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      “I’m gonna be sick.”

      “You can’t be sick,” Gullie said, “It’s your turn next.”

      I tucked my head into my knees and shut my eyes. “That’s why I’m gonna be sick.”

      The little pixie was nestled inside of my hair. She moved behind my neck, from my left ear to my right. “Relax, okay? You need to be on your toes out there. Literally. Keeping light on your feet is our only strategy.”

      I groaned. “Please, stop talking about the trial and start talking about something else.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I would talk about the weather, but we live in a castle, at the heart of a frozen wasteland, stuck in perpetual winter. What else is there to talk about?”

      “Gull, I’m on the verge of a panic attack. I barely made it out of the last trial with my life, and they haven’t even waited a week before hurling me into another one. I’m not ready.”

      “Tell that to whatever’s waiting for you out there.”

      “I can hear the sarcasm in your voice, you know.”

      “Good, so I got the point across.”

      I picked my chin up and turned my head to the side. “Is this your attempt at tough love?”

      “This is me reminding you that I don’t want to die, and neither do you. Are we gonna do this, or what?”

      “You know, whatever’s out there, we probably don’t stand a chance.”

      “We’ve gotten this far, right? The Hexquis, the Wenlow. You’ve battled creatures you never would’ve dreamed of before we got here. We can handle this.”

      “I mean… battled is a strong word. The Hexquis clamped that huge, awful mouth of hers around my head, and Mira killed the Wenlow, not me.”

      “Okay, so we survived a couple of battles. This won’t be any different. Fancy feet, okay? Like Mira has been teaching you all week.”

      “Fancy feet,” I repeated, nodding. Then I paused. “I still feel sick.”

      Gullie huffed. “You’re impossible.”

      The large, white door to the waiting room Gullie and I had been sitting alone in opened with a loud thunk. It was the first sign of life I’d had since this round of trials started, at least an hour ago. The man who opened it was tall, built like a bear, and clad in blue and white full-plate armor; the colors of Windhelm, the seat of the Winter Court.

      I stood, expecting him to call me out, but he stepped aside to let someone come through and into the room. It wasn’t Mira, my custodian and mentor. It wasn’t Prince Cillian Wolfsbane, the man responsible for my being here. It was Aronia, daughter of the Commander of the King’s Guard, and the woman whose life I had saved less than a week ago.

      “Lady Aronia,” said the guard, “I can give you mere seconds.”

      Aronia nodded at the guard as she entered the room. She looked magnificent in her tightly wrapped black leather; muscular, strong, healthy. Her turquoise hair had been tied into a thick braid, then draped across one shoulder. Hanging from the base of the antlers that curved around her skull were thin, golden chains adorned with little bits of jewelry.

      She looked all manner of kick-arse, and I couldn’t help but feel instantly intimidated.

      But then she smiled, and extended her hand, palm up. “I wanted to wish you good luck before your trial,” she said.

      I stared at her palm for a long moment, dumbfounded. “I… thank you.”

      Shaking her head, but never losing her smile, she took my hand and placed it in hers, so our palms touched. “Your parents never taught you how to wish another fae good fortune?”

      “No… they didn’t. In fairness, they weren’t around a lot.”

      “That’s unfortunate.” She paused. “I also wanted to thank you. I have not had the opportunity to come and see you since… what happened in the forest.”

      An image flashed into my mind, brief but violent. I saw the Wenlow, that awful, giant, lanky monster covered in shaggy white fur, with the massive eyes and the ear-to-ear mouth. I saw it hunched over Aronia, saw her pained eyes as she struggled with the paralysis afflicting her, saw it dip its claws into her open stomach a second time and then lick its hands of the blood.

      I thought she was going to die.

      She probably thought the same.

      I nodded. “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I do. In fact, I have to do more than thank you.” Aronia slowly dropped to one knee, my hand still held in hers. “I pledge to you, Dahlia, an Oath of Service.” She turned her eyes up at me. “I am at your service.”

      “Aronia, you… I mean, this—”

      “—don’t ruin this!” Gullie hissed. “If you refuse, you’ll do her a dishonor. Accept.”

      “I… accept,” I said, offering her a light nod.

      Aronia stood, then pulled my hand to her chest. “You saved my life when most would’ve let me die. I will not forget this.”

      “Lady Aronia,” came the voice from the door, “You are out of time.”

      She turned her head and nodded at the guard, then looked at me. “It’s your turn,” she said, and then she pressed her cool cheek against mine and whispered, “Don’t look them in the eyes; that’s how they cower you.”

      Aronia pulled away, letting our hands slide apart before sauntering through the door and disappearing down the hall. The guard jabbed a finger at me. “You,” he said, “Let’s go.”

      I frowned. He sounded more like a jailor marching a prisoner, than a guard escorting a contestant in the Royal Selection, but I didn’t let his tone get to me. Aronia’s warning had been cryptic, and short, and it had left way too much to the imagination. Don’t look at them in the eyes? What the hell was I going up against?

      “Gull,” I dared to whisper, knowing the guard was walking only a few paces ahead of me.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You don’t think we’re going up against another Hexquis, do you?”

      “I really have no idea. She could’ve given you more information.”

      “I don’t think she had the time.”

      “Oh, sure, when it comes to pageantry and putting on a good show, she has time. Take a knee, do a weird hand thing, explain it too. Oh, and by the way, make sure not to look at this monster in the eyes—'kay? Bye!”

      “I’m sure she had her reasons.”

      “Maybe she was trying to intimidate you?”

      “She did that without talking. And anyway, I’ll agree with you that most fae are jerks—”

      The guard turned his head and glared at me. “What did you say?” he grunted.

      I froze in the spot where I’d been standing and stared at him, doe eyed. “Uh… nothing. I didn’t say anything.”

      His glare intensified, his eyes narrowed, then he pointed at a large door. “Go through. Now.”

      Swallowing hard, I gave the guard as much of a wide berth as I could—which wasn’t easy, considering he was so large he almost filled the corridor we’d been walking in. When I reached the door, it started to open on its own, letting light from the other side begin to spill past the opening.

      “I know you were about to defend her,” Gullie said, “But that guard just made half your point, at least. Most fae are jerks.”

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s just get through this,” I whispered. “I need you.”

      “I’m here.”

      The doors opened to a roaring fanfare of cheers, and trumpets, and light so bright it was almost blinding. I put my hand up, creating a cover for my eyes to shield myself against the worst of the brightness. The arena was packed, the stands filled with beautiful fae wearing glamorous outfits that shimmered as they clapped their hands.

      I felt small, exposed, vulnerable. There had to be at least a few hundred fae here, carefully studying me, trying to figure out how well I would do in the upcoming trial. From the royal balcony, Queen Haera and King Yidgam watched on.

      The Queen looked down her nose at me; gorgeous, stunningly elegant with her teal hair and those long, thin antlers growing out of her forehead, but only slightly interested. The King, a bear of a man with thick, black hair adorned in a furry black cloak had a silver chalice in his hand. He watched me from above the rim of the chalice, his intense, sky-blue eyes impossible to miss even from a distance.

      My heart skipped a beat when I couldn’t find the Prince seated at his chair beside his parents. I took a tentative step into the arena, letting my eyes now fall level with the space I was about to enter. It was vast, and round; the floor made of deep, blue marble, like arctic ice.

      Breaking the ice at several points were large, white-framed mirrors, carefully positioned so they would shine the light from the sun directly into the face of contestants as they entered the arena. My heart started pounding when I saw them because I couldn’t understand what they were for. I saw myself reflected in each and every one of them, despite how far away from me they seemed.

      The door behind me shut with a loud thud, the crowd fell silent, and I was left staring at the mirrors before me. Fingers of icy air wisped off them as the breeze rolled past. I took another step forward, clutching the handle of my dagger. I had no idea what was waiting for me in here, but at least I wasn’t making a tit out of myself as I had the first time I’d presented myself to the court.

      Keep your chin up. Give them a show. Win.

      Those had been Mira’s simple instructions. If she were here right now, she’d have suggested I give a little curtsy, so I did, just as Mira and I had practiced. To my surprise, the crowd of gathered courtiers vibrated as a light round of applause rippled through it.

      “That was good,” Gullie whispered. “You’re learning quick.”

      “Not quick enough,” I mumbled.

      “Dames and gentlefolk!” boomed a loud, deep voice from… somewhere. Everywhere. I now knew this voice belonged to Lord Bailen, a fae with a rather impressive, and slightly curled moustache, but I couldn’t see him. “We bring you the final spectacle of this wonderous day—Dahlia.”

      The sound of my name triggered more applause, and a little more fanfare from the trumpets. I didn’t care for it. I wanted to retreat, to hide from the attention, but there was literally nowhere to run.

      “Dahlia, my dear,” came Lord Bailen’s voice as if through a PA system. “They say before you can defeat an enemy in battle, you must face and defeat your own fears. Before you are a number of mirrors. The task is simple. Confront your fear, reach the dais on the other side of the coliseum, and stand proudly before the court.”

      There was no cheering now, no trumpets, no clapping. The crowd was absolutely silent, courtiers watching intently from their seats—and still no Prince. Another couple of steps brought me close to the first mirror, a slender, ornate piece of furniture that would probably be priceless back on Earth.

      I saw myself approach in the mirror’s reflection; a slender girl all clad in black leather armor, clutching the handle of the dagger attached to her waist. I still couldn’t believe how different I looked now than what I had back home. On Earth I had mousy brown hair, with rounded ears, and skin that was too pale.

      Here, my hair was silver, my cheeks were nice and high, my eyes were sharp, teal, and bright, and my ears were as tall and as pointed as the rest of the fae around me. I was a totally different person, and yet, I somehow felt more like myself than I had ever felt back home.

      From out of the corner of my eye, I caught movement on the royal balcony. A door had opened, and Prince Cillian came hurrying down a small set of stairs to take his seat. My heart leapt at the sight of him, with his black hair and his curved antlers; a splitting image of his parents. He looked a little hurried, a little flustered, as if maybe he’d rushed to get here.

      Rushed for me?

      Don’t be stupid.

      After a short nod from the Prince, I turned to gaze at my reflection in the mirror again. I eyed myself up and down, then scanned around my own reflection to figure out what exactly I had to do, but I was coming up short.

      “I mean…” I trailed off. “Am I supposed to be scared of myself? Because I’m not very frightening.”

      I had asked Gullie, but it was my reflection that replied. “Are you sure?”
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      I had never feared my own reflection, but my reflection had never answered back before. I jumped back, drawing my dagger and aiming its sharp, narrow tip at… myself. Eerily, the woman staring back at me hadn’t moved. She remained where she stood, her eyes low, and dark, her chin turned down slightly, making her look a little more sinister.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” my reflection said.

      My world started tilting, and I remembered Aronia’s words. I turned my eyes down, staring at my reflection’s boots instead of her eyes. That helped. I no longer felt like I was about to topple over. “You’re not real,” I said, my voice echoing throughout the coliseum as if it had been amplified.

      That means they can all hear you.

      “I think you’ll find me to be real as you are, and it’s about time we got acquainted, don’t you think?”

      I wanted to look at her. My eyes kept trailing up her leg, to her bare midriff, to her chest. They wanted to reach her eyes like they were drawn to her, but I couldn’t let them. “What are you?”

      “Don’t you recognize me? Haven’t you seen this face in the mirror every day of your life?”

      “Until I got here, I didn’t look like this.”

      She took a step toward the edge of the mirror. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure.”

      Right before my eyes, her body started to flake away into wisps of white and blue light that swirled around her like a flurry of brilliant, sparkling snow. The light filled the mirror, streaks of color shooting left and right, up, and down. I didn’t know where to look until the image settled, and the woman staring back at me was… me.

      Me before all of this.

      I swallowed the ball of emotion welling up inside of my throat. I hadn’t seen myself, my real self, since I’d gotten here. Mira had made sure her fae glamor was strong enough to wipe away any trace of my human nature, and boy if she hadn’t done a bloody good job of it. I had almost forgotten the girl looking out at me from within that enchanted mirror.

      “Better?” she asked, cocking a grin.

      My eyes focused on her lips, though I could tell something was wrong with her eyes. The skin under them wasn’t quite… bright enough, as if she hadn’t slept in weeks. “Not really,” I said.

      “Then, why are you frightened?”

      “I’m not scared of you.”

      She took another step toward the edge of the mirror. “That’s not what I see. I see your fear, Dahlia. I know what hurts the most—” she tapped her chest, “—in here.”

      My eyes glanced over at the podium on the other side of the coliseum. Lord Bailen had said, all I had to do was reach it, and I would pass this trial. There were several other mirrors between me and it, though—some tall and thin, others short and wide. Each and every one of them seemed to catch my reflection somehow, despite the angles being all wrong.

      “Yeah, well, you’re in there, and I’m not,” I said, “So, good luck with that.”

      I turned to the side and started walking, moving away from the first mirror and trying to go around the second one. It was weird how, no matter how I moved, the mirror kept hold of my reflection despite the mirror itself not moving.

      It reminded me of the portrait of my headmaster back at school. She was a tall, gaunt, old woman with a severe, lined face and deep, inset eyes who never had a kind or encouraging word to say about anyone. Kids called her the watcher because she’d stand outside of our classroom windows and watch us work, silent, unmoving, and creepy as all hell.

      When she died, the school had her obnoxiously huge portrait moved near the school’s main entrance. From there, she could watch us all as we came in and out of the building, her eyes following us the whole time.

      I moved around the second mirror hoping to find a back panel, but instead I found another pane of glass. A flash of light played on its surface as I rounded it, only this time I didn’t see myself or my old reflection playing on its surface, but that awful picture of the watcher.

      My heart leapt into my throat when I saw it. This time, I staggered back a few steps, almost losing my footing. “Holy shit,” I shrieked, after I’d regained myself.

      “Young lady, did you just swear in my presence?!” the watcher said, her voice—eerily accurate—booming through the arena.

      I couldn’t help it. I looked at her sunken, darkened, inset eyes because that was exactly what I had always done in school. It was instinct. Back then I’d keep telling myself this time I won’t look, but the rumor went that if you stared at her long enough, she would visit you in your dreams that night. Terrifying as the idea was, when you’re young, you can’t help but tempt such things.

      I had never wanted to see her in my dreams, and yet strangely, I had.

      “I’m sorry!” I yelled. I’m sorry? What the hell?

      “Sorry is not good enough,” the watcher said, “This behavior is simply unacceptable. Just who do you think you are?”

      I could feel myself retreating, shrinking, shying away from her, but not once did her eyes let go of mine. This wasn’t good. “I didn’t mean to swear, Miss. I promise I won’t do it again.”

      The watcher rolled her shoulders, lowered her head, and then pushed her way out of the mirror. I stared on, unable to back up and too horrified to look away, because as the watcher emerged from the painting she started to look more and more monstrous.

      Her eyes darkened further as she pushed her way out of the mirror, becoming huge, black sockets. The watcher’s skin, already old and wrinkled, turned jaundiced and yellow and stretched thinly over her bones.

      When her hands emerged, she used them to grab hold of the mirror’s frame and pull herself out the rest of the way, but the size of her limbs was all wrong. They were all too long, and thin, and lanky. She towered over me, easily three times my height, and I realized then she reminded me not only of my old headmaster, but also of the Wenlow I had fought in the forest.

      She jabbed a long, bony finger at me, and a black claw sprouted from the nail. “It’s off to detention with you, Dahlia Crowe,” she snarled, her words now taking on an almost demonic tone.

      I wouldn’t have heard the crowd of courtiers starting to cheer if Gullie hadn’t yanked my right earlobe so hard I thought she’d ripped it off. “Ouch!” I yelped, my hand flying up to my ear, my locked gaze momentarily breaking. “That hurt!”

      “Don’t look at it in the eyes, then!” she hissed.

      I wasn’t looking at the watcher anymore, and that meant I wasn’t frozen to the spot, either. I stepped back, and my legs did as I’d asked them to. “I can move!”

      “You’re welcome, now move!”

      Turning around, giving the watcher my back, I started running—aimlessly at first, but then heading straight for the dais. I only had to reach it. That was what Lord Bailen had said. Just reach it.

      “Where do you think you’re going, young lady?!” the watcher roared. “Come back here, at once!”

      Absolutely no chance of that. I kept my head down and continued sprinting, finding the best way between the mirrors that never once seemed to lose track of me no matter where I went. But the faster I ran, the more it felt like more, and more, and more mirrors were appearing as if from out of nowhere.

      I kept having to duck to the side to avoid a mirror I hadn’t seen a moment ago. Duck, and weave, and find my way back to the podium—oh, and make sure the monster stomping around behind me doesn’t catch me. Only, it wasn’t stomping anymore. Skidding around a mirror, using its frame to help me come to a complete halt so I could catch my breath, I dared search for the watcher.

      She wasn’t there.

      It wasn’t there.

      But in its place was something far, far worse. Mirrors. Hundreds of them, packed tightly together, each showing a slightly different angle of my red face, of the puff of breath condensing around my lips as I panted. It looked like I’d just run through a hall of mirrors, and as I turned around again to try to find my way to the dais, all I could see were more mirrors.

      Mirrors, and me, and the watcher.

      She swiped at me from within the depths of the nearest mirror to me, and I only just managed to duck underneath the arc of her swing. Scrambling on my elbows, I backed up, trying to find enough purchase to stand as the watcher slowly pushed herself out of the mirror she’d just attacked me from.

      Craning her neck to look at me, her black eyeholes wide as wide as her grin, she pointed her clawed fingers at me. “There you are,” she said, her voice a long snarl. “Did you think you could run away from me?”

      I ripped my eyes away from hers before they rooted me to the spot again and tried to stand. “You’re not real!” I screamed.

      “Oh, but I am, little girl. I am as real as everything else in this place you have been stolen to, but I am so much more than that, and do you know why?”

      I fought to get to my feet, my dagger clenched tightly in my hand. I needed to do something, to attack, to run, but my back was already pinned against another ice-cold mirror. They were everywhere, now. I was boxed in, surrounded by my own reflection with the watcher slowly advancing on me.

      “I don’t, but I’ve got a feeling you’re going to tell me anyway,” I said.

      “You want to reach this.” At her word, one of my reflections morphed, becoming white and blue mist before settling into the form of the raised stage I was meant to reach in order to win the trial. I saw myself standing on it, my old self, her eyes low, and dark, and sinister; a grin planted on her face. “But you’ll never reach it because you’re too frightened of the truth.”

      I made a move toward it, hoping it was a corridor instead of a mirror, but I slammed into a cold, hard surface. My doppelganger cackled from the stage, pointing at me, and slapping her knee with joy. But that didn’t bother me as much as what happened next.

      The Prince moved onto the stage, his shoulders swaying, his black hair billowing lightly with the breeze. I watched him come sauntering on from the mirror’s edge. When I tried to find him sitting on the royal balcony, I realized couldn’t see it anymore. The mirrors were too tall.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” I yelled at the mirror.

      “Oh, but I know that you are,” the watcher hissed. “I know exactly what your fears are.”

      The Prince stopped in front of my counterpart, his eyes fixed on her. She turned to face him, letting her gaze linger on me for as long as possible before looking at him fully. He took her cheek in his hand, and she nuzzled it, shutting her eyes. Slowly, the Prince lowered his lips to find hers.

      My heart thundered against my temples as I watched because I couldn’t do anything else. I couldn’t look away. I could barely think, could barely process what the hell I was seeing.

      “I’m human,” she whispered, stopping the Prince an inch before their lips met.

      He suddenly pulled away, his mouth curling into a snarl. Without saying a word, the Prince drew a dagger from his belt and ran it through my doppelganger’s stomach, and I swore I had felt the pinch myself. I touched my own stomach, and to my horror, my hand came back covered in red blood that dribbled to the blue floor, only to freeze almost immediately.

      “What… what the hell?” I asked, breathless.

      “Tell them,” the watcher hissed, “I dare you to tell them right now. Tell them the truth. Tell them all. Tell him. Scream it at the top of your lungs. Then, and only then, will I let you reach that stage.”

      “I…” I fell to my knees, bleeding, blood trickling out of me, consciousness fading.

      “Dahlia, no!” Gullie hissed, “Dee, get up!”

      “You are weak,” the watcher snarled. She was so close, now, I could feel her hot breath against my cheek. I could smell the coffee in the air, her stinging perfume, and the faint scent of chalk that followed her wherever she went.

      “I’m not weak,” I struggled to say.

      “Then why are you falling?”

      I dropped to my side, my vision starting to swim as the heat ebbed out of my body. “Mothers…” I sighed.

      “They cannot help you, girl. No one can help you. Only you can help yourself.”

      “I… can’t…”

      The watcher turned me onto my back with her foot and loomed over me, her massive neck coiling like a snake, her dark eyes unblinking. “Then you’ll die, here. And when the winter chill reaches your heart, you will become one of them—the Wenlow. A cursed, wretched thing forced to roam the snow, always hungry.”

      The last ounce of my strength faded, and darkness fell like a curtain in front of me. All I could think of as my consciousness faded was that near-kiss I’d just witnessed, and how utterly stupid it was that, for a fleeting instant, I was jealous of my own reflection for getting so close to kissing the Prince.

      Funny, that.
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      Voices in the dark. I heard them drifting in and out, zipping up and around me. I felt like I was floating on a stream on my back, with the current guiding me somewhere… else. Somewhere warm, and comfortable. Somewhere that wasn’t so bloody cold all the time.

      “Be quiet,” someone hissed, “She’s waking up.”

      I felt a hand touch my shoulder, and I opened my eyes, blinking away the haze of unconsciousness. Turning my head, I noticed a figure slowly lowering themselves into view, and from out of the haze, the watcher manifested—her skin taut and yellow, her lips peeled back over her teeth, the black holes of her eyes widening with her awful grin.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I backed up, scrambling on my shoulders until I hit the headboard with my head.

      “It’s okay!” Mira said, “It’s me, Dahlia. It’s Mira.”

      The watcher was gone, replaced by a much younger, much more vibrant, and frankly, stunningly beautiful woman. She had long, curly white hair, pointed ears and thin, short, white antlers curling out of her temples, each barely longer than a finger in length. Mira’s bright, violet eyes softened, and she reached for my hand.

      I stared at her for a long moment, my breath still caught in my lungs, my heart pounding. “I’m not dead,” I said, exhaling.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “And you’re not old and hideous.”

      Frowning, Mira craned her neck. “Excuse me?”

      I shook my head. “I must’ve been dreaming.”

      “Doubtful. You were unconscious—you’ve been unconscious for hours.”

      My heart skipped. “Gullie?”

      “Present,” the little pixie said. She buzzed over from the bedside table, her glowing green form leaving a trail of dust in the air wherever her translucent butterfly wings took her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like crap.” I gazed at my abdomen, then looked at my hands. I wasn’t bleeding anymore, but dried blood clung to my leather armor and fingers. “It was real…”

      “What was?”

      “My reflection… I’m having trouble remembering it, but I think the Prince stabbed me.”

      “The Prince?” Mira asked. “That’s who you saw in the mirror? Fascinating…”

      “I saw a lot of things in those mirrors, none of which I ever want to see again.”

      “Yes…” Mira tapped her chin with her finger. “Yes, I wasn’t expecting to see those mirrors in play today. Not after what happened last time.”

      “Last time?” I frowned.

      She shook her head. “Forget I said anything.”

      “No, wait, what happened last time?”

      Mira paused, her violet eyes glimmering in the ambient light. “I shouldn’t tell you; it wouldn’t be proper. And in any case, you are fine, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Forget being proper. Those mirrors brought up a whole bunch of stuff I wasn’t ready to deal with, and then they stabbed me. What happened last time?”

      Another pause. “Well… and remember, I wasn’t present at the last Royal Selection, so I can only speak to what I have read in the historical archives and the rumors that have been floating since the trials today.”

      Gullie floated up and into Mira’s face, then jabbed a tiny finger at her. “Could you just tell us, already? Gods, you fae with your theatrics!”

      “Silence, harpy!” Mira hissed.

      “Pixie,” I corrected, “And Gull is right. Just tell me. I’m starting to get nervous.”

      Mira pressed her lips into a thin line. “Well…” she trailed off. “They’re called All Seers.”

      “All Seers?”

      “The mirrors, yes. They were introduced around the time of the third Royal Selection, deemed a great test of character and designed to weed out the bulk of the contestants early on. They are magic mirrors that look into a person’s soul and show them their fears; if you couldn’t get past your own fears, you had no business marrying a Prince or Princess.”

      “Lord Bailen said I would have to face my fears. But he didn’t say those fears would spring out of the mirror and attack.”

      “No. I think by now you know there is always a twist to these trials, something left unsaid. It wouldn’t have been very surprising if you had been told your fears would leap out of the mirror to stop you from reaching the dais and claiming victory.” Her eyes narrowed. “I must say, I noticed you tried to keep your eyes low to the ground… how did you know to do that?”

      “Aronia told me. She came to visit me before my trial started.”

      “That was good of her.”

      I shook my head. “Okay, but getting back to this mirror thing. Did you see what was happening to me?”

      “I saw the manifestation of your fears. The woman from the painting. We all did… it was quite the spectacle.”

      “Spectacle,” I blurted out. My hands were trembling. “That thing was terrifying. It wanted me to tell everyone the truth about what I was. I was never going to win that trial.”

      “No… as soon as I saw the All Seers, I knew, the trial was doomed from the start. If it makes you feel any better, you are one of seven who failed today’s trial.”

      “Most of us failed… but why? Why was this so hard?”

      “Just because we are fae doesn’t mean we don’t fear things just as humans do. Even though the others have been training their whole lives, no amount of gymnastics, academics, or combat training can truly prepare you to face the things that frighten you the most. What I can’t understand is why a decision had been made to bring the mirrors back, especially considering the last time they were used resulted with the death of a contestant.”

      “Someone died?”

      Mira nodded. “Long ago. Understand, contestants aren’t meant to die during the selection. You are meant to be protected, taken care of, as is Fate’s decree. Should anything happen to you, the King and Queen would have to answer to Fate itself. That’s why the healers rushed to pick you up and save your life.”

      A pause hung in the air, one filled with deafening silence. Up here, in my quarters, on my side of the castle of Windhelm, there was no ambient sound save for the voice of the wind, and only when it blew a certain way. Without that, there was only the light ringing in my ears I’d had since I was a child. It had taken some getting used to, and I had succeeded, but right now, I hated the silence.

      “Tell her the rest,” Gullie said.

      “The rest?” I asked.

      “She’s not telling you everything. Remember, I was there. I saw it all play out.”

      Mira took a deep breath. “I don’t mean to deceive you,” she said, “I’m also trying to piece together what happened today, and why. But yes… the healers did not have an easy time reaching you.”

      “And why is that?” Gullie prodded.

      “Because anytime someone got close enough,” Mira continued, “The All Seers would manifest their fears, and they would try to block the healers from getting to you.”

      “It was a nightmare. There were people everywhere, monsters everywhere. The entire court had to be cleared out and some Warden guy and the Prince had to come in and deal with them. You’re lucky you were unconscious.” Gullie cocked a thumb at herself. “I’m gonna have nightmares for weeks.”

      “The Prince,” I said, trailing off. Images of him holding my reflection, touching her face, his lips inching towards her, flashed through my mind. My stomach tied itself in a knot. “Wait, who’s the Warden?”

      “A specialist,” Mira said, “Someone trained in dealing with… esoteric threats like this one. In any case, the situation was brought under control and you were rescued. That’s the important thing, here. Now we can focus on your next trial… if we can secure a win, it’s possible you will not face elimination during the next round.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not even thinking about that right now. I’m hungry, I have a headache, and I’m wearing bloody clothes. I need to get cleaned up and eat something before I can even consider the next trial.”

      “I understand,” Mira said, “I’ll make sure to summon your supper and have fresh clothes brought to you. You don’t need to worry about your wound—it’s gone.”

      “It’s still sore.”

      Mira nodded. “That’s because the wound was… dark magic. Dark magic wounds are harder to heal than other types of injuries.”

      “And I thought the Hexquis was bad. I mean, after the incident in the woods, you’d think they would decide to go a little easy on us. Aronia almost died back there, too.”

      “I know. I can’t explain why today happened, which is why I am going to speak to Lord Bailen. Though I’m sure he’s already been bombarded with questions from other custodians.”

      “I can’t imagine they’re too happy that eight of us lost today.”

      “No, it’s unprecedented.” Mira placed a hand on my hand. “Run a bath and relax. I’ll have your food brought to you and see what I can learn.”

      “Thank you, Mira.”

      She nodded, then stood. A moment later, she was gone, leaving Gullie and I alone in the silence. The pixie floated onto my lap and looked up at me, speaking only once she was certain Mira had left. “I don’t like this,” she said.

      “I just got stabbed by the Prince’s reflection, and a monstrous version of my old headmaster tried to finish the job,” I said, “What’s not to like?”

      “Dee, usually I’d be laughing at things with you. You know that. But this feels different. Serious. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the atmosphere around here has changed.”

      “Changed?”

      “You don’t sense it?”

      “Honestly, Gull, I’ve been pretty numb since I got back from London.”

      Gullie nodded. “Well, something’s off. I think it may have had something to do with the Wenlow, but I can’t be sure.”

      “You’d better stay close to me, then. I don’t want you wandering away.”

      “I’m considered an undesirable in this place. Where am I going to go?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. You’re probably safer out there than you are in here, with me.”

      “You’re forgetting the part where I freeze to death in a frozen wasteland without you. You’re also forgetting the part that, without me in your hair, you smell human, and then the secret’s out. We need each other, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Thanks Gull.” I sniffed my hands. “I stink of blood.”

      “Yeah, I wasn’t going to say anything,” Gullie said, pinching her nose. “It’s pretty pungent, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t exactly smell like roses either.”

      “That’s a lie and you know it. I always smell like flowers.”

      I got up and out of bed, grumbling something about how unfair it was that pixies really did always smell lovely all the time. After a long bath and a meal, it was time to turn in for the night and get some real rest. I had a feeling the watcher was going to pay me a visit in my dreams, but I wasn’t going to let that turn me off trying to recover from today’s ordeal.

      But as I drifted off to sleep, it wasn’t the watcher who crawled into the forefront of my mind—it was the Prince. I hadn’t spoken to him and had barely seen him since our trip back to London. In fact, that slight nod he’d given me before my trial began was the only interaction we’d had in almost a week.

      Part of me wanted to stay away from him because of how dangerous being too close to him could get for me. The All Seers had made that point abundantly clear. But they had also shown me what it would look like to have him touch me the way he had my reflection, and the other part of me, having seen it, wanted to feel it.

      I was absolutely certifiable and it was going to be the end of me, but I was here, now.

      There was no going back—only forward.
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      I awoke to the sounds of curtains being yanked. Morning sunlight flooded the bedroom, and even with my eyes shut I couldn’t escape the brightness. I grabbed the bedsheets and pulled them over my head, groaning in protest to whatever the hell was going on.

      “Now, now,” Mira said, “Complaining doesn’t get you anywhere around here.”

      “Ten more minutes,” I squeaked.

      “You’ll have no more minutes or we’re going to be late. Get up.”

      “Late? For what?”

      Mira tugged hard on the edge of the blankets, pulling them off me in one fell swoop. I scrambled to sit upright, glaring at her. “Hey! I could have been naked under there.”

      Still holding onto the blankets, she eyed me up and down. “Number one, I know you don’t sleep in the nude. And number two, you are a woman, yes?”

      “I am.”

      “Then you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before. Anyway, we have much to do today, so you’d better get up and dressed before the guards get here.”

      “Wait, guards?”

      Mira set the blankets down on the bed and started at me, a serious look on her face; one I had seen before, many times. “Look, I don’t have all the answers to the many questions you’re likely about to ask me, so instead, don’t ask me any questions and let me simply tell you what I have to tell you, okay?”

      I frowned at her. “What’s going on, Mira?”

      The beautiful fae took a deep breath in through the nose, and let it escape softly from her lips. “There has been a… development. Two, in fact. One of those developments I was expecting, but not until much later in the competition.”

      I got up and out of bed, walked over to the dining chair by the table, and pulled on my robe. Gullie, meanwhile, floated out from inside of my other pillow and stretched. “What’s all this noise about?” she asked, yawning. “Pixies need beauty sleep just as much as you two do.”

      Mira glared at Gullie. “I don’t need beauty sleep!” she hissed.

      “No, you don’t, you’re gorgeous,” I said, waving my hand. “Mira, you’re starting to worry me.”

      She gave me her eyes again. “I wasn’t able to reach Lord Bailen last night,” she said, “But I have been informed that six contestants were… eliminated last night.”

      “Elimi—what?! Six?”

      “I don’t know how it happened. Evidently the judges must have convened an emergency session after yesterday’s activities and decided to skip this round’s elimination trial.”

      “Are they allowed to do that?” I shook my head. “Wait, am I eliminated?”

      “Yes, they are—and no, you’re not. You, of the eight that failed last night, are one of two contestants to have only narrowly avoided the guillotine.”

      “Wow that’s… comforting?”

      “Talk about a narrow escape,” Gullie said, taking to the air and floating over to my shoulder.

      “Yes, well, it is certainly unprecedented,” Mira said, “But it has happened before, in other selections. The judges have the ultimate power to decide how and when a contestant’s journey is ended.”

      “But isn’t the selection all about pageantry and show? Now that six of us are gone, there’d surely be less of a show to come… that kind of goes against what you told me about these fae, doesn’t it?”

      “Like I said, you are going to have questions I don’t have the answers to. I still need to speak with Lord Bailen, but the important thing is, you avoided elimination. You’re still in the competition.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone having done worse than I did.”

      Mira walked around my bed and started setting it. “You were injured and had to be pulled out of the clutches of the All Seers, but you did not break down into a heap of yourself and start crying.”

      “Really? Someone started crying?”

      “Two others cried, one turned around and fled in a panic upon gazing into the first mirror, and the other three simply didn’t last as long as you did. You got further than many, so don’t sell yourself short.”

      “How many contestants are left?” Gullie asked.

      “Eight,” Mira said, “Which means the competition passes to its next phase, albeit a little early.”

      “What’s the next phase?” I asked.

      Mira stopped, took another deep breath, and walked over to me. “This is going to require a little adjustment on both of our parts. I’m not going to lie to you and tell you it will be an easy experience, or possibly even a pleasant one. But you should be proud that you have gotten this far. I certainly didn’t expect you to make it to this point.”

      I stared at her, flatly. “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      “You should.” She paused. “In due course, we will be expected to attend breakfast at the palace.”

      “The palace? Sounds swanky.”

      She cocked her head. “Swanky?”

      “It’s a human expression. It means fancy.”

      “Oh, and it is. The palace is stunning. You’re going to love it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So, why do I feel like you’re not totally thrilled about this?”

      Mira’s jaw clenched. She then took my hand, spun me around, and pointed at the door. “Do you see that door?”

      “I do…”

      “Until now, we have been able to keep the rest of the fae out there, behind that door. The court, the other contestants, even the Prince.” She walked around me again, with my hand still in hers. “After today, that door will disappear.”

      “Disappear? I don’t understand.”

      “This morning, you and all the other contestants will be given a shared accommodation to keep… on the one hand, it’s at the palace. On the other hand, you won’t have as much privacy as you have now, and I won’t be the first person you see in the mornings anymore.”

      My skin flushed cold, blood quickly draining from my face. I touched my ears, which were round, and very much not pointed. And Gullie. “Fuck.”

      It was all I could say. I didn’t have another word to adequately describe the way I was feeling right now, the barrage of thoughts running through my head. I had so many questions, so many unknowns, so many things to consider. I didn’t want this. I liked that door, this room, my privacy.

      It felt like I had just been told to remove my coat while out in a blizzard.

      “Look, we’re going to figure it out,” Mira said. “We will make this work.”

      “But, what about Gullie?” I asked, “And my glamor? They’ll know.”

      “It’s okay,” Gullie said. “I’ll just make myself into a tattoo or something.”

      “That may not be completely necessary,” Mira said. “You will be sharing an accommodation with the other contestants, but it won’t be a barracks or anything classless like that. You should still have your own bedroom, at least. And you won’t be living with the royals, either. Yours will be a wing of the palace, but you’ll still be cut off from the King and Queen.”

      “Okay, so… that’s something, at least,” I said. “But I hate this. I really hate this.”

      “It is not ideal, but again, it was always a possibility assuming you got this far. I am… somewhat prepared.”

      “Prepared?”

      Mira pointed at a dress and a furry cloak. “First, clothes. We’ll gather your things and be ready for when our escort arrives.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but my heart was pounding. I had woken up feeling a little sleepy, a little lethargic. But I was wide awake by the time I had finished slipping out of my pajamas and into the lovely turquoise dress and furry white cloak I had worn on my trip back to London.

      Mira came up to me and clasped the cloak around my neck, then touched my face, my cheeks, my ears. She ran her fingers through my hair, letting them gently press against my scalp. I couldn’t help but stare into those vibrant, violet eyes while she worked, noticing for the first time just how intricate the patterns of her irises were.

