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      The day of the Reaping was when the first leaf fell from the Grand Oak Tree that had been planted at the entrance of Raven's Edge and symbolized the small village.

      It was the worst day in the village's year. Everybody hated it, but no one could run from duty and expectation, especially when the king of Roses was a stickler for tradition.

      Skarlit Cavanaugh woke up that day, a telling chill in the air. She stretched her long limbs and placed her feet on the icy floor. She jolted at the shock but kept her feet in place, forcing them to get used to the cold.

      After a moment, she picked herself up and padded from her room into the living room. When the nights got as cold as this one, she knew to look at her front door to see when would be the cursed event. Her eyes took in the red rose petals someone had shoved underneath her door so they littered her floor, and her heart sank deep in her chest.

      Today was the day.

      She sighed.

      Skarlit glanced to the kitchen where Gran's large cauldron sat, waiting to be of use. It was empty now. Skarlit did not know the last time it had been used—probably before her grandmother died. She had wanted to use it recently, especially since it heated up water quickly and she could actually bathe once a week rather than a few times a month in the cold creek that ran through their village. Raven's Edge was nowhere near the Court of Roses, filled with affluence, culture, and wealth. Hot water was common, and most of the court was permitted to bathe daily if they so chose, without the painstaking effort it took to heat up clean water and then wash off the grime that plagued their bodies for days on end due to hard work and physical labor.

      Every day of the Reaping, Gran would heat up water early in the morning so both she and Skarlit could take turns cleaning up and looking presentable at the Reaping.

      "We cannot control who is selected," she would say. "But we can control how we look and how we react. Not a hair will be out of place. Not a button undone."

      Skarlit used to hang on her words like she was some kind of king. Now, she was nothing more than ash dancing in the wind, and Skarlit did not care about her appearance, or what people thought of her either.

      She frowned, pulling her eyes from the cauldron and headed back into her room. Gran would want her to wear a dress—pink, to symbolize the Court of Roses. It also apparently brought out the natural pink of Skarlit's lips. Gran hoped one day Skarlit would be married and would not have to worry about the Reaping. Marriage was an option to get out of participating—no one wanted to send someone who could help increase the population of the village to their death—but Skarlit refused, just like Gran did after her husband died.

      Today was unlike any other day, and yet Skarlit walked around the kitchen just like it was. She pulled out eggs to cook before grabbing chicken feed from the pantry and heading outside into the chilled morning to get the chickens fed. If her name was drawn, she knew Bryce would take care of her chickens.

      The cold pinched her cheeks and helped her wake up. It was difficult to see her surroundings as there was so much fog touching Raven's Edge—a common sight in the winter.

      In the back of her small house was a chicken coop that housed five different chickens, and one rooster who did not make noise when the sun came up. She fed all six animals before heading inside and cooking food that would break her fast.

      After eating, she headed back into her room and over to her wardrobe. The day of the Reaping meant everyone in Raven's Edge wore black. It was some kind of uniform to celebrate the coming winter. Skarlit thought it symbolized mourning and death—two things that were always associated with the Reaping, no matter what. She pulled on a black dress, a simple thing with long sleeves that would keep her warm during the ceremony. It did not begin until dusk but she would wear it now so she did not have to worry about dressing later. From there, she cleaned her teeth and brushed her hair, and tried to ignore the memories that seemed to follow her around this house.

      Four years ago, it was just like any other Reaping. Gran fed the chickens. Skarlit cooked the food. They both dressed in black.

      Four years ago, Gran's name was selected.

      Four years ago, Gran died.

      Skarlit's fingers shook as she laced up the dress. She tried not to think about it, tried not to think about how she had dropped to her knees on the hard dirt floor after hearing her grandmother's name, how her grandmother refused to allow Skarlit to go in her place, how Skarlit could barely see her Gran in her last moments alive before she left to make the delivery because Skarlit's eyes were filled with tears.

      "Stop it," she muttered to herself. She pressed her hands against her stomach and smoothed out any wrinkles that might occupy the dress. She never wore it unless it was the Reaping. The dress hung in the wardrobe and smelled like mildew and age, but Skarlit could not bring herself to care. She was not trying to impress anyone, especially not today. She was trying to survive.

      The day crawled by slowly, like a baby just starting to move around on all fours. This day always moved slowly. Skarlit stayed at home, trying not to think about what awaited her; what awaited the village. There was no point in being afraid. It was not as though Skarlit could control whether her name was plucked from the goblet or not, and yet as each hour ticked by, her heart got heavy and pounded against her chest slowly but firmly.

      When it was finally time to head to the courtyard, Skarlit quickly fed the chickens once more and headed out. Her Gran's house was on a large plot of land that teased the border of the Emerald Forest. She could see the tall pine trees and could walk to them in minutes if she truly wanted to. Gran always preferred being ensconced in nature rather than close to other people who lived in Raven's Edge. She liked the solitude, the peace, and as Skarlit got used to the quiet, she understood the sentiment.

      Her journey to the village courtyard was longer than most and by the time she reached her destination, the village was gathered in the small, outdoor area. Skarlit's boots were covered in dirt and she could hear the distant wailings of tired babies trying to sleep.

      "Good evening and happy solstice," Charles Carnaby announced after stepping onto a wooden stage so everyone could see him better. "I am grateful to the last deliverer for the abundant season we were blessed with this past year. Let us hope our crops stay fertile and our well never runs dry."

      Bryce saddled up to Skarlit at that moment, grabbing her hand and giving it a gentle squeeze as though to tell her that he was here. She glanced at him without moving her head and offered him a small smile.

      At least, she hoped it was a smile and not a grimace.

      "Now, as you know, names get added to the goblet every year," Charles continued, moving across the stage as though he was one of the actors from the traveling performing company that put on plays here twice a year. "And names have been taken out due to death or marriage. Everyone has the same chance to be selected for this honor as anyone else."

      Skarlit snorted A woman in front of her gave her an annoyed look before turning around. Skarlit refused to apologize. Calling this an honor was a farce. If it was such an honor, why could the people of Roses not be bothered to travel through the Emerald Forest and collect the supplies from Raven's Edge?

      Bryce squeezed Skarlit's hand once again, as though to offer sympathy. If anyone knew why she was bitter, it was him. He had been there when the news was brought to her regarding her gran and the fact that she hadn't survived the trip. It should not have come as such a shock to her, and yet, hearing it spoken out loud caused her to drop to her knees, even with Bryce's arms for support. She never knew what it meant to be broken until that moment, and even now, she had not assembled herself back together.

      "The Selected will change into the red cloak of privilege and be honored with a last feast," Charles continued, "filled with only the best foods and the best wine. They will have the opportunity to say goodbye and sleep in the council chambers in order to ensure their sleep is fit enough for a king. On the morrow, breakfast of the ripest of fruits, nuts, and jerky will be provided, and they will leave as the dawn rises."

      Skarlit blew out a breath with her nostrils, shifted her weight, and glanced away. It was the same speech every year. Her eyes flitted through the audience. She watched as wives clenched their husbands' hands, grateful to be removed from the selection process entirely. Widows had a stoic twist to their lips, as though it did not really matter to them if they were selected at all because they did not regard themselves as actually living. Fear was etched on the younger entrants—some as young as twelve, others as old as sixty. Strange, how age hardened someone. Skarlit hoped she was never as hard as some of the villagers.

      Fool, a voice said in her head. You are already hard and you are not even aware of it.

      "The Reaping is an honorable time in our village," Charles said. His gaze was on the crowd, the goblet in his hand unmoving and cold like the boulders that made up Frosted Cliffs. "Because our land is rich and fertile, we are able to provide medicine and medical supplies to a kingdom four times our size."

      "And four times as wealthy," Skarlit muttered under her breath.

      Someone behind her shushed her and Skarlit rolled her eyes. Bryce glanced down at her, but she pointedly ignored the sympathy in his green eyes. The last thing she needed was pity.

      "Without us, the Court of Roses would be unable to care for their sick," Charles said. "Our land has been blessed, and we repay it in kind by sharing this land with those who need it the most. This is a time to celebrate, not fear."

      Skarlit scoffed but kept it quiet. She shifted her weight once again. How dare he talk about honor when no deliverer had returned from making their delivery? Some had suggested they got a place in the court but that was naive. They were dead because of the wolf. Everyone knew he prowled through the forest, his claimed territory. Anyone who ventured in never ventured out. There were times, at night, just as Skarlit was drifting off to sleep, where she could swear she heard the wolf howling to the moon.

      "And now," Charles said, lifting the goblet up to the sky. "We will make the selection."

      There was a tenseness that went out through the crowd. Somehow, it got quieter even though it had already been silent to begin with.

      Charles pulled the goblet back to him, reached inside, and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. Handing the goblet off to someone standing just off the stage, he opened the parchment.

      "Skarlit Cavanaugh."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Goodbyes were a formality. No one expected to survive the delivery. It was one thing to deliver the medical supplies to the Court of Roses. It was quite another to travel through the Emerald Forest by one's self and survive. Granted, the Emerald Forest was known for having one particular beast that roamed it rather than a variety of strange entities that threatened life and a band of thieves that thought they were good. But this particular beast was vicious. Those who were selected for the Reaping never made it out alive.

      Never.

      Skarlit did not think her fate would be much different. Despite the fact that the length of the Emerald Forest was such that she expected to get through it in three hours if she followed the proper trail, she knew the chances of her getting out alive were slim to none.

      Which meant goodbyes—should she feel compelled to say them—were warranted.

      With shaky fingers, she tied her red cloak around her shoulders. It was the color of the court and symbolized her status as a deliverer. It also ensured that, should she run into any guards patrolling the edge of the forest to prevent those the king did not want passing through his kingdom from entering, she would be granted access to the court for a limited time—until her task was done. Once that occurred, she was given one night at court, a last meal of sorts, and was then expected to leave at dawn. If she did not, she would be forced out by guards despite everything else.

      When she finished, she tucked her white blouse into her black trousers and then tucked the black trousers into knee-high worn brown boots.

      The first leaf had fallen, symbolizing the Great Harvest. It was a ball the Court of Roses celebrated. Despite the fact that the court chose to look for an excuse to celebrate anything, the Harvest was especially important because it symbolized how well they would survive through bleak, bitter winters.

      Skarlit hoped they choked on the bones of the fine meat they would eat at the festival. In particular, she hoped the prince would die and there would be no heir to take his place. Perhaps then the pompous king would understand what it was like to truly lose someone.

      "Skarlit?"

      The voice surprised her, causing her to jump. She did not like that she was so nervous. It made her feel helpless, at a loss for control.

      She turned to find Bryce staring at her from her bedroom doorway.

      "Bryce?" she asked. "What are you doing here?"

      "What do you think?" he asked, taking a tentative step forward. "I've come to say…" He let his voice trail off, ripping his sky-blue eyes away from her face and casting them down to the ground. He should not be in her home, and he most definitely should not be in her room. But he did not seem to care about propriety, and in this moment, neither did she.

      "I would prefer you didn't," she said, trying to force a smile.

      "Would you like me to say something else?" he asked, stepping forward. His eyes roamed over Skarlit and there was sadness there, loss at the possibility of what could be between them, and something else. Something that seemed to resemble hunger.

      "Perhaps it would be best best if you said nothing at all," she suggested, giving him a pointed look. She did not mean to be so flippant. It was his last hour with her, just as it was her last hour with him. "Actually, Bryce, I'm glad you're here." She gave him a gentle smile. "I need to ask you a favor. Could you feed the chickens when I'm—" She stopped herself and swallowed. She was not trying to sound so morbid but she could not help herself. "While I'm away."

      That seemed to imply there was a chance she might make it back.

      She nearly snorted at the thought of it, but it seemed to appease Bryce. She furrowed her brow at the instinct to make a man feel better about her impending death, but did not think now was the best place to start brooding about it.

      "O-of course, Skarlit," he said. "Of course. Anything."

      Skarlit nodded. She glanced around the home. She opened her mouth, ready to tell him what to do with her home once she was gone, but could not find the words. She didn't know what he should do with the home because she wasn't ready to admit she was not coming back to it. She also had no one else to give it to, and Bryce already had a home of his own. Instead, she released a breath. She was not ready to say anything just yet. Perhaps it was foolish to think she could survive this, but she was not willing to let go of her hope just yet.

      Skarlit sat in front of her mirror and picked up her brush. Brushing her hair had always been a task Gran used to do because Skarlit was not a fan of taking the time to remove the knots that accumulated in the golden-brown tresses. Somehow, Bryce remained standing and watched her do this despite the time it took to get out every single knot and then pull her hair into a tight braid. At least this gave her hands something to do. At least her thoughts would not be idle and snowball into worry.

      When she was finished, she stood up.

      "You have your Reaping feast in the Great Banquet," Bryce said, offering me his arm. "You get to select a guest to accompany you. If I may be so bold…"

      Skarlit would have preferred to eat alone, but this was not just about what she wanted. Bryce needed time with her. Bryce needed a moment to say goodbye just as much as she did.

      "Of course, Bryce," she said with a soft nod. "I would be honored if you accompanied me."

      The Feast went as well as it could have been. The other villagers in Raven's Edge bowed their heads to her but kept their distance, as though she was a cold ruler who wanted no interaction between herself and her peasants. Skarlit did not want to be treated as such. She wished they could treat her as though it was any other day. The fact that they had only stopped giving her sympathetic looks because her gran was chosen and died for this four years before was infuriating.

