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By Katerina Martinez

 

 




To save Arcadia, I must fly into the heart of the storm

 

There's a prophecy that the white wolf will save Arcadia from the clutches of a terrible storm.

 

I am the white wolf, but even I'm having trouble believing the prophecy.

 

The former Prince Radulf is meant to be dead, but he's not. His spirit has taken possession of Prince Cillian's body, and if that

wasn't bad enough, whatever soul bond the Prince and I had is gone.

 

The only way to re-forge my bond with the Prince is to win the Royal Selection, but the city of Windhelm thinks I'm a murderer,

and may outright kill me as soon as I walk through their gates.

 

It's a chance I'm going to have to take, because if I fail, then it won't just be Arcadia that falls, but so will Earth once the armies

of winter come crashing through portals like avalanches.





CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

I was on my way back to Windhelm, where I was wanted for a murder I didn’t commit. The last

time I’d been in the castle, I had spent a night in a frigid jail cell, waiting for the judges to hand down

my sentence. In the end, it had been the Prince who had decided my fate; I was to be executed for the

crime.

Only he hadn’t been Cillian at the time, but Radulf.

The Prince’s dead brother had somehow come back from death in spirit form and coiled himself

around Cillian’s soul like a snake. Now Radulf lived on within the Prince’s body, but not as a

passenger—not anymore, anyway. He was in the driver’s seat, now, and even though getting away

from him was probably the smarter idea, I was headed toward him.

Straight into the heart of the storm.

I had no idea what to expect back at the castle. Mira was convinced the Royal Selection had to

continue, and that even if the judges had decided to execute me, my execution would’ve been pushed

until after the selection was over. If that was true, and killing me was still on the cards, then as long

as the selection continued, I had a chance at doing what I needed to do.

Win, and restore my soul bond with Cillian.

Easy…

“You wanna know what I just realized?” Gullie asked. She was sitting on my shoulder, and we

were both riding up front with Mira.

“What?” I asked.

“We haven’t been bothered once the whole way back.”

Mira looked over at me, an eyebrow cocked. “She’s right,” Mira said, “I hadn’t considered it.”

“Last time we were through here, we were attacked by Vrren.”

“Didn’t someone say they only attack if they think they can win?” I asked, “They must know that

attacking us is probably only going to end bad for them.”

“It’s made for a quiet trip,” Gullie said, “That’s all I’m saying.”

“You bored, Gull?”

“I said quiet, not boring.”

“I think someone has a taste for adventure, now.”

“And what if I do?”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing wrong with that, only who would’ve thought the two of us would ever

set off on adventures… and like it?”

“I know. The world is upside down.”

“In more ways than one,” Mira said, pointing directly above us.

We were still in the woods, but the trees were spacing further apart as we reached the edge. The

canopy overhead had started thinning out, and through it I could see the sky—or the lack of it. Instead

of the crisp, Arcadian winter blues I had become accustomed to, there were only thick, churning, roiling clouds that darkened the closer we got to the castle.

They were so dense, almost no sunlight was able to filter through them. If they got any deeper, I

worried we wouldn’t be able to tell whether it was day or night, but there was little we could do

about it. The Veridian had stretched and become a massive entity ever since I’d had to… kill Cillian.

It had gotten more powerful, not less, and I feared it still had more strength to gain.

“We should be careful,” I said, as my heartrate steadily began to rise. “You know what the storm

brings with it.”

“Wenlow…” Gullie said, shuddering. “I hate them.”

“Don’t. They’re lost, and they’re being used. I kind of wish I could help them.”

“That’s your human side talking,” Mira said, “They wish no such thing for you.”

“I know… but I can’t help that.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Hey, don’t pretend my humanity isn’t endearing.”

Her eyes rolled. “I suppose it’s… somewhat infectious.”

I side-eyed her. “Somewhat?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t push it.”

“I don’t know,” Gullie said, “I mean, when we first met you, you were Miss Ice Queen covered in

stalactites. But now…”

Mira turned her eyes ahead. “Maybe I should harden those points again—” she suddenly pulled on

the reins, and Ollie, our huge, fluffy, white elk, came to a halt. “Dahlia,” she said.

There, at the edge of the forest, shapes were gathering. For a moment I’d feared they were

Wenlow, but when what little light there was reflected off their blue, full-plate sets of armor, I knew,

it was worse. Windhelm’s guards stood where the trees were at thinnest, at the boundary of the

woods. One of them already had a sword in his hand, drawn, the blade gleaming.

