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The Coldest Fae
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By Katerina Martinez 

 

 

In the frigid woods at the edge of a storm, I’m going to find myself or die trying.

 

I’m a fugitive of the fae city of Windhelm, framed for a murder I didn’t commit. I only made it out of their dungeons by luck, and now I’m on the run—but so is the Prince. 

 

Nobody knows where he is, but my instincts pull me toward the Veridian; a roaring tempest of dark magic that roams the land of the winter fae. 

 

Our trip through the forest is cut short, though, by a group of fae that seize our carriage and bring us to their village as their prisoners. The mark on my hand, the mark of the white wolf, is the only thing that keeps them from killing us outright, but if I can’t prove my mark is real, I’m only prolonging the inevitable.

 

I don’t have time for these people. I need to find Cillian before he does something stupid, but I don’t have a lot of options.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Anybody else freezing their tits off?” I asked.

We were all sitting in the carriage’s front seat, the three of us bunched together, encased in as much fur and wool as we had been able to bring with us. I didn’t find it fair that one of us had to drive the carriage while the other two got to sit inside. Plus, it was way warmer for the three of us to be sitting snuggly together anyway. 

We had travelled through the woods for two days, but the Veridian seemed constantly out of reach. Our large, fluffy white elk, which we had endearingly named Ollie, kept a steady pace along the winding road through the trees, carefully negotiating the occasional cliff-edge and steep hill. 

So far, we had seen no one and nothing save for the odd snowy rabbit. Mira was only happy to snipe them with her bow from the seat of the carriage, and Melina was more than capable of cooking them into something tasty. 

In truth, we were all getting a little sick of rabbit, and sleeping in a cramped carriage, and of the cold in general. It was way colder out here than it had ever been in Windhelm, but there wasn’t much else to complain about. I, in any case, could complain about nothing considering just how useless I felt on this trip.

Mira, for all her prim and properness, had been brought up with the same level of basic skill as Melina. They were once commoners in this land, and despite being raised in a castle, they knew how to hunt, how to cook, and even how to repair their own clothes, among other things.

I knew how to sew, and I could also brew a great cup of tea… sometimes.

That was it.

“If I had tits,” Gullie said, her teeth chattering, “They’d be freezing too.” 

“You have tits,” Melina put in, “They’re the size of peanuts, but you have tits. I’m also kind of jealous of your bright green hair.” 

“Have you been examining my tits and my hair?” 

“Okay, everybody needs to stop saying tits,” Mira said.

“Spoil sport,” Gullie grumbled.

“It’s my fault for saying… it,” I said.

Mira side-eyed me, an eyebrow cocked. “Just because we’ve been in the woods for two days doesn’t mean we can throw out all manner of decorum.” 

“Yeah, what is it with that? Shouldn’t we have made it out of the forest by now?”

“This forest is old,” Melina said, “And deep. Also, we’re riding carefully on a carriage being pulled by an elk. We’re not exactly on horseback.” 

“I don’t just mean that. I mean, doesn’t it look like it’s getting further away?”

“The storm is always on the move,” Mira said. “It is a storm without end, it doesn’t cease, it doesn’t fade. It only moves, and some say it moves intelligently.” 

“Intelligently?”

“As if it could direct itself, tell itself where to go.”

“You think that’s true?” 

“I’m not sure. I would wager there is an intelligence behind the force of nature that is the Veridian, but I don’t think the storm itself is sentient. Then again, I could be completely wrong.” 

“That’s big of you to admit,” Melina said. “I didn’t think you had it in you.” 

“Ooh, burn!” Gullie put in.

Mira sighed. “When I started this journey, I was a bright-eyed custodian looking to elevate my own status and that of my family. Now I am a fugitive of the crown, fleeing Windhelm on a carriage through the southern woods. The most dangerous of the forests around the city, might I add.”

“Yeah, someone could’ve told me that back at the crossroads,” I said. “The choice back then was between going to a city where we’d likely get recognized or go through a forest to find the moon children. Nobody told me it was the most dangerous forest in the area.”

“Have we run afoul of nasty beasts?” 

“Don’t jinx it. For all we know, they’re watching us from the dark right now.” 

“Sizing us up,” Melina said, “That’s what I would be doing, if I wanted to eat us. I would be lurking in the shadows, following us, trying to get a measure of our strengths. Weaknesses. Blind spots.”

“For two days?”

“A convoy like ours? It could feed a family of Vrren for a week.” 

“Vrren?” 

“Horrid things,” Mira said, “Wild animals that look like hairless wolves, with stubby snouts, and longer limbs. It’s said they like eating their prey while they’re still alive, so they never go for the killing blow—they always aim to injure and cripple.”

“Didn’t I tell you Arcadia was a charming place?” Gullie asked.

“I don’t think we ever talked about Arcadia before I met the Prince,” I said. “Feels like a lifetime ago that happened.” 

“It was,” Mira said. “You aren’t the same girl I picked up that day. I have to say, I’m somewhat proud of what you’ve become. Thanks to me, of course.” 

I grinned at her. “Of course. Where would I be without you?”

“Freezing to death somewhere, most likely.”

“Not already dead?”

“No. I don’t think Arcadia would’ve killed you so quickly. You’re resilient, and resourceful… if a little undisciplined.” 

“If I’m undisciplined, that’s your fault.” 

“Absolutely not. There are some habits not even I could make you unlearn.” 

“I wonder where my custodian is,” Melina said, running a hand through her thick, turquoise hair. “She and I didn’t really get along very well.” 

“Why’s that?” I asked, turning to look at her.

Melina shrugged. “Cultural differences.” 

“Cultural…? Mira and I were from different worlds. What cultural differences could you have had with another winter fae?”

“You think just because we’re from the same court, we’re all the same? That’s like me assuming all humans are like you.” 

“I didn’t mean to imply you were the same, I guess I just don’t know enough about your people.” 

Melina nodded. “Well, besides the class divide, there’s also the north and south divide, a spiritual divide, breeding… there’s more to the fae than what court we come from.” 

“So, what was the problem with you and your custodian?” 

“This was a class thing. She came from a rich family down in Lysa and she wasn’t happy she’d been paired with little old poor me.” 

“Sounds like our pairing,” I said to Mira.

“Ours was different,” she said, “You’re human, not poor. That’s worse… but also, I suppose, more entertaining.” 

A moment of silence fell where the only sounds for miles were Ollie’s hooves crunching on the snow, the roll of the wheels, and the occasional hoot of an owl. It was so quiet here. It had been like this for days. Our carriage ate the snow and spat out dark tracks that were probably easy to follow. So far, though, no one had come looking for us.

“We need a fifth,” Gullie said.

“Fifth?” I asked.

“There’s four of us, right? All girls.” 

“Yes…” 

“Right, so, I’m Ginger Spice, Mira is Posh Spice, Mel is Sporty Spice, you’re obviously Baby Spice. We need a Scary Spice.” 

“Did you just rank us as Spice Girls?”

“Sure.” 

“And why are you Ginger?” 

“Because I’m the likeable one. Also—” Gullie shook her hair out and made it turn a deep auburn. “—See? Ginger.”  

Another pause. 

“What’s a… Spice Girl?” Mira asked. 

“And did you just give me a nickname?” Melina added.

“Yeah, like it?” Gullie asked.

“Mel… I do like it. I never thought I’d see the day when a pixie would give me a nickname.” 

“Strange times, huh?” 

A shiver worked through me, making my back stiffen and my skin prickle. I hugged the furry cloaks a little more closely around my chest. “It’ll be dark soon,” I said. “How long until we reach the moon children?” 

“Good question,” Mel said. “Unfortunately, it’s one of those, you don’t find them, they find you types of situations.” 

“Are we at least in the right forest?”

“I hope so. I think so. I’ve never met one.” 

“So, you don’t know?” Mira asked.

“Not really. They’re a pretty secretive people—for obvious reasons.” 

“Which are?” I asked.

“They’re the only fae who haven’t pledged their loyalty to the crown. They never have, despite numerous attempts at invading their holdings and putting them under their thumb, the armies of the winter court never could make them kneel, so an agreement was struck. They could keep their lands if they never came out of their forests and kept themselves out of our affairs.” 

“Sounds to me like a bully getting smacked down by a stronger opponent and trying to save face by saying, alright, fine, I didn’t want to beat you up anyway.” 

“That’s exactly what it’s like.” 

“And why do you think they can help me?” 

“Because they’re all supposed to have marks on their bodies like the one on your hand.”

“The Prince said my mark hadn’t been seen for a thousand years.” 

“And that’s true. Yours is special. Even I can feel it.” 

I could hear Mira’s eyes rolling all the way around her skull. “I don’t want to hear more talk of rumors and myths,” she said, “I want to know where they are. Ideally, I would like a comfortable bed to sleep in, and perhaps a glass of wine.” 

“I’m sorry our in-flight service hasn’t been to your liking,” I said.

“In… flight?” she asked.

“You don’t know music, you don’t know planes… I’m gonna have to take you to the human world, one day.” 

“No… no thank you. I would rather be repeatedly stabbed in the face with a fork.”  

“Quiet,” Mel hissed. 

I perked up. “What is it?” I whispered. 

“Did you hear that?” 

“I didn’t hear—”

Mel stuck a finger against my mouth. “Shh.” 

A twig snapped somewhere close. I tried looking around, but the woods were quiet and darkening by the second. There was only the snow, and the trees, and the deepening shadows around us. No movement, no lights, nothing to hold onto. And yet, that sound had been close, and deliberate. 

Mira slid her hands out of her furs and quietly clasped them together. I could feel the hum of power starting to build between them as a vibration against the left side of my body. She was summoning her bow, quietly, and that meant she expected danger. 

“Stay close,” I whispered to Gullie.

“I’m already in your hair,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

Ollie slowed and snorted. The carriage stopped. I watched the elk stomp his hooves and blow steam out of its nose. “It’s spooked,” Mel said.

“Is something out there?” I asked.

“We’re not going to wait to find out.” She cracked the reins. “Hyah!” she roared, and Ollie reared, then went screaming down the path through the forest, following the lines of the road as best he could.

The carriage jerked and bumped. It wasn’t meant to go this fast. I had to grip onto the side and back of the front seat just to keep from toppling over. One of the furry blankets picked up and flew off me with the wind, and as my eyes followed it into the trees, I saw them. 

Eyes, many of them, moving swiftly in the dark and rapidly gaining on the carriage. Wolves? No, not wolves. These creatures ran on all fours, using long, lanky limbs to propel themselves, but they didn’t have hair on their bodies; they were all cartilage, and muscle, and teeth and claws. I could hear them yipping and growling at each other, the leader commanding his pack, telling them what to do.

Whatever they were, they were coming for us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Vrren!” Mira yelled, and in an instant she was on her feet, balancing one foot on the driver’s seat and another on top of the carriage. In her hands was her large, white recurve bow, an arrow already notched against the string, her white hair whipping around her face with the wind. 

After aiming for an instant, she shot the arrow and it zipped into the woods. Something yelped in the dark, making a pained sound that echoed through the forest. Before the sound could dissipate, she was ready with another arrow, her hair flowing wildly with the wind, her body as taut as the string of the bow in her hands.

She looked like an action heroine, dripping with badassery. 

“Keep us steady, Mel,” Mira called out.

“I’ll do my best,” Mel said. “Dahlia, hold on, okay?” 

“I want to help!” I yelled.

“Help by holding on. I’m going to try to lose them.” 

“In this?” 

“I’m going to try.” 

Ollie pulled the carriage along as fast as he could. The carriage wasn’t meant to be moved at speed even on an actual road. The dirt path we were following only made things worse, and more dangerous. Mel wanted to save the carriage, but it was slowing us down, and at any point, the wheels were likely to fall off or break, and then we were screwed.

Mira continued firing a steady stream of arrows, none of which came from any quiver I could spot. They were real enough, but she seemed to be pulling them from nothing and nowhere. One of the Vrren tried to leap onto the back of the carriage, and Mira quickly shifted her aim to place an arrow right between its eyes. 

The creature yelped and fell off the carriage, hitting the ground with a hard thud and rolling along it. But there were many more where it had come from. Maybe half a dozen, maybe a dozen. It was hard to tell in the rapidly fading dark. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit there, holding onto dear life. 

Leaning over the side of the carriage, I noticed one of the Vrren was starting to pull in a little close, giving me a close look at it. I almost wished I hadn’t seen it. It was definitely some kind of doglike creature, but it looked like it was covered in hard ridges and even tougher muscle. Its claws were sharp, its teeth were jagged and large, and many sharp spines jutted out from its shoulders, its back, its elbows.

These things were killing machines, and there were way too many of them closing in fast, but I had to get into the carriage. I swung a leg around the side and placed it the small step jutting out underneath the front seat. Mel immediately caught me and shot me a hard look.

“What the hell are you doing?” she yelled.

“I need to get into the carriage!” I said, finding my grip. 

“Why!?” 

“I’ve got an idea. Just trust me! Gullie, get into the cabin right now.” 

“No way,” she said, “I’m fine right here.” 

I looked down the side of the carriage, at the ground racing past beneath my feet, at the Vrren that had now picked up its pace, having seen me dangle off the side. “Alright, fine, but if anything happens to me you take off, okay?” 

“No promises.” 

Finding my balance, I reached across the top of the cabin and grabbed hold of the railing that went along its length. One of Mira’s arrows flew over my head and struck one of the creatures in the tree line. She wasn’t going to be able to hit the ones getting closest to the carriage, not from her vantage, so I needed to act fast and reach the window. 

It was too far to grab with my hand, so I had to stretch my foot out and try to hook myself into it. But the gap between the driver’s seat and the window seemed a lot closer in my head, and I was already having trouble. 

The Vrren that was running alongside the carriage finally made its move and turned directly toward me. I was stretched to full extension, my toes just about touching the edge of the open window. I reached a little further across with my hand, dragging myself another couple of centimeters closer to it.

That was when the animal rushed the side of the carriage and smashed into it with its shoulder. The entire thing shook, I lost my grip on the driver’s seat and was hurled across the length of the carriage. If I hadn’t been holding onto the top with my other hand, I would’ve fallen face first into the snow and probably been crushed by the wheel.

Luckily, the Vrren had also pulled away to avoid being crushed by the carriage wheels, and I had fallen into position directly in front of the door. There was no going back, now. Fumbling for the handle, I opened the carriage door and threw myself into the cabin just as the creature came in for another attack.

This time it leapt toward the open door, managing to stick its head inside and grab hold of the carriage with its claws. It was too large to get inside, but it had a long neck and I had to scramble all the way to the other side of the cabin just to avoid being bitten. 

“Get the hell out of here!” I yelled, and I kicked the creature in the snout to get it to back off.

The sound was like a thunderclap, and the beast yelped after being hit. It reared its neck, snarling, blood trickling out of its mouth. I noticed the silvery tattoo on the back of my hand—the series of circles and semi-circles showing the changing of the phases of the moon—had started glowing. 

I watched the light shift across the tattoo, and already I felt empowered, stronger, faster. I could smell this creature’s cold musk, the blood on its mouth, the dirt in its paws. It tried to clamp onto me again, snapping its jaws at me in the hopes of grabbing hold of my foot. I kicked it again, grunting this time, pouring everything I had into the kick. 

Something snapped, the creature roared, and it let go of the carriage and fell away. “Holy shit,” I said, “I did that! How did I do that?” 

“No time to figure it out,” Gullie yelled, “Whatever you’re in here to do, do it now!” 

“Right!” 

I opened up one of the trunks and from inside I pulled out my suit of leather armor which Mira had been able to smuggle out of the castle with us. On its breast was still the little white snowflake I had sewn into it. I didn’t have enough time to change out of my clothes and into my leathers, so instead I tore the snowflake off out and approached the door of the carriage again.

“Hold on!” Mel yelled, and the carriage tilted to one side, accelerating my move toward the door.

My hands sprang out, and somehow I managed to stop myself from going all the way over and out of the cabin. Looking down, I saw the ground quickly falling away from us as the carriage made a sharp turn off a steep hill. My heart leapt into my throat, and it took everything I had just to pull myself back inside and shut the door.

The carriage eventually righted itself, our elk succeeding in not throwing us off the side. But the Vrren hadn’t given up their chase. I could still hear them, barking and yipping and growling as they continued their relentless chase.

I stuck my head out of the other window and found Mira still gracefully perched above the carriage, her bow and arrow ready to fire. I had to admit, I was crushing a little. I’d never seen this side of her before, only barely glimpsed it when she killed the Wenlow and saved both me and the Prince.

I would never tell her, of course.

“Won’t these things give up?” I yelled.

“No,” Mira yelled, “Not as long as they think they have a chance at killing us.” 

So, they still think they can kill us. 

I moved over to the other door, opened it, and looked around the side of the carriage. Getting up and onto the roof wasn’t going to be easy, but that was where I had to be if I wanted this to work. I had a hunch that because they had waited until sundown to attack, that the beasts didn’t like light, and I just happened to have a light bomb in my hand.

All I had to do was get up and onto the roof.

Easy.

The carriage was trembling, and even though the beasts had fallen behind a little, they were already gaining on us. I could hear them, the sounds of their growls, their paws slamming the ground, and their barks—they were everywhere, and all around us. The worst part was, looking ahead, there didn’t seem to be anywhere to go or hide. 

How long before Ollie gets tired?

“Fuck,” I cursed. Gritting my teeth, I hooked one foot into the open window, grabbed hold of the rail atop the cabin, and started pulling myself up. 

It was a hard climb, but trying to reach the door was harder. Ever since the tattoo on the back of my hand had started glowing, my muscles felt stronger, my senses were sharper, and my instincts had almost taken completely control of my movements. I was up and over the rail in seconds, much to Mira’s surprise. 

“What are you doing up here?!” she hissed. 

“I have this!” I said, and I showed her the snowflake in my hand. 

“Genius! Use it!” 

Nodding, I stood upright and found my balance. Though the carriage ride was bumpy, Mel and Ollie were doing a great job of keeping us as steady as possible. I found standing up even easier than climbing to the top, and as soon as I was on my feet, I turned around to face the back of the carriage—and there they were.

A whole pack of them. 

The Vrren raced toward us, catching up quickly. Mira’s arrows zipped past my hair, and every single one found their marks. Some of her targets stumbled and fell after they were hit, but others continued running, ignoring the arrows protruding from their shoulders, their backs. 

“I see a bridge,” Mel called out, “I’m going to head for it!” 

“Alright,” I said, “Here goes nothing.” 

Mira shielded her eyes, and I tapped on the snowflake in my hand before throwing it over the back of the carriage. The light that bloomed from the snowflake grew rapidly, and brightly. In an instant, the woods around us were filled with brilliant, white light as if I had called down the moon itself.

The beasts roared and yelped, several of them staggered over each other and tumbled into the ground. The Vrren at the back of the pack stopped in their tracks and made for the relative shelter being offered by some of the larger trees in the forest, those capable of blocking the intense, magical light.

Meanwhile, the carriage continued to race through the forest, the rumbling chaos that had been that pack of monsters slowly falling away. 

“We did it!” Gullie shrieked.

I smiled at her, and I turned around to look at Mira. “Remind me to take you up on those archery lessons you offered,” I said.

Mira arched an eyebrow. “I’ll consider it.” She went to turn around, and a cold wash of panic filled me as I saw the low hanging branch that was about to hit her. 

I yelled for her to duck, but it was too late. The thick, black branch struck her square on the side of her face. Hot blood spurted from her mouth and sprayed against my cheeks. I watched, my heart thundering inside of my chest, as she fell past me almost in slow-motion, her eyes rolled into the back of her skull, the skin of her face shredded by the branch. 

I took three steps to try to reach for her, but I couldn’t catch her as she fell. “Mira!” I screamed, but she was gone. I saw her topple off the back of the carriage and go crashing into the snow, into the tracks we had left. 

“I can’t stop Ollie!” Mel called out. I could hear her trying, but the elk was still spooked, so I did what I had to do.

I dove off the back of the moving carriage.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Gullie took flight, zipping out of my hair as I hurled myself off the back of the carriage. My body twisted and contorted in the air, instincts taking over as I raced toward the ground. Tucking into a roll just as I landed allowed me to quickly get back up and on my feet, and then I was running, sprinting toward Mira. 

I could see her, she hadn’t fallen far behind, but the Vrren had gotten used to the light bomb I had dropped a moment ago, and they were tentatively starting to approach. I raced to Mira’s side and threw myself to my knees. She was face down in the snow, surrounded by little splatters of blood red. 

Turning her over, I saw the damage the impact had done. Her cheek was split open, her skin was already starting to turn black and purple, and blood was pooling inside of her mouth. Frantically, I checked her pulse; unconscious, but alive. 

“Thank the Gods,” I said.

Gullie fluttered down and winced when she saw the state of Mira’s face. “She’s not going to like that when she wakes up.” 

“I need to get her out of here.” 

“And go where? The carriage is gone.” 

“Is there anything you can do to wake her up?” 

“I can try.” 

I watched Gullie flutter over to Mira’s face. Turning my eyes up while the pixie worked, I noticed the light from the snowflake dimming, retreating as the magic inside of it faded. From the encroaching darkness, the Vrren approached. Hungry, slack-jawed, heaving, their bodies radiating steam from the exertion of chasing after us.

Their meal was near.

I noticed Mira’s bow wasn’t far from where she’d fallen, and there was an arrow embedded in the snow next to it. I also had my dagger strapped to my belt. The problem was, there were still half a dozen monsters closing in, and there was only one of me.

Well, me and Gullie.

The pixie blew a cloud of sparkling green mist into Mira’s face, and her eyes shot open as if she’d just been hit with smelling salts. The pain took a second to register. When it did, she went to scream, but her mouth was filled with blood and snow. Turning to the side, she started spitting it out onto the ground.

“Mira, thank fuck,” I said, “Are you okay?” 

“No!” she groaned. 

“We need to get up, come on.” 

I tried to help her up, but the moment Mira set her foot down, she cried out in pain and toppled over again. She had to stick her hands out to stop from falling face first. They shook as she tried to hold herself up. “My leg,” she groaned, “I think my ankle is broken.” 

Looking at her foot, it became apparently obvious that her ankle was broken. The skin was black and purple, just like her face. I was sure she wouldn’t be able to walk on it, let alone run, and we needed to run if we wanted to get out of here. 

“I’ll carry you,” I said.

“Carry me?” she asked. “How?!” 

“I don’t have time to banter with you right now, just wrap your arms around my neck and let me get you up.” 

I could see the objection on her face, but I lowered myself to her, and she did as I asked. Once she’d secured herself around my neck, I picked her up and stood upright, surprising myself at how light she felt in my arms. 

I didn’t exactly have arms to speak of, not in the way that Aronia did. And Mira, thought slight, was tall enough that she should’ve been heavier than she was. Scanning the area, I noticed some of the Vrren had started coming out of the trees and getting back onto the road. I backed up, my feet crunching in the snow.

“Do you know any magic that’ll get us out of this?” I asked.

“I can barely think,” she said, though her words came through a little muffled.

“Gullie, I want you to fly up. Get away from them.” 

“No way,” the pixie said, “If you’re getting eaten, I’m getting eaten.” 

“That’s irrational, Gull. You have to get out of here. Find Mel, she’s on her own out there somewhere.” 

“Stop trying to shoo me. I can help.” 

“How can you help?” Mira struggled to say. 

Gullie circled around us, leaving a trail of glittering, green dust wherever she went. Before long, it was everywhere, encircling us, all around us. Gullie settled inside of my hair, and a moment later, a freak wind kicked up and pushed the dust toward them. The beasts closest to us sniffed the air, paused, and then started frantically sneezing. One after the other, they all broke out into an unstoppable sneezing fit.

“Take that!” Gullie yelled.

“That was your plan?” Mira asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry, does her highness have a better idea? Also, Dee, how about we start running now?”

“Shit, right!” 

I turned around and started moving as fast as I could. I couldn’t exactly run, not with Mira in my arms… at least, not at first. It took a couple of steps for me to figure out how to walk while carrying another person, but once I got the hang of it, I was able to break out into a run. 

“How are you doing this?!” Mira asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, trying to keep my breathing under control. “It’s the tattoo. It has to be. I’ve felt stronger ever since I got it.” 

“How can a tattoo make you stronger?” 

“How can you speak with blood in your mouth?” Gullie asked, “Life’s just a series of mysteries, isn’t it?” 

“This is charming,” I said, “But where’s Mel? I’m getting worried.” 

“I don’t know. Ollie didn’t look like he was stopping.” 

Mira pulled herself up and looked over my shoulder. “And we have another problem,” she said, “The Vrren got over their sneezing fits.”

“What?!” Gullie shrieked, “That should’ve kept them out of action for a while!” 

“I’m sure that trick is great at parties, but it’s going to get us killed now—you only made them mad!” 

I almost hear them salivating as they chased us. They were barking, and growling, and grunting. The pack had split apart again, likely to try and flank us, attack us on all sides. We had a chance of outrunning them while we’d been in the carriage, but on foot? We didn’t stand a chance. I’d been fooling myself into thinking I could run faster than they could.

Slowly, I set Mira down on the ground.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I drew my dagger from my belt. “I have to fight,” I said. 

“Fight?! Have you lost your mind?” 

Turning around to face the creatures, I shut my eyes for a second and took a deep breath. “I don’t have a choice. Maybe I can take them away from you.” 

“You’ve lost your mind. What am I supposed to do?” 

“Don’t die.” 

“This is insane, you know,” Gullie said.

I gripped my dagger more tightly as the beasts approached. “I know. I won’t ask you to leave again.” 

“Good. You’re learning.” 

Opening my eyes, I broke into a run toward the incoming creatures. One of them took the challenge and picked up the pace to match mine. If ever there was a time for those new instincts of mine to kick off and do something useful, now was that time. 

As if they’d listened to me, those strange instincts flared to life. I threw myself into a slide along the slippery, snow-covered ground as the beast leapt over me. As it soared overhead, I thrust my dagger into its gut as hard as I could, splitting the creature open straight down the middle. 

I’d been moving quickly enough that I hadn’t ended up coated in blood, but it spurted in all directions, turning the ground behind me deep red. Steam rose from the snow around the rapidly dying Vrren, but it wasn’t over yet. More of them were coming, encouraged by the death of their packmate. 

My sixth sense kicked in, calling me to duck just as another beast leapt toward me. I ducked under and out of its path, then leapt over another charging beast, twirling in the air above it as it lunged toward the spot I had been standing in. When I landed upright, I almost couldn’t believe it.

“Did you see that?!” I cried out.

“I didn’t see it, I felt it,” Gullie said, “It’s making me sick!” 

“Sorry!” 

Turning around, I noticed one of the Vrren was rushing over to where Mira was sitting. I called out to them, yelling into the woods for them to come and get me, trying to make myself as loud, as big, and as threatening as possible. It probably looked ridiculous, but it was working. In a kind of good news, bad news situation, the creatures were all heading for me, now. 

“Okay, now what?” Gullie asked.

“I don’t know…” I said.

“You’d better think fast. Think you can take the ones that are left?” 

“I shouldn’t even be able to take one of them on.” 

“And yet, there it is, dead.” 

I wrapped my hand around the dagger even more tightly, my knuckles turning white from the effort. As the beasts approached, I tried to single one of them out as the focus of my attention. I wanted to take down the biggest one, if I could. The one that looked like a leader, an alpha. They all looked pretty similar, but one of them seemed to have more scars on its body than the others, so I gave that one my attention and prepared myself.

A howl suddenly pierced the forest, and the beasts stopped dead in their tracks. Simultaneously they perked up and dipped low to the ground, their ears twitching as their bellies hugged the floor. They looked scared, and I couldn’t blame them. The sound was long, and loud, and deep. I could feel it in my chest, vibrating inside of me like I was hollow.

One of the monsters made a break for the forest line, its long, bald tail tucked between its legs. A moment later, I heard a rustle coming from somewhere among the trees, then a yelp, and then a sickening, wet crack, followed by a thud that made my stomach churn. I backed up one step, two steps, and stopped, becoming instinctively aware that there was something behind me. 

I could feel it breathing down the back of my neck, even though I hadn’t heard it approach. 

Slowly, I turned, my heart pounding inside of my chest, my blood frozen in my veins. The wolf standing at my back was as tall as I was. It had charcoal fur run through with streaks of silver, several scars cutting across its muzzle, and even though I was upright, its deep blue eyes were level with my own. This wolf was huge, imposing, and terrifying. 

It snarled, and I backed up again. It sniffed the air around me, licked its lips, and when it lunged, I thought I was going to die. Instinct forced my eyes to snap shut, but the wolf instead charged past me, the wind gushing behind it as it charged toward the Vrren. 

Turning around again, I watched the chaos—the bloodbath—unfolding right in front of me. There were three of these wolves. They weren’t all as large as the one that had been standing behind me, but they were all covered in dark fur, they were all vicious, and they were more than a match for the animals that were left. 

I wasn’t sure what to do. I was frozen. Rooted to the spot. 

Do I run? 

Do I fight?

They were killing the Vrren, but did that mean they were friendly? No. Not at all. That wasn’t the sense I had gotten from the one that had sniffed me, not by a long shot. Once the Vrren had been taken care of, one of the wolves started trotting toward Mira, and that was when I finally regained control of my faculties.

“Leave her alone!” I screamed, my voice tearing through the quiet. 

The largest of the wolves had its back to me. Slowly, it turned around, its mouth dripping with hot blood that steamed around its snout. The wolf dipped lower on its front paws, sprang back onto its hind legs, and in a flash of soft, blue light, the wolf was gone—replaced by a tall, incredibly muscular man with long, gunmetal grey hair that was dark at the roots, and brighter at the ends.

He had scars on his face, on his bare chest, and along his shoulders and arms. His features were sharp, and angular, his eyes were narrow, but they sparkled with primal intelligence. He wasn’t totally naked, either; he had some kind of black pants on, but no shoes. Like all the other fae I had seen so far, his ears were long and pointed, and just as it had been a moment ago, his mouth was still dripping with blood.

“What… what are you?” I asked.

“You,” he said, in a smooth, but menacing voice, “Will come with us.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

One by one, the remaining fae changed shape, discarding their wolf forms and standing on two legs. It was extraordinary… the mere sight of it sent shivers down my spine. Despite all the magic I had seen, the wonder of Arcadia, the majesty that is Windhelm, this—this was something else. This took the cake, as they say.

I had grown up knowing magic existed, so to watch the fae wield magic as easily as they did, that had been impressive, but not surprising. Shapeshifters, though, I’d never seen one up close, and while the process of transformation was probably easy to them, to me, it was breathtaking. 

Literally, the stuff of legend.

“Are you going to simply stand there?” the large, muscular man in front of me said. “Move.” 

That’s right, I’ve been captured.

Again.

“Don’t hurt my friend,” I said.

The fae glanced across his shoulder. One of his friends, a woman, was standing near Mira. The other floated between the group, pacing, watching, perhaps ready to strike if I tried something stupid. I wasn’t going to. Not here. 

“You,” he barked at Mira, “Can you walk?”

“I cannot,” she called out.

“Then you will freeze.” 

I took a rapid step toward him. “Wait, you can’t—”

The large fae turned in the blink of an eye and caught me by the throat. His hand squeezed around my neck, and I felt myself rise at least a solid foot off the floor. Struggling with his hand was useless, he was a lot stronger than me, but I had two perfectly working feet, great aim, and supernatural strength.

I went for the groin.

The moment of contact was exquisite. The fae’s eyes widened, and he immediately dropped me so he could cradle his aching balls. He doubled over from the pain and started coughing. I took the opportunity to make a mad dash toward Mira, but I was quickly intercepted by the middle fae, the one who’d been watching me. 

He tackled me to the ground lightning quick, and by the time I hit the snow, he had taken his wolf form. The wolf pinned me to the ground by my shoulders and snarled. His fur was sleek, and grey, and he easily weighed two hundred pounds. 

“Get the fuck off me!” I roared, but the wolf instead bared his fangs and inched a little closer to my face. His teeth were red, and I could smell the Vrren blood on his breath. 

“Enough!” Mira screamed, “She is the tath isia, and if you know what’s good for you, you will treat her with respect!” 

“That is no white wolf,” said the woman, “How dare you speak those words in our presence, castle bitch? I’ll kill you both!” 

“It’s true!” I yelled, “Look at my hand! I have the mark.” 

I tried to show them the back of my hand, but I could barely move. As if he’d sensed this, the wolf gently eased the pressure around my right shoulder just enough that I could bring up my hand, but then it bit me, clamping hard around my wrist. I screamed as blood immediately began to trickle from the wound. 

“Leave her alone!” Mira shrieked.

The wolf didn’t let go of my hand, but it also didn’t move, it didn’t grind its teeth, it didn’t drag me through the snow. It stayed still, almost like a statue. All the while, the first fae, the largest of them, had finally regained his composure and started walking over—even if his gait was a little funky. 

Did that hurt? Aww, poor baby. 

Asshole.

Insulting him in my mind made me feel better, took my attention away from the pain in my arm and the streaks of blood worming down toward my shoulder. The wolf and the large fae then swapped control of my wrist; the wolf releasing me, only for the other one to grab me. He clenched his hand tightly around my skin, slowing the flow of blood, but not halting it.

Carefully, he examined the back of my hand, then he looked at me. “Where did you get this?” he asked.

I was biting my lower lip, struggling against the pain. “It just happened,” I said through my teeth. “Now, if you’re done asserting your macho dominance, I’d like to get up now.” 

The fae stared at me, his eyes hard and cold. “Struggle again, and we will let you both freeze in the woods.” 

He yanked me upright by my wrist, and I shot to my feet. When he released me, I clamped down hard on my wrist with my other hand, trying to keep the blood from pouring freely out of the wound. The bite had been deep. For the brief moment that I’d looked it, my stomach had flipped upside down and inside out and made me nauseous.

I walked quickly over to Mira, who still wasn’t able to stand. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“I am fine,” she said, a little indignantly. “Your arm?”

“I need to get it wrapped up, but it’s fine for now. Can you stand?”

“No more easily than I could a moment ago.” 

The big fae shoved me aside. “Move,” he growled.

I was about to tell him off for being so fucking rude, but then I saw he was picking Mira up and off the ground. Sure, he had throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, and she didn’t look at all impressed at being carried around like that, but he’d helped, at least.

The female stepped up to me, her eyes like razorblades. “Start walking,” she hissed. 

Frowning, I turned and followed the larger man. I didn’t speak for a long moment, not until I realized we were being taken off the road, and there was still no sign of Melina. “My other friend,” I said, “The one with the carriage... have you seen her?” 

My words were met with no reply.

All three of our captors were silent, but I pressed on. “My name is Dahlia,” I said, trying to humanize myself; or was it fae-ize? I wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. I needed to try and tug at their emotions, even if doing so was probably going to get me nowhere considering these were literally three of the coldest fae I had ever encountered. 

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“This is unnecessary,” Mira said. “They won’t talk to you, or to me.” 

“Quiet,” said the fae that was carrying her.

“You…” I said to him, daring to tap him on the shoulder, “What’s your name?” 

More silence, and then, “Toross,” he grunted. “Second Alpha.” 

“Second? Who is the first?”

“You will be brought to her. No more talking.” 

Mira cocked an eyebrow. I had wanted to press the whole Melina issue, but it was possible they hadn’t found her, or hadn’t even seen her. If that was true, then it was possible Mel was the only one who could rescue us from these people, whoever they were. 

But I had a feeling that wasn’t going to be the case. Ollie had shown no signs of stopping, and even if Mel had, who was to say there weren’t more of these fae shifters out in the woods? They may have already caught her. They may have already killed her. I didn’t want to think about that, I couldn’t let panic drive my actions right now, but it the thought haunted my mind like a ghost all the same.

I was about to open my mouth to speak again when Mira shot me an angry look. I was pretty sure she meant to say, if I was to speak again, she would be the one to kill me if they didn’t. She’d gotten the point across with just her eyes, so I shut my mouth and waited.

None of us knew where they were taking us, but the night had well and truly fallen around us, and it was getting hard to see. If not for the woman poking me in the back every once in a while I wasn’t sure I would be able to walk in a straight line, not in this place. The trees seemed larger, thicker, darker, the shrubs were taller, and the snow seemed at least several inches deeper.

Even the waning gibbous moon had trouble piercing the canopy above us.

It was a good thing we’d been travelling along a road to get here. There was no way a carriage would’ve made it through the woods without one, although that also begged the question—who maintained the road? Was it magic? Was it Windhelm? Was it these fae? 

Finally, the trees seemed to space out a little up ahead, allowing the light from the moon hanging above us to shine harder, and brighter. There wasn’t much to see in the clearing, although I did notice a couple of things. 

First, the trees hadn’t been knocked down or cut off; it was a natural break in the trees. Second, the snow seemed to melt away and become water towards the heart of the clearing. And third, right in the center of the open space there were five piles of rocks stacked to about chest height. The stacks of rocks themselves were a couple of feet apart from each other, and roughly formed a circle.

Strangely, the closer I got to them, the warmer the air seemed to get. 

“What is this place?” I asked.

“I said no talking,” Toross said. 

Mira shook her head in disappointment. I shrugged. What was I supposed to do? I talked when I got nervous. Speaking of nerves, I hadn’t let go of my arm once this entire time; I’d kept my hand clamped around it like my life depended on it. It was probably a good thing, too, considering how bad the wound had looked. Despite my better judgment I dared to peek at it again. The rising ambient temperature was making it itch, and I was starting to worry.

I stopped in my tracks as I peeled my hand away from my wrist. The blood was there, dark, red, and sticky, but as I wiped it away, I noticed the skin underneath had completely healed. There were no teeth marks, no open wound, and no more pain, either. I flexed my right hand, watching the tendons on my wrist move back and forth.

“Okay, that’s officially no longer a coincidence,” I said, trying to keep my voice low.

The woman prodded me in the back. “Must I tell you to move once more?” she growled.

“Her arm,” the other one said—the one that had bitten me. Now that the chaos had settled, I noticed he was thinner than the others, smaller, younger, and not as muscular, but he walked just as tall. “It healed quickly.” 

“Magic,” the woman scoffed.

“She did not summon any. I would have known.” 

“Silence, all of you,” Toross grunted. He had reached the circle of five stones and was standing inside it. 

I followed him, noticing instantly how the air truly was warmer here. Warmer, and possessed of a kind of strange hum, a vibration I could hear and feel. I looked over at Mira, who had just as confused an expression on her face as I had on mine. Still, she mouthed the words place of power, and I fell silent again, nodding.