      Bryce spoke too much, as though he wanted to make sure he said everything he could think of because he did not think he would get another opportunity to do so. Skarlit stopped listening after a while, simply because while Bryce's intention was to get her to forget that such a terrible thing was happening to her, it did little to relieve the fact that she would probably die tomorrow in her quest to deliver the medicine.

      The food was rich in flavor and she did not have to worry about rationing it or saving pieces for anyone else. She could fill her goblet with wine, she could fill her belly with roasted chicken, potatoes, cooked vegetables, crisp bread, and anything else she wanted. She was not used to consuming such food in such a short span of time, but she washed it down with a deep red wine that put her nerves at ease and made her head feel light and bubbly.

      When she was finally finished, she stood up, ready to sleep in the council chambers. Her last night would be on a mattress filled with feathers, silk sheets, and the softest pillows money could buy—all provided to Raven's Edge by Roses as a way to allow the deliverer the best sleep they could get before their trek through the Emerald Forest.

      Skarlit refused the room and headed back to her home instead. If Skarlit was to get a good night's rest, she would do so in the comfort of her own bed, with her chickens just outside and the quilt her gran stitched for her when she was young wrapped around her body. Bryce did not question her, and invited himself along in order to walk her home. As though she could not find it herself and needed assistance.

      She let out a sigh as she stepped into the crisp air. That wasn't a fair thought. He was going to miss her and wanted to spend as much time with her as he could before he couldn't. Other women in the village would throttle her for her thoughts. Bryce was handsome and strong and kind. He would make a good husband, and many women wanted him to be theirs, but his attention was solely reserved for Skarlit. She knew she should take advantage of it. She knew she would probably never acquire the hand of anyone better than Bryce.

      And yet, she could not love him. She had tried but there was nothing save for platonic affection in her heart for him.

      She really was a fool.

      Skarlit walked around her porch and headed in the back to say goodbye to her chickens and rooster one last time. She knew Bryce was a man of his word. They would be cared for while she was gone.

      When she finished, she forced her feet to step away from her house and through the village. It was such a spectacle she wanted no part of, but it was a village tradition. She had to cross the village so others, people who did not even know her, had the opportunity to thank her for what she was doing. She ignored them all. The majority of these people did not even speak to her when word reached Raven's Edge about her gran. These people wore their own skins like masks. She was not not afraid to sneer as she left.

      As she reached the edge of the Emerald Forest, Charles was there with a handmade basket filled with medical supplies and a small pack of food composed of fruit, jerky, nuts, and cheese.

      "Go with grace," he said, placing one hand on his shoulder.

      She was supposed to tell him, "Keep the peace, " but she could not get the words out. Instead, she gave him a stiff nod before pulling herself away from him and stepping to the forest.

      It was not long before the forest swallowed her up. She did not look back, not even to Bryce.

      
        
        - - -

      

      

      To say she was not scared would be a lie. However, there was something soothing about being in the forest on a particularly warm day. It was not usually this warm during solstice. Nights had grown cold and the sun descended much faster than it typically did during the spring and summer. And yet she could feel perspiration accumulate on the back of her neck and under her arms.

      Perhaps she was just nervous.

      She kept a quick pace, not quite running but hurrying along rather than leisurely strolling through and taking in her surroundings. Because she lived adjacent to the border of the forest, Skarlit felt as though she was quite familiar with trees and dirt, and did not need to waste time staring.

      About an hour into her journey, Skarlit stopped and took out a canteen in order to take a drink of water. Cool, fresh water slid down her throat, and once she was finished, she sighed. Her eyes glanced up at the cloudless sky, at the rich blue, and she closed her eyes for a moment simply to feel the sun's rays warm her face.

      She let out a breath and opened her eyes. Enough of this now. She needed to move.

      At that moment, she heard a growl just behind her.

      Without thinking, Skarlit whirled around, her grip tightening on the basket, her cloak snapping behind her.

      No one.

      She sucked in a shaky breath and turned back toward the direction she needed to go. She moved her feet quickly.

      A roar came from her left and she jumped.

      Still, there was nothing to see.

      It was only when she was righting herself that she noticed black fur from her peripheral. She blinked and there, in front of her path, was the largest wolf she had ever seen, baring its teeth, revealing its sharp fangs, and narrowing its black eyes at her.
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      Skarlit felt her heart jump into her throat. It pounded against her chest over and over, increasing its speed with every beat. She blinked her eyes again, trying to focus on the black terror, but it moved too quickly for her to see.

      Unlike the Wonderland Forest, the trees that made up the Emerald Forest were pine. They were tall and provided shade, but they did not blot out the sky as much as Wonderland did, which meant the sunlight lit up the forest in a way it could not in Wonderland.

      Skarlit whirled around quickly, her crimson cape snapping behind her like a whip. The basket of medical supplies—the plants that had been plucked by the women of the village—were thrown out of it. Skarlit's first reaction was to kneel down and pick them back up, stuffing them in the basket. But taking her eyes off the wolf, kneeling down and placing herself in a vulnerable position, was just asking to be attacked.

      Skarlit knew her fate was sealed. No one survived the wolf. She was just surprised because she had always assumed the wolf attacked when the deliverer was on their way back to Raven's Edge. How else would the court get their supplies? Now, she realized, patrol could sweep through here after an attack and gather the supplies themselves. It rid the court of dealing with a wretch and still got them what they needed to survive the winter, in case anyone was plagued by a seasonal illness.

      Skarlit hated the court in that moment. She stepped forward again, eyes darting between the trees.

      Where had the wolf run off to?

      She held her breath. Her gran had tried to teach Skarlit how to use a blade, but Skarlit had never been one for fighting. Skarlit had kept her head down and listened to the Elders. If this was how things had always been, how could they possibly change? Gran rebelled constantly in the way she spoke, in the way she dressed. It was not a surprise to Skarlit when her name was called at the Reaping four years ago.

      What did surprise her was Skarlit's reaction to it.

      And now, here Skarlit was, in the same position as her gran. She wondered if Gran was scared. She wondered if Gran snuck a blade on her and put up a fight.

      She wished she had had the courage to sneak a blade before she left. She was a fool to head into the forest without some sort of weapon, without some sort of means to defend herself.

      At that moment, the wolf appeared. She heard him before she saw him—a growl piercing the hanging silence. He leapt with ferocity, his claws out, heading straight for Skarlit. In her fear, she collapsed to the ground and watched, paralyzed, as the wolf's body stretched over her. If she had not fallen, he would have sunk his sharp claws into her skin. She would be flesh made ribbons right now.

      Except it landed in front of her, growling at something in the forest. The way it stood over her, it almost seemed as though it was protecting her.

      You fool, she thought to herself. This beast does not protect, it destroys. It feasts on the bones of any human who dares try to cross his forest.

      And yet, the wolf barely looked at her. His body was tense, packed with muscle she could not see, but everything about him was directed at something else, not at Skarlit. He brought his head to the ground, a growl emitting from his mouth. She could hear his nose breathe in, as though trying to detect what it was he could not see.

      Skarlit was not sure what this thing was doing, but she needed to continue on her way before she was stopped again. She needed to make it to Roses before the supplies went bad and they punished Raven's Edge for the lack of medicine. In that moment, Skarlit hated Roses and the plain hypocrisy that stank up the palace. As though the wealthy were somehow more worthy of surviving the winters than the impoverished.

      Without warning, a bear emerged from the depths of the forest, hulking and brown. His beady eyes reminded Skarlit of blotted ink, his narrow focus on the wolf. Skarlit's mouth dropped open, her eyes going wide. How on earth were they going to survive a bear?

      She pressed her mouth together, trying to make sure she did not look like a fish. She shook her head. The wolf pounced before Skarlit had a chance to understand what was going on. The bear roared when the wolf landed on him. Skarlit froze as she watched the wolf take down the bear with the intensity of his leap.

      It must be more than strong to take down a bear of that size.

      Skarlit backed up. She glanced over at the fight, hearing the snarling, the whimpering. The two were distracted enough. Perhaps she could slip by without notice. She swallowed, pulling the cape tighter around her body. A gentle breeze picked, playing with the stray strands of hair that fell from her braid in her tussle with the wolf.

      A loud piercing cry caused the birds in the trees to take off like shots. Skarlit turned her gaze just as the bear collapsed into a heap, and the wolf—

      There was no wolf.

      Her eyes widened. There was only a man, stark naked and wounded.

      Where did the wolf go? Where had this man come from? Why was he naked?

      She picked herself up and turned in the direction she needed to go in order to get to Roses. If her calculations were correct, she had about an hour left. Thanks to the glow of the low-hanging moon, she could probably make it. She knelt down to gather the supplies before picking herself up and taking a step back to the path.

      The man's ragged breathing stopped her.

      He was in pain. He needed help.

      Where had this man come from?

      Did it even matter?

      She took a slow, steadying breath and shook her head.

      "You're a damn fool," she muttered to herself, but she could not pull herself away from the man.

      The bear the wolf had fought was still in a lump adjacent to the man. Skarlit could hear his labored breathing, which indicated that the bear could wake up at any moment. She needed to move quickly.

      You could always leave him here and save yourself, a voice suggested in her mind. Especially with that wolf on the loose. This might be your only chance to get to Roses safely.

      And yet, even before the thought wrapped up in her head, Skarlit knew she would not be leaving until she was able to heal the man. She had a basket filled with supplies. She knew a thing or two about the healing properties of these remedies thanks to her gran. If she left now, she would be a coward.

      And if you stay, you will be a fool.

      Skarlit shrugged in response to the thought. She would rather be a fool.

      She walked to the man and knelt down. Every ounce of him was packed with muscle. It was difficult not to stare, considering she had never seen a man as beautiful as this before. He looked as though he had endured some rough times. That alone should cause her to want to steer clear of him, to want nothing to do with him, but she felt compelled to get even closer.

      She placed her hands on his bare shoulders, ignoring the spark that jumped from him and caused her skin to flinch. She shook him once, quickly, but he did not wake. She glanced at the bear, still unconscious. Skarlit let out a breath and shook him again, harder this time.

      "Please," she said. She was not sure if she was speaking to herself or to the man. "You must wake up. I cannot help you on my own."

      More shaking. Another glance at the bear.

      This was not going to work.

      Skarlit opened the basket to see if there was salt string packed along with the supplies. She saw a line of one and grabbed it. Snapping the thick string, Skarlit took a breath, hoping this would work. She waved the string in front of the man's nostrils three times, slowly and deliberately, before pulling back and waiting. Salt string was good at bringing the unconscious back to consciousness.

      The man's eyes slowly crept open. When he locked eyes with Skarlit, she felt herself sag in relief.

      "You're all right," she murmured to herself.

      "You are as well." His words were garbled and gruff, but Skarlit was grateful to hear them nonetheless.

      "I need you to get up," she said, discarding the used salt string into her basket before picking herself up. "I know you are injured but I can't move you on my own and I'm not sure when the bear will wake up."

      He did not respond. Instead, he allowed her to move one arm around his stocky torso and flatten her palm against his waist. She felt her face heat up at the fact that she was touching a stranger's body, his flesh, but would not let it stop her from helping him up. Slowly, he moved his legs, one and then the other.

      Skarlit wanted to ask if he had anything to make himself decent—a pair of pants perhaps—but she was too embarrassed to even draw attention to his nakedness. Instead, she decided it might be best if she ignored it altogether.

      Once he was fully standing, he wrapped a long arm around her shoulders. She could feel the muscle in the hold he had on her. She did not know how a man could grow so strong when she saw the men in her village working in the fields, harvesting crops, hunting in the woods, chopping down the trees, constructing houses—and no one was as solid or as large as he was.

      "Do you know where we can go?" she asked in a small voice. When he did not answer, she tried again. "Do you know of any shelter to shield us from the elements? You are hurt and your wounds need to be addressed quickly in order to ensure you don't get an infection."

      He scoffed, seemingly almost uncaring if that was the case.

      "Why are you helping me?" he asked. "I am…" He let his voice trail off and shook his head.

      "We do not have time to feel sorry for ourselves," Skarlit said, her voice shaking. It was starting to hit her that this was probably her last day on earth and she was attempting to make a grown man feel better about his problem—whatever that was. She wanted to drop him.

      "I am helping you because it is the right thing to do," Skarlit said. "Now, please. Do you know of a shelter? A cabin, perhaps? A cave?"

      "The right thing to do." He laughed, but it was not filled with amusement. It was a raw, hollow sound like the trunks of trees in the forest. "Who decides what's right anymore?"

      "I will not ask you again," Skarlit said, her voice as sharp as the black wolf's teeth.

      He sighed, clutching Skarlit to him like a lifeline, though he made no attempt to move.

      "Yes," he said. "A small cave. About ten minutes off the trail."

      Skarlit nodded and proceeded to lead him to where he directed her to go. She did not know if this was a good idea. She did not know if this man could be trusted. And still, she decided it could not hurt to help him, even if he seemed bitter about it.
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      Skarlit did not feel guilty about using a small fraction of the supplies to heal the man. When the sun's rays danced on the edge of the cave's mouth, she stood up and went to check on the man. He was still tangled up in her cape, and for a moment, she could not help but stare at him.

