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hoped she remembered the way all tl're light in the world seemed to

pool toward him at any given moment, and how he would bask in

it. Whether it was midafternoon or an hour when only the crickets

sang, her husband u.as radiant"

Life hoped that she would remember his hands, too. Not just

how clever they were--as precise with an instrument or a paintbrush

as they were with thread and needle-but horv they melded against

her body. She had no awareness of how she carne to exist, and often

wondered whether she'd been one of Fate's sculptures magicked to

life, for it was his hatrds alone that knew her every contour. Every

touch between them was familiar, instinctual.

"Enjoying the vieu,?" Fate didn't need to peer behind him to

know that Life was spying, no less struck by his beauty now than the

day she'd first laid eyes on him. Fate was her summer sun-too

intense for most to bear, rvhile she tipped toward hirn like a flower,

craving his touch.

Life shifted to her knees, wrapping her arms around Fate's neck

as she looked over his shoulder at the tapestry.

Red.There was always so much red.

She'd known Fate long enough to understand why-red sym-

bolized passion, and there was nothing he loved lnore. Fate's favor-

ite stories were always rife with the color, telling tales of those who

would give up their very soul to haye whatever it was they most

yearned for. FIe was never choosy with what that passion was. It

could be art, literature, invention, romance, cooking, gardening....

If there was passion to be found, Fate rvould weave the most glorious

stories out of it. For he, too, was a man of great passion.

Fate's hunger for the

trait that Life loved most

inherently wro ng with pa :

too frequently lost thems

many times she'd found

bloodied rnaw replaced b

his tales.

Passion made people

ing the change of season
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not enough?"

Life slipped her fr:

wishing it could be the r'

wisteria. She would sus.

home within his voice :
"I am not the onlr' c-
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Fate's fingers curled against her wirist. "You are to me."

Even knowing that this argument was futile, she should have

pressed harder. Instead, the tension in her body eased as Fate laid

her upon the grass. His weight was the most comforting warmth as

he lowered himself onto her. His lips drew a path from her jaw to her

ccllarbone, and Life angled her head back, eyes fluttering shnt as she

lingered on each sensation, She wanted to wrap his love around her"

To bury herself in it, But as quickly as Fate was atop her, he was off

again when someone cleared their throat from the opposite side of

the wisteria.

"You're fighting a losing battle," Death said, his shadows slip-

ping around the tree's roots, stretching along them until he stood

before her. "You know it's not in Fate's nature to be kind." His voice

was laced w'ith an edge of sorrow that raised the hair on her arms,

Life sneaked a sideways glance at Fate, wondering if her husband

noticed.

"The next time you visit, do me a favor and bring a bell that I

mav fasten upon your shawl" was all Fate glumbled as he smoothed a

hancl over his shirt to readjust himself.

The tension in Life's chest eased. Perhaps it was cruel of her, but

she was glad that Fate didn't knorv this rvas to be their final night

together. He would only argue, demanding his brother save her

when all Life wished was for her final hours to be spent with the

sun's warmth against her skin and Fate as her companion.

Just as it was not in his nature to be kind, it rvasn't in Fate's nature

to understand why she needed to die. He wouidn't understand that,

although she spent each morning fighting the deep lines in her skin

to appear as youthful as tl

weary. She no longer had t

villages or bustling cities I

sample their art. She could

finest food or the richest r

that he was happy, she knr

him from these past sever

away all pretenses and desi

nicer than feeling the pulse

beneath her favorite tree r*'

Life had given up on f

life without the experience

to let herself finally succun

Death presented his cl

their life. The first was th

remain on earth, stuck w

the second option, which'

choice he presented them

only option. Her soul *'ou

as she existed in some cape

Life had long acceptec

behind and come back an,

she was excited to discotr

form as it journeyed throu

frightened her was her n

could find a way for her to

"You know little of m'
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"l've hardly seen you the past year. For all you knou,, I could be a

changed man."

Life said nothing as the shadows melted from Death's skin,

knowing full well the reason for his absence. Death could barely

look at her without his emotion seeping through. Life had known

she would die this year; she'd asked only that he wait until autumn

so that she could enjoy the summer sun one last tirne. For who knew

whether it would feel different in her next body? Perhaps the next

one would prefer winter. Perhaps, in the future, she would hate to be

warm.