The other two fae joined us in the circle. A moment later, they fell to their knees, got onto all fours, and took their wolf forms. I still couldn’t get over how impressive it looked, how smooth the transformation was, how silent, and mystical. Without so much as a nod to each other, the wolves tipped their snouts up and howled at the moon, their cries long and deep. 

I became aware almost immediately that the wind had suddenly changed direction. It had been blowing my hair one way a moment ago, and a phantom gust had come and pushed my hair the other way. Faerie lights then started rising from the stacks of rocks; soft, blue, and glittering, they rose from the ground and steadily climbed into the air, each creating a little stream of light that disappeared into the night sky.

I followed them with my eyes, watching as the beams converged above our heads seemingly meeting directly under the moon itself. My stomach churned, my chest felt light for an instant, and when I lowered my eyes, I realized we weren’t surrounded by forest anymore.

A hill rolled away from us and into a valley between the mountains; a valley filled with light, and life, and huts with little chimneys puffing soft white clouds into the air. People moved within it, shapes, shadows going about their business in the relative safety provided by the sharp cliffs on either side of the village.

Above them, the gibbous moon shone bright and beautiful, providing ample light by which to see it all.

“What… the hell…” I said, the words falling from my mouth on the back of a breathless sigh. One of the wolves at my feet growled at me. I put my hands up. “Yes, move, alright. I’m going.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

With Mira still slung over his shoulder, Toross led us away from a stone circle identical to the one in the forest. The stones stood at the top of the hill, on a small flat outcropping just large enough to accommodate them. On some nearby rocks I noticed several wolf head skulls had been propped up, all of them adorned with bits of hand-made jewelry and surrounded by freshly cut flowers. 

Still, the air itself hummed with magic, with a vibration that was both strange, but also somehow familiar. I was sure I’d never felt this exact vibration before, and yet it seemed to harmonize with my… soul. Like that makes any sense, Dahlia. You’ve been kidnapped again, get it together.

“Can someone tell me what this place is?” I asked.

None of them spoke.

Toross was the only fae out of his wolf form. The other two had chosen to keep walking on all fours, flanking me, like I was going to make another daring escape attempt. I didn’t know where I was, there was nowhere else to run, and I had no idea how to activate that portal—or whatever it was.

Once again, I had been brought to a place from which I couldn’t escape, but at least it was pretty out here. Despite the frozen peaks surrounding the valley, the air down here was warm and the ground wasn’t covered in frigid snow. There were even flowers to be picked and plucked. This place had a cozy vibe to it that made me think of home. 

You know, if my home was filled with angry, nasty wolf-fae people.

I followed Toross down the hill, noticing once we started reaching the huts and tents that there was a sweet, smoky aroma playing in the air. My mouth watered and my stomach rumbled. It smelled like a barbecue, like an animal was being roasted on a spit somewhere, but I couldn’t see it. I also thought I could smell apples, warm apples, and maybe bread? 

The first villager I came across was a man wearing only pants, boots, and a loose, dark shirt. He, and the woman and the child in the tent behind him, watched us as we walked through. All three of them had the pointed ears and angular features I had come to expect from the fae, but it was the child that stood out to me the most. 

He couldn’t have been older than seven, or eight—in human years, at least. With wide, blue eyes, and from behind his mother’s back, he watched me as I was marched past him. I had never seen a fae child before. I hadn’t had any proof that they even existed, until now. 

When our eyes met, the child backed up, went around his mother’s back, and emerged from the other side as a wolf pup with his ears and snout low to the ground. The father stepped slightly out of his tent and snarled, bearing his large, sharpened teeth.

“What are you looking at?” he asked through his teeth.

“Nothing,” I said, turning my eyes away. “Sorry.” 

“Keep your eyes to the ground,” Toross said as we walked, “They do not like outsiders.” 

“Noted,” I said, lowering my eyes. 

It would’ve been good to have known that before they’d brought me down here, but I didn’t think any of these fae particularly cared whether I got along with the villagers. They had been pretty keen to let Mira freeze out in the woods, after all. I was eager to know what they wanted with us, but I had a feeling I wasn’t far from finding out.

Going deeper into the village, we naturally drew more attention. I tried to keep my eyes down, but that didn’t stop me from sensing the presence of watchers. They were all here, studying us as we were marched through their home. We were strangers, Mira and I. Captives. 

I started to wonder if the sweet, smoky scent I had detected a moment ago wasn’t another fae cooking on the spit. Some poor soul that had run afoul of these wolves and gotten tangled up with them. I mean, they were wolves after all. Who was to say they weren’t cannibals, too? 

Don’t let your mind do crazy things.

Stay in the moment. 

Think.

Of course, think about what, exactly? Escape. No, we had covered that. Rescue? Unlikely, considering we could be anywhere in Arcadia by now. So, barring rescue and escape, what was left? A whole lot of nothing, although if we were lucky, we could get eaten—so there was that to look forward to, at least.

The fae marched us through this village of huts and tents all the way to the largest of them all. It looked like four large tents had been meshed together to create a mega tent, which was likely where the Alpha lived. There were more wolf head skulls propped up by the entrance to the tent, this time along with weapons and shields instead of flowers and trinkets. 

There were men posted just outside of the tent’s open front flaps; large men wearing black pants, but no shoes, or shirts. It was warm close to the ground, in fact I was starting to feel a little too toasty in my clothes, but we were still surrounded by snowy peaks and mountains. How was any of this possible? 

“Dahlia!” I heard a shriek. 

Turning to the side, I saw Melina standing with another tall, burly, bearded looking guy. He had her gripped tightly by the arm. I watched her try to shrug out of his grip, but he held her in place and jabbed a finger at her. 

“I thought I told you not to move,” he growled.

“Bite me, asshole.” 

I grinned, proud of her for using a phrase I had taught her, but then the man holding onto her raised his other hand as if to hit her. Mel went to turn her face aside and protect herself with one arm, when a voice shot through the village, stopping him before he could hit her. 

“Stand down, Praxis,” said the woman who had come storming out of her tent.

She was tall, taller than the men around her. Her skin was of a dark complexion, she had thick black hair fashioned into tight braids and plats, and while she looked easily as strong as Aronia, the fact that she was taller made her seem lean and toned instead of bulky. Her pointed ears twitched in the silence following her command, but Praxis did not dare hit Melina.

He lowered his hand, and shoved her toward me. 

I rushed over to her and wrapped her up in my arms. “I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said, “I thought we’d lost you.” 

“You did, for a bit,” she said, “Ollie didn’t want to stop.” 

“Oh no. Is he…?” 

“He’s fine,” she cocked a thumb, “They have him back there, tied up. I tried to get them to promise they wouldn’t eat him, but they gave me no such assurances.” 

“Thank fuck.” 

“Gullie?” she whispered. 

The little pixie tickled the back of my neck. I nodded. “Also, fine.” 

“Ahem,” came a voice from the front of the tent. The woman standing there was staring at us, her eyes wide, her hands on her hips. I realized, with horror, that everyone was staring at us with equally shocked expressions. “No, please,” said the woman, “Continue your conversation.” 

“Sorry…” I said, a little meekly. “I thought you’d killed my friend.” 

“We are moon children, not savages.”

“Moon children… that makes a lot of sense.” 

She cocked an eyebrow, then approached. “Are you her?” she asked, “The one with the mark? Let me see.” 

I was about to show her my right hand when she grabbed it and yanked it to her. She stared at the mark, her eyes narrowed, a little scowl on her lips. With a blink she turned those narrow, almond-shaped eyes up and met mine. “tath isia, huh?” she asked, “The white wolf… we shall see about that. Come with me.” 

A shudder worked its way up my spine. I had hated the sound of that. We shall see? What was there to see? I had the mark. I didn’t know what it meant, but I had the mark, and so far, it was the reason I was still alive. It was definitely the reason Mira was still alive, and possible Mel, too. It didn’t sound like this woman was terribly convinced, though.

Toross and some of the other fae followed the woman into the tent. Mel and I walked behind them, trying to keep a safe distance but making sure they knew we weren’t about to try anything stupid. Another tickle at the back of my neck, closer to my left ear, made me tilt my head slightly to the left. 

“Hey, Dee,” Gullie said.

“Don’t speak,” I whispered, “They’ll hear you.” 

One of the wolves had already perked up, but it hadn’t stopped walking.

“We found our Scary Spice.” 

My hand flew to my mouth to catch the giggle that tried to spill out. What I did catch was the attention of the fae around me. Praxis even turned and glowered at me. “Something funny?” he asked, barreling toward me. 

“No, no,” I said, waving my hand, but still giggling. “No, absolutely not. Nothing at all.” 

“It better not be,” he said, through his teeth. I could smell the meat on his breath, and the… alcohol? Whatever it was, it was sharp, and strong, but it didn’t smell like wine; it smelled more like spiced apples. 

Nodding, still fighting to contain the giggling aftershocks as they came, I walked into the tent behind Toross and Scary Spice. Lacking a name, that was what I was going to call her. At least, in my own head. 

The space inside the tent was warm, and homey. The floors were a patchwork of thick, furry hides sewn together. There were chairs, tables, and other bits of furniture, all that looked like they’d been made by hand from those same black trees from the forest. Some of the tent’s sections had been partitioned off with heavy, woolen curtains, and in the center of the main tent, a decently sized fire pit provided plenty of heat and light. 

Mira was carefully placed on a large bean bag made from various leathers. On it, embroidered with a kind of precision and quality I had not thought possible considering the bean bag was made of thick hide, was a beautiful scene picturing a darkened wolf howling at a gorgeous, full moon. 

Toross took his position next to Scary Spice. With a wave of a hand, she bid the other fae to leave us, presumably so she could speak to us in private. There were other fae in the adjoining sections of the tent, I was sure. I could hear them, smell them. But she wasn’t concerned about them.

After a moment, the woman spoke. “My name is Ashera,” she said, “First Alpha, Guardian of the Valley, Protector of the moon children.” 

I wasn’t sure whether to bow or not, so I bowed. It seemed like the safer option. Mel bowed too, and Mira lowered her head from where she sat. “My name is Dahlia,” I said, “This is Melina, and Mira. If we offended your people, I’m—”

“—you did not offend us,” she said, “In fact, we helped you. You should show gratitude.” 

“I am. We are. I don’t think we would’ve survived the encounter with those Vrren if not for Toross and his… pack?” 

“Pack is correct. We had been following you for some time. Very few travelers go so deep into the woods, and even fewer stay the course toward the storm. What is your purpose in going there?” 

“That’s… really complicated.” 

“Not more complicated than what the mark on your hand represents, if it is true.” 

“Why do people keep doubting if it’s real or not?” I asked, “I don’t know what it is, I just got it a few days ago.” 

“Because the mark you bear speaks of a prophecy, but you would not be the first false prophet to have surfaced within these lands.”

“False…? No, I’m not a false prophet. We were actually looking for your people anyway because you might be the only ones who can tell me what this mark really means. Can you tell me, or not?” 

“We can tell you,” she said, “But first, we will test you.” 

“Test?” 

“The last false prophet who claimed to be the white wolf failed miserably. As did the one before, and the one before. If you fail, you will die. If you survive… we will see.” 

I was about to argue with her, to protest at, well, the whole idea of being tested. Ever since I’d gotten to Arcadia, life had been a series of tests and challenges. I didn’t want another test. I wanted to figure out what this mark on my arm really meant, if it could help me learn more about who I was, and more importantly, I wanted to find the Prince. 

He was out there, somewhere. I knew it. I could almost smell him, always, but he was constantly out of reach.

Instead of protesting, I rolled my eyes and sighed. “Alright, fine. What is this test?” 

“Simple. You must catch Jaleem.” 

“Who is Jaleem?” 

I felt the sharp, hot bite of pain around my right ankle and immediately fell to the ground. I hadn’t even hit the floor, and the wolf that had bit me was already bolting out of the tent. It was the same wolf that had bitten my arm, the asshole. 

Blood poured from the wound, hot and sticky. I wrapped my hands around it to stem the flow and grit my teeth. “Why did he do that?!” I shrieked. 

“Would you not want to cripple your opponent to make sure they cannot catch you?” Ashera said. “You have one hour to find him and bring him low.” 

“I can’t even stand!” 

“If you cannot stand, then you are no white wolf.” 

Adrenaline coursed through me. I could feel my heart hammering against the sides of my neck, against my temples. Melina knelt beside me and touched my shoulder. “Just think it,” she said, “Tell your body to heal. Concentrate.” 

I stared at her, wide eyed, my hands getting warmer and bloodier by the second. I wanted to scream, maybe to cry. I did neither of those things. Instead, gritting my teeth, I shut my eyes and concentrated on the pain in my leg, on the blood in my hands. I visualized the skin knitting, the blood stopping, and in moments, impossibly… it did.

When I opened my eyes again, the skin around my ankle was starting to heal, to close, to seal.

“See?” Mel whispered, “Now, go and get him.” 

I still couldn’t believe my own eyes. I tried to stand, to put weight on my leg, expecting my ankle to give, but it didn’t. After glancing at Ashera, then at Mira—who gave me an encouraging nod—I turned to face the opening in the tent, and started running after the bastard that had bitten me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Most of the fae that had been outside of the tent a moment ago had now been replaced by wolves. They crowded the opening, watching me as I spilled outside and into the night, making it almost impossible to know if Jaleem was one of them. 

Shit.

I scanned the crowd, taking a few careful steps into it and trying to keep my eyes sharp. The gathered wolves were all staring at me, all standing, poised, and ready to attack at a moment’s notice. It was intimidating, but I suspected that was the whole point. They didn’t want me to succeed, here.

I decided to try something weird; to dip my toes into these new abilities.

Turning my chin up slightly, I sniffed the air, opening my senses to the aromas in the air around me. I was instantly, and dizzyingly, flooded with information coming from all sides. Sweat, cooking meats and vegetables, the musky smell of leather, wet dog, elk. It became hard to separate the odors after a time, but I had to focus.

The fae I was looking for had just left the tent, and I thought—impossibly—that I could smell him. Concentrating carefully on his scent, letting it fill my nostrils by taking deeper whiffs of the air, I thought I could drown the rest of the world out and maybe even follow it. My human nose wasn’t exactly designed for this kind of thing, but it was the only nose I had, so I went with it, pushing into the crowd of fae and wolves alike.

 Some of the wolves growled at me, baring their teeth. I skirted around those, and twirled around the others that were standing, trying to stop me from getting to where I needed to go. It was a gauntlet of bodies, and people, but one the Royal Selection had at least prepared me for.

Fancy feet, Dahlia. 

Fancy feet.

Breaking past the blockade of fae, I made a dash in the direction I thought Jaleem had gone. He could’ve been anywhere, could’ve gone anywhere. For all I knew, he was hiding in one of the tents, or lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce on me again. 

There were only women and children inside of the tents, though. They watched me as I rushed past, their eyes a mixture of fear, confusion, and withheld aggression. None of these people liked me. I probably smelled too human for them, but I couldn’t think about that now. I had to find the wolf, and I had to do it quick.

Finally, a break. 

As I rounded a corner, emerging on the other side of a large tent, I spotted movement in the distance—on the hill I had descended to get here. It was him, the wolf. He was running up the hill at full pelt, trying to make it to the stone circle at the top. 

“He’s too far ahead,” I said. 

“Just start running,” Gullie said, “You’ve got this!” 

Nodding, I put my head down and broke into a sprint. Fancy feet, keep it light, keep it quick. A month ago, sprinting like this would’ve been impossible. I’d never had a reason to run in my adult life, but the selection had given me many physical skills to call on that were going to come in handy out here.

The speed at which I was running and my ability to vault over obstacles and skip neatly away from potential harm, though, bordered on the supernatural. Yes, I was faster, and stronger, and tougher than the day I had gotten to Arcadia. We could thank Mira and all my challenges for that. But there was more to this than just that. 

I was unnaturally fast, and sharp, and yet it felt like the most natural thing in the world. Like I was waking up from a long sleep. The faster I moved, the more my skin started prickling over and flushing with goose bumps for almost no reason. It could’ve been the running, the sweat, the adrenaline, but this wasn’t the first time I’d felt that itch over the last couple of days.

In fact, the last time I had felt this weird in my own skin, my teeth had started to ache, and they were aching again now.

I had only just reached the base of the hill by the time Jaleem made it to the top. I watched him tilt his head back and howl deeply into the sky. A moment later, a bright flash of light pulsed from the top of the hill, and then he was gone, leaving the echo of his howl trembling against the mountains.

He had gone right back the way we had come, knowing full well I had no idea how to cross over to the other side. I wasn’t going to be able to catch him, and that meant in less than an hour’s time, I was dead—and so were Mira and Melina.

“Shit,” I said, as I ran up the hill.

“Don’t worry,” Gullie said.

“Don’t worry? He’s gone!” 

“He’s not. You’ll get him.” 

“Do you know something I don’t?” 

“Once again, we all know something you don’t.” Gullie buzzed out of my hair and flew alongside me. “You know what you have to do.”

“Then how about you fill me in? Because I’m not getting it.” 

“Just shut up and run!” 

I realized only after I’d reached the top of the hill that I had made it all the way up here without stopping to catch my breath. I was breathing a little hard, sure, but I wasn’t panting, and I wasn’t winded. I actually felt strong, fit, different. That was the word I’d been looking for. 

I felt different, only I didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing.

“You want me to howl, don’t you?” I asked as I stared at the stones.

“It looks like that’s what activates the circle,” Gullie said. “So, just go and do it.” 

I scanned the stacks of stones, trying to find another way of operating them that didn’t require me howling like a fool into the night air. I wasn’t a wolf, and that meant the only sound I could make would sound laughable to a real wolf’s ears. Then again, the shimmering mark on my hand belonged to the white wolf. 

Did that mean I could do what those fae could?

“What if I can’t?” I asked.

“Do you remember the day we found each other?” Gullie asked.

“I do. I thought you were a bug that had flown into my room. I tried to swat you.” 

“You did swat me. It hurt like hell.” 

“I know… I’m still sorry about that. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the look on your face, how badly hurt you were when you got to me. And then I hit you, on top of that.” 

“Water under the bridge. And in your defense, you’d never seen a pixie before in your life.” 

I nodded. “I’m glad you fell into my window that night.” 

“Me too. But it didn’t happen by accident.” 

I frowned at her. “It didn’t?” 

She shook her head. “No. I came looking for you. Not because I knew you, or I knew of you, but because I’d been able to sense you from a distance. Your power, I mean.” 

“Power… I lived with three witches. That’s probably what you were drawn to.” 

“No, you’re not listening to me. In fact, you’re deflecting again, and that needs to stop. You need to stop running from yourself.” 

“I’m… not.” 

“You are. Dahlia, pixies have a keen sense for magic. Most of us are trackers who find lost magic items, or scholars who study strange magical phenomenon. There was magic all over London, but the only fae I could sense was you. I was hurt. Dying. You were a beacon in the night, a lighthouse. It wasn’t random that I came to you.” 

“Why didn’t…” I paused, “Why didn’t you tell me any of this sooner?” 

“Because you weren’t ready for it, but look at where we are, Dee. We’re in the heart of Arcadia, in the village of the moon children. This is where you were meant to be, where you were fated to go, and I know your destiny isn’t to die at Scary Spice’s hands because you couldn’t activate this portal.” 

“How can you be so sure of that?”

“I just am. Now, bloody howl so we can go after that guy for biting you.” 

I cocked an eyebrow at her. “Fine, but if I make a tit out of myself, so help me…” 

“What? What are you gonna do?” 

Grumbling, I stepped into the stone circle. From up here I could see many of the fae gathered at the foot of the hill, others had come out of their tents and were watching from the village itself. None of them were coming up, though. I was given space.  Not enough that they wouldn’t hear me, mind you. 

The night was dark, and quiet. My voice was going to carry, and so would their inevitable laughter. 

Among those standing at the foot of the hill were Ashera, and Melina. The big guy, Praxis, was also there, as was Toross. He had Mira thrown over his shoulder again and had angled her so she could also see what was about to happen. Wasn’t that just great? The fae had chosen right now to be considerate.

Fantastic.

“Alright,” I said, “Here goes.” 

“I’m here,” Gullie said. “Ready when you are.” 

Shutting my eyes and swallowing hard, I took a deep breath, and howled as best I could. My voice was shrill, and light, but it carried all the way to the frozen peaks in the distance, bouncing here and there, echoing for miles. It was one hell of a sound, that was for certain, but when I opened my eyes, I was still standing at the top of the hill.

The fae gathered at the base of the hill and in the village were watching, but they weren’t laughing, at least. 

“It’s not working,” I said.

“Try again,” Gullie said. “Deeper, this time.” 

“Deeper? I already sound like an idiot.” 

“Deeper. Do it!” 

I groaned at her and shut my eyes again. This time, I whet my lips with my tongue, and when I took a deep breath, I held it in my lungs for a second before exhaling a second howl, this time in a lower pitch. 

Again, the howl bounced off the mountains and ran off into the night, as if it was scared to be seen standing next to me. I couldn’t blame it. I still hadn’t activated the stones, and there were murmurs starting to push through the gathered fae. I could hear them, even from up here. 

If I couldn’t get the stones to work, would they even wait the hour before killing all three of us? 

“Gullie, I don’t know what I’m doing wrong,” I said, my voice trembling. “I’m scared.” 

Gullie zipped a little closer to me. “Use that,” she whispered, “Use the emotion, and maybe get on your hands and knees. Think like a wolf.”

This is stupid, I thought, as I lowered myself onto my hands and knees. The dirt underneath me was cold and wet, and it quickly started turning my fingers numb. I dug my fingertips into it, feeling the earth beneath my hands, working it through my hands. 

A pulse of warmth raced through me, filling my chest with soothing heat and making my skin prickle. This was new. Different. I felt nervous, anxious, like something was happening at the edge of my senses, something I wasn’t totally aware of. 

“Gull?” I asked. 

“What is it?” she said.

“I think… something’s happening.” 

“Don’t speak; just feel. Let it out.” 

I glanced at Mira and Mel at the bottom of the hill again before closing my eyes. This time when I drew in a deep breath, the air felt cooler, but it was also packed with aromas. I could smell the moisture in the water under my hands, the snow on the peaks, the very rocks themselves. I could smell the fruity alcohol brewing down in the village, the animals roasting on spits. 

It was as if the world was opening up to me, slowly, and then all at once. 

After a moment, I could hear the fingers of snowy dust as they picked up and rolled over the edge of the mountains around us. I could hear the crackling of the fire; I could even hear Praxis telling Ashera, “We should kill them now. This is another farce.” 

“No, wait,” she said to him. 

Anger filled me, then. Anger, and determination. This entire time I had been holding a breath in my lungs. When I let it out, it was in the form of a deep, long, wail of a howl that didn’t bounce off the mountains but harmonized with them. 

It was as if there were four of me, each singing a different part of the same, beautiful melody in perfect unison. It was a howl that felt like it lasted minutes, even though only mere seconds had passed. I felt the wind shift, and change direction, ruffling my hair with a sudden jerk. My stomach lifted, then fell, and when I opened my eyes again, I wasn’t standing on the hill anymore.

I was in the woods, on my hands and knees… only my hands weren’t hands. 

They were paws; large, white, wolf paws. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Oh shit. Oh shit. Shit! 

“Dee…” Gullie trailed off, breathless, “What did you… do?” 

“I don’t know!” 

“Wait, you can talk?!” 

“Holy shit, I’m talking!” I tried to stand, but my legs felt different, as did my hands, my face, my skin. Everything as different, everything was… wrong, but also absolutely right. Scanning the woods around me, I realized that I could see way better than I’d been able to the last time I was here. I could hear the flutter of birds, the chirping of bugs, and the hiss of the wind as it whispered between trees. 

I felt strong, powerful, my senses were sharper than they had ever been, and I had freaking paws. I couldn’t see myself, but I didn’t have to look at myself to get an idea of what had just happened. I had transformed, just like those fae had. Somehow, I’d let go of my human skin—the body I’d had my entire life—and I’d taken on the body of this wolf.

This white wolf.

I felt Gullie settle between my shoulders, at the base of my neck. I tried turning to look at her, but my neck wouldn’t bend that far. “Hey, what are you doing?” I asked.

“I’ve always wanted to ride something,” she said, “And you’re literally the biggest, prettiest, scariest white wolf I’ve ever seen, so I’m gonna ride you.” 

“I’m really a wolf? This isn’t some weird fever dream? Did I hit my head on those rocks or something?” 

“No, you really are a wolf, and it’s awesome. Now, are we gonna find that asshole or what? Giddy up!” 

Spinning around sharply, I turned my nose to the ground and almost immediately picked up Jaleem’s scent. He was close. He hadn’t gone far. 

“I don’t appreciate being told to giddy up,” I said, “I’m not a horse.” 

“Whatever, let’s go!” 

Gullie tugged on my fur, and I leapt into a fast run. I’d never run on all fours before. It wasn’t something that was supposed to come naturally, and yet, it came to me as easily as breathing. The wind whistled past my ears, ruffling my fur, the whiskers on my snout. I could feel the snow crunching under my paws, and the soft, wet dirt beneath it, and those new instincts I had?

They were well and truly in the driver’s seat, now. I was following the scent ahead of me as it weaved in, out, and around trees, leaping over obstacles and crawling under others, and doing without any real conscious thought. My instincts were pulling me along toward my goal, and all I had to do was… watch.

Watch for clues.

Watch for Jaleem.

Watch for danger.

The wolf-fae had gotten a solid head start, but I was certain I was catching up. I could see his pawprints in the snow, and I had a feeling mine were bigger, bolder. I flattened the impressions his paws left whenever I stepped into one, and that made me feel good about my chances about beating him once I’d finally reached him.

Because that was the other part of this trial. 

Lay him low.

It wasn’t good enough for me to catch him. No. I also had to kick his ass, and that was fine with me. He’d bitten me twice, now, and yes, both injuries had healed. That didn’t mean they hadn’t hurt. It didn’t mean I was going to let them slide. I wanted to sink my own teeth into him, make him hurt for a change.

And that was different, too. I’d rarely wanted to seriously injure someone. That wasn’t like me. Then again, was I even like me anymore? Or was it a case that I wasn’t like her anymore? The old Dahlia, the one from Carnaby Street, from the Magic Box. Who even was she? 

Who was I?

A twig snapped nearby, snatching my attention. Pausing, stiff as a statue, I sniffed the air. My hackles rose, as did the fur on my back. Gullie kept hold of me as best she could, but I knew she would only be in danger so long as she was near me, so I asked her to get off me and find a tree to perch on.

Without argument, Gullie took off and headed up into the trees, the soft green light of her magic fading once she’d settled on a branch. 

The woods were dark around me, but I could still see pretty well despite the gloom. The colors of the forest had been completely drowned out, replaced by a spectrum of black to white, but there wasn’t color in this forest to begin with, so that didn’t bother me. What did bother me was the absolute silence, because there, lurking within the quiet, were the distant grumbles of the Veridian—that perpetual storm that existed just over the next mountain.

Always there, but always out of reach.

I hadn’t heard it for a while, but I could hear it now, loud and clear. The rumble of thunder, the whip of violent lightning arcs, the violent whoosh of high-speed winds and… something like a whisper. Barely present, not strong enough or loud enough for me to identify the voice or any of the words being carried over on the wind, but a voice all the same.

I had split my attention for barely an instant, when a dark wolf came charging out of the woods and attacked. It tried to sink its teeth into my neck, but I ducked under it and forced it to go tumbling to the ground. I didn’t have hands, but I had a snout, and teeth. I bared my fangs at the wolf and lunged, nipping and snapping at its hide as it tried to stand, searching for a spot to grab hold of, but he was slippery.

The wolf backed away and started to circle me, watching me from a short distance away. He was panting, his hot breath coming out of his snout in puffs of steam. He was goading me, testing me, doing the exact same thing Mira had taught me to do to my opponents—sizing them up. But he wasn’t talking. 

I growled at him. “What are you waiting for?” I asked, and the wolf stopped in its tracks, his ears perked up.

He snarled, bearing his fangs and lowering his head. He looked like he was ready to strike, but he hadn’t. He was keeping his distance, and I couldn’t understand why.

I made a move toward him, as if I was going to lunge, and the wolf backed up another couple of steps, still snarling, still growling. His face was all teeth and anger, but his posture was defensive. He didn’t want to attack, maybe because he knew I was stronger than him, or maybe that was just what he wanted me to think.

It was totally possible he was playing mind-games with me.

“We don’t have to fight,” I said, “Look, I did the wolf thing. I’m like you. Can we just go back, now?”

The wolf arched its back and started yipping, making quick bursts of sound that… I somehow understood. It wasn’t speech, not really; not the way I had come to understand it. But it was some form of communication that I was able to pick up and process. 

He could hear me, he knew I was talking, but he was afraid. Jaleem didn’t know how I was able to do what I was doing. He thought I was going to kill him.

I shook my head. “I’m not going to kill you,” I said, “I didn’t come here to kill anyone. I just don’t want you and your people to kill my friends. We need help.” 

Lies was the impression I got from his sudden shift in posture. When he snarled now, it was somehow angrier, and more intense, with lots of tongue. He didn’t believe me. Jaleem thought I was going to kill not only him, but all his people.

“What?! I wouldn’t!” 

You are the death of us, he growled, and then he came for me, forcing me to defend myself. He was fast and smaller than I was, which made for an interesting change considering I was usually the tiny one. I tried to avoid his bites, his nips, his snaps, but it was difficult to keep him away from me, and then when I did finally find an opportunity to bite him, he had already moved somewhere else.

As Jaleem clamped down on one of my hind legs, forcing me to yelp with pain, I realized instincts were driving the car, but they alone weren’t going to get me through a fight. I wanted to use my hands, grip a dagger, make use of those opposable thumbs I had. But this form called for a completely different kind of skill if I wanted to handle it well, and I didn’t have that skill yet.

I yanked my foot out of his mouth and pulled away from him, but the sudden surge of pain made it difficult to kept myself upright. Maybe if I shifted forms again, if I turned into a human, I’d have more of a chance. Don’t be stupid—he’d eat you. That’s what Gullie would’ve said in response. Just heal like before.

It was hard to concentrate on the pain with a snarling wolf circling around me again, but I tried it anyway. While keeping Jaleem in my sights, I focused my attention on the wound, on the pain, and tried my best to squash it, to remove it, to erase it. Slowly, the pain eased, but the wolf wasn’t going to give me a chance to finish the job.

He lunged again, all teeth and claws and hair. This time, I didn’t try to get out of his way. I put my weight on my hind legs, and I threw myself at him, aiming for his throat. I needed to learn how to use my power and size to my advantage, and there was no better way to learn than right here, and right now.

With my front paws I was able to keep him from biting me, and as we tumbled to the ground, I sank my teeth into his throat, pinning him against the snow. I could taste blood in my mouth. I knew I had pierced the skin, but I didn’t want to go too deep—I didn’t want to kill him. I wanted to keep him there until he calmed down.

But Jaleem had other plans.

He stuck his hind legs into my stomach and started kicking and scratching until I was forced to let him go or let him tear into my underbelly. The wolf slipped out from under me and went scampering into the dark, running at full speed to try to get away from me. 

“I’m not trying to kill you!” I yelled, but he was gone. I had his scent, of course. With his blood in my mouth, I could almost see the trail he’d left as he sped off into the night, but there was something else in the air, something I had just picked up at the edge of my senses. More blood, but not his, and not mine.

Someone else.

Gullie floated down from the tree. “What are you waiting for?” she asked, “Go after him!” 

“Do you smell that?” I asked.

“Smell what?” 

“Blood.” 

I kept sniffing the air, trying to get a fix on it until I found where it was coming from—and I couldn’t believe it. It was weak, and distant, but urgent enough that I immediately broke out into a run to chase it down. That smell, I would’ve recognized it anywhere because I had been fantasizing about it ever since I left the castle.

More than that, I felt like it hadn’t left my side over the past couple of days. Even though I could never figure out where it was coming from, it almost felt like I was always around it, always near it. Always near him. But that didn’t make any sense, because we were nowhere near him. We didn’t even know where he was. 

I had a hunch he had made tracks for the Veridian, but I really had no way of knowing. 

And yet, his scent was here, in the woods… but it was mingled with blood. His blood. He’s hurt. I didn’t know how, or why. I didn’t know who had hurt him, but wherever he was, he was bleeding. I had to get to him, and I had to get to him quickly, so I put my head down and kept running, dashing, sprinting through the woods, following the scent that was starting to grow stronger by the second.

Then I found him.

I came to a scrambling halt near him. He was on his front in the snow, there was blood all around him, and a trail of it heading deeper into the forest. I couldn’t find his weapon, or a backpack, or a carriage. He was alone, unarmed, face down on the ground, and he wasn’t moving.

Hurrying over to him, I sniffed around his neck, his head. I could hear his pulse, and I could tell his body was warm, but I didn’t know the extent of his injuries. There was something else, too; something gripped in his hand. A piece of fabric stained with blood, his knuckles were white from the effort of holding onto it. I recognized it instantly, even before the scent filled my nostrils.

My own scent.

It was a piece of my snowflake dress, the part he had torn off back at the palace. What was he doing with it in his hand instead of a weapon? 

“D-Dahlia…” he groaned.

I turned around and came over to his face again. His eyes were closed, but he’d just spoken. I knew he had. “I’m here,” I whispered, nuzzling my snout under nis neck. “Can you stand?” 

“I… I…” he fell against the snow, exhausted, unconscious.

“Dammit…” I cursed, looking around. I had to get him back to the moon children, but number one, I didn’t know how to shift back into my human form to carry him. Number two, I probably wasn’t strong enough to carry him in my human form anyway. Number three, I was probably naked in my human form for all I knew. And number four, I had a human form and a wolf form, now. 

What the fuck?

“Sit on my back, Gullie,” I said, “I’m gonna have to drag him back to the portal.”

 “Drag him? Are you sure?” she asked.

“I don’t have a choice. He’ll die out here.” 

I gingerly gripped onto his clothes with my teeth and started pulling him through the snow. I had no sense of how long it might take to get him to where I needed to go. I could only hope he would hold on until then.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

With a howl that shook the snow off nearby trees I activated the portal to the moon children’s village, and they were all waiting for me once I’d arrived. Some were in their wolf forms, their hackles raised, their teeth bared. The rest stood behind the wolves, making sure I couldn’t leave the hilltop.

At the front of the pack was Ashera, wearing a harsh scowl. Slightly behind her, Praxis had hold of Melina, seemed to be holding a bunch of clothes in her hands; the same clothes I’d been wearing before I transformed. That meant I really was naked under all this fur.

Toross still had Mira over his shoulder, but his angle allowed her to see what was going on without having to be constantly told. Though unharmed, both women looked more like captives now than they had before I’d left. 

The Alpha’s scowl then turned to confusion. I realized how this looked. I had left the village by myself, and I had returned with a body in my mouth, and a pixie riding on my back. The secret was out; Gullie’s secret.

“What is this?” she asked. 

“I can explain,” I said.

“Holy crap, you can talk?” Mel asked. 

Praxis tightened his hold around her shoulders. “Quiet, woman.” 

“Tell me to quiet one more time, and you’ll regret it, man.”

“You can’t talk to her like that,” Mira yelled.

“And you have to learn your place as well,” Praxis said, “Or should I break the other leg?” 

“Silence, all of you,” the Alpha barked, then she gave me her attention again. “You are the only one who is to speak.” 

I nodded, lowering my head. “Okay, just don’t hurt my friends.” 

Ashera’s eyes narrowed. “Who is this man you have brought to our village?” she asked, “And what is a pixie doing on your back? Answer quickly, and truthfully.” 

“She called me a pixie…” Gullie whispered.

I shushed her, then turned my eyes up at the Alpha. “I will tell you everything you need to know,” I said, “But I want reassurances that my friends will not be harmed. Not them, not him, and not my pixie.” 

“Your pixie?” 

“Yes. She is also my friend, and her name is Gullie.” 

The Alpha moved in a little closer and knelt in front of me, meeting my eyeline. “Because you are one of our own, I will promise you not to harm you or your friends—for now. But if I detect an ounce of deception, I will not hesitate.” 

“Then I’ll be honest.” I paused. “But first, I would like to know how to go back to my human form. I’m kind of… stuck.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. In the crowd behind her, a ripple of murmurs began to move. “Stuck?” 

I nodded. “I don’t know how I got into this form, and I can’t get back out.” 

Ashera raised her hand above her shoulder and made a simple come here gesture. A moment later, one of her people stepped up beside her. It was the woman I had seen earlier, in fact—one of the ones who had captured me.

“Lora, fetch her a heavy cloak,” Ashera said, “And do it fast.” 

Lora nodded, turned around, and then threw herself on all fours. Her hands became paws before she’d even touched the ground. In an instant, she’d transformed into a wolf and gone speeding down the hill in search of clothes for me to wear. There hadn’t been an ounce of hesitation or so much as a question.

Ashera had the final authority here, and that meant all I had to do was stay in her good graces. That was how I was going to get through this.

“Now,” she said to me, “Who is this man?” 

I looked down at the Prince who I had managed to turn onto his back before dragging all the way back here. It struck me as odd that she didn’t immediately recognize him as the son of the King and the Queen of Windhelm. I didn’t think I would’ve had to identify him to anyone, but the Alpha of the moon children had no idea who he was. None of them did.

Or maybe that was what they wanted me to believe; maybe this was a test.

I had no idea what kind of hornet’s nest revealing the Prince’s true identity would kick over, but I also fully understood the perils of lying to this woman about who he was. I had been told that the moon children and the Castle didn’t get along, and I had just delivered the royal family’s only heir to their doorstep. Would they order him executed?

Shit. 

This was one of the hardest decisions I had ever had to make, and I didn’t have a lot of time to make it. I was lucky he was wearing mostly black, with none of the usual frills and opulence I had come to expect to find adorning the bodies of fae royals. He looked normal, like a commoner, save for the antlers curling around his head. 

His antlers probably set him apart from other fae, at least from any of them on this side of the portal. But the fact that he hadn’t been recognized, and he didn’t have anything on him that would identify him as a royal meant I had an opportunity, if I was stupid enough to take it.

Think, Dahlia. Think!

“His name is Colin,” I lied.

Oh fuck.

I could see all the blood drain from Mira’s face even from here. Her eyes were wide, her mouth had fallen open, and her skin had turned even paler, if that was even possible. We had both shared the moment of oh fuck together, and when I glanced at Melina, it was obvious she had shared the moment with us.

All three of us, united in our horror at what I had just done.

“Colin?” the Alpha asked, “That is an odd name for a fae.” 

Because it’s the name of a human boy I tricked into loving me with a magic sweatshirt. It was literally the first male name that had come to mind. Actually, that wasn’t true. The first name had been Tellren, because besides the Prince, he was the only other man I’d had any real interaction with during my time at the castle.