      There was something about him that did not make sense, as though this was not his true form but some sort of illusion. When she was a girl, another child used to speak of stories regarding Skin Shedders, beasts who could shed their skin like snakes and take on a different form. It was enough to keep Skarlit up at night. She even questioned Gran if Gran was really who she said she was. This, of course, tickled Gran. Skarlit did not remember ever hearing her laugh as long and as hard as at that moment. At the time, Skarlit felt little more than sullen at her foolish question, but now, looking back on it, she could appreciate the memory.

      The man—William, she remembered—did not resemble the men in Raven's Edge. He had corded muscle on every inch of his body. He was bulky, rather than lean. And his body, while pale, had scars on him—too many scars one person should have to endure.

      Skarlit could see the steady rise and fall of his large chest and she knew he was alive, he would survive. She had no idea where he had come from but she knew she had to leave if she was going to make it to Roses on time.

      Instead of leaving, however, Skarlit found herself kneeling down to get a better look at him. There was something alluring in his brutality. Her eyes flitted across his angled face. His nose appeared as though it had been broken multiple times and never set right, yet this man did not appear to be the sort who lost fights.

      She reached out a tentative hand, slowing her movement, unsure if she should do it or not, until her fingers touched the black hair that fell in his face and she was able to brush it away.

      She was in awe of him, and she could not understand why. Her hand dropped and she cupped his cheek in her hand. She was getting bold—not the best thing she could do. He might have been friendly the previous night when he could barely move, but now that he had medicine and was rested, she did not know what he was capable of.

      And yet…

      And yet, Skarlit was certain he would not hurt her. She did not know how she knew this, but she was sure of it, way down into her bones.

      Fool.

      She pulled her hand away, her fingers ghosting down his neck and to a scar—a circular gray dent in his body.

      A bullet wound.

      Skarlit felt her throat go dry. Who would want to shoot at this man?

      It did not matter.

      When she reached out to trace a flesh-colored scar just above his brow, his hand whipped out and his fingers locked on her wrist. Her chest jolted and her body froze under his touch. His eyes were on her—she could feel them before she even saw them—and he stared at her in a way that made her feel powerful and weak at the same time.

      "I-I'm sorry," she said.

      Stupid.

      What was she doing? Why would she touch someone who had been sleeping? It was completely inappropriate, not to mention rude.

      He clenched his jaw together but slowly released his hold on her. His eyes were still suspicious, as though he was not quite sure what she was up to, and he did not know if she could be trusted. It was a fair point. She was leaning over him like she might do something wrong. She could not blame him for the suspicious stare.

      However, Skarlit was not compelled to pull away just yet. It was as if his eyes held her in place. Even if she wanted to move, she could not.

      Using the same hand he used to grab her wrist, he let his fingertips fall on her bottom lip, tracing them gently. She could not move. She could not even breathe. She did not know why she was under this man's spell, but she was.

      He dragged the backs of his fingers up her face, over her cheekbone. Skarlit hated when she leaned into his touch, like a beggar who was desperate for water. It was like she could not control her actions. She was reacting, like this was some sort of instinct beneficial to her desire.

      He moved his hand to the back of her head, burying his fingers in her long tresses, keeping her head in place. Without warning, he brought his lips up until they grazed hers. A kiss. A shot. An explosion.

      She should slap him. Decorum dictated that she should not be kissed by any man, at least not one who was a stranger. She was not promised to him either. And yet she found herself responding to the kiss, tentatively at first, nervous and perhaps even embarrassed. She had never been kissed before. She had not expected to be kissed at all, maybe ever. But this…this was nice. There was something strangely alluring about the possessive way he was holding her head in place and the soft kiss her placed on her lips. Two things that contradicted each other and sparked an odd, conflicting feeling.

      Strange.

      And yet, she was drawn to it.

      With his free arm, he pulled her on top of him so she was straddling his form. She felt her cheeks get warm, and yet, she did not pull away. She leaned down as his grip on her hip tightened and he claimed her lips once more.

      She had never been kissed before and was not sure how to respond. But the feeling was not unwanted and she opened her mouth to receive him. His tongue slid inside and explored her, as much as he could take. His hand held her hair back. She could feel something stir underneath her and her face flushed when she realized it was his desire for her. Gran had spoken with her about this once when she was younger and had asked about a wife's duties, back when she thought she might marry, but she never expected to actually participate in such an activity, especially since she was not married and was most certainly not in love.

      And yet, she would die at some point. Why not indulge in something she would never get to do?

      Before anything else could transpire, he pulled back.

      "You have a basket," he said, as though the realization just hit him. "You must deliver the supplies." He swallowed. "The patrol…"

      Skarlit frowned. "Are you not part of the patrol?" she asked. She climbed off of him anyway.

      He jolted up, cocking his head to the side as though he could hear something she could not. After a moment, he stood up, naked once more.

      Skarlit tried to resist looking up and down the length of his body.

      "I must go," he said, heading out of the cave.

      "What?" she asked, pushing herself up to a standing position. She grabbed the basket and hurried out, looking around, only to find the man gone.

      She shook her head. Unbelievable. Had this all been a dream? Was she still on the path, daydreaming? She could not say. She forced herself to take a deep breath and remember how to get back to the trail.

      It took some time, but she found it. After pausing to eat some fruit and drink some water, she was on her way.

      Until she encountered the wolf once more. And this time, he was not alone.

      There was a man in front of him, off the trail, pointing an arrow at him. She gasped, her hand dropping the basket onto the ground, spilling the supplies, so she could bring her hand to her mouth.

      The wolf seemed to have heard because he turned from the man and charged straight toward her, leaping up and knocking her down so quickly, she did not have time to react. When his snout tilted down to her face, she closed her eyes, moving her hands to fight him off.

      So this was how she was going to die.

      Something pinched the side of her neck, and then something soft rubbed against it. It was almost as though the wolf bit her, and then licked the wound.

      But would he not devour her? Why nip her skin?

      An arrow pierced the sky. Skarlit did not see it until it landed on the wolf's shoulder. He let out a vicious roar before stepping over Skarlit.

      Skarlit blinked, raising her hand to her neck. She could feel the thick, sticky blood seeping out of her wound, but she could also feel it starting to clot, as though the bite itself wasn't deep. Now, with the way the wolf was positioned over her, it almost seemed as though he was protecting her, which was as foolish to think as anything else. And yet, she did not know why else the wolf would stand over her in such a way, unless he was marking his territory so to speak.

      "Well, well, well," a deep voice said. Skarlit glanced around from her vantage point on the ground. She had to blink once, twice, to keep the dirt from being kicked into her eyes. Even then, it was difficult to see who had spoken. "Why am I not surprised to see the Black Wolf of the Emerald Forest chowing down on a helpless young girl?"

      "Say, Robin," another voice said from a different direction. "Do you think Maryanne can cook up wolf's meat the way she can cook fox or rabbit? I've never had wolf before and this one is so big, I think we could each get a helping of him and have extra for the winter."

      "I think you're right, Topher," the first voice—Robin—responded. "And you know our Maryanne; she can cook anything."

      Skarlit took a breath. Another arrow fell from the sky. It missed the wolf—that still did not move from his position over Skarlit—despite the fact that it had come dangerously close to striking its ribcage. She looked up at the wolf. Why was the wolf not afraid? Why keep standing over her? It made absolutely no sense.

      "What is the wolf doing?" another voice called out. This one sounded as though it came from the branches of the trees rather than the trunks. "Why has it not run off?"

      "Perhaps it is guarding the girl?" Robin asked. "Wants to make a meal of her, just as he makes a meal of every person that delivers the supplies during the Reaping to Roses? Why do you think we're here, hmm? What do you say, Ryder?"

      There was a long pause until the one named Ryder spoke. "I do not know what he is doing," Ryder admitted. "Only that from the way his eyes are both angry and suspicious, he might assume that we mean to harm not only him, but her as well."

      A loud laugh came from Topher's position. "Are you telling me that wolf has feelings for a girl?" he asked in disbelief. "Surely you jest, Ryder."

      Before any of them could say more, the wolf darted back into the woods, narrowly missing a flying arrow from the other side of the path.

      The wolf was now gone, but it meant Skarlit was left alone with the strange men, all looking down at her with dark suspicion in their eyes.
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      Skarlit blinked rapidly as a band of men stood over her. The wolf was long gone by now, even though he had only left seconds after they appeared, once they stated they would not harm her.

      It was like waking from a dream, which sounded impossible but wasn't. She was still alive. She was still breathing. If anything, this was a miracle.

      "You all right, lass?" She recognized Topher's voice as he offered her his hand.

      Skarlit placed her hand in his, allowing herself to be helped up. When she stood, she nearly fell forward. One of the men—pale blue eyes, scruff, and long dark hair—reached out to steady her. She looked up at him, hoping he could see the appreciation in her eyes. She did not trust herself to speak. At least, not yet. Once she had her feet planted, she reached up to her neck and brought her fingers down so she could see. The wound had clotted. It could not have been more than a nip.

      But why…?

      It made no sense to her. The wolf could have killed her. He was supposed to kill her.

      And yet, he did not.

      "She's been bitten," the one named Robin said, his dark eyes narrowing on her neck.

      "That's not good," someone murmured.

      "Asher, why must you always be so bleak?" Topher asked.

      "Listen to me or not, I couldn’t care less," Asher said nonchalantly. "But if she's been bitten, he's marked her as his own. He will come looking for her. You saw the way he stood over her, even with an arrow in his shoulder. He will come back, and we should be gone before he does."

      "There's one of him," one said, with short dark hair and brown eyes, "and five of us. I'd say the odds are in our favor."

      "You'd be daft," Asher said. "That is a cursed wolf, Jack. One who can shift into a man when he needs to."

      "A shifter?" The man who helped her up shot his brow up. "I thought those weren't real."

      "Well, they are," Asher said.

      "How do you know?"

      "Can you not take my word?" Asher asked.

      "It must have something to do with his heart," Topher reasoned. "He always gets pissy like this when someone even hints at Rapunzel—"

      Before Topher could finish the thought, a blade was drawn and pressed against Topher's neck. Immediately, the three men not involved in the fight went to break the pair up, leaving Skarlit standing by herself, now staring at the ground, still in awe at the fact that she was alive. She was still in shock, unable to move just yet.

      "Do not even speak her name," Asher said.

      "Or you'll what?" Topher asked before spitting on Asher. "If this is that witch's brother, perhaps we—"

      "Her brother was taken by Roses for protecting her," Asher snarled. It seemed like Asher was not the sort of person to snarl and even the men seemed to take pause when they saw the viciousness coming from him. "He is long since dead."

      Topher opened his mouth, ready to argue, when the one they called Robin stepped through.

      "That's enough now," he said. His voice was firm, cracking his men the way a whip might crack a horse. The men immediately silenced themselves and turned their attention on him. It was easy for Skarlit to distinguish that this man was clearly their leader, which meant they needed to obey him. It also appeared as though Robin did not typically use such an authoritative voice, unless it was necessary to acquire that attention. "You said the girl was bitten? Show me, Ryder."

      The man with the long hair and soft blue eyes squatted down and pointed at Skarlit's neck without making any move to actually touch her.

      Skarlit's instinct was to reach up and touch it herself, but Ryder caught her wrist in his fingers.

      "I would not do that if I were you," he said. "You do not want to contaminate the wound."

      Skarlit stopped and nodded her head once. Contaminate the wound? She had not even felt anything except a small nip, the way an excited puppy nips at his owner's fingers. And yet, these men were looking at it as though she was bleeding profusely from a battle wound.

      "Do you think there's any hope?" a slender man asked, crossing his arms over his chest and regarding Robin with a pensive stare. Skarlit remembered that this one was Jack. "If the legends are true—"

      "We know nothing yet," Robin said, lowering his voice to a hushed whisper. Regardless, Skarlit could still hear him, plain as the scruff on Robin's face. "We do not know if this is the beast. We do not know if he actually infected her. We do not know—"

      "Infected?" Skarlit asked before she could stop herself. If her gran had been here, she would have admonished Skarlit for speaking out of turn—not because it went against decorum to interrupt, but because she could have accumulated more information if she simply kept her mouth closed and listened. "It's barely a scratch. I do not feel lightheaded or feverish. How could you imply that I already have an infection?"

      "That's not what he said, Red," Asher remarked, his cold eyes never wavering from Skarlit's face. "He said you've been infected. There is a difference."

      "I do not see one," she countered.

      "That is because you are a fool from Raven's Edge." Asher cocked his head dismissively. "The whole lot of you are fools, delivering medicine to the Court of Roses once a year, traveling through this forest when you are all aware of the beast that lurks here."

      Skarlit felt her cheeks get warm, not because she was blushing, but because she was frustrated. Because she was getting angry.

      "How do you know that?" she asked. "Are you from Roses?"

      "We're from the Wonderland Forest," Robin said.

      "Then why are you here in Emerald?" she asked. Suddenly, it hit her like a weight of bricks dropping onto her chest. A group of men in a forest, bows and arrows as weapons. "Are you…the Merry Men? The ones with prizes attached to each of your heads? You steal from the rich and give to the poor."

      Jack's lips twisted into a smirk. "I suppose it goes something like that," he said.

      "We're here because we know it's the day of autumn solstice," Robin said. "The day after the Reaping for your village. We've heard rumors about a beast that takes the deliverer as a sacrifice and the Roses patrol swipes the medicine."