      They weren’t just intricate—they were alive. They shimmered and moved like little violet oceans, swaying under the pull of some unknown tide. Little spots of light glimmered upon their surfaces, like stars coming in and out of view. I hadn’t seen anything like it, not even from the Prince.

      Then again, I hadn’t ever been close enough to the Prince, or dared look into his eyes long enough.

      “Your eyes,” I said.

      “What about them?” she asked, as she finished her work with soft touches and flourishes.

      “They’re… wow.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Flattery?”

      “Admiration. How do they do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Sparkle. Is that magic you’re doing?”

      Mira, grinning, pulled away to examine her work. “Dear, I am magic.”

      “I’ve heard that before…”

      “And it’s true. It might be a little difficult to understand for the uninitiated…” she paused, then walked over to the mirror at the side of the room to look at herself. “In truth, I don’t even notice it myself.”

      I stood beside her, staring at my fae reflection, and hoping this time it wouldn’t jump out at me and try to kill me. I ran my fingers through my long, silvery hair, shaking it loose just enough for Gullie to come in and zip through.

      “That’s sad,” I said.

      “What is?” Mira asked.

      “That you don’t notice just how pretty you are. Your skin, your eyes, those antlers. Do you have any idea how many human women would kill to look the way you do?”

      “But not you?”

      “I’ve never liked attention. The beautiful ones get all the attention, and I’m fine with that.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that out here. Once you’ve lived here long enough, you learn what you look like doesn’t matter nearly as much as your station.”

      “Is that why you’re constantly trying to elevate yours?”

      “It’s the only way to get ahead in this world.” She shook her head. “Anyway, enough about this. We should get ready to leave. I’ll escort you to the palace doors, but you’ll be dining without me, and we won’t see each other again until just before your next trial.”

      “I won’t?”

      Custodians aren’t allowed in the palace except by royal invitation, and we don’t have said invitation today.” She turned to look at me. “But I have a plan. I’ve concocted a potion for you to drink which, if taken in small doses, should help extend the effects of my glamors until the next time I get a moment to work on you.”

      I looked around the room. “That’s awesome. Where is it?”

      “It’s… not here yet. I’m having it smuggled into the palace tonight.”

      “Wait, did you say smuggled?”

      Mira rolled her eyes, then led me to the door to my room. “Don’t look so surprised. You’ve been making a criminal of me ever since you got here.”

      “I am surprised. And impressed. But are you sure it’s safe?”

      “It has to be, because I’m also having that sewing machine and a few materials brought to your room. The only reason why I haven’t done it yet is because I don’t know which room will be yours. The Prince decides later.”

      “The Prince…”

      “Yes. He’ll be joining you for breakfast this morning, so you’d best be on your toes.”

      “I will.” Once we reached the door, I threw my arms around her and hugged her. Mira didn’t, though. She stayed stiff as a board, and a little confused.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”

      “Stop this. At once.”

      I pulled away. “I mean it. You’re literally my only friend out here.”

      “Only because she’s contractually obliged,” Gullie mumbled.

      “Maybe that’s how it started,” I said, “But I like to think we’re friends now, right?”

      “We can be friends that don’t hug?” she asked.

      “How original,” Gullie put in, her long drawl an audible eyeroll. “A fae that doesn’t like hugs.”

      “I like hugs, I just… wasn’t expecting one.” Mira said. “The fae don’t usually hug.”

      I reached for the door. “We’ll work on that. We ready?”

      “Ready,” Gullie said.

      Mira nodded. “Onto the palace, we go.”
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      The word palace didn’t do enough to prepare me for what I was about to experience. Mira and I were escorted by the royal guard through the castle corridors, then marched into a courtyard where it felt like the entire winter court was waiting for us.

      A passage through the main courtyard had been set up using ropes and little, white columns, and it was there that Mira and I had to walk, in full view of the court. Some of them were watching from balconies on the upper levels of the large, round courtyard, while others had come right up to the ropes.

      Frosty flower petals were thrown into our path as we walked. Courtiers cheered, some clapped, others whispered amongst each other, making no secret that they were talking about me. I wasn’t sure what was worse; this, or the hall of mirrors I’d gotten lost in yesterday.

      They were probably tied.

      The applause died out as we reached the large, black doors separating the palace from the rest of the castle. There, Mira was asked to leave my side and not come any further. I let go of her hand, our fingers slowly slipping away from each other.

      She nodded, offering a little note of support. It helped, but not much. I realized then, Mira had been as much a safety net for me as the door to my room had been. Now, I had neither. Both, gone in one fell swoop. I had Gullie, and that was something. Probably more than most of these other women had.

      Of course, they had all their training to help them get through this...

      “This way,” grunted one of the guards, a cloud of his breath puffing through the slit in his helmet.

      Nodding, I followed the guard as he opened the black doors leading out of the courtyard and into the palace—and my jaw dropped. Away from me rolled a landscape of shining cobbles, black trees with fluffy white leaves on them, and perfectly manicured, silver hedges. Even the grass here was silver, and a little frosted over.

      At the end of the path loomed the palace; a gorgeous structure adorning the top of the castle like a crown of frozen jewels. Its windows and peaks glimmered as the sunlight shone upon them, statues of Kings and Queens long gone stood proudly overlooking the giant set of stairs leading into the palace proper.

      And at the palace’s highest point? The frost stone shone brightly, dazzling the eyes around the city beneath and around it for miles.

      I walked silently, awestruck by what I was seeing. Gullie, however, had other plans.

      “This place…” she said. “I mean, wow doesn’t describe it.”

      “It’s breathtaking,” I dared whisper.

      “I know, right?”

      “No, I mean, I’m literally having trouble breathing, and my stomach’s in knots.”

      “Just take it slow. One footstep at a time. We’ve got this.”

      “Easy for you to say, you live in my hair.”

      “All the more reason why you need to keep walking. It’s freezing out here!”

      Oblivious to this whispered conversation, my royal escort continued leading me through the palace gardens, past the statues, past the frozen fountain at the foot of the stairs, past the huge glass aviary filled with chirping birds, and all the way to the main doors. Waiting there was a man I recognized, someone I remembered seeing once before; the tall fae with the long face and distant eyes.

      He was wearing fine grey clothes, decorated with spots of teal and blue; and frills—all the frills. When he looked at me, though, it was down his nose, with eyes that told me he didn’t care much for my presence, and probably less about what I had to say.

      “That will be all,” he said to the guards, waving a disinterested hand.

      With a bow, the guards turned around and headed back down the stairs, leaving me alone with the thin man at the door to the palace. He examined me from where he stood, his eyes darting from one feature to the next.

      “Is this what you will be wearing to breakfast?” he asked, a little thinly.

      I looked down at my dress, then back up at him. “I want to say yes, but that feels like the wrong answer?”

      “Indeed. But it is too late for you to change now.” He had a high-pitched voice, and a way of drawing out his words that made me a little uncomfortable. The thin man tugged on his waistcoat. “My name is Tellren. I am the master of this palace, and that means, so long as you are a guest of the Prince, I will ensure your needs are taken care of.”

      “That’s… nice of you?”

      “Nice? It is my sworn duty. However, know this. So long as you reside within the palace walls, I will not tolerate any rule-breaking whatsoever. You are to comport yourself with dignity and grace, as befitting a guest of the royal family. Needless to say, should you cause any damage or by your actions allow one of our staff to come to harm, you will be immediately disqualified from the Royal Selection and made to answer for your crimes against the crown.”

      “I’m not planning on breaking any rules or hurting anyone.”

      His eyes darkened. “Good. See to it that you don’t.”

      With a click of his fingers, the giant, white, doubled doors into the palace opened just enough to allow us both to enter. If I thought the outside had been beautiful, then I had no words for the inside. Everything was flush with whites, blues, and silvers. The floors felt like marble under my feet, making my footfalls echo inside of the huge, vaulted chamber I’d just entered.

      Tellren was already heading towards a huge door off to the right, but I couldn’t help but stop and stare at what lay before me. A grand staircase leading to an upper balcony of unmarked doors and corridors flanked a wide tunnel. There, in the vastly large chamber beyond it, were two large, white chairs.

      Thrones.

      One was slightly taller than the other, its crown and handles fashioned into wolf’s heads. The one beside it looked a little thinner, its crown decorated with beautiful, symmetrical white antlers. No one was in there. No royals holding court. No King and Queen. Still, I could almost see them both sitting there, making royal decrees, and talking to their subjects.

      “If we’re quite ready,” Tellren said. He was standing by the door I was to go through.

      “Can we take a peek in here, first?” I asked.

      He cocked a bemused eyebrow, which I quickly took to mean no. “Right… sorry.”

      I followed him through the next set of doors, then down an airy corridor with many windows, and doors, and flowing curtains. Eventually, we reached what looked like a final door on the other side of which I thought I could hear voices.

      “Here goes…” I whispered.

      Tellren’s ears twitched, and he turned his head to the side. “What did you say?” he asked.

      “Oh… nothing. Just preparing myself, mentally.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Quite…” he trailed off, then he opened the door and gestured for me to go through.

      Mental note—this guy has great hearing.

      Waiting for me on the other side of that door was another lavishly decorated room, filled with sparkling white fixtures, a large dining table, and plenty of places to sit and lounge around in. Four black couches were arranged around the center of the room, each of them boasting a stack of furry blankets that looked cozy as all hell. On the side of the room opposite to the windows? A fireplace.

      It was the first one I had seen since I’d gotten here. I was starting to think the fae had no use for them, and that made sense, considering it was always winter out here. But to see one, even if it was inert, filled me with warmth as if it was working. It reminded me of home, of my mothers, of safety.

      “Oh,” I heard a voice cut from across the room. “It’s her.”

      Mareen.

      She and her entourage had been sipping Claire de Lune and talking before I’d arrived and shut them all up. I hated that she made her brand of dismissive scowl look so good, with her sky-blue hair and those black antlers crowning her forehead. She took another sip of her glowing, blue wine and set the glass down.

      “I’m surprised to see you made it here,” she said.

      “Ah, well,” I said, “I’m full of surprises.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable. You won’t be here very long.”

      I cocked a finger-gun and shot it at her. “It’s good to see you too, Mareen.”

      Naturally, I regretted doing that almost immediately. A finger-gun? Really? When in my life had I ever done that before? To anyone? Had I been momentarily possessed by the spirit of someone that was even more of a social train-wreck than I was? The giggling started as soon as Tellren came up beside me, with a glass of blue wine in his hand.

      Before he could even offer, I took the glass and poured the drink down my throat while he watched, his eyes wide. “Is there anymore?” I asked.

      A pause. “At once,” he said, with a little bow of the head.

      Mareen and her people seemed to have been the first to arrive. Naturally, I didn’t want to be anywhere near them, so as soon as Tellren returned with my second glass of Claire de Lune, I took it and found the staircase to the balcony upstairs.

      The alcohol was already starting to work by the time I reached the top and settled in a quiet spot, overlooking the foyer. I watched Tellren leave again, possibly to collect the next contestant. Beneath me, all I could hear were occasional chuckles and the sounds of bitchy merriment.

      I took another sip of my drink, letting the alcohol warm my body from the inside out.

      “Is that really a good idea?” Gullie whispered. “Remember, the Prince is meant to be coming to breakfast.”

      “Have you ever known me to be a drinker, Gull?” I asked.

      “No. Not really.”

      “Because I’m not. Really, I’m not. I mean, sure, I’ve gone to parties before—I think. I’ve definitely gone out drinking with… well, not with friends per se, and not so much gone out. It was more of a, grab a bottle of wine and sit indoors with a good book sort of deal. And only at birthdays; you know, once my mothers were done making a fuss of it.”

      “Oh Gods. You’re already drunk.”

      I took another sip of my wine. Yes, the world was already tilting a little, but I wasn’t drunk. “I’m definitely not drunk. And I don’t appreciate the accusation. What I’m trying to say is, I’m not really a drinker, and I think I may hate this stuff, but there’s no way I’m getting through any of this sober.”

      “Okay, but could you keep your voice down? Or do you want them all to know I’m here?”

      “Would you relax? At best they’ll think I talk to myself.” I giggled, couldn’t help it. “I mean, they already think I’m crap, why not also let them think I’m insane? Oh! It might give me an edge, you know?”

      “You need to stop. Right now. Humans were never meant to drink whatever this fae stuff is.”

      “I seem to recall you getting pretty drunk yourself once.”

      “Pixies aren’t meant to drink it either. Put it down.”

      “Alright, alright. Fine.” I spun around a little quickly, making the floor tilt a little further, but not enough to topple me over. After finding a table, I set my half-finished glass of fae wine down, and then sat on one of the chairs near the table. I sighed, letting my eyes fall shut.

      “You know what sucks?” I asked.

      “Being here?” Gullie said.

      “No… I mean, this is the prettiest place I’ve ever been to. Who wouldn’t love it here? No. Not that.”

      “What, then?”

      “Mareen.” I chuckled. “Mareen really sucks. With her pretty face, and her pretty hair, pretty—pretty—pretty, but rotten inside, you know?”

      Gullie groaned. “We need to get you sobered back up, and quick.” A moment later, she zipped out of my hair and floated in front of my eyes.

      I stared at her, trying to get her to come into focus. “You can’t be out here,” I said, pointing at her.

      “Be quiet,” she hissed.

      “I bet if she got to know me, she would like me. I’m a likeable person, right?”

      Gullie looked like she was about to hit me with magic, but she hissed “Oh shit,” and ducked back into my hair.

      In her place, I saw the silhouette of a person coming up the stairs, her shadow playing on the wall until a woman emerged wearing a furry white cloak, like mine. She had pointed ears, and wispy teal hair that should’ve been kept in a neat bun but seemed to be going a little wild. Unlike many of the other women I’d seen here, she didn’t have antlers—but fangs.

      Fangs, and little glowing tattoos on the apples of her cheeks and on her forehead.

      She also had a glass of wine in her hand. “Ah, I see I’m not the only one with good ideas around here,” she said, her voice low, and a little husky. “You’re Dahlia, right? I’m Melina?”

      I had no idea what to do or what to say. All I could do was stare at her because my body seemed incapable of quickly processing Claire de Lune, and I was too scared of what might happen if I opened my mouth.

      Instead of speaking, I did another incredibly clever thing. I reached for my drink, raised it as a toast, and took another sip.
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      In moments I was supposed to meet the Prince, and I was drunk on fae wine. But first, I had to deal with the woman watching me from the top of the stairs. With every second that passed, the space between her introduction and my response deepened, and her suspicion grew.

      Do something, idiot!

      Get up!

      Speak!

      Dance!

      Anything is better than sitting on your ass and staring at her.

      Blinking hard, I stood and extended my hand. “Absolutely, yes,” I said, “That’s me.”

      Melina approached, though a little cautiously. “What am I supposed to do with that?” she asked, glancing at my hand.

      Shit, she’s fae. The fae don’t shake hands! “Right,” I said, putting my hand away. “Nothing. Nothing at all! Do you want to sit?”

      She caught my eyes with hers, then she side-eyed the glass of wine in my other hand, and her lips curled into a drink. “Let me guess,” she said, “You’re not used to Claire de Lune yet?”

      “Me?” I looked at my drink, then at her, “Oh, I am, though. What gives you the impression that I’m not?”

      “I know all too well what it looks like when someone’s had too much of this rich people’s drink.

      “Rich… what?”

      “Lune grapes aren’t meant to be this potent; they must do something to it to make it stronger. Unfortunately, it’s all they seem to have to drink up here, so, it’ll have to do.”

      She was talking too fast. Or too much. I couldn’t tell. “I’ve noticed that too.”

      “If I were you, I’d sit down again.”

      I stared at her, trying to decide whether to continue pretending like I wasn’t already half-way to plastered, or if I should drop the act. She was right, of course. I had no business drinking this stuff, but I’d already necked one glass and was almost all the way done with another—all this before breakfast!

      How had I let those bitches get to me so quickly?

      How in the world was I meant to survive living with them?

      Sighing, I set my drink down and, as gracefully as I could, I parked my ass on the chair. Melina, not once dropping that grin of hers, joined me at the table. I watched her bring her glass up to her lips, her eyes scanning the level beneath us. She took a sip of her drink, that then turned into a long one. When she was done, there was no more wine left.

      She placed the glass on the table and looked over at me, one eyebrow cocked. “You’re not like the others,” Melina said, though it sounded like a question.

      I looked over at her, focusing on her lips if only to make the rest of her stop swaying. “What gave you that impression?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. So many things to choose from. I guess I could start from that incredible first impression you gave us all in the main hall, or we could talk about that dress the night of the party? Or I could ask you why you talk to yourself sometimes?”

      Shit.

      “Do I talk to myself?”

      She shrugged. “I may have seen it sometimes. It’s not totally out of the ordinary; I talk to myself sometimes, too.”

      “You do?”

      “Sure. It’s the only other way to get any kind of positive affirmations up here.” She leaned a little closer. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but the people around us are all assholes.”

      I scanned her cool, grey eyes, trying to get a read of her. Something about her was different to the other women I’d met so far. She was different. For one, she didn’t have antlers, like many of the others; she had sharp canines. Her senses were also pretty sharp, and she didn’t speak like—well, like she was a spoiled, rich brat.

      And let’s face it; so far, the other contestants all seemed like spoiled, rich brats with one possible exception.

      Aronia.

      “If you think I’m different,” I said, “It’s only because you’re different, too.”

      She shrugged. “I am. I know it. They know it. But unlike you, I don’t try to pretend I’m something I’m not.”

      I frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Melina put her hands up. “I didn’t mean to trigger your defenses. I only meant, I know where I came from, and it’s not where they came from. I use that as my strength, and you should, too.”

      Use my humanity as a strength; sure.

      I stood, probably a little sharply. Maybe it was the wine, maybe it was the paranoid thought that this fae knew more about me than she was letting on, but I couldn’t be around her anymore. I needed to keep my distance from all of them—find somewhere I could get a little privacy and maybe deal with the alcohol coursing through my system before the Prince showed up.

      “I don’t appreciate being lectured,” I said, offering a short curtsy. “It was nice meeting you.”

      Melina shrugged, reached for my half-a-glass of Claire de Lune, and toasted it my way. “Don’t fall down the stairs,” she said, before finishing the wine.

      Groaning on the inside, I walked over to the stairwell, holding onto the banister to make sure I didn’t trip all over myself. My vision was still swimming, and I was sure my speech was slurred—even though I felt like I was behaving perfectly normally.

      “Alright,” I whispered to myself, taking a deep breath. “Here I go.”

      I placed one foot on the first step, then one by one, I took the stairs almost all the way to the bottom. Before I could even reach it, the doors to our little villa in the castle palace opened, and Tellren stepped through with Aronia and the two other contestants.

      I froze on the spot, one hand on the banister, both feet planted firmly on solid ground. Now that we were all here, Tellren asked us all to follow him into the dining area—where the Prince would be waiting for breakfast.

      I watched all the other girls flutter past and through the open doorway Tellren was stood by, but I didn’t move. I couldn’t. Because now I had another problem. I really needed to pee. That wine had hit me hard. Drinking it had been stupid, but there was no turning back, now.

      Why did I always need to pee at the worst moments?

      “You coming?” Melina asked, brushing past me as she made her way down the stairs.

      “Me?” I asked, “Yeah, sure.”

      As soon as I’m not terrified of moving.

      She paused at the foot of the stairs. “So? Or do you want to keep the Prince waiting?”

      I looked around. “Any chance I can find a bathroom first?”

      Tellren made a throaty sound, somewhere between a cough and a grunt. When I looked at him, his eyes were wide, and his lips pressed thinly. He yanked his head toward the opening, and pointed with his hand a little more forcefully, indicating another clear no.

      Dammit.

      Sucking it up, I followed Melina through the open doorway, trying not to look Tellren in the eyes. I was lucky there was so much to see, so much beauty and splendor to take in as I walked through the hallway from the villa’s mane room and into the dining room.

      A massive table had been prepared, with plates, and cutlery, and chalices to drink from. A couple of ice sculptures sat on the table, chilling the air around them—one of an elk, with massively tall antlers. Another of a wolf, howling at an invisible moon. There were eight chairs, each arranged so they sat opposite to each other, and one head chair.

      Aronia and Mareen glared at each other, and a moment later the scramble commenced. Each of the women around me wanted the spot closest to the Prince, and there were only two chairs to claim. I couldn’t have predicted the royal rumble that took place in the blink of an eye.

      The women knocked and shoved past me, any manner of decorum totally, and completely lost. They were like animals, racing around the table, pushing, shoving, and doing everything short of grabbing knives from the table and stabbing each other with them; all for the privilege of sitting next to the Prince.

      “Know how I know you’re different?” Melina asked.

      She was the only woman who hadn’t tried fighting for a seat near the Prince. “How?” I asked.

      “Because you aren’t that.”

      I side-glanced her. “Why haven’t you tried for one of those seats?”

      “Because I’m not insane, like they are. Look at them. Fighting for a seat near the Prince, like that’s going to win them any points.”

      “Won’t it? They’ll get to talk to him, right?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I honestly don’t care.” She started heading for one of the chairs that was furthest away from the head of the table. She tapped the space where she wanted me to sit. “Come. Sit. Let them fight it out.”

      I walked over to the chair and sat down. “It’s not like I have much of a choice.”

      “Now you’re getting it. Save your energy for the fights you know you can win.”

      A moment later, whatever had passed for a fight on the other side of the table started dying down. Mareen and Aronia had both secured their spots at the head of the table. The other four women sat two by two, facing each other, panting from the exertion. At the end of the table, Melina and myself.

      “If I had to guess,” I said, “This arrangement here looks a lot like our positions in the selection.”

      “Smart girl,” Melina said.

      “Which means, you also failed… with the All Seers, I mean.”

      “Failed is a strong word. I would say I got a little overwhelmed. I heard you got stabbed, though.”

      Mentioning it made my stomach hurt, right where the phantom blade had pierced my abdomen. I winced; I couldn’t help it. It was a sharp, quick pain that bloomed, then faded… but not before it left me feeling nauseated—as if I needed more of that right now.

      “A little bit,” I said, grabbing hold of the table to help ground myself.

      “I’ve heard what they say about those mirrors. I heard about what happened after you got stabbed, too. You went right to the brink.”

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “News travels. Royal Selection is all anyone talks about around here. It’s infuriating.”

      “Infuriating?”

      “I’m already in it, but do I really have to hear about it all day long, too?”

      “Well, if you hate it so much, why are you here?”

      She shrugged. “Same reason as you. Fate brought me here.”

      “I don’t believe in fate.”

      “Then you’re missing out.”

      Tellren cleared his throat again, reminding me that he was there, and reminding everyone else that he had witnessed the battle royale that had just broken out a moment ago. “Introducing, his highness, Prince Cillian Wolfsbane,” he yelled, his high-pitched voice rattling my already shaken brain.

      I shut my eyes against the noise, and when I opened them again… there he was.

      The Prince.

      He strode into the room wearing a black waistcoat over a white shirt; most of his thick, dark hair held in a top-knot, the rest falling by his shoulders. He had broadsword attached to his belt that clanked by his side as he walked into the room to stand beside Tellren. His eyes, clear and bright, surveyed the room from where he stood, starting at the top of the table and making their way down…

      … to me.

      I stared at him, daring this time to meet his gaze and hold it. Warmth flushed into my cheeks, radiating out of my chest. I wasn’t sure if it was him or the alcohol, but I didn’t have time to stop and figure it out. He was here, he was looking at me, and that was already doing way more things to my body than I thought it was capable of handling right now.

      Please move, I thought, please move. Go away. Go to your chair. Please, please, please—oh Gods, no, don’t come any closer to me. What the hell are you doing? No, don’t try to take my hand! Why are you—“Your high-hig-hic.”

      Fuck.

      I slapped my hand against my mouth, trying to stifle the hiccup, but it was too late. The damage had been done. The women around me were already giggling. Well, Mareen and her crew were. Aronia had a smirk on her face. Melina looked… surprised, and a little amused, but she didn’t seem like she was joining in the revelry going around the table like an infection.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “Not to worry,” the Prince said, “It could have happened to anybody.”

      But it happened to me, like it always did.

      He looked like he was about to start moving toward the head of the table, but he stopped, and looked at me again. “After breakfast,” he said, trailing off. “Accompany me for a walk?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      I was about to question him, maybe even object, but he’d already started moving toward his chair. Tellren was already waiting to pull it out for him. The Prince then sat down, and a moment later, the room flooded with servants carrying plates of food for us to eat.

      If I was lucky, I’d be able to soak some of the alcohol up with breakfast. If not, well, that walk of ours was probably going to be pretty short.
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      Mareen was not happy. Honestly, I understood why. She’d probably feel better if I had the chance to tell her I absolutely didn’t want the Prince’s attention. Not right now. I was still drunk, I still had to pee, and I couldn’t eat fast enough to sober up because I was sitting at a table full of skinny supermodels who were barely touching their plates.

      Well, except for Aronia.

      I had to hand it to her; that woman knew how to eat. Her plate was covered in what looked like chicken, potatoes, and vegetables. They were little mountains of food, and with her fork and her knife, she was digging into them like a champion.

      It was impressive, to say the least. She didn’t give a damn what the other girls thought, and here I was, desperately eyeing up the bowl full of bread like it was a life-raft in an ocean. My stomach growled, I had to keep blinking just to focus my eyes on the plate in front of me, and there was no way I’d be able to excuse myself to find a bathroom anytime soon.

      The worst part was I knew—deep down I knew—that this was a trial just as much as any other. I couldn’t screw this up.

      I turned my eyes up at Mareen. While Aronia and the Prince were talking, she was glaring at me. I saw her nose flare, her eyes widen, and her lip curl. With her eyes fixed on mine, she picked up her knife, and aimed it at her neck; the message being, you’re dead.

      Really original, Mareen.

      I rolled my eyes and finally decided to reach for a piece of bread. I stared at it, hungrily. I was about to go in for a bite, when my rational mind somehow kicked in and reminded me, I was in the presence of the Prince.

      Carefully I set the piece of bread down on my plate. I then grabbed a knife and fork, I stabbed the bread with the fork, and cut a piece of it off with the knife. It looked as ridiculous as it felt. I’d never eaten bread like this before, but this seemed better than eating it with my hands.

      Melina nudged my shin with her foot, snatching my attention just as I was about to take my first bite out of something that could deal with the alcohol in my system. She had a look on her face like I’d just gotten up and started tapdancing for absolutely no reason. I looked down at my feet. Nope, still planted on the floor.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      I lowered the fork. “Eating. What are you doing?”

      “I’m eating. That’s not eating—that’s dissecting.”

      “Well, I didn’t ask for your opinion, so why… why don’t you go back to your meat or whatever it is you’re eating—actually, what is that on your plate? It looks yummy.”

      “Gods, you’re still drunk,” Melina hissed.

      “Drunk? I’m not drunk. You’re drunk.” I shook my head. “But wow, that wine really does pack a punch, doesn’t it?”

      Melina scanned the table, then looked at me again. “Eat that bread,” she said, “Stuff it down your throat, right now.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do; you’re not my mothers.”

      “Mothers? What?” Melina groaned. “They’re not looking at you right now. Eat.”

      I glanced down the table, confirming the intelligence I’d just received. The Prince was talking about some conquest or other, some fight he’d had with some giant—I wasn’t sure, I could barely hear him from all the way back here.

      “Now’s your chance,” Gullie whispered against my ear.

      “You need to be quiet,” I said, “Or they’ll hear you.”

      Melina frowned. “I need to be quiet?”

      I waved a hand. “No, not you. You’re fine.”

      Scanning the table once more, I reached for the bread on my plate and ate huge chunks of it with my bare hands. When the bread was gone, I plucked a couple of pieces of meat from the silver platter on the table in front of me and started wolfing them down, stuffing my mouth and chewing like my life depended on it.

      Stuff, chew, swallow. Stuff, chew, swallow—beat the alcohol, fight it back. I didn’t have much of a chance to savor what I was eating, but like the rest of the fae food I had sampled since I’d been here, it was delicious. Rich in flavor, easy to eat, and surprisingly, not all of it was frozen. Some of it was cold, sure, but they liked their hot food too.

      And their pastries and pies… I wanted to take some back to mother Pepper, to show her what she was missing out here. Thinking about her brought my spirits up at first, but it put me on a bit of a downer as I continued to eat. By the time the Prince had finished telling his story, I had eaten a full plate of food and was already starting to feel a little better.

      A little more human.

      Sighing, I settled back into my chair. “Okay, that was delicious,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “Really?” Melina asked, “I couldn’t tell.”

      “Don’t you shame me for eating, too.”

      “Not at all. I’m eating, aren’t I?”

      “True…” I narrowed my eyes, “But we’ve already established you aren’t like them either. What I still don’t know is how different?”

      Melina shrugged. “I wasn’t born rich.”

      “What?”

      “Did you think the Royal Selection was exclusive to rich fae and those of high station? You’re looking at an honest-to-the-fates butcher’s daughter; low class rabble, and a bastard to boot.”

      “A bastard?”

      “I don’t know my father, and neither does my mother. My mother is the butcher, just in case that wasn’t clear.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t be. It doesn’t bother me.”

      I paused. “I still don’t understand. If you don’t know your father, and you are… I hate saying it, but low class. How did you even know you were supposed to come here? I mean, you must’ve known, right? So, you could train?”

      Melina frowned, the glowing tattoo on her forehead dimming a little. “My… mother knew. Almost as soon as I was born. The fates made it clear to her that I would be taking part in this competition. Didn’t your mother know?”

      I watched her from across the table, my vision still swimming a little, my heart hammering inside of my chest. “I didn’t know my mother,” I said. “Or my father.”

      “Neither of them? Tough break…”

      I looked at my plate, because I was having trouble focusing my attention on Melina without her wobbling a little too much for my liking. I was about to ask another question, when movement at the head of the table stole my attention. The Prince had just stood up, having finished his breakfast. He turned his eyes on me, but before he could, Mareen stood as well.

      “Would his highness give me the honor of taking a stroll along the grounds?” she asked.

      The Prince turned to look at her, took her hand in his, and lightly kissed her knuckles. Insanely, watching that play out made my cheeks burst with angry heat that I absolutely didn’t appreciate. I was reminded of what I’d felt before the Prince’s reflection stabbed my… reflection.

      Jealousy.

      I was jealous of my own mirror image because she was about to be kissed. How crazy did you have to be for something like that to have an effect on you? And how crazy was I that I was starting to feel the exact same thing right now. Was I really jealous of that rich bitch, Mareen? I should get up and say something. I should—before I knew it, I was on my feet, staring at them both.

      The entire table turned to look at me, the eyes of seven other fae women and the Prince of the realm fixed on my humble self. I hadn’t been able to stop myself from shooting upright like this, but now that I was here, I also didn’t know what in the world to say, except…

      “I believe his highness asked me, first?” I asked.

      The Prince straightened out, released Mareen’s hand, and stared at me. “He did,” the Prince said, “His highness can also speak for himself.”

      I bowed as best I could, considering I was still stuck between the chair and the table. “My apologies. It would be my privilege to take that walk with you now.”

      Mareen’s eyes were daggers. If her looks had the power to kill, I would’ve been a bloody mess on the floor by now. Her entourage were appalled that I’d had the guts to speak at all, and the others were stunned that the Prince had even chosen me to go for a walk with first. Melina, however, had a smirk on her face, and Aronia simply picked up another piece of meat with her fork and went back to eating.

      And nobody dared say a bad word about her.

      The Prince walked around the table, pulled my chair back, and with a slight bow, extended his hand. “Dahlia,” he said, “Would you come with me?”

      Don’t say anything stupid.

      Don’t say anything stupid.

      Don’t say anything stupid.

      I took his hand and, much to my relief, I simply said, “Yes.”

      With a slight smile, Prince Cillian stood upright again and walked me toward the door leading back into the main villa. He offered his arm for me to loop mine through. I did that, and together we walked through the corridor, with Tellren opening doors for us until we reached a balcony on the upper level.

      That was where Tellren took his leave.

      The Prince and I walked to the edge of the balcony. It was long, running across the entire length of this level of the palace. From here, we had commanding views of the mountains in the distance, fingers of ice curling over their peaks. Of the city below us, gleaming like an island of diamonds. Of the rest of the castle, standing strong, and mighty—a bulwark against the cold.

      All was white, and shades of blue, and green; the only negative was the way the winter chill bit at the nose, and cheeks, and ears.

      “It’s beautiful up here,” I said, pulling the hood of my fur cloak up and around my head.

      The Prince turned his clear, sky-blue eyes on me, that half-a-smile still playing on his lips. “It is…” he said, “Beautiful, I mean. I often come here simply to walk, watch the city beneath me, gaze across the mountains.”

      “Why do I find that hard to believe?”

      “You doubt my words?”

      “You are the Prince of this city… I find it hard to believe a man with your level of responsibility has enough time to simply go for a walk.”

      “We are walking now, are we not?”

      “Yes, but this is… work.”

      “Is it?”

      “Isn’t it? I mean, it’s not a date.”

      “Would you prefer if this were date?”

      “Is that even allowed?”

      “I think, in the context of the Royal Selection, this is as close as we’ll get to a… date.”

      I sighed. “Shame.”

      He frowned. “A shame?”

      “Oh, yeah. A shame for you, I mean.”

      “For me…” he trailed off.

      “Absolutely. If anyone knows how to pull off a fantastic date, it’s me.”

      “That’s a lie,” Gullie whispered.

      “I mean, I would blow your mind.”

      “Another lie.”

      “Would you?” the Prince asked, “And how would you do that?”

      “Good food, a good movie, maybe a couple of drinks,” I said.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Gullie asked.

      “That sounds interesting,” said the Prince, “I have never had the time to stop and watch a movie during my trips to Earth, even if they do fascinate me.”

      “Too bad you picked me to take out first,” I said, “If we’d gone last, I may have had time to put a few things together.”

      The Prince paused. “Perhaps we can save that for our next date.”

      “My Prince—” I said, feigning surprise, “We have barely finished this little rendezvous, and you’re already thinking about our next? What will the other girls think?”

      “Who are you?” Gullie asked. I could hear the confusion in her voice, but I ignored it.

      I was a drunk person. Or, at least, a less drunk person. I had gone from gabby drunk, to confident drunk, and I planned on riding this high for as long as I could, because it looked to me like I was making an impression on him, and that was something.

      Especially considering this was a trial.
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      The view from the palace balcony was stunning, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Prince Cillian. He had a kind of gravity to him, a magnetism that drew me towards him even though every fiber of my being screamed for me to back up. Keep my distance. When I wasn’t near him, the thought of keeping away from him seemed easy enough. But now that he was here, I was having to fight against myself, and I was losing.

      It wasn’t simply that he was an attractive man. There were many, many men in this world and mine that were attractive. It also wasn’t that he was rich, or that he was a Prince. I wasn’t the kind of person to care about money, and the last thing I wanted was a royal title.

      No.

      The thing that pulled me to him was ethereal. Hidden. Ghostly. Something intangible; something you couldn’t press your finger down on, or point your finger at, and go, ah, that’s it. Walking alone with him along the palace balcony, with my arm linked in his, I felt… safe. Like nothing could hurt me.

      And that terrified me.

      How was it that this man, this stranger and former kidnapper, made me feel safe? Was this Stockholm Syndrome kicking in? Had the kidnapping crossed the wires in my brain and made me see up as down? Or was there something else at work here; something I had absolutely no control over.

      Something he had no control over, either.

      Prince Cillian and I walked in silence a little way around the balcony. Every so often, he would point out a landmark somewhere in the city below. The Merchant Square. The Royal Cathedral. The Ancient Glade. The city was abuzz with activity and life, and from up here, you could see it all. It really was a sight to behold. But the thing that immediately caught my eye was the storm brewing just past the mountains.

      It was a grey bruise on an otherwise clear, black sky. Streaks of red-violet lightning tore through it, illuminating some patches of cloud and darkening others. Seeing the sky churn, the flash of light, it took me back to the forest, to the trial where Aronia was hurt, to the Wenlow.

      “That storm,” I said.

      The Prince stopped and let one hand rest on the balcony banister. “What about it?” he asked.

      “Is it the same storm? You know, from the day of the attack.”

      “It is.”

      “How can that be right? The attack was almost a week ago.”

      “Because the storm comes and the storm goes, but it never ends. At times it gets closer, at others it recedes like the ocean tide.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “We call it the Veridian,” he took a deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled. “It’s a stain on the land that has persisted for years.”

      “And it never stops?”

      He shook his head. “Never. It also, unfortunately, is what brings the Wenlow. They are drawn to it. Wayward fae get trapped in the storm, and the Wenlow descend upon them to feast.”

      “The one I fought… it felt like that thing fell out of the sky on a lightning bolt.”

      “Lightning bolt?”

      “You’ve never heard of that?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “No. Are you certain that’s what happened?”

      “No… that’s just what it felt like. There was so much lightning, then there was the wind, and those things are so sneaky. It was impossible to tell where it came from.”