If we were going to stay here, though—and that looked likely—I didn’t want to have to call the Prince Tellren the entire time.

“He’s a carpenter… from Lysa,” I said, “We were separated several days ago when a bridge collapsed behind our carriage. I thought we had lost him, but I was able to smell his blood in the forest.” I paused. “I found him bleeding and hurt. I don’t know who attacked him, but he needs healing. Can you help?”  

It was about as convincing a lie as I could muster, and I didn’t think she had bought it. It was a flimsy story, at best, with more holes in it than swiss cheese. I knew they had noticed us travelling through the woods; they had been watching us. But they couldn’t have been watching us since before we entered the forest, so how could they know I had just lied?

Ashera stood, straightening herself up and taking a sharp breath in through the nose. “Praxis, Toross,” she called out, “Take this one to the healers, have him looked after. The girl with the broken ankle, also.” 

“What about her?” Praxis said through his teeth. He meant Mel.

“Give her a tent. Food. Water. These people are our guests, now. Make sure they are all treated as such.” 

I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, “Thank you so much.” 

“Do not thank me,” the Alpha said, “I am showing you hospitality because you have shown us you are more than just a false prophet of the tath isia. You may in fact be the white wolf, but that remains to be seen.” 

“What more evidence do you need?” 

She leaned a little closer, the darkness around her eyes deepening even as her eyes themselves brightened. “More,” she said, “You will come with me, you will eat, and we will talk while your friends are situated within our camp. We have things to discuss.” 

Praxis had made his way toward me by this point, and he’d picked the Prince up like he was weightless. Without another word, he marched back down the hill with the Prince slung over his shoulder, his hands swaying like they were lifeless. They really liked carrying people that way around here, didn’t they? 

Slowly, the rest of the gathered fae began to make their way down the hill, but not before Lora returned with a furry cloak wrapped around her neck. She was still in her wolf form, but she was running so fast, the cloak never touched the ground, never slowed her down, never got tangled under her legs. 

When she stopped, she panted, her tongue slipping out of her mouth. Ashera unclipped the cloak from around the wolf’s neck. It was large, and thick, and made of a patchwork of earthy colors; bigger than I was, in fact. Once she’d been freed of the cloak, Lora stood on two legs and made taking her human form look easy.

She was also fully clothed, which meant it was possible to change form and keep your dignity.

With a nod, the Alpha dismissed the other fae, who took off in a light jog after the rest of her people, following them down the hill. When enough of the fae were gone, Ashera stood before me, spreading the cloak open far enough that I would be able to slip into it once I stood. The only problem was, I didn’t know how to do that.

I shook my head. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.

“Try to make sure they don’t know that,” the Alpha said.

“They?” 

“The moon children will be watching you closely, examining your strengths, your weaknesses. If they believe you to be too weak, they will try to cut you down; to make sure you know your place. It is the way of our people.” 

“Can’t you stop them?”

“I cannot. It’s just the way things are done here. You’ll have to learn to fight for your place if you want to have one, but first, you have to master the art of shapeshifting.” 

“I can’t remember what I did last time. I just got on my hands and knees and howled.” 

“It is as simple as that. Tell your body what to do, and it will do what you ask.”

I stared at my paws in the snow. It had been as easy as that; healing, at least. I remembered the pain I had felt, and how quickly I had made it disappear. I hadn’t realized at the time, probably because there was so much going on, but my stomach was rumbling now as if it had been begging for food for weeks. I was hungry, really hungry, and that probably had something to do with the wounds I’d suffered, and the whole changing shape thing.

Magic always has a price.

Gullie fluttered up and off my neck. Ashera watched her, the little pixie’s green glow reflecting off her eyes. She didn’t seem as prejudiced toward pixies as Mira had been. Mel also hadn’t shared the same prejudice. I wondered if there was something to that as I tried to figure out how to stand. 

All I had to do was push myself off the ground, right? And tell my body what to do.

I leaned my snout low against the ground until my chin touched the dirt. After a second of hesitation, I pushed myself up with my front paws and squeezed every ounce of brainpower into repeating the words be human, be human, be human.

Though my muscles and bones began to change shape as I got up to stand, I lost my balance coming up. I staggered back a few steps, one foot precariously slipping off the edge of the cliff at the top of the hill. I felt myself topple, my arms flailing. The world tipped, I was about to shriek, but Ashera grabbed my arm, swung me around, and pulled me into the cloak, all in the space of just a few seconds.

She clasped the cloak around my neck, and I pulled it tightly over my shoulders. It was warm, and thick, and even though I was wearing nothing else underneath, none of my more sensitive parts were on display underneath. It was a strangely… empowering feeling.

Who the hell even are you anymore?

“Next time,” she said, “You will do better.” 

I looked down at the ground and saw my feet sticking out from under the snow—bare and pink. “Wow,” I said, “That was a rush.” 

Gullie floated quietly under the cloak, disappearing behind my hair. “Is that where your… pixie friend lives?” Ashera asked.

“She does,” I said.

“And she likes it here,” Gullie added.

The Alpha nodded. “Very well. Come, you will eat with me, and we will talk.” 

I couldn’t exactly say no. I didn’t know where the Prince, or Mel, or Mira were, but I had to have faith that they were okay. I fell into step beside Ashera and followed her back down to her tent.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

While I was sure these people would kill me if I stepped out of line, they were also gracious hosts. Ashera had made sure I had something to wear waiting for me in her tent. Once I’d gotten changed, behind the privacy of a thick, woolen curtain, I’d come back into her tent to find a small feast prepared for just the two of us. 

On a coffee table, no taller than knee-height, there were plates covered in steaming meats and vegetables. There were three pitchers, one filled with water, and the other two filled with a kind of hot, spiced apple cider that seemed to become way more appetizing the more I smelled it. 

I sat down on the floor opposite the Alpha, crossed my legs, and stared at the food on the table. My mouth watered and my stomach grumbled, and even though the Alpha was already tucking into a leg of some kind of meat—possibly Warg—I didn’t immediately join her. I wasn’t sure what the etiquette was. 

She was fae, just like all the other fae I’d come across, and yet she was also very different from the castle dwellers I’d been used to. There was a primal quality about her, something wild and untamed, and absolutely badass. She commanded the people around her with a kind of authority I had never seen another woman wield, and she wielded it so easily.

It was impressive, and intimidating. 

Ashera glanced at me from behind the haunch in her mouth. “Eat,” she barked.

I couldn’t find knives or forks, only an empty plate surrounded by other, fuller plates covered in meat and vegetables swimming in their own juices. I gingerly reached over across the table, picked up what looked like a drumstick, and placed it on my plate. Then I picked at it, removing the skin with my fingernails and then taking some of the meat off the bone before eating a piece.

It was mouthwateringly good. The chicken broke apart in my mouth, whatever it had been seasoned with was salty, and herby, and delicious. Before I knew it, I was grabbing another piece, and then another. I tried to keep as much decorum as I could, but it didn’t look like Ashera cared, so bit by bit, I stopped caring too.

“Eat the skin,” she said.

I glanced at a piece of chicken breast covered in a crispy, browned skin, and instantly the glands in my mouth screamed at me to do it. I reached for the chicken, held it down with one hand, and pulled the entire breast off with my other hand. After I’d set it on my plate, I took the skin off the chicken and ate it. 

It was crispy, and hot, and packed with flavor like I’d never tasted before. The food back at the castle had been delicious too, but this was different. The food and the service there had been Michelin Star worthy. The food here was heavy, and flavorful, and comforting, and messy, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

I licked my fingers clean before grabbing a pitcher of hot apple cider and pouring some into a mug that was black, and hand made. Steam rose from the mug as it filled, and when I brought it to my lips and drank, the kick of cinnamon reminded me of home, of my mothers, of our Yuletide feasts with all the cookies and the roaring fireplace. 

“And your pixie?” Ashera said, “Does she not need to eat?” 

“I could eat…” Gullie whispered. 

“Oh, sorry…” I said, “I forgot the world existed for a moment.” 

Gullie zipped out of my hair and settled near my plate, where she delicately started picking off pieces of chicken to eat. 

“Thank you,” I said, “For all this hospitality. For a moment I thought you were just going to kill us all.” 

“Let’s not talk of death at the dinner table,” Ashera said.

I nodded. “I don’t know anything about this place, or about your people. I’ve only heard stories.” 

“And likely, they are not good stories.” 

“I don’t know about that. Your people are more like myths and legends to the other fae… why is that?”

“We prefer to live apart from the rest of them, because we are nothing like them, and that scares them.” 

“Because you change shape and they don’t?”

“Indeed.” She paused. “And you say you, as if you are not one of us. You clearly have the gift.” 

I shook my head. “I guess I just don’t believe it yet.”

“Why? The evidence of your breeding is clear, and whether you are the white wolf or not, you are still a Moon Child.” 

The word breeding grated against my ears. “Up until about a month ago, I thought I was…” I shook my head. “You probably know already, but I don’t exactly smell like all the other fae.” 

“No. When I first caught your scent, I picked up three distinct odors. Fae, pixie, and human. The pixie lives in your hair, which means you are a half-breed, but your fae side is obviously the dominant one, otherwise you would not be able to shapeshift.” 

“Is it a problem that I’m part human?” 

“That depends. I do not understand why a half-breed would inherit the burden of the white wolf and not someone more… pure, but here we are.”

I shook my head. “Wow, there are… a lot of things you just said that need unpacking—also, I’m not sure what’s in this apple drink, but it is strong as hell.” 

“You do not like it?” 

“No, I love it. But it’s going to knock me under the table if I’m not careful. Why is fae alcohol so powerful?”

“It’s not that powerful to us.” 

I frowned, then took another sip. Somehow, the cider remained hot even over time. It should’ve started cooling by now, but it hadn’t. I looked at the mark on my hand, that shimmering, silvery tattoo, then glanced up at Ashera. I wanted answers, and I knew that meant I had to feed her some truths that could potentially lead to questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

They may have not recognized the Prince, but they must’ve heard of the Royal Selection. Windhelm had stood for ten thousand years, and there had been eight Royal Selections. Even these people who literally lived under a rock must’ve heard of it. I didn’t really want to have to explain all of that, but I still needed to find a way to get answers, so I decided to focus on asking questions instead.

I thought I would tackle the more pressing one first.

“Why do you think I’m a false prophet?” I asked.

“Have you heard the story of the white wolf?” she asked, “The prophecy?” 

“I have, yes.” 

“Could you tell me what you have heard?” 

I took a deep breath. “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.” 

“I see…” she paused. “What about the second part?” 

“Second part?”

Ashera nodded. “It is typical for the second part of that same prophecy to be left out as it does not shine a positive light on the people of Windhelm.” 

“Why is that?”

“And from that darkness, turned to light, shall the moon children rise once more to take that which was stolen from them, and with their teeth lay low both castle and fortress, and restore the seat of winter.” 

A cold wash pulsed through me, sending a shiver up my spine. The whole time we had discussed the prophecy and what it meant, we had never known there was a second part to the prophecy. And if Melina did, she hadn’t told us, but I didn’t think she was hiding anything from us. She wouldn’t.

“I have not heard that,” I said.

“I’m not surprised,” Ashera said, “The castle fae like to keep that part out of their stories because it spells the fall of their oppressive empire, the end of their reign.” 

“Why would they do that?” 

“Because they don’t like the world remembering what they did to our people. It is destiny that we will one day bring the fight to them and take back what’s ours, but we have lost much already, and we will not take up arms so easily anymore.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“There have been others who have claimed to be the tath isia. Others that looked like you, had similar marks, could do similar things. We went to war for them in the past, attacked the castle, its people, but we failed because they were not the true white wolf. If we are to fight for you, we must test you first.” 

“Wait… fight for me? I haven’t asked anyone to fight for me.”

“You claimed to be the white wolf, did you not?”  

“If I remember correctly, it was my friend who made that suggestion, not me.” 

“That is irrelevant. You bear the mark, and out of respect for what it represents we have offered you and your friends hospitality, and protection. Now, you will be tested, and tried. It is said the white wolf will have powers and abilities we do not have. That you will bestow great gifts upon us so that we can take the fight to the castle and reclaim the Frost Stone that belonged to our ancestors… unless you are a false prophet.” 

“I don’t think you understand… I’m not a warrior. I tried to find you because I didn’t know what this mark really meant, and because maybe you could help me figure out who my real parents were. I didn’t come here to help you fight a war.” 

“And yet here you are, a half-breed bearing the mark of an ancient Goddess. If it is as you say, and the mark simply appeared, then you are indeed the white wolf and have nothing to fear. If you are tested and found wanting, however…” Aesha stood upright and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Your friends will die first.” 

“I thought you said no talk of death at dinner.” 

She gestured at the table beneath her. “I am no longer at dinner, but you may remain here. Eat your fill. You will be shown to your tent when you are done.” 

There were many things I wanted to say to this woman, many angry, nasty things. I could feel my blood boiling, even as fear worked through me like bugs that had burrowed under my skin and started running amok. On the one hand, she’d offered me food, and a bed, and she’d saved the Prince’s life. On the other hand, she was threatening to kill us all if I didn’t pass her tests.

Why the fuck do I keep landing in these situations?

“My injured friend…” I said, meekly. “When can I see him?” 

“You may ask Lora to take you to him when she arrives,” Ashera said. “Rest tonight. We begin tomorrow.” 

Without another word, she made her way into an adjoining tent, disappearing behind a heavy, woolen curtain. Gullie exhaled a deep breath she’d been holding onto for a while. “Well, that could’ve gone better,” she said.

“Keep your voice down,” I said, “I’m sure they can hear.” 

“And I’m sure we can say just about anything around them and they won’t kill us. It sounds like they’ll only kill us if you fail your tests. Lucky for us, that’s pretty common territory, don’t you think?” 

“I guess… why doesn’t that make me feel any better?” 

“Because you would literally rather be doing anything else?” 

I nodded. “Yes, that sounds about right.” I looked around at all the food that was still left on the table, still steaming, but I’d lost my appetite. “We should go and check in with the others.” 

Gullie floated over to my left hand. “I’ll make myself scarce while you talk to the P… Colin. That’s going to take some getting used to.” 

“Sorry, it was the first thing that came to mind.” 

“You could’ve gone with Harrington, or Tatum, or Somerhalder. But you went with Colin. I am so disappointed.” Gullie dropped onto the back of my left hand, and with a puff of green mist, became a little green and black butterfly tattoo against my skin.

I had never so much as gotten a single tattoo in my life, and now I had two of them. Go figure. 

Grabbing a pastry from the table, I stood up and headed for the door. Lora was already waiting for me outside, sitting casually on a stump. When I left the tent, she perked up and moved quickly to intercept me so I wouldn’t wander. 

“Your tent is this way,” she barked. 

“I want to see the man I brought here,” I said. 

She eyed me up and down, scoffed, and rolled her eyes. I wasn’t sure if she was going to lead me to Prince Cillian, but I followed her all the same.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Lora led me to the tent where they were keeping the Prince, but he was unconscious when I arrived. They had removed his shirt, laid him down on a bed, and tended to his wounds. By his side, on an end table, was a small bowl filled with water, a wet rag hanging off the edge and dripping onto the floor. 

I looked over at the fae who had escorted me here. “Could you give me a minute?” I asked.

She eyed me up and down, disdain and suspicion playing on her face. “I will walk the camp once. When I return, you leave with me.” 

“Thank you,” I said, as if she were doing me a favor.

Lora turned away and started walking. I could only hope she was a slow walker, but I highly doubted it. Without wasting another second, I entered the tent, letting the flap fall behind me, and knelt by the Prince’s bed. He looked pale, and hurt, and despite the fact that he had been healed, there were many bruises and dark marks on his skin.

Gingerly I touched his chest, letting my fingertips gently press against his skin before allowing the rest of my palm to flatten out on him. I could feel his heart beating beneath my palm, I could hear the slightly raspy quality of his breathing, and I could smell the old blood still clinging to his hair and even his pants. 

He still clung to the piece of my dress. It was ruined, now. Bloodied, soaked, ripped, but he hadn’t let it go once and I couldn’t understand why. 

Shutting my eyes, I lowered my cheek against his chest. I could hear his heart pounding, now. He was hurt, but he was strong. He would make it through whatever had happened to him, but I guess I didn’t really have any doubt about that. I just wanted to be near him.

Nearer to him.

His skin was warm against my face, and that warmth transferred into me as comfort. These last few hours had been stressful, and tense. I’d barely had a moment to breathe. To think. Even when I was eating with the Alpha, tensions were high. This was a brief moment of peace and calm, and I was going to take it.

I felt his hand touch the back of my head and I perked up. He hadn’t opened his eyes, but he’d taken a deep breath. He was stirring, starting to wake. “Don’t move,” I whispered as I shuffled a little closer to his face. 

He turned his head to the side and let his eyes slowly open. It took a moment for him to adjust to the light around him, but his gaze finally settled on me. “I had the strangest dream,” he said, his voice soft, low, and a bit of a struggle.

“What did you dream about?” I asked.

“I dreamt you had come to me… and you were a wolf. White, and large, and powerful… but the eyes, and the scent. It was you.” 

I leaned a little closer to him and rested a hand against his cheek, brushing some of the dry blood off his face with my thumb. I smiled at him. “That was some dream.” 

“No… it was no dream, was it?” 

I shook my head. 

“Then it’s true.” He tried to sit up, but I cupped his face with both my hands and stopped him. 

“You’re injured. Don’t get up. Can you tell me what happened to you?” 

“Radulf…” he groaned, “He’s getting stronger. He did this to me.” 

My insides went cold. “What? How?” 

“I don’t know. It’s dark magic. Somehow, he was able to manifest and attack me in the flesh. I couldn’t control him, I couldn’t hold onto him, but he had the power to cut into my body as if he was holding a knife—” he groaned again, grimacing from the pain, “Dahlia, I cannot stay here.” 

“But you need to rest—”

“I can’t rest; I need to get to—”—I kissed him, pressing my lips against his like my life depended on it. 

At first, he seemed a little surprised, but then he placed his hand on the back of my head again and let his lips part gently for mine. I kissed him deeply and softly, gently, with care and tenderness to begin with, but then pressing myself more closely against him. 

Warm prickles shot through me like fireworks, and when his tongue touched mine, the fireworks only got louder, and larger. I could feel myself shaking, though I wasn’t sure which emotion was causing most of it. Happiness? Relief? Fear? It was a cocktail with no label, and I was getting pretty drunk on it.

When the kiss finally broke, I held my forehead against his. “You scared me,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I did not mean to.” 

“You mean you didn’t know?” 

He shook his head. “Not in a way I can properly explain, but I want to try. You need to know the truth.” 

I kissed him again, a light peck, this time. “When you’re stronger.” 

“No, Dahlia. Now. I have so much to tell you.” 

“I do too, believe me, but we don’t have a lot of time right now and all I want to do is kiss you.” 

The Prince lowered his hand to my chin, tipped it against his lips, and kissed me again. Those fireworks from before had turned to thunder inside of me; a continuous grumble of want and desire, sprinkled with a desperate need for more. I wasn’t sure how long I had, but my mind wandered to a place where he and I were absolutely alone, for as long as we wanted to be, and I could explore every inch of him with my mouth.

“I missed you,” he whispered against my mouth. 

“Not as much as I did,” I said, breathless. “You left without saying goodbye.” 

“I didn’t have a choice. Radulf had exposed himself and…” he shook his head. “I would have freed you from your cell myself, but I knew I would be discovered, so I entrusted Aronia with the task.” 

“Wait, you sent her?” 

“I did. I would have freed you myself, but Radulf had control of me, and he mentioned my father… implicated him in something terrible. I couldn’t trust anyone. I could barely trust myself… this is the only reason I was able to regain control of my own body.” 

He showed me the sleeve of my dress. I looked at it, then back at him, “This is how you were able to keep control?” 

“It’s you. Your scent. It keeps him buried. I can feel him screaming to get out, but now that you’re here, he can’t.” 

“Then, I’m not going anywhere.” 

“Dahila, these people…” he paused to look at me. “They’re dangerous.” 

“They aren’t much more dangerous to me than your people were the day you kidnapped me.” 

He let his eyes fall, as if the memory made him uncomfortable. When he looked at me again, I could feel his fear, his concern. I had rarely seen him like this before, so it shook me. “You don’t understand. These people are vicious predators and cannibals. They kill everyone who crosses them and eat their spoils. We can’t stay here.” 

“It sounds to me like both your people are pretty prejudiced against each other. And, also, I guess you’re talking about my people now, too.” I showed him the mark on the back of my right hand. “It’s real. I can do what they do. I’m one of them.” 

“Just because you can shapeshift doesn’t mean you have to become them.” 

Someone walked by the front of the tent, their shadow breaking the light coming in from outside for just a moment. I thought Lora had returned, and for a moment my dinner surged back into my throat, but the shadow quickly moved away again. 

I turned to look at the Prince. “I’m not going to become them,” I said, “But they want to train me, they want to know I’m the real White Wolf. If I don’t make it through their trials, they’re going to kill all of us.” 

“They won’t kill the heir to Windhelm.” 

“That’s just it. They don’t know who you are. I don’t know how they didn’t recognize you, but I also didn’t tell them you’re the Prince, so you need to drop that. From now on, your name is… Colin.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Colin?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why Colin?”

“Look, it’s a perfectly good name, okay? It is where I come from, anyway. The point is, you can’t reveal yourself to them, or it could cause a whole series of complications. They have a huge grudge against your people, and if they find out who you are, who knows what they’ll do?” 

“All the more reason for us to leave. Now. If we start heading for the Veridian, we may reach it before long.” 

I shook my head. “It’s too dangerous, and you’re hurt.” I paused. “Why do you want to go there, anyway? I knew that was where you were going, but I still don’t know why.” 

“There was a moment, the first night he made himself known, where I could sense the storm in him. I don’t know how he was able to… how he even exists, but I know it happened there. I feel the call to go to that place more strongly than ever, now, and I’m running out of time. The longer I wait, the stronger he gets.” 

“We can’t leave. They’ll kill us.” 

“Then we have to find a way. If they want you to pass their tests then there will be moments you cannot spend by my side. When that happens… I cannot allow Radulf to take control again.” 

I glanced at the tent’s opening. Another shadow had passed nearby, only this time, it wasn’t moving on. She was back. I stood up right and walked over to the flap. When I pulled it open, I found Lora outside, waiting for me. 

“It is time to leave,” she said, “I will take you to your tent.” 

I cast an eye to the Prince. “I want to stay here tonight,” I said, “Maybe I can have a bed brought here?” 

“No. You will sleep in our tent.” 

I frowned. “Our tent?” 

“I am to keep an eye on you, to make sure you don’t do anything… stupid.” 

“What about my friends?” 

“They are guests. They are being taken care of, and they will not be harmed.” 

“How can I possibly know that?”

“You cannot. You can only trust us… if you choose to. But that isn’t my concern.” She arched her head a little to look over my shoulder, then let her eyes settle on me again. “Time to go.” 

Frowning, I dashed back into the tent, grabbed Cililan’s face, and kissed him again. As I kissed him, I shrugged out of the woolen shirt I had been given and placed it in his hands. That left me topless, and I wasn’t wearing a bra, so I covered my chest with my hands before pulling away from him.

“What… is this?” he asked, his eyes lingering on my stomach, and climbing up to my hands. 

I cocked an eyebrow. “To keep you warm tonight,” I said, offering a slight wink before hopping out of the tent.

“You removed your top,” Lora said, and for the first time, I wasn’t sure what to make of her expression. Confusion seemed appropriate.

“I did,” I said, “Is there a problem?” 

She paused, eyed me up and down, then she leaned in to whisper. “I also sleep in the nude. We will be friends.” 

I went to raise a finger, but then I realized that doing so would expose me to half the camp. “Wait, I don’t—” Lora had already started moving. Groaning, I followed her, breaking into a light jog just to catch up with her. 

She really did power-walk everywhere.

Eyes followed me as I made my half-naked walk through the camp. In hindsight, my decision to give the Prince the one of the only bits of clothing I was wearing was probably a bad idea, but it smelled like me. If that could help him get through the night without Radulf coming out again, then what was a little public embarrassment?

Plus, if holding onto my shirt meant he would spend the night thinking about what had been underneath it… urgh, get your mind out of the gutter.

On my way to my new tent, I caught a glimpse of Mira and Melina. They were both sharing a tent not far from wherever Lora was taking me. It was good to see them both alive and well. It looked like Mira’s leg had been healed, too. I nodded at them, and they both nodded in return, letting me know they were okay.

By the time I turned and headed into my tent, Lora had already slipped out of her clothes. I caught a full profile of her backside as she slid into her bed. My cheeks flushed hard. There weren’t any other clothes in here for me to wear, and she wasn’t going to get back up to go find me some new ones. I was going to have to sleep topless.

Sighing, I slid into my own bed, which—while handmade—was full, and plush, and strangely comfortable. I was exhausted. Sleep happened quickly, and I surrendered to it without a fight, hoping not to dream.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The next morning happened all at once. Get up, get dressed, and get out of the tent. I’d barely had a moment to think, to register what was happening. For a second I thought I was dreaming. I couldn’t recognize the tent, the camp, or even Lora, but she was rushing me out like the place was on fire.

Outside, the whole camp was watching as I was marched into the space in front of the main tent. Dawn had broken, the air was crisp and cool, and the morning brightness broke into streaks as it touched the jagged edges of the snowy peaks all around the village. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but Mel and Mira had both been brought out of their tents too.

“Oh shit,” Gullie said from inside my hair, “They’re gonna kill us.” 

“No, they’re not,” I said. “Are they?” 

“I don’t know, but these people look serious as all hell. What did you do?!” 

“Nothing! I just slept.” 

“Quiet,” Lora prodded me in the back. “Address only the Alpha.” 

As I reached the clearing in front of the main tent, I found Ashera and Toross both waiting for me, as well as several of the other faces I’d come to know, like Praxis and Jaleem. There were so many of them here, I wasn’t sure what was going on, but whatever was about to happen, it was going to be a spectacle. 

Thinking about it that way made it less surprising to see so many fae out here. Whether they were castle fae or moon children, the love of a good show really was universal. Even I could understand I was probably the most entertaining thing to have happened to this camp in a while, at least. 

“Here,” Lora said, grabbing my shoulder once I’d reached the center of the space around which all the fae were assembled.

I stopped and looked around. I’d been given a new shirt to wear, so at least I wasn’t mostly naked, which would’ve been a literal nightmare. I couldn’t find the Prince, though. Maybe he was still too injured to stand, or maybe he hadn’t been allowed out here. Quietly, I waited for someone to speak.

Ashera was the one who spoke first. “Today we find out who you really are,” she said.

Good luck. Even I don’t know that. “What do you mean?” I asked.

“Last night you demonstrated to me you could change your shape… but you were not very good.”

“It was my first time.” 

“There are children who can shapeshift better than you.” 

“Yeah, okay.” 

“You are bad at it.” 

“Alright,” I groaned, “I get it. Move on.” 

Another pause. “The white wolf is said to be our savior, the one who will help us take back what was stolen from us, but to do that she must be a warrior without peer. The best among us. Are you the best of us?” 

I scanned the crowd. “I… no. I’m not.” 

“This must change. The best way to learn how to swim is to be thrown into the deep end of the icy lake. If you do not swim to the shore fast enough, you will freeze and die.”  

“Wait, am I being thrown into a lake?” 

“No…” she turned her head to the side and looked at Jaleem. “Yours will be the honor of doing battle with the white wolf,” she said.

Jaleem nodded, turned to look at me, and took a few steps away from the crowd and into the center of the clearing that had been made for us. He looked eager. Happy, in fact. Maybe even a little hungry. I remembered what the Prince had said about these people being cannibals, and the look on this man’s face supported the theory, but it was probably just a theory. 

He wasn’t going to kill and eat me.

Right?

Already I could feel my muscles tightening. My heart started pounding hard inside of my chest, and in my mouth, my teeth were beginning to throb and ache. “Not this again,” I said. “I already caught him last night.” 

“Do not argue this,” Ashera said, “Defend yourself. He will not stop until you are dead.” 

Jaleem’s hungry smile widened. “Gullie, go!” I yelled, just as the fae threw himself to the ground. Donning his wolf form in a flash, he launched himself toward me with his teeth bared. I backed up a step, then another, and another, my mind racing, my body tingling. I still wasn’t totally sure how to channel my inner wolf, or whatever. It was supposed to be instinct. 

So, instead of backing up any further, I planted my foot firmly in the ground and used it to spring toward him with my hands outstretched. By the time our bodies collided, we were both wolves, and it couldn’t have been weirder. 

As a wolf, I was easily two times my original size, and way stronger than I was used to. The entire world opened up to me in a barrage of smells, and sounds, and sights. My senses weren’t just sharper; I developed totally new ones when I transformed. And even though my mind had the capacity to process them all, I wasn’t totally sure I understood any of them yet.

Beating Jaleem to the ground wasn’t difficult once I’d found my footing. The smaller wolf scrambled away from me, circled around, and snarled. I paced around him, matching his footing, trying to keep him away from me. I could feel him, understand him, he wanted to kill me; not because he was angry at me, but because his Alpha had told him to.

I lowered my eyes and growled at him, trying to intimidate him, but it didn’t work. He threw himself at me again, taking my snarl as an invitation to fight. This time, I tried to dodge out of his way, but he was faster than I was, and he sank his teeth into my throat. I shook him off, batting him away with one paw and then snapping at him with my own jaws, but he got away, and I was bleeding.

The injury wasn’t bad. I knew it wasn’t. And once I started focusing on it, concentrating, I could feel it starting to knit and close. But this was the way Jaleem fought. He nipped and snapped and tired his opponent out. Death by a thousand cuts. He was going to make me tired before he killed me, and the more I healed, the quicker I’d get tired.

I had to end this fight faster than it had started if I wanted to win.

The wolf glared at me, his eyes wide, his lips peeled back over his teeth. I lunged at him, diving to the left and flushing him to the right. Before I’d even reached him, I quickly banked to the right, catching him by surprise and biting down hard on one of his back legs.

I could taste his blood and his fur. I didn’t think I’d get the taste out of my mouth for days, but it felt good to fight. It felt right, like I was meant to be doing this. As we tussled and rumbled, and I felt the rush of the wind in my fur, and our bodies knocked, and kicked, and scratched, and bit, for the first time, I felt more like myself than I ever had.

More comfortable, more settled, and more at peace—despite the adrenaline coursing through my body.

After a couple of rounds with him, I could anticipate his movements. When he would go left, I would be ready to counter. When he tried to snap his jaws around my leg, I would buck and kick him away. When he tried to use speed, I would use strength to keep him at bay. He came for one of my front paws, but I reared onto my hind legs and bashed him across the snout with my other paw, laying him low.

Dashing toward him and dropping to my stomach by his side, I wrapped my jaws around his neck—but I didn’t bite. I wanted only to show him that I’d beaten him. I wanted to show all of them that I had done this, that I could do this. The only thing I hadn’t shown them was my magic, but I still felt like that was out of reach. 

I had only ever used it in a moment of extreme danger, and I didn’t feel that here. 

“Good,” Ashera said, her voice sending a ripple of murmurs through the gathered crowd. “Now, kill him.” 

What?

I wanted to speak, but I was worried if I let the wolf go, he would try to turn the tables on me. Instead, with my mouth full of neck, I yelped and moaned, making a sound that hadn’t come from any conscious thought, but out of instinct. 

“You must do it,” Ashera said, as if she’d understood. “It is our way. You have defeated him in combat, and now he deserves death.” 

I made another sound that I had hoped meant I won’t.

“If you do not kill him now, you will do him a great dishonor.” 

Jaleem made a struggled groan that, to my wolfish sensibilities, felt like I want to die, but I couldn’t believe that. Nobody wanted to die. This whole honorable death thing was barbaric, and I just couldn’t go through with it. He had done nothing to deserve death—it was basically a play-fight! Were these people insane?

Against my own better judgment, I let go of the wolf’s throat and backed away so I could speak. “I can’t kill him,” I said, “I don’t hate him, and he isn’t my enemy.”

“He is today,” the Alpha said, “If you are the white wolf, you will kill this man and send his spirit to the warrior’s afterlife. Otherwise, you will fail my test, and you are no white wolf.” 

I looked over at Mira and Melina, and there was a time where perhaps I would’ve seen the ice cold of winter reflected on their faces. It was a face the other fae were wearing. None of them seemed even the slightest bit upset about what was happening here, but Mel and Mira were. They looked mortified, and I was proud of them for that.

I had touched them with my humanity, with my capacity for compassion, and I wasn’t going to let them down now.

I turned to Ashera. “I won’t kill him,” I said, “I don’t care how you do things here, but from where I’m standing, this isn’t a good reason to kill him.” 

The Alpha glowered. “You dare disrespect our way of life here? On our sacred land?” 

“If you want to kill me, fine. But you’ll have to do it yourself. Maybe I’m not the white wolf. Maybe I’m not the one that’s going to bring justice to the wrongs that were done to you. Roll those dice and see what happens.” 

I was playing with fire, and I knew it.

Ashera took a step toward me, but Toross held her shoulder. “Ash, don’t,” he said.

The Alpha turned her head and glared at him. “Why not?” she hissed.

“You know why.” 

She scowled. I could see her mulling something over in her own head, trying to figure something out. I couldn’t tell what that you know why had been about, but it had sounded ominous. Toross, the man who had captured me, always stood at her right side, which made me feel like he was her Beta, her second, or possible her lover. 

Maybe all three. 

I got the impression that if anyone else had stopped her from doing what she wanted to do, she would’ve torn them to shreds with her own teeth, but not him. For some reason, she wasn’t acting against him. In fact, when she shrugged out from under his grip, she simply stared at him, long and hard.

“Let me teach her,” he said.

“If she cannot kill, then we have no use for her,” Ashera said.

“I warned you she would not kill him, if she succeeded in defeating him. Allow me to try, now.” 

The Alpha gave me a sidelong glance, then turned to look at Toross again. “On your head and your honor be it, Beta. Get her ready to face my tests.” 

Without another word, Ashera removed herself from the situation and returned to her tent. Praxis and Lora started scattering the crowd of gathered fae. Jaleem, meanwhile, picked himself up and scampered off with his tail between his legs. I realized I probably had done him some kind of dishonor by not killing him, but living was surely more important, right?

Melina had already scooped up my clothes from the spot where I had been standing when I transformed. I knew I couldn’t take my human form again because I would be naked when I did, so I sat upright instead. 

Even though Toross was a tall man, sitting up I was about level with his chest, so he didn’t have to kneel to speak to me. He looked down on me all the same, angling his head to one side. Looking up at him, I wasn’t sure what I expected to see, but now that I caught a whiff of his scent with my wolf nose, I realized something.

Somehow, incredibly, he smelled familiar.

“Why did you do that?” I asked. “She was about to kill me.” 

“Ashera has her ways,” he said, in a gruff voice. “They are usually effective, but you are different.” 

“Because I’m the white wolf?” 

He paused. “No, because you are as stubborn as your mother.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

“I’m… what did you just say?” 

Toross paused and watched me closely. He narrowed his eyes. “Come with me,” he said.

“Wait, no, answer the question first. What did you just say?” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “I said you are as stubborn as your mother.” 

My heart had been hammering against the insides of my ribcage and I hadn’t noticed it until I started feeling a little faint. All I could do was stare at this man who had just invoked my mother. A man from a different world. No, it wasn’t just different, because this place wasn’t the Arcadia I had come to know.

This was a step removed even from the castle, from Windhelm, which meant he and I were two worlds apart instead of just one.

“And how could you possibly know that?” I asked.

Toross approached, and my mind conjured an image of him in his substantially large wolf form, his snout dripping with blood. He had just killed the Wargs, had torn them apart with his massive jaws, and when he took his human form, the blood was still there, dribbling down his chin. 

He’d looked like a savage, a beast. He was as terrifying then as he was now, only now the fear came from somewhere else. It was that feeling of recognition, like I knew his scent, that was starting to play on my mind. The fear that my world was about to be shattered once more.

“I am your mother’s brother,” he said.

My heart gave a loud thump, then fell silent. “You’re… my uncle?” 

Toross nodded. “I knew from the moment I smelled you.” 

“Why didn’t you…” I paused, blinking hard and shaking my head. “Wait, why didn’t you tell… me…” I was having trouble speaking, and breathing. Toross called out to someone, but I couldn’t hear what he’d exactly said. My vision was swimming, consciousness slipping. I felt myself fall to the ground, and as the darkness settled, the last thing I saw was Toross draping a blanket over me.

When I came to again, I was on my back somewhere quiet, and comfortable. My back was stiff, my bones ached, and my head was still pounding, but I realized quickly I was on a bed. I tried to get up, but someone placed a hand on my chest to stop me from moving. 

“Not so fast,” Toross said, “You fainted.” 

I blinked at him, then looked around him. We were in a tent, but it wasn’t my tent. This one was larger, there were furry blankets everywhere, and bits of furniture and decorations I didn’t have in my tent. It was rustic in here, like a shaman’s temple, with candles burning and the bones of animals arranged around the place like they had some kind of spiritual significance.

“I fainted…” I repeated.

“I expected something like this,” Toross said.

I realized suddenly, I’d been in my wolf form when I fainted, but now I was in my human form. Panicked, I tucked the blankets that had been thrown over me up to my neck. No one had clothed me after I had changed shape. That was something I was going to have to get used to, and maybe even anticipate. 

I couldn’t very well be in my starkers all day long and have my bits constantly on display.

“You… told me you were my uncle,” I said, “Is that true?” 

“It is. The revelation proved too much for you to handle.”

“That’s an understatement.” I paused, searching his eyes. I couldn’t see much of myself in him, but then again, I was thinking of my old self—that mousy girl from Carnaby Street. When I thought of myself as the fae that I was, with my silver hair and pointed ears, and my bright blue eyes, then yes; he was something of a mirror, even if the image was a little warped.

“I… I have so many questions,” I said.

“I know,” he said, “And I am willing to answer them. In truth… I knew you would come back one day.” 

I frowned. “You did?” 

He turned his head to the side. “Your mother did.” 

I swallowed hard, dreading the next question, and the answer. “My parents…”

Toross turned to look at me, his eyes softening, darkening. He shook his head. “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you.” 

I shut my eyes, fighting the sudden and immediate surge of tears. My heart clenched tightly, my breath hitched, and cold filled me like I’d been dipped in an icy lake. I knew they were dead. I had known, in my heart, for a very long time, but I guessed there was more hope in me than I had anticipated. 

