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there he stood alongside her eldesi son and hust,and at the edge of
the vein, watching her everv step. The most dangerous mage in all of
Aethvria, he .,vas one of a few whod rnastered the rbilitv to control
the otirerwise chaotic sablef,,re and discovered a rneans to harness its
deadly aird divine power. He'd orrcc been the king's highest l,Iagelord,
a member of thc exalted L4agestroli, disgracefulll'disinissed on accllsa-

tions of dcmutomancy, a dark form of magic decree d i11egalbv the king.
Caiaoro:. T1-re mere thought of his namc cast a shiter dorvn her

sPlne.

Yet, she and her husbancl h:rd been forced to make :, Faustian bar-
gain with him in exchange for protection against the Solassior.rs who
hunted their family. Ruthless warriors knol,vr, for their brutalitl, anj
violence r,vho'd have made sport of their execution.

In their nlornent of desperation, the reclusir.e mage irad approached

the Ryd:rinns with an offer they couldnt refuse. A powerfui protection
spell against those who sought their heads, in exchange for their first-
borris blood rnagic-a sampling Cadavros had claimed would be used

in his studies.

If only Lady Rydainn possessed the power to reverse time. She

u,ould'.re chidecl her stupidity, warned herself not to trust his lies. For
rvhat he'd taken from her eldest boy was fhr more than a sampling of
his rnaqic.

Black, beadv eyes, those deep soulless sockets, stared back at her, as

if daring her to run frorn his ghastly form.There was a time he was said

to have been handsome, but the dark and lbrbidden magic had taken
a toll on him and twisted him into a wicked beast. From the top of his

head breached long branching antlers with horns that curled back.

Deep grooves etched into his hardeneci skin ret-rinded Ladv Rr.dainn of
tree bark, the black puising r.eins beneath said to house small serpents

trapped inside his flesh.

Evil begging to be unleashed.

Cadavros's appearance \\,as the result of havinq performed the
EmbcrJbrge rttual on hin-r-self, the same ritual he intended for Zevtnder.
A rite that only 1.oung children rvere beiieved to tolerate without anv

permanerlt disfigurement, seeing as they hadn't ler i^, 
): .

Ascendency.

Beside the mage stood her husband and their eli..:
rvhose similarly protruding black veins anci coar'.- .--'.

horrific deforn-rities of her first sacrifice onlv rveck. L =:
that'd proven insutEcient for the greedy mage , irs Brr,.:-- :
the same grotesque mutations as Caciavros.ThoLLJr :.--

:rnd his Asce nder-rcv into blood magic, Branimir had -r,-.

p-.hvsical transitions before the flame had corrupted tt:.
thatcl taken root inside of him. And while his resLi,-::-

u,eren't as pronounced as those of Cadavros, Branl;: :

.rnou, his true power-because once the black flame .----.

it destrol,ed all natural blood magic.

RtLn, her held urged. Sat;e them.

It was too late for Branimir, thoush. His darkene ; .
.\-en rrrore vecant in the fortnight since the ritual, ..uj : -

,,il-ris skin spoke of the hours he'd been locked au'av i,- : ,

. re castle as his father attempted to hide him fron-r rhr "

. ,: ttiott,vtlla.gers would have ca1led him and underst--.: :
::-rrir.ed inside him wasnt a porver of the gods br-rt i ic. -

:1.1t'd grown stronger in the r,veeks since the ritllal.

The notion of watching her jubilant babl--ar.i e.

.,r'ir-rg boy Branimir had been-sufi'er the same t)rc ', ,,
:,--.uldn't bcar.

FIer demands to break the devil's bargain with C ai,'
,tiie, and he d vowed to slaushter both boys should .r.
\ot an idle threat, given the many inquisitions she i',.::
r:'d exerted his power with merciless cruelty.

Tears blurred her vision, her steps faltering a: s}^-e -

::e vein. Her vounger son lay sleeping in her arms. r, ,rr- !
the night to come. A night that lvould forever cha:-.:

-:,bv boy she so dearly loved.