      "I'm sorry," Skarlit said, pushing her brows together. "The wolf takes a human sacrifice?"

      "I cannot prove it just yet," Robin said. "Which is why I'm here. But rarely do the people of your village actually make it to Roses. They're taken from the forest, but I don't know where and I don't know if they're still alive."

      "And you think that's what's happened to me?" Skarlit asked, lifting her hand to her throat once again. "Why wouldn't he take me when he had the opportunity to? Why would he not kill me immediately and carry me body away? Surely that would be easier for him?"

      "We don't know much about the beast, unfortunately," Ryder said. "We heard of it and wanted to study it in action ourselves. We thought perhaps killing the beast would prevent such a thing from happening, but we wanted to know its process."

      Skarlit let his words linger for a moment before she fully understood the implication. "You wanted to use me as bait?" she asked.

      "In a way," Topher agreed. "We didn't expect the bugger to bite you. Or protect you."

      "You know nothing of what it means to be bitten by this beast?" Skarlit asked.

      "We have faced a beast similar to this one before," Robin said.

      "The Crawler," Skarlit said, nodding her head. "I heard you managed to remove the threat from Wonderland, and now it is safe to travel through."

      Jack plucked an arrow from his satchel to inspect it, scoffing as he did so. "Something like that," he muttered. "I would not say this beast and that one are similar, however. One was large and loud, with eight slimy legs and inky black eyes. This beast is a wolf, strong and possessive, quick and clever. I would prefer the Crawler any day."

      "The Crawler also had a curtain to pull," Asher remarked, turning from where he was looking into the forest, as though he suspected of an impending attack and wanted to be ready. "Someone was controlling it."

      "Do you think that this wolf has someone pulling the strings as well?" Robin asked, turning to look at the tall blond.

      "Who benefits from a dead deliverer?" Asher asked. "Roses gets medical supplies for the long winter without having to pay a damn shilling. There's no deliverer to feed. Perhaps the wolf takes the human as a sacrifice and continues to roam the Forest. It is the only way to Roses, unless you go in from the sea or from the other two kingdoms."

      "What if the wolf has nothing to do with it?" Ryder suggested.

      Topher started laughing.

      "Come, now," Robin said, waving his hand. "Maryanne is waiting. We should not delay, especially since…" He regarded Skarlit with an inquisitive stare. "What's your name, lass?"

      "Skarlit," she replied.

      When he realized she would not give her family name, he turned to his men, "Especially since Skarlit has been bitten."

      "We are losing daylight," Jack agreed.

      "The supplies," Skarlit said. "I must deliver them—"

      "The court must wait, I'm afraid," Robin said. "We must tend to your wound. Wolf bites are not something to let linger."

      
        
        - - -

      

      

      There was a small camp set up a mile east, deep in the forest. No one would find them. Skarlit did not think even the patrols ventured this deep off the path.

      A woman—Maryanne—was there to greet them, her brown hair pulled into a loose braid and her dark eyes filled with warmth, especially when she looked at Robin. When Robin introduced Skarlit, Maryanne made her feel like a sister, pulling her into a hug and fussing over her wound. The basket was taken out of her hands and placed by her feet as Maryanne cleaned up the wound and bandaged it up—as best as she could do.

      The men grabbed the food she had been cooking while they were away, and when the women were finished, they joined the men by the fire. Maryanne handed her some meat—from the looks of it, it was probably rabbit—before taking a share of her own.

      "Well?" Topher asked. "Will she survive?"

      Maryanne nodded her head. "She's fierce," she said and Skarlit felt herself flush at the compliment.

      "And the bite?" Asher asked. He had already finished his food and he leaned towards the fire, looking at Maryanne through the snapping flames. "Is there not lore regarding wolf bites and humans?"

      Maryanne rolled her eyes. "There is always lore," Maryanne said. "I do not think it is anything to concern yourself with."

      "So she won't turn into a wolf at any point?" Jack asked. It sounded as though he was amused at the prospect but his eyes were still wary, as though he did not know if jesting about this was appropriate.

      Skarlit nearly choked on her meat at the thought of turning to a wolf. Why would he even ask such a thing?

      "The wolf was probably going to attack her but did not have the time to rip into her," Maryanne said. "Skin Shedders, especially ones who can shift into wolves, exist only as warnings parents tell their children to prevent them from wandering into the forest alone. They do not exist."

      Skarlit forced herself to take another bite of her meat. While she did not believe in Skin Shedders, she also did not believe the wolf was going to rip into her. There was something about the bite, something nonviolent. She could not explain it.

      Perhaps she really was a fool.
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      Skarlit did not consider herself a friendly person. She knew her quiet personality dissuaded women her age from seeking her out and turned men away—save for Bryce—from proposing marriage. At times, Skarlit did not care. Despite her gran's death years ago, she still felt as though she was rooted to the moment when she realized Gran would not be coming home. It was as though she was still in mourning and could not move past it.

      However, after spending time with the Merry Men—but especially Maryanne—Skarlit realized she could have friends and still be sad. She did not have to isolate herself in her time of grieving. She could share it with those who wanted to bear the burden with her.

      It was something she had not considered only because Skarlit thought she wanted to emulate Gran: fierce, independent, and alone.

      But, if Skarlit was being honest with herself, she liked talking. She liked releasing her worry and her sadness to the world around her. It comforted her. Perhaps she was a fool to do it, but it eased the weight off of her chest and she felt as though she could breathe a tad easier than she could these past four years.

      After dinner, Maryanne prepared her a place to sleep. Skarlit was ready to reach out and thank her, to hug her, but her limbs were stiff from cold and from fear. Instead, she twisted her lips into a tight smile and nodded her head.

      Maryanne had no qualms about touching, and squeezed Skarlit's shoulder. Despite the layers of clothing, despite the gloves keeping Maryanne's hands warm, Skarlit felt genuine warmth come from her.

      "If you need anything, I'll be outside," she said. "Robin likes to tell me stories of the stars before we fall asleep. I like to listen to his voice. And it's not cold enough yet to want to be inside."

      Skarlit nodded, drops of gold hair spilling over her shoulder. She watched Maryanne disappear. Perhaps being in love was not all that bad, especially if it meant stories, stars, and slumber. She slid into her blankets on the hard ground and stared up at the ceiling. The sun had set and the last bit of light was fading. Skarlit felt her eyelids grow heavy, and it was not long before she finally found herself asleep.

      
        
        - - -

      

      

      Skarlit felt her heart jumping up and down from her chest to her throat, and back again. She was back in the Emerald Forest, alone, searching for the wolf. She heard a howl in the distance, the snap of branches in a shrouded part of the forest, a growl just behind her—

      She whirled around, only to find a man.

      There was no wolf in sight.

      The moment they locked eyes, Skarlit's heart stilled.

      It was the man she had pulled into the cave. The man she had healed. He looked different to her, and yet the same. He was not broken. He was not bleeding. He was strong and calculating, unsure. And yet, it appeared as though he recognized her, just as she recognized him.

      "Why am I here?" she asked. She did not know why she chose to speak to him at all. She did not know if he would even remember her. He had been wounded badly, and she had left him in the cave once she was certain he was not feverish, when she was certain he would survive.

      "I needed to make sure you were all right," he said. His voice came out scratchy, gruff, and tight, as though he had not had water in a long time and he was parched. "I bit you."

      She furrowed her brow and looked down at her person. She did not remember him biting her. If he had, that would be too strange to forget.

      When she looked up, he was closer to her, just in front of her. If she stood on her toes, they would be kissing.

      Why would you think of kissing a stranger? a voice in her head admonished. Even if he is a beautiful one.

      Skarlit swallowed, trying to moisten her throat. The man—William—looked down at her with sharp, dark eyes. He seemed in awe of her, as though he could not believe she was truly standing in front of him.

      "I thought I would never see you again," he said. "I thought…" He let his voice trail off, shaking his head. "Are you all right? Are you safe?"

      Skarlit furrowed her brow. Why did he want to know these things about her? Why did he care?

      "I, I think so," she said. "You said you bit me? I don't remember you biting me at all."

      "It was instinct," he said. "I shouldn't have…" He clenched his teeth together, his fingers curling into tight fists. "It was foolish of me, completely instinctual. I have condemned you to a life you don't deserve. You need to stay away from me."

      Skarlit did not understand. She wanted to reach out, to clutch his shoulders and demand to know what he was talking about, but she could not find the words.

      "You're marked now," he said, his eyes flashing to hers. "You're marked as mine. I will have no one but you."

      "Marked?"

      He was speaking as though she wasn't even there. "It was instinct," he said. "I couldn't control it. This never happened before. I do not understand…"

      Skarlit continued to stare at him, waiting for further explanation. Surely, there had to be more than this.

      Except there was not.

      Skarlit turned over where she slept on the floor, shaking her head. There was no window in this makeshift tent, but she could tell it was still dark. Her eyes drooped heavily. Perhaps it was a good thing. She was still tired and after that dream it did not feel as though she had slept at all.

      It was not long before she slipped into slumber once again.

      This time, Skarlit was in a cozy cabin. She did not feel cold, even though there was snow falling outside. She could hear the crackling of a nearby fire, and turned her head. As she moved, the blanket that was covering up her body slid down, revealing her naked form underneath. Her eyes widened. How was this possible? She never slept naked, not even with a fire. In fact, as she looked down at the sheets, she realized they did not belong to her. They were a deep crimson, and felt fluid and soft, like water that ran through Sinner's Stream. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling of something that felt so luxurious on her naked body.

      The door opened at that moment, and a man walked in, buried in multiple layers. Skarlit's mind jumped but her body reacted as though she knew him even though she did not.

      Until he removed his hood, small flecks of snow falling to the floor as he shook them off of him.

      She blanched.

      The man from the Emerald Forest.

      When his eyes saw her, they darkened. There was a raw hunger in those, eyes, as though he hadn't eaten in days and she was exactly what he was craving. She swallowed, trying to moisten her throat, to no avail. He came towards her slowly, each footstep somehow in time with her thudding heart.

      "Are you truly here?" he asked her.

      "What am I doing here?" she asked.

      "The mark…" His eyes dropped to her throat as he took a seat on the edge of the bed. Skarlit pressed the blanket tighter around her body, hoping he could not see too much. But she knew her shoulders were bare, her arms were bare. No one had seen her like this before. She did not know why she was this way now.

      "You did not bite me," she pointed out. "A wolf did."

      He gave her a long, lingering look before reaching out and curling a hair behind her ear.

      "Is this real?" she asked.

      How absurd. Clearly this was not real. Clearly this was a dream she was in. If it was real, her body would be screaming. She would be trying to run from him, trying to get away. Her body would not be turning toward him and she would be leaning into his touch.

      "Does it feel real?" he asked.

      Before she could answer, he placed a chaste kiss on her lips. Skarlit did not have any time to close her eyes and enjoy it before he pulled away.

      "Did that feel real?" he asked in a low voice that caused goosebumps to ripple across her body.

      She nodded her head.

      He kissed her again. This time, his tongue slid against her bottom lip. She felt heat press against her skin, as though it needed to be released. Her pelvis shuddered with a heartbeat Skarlit was not aware it possessed.

      He placed his hand on her cheek and pulled her down. She opened up to him willingly. He let out a groan at her eagerness and she felt a surge of power she did not realize she had. When she moved against him, the covers fell away, exposing her bare breasts to the cold and to this man. She hissed in surprise, pulling away from the kiss and crossing her arms over her chest. She did not like exposing herself to anyone, but especially not to this stranger. He was hard edges and muscle. She was petite and soft. He might regard her as a scrawny wretch who did not have enough meat on her bones to keep her warm during the winter. It was difficult to eat when there was not much in the village, when she was still in mourning and everything still tasted like ash.

      "Do not hide your beauty," he told her, his lips caressing her ear.

      "I'm not sure beauty is the correct word for it," Skarlit muttered.

      He placed a finger under her chin and tilted her head up until she locked eyes with him.

      "Never doubt yourself with self-pity," he told her. "You are better than that."

      She felt herself blush at the admonition, partly because it made her feel like a young girl, but also because he was right. She rarely indulged herself in such behavior and she did not want to do it in front of this man. She swallowed, nodding her head.

      Using his left hand, he pushed her arms away, exposing her breasts to the cool air, to his eyes. They were not lecherous in their study of her, but there was a hunger that caused things inside of her to stir.

      He leaned forward and placed a kiss between her breasts, letting out a sigh.

      Skarlit closed her eyes. His hands cupped her breasts and she gasped. No one had touched her there before, especially not like that.

      "Do you like it?" he asked.

      She opened her eyes to find him staring at her. She nodded her head, her hair falling over her shoulder.

      Something caught his eye, something on her neck. His gaze narrowed and he released his hold on her to caress the column of her throat, to caress her mark.

      "What?" she asked in a low voice. "What is it?"

      His lips twisted into a small smile. "You are mine," he told her. "From now on, you belong to me."
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      Skarlit could not stop herself from yawning once she crawled out of the makeshift bed. Her back ached from sleeping on the ground and her eyes were filled with sleep no matter how many times she rubbed them. Each time she closed her eyes as though she wanted to go to sleep, a voice chanted in her head: You're mine, accompanied by a pair of dark eyes that were not necessarily malicious but also did not make her feel safe.