Hope that they would still be alive.

Swallowing again, inaudibly, I allowed the moment to sit and simmer. Eventually, I opened my eyes again and looked up at him. “Can you tell me what happened?” I finally asked.

“Your mother was… powerful,” he said. “Her name was Evelynth, although she liked to be called Eve. She was our Alpha before Ashera. Proud, strong, fiercely cunning and easily the most intelligent woman I had ever known. I looked up to her, not only as my Alpha, but as my big sister.” 

“Alpha…” the word fell out of my mouth. It conjured images of a snarling wolf beating down her foes, tearing into them with her teeth, then howling at the full moon in the night sky. Never in a million years would I have guessed my mother was anything remotely close to that.

“She didn’t want the responsibility,” Toross said, “But after our father was killed trying to defeat the King and his forces, the mantle fell to her as the eldest of us to lead us.” 

“The King killed my… my grandfather?” 

“And grandmother. We retreated after he killed them. Thinking us defeated for good, he declared his new family name to be Wolfsbane.” 

Another push of sinking cold worked through me. Wolfsbane. Was the Prince involved in that fight? Did he have a hand in killing my grandparents? I had questions, so many questions. I couldn’t think of which to ask first, which was the most important one to ask. We sat in silence for a moment while I went through it all in my head. 

Finally, I settled on what seemed the most obvious question.

“Who was my father?” I asked.

“Your father… his name was Michael, a human who had fallen through a portal on the Winter Solstice and gotten lost in the woods. Your mother found him, freezing, dying. She did not want him to become Wenlow, so she brought him here, warmed him, nursed him back to health. Our people objected. A human had never been brought to this place before then, but she was the Alpha, and her word was law.” 

“She saved him…” 

Toross nodded. “For days she would not leave his tent. They spoke well into the night and into the morning. She was curious to know more about him, his world, where he came from. Some say her curiosity was always her biggest weakness. Others would disagree; say she had a human heart well before she gave hers to him. Eventually, most of us accepted him as her mate.” 

I could almost see it in my mind. My mother, strong, powerful, falling in love with a man who didn’t belong in this world, who was not built to survive out here, and yet she couldn’t keep away from. It reminded me of the Prince, and the way he took a shine to me. 

“He was my mother’s belore…” I said, thinking aloud.

Toross frowned. “How do you know that word?” 

That cold I had felt suddenly turned to burning heat that made my entire body prickle over. “I heard it somewhere,” I lied. “I’ve picked things up since I’ve been here.” 

A pause. “Which brings me to a question of my own. How did you get here?”

“I… came through a portal.” 

“Obviously. But what portal? And how? When?” 

I searched his face, trying to figure him out. I had no doubt he was telling me the truth about my mother, about him. I could see the truth in his eyes, I could smell it on his skin. But if I could do that, then so could he—and he was probably way better at figuring out if people were lying to him than I was. 

I didn’t think there was any way around telling him the truth—even if I could take a couple of creative liberties.

I sighed. “I’ll tell you,” I said, “But first, I have another question.”

“I have already answered several.” 

“I know, but please. It’s important, and… it may even be relevant to why I’m here.”

I was pushing my luck. I could tell. Exhaling deeply, Toross nodded. “Ask your question.” 

“If my mother and father were both here, how did I end up in the human world?” 

Toross scanned my eyes, then looked down. “There are two reasons for that. Number one had to do with your father. I said most of us accepted him, but not all. He could not shift, he could not do magic, and he smelled too human for some. There was an attempt on his life by her Beta at the time. Her Beta had wanted to be her mate, but she had given that privilege to a human, and he hated that.” 

“Someone tried to kill my father?” 

“Very nearly succeeded. Your mother was forced to kill her Beta in combat. After that, her hold on the pack began to slip. She named Ashera her new Beta because she did not trust many of the others.” 

“Why not you?” 

“That isn’t how packs work. Siblings cannot be in charge at the same time, and Ashera was a far better choice than I. In any case, the attack crippled your father. Around the same time, your mother learned of her pregnancy… and not long after that, she was visited by an emissary of Fate.” 

“A what?”

“It is difficult to explain. But the emissary told her you would be special, and that you needed to be protected… and that she would die three days after giving birth.” 

Tears threatened to spill again. Toross looked like he was about to stop talking, but I shook my head. “Please… go on.” 

He nodded. “She told no one of the emissary’s visit except for your father. Together they formulated a plan to smuggle you out of Arcadia, to put you out of the reach of the rest of this pack. On the night after your birth, she asked me to go with her and your father into the woods.” He paused. “I held you in my arms for the first time that night, moments before your mother opened a portal for me to go into the human world…” 

“You… you brought me to Earth?” 

“She told me she had made arrangements for you to live with friends of your father. That they were waiting for you, and that they had been sworn never to speak a word to anyone. Not even you.” 

“Why didn’t she cross herself?” 

“She knew she would not be able to let you go. It was the one thing she understood full well she was too weak to do. The last thing she did for you was lay a human glamor that would last a lifetime, only to do that, she had to give up her own near-immortality. She knew she would die soon, anyway. It was an easy choice.” 

“What happened then?” 

Toross smiled, as if remembering a fond, but sad memory. “She told you she loved you, that she would always be watching over you… and hoped you would never return to this dangerous place.” 

The tears came, now. I pressed my face against the furry blanket to wipe them away. I didn’t open my eyes again. Instead, I just sniffled and sniffed. 

“By the time I returned from the human world, your mother and father were… dead. They had died together, quietly, side-by-side and hand-in-hand in the shadow of a tall tree. Burning her body was the hardest thing I had ever had to do.” 

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t even sure I could speak, but I knew he wanted to hear my side of the story. He needed to know why I was here, and now that he had told me what my mother’s last wish was, he wanted to know more than ever. How long could I keep the truth from him? What would that even accomplish?

Toross reached for my shoulder with his hand and gently squeezed. “I have not enjoyed revisiting this either,” he said. “I had hoped… against hope… never to see you again, but you are here.” 

I nodded, still silent. 

“I need to know why,” he said, “What brought you back here, where you have been, what you have seen. It’s important.” 

“I know,” I said into the blankets. “Could I just have a minute? Please?” 

He let go of my shoulder and stood. “I’ll be outside,” he said. “Take the time you need.” 

I heard his footfalls as he walked through the woolen curtain between this room and the rest of the tent. I let myself cry, now, allowing my full range of emotions to come spilling out. Gullie had been in my hair the whole time, silently listening. She fluttered to my ear and soothed the back of my neck, as she had done many times before.

“I’m sorry…” she whispered. “I’m here…” 

“I know,” I croaked. “I know.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

That minute I’d asked for turned into a couple of hours, although I had no way of knowing exactly how much time had passed. My eyes were puffy and red, my nose was sore from all the sniffing, and my chest hurt like all hell. No matter how much time passed, the pain never seemed to want to fade, not even a little bit.

It was Mira who broke the silence of hours, gingerly entering my tent with a plate of food in one hand and a drink in the other. Melina was with her, standing over her shoulder, watching to see if I would let them both in. Meekly, I nodded, and the girls came and joined me by my bed, sitting on the floor beside me.

“I thought you might be hungry,” Mira said.

I shook my head. “I’m not, but thank you.” 

“You need to eat.” She plucked a piece of fruit from the plate and handed it over. 

It was warm, and cooked, and it smelled… is that Lerac fruit? Vaguely I remembered, in another lifetime, Mother Pepper liked to make pastries using Lerac fruit because they smelled and tasted a lot like apples, but they were fae fruits. That made them more special, somehow. 

The memory reminded me of home, and had I been in another state of mind, that may have made me feel better. Instead, the memory made me pull the blankets up to my eyes again and shut them tightly. Then I sobbed a little longer, quietly, trying to keep it to myself.

“Neither of us know what happened,” Mel said. “Toross came to find us all of a sudden, said you might need someone to talk to.” 

I didn’t reply.

“What did he say to you?” Mira pressed, then she lowered her voice. “Was he inappropriate with you? Because I’ll kill him if he did.” 

I shot her a mortified look. “Gross, no,” I said, shaking my head, “He’s my uncle!” 

“Your… what?!” 

I paused. “He really didn’t tell you?”  

“We have been told practically nothing since we got here. The Prin—Colin—has been told even less.” 

I perked up. “You’ve seen him? How is he?” 

“Better. Recovering. He asked for you and I… well, I didn’t know what to say.” 

He asked for me. I wiped my tears on the blanket and tucked it under my chin. “It’s probably best that you said nothing.” 

Mira brought the fruit to my lips. “Don’t make me force you to eat.” 

Reluctantly, I opened the side of my mouth and allowed her to feed me the fruit. I didn’t chew, not right away, not until Mira’s eyes widened and she did that thing with her face when she was mad where her nostrils would flare, and her lips would press into a thin line.

I chewed, then swallowed, and even though I wasn’t numb to the taste, I didn’t get any enjoyment from it. It felt empty, bland. When I finished with that piece of fruit, Mira sat back down on her knees. 

“Better,” she said, setting the plate down, “But don’t expect me to feed you the rest. Now, sit up and eat.”

“And tell us more about this uncle thing,” Mel asked, “How did that happen?” 

I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Out of nowhere, it feels like,” I said, “I almost don’t believe it.” 

“You think he’s lying to you?” 

“No. I just… he told me my mother was the Alpha before Ashera, that she fell in love with a human, but she had to give me up because she didn’t want me, a half-breed, growing up here.” 

“Smart,” Mira said, “You would likely not have survived Arcadia, even among these people.” 

“That’s what Toross said. Apparently, the moon children weren’t too happy my mother had taken a human for a mate. He also told me she’d been visited by an… emissary? I think I’m remembering that right.” 

“An emissary?” Mel asked, “An emissary of what?” 

“Fate,” I said. I shook my head. “It told my mother I would be special, somehow.” 

Mel nodded at the marks on my hand. “It wasn’t wrong. Why not protect you herself, though?” 

I clenched my hand into a fist and examined the mark. “Because the emissary told her she would die three days after giving birth, and she believed it. She made preparations to have me smuggled out to the human world. I don’t know how she knew my other mothers, but she must have. By the time Toross came back from his mission, leaving me with the women that raised me, my mother and father were both… dead.” 

Saying it stung all over again. I felt my chest constrict over my heart and lungs, making it instantly difficult to breathe. The tears came. I shut my eyes to try to stop them, but it didn’t work. I heard Gullie come buzzing past my ear and flutter somewhere in front of me. 

A moment later, a little cloud of pixie dust caressed my cheeks and nose. I inhaled some of it as it passed by, and slowly, the pain in my chest started to subside. Slowly, over time, I regained the ability to take normal breaths, but it was a hard-fought battle even with Gullie’s help.

“This is ridiculous,” I said, as tears freely streamed down my cheeks. “I never even met them. Why am I so fucking sad?”

Mel and Mira remained silent. They were trying their best to understand me, but this was probably something they weren’t used to. I had never seen any of the fae shed as much as a single tear. I wasn’t even sure they could cry, much less understand all of this.

“They were your parents,” Gullie said. “It doesn’t matter that you never met them, your heart knew them.” 

I took another deep, cleansing breath and exhaled. “I can’t sit in this bed all day,” I said.

Mira nodded. “I agree. You should get up and start training. These people want you to pass their tests, and it didn’t sound like the Alpha was going to give you a second chance.” 

I sat upright, keeping the blanket up and above my chest. “They want me to kill. I don’t know if I can do that.” 

“You’re going to have to think of something, then. I’m not sure our chances of escaping this place are very high, even we rode out of here on your back.” 

“That’s not happening.” 

“The only way out is through, right?” Mel asked. I had taught her that, too. “So, we’ll get you ready, and when it comes time to kill… I don’t know. We’ll figure it out.” 

“There’s nothing to figure out,” I said, “If I don’t have it in me to kill anyone, then we’re on a timer. We’d better start looking for a way to get out of here. It’s what Colin suggested, anyway.” 

“He asked you to leave?” Mira asked.

“He told me about the reputation these people have. That they’re dangerous, that they’re cannibals.” 

“I’ve heard the same stories,” Mel said, “But I’ve also heard about how these are deeply spiritual people motivated by virtues and not vices. It’s up to us, here and now, to try and learn which of those are true.” 

I paused. “Well, I haven’t seen them eat anyone yet.” 

“Yet,” Gullie put in. “But the night is young, as they say.” 

“Even if that’s true, I doubt if you have much to worry about.” 

“Yeah, there’s not much meat on me.” 

I frowned. “Because you have wings, not because you’re basically a snack.” I shook my head. “And I want you to use them. Promise me, first sign of trouble, you get up into the air and you get out of here.” 

“If I was ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble, I’d be long gone by now.” 

My stomach rumbled and I side-eyed the plate on the floor. Mira, noticing, picked it up and handed it over to me. A moment later, I was eating fruits and bits of bread, satisfying the hungry animal inside of me that had just woken up from its nap. 

“If we’re going to get out of here,” Mira said, “We have to do it at night, under cover of darkness. We also need to coordinate ahead of time considering we sleep in different tents.” 

“That’s right,” Mel said, “And you have a roommate to consider.”

Lora. “Shit,” I said after swallowing a mouthful of fruit. “I’d forgotten about her.” 

“You’re also forgetting about the whole uncle situation,” Gullie said. “He saved your life out there today. Are you really just going to leave him?” 

“I don’t know, Gull. I feel like I owe him, but I also feel like we’re all in worse danger the longer we stay here. Maybe we should just leave in the dead of night—make for the edge of the forest as quickly as we can.”

“We’ve got another problem,” Mel said, “They brought Ollie here, but they couldn’t bring the carriage through the stone circle. It was too big.” 

“I didn’t see it the last time I was out there,” I said, “Where is it?” 

“As far as I know, parked somewhere nearby. It should still be intact. The only thing is, we’d have to get to it first before we can use it, that means we have to get out of this place on foot with a giant elk in tow. We can totally rule out the stealthy approach.”  

I pondered as I thought. “We’ll need a distraction… something to keep them all occupied while we make our escape. This is going to need some seriously careful planning if we’re going to get it right.” 

A tense pause moved through the room while the four of us considered just how difficult this breakout might be. There were already a lot of moving parts to think about, and night was fast approaching. As the seconds ticked into minutes, the vast ordeal that lay ahead of us started to come into focus. 

We had to scan the camp, search for the fastest route out, and figure out how we all get from our tents to the circle at the top of the hill without being stopped, all before sundown tonight. It seemed like an impossible task, and getting caught probably meant death, but the alternative was worse. Staying here meant being put through another series of grueling training and tasks that would only end one way; in my having to kill someone.

That was something I wasn’t prepared to do, and already reason enough for us to leave. But leaving also meant not having to contend every waking moment with the memory of my mother and father. The longer I stayed here, the more I would want to know, and that was a dangerous prospect all on its own.

Not because I was scared of what I might find out, but because if I learned too much, I might not want to leave.

“I have to tell the Prince,” I said, keeping my voice low. “He has to know what we’re planning—maybe he can help.” 

Mira rolled her eyes. “He’ll probably want to take over the entire operation.” 

“Men,” Mel put in with a groan.

“I won’t let him. This is our plan, and out here, he’s not the Prince anymore. He’s just Cillian.” 

Mel grinned. “Are you gonna tell him that? Or is that just your little secret you’ll keep to yourself?” 

I cocked an eyebrow, returning the grin. “I already did tell him.” 

“And you made it out in one piece. I’m impressed.” 

Nodding, I was about to step out of the bed when I realized I was still naked under here. “Uh… did either of you bring—”

Mel reached over to the side and tossed my clothes over to me. “Way ahead of you,” she said.

After getting changed, I headed to the entrance of the tent and glanced outside, Toross was nearby, probably waiting for the other girls to exit so he could come in and talk to me. Mira had agreed to distract him while I slipped out, giving me a chance to watch her work. 

She’d been reluctant to do it at first, but as soon as she saw him, that perfect mask of hers came up and she easily captured his attention. I couldn’t hear exactly what she was saying, but it sounded like was asking about the moon children, about the camp. With those big, violet eyes and a little strand of her hair twirled around her fingers, she’d not only grabbed his attention, she’d also easily kept it.

A little too easily.

Wait a second.

“Is she flirting with him?!” I hissed at Mel.

“I don’t know how she flirts, but… I think so,” she said.

“She can’t do that; that’s my uncle!” 

“Don’t worry about her—now’s your chance, go!” 

“Hey wait—!”

Mel practically pushed me out of the tent. As soon as I staggered into the open, I ducked off to the side and started moving quickly towards where they were keeping the Prince. I kept my eyes low, tried not to make eye contact with anyone, but I was easy enough to spot, and it made sense, now. They must’ve all known who I was, who my mother was. 

It wasn’t just that I had the mark of the white wolf—I was the daughter of an old Alpha, and that kind of put things into perspective.

All the more reason to get out of here.

I reached the Prince’s tent in a hurry, stopping to scan the area nearby for signs that I’d been spotted coming here. The place was quiet, there didn’t appear to be anyone around. Gullie pressed herself against the back of my hand again, becoming a tattoo on my skin, and then I pulled the curtain aside to step through—only to have a hand thrust out and grab my neck. 

The Prince pulled me into the tent and squeezed his fingers around my throat. And as I stared into his eyes, pure horror filling me, I knew; it wasn’t him in there right now, but his brother.

Radulf.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

“Let me go!” I croaked. 

“You,” he hissed, his voice coming through like a gargle, “You, you, you would bring us to this wretched place surrounded by these filthy dogs.” 

I struggled with his hands, trying to work them off my neck, but he was stronger than I was, even with my strange new gifts. “Cillian,” I said, “Please… come back.” 

“He can’t hear you,” Radulf said, his hand closing even more tightly around my throat. “And now that I have you in my grasp, do you really think I’m going to let go of him even for an instant?” 

Radulf pushed me to the ground and dropped on top of me, wrapping his other hand around my neck. I tried to speak, but it was impossible. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t talk, could barely think. He was trying to kill me; he was going to kill me if I didn’t do something about this before I passed out. The only thing I could think to do was shapeshift.

But it worked.

The sudden change in the dimensions of my neck meant his hands weren’t pressing so tightly against my windpipe anymore. That gave me an opportunity to press my large hind legs into his stomach and push him away from me with all the force I could muster. 

It was enough.

Radulf toppled back, staggered, and fell to the ground. I straightened myself out quickly and lunged at him before he could stand, shoving him back down with a powerful shoulder-charge. When Radulf tried to stand again, I snarled at him and flashed my fangs. I knew just how big I was in this form, and even he wasn’t totally immune to the threat I posed.

 “You want to fight me?” I growled, “Make your move, and I’ll make sure you regret it.” 

“Hurt me,” Radulf snarled, “And you hurt him. I don’t think you dare.” 

“Try me.” 

Radulf went to stand, and I snapped into action. I had an opening to go for his neck, and I took it, clamping my jaws around it and pushing him to the ground. He grabbed hold of my back and struggled to get free, but after a moment his struggles started to weaken. Instead of trying to pull chunks of my fur clean off, he was grabbing hold of me as if for dear life. 

“Dahlia!” he groaned as he wrapped his arms around my neck. It made a change from his hands.

I wanted to let him go so I could speak, but how did I know this wasn’t a trick? I used my entire body weight to pin him down to the ground, even as I pulled my teeth just a little—enough that they weren’t cutting into the flesh of his neck.

Already I could taste some of his blood on my tongue, and I hated that I was hurting him, but I hadn’t known what else to do.

The Prince slowly tightened his hold around me, only it wasn’t an attempted strangulation. He was trying to hug me, to embrace me, to hold me close. I could hear him taking long, deep breaths of my fur, and I knew, then, that it was him. I knew my scent had released whatever hold his brother had on him. 

I pulled my teeth even further, removing them from his neck completely. 

“I’m sorry,” he said against my fur, “He took hold while I slept.”

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I have you.” 

“I can feel him even now. He’s lingering, waiting for his moment to come back up. How did he get so much stronger?” 

I arched my neck up to get a good look at him, but he couldn’t seem to bring his gaze down to meet mine. He was in pain, not physical pain, but emotional pain. The veins on his neck were strained, his skin was flushed red from exertion, and he couldn’t even bear to look at me. This was killing him, and it was killing me, too.

“What can I do?” I asked. “Tell me what to do.” 

“I don’t know. The scent of your shirt kept him away for a while, but I can’t be awake all the time.” 

“I know. There has to be a way to beat him.” 

He finally looked at me. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

I nodded. “I believe you. It’s okay.” 

“It’s not. What if I’d had a weapon? He wants to kill you, Dahlia. I can feel it, his anger, his rage. You are the only thing that breaks his link, your scent, being close to you.” 

I shook my head. “No, I think it’s more than that.” 

“More?” 

“I think it’s our link, this connection that we have.” 

“I thought… you didn’t believe.” 

I took a deep breath. “The circumstances have… changed.” 

His eyes narrowed, and he gave me a curious stare. He opened his mouth to speak, to ask me a question, but then he groaned and tipped his head back. He let go of my fur and slammed his fists into the ground once, hard. I picked myself up and stood above him, but I didn’t go anywhere. I needed to be ready to bite him again if I had to.

“You can’t keep me away forever,” he rasped in a croaky, guttural voice. “She can’t protect you forever.” 

“Leave her out of this,” the Prince said, his voice momentarily returning to normal. “Dahlia, run. I can’t hold him!” 

I stared at him, panic gripping the back of my throat and starting to seal it shut. I glanced at the closed flap leading out of the tent, then look down at him again. What was running going to accomplish? Where was I going to go? And what would happen to him if anyone found out who he was and what was going on in here?

I had to stop him, I had to help him, and then something clicked inside of me.

I dropped onto of him again as he struggled with himself. He grabbed hold of me, but instead of biting him, I changed shape again, losing my wolf form and becoming human. I cupped his face with my hands and kissed him long, and deep. He fought me at first, but then his struggling seemed to settle—though only a little bit.

“Don’t leave me,” I whispered into his mouth, “Come back to me. Find your way back.” 

“I… Dahlia…” he said into my mouth, “I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. You are the Prince. You are my Prince. Understood? Mine, and no one else’s.” 

I didn’t let him speak again. Instead, I kissed him even more deeply, plunging my tongue into his mouth and trying to find his. The Prince wrapped his arms around me now, holding me close, his fingers touching the bare skin of my shoulders and back.

Once he had me in his arms, I quickly lowered my hands and found the hem of his pants. “Come back to me,” I breathed, “Don’t think about him, Cillian, think about me.”  

The Prince moaned into my mouth as I reached into his pants and wrapped my hand around him. It was warm, and thick, and already a little excited. I couldn’t believe I’d so brazenly taken hold of him like this, but once I had him in my hand, it took only a moment to get him all the way worked up. 

When he was ready, I pulled it out of his pants and straddled him, guiding him toward me. I was already wet, already aching and so desperate to experience this exact moment. Even though I couldn’t savor the first instant of pleasurable contact, no one could stop me from moaning, exultantly, as I took him inside of me.

Cupping his face again, not once breaking the kiss, I lowered myself slowly onto him, enjoying every last inch of that first, gradual push. 

“Dahlia…” he groaned.

“Yes,” I said into his mouth, “Say my name, keep it on your lips. He can’t get to you if I have you.”

“Dahlia,” he repeated. 

Slowly, I made my hips climb again, and then I lowered myself once more, allowing my body plenty of time to adjust to the sensation. It was almost like an outer body experience. Each and every one of my limbs were trembling, my heart was pounding, my head was pounding, but I was ready for him, now. 

My mind cleared, my instincts took over, and my hips moved like they had life of their own. Carefully at first, I bucked against him, feeling the full length of him slide in and out of me and moaning with delight at the apex of every pleasurable pulse.

The Prince’s hands moved down along the curve of my back to settle on my backside, but he didn’t try to control the rhythm of our bodies. He left that entirely up to me, not once breaking contact with my lips and making sure to keep my name on a short leash. 

It was working. 

I could feel him, Cillian; not his mind, but his soul. I knew it was him as I straddled and rode him into the ground. I had never done this before; been so forceful with a man. He was the first. The only one that mattered. My first. My Prince.

“Mine,” I whispered, as I kissed him.

“Yours,” he said. 

I felt his fingertips dig into my backside, felt his whole-body tense underneath me, and I knew what was coming. This was it. I had fantasized about this very moment before, but I had never imagined it would happen like this; on the floor of a tent in a village full of wolf fae. How could I? 

I pressed my hips hard against his, bringing him into me as deep as I could. I wanted to cry out as he reached his powerful climax, but I couldn’t. Instead, I held our mouths locked together and moaned into his while he pulsed and throbbed inside of me. 

My entire body prickled, my skin coming alive as if wreathed in fire as the sensation ripped through me. It took a moment for him to settle, but only after he was done did I finally break contact with his mouth to look at him. His eyes opened slowly, as if he was waking up from a deep sleep. I smiled at him and brushed the side of his face, letting my fingers come up and touch his antlers. 

“Feel better?” I asked.

He stroked my back with one hand and touched my cheek with the other. “I do…” he said. 

“Good.” 

“Do you?” 

“Now that you’re where you belong, yes.” 

“Belong…” 

I nodded, then I kissed him again. “Belore.” 

He scanned my eyes, darting from left to right. “What… what has gotten into you?” 

I made my hips grind against him just a little bit. He shuddered. One of my eyebrows perked up, and a smirk spread across my face. “You, it seems.” 

He smirked. “Funny.” 

“I should get off you and put my clothes back on, though…” I said, “I don’t know how to shape change without losing them.” 

“I… am not going to complain about that.” 

“I didn’t think you would. I’ve seen some of the other fae keep their clothes. It is possible.”

“Don’t learn that skill too quickly, then.”  

Now that the moment had passed, and I had returned to my usual, modest self, I scrambled across the room to grab my clothes and hastily get changed. I wasn’t sure how no one had heard us. They had to have heard something, right? The struggle, his inner fight with his brother—what happened after. 

Had no one heard us? 

After poking my head out of the tent, it didn’t seem like anyone had. I turned around again and came back into the tent. The Prince took hold of my hand and pulled me close, then he brushed my silver hair up and over my long, pointed ear, tucking some of my hair behind it. His fingers lingered on my ear, playing with it. 

I shuddered, now. 

“Thank you,” he said.

“For?” I asked.

“You may have saved my life. Again.” 

“Let’s not make it a habit, shall we?” 

“I cannot make any promises. Radulf is… subdued, for now, but we can’t very well do that every time he threatens to take control.” 

I moved in a little closer to him, pressing my chest against his and turning my chin up. “Can’t we?” 

“Can we?” 

“I think I’ve developed something of a hunger, now. It’s got to be this wolf form. Using it always makes me hungry, though it used to be for food. Now it’s… you I want. And food, to be clear.”

“How fast can you get out of those clothes again?” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Tempting, but I came here for a different reason.” 

“And that is?” 

“I think we should do what you asked and get out of here. Tonight.” 

“Tonight?” 

I nodded. “I’ve talked to the others. I think we should leave. Like you said, if we head out quickly we might catch the storm before it moves again.”

He frowned. “Why are you in such a rush to leave now?”

I shook my head, then sighed. “I just… don’t think my place is here. My place is wherever you are, and you need to go to the Veridian.” 

“Do you have a plan?” 

“It’s… in the works. Getting out of here without them noticing is going to be impossible, but we’re going to try and work out a distraction that we can use to mask our escape.” 

The Prince nodded, looked across my shoulder, and then back at me. “Alright. Tell me what I have to do.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The plan is set—we leave at nightfall. Melina was going to sneak around the camp and release Ollie. Mira, meanwhile, was going to conjure a shower of bright lights as she had the night I unveiled the Constellation cress back at the castle, only this time she was going to do it on a much larger scale.

I would be with the Prince, whether the fae wanted me to stay with him or not. When Mira sent the fireworks into the sky, the Prince and I would make a break for the stone circle at the top of the hill and I would be ready to activate it, knocking down guards as we went. 

It wasn’t a perfect plan. We were splitting ourselves into three groups, and that meant it was three times as likely that something would go wrong, but we didn’t have another choice. We needed Ollie because we needed the carriage, otherwise this would’ve been way simpler.

Getting to the Veridian on foot just wasn’t an option. It was already far enough away from us that it would take days to reach, and that was if it didn’t move. The carriage would also double up as a space for us to sleep in, especially during the night when the temperature drops, and we have no shelter from the bitter cold of winter.

I didn’t like the plan, but it was the best we could do, and we were going to stick to it.

The Prince stirred behind me. We had been settled on his bed for a while, ever since I’d come back from talking to Mira and Mel. He had needed to rest because his injuries hadn’t fully healed yet, and I didn’t want him waking up alone… I also very much wanted to be the little spoon after all that had happened today.

In a world where comfort was hard to find, this was comfortable, and right. Lying on a bed with the Prince’s arm thrown over my shoulder, the heat of his body against my back, the memory of what we’d done only a few hours ago still fresh in my mind. My entire body was still tingling. I’d had to be brief with Mel, otherwise I worried she might suspect what had happened.

And Gullie? Gullie had been asleep most of this time, tattooed against my hand, and I couldn’t blame her. It was the safest place for her to be right now, out of sight, out of danger, and safe with me. The Prince wrapped his arms around me a little more tightly and took a deep whiff of the back of my head. 

I smiled to myself. “Feeling better?” 

“Have you slept?” he asked.

“Not really.” 

“You need your rest for tonight.”

“I know, but I’ll be fine. I’m used to not sleeping much. I didn’t get much sleep in the castle most nights.” 

He kissed the back of my neck, setting my entire body alight. “When we are out of this place, and free of curses and trials, I will make sure you sleep perfectly well every night.” 

I shuddered and trembled. “Oh? And how can you promise me that?”

“I will see to it personally that you are absolutely exhausted.” 

My teeth started to ache, and I was suddenly overcome with an urge to bite him. Oh Gods. “Why do I love the sound of that?” 

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.” 

I shook my head. “Before this, before you… I was never this open, this excitable, this hungry. What’s happened to me?” 

“I can’t be certain, but I can tell you one thing.” He arched up and turned me over, so I was looking up at him from underneath. I placed a hand on his cheek and ran my fingertips up into his dark hair. 

“What is it?” 

“The woman you were drew my interest and held it. The woman you are becoming is drawing my excitement, and keeping it.” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “A little too much excitement, maybe.” I slapped my hand to my mouth. “See? I never would’ve said that before! Who the hell am I anymore?” 

“You are here to find out.” 

“Here, where?” 

“Here. In Arcadia. With me. I am a believer in fate, remember? You were meant to come here; you were meant to find me. Whatever happens next, it was meant to happen.” 

I nodded. “I guess I can believe that, too. What about you, though?” 

“Me?”

“I’m growing and changing. Finding myself. Is it the same for you?” 

He gently kissed my forehead. “Your changes are visible on the outside just as much as they are happening on the inside. Mine are purely taking place inside.” 

“What’s different for you?” 

Cillian took a deep breath, then exhaled through the nose. “I have always been good at taking orders, following rules, carrying out my duties. I never would’ve thought I would find myself one night leaving the castle I grew up in, abandoning my duties as Prince and the Royal Selection, and… sleeping with a human girl in a tent.” 

“Just… sleeping with her?” I ventured.

The Prince’s lips began to curl into a soft smile. “No, not—” I pressed my finger against his lips and stopped him from going any further. Someone was coming. I could hear footfalls, and they weren’t light, female footfalls, but heavy, crunchy ones. 

I slid out from under the Prince and stood upright before whoever it was could arrive. A moment later, Toross parted the curtain to our tent, stopping in the entryway just as the Prince got to his feet. His movements were still slow, and sluggish. I wondered if he’d be able to break into a run if he had to.

“Am I… interrupting something?” Toross asked as he watched us both. 

The Prince got himself upright and stared at Toross from where he stood. He knew, now, that Toross was my uncle. I hadn’t been able to keep the story he’d told me about my parents from him, either, though I had left out the part where his family killed my grandparents. 

It was better he didn’t know that right now.

“No,” I said, “What is it you need?” 

His eyes moved from me, to the Prince, then back to me. “I want to show you something.” 

I frowned. “Show me something?” 

He extended his hand. “Yes. Come with me.” 

I glanced at the Prince. I couldn’t leave him alone, especially if I didn’t know how long I would be gone for. What if Radulf came back out while I was gone? What if he manifested in the flesh again and tried to finish the job? What did that even look like? A brief flash of Radulf’s shadowy form crossed my thoughts, and I saw him sneering at me. 

Shaking my head, I pushed the memory aside. “Can… this wait?” I asked.

“Wait? For what?” Toross asked.

“I don’t know… until tomorrow?” 

“No. I want you to come with me now. I will bring you back here when we’re done.” 

The Prince placed a hand on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. Without having to look at him or consult with him, I knew what he’d meant with it. I’m okay, go and do this thing. He obviously had faith that he could control Radulf while I was gone. Maybe it had something to do with what we’d done earlier? 

I had a hunch that it wasn’t my scent that kept Radulf at bay, but our link. Today we’d crossed a threshold and strengthened that link, and maybe that was enough for now, at least. Either way, it didn’t look like Toross was going to leave this alone, so I decided to nod and go with him.

I gave the Prince a final look as I left the tent. He nodded, and then I was gone, following Toross through the camp of the moon children. It was the middle of the afternoon, so the place was alive with life, and movement. There was laughter, people talking, food being prepared, clothes being washed and hung on clothing lines scattered throughout the place. 

I thought Toross was going to take me to the main tent, to bring me before the Alpha, but we went around it altogether, following a small road leading away from the tents and into a quiet, slightly wooded, very peaceful place.

The sunlight broke through leaves overhead in streaks, casting light along the path we were following. Unlike the rest of the village, there was snow beneath my feet and collecting around the base of the trees, but from that snow there were flowers blooming.

They were everywhere. Turquoise, lilac, and pale blue, flowers that were as tall as my knees and blooming despite the dimness, and the snow. It smelled like a garden out here; a cold, frosty garden, but a garden nonetheless. 

At the end of the path was a tree, the tallest and thickest of the miniature woods we’d entered. It was surrounded by a halo of flowers of all shapes and sizes, made brighter by the way the sun shone on the flowerbed. As I approached, the flowers very slowly turned to face me, moving in unison as if to greet me. 

It smelled wonderful here. 

Safe.

Home.

“What is this place?” I finally asked.

“This was your mother’s garden,” Toross said as he approached the flowers around the base of the tree. He knelt and plucked one, then handed it over. It looked like a rose, but it was pale purple. Frozen droplets clung to its many petals. I sniffed it, and it was like no Earth flower I had ever smelled. Bright, flowery, and fresh.

“My mother’s…” I said.

“She loved this place,” he said, “I have tended to it ever since… well.” He didn’t need to continue. We both knew what he meant.

I looked around. “It’s beautiful here. So quiet. You can’t hear the village.” 

Toross nodded. “It’s the trees. They keep the sound out. This is a place where you can mediate, reflect, be with your thoughts. I come here often.” 

“It smells like her,” I said. “I mean, it’s weird. I don’t know what she smells like, but… is that weird?” 

“I don’t think so. I smell her too. It brings me comfort to believe that a part of her still lingers in this place.” 

“You mean her ghost?” 

“No… perhaps. It’s difficult to tell. What I have to show you, however, is this.” 

Toross moved a little closer to the tree at the heart of this little glen, careful not to step on any of the flowers as he went. Kneeling down, he reached into the flowers and pulled out a long, thin, black box, dusted over with snow. He brushed some of the snow off the top, then moved away from the bed of flowers and handed it over to me.

It was sturdy in my hand, and clearly handmade, but it was gorgeous. Smooth, dark, carefully filed, and covered with an intricate design that had been carved into it. I ran my fingertips across it, and a strange current fed back into my hands, like the box was charged with electricity.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Open it,” Toross said.

I searched for a clip and found it. I wasn’t sure what I’d expected to find inside, but an ornate, curved dagger wasn’t on the list. A turquoise gem embedded into the small crossguard gleamed when the light touched it. The blade itself was sharp, and pointed, though its shape was a little different than what I was used to.

It kind of looked like a “Fang,” I said, suddenly.

Toross nodded. “That was what your mother called it. It was hers.” 

“This was her dagger…” I trailed off.

“Your father made the blade and locked the gemstone into place, she made the handle and used the dagger to defeat her enemies… and channel her magic.” 

I looked up at him. “What do you mean?” 

“Her magic was powerful. Raw. She had trouble controlling it. This helped.” 

I remembered my time in the aviary, how my power had manifested in a powerful explosion that shattered the structure. I hadn’t been able to do that again. I didn’t even know how. But maybe with this…

“Why have you given this to me?” I asked.

“She would have wanted you to have it,” he said, “You should have it.” 

“I don’t think—”

“—it’s yours, Dahlia. It was meant to be yours. Take it.” 

I looked down at the dagger I had almost been too nervous to touch. My heart started thumping, adrenaline coursing through me. Carefully, I reached into the box, picked the dagger up, and gripped it tightly in my hand… then it happened.

A surge of power rushed through me, filling me, erupting from me in a powerful shockwave that sent even Toross to the ground. My entire body vibrated as pure energy coursed through me. I wanted to scream, it was too much to handle, but when I tipped my head back and opened my mouth, a beam of white light shot out of it and went streaking into the sky.

Then the world went black, and I fell to the floor.

Unconscious.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

“Dahlia,” came a soft, distant voice.

I rubbed my eyes, groaning. Everything hurt. “What?” I croaked. “Mother… Pepper?” 

“Wake up, sleepy head. There’s someone who wants to meet you.” 

Opening my eyes and looking around, I found myself lying on my bed back at home, in Carnaby Street. My heart surged into my throat, the sudden burst of adrenaline filling my body with a kind of trembling warmth. I was home, and Pepper was smiling at me from my bedside. She had a little plate in her hand. On it rested a tiny porcelain cup, feathers of steam rising from it.

“What am I… where am I?” 

“At home, of course,” she said. 

I sat upright and stared at her. She was wearing a long, red robe, over a white nightgown, and on the bridge of her nose sat a pair of half-moon spectacles held around the back of her neck by a light chain. 

“How am I home?” I asked.

“Don’t be silly, dear,” she said, “Sit up and drink your tea, then come downstairs.” 

Pepper set the plate and the cup on my end table, gave me one final kind smile, and then headed out of my room. I watched her, then I stared at the cup, finally resting my gaze on the window in my bedroom that overlooked the alley into Carnaby Street. It was frosted over, little bits of snow sitting on the outside of the windowpane and clinging to its support frames. 

Beyond the window, a gentle snow fell over London’s rooftops.