For hours, she'd prayed to the old gods in the ht:,'
::ri-qht be changed, that he might somehow be sprr.;
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had never answered, and darkness closed in on her as the moons slipped
into the shadows.

She d have sooner taken young Zevander and fled to Mortasia,
beyond the Umbravale that separated the mortal lands from Aethyria.
A place believed to be nothing but a barren wasteland brimming with
famine and death.

The remorse in her husbandt eyes failed to move her, anger slink-
ing its way through her blood with renewed fervor. After all, it'd been

/is nefarious dealings on Solassion land that had sealed their family's
fate. She bit back the proud Lunasier magic pulsing in her veins that
would've surely struck down her husband. How easily he'd been con-
vinced to offer their only sons.

Lady Rydainn's power trembled like a plucked thread, as rays of
moonlight hit the sigil on the nape of her neck, penetrating the thick
fabric of her cloak and eliciting a charge that hummed in her veins,
rousing a cold rush to her fingertips, where it begged to be turned loose.

The moon affected all Lunasier that way, andZevander shifted in her
arms, as if sensing the vibration beneath his mother's skin.

It would've been years before his power came to fruition, and she'd

longed for those heartwarming moments of discoverythatwould soon

be tainted by the poison of the flame.

Cadavros approached her and reached out a bony finger that
appeared more like a branch than a digit. She curled her fingers into
Zevander as Cadavros stroked her baby's soft, cherub cheek. A trail
of blood followed, andZevander stirred, letting out a quiet mewl that
heightened as the small cut on his face deepened to a darkgash. One so

frighteningly malicious-looking, she wondered if the tip of Cadavrost
finger was tainted with death poison. The mage reached again, and on
instinct, she jerked the baby away, shielding him with her hands. Her
kettled magic surged, winding around her bones and beating against
her skin, demanding to punish the mage. Her baby screamed in her
arms, his face red,limbs shaking. He hardly made a sound most nights,
a contented baby from the day he'd been brought into the world, and
it tore at her heart to hear his distressed cry.

Fighting Cadavros was futile, though.With the pou ,

at his command, she'd be reduced to ash like the guarcs.

light him offwhen theyd {irst arrived at the vein.

A tear stre.aked down her cheek. "Pilazyo. Oros-i t.,;

rvhispered. Please. I'm beggingyour mercy.

Cadavros wordlessly slipped his fingers beneath the

tears turned hystericalwhen he gave a tug.

She yanked her child back to her, jerking the rou:

chest. "Nithl l{ith hazjo'li!Jefili meuz!" No! I tuill not do ii:-
Zevatder's outcry as Cadavros pried the boy from his :

stirred her instincts. On a whim of madness, Lady Rr dai:

the beastly man who carried her son toward the smolde

a iorce struck her throat, knocking the breath out ofher.

crarvled from her mouth, choking out the words she,l ,

Stop.t I surrender myself!

Cadavros didn't even spare her a glance, his invisible =
Lord Rydainn strode toward his suffering wife, bu:

: s 1eg snapped beneath him with the gut-twisting soun j
:one. His cry echoed through the surrounding forest, ari
.-ound, the limb bent wrong at the knee.

Branimir didnt move, his murky eyes vacant and los

In spite ofthe pressure at her throat and the lack or

-rqs, Lady Rydainn called out for her son, reached for i:'
\eedles of terror prickled her spine as Cadavros held -.:

--:ook of one arm while stretching a roughly tessellate,l

: ack flame that rose up from the glowing vein. The 'lr

:.rrured flickered in his palm, andZevander's cries qui.

.:emingly mesmerized by the sight.

L ady Rydainn whimpered and quailed, her knee s we,

3elore she could shutter her eyes from the horror, Cada-.

:.Lm against her baby's mouth, smothering him with dr

Zevatderl<cked and writhed, his tiny feet dangling i
:. captor's grasp. Rage and anguish shookherbodr', rhe .

, - re'ars creating an irritating blur in her eyes.
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5 <ER] LAKE

Branimir shifted on his feet, all too aware of how ravenously that
flame consumed, judging by the wav he growled and slapped at his ears

as if he were feeling his younger brother's pain.