      “Undoubtedly, it came with the Veridian. We are fortunate no one was killed.”

      “What happened after I left?”

      The Prince stared at the horizon, his gaze focused beyond the tall peaks of the snowy mountain range, the lightning from the Veridian reflected in his clear blue eyes; eyes that darkened right in front of me. “I would rather not talk about the Wenlow on our walk. It’s not… how I want to spend my time with you.”

      My hackles rose, a feeling like an electric current rippling up and along my arm, igniting the hairs on my skin. It wasn’t the storm or talking about the Wenlow that had triggered it; it was him. He was holding something back, or maybe trying to hide something. I had never been good at figuring out when people were trying to misdirect me, but I had some experience with being ripped off, and I was getting a similar sense now.

      I decided not to prod, because there was something else I wanted to talk to him about. Something which, had I been totally sober and not dripping with drunk confidence, I would never have dared bring up. It was something that had been burning in the back of my mind ever since I was told what the word meant.

      It was time to bring the whole thing into the light, clear it up once and for all.

      “Very well,” I said. Then I turned to look at him, taking his attention away from the storm. “When we first met… why did you help me off the ground?”

      “You had fallen down.”

      “Sure, but everything I’ve learned about you and your people so far has told me you have a hard time with empathy.”

      He frowned. “That’s not true.” He narrowed his eyes. “And why do you call them my people?”

      I froze. Shit. “Uh, no, I meant… you know, the winter fae.”

      “You are winter fae. Our cold, magic blood runs through your veins, or did you spend so much time in the human world you forgot that?”

      “Right, no. I mean, obviously, I’m fae, like you. Totally. But what I meant was, the court, the people who live here—hell, even my custodian. You have trouble with compassion. For example, when Aronia was injured, Mira seemed a little disappointed I didn’t let her die because with her out of the competition, I stood a better chance.”

      The Prince’s eyebrow cocked. “She’s right.”

      “Yes, but you see… for me, where I’m from—where I was—if someone is down, we help them up. I helped Aronia because it’s in my nature… why did you help me up if it’s not in yours?”

      His eyes met mine, his gaze intensifying, the heat of his stare making my cheeks and nose bloom with warmth. “You want an answer to that question?”

      “More than anything, yes. I have been asking myself that question for so long. All I can think about is how you said the word soulmate to me the first time we met, and ever since then it’s felt like you’ve been struggling to understand why.”

      “There are many things about myself I still struggle to understand. This life, the life I lead now, is not the same one I led a mere month ago. Everything is different, and I’m still trying to wrestle control over much of it.” He paused. “At times, thoughts of you flood my mind and I cannot escape them. Like a siren song, they call to me, and steal control of my body away from me.”

      “They… do?”

      The Prince slid his hand out of the arm link and placed it gently on my hip. My breath hitched, and I held it in my lungs. My eyes widened, and my lips fell just a little. “They do,” he said, his voice barely higher than a whisper.

      “And what… what do I do when I’m running around in your thoughts?”

      “Many things…”

      His eyes had dipped to my lips; I could tell. Inch by inch, he was coming closer, and even though all manner of alarm bells were going off in my mind, I couldn’t fight it. I couldn’t keep from letting my chin rise and my lips fall further apart.

      “I…” I couldn’t form words.

      “Yes?” he asked.

      “Why… why did you call me your soulmate?”

      My pulse was pounding, adrenaline coursing through my veins as his lips neared mine. Instantly, my conscious mind was bombarded with the images the All Seers had shown me. I saw this, I saw us, about to kiss—then I saw myself reveal to him the truth about what I was, an instant before he stabbed me.

      This time, I kept my mouth shut, even as my lips parted to accept his. Unlike my doppelganger, I would keep the secret. And when the Prince placed his hand against my cheek, tipping my head and bringing his lips into contact with mine, there would be no stabbing.

      Only heat, raw and unbridled.

      I lost myself in that moment. When we kissed, the world melted away around me. The palace, the castle, the city itself—the warmth radiating out of my body was enough to reduce it all to puddles of steaming water.

      I let my hand find his face, my fingers brushing against his beard. Tipping my head to the other side, I allowed my lips to part even further, accepting his searching tongue and flicking it with my own. Slowly, he brushed his hand past my cheek, toward the back of my neck, to bring us both even closer. It was just us up here. Just the Prince and I, and the wind.

      And Gullie.

      Shit.

      I broke the kiss, turning my head to the side and quickly covering my mouth with my hand. “I’m sorry,” I said, breathless. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      The Prince backed up a step as if I’d just slapped him across the face. “What was that?” he asked.

      “This wasn’t right. I shouldn’t have—you shouldn’t have kissed me.”

      “I wanted to.”

      “I know, and I—” I groaned, my heart hammering, thoughts racing. Thoughts of Gullie had triggered me to break the kiss. She was there, in my hair, and if the Prince had pushed his hand behind my neck, where would she have gone? But there was something else, too. A feeling. A sense that… something hadn’t been totally right.

      A sense that only kicked in after the kiss had broken.

      “Why did you do that?” the Prince asked.

      I looked up at him, and for a mad moment I didn’t recognize the man standing in front of me. Maybe it was the way the sunlight hit him from behind, darkening the features of his face, especially his eyes. Maybe it was his stance, his hands balled into fists, his shoulders arched like he was ready to attack.

      I felt like I needed to get away from him, and fast.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, again, even though he had been the one to kiss me. “I should leave.”

      The Prince extended a hand. “Wait,” he called out, but I was already moving; hurrying past him, and going right back the way we had come. It wasn’t the first time I had fled from him, only this time I had broken into a full-on sprint, moving as fast as my legs could take me—sprinting across the palace balcony.

      "Dahlia, stop!” Gullie yelled.

      My lungs were already burning, and I could see the door to the villa coming up, so I started to slow down.

      “Dee, are you okay?” Gullie asked.

      We hadn’t reached the balcony yet, and the Prince hadn’t followed us, so I took a moment to stop and catch my breath. Maybe make the world stop spinning. “I don’t know, Gull,” I said, “That was… that was close.”

      “You’re telling me. I was running out of hair to hide in.”

      “Why didn’t it… why wasn’t it…” I couldn’t find the words to use. I was stuck, caught in some kind of weird mental loop. I had to physically shake my head to free my brain and get the words out. “Why wasn’t that good?”

      “Good?”

      “Something was wrong, Gull. I could feel it.”

      “Can you describe it?”

      “No. It’s just a feeling I got. You and I both know I’ve thought about what it might be like to kiss him before.”

      “Sure do. You talk about it in your sleep.”

      “I… what?”

      “You do. Move on. What did you feel?”

      Cheeks flushed again. “I don’t know. I mean, look at where we are, Gull. This place is beautiful, the palace is gorgeous, and it was just the two of us. It was perfect, all the way until I realized you were in my hair and I broke it off. Then… I don’t know, it’s like he didn’t taste right.”

      “Taste?”

      “An aftertaste. I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m probably just drunk-rambling. But whatever that was, it scared the hell out of me.”

      “Alright… okay, let’s get you downstairs, let’s find your bedroom, and get you settled. Maybe once the wine has run its course, you’ll be able to process this a little easier.”

      Nodding, I headed back toward the balcony window where Tellren was waiting for my return. When he didn’t see the Prince with me, he frowned, and asked me where the Prince had gone. I didn’t have the words to explain what had just happened, and even if I had them, I wasn’t going to say anything to him.

      Instead, I asked him to show me to my room. I very much needed to put a door between myself and the rest of this place. I needed to be alone with my thoughts, long enough to recover.

      But the Royal Selection had other plans.
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      The room I was shown to had two beds in it, not one. I was going to have a roommate, only I didn’t immediately know who. I stood by the door, searching the room from where I stood to try to piece things together. Then I remembered I urgently needed to pee, so I ran off to take care of that, finally finding a safe space where I knew no one would be able to interrupt my thoughts.

      When I was done, I stepped up to the mirror in the bathroom and stared at myself. From behind my neck, a soft green light began to glow. A moment later, Gullie fluttered out of my hair, spreading her translucent little butterfly wings, and hovering over to the basin at the base of the mirror.

      Without my having to do anything, clear, cold water started gurgling into the basin.

      “Much better,” she said, cracking her neck. “I feel like I haven’t left your hair in days.”

      “You basically haven’t,” I said, “And you’re going to have to stay there for a while longer.”

      I dipped my hands into the water to wash them. After drying them on the towel hanging from a nearby rack, I dabbed my cold hands against my hot cheeks, trying to cool them. This had been too much, too quick. Looking at myself in the mirror, I touched my fingertips to my lips. I could still taste him against my mouth.

      “What happened back there?” Gullie asked.

      “Well, things aren’t any clearer than they were a minute ago, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Okay, let’s review… he kissed you. The Prince kissed you. But you didn’t like it.”

      “No, that’s not it. I mean… yes, I guess. But—” I shook my head, “—Gull, I should’ve liked it. And I did, at first. But it just left me with a weird feeling after. I wish I knew how to describe what I was feeling right now.”

      “Maybe it’s just overwhelm, you know? He’s a Prince. You’re… you.”

      I frowned at the little pixie. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I mean, you’re not royalty, and you’ve barely kissed two guys in your entire life.”

      “Two and a half, thanks.”

      “How do you half kiss a person?”

      I shook my head. “It was… there were a lot of teeth. He didn’t know how to kiss.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah, so, it’s not that I don’t know how to kiss. I know how to kiss.”

      “Does he know how to kiss?”

      I licked my lips, still staring at my own reflection, looking directly into my eyes. “Oh… yes,” I sighed. “He does. He was strong, but also soft at the same time. Gentle, and caring, but I could feel his power. I knew I was in danger, and damn if I didn’t enjoy it.”

      “What do you think would’ve happened if you hadn’t realized I was back there?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m glad you were there. It’s like a spell was broken, or something.”

      “Is it possible you would’ve felt the same way after the kiss was over?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Either way… Gull, if ever I needed more proof that I’m not who he thinks I am, this was it. It felt right, and then it wasn’t. And then the way he looked at me after… like I’d disappointed him. I know he’s a stranger and everything, but I didn’t recognize him for a moment.”

      Gullie nodded. “You need answers, I kind of need them too. But there’s only one place to get them.”

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. I’m not going to bring this up with him ever again. Like, ever.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Do you seriously think you can run away from this?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t run away from it, but I can hide for as long as possible.”

      “And what’s that going to accomplish? You need to know what happened back there. You have a right to know.”

      I looked down at Gullie, the last breath I took suddenly stuck in my throat. “Wait, hold the phone…”

      “What? What is it?”

      “You don’t think… you don’t think he’s kissing them right now, is he?”

      “Oh Gods…”

      “Shit. What if he tells someone? Or what if someone saw?”

      She shook her head. “No. He’s definitely not told anyone.”

      My stomach churned, all the blood and warmth from my face. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re going—listen to me.” She floated up and got into my face. “Are you listening?”

      “Gull, I can take the trials, that I can deal with, but this is something totally different.”

      “I know, but shut up for a second. Are we shutting?”

      I swallowed hard and stared at the pixie. “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, that was all you and him. You know he thinks there’s a weird connection between the two of you. He doesn’t have that with the others. At least, he doesn’t believe he has it with the others. I’m sure—like, sure, sure—that he didn’t plan whatever just happened with you, which means it won’t happen with anyone else. I’m also sure it was private. That balcony was huge.”

      My heart was still pounding. It hadn’t calmed down even for one moment, not since the kiss. I reached into the bowl of cold water with both hands and splashed a little of it on my face, grabbing the towel and drying it off immediately after.

      “Better?” Gullie asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Alright, now, there are two things you need to do, and you’re going to do them both. You ready to hear them?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “First, you need to go to your new bedroom and wait for your roommate to come back. And no, it won’t be Mareen.”

      “How can you be sure about that?”

      “Because it won’t be. Fate won’t be so cruel.”

      “Okay, but if it’s her, I’m going to get really cross with you.”

      “Wait, why me?”

      “I can’t exactly get mad at fate, can I?”

      Gullie shook her head. “Whatever. Okay, now, the second thing you need to do is get answers from the Prince.”

      “Gull—”

      “—no, you need this. I don’t know how you’re going to get them, but you need to find out what the hell that was. I know you. You won’t be able to let it go, but you also won’t do anything about it. It’s time to step up and do the things that make us uncomfortable.”

      “I’ve fought monsters and dealt with beautiful bitches ever since I got here. I’d say I’m facing my fair share of uncomfortable things.”

      “You are, but all that stuff is the norm, now. These are new challenges, and we have to step up.”

      “And what exactly are you stepping up to?”

      Gullie’s eyebrows arched. “I’m stepping up to your scrawny ass. I’ve gone from best friend, to pixie Godmother. Your mothers aren’t here. Mira isn’t here. All you’ve got is me, and I’m… probably not equipped to deal with all of this stuff, but I’m doing my best.”

      I pressed my lips into a thin line and extended my hand for her to settle on my palm. Gullie floated down into my hand, leaving a little trail of pixie dust in the air and on my fingers as she descended. “I’m sorry,” I said. “You are my best friend, and you’re doing more for me than you know.”

      Gullie grinned. “Damn right.”

      “I’m going to make it up to you, I promise.”

      “You don’t have to. We’re besties. I wouldn’t say no to a new dress, though? Know how hard it is to get new clothes when I live in your hair?”

      “Don’t you make your own dresses out of magic?”

      “I can, but I have a hard time recovering my energy out here, and I need to save as much of it as I can, just in case…”

      She left the rest unsaid, but I understood what she meant. Turning herself into a tattoo on my skin was costly for her, and if she couldn’t recover her energy as quickly as she could on Earth, then she did in fact need to be conservative with her magic.

      “As soon as I get supplies, I’ll make something for you,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she said, then she kicked up into the air and floated into my hair. “Now, let’s go and wait for your roommate.”

      Nodding, I stepped out of the bathroom and found my way back to the bedroom Tellren had pointed out for me. Voices floated up from the level below, Mareen’s being the loudest. She and a few of the remaining contestants were lounging around, drinking wine and eating grapes like Greek Goddesses.

      I wanted nothing to do with that.

      Keeping my head down, I hurried to what would be my room, remembering that Mira said I’d be receiving a couple of items from her pretty soon. With any luck, she’d be able to get me a sewing machine and some materials to use, but she also had a potion for me—one that would extend the effects of my glamor, just in case she wasn’t able to get to me every morning before I had to face the world.

      Knowing now that I’d be sleeping next to another contestant, I knew, I’d need that potion more than ever. There was also Gullie to consider. Though she slept in my bed, she didn’t sleep in my hair. If my roommate woke up in the middle of the night and happened to spot her, then what?

      One problem at a time.

      Opening the door to my room, I was surprised to see someone already inside. Melina turned around to look at me, a slightly perplexed expression on her face. “Oh… it’s you,” she said.

      “Hello…” I said, “Does this mean—?”

      “That we’re sharing a room? I think so, and thank the fates. I’m not sure I would have lasted a night if I’d been made to sleep next to those other girls.”

      “I don’t think I would’ve made it either. Actually, I’m kind of relieved it’s you.”

      “Relieved?”

      I shrugged. “I guess you seem a little less… mad… than everyone else.”

      “Because I’m not rich and uptight?”

      I paused. “I didn’t want to say it.”

      “You didn’t have to.” She glanced at both beds. “I’m taking this one, though.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      Melina sat down on the bed she had chosen. Bounced on it. “No, I don’t think so. I just wanted to assert my dominance.” Her lips pulled into a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t be one of those people who has to turn everything into a competition?”

      “Everything is a competition. We’re literally in one right now.”

      “Yes, but my bedroom is meant to be my… quiet space. The place where I can be myself.”

      “Who says you can’t?”

      If only you knew.

      I sat down on my bed, lightly bouncing on it the way Melina did. It was soft, and comfortable, and plush. The blanket was heavy, and woolen, and the floors were also lined with thick, deep blue carpeting. It meant I could take my shoes off and not worry about my toes freezing as I tried moving around the room.

      “Okay, this could work,” I said.

      Melina narrowed her eyes. “That depends. Do you snore?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Sleep talk?”

      “Sometimes…”

      “Do you make any other sounds while you sleep that could awaken a light sleeper such as myself?”

      My eyes widened. “Not that I’m aware of. And what exactly is that supposed to mean, anyway?”

      Another smirk. “Nothing. I really am a light sleeper, though. These ears are sharp. Unless someone’s knocked me out, I’ll usually wake up at the sound of… anything.”

      I nodded. “Good to know.”

      That means I won’t be able to talk to Gullie.

      Shit.

      I looked around, spotted the wardrobe on my side of the room—there were two—and walked over to it. It was empty. “Do you know when our stuff is meant to arrive?”

      Melina stood. “Oh, that’s right; Tellren said something about knocking on them.”

      “Knocking?”

      “Yeah, watch.”

      She walked over to the other wardrobe and opened it. Like mine, it was empty, so she closed it, then rapped a light pattern on it with her knuckles, waited, and opened it again. This time, it wasn’t empty anymore. There were outfits hanging on the rack and bundles of personal belongings, even weapons, arranged neatly underneath them.

      “Okay,” she said, “That is impressive. You try it.”

      Turning around to face my own wardrobe, I shut the doors, tapped it in exactly the same way Melina had, and then I opened the doors again. Thinking about it, Tellren had tried to explain something to me about my belongings, but I hadn’t been paying attention earlier. I liked to think, with good reason.

      There wasn’t much in my wardrobe; not as much as there was in Melina’s. A sword, a dagger, my suit of armor. That was all in there. As were a couple of plain looking dresses I didn’t recognize; possibly dresses I should be wearing to future events.

      A smug smile swept across my face as I laid eyes on the bits and bobs under the clothes on the rack. My sewing machine was there, as were a number of rolls of fabric, a tray of threads and tools, and a couple of boxes with more esoteric materials for me to use in my projects. Among the neatly packed tailoring supplies I also noticed a jar filled with a light, almost silvery liquid that I suspected was the potion I should drink—and a note.

      

      Dahila,

      

      I’m not jealous you get to sleep in the palace. Rest well, trial tomorrow.

      

      
        	Mira.

      

      

      Mira had come through for me, and that was something to be happy about. Something else to be strangely happy about was the news that, after my walk with the Prince, he’d left the palace. Nobody else had gone on a tour of the balcony with him. Just me.

      Huh.

      Figure that.

      Mareen was fuming, so I decided to give her plenty of space after that, choosing instead to spend the rest of the day in my own room with my thoughts, and my surprisingly quiet new roommate. Tomorrow, I was told, there’d be a new trial. It was probably smart to save my energy for that, eat, and have an early night.

      My first night in a shared place.

      Please don’t suck.
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      I woke up with a start, a hand wrapped around my mouth. I tried struggling, but someone else was pinning my shoulders to the bed. Couldn’t talk, couldn’t see very well, but I could hear the stifled laughter of people trying very hard not to be heard.

      “What are you waiting for?” someone whispered, “Put her under as well.”

      “No,” Mareen said, as she came into view above me. She was the one with her hand around my mouth. I could barely see her face, but those eyes were unmistakably hers. Her lips parted, revealing an ear-to-ear grin. “I want her to experience all of this.”

      I wanted to tell her to go fuck herself, but the hand around my mouth made it difficult to speak. So, I bit her instead, clamping hard on the soft flesh of her hand. Mareen yelped and yanked her hand out of my mouth, my teeth failing to grip hard enough to keep her from pulling away.

      “Bitch!” she hissed.

      “Melina!” I yelled, turning my head to the side, but Melina was fast asleep. No, she was under. They’d done something to her, Mareen and her trio; some kind of sleeping spell to keep her from waking up during all the commotion.

      Mareen slapped me hard across the face and then cupped my cheeks together with her other hand. “You’re going to pay for that, you worthless little rat,” she hissed. “But we’re going to have a little fun with you first.”

      “We mustn’t linger!” said the other girl pinning me down. “What if Aronia wakes up?”

      “She won’t,” Mareen said, “That woman eats like a giant and sleeps like one, too. Verona, help Kali pick this thing up. And I warn you… if you scream, we will make things infinitely worse for you.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked, forcing the words through my squished mouth.

      “We’re going to run a little trial of our own. Pass, and you’ll have our respect. Fail and, well… you’ll see.”

      Mareen released my mouth, giving me the ability to scream if I wanted to. I didn’t. I wouldn’t. They wanted me to scream, to beg, to plead and bargain. I wasn’t terribly athletic, I wasn’t a great fighter, and I didn’t have any magic skills, but I did have one thing; a gift given to me by my mothers.

      I had integrity.

      They wanted me to break, but I wasn’t going to. I hadn’t broken the last time they’d set upon me in the library; I hadn’t even ratted them out to the Prince after—even though I suspected he knew what had happened. Instead of screaming, or begging to be released, I struggled, trying to release myself as best I could.

      One woman had my arms, another had my legs. Though I struggled, getting out from under them was difficult. I managed to throw them off balance once or twice as they dragged me out of my room, but it became pretty clear I wasn’t going to shake myself free anytime soon.

      Even if I did, they could just blast me with magic and put me under the same way they had Melina. At a certain point I had to accept that this was happening, and that there was no way out of it but through.

      Gullie.

      I had no idea where she was. Maybe she’d transformed herself into a tattoo on my skin, or maybe she was hiding under my bed somewhere. I had no way of knowing exactly where she was, but I knew she wasn’t with Mareen. Had she been found I would’ve known about it by now, especially considering the way that Mira had reacted to Gullie’s presence the first time they’d met.

      Between the two of them, Kali and Verona dragged me out of my room and down the corridor. They were chuckling the whole way, doing their best to keep their voices down but unable to fully contain their giddiness.

      They loved this.

      This was absolutely hilarious to them; Mareen included. I couldn’t keep my eyes on her from the angle I was in, but whenever I did catch a glimpse of her, she had one hand constantly stuck in front of her mouth to keep the laughs from spilling out.

      All this while, I didn’t know where they were taking me. For all I knew, they were about to throw me off the side of the palace like a sack of trash. But they wouldn’t, would they? They wouldn’t. Surely, they couldn’t just outright kill me. Contestants in the Royal Selection were meant to be protected and kept safe at all times.

      But then… someone had died before, so it wasn’t impossible for these women to kill me, if that was what they wanted. And it wasn’t like there was anyone around me to help if I got into some kind of trouble I couldn’t get out of.

      Would anyone even know what had happened to me if they hurled me off the edge of the palace? How long until anyone found my frozen body, buried in the snow? These thoughts only served to whip my heart into a near-total panic.

      I could feel my throat closing, my eyes watering from the stress of having to hold the oncoming panic attack at bay. I tried kicking again, to throw Kali off balance; and this time, it worked. She dropped my foot, and when she scrambled to try to pick it back up, I kicked her square in the nose.

      The moment of contact was painful, but exquisite. Something had crunched under the force of the hit, and she’d dropped me altogether.

      Kali brought both hands up to her face. “My nose!” she yelled through her hands, “I think she broke it!”

      “I thought I told you not to struggle!” Mareen hissed.

      “You told me not to yell,” I said.

      Verona wasn’t much stronger than I was, and without Kali to hold my feet, she couldn’t keep me totally under control. I started kicking and jerking, bucking like one of those mechanical bulls trying to free myself. Mareen came around in front of me and tried to grab one of my legs, but I wouldn’t let her.

      Eventually, I managed to work my way out of Verona’s grip and fall to the floor, on my back.

      “Useless!” Mareen said, “You’re both totally useless!”

      I scrambled to pick myself up, but it was hard to find purchase on the solid, smooth marble floor. Mareen wound back her arm, and in her hand grew a ball of sparkling blue light. Not wanting to get hit when she hurled it at me, I rolled behind one of the couches in the main room, making it behind cover just as she managed to hurl the bolt of magic in my direction.

      I heard it strike the couch, I felt the vibration coming up from the floor. A moment later, the couch started to float, rising inch by inch off the ground as if it had suddenly learned to fly. Across from me, Verona came into view, the other minion charging a spell of her own in her hand.

      My eyes widened, and I started scrambling again, on my hands and knees, keeping my head below the level of the table that stood between the couches. Bolt after magic bolt sailed towards me, one striking the table, a further one hitting the levitating couch again and sending it hurtling toward a wall.

      When I finally got on my feet, I started running full-pelt in the only direction available—forward. Ahead of me were three doors. One, I knew, led to the dining room where we’d had breakfast, and another led into the corridor that connected our little villa to the rest of the palace.

      Both doors were shut, and I wasn’t sure whether they’d open when I reached them. The third door, however, was open. I wasn’t sure where it would lead, but going through it beat getting blasted in the back by fae magic.

      Sprinting, I headed for the open door just as more bolts of magic sailed in my direction. I could hear them go whizzing past my ear, above my head, in front of me. For a bunch of well-trained fae, their aim was absolutely crap.

      I barged through the slightly open doorway with my shoulder and kept sprinting. I was in a glass tunnel, the Arcadian heavens unfurling above me like a beautiful piece of art. I had never seen so many stars in the sky as there were out here. Millions of them; billions of them, all in one eyeful, illuminating a night sky that wasn’t too different to ours back home.

      Ahead of me, more glass doors.

      This is the aviary.

      I couldn’t hear any birds chirping back there, but I remembered seeing it from the outside as Tellren guided me to the palace. Maybe there was another way out through there; a way to get away from these women without having to turn around and face them—because that was the only other way out of this mess right now.

      Miraculously, the door to the aviary was open just enough for me to get through it and closed it behind me. Drawing the beam behind the double doors locked them shut, sealing the entryway. It was only made of glass, but unless they wanted to destroy part of the royal palace, it would hold them.

      I stopped to catch my breath, panting so hard I was fogging the glass panes even from a distance. Behind me, and all around me, stood a little forest of trees. Most of them were black, and tall, with fluffy white leaves. Other trees were so large they reached the tops of the glass domed ceiling, most of them were covered with little flowers that pulsed with soft, blue light.

      From the tree nearest to me, a small flock of startled birds took flight, snatching my attention for a moment. I backed away from the door, but when the girls started laughing from the other side, I turned to look at it again. They weren’t running toward me anymore; they were meandering toward it, all three of them in absolute hysterics.

      I rushed up to the door again and pointed at the beam keeping it shut. “Good luck getting in!” I yelled.

      “Oh,” Mareen paused to laugh. “We don’t want to get in. In fact, I should be wishing you good luck trying to get out.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “There’s no other way out of there than through this door, and unless you haven’t noticed, we don’t cage our birds.”

      I hadn’t wanted to recognize it, but in the silence after Mareen had spoken, I could hear a babble of noise starting to rise from… everywhere. It was slow, but steady; a bunch of chirping, and screeching, and squawking I didn’t care for. I darted toward the door, grabbed the beam, and went to pull it up, but with a flick of her wrist, Mareen enchanted the beam so it wouldn’t move.

      I was locked in here.

      She turned to each of her cohorts—one of which was still holding onto her bleeding nose. “If you would please do the honors?” Mareen asked.

      Kali grinned through the blood. “Gladly,” she said, and with a nod to Verona, both fae conjured a swirling mist of turquoise magic between them and sent streaks of light shooting past the door, past me, and into the depths of the aviary.

      Instantly, the babble of noise grew into a deafening cacophony. The trees started rustling, the bushes around me came alive, and suddenly the brightness of the heavens above me started darkening. But it wasn’t magic dimming the light from the stars overhead—it was birds. Screeching, screaming, frenzied birds.

      The fae howled with laughter. I could see the absolute mirth in their eyes. And when the birds descended on me and started nipping, and scratching, and clawing at my flesh, their laughter only grew. I couldn’t stay by the door, I couldn’t open it and go back the way I came, and I didn’t think I would be strong enough to break it open—not without severely injuring myself.

      The only way to go was through.

      Again.

      Covering my head and my face with arms that were already getting scratched and cut, I fled into the darkness, running blindly through all manner of foliage. The plants and bushes, it seemed, were in competition with the birds to see who could cut me up the hardest.

      The birds never let up, determined to swoop and attack me even as I pushed deeper into the trees. I couldn’t see where I was going, I couldn’t hear myself think, and my body was screaming with pain. It wasn’t until I tripped over a root and found myself staring at an opening in a fallen, hollow log that I figured out how I was going to escape the birds.

      Crawling, hand over hand, I tucked myself into the log. I didn’t know where Gullie was, I had no way of getting out, and the world itself seemed to be screaming at me. Covering my ears with my hands, I finally gave Mareen what she wanted—even if she wouldn’t be able to hear it.

      I screamed until my throat went hoarse… and my voice shattered glass.
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      Glass rained from the sky and smashed all around me. Smaller pieces pitter-pattered against the top of the log I was hiding in, while some of the larger pieces embedded themselves at least an inch or two inside, forcing me to lie flat as close to the ground as I could to avoid getting poked as I sat upright.

      Covering my ears against the noise, I watched the opening of the log, helplessly, as glass fell and shattered outside. One shard of glass slammed into the ground near the log’s opening like a guillotine, thudding into the ground without breaking.

      If it had fallen just a few inches closer, it may have sliced clean through the log—and me.

      The sound of breaking glass slowly faded away like an echo, leaving an awful, empty silence in its wake. There were no chirps, no squawks, no screeching birds. There was only the press of the cold, winter air as it invaded the once completely covered aviary.

      I was only wearing what I’d gone to bed in, and that wasn’t much more than a shirt and a pair of sleeping trousers. The bite of the cold was instant, but I was running so hot, my skin flushed with warm blood and adrenaline, that it almost didn’t affect me at first.

      “Gull…?” I croaked, my eyes stinging from tears, my throat burning from the scream.

      I touched the back of my neck and found only skin.

      No pixie.

      No reply.

      I was alone in the dark and the quiet. I couldn’t even hear Mareen and her friends, which meant they had either stopped laughing, or they’d fled the area. I had no way of knowing how much damage had been caused, not from inside the log, but I was also too scared to crawl out of it and take a look.

      Turning my eyes toward the opening of the log I was in, I saw my fae reflection staring back at me from the body of the huge shard of glass that had fallen only a few feet away. Despite the darkness, I could tell my face was cut up, as were my shoulders, my hands. I was bleeding, though I didn’t know how bad.

      I have to get out.

      Someone would’ve heard what had just happened. The whole castle would’ve heard it. In moments, guards would come running to search the aviary, but how would anyone know where I was unless they saw me? Screaming was out of the question. I could barely talk. The only way anyone was going to find me was if I was out there, making myself known.

      The lack of glass panes surrounding the aviary had allowed a lot more ambient light through, and the shards of glass embedded into the top of the log I was in acted like little disco lights. Now that I could see a little better than I could before, I could get on my knees and crawl, hand over hand, to the spot of light on the other side of the log.

      I had to be careful not to touch any glass, but what few bits there were in here were easy enough to spot. The ones I couldn’t see, though—they scraped against my hands and forearms, opening fresh wounds and causing brand new ripples of pain to go surging through me.

      Wincing, tired, hurt, I crawled toward the opening and stared through it. Stars burned in the night, plainly visible from where I was. The way their light touched the fluffy white leaves of the tree hanging above me made them look like they were transparent, and not white at all, but full of prismatic color.

      Despite the pain, despite the blood, and the panic, I was still able to find a moment of beauty out here. A moment of quiet calm that was just for me. I let my head rest for a moment and stared, blankly, at the ceiling; noticing now the support beams that had once held up the aviary’s glass, dome.

      The way it had shattered and come down like that… what was that? Had Mareen done that? One final kick after I was already down? Maybe it wasn’t enough for her that I was being set upon by birds. She wanted to make sure I was hurt as badly as possible, or maybe even killed, though not exactly by her hand.

      It was an accident, honest.

      Swallowing hard, I reached for the opening above me and tried to pull myself through it, but my hands caught on glass sitting on top of the log itself. Wincing, gritting my teeth against the pain, I yanked my hand back toward my chest. My palm was bleeding from a deep cut I’d just given myself. Worse, there was a piece of glass sticking out of my skin.

      Seeing it made me suck in a deep breath of air through my teeth. I shut my eyes, fighting the sting of tears as they tried to bubble up. I wasn’t going to cry. I was going to get out of this even if it killed me.

      “That’s just great,” I said, my throat still raw and pained, but somewhat working now.

      I couldn’t close my fist to stop the bleeding, not until the glass was out. That meant grabbing it between my fingers and pulling, but even so much as touching it sent white-hot, fiery pain tearing through my entire body.

      “Fuck…” I hissed, my fingers hovering over the piece of glass. A fresh trickle of blood ebbed from the wound, going all the way down my arm. Seeing it made me nauseous, made my vision swim.

      Blinking hard, trying to fight the dizziness, I took a series of sharp breaths and, holding the last one, I grabbed the shard of glass and removed it from my hand. The thing tore at my skin on the way out, forcing another hoarse scream to peel out of my mouth.

      Hand shaking, I tossed the shard of glass aside and immediately went to work tearing a strip of my shirt off to create a bandage. It was hard, having only one hand to work with. The rapid blood-loss didn’t make things easier, either. Lucky for me, I’d torn more than enough fabric with my teeth in my life to know exactly what to do and how much of it I would need.

      After wrapping my palm up as best I could, the next step was fashioning some kind of a knot to keep the thing pressed tightly against my skin. That was the hardest part, and it needed me to grip an already bloody strip of fabric with my teeth to complete the task.

      I could taste my own blood in my mouth. My heart was pounding, and my head wasn’t doing much better. I had no idea how the hell I was going to get out of this log, let alone be found. Then I noticed the soft, green light catch against the large shard of glass on the other side of the fallen log, and my heart leapt.

      “Gullie!” I said, forcing the word to manifest.

      “Dee?!” Gullie hissed. Her little green light bounced from glass to glass as she zipped around, searching for me in the dark.

      “In here! Oh my Gods, you’re okay!”

      She found the hole above my head by listening to the sound of my voice. As soon as she saw me, she fluttered down into the log and hovered in front of my nose, the green glow from her body making the glass in and around me glitter and shimmer.

      “Oh no…” she said, little tears streaming down her face. “Dee… I’m so sorry.”

      I offered her my other hand to land on, and she did. “It’s not your fault,” I said, or struggled to say. “I’m glad you’re okay. I thought I had lost you.”

      “They caught me by surprise. They were so fast coming into the room—I saw one of them blast Melina with magic, but before I could reach you to attach myself to your skin, another one of them was already on you. I didn’t know what to do, so I hid.”

      “You did the best you could do. I don’t blame you for hiding.” I shut my eyes again and took another deep breath. The adrenaline was starting to wear off, and the reality that was the world of pain I was in started to fall on me like a waterfall of needles. “It hurts so bad, Gull…”

      “Let me help,” she said, and she kicked herself into the air again. Cupping her hands together and blowing into them, she created a cloud of green dust that raced toward me. It tickled my nose as I breathed it in and seemed to twinkle as it brushed past my ears.

      A moment passed, and just as the pain started to rise, it fell again.

      “Better?” Gullie asked.

      “Better…” I said.

      “Good, but I can’t heal you. We need to get you out of here and get you to someone who can help with those wounds.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t get out of here, Gull. There’s too much glass.”

      “We can’t stay here, Dee. You’ll bleed out, or you’ll freeze to death! And I can’t… I can’t lose you. I won’t.”

      “Someone will come. They have to.”

      “And you’re counting on them pulling you out? They’ll throw you in jail!”

      “Me? For what?”

      “You took down their aviary… this is way worse than what happened in the library that day.”

      “No… that was Mareen’s fault, back then. And this was, too. They locked me in here and made the birds go bat-shit and start attacking me. Then they made the roof fall over me.”

      Gullie paused and stared at me. “No, that’s… Dee, that’s not how it happened.”

      “It has to be. What other explanation is there?”

      “I followed you all out here. I had to keep hidden because, you know, I glow, so I couldn’t get too close. But by the time I reached the glass tunnel, they were already leaving, scurrying back into the rooms like rats. When they went past me, I zipped into the tunnel to try to reach the glass door to the aviary.” She paused. “I heard you screaming in there… it was the most awful sound I’d ever heard. But then there was this light, like a star going supernova, and the aviary exploded.”

      I frowned at her. “What?”

      Gullie turned her head, then sighed. “I don’t know. I have no idea how to interpret any of this, or what it means. I just know what I saw and what I felt. The explosion knocked me to the ground.” She looked at me again and then pointed up and around. “This whole thing… Dee, this was you.”

      Silently, I stared at her, eyes wide, breath caught in my throat. My heart hadn’t stopped hammering once, my hands were still trembling, and worse, the cold was starting to settle in. It was insidious. I could feel it trying to find a way into my very bones.

      The winter chill.

      “What… what are you trying to tell me?” I asked.

      “I just said I don’t know,” she said, “But we should be focusing on getting out of here before the cold kills us both.”

      Shaking my head, fighting away the cabaret of unhelpful thoughts trying to force their way into my mind, I looked up at the opening above me, and then at the one on the other side of the log. There was glass everywhere, broken pieces poking through the wood, others scattered on the ground near me.