I slid my feet out of the bed and looked at my toes, my hands. I was wearing pajamas and odd socks, and while I didn’t have a series of moon-tattoos on my right hand, there was still a butterfly shaped tattoo on the back of my left. I caressed it with my fingertips, trying to get Gullie to wake up, but it was no use. 

I couldn’t understand what was going on. Was this a dream? Was I dreaming right now? Or was Arcadia a dream? I could just about remember most of it, but it was starting to slip away, the way a dream would after waking. It was like mist, like smoke, ethereal and ghostlike. By the time I finished drinking the tea Pepper had left for me, it was almost gone.

Mira, Melina, the Prince.

All of it.

I got up off the bed with the empty cup in my hand and walked over to the window. There were people walking past the entryway to the alley in which the Magic Box sat. I could hear them talking, their feet crunching on the snow, the cars rolling down the street just outside of the frame. Reflected on the window glass wasn’t the fae girl I had come to know so well, but the old me. 

The bookworm with the mousy brown hair. The seamstress who rarely sees the light of day. The boring one with no friends save for the little pixie that lives in her hair.

What the hell is this? 

I heard movement coming from the living room. Turning around, I headed toward my bedroom door—which stood ajar—and listened. The last time I had been here, soldiers of the winter court were storming my house to steal me to Arcadia. Tonight, the house was mostly quiet, save for someone knocking around on the other side of the door.

I opened it and stepped through, but as soon as I crossed the threshold, I was no longer in my house. The chilling cold bit and nipped at my exposed skin. I wrapped my arms around myself and instantly started shivering. I wasn’t in my house anymore, but in the woods somewhere, with cold snow under my bare feet and black trees all around me. 

“Oh shit,” I said, my teeth chattering. “Pepper? Evie? Where are you?” 

There was no reply, save for the woosh of the wind. I scanned the woods, searching for a path to take, somewhere to go. When I thought I spotted a soft, blue light pulsing through the trees, I headed for it, hoping I wouldn’t lose my toes to frostbite. I still had some energy in me, so I broke into a run, speeding through the trees in the dark, following the light in the hopes it would take me somewhere warm. 

I spilled out of the tree line into an open clearing of dirt and snow that led to a small lake that had iced over and turned black. On the other side of the lake was the source of the light, bright and pale blue like the reflection of the full moon in the sky on the surface of the black ice. But the light stood apart from the moon. It was its own thing, shining directly in front of the tallest, thickest tree in the woods. 

In it, I thought I saw someone. Two people, in fact. They were only shadows breaking the light as it shone behind them, and I could’ve sworn one of them was beckoning me to come closer. 

Looking down at the ice in front of my feet gave me all kinds of anxieties. It didn’t look sturdy. It barely even looked real. If I fell into it, I knew I would die. There would be no finding my way out of it, and even if I did, hypothermia would get me within moments. Still, I had to get to the other side. I had to get to that tree.

 Taking a deep breath, I broke into a quick sprint and—using my fancy feet—I glided across the ice as lightly and as quickly as I could. The less my whole weight stood on any single spot of ice, the less likely it would be that the ice would break. That was my thinking, at least, and it seemed to hold out.

The wind raced through my hair, the bitter cold biting at my nose, the tips of my ears, my cheeks. After a moment, though, the cold didn’t really bother me all that much anymore. Adrenaline was coursing through me, and my heart was pumping hard enough that I was starting to warm up from the inside out.

The closer I got to the light on the other side of the lake, though, the dimmer it got. I saw it receding, fading. I stretched my hand out, “No wait!” I yelled, but the light eventually became a tiny blue dot, then disappeared just as I reached the other side of the lake. 

I staggered a couple of steps before finally coming to a stop on solid ground. Panting, hot steam issuing from between my lips in puffs, I looked around, searching for the source of the light, but it was gone, and I couldn’t find it. 

“What is happening?!” I yelled. “Where are you?!” 

“Dahlia,” I heard a voice that made me freeze to the spot. It came from behind me somewhere, and as I slowly turned, I saw two figures standing by the edge of the lake I had just dashed across, wreathed in moonlight.

It was a man and a woman. The man was tall, with shaggy blonde hair and kind blue eyes. He was wearing a brown, tweed jacket, black trousers, and a grey scarf around his neck. The woman was somehow taller, with long, silvery hair, and even though she was slender, she still exuded strength and confidence. She wore a combination of furry leathers, most of them black and deep brown, that clung perfectly to her body and looked comfortable to wear.

They were bathed in moonlight. Both were smiling, he was handsome, she was beautiful, but neither looked like they were dressed appropriately for the weather around us. I wanted to ask who they were—it was an instinct—but I didn’t have to. It would’ve been stupid to waste breath on such an obvious question. My knees gave out from under me and I fell to the snowy dirt. 

I was already crying.

“What is this?” I asked.

My mother tucked some of her brilliant, silvery hair behind a long, pointed ear. “You know what this is,” she said.

“I don’t. Is it… is it really you, or is this another fae trick?” 

“Look inside yourself. What does your heart tell you?” 

“My heart hurts. So much has happened, sometimes I don’t know what’s real and what isn’t anymore. I couldn’t bear it if this was a trick.” 

My father approached, taking a few steps across the snow. He extended a hand, and without hesitating, I took it. As soon as my skin touched his, I grabbed him as if he was a life-ring and I was adrift on a cold, black sea. I couldn’t have rushed into his arms any faster. I clung to him and sobbed into his chest, not speaking, just crying.

A moment later, I felt my mother’s hand touched my back, and soon, all three of us were joined in the embrace. Once a broken, separated family, now whole again. I didn’t want to doubt this. I lost myself completely in it. If it was a trick, then let me be tricked. I could care less at this point. 

“We should speak quickly,” my mother said, “We don’t have much time.” 

I perked up, my eyes and nose red, tears wetting my face. “Time? What do you mean?” 

“The magic that brought us all here won’t last long.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“You touched my dagger, did you not?”

I turned my eyes up to look at her. “I… I don’t remember, but I think I did.” 

She looked down at me and brushed my hair with her fingers. “That is why you’re here. That is why we’re here.” 

“But isn’t this… what is this? Are you ghosts?” 

My mother and father exchanged soft smiles. “We passed from this place a long time ago,” my father said, “But when you touched the dagger, it brought us back so that you could see us. So that we could see you—see the woman you’ve become.” 

I shook my head. “No, I don’t want you to leave,” I said, “The fae took away my mothers, I won’t let them take you away as well.” 

“We don’t have a choice, but we still have some time.” He took one of my hands, my mother took the other. 

I looked up at my mother. “How did you know I would touch the dagger?” I asked, “I thought you never wanted me to come back here.” 

“I didn’t,” she said, “It isn’t safe for you here. It’s the reason why I sent you to Earth. But I knew, one day, you would come back. Even I wasn’t strong enough to re-write your fate.” 

“We didn’t know how you would be brought back here,” my father said, “Only that one day, fate would call on you to return to fulfil your destiny.” 

I shook my head. “I didn’t want a destiny. I wanted to keep living my life back at home, where it was safe.” 

“Safe is not an environment in which people grow, and you have grown to be an outstanding woman… we are both so very proud of you, Dahlia. You have inside of you the best of both of us. You have my strength and my cunning, and you have his…  human eyes.” 

“Hey,” my father protested. 

My mother grinned. “You inherited his ingenuity, his creativity, and his skill with a needle.” 

“You made clothes?” I asked.

“I made this little number,” he said, pointing at his tweed jacket. “It’s a little dated now, but it’s comfortable.” 

I shook my head. “I never knew you were a tailor. I never knew… I… I have so many questions for you both.” 

“I know,” my mother said, “But we don’t have time to answer them all for you. In fact, our time grows shorter by the second, and we have something important to tell you.” 

“What is it?” 

She paused. “They need you, Dahlia.” 

“Who does?”

“The moon children. They are lost without you, and I fear after the next battle, there won’t be enough of them left to rebuild the tribe.” 

“I don’t understand… what battle?”

“Your arrival has set into motion a chain of events that can’t be stopped. Soon, the moon children will rally to attack the castle once more. Without you, they will most certainly fail.” 

“But…” I looked up at my father, then back at my mother. “Why me? Why am I so special?” 

“You are the white wolf, Dahlia. I know you can feel it.” She pressed a hand against my heart. “You are the only one who can bring light to the darkness, and save the moon children from obliterating themselves.” 

“Are you telling me I have to attack Windhelm?” 

They gave each other hard looks. “I told you she would have trouble with this,” my father said. 

“Now is not the time for an I told you so, Michael,” she said, then she looked down at me again. “I cannot tell you what is going to happen in the coming weeks, I only know what the emissary told me. It told me you were the white wolf, and that the tribe would kill you if I left you with them. You had to leave, and then come back and prove yourself before they would accept you. Only then would you be able to help them.” 

“That isn’t exactly the way Toross explained it to me.” 

“I didn’t tell him everything. I couldn’t. There was a chance he would’ve gone against my wishes if I had told him who you would grow up to become. If he had chosen to bring you back to the others, they would’ve killed you.”

 I shook my head. “But if fate has already decided what’s going to happen, then he was never going to bring me back to them, right?” 

“Fate is a scribe that is always writing. It cannot compel a person to act a certain way. In the end, the choices they make are always theirs, and then destiny is written anew. Without you the moon children will end, and darkness will reign. But you have the power to change that.” 

“Even if that’s true, I can’t stay with them… I have to help the Prince.” 

A soft, blue light bloomed into existence near the tree where I had seen it the first time. My mother looked over at it, and frowned. “I don’t have much time, Dahlia. I know you are being asked to do many things, but they are all connected. The moon children, the Prince, the Veridian, and the King. Everything is linked, their fates are in your hands, but only you can make the choices.” 

“If you leave them now,” my father said, “Ashera will believe she was right in calling you a false prophet. It will enrage her and she will take the children to the castle and attack out of anger. That has already been written.” 

“But if you stay,” my mother said, “If you prove to them that you are the white wolf, the one who will lead them out of the dark, she will listen to you. They all will.” 

“What about the Prince?” 

She took a deep breath and exhaled. “You know he is at the core of this. He is the one that will bring the darkness to the world.”

I paused, watching her carefully. “What happens to him?” 

My mother shook her head. “I cannot answer that.” 

“Can’t, or won’t?” 

“Dahlia…” 

“Please, mother… I need to know.” 

My father nodded. “Tell her,” he pushed.

She shut her eyes. “He carries within him the heart of darkness itself. You have to kill him to save them.” 

“Kill him?!” I shrieked, and that seemed to anger the ball of light because it blossomed and grew rapidly, and then it got angry. Instead of hovering quietly, it became a wild, whirling storm that roared and screamed and tugged at my hair. 

My father held onto us both, and my mother dug her heels into the snow to keep it from pulling them toward it—it didn’t seem to have an effect on me. “Dahlia, the choices are yours,” she said, raising her voice over the roar of the vortex. “If you don’t help them, the moon children—our people—are doomed to die.” 

“I can’t kill the Prince!” I yelled.

“You have to choose. Them, or him!” 

I tried to keep hold of my parents, but they were slipping away. “Mum!” I yelled, “Dad!” 

“We love you,” my father yelled, “Whatever you do, remember that. We love you, and we’re proud of you.” 

The portal had grabbed them both, now. They were being sucked into it, and no matter what I did, I couldn’t hold onto them. “I love you too,” I yelled, “Don’t leave me again!” 

My mother smiled at me, then let go of my hand and embraced my father. Together, they were sucked through the portal, which exploded as soon as they were through. Once I gathered my senses, I sat upright and yelled, “Mum!” 

But I wasn’t in the same place anymore. It was day, and I was lying in a bed of flowers with a dagger in one hand and a box in the other. I wasn’t crying, but I was dizzy, and woozy, as if I’d just woken up from a deep sleep that had turned into a nightmare.

Toross kneeled at the edge of the flowers and looked over at me. “You saw her?” he asked.

“I… I did…” 

“What did she say?” 

I shook my head. “Nothing good.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Toross escorted me back to my tent, but I asked him to take me instead to Mira and Melina. He was a little reluctant at first, considering I still hadn’t answered his question about how I’d even come to be in Arcadia. Strangely, he didn’t put up too much resistance when I pressed the issue, and soon enough, he brought me to find the others.

Both of the women sitting in the tent perked up when I pulled the flap aside and stepped through. Mira’s eyes widened, and I noticed her gaze lock with Toross’ for an instant. After lingering for a moment too long, Toross finally moved away from the opening to the tent and gave us a little privacy.

With a flash of green light, Gullie emerged from the back of my hand and had a little stretch before kicking up into the air and hovering nearby. “That was something of a trip, wasn’t it?” she asked.

“That’s a bit of an understatement,” I said.

“What happened?” Mira asked, frowning. You’ve been gone for hours.” 

“Some stuff happened, but first—what was that?” 

“That?” 

“That look you just gave my uncle.” 

She touched her hand to her chest. “Look? What look?” 

Gullie grinned. “Busted,” she sang.

“Busted?!” Mira shrieked. “No such thing has happened.” 

“Really?” I asked, “Because a couple of hours ago I saw you flirting up a storm with him.” 

“You asked me to distract him, did you not?”

“I did, but—”

“—well, it’s not my fault that I ooze sexuality and confidence.” She turned her nose up. “Besides, I am many, many decades older than you are and can do what I want.” 

I cocked a thumb over my shoulder. “Except him, understood?” 

Mel’s eyebrow arched. “I don’t see how you get a say…”  

I placed a hand on my hip. “What does that mean?” 

A strange, tense silence filled the room. “Really?” she asked, “The glow all over your face speaks volumes about what you got up to earlier.” 

My cheeks flared hot and red. “Glow? What glow?” 

Gullie pointed at my face. “That glow. Your sex glow.” 

“Gull!” I yelped.

“What?” she shrugged, “I was just trying to clear things up.” 

“Well, thanks, I really appreciate that.” 

Mira pressed her palm to her face. “Tell me you didn’t.” 

I stared at her, trying to regain a little of my composure. “I… don’t see how that’s any of your business,” I said, “And yes, I realize the irony of saying that. But supposing it was your business, why is it a bad thing?” 

“Because the Royal Selection isn’t over.” 

I looked around the room. “Mira, we’re in a tent, far away from the castle. I would say it’s over.” 

She shook her head. “You wrote your name on the frost stone, so the selection must be completed. Remember?” 

“Oh… no, I guess I didn’t. But how can the selection continue? We’re not going back.” 

“I don’t know, but when it’s over, if you don’t win…” 

Fate will rewrite itself, and I won’t be his soulmate anymore. She didn’t say it, but she didn’t have to. I hadn’t even considered the possibility that the selection needed to be completed. I’d assumed it was done. It didn’t change the way I felt about him, though. It also didn’t take away the hunger growing in the pit of my stomach. 

But was that enough to risk what would happen if he continued to live?

“Alright, look,” I said, “I didn’t come here to talk about what I did or didn’t do with the Prince.” 

“Is this about the plan?” Mel asked. “Because I’ve been thinking—”

“—I can’t leave.” 

She paused, looked at Mira, then back at me. “What? Why not?” 

I shook my head. “Something happened just now. Toross took me out to a garden somewhere behind the village and… I saw my parents.” 

“You saw your parents?” Mira asked.

“In a vision or something,” I said, “But it was so real… it wasn’t like a dream at all. You forget your dreams, but this, I haven’t forgotten a single second of what happened. I don’t think I ever will.” A tear threatened to spill down the side of my cheek as the emotions started bubbling up again. I caught it and held myself together. “I talked to them.” 

Another paused moved through the room, but this one was tense, dark, and serious. “Let me make sure I understand this,” Mira said, “Because we never established what happened to your parents.” 

“I never had it established for me,” I said, swallowing the catch in my throat. “But now I know, they’re dead. They’ve been dead… for as long as I’ve been alive.” 

“And you spoke to their spirits?” 

I nodded. “Something like that.” I was still holding the box in my hands, and I showed it to them now. Opening it, I revealed the dagger inside. “This was my mother’s. Touching it triggered some ancient spell that allowed me to speak to them. It doesn’t work anymore. The magic’s gone.” 

Gullie settled on my shoulder and touched the side of my neck. “Sorry.” 

I smiled at her. “It’s okay,” I said. “I feel more at ease, now, knowing where they are, and who they were.” 

“Who were they?” Mel asked.

I moved a little closer to the center of the tent and lowered my voice, as if I had a secret to tell them. “My mother was the Alpha of this place, of these people. I don’t want to say too much more because I don’t really know who’s listening.” 

“Alpha? That’s big.” 

“She also knew who I was, who I would become. I’m the white wolf, and I’m supposed to lead these people on a crusade against the castle, or they’re going to die. All of them.” 

“Is this… true?” Mira asked, “Can it be verified?” 

I shook my head. “I only have my mother’s word—or her ghost’s word, I guess. But I can feel it in my heart, I know it’s true. She said if I don’t help them, Ashera is going to lead an attack on the castle that’s going to end up killing them all, and there will be no moon children left.”

“Because these are the last…” Mel put in. “That was something I heard, once. They’d been all but exterminated.” 

I nodded. “That’s why I can’t leave. Toross wants to train me, so I have to train and prove to them that I’m the white wolf, and then they’ll listen to me. They won’t follow Ashera toward the castle and throw themselves at death’s door for no reason.” 

“Has fate not already decided that will happen?” Mira asked.

“My mother told me fate was a scribe that was always writing. That some things are written, that others are not, but that all can be changed depending on who makes what choice. My mother asked Toross to smuggle me away from the moon children and keep me away from them, but he could just as easily have chosen to come back and get me on his own. That would probably have resulted in my death, and then everything would be different right now.”  

“But he didn’t,” Gullie said, “And that’s why fate wrote you into the Royal Selection. To put you on a path to collide with the Prince, the one with the heart of darkness inside of him.” 

“Heart of darkness?” Mel asked.

“That’s the other thing my parents told me… but I don’t want to go into it right now. It’s just… it’s something I have to do or not do. A choice I have.” 

Mira’s eyebrow arched. “What’s the choice?”

“If I make it, you’ll know.” 

She frowned. “I thought we didn’t keep secrets, here.”

“If I tell you, and then you tell someone else, then everything changes. I can’t risk that.” 

“Who am I going to tell?” 

Mel nudged Mira with an elbow. “Toross?” she asked, grinning.

I jabbed a finger at her. “Don’t even joke about that.” 

“If you’re trying to embarrass me,” Mira said, “It won’t work. I spent years training to be a custodian—my composure never breaks.” 

“That’s a lie,” Gullie scoffed. “I’ve watched you melt the hell down before, and it’s hilarious.” 

“Silence harpy,” Mira hissed.

“Hey, I thought we were passed that.” 

“Well then, don’t make me reinstitute it.” 

I waved my arms. “Can we get back on track, here?” I said, “I just wanted to tell you both that the plan is off. There’s something I have to go and do. I need to make that choice. One way or another, all I want is your support… please. Do I have it?” 

Gullie floated over to the space between the three of us. “You’ve got me always,” she said. 

Mel nodded. “I’ll support you,” she said, “I think I understand what’s happening here, and I know what you’re going through.” 

“You do?” 

She shrugged. “My family were commoners, and commoners know more about the wild winter than is taught at the castle. I know a bit about fate, prophecies, the moon children. Fate couldn’t have chosen a less prepared person to deal with all this, but that’s where we are.” 

I frowned. “Thanks?”

“All I mean to say is, whatever you need from me, just ask.” 

I turned to Mira hoping to find agreement, but finding the opposite. She didn’t seem convinced. My keeping the whole thing about the Prince from her was probably throwing her off, and I couldn’t blame her, but I couldn’t take the risk, either. 

I knew she would want me to kill him. And if I couldn’t, she would do it herself. It wasn’t that she was evil, but she was a realist, and she carried within her that bitter coldness of the castle fae. It was thawing out, sure, but she still held onto that sense of cold logic. 

“I don’t know if you are making the right decisions,” she said. “I fear everything that’s happened is clouding your judgment, and we both know your judgment wasn’t great to begin with.” 

“I know,” I said, “But I had a great teacher. I learned a lot from you, and all I’m asking is for you to trust me to make the right decision now. Can you do that?” 

“And if we all perish as a result?” 

I shrugged. “Were you really planning on living forever?” 

She cocked an eyebrow. “What kind of a question is that?”

“A simple one, if you think about it.” I came up to her. “You didn’t follow me all this way not to trust me now, here, with this.” 

Mira frowned. “Fine,” she said, “You have my support. But if we all die, I’m blaming you.” 

“If we all die, you can tease me about it for the rest of time.” 

“Oh, I intend to, don’t you worry. I just hope you make the right choice, in the end.” 

I stared at her eyes, then nodded. “Me too…” I trailed off. Then I turned to look at the tent flap. “Speaking of which, I guess there’s no time like the present.” I looked over at Gullie. “Do you mind waiting with Mira while I go and do this?” 

“If it’s all the same,” Gullie said. “I’d like to hang out with Mel?” 

“Me?” Melina asked.

“Yeah… you said you know a lot about pixies. There’s probably a bunch of stuff you can teach me that I don’t know.” 

“But… you are a pixie.” 

“I know. But I’m an exception to the rule, trust me. I spent about as much time on Earth as Dee did.” Gullie looked over at Mira. “As long as you don’t mind?” 

Mira rolled her eyes. “No, I don’t mind.”

“Are you sure?” Gullie asked.

“You will not offend my sensibilities or hurt my feelings. I have plenty of things to keep myself busy with.”  

Nodding, Gullie floated over into Mel’s hair. I, meanwhile, reached into the black box I’d been holding and pulled the dagger out. The weight of it felt good in my hand; light, but sturdy and deadly. I turned it over once, twice, then I held it behind my back. 

“Is that part of your choice?” Mel asked. 

I side-eyed her. “Do I really need to answer that question?”

“I suppose not… be careful.” 

I nodded. “I will.” 

Opening the flap, I headed out into the village and made my way over to the Prince’s tent. I was trembling. I hated the weight that had been put on my shoulders, but I had to do something. I still didn’t know what I was going to do, but I knew I had to act now, before it was too late. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

I found the Prince waiting exactly where I’d left him. Nobody stopped me, nobody asked where I was going, there were no armed guards by his tent. When I stepped inside, he turned to look at me. I scanned his eyes, trying to figure out whether he was Cillian or Radulf as my grip tightened around the handle of my dagger I had at my back.

My heart was pounding, adrenaline surging through me like waterfalls. I knew what I had to do; what choice lay ahead of me. The decision would’ve been easier to make if Radulf had been in control right now instead of Cillian, but when his expression softened and he took a hasty step toward me, I knew, it was him. 

My Prince.

I stretched my other hand toward him, halting him as he approached. He frowned. “What is it?” he asked.

I swallowed hard. “I have something to tell you,” he said.

“Tell me.” 

Taking a deep breath, I let the dagger I’d been holding behind my back fall to my side, bringing it fully into view. Cillian turned his eyes on it, then looked at me again. There was no anger on his face, no fear. A little surprise, but that was to be expected, considering I’d just pulled a knife on him.

“I met my parents,” I said.

“Your parents?” he asked.

A pause. “They’re both dead…” I looked at the dagger in my hand, then back at him. “They told me I had to kill you.” 

“And you believe them?” 

I nodded. “I believe what I saw, what I heard. I believe the prophecy. You and I both know what you have inside of you, but neither of us know what will happen if we try to pull it out. The easiest thing to do, the easiest way of stopping the darkness from coming is to kill you.” 

He was silent for a moment. “Is it really that simple?” 

“I wish I knew. I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but I hate not knowing things.” 

“I think I’ve come to learn that about you, yes.” He paused. “Are you here to kill me, Dahlia?” 

I gripped the knife so tightly, my knuckles turned white. “I am the white wolf,” I said, “Without me, these people will die, and every second you live increases Radulf’s strength. What happens when he takes hold of you for good?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“What if we can’t kill him, then? What if he’s too powerful?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he repeated. Then he took a step forward, extending his arms out to the side. “But you don’t need to justify yourself any longer.” 

“You want this?” 

“If it will keep you and these people safe, then do it. Plunge it into my heart. Strike hard, fast, and true. Don’t let me get back up, don’t let him take control.” 

I stared at him, my hand trembling, my breathing coming out ragged. “You’re sure about this?” I asked. “You want me to kill you?” 

“I would do anything for you, belore.” 

My eyes shut hard, tears stinging, my heart pounding. I believed him. I knew, if I was to race up to him and drive the dagger into his heart, he wouldn’t stop me. He wouldn’t stop me, and he would die, moments later, on this floor, simply because it was what I wanted. 

The thing was, I was ready to kill him. My entire body was primed and running hot. It felt like I hadn’t calmed down in hours, maybe even in days. I was wound tight and ready to explode at a moment’s notice, and maybe if he had been anyone else, I would’ve uncoiled and attacked—but I couldn’t. 

I dropped the knife, letting it fall to the floor. Slowly, I kneeled, and as my knees touched the ground, I shed my human form and became the white wolf. It was getting easier, now; the transition happened in an instant, with little more than a thought. 

I looked up at him, quietly watching him from where I sat. Then I got up and I charged, suddenly, catching him off guard. The Prince took a step back, startled. When I leapt into the air, I assumed my human form again, but instead of diving away from me, he caught me and held me. 

I wrapped my legs around his abdomen, cupped his face, and kissed him, then, drinking deeply of his lips. The Prince shut his eyes and grabbed hold of me more firmly, his lips parting to accept my searching tongue. When the kiss broke for an instant, I pressed my forehead against his. I was naked in his arms, laid bare for him. 

“I can’t do it,” I said, breathless. “No one can make me kill you, not even my parents.” 

“What if you’re making a mistake?” he asked.

“There’s another way. There has to be.” 

“And if there isn’t?” 

“Then we burn together.” I kissed him again. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone else before.” 

“So do I.” 

“Then tell me. Tell me how you really feel.” 

“Dahlia you must know—”

—I plunged my hands into his hair and kissed him again, pressing my lips against his like my life depended on it.  “I don’t care what you think I know,” I gasped, “I want you to say it, and then I want you to take me on that bed and make me yours this time.” 

The Prince turned off to the side and carried me to his bed. There he set me gently down, arching over me with one hand on the bed and another on my cheek. I kept my legs wrapped around his waist, holding myself against him. He kissed my forehead, then the corner of my mouth, and then my lips. 

When the kiss broke, he paused, his lips hovering over mine, his hot breath breaking against my face like a wave. “I started falling for you the moment I saw you,” he said.

My words caught in my throat. 

“You were the one whose name was written in my stars,” he said, “You were the one who I thought of when I was alone, the one I wanted to see, the only one I cared to spend time with. You, Dahlia, are the one that fate chose for me, but I am the one who chose you.” 

I touched his face with my fingertips, brushing my fingers up and along the length of his horns, but I kept quiet. I didn’t think I would’ve been able to speak if I’d wanted to. Breathless, adrenalized, and so desperately wet for him, I waited, my fingers trembling as I touched him. 

His hand moved from my cheek to my neck, to my collar, then glided up the curve of one of my breasts. My breath hitched again, my back arched, and the ache at the center of me only bloomed into something so powerful, I wasn’t sure I would be able to hold on for much longer. 

“Tell me,” I whispered. 

He kissed me, then gently took my lower lip in his teeth and pierced it lightly with one of his sharpened canines. The prick of pain only heightened my need, my desire—brought me closer. He licked my lip, tasting my blood. 

“I have fallen for you, Dahlia,” he whispered. “I have fallen the way I never expected to fall for a woman before. You have woken up something inside of me I thought didn’t exist.” 

I moaned against his lips; a primal, animal sound. “More,” I breathed. 

He kissed my chin, then my neck, then my collar. “I want you,” he whispered, his warm breath exciting my nipples an instant before he took one into his mouth. 

I dipped my hands into his hair released the hold I had around his waist. Slowly, the Prince slid down the length of my body, trailing kisses along my stomach, my abdomen, my hip. When his warm tongue made contact with my wet, aching center, it took everything I had not to scream. 

Instead, I grabbed hold of the bedsheets with my hands and wrapped my legs around him—only this time it was his shoulders I was straddling. The Prince slid his hands under my thighs, holding me to him while his tongue worked. It was an experience like none I had ever felt. Tears were coming, my lip was bleeding, but I had to keep biting it to stifle the groans that were trying to claw their way out and into being.

When I couldn’t hold it any longer, I grabbed hold of his horns and bucked my hips against his tongue, riding my climax as it surged through me like a wave. Trembling, shuddering, pulsing, I had to throw a hand up against my mouth to catch the shriek that had just about escaped. 

My vision was starting to blur, my ears popped, and my heart was pounding so fast I thought I was about to pass out. I wasn’t aware that I had released my vice-like grip around his head, or that he had undone his trousers, until he was guiding himself into me. 

This time I did moan, and it was loud, and raw, and absolutely uncontrollable. The Prince’s careful movements only served to stretch out the immense pleasure wave I was still riding. I hadn’t come down from the high, and what he was doing to me only made it all better, more vivid, more explosive. 

I dug my fingernails into his backside while he gave me what I’d asked for a moment ago. Thrust after powerful thrust, the Prince pressed his lips against mine and we kissed through the experience, breaking only to exchange the kinds of words people say in the heat of the moment, when the endorphins are dancing.

“What am I?” I breathed.

“My mate,” he growled.

I bit his lower lip this time. “Prove it.” 

The Prince pulled me closer to him, allowing him to go deeper, and faster, and harder. I felt his breath sharpen and his muscles tense the instant before release. Grabbing hold of his backside, I yanked him to me toward the apex of his climax. He pressed his face into the bed, beside my head, roaring as he erupted. 

There was a tingle in the pit of my stomach that bloomed into a surge of heat as he made good on his promise and made me his. I held onto him while the moment came and went, breathing harshly with him. We were both sweating. Had there been windows in here, they’d have been steamed up by now.

“Don’t let me go,” he said against my ear.

“I won’t. I promise.” I kissed his cheek. 

We stayed there a moment longer, the two of us locked together, breathing together, sweating together. I didn’t care if anyone had heard, because they obviously had, and caring would only have made that worse. Hell, Mira and Mel had probably heard from their tents. I hadn’t been quiet.

The Prince raised his head and looked down at me. I wiped some of the sweat off his brow and smiled. 

“Now what to do we do?” he asked.

“Now, we stay,” I said, “We stay, I train, and I figure out how to beat this thing inside of you without killing you.” 

“What about the Veridian?” 

I shook my head. “One problem at a time. But we can’t go, Cillian. If I leave, they’ll die.” 

“And if I don’t leave…” 

“You have me, now. And if I have to ride you every minute of every day to keep him from bubbling up, then that’s what I’ll do.” 

“That sounds… immensely tiring,” he said, an eyebrow cocked.

“Is that a complaint?” 

“Not at all. You know I love a good challenge.” 

“I do. I also know it’s your biggest weakness, and you can rest assured I’ll use it for good and for evil.” 

“Evil? How?” 

“Whenever I want you to do that thing you just did with your mouth again…” 

“Oh, that is evil.” 

“Isn’t it just?” I patted him on the backside. “Now, how about you get off me and we go find something to eat? I’m starving.” 

“Will they let me join you this time?” 

I shrugged. “I’m the white wolf. They’re going to have to.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

“Again,” Toross barked.

“We’ve tried this a hundred times,” I said, “I’m not going to get it.” 

“You will do it, or the only way you’re getting out of here is by going through me.” 

We were standing on a snowy cliff overlooking the village. The sun beamed high in the clear sky, the air was crisp and cool, but I was sweating and breathing hard. It had been almost a week since Toross started training me. I was getting pretty good at shapeshifting, and I could stand up for myself in a fight using my wolf form—which they called the predator’s aspect. 

What I’d had trouble with, though, was magic.

I couldn’t summon it, even with my mother’s dagger. Toross suspected my human side was repressing that part of me somehow, keeping it contained. He was probably right. I had grown up in an environment where I was forbidden from triggering the magic in the very dresses I was being asked to make. 

It was a twenty-four-year-old habit I was being asked to break, and it wasn’t giving up easily.

Toross had brought me to the edge of the cliff, and had been taking a step toward me every time I failed to manifest even a little magic. I had my dagger gripped tightly in my right hand, and I was wearing a new suit of leather armor I had made for myself. It was white, it had a furry cloak and hood, and it clung nicely to my body, but the best part about it were the spells I had woven into its seams.

I tugged on a thread under my right wrist and snapped it like a whip, summoning a trail of sparks and embers. “There,” I said, “Better?” 

“I’m not interested in your tricks,” he said, “I want to see real magic, the magic of your parents, of our ancestors. I know it’s in there.” 

“And if it’s not?” 

“It is. You know it is too.” 

“Fine, but what if I can’t call it out again? What if it only works in extreme situations?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t think you understand just how extreme your situation is right now,” he said, taking another step toward me. I backed up, and some of the snow under my foot gave. I was able to hold my balance, but I had reached the edge of the cliff. Behind me there was only the whooshing wind, and a rolling drop all the way to the village. 

“You won’t kill me,” he said.

“Not deliberately, no.” 

“Not even by accident. You’re my uncle. I know you won’t let me die.” 

“I will do my best to save your life if I’m able, but I don’t think even I would be able to catch you if you fell off that cliff.” 

I pointed at his feet with the tip of the dagger. “Which is why you’re going to stop exactly where you are. This is getting ridiculous, Toross—we’ve been at this for hours today.” 

“Complaining will not get you out of this.” 

“What will, then?” 

“I have told you many, many times. Magic. I want you to call on it and use it.” 

I shook my head. “I really wish I could help you, there, but it’s just not working.” 

Toross paused. “Don’t you want to learn how to dedicate your clothes?” 

“Dedicate them?” 

“Enchant them, so they won’t fall off you when you shapeshift.” 

My cheeks and chest flushed as I recalled all the fun the Prince and I had been having for that very reason. I trained most days, from sunup to sundown. A lot of the time I spent in my predator’s aspect, learning not only how to fight in it, but how to eat, drink, rest, and live in it. The only time I got to slip out of it was after a long day of work, once I’d returned to my tent. 

There was something about watching me shift back into my human form, naked, that made him so eager to ravish me… I couldn’t understand it, but I also wasn’t complaining.

Definitely not.

“I mean…” I paused, “I guess I’m in no rush?” 

Toross’ eyebrow cocked. “You should want to be able to dedicate your clothes. You should also want to know how to use your magic. It is your gift, the gift of your mother.” 

“I know.” I shook my head. “Look, it’s not that I don’t want to, I just can’t do it. The last time I really called on it, I was… so angry.” 

“Angry?”

I sighed. “Some bitches had dragged me out of my bed and locked me in an aviary.” 

By the look on his face, he didn’t understand the word bitch or aviary. “Is that… bad?” 

“There were birds everywhere, and Mareen had whipped them into a frenzy. They were attacking me, and they just wouldn’t stop. I remember finding somewhere to hide, but there was so much noise… all the squawking, the shrieking. Something inside of me snapped, and I screamed, and my voice was enough to shatter the glass keeping the birds locked in the aviary.” 

Toross was silent for a moment. “So, anger triggers the magic?” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t been that angry since.” 

Another pause. He cleared his throat. “You know… Mira and I will be sharing a meal tonight.” 

My chest tightened and I perked up. “You… what?”

“Yes. We, uh, talked, and decided we should talk more… in private.” 

I shook my head and waved my hands. “Wait, wait. Hold on. You and Mira are having dinner? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?” 

“I thought she had told you.” 

I could already feel my heart starting to pound. It was making my vision tremble. “She has told me nothing of the sort.” I scanned his eyes, “Wait, are you lying to me?” 

Toross’ face hardened. “I am a man of great honor. I don’t lie.” 

“Seriously, tell me the truth right now. Are you lying to me? Are you really going to dinner with Mira tonight?”

He took a deep breath. “I am not lying,” he said. “Mira and I have a lot in common.” 

I laughed in his face, but it was an angry, panicked laugh that was kind of all over the place. “You two could not be more different!” I yelled, “What could you possibly have in common?” 

“She is… interested in food, as am I.” 

“Just because you both eat doesn’t mean you share that in common. Try again uncle.” 

“Mira is a proficient archer, and she has many skills I find interesting.”

“Alright, well, you’re my uncle, and she’s my friend, and I don’t think it’s a good idea for the two of you to have dinner. In fact, I think I told her to keep away from you.” 

“Yes, she had mentioned that. And she had also suggested you would be upset by the news, but you—my niece—cannot tell either of us what we should or shouldn’t do with our time.” 

I shook my head, purely because I didn’t know what else to say. Yes, he was right, I didn’t have a leg to stand on here. But Mira and I were friends! It was weird that they were getting close, and I didn’t like it. I mean, what would happen if they hit it off and—oh Gods—got married or something?! Would she be my… my aunt?

Oh no… no, no, no! 

I spun around and faced away from him, shutting my eyes and letting the wind cool my face as it rushed past. It didn’t work. My heart was slamming against my chest like a caged animal desperate to get out and tear him to pieces. 

Tear them both to pieces for putting me in this position.

“Dahlia…” Toross called out to me. 

I didn’t turn around.

“I thought you would want me to be happy.” 

Under different circumstances—for instance, if I hadn’t heard the smirk in his voice—my rational mind may have kicked in, and I may have calmed down. But he was being an absolute little shit, and it had worked. 

I turned around again. “Do you think this is funny?!” 

“I do.” 

“How is this funny?” I asked, advancing on him this time, my dagger gripped tightly in my hand. I could feel a current building, but I couldn’t stop to think about it. I was like a train off the tracks, unable to stop.

Toross smirked, then laughed as he backed away. That only made me angrier. 

“This isn’t funny!” I shrieked, and I whipped the dagger toward his feet.

Lightning shot out of the tip of the dagger, leaving a sound like a thunderclap echoing through the valley below us. The lightning had struck with so much force, it had melted the snow in an instant, leaving a puddle of steam over scorched, dark earth. I stared at it in total wonderment. The current I had only just about felt a second ago was still there. 

What’s more, the turquoise gem embedded into the dagger’s small cross guard was glowing.

“There…” Toross said, exhaling. “There she is. Can you sense her?” 

“Sense who?” 

“Your mother. Evelynth.” 

“Eve…” I said, the word slipping out of my mouth on the back of a sigh. I looked around. “It’s her, she’s here…” 

Toross nodded and looked up. I turned my eyes up too, only to find snow starting to fall from the sky. It wasn’t much, a light dusting, but it was coming from nowhere. There were no clouds hanging over us, only clear blue and bright yellow. 