The trauma that both of her precious sons were made to suffer tore

at her heart with jagged teeth. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she

watched the blackflames emerge through her Zevander's skin,licking
the night air like the dark tongues ofserpents.

Zevander's struggle ceased, his bodylimp.The flames died, settling
across the baby's flesh in wicked black swirls.

The darkness had accepted and branded him.
An eternal curse.

Cadavros lifted the baby and drew his noseless face over her son's

naked chest. His mouth opened impossibly wide, and he shoved
Zevander's head inside.

A scream rattled in futile misery inside her chest, as Lady Rydainn
watched in horror.

The mage let out a boisterous roar and yanked the child from his

mouth. He tipped his head, inspecting the black markings on her baby's

skin.A deep,guttural sound rolled in his chest, and he snarled, snapping

his attention back to the flame. "Quez sa'il?" What is this?

He looked back to the boy, running his finger over one of the mark-
ings on his chest. Growling, he struck the infant's face and tossed him
into the flaming fissure.

"Nol"The scream that echoed through the forest could've roused

the old gods from their slumbe r, as Lady Rydainn shook and cursed

their names, demanding they set her free.

Lord Rydainn howled in agony, crawling toward the vein with his

horribly mangled leg dragging behind him. "You bastard! You fucking
bastard!"

Cadavros roared again, smoke curling from his skin, his body trem-
bling. He reached back into the flame, lifting the boy, who neither
screamed nor cried. He didnt move at all.

Agony clawed at her heart as she examined her baby from afar, eyes

searching for a single sign of life. The blankets that'd swaddled him

had burned aw^y,leavinghim completely exposed, his he

t-he side, eyes still closed.

Is he alir.te? Oh, gods, let him be aliae!

Snading again, Cadavros held the boy in front ofhim,l
him with the kind of malice that curled her stomach.

"Pi/azyo." She shook with the plea. Jye suaparcz tita,

w
Lingering wisps of smoke drifted over the mage's f

caught the glisten ofraw flesh across his bark-like skin. Itr
Lady Rydain t reahzed: in his attempt to harm her son, hr

suffered pain himself.

The pressure at her throat subsided, and sapped oI

cnrmpled to the ground. When those cloven feet stoo<

again, she lifted her g ze to see Cadavros handing bad

child, carelessly holding him by his arm as if he were nothi

of meat and bones. Feeble arms outstretched, she reached j

and cradled him against her. A searing heat burned her

refused to 1et him go.

"Is he alive?"Lord Rydainns voice swelledwith miserr

at the ground toward them. "Does he live?"

She ignored him, her anger sti1l too razor-sharP to c

mffering, as she lifted her son to her face, noting the wan

coming from his mouth.

Thankthe godslHe stillbreathed. On a tearful e>rhale,

tighter and kissed the top of his head. Her sweet child

being cast into sablef,rre, a fate which should've turned h
Yet, he had survived. By the miracle of the gods, he'd

The baby awoke, and the once innocent blue ofhis e

gradient of wine red with swirls of orange and gold that

fre center in a black eclipse. The silvery wisps of hair th
grow had burned away. Gone was the soul of a harmless,

In his place lay an aberration that the gods would surelY I

Squirming in her arrris, Zevander cooed and babl

liar sight given what he'd suffered moments before.Th,
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8 KERI LAKE

face had blackened into a deep groove that mirrored the vein from
which he d been pulled. At the edges of the wound, smalier black veins

branched out like rir,rrlets on a map.

She ran a trembling finger over them, and on contact, she recoiled
at the scorching pain that streaked across her skin. "How could you do

this?" she whispered, lifting her gaze to her husbard. "Hozu could you

do this!"

Lord Rydainn sobbed in the distance, and her hatred for him grew
with every new discovery of her son's curse.

Branimir approached, his eyes wide with wonder. Tears welled in
her eyes at the memory of Zevander's birth, when Branimir had looked
upon his infant brother with the same curiosity. How precious and

innocent it had been then, those memories nothing but a long ago

dream.