      Getting out of here was going to hurt if it didn’t kill me altogether. Then I heard voices. People talking, boots crunching, swords clanking. The sounds were distant, and echoing, but within the depths of the silence around us, they were easy enough to pick out.

      “You hear that?” Gullie asked, perking up.

      “Guards,” I said, “If the blood-loss and the cold doesn’t kill me, they will for sure.”

      “They can’t, remember? You’re a contestant—you’re protected. Can you yell? Get their attention?”

      “I can barely talk, Gull. How am I going to yell?”

      Gullie looked around, the light from her little green body playing on the shards of glass all around us. Finally, she settled on her own reflection in the huge pane of fallen ceiling nearby. “I’ve got it!” she shrieked, and then she zipped toward the large chunk of glass.

      “Gull, what are you doing?” I called out.

      “Sending them a sign,” she yelled.

      “But they’ll see you!”

      “Maybe, but they’ll see you first.”

      I watched her flutter around in front of the large glass pane, then stop. A moment later, she balled her hands into fists, pulled her knees up into her chest, and with her face screwed up and a breath held, the glow of her body began to intensify.

      Magnified by the glass pane near her, the light started to catch on just about every broken piece around it. Within seconds, the pixie’s glow illuminated nearby trees, and leaves—enough that I heard someone call out.

      “Over there! Look!”

      The sounds of boots crunching on glass got louder and louder as the moments passed. Gullie kept the magic up for as long as she could, exhaling her held breath a mere instant before being discovered. I held out my hand for her to land on it, but I could tell she was woozy and tired. Her flight wasn’t as smooth as it usually was, and the light from her wings flickering, and fading.

      “Gull,” I said, worried, “Gull, are you okay?”

      “Other side of your hand,” she panted as she approached.

      I turned my hand over, and Gullie landed on its back. “Please tell me you’re alright.”

      She cocked a thumb. “I’m a… a-okay.”

      Then she collapsed on the back of my hand and burst into a cloud of green pixie dust. My heart lodged itself inside of my throat. I wanted to scream, but when I saw the black and green butterfly tattoo on the back of my hand, I held the scream inside.

      “The glow is gone!” I heard someone yell.

      “I’m over—” I croaked, “Over here.”

      In mere moments, a soldier wearing full plate armor and a metal helmet loomed over the opening above me. His eyes were cold, and blue, and they shone with interna light. He scowled, his nostrils flaring.

      “What did you do?” he snarled. “You’re coming with me!”

      “I didn’t do anything!” I shrieked. “Hey, let me go!”

      He was reaching for me, sticking his hand through the hole and groping to try and get me, as if he was going to drag me through it—never mind the glass, or what condition I was in. I batted him away, trying to keep him from grabbing me, when another voice tore through the broken aviary.

      “Stand down!” It was the Prince. “She’ll be coming with me.”
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      I wasn’t sure where the Prince was taking me, but wherever it was, he didn’t want his guards around. I heard him call for someone to fetch my Custodian and clean clothes before he carried me, in his arms, into the palace. He didn’t take me back to my room, though.

      Instead of heading toward the place I was sharing with the other contestants, he took me up the grand staircase and to a quiet bedroom that, strangely, wasn’t lavishly decorated at all. Not that I was in any state of mind to judge his décor, mind you.

      It just wasn’t as opulent as many of the other rooms in the palace.

      Or any of them.

      I had been holding onto his neck this entire time, my nose buried in his chest. I didn’t want him to put me down. Never mind the awkwardness of what had happened on the balcony yesterday. It seemed like it was a lifetime ago that happened. Right now, I wanted to be held.

      Like this.

      By him.

      But the time came for him to set me down on a bed. He did so gently, carefully, like he was worried he would break me if he was even an ounce too rough. I didn’t dare move. My whole body ached. Here, under the light from the sconces burning on the walls, I saw the extent of my injuries to my arms, my hands, my legs.

      I was covered in blood, and grime, and dirt. My hands were black where they weren’t red and brown. My feet were so sore I couldn’t feel them. I had to look down to make sure they were still there, attached to my legs. Somehow, all I could think about was how I had just ruined the bedsheets I had been placed on.

      The bed, and his clothes.

      “Your shirt…” I croaked.

      “Irrelevant,” the Prince said, and he went rushing around the bed and into an adjoining bathroom.

      A few moments later, though I couldn’t tell exactly how long, the Prince returned with a bowl of water in his hands. He set it down on the bedside table, grabbed a small towel, and started soaking it in the water. I thought he was talking to me, because he started mumbling, but then I noticed he had his eyes closed and he was talking to the bowl of water.

      I watched him while he worked, rolling the towel in the water, squeezing it between his hands, then pulling it out and wringing it over the bowl. Then I noticed something—a spot of light burning against his forehead. I saw the light explode like a firework in slow motion, creating an intricate pattern of curvy, glowing lines along the front of his head, between his antlers.

      The water in the bowl then started to steam, and change color, becoming a sort of warm, turquoise salve that the coated the rag in his hands. He turned to look at me, then knelt by the side of the bed.

      “Some of your injuries are severe,” he said. “I can treat them before the healers arrive, if you will allow me to.”

      I nodded. “I’m not in a position to argue,” I said.

      He scanned me up and down. I realized how I must’ve looked to him, wearing night clothes that were bloody and tattered, and cut up in places. I noticed his eyes settle on my midriff. A large chunk of my shirt was missing there, exposing my stomach. I clenched my right hand tightly around the fabric I had used to tend to the wound there, then I showed him the hand.

      His lips pressed together, and his jaw clenched. The Prince was no stranger to blood, I was sure. He was a Prince. He had fought and killed giants. He had survived out in the deserts of the summer court and seen countless other horrible things in his life. But this, seeing my hand black, and red, and brown, streaks of blood drying on my arm, that gave him a moment of pause.

      He took my hand in his, and I opened my palm, slowly. I’d held my fist closed tightly until this point, and that had worked to keep the pain at bay, but stretching my fingers out caused me to grimace and groan.

      Carefully, the Prince picked at the bandage I had wrapped around my hand until it came off, sticky and red. Not caring about where it landed, he tossed the bandage aside and looked at my hand, studying the extent of the damage, trying to figure out where exactly to place the wet towel in his possession.

      When he finally dabbed the towel against my skin, I was expecting pain unlike anything I had felt before to flare up. I was expecting to scream, to cry out. None of that happened. The towel was warm, and soft, and it sent a ripple of that same warmth echoing through my body like a wave crashing around the inside of an empty building.

      I shut my eyes and turned my head up, breathing deeply and exhaling as the Prince worked on my hand with the towel. I could feel the warmth of the magic working through me, from my hand, through my arm and down my center, all the way to the tips of my toes. They curled in response, as if triggered to do so, eliciting a soft moan.

      “Why is it always you?” he asked.

      I opened my eyes. He wasn’t looking at me, but at my hand. He clearly wanted to make sure he knew exactly where that towel was going.

      “That isn’t the question I thought you would ask,” I said, still struggling to make sounds with my throat.

      “There are many other women in this competition, and yet you are the one…” he stopped himself before continuing the thought, then paused. “Tell me what happened to you tonight.”

      “There’s not much to say.”

      “You destroyed the royal aviary. Most of the birds are gone, but some of those that escaped had been in our care for generations. If we do not find them, they will not survive; and that is to say nothing about the amount of time and effort it will take to rebuild the structure.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want you to be sorry, I want you to give me a reason why all of this happened.”

      He had me. Again. I’d been here before, the last time I was accosted by Mareen and her little group of mean girls. I remembered the way the Prince had tried to get me to cry wolf, but I hadn’t because that wasn’t the way I’d been raised. My mothers taught me at a very young age never to blame anyone else for the situations I might find myself in.

      The best way out was always through, and that advice had served me well so far.

      “Don’t ask me to lie to you,” I said.

      “I don’t want you to lie to me,” he said, “I want to know the truth.”

      “The truth is it was an accident. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      “And what did you mean to happen?”

      “I wanted to get some sleep. Fate had other plans for me.”

      The Prince gave me his eyes. “Fate,” he said, his voice low. He paused, then he took the rag and dipped it in the bowl. It was black and brown when it went in, but clean when it came back up and dripping with that turquoise liquid. There was no sign of blood or dirt in the bowl, either. It was all gone.

      He dabbed the cloth against my arm, now, steadily drawing it across some of the smaller cuts. I knew, that he knew what had happened tonight. Maybe he didn’t know all the facts, but he must’ve known I wasn’t in the aviary for my own reasons, or of my own free will. There was no reason for that.

      Prince Cillian also knew I wasn’t going to say another word on the subject. I wasn’t going to give him any names, I wasn’t going to cry wolf. Asking me specific questions and looking for specific answers would be forcing me to lie to him, and I got the impression he didn’t want that from me, either.

      “When I was a young boy,” he said, “My father and I went into the forest at midnight on the longest night of the year. I thought I was being taken on a hunt, but in truth, we were on a quest to find my first bonded companion.”

      “Bonded companion?”

      “It is a tradition on my father’s side of the family. In order to earn our place within the family, boys must go into the forest and find the biggest, most dangerous beast lurking, and wrestle it into submission.”

      “That sounds dangerous.”

      “It is. Some boys have died in the past, those who were not strong enough. I was the one to spot the animal’s tracks. Paw-prints in the snow… it was a bear, some twelve, or thirteen feet tall, covered in white fur, its eyes as blue and as bright as mine. We stalked it for a time, watching as it hunted smaller prey to eat. When it finally set itself to rest, my father asked me if I was ready to do what I had to do. The bear was three times my size and far more powerful, but I did not want to disappoint him, so I attacked.”

      “With what?”

      “My hands. I didn’t want to hurt it, only make it submit.” He smiled to himself, then shook his head like he was reliving a fond memory, some strands of his hair falling lazily about his eyes.

      I waited, then spoke. “What happened?”

      The Prince set the rag down in my hand, then popped the first few buttons of his shirt off, exposing his chest. Peeling it off to the side, I noticed some of the skin around his chest was scarred, discolored, and hairless where there should’ve been some chest hair. It was the first time I had seen any kind of imperfection on one of the fae.

      And it was perfect…

      “It mangled me,” he said. “It’s a miracle I survived at all.”

      “Well, that was stupid.”

      “When I recovered enough to remain conscious for more than a few minutes at a time, my father sat by my bed. He told me, there is a fine line between bravery and stupidity. Then he got up, and I didn’t see him again until I was fully healed.”

      “His majesty is an intelligent man.” Even if he is a bit of a heartless jerk. Who lets his son charge a sleeping bear three times his size?

      The Prince let his eyes fall on me again. “Are you being brave right now, or stupid?”

      “Did you know the answer to that question when you were staring at that bear and thinking, yeah, I can totally do this?”

      Silently, he nodded, then he picked up the cloth from my hand, washed it again. This time, he placed one hand on the ragged remains of my ripped-up t-shirt, just around my ribs. I sucked in a deep breath and held it in my lungs. Carefully, he brought the wet cloth down to my abdomen and started taking care of some of the cuts and scratches I hadn’t even noticed I had.

      He didn’t say a word. He didn’t look me in the eyes. Occasionally he would tilt his head this way and that, examining his work. I, meanwhile, had lost the ability to take a breath like a normal person. I also didn’t know what to do with my hands, both of which now seemed fully healed and not sore in the slightest.

      I felt his thumb, the one on my ribs, gently roll up and down. A moment later, the rest of his fingertips were delicately—and only very slightly—stroking my body over the fabric of my shirt. I swallowed hard, several times, to try and fight the way my body was reacting to him, but it was useless.

      Despite the cold all around me, inside I was all heat steadily rising. My heart was pounding again, my mind wandering. I hadn’t forgotten what had passed between us on the balcony. In fact, images, sensations, that kiss, it all came rushing back to me in an uncontrollable flood.

      I felt my knees press together, my thighs clenching, toes curling. I knew I was in pain, but soft waves of want were working hard to drive the pain out of me and replace it with something else. Something carnal, and raw.

      Without asking it to, my hand dipped onto his shoulder. I finally exhaled when he didn’t flinch away from my touch. Shutting my eyes, I let my head rest against the pillow and felt myself drown under the weight of the moment.

      The heat of his hand against my ribs, the soft touch of the cloth against my stomach, the feel of his muscular shoulder under my fingertips… instantly, I forgot about the aviary, about Mareen, about the glass, and the birds, and the pain.

      I wasn’t aware he had removed the cloth from my stomach until I felt his lips press against my abdomen.

      I froze, my breath caught in my throat. The cool of the cloth, the warmth of the magic, the heat of his lips, such a rapid shift in sensations made me drop my other hand onto the bed and tightly grip the sheets, afraid I would float away.

      Deliberately, now, but with my eyes still closed, I let my hand trail up and along his shoulder until I reached his hair and the base of his neck. I pushed my fingertips against the back of his head, encouraging him to keep going. Don’t stop.

      Please.

      He didn’t stop.

      One kiss. Another kiss. I felt his hand on my ribs slowly inch a little higher, and a little higher. I bit my lower lip to try to keep from moaning, then I felt his other hand come down on my upper thigh and gently squeeze.

      I couldn’t.

      My lips parted, and the words spilled out. “More, belore.”

      The Prince paused, his lips on my stomach, one hand on my thigh, another half-way up the curve of my left breast. Taking a deep breath, he kissed my stomach again, and I arched my back, dragging the heels of my feet against the bed to get a better grip.

      I could feel his hunger, I could almost taste it myself—I’d been infected with it. His fingers found their way to the hem of the trousers I’d been sleeping in and hooked into them. Another moment or two and I had no idea where we would’ve ended up, but a loud knocking at the door to the bedroom made him perk up and release me.

      I fell back against the bed, my eyes springing wide open.

      The Prince was already on his feet, buttoning up his shirt and heading toward the door. When he opened it, Mira was standing there with a bundle of clothes in her hands. She bowed her head, showing reverence, then turned her eyes at me.

      “Your highness, I came as quickly as I could,” she said.

      “Yes, thank you,” Prince Cillian said, “I have done what I can for some of her more serious injuries, but she still needs tending.”

      “I will take care of her, if you would allow me to.”

      He nodded at her, then turned his eyes onto me. I met his gaze, breathless, wordless. I almost called out to him when he left, to try to get him to stay, but it wouldn’t have worked. Mira was already on her way over to me, a look of dreadful worry in her eyes—which was unusual enough for a winter fae.

      “You poor thing,” she said, falling to her knees by my side. “What in the world happened to you?”

      “I… genuinely don’t know how to answer that question right now,” I said.

      “Save your strength. Let me take care of the wounds first, then we’ll get you cleaned up and back into bed.” She picked up my hand and examined the butterfly tattoo on my skin. “What’s this?”

      I nodded. “It’s a long story with… a disappointing ending.”
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      “I leave you alone for one evening, and the royal aviary comes down,” Mira said. “And yet, none of this surprises me, somehow.”

      “You’ve learned to expect the unexpected,” I said, looking across my shoulder. “I think it shows growth.”

      “Head straight. I’m not done with your back yet.”

      I was sitting shirtless on the edge of the bed the Prince had left me on. Mira, cross-legged behind me, was running the warm cloth with the healing magic down my back, working on the cuts and scrapes I’d sustained from the birds as they swooped down on me. Most of my injures were entirely gone, some others were reduced to painful bruises.

      What had once been a gash in my hand, for example, was now a sickly yellow and purple bruise. I could move my fingers; I could even close my hand and turn it into a fist, but doing so was painful. It was going to make gripping a sword, or a dagger, tricky business.

      “And your friend?” she asked, “The har—pixie?”

      I showed her the back of my left hand, and the butterfly tattoo on it. “Which brings me to this.”

      “That’s… her?”

      “Yep. We were separated in my room, but she found me later.”

      “After you destroyed the aviary?”

      “Yes. I mean, no, I didn’t destroy it. I couldn’t have.”

      “Well, did you leave any interesting parts of your story out?”

      Besides the part where the Prince almost just went down on me? My cheeks flushed at the memory. I was still… excited, and warm in all the right places. Only this time, there was no strange, uncomfortable aftertaste, no weird feeling like there had been on the balcony.

      “Not, uh… not that I can think of.”

      “Then, lacking any other explanation as to why the aviary came crashing down around you, it had to have been you.”

      “But… how?”

      “I don’t know. I must admit, I was asleep when this all happened, but I was awoken an instant or two before I heard the shattering of glass.”

      “You heard it all the way from the castle?”

      “The entire city heard it.” She paused, then sighed. “It was like music… easily among the most beautiful of sounds I’d ever heard. But more importantly, I felt something. Something strong enough to pull me out of a deep sleep.”

      “You felt what?”

      Mira placed a cool, soft hand on my shoulder. “Magic, Dahlia. I felt magic. Powerful, untamed magic.”

      I shook my head. “That’s not what I felt.”

      “What did you feel?”

      “I was scared. I was sitting in the dark, alone, hiding under a log with mad birds fighting with each other over who could cut me the hardest or make the deepest hole in my skin with their beaks.”

      Mira paused again, taking another deep breath, and exhaling. “Do you think it’s possible you’re not being completely honest with yourself?”

      I frowned. “What does that mean?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “What did you tell the Prince? Did you name your attackers? Because the last time—”

      “—I didn’t tell him anything.”

      “Mareen needs to be held accountable.”

      “And she will be, but if there’s one thing I know it’s that rich people always get what they want, and they seem to never have to pay for it. If I’d told the Prince, he would’ve gone down there and maybe given her a slap on the wrist, which would’ve only made her angrier, and more likely to do this again.”

      “How do you know she isn’t already plotting the next thing?”

      “I don’t, and she probably is. What I do know is that if I’m going to get any kind of revenge here, I’m going to have to see to it myself.”

      Mira paused. “Did you just suggest you might exact retribution on an enemy?”

      “I did.”

      “Now who’s growing?”

      “Don’t make a big deal out of it. And don’t offer to help. There’s nothing you can do.”

      “That’s not true. It seems I have a direct link to the little closet in your bedroom, so I could provide you with all manner of tools, should you need them.”

      “Really? You can just get me stuff?”

      “I must admit, when I presented to the Keeper of the competition the items I wanted sent to your closet, I was met with no resistance.”

      “Didn’t your training manual tell you to expect that?”

      “No. It appears some of the rules have changed since the competition began. I had in fact been meaning to talk to you about exactly that.”

      “Okay?”

      “First, stand. I’m done with your back. I want to check the rest of you.”

      “I think I can check myself when I go get washed up. Anyway, you got the worst of it. I can live with the rest.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I shrugged. “I honestly don’t think it’ll make a difference at this point. We can talk, then I’ll get cleaned up, and maybe if I’m lucky I’ll get a chance to take a nap before morning comes. I don’t suppose the trials have been postponed?”

      “I’m sorry. They haven’t.”

      “Do you know what tomorrow’s trial will be?”

      She sighed. “It will be a timed skill test. You’ll be given a chance to showcase the best of your abilities, but you will get to determine the parameters.”

      “So, I can sew a dress?”

      “Correct, which on the one hand is good because you are an excellent seamstress. But on the other hand…”

      “My hand hurts, and I’m going to be too tired to concentrate on what I’m doing.” I paused, thinking. “That’s what they wanted. They wanted me to be at a disadvantage tomorrow.”

      “Which means they know.”

      I frowned. “Know what?”

      Mira patted me on the back, encouraging me to stand up. I stood; my arms folded across my bare chest. She came up behind me, picked up the bundle of clothes and the towel she had brought in for me, and escorted me into the adjoining bathroom.

      Wanting to waste no time, Mira waved her hand over the tub, and it started to fill with steaming, warm water. As it filled, Mira picked out a couple of different liquids sitting in phials near the tub and poured them into the water, making fragrant bubbles start frothing up.

      “Listen very carefully,” she said.

      I turned to look at her, my arms still folded across my chest. “That sounds ominous.”

      “As it should be. There are a couple of things I need to tell you. About the competition. Things I’ve learned today.”

      “Did you speak to Lord Bailen?”

      “Briefly. The first thing you need to know is this; from now on, there will be no further elimination trials. After every trial, one contestant will be removed from the competition.”

      “Shit. So, tomorrow—”

      “—yes, if you perform poorly, your time here is up. After that… I don’t know what happens to you. Mareen must have already been told.”

      “I can’t let that happen.”

      “Of course, the best result would be for you to win, but for now I want you to focus only on not being eliminated.”

      I nodded. “I can do that.”

      “Good. The next thing I need to tell you is… it’s about the All Seers.”

      “What about them?”

      “Remember how I said they hadn’t been used in a long time?”

      “I do.”

      “Well, they were recently re-introduced… by order of the Prince.”

      My heart gave a loud thump inside of my chest that I could’ve sworn even Mira would’ve heard. “The Prince? I thought he couldn’t interfere with the competition.”

      “He can’t interfere with the judges’ decisions on who stays and who is made to leave. Theirs is the final word . But the Prince is, after all, searching for his ideal mate and wife. The winner of the Royal Selection will become his princess, and eventually, queen of Windhelm. While he cannot make decisions by himself, he can petition the judges to make changes to the selection’s challenges and rules, and often they listen.”

      “But the mirrors are dangerous. Why would he have asked the judges to use them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And then, eliminating all those other women in one go… did he also ask the judges to make that change?”

      “He did not tell them who they should or shouldn’t eliminate. Instead, he told them he needed a decision to be made far sooner than expected. The judges decided the rest.”

      “And he can just do that?”

      “He can. There is no reason why he can’t, but historically speaking, this is… unprecedented. Royals haven’t interfered with the selection’s rules in over a hundred years.”

      “Something’s wrong, Mira. I can feel it.”

      “Wrong?”

      “With the Prince. I don’t know how to explain it without…” I trailed off.

      “Without what?”

      “Nothing… it’s nothing.”

      Mira marched right up to me, sticking her beautiful blue eyes in my face. “Dahlia Crowe. What are you hiding?”

      My cheeks flooded with warmth again. “I’m not hiding anything.”

      “Your words stink of lies.”

      “Look, it’s nothing, okay?”

      “It’s clearly not nothing. Tell me what you know, otherwise I cannot help you.”

      I stared at her, chewing the inside of my lip. “I’m going to tell you one thing.” I said, awkwardly sticking one finger up while making sure to keep myself covered. “But I’m only going to tell you that one thing. I reserve the right to answer or not answer any follow up questions. Understood?”

      She scowled. “You’re lucky I love gossip as much as I do. Fine. I accept your terms.”

      I paused, my heart pounding. “He…” I swallowed. “He kissed me.”

      “He… the Prince, he?”

      “After breakfast yesterday he asked me to come with him for a walk of the royal balcony. We talked, he showed me the views of the city and the mountains from the palace… and then he kissed me.”

      Mira pulled away, her face twisted with horror. “No… no, no, no. That cannot be right.”

      “Do my words stink of lies?” I mocked.

      “No… they don’t. But if that’s true—why would he have done that?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been wracking my brain trying to figure out what happened, how it happened. But none of this makes sense. The first word he spoke to me was belore. He called me his soulmate. But you said fate itself chooses his soulmate based on who wins the selection, so this whole thing is already off kilter.”

      Mira looked like she didn’t know what to say. She was stunned, and silent for a long moment; only the sound of bubbles frothing and popping filled the space. “Did anyone else see?” she asked, “Does anyone know?”

      “Only Gullie.”

      “And you’re sure about that?”

      “I am. But… I don’t know how to explain it, so I’m just going to say it. Something didn’t feel right about the kiss.”

      “You kissed a man you shouldn’t have. Of course it didn’t feel right.”

      “First of all, he kissed me. And it was more than that. The kiss itself was… amazing. Warm. Strong. Deep. All the things it should’ve been. But after I broke it, it was as if he just changed. When I looked at him, I didn’t see him, but someone else.”

      “Do you mean to say he physically transformed into someone else?”

      “No, nothing like that… the best word I have is aura. He felt like someone else. His demeanor changed. And he kept talking about how his life was different to what it had been a month ago, and about control, and about how I run around in his mind and break his concentration, or something.”

      “This… this is a lot to process. You’ve said a lot of words here that I can’t even begin to comprehend.”

      “You’re telling me. I don’t know what any of this means, Mira. And I haven’t been able to talk about it with anyone besides Gullie.”

      Mira paused, her eyes suddenly narrow. “Is there anything else you should be telling me?”

      I swallowed. “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told the Prince when he tried to get me to give him the name of the person responsible for my being in the aviary. Don’t ask me to lie to you.”

      “But—”

      “—you agreed to my terms, remember? The contract is binding.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Keep your secrets. But remember, I can’t help you if you aren’t forthcoming with me.”

      “Trust me, I want answers as much as you do. Maybe even more so. He’s so confusing… I have no idea what to make of any of this, and all the while I’m trying to pass trials and not get myself killed. And then they took you away from me…”

      “Took me… where?”

      I turned my head to the side, no longer having full control of my emotions. “I don’t expect you to understand. You and I didn’t get off on the best of feet, but I depended on you, and then I… guess I started to like you. And now I’ve been stuffed into a shared space with a bunch of bitches.”

      “But I’m here now.”

      “Yes, but everything’s different. I don’t get to just have you near me when I need you.”

      A pause. “You know by now… compassion doesn’t come easily to me,” she said, “But I am trying, and I think I understand.”

      “I know you are.”

      “I have not gone anywhere. I am still working for you, behind the scenes.” She paused. “And I must admit, I miss our… witty repartees. And Gullie’s.”

      I turned to look at her. “You didn’t call her a harpy. Or a pixie.”

      She shook her head. “And I’ll try to use her name from now on. Can she hear us?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll be sure to give her the message when she comes back out.”

      Mira nodded. “Get cleaned up. I’ll escort you back to your room, and with any luck, you will be able to get some sleep before tomorrow.”

      “Lucky for me, I’m used to working on very little sleep. I’m gonna kick that trial’s arse.”

      A grin spread across her perfect lips. “That’s my girl.”

      “Okay. Step out. I don’t want to get completely naked in front of you.”

      She cocked an eyebrow, tapped a finger against my nose, and whispered, “You should be so lucky.”

      I gawked at her as she walked away. “Did you just sass me?”

      “I don’t know what that means, but yes, sure.”

      Mira shut the door once she was passed it, and I slipped out of my ragged, dirty pants and dipped into the tub. The water was warm, and comfortable, and the bubbles were so soft and fluffy and fragrant. I let my head settle against the edge of the tub, allowing my body a moment to get completely used to the water.

      I didn’t want to think about the Prince, but I did. I couldn’t help myself. There was so much about him I didn’t understand. Couldn’t understand. The kiss we had shared, the bond he thought we had, the way he had left me before leaving tonight.

      I shut my eyes, allowed my body to relax, and in the bathtub, alone with myself, I thought about the Prince. Sigh, after breathless sigh, my fingers working quickly and silently just below the waterline, I welcomed him back into my mind, and together we made even more bubbles in that tub.
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      In the dead of night, the palace was silent. Mira escorted me quietly into my room, and once I was there, she left to go and get her own sleep. I stared at my bed for a long moment, then glanced over at Melina, who lay on her back with her mouth slightly slack and open. She was fast asleep and would probably stay that way thanks to Mareen’s magic.

      Sore now, maybe feeling worse than I had been before, I climbed into bed and settled under the covers, pulling them way over my head. The thought of rousing Gullie crossed my mind, but I was exhausted, and beat up, and I had no idea if I would be able to wake her anyway, not if she couldn’t even hear me.

      So, I closed my eyes, and I let sleep pull me down into its embrace. There was nothing I could do to help me sleep more soundly or completely, and I had no idea how much of the night there was left. All I knew was, by the time the cathedral bells tolled, it felt like I hadn’t slept for more than a few minutes.

      My head and my hand were both throbbing, as was the side of my gut where my reflection had been stabbed. I tried opening my eyes, but it felt like they were glued shut. I knew it was light out; even from under the covers, I could tell. I also thought I could hear voices fluttering around in the corridor just beyond my bedroom door.

      “Sleepy head,” Gullie whispered. “Time to get up.”

      “Just another hour,” I groaned. “Please.”

      “I don’t think we have that long.”

      The shifting green glow dancing in front of my eyes made it difficult to keep them all the way closed. When I opened them slightly, I found a blurry pixie staring back at me. She cocked her head to the side and placed her hands on her hips.

      “Can I help you?” I croaked.

      “As a matter of fact, you can,” she said, “I didn’t spend my night as a tattoo on your hand so you could sleep in.”

      “You kind of did. If you’d stayed in bed instead of following me, you would’ve gotten a full night of sleep.”

      “If I had done that, you’d have been bird food.”

      “Don’t remind me. Everything hurts.”

      She walked a little closer to my face. “I know, but you can’t let them know it hurts.”

      I shut my eyes. “I’m too tired to pretend.”

      “Dee, you have to. You have to pick yourself up, get out there, and show those assholes you’re not going to let them shake you up, not even a little bit. Do you hear me?”

      “I hear you.”

      “It’s trial day. I know it hurts, I know you’re tired, but you have to do the best you can, or this could be your last.”

      I opened my eyes again, this time trying to blink back the fuzz of sleep. “I hate that you’re right.”

      “I hate it too, trust me. Now, get up before your heavy sleeping friend gets up. I smell breakfast. It’ll be good to eat something.”

      Sighing, nodding, I turned onto my back and slid out of bed. Once I was up, Gullie floated up into my hair, uttering something about being ravenously hungry. Melina was in fact still lost in a deep sleep. The bells were tolling, people were walking and talking, and she wasn’t getting up. Despite the sharpness of her senses, she was out like a light.

      I thought it would be a good idea to try to wake her up, so she would at least make breakfast. Getting this particular fae to wake up, though, was harder work than I’d anticipated. I poked her leg at first with a single finger, whispering for her to wake up.

      “Melina,” I said. “It’s morning.”

      She didn’t respond, so I shook her this time. “Psst. You don’t want to miss breakfast, do you?”

      Melina rolled onto her other side, facing away from me. Frustrated, I stood up, placed both of my hands on her shoulders, and started rocking her back and forth, as hard as I could. When she eventually jerked awake and tried to swat at me, I backed up.

      She stared at me, her eyes wide and wild, then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand to get rid of the drool trickling out of the corner of her mouth. “What are you doing?” she hissed, giving emphasis to each word.

      “Waking you up,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s time to get up, obviously. Or do you want to sleep through your next trial?”

      She looked around, a little dumbfounded, a little out of it. I could tell she was confused, wasn’t really understanding what was happening or even where she was. Mareen’s magic had really done a number on her. When her eyes settled on me again, she frowned.

      “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “Me?” I touched my face and felt the remnants of cuts that hadn’t fully healed yet, despite the magic last night. “I had an accident last night.”

      “Accident?”

      “Yeah… uh, sleepwalking.”

      Melina’s eyebrows pinched at the middle. “You sleepwalk?”

      “Sometimes. Anyway, get up. We need to get changed, get some food, and get ready for our trials.”

      Grunting, she straightened up and slid out of bed. “My brain is slow today; I don’t know how I’d almost forgotten about the trials.”

      “You slept pretty deeply.”

      “That’s not normal for me. The slightest of things will wake me up—I don’t think I’ve had a full night of sleep since I got here.”

      “Maybe you were just catching up on sleep-debt.”

      “Sleep… what?”

      I forgot—you’re fae.

      “Never mind. Just get dressed.”

      I opened my closet and picked out a simple blue dress to wear, slid into my shoes, and covered myself up with my white cloak. Looking at my own reflection in the mirror in the door of my closet, three things became abundantly clear. First, I was tired, and second, something had happened to me last night.

      While the magic healing I’d received had taken care of the worst of it, there were some superficial marks that hadn’t totally gone away. Cuts, scrapes, and bruises—many of them remained, telling a story I didn’t want my face to tell.

      The third thing the mirror made clear to me, though, was probably the worst of them all. My appearance hadn’t changed overnight. Not at all. My hair was still long, and wavy, and silvery, my ears hadn’t shrunk, my canines were long, and my eyes were just as bright and as vibrant as they usually were.

      Nothing in that reflection remained of the Dahlia I had grown up with, and I had no idea what to make of it. I didn’t want to look like this, but it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. Not here. In the closet sat the little potion Mira had left for me, the potion that was meant to keep me looking like one of the fae, but I hadn’t touched it yet.

      It wasn’t totally strange for some of my fae features to persist overnight, but for none of them to fade? Especially after everything that had happened in the last few hours? Swallowing the ball of anxiety that started climbing up my throat, I opened the potion jar and looked inside.

      The liquid swirled, shimmered, and smelled vaguely like freshly cut apples. Glancing back at my reflection, I brought the potion to my lips, but hesitated. Something Mira had said last night… her words came floating out of my subconscious and into my thinking, working mind.

      Do you think it’s possible you’re not being completely honest with yourself?

      Flashes of my experience at the aviary came to mind. Running through the dark, the birds, the pain of their scratches, finding the log, screaming… the world collapsing. Gullie had said it had to have been me, that the magic that destroyed the aviary must have come from me. But how could that have been true?

      I’m human. I used to look human, I smell human without Gullie, and I definitely don’t have magic powers.

      The thought of leaving the potion in the closet crossed my mind. For one, Mira’s glamor was still in full effect, so there’d be no point in drinking the potion anyway. I also had the idea that, if I didn’t take it, and my fae features didn’t fade…

      A soft green light illuminated the back of my neck just as Gullie peeked out to look at me in the mirror’s reflection. Though her eyes were wide, and expectant, she didn’t say anything. We both knew how sharp Melina’s senses were, and neither of us wanted to risk her catching us talking.

      But I could tell from her face, she wanted to see with her own eyes what I was about to do next.

      Shaking my head, I drank the potion, leaving not one drop in the little jar. A moment passed, then my skin began to radiate with light. Straight away I noticed the brightness in my eyes beginning to rise. A moment later, the cuts and bruises on my face and neck disappeared, vanished into thin air.

      They were all gone.

      Every last one of them.

      I took a deep breath, convinced that I had done the right thing. Mira’s magic would fade, eventually, and knowing my luck, it would fade at the worst possible moment. Then I’d be left having to explain to the fae why I’d suddenly been hit with a human looking glamor. No, it would’ve been a mess.

      I shut my closet doors and turned to Melina, who was just about finished lacing her leather boots. No dress for her; instead, she’d chosen to wear her leathers. “Are you feeling any better now?” I asked.

      “I feel like I’ve slept for three years,” she said.

      “Care to swap? I barely got any sleep last night.”

      She grinned. “No. It just means I’ll stand a better chance than you today.”

      “Oh, it’s like that?”

      “It most definitely is.” She advanced on me. “We may be roommates, but you’re also my competition, and I’m going to destroy you utterly.”

      I frowned. “I can’t tell if you’re joking, or…”

      She walked past me and toward the door to the bedroom. “If you can’t figure that out by now, then that’s your problem.” She grabbed the doorhandle. “Ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Together we left the room and headed down into the dining area where we’d had breakfast yesterday. Tellren was waiting at the foot of the stairs near the lounge, bowing for us as we went past. He didn’t confront me about what had happened at the aviary. He didn’t ask me any questions.

      He had to have known what had happened, because it was very likely still in pieces today. It occurred to me, though, that the only people who knew I had been involved were Mareen, her friends, and the Prince. Assuming no one had told anyone else exactly what had happened, no one would’ve known I was involved; and that meant I wouldn’t have to answer questions about it.

      Phew.

      Laughter and cheerful voices fluttered out of the dining room as I approached. Melina went in ahead of me, and while no one greeted her, the conversation didn’t stop, either. As soon as I showed up, though, Mareen shut up. I was expecting a scowl, a frown, a glare. Maybe harsh words.

      Instead, Mareen patted the space at the head of the table and smiled a winning smile. “Dahlia!” she beamed, “My darling, you must come sit with us. Here.”

      I stared at her from across the table. “That seat is reserved for the Prince.”

      “Who will not be joining us this morning. Come. Sit.”

      Everyone was watching. Staring. Waiting to see what I would do. I wanted to sit across from Melina, where I would be out of Mareen’s line of sight. But this was some kind of power play, I was sure of it. What I didn’t know was the right answer.

      Sit with her, or sit near Melina?

      50/50 chance of getting it right, 50/50 chance of getting it wrong, too.

      Then again, these were fae, so there was probably another worse, wrong answer out there.

      Glancing side-eyed at Melina, I started moving toward the head of the table, where Mareen was waiting, smiling widely like a hungry wolf.
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      If I was going to survive in the world of the fae, I needed to learn how to fight with my tongue as much as I did with my hands. Mareen had something in mind for me, that was much was clear. Maybe she wanted to humiliate me again, cut me with verbal barbs seeing as how the physical injuries were gone.

      I needed to be ready.

      Taking my place at the head of the table went against every instinct in my body. The women at breakfast stared at me, silently. Some of them were probably wondering why I’d taken Mareen up on her offer. Others looked like they were eager to watch her tear me to shreds. I tried to tune the attention out as I sat down.