More snow fell as the seconds passed, little snowflakes that dissolved as soon as they touched my skin. I thought I could smell flowers, too. It was as if the snowflakes themselves were carrying the scent all the way from the garden down in the village. That was impossible, but that was the impression I got. 

I fell to my knees, staring up at the sky. Shutting my eyes, I let the snow fall over me, experiencing every single flake as it turned to water against my cheeks. A moment later, the snow stopped, but the scent lingered for a while longer. The dagger in my hand, though, was still humming with power, the stone glowing with inner light.

Toross came over to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “I am proud of you,” he said. “Well done.” 

I looked at the dagger in my hand, turning it over once, twice. “Is this… her?” 

“No, it’s you.” He pointed at a rock jutting out of the snow up ahead. “Hit that rock.” 

I glanced at him, then turned my attention on the rock. Gripping my dagger, I whipped it quickly toward the rock. The current moving through me surged, lightning erupted from the tip of the dagger and instantly struck the rock, breaking it apart and sending tiny splinters of it in all directions. 

“Holy shit,” I said, breathless. “That was incredible.” 

“It is only the first step,” he said, “But now… now I can teach you the rest.”

“Am I going to have to get angry every time I want to use my magic?” 

He shook his head. “Once the door to magic has been opened, it cannot be closed. The trick will be controlling it, shaping it into what you want it to be. Come, we have more to do today.” 

I got up. “More? I’m exhausted.” 

“I know, but the sun still burns in the sky, and our work has only just begun.” 

Dusting my knees, “So, that thing about you and Mira?” 

“What about it?” 

“Did you say that just to get a rise out of me, or…?” 

Toross cocked an eyebrow. “Or… what?”

“Well, is it true? Are you really going to eat with her tonight?” 

He grinned. “Would you like me to lie to you?” 

“I thought you didn’t lie.” 

“I don’t, but if it will get us working again, I will lie to you and tell you I am not seeing her tonight.” 

I shook my head, huffing out my frustration. “You know what? Lie to me about this. I’ll allow it.” 

Toross gestured down the path. “Very well,” he said, “Tonight, I’ll eat alone. Let’s continue.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

I went to see Melina later that evening, after spending the day training with Toross. My body was still entirely buzzing from the magic I’d been able to summon, as was the dagger I kept in a little ankle sheath I had made for it. 

I couldn’t understand any of it.

A few months ago, I’d just been a human who made magic dresses. Now, I was a shapeshifting fae who could blast lightning from the tip of her dagger. Now there were some words I never thought I’d string together in a sentence, especially not when referring to, well, me. Add to that the whole sleeping with a prince thing, and the whole situation just became absolutely bonkers.

It was weird, walking around constantly feeling like I had to pinch myself. It was even weirder walking through a camp where, all around, people had looks on their faces like they wanted to do more than pinch me. The moon children still hadn’t accepted me, despite the week of grueling training Toross had put me through.

Toross had explained to me that each member of the pack had to find their place by challenging another. It was a rite of passage for young moon children who wanted to figure out where they fit. I wasn’t about to go challenging anyone, and that meant I would remain an outsider to these people for a while.

A smattering of giggles trickled out of Mel’s tent as I approached. I was about to pull the flap open and go in, when I decided to stop and make myself known first. 

“Hey,” I called out.

“Hey Dee,” Melina replied from inside, “Come in. It’s just us two.” 

Stepping into the tent I found Mel and Gullie sitting on opposite sides of a large, wooden hoop. There were colored marbles scattered throughout the hoop, as well as obstacles in the form of lead chunks. Two lines of white fabric—one near Mel, and one near Gullie—acted like goals, it looked like. 

Mel had a marble in her hand, and with her eyeline low to the ground, she was lining up a shot. “I’m gonna get it this time,” she said.

“What’s this?” I asked, stepping around the hoop and sitting on a bed. “A game?” 

“Marbles!” Gullie said, “They play with marbles, too!” 

“Wow, I haven’t played with marbles since I was a child,” I said.

Mel shushed us. “Silence, both of you. I can’t let her beat me again.” 

“Two to nothing for me so far,” Gullie said, grinning, “Show me what you’ve got.” 

With a screwed-up face, Mel flicked her marble right between two leaden pillars. It smacked another marble, which then hit another. That last marble rolled over to the white line, but it didn’t quite cross. Mel cursed. 

“Almost!” she hissed. 

“Close, but no cigar,” Gullie said. “You’re really bad at this game. How are you so bad at it?” 

“You’re using magic, you have an unfair advantage.” 

Gullie stretched both her hands out toward a marble sitting near her. Compared to her size, lifting it must’ve been like me trying to lift a boulder. There was no way she would’ve been able to pick one up with her own hands, let alone throw it. But somehow, the marble was moving—and quickly. It came up, following the path set by Gullie’s hand movements. 

The pixie paused, considered the field, then hurled the marble into the space, but it didn’t hit another marble—this one struck one of the pieces of lead and bounced off. “Dammit!” Gullie yelped.

Mel shot upright and jabbed a finger at the pixie. “Ha! Disqualified! That’s two to one, now.”

“Dahlia threw me off. Let me go again.” 

“Nope. If I have to follow the rules, so do you.” 

“Alright, fine, but let’s take a break. Telekinesis takes it out of me.” 

Mel nodded, walked over to a small table, and picked up two pieces of fruit. She then sat on the bed next to me and offered one. “Hungry?” she asked.

“No, I just ate,” I said. Then I glanced around the tent. “No Mira tonight?” 

A grin spread across Mel’s lips. She cocked an eyebrow. “You know where she is.”  

I groaned. “There’s literally nothing I can do to keep those two apart.” 

“As well you shouldn’t. Just let it run its course. Maybe they’ll hate each other.” 

“Or maybe they won’t, and then what?”

Mel shrugged. “I didn’t see her trying to get between you and Colin.” 

“I doubt all the King’s horses could come between those two now,” Gullie said, fluttering over to us.

My cheeks instantly flushed. “It’s different,” I said, mounting a flimsy defense.

“Is it? Just because you’re supposed to be soulmates or something. How do you know they aren’t soulmates? They come in all shapes and sizes.” She paused, glanced at Mel, then floated back over to the table with all the food on it. “Or, you know, so I’m told.” 

I shook my head. “I really don’t want to talk about Mira being on a date with my uncle right now. How are we on the whole storm problem?” 

“Actually, I think we may have had a breakthrough,” Mel said.

“Really?”

“Well, yeah, that’s why we were playing marbles.” 

I brushed my hair behind my ears. “Okay, so, what did you find out?” 

“It’s kind of Gull’s theory, but it makes sense to me.” 

Gullie turned around. “I might be wrong,” she said.

“Okay?” I asked, “Lay it out.” 

She flew over to me and sat on my shoulder, so she could keep her voice down. “So, none of us know when Radulf happened. Not even he does, right?” 

“He’s pretty sketchy on the details, yes.” 

“It’s possible Radulf has been part of him for a while, though he may have been dormant for a long time; influencing his decisions subtly while not totally taking control of him. If that’s true, then I think I know when exactly Radulf gained enough power to fully manifest.” 

“When?” 

“That day in the forest, remember? With the Wenlow.” 

“I remember. You were there, too,” I said to Melina.

She nodded. “I remember you, though I was way more focused on trying to find orbs that day. When the storm started getting heavy, I headed back to the court… you were still deep in the woods at that point. I never saw the Wenlow.” 

“The Wenlow didn’t arrive on its own,” Gullie said, “It came with the storm. Remember that lightning strike? I’m sure that’s how it came to be in those woods. I’m also sure that being so close to the storm is what woke Radulf up or gave him enough power to take hold of the Prince. He’s been getting stronger ever since.” 

“How does this help us?” 

“This is all just pure theory, but hear me out. The Veridian has come close to the castle before, but every time that’s happened, Windhelm’s sorcerers have been able to fight it back. That’s what Mel and Mira have told me. This time, it didn’t come close enough to the castle to warrant the sorcerers having to come out to fight it off—it came to the forest well outside of the city.” 

“It came because the Prince was there,” Mel put in.

“It’s attracted to him?” I asked.

“I think so,” Gullie said.

“But the Prince has left Windhelm many times before. Why did it go for him that time?” 

“Okay, so, this is the part where it gets tricky. I think the Prince alone isn’t enough to draw the storm. I think he’s a beacon, but most of the time that beacon is unlit. Except for that day in the forest.” 

“Why is that?”

“Because we were surrounded by courtiers, and contestants, and all sorts of magic was in the air that day. If he soaked it up, it could’ve activated the beacon within him and brought the storm down on us like an avalanche. Again, this is only a theory, but it’s the best one we have.” 

I nodded. “Supposing that’s true, what does that mean for us?” 

“If it’s true,” Mel said, “Then all we have to do is pump the Prince full of magic and it will come to him. We don’t have to go to it.” 

“But won’t that… I mean, if all of this holds water then the last time he came into contact with it, it only made Radulf stronger. Wouldn’t that happen again?” 

“And there’s the good and bad news,” Gullie said. “I think we can draw it to him, but it may only make things worse.” 

“He thinks the solution to his problem is in the Veridian, thought,” I said.

“Is it possible that’s Radulf talking? Influencing him? Trying to lure us all into a trap so he can gain more power?” 

“I guess… I think I’ve gotten pretty good at figuring out when he’s the man I… when he’s Cillian, and when he’s Radulf. Radulf doesn’t get out much if I have anything to say about it.” 

Mel nudged me with her elbow. “I bet you have a lot to say there.” 

“Stop it,” I snapped. “You know what I mean.” 

“Yeah, you screw his brains out,” Gullie said, “I get it. I’m also thankful to have someone else to bunk with when that happens. I have a spring in my step these days because I’m not constantly having to turn myself into a tattoo.” 

“There’s a silver lining, at least,” I said, though if I could’ve hidden inside of my hair and hide from the embarrassment, I would’ve. “So, we can maybe bring the storm to him, but we don’t know what’ll that do. Is there a spell we can learn to… I don’t know, exorcise Radulf?” 

Gullie tapped me on the nose. “There’s the right question. Yes, there are plenty of spells we could try—the moon children have a few varieties of exorcism ritual depending on the spirit. The only problem is, none of us have ever used one, and botching an exorcism ritual could do more harm than good.” 

“What about the Veridian?” I asked, “It sounds like the storm might just make things more complicated.” 

“I really don’t know. You may have to ask him about that one. Are you sure he has no idea when Radulf did his thing?” 

“He doesn’t know what’s waiting for him in the Veridian.” 

“Or, at least, that’s what he’s telling you,” Mel put in.

“Are you suggesting he’s lying to me?” I asked.

“Not lying, no. But maybe he’s leaving things out.” 

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he has an evil spirit inside of him that makes him say and do evil things. You don’t need to be able to do mental acrobatics to piece this one together. I still think he wants to get to it because he’ll gain more strength from it.” 

“Then again,” Gullie said, “The Veridian may have exactly the right kind of conditions for us to remove the spirit without hurting the Prince. Because you know, with exorcisms, there’s always the risk of killing the host.” 

I shook my head. “Fuck. This one’s tough. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Join the club,” Mel said, “That’s why we started playing a game. I mean, what else can you do when faced with something like this?” 

“I wouldn’t know. It’s my first Armageddon.” 

“You need to talk to him, Dee,” Gullie said, “You need to really talk to him this time.” 

I looked over at her. “What if that breaks… this?” 

“This?” she frowned.

“I’m happy, Gull… here, in this place. I know these people don’t like me very much, but I have you guys, and I have him. For the first time since I left home, I’m happy.” 

“And you think that by talking to him about his brother, you’ll lose this?” 

“Not talking about Radulf seems to help keep him away. What if bringing him up… you know, brings him up?” 

“Then we’ll deal with it. All of us.” 

What if we can’t stop him? 

I left that last thought unsaid. She was trying to be supportive. They both were. I appreciated that, but I didn’t know if they fully understood the situation I was in. I hadn’t told them what my mother had told me, that I could either save the Prince or the moon children, but not both. I also hadn’t told them how I felt about him.

The right moment had never come up; then again, when is it a good time to bring up portents of someone’s impending doom?

Or your feelings for that person.

We had already been here for a week. I had spent most of it training and hand-stitching a fresh blue dress in my spare time. The girls, meanwhile, had spent it trying to figure out how to help the Prince. In truth, the right way through this wasn’t going to present itself to us even if we had a whole year to work on the problem. We were going to have to roll the dice and hope a six came up. 

I stood. “You know,” I trailed off. “Even if we did agree to call the storm somehow, we wouldn’t be able to do it here.” 

Mel shook her head. “We should go to the forest on the other side of the stones,” Mel said, “Find a wide, open spot. If we do this, we don’t know what the storm will bring with it.” 

“Wenlow,” Gullie said, her tone low and dark. “At least that.” 

A pulse of dread pushed through the room, dampening whatever happy spirits had lived here a moment ago. “I’ll go talk to him,” I said, “I’ll let you know what he says.” 

“We’ll be here.” 

Nodding, I headed out of the tent and went to find the Prince—Praxis, however, wasn’t going to make that easy for me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

I’d barely taken five steps out of the tent when he tackled me to the ground like a wrestler. The entire world tipped upside down, I saw the stars and the full moon in the sky, and the next thing I knew I was on my back on the warm, wet earth, with this tank of a man on top of me.

“Get the hell off me!” I yelled.

“I know your secret now,” he breathed against my ear. “You brought the Prince of Windhelm into our camp, didn’t you?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

He arched his back and roared. “Liar! I just heard you and your little bitch friends conspiring.” He wound back his arm and made a closed fist with his hand. “Deny it again!” 

Oh shit. He really had heard us. 

“I challenge you!” I yelled.

Praxis’ eyes widened, and he stopped before he could bring his fist down on me. “You what, whelp?” 

Mel and Gullie spilled out of the tent I had just emerged from, and other moon children watched on while this transpired. I thought back to all the stuff Toross had taught me about the moon children, about their practices, their rituals. Once a challenge was offered in the presence of witnesses, it had to be accepted and fought through immediately. 

The winner would cement their place in the pack, with the loser becoming their subordinate. A subordinate had to do what their superior said. Assuming no one had heard him oust the Prince and my secret, if I could beat him, he would have to keep it to himself. 

If I lost, though, then I would become his bitch—or worse, he could kill me.

“You heard me,” I said, panting, “Under the light of the full moon as it shines tonight, I challenge you. Do you accept?” 

Praxis roared again and drove his fist into the wet earth next to my head. He got right up in my face and snarled, his hot, meaty breath breaking against my nose. “So be it.” 

The much larger fae got up and dusted himself off. I pushed myself back along the ground and also got to my feet. Already a crowd had gathered. Moon children from all over the village were watching—among them were Mel, Gullie, Ashera, and even the Prince. I locked eyes with him as he emerged from his tent. There were several fae between me and him, but he was trying to make his way over to me.

“Choose your weapon, whelp,” Praxis barked.

I grabbed the dagger strapped to my ankle and drew it. “Choose yours,” I said.

“I don’t need a weapon to beat a scrawny thing like you.” 

“Haven’t you heard? I’m the white wolf.” 

“We’ll see about that.” 

Praxis charged, the massive fae choosing to remain in his human form so he could swing his fists at me. This made him a little easier to deal with than if he’d taken his wolf form—big guys were usually slow. But he’d already put me on the defensive, forcing me to evade, and duck, and weave out of the way of his hooks and uppercuts. 

It was almost impossible to find an opening at the rate his fists were flying. Barely more than a few seconds had passed, and I already dodged so much I was starting to get winded. That was part of his plan. Get me tired and panting; slow me down enough that one of his hits would land, because that was all it would take.

He had fists like hams, and if any one of those blows found its mark, I was probably done.

I ducked into a tent, slipping quickly through the opening and throwing the tent flap into Praxis’ path as he came in behind me. By the time he entered the room, I had picked up a furry blanket and tossed it over his head. As he struggled with the blanket, I kicked him in the shin and brought him low, and with a hard shove I threw him to his back.

Instead of attacking him again, I dashed over him to get outside, but he grabbed my foot just as I went past him, and I fell face first into the dirt. A gasp moved through the crowd. The fae weren’t just watching, they were enjoying this—they were entertained by it. That meant nobody was going to stop this from continuing.

I could see the Prince was trying, but Melina had intercepted him and forced him to keep his distance. 

Good. For better or worse, I need to do this on my own. I was going to have to beat Praxis on my own. A pretty dress wasn’t going to get me out of this. Fancy feet weren’t going to get me out of this. I had to knock Praxis on his ass and make sure he didn’t get back up, otherwise things were only going to get worse for me before they got better.

I spun around onto my back, sat upright, and tried to pry his hand off my leg, but he had fingers like sausages, and his grip was vice-like. As he came to try to pick himself up, I smashed the heel of my foot into the side of his face. It made a loud, satisfying thud, but I had only burst his lip, and he seemed to have liked it.

“You are weak,” he snarled through a mouthful of blood. “When I’ve beaten you into the ground, I’m going to mark your body in ways that’ll make you repulsive to all males. I’m going to—” 

“—have your way with me over and over again, blah, bla,” I said, rolling my eyes. “That’s really original. Did you think of that all by yourself?” 

“How dare you talk to me like that?!” he roared. 

“I told you. I’m the white fucking wolf.” 

I willed my body to change shape, and as my legs began to contract I was able to wriggle out of his grasp and get free. I scrambled to get to my feet, but no sooner had I turned around to face him again had Praxis taken on his own wolf form. He was huge—his fur jet black and bristly, his eyes deep green and filled with predatory cunning. 

His teeth were so large and sharp, they were terrifying to look at. If I let him grab hold of me with those teeth, I knew, I was done. I would have no way of making him let go, and he would be free to rend me apart like a wolf with a piece of meat. Instead of attacking him head on, I started running, forcing him to give chase.

The fae parted for me as I charged past them. I made sure to go right past Ashera, making her get out of my way as well. Praxis gave chase, the much larger, black wolf thundering through the moon children’s village, his paws thudding against the dirt. He was panting, his breaths coming out harsh and ragged, but he wasn’t about to get tired anytime soon.

I was likely to run out of breath before him, but I needed a plan. There was no way of beating him without one. I didn’t think I was strong enough to take him on in a straight brawl, so I had to use the one thing I had which he didn’t—my intelligence.

Instead of heading up into the mountains, I used the tents in the village as cover, ducking and weaving between them, trying to confuse him. He had my scent, so there was no way to shake him off that way, but it was still dinner time in the village, and the air was heavy with the smell of various foods and drinks. 

If I could make him question where I’d gone even for a moment, I might just have a chance.

I noticed a large cluster of tents, all woven together and split up by heavy curtains. I ducked into it, pushing through the flap, and then moving through the adjoining rooms using nothing but my nose to guide me. I could smell the outside, there was a breeze in here, and that meant there was another opening, probably somewhere in the back. 

I didn’t go there. Instead, I threw myself behind a dresser and changed out of my wolf form and into my human form. I was smaller like this, less likely to be noticed. I was also fully clothed in my suit of white, leather armor. Toross had taught me the Rite of Binding, which allowed me to consecrate the clothes I was wearing so I could keep them on me as I shapeshifted.

It had already come in handy.

I heard Praxis come sniffing into the tent. He’d followed my scent, but the air was thick with spices and meats. As I peered around the dresser, I noticed him moving through one of the adjoining rooms. He had his nose to the ground as he went, trying to pick my scent out from the white noise around him.

He was headed for this room. My heart was pounding, thundering, hammering so hard I thought he would be able to hear it with those wolf ears. I had to hold my breath because there was a chance he could’ve heard that, too, and at least that was something I could control. 

As he moved closer to the dresser, he stopped, then turned. The breeze moving through the tent had confused him. Had I gone through the opening on the other side, or had I turned around and hidden somewhere? He wasn’t sure, and that meant I’d found my moment. 

With all my might I shoved the dresser I was hiding behind, bringing it down on top of him with a loud crash. Praxis collapsed under it, but the dresser alone wasn’t enough to knock him unconscious. He was already struggling to get out from under it. 

As he backed up, covered in some of the dresser’s contents, I leapt on top of him and wrapped my arms around his neck. He was huge, but that only made him an easy target. Wildly he bucked and kicked, trying to shake me off him. When that didn’t work, he turned around and started speeding out the way he had come, making sure to crash into every possible obstacle on the way.

Spots of pain erupted all along my shoulders, my back, my arms, but I couldn’t let go of him. I had to keep my arms wrapped around his neck and squeeze as tightly as I could. When I finally thought I had found his windpipe, I locked my arms together and kept them there.

Praxis went shooting out of the tent and into full view of the fae. Once we’d reached a clearing, he tried bucking me off him again, kicking his legs out like one of those riding bulls. I’d never ridden one before, but I had my legs wrapped around his stomach and my arms around his neck. I wasn’t going anywhere.

As soon as he figured that out, he straightened up and took on his human form. I tried to keep hold of him, but it was tricky, and I fell flat on my back into the dirt, but I didn’t give him a chance to recover. I kicked the back of his knees as hard as I could, toppling him again. 

As he hacked and coughed, I picked myself up and shoulder-charged him into the ground, pressing his face into the wet earth. Screaming, roaring, channeling as much of my power as I could—calling on the strength I’d used that day to block the sledgehammer from turning me into a pancake—I kept his head pressed against the dirt and pinned his shoulders down with my knees.

Praxis was still kicking, still trying to grab hold of me, but there was a force at work here even he wasn’t strong enough to stand up against. I couldn’t understand it myself, but it felt like the light of the full moon was making me stronger, more powerful. The tattoo on the back of my hand glimmered against the moonlight, and I felt… anger. Passionate, powerful anger, and that made me even stronger somehow.

The fae watched, but I wasn’t watching them. I had only Praxis in my mind. Keep him down, keep him pinned, watch his consciousness slip through his fat fingers. I didn’t let him go when he stopped moving, kicking, struggling. I held him down, driven by the anger burning inside of me. 

I’d laughed it off when he’d suggested he would do horrible things to me once he won the challenge, but it had scared me. It had scared me because I thought he could do it. Would do it. Would enjoy doing it, too. I wanted him to know I had beaten him; I wanted him to really feel it, to push him to within an inch of his life and then—Ashera knocked me on my ass. 

“Are you meaning to kill him?!” she hissed.

I stared at her, then at the large mound in the dirt that was Praxis, panting. “Is he dead?” I asked.

The Alpha knelt beside her packmate and touched her fingers to his throat. She then pulled his face out of the dirt, and looked at me. “He lives, barely.” 

“Serves him right for challenging me like that.” 

“Had you killed him, we would’ve had to kill you, as our traditions demand.” 

“But I didn’t.” I got up. “I beat him, and that means I take his place in the pack, right?” 

Ashera stared at me, but said nothing.

“That’s how our people work, isn’t it?” I asked. I spun around and looked at all the fae gathered nearby. I was running hot, adrenaline burning in my bloodstream like fire in my veins. 

My eyes met with Mira, who was standing next to Toross. I wasn’t sure where they’d come from, but they both looked shocked. Neither of them spoke. Nobody else spoke. I wasn’t sure what I had expected would happen next. Maybe applause, maybe a cheer. It would’ve been nice, but instead there was only stone-cold silence and stunned faces.

Nobody had expected me to win that fight.

Neither had I.

“You are right,” Ashera said, “You have taken Praxis’ place as my number three.” 

When I turned to look at her, she’d bowed her head. “Thank you,” I said. Then I pointed at the Prince, throwing caution to the wind. “I am the white wolf,” I yelled, “There is a prophecy that says I’m going to lead our people out of the darkness and into the light. That man over there is Cillian, he is the Prince of Windhelm… and he is also my mate.” 

The fae gasped and parted, making a hole inside of which Prince Cillian stood alone. “What?!” Ashera hissed. “You brought the Prince of that wretched city here?!” 

“I did, and I lied to you about it because I couldn’t risk you killing him simply because he is who he is. But now that I’ve marked him as my mate, if you want to kill him, you’ll have to kill me first.”

“Do you think that I can’t?!” Ashera growled.

“No, but I think that you won’t because you know you need me.” 

She advanced on me. “I know no such thing,” she said, and she wound back her arm as if to strike me, but Toross stood in front of me. 

“Ashera, no,” he said.

The Alpha stared at him, glared at him. “Who do you think you are to get between me and my prey?” 

“I am your Beta,” he said, “And she is your third, not prey. You’re making a mistake.”

“You would put your life in front of hers?” 

He nodded. “She is the white wolf, Ash. You know it’s true.” 

“Even if it’s true, she had no right to bring that filth in here.” 

“Maybe not, but she has invoked our traditions. He is her mate. To kill him, you must kill her, and to kill her, you must kill me. Are you willing to do that?” 

The Alpha scowled, and for a moment I thought she was going to strike, but she turned on her heel and stormed off. It didn’t take long before the other fae cleared the way, leaving only a handful of us behind, and Praxis face down in the dirt. 

“Toross, you—”

“—don’t speak,” he said, cutting me off. “Take him and go until she calms down.” 

I wanted to speak, it was my instinct to speak, but I bit my tongue and took what felt like a long walk over to the Prince, passing Mel, Mira, and Gullie on the way. I wasn’t sure if they were proud of me or terrified. In truth, I wasn’t sure how I felt either. I’d just won a victory, but it felt strangely hollow.

Wordless, I took Cillian’s hand and led him away from this place.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

“That was… interesting,” Cillian said, once we’d made it to his tent. I shut the flap and pinned it closed. It wouldn’t exactly stop our voices from carrying unless we kept them low, but it would keep prying eyes out of our business, at least. I’d already had enough attention for one day. 

Or a week.

I sat down on the bed and dug my face into my hands. “I told them who you were,” I said. “I can’t believe I just did… any of that.” 

“What happened?” he asked, “I heard the commotion and came out to see, but I don’t know how it started.” 

I shook my head and sighed. “Praxis had heard me talking to the others about you, and… him. He tackled me as I came out of the tent, threatened to tell everyone the secret. The only thing I could think to do was challenge him.” 

“That was your only idea?”

I looked up at him. “I wasn’t thinking. That was reckless, and stupid. I should’ve found another way.” 

Cillian took a breath. Sighed. “It may have been reckless, but we are both well.” He knelt in front of me and cocked an eyebrow. “In any case, you won the challenge.” 

“I could just as easily have lost.” 

“Why did you challenge him if you were so unsure?” 

“That’s just it. I didn’t stop to think of another way out of the situation. I didn’t even give a thought the possibility that he could beat me, and—you’re right—then what? He gets to do what he wants to me, with me…” 

Cillian took my hand. “I never would’ve let that man anywhere near you.” 

“I don’t think either of us would’ve had a choice. That’s not how things work around here.” 

“Then maybe it’s time the rules changed.” He shook his head and looked off to the side. “I warned you about these people and their practices. They’re barbaric.” 

“Hey,” I placed a hand on his cheek and made him look at me. “They’re my people, too.” 

He nodded. “Of course.” 

“If you want to be my mate, you’re going to have to throw your prejudices out. Trust me, if this is a culture shock for you, it goes double for me.” 

“I am your mate. You made sure the entire village knew about that.” 

My cheeks flushed. “I did. I was lost in the moment, riding on a wave of adrenaline.” 

“I know what that is like.” He paused. “You just won a challenge. You need to eat and rest. But first we should talk about what it was that Praxis overheard.” 

I nodded, took a deep breath, then exhaled. “It’s not all good news like I had hoped.” 

“No?” 

I looked at his hands. “You know how I feel about the past week or so, right?” 

“I do.” 

“What do you feel?” 

“The last few days have been the best of my life,” he said, “I have never felt as free, or as comfortable, or as full as I am when I’m with you. You are strong, you are witty, intelligent… you are my equal in every way, and you are absolutely beautiful. I could not have asked for a better person to be with. I’m lucky you’ve chosen me.”

I swallowed hard, and the redness in my face deepened. “Wow… that’s—that’s more than I thought you were going to say.” 

“Do you not feel the same way?” 

“No, I do. I do. I just… hadn’t expected you to say such nice things.” I paused. “I don’t want this to end, Cillian.” 

“Must it?” 

“If we go through with the only plan we have available to us, it might. I don’t know what will happen, or how it will turn out.” 

He took my hand which I’d placed against his cheek and kissed it. “Whatever it is, we will face it together.” 

I nodded. “Are you familiar with… exorcism?” 

Cillian shut his eyes. “I suspected you would reach this conclusion eventually.” 

“You knew we’d get here?” 

“It is the obvious choice. My brother has somehow become a malevolent, invading entity. The only way to get rid of him is through exorcism, but I don’t know the rituals.” 

“Neither do I, but the moon children do.” 

“They do?” 

“Mel, Mira, and Gullie have been studying the problem all week. They think they know what they have to do, but I can’t stress enough just how dangerous this could be.” 

“If you think this is the right way forward…” 

“There’s more. I don’t know how the Veridian plays into all this, and by the sounds of it I don’t suppose you do either?” 

He shook his head. “No.” 

“Did your brother ever allude to anything? Did he let slip some surface thought you were able to pick up on?” 

“Nothing like that ever happened. At first it was simply a sense. He, in his current form, came from there, somehow. How, I don’t know.” 

“You never really told me what happened with him.” 

“Because I don’t want to speak of him. I feel like by simply mentioning him, we’re inviting his presence into this room, and I don’t want that.” 

“I know, Cillian, but we can’t keep hiding from him. Sooner or later, he’s going to come back, and we need to know as much as we can if we’re going to get him out of you safely. Please… I need you to tell me what happened. Maybe there’s a clue in the story.” 

Cillian stood up, then sat on the bed next to me. He ran his fingers through his black hair, then moved them across his beard, taking a breath before speaking. “He is my older brother,” Cillian said, “My father’s first son, his heir, his favorite. I don’t have first-hand experience of his early years, but I know from what I have been told, he and my father did everything together. Hunted together, trained together, fought together. They were inseparable, and that continued well into his final days and nights.” 

“And your mother?” 

“My mother nurtured him, cared for him, but he was… too male for her. He was rude to her, disrespectful. His prejudice towards women manifested early, and my father did little to discourage it.” 

“That’s common, isn’t it? Disrespecting females among your kind.” I shook my head. “Our kind.” 

He nodded. “It is. Females, queens included, are there to breed and look after our infants until they can take care of themselves. For males, that happens sooner than for females.” 

“You’re not like that.” 

He turned his head to the side to look at me. “My mother would never have permitted me to disrespect a female simply because of her gender. Perhaps if I had spent more time with my father, my edge towards women would’ve been sharper, and colder, but he cared more for Radulf’s continuing development than mine. Radulf was to be his heir… he never even made it to his Royal Selection.” 

A pause. “Why did he leave?” 

Cillian turned away. I could tell he didn’t want to go into this, but he was going to have to. I took his hand, trying to encourage him to speak without fear of… anything. He had nothing to worry about with me. I doubted if there was anything he could say that would make me run off.

“There was an attack on the castle,” he said, “My father had him fight in the vanguard… he was injured, the healers couldn’t stop the bleeding. He and my father left together one night, stole away under cover of darkness. Only my father returned days later, and he commanded Radulf be stricken from all records, all mention of his name erased.” 

“He took your brother to the Veridian…” 

Cillian nodded. “It’s the only logical conclusion.” 

“He thought the Veridian could save his life.” 

“If that’s true, then my father was clearly wrong. What happened out there, I don’t know. My father threatened to execute anyone who spoke of it or questioned him about it—even my mother.” 

I shook my head. “That doesn’t explain how Radulf’s spirit… invaded you.” 

“I know. I thought perhaps I would find answers in the Veridian since I sensed it so strongly on him when he manifested that night.” 

“Do you think he wants you to go to it because he’ll get stronger from it?” 

“It’s possible. I have no way of knowing. I’ve given deep consideration to the possibility that he’s trying to gain more power, and that by taking him to the place where this happened to him, I would only be meeting his needs. But there’s something to be said about places of power, even dark power.” 

I angled my head to the side. “What do you mean?” 

“If it made him… it can unmake him. It’s a risk, and I may not be able to help when it comes time to remove him. I have to admit, magic is not my best strength. My mother gifted me with healing magic, I have learned how to create portals, and I know many spells that will help me in a fight, but with an exorcism?” He shook his head, “Nothing like that.” 

“The moon children might be able to help.” 

“Do you really think they will now that they know who I am?” 

“Probably not… I may have screwed up our chances.” 

“Maybe. But they were going to find out eventually, especially if we stayed here. Better they know now than later.”

“I should talk to Ashera… Melina thinks we can draw the Veridian out through you. Maybe between the four of us we can combine our skills to perform an exorcism. But Ashera is the Alpha of this pack—if anyone around here knows how to rip a spirit out of a person, it’s going to be her. We stand a better chance with her as an ally.” 

“And the Veridian?” 

“I think I want to try to remove him without summoning the storm… but I don’t know if that’ll even be possible?”

“Why not?” 

“Gullie suspects you’re a… sponge for magic. That there’s a beacon inside of you that’ll light up when exposed to great deals of it and that alone is enough to bring the Veridian on you. I’m pretty sure an exorcism will generate enough power to call the storm.” 

“So, no matter what we do…” 

I nodded. “We don’t have a lot of options, Cillian… but I want him out of you. I can’t deal with the thought that he’s in there, hurting you, trying to find a way out.”

“Our bond is his prison.” 

“I know… but that won’t last forever.” 

He tucked a little silver hair behind my pointed ear and gazed into my eyes. “Are you planning on staying with me forever?” 

I cocked an eyebrow. “Is that a proposition, my Prince?” 

A slight grin swept across his lips. “I would never do something so crass as to propose in such a manner.” 

“Out of curiosity… how would you do it?” 

The Prince slid off the edge of the bed and got to his knees. He placed his hands on my thighs, and I parted them to let him move in between them. Slowly, his hands climbed from my thigs up to my ribs, then he brought them down to settle on my hips. He stared at me, his big, blue eyes gleaming. 

“Dahlia…” he said, and my heart surged into my throat. 

Wait.

I couldn’t speak.

“Will you do me the pleasure…” 

Wait… what’s happening? My heart started hammering against the sides of my neck. It pulsed with so much force, I was sure the fae in the tent three doors down would be able to hear it. I stared at the Prince, my eyes locked with his, my breathing almost completely stopped at this point.

The Prince’s hands came back up, his hands wrapping around my back, his fingers searching for the lace that kept my leather armor held in place. “Of helping me with these straps?” he asked.

I swallowed. “Wh—what?” 

He leaned a little closer, his lips hovering an inch away from mine. “Were you expecting a different question?” 

Trembling. “I… I don’t know.” 

“We are about to embark on a dangerous mission…” he whispered as his fingers worked. “We may not make it back alive. I want to taste my mate one more time before that happens.” 

“T-taste…?” 

What the hell? Why couldn’t I speak?

“Yes,” he whispered against my lips, and the warmth of his breath against my mouth sent a warm, pleasurable racing into the pit of my stomach that left me suddenly aching. “Unless you would rather leave without it?” 

Whatever was keeping me locked in place suddenly unstuck itself. I scrambled to pull apart the laces keeping my leather bodice wrapped around my chest, and as soon as it was free, I kissed him deeply. Cillian hooked his fingers into my waistband, and I lifted myself up just far enough for him to be able to slide them off right from under me. 

In moments I was completely naked and hurrying him out of his own clothes like my life depended on it. “No one can hear us this time,” I breathed into his mouth. “They think we’re talking about really serious stuff.”

“This is serious.”  

“Cillian, I mean it.” 

The Prince slid out of his. He pulled my naked body toward his. “Then don’t let them hear you.” 

“I’m not always the loud one.” 

“You are far louder than you think.” 

I slid my hand down his abdomen and grabbed hold of him tightly, making him moan. “So are you,” I hissed. 

He bit my lower lip. “Fine,” he said, and then he took me by the shoulders, spun me around, and pushed me face first into the bed and knelt behind me. “Be as loud as you want against the mattress.” 

“Mattress? Wait, what are you—” I felt the Prince’s warm hands on my backside, and a moment later, I felt his tongue start doing that thing that I loved. I gripped the bedsheets tightly, pressed my face into the bed, and could’ve screamed from the pleasure that burned through me like wildfire. 

We had done a lot of things this past week, but this? This was new, and a welcome distraction from all that had already happened tonight. 

On his knees he treated me like a queen, like his queen. He hadn’t been joking about wanting to taste me, and I was in no position to argue—I was only in a position to enjoy it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

I needed to talk to Ashera, though I was probably the last person she wanted to see. Our last interaction hadn’t exactly gone swimmingly. I was pretty sure she wanted to kill me, or send me away from the village, especially now that she knew who Cillian truly was. I hadn’t wanted to leave him alone while I went to talk to her, but I didn’t have much of a choice.

You could learn just about anything on the internet, but even if I had access to it here, I doubt I could find a decent exorcism ritual. Ashera was the only person I could think of who might be able to help. Alright, that wasn’t exactly true; there was also Toross. But he was Ashera’s Beta, and I’d already pissed her off enough. 

Going to her Beta behind her back could’ve been enough to make her actually try to kill me instead of just want to.

Jaleem and Lora were both standing sentry by the entrance to the main tent. They tightened around the opening as I arrived, making it clear they weren’t going to just let me head on inside at my own leisure.

“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Lora said, her tone cold and distant.

“I need to see her,” I said.

“I do not care what you want.” 

Jaleem seemed to share her sentiment. I stared at them both, anger starting to flare inside of me like the birthing of a sun. “Correct me if I’m wrong,” I said, “But I am the Alpha’s number three, and Toross is her number two, which puts me above you in the pack.” 

Lora cocked an eyebrow. “You are no member of this pack.” 

“No? That’s not what your Alpha said.” 

“We won’t step aside,” Jaleem said.

I nodded. “She might not want to see me, but I’m telling you to step aside. Now. Or I’ll do to you what I did to Praxis, and he was much bigger, and way stronger than either of you two nitwits.”

They looked at each other as though I’d confused them with the word nitwit. Then a voice floated out from inside the tent. “Let her in,” Ashera called out.

Lora turned her head. “Alpha, you said—” 

“—I know what I said. Step aside.” 

The guards at the door turned to look at me. Then, scowling, both of them did as their Alpha demanded and cleared the way for me to walk through. It unsettled me a little that neither of them seemed even the slightest bit interested in following my instructions. I was pretty sure they were breaking with pack tradition by challenging me like that, considering I’d just won a challenge only a few hours ago.

I decided not to press the issue and simply go inside to talk to the Alpha.

Ashera was sitting at the head of a long table covered in plates that had once been full of food. There were empty pitchers on the table, cups, and traces of whatever beast had just been cooked and devoured in here. It stung that I hadn’t been invited, but I doubted if I would’ve wanted to come considering what I’d just been getting up to with the Prince.