“It’s alright,” I said, “We expected this, didn’t we?”

“Not so soon,” Mira said, “I thought we wouldn’t run into them until we reached the bridge.”

“But it’s happened now, so we’ll adapt. We have a plan, let’s put it into action.”

“On it,” Gullie said, and she fluttered out of my hair and settled on Mira’s shoulder. A moment

later, she let herself fall against the white-haired fae’s skin. She was gone in a puff of glittering, green

dust, becoming a butterfly tattoo on Mira’s shoulder.

I took a deep breath as the soldiers began their advance on the carriage. Had they been waiting for

us? It felt like they had been. I found it a little suspicious they were already here, blocking the way out

of the forest. It was possible they knew we were coming, and we had prepared for that, but it wasn’t

an ideal situation.

It meant the Prince—Radulf—not only knew we were coming, but also knew we would be

arriving exactly here, at exactly now. He’d been watching us, or at the very least monitoring our

progress through the woods, and he’d had ample time to prepare for us.

The first of the soldiers raised his hand toward us. “No further,” he yelled, his voice bounding off

into the woods. “Disembark and prepare to surrender to us.”

“Surrender?” Mira called out. “For what reason?”

“By order of King Yidgam Wolfsbane and the crown, you are to disembark from your carriage and

accompany us back to the city. If you resist, we will have to use force.”

“You do know who we are, right?” I called out.

“I don’t care who you are.”

I glanced at Mira, then looked over at the guard. “But you know who I am, which means you know what I can do. We didn’t come here to fight. In fact, we are here because we are obligated to finish

your stupid competition, so we’ll happily accept an escort back to the city… but you’re not arresting

us.”

The guard stared at us from behind the slits of his metal helmet. His eyes burned blue, and crisp as

the once clear Arcadian heavens, but instead of a distant coldness, I saw the truth behind them. This

man despised me, and so did the rest of them.

I was under no illusions that any of these men would eagerly draw their swords and try to take us

down if they could. They had been told not to. That was the only reason why they had shown any kind

of restraint. I liked to think it was because they had been warned not to instantly resort to using force.

If Radulf had sent them, then he knew what he’d be sending his men into.

“Keep your carriage,” the guard said, “But follow us to the city, and don’t deviate from the path. If

you do—”

“—you’ll pull your swords out and make us wish we hadn’t,” Mira said, rolling her eyes, “We

know.”

The men stood aside; all but two, who moved toward the edge of the forest where another two

carriages were waiting. Each had another huge, white elk to pull it. They stood stoically, the soft

wind ruffling their furs. As we emerged from the woods, the other soldiers filed out behind us,

making sure to close the way so we couldn’t go back through.

Once our carriage had pulled up next to the others, and the soldiers had embarked, the riders

cracked the reins and got their elk moving. I looked over at Mira, confident that there wasn’t anyone

within earshot of us.

“We need to stick to the plan,” I said, “Don’t deviate, okay?”

“Why in the world would I deviate from our carefully crafted plan?” she asked.

“Because you’ve caught a bit of human now, and you may be prone to acting recklessly.”

Mira’s eyebrow arched. “Am I, now?”

“I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, only that we know what we’re expecting here. You and I both

know what’s going to happen next, because it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

“They’re going to split us up as soon as we reach the city.”

I nodded. “And they’re going to take me to him.”

Mira was the one who took the deep breath, now. “I have never liked that part of the plan. I was

hoping they would extend a little more hospitality toward us.”

“We did both kind of flee the scene after a murder.”

“Which you had nothing to do with, and I expect you to fight your case.”

“I will… that’s assuming the sentence hasn’t already been handed down by the judges.”

“If it had, I think these fine fae soldiers would’ve acted with a lot more aggression. You are the

white wolf, but they didn’t send only two men to bring you in. There were eight, and eight may have

been enough to drag you back into a cell.”

“You think so?”

“I know so. Dahlia, your powers are impressive. You are impressive. But you’re not invulnerable,

or invincible. You are flesh and blood, just like me. Just like them.”

“I won’t let it get to my head.”

“Ensure that it doesn’t. I suspect these people will do everything they can to break you, and it’s

going to start with the Prince.”

“I’m dreading having to see him again, but I’m ready.”

Mira leaned a little closer to me. “I know you can do what you have to do, if the moment calls for it and the opportunity arises. You’ve done it once before.”