      Almost immediately, plates of food were placed in front of me. From pastries, to fruits, to something that looked and smelled like bacon, it was a little feast that had been prepared just for me. My stomach rumbled, and my mouth watered, but then I noticed the way the women were watching me, waiting for me to take my first bite, and my appetite vanished.

      I sat upright, calling on whatever poise and grace I thought I had within me. To my left, Aronia was the first to continue eating. She, like Melina, was also wearing her leathers, only she filled them out way better. She had substantial muscles, for one, although she still managed to keep a powerfully feminine physique.

      At the back of the table, some of the other women took Aronia’s lead and went on to eat breakfast. Mareen and her two crones, though, just watched me, a mixed bag of grins and smirks and viciously sweet eyes.

      “Will you not eat?” Mareen asked. “You must be hungry.”

      “I’ll eat when I’m ready,” I said, closing off a little.

      Mareen reached for a piece of bacon on my plate with the tip of her fork and brought it up to my face. “Are you sure? It’s delicious.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Suit yourself,” she said, and then she put my bacon in her mouth and started chewing. Shutting her eyes, she made a big show of how tasty it was, probably trying to make my appetite flare up again.

      It wasn’t working.

      It wouldn’t work with her so near to me, anyway. The very sight of her was enough to kill my appetite. She was a bully of the worst variety. The kind that smiles, and laughs, and pretends like they only ever had their victim’s best interests at heart while they eviscerate them. The ones who get away with it because they’re pretty, or popular, or wealthy.

      I’d dealt with plenty of women like her in my life. All throughout school, in fact. If you were the mousy, quiet girl who liked books and sewing, you couldn’t avoid them no matter how hard you tried to keep out of their radar range. They always found you, in the end, and they loved making your life miserable.

      They fed on it.

      I wasn’t going to feed her.

      “Hey, Mareen,” I said, “Do you snore?”

      She put her fork down and smiled, wickedly—a pearly white smile with sharp canines. “Whatever do you mean, darling?”

      “Oh, I only ask because it kept me up, and the Lady Aronia doesn’t snore.”

      “And how do you know that?”

      I glanced at Aronia. “I don’t snore,” she said before munching down on an apple.

      “Well, I don’t snore either,” Mareen said, “You must be mistaken.”

      “I’m not sure I am. It was pretty loud. Shook the whole palace, almost. I don’t know about the rest of you, but we need to be pretty well rested for these trials; I just thought I would address it before it becomes an issue for anyone else.”

      Mareen looked at her entourage, then glanced around the table, and settled her sparkling, murderous eyes on me again. “I don’t know what you think you heard… I, however, heard you pitter-pattering outside. If I recall, you had something of an accident that had to be cleaned up by the staff.”

      “And who told you that?”

      “That’s not important, dear. But I did hear that you were very severely hurt… was that true?”

      She’s fishing.

      “Do I look hurt?”

      “You look like a lot of things, and none of them are pretty.”

      Kali and Verona chuckled softly. In my mind’s eye, I saw them giggling as they dragged me out of bed, giggling as they chased me through the living room and into the glass tunnel, and snort-laughing as they locked me in the aviary. I hadn’t noticed, but my fingertips were gently moving toward the knife in front of me.

      “Yes,” I said, “I did have an accident last night. I guess it turns out I’m something of a sleepwalker, but I can assure you… I am not hurt.”

      “Oh, no. You had an accident? What happened to you, you poor thing?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about, but thank you for your concern.”

      “I’m not concerned, darling. I want to know, in your words, what happened last night.”

      “Nothing the Prince isn’t aware of.”

      Mareen’s smile faded. “The Prince?”

      “Oh, yes. He was among the first to respond to the… accident I had. He helped me up, saw to my wounds, and made sure I was back in my bed healthy, and safe. I have to say, I’m impressed with the way he takes care of us all, and listens to us when we tell him things.”

      She paused. “And what did you tell him?”

      I cocked an eyebrow, picked up a piece of fruit, and brought it to my lips. “I guess you’ll find out soon enough, won’t you?”

      I ate the fruit, satisfied that I’d found a way through her armor. For all her guile and charm, she was afraid of the Prince—afraid she’d make a bad impression on him, or that he’d think little of her. If she thought I had pointed the finger at her, if she thought the Prince’s opinion of her had fallen… that was the way to get to her.

      Kali and Verona looked a little stuck for words. Mareen turned her head to the side and shot daggers at them, which forced them to hastily continue eating their food. I took the opportunity to eat for myself, now that my appetite had come back. She had tried to rob me of my sleep, of my health, and this morning, she’d wanted to rob me of my food.

      But no one gets between me and a plate of bacon.

      “You did good,” I heard Gullie whisper. “Next time, go for the throat from the start.”

      I didn’t reply, but I nodded, ever so slightly.

      Breakfast came and went in relative silence after that exchange. When we were all done, Tellren began inviting custodians to come through and pick up their wards. Each of the women took it in turns to excuse themselves from breakfast, stand, and leave with their custodians.

      Tellren followed each group out of the dining room, returning with a new custodian a few moments later. By some stroke of fate, the only two girls left were myself and Aronia who studied me from her seat, with her arms folded in front of her chest.

      “You are an odd one, aren’t you?” she asked.

      I gave her my eyes, though I almost didn’t dare. I wasn’t scared of Aronia. What I had for her was enormous respect. Trial after trial, she had excelled so far. When the Wenlow attacked, she threw herself at it. I thought she was dead, the way the beast had mauled her, but she held on until the healers found her.

      “Should I take that as a compliment?” I asked.

      “Take that how you like,” she said, “I would, however, give you a piece of advice.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She is beneath you.”

      I paused, watching her. “That’s your advice?”

      “It is simple, but true.”

      “Tell that to the judges, I guess. She’s way higher on the food chain than I am.”

      “And yet, you are the one sitting at the head of the table. I watch you, Dahlia. I watch you, and I see the extent of your potential.”

      “You do?”

      Aronia smiled and leaned a little closer, setting her elbows on the table. “A gift from my mother. I can look at a person and know things even they don’t know about themselves. The difference between you and them is, they think they have already reached the peaks of what they can accomplish. Their skills, their abilities, they believe they have learned everything they can. But you… you came here with nothing, and I have seen what you have made with the little that you had.”

      “Okay, that I’m taking as a compliment.”

      Tellren came back into the dining room with Mira by his side, and I knew it was my turn to get up and leave. I stood, tucking my chair back into the table before leaving.

      “Keep your chin up,” Aronia whispered as I walked past her, “Keep fighting. This is worth it.”

      Nodding, I made my way over to where Mira and Tellren were both standing. The tall, lanky man stepped aside and let us both walk through the corridor and into the adjoining living room. Once we were inside, Tellren stepped ahead of us both and gave us each a glance.

      “So,” he said, directing his words at me. “Your custodian has been informed of what is expected of you today. She will now relay this information to you, and you will then tell me how you plan to proceed. Is that understood?”

      “I understand,” I said.

      Mira took my arm and pulled me aside, whispering. “I already told you what you need to do today, so just pretend like you’re hearing it for the first time. Nod.”

      I nodded.

      She pulled away. “This is a test of skill,” she said, in her best proper voice. “Taking today to prepare, you will need to showcase your best skill in front of his highness the Prince, as well as the judges.”

      “Okay… in that case, I would like to make a dress.”

      Tellren gave a slight cough, then interjected. “Anticipating that may be the case, I must inform you, since you have already showcased your abilities as a seamstress, you will have to choose another skill.”

      I shot a look at Mira. “Wait, what?”

      Mira frowned, then looked at Tellren. “That seems unfair?”

      “As magnificent as the constellation dress was, the judges have already made a ruling on that particular talent.”

      “There must be something we can do?”

      “I am open to listening to suggestions, however I must insist that were your ward to create a dress for herself to be judged, she will be disqualified.”

      Shit.

      The curveball had caught us both by surprise. Mira was trying to argue technicalities with Tellren, but he wasn’t having any of it. Meanwhile, all I could do was stand there, trying to make sense of my thoughts. The only problem was, the Prince had suddenly popped up, and I was thinking about him, and those shoulders, and that chest, and those lips.

      “Wait, I’ve got an idea,” I said.

      Mira and Tellren both shut up and looked at me. Tellren cleared his throat. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I’ll make two outfits.”

      Tellren cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t have to remind you that—”

      “—one for me, and one for the Prince. They will be a set, a his and hers. One cannot be judged without the other.”

      “Are you sure?” Mira asked, lowering her voice. “That’s a lot of work to complete in a day.”

      “Trust me,” I said.

      “I suppose…” Tellren trailed off. “Yes, this would be acceptable. However, as you have rightly pointed out, both outfits will need to be judged as an item—both will also need to be judged on their individual merits.”

      I nodded. “I accept that.”

      “And you accept you have until the stroke of midnight to complete them?”

      “I do, on the condition that I be taken to see the Prince to take his measurements.”

      Another pause. “The Prince is currently indisposed, but I will make him aware of your request.”

      “I can’t see him now?”

      “Not right at this moment. But surely before the noonday sun is in the sky.”

      Disappointment filled me. More than the trial, I wanted to see him again—to talk to him. I didn’t want to wait, but if he wasn’t available, then there was little I could do. “That gives me twelve hours to measure the Prince and make his outfit.” I took a moment to perform a bunch of mental gymnastics, then I nodded. “Fine, I accept.”

      Tellren nodded, then bowed. “It is done. Mira, prepare your ward for her trial.”

      Mira mirrored his bow, and then Tellren left us both alone. When he was gone, she rounded on me, her eyes wide. “Please tell me you know what you’re doing,” she said.

      I shook my head. “I’ve never made a man’s suit before.”

      “Oh no… no, no, no. What about your dress? We will have to make sure it’s your best yet.”

      “There wasn’t anything else to do during the time between the Wenlow attack and the re-starting of the trials except train with you and sew. I have something I’ve been working on for myself don’t worry about that. I just have to learn how to make a man’s suit in a couple of hours. Think you can get me some materials?”

      “Anything,” she said, clearly worried about our chances. “Tell me what you need, and I’ll turn the castle upside down to find it.”

      I grinned at her. “Then we have nothing to worry about.”
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      We’re screwed.

      Making dresses was one thing, but a suit? That was a whole other beast. There was a certain fluidity to the process of creating a dress. I would visualize different styles and ideas all the time, and whenever I did, I would easily be able to put them to paper, creating a full sketch of what I wanted it to look and feel like.

      I’d already thrown out several leaves of paper in trying to figure out the Prince’s suit. I wanted to put him in something that would make him look strong, and regal; something that would highlight his best features and compliment the things about him that—at least to me—were unique.

      From his hair, to his antlers, to his canines, there were many things about Prince Cillian you just didn’t find on human men, and they needed to be taken into consideration. If I put him in something grey to compliment his eyes, would it go with his black hair? His white antlers? I wanted a spot of blue, and I also wanted to add the magic element.

      Ironically, the creative magic that made me the seamstress I was today, was missing.

      Something just wasn’t connecting, I wasn’t able to focus, and I had a feeling the culprits were equal parts tiredness and a desire to physically be in the Prince’s presence. After throwing out the fourth leaf of paper, I took the dress I would be wearing out of the closet and picked at it, working on this and that. I wasn’t ready to reveal it just yet, though, so when Mira came knocking on my door, I put the dress back in the closet.

      “How is it coming?” she asked.

      “Not good,” I said. “I’m stuck.”

      Mira’s eyes widened with alarm. “You’ve been here for hours, and you’ve done nothing?”

      “Look, don’t attack the process, okay? I know just how far behind I am. I don’t need you reminding me.”

      She shook her head. “This is already a disaster.”

      “She’s been trying her best,” Gullie said, floating out from behind my hair, “It’s not her fault she’s got mush for brains right now.”

      “I wouldn’t say I have mush for brains,” I said.

      “This is what Mareen and those bitches wanted. They wanted you to be too tired to focus today, and it’s working. I only wish there was something I could do.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Gull. I’ll be okay.”

      “You’ll have to be okay a lot faster than this,” Mira said, “Anyway, I’m here to tell you that the Prince is ready to see you.”

      “The Prince… now?” Shit. I had hoped to have something to show him by now. A sketch, a concept. I had nothing but empty hands. “Okay… I can do this. Where is he?”

      “He’s waiting for you in the palace. I’ll take you to him.”

      “Gull?” I asked, “Think you can tattoo yourself again, or do you need to rest?”

      “I had some food,” she said, “I’m good to go.”

      “She had best attach herself to your hand again,” Mira said, “So the Prince doesn’t ask questions.”

      Nodding, I offered Gullie my left hand. The pixie floated toward it, stretching her arms out as she fluttered closer, and closer. Eventually, she smashed into the back of my hand, becoming a puff of green pixie dust, and leaving behind a butterfly tattoo in her place.

      “I have to admit,” Mira said, “That is an impressive skill. Now, let’s not keep his highness waiting.”

      Mira and I headed out of my room and moved through our little corner of the palace, heading toward the palace proper. The last few times I’d been here, the palace was quiet and dark. Today, though, it was abuzz with life. There were guards, fae dressed in all manner of finery, and servants everywhere.

      I didn’t know where to look.

      That was, at least, until I got a view of what was left of the royal aviary. It was already being repaired by an entire crew of workers and builders. Some were scaling the bones of the structure, while others were using magic to make entire fresh panes of glass float up into the air, and then into place.

      Despite the fact that I’d been attacked, and that Mareen was the reason why I had even been there in the first place, I still felt terrible for the damage. It was a reflex, an instinct, probably having something to do with being human and only made worse by being British. We were always the first to be sorry about anything.

      Nobody seemed to know I’d had anything to do with it, though. I wasn’t stopped, I wasn’t asked any questions, and I wasn’t stared at with contempt. In fact, those courtiers who did notice me walking through the palace stopped to offer polite nods as I went past—some even gave me tiny rounds of applause.

      When Mira and I arrived at the door to the room where the Prince was waiting, she stopped to check my face, my hair. She thumbed my eyebrows down, tucked loose strands of hair behind my ears, and stuck her fingers in my mouth to make sure I didn’t have anything stuck in my teeth.

      I had to swat her away like a fly. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Just making sure you look your absolute best self,” she said.

      “Do I have to remind you I looked like a piece of crap last night? He’s already seen me at my worst.”

      “Yes, and we have to do all we can to erase that image from his mind. He needs to know you only at your best.”

      I frowned at her. “Let’s just do this. I’m already behind schedule.”

      With a slight nod, Mira knocked loudly on the door. From the other side came the Prince’s voice, stern and loud… and cold. “Come.”

      A shiver worked its way through me. Steeling myself, I opened the door to the bedroom beyond it. This room, like the one I had been brought to last night, was wide, and tall, and while it certainly was busy with the sheer number of decorations and furnishings, I wouldn’t have used the word opulent to describe it.

      The floor was carpeted deep blue, the walls likewise were deep and dark to match, and while the desk, the dresser, the bed, and the large wardrobe were made of a kind of white wood, it all looked strangely hand made. The bed was covered in animal furs, and along the walls were the stuffed heads of beasts that looked like bears, wolves, and elk, most of them white-furred and snarling.

      I could almost smell them, their furs, their hides.

      There was also an impressive collection of weapons all about the place. Swords, shields, axes, the bedroom was full of stuff. Stuff that screamed; I kill things. The message was very much received. But there was another message, too. All that stuff made an otherwise huge, empty room feel smaller, warmer, and cosier.

      The Prince stood with his back to the door, facing the window overlooking a vista I couldn’t quite catch from where I was standing. He waved me over with his hand, but he didn’t turn to look at me. I started entering the room, Mira stepping through behind me.

      “Quickly, now,” he said, “I don’t have all day.”

      That comment threw me for a moment. I turned my head and glanced at Mira, then I looked over at the Prince. “Your highness,” Mira said, “I hope you have been—”

      “—you, leave us,” he interrupted.

      Mira shut up and seemed a little stunned when she glanced at me. With a polite bow, and alarmed eyes, she headed out of the room and shut the door, leaving me alone with the Prince. I had a bunch of tools in my hand, some measuring tape, something to draw on and draw with. I clutched them a little more tightly against my chest.

      When the Prince turned his head to the side, my heart began to race. The brightness of the sun just beyond the window next to him cast one side of his face in complete light, and the other in near total darkness. Straight away I felt like something was different about him; different, and totally wrong. Even his shadow seemed sinister, somehow.

      “You have precious little time,” he said, his voice a low growl.

      I swallowed hard, my eyes glancing up at the elk on the wall, and the snarling wolf next to it. Apt. I bowed. “Your highness,” I said, and without another word, I walked over to the desk and laid out the items I had brought with me. Ruler, pencil, measuring tape. All I needed to do was take his measurements, and then I could leave.

      And I wanted to.

      At first, I’d wanted nothing more than to see him; now, all I wanted was to get away from him. I recognized the feeling. It was the same thing I had felt on that balcony, after our kiss had broken. Impossibly, my instincts were telling me this wasn’t the man who had pulled me out of the aviary and healed my wounds just last night.

      But it had to have been him.

      “I’m here to…” I paused, not looking at him. “I’m here to take your measurements.”

      “I was told,” came his voice, sterile and uninterested. “Do what you have to do.”

      Swallowing again, I turned around with my measuring tape and looked directly at him. He had crossed toward the middle of the room where he could stand still, and I would have enough space to move around him. Carefully I walked over to him, worried that he would lash out and attack if I walked too quickly, or too suddenly.

      That was crazy, of course, but my heart was racing a mile a minute. I hadn’t expected him to be like this, and it had completely thrown me off balance. I set some of my tools down on the floor, near to where he was standing, and then I swallowed again. I was nervous. Way too nervous for this, but I was here, now, and I had to do it.

      I approached him from behind, hands shaking as I fed the measuring tape under his arms and around his chest. Even without touching him, I could tell his body was warm, his muscles taut. I could smell him, strongly now. He was all around me, his scent filling my nostrils. When my hands found each other at his front, I pulled the tape around and got a measure of his chest.

      45 inches… mostly muscle.

      Damn.

      Gingerly I came around him, positioning myself in front of him and taking a measure of his shoulders. They were ample, and broad, and muscular. He kept his chin up the entire time, clearly not wanting to even look at me. I wasn’t sure what I’d done, or why he was acting like this. Had something happened?

      I heard him sniff the air above my head as I took note of his shoulder width. It was a deep, long breath which he’d tried to keep quiet, but I’d heard it all the same. I was about to wrap the tape around his left bicep, when his arm closed around me, and he drew me into his chest in an embrace.

      My heart instantly started pounding. He had one hand wrapped around my shoulders, and another placed gently around the back of my head. His heart was beating just as quickly as mine, and while I couldn’t understand why, I also didn’t dare ask any questions. Instead, I allowed my own hands to find each other around his back, and joined him in the embrace.

      It was quiet.

      Soft.

      Warm.

      Neither of us spoke.

      An unexpected moment out of time, where there was only the sound of each other’s thumping hearts, and the warmth of our bodies combined.

      When he finally let his grip around me loosen up, I turned my chin up to find his eyes. He was looking down at me now, and again, everything about him was different. The darkness was gone, the coldness was… there, but not as prominent. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the light behind his eyes had been missing until now.

      There were so many questions running through my head. So many things to say, to ask. The only word that I was able to produce was “Why?”

      “Why, what?” he asked.

      “What’s… happening? Is something wrong?”

      “No. You are here to take my measurements, are you not?”

      I frowned at him. “I am. But you… I mean…”

      “Your tongue seems a twisted.”

      “Because I’m having trouble understanding all of this. When I entered the room, you didn’t sound happy to see me. Not that there’s any reason why you should be happy to see me, I’m just—”

      “—when you entered the room was a different time. This is now, and you should be taking my measurements, or you will not make your deadline.”

      “Deadline?”

      He released me. “I was informed of your ambitious plan. I have to say, I am intrigued. I have experienced your talent with a needle and thread first-hand, but I am picky about what I allow on my body.”

      “I…” I shook my head, still not quite grasping what was going on. “I’m going to have to start over, then. I already forgot the first few numbers, and I hadn’t written them down.”

      He glanced at the paper and pencil on the floor. “What are those for, then?”

      “Right.” I nodded, shaking my head to allow the last few minutes to flutter off like mist. “We’ll start over.” I went around him again, stretching out my tape.

      As I reached his back, however, I realized he was unbuttoning his shirt. A moment later, he peeled it off, shrugged out of it, and tossed it aside. He rolled his shoulders, and I watched every single muscle on his back start to work. His body was a perfect V, broad at the shoulders, slim at the waist.

      I had to admit, I was already starting to feel flushed and I hadn’t even touched him yet.

      “Well?” he asked, stretching his arms out and glancing at me from across his shoulder.

      “At once, my prince,” I said, and with my tape in my hands and my heart in my throat, I approached.

      On the one hand, I was probably going to mess this up; I was already shaking. But on the other hand, I now knew I wanted to see this man wearing something royal blue.
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      I stood at the Prince’s back, my lips an inch away from his skin, my heart pounding inside of my chest. Carefully, I fed the tape around his chest to take his measurement once more. This time, when I had the number, I wrote it down before coming back to him. I was glad I’d done that, because as soon as I looked at him again, I almost completely forgot what I was supposed to be doing.

      “Tell me something about yourself,” he said, breaking the sudden trance I’d fallen into.

      Blinking and taking a deep breath, I walked up to him again, deciding to take a measure of his neck. In order to do this, I had to go around his front; and then I saw the full extent of the scar that went down his chest. When he’d pulled his shirt aside to show me, all I’d seen was scarred, hairless tissue.

      Now I saw the shape of the nails of the bear that had mangled him. I saw how deeply they had cut, and how much of his chest it had torn through. It must’ve been excruciatingly painful, but healing it probably felt worse. I now knew healing magic wasn’t perfect. It hurt, it didn’t erase all the damage and the pain in a flash, and sometimes it left scars.

      It was probably a miracle he had survived at all.

      “What would you like me to tell you?” I asked, as I wrapped the tape around his bicep. It was tight, and full, and strong, the skin pressed firmly around it. I’d seen pictures of men with muscles like his before, here and there—especially on TV. But I’d never felt muscles like his between my hands before. There was something primal about it that tickled the animal inside of me, made it difficult to concentrate.

      “Something I don’t know,” I said. “Something curious.”

      “Something curious… okay, here’s one. I have never gotten sick.”

      “Sick?”

      “Fallen ill, I guess you’d say.”

      “I know what being sick is.”

      “Oh… well, that has never happened to me. I haven’t so much as caught a common cold. I have also never broken a bone.”

      “Never.”

      “Ever. There was a time where I badly sprained an ankle. That happened a few times during my early childhood, in fact. I used to have wonky feet.”

      “That word, I do not know.”

      “Wonky?”

      Having had a thoroughly good feel of his arm, I took down what measurements I needed and returned to him. “It means I didn’t walk very well until my teen years. My ankles would give out easily and I would twist them while walking.”

      “That sounds painful.”

      “It was, but it doesn’t happen anymore.”

      “I would never have known.”

      “No?”

      “The way you move during your trials, your speed, your agility. It doesn’t speak of someone with physical impairments.”

      “I don’t have to tell you what manner of strength we find within ourselves when we’re fighting for our lives.”

      He frowned. “For your life?”

      I shook my head. “It’s a manner of speaking. Anyway, it’s your turn to tell me something curious about you.”

      “I have also never gotten sick.”

      “No, that doesn’t count. You have to tell me something different.”

      His eyebrows pinched while he considered what he was going to say. “I could tell you… but my words should never leave this room.”

      “I would never betray your trust.”

      A soft nod. “I know…” another pause. “As much as my father would disagree, I am more like my mother than I am like him.”

      “Really?”

      “My father is a proud man, a man of honor, a warrior. I, like he, am proud, and honorable, but I do not paint with the same brush. The world is not all armies, and wars, and battles to me.”

      “Are you about to tell me you have a softer side?”

      “I would not call my mother soft. She is the strongest woman I have ever known, but she also taught me about beauty, about grace, and about art. When I was young, my father would have to pull me away from my easel and my paints if he wanted to take me hunting.”

      “You paint?”

      “I used to. Long ago. I still do, sometimes, but I do not have as much time as I would like anymore. Most of my days are filled with meetings with diplomats, and generals, and viziers. This, with you, will be my quietest moment of today.”

      Is it beautiful?

      I swallowed, my cheeks flushing again. “If his highness would allow, I need to measure your waist.”

      The Prince’s Adam’s apple worked. He licked his lips. “Proceed,” he said.

      I came up to him again, this time wrapping the tape around his back. Accidentally, my hand brushed against his hip, and he stiffened up in front of me. Breathing heavily now, my lips once more barely a few inches from his skin, I pulled the tape around him… only I didn’t look down. I kept my gaze firmly fixed on the intricate pattern of the hairs on his chest.

      Slowly, my heart thundering, I brought my mouth a little closer to his body, inching it toward him until—finally—my lips found his skin. I felt him tighten again, I heard him suck in a breath, but a moment later, he released that breath and relaxed. I drew my lips away from him, barely an inch, then pressed them against him again, this time kissing his chest.

      He didn’t say a word.

      He didn’t object.

      And I could barely think.

      When I remembered what I was supposed to be doing, I pulled back a little and stared at the numbers on the tape, but they were swimming. Focusing all of my attention, I found the number I was looking for and I quickly moved away from him to write it down before it slipped away from me.

      What are you doing, Dahlia?

      That’s what Gullie would’ve asked, but she wasn’t here right now to talk me out of this. Without turning around, I said, “I must measure your legs, too.”

      A pause. “Very well.”

      Turning, finally, I walked back over to him. My heart felt like it was about to leap out of my throat, hit the ground running, and make a dash for the bedroom door, but I kept it in check. Standing in front of him again, I brought my gaze down to his abdomen. He had those dents… the ones I’d seen on TV before, and black fuzz around his belly button.

      Licking my lips again, and daring to do so, I knelt before him. I had clearly gone insane. Never in a million years would I have done anything like this in my former life, but I didn’t feel like myself anymore. In fact, I felt like a ghost, staring at myself from the side of the room, wondering what in the fuck I was doing.

      I set the tape down on the floor, brought my hands up to his belt, and gently worked at it until it came loose. It was impossible to escape the heat of his body. I could feel it even now, radiating through the fabric of his trousers… but that wasn’t all the only thing of interest in his trousers.

      He had a bulge that was difficult to miss. Seeing it made my body react in a visceral way. Heat pulsed through me, shooting into the pit of my stomach, and pushing further to rest between my legs. I clenched my thighs shut in response, steeling myself against the torrent of emotion threatening to run totally out of control.

      I hadn’t even pulled them down yet, and already I was in shambles.

      Gods help me.

      Hooking my fingertips into the waist of his trousers and turning my eyes up at him, I carefully pulled them down, letting them fall in a heap at his feet. I didn’t dare look directly ahead. I knew he was wearing underwear—I had felt it a moment ago, and I hadn’t removed it with his pants, even though I’d been heavily tempted.

      His blue eyes were on me. I could feel the weight of them crashing over me. Slowly, he brought one hand down to my cheek, letting his thumb brush against the side of my mouth. I nuzzled into his hand, shut my eyes, and let my mouth slightly part so his thumb could roll over my lower lip. Daring, again, I loosed my tongue slightly, just enough to greet his thumb.

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself face to face with what had once been a faint impression against his trousers. It wasn’t faint anymore. In fact it was long, and thick, it curved up and to the left, and it radiated with heat, and promise.

      Looking up at him again, I brought my hands up to his thighs and held onto them. The Prince hadn’t removed his hand from my face, or his thumb from my mouth. Closing my eyes again, I let my lips part a little further, and as my hands climbed, and climbed, I took his thumb into my mouth.

      I heard him give off a slight moan, a pleasurable sound if ever I’d heard one.

      Clenching my own thighs for a second time, I realized just how incredibly wet I was. Wet, and excited. This was so far out of my comfort zone, I didn’t know who I was anymore. Who I was, or what I wanted. But none of that mattered right now. All that mattered was him.

      I rolled my tongue around his thumb as my fingertips reached the line of his shorts. Slowly, carefully, they inched closer, and closer until finally, I touched him. It was only a light touch, barely a graze with my thumb, but I had felt him throb under it, and I had moaned now.

      The Prince’s hand tightened around my cheek. I went to touch him again, this time a little more deliberately, wanting to feel him throb again, to feel the length of him. I still couldn’t believe this was really happening. That I was on my knees in front of the prince of the winter fae, inches away from his eager erection.

      The first thing I noticed when I opened my eyes, however, was the Hamilton and Hare tag on his boxer shorts.

      The Prince of the winter fae buys his boxers in London.

      It was enough to break the spell, if only for a moment. I released his thumb, as well as his boxers, and I quickly grabbed the measuring tape on the floor. In record time, I took a measure of his thigh, his calf, and the length of his legs, and wrote it all down on the piece of paper I had brought with me.

      By the time I was done and picking it all up from the floor, the Prince had already pulled his trousers up and was buckling his belt.

      “Did you get what you needed?” he asked, as if nothing had happened.

      Fuck, no.

      “Yes,” I lied, this time not daring to look him in the eyes. “I think so.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I do. I mean, I am. Yes. Sure, I mean.”

      Get it together!

      I gathered my things from the desk and turned to look at him. My face was bright red, my chest was tight, and I was aching, throbbing, and still wet. That thing which could very well have just happened, though, could under no circumstances be allowed to happen—no matter how excited I was.

      Or how excited he was.

      “Thank you so much for your time, my Prince,” I said, “I promise, I will create an outfit that you will want to wear, and maybe even love.”

      “Yes,” he said, nodding. “I look forward to seeing it.”

      “Thank you,” I said, again, and then I bolted out of his room and made tracks through the palace, back into the villa, and straight into my bedroom. It was empty right now. Mira was gone, as was Melina, and I was glad for that.

      After what had happened, or not happened, or almost happened, I needed to be alone with my thoughts. I needed to calm down. But more importantly, I needed to work, because the clock was ticking, and I was running out of time.
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      The day slipped through my fingers as if it had been made of water. After only a short while exploring the villa, I had found a little workroom I could hide myself in; somewhere quiet where I could complete the Prince’s suit and my dress in peace, without distractions.

      Lunch and dinner came and went, but I didn’t partake. In fact, I barely had an appetite. It wasn’t uncommon for me to forego food and rest when I knew I had a project to finish, and right now I was in a race against time to complete the most intricate project of my life. Not only did I have to work with materials I wasn’t used to using, but I also had to use them to create a suit—something I’d never done before.

      A suit fit for a Prince.

      His suit, however, wasn’t the only thing I had to make. I also had to finish my own dress, a dress I had started working on during the quiet period that had followed the Wenlow attack. Even as the clock counted down, I spared a moment to try it on and look at myself in the mirror.

      “What do you think?” I asked.

      Gullie floated up from the table, sat on my shoulder, and yawned. “Dee… it’s…” she shook her head. “I mean, wow.”

      I eyed myself up and down, turning to the left and to the right, admiring the way I looked in it. The dress itself was a royal blue number that cascaded all the way to the floor. It had a white, beaded lace bodice that was covered in little snowflakes and snowflake patterns. Low cut at the back, with a slit down one side, and semi-translucent, the dress made sure to show off my silhouette under it, leaving only a little to the imagination.

      It was the riskiest, most delicate thing I had ever made, and I loved it. My mothers, on the other hand, would absolutely not approve of either the cut or the material. Well, Evie would probably approve, but she was the youngest of the three and more like a big sister than a mother.

      “Do you think he’ll like it?” I asked, turning around again.

      “I think we’ve already established he likes you a little too much,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I already said I was sorry.”

      “Yes, you did, but that still doesn’t change the fact that you… touched him while I was a tattoo on the back of your hand.”

      “I didn’t think you were aware of what was going on! You hadn’t been the last time.”

      “Because I basically passed out after becoming a firebug last time. I was very much aware this time, and I did not appreciate what you were doing with those hands.”

      I paused, watching myself in the mirror, stuck halfway between wickedness and embarrassment. I glanced at Gullie. “So, did you see everything?”

      “I didn’t so much see anything, but I felt it.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “It?”

      “No, not it, it.” She shook her head. “I felt you. I was aware of my surroundings, but probably not in any way you could understand.”

      “You don’t know exactly what happened, then?”

      “I don’t, and out of respect for the deadline, I haven’t brought any of that up until you have, just now. Thinking about it, I’m not sure I want to ask.”

      “Is there a way you can make yourself… not aware? You know, just in case…”

      She fluttered up to my face and stared at me, her eyes wide, her hands on her hips. “In case what, young lady? Planning on doing that again?”

      My cheeks reddened. “I’m not planning on it, no. But it wouldn’t be the worst thing—”

      “—are you kidding me? It would be the worst thing. It absolutely would. You can’t do that with the Prince!”

      “Why not?”

      “Because… I… I don’t know why. I just don’t think it’s a great idea given the circumstances. I mean, do you even know why any of this is happening?”

      I shook my head. “No. Sometimes I pick at the questions in my head, trying to find answers to them. Other times, though—especially when he’s around—I just lose myself. In him. There’s something about him… I might be starting to feel it too.”

      “Feel what?”

      “That thing, that connection he thinks we have.”

      “You really think you’re soulmates now?”

      “I don’t know what I believe anymore. All I know is, he does things to my body that make me want do things to his body.”

      “Well, you’d better keep your hands off his body until further notice. This is dangerous, Dee, and not for the reasons you might think.”

      I paused. “Because if he finds out I’m human, he’ll probably kill me?”

      “Look. I know you’re caught up in all of this right now, but I need to be the voice of reason if you’ve got dick on your mind.”

      “Gullie!” I gasped.

      “Yes, I said dick. Deal with it. What I’m trying to say is, one way or another, someone’s going to win this competition. And when they do, they’re going to get to marry him, because that’s how the fae operate. No one’s going to call the selection off. Not even the Prince can do that. It has to run its course.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying, our chances of winning were never high to begin with, and they still aren’t. The competition is fierce, out there. I just… I don’t want you getting hurt, Dee.”

      “Gull, I’m not going to get hurt.”

      “But what if you do? If you continue to explore this soulmate stuff too much, and someone else wins, and you have to watch him marry that person… do you really want to put yourself through that?”

      “I… I don’t know.”

      “No. The answer is no. Remember why we came here. Remember what’s waiting for you back home when all of this is over.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Do you really think we’re getting out of here?”

      “There’s always a chance we will. We just need someone to open the door and let us go home.”

      “Just like that? And they won’t come after us?”

      “I don’t know how it works. Maybe they’ll grant you a wish after the selection is over, even if you don’t win.”

      I watched her closely, examining her face, her eyes. “There’s more you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

      She folded her arms. “Maybe.”

      “Why don’t you say it?”

      “Because I don’t think you’re in the right mind for what I have to say.”

      “Gull, please. Say it.”

      Gullie chewed the inside of her cheek. “I sensed it,” she said, “The change in him. I really felt it this time.”

      I swallowed. “What did you feel?”

      She shook her head. “It’s difficult to say, but the change was sudden, and dramatic. You were there, you saw it all play out. What did he say?”

      “He didn’t say much, at first. He was kind of a jerk, really. I was about to finish taking his measurements the first time, and then he hugged me, and he sniffed me… and he changed.”

      “Changed?”

      “One minute he was cold, and distant; the next minute he was… hot and close.”

      “And doesn’t that set all manner of warnings off in your mind?”

      “It does, but I don’t know what to do with the information.”

      “Stay away, that’s what you can do. Whatever’s going on with him, you don’t need to get yourself involved. You need to get through this competition, and then we need to get ourselves back to Earth, back to Carnaby Street and the Magic Box—back to Pepper and her pastries, and jerky mages, and the crowded Underground.”

      “You know, I find it funny that you’d prefer it back on Earth than here, in Arcadia.”

      She shrugged. “We’ve been over this. Pixies aren’t welcome with the fae. Earth is my home as much as it is yours.”

      Taking another quick breath, I walked over to the table where I’d set the Prince’s clothes. The last thing left to work on was the silver trimming on his royal blue satin frock coat. I had time to get it perfect, but I had to get back to work, like, now. Sitting back down at the desk, I continued weaving the silver embroidery into the material.

      Gullie sat down on the desk and watched, cocking her head from side to side while I worked.

      “You really are incredible at what you do,” she said, “You know that?”

      I smiled at her. “Thanks Gull.”

      “I mean it. If this had happened to anyone else, I don’t know if they would’ve survived as well as you have.”

      “It’s not like I don’t have help. I wouldn’t have gotten here without you.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Humble, much?”

      “You’re hopeless without me. And I’m hopeless without you. We’re good for each other.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Good save, but I’m onto you.”

      We didn’t speak for a while, not until I was almost all the way done with the silver trim. It was exquisite, easily my best work yet. Naturally, I found areas that I could’ve improved on if I’d been given a week to work on this instead of just a few hours, but that was only because I was overly critical of my own work.

      What artist wasn’t?