She turned her eyes up and looked at me, then gestured for me to sit next to her on one of the carefully embroidered cushions. I walked over to it, sat myself down, and looked over at her. For a moment, neither of us spoke. We simply stared at each other as the tension in the room grew, and grew. 

I was about to speak, when she raised a hand. “Bring us more food and drink,” she called out. From behind a curtain, someone seemed to listen and get immediately to work.

“That’s not necessary,” I said.

“You will eat at my table,” she said, her words short and curt. 

I frowned. “Very well… but we should also talk.” 

“We should. You brought the enemy to our door. Made us feed him, heal him… and now you put yourself between us and the justice our people deserve. Why? Because you want him inside you?” She scoffed. 

I stared blankly at her, feeling the sting of embarrassment. I hadn’t expected her to use those words, and they’d caught me off guard. I did my best to shake it off. “That’s not why I’m protecting him,” I said.

“Then why?”

“Because you’re wrong about him.” 

“He is not the Prince of Windhelm? The heir to the throne of winter?”

“Yes, he is.” 

“Then he is the enemy.” 

I shook my head. “He’s not your enemy, or my enemy. Look, I know I’ve only been here a little over a week. I can’t be expected to know every single little detail about what happened between your people and the fae of Windhelm, but I can tell you this situation is far more complicated than you think… and I need your help.” 

“My help? With what?”

“That’s just it. I’m sure that as soon as I tell you, you won’t want to help me.” 

She slammed the table with her fist. “And with good reason!” she snarled. “You came into my home, ate our food, accepted our hospitality, and all this time you have been sleeping with the man responsible for the death of many of our kind. Your kind.” 

“He’s not responsible for that!” 

“And you know this how? You, who were once banished to Earth and called back only to take part in the Royal Selection. You know nothing about your own people, how could you possibly know anything about his?”

A sharp cold tore through me. “Toross told you…” 

“He is my Beta. He tells me everything.” 

Of course he did. 

I wasn’t sure why I had expected him to keep what I had told him a secret. I had told him mostly everything; my mothers, my kidnapping, the selection. I had concealed the part where I’d slowly fallen for the very man who had stolen me from my home, though—for obvious reasons—and it was a good thing I had, too. 

I had no idea how Toross would’ve taken it if I’d told him the Prince of Windhelm was currently living in his village, or that I had started falling for him. Knowing, now, that he would’ve gone and told Ashera everything whether I was ready to reveal it or not made it clear I had dodged a lethal bullet by keeping that secret to myself.

“I know you want justice,” I said, “Toross has told me… a lot of things since we started training. I know more about our people now than when I arrived. I also know you were friends with my mother.” 

“I was her Beta. She trusted me.” 

“I know. And that’s why I’m going to trust you now when I tell you what I have to tell you. But before I do, you need to promise you’ll keep an open mind.” 

She frowned. “Go on?” 

“You doubted I was the white wolf because the first part of the prophecy has not happened yet.” 

“When brother turns on brother…” she nodded. 

“I’m going to tell you now that it has. The Prince of Windhelm… the original Prince, Radulf. Do you know of him?” 

“We hear only stories of the castle fae. Few of us still alive have ever seen any of the King’s children.” 

“Do you know his first son is dead?” 

“Yes…” 

I shook my head. “He’s not dead. He was attacked once, some time ago. Seriously injured. His father took him to the Veridian hoping it could heal him, but then something happened to him to turn him into some kind of… spirit.” 

“Spirit?”

“That spirit then possessed his own brother. I don’t know how, but he has dwelled within him for… well, for years. Slowly, he gathered enough power to be able to influence his brother’s thoughts, and even some of his actions. I heard they were planning an invasion of Earth, with the Prince leading the attack.” 

“An invasion? Why?” 

“That doesn’t matter now. What matters is, these are the two men spoken of in the prophecy… they are why I’m here.” 

Ashera was having a hard time with this. I could see it on her face, the disbelief, the distrust. Part of her still didn’t believe I was the white wolf, but if I had been able to believe it, then I had to make her believe, too. It was the only way we were going to be able to help Cillian and stop the Veridian from bringing darkness to the land.

“Alpha…” I said, trying to play the pack card. “I need your help. We all do. If we can take Radulf out of his brother’s body, we may be able to stop this before it starts.” 

“Before what starts?” she asked.

“I don’t know, but Radulf is gaining power. He has been ever since we left the castle. I’ve been doing all I can to keep him buried under his brother’s psyche, but I don’t know how long that will last. The sooner we can get him out of him, the better.” 

“And what is it you ask of me?” 

“We need to perform an exorcism.” 

She cocked an eyebrow. Her mouth opened as if she was about to speak, but one of her people came through with a plate of food and a pitcher filled with a warm, spiced drink. The plate was set in front of me, as was the cup, but I wasn’t hungry. Not right now. When the man left, Ashera spoke.

“You need me to perform an exorcism on your Prince?” she asked.

“I would do it myself, but I don’t know how. None of my friends do. I know if you could help us, we would stand a far better chance at getting this right. If you don’t help us… then this could all go horribly wrong.” 

“I would ask you why not simply kill the man, but you have clearly considered that option already.” 

“I wouldn’t say I’d considered it, but I know it exists.” 

“Then you must know that would be the easiest way to deal with this?” 

I shook my head. “That’s not necessarily true… what if by killing Cillian, we release Radulf? No. An exorcism ritual, where the invading spirit can be captured, or banished… that’s what’s going to work. I can feel it in my gut.” 

“You seem very sure for someone who has been with us for less than a single cycle of the moon.” 

I shrugged. “Exorcisms aren’t unheard of back on Earth. I don’t know exactly how they work, and I’m sure every ritual is different. I also know there are great risks to consider here, so I’ll understand if you want time before you decide, but time is short.” 

Ashera’s eyes narrowed. She glanced at the plate, then back up at me. “You talk a lot,” she said, “Now eat.” 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“You would refuse your Alpha’s food? I am sure we have spoken of this before.” 

Frowning, I grabbed the plate up and started gingerly picking at the meat on it with my fingers. It was warm, and tasty. The meat fell apart in my mouth, and the seasoning was perfect. It was hard not to enjoy it. A few moments later, I was taking deep gulps of the warm drink, too. It tasted like warm apple cider, but it wasn’t alcoholic. 

“Why him?” the Alpha asked.

I finished chewing and swallowed. “Why what?”

“Why did you fall for him?” 

I sighed. “We’re each other’s belore. Soulmates. I hated him when I first met him, but even I couldn’t deny the attraction. Over time, he couldn’t either. That’s why I can’t just kill him, or let anyone kill him. I need to try and help him.” 

She nodded. “I understand this. I have never found my belore, but if I had, I would not want them killed, either.” She paused. “If I help you, you will have to do as I say.” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“Exactly as I say.” 

“I promise, I will.” 

“Exactly when I say it.” 

Really? “You are the Alpha here. You make the decisions, you lead the ritual. We do what you say.” 

“And if it does not work, and he must be killed… you will not hesitate.” 

I swallowed hard. “That… I’m not sure I can promise you that.” 

“You will have to. Otherwise, I will, and it will be better for him if he dies by the hand of his belore, than by that of an enemy.” 

“He isn’t your enemy, Ashera. I know he isn’t.” 

“That remains to be seen…” she stood abruptly. “Come, we’ll prepare.” 

“Now?”

“We will perform the ritual tonight, under the light of the moon in the forest beyond the circles… stop this prophecy before it comes to pass.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

I watched Ashera gather a few supplies before we headed out to find the other girls. She’d picked up a bowl, some herbs, a knife, and several decorative necklaces. Finally, she wrapped her items up in a leather satchel, grabbed a wolf’s pelt cloak, and threw it over her shoulders before wordlessly leaving her tent.

Once we were outside of her tent, she stopped and turned to look at me. “Gather your friends,” she said, “Then get his highness. We will meet you on the other side of the stone circles.” 

“You don’t want to come with me?” 

“Must I?” 

“I guess not…” I nodded, “Alright, I’ll be right behind you.” 

Ashera grunted at Lora and Jaleem, who were still standing sentry outside of her tent. Wordless, they followed her through the village. They were heading toward the hill that led up to the stone circles the moon children used to travel from the forest to this place and back. This exorcism was going to happen soon. Tonight. I wasn’t sure if I was totally ready, but I was going to have to be.

I found Mira and Toross talking at the door to Mel’s tent. Their conversation stopped when they saw me, and I had to admit I stood my ground for a moment. This was the second time I’d approached that tent and felt… a little uncomfortable. Like an interloper, an intruder—a third wheel.

Obviously, none of that was true. I was making it all up in my head. But I had never been very good at shutting my own head up so I could think properly, and not let my emotions take complete control over me. I hadn’t spoken to Toross since the challenge, and what few words we had exchanged had been… a little frosty. 

After an awkward, silent moment, I approached.

“Are you alright?” Mira asked, before I could talk. “We haven’t had a moment to speak.” 

“I’m fine,” I said, “Somehow.”

“And the Prince?”

I glanced at Toross. “Fine. I’m sorry I didn’t mention him sooner.” 

He shook his head. “No one told me,” he said, “Although I understand why. I would have had to tell Ashera.” 

I nodded. “Well, it’s all out in the open now. In fact, that’s why I’m here.” 

“What do you mean?” Mira asked.

“I spoke to the Alpha. She’s going to help us with the ritual.” 

“Ritual?” Toross asked.

I nodded. “The Prince. He… needs an exorcism.” 

I had rarely seen surprise cross my uncle’s face, but I saw it now. “An exorcism…” he said, flatly.

“Yes, I’m going to have to explain on the way, though, because we need to go.” 

“Go where?” Mira asked.

“Ashera is getting everything ready for us on the other side of the circles. It’s happening tonight, Mira.” 

“Are we ready for that?”

“No, but I doubt if we were ever going to be.” 

Melina stepped out from behind her tent flap. “Well, we might not be ready, but we’re going to pull this off,” she said, “We’re going to get that thing out of him and everything’s going to turn out great.” 

Gullie fluttered out of the tent, her little green body glowing vibrantly. “That’s a lot of enthusiasm for a fae. Are you sure you don’t have a little pixie blood in you?” 

“Our blood is the same—only our size is different.” 

“Our size, disposition, mannerism, warmth, ability to tell a joke and take one…” 

“Don’t make me swat you.” 

“Ladies,” I said, interrupting. “You need to gather whatever few things you think you’ll need to work your magic. I need to go and get the Prince and get ready to summon the Veridian. We’ll meet on the other side of the stones?” 

“You do remember what I said about our magic?” Mira asked, “We don’t have much.” 

“Individually, no. But between the four of us and Ashera, we may just be able to pull it off. Let’s get started.” 

Toross stepped up to me. “You are giving out a lot of orders for a third,” he said, his voice low and dark.

I felt a strange kind of cold push through me, the kind of feeling that comes after being threatened by someone larger, and more imposing than you. “I’m… sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

“—don’t apologize… it suits you. You remind me of her.” 

“Her?” 

“Your mother.” 

I blushed. Hard. “That’s… not where I thought you were going.” 

He angled his head to the side. “Going?” 

“It’s a human expression. You really think I sounded like her?” 

“It is like she’s here.” 

“I wish… things might go a lot smoother if she were the one giving orders around here.” 

“Don’t underestimate your own abilities. Least of all tonight. Own your strength—we will all be counting on you, white wolf.”

I sighed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have made such a bold claim. I can’t take it back, now.” 

“And you should not. You are the white wolf. I can see it in you, and the others are starting to see it as well. After tonight, there will be no doubt.” 

Smiling, I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, “I don’t think you understand just how much having you here means to me.” 

“Go. We’ll see you on the other side.” 

I turned around and made my way over to the Prince’s tent. The village was abuzz with activity, the moon children unsettled. They didn’t all know what was going on, I doubted if any of them had been given specifics, but it was as if they could sense the anxiety in the air; that feeling of impending dread. 

It rubbed off on me as I moved through it, like second-hand cigarette smoke that gets into your hair and stays there until you’ve been able to wash it off. As soon as I reached Cillian, I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him tightly. 

“What did I do to deserve that?” he asked, placing his hands on my hips.

I looked up at him. “Would you prefer I didn’t hug you?” 

“No, I enjoy being hugged…” he paused. “How did your audience with the Alpha go?” 

“Fine, better than I had anticipated. But we have to leave.” 

“Leave?” 

“Tonight… she wants to do it tonight.” 

Cillian looked around the room, as if searching for a reason to say no, a valid excuse. It was the closest I had ever seen to fear coming from this man, but I’d seen it, and I understood it. He didn’t want to go through with this, not because he was afraid of dying, but because he was afraid of something worse happening.

I couldn’t blame him.

“It’s quick,” I said, “But she seemed to know what she was doing. I think she already has a ritual in mind.” 

“You think?” 

“She does. Our people are mystics and spiritualists. Spirits are our thing—or at least, that’s what my uncle has told me. You’re in good hands.” 

“And the Veridian?” 

I shook my head. “We won’t know how bad it’s going to get until we go out there and face it, but we have to face it, Cillian. There’s no other way through this.” 

He took my hands and squeezed them. “Then we’ll face it.” 

I nodded. “Do you need to bring anything?” 

“Not that I can think of…” he trailed off, then paused. “The next time we come here, he will be gone.” 

I took a deep breath. “I really hope so. The sooner we get him out of you, the better.” 

Cillian let go of my hand, walked over to my bed, and picked up my dagger. It was still in its sheath. I’d taken it off earlier and hadn’t put it back on after getting changed again. He handed it over to me, placing it carefully in my hands. 

“You’ll need this,” he said, letting go of the dagger and its sheath.

“I can’t believe I almost forgot to bring it.” 

He turned his eyes up to meet mine. “I don’t think you would have forgotten this by accident.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“What I’m saying is, I know you don’t want to have to use it.” 

I swallowed hard. “Is there something wrong with that?” 

“No… but you know that you must. If it comes to it.” 

I rolled my eyes. “It feels like everybody knows what I must do, but the truth is only I know what I should do, and what I can do.” 

“Can you plunge this into my heart if you feel you should?” 

“Cillian…” 

“It’s important, Dahlia. It’s not just your life at stake anymore. There are others who are depending on your ability to do what you have to do, should the moment call for it.” 

I got to one knee and attached the straps around my ankle, fastening the dagger into place. When I came back up, my eyes were cold and hard. “If it calls for it…” I said, leaving the rest unsaid.

Not because I didn’t want to say it and ease his mind, but because I couldn’t. Because if I’d told him I would drive the dagger into his heart and kill him if I had to, it would’ve been a lie. I could lie to other people, but not to him. 

I took his hand this time. “Come on. They’re waiting for us.” 

Together, Cillian and I made our way out of the tent and went through the moon children village. I took the walk slow, not wanting to hurry up the hill. I had to admit, there was a real beauty to it. The warmth at the base of the valley, the crisp air the higher one went, all the stars in the sky. 

I had a sudden feeling like I was going to miss this place, and I squeezed the Prince’s hand even tighter. My gut was starting to play tricks on me, trying to crumble what little composure I had been able to hold onto. I had to remind myself that this was going to work, that we were going to be fine. Otherwise, I may never have made it to the top of the hill.

Cillian stepped into the stone circle and looked around at each column. “I’ve never seen a portal like this before,” he said.

“That’s true…” I said, “The last time you came through here, you were barely conscious.” 

“This is ancient magic. Far older than what we use in the castle.” 

“It makes for a pretty handy security system. You can’t activate it unless you can become a wolf, and that means the wrong kind of people will never come through here.” 

“Is that how it works?” 

I nodded. “Take a step back,” I said.

Cillian moved to the edge of the circle while remaining inside. I let myself fall to my knees, taking on my predator’s aspect before my hands could touch the ground. I shook my white fur, then sat in front of the Prince. He had a look of surprise on his face, of awe. I didn’t think he would ever get used to seeing me change shape. 

That made two of us.

“Ready?” I asked.

“You know, of all of this…” he paused, and pointed at me, “The thing I find most remarkable is that you can talk.” 

“I know. It’s a weird quirk. The other fae can’t talk—not like I can.” 

“Perhaps it’s because you’re the white wolf?” 

“Or maybe my human side has something to do with it.” 

I looked up at the stars, searching for the brightest one. “Hold onto your stomach,” I said, “This part gets bumpy.” 

With a deep howl, I activated the stones. The circle whirred to life, lights erupted all around us in a vibrant display of streaks and lines, and in an instant, we were gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

By the time the Prince and I reached the forest, Ashera had already prepared the ritual space. In a clearing of trees, she had set up a circle using stones and bones. Candles burning softly marked the points of power along the edge of the circle, and at its head sat Ashera, cross legged, with a wolf’s head on the snow in front of her. 

In her hands she had a bowl that was filled with herbs and spices. I watched her grab a clump of snow and drop it in the bowl, then she started kneading it all together until the snow melted and merged with the contents of the bowl creating a heady, herby aroma. 

Mira and Mel were present, standing off to the side with Toross. I spotted Gullie quickly, sitting on Mel’s shoulder. Opposite them stood the moon children—Lora, Jaleem, even Praxis. They remained wordless as I approached, still in my wolf form, with the Prince behind me. The air was tense, I could feel it, but there was no wind. No current. Only the bitter chill of winter.

“We are almost ready,” Ashera said. She pointed at Cillian. “You, stand in the circle.” 

The Prince and I exchanged a hard look, then he nodded and did as he had been asked. He stood in the circle and looked around, maybe as if he was expecting something to immediately happen. It didn’t. There was only the cold, the lack of wind, and the pulse of dread and anxiety floating through us all. 

“Do you need anything from me?” I asked the Alpha. 

“Only silence,” she said.

Nodding, I pushed myself up onto my legs and shook my wolf form off like a coat of snow and light. I walked over to Mira, Mel, and Gullie. They were holding hands, so I joined them. Gullie immediately floated out of Mel’s hair and came to settle on my shoulder, and I felt a little better for it. 

“How are you holding up?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“I’m a little nervous,” she said, “I’ve never done anything like this before.” 

“Me either. We’ve been through a lot, but somehow this feels like the biggest thing we’ve ever done.” 

“It’s because the risk of failure is so high… we might not be able to pull this off.” 

“I know. But we will. I believe in us.” 

Gullie took a deep breath. “Just don’t get hurt, okay?” 

“Or you. If they come… the Wenlow, I mean, I want you to tattoo yourself against Mel’s skin, and I want you to tell her to get the hell out of here.” 

“I’m not leaving your side, Dee.” 

“Gull, this isn’t up for debate, okay? I’m serious. We know what those creatures can do. You saw what they did to the Prince, to Aronia. I don’t know if they’ll have the same effect on the moon children, or on me, but I know that the three of you will be in danger if they arrive. You need to leave while we fight them off.” 

“What if you can’t?” 

“Then you leave without me.” 

“I don’t want to…” 

I sighed. “Gull—”

“—no, why do you want me to leave so badly?” 

I paused. “If anything happens to me here, I need you to run away and find a portal to Earth. Go back to my mothers… I need you to tell them.” 

“You can tell them yourself.” 

I shook my head. “You aren’t going to listen to me no matter what I say, are you?” 

“I didn’t come here to run away at the first sign of trouble. I may be a pixie, but I’m not about to let some huge, furry freaks drive me away without a fight.” 

I smiled at her, then thought for a moment. “Alright, fine… you can be Ginger.” 

She frowned. “Ginger?” 

“Ginger Spice? Because you’re by far the bravest of us.” 

“Was Ginger the brave one?” 

“I don’t know about brave, but I always wanted to be more like her. Now I kind of want to be more like you.” 

Gullie smoothed the back of my neck with her hand. It was warm, and soft, and sent affectionate prickles racing through me. “You can tell me more about that later, after we’re done with all this.” 

“Why don’t you both get a room?” Mira whispered. 

“Why?” Gullie fluttered over to my other shoulder, “Wanna join us?” 

Mira cocked a quizzical eyebrow, then grinned. “Careful what you wish for, pixie.” 

“I hope you’re not planning on leaving me out of this party?” Mel put in.

“Definitely not,” I said. “Now all we need to do is get Ashera to like us, and our Girl Power squad is complete.” 

“Let’s do a good job today,” Mira said, “And she just might.” 

The conversation fell to a quiet lull, and I noticed then Ashera had been whispering almost this entire time. A soft, green steam had begun to rise from the bowl in her hands. She wasn’t kneading its contents anymore but mashing it with a grinder. Ashera then looked toward the circle in front of her and pushed out an ancient fae word I didn’t understand. 

A freak wind rushed past her, tugging at her hair and racing toward the candles, turning their light green as it passed over them. Someone whispered off to the left somewhere, but when I looked, there was nobody there. A moment later I heard another whisper, and another, and another. 

There were people everywhere, it felt like, moving in on us from around the clearing. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them, and I could sense them. The skin along my arms broke into goose bumps, the hairs on the back of my neck stood on their ends, and before long, I saw the first few lights begin to manifest around us. 

They came within the trees, little wisps of light—most of them blue, or pale green. They hovered close to the circle, spun around it, then shot around Ashera, the moon children, us. They seemed playful, curious, like we were a strange new thing for them to explore. Ashera hadn’t stopped whispering, but it was clear she wasn’t controlling them—she was talking to them; asking questions and getting answers.

She’d asked for silence, so I didn’t ask the questions I wanted to ask. I wanted to know what these things were. Were they spirits? Ghosts of the dead? Watching them play and dance made me think of will-o'-the-wisps back home. I had never seen one, but I had heard of them before, and these beings seemed similar. 

“You, Prince,” Ashera called out, the word prince spoken with contempt.

Cillian turned to face her. “Yes?” he asked.

“We are almost ready to begin. Do you come here freely, and of your own will?” 

“I do.” 

“Do you accept there is a foreign spirit burrowed within you?” 

He nodded. “There is.” 

“Do you ask the spirits of this sacred forest for aid in removing it? Understanding that you will be indebted to them whether they are successful or not?” 

“Spirits, I ask for your help… I will be in your debt.” 

The will-o'-the-wisps converged on the ritual circle Ashera had created, shooting toward it like bullets but stopping short of entering it. I watched them all hover at the circle’s edge, their collective light illuminating the snow, the trees, and even the faces of the moon children across from us. The whispering abruptly stopped, replaced with a kind of soft humming sound that sounded almost like song.

It was beautiful… quiet at first but gaining strength and volume as the moments passed. The melody suddenly split, breaking into a harmony that rose, and fell and floated in a kind of fluid motion. The spirits bodies began to pulse, their lights brightening and dimming with the music. It was mesmerizing. I didn’t want to look away from it. 

My fingertips tingled, and I noticed streaks of light beginning to pull away from me and move toward the circle. Mira, Mel, and even Gullie were producing these streams, but I didn’t think any of us meant to. It wasn’t long before Toross, Jaleem, Lora, Praxis, and even Ashera were joining in, the magic within them bubbling up and funneling into the ritual circle—into the Prince—like he was calling it himself.

Only he wasn’t. I could see the confusion on his face. He’d never experienced this before, and it had caught him by surprise just as much as it had me. 

The Prince slowly spun around, watching the spirits as they sang to him, for him. He was suddenly bathed in light, and it played on his face, painting it in shades of blue and green, and heightening his already breathtakingly gorgeous features. My heart swelled at the sight of him in this light, and in my mind, an earworm took hold. 

If you wanna be my lover… 

I shook my head and smiled at no one, then I heard the grumble of thunder, and the record scratched. Turning my eyes toward the source, I saw it; the Veridian. It was just an impression against the dark sky, a patch of thick clouds barely visible from across the top of the tree line. 

Seeing it there made my heart move in completely the other direction. It sank into my stomach like a hot ball of fire, triggering a sudden release of adrenaline that made my limbs shake. 

“There it is,” I whispered to Gullie. 

“Right on cue,” she said, “We were right about him.” 

“I was hoping it wouldn’t come.” 

“Me too.”

“The ritual is ready,” Ashera called out. “Let us begin.” 

“Do it quickly,” Toross barked, “The Veridian comes.” 

Ashera turned her head to her wolves. “Create a perimeter,” she said, “The circle must not be broken.” 

Lora nodded, and with a grunt to the other two, the moon children took on their wolf forms and moved toward the Veridian. They didn’t go too far, never entering the tree-line, but they were far enough away from us that they’d be the first line of defense against whatever came out of the dark. 

I took a deep breath. “I think that’s my cue,” I said.

“You stay right here,” Mira said, “Let them do what they’ve been told to do.” 

I shook my head. “I can’t just stand here and wait. I have to help.” 

“I will also help,” Toross said.

“Must you?” Mira asked.

“Unless you have a problem with this?” he replied.

Mira rolled her eyes, took a step forward, and clasped her hands together. When she pulled them apart, a long, white, gorgeous recurve bow appeared in her hands. With a flick of her wrist, she manifested a quiver filled to the brim with arrows. 

“Fine,” she sighed, “If you must engage the darkness, I suppose I also should.” 

“Look at them,” Mel put in, “Preparing to fight as a couple. Isn’t it cute?” 

I jabbed a finger at her. “You put those heart eyes away.” 

Melina drew a dagger from her belt, a smirk spreading across her lips. “A few weeks back you were complaining the fae have no hearts. Now you want to stifle our emerging feelings? Make up your mind.” 

Gullie floated over to Mel’s shoulder and held onto her hair. “Yeah, it’s not very human of you, is it?” 

Mira’s eyebrow went up again. “She’s right, you know.” 

“Yes, I know she’s right,” I said, “And you know I love all of this and all of you. There’s just a lot going on right now, okay?” 

“You’re forgiven. Now, how about we get ready? That storm is going to get here very quickly.” 

I turned my eyes up at it again. It already looked like it had crossed half the world to get here. The wind was picking up, rustling the tops of the trees. Furious streaks of lightning whipped around inside of the clouds as they descended, followed loosely by rumbling thunder. I turned my eyes on the Prince, and for a moment we locked. 

He didn’t speak. Instead, he pressed two fingers against his heart. I mimicked the gesture. There was no time for words, no room for further comforts. It was time to fight. 

The Veridian was coming, bringing with it what felt like the end of the world.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

All hell broke loose fast. No sooner had the Veridian fallen upon us that the first Wenlow came lumbering out of the tree line. It was fast, large, covered in white fur and armed with long, curved claws that dragged on the ground as it ran. It flashed its giant, gagged teeth, its huge, cavernous mouth spreading from one side of its face to the other, but the worst part was its eyes.

They were deep black sockets, with nothing inside them. 

No anger. 

No joy.

Just darkness and hunger.

Lora, who had clearly gained rank after I’d beaten Praxis, was the first of the wolves to attack. The grey wolf threw herself at the Wenlow, her fangs barred, her fur bristly and sharp. The other two followed, hurling themselves into the fight behind their leader. 

Instead of becoming paralyzed, Lora leapt onto the creature paws first, slamming against its chest and clamping her jaws down on its shoulder. It staggered back a couple of steps and went to peel her off with its claws, but Praxis bit down on one of its arms, and Jaleem grabbed the other one. Together, the three wolves took the Wenlow down with a mighty thud and began taking large bites of its flesh, spraying its blue blood all over the snow.

“Yes!” Gullie screamed, “Take that, asshole!” 

Excitement rippled through us. The Wenlow wasn’t getting back up, and the more the wolves tore into it, the less it struggled. They were doing it. They were killing the creature, and they’d done it almost effortlessly, coordinating their attacks to make sure it couldn’t hurt them, but they would kill it.

“Do not celebrate yet,” Toross said. My uncle had moved a little closer to me. He pointed at the trees beyond the wolves. “Look.” 

Lightning was striking more frequently, now, the rumbling thunder reaching us almost immediately after each strike. As each lightning bolt streaked into the woods, it offered a little illumination in an otherwise pitch-dark area. There, in the dark, were more shapes lumbering toward us, moving quietly, slowly, relentlessly toward us.

My mouth fell open a little. “There’s… so many of them,” I said. Each one of them a human lost to Arcadia.

“We must tighten our perimeter,” Toross said, “They are slow, but they will overrun us quickly.” 

“Will they paralyze us?” 

“Moon children have a resistance to their magic, but… yes. If we don’t act quickly enough, they will be impossible to resist.” 

Nodding, I took three steps toward the wolves, but Toross caught my arm. “You wait here with the others,” he said, “I’ll go.” 

I frowned at him. “Do you see that mark on my hand?” I asked.

Toross turned his eyes to the glowing tattoo on the back of my right hand. The circles and half-circles glowed with inner light, flashing brightly with each lightning strike as if they were reflective. “This mark is exactly why you must be protected.” 

“I’ve already faced the Wenlow once before,” I said, “Their paralysis effect hardly worked on me then. I’d be surprised if it works on me at all, now.” 

“You cannot be sure of that.” 

“No, but I won’t know unless I get over there. You need to protect Mira and the others. You are the second line of defense, understood?” 

He scowled at me. “You are the third… I can order you to stay here.” 

“So, order me, then.” 

Toross’ face screwed up, but he released my hand. “Keep them safe, uncle,” I said, and then I turned around and threw myself against the floor, wearing my predator’s aspect before my hands could touch the ground.

I broke into a sprint, racing past Mira, Melina, Gullie—the Prince. I headed straight for the trio of wolves that had just downed the first Wenlow. More were coming. They weren’t trying to keep themselves hidden, and they weren’t exactly hurrying to get to us, that meant they’d reach us one at a time. 

Good.

They would be easier to deal with that way.

Ashera’s voice climbed above the chaos erupting all around us, and she began invoking the spirits of her ancestors to help her rid the Prince of the invading spirit. I wanted to turn around, to look, to help, but I had to focus on what I was doing. We all had a job today, and I had to do mine the best I could. 

Keep the Wenlow away. Let Ashera finish. Save the Prince’s soul.

By the time I joined Lora and the others, the creature they had felled was well and truly dead. Its tongue was sticking out of its huge mouth, its white fur was covered in blue blood, and many pieces of its flesh were missing. The wolves moved a little closer to the edge of the forest, making a firm line between them and the exorcism taking place behind them.

“Listen to me,” I said, as I came up to Lora, “They’re going to come at us one at a time, so we’re going to take them down one at a time, and we’re going to do it quickly, before their magic can paralyze us. Understood?” 

Lora stared at me, her muzzle dripping with blue blood. She couldn’t talk like I could, but she could growl, and she did, making her point clear. Lora wasn’t going to take orders from me. None of them were. I wasn’t their Alpha, and they could give a shit that I was Ashera’s third. 

The pack’s refusal sucked the wind out of my sails. Before I could speak again, the three wolves were on the move, dashing directly into the trees and going after the next, nearest Wenlow. I stared at them as they took it down, watching them act in concert to drop another of the horrible beasts. 

They were trained killers; efficient, brutal, and swift. All three worked in tandem with each other, one of them setting up the blow for the next to deliver, who then set it up for the next. It was a train of savagery, and it was always on time—until Jaleem tripped up and fell as they rushed over to their third target.

I dashed toward them, watching from a distance as Lora and Praxis circled around their fallen packmate, trying to get him to stand up. One of Jaleem’s legs wasn’t working. I could hear him yipping and yelping, telling the others to go on without him, but they weren’t listening. Meanwhile, the Wenlow were closing in—slowly, inevitably. 

I howled to get their attention, trying to warn them that they didn’t have time to debate things, but they wouldn’t listen to me, either. 

“You have to move!” I yelled, but my voice fell on deaf ears. 

One of the Wenlow picked up the pace, having spotted the pack and decided they were easy prey. Its sudden burst of speed and enthusiasm made me nervous. They had been slow until now, not too eager to engage, but this one was rushing through the woods, its mouth gaping mouth wide and open, its claws dragging on the ground.

I charged past the wolves and headed straight for the Wenlow, feeling the wind rushing through my fur and past my whiskers. When the creature spotted me, it paused, then reared like a bear, straightening its hunchback and making itself easily half a head taller than it had been a moment ago. 

I could feel its paralyzing magic trying to reach me, breaking against the edge of my senses, but it didn’t slow me down, and that caught the creature by surprise. When I launched myself at it, I didn’t go for the neck or for an arm, but for one of its legs. I wrapped my teeth around its knee and used its considerable size to swing myself around the creature, my fangs rending muscle and bone as I went.

As soon as I let go of the beast, it fell onto its other knee. Once I’d recovered, I hurled myself at it again, leaping at it from behind and snapping my jaws down hard on either side of its neck. I could taste its blood in my mouth, its flesh under my tongue—it was a cold, metallic taste that reminded me all too much of what my own blood tasted like. 

The creature struggled with me for a moment. It tried to push itself up, tried to grab hold of me, but its was already in a great deal of pain, and it didn’t have the right coordination to reach me where I was right now. I kept my mouth clamped around its neck, feeling the flow of its blood as it gushed out of the wound and went dribbling into the snow underneath us.

Up ahead I caught the trio of wolves staring at me. Jaleem had gotten up, but one of his back legs was curled up under him. The other two were staring at me like they wanted to attack me. Instead, Lora turned her head to the side and barked at Jaleem. The smaller wolf then started hopping away, heading back toward the ritual circle which continued to glow off in the distance. 

The Wenlow under my jaws stopped moving, the final spurts of its blood spilled out of its throat. I let go of its throat and was about to approach the two wolves, when Praxis and Lora charged in my direction, their fangs barred, their teeth full on display. I backed up a step, preparing to defend myself against them, but instead they went whizzing past me and threw themselves at another of the white giants that had been about to sneak up on me. 

They were changing their tactics. I couldn’t see the other creatures anymore, I couldn’t hear them, couldn’t sense them. I could just about smell them, but I wasn’t sure if that was enough. Panting, I leapt off the fallen beast and joined the other two wolves as they tried to take down a fourth of these things.

Praxis, the large, dark wolf that he was, slammed into it like a wrecking ball, knocking it off its feet. But when it came time to get back up, he struggled. Lora, now that the Wenlow had been dropped, went to grab hold of one of its arms while I dashed around it and sank my teeth into the other. 

But something was wrong.

She wasn’t letting go; she also wasn’t sawing into its flesh with her teeth. “Lora!” I yelled, my mouth full of wooly fur and blood. “Can you fight?!” 

Lora yipped, but she could barely move. The Wenlow underneath us yanked up its arm, sending the wolf high into the air and then shaking her off. Holding onto it should’ve been easy for her, but the paralysis had taken hold, and she soared through the air before slamming hard into the ground. I let go of the Wenlow’s arm and went for its neck while it was still downed, crushing its windpipe under my jaws and splitting both of its jugulars open.  

This time, I didn’t wait until it was dead to let go. I backed away before it could attack me, getting myself out of reach of its claws as it struggled to pick itself up. But it was bleeding heavily, and I’d torn through the tendons in its wrist. When the creature rested its weight on that hand, it fell back into the snow, and this time it didn’t get back up.

Praxis growled nearby. I saw he was upright, but moving slowly. “Get Lora,” I yelled, “Get her back to the others!” 

This time, he didn’t argue. He staggered over to the smaller wolf, shifted into his fae form, and picked her up. With Lora thrown over his shoulder, he gave me a hard look, then he turned around again and headed for the ritual circle, slowly, dragging his feet.

I was alone, surrounded by flashing lightning and a sense of utter dread, and danger on all sides. Shadows began to loom over me, coming from somewhere behind me. I turned quickly on the spot, my paws digging into the ground. There, in the trees, were four Wenlow tightly grouped together, their massive, hulking bodies lit momentarily by the steady pulsing of lightning tearing through the sky above them. 

And they were all staring at me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

The first of the four beasts roared, then charged. I stiffened up, figuring out my angle of attack—trying to determine my options—but there were too many of them. How was I supposed to kill four of them without help? And even if I killed them, weren’t there many more behind them, lurking in the woods?

The tattoo on the back of my paw lit up, sending ripples of energy surging throughout my body. I thought of my mother as the Wenlow bore down on me; I thought of the moment on the cliff with Toross, and how I’d channeled my magic into a devastating lightning attack. I could feel it now, that charge of power, ready to be released.

Stiffening my back, I aimed my snout at the rampaging Wenlow, opened my mouth, and directed a blast of lighting that tore through the Wenlow like it was made of paper. The beam of light struck the creature in the chest. The light then ripped out of it in all directions, causing the beast to explode like it had just swallowed a grenade.

I stared at the smoldering corpse as what was left of it fell to the ground. Specks of warm, blue blood splattered against my face, a foot went flying into the trees, and an arm landed somewhere nearby with a thud. 

“Holy shit…” I said, breathless, my body still vibrating, my mouth tingling. 

The other three Wenlow looked confused for a moment, as if they suddenly had a reason to doubt whether to attack me. I backed up a step, trying to call on the magic I had just unleashed, but I couldn’t coax it out of me. Instincts told me my battery had run dry, and that I needed to wait for it to recharge, but I had no idea how long that would take. 

Having finally decided, the other Wenlow came charging through the trees, all three of them at once. I was about to pick one to attack, when a series of arrows whizzed past my head and struck one of the creatures in the arm, chest, neck, and head. The monster stumbled, tripped over a fallen tree, and collapsed with a massive crash.

Behind me, at the edge of the tree-line, stood Mira with her recurve bow, resplendent, magnificent; like a warrior. “Don’t be an idiot!” she yelled, “Even you can’t take them all on yourself!” 

“There’s only two of them now!” 

“Look harder.” 

I hopped toward her a few steps before turning around again. She was right, the woods were full of Wenlow now, seemingly arriving on the backs of lightning strikes that were coming down with fury like I’d never seen before. The woods were strobing, alternating between light and dark in rapid, violent flashes. 

“Dammit,” I growled, then I turned and headed toward Mira at the edge of the trees. “Fall back to the ritual circle,” I yelled, “They’re coming!” 

Unlike the moon children, Mira didn’t need me to tell her something twice. She turned around and started sprinting back toward the ritual circle, which was wreathed in so much light I couldn’t even see the Prince inside of it. I had no idea whether the exorcism was working or not, whether Cillian was standing, or had fallen to his knees; whether alive or dead.

I only had Ashera’s word that she would drive the spirit out of him, but she seemed ready enough to kill him if she had to. I couldn’t think about that. I was coming up on Praxis, who still hadn’t reached the clearing. It didn’t look like he was moving fast enough to make it, either. 

“Put her on my back,” I said to him.

“No,” he growled, “I can do it.” 

“You’ll be faster in your wolf form!” 

“Get away.” He tried to knock me aside with his foot, but lost his balance and fell to his knees, dropping Lora to the ground. She was fully paralyzed, her eyes wide open, her limbs unmoving. 