      When it was finally acceptable for her to emerge from the tent, she found Maryanne outside, standing over a fire. A couple of the men—Ryder and Topher—still slept outside, tangled in heavy blankets, while the rest still slept in their tents a few feet away.

      Skarlit could not say why, but she was glad no one else was awake.

      The bitter cold morning bit at her cheeks the same way the wolf had, causing heat to rush toward the surface. Skarlit was certain she looked  a sight—her alabaster skin and rosy red cheeks were thought to make her a great beauty, but truth be told, there were times it caused her to appear sickly rather than stunning.

      "Good morning," Maryanne said, picking her warm brown eyes up from the fire and offering Skarlit a small smile. Her eyes lingered, studying her face before pulling away and returning to the task at hand. "I would ask if you've slept well, but I can see that you have not. Would you like to talk about anything?"

      Skarlit walked over to Maryanne before taking a seat next to the woman and trying to get warm. The flames licked the palms of her hands, always snapping away just as they were about to touch Skarlit's skin.

      Talk? Skarlit wanted nothing more than to talk. But she was afraid of the repercussions if she did. She knew nothing about wolf's bite. She did not know if this was all in her head or if it was a trick. She did not want to think that a simple bite—nothing more than a scratch—could really implant dreams she had no business having.

      "I just did not sleep well," Skarlit mumbled lamely. "My bite…" She let her voice trail off and tilted her head away from Maryanne so she could expose her neck, all the while pulling the red cloak tighter around her body to retain the heat. "It gave me trouble."

      "Bite?" Maryanne's voice dropped sharply and her eyes narrowed at Skarlit's wound. She was so surprised, she nearly dropped the meat she was cooking over the flames. "The boys did not tell me the wolf bit you."

      "I do not think they knew about it," Skarlit said. "In truth, it happened so quickly, I did not realize it until afterwards." Skarlit raised her head. "Tell me, when the boys left to find food, did they run into a man? He would have been naked, black hair, dark eyes?"

      Maryanne shook her head stiffly.

      Skarlit paused, taking in Maryanne's clenched jaw, her narrowed eyes. "What?" she asked. "There's a grave look on your face. Have I done or said something to frighten you?"

      "Skarlit," Maryanne said, and paused before she continued. Her throat bobbed, as though she was swallowing in order to wet it if it had gone dry. "Did you see the wolf turn into the man? Or, perhaps, the man turn into the wolf?"

      Skarlit blinked. A smile spread across her face, and, before she could help it, a startled burst of laughter emerged past her lips. "I'm sorry," she said. "Are you asking me if I've come in contact with a Skin Shedder?"

      "It sounds like a plausible explanation to me," Maryanne said. "You see a wolf, and when the wolf is gone you see a man. When the man is gone, there's a wolf. A wolf that bit you, but not to kill. Not even to injure. I believe the bite on your neck was to mark you."

      Skarlit felt her heart slow down as Maryanne's words began to sink in. "Mark me?" she asked. "Why would he want to mark me?"

      Maryanne shrugged, pulling the meat from the fire and checking the texture of it. She twisted the stick that was stuck through it and nodded her head to herself, placing it in a small basket beside her before she grabbed another piece of raw meat. She stuck it with another stick and placed it over the fire.

      "You know the legend of the Skin Shedders, correct?" she asked, picking her eyes up so they locked with Skarlit.

      Skarlit felt herself shift under the scrutiny. "I thought they did not exist, truth be told," she said. "I thought they were simply bedtime stories to scare children into obeying their elders."

      Maryanne nodded. "They were," she said. "I still remember when my stepmother would recite one to me and my older sister. I was scared, but she thought she could befriend the Skin Shedders. Anyway, I'm getting off-track." She shook her head and the memories that had clearly taken over her thoughts. "Just because they were used as a tactic to get obedience and instill fear does not mean they weren't based in some truth. Skin Shedders feast on flesh and hunt their prey. What is scary about them is they can take the form of a human so you won't always know you're dealing with a monster, because they'll be disguised as someone who might be kind."

      "A trap," Skarlit said. She had heard the stories. Skin Shedders were similar to Sirens in that respect, trying to lure their prey into the woods and away from the safe harbor of the village.

      "Yes," Maryanne said. "But there's more to it. Skin Shedders are typically humans who were cursed to be wolves, but not just any wolves. Dyrewolves—large and monstrous, feasting on flesh and blood. They mark those they bond with."

      Skarlit felt her stomach twist. "Bond?" she asked, shaking her head. "I can assure you we did not bond. Although…" She let her voice trail off and inched closer to the flames, curling hair behind her ear. It was still cold and she clutched the cloak tighter around her body. "It was strange. He protected me. There did not seem to be any sort of desire to feed on my flesh when he saw me. He was there, and so was I, and we just stared at each other. A bear came—snarling and violent—and he protected me from it. And then, he disappeared, and in its place was a man." Skarlit made sure to leave out the part where he was naked. Despite the fact that Maryanne lived with a bunch of men even though she wasn't married to any of them, Skarlit did not want to offend her with visuals she might not appreciate. "Even as a Dyrewolf, he did not seem like a ferocious beast at all."

      Maryanne looked at Skarlit's face for a long moment before nodding her head. "I've heard they bond for life," she murmured, her attention back on the meat. "They roam this forest, looking for their intended. It is one of the reasons we are here. The Reaping. The delivery of medical supplies to Roses. We have heard stories of what happens to the selected of Raven's Edge and we wanted to ensure safe passage for whoever was unlucky enough to be selected. Ryder insisted."

      Skarlit felt her lips curl up. "I am glad you are here," she admitted. "But you say Dyrewolves are looking for their mates?"

      Maryanne brought out the meat to examine it, nodding her head as she did so. "Yes," she said. "Their natural instinct is to mate and create a family. It increases the size of the pack, which increases the odds of their survival. However, when selecting a mate, they do not simply pick the first person they see; they have to bond with the person. From what I've heard, it's an immediate connection with a person that only the Dyrewolf feels, and from there, they act on instinct, like breathing or hunting prey. It's a strange mix of animalistic tendencies and human gentleness, if that makes sense."

      "So this mark…" Skarlit could not help but reach up again to brush her fingers across the wound, as though she needed a reminder that it was real and not some sort of nightmare.

      "He has claimed you," Maryanne said simply, a shrug of her shoulders. She turned the makeshift skewer.

      The fire crackled loudly, causing Skarlit to jump.

      "Claimed me?" she asked. "What does that—what does that even mean?"

      "It's like he wants to let everyone know that you belong to him and no one else," Maryanne said. "I guess other Skin Shedders might look at you as a potential mate and this way, with the mark, it tells those Skin Shedders that you are already spoken for."

      "He can't do that," Skarlit said. "I'm not spoken for. I don't even know the wolf."

      Maryanne nodded sympathetically. "Of course," she agreed. "I'm just telling you what I know."

      Skarlit paused for a moment, allowing what Maryanne said to sink in. This was all too much. She could feel her body tingle with nerves. She didn't like this. Not one bit. She didn't want to belong to a wolf or a Skin Shedder or whatever the hell that thing was. She didn't think it was fair to mark her at all. It felt as though marking her meant he was going to come after her at some point, and that was the last thing she wanted.

      "So," Skarlit said, her voice coming out raw. She cleared her throat, trying to push through before swallowing, hoping that would ease her voice. "What do I do? Will the mark fade? Can I get rid of it somehow?"

      Maryanne brought the meat back out out of the fire and examined it. The silence between them was heavy, the only sound the rustling of the leaves as the breeze caressed them. The day was going to be cool again but there would not be rain or snow. It looked like one of those days where the sky was crystal clear and the sun was out and shining, but the rays couldn't quite warm the earth no matter how far they reached. Skarlit was glad for the cloak. It managed to keep her warm despite the cold.

      "I do not know," Maryanne finally said, setting the meat down in the basket with the rest of the food. She picked up the basket and moved to the entrance of the tent she shared with Robin, peeling back a flap and placing the basket down at the entrance. She walked back to Skarlit and took a seat, a small smile on her face. "Watch this."

      It could not be longer than three, perhaps four, minutes before the women could hear the shifting of blankets and someone grunting. Before long, Robin emerged in his leathers, picking up the basket of meat, and bringing the basket close to his face.

      "This smell delicious," he said, placing the basket in Maryanne's lap and curling a strand of stray hair behind her hear. "God, I love when you wake me up."

      Maryanne grinned. "I'm just glad you get to wake the boys, not I," she said.

      Robin nodded his head at Skarlit and took the basket of meat to do just that.

      "To answer your question," Maryanne said, "the only thing you can do is keep living as though you haven't been marked. Do not let anyone take that power away from you. Not even a Skin Shedder."

      Skarlit nodded her head. In all honesty, however, she thought such a feat was much more difficult than simply speaking the words.
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      That evening, Skarlit was afraid to close her eyes and dream. And yet, she could not help but feel a bubble of anticipation deep in her bones, as though this connection was supposed to happen. After everything she learned about Skin Shedders from the boys and from Maryanne, she felt as though she had become tangled in a web she could not undo. Her mind told her to ignore the new instincts she had been implanted with, that these dreams and this allure for a stranger, was not real, and yet they felt so ingrained in her, it was difficult to do what she knew was both rational and right.

      Eventually, slumber took her again. It was like stepping into a warm bath. Her muscles relaxed and peace came easily. There was no need to fight something that was supposed to happen, at least in Skarlit's mind.

      It was not long before she saw him again.

      "William." She had not spoken his name out loud before. It was as though she wanted to test what it tasted like on her tongue.

      He turned when he saw her. Unlike before, he was fully clothed in attire that took into consideration the harsh winter that was looming before them, teasing Crescent with gentle caresses and hints at what was to come. Skarlit hoped to make it back to Raven's Edge before the snow started to fall, but home seemed so far away now that it was a laughable offense to even dream of something so intangible.

      "You." His voice was crisp, cold, but there was an underlying current to his tone that seemed to imply possession. It was as though he wanted to distance himself from her but could not seem to do it.

      "Skarlit," she said. She did not know why she thought it was important to share her name with him, but she felt it was only fair that she inform him what she would prefer to be called.

      "What are you doing here?" he asked her. He made a gesture with his foot, and for a second, Skarlit was sure he was going to move to her. Then he tensed his body, hesitating, keeping himself still instead.

      "This is my dream," she told him. She could not keep the annoyance from her tone if she tried. "You are in my dream. Because you decided to bite me." She tilted her head to the side. It was difficult to decipher how she was feeling as she gave him this information. She did not want to accept it, and yet she was not emotional about what occurred, but simply stating facts. "You are doing this. The bite is pulling you to me."

      He let out a growl when she said “bite” and she could not help but flinch. Even as a man, William was powerful and dangerous. There was a flash of regret in his dark eyes before it vanished. Skarlit questioned if it had been there at all or if this was a trick.

      "You know nothing of our bites," he muttered, twisting his boot in the dirt.

      "Our?" Skarlit asked. "So there's more of you?"

      William pressed his lips together, as though he didn't fully trust himself to keep things he wanted under wraps a secret. His fingers curled into tight balls, which caused his arms to flex and his shoulders to broaden even more than they already were.

      "What's going on?" Skarlit demanded to know, taking a step towards him. There was a thought flitting through her mind about appropriate responses to current environments and how it might be wise to be more scared of what was happening to her, lest she anger William and was then forced to face dire consequences. And yet, she could not help her foolish pride, her thirst for knowledge of what was going on with her. "What is happening to me? What did you do to me?"

      William remained silent, though it did seem as though he was trying to decide what to do; whether he should tell her or remain silent.

      Skarlit took another step towards him. "I have a right to know," she pushed. She refused to let go of his eyes. "You did this to me without my consent, and I need to know why." Another step. "Please."

      William finally tore his gaze away from her and growled. The sound caused goosebumps to spring up and down her arms. The sound was familiar. She had heard it before.

      "It wasn't with my consent either," he insisted.

      Skarlit furrowed her brow, annoyance flaring up inside of her. She jutted a hip and crossed her arms over her chest. "Do you really expect me to believe that you had no control over biting me?" she asked. "Do you think I am truly a fool?"

      "I do not think you're a fool," he said, his voice clipped and firm, "but I am telling you the truth. Biting someone for us is similar to breathing, eating, knowing when we need to replenish our bodies with water. It is instinctual, and it happens when—" He cut himself off and turned away from her. He muttered something under his breath but Skarlit could not make out what he was saying.

      "So," she said slowly, hoping her voice wouldn't shake. "So what you're telling me is that your bite is part of your nature?"

      He nodded even with his back to her. "Yes," he said. "Something like that."

      Skarlit let out a breath. She wrapped her arms around herself, not quite sure what to make of that.

      "I see," she said.

      "I assure you," he said, turning back around and moving closer to Skarlit. He extended an arm, ready to place it on her shoulder as though he wanted to offer her comfort, but hesitated. Instead, he let it drop to his side. "Biting you was the last thing I wanted to do."

      "Did you bite the others?" Skarlit asked. She needed to distract herself from the longing that had burst through her at the prospect of being touched by him.

      He tilted his head to the side. "The others?"

