, carrot cakes.

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

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

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

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

“I like my regular clothes—”

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

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

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

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

“Folk of Moss”—a slight whistle sang through his teeth with every s—“shadows creep along the Irk, through the Shadow Woods, into our very lands! They tell of monsters emerging out of deep chasms created by a dark shadow.

OEBPS/image/logo.png
HODDERSCAPE





OEBPS/toc.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		About the Author


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		Chapter 30


		Chapter 31


		Chapter 32


		Chapter 33


		Chapter 34


		Chapter 35


		Acknowledgments







Page List



		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37






















































































































































































































































































































































































Landmarks



		Cover








OEBPS/image/common.jpg





OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
‘A stunningly -
magical and sexy debut’ -
Rebecca Thorne

N«

| \‘ L | ‘ \ \\\\ .

8. SUMMER N,
T ENCLAND

\






OEBPS/image/carrot-5934702_1920_(1).jpg





OEBPS/image/squirrel.jpg