He reached for Zevander,running his finger over the marking on
his chest, a curious black swirl that'd seemed to anger Cadavros. On
closer examination, there were words written in ancient Primyrian
embedded in the swirl in a way that reminded Lady Rydainn of a wa-x

seal across his heart. Branimir's lips twisted to a snarl as he whispered
the words that stabbed her conscienc e. "I/ captris nith reairis."

What is taken taill neoer return.
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12. KERI LAKE

once crossed, awakened the monster on the other side. Itwas the closest

I'd ever stood to the nefarious threshold. Curious as I'd always been to
know what existed beyond it, I didn t dare set foot inside that misty lab-
yrinth of trees. No one did, unless by force, because the E,ating Woods
never returned what was given.

A wintry gust rippled the hem of my black dress, the tickle at my
calves taunting my nerves. The cape around my shoulders did little
to shield me from the punishing cold that gnawed at my bones. yet it
wasn't the wind or cold that left me shivering but the rumors ofwhat
lived amongst the trees.

Some villagers whispered stories of the wrathavor, a demon with
a voracious appetite for human meat, a punishment from the indige-
nous people who'd been pushed from these lands to the north. Others
told stories ofwickens, smallwoodland fairies that housed the souls of
scorned witches, who lured and scavenged the lost by mimicking famil-
iar voices. Most in Foxglove Parish, including the governor, believed
the angel ofjudgment dwelled in the woods and punished those who d
rejected their belove d Red God.

Whatever it was, it ate indiscriminately. Not all who were banished
were bad, and the forest had been known to snatch a toddler once or
twice. Even a small baby.

I was no more than a few days old when Id been abandoned in
front ofthat cursed arch in a wicker basket, a single black rose upon my
chest. No one knew whod left me there, but every villager speculated
that, whoever they were, they must have hoped the woods would eat
me as well.

Fortunately, someone had found me and placed me on the doorstep
ofthe Bronwickfamily. Otherwise, IU probablyhave ended up like so

many others who'd fallen victim to the forest's voracious appetite.
So many souls. Hundreds, maybe.The man I'd called grandfather,

Godfrey Bronwick, was Jikely one of them. He was said to have wan-
dered beyond the archway after too much morumberrywine and gotten
swallowed up in its misty depths.

No one had braved searching for him there, not even Father.

Fatlter.

A formal letter, held loose11, in my fingertips, flai1ed r,

.linate calligraphy decorated the thick parchment. It c
::-.,-rrniDg, sealed in red wax with the royal stamp oi the r
,, :rr of confirming that mv adoptive father had been kilie ;
: the fanatical Sacred Men, the religious branch of t:..

. :r.Lies that ruled with an iron fist over most of the con:.:--.

,:tion of defectors maintained a hold over Lf,eria in thr :-

: rhe continent, and my father had ventured there as a :-.

- :-i ert the Llverians for the glory of our good countn-,

Trvo months had passed since he'd gone missin-{, r'...

. :.nci my sister A-leysia in the care of our step-grar-rdn --::

-:- :ntolelant woman whod probably have tossed the ri
- : n 66ls herself if my grandfather hadn't insisted oti:=:

--.-rilL.
'\\'hat now?" I murmured as I stared through a m:. _

- : :rLdless dark wood, trving to imagine what the tur:-:.

- nrveci girls without a father to protect their clair .

''r iates. They were either promptly forced inro n-.:.:
,:1e the church as one of the Red Veils, clergnr on:=

:. -ip obedientiy until death. Even if I wanted to be ::-.
: ,'. rlv didnt, the whole parish looked upon me as l:..
- -. - i a respectable suitor were slim.

' t'-hich left only one option, and I d have sooner rr.Ltr. :
. . -,'oods than suffer the horrors I d heard befe1l the R.

: - :.,vhich was having their tongues cut out for a', ..,

- .- ieemed most impure were said to suffer the rr,tr.:
' -len beaten into submission and made to endure :

. ):1.

r":n rhen, pangs of an-xiety clenched my chest ar ri_.

: :.questered from my sister. She was the onlv pei: -:
- le love unconditionally, the only person u.illin3 ,

. - . .:d babv left near the Eating Woods, in spite oi.,..
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