      "I'm not the first person from Raven's Edge traveling through the Emerald Forest to deliver medical supplies to Roses," Skarlit said. She did not know why her tone was both annoyed and frustrated simultaneously. If Maryanne was correct about Skin Shedders and the Dyrewolf form, she should be more cautious when discussing things with this beast in case he lost his temper and attacked her. And yet, there was a strange feeling that settled over her that seemed to indicate comfort and familiarity, like she trusted he would not cause her any harm. He had already had multiple opportunities to do so, and he had not acted upon them. "I will not be the last. Do you intend to bite everyone who travels through the forest carrying a basket and wearing a red cloak?"

      He frowned, crossing his arms over his chest, letting out a sigh of exasperation through his nostrils. He shifted with obvious discomfort. It would seem that he did not want to speak of the bite in question at all.

      Well, too bad.

      "Of course not," he said. "Once someone has been bitten, we cannot bite again, unless our marked one is lost to us forever."

      "Marked one?" Skarlit threw her arms out. "I am not your property. I do not belong to you."

      William's head snapped back in Skarlit's direction and he snarled at her. Anger touched him easily. His corded muscles were already tense, and Skarlit realized too late that it was taking everything in him to restrain himself. From what? She did not know. She was certain he would not harm her, but that did not stop him from snapping at her with an intimidating ferociousness.

      "You are not my property," he repeated, his teeth clenched together. "You are mine." Without warning, he extended his arm and wrapped his long fingers around Skarlit's neck.

      She froze under his touch, and any certainty she had had about being safe with him had gone out the window. She waited for him to squeeze, to press his fingers into her skin and cut off her air supply. Instead, his thumb extended out so it could caress her collarbone. His eyes dropped to her chest to watch the gesture, as though touching her was akin to dreaming and he needed to ensure that he was still here, that he was still able to touch her this way.

      "I do not understand how you can have one and not the other," Skarlit said, her voice trembling.

      He lifted his shoulders, as though he did not even know, bringing his head close to hers, so close that their lips were breathing in the same air. When he finally rested his forehead on hers, she did not pull away or make any sound of protest. If anything, she welcomed the intimate contact. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      "I do not either," he said. "I cannot force you to come to me. But I have marked you all the same. I will have no one in my life except you."

      Skarlit's eyes snapped open. "Why me?" she asked in a small voice.

      He opened his mouth, ready to respond, but stopped. Nothing came out. Instead, he heaved a sigh.

      "I do not know," he admitted. "I am unsure of that as well. All I know was that I saw you, and every fiber of my being told me to protect you no matter what the cost. When I saw the bear, I had to do something about it. I couldn't live with the thought that it might harm you. I needed to ensure it would not."

      Skarlit took a breath. She wrapped her fingers around his wrists, not to pull his hands away, but to touch him. She found the desire to touch overwhelming. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath.

      "What do you plan to do with me?" Skarlit asked. "Will you come find me? Is this bite going to hurt me in some way? What will this bite do to me? Or is it just for show, something to indicate you have c-claimed me?"

      It was difficult to get the word “claimed” out of her mouth. Despite the fact that she felt good here, with him touching her the way he was touching her, the fact that she did not feel threatened with him standing before her, so close that they could kiss if she inclined her head just slightly, Skarlit did not like to be thought of as property. Her sex already seemed to indicate that she could be bought and sold as it was, which was why she had not yet married, despite the fact that she was already old when her gran died. Sixteen was aged in Raven's Edge. Everyone whispered about what would happen to her now that Gran could not arrange a match for her, but Skarlit did not care. In her mind, she was free to do as she pleased. Even though she had the interest of one of the most eligible men in the village, she planned to die an old hag, surrounded by unoccupied space and silence.

      Until now.

      "I plan to do nothing." His eyes peeled open and he looked at her sharply. "You must know I never meant for this to happen. It just did. That is no excuse, I know, but—" He cut himself off and looked away. "I will never force you to bond with me unless it is something you want. As for the bite, I wouldn't know how it affects humans. I've never bitten anyone before, and neither has my clan." He shot his eyes back into hers. "They cannot know about this. Our numbers are dwindling already. If they found out I selected a human…they would not be happy."

      Skarlit did not know why, but she believed him. She nodded her head.

      "Dawn is breaking," William said. "I should go."

      For some strange reason, Skarlit's stomach sank with disappointment.

      "I shall try to return—if you want me to," he said.

      "I think," she said slowly, "I think I'd like that. After a while."

      He nodded, and just like that, he disappeared.
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      Skarlit felt more well-rested the second morning of waking up than she had the previous one. This time, she did not wake early. When William pulled away from her, she was granted a deep slumber uninterrupted by anything. It was the best sleep she had gotten in a while, despite the fact that it was cold and she was sleeping on the ground.

      "You seem better today," Maryanne said as Skarlit emerged from the tent. There was no yawning, no rubbing her eyes. Skarlit was awake and ready to take on the day. And that meant finishing what she set out to do: delivering the medical supplies to Roses.

      "I am," Skarlit said. "Thanks to you and the Merry Men." She glanced around. The sun was crawling up and casting its light through the thick trees. Even so, the men were still sleeping. She could hear Topher snoring and had to press her lips together to keep herself from laughing out loud.

      "Is that a smile I see?" Maryanne grinned herself, twisting the stick that held the squirrel to ensure it would cook evenly. "Who knew Skarlit from Raven's Edge could be happy?"

      Who, indeed?

      What a wonder proper sleep provided.

      She ignored the thought of the possibility she might be a Skin Shedder herself. No one knew the effects of the bite. No one knew if William had actually injected his venom into her system. No one knew anything.

      "I believe I'll be on my way in the afternoon," Skarlit announced as she took a seat next to Maryanne. Her gaze stared heavily into the flames and for a moment, she swore she could see William's likeness staring back at her, unflinching and hungry. When she blinked, it instantly faded from view and she shook her head, as though she needed to rid herself of any lingering dreams still trying to remain with her in the conscious world.

      "Really?" Maryanne's voice seemed nonchalant, but there was a subtle inflection of surprise. "Do you think you're strong enough for that?"

      Skarlit frowned before she could stop herself. It was not Maryanne's fault. Maryanne was just concerned. But she could not stop the flare of annoyance from twisting her lips into a small scowl.

      "I do not mean to imply that I think you incapable," Maryanne said quickly, as though she understood Skarlit's thoughts. "I only meant to question if that was wise right now. You have survived a bite from a wolf. There's a chance said wolf is a Skin Shedder. Perhaps you should stay with us for a moon cycle in case you need us."

      Skarlit's eyes shifted to the tent she shared with Maryanne. The gentle vibration of Topher's snores faded to the background. The snap of the flames did as well. There was no sound; she was deeply entranced by her thoughts, almost like they were lulling her into another slumber even though she was wide awake.

      "I was selected," Skarlit murmured. It seemed like so long ago, when, in truth, only three days had passed. "They will be expecting me at court soon. I am already late. I am sure word will get to Raven's Edge and a new name will be drawn. Our people do not have much luck when it comes to deliveries. I would prefer not to involve anyone else in this if I can help it." Maryanne still looked unsure. "Trust me, if I did not think it was necessary for me to be here, I would stay. I like you. I appreciate all you've done for me." She reached up to cup her neck, pressing her palm into her newly formed scar. "But I do not think I have much of a choice."

      "You are a deliverer from Raven's Edge," Maryanne said, her alabaster face getting more pale.

      "You've heard of us?" Skarlit asked, somewhat surprised.

      Maryanne looked down, her braids falling so they masked the majority of her profile. "Yes, I have," she said. "I was from…" She pressed her lips together and it seemed as though a war was going on to see whether or not Maryanne should speak of whatever she was trying to keep from spilling from her lips. "I was a princess staying at court. I was betrothed to Steven Charming, the eldest of the Charming brothers. It was a tradition to welcome the cloaked deliverers with a feast, a bath, and a bed. If they made it through the forest, of course."

      Skarlit felt her mouth drop slightly. "You were," she mumbled before shaking her head. "A princess? From which kingdom?"

      "The Lost Kingdom," Maryanne admitted. "I do not like to speak of it. I hope you do not mind. My sister—"

      "The Lost Princess," Skarlit interjected.

      "Yes," Maryanne said, her thighs pressed against her thighs and picking at the thin material. "The Iron Kingdom hasn't been around in years, all because my stepmother was a jealous woman who wanted my sister dead so she could rule. She tried to marry me off to a prince, not threatened by me in the least, because I was plain compared to Snow and because I could not inherit the throne unless Snow died. In order to guarantee that she got the throne, she had Snow killed and sent me to marry Steven."

      "And yet, you are here, dressed for the winter, living in tents in the forest," Skarlit said. There was a question in her voice, one she was still having trouble coming to terms with. "Surrounded by men."

      Maryanne laughed at that, flexing her fingers so they would stop picking at her breeches. "Boys is a more accurate word to describe them, I have found," she said.

      "How?" Skarlit asked, shaking her head. "Why?"

      "I was not made to be a princess, I don't think," Maryanne said. "I love adventure too much. I fell in love with the wrong sort of man and I would not compromise that love, not even for a kingdom, not even because it was my duty."

      "You and Robin," Skarlit stated. It should have been obvious—it was obvious—but Skarlit had been so wrapped up in the wolf and her bite that she barely put it together.

      Maryanne nodded her head, her lips curling up into a telling smile. Skarlit felt herself smiling in response. If one encountered this band of men—and Maryanne—it would be easy to discern that there were sparks between the leader and the woman despite the fact that they did not make it obvious. There was barely any touching between the two, and a lot of the time, Maryanne was discussing things with the others more so than she would speak to Robin. However, there would be an occasional lingering look, a shared smile when no one was watching. They did not fit into the perfect shape of what a relationship was supposed to look like as depicted by the Continent, but it did not matter. They had found each other in an unconventional way, and both seemed to be better off for it.

      "Robin was everything I wanted to be," Maryanne said. "Daring, adventurous, but kind and brave."

      "If you were to be wed to a prince and he was a common thief, how did the two of you meet?" Skarlit asked. She hoped Maryanne did not think she was prying in what might have been reserved solely for the couple in question, but she could not help but be intrigued by the tale. Not that it would necessarily help her with her current dilemma and the unconventionality of what she was enduring, but it was nice to know romance existed even in the most unexpected of places.

      "He snuck into my bedroom at night, trying to steal from me," Maryanne said. "I had been awake—it's strange; despite my large bed and the roof over my head, sleep did not come easily to me when I was in the castle. I sleep much better on the hard ground underneath the stars than I ever did while in Roses—and I heard him open my window. I grabbed a perfume bottle, I think it was, and hurled it at his head, knocking him in the forehead. He had a welt there for days."

      She started laughing and Skarlit could not help but join in. Maryanne's laughter was rich with happiness, a loud sound that filled the silence with joy. It was contagious. It sounded like she had nothing to worry about. In that moment, Skarlit was envious of her new friend.

      "Are you talking about me?" a voice laced with slumber asked.

      Robin took a seat next to Skarlit, putting his hands up so he could get warm by the fire. His dark hair was messy, crawling down his neck and barely brushing the beginnings of his back. "You're laughing as though you are speaking of me."

      "I was telling her about when we first met," Maryanne explained.

      "When you threw that bottle at me?" Robin asked, his voice dry.

      "After you snuck in my room to rob me," Maryanne pointed out, craning her neck so she could issue him a challenging glare.

      "I did not know you were you," Robin said. "You must know that the rich don't typically have your lovely personality. No woman has ever had the courage to fight me, let alone throw expensive perfume at me. I was intrigued. And slightly intimidated, if I'm being honest."

      "One meeting?" Skarlit asked, her lips curled up into a grin. Skarlit handed her a skewer of meat before doing the same to Robin. No one was up just yet, and instead of taking the basket around to the others as he had before, he held the basket in his hands just so he could finish speaking with Maryanne. "That was all it took for you to give up everything for him?"

      "I would say it took a few meetings rather than just the one," Maryanne said. "But when he endured the blow I had given him and charmed me despite the fact, I could not help but be intrigued as well. When I learned that he was famous—I should say infamous to more accurately describe everyone's thoughts on him—for his crimes and the way he would deliver his stolen goods to those in need, I fell in love with him but never thought he could love me. I came from the very group he loathed. I did not think he was apt to see past that, charming as he was."

      "She was wrong about herself, of course," Robin said, a fond smile lighting up his face.

      A look was exchanged between the two of them. A look filled with love, respect, and a deep affection that could not be reduced to words. Skarlit felt her heart swell at the sight of it, and she suddenly wondered if she should retire to her tent simply because she seemed to be looking in on something so utterly private.

      "Anyway," Maryanne said. "I left because I knew there was more to life than being married to a prince. There was more to life than wallowing in my sadness at my sister's disappearance and doing what was expected of me simply because of who I was born. I was in charge of my fate, no one else. And I chose to give my life up for one with Robin, and I've never been happier."

      "You did not feel foolish?" Skarlit asked. "Going against what would seem to be safety?"

      "We are all fools, Skarlit," Maryanne said. "There is no greater fool than a fool for love."

      Skarlit felt herself nodding her head and began to nibble at her food. She planned to leave for Roses after her meal and needed to eat. She wasn't all that hungry, but she had an hour's worth of walking she needed to do.

