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curved archway opened up to a wide view of what 
Lottie had seen through the hole in the wall the 

day prior: a garden that once might have been the most 
beautiful thing in the world, now encased in thick ice 
and drooping decay. The scent of old smoke that Lottie 
had noticed yesterday spread easier now that it could 
escape through an entire door. 

Lottie lifted the book from the ground and tucked it 
under her arm. Clement reached out his hand. 

She took it, and they stepped into the garden together. 
Still and silent and frozen over, each and every blade 

of grass had been glazed with a clear coat of ice, like 
someone had painted them that way to hold them stiffly 
in place. An arched starch-white structure with broken 
columns stood crookedly to Lottie’s left, choked by thick, 
black vines. 
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With each tender step they took, the frozen blades of 
grass cracked beneath their feet, leaving a trail of broken 
shards behind them. 

The grass gave way to a curving stone path up ahead. 
As they walked it, they passed countless shrubs and 
flowers, shriveled and curled in on themselves like legs 
on a dead insect, and several crumbling statues, some 
with missing eyes or hands, or with heads fallen and split 
open. They passed a tiered fountain, with a stone statue 
of a woman mid-twirl at the top, her hands splayed deli- 
cately above her head. Her face tilted toward the clouds. 
Off her outstretched, pointed foot hung long icicles that 
hooked like gnarled toenails. 

None of the statues in this garden moved. 
They neared something attached to a barren branch 

of a small tree, almost like an abandoned beehive, with 
a small hole in the front. Lottie stepped up and peered 
inside. There she found a little mound of bugs with wings 
and dozens and dozens of soft, feather-like legs, all lost to 
the sleep of a long hibernation. 

Lottie’s mind flickered to the memory of a page in 
The Enchanted Garden, with an identical hive tucked in 
among the lush garden life. 

She ran her hand along the book’s leather spine 
and shot a glance at Clement. The look he gave back 
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suggested he remembered the page in the story, too. 
They continued on to where the path opened up to 

a wide lawn. At its center stood the blackened, sprawling 
tree she had seen from the top of Forsaken’s outer wall. 
The scent of smoke grew stronger with each step, sending 
a sharp tang through the air as it emanated from the tree 
in waves. 

Up close, the massive tree appeared not only dead 
from the inside out and encased with ice, but also from 
the outside in. Each branch was charred, like the bits of 
embers Lottie found in her hearth each morning. It was 
as if someone had slipped a coating of ice over the top of 
the tree while it burned, and the ice somehow kept it 
standing, preventing it from collapsing into a pile of 

Thick grooves ran up and down its wide trunk, and 
some of the topmost branches on the tree reached upward 
to the sky, while others toward the bottom dipped to the 
earth in the shape of a gentle U. A wooden swing hung 
from one of the branches on frozen lengths of rope. 

Lottie paused and cracked The Enchanted Garden 
open, right to the center. A wide illustration spread across 
both pages, showcasing an identical tree, its sprawling 
branches thick with leaves. A swing, just like the one 
before them, hung from a branch in the picture, too. The 

ash. 
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illustration was gray now, but it had once been all deep 
greens and bright blues and rich browns. 

Lottie’s heart sunk at the devastating contrast 
between the two trees. “What happened to this place?” 
she whispered. Whatever it was, it had ushered in 
destruction. 

Clement gave a start and pulled Lottie forward. He 
pointed, speechless, at an odd-shaped object next to the 
trunk. When Lottie realized what she was looking at, she 
gasped, too. 

It was the strangest thing she had ever seen. 
Shoots of root broke through the earth, though they 

weren’t the sort of dirt-covered roots a person would 
expect from a normal tree in any normal sort of place. 
These roots shimmered silver and winked back at them, 
reflecting light from an unseen sun. They tied and tangled 
themselves together into the shape of a container with a 
flat lid. 

There once was a garden that gave beautiful, magical 
gifts, and healed broken hearts. 

Lottie could hear her mother’s voice so clearly, she 
could have been standing right beside her. 