"l'm glad to see you," Life whispered at last, standing to greet her

brother by marriage.

"l wish you weren't." Death's whisper was a winter storm. "We

don't have long. You need to tell him now, Mila, or I will."

Beside her, Fate went rigid. "Tell me what?"

Life turned to her husband, whose eyes dawned with an under-

standing that burned her soul. "I had hoped for one more night with

you, my love, but it seems we do not have that luxury."

"No," he rvhispered, stepping forward to grab Life's hand. He

wound his fingers through hers before she could peel back, his eyes

twin flames that festered with a rage she could not turn from"

"No," Fate repeated, this time directed at his brother. "She's not

going anywhere."

Only then did Death lift his eyes. "l have no say in where I am

called, brother. As you cannot control your charges, neither can 1."

His whisper was as gentle as morning dew; never had Life heard him

so quiet.

Her heart fractured s

her body, drawing her ba,

and Death. He held his ha

his brother. "There is no

expression softened, She

Death, nor his fragilitv. '

everything that I've ever (

way. I have never asked r-c

brother, to make an excepl

Death's resolve splint

not be the one to come c'u

voice this time as he dreu

before the reaper. "What .

Life opened her mo-

threads wound around h.

ised, "She is worth evervt:

Life jerked her heac

would not show her, For

Fate's restraints, reachine

his face into his cowl ani ,

"For a life such as hers

cost."

Life clawed at the th:

was not their goodbve, T

so that she could one da-,

that she could rememb::

new body. But should th.
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consumed her so thoroughly that she could think of nothing else . . .

Death had warned her that retaining her memories rnight be a chal-

lenge, and Life knew vt ithout a doubt that should such a death hap-

pen, she would lose everything. She would lose hinr,

And yet the threads upon her tongue were soon shackles on

her wrists, holding Life back as she felt a terrible fate carve its place

within her.

And as her husband sealed his bargain with Death, he turned

toward Life and promised, "l will not lose you."

But he already had.

PAI
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autumn's dampness, and the gossamer sleeves of trer gown did little

to stave it off. Novenber was an unusual time for a wedding, though

with Aris, she supposecl she should always expect the unusual, If

the alleged prince decided he wanted to get married on an autumn

morning at an hour when the sun hadn't yet dried the dew on the

moss, who was society to question him?

Aris Dryden was a man who got what he wanted. This day just

happened to be a rare exception, for he was being forced to marry a

woman he could not stand.

And to be fair, the feeling rn'as mutual.

"You don't have to do this." It was Blythe's father, Eliiah Haw-

thorne, who spoke. "Say the word, and I'll get you out of here."

In any other rvorld, Blythe would have taken him up on the offer

to flee Wisteria Gardens. But to secure Elijah's safety after he was

falsely accused of murder, Blythe Hawthorne had spilled her blood

upon a golden tapestry and bound herself to Aris"-to Fate-ftt the

remainder of her years. She even had a glowing band of light on her

ring finger to show for it, the golden hue so faint that it was nearly

invisible to the eye.

"l'll be all right," she told her father, It was no use to try to sway

him with sweet words about how much she loved Aris or how happy

she was to be marrying the brute" As it was, she was shivering in the

damp air and itchy from what felt like a hundred layers of taffeta,

and she had to keep fighting off a sneeze every tirne her veil brushed

near her nose. She had no patience left within her to lie, and Elijah

was no fool;he knew that Blythe had never intended to marry.

"You'll make a beautiful princess," he whispered, and Blythe

surely would have agreed, h

you to remember that Thor

matter the day or the hour,,r

"l know that," Blythe p

better than anything.

Onlywhen Elijah seem(

her out of this wedding dic

Blythe's veil to shroud her f

nose, turning to the side to s

When the lilting pings

Elijah extended his arm. "Ar

Never. A million years

even consider being ready.

father, "I am," for if this wr

hanged, itwas more than wt

As much as Blythe trie<

into the courtyard. The grr

with vibrant clovers that r

ied her as she nearly slippe<

little grip.

Blythe's heart beat agair

the pinging of the harp, wh

footsteps. She looked to the

ened slivers of too-white te

with every step, as if readl

Blythe held her chin sharp

refusing to let anyone scent
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