      Somehow, being with the Merry Men was difficult to disengage from, and she wound up leaving later in the afternoon, basket in hand. Ryder asked if he wanted her to accompany him, but she said no. This was a journey she wanted to make alone. She had much to think about.
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      The first thought Skarlit had stepping into the Court of Roses was that she had never been anywhere that appeared as bright and as rich with color as Roses was. It was as though the sun shone brighter here, warming the stone and marble that made up the palace. Even the armor the knights wore seemed to sparkle under the sun's rays.

      "Halt!" a knight said when he saw her step out of the forest and onto the hard dirt that indicated the beginning of a populated kingdom rather than a forest with no sign of human life they could account for. "What is your business here at Roses?"

      "Frank," the second knight said, gesturing at Skarlit. "She bears the crimson cloak."

      The knight narrowed his eyes, as though he did not quite believe it. "So she does," the knight stated.

      "I'm delivering medical supplies to the kingdom in time for the harvest," Skarlit said. Her throat was parched and she had the desire to pull out her canteen and drink the water Maryanne made sure to give her before she set off. She was plagued by both hunger and thirst. She lifted her basket to emphasize her point. "I come from Raven's Edge."

      The two knights glanced at each other, a look passing between them that seemed to resemble suspicion and surprise. Skarlit furrowed her brow. Why would they be surprised? Should they not be expecting her?

      "Come," the second knight said, beckoning her with a hand. "We will inform everyone of your happy arrival. A feast will be prepared in your honor. A bed will be provided for you before you journey home. For now, we shall prepare a bath to wash the forest off of you. I hear the Emerald Forest leaves you with marks and grime you can't even truly wash away, no matter how hard you scrub."

      Skarlit pressed her lips together. She did not want to admit anything of her time in the Emerald Forest, and yet, as this knight spoke, it was almost as though he was aware of what she faced. Could he know? But how? If he knew, surely everyone did, and if everyone did, why risk a person's life?

      Unless what Topher had mentioned was true: that there was an unlikely tie between Roses and the Skin Shedders. What that was, Skarlit could not even begin to guess.

      She followed him through a wooden gate and into the kingdom of Roses. There was so much to take in, Skarlit could hardly keep the sights together. The smell of freshly baked bread tickled her nose, causing her insatiable hunger to pang with need. If she did not get something inside of her soon, she was going to snatch an apple off a cart.

      The people of Roses had no qualms stepping in front of Skarlit with products and food they were selling. This must be the market square. All sorts of people lined the streets, selling clothing, porcelains, dolls, decorations, plants, books, and even love potions. They were all shouting at her, which meant the words got jumbled and lost in the process. Even if Skarlit wanted to linger, she could not. She did not have any money on her person, and she highly doubted these people would give the items to her for free. In fact, judging by their aggression in simply attempting to sell said items, Skarlit would not be surprised if they took offense to such an absurd notion.

      Skarlit noticed a lot of back alleys where the putrid scent of dung and rotten food were rotting away in the dank dirt. The excrement had been carelessly tossed out the window and the sun boiled it, letting it—and its horrifying scent—seep into the dirt and retain a permanent home. It only increased when they added more and more to it. Not even the strong smell of the bread could mask the scent when Skarlit passed the alleys in question.

      She glanced at the knights who found her. They did not seem bothered by such smells at all. Skarlit did not think she could ever get used to such a thing and pressed her lips together in case she felt like retching.

      "…thought Mace and Greg would have found her before she reached us," one of the guards murmured.

      "I thought so too, but you know they aren't the brightest of the bunch," the second one said. "They have one job to do all year and somehow, they manage to mess it up at least half the time."

      "They'll get her on the way back though," the first one said.

      "They've never let anyone slip by before."

      Skarlit furrowed her brow and tried to pick up more of their conversation, but it was difficult to do so. Even though they were past the market square, there was much more noise that made up this place than she thought was possible. The squeak of a cart's wheels as it slowly descended a hill, filled with freshly plucked stalks of corn. The grunting of a donkey as it took its time delivering two young riders to their home. Beggars thrusting their dirt-crusted hands in the faces of passersby, demanding any sort of money and muttering when none was offered. She could feel the dirt lifting from the road and landing on her skin, making her feel dirty and unclean even more than when she had been in an actual forest.

      When she was younger and Gran would tell her bedtime stories, they always took place in Roses. Roses was supposed to be gleaming and shiny, clean and wonderful. It was the perfect place for a princess to live because it had more opportunity than a small village on the edge of a forest no one liked to travel through unless it was absolutely necessary.  This place was a rotting cesspool, and Skarlit wanted nothing more than to return home and forget she had even been here in the first place.

      As they made their way into the kingdom, however, Skarlit noticed something peculiar. The closer to the palace, the fewer people seemed to populate the area. In fact, it appeared cleaner, as though there were manual efforts to keep this part of the city clean so it did not look uncared for and rotting away. There was a freshness to the air, a delicate scent that tickled Skarlit's nose and reminded her of Gran's garden in the spring. She realized it was the smell of roses that wafted through the air. She was not sure how that was possible—if there were roses planted somewhere nearby and the cool breeze delivered their scent to anyone lucky enough to have a reason to be here, or if it was another ploy, something intended to add to the facade that Roses was glamorous and luxurious.

      Skarlit had never heard of children with unwashed faces, thrusting their hands up and demanding change so they could buy food for their empty bellies, or women wearing unseemly, garish clothing with painted faces, offering to do things no woman had ever done before—for a price. Men were getting drunk in the roads, collapsing in the dirt and then relieving themselves there, in their pants, without even flinching. Such a sight to see. Skarlit was both horrified and curious simultaneously.

      However, now that she could see the palace, now that they were past the market square and down the main road, things got quieter, smelled nicer. It was like stepping from a forest of chaos into a meadow of peace and tranquility. There were not many houses or storefronts here. The only smell that made Skarlit's nose wrinkle as they passed it was the stables, but even the stables were kept up nicely, better than some of the homes they had passed.

      There was a long stairway leading up to the main entrance of the castle. Everything was chipped and molded from white marble—from the staircase to the large fountain at the base of the palace, to the palace walls themselves. It reeked of wealth and untapped luxury, completely contrasting with the majority of the city itself.

      The knights led her up the staircase. Her mouth hung open as a knight chased down a man who had had the audacity to relieve himself on the stones. Judging by his unkempt appearance, he likely had no home and no means to earn money, and was doing such a vile action in order to make a point. Skarlit, once again, found herself bubbling with contradicting emotions: disgust and sympathy.

      "Pay him no mind, m'lady," one of the guards said. "He will be taken care of. I apologize you had to witness such an act in the first place."

      Skarlit nodded her head once, surprised to be acknowledged at all.

      After the steep climb up the stairs, they walked into the palace. Skarlit craned her head, trying to take in everything at once. The floor was cut from white marble; the high ceiling was painted with various displays of roses. There were guards at every entranceway, following her with suspicious eyes. She could not blame them entirely; she was a stranger here after all.

      "You will be washed up before a feast is prepared for you," the knight said. "We will take the medical supplies with our undying thanks. This season, there will be fewer deaths because of your journey. On behalf of King Edward Charming and his two sons, Steven and Eric, thank you."

      Skarlit was led to the room which she would slumber in. The mattress was three times the size hers was with a bureau she could sit at and look at herself in a mirror. A window was half open and the sounds of chirping birds filled the room. The subtle scent of roses wafted to her nose and Skarlit took a deep breath. It was refreshing to not smell feces and piss and rotted food any longer. Her eyes lingered on the bed and she found herself wanting to forego everything just so she could sleep.

      At that moment, a young servant girl came in and slipped into an attached room Skarlit had been too distracted to notice. It was not long before Skarlit was bathed, cleaned, and clean. When she finished, her old clothes were taken from her to wash and she was dressed in a silk purple dress and led to a large dining hall, where food was waiting for her.

      Skarlit had no intention of overeating, but after she took in all that was offered, she knew she had to try at least a bit of everything, and filled her plate accordingly. Different tastes filled her mouth. She found she enjoyed everything, from the succulent meats to the crispy bread to the fresh fruit and the soft potatoes. If she could choose to live in the palace without having to set foot in the kingdom, perhaps she could actually see herself as able to live here.

      When she finished up with sweet concoction she did not know existed, she was brought back to her room where she could wash her face and her teeth and change into a more comfortable dress to sleep in.

      The servant girl blew out the candles after Skarlit crawled into bed, and it was not long before Skarlit succumbed to slumber.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Skarlit did not dream that night. She was almost relieved. She could not help but feel disappointment. She grunted as she pushed herself up. She did not understand the torrent of emotions swirling inside of her. She wished she could go to William, to talk to him about what was going on in her body, but part of her was glad she had not seen him again. It was difficult to know how she would react if she saw him in person. Were dreams an excuse to take more risks, to be truer to herself? Or would seeing him only make her feelings for him stronger and harder to resist?

      It did not matter. She would be on her way home now, and once in Raven's Edge, she would forget all about him. The mark on her neck would be nothing but a faded scar, and when someone asked about it, she would lie.

      The truth felt too sacred to speak about.

      When she stepped out of bed, she saw the coal from the fire last night still sparking with dull embers. Despite stepping on marble with bare feet, the room was surprisingly warm. She sighed, untying the cloak from around her neck so she could wash her face without spilling water on it.

      The servants had laid out new clothes for her, washed, cleaned, and pressed. When she stepped into them, they fit her perfectly. She knew she should leave the cloak—it did not matter if she wore it any longer—but she tied it back around her shoulders. It provided her with safety and warmth when she had none.

      She took time to braid her hair before stepping from her room and heading down the stone stairs. She had yet to meet the king and did not think she would. Upon entering the dining hall, where a meal would be provided for her to break her fast, she nearly ran into a prince.

      "Pardon me," he said, offering her a bow.

      There were two princes of Roses—Steven and Eric. She could never remember who was who. Judging from the way Steven bowed his head and upheld courtesies, Skarlit believed this one was the regent. The second son had a reputation for having dry humor and forgoing etiquette in favor of witty banter.

      He disappeared before she could reply.

      Skarlit shook her head and took a seat. Her stomach growled. It was strange—she had never had such an appetite before. The servants finished bringing out food, and Skarlit did not hesitate to fill her plate with scrambled eggs, roasted potatoes, vegetables, fresh rolls, everything she could get her hands on. The servants filled her goblet with squeezed oranges and Skarlit did not even look up as she got out a “thanks.” It felt as though her stomach could not be satisfied even as she filled her stomach up.

      She was preparing for the journey ahead. If she left an hour after she consumed her food, giving herself the time to digest and settle her stomach, she knew she would arrive home around dinner time, just after noon. If she left any later than that, she might be forced to skip dinner entirely and be forced to wait until suppertime, when it was dark. Skarlit was not sure what she was preparing her body for. She only knew she needed to ensure her stomach was full. She would not make it very far without sustenance, and considering the court was offering her a feast, she thought it best to take advantage of it.

      At that moment, a man appeared from out of nowhere. Skarlit stopped chewing and blinked her eyes, afraid that she was having another dream.

      This time, the man was not William, but someone else entirely.

      Judging by his pinstriped suit, he came from wealth. He was tall and lean, and his dark eyes were both dangerous and filled with mischief. His shoes clacked against the tile in the empty dining hall and when he reached the chair across from Skarlit, he placed his hand on the back.

      "May I sit?" he asked.

      An accent.

      She wondered what part of the continent his was from. Somewhere wealthy. Perhaps Roses? Maybe Luchairt? No. Not Luchairt. He was elegant and refined but his round ears indicated he most certainly was not fae.

      Skarlit realized he was still waiting for her answer when she forced herself to swallow her food and sat up straighter. "I am not the keeper of this table," she said, nodding at the chair in question. "You are free to do as you please."

      His smile twitched wider as he pulled out a seat and with all the grace of a feline, took a seat. His posture was perfect, his shoulders rolled back, and his eyes never wavered from Skarlit. She felt unnerved to be regarded so thoroughly.

      "You must be Skarlit," he said slowly.

      A servant came from the kitchen at that moment with freshly chopped fruit. She did not even look this man's way. It was almost as though she could not see the man at all. That, or she refused to, ignoring him so she would not be forced to admit that he was there in the first place.

      After the servant had left, Skarlit swallowed and grabbed some grapes. She began to pick them from the stem and placed the full, round purple balls on her plate.

      "I am," she said slowly.

      "I've been wanting to meet you for a while now," he said, leaning forward. His eyes flickered to the food and lit up when he saw the eggs. "I have traveled a long way to be here. Would you mind terribly if I helped myself to some of your eggs? I delight in putting cheese on them. Have you tried it?"

      Skarlit shook her head.

      "Well, you must." He gently pushed the silver container holding shredded cheese towards Skarlit. "Go on, then. You won't regret it, I assure you."

      Skarlit hesitated, but his inky black eyes bored into hers and she realized he would not relieve her of such a fiery gaze until she did as he was told. She reached across the table and grabbed some shredded cheese before sprinkling it on her eggs. When she finished, she took her fork and grabbed a bite of it. She was surprised to find the salty sweet taste woke up her mouth in delight, and she smiled.

      "See?" he said through chuckles, delighted by her reaction. "You will never eat eggs again. I've ruined you."

      Skarlit took another bite before washing the food down with the orange juice. She still did not know what to say to this man, so she waited to see what he had to say to her. Gran always said if she wanted information, the best thing to do was stay silent. People were so fearful of the silence because it revealed their truth—truth they did not want to face—so they would fill it with words just to free themselves of it.