Though she had sometimes wished it were real, she 
had always believed The Enchanted Garden was a lovely 
tale, but that it was only a story. Something beautiful and 
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magical and once upon a time. But the door, the hive, 
this tree—Lottie’s mother had to have known this garden 

was here when she gave Lottie the book. She must have 
known about it a long time ago, back when Forsaken 
wasn’t Forsaken, and before Henry Warwick disappeared 
from Vivelle. When her sister was still alive. When the 
garden was alive, too. 

She had told Lottie the story so many times. She had 
ensured the story of the garden had burrowed deeply 
inside Lottie’s heart. 

Lottie knelt to the earth and set the book down 
beside her. 

In the story, the garden had given gifts that helped 
to heal broken hearts. And this silver-knotted box looked 
exactly like the kind of place a magical garden would 
keep its presents. 

But clearly, something had gone very, very wrong 

along the way. She thought she had felt a pulse coming 
from the garden when she peeked in from outside, but 
now that she was here, everything was so broken, so 
frozen. So still. 

No sign of life. 
Breaking the heavy silence that had fallen between 

them since they stepped inside, Clement finally spoke. 
“It’s real, isn’t it.” 
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Lottie’s mouth dried out like cotton and her heart 
took off racing like a wild horse. She managed a small nod. 

“Do you think we should see what’s inside it?” 
Clement asked with a slight waver. He knelt next to 
Lottie. 

He had to know what this box might tell them if 
they opened the lid. 

If they opened it and found nothing, they would 
know for certain that this garden was only a ghost of 
what it once had been. But if it had something in there for 
them . . . some kind of gift, it would mean that somehow, 
despite all the decay and ice . . . it was still alive. 

It was almost enough to freeze Lottie there on the 
spot. She didn’t know if she wanted to know the answer. 
Especially if the answer was bad. 

But Lottie’s locket warmed against her skin. She 
took it as a sign, pressed it to her chest, then let go and 
lifted the rooty lid. 

It creaked like a yawn as it opened, like something 
long sleeping had finally stirred. 

Inside the box rested a canvas satchel and a black 
pair of dancing shoes. 

Clement snatched up the shoes while Lottie pulled 
out the satchel. Her hands shook as she reached inside it 
and removed a set of paints and brushes, a ream of thick 
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paper, and a ball of twine. The items were all in shades of 
gray, at least to her eyes, which wasn’t a surprise. What 
was a surprise, however, was how the tree knew she used 
to paint at all in the first place. 

Lottie’s memory sifted back to her paintings that 
once covered the hall. Her fingers itched. Without 
thinking, she ran them along the soft hair of a large 
brush. She stared at the paints, head spinning, as she tried 
to figure out how this tree in the middle of Forsaken in 
the middle of the In Between had known to give her this 
exact gift at this exact time. Had gifted back into her life 
something she had abandoned in her grief way back in 
Vivelle. 

Her head spun so much, in fact, that she almost 
forgot about Clement, who held the shoes in his open 
palms like he cradled the world’s most precious treasure 
in his hands. 

“You’re the only one I’ve ever told about the dancing,” 
he said. But his face wasn’t filled with wonder or even 
confusion like Lottie might have expected. It had fallen 
into sadness that quickly twisted into pain. 

“Did you do this?” He backed away from Lottie, his 
eyes threatening tears. 

“No, I’m just as surprised as you.” Lottie stuffed the 
supplies back inside the satchel and stood. 
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“I . . . I need a moment.” Clement dropped the shoes, 
leaving them to lie at odd angles on the ground. He scur- 
ried down the path and around the corner, leaving Lottie 
alone. 

This was a lot for her—a girl who had lived in a city 
filled with people at every turn, and with endless things 
to do and see. It had to be even more for Clement, who 

only knew a life in the In Between, with its nearby ghosts 
and constant sorrow. 

They needed time to figure out what this place 
meant for them both. 