      “If it does happen again,” Gullie said, a little out of the blue.

      “It?”

      “You… with the Prince.”

      “Oh… I don’t think it will.”

      “You can’t promise yourself that anymore than you can promise me. But, we are going to need to come up with some kind of system.”

      “System?”

      “Well, going back to what I was saying earlier… if I tattoo myself on your skin, I can choose to go dormant for a while and numb myself to whatever’s going on around me. But if I’m not conscious, then you can’t wake me up, and that means I could come back up at the worst possible moment.”

      “Or not come if I needed you in a hurry…”

      “Right.”

      “I mean… I’m out of ideas, here.”

      “If you had a little more control over your magic, then maybe—”

      “—my magic?”

      Gullie shook her head. “Sorry… I didn’t mean your magic. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “Will magic wake you up?”

      “The right kind of magic, sure.”

      “Maybe I can make something that’s magic. A glove?”

      “That could work. Something to give me a jolt.”

      I scratched my chin. “I’d need a little lightning thread…”

      “Hey, woah, wait—lightning?”

      “You said jolt!”

      “I didn’t mean a literal jolt! How would you like it if I woke you up by zapping you with electricity? I meant more like a gentle nudge.”

      “I’ll have to see what I can do. There has to be something. But first, I need to give these to Tellren, so, you’d better get back in my hair.”

      Gullie nodded, then floated over to my shoulder. A moment later, she was behind my neck, nestled comfortably inside of my silvery hair, and out of sight. I bundled up the Prince’s outfit, left the workroom, and went downstairs where I found Tellren pretending not to be asleep on one of the couches.

      Coughing to clear my throat was enough to wake him up. He stood bolt-upright and at attention, eyes sharp and wide. “Yes, Dahlia, hello,” he said, and then he checked his pocket watch. “Midnight is almost upon us, have you finished your work?”

      I presented the bundle of clothes. “I have. Please present these to his highness the Prince… and, if you would be so kind, please also give him my thanks for allowing me the distinct pleasure of his time today.”

      “Chosen your words like a champion there,” Gullie whispered.

      Tellren took the clothes and bowed. “I will deliver them at once. You will present yourself here, tomorrow, before breakfast. Wear your matching outfit. We will then proceed to the judgment phase of this round.”

      Bowing with him, I also nodded. I didn’t like the way that sounded. Judgment phase. It was ominous, foreboding. If I was able to get any sleep tonight, it was only because I was absolutely exhausted, and my hand was throbbing from a whole day of stitching and needlework.

      Tellren made a quiet exit, leaving me alone in the lounge. I decided not to wait around, just in case Mareen happened to be up at this late hour. Given what had happened last night, I didn’t put it past her. Only this time, before stepping into my bed, I dragged my dresser in front of the door to barricade it.

      Melina woke up, startled, her eyes wide. “What are you doing?” she asked, staring at me with a wild face.

      “Nothing,” I said, “Go back to sleep.”

      She watched me for another moment, then smacked her lips, yawned, and let herself lay back down to sleep. As I reached my end table, I noticed a plate with a couple of cold pastries on it. Melina must have brought them up for me.

      Quietly, I ate. Gullie, too. Then, with a full stomach, I allowed myself to sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a long day. I could feel it. I was going to need as much rest as I could gather, and there was nothing Mareen could do tonight to deny me.
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      Melina was already awake by the time I woke up. I caught her stretching out on the floor, practicing something that looked like yoga, or whatever the fae equivalent was. Gullie, noticing this, quickly made her way over to my left hand and dove into it, becoming a little black and green, pixie shaped tattoo.

      Gingerly I slid out of the bed and tiptoed around Melina, heading over to my closet where I kept my outfit for today’s trial.

      “Good morning,” she said, mid-stretch.

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to bother you,” I said.

      “No bother. I was just finishing up.”

      She sprang to her feet, cracked her neck, and rolled her shoulders. Our bedroom wasn’t large enough for her to perform the kinds of exercises that might leave a person a little breathless and sweaty, but her body glistened with sweat. Melina grabbed a rag from her bed and used it to wipe her face and forehead clean.

      “Wow, you look like you’ve just run five miles,” I said.

      “I haven’t left the room,” she said, wiping the back of her neck with the rag. “Don’t you stretch in the mornings?”

      “Stretch? No. I never had the… need to.”

      “You might need to. Especially here. I could probably teach you my technique, if you wanted me to?”

      I opened the closet and looked at the dress hanging from the rack. “I don’t think I have the time. I’m supposed to put this on and meet Tellren before breakfast.”

      “Skipping another meal? You need to be more careful.”

      “I’m fine, honestly. I’m used to not eating too much.”

      “Maybe wherever you’re from, sure. But eating right is just as important as exercising right.”

      “You sound like a life coach.”

      She frowned. “What’s a life coach?”

      “You know, I’m not totally sure, but I think it’s someone who bosses someone else around.”

      “Like a lord?”

      “No, not like a lord… this is someone who tells people what to eat, how to train, how to take care of their mental health so they can achieve their goals.”

      Melina paused. “I do like bossing people around… maybe I’ll do that after this is over.”

      “Already thinking of what comes after?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m just trying to make it past today.”

      Carefully, I pulled the dress out of the closet and laid it out on the bed. Coming back to the closet, I noticed a couple of items sitting on a little plate; a silver necklace, a broach, and a pendant to go with the necklace. The gem on the pendant—pale blue and sparkling—was set into a silver frame out of which grew large elk antlers.

      It was perfect. Exactly what I had been looking for. Mira had come through for me, once more. With Melina looking over my shoulder, I hooked the pendant onto the necklace, and went to tie it around my neck. She didn’t ask any questions, immediately picking up my cue to help with the clasp and fastening it into place.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said.

      The pendant was cool against my skin, soft, and delicate. “It is…” I said, trailing off. “I almost don’t feel like I deserve to wear it.”

      “Is it a gift?”

      “From my custodian.”

      “Then wear it with pride.” Her eyes and mine met in the mirror’s reflection. “It’d be rude not to.”

      I nodded. “I need to get changed and go downstairs.”

      “I would wish you luck, but I don’t want you to win.”

      “I never know if you’re being sarcastic or honest… it’s infuriating.”

      Her lips pulled into a grin. “Once again, that’s for you to figure out.”

      Melina pulled away, giving me a wide enough berth to get out of my sleeping clothes and into my new dress. It fit like a glove, the seams were perfect, the trail, the hem—my silhouette, which was perfectly visible under the sheer material—it all came together like a little work of art. I couldn’t be prouder of what I’d built, but I was even more excited to show the judges what this dress could do when triggered.

      The constellation dress had been something spectacular. This one had to top it, and I was almost certain that it would. It had to. Otherwise, come tonight, I was gone, and then all of this was for nothing. I had to stay at all costs, because the only way out of Arcadia was through a royal, and the moment I was out of the Royal Selection, I’d lose access to any and all of them.

      I was lucky the lounge was empty this early in the morning. Only Tellren was there, waiting by the entryway into the villa like a doorman. As I made my way down the stairs, I clasped my furry white cloak around my neck using the new broach Mira had picked up for me. It was also in the shape of an elk’s head, with proud antlers rising above and behind it.

      With an arched eyebrow, Tellren scanned me as I approached. He didn’t say anything, but I noticed the way his expression shifted from one of apathetic boredom to piqued interest. I’d caught his attention with the number I was wearing, and right now, it was just a dress.

      He bowed low. “My lady,” he said, “You are expected in the throne room.”

      “Throne room?” I asked, trying to curtsy despite being a little thrown off. “Will the King and Queen be there?”

      “I suspect not; however, it is the best, nearest venue for our purposes. Follow me.”

      Tellren made his way through the doors and out of the villa. I followed him, falling nicely into step at his back. The palace was quiet this early in the morning, there was barely anyone around, but those who were up at this hour all watched as I swept through the palace halls, making my way toward the throne room.

      Stepping through the large, open doors was like something out of a dream. A royal blue carpet beneath my feet led the way from the door to the raised dais on which sat both the King and Queen’s thrones. Huge, white columns rising from the floor to the vaulted ceiling flanked the carpet, and in the gaps between them, guards watched on, stoic, unmoving.

      At the foot of the dais stood five people wearing furry white cloaks, like mine, only their cloaks fell way past their eyes, obscuring most of their faces. I couldn’t see who they were, which meant I couldn’t recognize them outside of this room. That was probably by design. I’d always heard of the judges, but I’d never seen them before.

      Tellren bowed as he reached the five judges, and I offered my best, politest curtsy—the one Mira and I had painstakingly practiced.

      “Welcome, daughter of winter,” said one of the judges, with a voice like the cold, sharp point of a stalactite. “Leave us now, Tellren.”

      “At once,” Tellren said, finally rising, then turning on his heel and making his way back out the way he had come.

      For a moment, silence fell over the throne room. I could hear the wind outside, howling against the palace’s white walls. I could hear the breathing of the guards at my back, waiting at attention. I could hear my own heart, wildly beating inside of my chest.

      I wasn’t sure which one of the judges to look at, so I kept my eyes low to the ground and focused on breathing calmly, and deeply. No amount of calming breaths were going to slowdown my jackhammer of a heart, but they weren’t hurting, either, and they gave my mind a task to focus on to keep it from spiraling out of control.

      I heard a thudding sound like that of steadily approaching boots at the edge of my senses, and I almost perked up, but I didn’t. Even as the sound grew louder, and closer, I didn’t turn my eyes up, keeping them instead right where they belonged, at the judges’ feet.

      “His highness, Prince Cillian Wolfsbane,” a voice called out, and my stomach lurched.

      I’d expected to see him, of course. In my logical mind, I knew he would be here. He was the other half of this entire show. But the other, emotionally compromised part of my mind had made sure to push that little morsel of knowledge down far enough that his arrival triggered all sorts of excited, and terrified feelings to bubble up.

      I tried not to think about our encounter in his room, about the way he’d looked at me, or the feel of his thumb in my mouth. Get a hold of yourself, woman. Think regal, think royal, don’t behave like a cat in heat, and we’ll get out of here just fine. All I had to do was keep myself in check; keep myself calm, collected, and not look directly at him.

      I wasn’t one to take my own advice, though.

      The Prince stopped beside me, and I glanced over at him. He was wearing the clothes I had made for him, and holy hell if he didn’t look all kinds of good in them. The suit was a fusion of what I’d come to understand as medieval, royal fae chic, and more modern, Earthly designs.

      The end result was something classic, and baroque. He had on a deep blue and black satin frock coat with a high collar. Delicately woven silver trimming went all the way up the lapel, from his waist to his neck. In his breast pocket he had a little white handkerchief to match the white, ruffled, silken shirt he had on underneath.

      The buckle on his black belt was a snarling, silver wolf’s head with large teeth and wild eyes. Space had been allowed for him to attach a sheath to the belt area, which he had. Inside of that sheath he’d placed a longsword with another wolf’s head on the pommel. His trousers, finally, matched the color and style of his coat, finishing the look.

      The suit fit him perfectly, which was something of a miracle, considering how distracted I’d been when I took his measurements. I turned my eyes up at him and found him glancing down at me, with a slight smirk on his face. He reached for my hand, and I took it, and together we turned to look at the judges.

      A moment of tense silence passed. None of them said a word, not even to each other, but I knew they were scanning us, and our outfits, for any possible signs of imperfection. When one of the judges finally spoke, it was with such a sharp, and sudden tone that it almost made me jump.

      “Dance with her,” said the judge.

      Turning to face me, still holding my hand, the Prince bowed low. I turned to look at him too, returning the motion. I was a little hesitant to start dancing due to a lack of ambient music, but to my surprise, a soft melody fell upon the room as if by magic. Stringed instruments were playing a slow tune, though I couldn’t figure out where they were.

      The Prince drew me close, keeping one hand in mine and placing another on my waist. I set my free hand down on his shoulder, and following his lead, I danced with him. I wasn’t a total stranger to dancing, and I wasn’t born with two left feet, but I’d never danced like this before, so I had to be careful, and deliberate.

      Sensing that, the Prince made sure not to move too quickly, but he did twirl us somewhat away from the judges; far enough that he could speak softly without being heard.

      “This dress…” he trailed off.

      “Yes, my Prince?” I asked. “Do you like it?”

      His eyes dipped to my chest. I wasn’t wearing much underneath, and the dress was sheer in places, implying nudity. Although the lace bodice did enough work to preserve my modesty, I could feel my hard nipples strain against the fabric as he studied my form. “I do,” he said, his voice a low rumble in his throat. “I can see…”

      “What can you see?”

      He paused. “Is it your intention to excite me?”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      He drew me in a little closer with a slight jerk, and I could feel the possessive intent behind it. Still, there was enough space between us so as not to spoil the visual for the judges. My dress and his suit flowed well together, or at least I hoped.

      “I could have you locked up in my quarters,” he said.

      “For what crime?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t need a reason.”

      “I see. And what would you do to me in your quarters?”

      He leaned a little closer to my ear. “I would shackle you to my bed, and tear that dress off with my teeth.”

      Gods…

      “And what else would that mouth of yours do?”

      “So much more,” he said, his words licking the shell of my ear and making my entire body vibrate.

      Oh Gods…

      My cheeks flushed, and my heart raced. This interaction had gone from zero to sixty in seconds, and I’d gone along with it willingly. There hadn’t been an ounce of resistance on my part, or an ounce of restraint on his. The last couple of times we’d come this close, there had at least been some manner of decorum first.

      That’s called foreplay—idiot.

      He had gone right to it this time, and I was already lost in it. In him. I could almost see it—see myself, sitting on the edge of his bed, with the Prince on his knees between my legs, his hands crawling slowly up my thighs, pulling the dress up with them.

      Holy shit, Dahlia.

      Holy. Shit.

      Hit the ripcord, eject!

      I gave the judges a sidelong glance and noticed they hadn’t moved from where they were standing, but they were watching, carefully. It was time.

      “Twirl me,” I said, and the Prince didn’t hesitate. After swinging us into the right position to start the twirl, he spun me out, and I ignited the magic within the dress with a little touch of the largest snowflake at the center of my chest.

      The snowflakes all along the dress suddenly sprang to life, growing and shrinking, moving and shifting. As I twirled, some of the snowflakes began to fly off my dress and scatter around me, dissipating into the air in a flurry.

      When the Prince pulled me to him again, the snowflakes spun out of my dress and began to flutter around the room. In moments, more of them joined, and more, and more, until the throne room was filled with furious little white flakes that fluttered and floated. Some of them landed on the judges’ hoods, others landed on the guards.

      Some even landed perfectly across the Prince’s face, catching on his eyebrows, his hair.

      “We have seen enough,” said one of the judges, and the Prince and I stopped dancing.

      I looked up at him, still pressed against his chest. The small snowstorm I had unleashed upon the room hadn’t stopped. I noticed there was a light dusting on his cheek. Carefully, I brushed the snowflakes away with my thumb while the Prince watched, his eyes fixed on mine.

      “What are we even doing here?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

      The Prince shook his head. “I wish I knew,” he whispered.

      “A decision has been reached,” the judge said.

      I turned to look at them. If they’d talked, I hadn’t heard them. If they’d moved, I hadn’t caught it. I wasn’t sure how they could’ve had any kind of discussion without either of us catching it, but I had to believe them.

      “What is your decision?” Prince Cillian asked.

      A pause from the judges. They didn’t look at each other, or even directly at me. I still couldn’t see their eyes. My heart was beating fast, thanks to the Prince, and to them, thanks to this whole thing. One thing was clear: Arcadia was not good for my heart.

      “This one will pass onto the next round,” said one of the judges.

      My body flushed with warmth. All at once, the snowflakes stopped flying off my dress, the little blizzard slowly coming to an end. “I… made it?”
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      The judges said nothing. One by one, they turned to the left and filed out of the throne room, leaving the Prince and I standing on a blue carpet pockmarked with little bits of snow. I stared at the spot in which the judges had been standing, gawked at it was more like.

      “Well done,” said the Prince.

      “I’m glad you said it. For a moment, I didn’t have words.”

      “That’s unlike you.”

      “It never used to be. I was… pretty meek, actually.”

      “I know.”

      “Wait, you know? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I agree.”

      “You’re not supposed to agree to that.”

      “And you’re not supposed to speak to a Prince the way that you do, and yet…” turning around, he led me—arm in arm—back the way I had come, through the throne room doors, and into the palace foyer. It was still quiet out here. So quiet, in fact, I realized it was just the two of us out here.

      No judges.

      No Tellren.

      No servants.

      Also, strangely, no fanfare. I guess I wasn’t expecting any, not really, but after the show we’d just given the judges, I had been hoping for some. A round of applause, a couple of cheering courtiers, or even just an approving nod from someone. Anyone.

      “I want to thank you for your help,” I said. “I could not have passed today’s trial without your participation.”

      “It was an unorthodox way of getting through, I must say.”

      “Trust me, if I did everything the regular way, I would’ve been sent away a long time ago.”

      “And that would have been a shame.”

      I paused, swallowing hard. “I suppose I should better be getting back,” I said, my eyes glancing past his shoulder and up the grand staircase which led to his room.

      The Prince turned his head slightly, as if following my eyeline and the trail my thoughts were leaving behind. I watched the cogs in his mind work behind his eyes as he explored all the many possibilities ahead of us both right at this very moment.

      I was undergoing a trial, and so was the Prince. No one expected us back until it was done, but right now, at this very moment, no one knew it was over. How much time did he have? How much could he spare? And did he dare?

      Did I?

      Absolutely, yes.

      I was already trembling, slightly. With only a few words he’d made a mess of my composure and left me an aching mess of desire. On the one hand, I wasn’t sure how much more if it I would be able to take. On the other hand—albeit a smaller one—I constantly found myself second guessing and doubting myself.

      Doubting this.

      I knew what he wanted. He’d made his intentions clear just moments ago, and right now, I wanted more than anything to follow this rabbit hole and see where it led. But what happens after? When the weight of responsibility hits him, and he realizes that, one, the Royal Selection is a thing that’s happening, and two, I’m just a waif from the human world?

      What then?

      The Prince took a slight breath. “Perhaps we should go ups—”

      “—your highness,” came Tellren’s shrill voice. I grimaced as if I’d just heard him drag his nails down a chalkboard.

      Prince Cillian, who still hadn’t let me go, turned to face the servant who was keeping a respectable distance from us. “Yes, Tellren?” he said through his teeth.

      Tellren was engaged in a low bow, his eyes fixed on the ground. “My lord, the judges have completed the elimination process and decreed the next trial is to begin momentarily. I am here to escort the lady to her custodian so she may prepare.”

      Momentarily? Like, soon?

      The Prince breathed in deep through his nose, scowled, and then nodded. “A moment first, Tellren.”

      “As you wish,” the servant said, backing away a few steps before turning around and heading for the door that led to my shared accommodation.

      I followed the Prince toward the foot of the stairs, where he stopped and gave me his full attention. He was about to speak, but I raised a hand and pressed my index finger against his lips. His eyes widened, then narrowed.

      “I dare you to finish what you were about to say,” I said, lowering my hand.

      “You… dare me?”

      “Yes. Finish it.”

      He licked his lips, his cold gaze rushing over me like an avalanche. Studying his eyes, I noticed the pattern of light that lived within them flicker and shimmer, as if his irises were alive. They were so clear, they were almost grey, but when they shone from within, the color softened and cooled, throwing up many shades of blue, both deep and light.

      “Perhaps we should go upstairs,” he said, “And continue our conversation from before.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “My Prince. What would the others say?”

      He glanced at Tellren. I did, too. He was pretending not to watch, but he wasn’t very good at it. As soon as we caught him, he tried turning his head off to the side to make it look like he’d been casually scanning the palace foyer.

      “Let them talk,” the Prince said, keeping his voice low. He gave me his eyes again. “You and I have things to discuss. In private.”

      “Things?”

      “Do you deny that you feel it also?”

      My breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t been expecting that question, and yet, I had known it would come at some point. “I don’t deny it,” I said, “But I also don’t understand it. Maybe we’re both mistaken.”

      “We will not know until we explore it, but we cannot do so here.”

      “I thought you said let them talk.”

      “That does not mean let them see. In any case, there are things I would like to say to you behind the privacy of a closed door.”

      I paused. “There is something I also want to ask you… in private.”

      “Ask.”

      “I can’t. Not with him watching.”

      “He cannot hear us.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “So, you want privacy for your thing, but I have to tell you mine now?”

      “I am not a patient man.”

      “Oh, I figured that out.” Tellren’s throat made a raspy sound that echoed through the foyer. When I looked over at him, he was holding a pocket watch in his hand, though he wasn’t looking directly at us, either. “He’s not very good at being inconspicuous, is he?”

      “He is a solid retainer, but he is no actor. Whatever you must ask me… ask, and it’s yours.”

      I shook my head. “It isn’t a thing that I want.” I swallowed again. “My Prince, I want to know if you… are alright.”

      He frowned. “Alright?”

      “If you’re, well.”

      “I am not sure I understand.”

      “I’m not going to pretend like I know you on a personal level. Not yet.” I moved a little closer to him and lowered my voice further. “But despite the moments we have recently shared, I have noticed another change in you. I’m almost afraid to bring it up.”

      “A change…” his voice lowered, and his tone changed. “What kind of change?”

      Retreat.

      I wasn’t sure if it was the tone of his voice, or the tone of the conversation, or the way his fingertips were slowly starting to dig into my arms, but the urge to flee was bubbling up. I didn’t listen to it. I had his attention, he was here, and he had the answer to the question that had been burning in my mind since we shared that first kiss on the balcony.

      “It’s difficult to explain,” I said, “But sometimes, it feels like you aren’t yourself.”

      “And you know who I am?”

      “No, I… as I just said, I won’t pretend to know more than what you’ve shown me. But on the balcony, for a moment it felt like you weren’t you. And in your room, while I took your measurements, you were cold, and harsh.”

      “We are winter fae. We aren’t known for being warm.”

      “But that’s not true. Some of you are jerks, I know, but most of you have the capacity for warmth. I know you do. I can feel it even now.”

      “And warmth is important to you?”

      “It is. I’m not sure if I’m explaining myself properly, or if you even understand what I’m saying. When we were talking on the balcony the other day, you kept talking about control… about how, when I’m around, you can’t think properly. Or something.”

      The Prince took a deep breath, turned his neck up to the ceiling, and cracked it. The sound made me feel sick to my stomach somehow. Instantly I felt nauseated, like I needed to get away or risk passing out in his arms. But I couldn’t get away, because the more I pulled, the stronger his grip got.

      “It is infuriating,” he said, lowering his eyes, and I noticed two things.

      The first thing I noticed was the raspy tone in his voice. It wasn’t prominent, or easy to detect, but we were standing close enough for me to pick it out. The other thing I noticed was his eyes; they were different now; not the clear, bright blue of a moment ago, but dark, and devoid of the sparkle and shine I had come to know and expect from the fae.

      It’s happening.

      Idiot, it’s happening right in front of you.

      “I should go,” I said, finally pulling the ripcord I should’ve pulled a long, long time ago. “Tellren is waiting.”

      The Prince held me in his grip. “And he will continue to wait until I am done with you,” he growled. This time, the drop in his register didn’t excite me—it filled me with a kind of dread I absolutely never wanted to feel.

      “Release me,” I warned.

      He pulled me even closer to him, pressing my chest against his. “No.”

      “Tellren is waiting for me. You can’t keep me here.”

      “I am the Prince. I can do what I want.”

      “To what end? What do you want from me?”

      “I want more than he does.”

      All the blood drained from my face. “He?”

      His lips pulled into a smirk, and all the features of his face darkened. Mustering what strength I could, I yanked my arm out of his grip and tried to pull myself away from him. The Prince was a lot stronger than I was, but the fabric of my dress was so thin, he couldn’t quite grab hold of me once I’d jerked away from him.

      I heard something tear, and as I drew away from him, I noticed my entire left sleeve had been torn off. It hung limply in the Prince’s hand; once part of a beautiful, magic dress, now little more than a thin, lace rag.

      I didn’t speak to him again. I didn’t curtsy. I didn’t nod. Instead, I backed away from him and headed straight for Tellren, who was still waiting by the door—watching all of this. Already I could feel the seams that held my dress together start to fail. My left shoulder went first, and I had to grip it tightly to stop the whole dress from falling off me.

      I hurried to my room, moving swiftly past some of the other girls who were standing around in the lounge. They’d been talking a moment ago, but as I arrived, they fell completely silent and just watched. I had hoped my room would be empty when I got there, and it was. Mira and Melina were both absent, which meant I’d have a moment alone with my thoughts, just as soon as Tellren stopped following me and left.

      “Lady Dahlia,” Tellren said, “Your custodian will be here shortly to brief you on the parameters of your next trial. Be ready for her.”

      I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, trying to remain polite though what I really wanted was for him to leave.

      Then I noticed something… or rather, a lack of somethings. There were two closets in my room—one belonged to me, the other to Melina. Melina’s closet was open, but empty. There was nothing on her bed, no clothes, no shoes by her end table. I noticed a roll of parchment on my pillow, though.

      My heart sank.

      “Wait…” I said to Tellren, just as he was about to leave.

      He stopped and turned. “Yes?”

      “Who was eliminated?”

      Tellren paused, examined the room, then looked at me, an eyebrow cocked. “Lady Melina,” he said. “Will that be all?”

      My stomach followed my heart. “Yes…” I said, sitting on the side of my bed.

      Shutting the door, Tellren left me alone in my room. I stared at the bed opposite mine, my heart thumping, my head throbbing. She was gone. We hadn’t exactly been close, but I liked her, and I liked having her around. I also kind of felt like I had been the one to eliminate her. We were both in the bottom, so the decision had probably been between me and her.

      I looked at the roll of parchment again, picked it up, and opened it. The writing was pretty, and soft, but it wasn’t as precise as some of the other lettering I’d come across during my time here.

      

      Dahlia,

      

      Congratulations. Now you owe me a drink.

      

      Melina

      

      p.s. your harpy snores almost as loudly as Mareen.

      

      I stared at the note, wide-eyed, totally unsure what to make of it. On my face was something between laughter, frustration, and sadness, and on the inside, it was worse. Chaos. So much was going on, so many fires had gone up at once. All I could do was sit there, laughing a little, crying a little, and wait for Mira to arrive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      Barely a word had passed between us since Mira arrived. Silently, solemnly, we’d gone through the process of getting me out of what was left of my dress and into my black leathers. I had put so much of myself into that dress, and to see it almost in tatters now… it wouldn’t have stung so much if it had been someone else who’d torn it.

      If it had been Mareen, or any of the other women who’d torn it, I’d have been angry. No. Let me rephrase that. I would’ve had the comfort of anger to fall back on. Anger was something you could work with. Like steel, you could put it into a fire, shape it into something useful, and then use that to take your frustrations out on the people who hurt you.

      What I felt was confusion, and confusion wasn’t something you could work with. It, instead, worked on you. Tirelessly, it ground against your thoughts, kneading them with its rough hands, turning them over, and over, and over, until you lost all sense of what was up and what was down.

      The one fact I had, the one thing I knew with all certainty, was that something was wrong with the Prince.

      Something was very wrong.

      Only I didn’t know how to put it into words, or even if I should. An anxious creature had wormed its way into my chest and nestled itself in there like the classic xenomorph from that old Alien movie. In the movie you couldn’t remove the alien without killing the host, but I knew I needed to get it out of me on my own terms, or it was going to make a great big mess when it eventually exploded.

      I was standing in front of my mirror. Just a few hours ago, Melina had been at my back, staring at my reflection from over my shoulder. Now, it was Mira’s turn. She was braiding my silver hair into a thick chord to keep it from going everywhere. Gullie had agreed to tattoo herself against my hand again, but only because she could.

      If she at any point felt weak, or like she didn’t have enough energy, she was under strict orders to tell me, and I trusted her to do that.

      “Chin up,” Mira said.

      I tilted my chin up and looked at myself in the reflection. It wasn’t often that I saw what I looked like with my hair tied up. My hair had been Gullie’s home for as long as we had been together, so I rarely saw my own neck. In the silence of the moment, I could admire its length, its slimness, the dip between my collarbones.

      Mira continued working with my hair, her eyes fixed on the back of my head. “Are you going to tell me why you’re so silent?” she asked.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I said.

      “Pick something and start speaking. We don’t have long.”

      Gullie, who hadn’t yet become a tattoo on my hand, floated over from the bed and sat, perched, atop the closet. She also hadn’t said a word. Until now. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said.

      “Dee, you know that’s not true, and we’re here to help you.”

      “And I appreciate that, but I don’t see how talking about any of this is going to help. I need to focus.”

      “You can barely focus now. How are you going to do out there when some crazy monster is coming at you?”

      “I’ll manage.”

      Mira tugged on my hair.

      “Ouch!” I yelped.

      “Did that hurt?” Mira asked.

      “It did.”

      “Getting eaten hurts more. You should know. If there’s something on your mind, spit it out. Though I don’t want to admit it, Gullie is right. The best we can do is resolve it before you are called to the coliseum.”

      “Wow… did you just use my name and say that I was right?” Gullie asked.

      “I can be surprising at times. Now, enough of this cryptic nonsense. Maybe you can start by telling me what happened to your dress?”

      “You see, that leads to a whole host of other things I’d rather not talk about,” I said, “How about you tell me more about this trial?”

      “You’ll need a sword. Or a dagger.”

      “Great, so I’m definitely fighting some horrible beast.”

      “Probably. It will also be in full view of the court, and I am told you will all be called into the coliseum at the same time.”

      I frowned at her reflection. “Wait, are we fighting each other?”

      “I doubt it. But none of the other custodians have been told to present their wards at different times—you are all to enter the coliseum together.”

      “Got any new magic tricks hidden in that armor?” Gullie asked.

      “A couple… but without knowing exactly what to expect, I’ve had to make very broad alterations.”

      “Good,” Mira said, “Having a broad array of abilities is better than a few, very specific ones. I also trust you won’t forget our training.”

      “Fancy feet,” I said, nodding.

      “Fancy feet, and a quick knife. That’s what you’ll need today. Unless you’re ready for archery?”

      “I can’t shoot and move at the same time.”

      “This is true. Your coordination is lacking… we’ll work on that when you get back.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Confident?”

      Mira paused and met my eyes in the mirror. “At first, no. But I have seen you flourish since you got here. There are parts of you that are beginning to rise to the surface that have been dormant for years. Possibly since birth. I know you do not see them yet. I doubt you would acknowledge them even if they stared right back at you. But you will, in time.”

      “Since birth?”

      She shook her head. “That’s what you have chosen to hook into?”

      “I don’t know. It stood out.”

      Mira placed her cool hands on my shoulders, her skin touching mine. Glancing up at Gullie, she leaned a little closer to me, shut her eyes, and took a deep, sharp breath in through the nose. Lingering before pulling away, Mira opened her eyes and stared at my reflection.

      “Did you just sniff me?” I asked.

      “How long has it been since she was in your hair?” Mira asked.

      My eyebrows pinched in the middle. “I… don’t know. Gull?”

      Gullie shrugged. “Before you got dressed to meet the Prince?”

      “Interesting…” Mira trailed off.

      I frowned. “What are you trying to tell me?” I asked.

      “You don’t see it… even as it gazes right back at you.”

      “See what?”

      “What I see. What Gullie sees. What the fae see. You seem oblivious to it, impervious to the truth, but the truth is there, Dahlia. Right in front of you.”

      I turned my head slightly to the side, as if to avoid looking at my own reflection head on. With my hair pulled back into a tight braid, the sharpness of my cheeks and my chin became more prominent than ever before. My ears, too, were usually at least a little covered by my hair, but not anymore. They were long, and pointed, just like the canines in my mouth.

      “I see the glamor you laid on me when I got here,” I said. “Whoever that is, it’s not me. Not the real me, anyway.”

      “Are you sure?” Mira asked.

      “Of course, I’m sure.”

      “Tell her,” Gullie said from her vantage point atop the closet.

      “Tell me what?” I asked.

      Mira shook her head. “No. I can’t. She has to find out for herself.”

      A sudden surge of anger rushed through me. “Find out what?!” I snapped, and the mirror cracked, splitting my reflection in two.

      Gullie took off from her perch and floated in the air as the closet rocked on its legs. Mira turned her head to the side and shut her eyes, grimacing as if the sudden rise in my voice had hurt her ears. I stared at the two halves of my reflection, a jagged line of broken glass splitting it almost straight down the middle.

      “I think that’s enough,” Mira said. “I’m going to suggest you sit down and meditate ahead of your trial.”

      “Meditate?” I asked, “What the hell was that?”

      “I think the answer to that question is irrelevant right now. There are more pressing things for you to focus your attention on, and we don’t have much time.”

      “You can’t do that. You can’t just… do this and expect me to forget about it.”

      Mira frowned. “Aren’t you hiding things from me?”

      “I… what?”

      “Answer the question.”

      I chewed the inside of my lip. I didn’t want to answer it, I didn’t want to have to lie to her, but I suspected she already knew the answer to the question. “I am,” I said, after a pause.

      “Then I reserve the right to do the same. I am your custodian. I am sworn to do the best that I can to see you through the rest of these trials—to ensure you have the highest possible chance of success. If I feel like by keeping certain things from you, I am helping you achieve that goal, then that’s what I will do.”

      “We’re not supposed to have secrets. One of the first things I did was tell you what I was.”

      “Yes… but if I recall the situation correctly, you made sure to learn whether telling me the truth would get you killed or not before speaking.”

      “So, what, you’re saying what you have to tell me—what you and Gullie both know but aren’t daring to say out loud—might get you killed?”

      “No.”

      “Then what is it? Because I refuse to believe I did that to the mirror.”

      “Just as you refuse to believe you are responsible for destroying the aviary?”

      “Dee… we’re only trying to help.” Gullie said.

      “Help? How?”

      “I know it doesn’t make sense. But you need to trust me. If you can’t trust her, then trust me when I tell you, this is something you need to face on your own. By yourself.”

      “The sooner the better,” Mira put in.

      Turning to the side, I stared directly at Mira. My chest felt tight, and full, my heart hadn’t slowed down even once in the whole time I’d been in Arcadia, it felt like, and my hands were trembling so much I had to turn them into fists just to stop it.

      “I am not one of you,” I said. Snarled, almost. “So, if that’s the obvious thing you think you both know about me but I’m too scared to confront, you’re wrong.”

      Mira, her eyes sharp and narrow, simply nodded. “Then we must be wrong.”

      She shut the closet door, then turned to look at me again. “Let’s finish getting you ready. Then you’ll meditate until we’re called.”

      I stared at her, an angry heat filling my throat. “Just like that?”

      “Yes. Just like that,” she said, walking past me and heading over to my bed. She patted it lightly with her hand. “Quickly, now.”

      Gullie, meanwhile, floated over to my shoulder and landed on it. “You should probably do what she says… it might help you concentrate.”

      “I don’t want to concentrate. I don’t want to sit down, or mediate, or take part in this stupid trial. I want to go the hell home, where I belong.”

      “That is no more an option now than it was when we started,” Mira said. “I understand you’re upset, but now is not the time for this.”

      “Dee, please,” Gullie took off and headed for my hand. “This isn’t going to help, okay?”

      I jerked my hand away from her just as she was about to land. The sudden movement made Gullie lose her balance for a moment, but she was able to recover. She jabbed a finger at me. “What was that about?”

      “I don’t know what you’re trying to do,” I said, backing up toward the door, “But it’s not going to work. Just leave me alone.”

      “Leave you alone? Your trial is about to start!”

      I was already through the door and moving quickly down the hallway. Tears stung my eyes as I ran, my heart was heavy, and my chest was starting to hurt, but I couldn’t stand to be around them for another minute.

      I ran into Tellren at the foot of the stairs to the bedrooms, who looked a little surprised to see me rushing toward him. He stuck his finger up. “Lady Dahlia, your trial is—”

      “—about to begin, I know,” I said, “Take me to it.”

      “But… where is your custodian?”

      “Just take me to the trial. Now.”

      Tellren frowned, but he didn’t argue the point. Stepping aside, he gestured toward the main door out of the villa and I headed toward it without Mira. Without Gullie. I was going to get through this trial on the strength of my humanity or I was going to fail and get kicked out into the cold.

      But whatever happened, it was going to be because I had made the decision, and not because fate had planned the outcome ahead of time.
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      For the first time since this whole thing began, I didn’t have Gullie by my side, but I couldn’t think about that. I was running on anger. On adrenaline. I was ready, my body was hot and poised to strike like an iron spike freshly drawn from the furnace. This was going to be all me. It had to be.

      I had something to prove, now—not to them, but to myself.

      Entering the coliseum arena, I was instantly greeted with rising applause and cheers. The Winter Courtiers were on their feet, watching me as I entered the space through an archway off to the side. Fanfare erupted around me, magic confetti burst into the sky above my head, and under the coliseum’s domed ceiling, huge, ethereal creatures made entirely of light swooped, and dove, and rose again.

      A celebration in full swing.