      "You are a special girl," he finally said after another bite.

      "Woman," Skarlit corrected.

      His lips flicked up. "My apologies," he said. "You are a special woman. Rare is it that a delivery from Raven's Edge makes it to Roses unless it is through the patrol that scours the Emerald Forest."

      Skarlit was not surprised to hear this and yet she could not help but feel confused. How did Roses get the supplies? How did Charles know the deliverer would receive food, a bath, and fresh clothes? If no one from Raven's Edge actually made it to Roses, what happened to them?

      "I would say that mark has certainly helped you." He lifted his fork and pointed at Skarlit's throat. "What do you think?"

      Skarlit swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. "I'm sorry," she said, "but who are you? You seem to know me by name and I have no idea who you are or how to address you."

      "Forgive me, you are quite correct." He put down his silverware. "I'm known by many names, but one I think you may recognize is Rumpelstiltskin. I'm also referred to fondly as an imp, a bargain-maker, a devil, a trickster, a con, a thief, and a lot more names, actually, but nothing quite as pleasant."

      Skarlit's mouth dropped open slightly. She had heard the rumors of Rumpelstiltskin. He was supposed to wield magic just as the Red Queen did. When magic died with the Red Queen, it was banished from the continent. Except from the imp. No one dared question his authority to use his magic.

      "How are you here?" Skarlit asked, her appetite suddenly gone. She leaned back in her chair, as though it would make a difference just how distant she could place herself between the two of them.

      "I think the more appropriate question, my darling, is why I'm here," he said. "As an imp, I go where I please. Not even the king will try and stop me. And for right now, in this moment, I want to break my fast with you." He grabbed a piece of toasted bread and slathered it with butter.

      "Why me?" Skarlit asked. She forgot her mouth was full of food and cleared her throat without spewing chunks of it back on her plate. She felt her cheeks warm up at her behavior.

      "I have a feeling that question has been uttered before by you recently, hmm?" His eyes twinkled as he took a sip of the orange juice. "Not to me, of course. But to someone else. Someone who gave you that mark right there." He nodded his head.

      Skarlit felt herself go utterly still. Skarlit had said those words in a dream. How could this imp know about that? Was he magic? But no; no one was magic. Magic did not exist, save with the Red Queen, and she died.

      "It's for that very reason," he continued, shifting in his chair as though he was not used to something so lavish despite his coiffed appearance. "You have a bond with someone of great import. He would kill for you and neither of you realize it. Yet. You are much more powerful than you realize, and that makes me keenly interested in what sort of person you are and how you'll use that power to your advantage."

      "I'm not sure I know what you're speaking of," Skarlit said. She popped a sweet in her mouth in order to buy herself some time. "I'm just a village girl from Raven's Edge. I feed my chickens and rooster. I don't have any power."

      "You do," he corrected, and there was no room for argument in his voice. "I need you to understand that you do. Perhaps you won't realize it now, but you are the reason this kingdom will be brought to its knees. Maybe not today; maybe not tomorrow. But it will happen."

      "How do you know this?" Skarlit asked.

      He shrugged his shoulders and even an innocuous gesture such as that one was graceful. "I am an imp who knows things," he said. He popped more egg in his mouth that seemed to be more cheese than egg. "But I did not know you. Until now. Now, I do. Now, I understand."

      "I do not."

      "You do not need to," he said after swallowing his food. "Just know that you are powerful, even when you are scared, even when you feel weak. Know that you are powerful, and no one will take advantage of you again. Not Skin Shedders and not kings. But you must believe it. You are no fool, Skarlit Winters. You are a fierce thing who will change the course of Crescent."

      Skarlit's heart hammered against her chest. She still had so many questions. Her eyes were on her food and she tried to figure out what to ask him next, to try to pull a little more information from him. However, when she looked up, he was gone. Nothing hinted at his presence here save for the unfinished food on his plate and a couple of drops of juice on the crisp white table cloth.
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      Skarlit left shortly after that with her cloak tied around her and her belly full. She was looking forward to being back in Raven's Edge, sleeping on her old bed, and seeing her chickens and her rooster once more. Part of her was even looking forward to seeing Bryce. She felt as though she had been gone for weeks, rather than the few days she had spent with the Merry Men.

      But it was time to go home and forget as much of this trip as she could.

      She reached up, her fingers dancing across her mark. Her skin was distorted because of the bite, and she did not think it would be the same again.

      Perhaps she could not forget everything.

      "What's this?" a patrolman asked, pulling her out of her thoughts. Skarlit paused her walking to look up. She could not have been traveling for more than fifteen minutes. He did not wear armor like the knights that protected the palace did. These men were a step below the typical knight and dressed in padding but nothing that indicated they were honorable. A pink blooming rose with a sword through it—Roses' official crest—was embroidered on his tunic. "A scarlet warrior?"

      "Not sure, Mace," his partner said from behind Skarlit. She whirled around, her cloak flapping behind her. "She smells fresh and clean. Probably already made her delivery."

      "I don't see no basket," the first patrol said, narrowing his beady eyes on Skarlit's hands.

      She did not like his eyes on her at all. They were filled with hunger, possession, but a different sort than William had. There was a gentleness in possession. This gaze offered no options, no safety. He would take what he thought he was owed without any sort of apology about it.

      "Which means, Greg," the second one concluded for his partner, "she's fair game."

      "I'm surprised the wolf didn't take her," Mace said. "Don't he like the flesh of the virgins?"

      "You're getting confused with yourself," Greg said, snorting. "You know the wolf don't exist. A story, to keep the citizens of Raven's Edge afraid. But not so afraid that they won't keep sending their people to give ours medical supplies, even though they mysteriously vanish on their trek."

      "The wolf doesn't take them," Skarlit said slowly. She did not know why she chose to talk. Her words made no difference, not to these men. And yet, she needed to speak them out loud, to know that William was not the monster everyone claimed he was.

      "'Course not," Mace growled. His face wrinkled with anger. "That bugger has been patrolling the Emerald Forest for a while now and we can't do nothing about it. The little bargain they have with the king is keeping me from lining me winter coat with black fur." He spit, as though he needed to get some of his anger out.

      "So there's a pack of them," Skarlit stated. She had no idea why these men chose to speak to her rather than attack her. Perhaps they did not mind conversation before a rape and a murder. Perhaps it warmed them up.

      "Small one," Greg said with a shrug. "Their numbers are dwindling. Why do you think those Skin Shedders would enter into a bargain with our king anyway? At least Roses has protection from the Red Queen."

      "The Red Queen?" Skarlit forgot to be afraid. "She's dead."

      "Silly fool," Mace said, smiling his yellow teeth at her. "'Tis a misconception. The Red Queen is not dead. She is merely sleeping. Taking a rest, if you will. If she's woken…" He let his voice trail off.

      "The king of Roses thinks someone will wake her up?" Skarlit said.

      "He's preparing for it, certainly," Greg said with a nod. "The man's king for a reason. He's only trying to protect his people."

      "I thought that was your job," Skarlit quipped before she could stop herself. However, she could not help but shudder at the prospect of the Red Queen waking up. Everyone on Crescent assumed she was dead. If she was merely sleeping, if there was a possibility of her actually waking up…

      That was not good news.

      "She thinks she's funny, does she?" Mace asked.

      "I don't think it," Skarlit said, turning to face him. She had no idea where these answers were coming from. She rarely offered lip service to anyone save for those who truly deserved it, and she only let her guard down around people she trusted like Gran and Bryce. Acting this way with knights was probably not the best thing to do, especially when it appeared as though they were going to attack her and possibly kill her.

      "You know," Greg said, sticking up a finger as though he had something important and poignant to say. "This isn't the first time we've dealt with someone like her. D'you remember Sarah from Raven's Edge?"

      Sarah?

      Skarlit paused. She remembered Sarah. Seven years ago, Sarah's name had been selected and she was called upon to make the delivery. She was the youngest age the names were placed in the bowl—thirteen. She never returned. Her parents, to this day, still held out hope that she would, that she got blinded by the luxury in Roses and decided to stay there instead of returning to their paltry small town.

      "Sarah?" Mace asked, caressing the small beard on his jawline. "Name sounds familiar. I don't much remember names."

      "I'm surprised you remember yours," Skarlit put in.

      "Now that's just uncalled for," Greg said. He turned back to Mace. "Sarah, the girl with the yellow pigtails and the freckles. You remember her. You said she looked like a treat and you wanted to eat her up."

      There was a moment of confusion still on Mace's face until it hit him. "Oh, that's right," Mace said, a nostalgic smile on his face. "Sarah. I remember now."

      Ahead, the leaves shook against the gentle breeze. The sun was nearly directly above them in the sky. It looked like it would not be as cold today, which meant it would be easy to make the three-hour trek back home. Skarlit just had to sidestep these knights and she would be on her way.

      "She struggled a lot," Mace said.

      "Put up quite a fight," Greg agreed. "I swear, that girl had more spunk in her than a lot of the other ones we had to deal with. Tell me, princess." He turned his attention to Skarlit, tilting his head to the side. "What do you think you'll do?"

      Skarlit did not understand and did not want to ask. Revealing her ignorance was foolish and she was not about to do it now.

      "I think she'll struggle," Greg said. Skarlit felt herself back away, only to hit the front of Mace, who had appeared so suddenly behind her, she had not noticed him until it was too late. "I'm looking forward to her struggling. I always like when I have to earn my wicked deed. 'Twould be no fun if it was just handed over on a silver platter."

      "Methinks I prefer it easy," Mace said, tapping his chin as though he had given considerable thought to this. "When I get distracted, it's hard to concentrate."

      Skarlit was not going to listen to them speak any longer. This was more than just a violent game of harming her. There were buried intentions that would do permanent damage in ways the eyes could not see. Her entire body shook with fear but she would not simply stand idly by and allow such terror to be inflicted on her.

      She jumped into action, sidestepping the men, dropping the basket, and turning to the forest. She ran. Skarlit was not sure if she picked the correct direction to run in. Part of her considered heading back to Roses because there was a greater chance of running into a person that might help her. However, she knew that she would only encounter knights until she was deep in the city, near the market square. She could not be certain the other knights would help her and condemn the actions of their brethren, or if they would defend the patrol and help the men do their wicked deeds to her.

      As such, she thought it best to take her chance in the forest. She had never been a fast runner, but she believed she had a decent chance of losing them, especially if she risked going off the path and hiding among the trees that made up the forest.

      Jolting laughter pierced the sky behind her.

      "She's running," one of them said. "I don't like leaving it to chance. Running is not something that pleases me."

      "Think of it like a game, Mace," Greg returned. Skarlit could hear twigs snap as they followed her in the forest, slower, with an air of casual indifference. "You are the hunter, she is the prey."

      "Oh, I like that idea," Mace said.

      Skarlit stopped listening to them. Her heart was hammering in her chest and it was difficult to concentrate. She nearly tripped over thick roots from a large tree and had to hold on to the tree trunk to right herself. She moved her feet but it was difficult to do so, especially since she was not familiar with the forest and could not position herself correctly.

      Her skin tensed.

      Such a strange feeling that she doubted such a thing was actually happening.

      How was it possible that skin could tense, if not for the muscles underneath?

      She snarled. Every bone in her body pushed against her skin. Something was happening to her but she did not know what. She curled her fingers into fists and bit her bottom lip to keep from making any more noises that sounded unbecoming; that sounded unfamiliar. She glanced to the left, to the right. There was nothing. However, she could hear things—things she couldn't see, things she did not realize she had the power to actually hear.

      Her body did not feel like her own anymore. It was twisting and shifting and morphing into something else, like battle armor that would protect her from these wicked men and their wicked intentions.

      Her stomach tumbled. She placed a hand over her belly. She needed to pause and catch her breath. Perhaps she should not have eaten so much. Her belly was full and now it was becoming a hindrance rather than a help.

      "There she is." That one was Mace.

      Skarlit turned but could still not see them. Where were they?

      "She can't see us, can she?" Greg asked.

      "No, she's as stupid as they come. Only thinking to look on the ground. Not thinking to look up. But that's why we have the advantage. If she gets closer to us—and she will—that's when—"

      Without warning, something hit Skarlit and she was knocked to the ground. Her back screamed in pain. The man—Greg, Skarlit realized—was trying to claw at her cloak. He managed to rip the fabric and toss it aside so he had better access to her dress.

      "She almost got past us," Greg said over his shoulder. "I thought she'd actually return to the village."

      "She can't," Mace said. "The king needs a human sacrifice to the Shedders every year. If we fail…" He shook his head as he emerged from behind the trees. "We can't fail."

      "But we can have fun first."

      Skarlit growled. The men laughed.

      "Are you trying to intimidate us, poppet?" Greg asked. "What a fool you are."

      Skarlit snapped. Instead of being a docile woman writhing underneath her attacker, she transformed. Instead of hands, she had claws. She batted Greg off of her with a smack of her hand and leapt up so she was on all fours. Her eyes narrowed. She saw things human eyes could not see. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, which made no sense since she had just been full.

      She was other, an animal, a beast.

      And in that moment, she was not scared. She was grateful. Because if she had not been able to transform, she would surely be dead.

      She felt her fangs elongate as she looked at the men.

      She did not wait.

      She was hungry and she would feast now.
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