Lottie slung the satchel across her shoulder and 
stared hard at the tree, but when it became clear that 
it wasn’t just going to up and tell her all its secrets, she 
walked to a nearby bench and sat down. She pulled out 
a single sheet of paper, a small selection of paints in dif- 
ferent shades of gray, and a fine-tipped brush. 

Then Lottie began to paint. 
Simple yet soft strokes—of her mother’s face, how it 

looked at night when her hair cascaded across her cheek as 
she sang Lottie a lullaby. Back in that precious, short- lived 
space when Lottie was old enough to remember and 
still young enough to be danced around the room. 

At long last, the itching in Lottie’s fingers grew quiet 
and the muscles in her hands relaxed as she gently held 
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on to the paper. Somehow, here, even with a gray self and 
a gray set of paints in a frozen garden, she had still found 
a way to paint the feeling of the memory. The calm, the 
love, the drowsy, dreamy air. 

Though her paintings used to do so much more 
than just feel like the scene they echoed. They used to 
move, too. 

And then, right there in the garden of ice—a flick- 
ering more than a fluid movement—Lottie’s painted 
mother swayed softly in front of the window and the little 
painted Lottie hummed along as she closed her eyes. The 
scent of her mother’s perfume wrapped around real-life 
Lottie like a cozy blanket, letting the painted moonglow 
tag along. It spread out from the page and warmed her 
with its light. 

Lottie glanced down to where her magic used to 
glow like melted gold. 

A little golden flare winked back. Just a bit. Didn’t it? 
A barely perceptible change in brightness? 

No. 
Lottie squeezed her eyes shut. She may have thought 

she saw something, maybe even wished to see it, but she 

knew it was impossible. She was the way she was because 
the light inside her had faded. Because her magic had 
slipped through her fingers like water. Because life was 
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hard, and that fact caught up with her a bit earlier than 
it did for most. 

She had imagined the painting moving, just as she 
had imagined that the magic inside herself was now a 
drop brighter. She wouldn’t make that mistake again, 
imagining things that couldn’t possibly be. 

But no matter what Lottie did or didn’t see, she 
couldn’t ignore the fact that she felt a bit better after 
painting, and that would have to be enough. Since that 
terrible night, her sadness had tossed her about like a 
boat at sea during a wicked storm. Her feelings could 
swing this way and that within a single instant. 

However, right now, she was watching the ocean roll 
with waves, but not from the deck of a boat. The sadness 
was still there, and it was still heavy. But in this moment, 
at least, she was watching from the shore, her feet planted 
on the sand, the water licking her toes. 

Lottie didn’t exactly know what to do with the 
painting, so she slid a bit of twine through a small hole 
in the top of the paper and walked over to the tree. Then 
she tied the picture to a low-hanging branch. 

She let go just as a crawling sensation slithered up 
her spine, freezing her in place. 

“Do you feel that?” she asked, hoping her question 
would reach Clement somewhere nearby. 
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No one answered. 
“Clement?” Lottie turned one way, then another. She 

called out Clement’s name again. Then a third time. 
Her cousin wasn’t here. Maybe it was too much for 

him, and he was waiting outside or had gone back to the 
house. 

But the crawling feeling didn’t go away. 
Lottie had learned since arriving at Forsaken to trust 

her instincts, and right now, her instincts told her that 
someone was watching. 

Just then the lunch bell rang, jangling over the top of 
the garden walls, making Lottie’s heart skip a solid three 
beats. 

She closed her eyes. When she opened them, the 
crawling feeling, wherever it had come from, was gone. 

She tucked the satchel back in the box beside the 
tree, then at the last moment grabbed The Enchanted 
Garden and set it in the box, too. She followed the stone 
path to where it ended before continuing on to the frozen 
grass that would lead to the garden doorway. 

But something was different. 
Lottie couldn’t quite pin it down at first, but some- 

thing was different for sure. 
And she realized— 
Now, with each step Lottie took, the garden was 
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empty of the sound of shattering ice beneath her feet. It 
was empty of a trail of frozen shards behind her. 

Somehow, now, in each place she set her steps, she 
left a path of melted footprints behind. 