      Many of the other women were already arranged at the center of the arena. Aronia, Mareen, Verona. The others hadn’t arrived yet. Tellren was no longer at my back, so I walked the rest of the way by myself, finding a place near the other contestants.

      Aronia gave me a light bow, and I bowed in return.

      Mareen rolled her eyes. “I hope you’re ready to lose, whelp,” she said. “Only winners get through from now on.”

      “You know what, Mareen?” I asked.

      She smiled widely, seemingly excited that I’d taken the bait. “What?”

      “Why don’t you go and fuck yourself?”

      It felt like the cheering and clapping had died down just as the words spilled out of my mouth, creating a bit of an echo that ricocheted around the arena. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been filled with a sudden and urgent sense of embarrassment, but my emotional tank was already at capacity thanks to all the anger and anxiety. There was no space for shame at the inn.

      Sorry, not sorry.

      Mareen’s smile turned into a scowl. “How dare you talk to me like that?” she said through her teeth. “You’re nothing. Less than nothing. Do you understand? By the time we’re done with you, you’ll know it, if you don’t already.”

      “Keep telling yourself that if it’ll help you sleep at night. But I’m coming for you. All of you.”

      Aronia nodded, slightly impressed and not in the slightest bit offended—or threatened. “Where has this woman been throughout the competition?” she asked.

      “Hiding,” I said, “But I’m done with that.”

      Turning away from them, I threw my attention across the arena and toward the royal balcony. It was slowly starting to fill up with the most privileged of Winter Courtiers, then the royal’s servants, then finally the royals themselves.

      Queen Haera, in all her regal grace, made her way down the stairs accompanied by her bear of a husband, King Yidgam. Together, hand in hand, they made their way toward their thrones and gracefully sat down. Instantly, a servant came up beside the King to offer him a refreshment, and the King took it without hesitation.

      From the same doors out of which the King and Queen had emerged, came the Prince. He was wearing the clothes I had made for him, and despite how good he looked, that only served to churn the angry storm reaching a boiling point inside of me.

      After what he had done to me in the palace foyer only a few hours ago, that he was still wearing my gift to him, it felt like an insult. I should’ve ripped those clothes off him when I had the chance; and I did not mean that in a potentially hot, fun way.

      He looked across at me when he reached his seat, but there was no nod, no acknowledgement. He simply tugged on his shirt and sat down beside his parents. A few short moments later, the remaining contestants arrived, and once we were all assembled, Lord Bailen’s deep voice filled the coliseum like the roar of a lion from the top of a mountain.

      “Dames and gentlefolk!” Bailen’s voice was met with an eruption of cheers and applaud from the crowd. “Are you ready for the next event in our grand Royal Selection?”

      More cheers. More applause. More confetti and flying, ghostly creatures. I turned my eyes up at the display, the bright light cascading all over my face, my cheeks. It was beautiful, really; more impressive than any New Year’s Eve celebration back home. But I hated this place more than ever right now, and all the fuss the court was making over this trial was only further stirring the anger within me.

      “Before you stand our fierce competitors,” Bailen continued, “They have been tried, they have been tested, and they have been found worthy of reaching this point of their journeys. But today they will meet the ultimate test; today, they will be asked a question we have all been waiting to know the answer to.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Looking around, the other women looked ready for anything. They were all furrowed brows, tight muscles, and weapons at the ready. I gripped the handle of my dagger and pulled it out of its sheath, preparing myself for whatever was about to happen.

      “Bring them forth,” Bailen yelled, and at his command, two guards opened a large set of double doors sitting under the royal balcony.

      Behind the doors there was only darkness at first, but as the seconds ticked over, shadowy figures began to emerge—only they weren’t monsters. No. People were making their way out of the darkness and into the arena. People wearing t-shirts, and jeans, yoga pants and trainers, and not at all the kinds of clothes I had come to expect from the fae.

      They weren’t wearing suits of armor. None of them had shields, or anything to protect them against the kinds of weapons we were all holding. But each of them had something in their hand to use as a weapon. A sword, a knife, a club; one of them, the largest man among them, was wielding a large, two-handed hammer.

      It wasn’t long until the horrifying realization hit me like a hammer to the gut.

      These were humans.

      The court roared their applause as the humans emerged and took their positions across from us. Searching their faces, I noticed each of them looked furious and ready to fight, but their eyes… something was wrong with them. A strange, pale blue mist swirled and danced around them, and when their nostrils flared as they exhaled, puffs of that same blue mist would form in front of their faces.

      “They’re enchanted,” I said to myself, then I remembered Gullie wasn’t in my hair.

      “First, our contestants faced their fears,” Bailen yelled. “But she who would marry the Prince will help to lead our armies in the fight against our enemies, and to do that, she must be willing to look them in the eyes and take their lives.”

      What the hell is happening?

      I couldn’t think straight. Humans are their enemies? Was that what he meant? I hadn’t heard that before. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind! I needed to think, to focus, to reel my mind back in because right now it was floating away like a kite on a freak wind.

      The man in front of me was the one with the two-handed hammer. He was the size of a tank, and the way he was staring at me, it looked like he was in fact ready to tear my spine out through my throat if I gave him the opportunity. But he was human. How was I supposed to kill him?

      “Today, it is kill or be killed,” Bailen continued, “There will be no healers, there will be no safeguards. You kill your enemy, or they kill you. Let the trial commence!”

      The word commence must have been some kind of trigger, because the humans standing in a line ahead of us immediately started charging toward us. The other women gathered around me instantly leapt into action, their weapons flashing, their faces filled with glee. Mine, though—I probably looked as terrified as I felt.

      The guy with the hammer came barreling toward me like a boulder. He swung the hammer up, and it wasn’t until the last possible moment that my muscles finally unlocked, allowing me just enough time to dive to one side and get away from it. When the hammer bit into the ground, the world itself shook, and the marble cracked.

      Had I been under it, that thing would’ve turned me into red paste.

      “Holy shit,” I said, scrambling on my elbows.

      My opponent jerked the hammer out of the hole he had made in the ground, then glared at me. He was grinning, his lips spread wide, his teeth gritted together. Drool pooled in his lower lip and dribbled down his chin, and now that I got a good look at his eyes, I could tell they weren’t just misty and blue—they were totally blank. No pupils, no iris; just whites.

      Whoever that had been once before, he had ceased being human the moment the fae got their hands on him.

      That was the first lie I told myself; the one that got me back up and on my feet. I was going to fight, but I had resolved not to kill Hammer if I didn’t have to. I hadn’t exactly killed anything yet, and I wasn’t about to start today. If I could incapacitate him, bring him to his knees, or even knock him unconscious, maybe that would be enough to see me through to the next round.

      That was the second lie I told myself, but it was all I had.

      Hammer roared at me and charged again. This time I was a little lighter on my feet, on my fancy feet. He swung the head of his weapon into the ground, and I jumped away. When he pulled it back up, he swung it around horizontally this time, and again, I was able to duck out of its path. The weapon was big, and slow, and I was short and fast.

      But I wasn’t attacking him.

      I told myself I was studying his form, trying to figure out what his strongest leg was, where he was most likely to attack me next. I had learned this from Mira. To quickly defeat an opponent, you first needed to know how their bodies worked. Which was their dominant side? Did they have any weak or blind spots? How far could they reach with their weapons?

      If you could figure that all out before they could, the fight was yours, and I had already figured it out. It hadn’t taken long. This man had all the grace of a newborn elephant, and his senses were clouded by rage and by magic. If I wanted to beat him, all I had to do was jab my dagger into the back of his left leg, and he’d crumble like a house of cards.

      The only problem was, I didn’t want to hurt him. He didn’t know what he was doing. He’d been kidnapped and brought here, just like I had, only he’d had the bad luck of being turned into a mindless warrior, while I’d been showered with luxury like I’d never known. Two sides of the same coin.

      I knew the other contestants didn’t have this problem. Some of them may have already won their fights—and that meant a bunch of humans were dead by now. But I couldn’t stop to dwell on any of that. The only thing that mattered right now was this, me and Hammer, and the tough decision I had ahead of me.

      “Keep still, you little bitch!” he yelled in a two-toned voice that chilled my insides.

      “How about you stop attacking me?!” I asked, hopeful my words would reach him.

      They didn’t.

      He swung the hammer around, and this time it almost got me. If I hadn’t almost slipped while trying to get out of its path, the hammer would’ve made contact with the side of my leg, and for all I knew, I may have lost it altogether. Lucky for me, he’d swung his weapon with so much force, it was leading him now, and he was staggering forward, helpless, unable to stop.

      Picking myself up again, I delivered a swift kick to the back of his left knee that sent him all the way to the ground. His chin struck the floor hard and he went sliding across the smooth, deep blue surface, but he didn’t let go of his hammer. I ran around him, trying to reach it before he could pick himself up, but he swept out at me with his foot and just about managed to catch mine.

      I went down on my arse and skid across the marble, too, only my weapon did fly out of my hand.

      Hammer grabbed me with one hand as I tried to get away, his hand clamping hard around my ankle. I tried to kick him with my other foot, but it was as if he was impervious to pain. Using his weapon for support, he picked himself up and gripped the hammer by its neck. One of my kicks to the arm finally forced him to release me, but before I could scamper away, he slammed the heel of his foot into my toes and pinned me to the spot again.

      The pain was sharp, and full. I screamed from it, instantly. I couldn’t help it. My voice rang out like a gunshot, filling the arena and silencing the courtiers who had been clapping and cheering. A moment later, Bailen’s voice filled the air.

      “Could this be?!” he yelled, “Has one of these wretched humans bested one of our own?!”

      “That’s it,” the Hammer growled, as he gripped his weapon with both hands. “Now, I’ve got you.”

      I couldn’t move. I kept kicking at his leg with my other foot, but it was as if his calves were made of iron. He wasn’t budging, and that meant I was going nowhere. Looking up at him, stark horror in my eyes, I saw him raise the hammer above his head. With a roar, spittle flying from his lips, he brought the hammer down in a lethal arc.

      Screaming, I held my hands up, crossing them above my head.

      Then the hammer struck.
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      I wasn’t dead. I felt the whoosh of a cool breeze picking up against my hot cheeks, I could hear my heart hammering against my temples, and I was trembling, but I hadn’t been squished. Opening my eyes, all I could see was bright, white light breaking through the skylight above. I couldn’t hear the Winter Courtiers, or Lord Bailen, or even the other women.

      It was as if the world had taken a deep breath and held it.

      When my eyes adjusted to the brightness of the sun’s rays, I noticed my hands were still crossed over my head. Above them, impossibly, was the head of the hammer that would’ve killed me a second ago, but I had stopped it. I, with my dainty muscles, had caught it as it swung and held it in place.

      The man wielding the hammer was shaking, visibly stunned from the sudden recoil of having struck an immovable object—me. All around me, and underneath me, the smooth marble ground was cracked and broken. I had sunk into it about half an inch, and from where I sat, a spiderweb of jagged lines stretched away from me.

      The whole crowd exhaled, and an excited chorus of applause and cheers erupted through the arena. It was enough to shake not only me out of whatever trance I was in, but also the Hammer. I had to ignore the pain in my leg as best I could and act fast, or I’d miss the one chance I’d been given to get ahead of the situation.

      I let my hands fall, rolled along my back, and got into a crouching position facing the Hammer. Realizing that he was still a little stunned, I raced toward him, kicked the hammer out from under him, and with a spin, delivered a heel kick to the side of his head that sent him staggering to the ground, away from me.

      The thud of my foot against his head had been loud enough that the sound bounced through the arena like an explosion. I stared at my feet, my hands, bewilderment filling me. I noticed something else now, too. On the back of my right hand there were glowing, silvery tattoos; circles, half circles, and semi-circles that looked like the many faces of the moon.

      What the hell?

      A strange strength coursed through me, filling me with a kind of power that was way beyond anything I’d ever known. But it wasn’t just this strength that was alien to me. My body felt lighter, and faster, my instincts were sharper, and my senses were more attuned to the world around me like never before.

      I could smell his sweat and the blood in the air, I could hear the ragged breathing of the other contestants in the arena, and I could almost taste the magic around me on the tip of my tongue—as crazy as that sounded. Something was happening to me, some powerful force had saved my life and empowered my body, but I wasn’t sure why, or who was causing it.

      The Hammer tried getting up again, only this time his weapon wasn’t within reach, so instead he roared and scrambled toward me like a train off its tracks. He swung a right hook, and I ducked underneath it. When he came in with his left hand, I blocked it with my arm, and then I punched him in the gut with a sound like a thunderclap.

      He doubled over and coughed, the wind well and truly knocked out of him. Inside of my head, the words what the fuck rang out like church bells. When he turned his head up to look at me, I shoved him hard enough to throw him to the ground. The Hammer fell and slid away a few feet, then struggled to get back up, only this time when he came at me, he was clearly tired.

      Effortlessly I side-stepped away from him, noticing how the breeze I’d felt a moment ago was turning into something of a gust. I hooked my foot under his and swept the world out from under him, toppling him onto his back once more. The crowd around me had gone insane; cheering, and hooting, and hollering. If the Winter Courtiers had the ability to foam at the mouth, they probably would have been doing just that.

      I walked over to my dagger and picked it up, and by the time I returned to the fallen warrior, I noticed something. His eyes. They weren’t blue and misty again. In fact, he was rubbing them, and he looked… confused.

      When he saw me approaching with a knife in my hand, he got onto his elbows and tried scampering away. “No,” he begged, sticking one arm out to protect himself. “No, please don’t!”

      Shit.

      I stared at the knife in my hand, and then at the man on the ground. He looked helpless, and scared. I didn’t know who he was, or how he’d gotten here. I didn’t know his background, whether he had friends, family. Whether he was a good man, or an asshole. But the court around me expected me to kill him.

      And I couldn’t do that.

      “Wait, wait,” I said, reaching out with one hand. “I’m not gonna kill you.”

      “Who are you?” he asked, stammering. “Where am I? Who are these people?”

      “You have questions, I know, and I can’t answer them all right now.”

      “Where am I!” he yelled, his voice filling the arena.

      “You’re far away from home. I can help you, but you have to listen to me.”

      He continued moving away from me. I had to lower my voice if I didn’t want the court to hear me, and that meant getting closer to the clearly emotionally volatile man. I was toeing a fine line, but I wanted to try and get him out of here if I could.

      Never mind the fact you can’t even get yourself out of here?

      “Why don’t you tell me your name?” I asked.

      “M-my… my what?”

      “Your name. Tell me who you are.”

      “Why do you want to know my name?”

      He kept backing up, watching me like he expected a trick. I couldn’t blame him. How many times had the rug been pulled out from under me in this place? I felt for him, saw myself reflected in his eyes. I wanted to help him, but I wasn’t getting very far.

      The wind started whipping at my face and pushing against me as I tried moving closer to him. Turning my eyes directly ahead, I realized I couldn’t see the other contestants anymore. A thick, dark wall of swirling wind churned and roared all around me, as if I was in the eye of a storm.

      Shielding my eyes, I looked around, trying to make sense of what was happening. “What the hell?” I asked, trying to keep my braid from flopping all over the place.

      The human seemed to find his footing and suddenly got up. Turning around, he headed for the wall of wind. “Hey wait!” I yelled, dashing after him to try and chase him down.

      He suddenly jerked to a halt, and I saw the tip of a blade protrude out of his back. It was red, and sticky with hot blood that steamed against the cold air. My heart lurched into my throat and wedged itself there. When the blade slid out of him, the man fell to his knees, then crumpled to the ground—and in his place was Verona, one of Mareen’s henchwomen.

      The fae knelt to the ground and cleaned her sword on the dead human’s back, smirking at me the entire time.

      “Why did you do that?!” I yelled.

      “Because you couldn’t,” she snapped, “You’re weak, or didn’t you listen to Mareen?”

      “You didn’t have to kill him!”

      “Yes, I did,” she said, standing, “And now I’m going to kill you!”

      Verona lunged at me, speeding across the smooth surface like a bullet. I ducked out of the path of her blade once, twice—the third time she swung at me, I deflected it with the edge of my dagger, throwing her off balance for just a moment.

      “How did you learn how to fight like that overnight?!” she snarled.

      I didn’t have an answer for her. I still felt powerful, quick, and sharp—supernaturally so. I knew this wasn’t normal, but I didn’t know where this strength, or this instinct, was coming from. Turning to my side, I took up a defensive stance, just like Mira and I had practiced. Little bits of snow flaked across my face, past my eyes and ears. A storm was raging around us. No one could see us, and that was no accident.

      I needed to be more careful now than I had been with the Hammer; Verona wasn’t only strong, she was also quick, and expertly trained.

      “You don’t want to do this,” I said.

      “The only thing I want, is to finally be rid of you,” she hissed, and like a coiled snake, she attacked again.

      She was swift, and precise. Her attacks came close to striking my arms, my shoulders; keeping away from her sword was difficult. Getting in close to stab her with my dagger was harder. The truth was, I was outmatched. The only thing I had going for me was this strange power I possessed, but that wasn’t insignificant.

      I watched her as I parried and dodged her attacks, examining her footwork, her form; looking for an opportunity to strike. It was a lot tougher with Verona because she was so well trained, but I was starting to sense that the right side of her body was weaker than her lef—her sword bit into my arm, forcing me to spin away from her.

      My concentration had broken for a split second, and she’d taken full advantage of it. The sword had gone right through a small gap in my leathers to kiss the skin underneath. It stung, and already I could feel warm blood trickling through the arm. In seconds, it started dripping to the ground, staining the deep blue with red.

      “Not as quick as you think,” she said, her excitement beaming through.

      “Still quicker than you,” I snarled, and this time, I went on the offensive.

      I had to get up close if I wanted to dig my dagger into her midsection, and that was exactly what I wanted to do. She was fae, not human, and she was also kind of a bitch—I had no problem with hurting her.

      Verona was a far better combatant when she was the attacker. Her defense was sloppy, her footwork was lacking, and her sword wasn’t able to keep my dagger at bay, so she’d been forced to toss it aside and resort to using her hands and feet if she wanted to avoid being hit.

      I’d never fought someone quite like her before, but as terrified as part of me was, there was another part of me that exulted in the rush. The more we fought, the faster and more furiously we exchanged blows, the more focused I became, the sharper my instincts got, and the closer my dagger came to piercing her flesh.

      Spotting an opening, I kicked Verona hard in the stomach, sending her skidding away from me a few paces. She touched her abdomen, then turned her angry eyes up at me. “You’ll pay for that!” she yelled, and when she threw herself at me again, she did so with the sole intent of wrapping her hands around my neck and strangling the life out of me.

      I backed away from her, prepared my strike—a clean thrust to the gut. She was so blinded by her furious desire to kill me that she’d forgotten to protect herself. The thrust of my blade was going to be lethal unless the healers could get to her before she bled out. But Bailen said there would be no healers, which meant I was about to kill her, and there was nothing she could do to stop me.

      A glimmer of light off to the side caught my attention. It was as if someone was playing with a mirror, deflecting the sun’s rays. The light wasn’t being directed at my eyes, though, but at Verona’s neck. As she reached me, the skin of her throat split apart as if it had been sliced through with a knife.

      Hot blood erupted from the wound and spurted from her mouth, spraying my face, my chest, my hair. Staggering, she fell into my arms, limply. I could feel the blood from her throat pouring all over my leathers, trickling through my hands, my fingers.

      Instinct drew my eyes toward the source of the light, toward the storm’s boundary; and there was Mareen, wreathed in dark, churning wind, two fingers raised. Without saying a word, she melted back into the storm while her friend bled out in my arms.

      I fell to my knees, turned Verona over, and tried applying pressure to her neck, but it was no use. She gurgled and gasped, choking on her own blood as she struggled to breathe. She was gone in moments, as was the storm, leaving me in the middle of the arena with a dead human to my left, and a dead fae in my arms.

      The court was silent.

      There was no fanfare, no confetti, no cheering, and even the magical constructs floating in the air were gone. All that was left were stunned silence, shocked faces, and royals at the edge of their seats. The Prince was standing on the royal balcony’s edge, watching this; watching me, from a distance—but he hadn’t jumped into the arena.

      I didn’t know why I’d half-expected him to.

      Realizing that the entire world was watching me, I fought to get to my feet. Before I could stand upright, Lord Bailen’s voice boomed, filling the air like the thunderous voice of an angry God; and he said the only two words that could’ve made this worse.

      “Seize her!”
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      It had all happened so fast. In moments I found myself surrounded by fae guards in full plate armor, the tips of their swords aimed directly at me. I threw my bloody hands up, surrendering without hesitation, and as the world watched, the guards dragged me out of the arena.

      The other contestants—though silent—didn’t seem all too fazed by what they’d just witnessed, their cold hearts untouched by the death of one of their own. Least of all Mareen, who had been the one to deliver the killing blow. I wanted to scream at her, to point the finger, to make everyone understand I hadn’t done this.

      I hadn’t killed anyone.

      But I could barely breathe, let alone talk. As the guards dragged me through the icy corridors and away from the coliseum, away from the contestants, and away from the Prince, all I could think about was Gullie. In the sobering cold of the prison cell I had been thrown into, once my anger had settled, there was only shame and regret.

      I hated what had happened the last time I saw her. And Mira, too. I loathed the way I had treated them both. They really were only trying to help, trying to make me understand and accept something I had been deliberately running from for some time. A truth that was staring directly at me even now, from the mirror standing across from… wait.

      I turned my eyes up and saw my reflection sitting in the corner of the cell. My hands were bloody, as were my cheeks, and a little of my neck. Some of it was my blood, some of it was Verona’s. But something was wrong with this picture. My reflection should’ve mirrored my own feelings, my own expression.

      It wasn’t.

      It was grinning.

      When my reflection stood up and started walking toward me, toward the edge of the glass, I realized with stark horror, I had been thrown into a cell with an All Seer. The mirror’s border was silver, and intricately designed. It was tall, and thin, but somehow it seemed to catch the entire room on its surface.

      I scrambled further into the corner of the room, throwing my gaze down to my feet.

      Don’t look it in the eyes.

      “Go away,” I said.

      “What’s the matter, Dahlia?” my reflection asked. “Don’t you want company?”

      “You’re not real.”

      “And yet, you’re talking to us. Why fight us, Dahlia? You know why we’re here, you know why you’re here. You know what they’re going to do to you. Come, let’s enjoy what little time you have left together. We can help.”

      I shook my head and slapped my hands to my ears. “Shut up.”

      “It’s no use,” she said, my reflection’s voice beaming directly into the space between my ears. “You know why they threw you into this room, with us. They hate you. You killed one of their own on sacred ground… or should I say, one of your own.”

      “Shut up!” I screamed.

      “Still aren’t ready to admit it to yourself? Alright. Maybe you’ll admit it to him.”

      To him?

      “Dahlia…” came the Prince’s voice, soft and low, a little more than a whisper. I shut my eyes even harder, squeezing them tightly. “Dahlia, look at me.”

      I knew it was a trick, but resisting the mirror wasn’t as simple as looking away. It had a kind of gravity to it. It compelled you to look, and it would push, and push, and push until you did. I was already weak from all that had happened, my mental willpower completely drained. I wanted this to end. I wanted to go home.

      None of that was on the cards for me, so I looked, and there he was, standing on the other side of the glass. The Prince. He was wearing the outfit I’d made for him, royal blue and black satin. This time, I didn’t care about what had happened between us before my trial began. I only cared that I could see him, even if he wasn’t real.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

      “And what are you going to do about it?” I said, hopeful for a moment that he was going to say something encouraging.

      “Nothing. I’m just reminding you of your failure.”

      Oh. That figures.

      “Failure? I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “And that’s the point… they wanted to see your strength, and you showed them weakness instead. Miserable weakness.”

      “Compassion isn’t a weakness. Humanity isn’t a weakness.”

      “It is out here. Humanity dies in Arcadia, or haven’t you figured that out yet? This is no place for them, and that is why those people are dead, and you are not.”

      “They died because the fae are cruel assholes that clearly have a problem with humans,” I hissed, “I wanted to spare him. I tried to help him.”

      “And you don’t see that as a weakness… which in itself is a problem if you are going to find your place here, among your own people.”

      “Stop saying that!” I screamed. Struggling against the mirror’s power, I ripped my eyes away from it and stared at the floor. “I won’t listen to this!”

      “That’s right, shut your ears and your eyes, close yourself off, but we know what you’re so afraid of. We know the truth. And we know that truth has changed from when we first met.”

      My throat seized as if someone had grabbed it and started squeezing at the sides. I didn’t want to look. I really didn’t want to look. But it almost sounded as if the Prince’s voice had started changing and morphing into mother Helen’s towards the end of what he said. Maybe it was curiosity, maybe it was the mirror’s power, but I turned my eyes up once more, and she was there.

      Mother Helen.

      She was looking down her nose at me from behind her glasses. Her face was severe, her auburn hair held up in a tight bun, but her skin looked a little tight around her cheekbones and her mouth. It was also a little too pale. A smirk played across her lips. She stepped aside, turning slightly, and behind her were two people, locked in an embrace.

      It was me and the Prince.

      I realized, instantly, I’d seen this before. The first time I’d laid eyes on the mirrors, this was what they’d shown me. My heart hammered against my chest, harder and faster. I thought I was going to pass out. I had to dig my fingertips into my arm just so the sharp pain would ground me and keep me from toppling over.

      “Why are you showing me this again?” I asked.

      “To show you that we know, child,” mother Helen said, “We know you better than you know yourself.”

      The Prince placed his hand on my doppelganger’s cheek and brushed her lips with his thumb. She shut her eyes and leaned into it, nuzzling her face against his palm. He went to kiss her, but she stopped him by pressing her finger against his lips. This was the point where he’d stabbed my reflection, after she had confessed to him that she was human.

      This time, that didn’t happen.

      My doppelganger turned her head to the side, to face my mother, and the Prince evaporated into black mist. Mother Helen turned to look at her, her expression stoic and stern, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “I have something to tell you,” my reflection said.

      “What is it, child?” mother asked.

      “I don’t know that I can… I’m afraid that if I tell you, you won’t love me anymore. You won’t want me anymore.”

      “You can tell me anything. I promise you, you’re safe here.”

      My reflection paused. “I’m fae,” she said, after a breath.

      My mother sucked in a deep breath. “No,” she hissed, “No, that cannot be true.”

      “It is. I’ve been trying to hide from it, but I can’t do it anymore.”

      “You can’t be fae! How can you be one of them?”

      “I’m sorry! I don’t know how this happened.”

      “Stupid child, do you have any idea what you’ve done? You have become the very thing we hate, the very people who stick their boots on our necks and ask us to thank them for the privilege! How could you.”

      My reflection fell to her knees. “I’m sorry!” she repeated. “I don’t want to be fae, I want to be human!”

      “What you want is irrelevant. It’s done. I want you out of my house.”

      “But… you said…”

      “Out! Now!”

      Mother Helen whipped her hand through the air, and with a magical flourish she sent my reflection hurtling into the wall with a sickening crack. My own back stiffened, sharp pain blooming. I tried to stand, but I fell to my knees, and then onto my hands. The force of the pain had been enough to knock the air out of my lungs, and now I couldn’t get it back.

      “Stop…” I said, weakly, breathlessly.

      “Why would we stop?” mother Helen asked.

      It sounded like she was closer now, and when I turned my head to the side, I noticed her feet… she had stepped out of the mirror, just as the Watcher had. Every time I looked at the mirror, it gained a little more power. Not only did it show you your fears, the All Seer fed on them too, and it used that power to manifest physically.

      “Say it,” she snarled. “Admit it!”

      “No.”

      Two other sets of feet joined mother Helen’s. “You see?” mother Pepper said. “She’s so pathetic. She can’t even say the words out loud.”

      “How much longer can she hide from it?” mother Evie asked.

      “Not much longer now,” mother Helen said. “Look at her. She’s breaking down from the inside out. I don’t think there is much left in her at all.”

      “You can never go back home, you know,” mother Evie said. “If it’s true. If you’re one of them. We won’t want you back. Nobody will. And when their army comes to kill us all, you’ll be on their side. Not ours.”

      “Ar… army?” I asked, gasped.

      “She doesn’t know,” mother Pepper said, a slight chuckle in her voice.

      “She knows,” mother Helen said. “She knows they’re coming for us, just as soon as the Prince picks his new whore of a wife. But it won’t be you, Dahlia, because you’re not even good enough to be his whore. You’re nothing. You’re dirt. You aren’t even human.”

      “I am human!” I roared, covering my ears. I could feel the blood coursing through me, carrying an angry cocktail of furious adrenaline to every corner of my body. “And I’m fae!”

      Silence fell.

      My ears were ringing, I could hear my heart pounding, but little else. My mothers had stopped speaking, at least; they’d stopped berating me. Swallowing hard, I dared to open my eyes and cast them up just a little. There was a set of boots in the room, but they didn’t belong to my mothers.

      Slowly, I perked up, pulling my hands away from my ears.

      “Dahlia…?” the Prince asked.

      I turned my eyes up at him all the way. It was him, he was standing by the door to the cell, which was wide open. Tellren was at his back, and behind him was a guard, fully clad in plate armor with a sword grasped tightly in his hand. My mothers were gone, and the mirror only reflected me, now.

      “Prince…” I gasped.

      “What did you just say?”

      I looked at Tellren, at the guard with his sword—at his sword. “I… I don’t know…”

      With a wave of the Prince’s hand, Tellren and the guard backed off, shutting the door to my cell once they were outside. I got to my feet and stared at him. My hands were still bloody, though the blood on them was drying up by now. I clasped them behind my back, mimicking mother Helen’s pose.

      The Prince gazed into my eyes from where he stood, his jaw clenched. “I want you to repeat what you just said… now.”
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      The Prince’s eyes were hard, and narrow. His body was taut as a bowstring, like he was ready to strike at the drop of a pin; strike out at me for the crime of being human. But I was also fae. No sooner had I said the words, that a weight had lifted from my shoulders. I hadn’t even known it was there until it was gone.

      But Gullie had, and Mira had, and they’d tried to get me to realize that, only I had been too stupid or too afraid to see it for myself. It was probably a little bit of both, if I was being honest with myself. But that didn’t matter right now, because the Prince had heard me utter the words, I am human, and he wanted me to repeat them so he could be sure of what he’d heard.

      I couldn’t lie to him.

      The cat was out of the bag, and it was time to come clean. They had, after all, locked me in a cell with a mirror that feeds on your fears, likely as a means of torture. That meant if they didn’t already plan on killing me, the decision probably wasn’t far off. It may even have already been made.

      “I’m… human,” I said, keeping my voice low. “And I’m fae.”

      The Prince scowled, as if I’d offended him. “You’re a half-breed?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Then why would you say that if you aren’t sure?”

      “Because ever since you stole me from my home, I don’t know what is up and what is down. I thought I knew who I was, but then I got here, and everything changed. I changed. First my glamor, then the thing that happened at the aviary, and now today… I stopped a hammer with my own hands. I shouldn’t have been able to do that because I’m supposed to just be a human.”

      “But… you’re fae. You must be. I can smell it on you.”

      “At first, I thought it was because—” I stopped before I gave away the little green secret I had. The one that was still in the palace somewhere. “You found me in the human world, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, why didn’t you think I was human then?”

      “Because you would not have been the first fae child to have been smuggled out to the human world.”

      “What? That happens often?”

      “More often than you think.” He took a tentative step toward me. “How do you know you are human?”

      “Even if I’m all the way fae, I know I’m also human. I’ve lived in the human world my whole life, I feel human inside and my heart is warm, and kind, and generous, and nothing like yours. That’s why.”

      “I’m going to try and not take that as an insult.”

      “You should take it as an insult. Your people are fickle, and cold, and cruel. I just watched a bunch of women butcher innocent, enchanted humans who were unlucky enough to have been captured and brought here against their will. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” he echoed my words, advancing on me. “Verona is dead because of you.”

      “I didn’t kill her,” I hissed.

      “It must have been you. Who else could it have been?”

      I shut my mouth, instinct forcing my lips closed. We had been here before, many times. Mareen screws something up, and I take the blame for it without ratting her out because that was how I had been raised. But this time… this time I was being accused of murder. This time, it was serious. The only problem was, I had no proof that she had done it.

      If I pointed the finger at her, it was going to be her word against mine, and who would they believe? The pretty rich girl, or the waif from the human world? Fae or not, my word didn’t matter here. Maybe it mattered to him, once, before he found out the truth about who I was. What I was. But now?

      Pointing a finger at Mareen was even more useless now than it had ever been.

      “Why should I bother telling you?” I asked, “You wouldn’t believe me even if I did give you a name.”

      “If you don’t give me a name, you will be killed for this. Do you understand?”

      “I’m probably already dead, so what’s the point? I would rather die with my integrity intact than die begging for you to believe me.”

      “I can help you. I’m the Prince, if you told me—”

      “—why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would you protect me? Is it because I’m your belore? You and I both know that might not be true, and even if it was, fate is going to replace me as soon as someone else wins this fucking competition.”

      “For someone who knows nothing of this world, or about fate, you speak with great certainty.”

      “Call it a fool’s intuition if you want. But in the same way that I know I’m going to be executed for a crime I didn’t commit, I know… you won’t lift a finger to help me now that you know what I am.”

      The Prince continued his approach, and I saw us both reflected on the mirror’s glass pane. It was starting to look awfully similar to the horror movie that had played out moments before I was viciously stabbed in the gut, but it felt different, somehow. My reflection wasn’t looking back at me. It wasn’t grinning. It wasn’t moving on its own.

      The mirror was just… a mirror.

      He stopped in front of me, and simply stared at me.

      “What do you want?” I finally asked.

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      “You give me air when I feel like I’m drowning. You clear my thoughts when they are clouded, and dark. When I think of what joy might taste like, I think of you.”

      I shook my head. “How… why?”

      “Because you are my belore. My soulmate. Fate has written our names into the stars and decreed that we should be together.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know, but I need to explore this bond.”

      I shook my head. “Well, you’re out of luck on that. Number one, I’m about to be executed. Number two, I’m a half-breed, like you just said. And number three, did I mention I’m about to die?”

      “I’m the Prince. At my word, you will be released. But I need to know.”

      “Need to know what?”

      “Just how human you are.”

      The Prince took hold of my arms, drew me closer to him, and pressed his nose against my neck. My skin tingled, my chest flushed with warmth, and a pulse of pleasure raced through me like a shockwave. I wanted to chastise my own body for making me feel things that were totally inappropriate right now, but I couldn’t concentrate on anything other than him.

      He took a deep whiff of my neck, and then he drew back, startled, touching one hand to his nose.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You are drummenir…”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know, I know what that word means, and I don’t appreciate you using it.”

      “No, wait.”

      I watched him, studied his eyes. Something was wrong, the expression on his face was absolutely not what I had expected. It wasn’t disgust, but stark surprise. Considering I had told him what I suspected I was, I had expected there to be a little less shock on his face, and maybe a little more… well, I wasn’t entirely sure.

      But this?

      “Give me your hand,” he said.

      “My… what?”

      He didn’t ask a second time. Instead, he grabbed my right hand and examined it. When he saw my new, silvery tattoos, he drew back a little. “What is this? Did you do this yourself? Is this a trick like the tattoo on your other hand?”

      “Me? No, I didn’t—”

      “—tell me how this happened.”

      “I… it happened while I was fighting. The guy with the hammer, he attacked me and I… I stopped it. You saw it, didn’t you?”

      “Is that when the mark appeared?”

      I nodded. “It is. I’ve never seen it before now.” I shook my head. “I felt stronger, after. Faster. My instincts were sharper… and the wound on my arm, it’s gone. Look.”

      Prince Cillian examined the spot where Verona’s sword had bitten into my armor, and tasted my flesh. There was blood there, dried and crusted up by now, but no cut. No mark. That alone was proof enough that I wasn’t just human. But I also didn’t feel like I was quite fully fae, either. I felt like I existed somewhere in between both worlds.

      “We must take you to an Oracle,” he said. “Now.”

      “An Oracle?” I asked, “Why?”

      The Prince gave me his eyes. “Because this mark has not been seen on a person in a thousand years.”

      All the blood drained from my face. “What are you saying?”

      “We don’t have time to discuss this,” he said, turning around and tugging me toward him—but he stopped so abruptly that I crashed into his back.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      The Prince didn’t reply. He had stopped just as he’d turned around to march out of the room, but he wasn’t looking at the door; he was staring directly at the All Seer. His eyes were wide, and wild, and fixed on its glass surface. I looked at the mirror, and immediately wished I hadn’t. I froze to spot I was standing in, my heart now frantically hammering inside of the echo chamber that my mind had become.

      Reflected on the mirror, across the Prince’s shoulder, there stood a tall, shadowy figure with deep, swirling, misty red eyes. One of its hands was firmly planted on the Prince’s shoulder, and the other was wrapped around the Prince’s head. Each of those black hands was long, and wreathed in shadow, but the claws at their tips were hard to miss.