“Get up, Praxis,” I growled at him. “We don’t have time for this.” 

“You… you brought them here,” he panted. “Our blood is on your hands.” 

“Don’t you see I’m trying to help you? Why do you have to be so fucking stubborn?!” 

“I would rather die a warrior’s death than let you help me.” 

“Then let me help you,” came Toross’ voice. 

He swooped in quickly, picking Praxis up and hoisting him to his feet. The Wenlow were still coming, the large, white monsters trundling through the woods, accompanied by that incessant lightning and rolling thunder. We didn’t have much time for this, but with Praxis back on his feet, we had a chance to make it back to the clearing. 

I shifted out of my wolf form, rushed over to Lora, and picked her up in my arms. She was heavy, but I was also supernaturally empowered, so I was able to grab her and start moving toward the clearing, keeping pace with my uncle and with Praxis. 

Ahead of us I saw Mira standing next to Melina, Gullie, and Jaleem, who was standing on all four of his feet and looked ready to fight. The paralysis’ hold on him had worn off quickly. If we could get Lora and Praxis away from the Wenlow, then maybe they’d be able to get back in the fight before more of those monsters arrived.

All we had on our side was speed. They had the numbers; an endless supply, it felt like. A horde of lost souls, former humans turned cannibals, of hungry monsters capable of decimating the fae if they got close enough to them. I had seen what one of these creatures had been able to do to the castle fae. 

I had now also seen what they could do to the moon children, given enough time.

We needed to win.

“How are you holding up?” Gullie asked as soon as I was close enough to them. 

I laid Lora on the floor and looked up. “My mouth is full of blue blood and my muscles are sore,” I said, “But I’m okay.” 

“Yeah, that blood dripping down your face makes you look absolutely terrifying,” Mel said, “Kind of suits you.” 

I wiped the blood off my lips with the back of my hand. “It’s disgusting.” Turning my head around my shoulder, I noticed just how close the Wenlow were. We had beaten them here, but not by much. 

I stood upright again. “They aren’t stopping,” I said.

“Did you expect them to?” Mira asked.

Looking up, the Veridian was all around us now. The sky churned, black and grey, and deep red. Lightning grumbled, the wind howled and raced, but the circle of light remained, a beacon in the dark, shining brightly against the underside of those horrible clouds. 

“How long do you think she has to go?” I asked.

“It’s hard to tell,” Toross said. “It could be minutes, but it could be hours.” 

“We need to buy her more time.” 

“That means we’re up,” Mel said, stepping toward the trees with Gullie on her shoulder. 

“Hey, wait, what are you doing?!” I called out.

Mel angled her head around her shoulder. “You didn’t think we wouldn’t have a part to play in this, did you?” she asked, grinning.

I frowned. “Just… don’t get hurt.” 

Mel turned to face the woods. “Ready, Gull?” 

“I’m ready,” I heard Gullie say.

I had no idea exactly what they had planned, but the Wenlow were charging through the woods at an alarming rate. In less than a minute, I thought, they would be on us. I could already feel my muscles tensing, my chest tightening. My heart couldn’t pound any harder than it already was, otherwise I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stay on my feet. 

Ahead of me, Mel stretched her hands toward the trees. I felt a sudden buildup of power, I heard the snow crunch around her feet as an invisible force flattened it to the ground. Gullie floated out of Mel’s hair and took up a position between her hands, and then a rainbow of prismatic light erupted out in front of them. 

The light shot toward the trees, blooming in all directions as soon as it reached the darkness and showering the surrounding woods with lights of all colors. It was a wall of shifting light, changing from red, to green, to purple, to yellow, and it seemed to stretch all the way around the clearing, encircling us and the smaller ritual circle at the center.

The Wenlow were momentarily stopped, startled by the sudden brightness. 

“What… what the hell?” I asked.

“Neat trick, huh?” Gullie asked. 

“Is this you?” 

“Lora helped us figure out how to combine our magic,” Mel said, though her voice was shaking from the concentration she was exerting. “Pixies and moon children have been doing this for centuries. The castle fae are really missing out.” 

One of the creatures approached the barrier and raked its claws along the shield of light, which shimmered as it was touched, but didn’t break. The Wenlow hurled its fists against the shield, and though it wobbled, it didn’t crack or shatter. It held firm and strong, and it kept the Wenlow on the other side of it.

“How long can you hold that?” Mira asked.

“I don’t know,” Mel called out, “It’s my first magic shield.” 

I turned and tried peering into the brilliant circle surrounding the Prince. I could just about see his shadow as the light shifted. It didn’t look like he was on his feet, but on his knees, with his hands wrapped around his head. I thought he was screaming, but I couldn’t hear him, and I could barely see him.

Ashera hadn’t once stopped speaking. All this time she had spent reciting the ritual of exorcism, trying to cast the spirit out with her words and the magic of the will-o-the-wisps, but the Veridian didn’t seem like it was pulling away, and as more Wenlow approached Melina’s shield and bashing it with their fists, I knew she wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.

 I rushed over to the three moon children, who looked like they were starting to get back up on their feet. “Can you fight?” I asked.

Praxis glared at me, his jaw clenching. “We will fight until we’re dead for our Alpha,” he growled.

“Your Alpha is busy, and your Beta and I just saved your lives. If you want to help Ashera, you’ll listen to me. Is that understood?” 

“I won’t—”

“—Praxis, enough,” Lora cut in. She stepped in front of him and looked at me. “What would you have us do, white wolf?” 

I nodded at her. “Get in front of Melina. Don’t let the Wenlow get anywhere near her or Mira—the paralysis will take them far quicker than it will take you. Then when the Wenlow come, coordinate your attacks. Take them down one at a time. Wait for—”

—the magic circle behind me exploded, the shockwave sending all of us hurtling to the ground. I was vaguely aware of the will-o-the-wisps frantically fleeing, their little lights whooshing past my head and disappearing into nothing. My head was throbbing, my ears were ringing, and every inch of my body screamed something just went horribly wrong.

Angling my head up, I saw the shield Mel had put up a moment ago was holding, though it had started flickering. I wasn’t sure how she had managed to stay upright, but she was on one knee, with both hands outstretched, Gullie still hovering between them. She was beaming with light, wreathed in it. It really was something to see. 

Cillian suddenly screamed, with a sound that curdled my blood. I turned over, onto my side, and saw him now, on his knees, clutching his horns and roaring into the snow around his feet. Around him, tendrils of darkness began to writhe and draw out of his body, emerging and surround him in a kind of thick, shadowy mantle.

The Prince slammed his fists against the ground, and the cloak of shadow shot out from his back, the tendrils exploding out of him like they were alive. I watched these shadow limbs stretch out and reach for the sky where they met like waves crashing together. In moments, the darkness expanded like blood in water, creating a much deeper shadow that stood in stark contrast to the Veridian hanging above it.

And from the darkness, came a giant face, black as pitch, with glowing red eyes and large, curved horns. It was a face that had haunted my nightmares since the day I saw it in the mirror. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

Radulf. 

He hung in the sky like an angry God, watching us with an angry scowl on his face. Dark tendrils of shadow stretched from the extremities of his form all the way to the ground, where they merged with Cillian’s body like some kind of horrible marionette. 

“The wolf bitch thinks she can sever my link,” Radulf roared with a voice like an avalanche. “She is wrong.” 

I had to fight to get to my feet. The explosion had knocked the wind right out of me, but others had it worse. Mira was still down, as were some of the moon children. Ashera had fallen on her back, but she was propping herself up on her elbows and staring up at the horrible face glaring down on us from above.

“Radulf!” I yelled, pushing the limits of my own voice to try and get it past the howl of the wind. “It’s over! You have to let him go.” 

“Is that so? And why would I do that? My little brother and I have such a strong bond; I don’t see any reason to break it.” 

“It’s not too late for you, Radulf. I know what happened, I know you didn’t ask for this—we can help you if you let him go!” 

“You know nothing, half-breed.” 

“He told me everything. He told me you were injured, and that your father sent you to the Veridian to try and heal you, but that it didn’t work.” 

Radulf laughed, and thunder grumbled. “I entered the storm a broken man and emerged with powers beyond my own comprehension. I am more than a man, now. I am a God, I have justice to dispense, and there is nothing you can do to change that.” 

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Ashera said, lending her voice to mine. “Your link is exposed, spirit. I can sever them with a thought.” 

“So, sever them, then! Come near him and see what happens.” 

Ashera glanced at me, then looked over at Cillian. She didn’t wait for my go ahead, nor did she ask my permission. Instead, she hurled herself at the Prince, drawing a dagger from her belt as she went and readying it in her hand. I saw the focus in her eyes, the determination in her stride—she was lithe, and quick, and powerful, but a strike of lightning blasted the ground in front of her and knocked her off her feet. 

Breathless I watched her sail through the air before slamming into the ground. “No!” I screamed, and I rushed toward the Prince, fury driving my instincts and blinding me to all rational thoughts. I drew my dagger as well, caught sight of one of the tendrils linking Radulf and the Prince, and then I drove the dagger all the way through it. 

But the tendril didn’t break.

I backed up, watching the inky black coil only shift and move, but not sever. Radulf laughed again, the sound reverberating inside of my chest. I stared at the dagger in my hand. The gem was glowing, I could feel the magic coursing through it, but it hadn’t worked. Something was wrong.

“Did you think it would be that easy?” Radulf roared. “In a couple of minutes, my Wenlow are going to tear down that flimsy shield and eat every last one of you. And then after my brother and I are done with you, girl, we’re going to go back to the castle and assemble my army.” 

I shuddered all over. He knew. He knew what Cillian and I had been doing, how close we’d gotten. Was he there when the Prince and I were intimate? Was he watching from behind Cillian’s eyes? 

Oh no… was he in the driver’s seat?

“Did you think you had kept me down all this time?” Radulf asked, “Did you seriously think I emerged not once during your time with my brother? I have to admit I’m looking forward to the day I get to be in complete control of his body… I can do things to you he could never do.” 

“Enough!” Cillian screamed. 

He hadn’t said a word until now, and the sound of his voice took me by surprise. The Prince turned around and stared at the sky. His hands were balled into tight fists, his eyes were bloodshot and red, all the veins in his neck had popped. He looked like he was in pain, and in a lot of it. The dark tentacles shooting out of his body were real enough that they were ripping through his clothes—I couldn’t be sure, but maybe they were tearing through his skin, too.

“My brother speaks,” Radulf said, his guttural voice seeming to spread for miles. “Tell me, are you going to protest to my treatment?” 

“No,” Cillian said, and he tore his shirt open with his hands, exposing his chest. “I am going to ask her to kill me.” 

“Don’t you dare!” Radulf roared. 

“Dahlia, do it,” Cillian said, “You know you have to. Ashera is the only one who can cut them, and she can’t get close—only you can, and that means there’s only one choice left.” 

I stared at the dagger in my hand again, then looked up at him. My heart was thumping so hard I could barely hear a word anyone was saying. It didn’t help that the world itself was shaking, and the wind wouldn’t cease, but I had heard the Prince just fine. I knew what he wanted me to do. What he needed me to do.

“I… I don’t know if…” I tried to say, but the words wouldn’t come.

“Dahlia!” Cillian yelled, and I saw the look on his face now; not of surrender, but of courage. He wasn’t giving up, he just knew this was right, and he was giving me an opening. “I can’t hold him forever,” the Prince said.

“She wouldn’t,” Radulf growled. “Don’t you see? Her love is as strong as her greed. She wants you all to herself; she won’t give that up now—not when she’s so close.” 

“Don’t listen to him,” Cillian said. “You know what you have to do. You promised you would.” 

“Think carefully,” Radulf’s voice lowered a little more. “Think about what we can give you… you could be our queen. I would be willing to share…” 

I scanned my surroundings, because I didn’t want to look directly at the Prince. Mira had gotten back up, but she was only just standing upright with Toross’ help. The other moon children were in their wolf forms, watching me from where they sat. Mel and Gullie were doing their best to hold up the shield, but it was failing, and there were more Wenlow than I could count on the other side of it.

I turned my eyes up at the Prince and slowly stepped up to him. 

“You have… to hurry…” Cillian groaned. 

My dagger burned in my hand. I had it so tightly gripped, I never thought my fingers would unclench again. “I don’t know if I can,” I said.

“You have to,” Cillian said, “You’re the only one who can get close.” 

“Because of our bond…” 

He nodded. “That’s right.” 

“If I don’t do this, darkness reins… and I lose you. If I do this, I lose you. I lose us.” 

“If you don’t kill me now, we all lose everything, Dahlia.” 

I shut my eyes. Somehow, it felt like the wind wasn’t as intense, here; like we were directly in the Veridian’s narrow eye. “You’re a jerk,” I said. 

“I… what?” he asked. 

“You kidnapped me from my home, you forced me to take part in some stupid contest, and you could very well have gotten me killed many times over.” 

“I’m—I’m sorry, Dahlia.” 

I shook my head. “I’m not.” I looked up at him. “I learned more about myself than I ever thought possible because of you. I saw my parents again, and met my flesh and blood family because of you. I fell in love because of you. With you. I would do it all again if I had to.” 

Cillian, though strained, forced a smile. “As would I,” he said, “Although perhaps next time… I would ask you first.” 

I stepped a little closer to him and placed my hand on his cheek. “I love you, Cillian…” I said, swallowing the catch in my throat. 

He wanted to touch me, but he couldn’t. It took everything he had just so he could keep talking to me. But I noticed something I hadn’t expected to see. A single tear rolled down his cheek. It quickly turned to ice on his skin, then melted again. I brushed the stream with my thumb.

“I love you, Dahlia…” he struggled to say, “I would have turned the world over to keep you.”

I shut my eyes again, fighting back the tears, and pressed the tip of my dagger against his chest. “Don’t do it!” Radulf roared, and the world shook. 

I held onto Cillian’s body with one hand to stop from falling over, screamed, and then plunged the dagger into his chest—right into his heart. A thunderous cacophony of lightning and booming erupted all around me. Cillian lost his footing and fell, and I fell with him, on top of him. Not once did I let go of the dagger, nor did I pull it out of his chest. 

I was screaming, inconsolable, wild. I hated Radulf, I hated Cillian, I hated the world for what it had made me do. Everything that had come before now had been a test, but how could it have been leading to this? This moment, this final, dark moment. It wasn’t only unfair—it was cruel, a joke from a twisted higher power with a sick sense of humor.

The Veridian rumbled and howled around me, the wind getting worse before it started to dissipate. Under me, under Cillian, the snow started turning red as his blood spread through it. His eyes were open, and he was gargling, choking on the blood pooling in his mouth and spilling down the side of his face. 

I couldn’t bare to look at him. I didn’t want that horrifying sight to be the way I remembered him. Instead, I pressed my face against his chest and sobbed. All around me, the Veridian seemed to fall away to silence. Before it was gone, the Prince’s body jerked and convulsed, then it settled again. But I couldn’t move. 

I didn’t move. 

I stayed exactly where I was, hoping he would rise again, hoping I hadn’t just killed the man I loved moments after finally telling him how I felt. We had both known it for days. We’d felt it from each other, but the words had never come. Not until now. 

I wish I’d said them sooner.

I should’ve told him sooner. 

Maybe that would’ve made our bond stronger… 

“Dahlia,” came a voice from behind me. It was Mira. She placed her hands on my shoulders, but I shrugged her off me.

“Leave me,” I said.

“I won’t leave you out here.” 

“I don’t want to go back without him.” 

“And we won’t, but you need to stand up first… please.” 

I kept my eyes shut, planted one hand on his chest, and slowly lifted myself. My other hand was still wrapped around my dagger, and my dagger was still wedged in his heart. I unfurled my fingers, figuring that was better than pulling it out of his body. 

Mira helped me the rest of the way up, and once I was on my feet, I turned around and threw my arms around her. I cried, now, letting it all out. Mel and Gullie approached and wrapped themselves around me. The Veridian was gone, and so were the Wenlow in the trees. 

“I’m sorry,” Mel said, but I could barely hear what she said, let alone muster the willpower to reply. 

I was broken, finished. There was nothing left of me. By killing the Prince, I had killed part of myself, too. I could feel it. Not the break in the bond he and I shared, but the absence of it. It was as if our bond had never existed in the first place, and it made me feel hollow.

“We should get the others,” Mira said, “Head back to the village. We’ll give him a proper burial.” 

I grabbed hold of her clothes more tightly, pulling her closer to me. Mira returned the embrace, resting her head next to mine. “It’s going to be alright,” she whispered. “We have you, and we have each other.” 

“Thank you…” I whispered between sobs. 

“Come on. Let’s get back to—"

“—look out!” I screamed, and I pushed her aside just as my dagger came hurtling toward us. The dagger struck me in the shoulder. I flew several feet and fell on my back from the force of the impact, dazed, winded, confused. I had seen Cillian’s face the instant before the dagger had hit, but that couldn’t have been right.

He was dead.

Wasn’t he?

Chaos exploded around me again. There was shouting, the sounds of a fight going on. I was out of it, my brain barely capable of processing what was going on. A dagger protruded out of my shoulder, and I was bleeding from the wound. I could feel my own blood trickling out of it and tainting the snow underneath me.

Slowly, I turned my head up to see what was happening, and I had to suck in a sharp breath.

Cillian was standing. Toross charged toward him, but with the wave of a hand, he sent Toross hurtling through the air and onto his back like he was weightless. Then Melina, then Jaleem, Ashera—one by one, they all followed. None of them could get close to him, and he seemed not to be breaking a sweat. When our eyes locked, I realized, his weren’t blue anymore, but deep black—like pools of shadow.

“Not him…” I said, still dazed.

The Prince angled his head to the side and looked at me. For an instant I thought he was about to come down on me, finish me off, but he restrained himself. “Fine,” he said, almost to himself. “But that’s the last favor I do for you.” 

“W-wait…” I tried to reach for him, but my shoulder shrieked with so much pain I almost lost consciousness. 

I saw him walk away, just barely. He headed for the trees, then pushed into them, melting into the night. No one else had been able to stop him, or even get close to him. In moments, he was gone. He wasn’t Cillian anymore, but Radulf—and he was gone. But the worst part wasn’t that he’d come back from the dead, and his brother had taken even more control of his body.

The worst part was that I couldn’t feel our bond at all.

It really was gone.

And so was the Prince.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

It had been a week since I’d seen the Prince. Maybe two. There was no way of knowing. The days and nights all merged together into one long, never-ending string after the exorcism. I wasn’t sure how long it took for me to heal the wound in my shoulder. I wasn’t eating. Barely drinking. If not for Mira’s insistence, I probably would’ve crumpled into myself.

I had crumpled, who was I kidding?

The days dragged on, the nights twisted to become nightmares, and everywhere I looked, he was there. Not Cillian, but Radulf, infecting every last one of the few good memories I had of my time with the Prince. I felt hurt, strangely betrayed, and violated; not to mention, humiliated. 

How much of it had been Cillian?

How much of it had been Radulf?

I thought I had gotten so good at telling them apart, I had barely given any strength to the idea that maybe I was wrong sometimes. That maybe Radulf was better at hiding than I gave him credit for. It still made me shudder and shake. Even when I thought I didn’t have the energy to tremble, a memory would flash into my mind, and I’d see that awful, shadowy face on top of me, hear it panting, and groaning, and I would curl further into myself.

I was always cold, now. Empty. Numb. 

“This is unacceptable,” came Mira’s sharp, cold voice like a biting wind.

I didn’t open my eyes. Instead, I turned onto my other side and tucked myself deeper into my blankets which seemed to do nothing for the cold.

“Get up,” Mira said. “It’s time to leave.” 

That got my attention. “Leave?” I grumbled. 

“Yes. We’ve been here far too long. There are things to be done.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t want to get up.” 

“You can’t very well spend the rest of your life in that bed.” 

“Go away, Mira.” 

She sighed. “We’re all worried about you, Dahlia. Gullie is worried about you.” 

I shut my eyes even harder, trying to fight the tears welling up behind them. “I made it all worse…” I said. “I made everything so much worse.” 

“You couldn’t have known. None of us did.” She paused, then came over to my bed and placed a hand on my shoulder. “We think it was a trap. We think Radulf manipulated us into doing exactly what he needed us to do, and we were all made fools.” 

“I wasn’t just made a fool. I lost him. My bond, my Prince. It’s gone.” 

Mira squeezed my shoulder. “It’s not.” 

I shook my head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“It’s true, I’ve never had a bond as powerful as yours. I don’t know exactly what you’re going through, but the Prince is alive. Cillian is still alive.” 

“That wasn’t Cillian.” 

“Dahlia… we have all had time to go over, and over, and over what happened. We all saw it. We saw how he almost attacked you, but then restrained himself at the last moment. He could’ve killed you.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” 

“It means everything. It means Cillian is still in there, somewhere—maybe the same way that Radulf has been this whole time. Buried. Submerged. Desperate to be freed.” 

I opened my eyes again, wiped them with the back of my hand, and turned onto my other side to look at Mira. I hated how beautiful she looked right now, because it was impossible not to feel something when looking at her. 

She almost looked like a different person, though. Mira had ditched most of her castle attire and was wearing something a little more tribal, a little more primal. Her long white hair had been knotted and braided, further accenting her angular face and pointed ears.

“You look different,” I said.

“You haven’t looked at me in well over a week,” she said, an eyebrow cocked. “This isn’t the only surprise, either, but you need to get up if you want to see them.” 

I frowned. “I don’t want to get up.” 

“That pitiful gaze may have worked for you back in the human world, but it won’t work with me. I’m your custodian, remember?” 

“The selection is over,” I grumbled. “You’re not my custodian anymore.” 

She shook her head. “Untrue. As long as you breathe, the selection continues… remember?” 

I stared at her long and hard, the line in between my eyebrows pinching and deepening further. “What… are you saying?” 

“Have you already forgotten what the prize for winning is?” 

“No, but I don’t see…” 

Mira’s eyes widened, as if she was waiting for me to figure something out by myself. “Mira, my brain hurts, I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.” 

“The Prince? The winner gets to marry the Prince.”

“Radulf is the Prince.” 

“Maybe that’s what it feels like to you, but you don’t know that, and you won’t know until you go back to the castle and see him.” 

I shook my head. “Absolutely not. Are you insane?” 

“No, I’m thinking quite clearly, in fact. It took all of our collective brainpower to figure this one out, but we have a solution. Unfortunately, it only works if you get out of that bed.” 

“Solution to what?” 

Mira sighed. “Dahlia, do you want the Prince back? Do you want Cillian back?” 

“I do.” 

“Then you have to fight for him.” 

“But the fight is over?” 

“It’s not. You’re still alive. He’s still alive. Your bond is broken, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be restored, remember?” 

Click. Like a puzzle piece, it fell into place. The winner of the Royal Selection doesn’t only get to marry the Prince, fate itself forges a soul bond between the two. That was why my bond with the Prince was so strange—he wasn’t meant to have been bonded to anyone until the selection was over. 

“But you…” I paused, trying to think of a reason to object to this idea. I couldn’t. “What you’re suggesting is… I mean, it’s a long shot.” 

“The longest.” 

“And I’m not a very good shot.” 

“No… you’re a terrible shot. But you’re sitting upright, and that’s an improvement.” 

“I am?” I checked. I was. I had propped myself up on my elbows, and I hadn’t even realized it. “Mira… this would mean having to go back to the castle, seeing him again, and dealing with Radulf; maybe even the King.”  

“Like you said, it’s a long shot, but the only other option is for you to sit here until, eventually, he comes for you again with an army to finish the selection—possibly before, or maybe even after he’s taken that army to Earth and killed your mothers.” 

“My mothers…” 

Mira took my hand and showed me the silvery tattoo on the back of it. “You can’t let that happen, and you’re the only one who can stop it.” 

“I don’t know how.”

“You have done a great many things you didn’t know how to do, and you’ve already done one of the hardest things imaginable. You killed the man you loved because you thought it would save the lives of strangers. You are the bravest, strongest person I know, and it would be my privilege to walk back into that castle with you and help you win this thing.” 

I ran my fingers through my hair. My mind was racing with my heart, thoughts rushing through my head, possibilities blooming in front of me like a field of flowers in spring. This wasn’t going to be easy. Radulf had a huge head start on us—in fact, there was no way of knowing exactly where he was right now.

I could only hope he was at the castle, and at the same time, I hoped he wasn’t. I didn’t think I was ready to face him again. I never thought I would be, especially if he had taken full control of the Prince’s body and Cillian, my Cillian, was nowhere in sight.

How was I supposed to get close to him when the spirit in possession of the body was a crazy, demonic asshole, and my soul bond with Cillian was broken?

Not broken—absent. Broken implied there was something I could fix, some wrong I could right. I didn’t think that was the case. More than ever, I needed to go back to the castle and win the Royal Selection. It was the only way to get fate to stitch our souls back together again; or, at least, that was the theory, but a theory was all we had.

And it was enough.

I slid out of the bed with a serious purpose for what felt like the first time in weeks. Walking to the rack on the other side of the tent, I ran my fingertips over the long, blue dress I had lovingly hand-stitched together. Then I touched the white cloak hanging off it, feeling the fur under my hand.

“Alright,” I said, turning around to look at Mira. “It sounds dangerous, but it beats sitting around doing nothing.” 

“That’s the spirit,” Mira said. “I’ll let you get changed and meet you outside. There’s one more thing you need to see before we leave.” 

Nodding, I got to work getting out of the clothes I’d been living in for at least a few days—barring baths—and slid into the dress. I hadn’t had as much time with it as I had my other gowns, and I also hadn’t had the benefit of a sewing machine, but the dress fit me perfectly. The material was soft and warm, and the furry, white cloak covered my shoulders, arms, and neck, keeping the cold at bay.

I crossed the tent and picked up a small hand mirror, one of Mira’s, and saw myself for the first time in possibly weeks. I looked tired and run down, but behind those vibrant, blue eyes I saw the survivor that I was, and the fighter I had become. 

I shook my hair loose, tucked it carefully into my hood, and pulled the hood over my head. When I was done, I clapped the mirror shut, went up to the tent flap, and pulled it open, finally emerging from the tent… to find the ground littered with flowers, and wreaths, and candles. 

I looked around, trying to figure out what they were all for, but I wasn’t having any luck. All around me, the village was a flutter of movement, voices, people. The moon children were going about their business, cleaning clothes, cooking meals. Most of them offered a slight smile and a curt nod as they walked past, others took the time to bow, place two fingers against their foreheads, then move those same two fingers to their lips, and finally their chests. 

I didn’t have a reply to that, but they didn’t need one. Satisfied, they would all move away and keep doing what they were doing once the gesture had been made.

“It’s reverence,” came Toross’ voice. 

My uncle was standing across from me. Beside him was a huge white elk eating carrots from his hand. “Ollie!” I said, walking over to them. “I thought he’d been… you know.” 

“Eaten? No. Not him. He’s special.”

“Special? Why?”

“Because he brought the white wolf to us.” 

I smiled at him. “What was it those people were doing?” 

“It’s their way of asking for a blessing.” 

“Oh… I don’t know how to give them one.” 

He shook his head. “You don’t have to. The moon children have been coming to you and paying their respects ever since…” 

I turned my head and looked at the offerings laid out in front of the tent. “Is that what those are?” 

“They ask for your blessing, and they give you their blessing in return.” 

“I don’t know what to say.” 

“It means you have been accepted,” Ashera said, coming around the other side of the massive elk. She had her fingers in its fur, and was rubbing it gently as she approached. “You are one of us,” she said.

“Thank you,” I said, “That… means the world to me.” 

“Mira tells me you will be leaving us.” 

“She’s already talked to you?” 

The Alpha offered a slight grin. “We may have all had a hand in preparing this plan. I am glad you accepted.” 

“You don’t think I’m making a mistake? Going back to the castle, I mean?” 

“Look around you. Have you noticed how the sky has dimmed?” 

I turned my eyes up. I hadn’t noticed, not until she’d pointed it out. The sky was darker, though. The clouds were thicker, and they seemed to churn from inside. There was no lightning, no thunder, no eerie redness, but it was strange all the same.

“What is that?” I asked. 

“The Veridian. The storm has quietened, but it has also stretched. Our scouts tell us it gets stronger near Windhelm. It seems the prophecy is in full force… going to the castle is exactly what you must do.” 

A cold chill worked its way through me. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 

“None of us do, but we have a plan. Mira will tell you on the way.” 

I nodded. “Have either of you seen her? Or Mel… or Gullie?” 

Ashera gave Toross a quick, playful glance. “Maybe you should go in there,” she said, pointing at one of the nearby tents. “We will get Ollie ready for the trip back to Windhelm.” 

I eyed them both suspiciously, then carefully walked over to the tent I had been prompted to head over to. There were voices coming from inside. Mira’s, Melina’s, even Gullie’s. Once again, I felt like an intruder once I reached the flap, like someone who didn’t belong. My heart was racing, for some reason, but I steeled myself and slowly drew it open. 

Stepping inside, my eyes widened, and my mouth fell. 

“Hey, Dee,” Gullie said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

“Gull?” I asked.

Gullie couldn’t seem to look directly at me. She turned her head to the side, fiddled with strands of her bright green hair, blushed bright red. Her butterfly wings shimmered as the light hit them, fluttered as I looked at them, leaving clouds of glittering green mist to fall to the floor where she stood. 

“What do you think?” she asked, twirling slightly. 

“You’re… tall… what?” 

“Didn’t I tell you the moon children were friends of pixies? They were kind enough to teach me a new trick.” 

I stepped closer to her. I was still taller than her, by at least a head—maybe two. She was petite, but she was people sized. I couldn’t process it. “Wait… is this you now?” 

She smiled again and shook her head, green pixie dust loosing from her hair and floating around her. Mel and Mira were standing nearby, both looking smug. I took the look on their faces to mean they had known about this for some time and had possibly been looking forward to my reaction.

“No,” she said, “I can’t do this all the time. Maybe just a few times a month, but it should last the whole day when I do it.” 

“Gull… this is incredible. I never thought—I mean, I had no idea this was possible.” 

“I didn’t either, but it’s kind of neat isn’t it?” 

I got close to her, close enough to smell her. The strength of her aura, her scent, was a lot more powerful now. It reminded me of spring, of flowers reaching their prime, of beautiful gardens. Trembling, I hugged her, and she hugged me. Tears fell almost instantly. She was my best friend in the world, and I had never been able to hug her.

“I can’t even begin to tell you how much I needed something like this,” I said.

“I thought you might like it,” she said. “It’s pretty nice not to have to constantly look up at everyone. I mean, I still kind of do, but it’s different, you know? Now I’m just short.” 

“It’s cute,” I said, wiping my tears away, “I like this. I liked you before, but this is also… it’s good to be able to hug you.” 

Gullie pulled away. She was crying, too—her tears weren’t green, though. I brushed her hair behind her pointed ear. We looked more alike now than ever before, like sisters, really. I couldn’t put into words just how full it made me feel to be this close to her.

“Have you noticed how Mira hasn’t tried to break this up?” Mel asked.

“I’m allowing them a moment,” Mira said, “We have time… even if we are on a schedule.” 

“Right,” I said, letting Gullie go. “Yes, impending doom, Veridian, all that stuff. Serious time. Can someone tell me about this plan everybody seems to know about except me?” 

Mel and Mira looked at each other, then at me. “Do you know what you have to do?” Mel asked.

“Win the Royal Selection.” 

She nodded. “That’s it. That’s your part of the plan. Make sure you don’t lose.” 

“Wait, but… that’s not the whole plan, right?” 

“It’s not. The moon children are planning an attack on the castle, but it’s heavily fortified. If we were to attack head on, we’d lose half our number before we even made it to the castle itself.” 

“That’s why you need to win the Royal Selection and restore the Prince,” Mira said, “We need him on our side.” 

“But that’s…” I said, “What if he’s not even in there anymore?” 

“We have to hope he is, and that you can bring him back out. He has the power to disable some of the more powerful wards protecting the castle from attack. If he can do that, we stand a much better chance of making it to the palace.” 

“And what are we hoping to achieve in the palace?” 

Mira paused. “The King has to die.” 

My heart sank into the cold pit my stomach had become. “You want to… kill King Yidgam?” 

“Radulf, the Veridian—he is the one who set this all in motion. He is the one with aspirations of conquest and domination. He needs the Prince to lead the army, but the idea, the order, was his. We need to remove him from the board.” 

“And then we need the frost stone,” Mel put in.

“Why do we need that?” I asked.

“Every story the moon children have been told about the white wolf includes talk of the stone, and how it can purge the Veridian from the land. If the Veridian is tightening its hold around the castle, then the stone is directly under it right now.” 

“Making right now the perfect time to strike,” Mira added, “But we have to strike quickly, before the Prince can mobilize the army and set out on his crusade.” 

“You think that by using the frost stone we can destroy the storm?” I asked, “And save the Prince?” 

“Without the Prince, I’m not sure even you can use the frost stone. You need to save him first.” 

“And if I can’t?” 

“Then we’re doomed,” Gullie said, “But that’s not the right attitude, is it? So, how about we just think positive, happy thoughts?” 

I took a deep breath. “A lot can go wrong,” I said, “But Gull is right… we can do this. I know we can. When do we leave?” 

“I’m packed and ready to go,” Mira said, “The moon children found our carriage and have prepared it on the other side of the stones… we can leave whenever you’re ready.” 

“Now is a good a time as any,” I said, “Shall we?” 

Mira nodded and headed past me, but Mel stood back. “I’m staying,” she said.

I frowned. “Staying?” 

She nodded. “Mira is your custodian, so she has to go with you, but someone needs to help the moon children when they hit Windhelm. I know the castle inside and out. They’ll need my help getting in.” 

I walked over to her. “Are you sure about this?” 

Melina smiled. “They’ve been good to me, Dee. I’ve learned so much from them. I kind of feel like I may have found my tribe, even if we’re probably worlds apart.” 

“What about your family? They’re probably worried about you.” 

“They knew I was leaving. They didn’t know where—I wasn’t clear with them. But for now, they’re safe. If I was to show up with you, though, that might change.” 

“And if the Prince has decided to seize them?”  

“If that’s happened, then it’s already happened, but my priority is making sure this attack goes off as smoothly as possible.” 

Nodding, I embraced her. “I understand,” I said, “Just, take care of yourself, okay?” 

She returned the hug. “We’ll see each other again soon.” 

I pulled away slightly. “How will you know when to attack?” 

A sly grin spread across her lips. “We’ll know,” she said. “Just get it done, Dee. He’s still in there, and he needs you.” 

My throat tightened. “That’s what scares me… but you’re right.” I moved over to the tent’s opening, giving Mel one last look. “Gull?” I asked, “You staying, too?” 

“No, I’m coming with. If you’re going back into the selection, you’re gonna need me with you… could you give us a second, though?” 

I looked at her, then at Mel, then smiled. “Take your time. We’ll be outside.” 

No sooner had I stepped out of the tent that I caught Toross standing in front of Mira, with one hand rested on her cheek, and his thumb on her chin. I watched them both gaze at each other, then press their foreheads together. 

Instantly, I realized, any weirdness I felt about it was gone, replaced entirely by a kind of bittersweet warmth. I wanted this to happen. I wanted them to happen. But this whole thing felt like a last goodbye before a war. Come to think of it… I turned around slightly and glanced at the opening of the tent I’d just emerged from. The flap was pulled, but I could still see Gullie and Mel on the other side of it, also holding each other in the exact same way Toross and Mira were. 

More tears threatened to spill out of me as my heart soared. Today had started off in a shit way, but this? This had turned it around. 

I decided to move away from the tent and get a little closer to Mira and Toross, who broke apart as I approached. “I will see you on the other side,” Toross said.

I hugged him. “You had better be there,” I said, “Otherwise you’re going to miss all the fun.” 

“I don’t plan on missing it. Just take care of yourself.” 

“Trust me, she’s in good hands,” Mira said. “I also have a few more things to teach her which will give her more of an edge.” 

“More of an edge?” I asked.

“You didn’t think we were done training, did you? You have incredible power, but you’re still horribly undisciplined. No offense to your current teacher.” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “None taken.” 

“Anyway, we should get going.” 

“Very well. I will see you both soon.” 

Toross offered a slight bow, then left Mira and I alone in the shadow of the great white elk that was going to take us back to the castle. There was a silent moment where neither of us spoke, then we both opened our mouths to speak at the same time. 

“You first,” she said. “I insist.” 

I looked over at my uncle, who was still walking away. “So… this is a real thing then, huh?” 

“Somewhat,” she said, eyeing me suspiciously. “Why? Do you still take issue with it?” 

I shook my head. “No. Not at all. I’m actually really happy for you.” 

“Good,” she paused, “And Gullie and Mel?” 

“Yes! How did I not notice that, and why haven’t we talked about it yet?” 

“Some people are more private than others.”

“Think she’ll bring it up?” 

“I’m not sure, though we have a two-day trip ahead of us, so there will be plenty of time to talk along the way… and if my nose is right, we have a few things to talk about.” 

My eyes narrowed. “Your… nose?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t smell the change, too?” 

“I… no. I don’t think I do.” 

She gave me a simple “Hmmm,” which I took to mean she hadn’t bought a word I had said. I supposed I had that coming. Mira was incredibly perceptive because she had been trained to be. The truth was, I had sensed a change in me. It was impossible to miss, even if it was easy to ignore. But I wasn’t going to admit to it. Not to her, and not to myself.

Not until there was something to say.

Gullie joined us after a moment, and I found myself double-taking. With her butterfly wings and shocking green hair, she was an absolute outsider to this otherwise white and brown place, sticking out like a green thumb. But she was also Gullie, my best friend, the pixie I who had fallen through my window all that time ago. 

Seeing her walking around like that was going to take some getting used to.

“I’m good to go,” she said, taking a deep breath. 

“Are you sure?” I asked, “You could stay, you know…” 

“And let you get yourself killed? This thing started with the three of us. It’s going to end with the three of us.” 

I smiled at her. “Thanks, Gull. I don’t think the shock of seeing you like this is ever going to wear off.” 

“You think you have it bad? Try being me. I’m still not used to walking everywhere.” 

“Have you tried flying yet?” 

She looked across her shoulders and made her wings wiggle. They were large, pearlescent, and beautiful, but they looked like they were made of paper. I didn’t think that mattered, though. “I don’t dare to. Not yet.” 

“Alright, then we’re walking up the hill. You ready for this?” 

“I’m ready to finish this,” she said. “Are you?” 

“I’m ready.” 

Ready to win the selection.

Ready to beat the Veridian. 

Ready to get my mate back.

Do or die.

 

… to be continued.
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