      The shadow figure turned its head, sharply, to look at me. Instead of looking at the mirror, instincts pulled me to look directly to my left—and there it was, that same, tall shadow figure holding firmly onto the Prince with both hands.

      “Get away from him!” the shadow hissed, in a voice like an earthquake.

      I staggered back from the force of it, falling flat on my arse a few feet away. I wanted to speak, but my throat wasn’t working, words weren’t forming. I wanted to scream, but my mouth wasn’t moving, my lips weren’t parting.

      The Prince fell to his knees, and the shadow bowed, not once letting go of the Prince’s body. “Do you see?” the shadow asked. “Do you see how she wrests control away from me?”

      “Radulf…” the Prince groaned through his teeth. “It… really is you…”

      Radulf.

      Radulf.

      His brother?

      “How could you not have known it was me?” Radulf asked, looking directly at the Prince through his reflection. “You are just as pathetic as she is.”

      “I don’t… understand. How are you here?”

      “You don’t have to understand. All you have to do is be a good little boy and stop fighting me. You were never meant to take the throne. Father always thought better of me.”

      The Prince groaned like he was in pain. “I… won’t…”

      “Then she will die, here and now—by your hands.”

      “No! Don’t!”

      “Then give me what I want,” the shadow roared, and the sound it made was so awful I had to clasp my hands against my ears. The All Seer cracked, then shattered to pieces, each of which crumbled to the floor, breaking further.

      With the mirror gone, so too was the shadow. The Prince shook his head and stood, slowly. I watched him tug on his coat, straightening out, and then he turned to face me. Despite looking as he had a moment ago, I knew he wasn’t himself anymore. The shadows clung to his body, to his face, darkening the creases around his eyes and forehead, and making him look different, more sinister.

      “You will be executed at dawn,” he said, “No one will know of what has transpired here, and these little secrets we have told each other will die with you, Tath Isia.”

      He turned around to leave, but I fought to get on my feet. “Wait, no!” I yelled. “Don’t let him do this to you!”

      The Prince stopped at the door, his back to me. “He cannot hear you right now.” He paused. “When my army invades your world, I will make sure to pay a personal visit to that little hole we found you in. We will start there.”

      “You can fight him! I know you can. Please, fight him! If not for you, then for me.”

      He shut his eyes, and then he slammed his fist against the wall so hard he drew blood. A moment later, he yanked the cell door open and left me alone in the cold. I dashed toward the door, tried to pull it open, but it wouldn’t open. It wouldn’t even budge. I couldn’t even summon whatever strength I’d called upon to help me defeat the Hammer.

      I was too tired, spent, exhausted.

      I slumped against the door into a heap of myself, my eyes wet and stinging with tears. I was going to be executed, and there was nothing I could do to help myself.
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      I couldn’t be sure how long had passed since I saw the Prince. An hour? Two? Was it dawn already? I was cold, and hungry. Somehow, I’d fallen asleep. Likely due to complete exhaustion. I was still covered in blood, most of it not mine. It reeked. I hated the smell of blood, but I couldn’t get away from it.

      I shifted in my spot, turning away from the mirror even though it was broken. That was the only comfort I had. They had put me in here to await execution, and they were going to make sure I suffered psychologically first at the hand of that awful thing. But it was broken, and that was something.

      Yeah, but why did it break?

      Despite being physically drained, my brain was right back at it again at the first sign of consciousness. It mulled over what I had just seen and experienced, turning it over and over in its mouth like a dog with a piece of meat. Chomp, chomp, chomp. Prince, brother, ghost.

      Ghost?

      Was that what I’d seen? Was the Prince possessed by the ghost of his brother? It certainly explained a lot. His mood shifts, that altogether strangeness I sensed in him from time to time. It also explained why he sometimes talked about control, or more recently, how I give him air when he feels like he’s drowning.

      Did he even know this was happening to him? My only point of reference regarding possession was anything I’d ever seen in movies or read about in books. Often, the people who are being possessed don’t know that it’s happening until the possessing spirit reveals itself; and that had just happened.

      The All Seer had revealed the truth, and the spirit hadn’t been able to hide anymore. It was the only logical, rational explanation I could cook up, and I had done it while curled up in a ball in a fae prison, waiting for the guillotine.

      I have to tell someone.

      But how? How was I supposed to say a word to anyone from in here? Already I could feel restless energy starting to build within me. I sat up, pressing my back against the wall and pulling my knees up to my chest. It was cold in here. I could feel the icy chill trying to dig its way into my bones. It was the coldest I’d ever been since I got here, and I knew the only way to fight it was with adrenaline.

      Using the wall to slide up, I got to my feet and scanned the cell. There was nothing in here save for the door, the broken mirror, and a few hundred shards of glass. The door itself was solid, and thick. The last time I’d tried pulling it open, it hadn’t budged. Granted, I had been impossibly tired, but now?

      I walked over to the door, carefully examining it to try to find any weak spots, but it didn’t look like there were any. It was tightly sealed, well built, and there was nothing I could try to pick the lock with. Not that I’d ever picked a lock in my entire life, but the thought had crossed my mind.

      Frustrated, I slammed my hands against the door, and it shook. The movement was slight, and subtle. Barely more than a tremor, but it was further than I’d gotten before. The tattoo on the back of my hand shimmered and shifted, the light moving from crescent moon, to half, to full, then back to crescent again.

      Balling my right hand into a fist, I smashed it against the door, making it tremble again. I also thought I had felt the wood crack slightly under my hand. Examining the mark, I noticed the break in the pattern, the dark lines where I had struck the door. I shook my head.

      “What the hell is happening to me?” I asked.

      Right about now was the time when Gullie should’ve replied, but she wasn’t here. I had no idea where she was. For all I knew, she and Mira had been rounded up to be executed as well. With any luck, they would just be sent out of the castle instead. Gullie was strong, and she and Mira had become kind of friends.

      “She’s gonna be okay,” I said, sighing. Then I stared at the door, my eyebrows furrowing. “And so am I.”

      I slammed the door again with my left fist, then my right, then my left again. I could feel my own anger starting to rise with each strike, and with it came a blessed warmth to drive the cold out of me. I started screaming as I struck the door, and with each pound of my fists, the wood cracked a little more, and a little more, and a little more.

      Until someone unlocked the door.

      I jumped back, taking a defensive stance, my fists at the ready. They were bleeding, the splintering wood had bitten into my flesh, but I couldn’t feel the pain. There was only anger, and adrenaline, and heat. Whoever was about to come through that door was going to meet the brunt of my rage.

      But it wasn’t a guard that opened the door.

      It was Aronia.

      “Do you want the entire castle to hear you?!” she hissed through the gap between the door and the wall.

      “Aronia?” I asked, breathless, “What are you doing here?”

      She opened the door and slipped inside. She was wearing her black leathers and a dark cloak with a heavy cowl over her head. In her hands was another black cloak, which she quickly tossed over to me. I caught it and stared at it, then I gaped at her.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “Can’t you recognize a prison break when you see one?”

      “Wait, you’re getting me out of here?”

      “We don’t have the time to talk about this right now. Put the cloak on, and let us leave before someone notices the guard I had to knock out to get here.”

      I slipped the cloak around my shoulders and pulled the hood up and over my head. “Why are you doing this?”

      Aronia came up to me and clasped the clip of the cloak around my neck. “I offered you an Oath of Service,” she said, “You saved my life, and now I’m saving yours, but we have to hurry.”

      “I… don’t know what to say.”

      “Say nothing.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door.

      Checking the corridor to make sure it was safe, Aronia slipped out of the cell, and I followed. This was insane. If we were caught, then not only was I definitely dead, but so was she because I doubted if the winter fae handed out prison sentences. You were innocent, or you were killed. And even if you were innocent, they’d probably kill you if only for a little entertainment.

      Aronia led toward a door at the end of the hallway. She had propped it open with a heavy metal boot, likely belonging to the unconscious guard lying on the floor nearby. I could tell she had tried pulling him into a nook, out of sight, but he’d clearly been way too heavy to stuff all the way into it, so his feet were sticking out.

      “You really did take him down,” I whispered.

      “That part was easy,” she said, “Getting his boot off was harder, and far more off-putting.” She pinched her nose and grimaced.

      I had to stifle the giggle. “Thank you. For getting me out of here.”

      “We aren’t out of here yet, and you are going to need to walk far more quietly than that if we’re going to succeed.”

      I nodded. “I can do that.”

      Waiting again, Aronia stepped through the door and then went speeding, on her tiptoes, across the room and into an adjoining hallway. I followed suit, running on my tiptoes to keep the noise I was making to an absolute minimum. I wasn’t usually very graceful, but I was slight, and being quiet was at least something I could do without much trouble.

      Quietly, and swiftly, we moved through hallway after hallway until, finally, we made our way into a stairwell. I thought I could hear sounds coming from above, and when Aronia pulled me into the dark space underneath the stairs, it was confirmed. There were people walking down the stairs.

      Aronia pressed me to her, then placed a finger against my lips. “Shhh,” she whispered.

      Nodding, I waited as the clinking soldiers made their way down the stairs. I couldn’t recognize them. As far as I knew, they were just guards. But once they moved past us and made their way into the dungeons, it was only a matter of time before they found the fallen guard.

      Then the alarm would go up.

      “We need to move,” Aronia said, “Quickly.”

      Following her lead, I darted up the stairs. One flight, two flights, three flights. Emerging in a quiet hallway that looked a little more castle, and a lot less dungeon, Aronia and I headed left, away from the sounds of people and toward fresher, more open air. We arrived, finally, at a balcony overlooking the side of the castle, and a big drop.

      Darkness had fallen over Windhelm. Lights from the city at growing around the base of the castle glittered like little jewels encased in ice. I could see the long bridge from here, the city walls, the frozen peaks of the mountains off in the distance—and beyond them, the Veridian. That awful, dark, angry storm, constantly churning and bubbling with lightning.

      Even looking at it made me sick to my stomach, and not just because somehow, impossibly, it made me think of the Prince and the shadow latched to his shoulder. It was almost as if I could see Radulf’s shadowy face inside of those clouds, laughing at me from across the world.

      Aronia grabbed a rope and a hook that had been hidden behind a statue and attached it to the edge of the balcony. Then I realized her plan, and my stomach flipped inside out. Leaning over the edge made me feel instantly dizzy. The drop was easily fifty feet, maybe more, and that rope looked really thin.

      “Uh, Aronia?” I asked.

      “The answer is yes,” she said, “It’s the quickest way to get you out of here.”

      “I’ve never climbed a rope in my life.”

      “It’s easy,” she said, attaching a harness to my waist and clipping it together. She then fed the rope through a kind of pulley system, yanked it hard, and secured the rope to the clip with a knot. “Just don’t look down.”

      “Don’t look down? I’ve already done that.”

      “I would’ve advised against it, but I cannot change what has already been done.”

      Looking around, I couldn’t help but notice a lack of other ropes. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

      “I have to stay here and lower you, and I have to do it quickly. The castle will be on full alert soon, and if I’m not back in my quarters before they come looking for me, I’ll be discovered.”

      I looked over her shoulder at the hallway behind her. It was dark, but open. There were no doors to hide her presence here, should anyone decide to simply come sauntering down this way. I had to have faith that she’d chosen this spot for a good reason, though—and faith that she wouldn’t drop me.

      She was, however, the strongest woman in this entire competition. I was the lightest. I had no doubt she could pull this off, and quickly. All I had to do was climb over the edge and let her do the rest of the work.

      I grabbed the ledge, and with my heart beating so fast I could barely feel it anymore, I stepped around it. I didn’t let go of the solid ground beneath my feet, nor did I release the ledge that I was gripping onto like my life depended on it. Aronia wrapped the rope around her arm and placed a foot against the edge of the balcony, to support herself.

      A freak wind pushed past me, triggering my vertigo again.

      “Will you come and find me downstairs?” I asked.

      “I’m afraid I can’t,” she said, “But there is someone waiting downstairs to take you out of the city. If you move quickly enough, no one will stop you. Are you ready?”

      “Wait!” I stuck my hand out. “I have to tell you something. About the Prince.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, so don’t ask me to, but I think he’s being possessed by the spirit of his brother.”

      Aronia frowned. “What?”

      “I can’t explain it, but I saw it with my own eyes. It’s true.”

      She turned her head slightly to the side. “Maybe that would explain why no one can find him.”

      “No one can find him?”

      “He disappeared several hours ago. I don’t know more than that.”

      “Shit… what are you going to do?”

      “There isn’t much I can, but I will try and collect evidence of my own to present to the right people. If what you are telling me is true, then the prophecy could also be true.”

      “Prophecy?”

      “I wish I had time to explain, Dahlia, but I don’t—perhaps if we meet again. Right now, I need you to throw yourself off that ledge. I’ll catch you.”

      “You promise?”

      She nodded and braced herself again. “I promise.”

      Nodding, swallowing the anxiety inside of my throat, I lowered myself as best I could and, finally, I let go of the ledge. The drop was sharp, and quick, but the rope tensed, and I stopped falling. I hung for a moment, suspended in the air above the castle, above the city.

      Beneath me was a cobblestone road that sat just outside of the castle’s walls. It was quiet, and dark, but it was also empty. Aronia said there’d be someone waiting down there, but I couldn’t see anyone on the street, or near it.

      The rope jerked again, then tensed. A moment later, I started smoothly sliding down the side of the wall. I couldn’t spot Aronia above me, only the balcony jutting out of the side of the castle, and the rope attached to it.

      Steadily I heard the growing sounds of hooves quickly moving up the street. Trying not to twist around too much, I turned to face the source only to find a carriage approaching from within the city. It was small, and white, and it was being led by a furry, white elk with large, pointed antlers.

      The rider sitting atop the carriage was flanked on both sides by pale blue lanterns, but I couldn’t see their face. Whoever it was wore a thick, white hood to cover their eyes, making it impossible to identify them.

      The carriage stopped on the street somewhere beneath me. When my feet touched the floor, and the rope slackened, Aronia poked her head out and over the balcony. She was trying to tell me to do something, but I couldn’t hear her from down here, and I wasn’t sure exactly what she was asking.

      I stared at her, then looked at the pulley attached to my waist. It had something to do with that. “I don’t know what you’re saying!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low.

      The carriage door burst open, and Mira glowered at me from inside. “She wants you to unclip the pulley,” she said, “And I suggest you do it quickly, otherwise we won’t make the bridge before they close it.”

      “Mira!” I squealed.

      “Yes, yes, you’re elated to see me. The clip?”

      I undid the clip, and Aronia immediately started pulling the rope up. She didn’t stick around to say goodbye, there was no farewell. When the rope was gone, so was she. Mira grabbed my arm and pulled me into the carriage. A moment later, it started trundling down the street.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Aiding and abetting a criminal,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know. But not this.”

      A soft, green light began to grow from inside of Mira’s hair, and Gullie emerged a moment later. “She wasn’t easy to convince, trust me.”

      “Gullie! Oh, my Gods.”

      Gullie floated over and sat on my shoulder. “Miss me?”

      “Like crazy.”

      “This is all very heartwarming, but we aren’t clear yet,” Mira said, “I am not a wanted criminal, but my face is as recognizable as yours. We’ll have to get into the trunks.”

      “Trunks?” I asked. Mira stood up and opened the trunk under her seat.

      “There’s one under you as well. Get inside.”

      It looked a little tight in there, but considering where I’d just come from, I wasn’t about to complain. There was little to do but get inside and hope we’d make it out of the city before anyone stopped us.

      “Here goes nothing,” I said, and I stuffed myself into the trunk.
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      It was a while before the carriage stopped, though again, the passage of time held no meaning for me. Minutes, hours, they all melted together. At least I had Gullie by my side now. We couldn’t speak to each other, but knowing she was in here with me, offering me a little illumination with which to see… it was enough.

      She didn’t hate me, though I was likely to have to make up for my stupidity.

      I couldn’t tell how far we’d gotten by the time the carriage finally felt like it had stopped moving. Part of me thought we weren’t in the city anymore, because what had been a smooth ride until recently had started turning a little bumpy, a little choppy. I heard the rider dismount from the seat at the head of the carriage, then come around the side and open the door.

      Whoever it was that had driven us out here knocked, three times, on the seat under which Mira had been hiding. A moment later, I heard shuffling, and then Mira spoke. “Well, it’s about time,” she said.

      “I wanted to get us far enough away from Windhelm patrols before stopping.”

      “Melina?” I whispered.

      Mira opened the trunk I was hiding in, and when I looked up, I saw them both staring at me. Melina angled her head to the side and smirked. “Hello again,” she said.

      I pulled myself up and stood in the carriage. “How are you here?” I asked.

      Melina cocked her thumb. “She called me.”

      “More specifically,” Gullie put in, “I did.”

      “You did?”

      “I delivered the message, at least. It turns out I’m fairly inconspicuous around here. Who knew?”

      “Indeed,” Mira said, “What’s one more glowing ball of light in a sea of thousands?” She took my hand and helped me out of the trunk, and then I stepped out of the carriage and into the snow. We were far outside the city. I could see it there, in the distance, glittering like a frozen crown nestled in a valley of mountains.

      But around me, all was snow, and trees, and hills, and icy peaks as far as the eye could see. We had been travelling along a main road out of the city, but we’d reached a fork at the edge of a forest. One road led deeper into the forest, the other led out into the snow. The air was crisp, and cool, and sobering. I took a deep breath, then exhaled.

      “I think you have something to say to us,” Gullie said. She was still sitting on my shoulder. “Especially to me, considering I had to hang out in her hair this whole time.”

      “Trust me,” Mira said, “The experience was more traumatizing for me than it was for you.”

      “Doubt it. Your hair is smoother and finer than hers. I was holding on for dear life most of the time.”

      I glanced at Melina, the relative newcomer into the situation. “Why are you not more surprised about this?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “I saw you talking to your hair the day you were drunk. Seems like a lifetime ago, now. You also talk in your sleep. Both of you. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      Gullie and I exchanged glances. “Maybe…” we both said, in unison. “Why didn’t you turn us in?”

      “Because it was more interesting to watch you try and hide the truth from me.”

      “Right… I guess that’s pretty on brand with your kind.”

      My kind.

      Our kind.

      Shit.

      “Well, considering we are all criminals now,” Mira said, “We should probably get moving if we want to avoid the hounds they will most likely send after us.”

      “Yeah…” I trailed off. “That would be a good idea, but before we go anywhere, I just want to say something.”

      Mira’s eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

      “A lot has happened to me since the last time we saw each other. You too, Gull. I shouldn’t have left the way I did. Maybe if you’d been with me, things would’ve gone differently.”

      “Do you mean, in respect to what happened at the arena?”

      “How do you know what happened at the arena?”

      “We were there, Gullie and I.”

      “You were?”

      “Yep, snuck in just as it started,” Gullie said, “Did you really think we would miss it?”

      “That’s just it,” I said, “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was trying to fight against myself, trying to avoid staring at the truth even while you tried to get me to look in the proverbial mirror. That’s what made me prickle.”

      “Prickle, is right,” Mira said, cocking an eyebrow.

      I looked over at Melina. “Did they tell you? I guess they must have…”

      “They told me some things,” she said, “Enough, I think. Anyway, you were about to say something?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “Yes… first, I want to say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have tried to fight you two. You were right about me, of course. I was just the last person to accept the truth about what I am. Although… I guess I don’t really know what I am?”

      Mira frowned. “What do you mean? You’re fae, that is the truth of it.”

      “I’m fae, but I also feel human… inside. Is that possible?”

      “A union between a fae and a human is… dirty, but it’s not impossible. Your parents could have come from both worlds, which might explain why you were smuggled out to Earth. Had you been found here as a child, you would surely have been killed.”

      “Winter has no heart, right?”

      “Indeed.”

      “There’s something else, too,” I said, and I showed them the back of my right hand.

      “What is that?” Mira asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said, “It just kind of happened while I was trying to survive against the guy holding the hammer. The Prince said… well, actually, that’s something else I should probably tell you about first.”

      “Wait a minute,” Melina said, approaching. She took my hand and examined it, ran her fingers over the line of small, circular tattoos. They glimmered as the moonlight touched them, as if they were made of pure glitter. “I recognize them…”

      “You do?”

      “From a book I read years ago. This is… if I’m not wrong, this is the mark of the—”

      “—Tath Isia,” I said, finishing the sentence.

      “Where did you hear that?”

      “The Prince… he came to see me in my cell, and he recognized the mark on my hand. What does that mean? Tath Isia?

      Mira rolled her eyes. “It’s a superstition. An old wives’ tale.”

      “It’s also a prophecy,” Melina said.

      Prophecy. That’s what Aronia had said.

      “What prophecy?”

      “When the snow turns black and red, and brother turns against brother, upon the light of the full moon shall come the tath isia to bring light into the darkness.”

      The storm. The shadow. Radulf and Cillian. My stomach flipped, making me instantly nauseous. “Wait, wait, what are you trying to tell me?”

      “Stories,” Mira said, frustrated, “Just stories told to children, and bad stories to boot. There’s no need to scare impressionable young minds like that.”

      “But I have the mark—”

      Mira swiped the air with her hand. “A coincidence, nothing more. The world is not black and red, and brother has not turned against brother.”

      “The moon is full, though,” Melina said, pointing up at the sky.

      She was right. The full moon flooded Arcadia with bright, silvery light. Even in the dead of night, you could see for miles and miles, everything the moon touched was visible—except, perhaps, the depths of the nearby forest.

      “Another coincidence,” Mira said.

      “Not one to buy into superstitions, are you?” Gullie asked.

      “I am a woman of logic and reason.”

      “I am too,” I said, “But I think Melina is right.”

      “Right about what?”

      I paused, watching them both. “I know this is going to sound crazy, but… the Prince, I told you he came to my cell, right?”

      “You did. What of it?”

      “Something happened to him. I was locked in there with an All Seer, and it… well, it’s kind of what finally got me to admit that I’m at least partly fae, but the Prince. When he finally laid eyes on it, that was when his brother appeared.”

      “His brother?” Melina asked.

      “I think he’s possessed by the spirit of his brother,” I said.

      Mira and Melina exchanged hard looks. They both then turned to look at me. “He’s what?” Mira asked.

      “I know how it sounds, but I saw it. I saw him. Radulf.” I shook my head. “And it’s insane, yes, but I’ve also sensed these changes in him recently. Stark, contrasting changes. Like, one minute he’s one person, and the next minute he’s someone else. You’ve noticed it too, right?”

      “Me?”

      “You told me he had encouraged the use of the All Seers, and how that went against what anyone expected because they were dangerous?”

      “That is true, but… possession? Radulf is gone, he died years ago. If he had truly taken hold of the Prince, why appear now?”

      “I don’t know the answer to that question. I don’t. But I know that he’s planning on invading Earth, and… I feel like I need to get back to Earth and warn someone. I need to tell my mothers, the army, anyone.”

      “How are we going to do that? Only royals can cross the barrier between worlds.”

      “That’s not true…” Melina said.

      “It’s not?” I asked. “But I thought—”

      “—royals are the only ones who can cross with permission, but portals to the other side can be created by just about anyone with the access to the right kind of magic. There are also some that exist in nature. Where do you think all those stories of humans getting lost in Arcadia come from? They aren’t all kidnapped and dragged over here.”

      “That hasn’t been my experience, but sure. Do either of you have that kind of magic?”

      “Oh, no. Commoners are rarely trained in the magical arts.”

      “That goes for me also,” Mira added, “Except for the few cantrips I was able to learn while training to become a custodian.”

      “So, where can we find a portal?” I asked.

      “That is a difficult question,” Melina said, “But first, we need to talk about this.” She pointed at my hand.

      “What about it?”

      “Do you know what the mark means?”

      “I don’t even know what the words mean.”

      “I have trouble translating words from fae into your language.” Melina looked at Mira. “Do you mind?”

      “Tath Isia,” Mira said, after a pause. “It means White Wolf.”

      “White… what?” I asked.

      “Exactly. It means nothing.”

      “Now who’s hiding?” Gullie asked, a little sass in her voice.

      “I’m not hiding,” Mira said, “I just don’t believe in prophecies. I believe in fate, yes, and in the order of things, but any idiot can concoct a prophecy, and most of them do not manifest.”

      I pointed over at the darkened patch of sky that was the Veridian. The clouds almost weren’t visible thanks to the mountains in the way, but the flashing lightning in the distance, silent, eerie—that was there.

      “Radulf was a shadow,” I said, “Black body, red eyes… he took hold of his brother and used him as a puppet. The Prince was going to get me out of prison, but Radulf forced him to leave me there to be executed. I got these markings today, under the light of the full moon, and Mira… something changed inside of me. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.”

      “Even if all of that was true, what could we possibly do about it? He is over there, in the castle, and we are out here. Are you suggesting we go back?”

      “No,” I said, “Because he’s not in the castle. He left.”

      “Left?”

      “Aronia told me. Nobody has seen him since he was in my cell. I don’t know where he went, but without him, that army is going nowhere.”

      Melina walked over to the fork in the road. “In that case, we have a choice to make,” she said.

      “Choice?” I asked.

      “Well, if we want to find a sorcerer who could open a portal back to earth, the most likely place we’ll find one is in Lysa. They have a sorcerer’s guild. But your faces are well known, and if Windhelm comes looking for you, we run the risk of being caught. There’s also the matter of the mark on your hand.”

      “What about it?” I asked.

      “It is a recognizable mark. You’d have to hide it, and make sure no one sees it. Anyone and everyone has heard about the White Wolf.”

      “What’s the other choice?” Gullie asked.

      “There’s only one way to know if the mark is real,” Melina said.

      “Don’t say it,” Mira pressed her palm to her face.

      “We must go into the woods and find the moon children,” Melina continued.

      Mira groaned. “So, instead of finding a portal to the human world, where we could possibly all hide from the Winter Court, you would have us prancing around in the woods looking for lunatics?”

      “If the mark is real, then so is the prophecy. And if the prophecy is real, then we’re in grave danger. All of Arcadia is.”

      “And if I do nothing, Earth is in danger…” I said, trailing off. “Could you two give us a moment?”

      Mira and Melina exchanged looks, then with a slight nod they headed back toward the carriage. I, meanwhile, moved in the opposite direction, bringing Gullie with me. When I thought I was out of earshot, I gave Gullie my hand, and she buzzed over to it.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” she echoed, looking up at me. “Crazy times, huh?”

      I nodded, but I didn’t say anything.

      “You know, I know what you’re thinking, right?” she said.

      “Do you?”

      “You want to find him. You want to find him more than you want to go home.”

      “There’s no guarantee anyone will open a portal for us. But I want to know what the mark on my hand really means. I don’t know who my parents are… this is my first clue.”

      “You know I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth and back.”

      “What about Arcadia?”

      She thought about it. “I’ll go as far as the Autumn Court’s territory. Those people are crazy.”

      “Even more than the Winter Court?”

      “Way more. Try, nightmarish.”

      I smiled at her. “So, if I was to say, let’s go into those scary woods… would you hate me?”

      “I think the scariest thing in those woods are gonna be them two, bickering. And who knows? Melina said some portals are found in nature. Maybe we’ll find one.”

      I nodded. “Maybe we will… thanks Gull.”

      “Don’t mention it. I’m just glad we made it through to the other side of this whole what am I, thing.”

      “Yeah, me too. Who would’ve known?”

      “Mira did… almost from the start.”

      I paused. “Wait… what?”

      “Huh, I guess she hasn’t had time to tell you yet.”

      “Tell me what?”

      “Those glamors she’s been putting on you? Yeah, that was all bull. The first time she laid a glamor on you she was really removing the glamor that was already there. This is what you’ve always looked like.”

      I glared at her from where I stood. She smiled, sweetly, and waved. “That beautiful bitch,” I growled.

      “Take it up with her on the way,” Gullie said, floating back into my hair. “We need to go find some moon children, whatever that means.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      I started walking back toward the carriage, marching, with purpose. First, I was going to give Mira a piece of my mind, and then we were going to set off into the woods. I wanted to know where I came from, who I really was, but Gullie was right. I also wanted to find the Prince, and as I looked over at the darkened patch of sky filled with roiling lightning, I had an idea which way he may have gone.

      And the woods led right to it.
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      Prince Cillian… earlier.

      

      I rushed through the castle at speed, with a blackened hand wrapped around my throat. I was sure no one else could see it, but I could feel it. The hand felt rough against my skin, it was so hot I thought it would sear my neck where it touched, and yet, it was invisible to the people around me.

      Tellren spotted me barreling toward him. He put up a hand as if to ask me a question, likely regarding Dahlia’s fate. I shoved through him like he wasn’t even there, sending him crashing to the ground. The guard who had escorted us both went to help him up, but I was already gone by the time Tellren was back on his feet.

      I did not want to see anyone, or speak to anyone. My attention was solely focused on getting away from here, away from this, away from all of them.

      Reaching my quarters, I shut the door behind me and barred it closed. My heart thundered like the stampede of charging horses, making my vision swim and my limbs tremble. I crossed the room, paced, back and forth, wracking my brain, trying to understand what had happened—what was happening.

      Then I saw myself in the mirror, and froze, for it wasn’t me standing there, but the specter of a man. Black tendrils of pure darkness writhed around his body, licking at the air around him and creating a cloak around him of sorts. He did not stand on two feet, but instead seemed to hover above the ground, like a reaper of souls.

      “Cillian,” came the voice, raspy and cruel, and filled with anger so raw I could taste it on the back of my tongue.

      I grabbed a chair and hurled it at the mirror, shattering it. “Get out!” I roared.

      “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, little brother.” The voice was coming from everywhere, and nowhere. I could hear it, but I could also feel the vibration of the words as they manifested, as if they were coming from my own throat.

      “You are supposed to be dead,” I said to no one.

      “And yet, here I am. Surprised?”

      “The dead don’t come back. This is a trick. It has to be.”

      I walked over to the weapon rack on the other side of the room, drew a dagger from the top, and hurled it into the face of one of the stuffed animals on the walls. The dagger wobbled where it struck, and I watched, dumbfounded, as I had not wanted to do any of those things.

      “How are you doing this?!” I growled.

      “It’s easy, once you give enough of yourself up to the Veridian.”

      “You sold your soul to dark forces?”

      “That term is a misrepresentation of events. I made a pact that was to my benefit.”

      I shook my head. “You are a shadow, little more than a… thing. Whatever pact you made, you came up short.”

      “The pact I made allowed me to slip my hands around your throat without you even knowing, which makes you the thing. Were it not for that mirror I would’ve remained hidden from your view, but you had to rush into that room after her, didn’t you?”

      I spun around sharply, as if I had been expecting to see him somewhere behind me. “Don’t you dare talk about her.”

      “They’re going to execute her, you know.”

      “Shut up.”

      “And there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “Shut up!” I screamed, and I rushed toward my bedroom door looking to open it and return to the dungeons where they were keeping Dahlia. I needed to get her out, I couldn’t let them kill her. But that hand I had felt wrapped around my throat tightened just as I reached the door. I felt it pull hard against my neck and I flew several feet through the air before crashing into my dresser and falling to the floor.

      The dresser then toppled onto me, spilling its drawers and its contents all over my back. Candles, books, and all manner of trinkets that had been sitting on it clattered to the floor around me. Planting my hands on the floor, I picked myself up and slid out from under the dresser, but before I could get my bearings, an invisible force crashed into my chest, sending me hurtling onto my bed.

      My throat ached from the pressure, and my back throbbed from the impact, but I grit my teeth against the pain, pushing it down to keep it from clouding my mind. I kept looking for an assailant, someone to fight, an enemy to defeat, but my room was quiet, and dark, and empty. There was no one here but I.

      “You and I,” came Radulf’s voice, guttural, and broken, and echoing through my mind.

      “What do you want?” I snarled.

      “Isn’t it obvious? To fulfil my legacy.”

      “You abandoned your legacy the moment you denounced your family.”

      “I denounced no one,” he hissed, “A dirty lie told to cover up the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      “A truth you are not ready to hear. Not yet. But you will, in time. When my army is ready to lead into the human world, we will—”

      “—I will not lead your armies into the human world. There is no precedent for an invasion.”

      “Is there not?” A pause. “Perhaps you should ask father.”

      “Leave him out of this.”

      “Would if I could, little brother, but he is very much involved. And now that you know our little secret… our plans will need to accelerate.”

      Our plans?

      I tried to get up, but the hand around my neck pulled me back into the bed. “I won’t… do it…” I struggled.

      “You will, or you will die. Here. Now.”

      The hand tightened, pressing hard against my neck muscles. Groaning, gritting my teeth, I tried to turn my head to the side to relieve the pressure, but it didn’t work. This was no physical assault. There were no fingers to pry from my neck, no intruder to fight off. This was magic of the darkest kind, forbidden for the way it taints and warps the user into something monstrous over time.

      And my brother succumbed.

      “Say you will do it,” Radulf pressed, squeezing tighter.

      The world began to darken as the strength ebbed out of me. Reaching with my fingers, grasping for nothing, anything, they finally closed on something lying on my bed, against my other pillow. Something I had left there from the night before. A bit of ripped fabric I had brought to bed with me, because holding it close brought as much sadness to my heart as it did relief to my mind.

      It was Dahlia’s broken sleeve.

      Struggling to turn onto my side, I pulled it close to my nose and took a deep sniff of the lace material. It still smelled like her; like the cabin in the woods, like the warm fire crackling in the fireplace, like a lover’s embrace.

      “Bastard!” Radulf hissed and wailed, his presence melting away like snow under a hot sun. All that was left in his wake was the sound of rumbling thunder, and the faint scent of scorched air—an aroma I knew all too well.

      The Veridian.

      The pressure around my neck released, and I was able to breathe more easily. A moment later, I was able to think more clearly, and that was exactly what I needed to do. Radulf wasn’t gone, but Dahlia’s scent was powerful enough to keep him at bay, at least for a while. I felt like myself again, but I wasn’t sure for how long and I knew Dahlia’s scent wouldn’t stay on the broken fabric forever.

      I sat upright, clutching the torn sleeve to my chest. I needed to get Dahlia out of the cells, but I couldn’t do it myself. Radulf had implicated my father in his schemes, and that meant I wasn’t safe in the castle anymore, and neither was she. Adding to all of that, I didn’t know who I could trust.

      “Think,” I said to myself, as I stood.

      I had to get away from the castle. Away from Windhelm. Rushing around the room, I gathered what belongings I could. Clothes, some food, a weapon. I threw them all into a bag and set the bag down by my bedroom door. Returning to my desk, I picked up a parchment and quill and sat down to write a letter.

      I knew I wouldn’t have time to explain my intentions; what I needed was to give an order that would be followed by the only person likely to do so without questioning it. By penning Aronia’s name onto the piece of parchment I was involving her in this mess, but she was the only one I thought who would help.

      Not only was Aronia among the most capable women I knew, she also owed Dahlia her life, as was the custom among noble winter fae. I could only hope she was willing to put aside her loyalty to the crown in order to fulfil her Oath of Service.

      

      Lady Aronia,

      

      I do not have time to explain, but Dahlia is about to be executed, and I cannot stop it alone. If I enter the dungeons again, they will alert my father, and that cannot be allowed to happen. You must steal her from her cell and send her away from the city at once.

      

      I wish I had more time, but we are both running out.

      

      You will find her in the dungeons. Please, be quick. Speak of this to no one, not even to me should we meet again.

      

      I thought about signing the note with my name, but that would not be necessary. Instead, I sealed it with blue wax, imprinting a snarling wolf’s head upon the wax—my own, personal mark. Picking up the note and stuffing it into my cloak, I swung my bag of possessions across my shoulder and stole away into the halls, keeping as low a profile as possible.

      Aronia, like the other contestants, had been confined to the palace. I found her training on the grounds, performing an acrobatic display that put most of the other women in her circle to shame.

      “My Prince,” she said, bowing, sweat glistening across her shoulders. “To what do I owe this visit?”

      I handed her the note. “Read it now,” I said, “Speak to no one.”

      Without saying another word, I turned around and withdrew. There was a look of bewilderment on her face as she read the note, but once she had absorbed my instructions, she folded it up again and slipped it into her trousers.

      Her training was over.

      Aronia quickly sped toward her quarters, with any hope, to prepare. I knew what I was asking of her was difficult. She would be putting herself in grave danger to fulfil her Oath. But we took our oaths seriously, here, and if anyone could succeed where I could not, it would be her.

      Leaving Aronia to her devices, I moved quickly through the castle, out of its doors, and rushed into the city of Windhelm alone, unaccompanied, with the scrap of fabric in my hand. I glanced at the castle once more, saw its peaks rising into the clouds, saw the impression of the Frost Stone on its crown.

      It was time to leave. Even now, I could feel Radulf clawing at the back of my mind, trying to take back control. The only person who could help me was still locked away in a dungeon, but with any luck—and if my suspicions about her were correct—she would sniff me out and find me soon enough.

      All I had to do was get out of the city and head west, into the forest, toward the Veridian. I needed to know what my brother had done out there before he took control of me completely.

      “Hurry, Dahlia,” I said. “I don’t have much time.”

      … to be continued.
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