“I hope I don’t have to do it again. I feel like he’s in there, Mira. I have to find out.”

“And if he’s not?”

“Then Cillian is already dead, and Radulf doesn’t deserve to hold onto his body.”

Mira settled back into the seat and looked forward. We trailed the carriages in silence for a while,

watching the snow, the mountains… the dark sky looming overhead. It felt different, coming back

here.

Darker.

More oppressive.

I remembered the first time I laid eyes on the city of Windhelm. As terrified as I was of what had

just happened to me, I couldn’t help but almost instantly fall in love with the place. It was like a

frosty, blue jewel in an otherwise all-white, barren landscape. It glittered and shimmered with light,

like a mirage that only grew bigger and more beautiful the closer we got.

Seeing it now made my heart sink into my stomach. I had come back to this place a more confident,

more powerful woman. I wasn’t scared anymore, but it felt to me like the city was. There was little

ambient light to bounce off its frosty spires and towers, the shadows loomed dark and deep, and the

long, slender bridge connecting it to the rest of the world looked more like a bony hand struggling to

keep its grip.

And there, churning and roiling high above, was the Veridian. The storm was silent, but the winds

were strong. They made the clouds move swiftly and in a circle around the city itself. Within them,

bursts of red light bloomed like quiet screams, and at the storm’s heart, its eye parted only to reflect

the blue glow of the frost stone directly beneath it.

This wasn’t the place I remembered.

This was a place of nightmares and darkness. It was a place of vile magic and danger. It was the

place I had to go to if I wanted to get back the man that I loved.





CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

Windhelm wasn’t the jewel in the snow anymore, but the city under the cloud. As the soldiers

escorted us across the bridge and into the city, I couldn’t help but notice just how empty the streets

were. There were no markets, no merchants, no stalls. The glimmering fountains were dead, the doors

and windows were all closed, and save for the sounds of the carriages and the elk dragging them

along, I could near little else but the rush of wind.

Where the hell was everybody?

It was like walking through an abandoned city. The eerie darkness, the silence, the lack of

movement and life, it didn’t sit well with me. The few people I did see on the streets were guards,

and they didn’t seem to take much notice of the carriages as we trundled over the cobbles toward the

castle.

As soon as we reached it, the soldiers that had been riding in front and behind us all dismounted

and surrounded our carriage. I looked over at Mira, took a deep breath, and nodded. Then I picked up

my blue dress and stepped off, leaving her sitting in the rider’s seat.

The first soldier that had spoken to us approached, one hand ready on the pommel of his sword,

another pointing at the huge, double doors that led to the castle. “That way,” he barked.

I stared at him. “First, I want your word that no harm will come to her,” I said.

The soldier returned the glare, then looked up at Mira. “She will not be harmed,” he said, through

his teeth. “You have my word.”

Breathing a little more easily, now, I headed up the stairs and toward the castle doors. Several of

the assembled soldiers had reached it before I had and had pushed it open for me to step through. A

few more of them followed me like shadows, their boots and bits of steel armor clinking at my back.

Each and every one of them was ready for a fight. I could feel it. The tension in the air was high,

unavoidable, unmistakable. It put me on edge, but I needed to keep my cool in here. As familiar as

this place had become since I had gotten here, it was clear that I was in enemy territory right now, and

I wasn’t welcome.

The castle, like the city outside, was almost entirely devoid of people. The one servant I did

happen to come across immediately scurried away as soon as he saw me and the soldiers marching

me through the corridor. Maybe my notoriety had something to do with that. Maybe it was the armed

soldiers marching me through the castle basically at sword-point.

Or maybe the Veridian had these people on edge all the time, too.

I couldn’t imagine they were happy with it hanging over their heads. The Veridian was the

boogeyman. It was a thing of pain and terror, and it brought with it the Wenlow; creatures capable of

paralyzing their fae prey before eating them. I hadn’t seen one yet, but given the state of this place, I

was expecting one at any moment.

Just like everybody else probably was.

The soldiers didn’t take me to the dungeons, but they also didn’t take me to my old bedroom.

Instead, they brought me into a jail cell I had become a little familiar with a little while back. It was a

small room that was sealed with a heavy door, but it had a window that overlooked the—now dark

and gloomy—city, and a couch to sit on.

The last time I’d been here was the day Mareen and her entourage had cornered me in the library

and brought most of it down on my head. Cillian came to see me shortly after I arrived, and it was one

of the first instances where we had spent time together alone. Come to think of it, the memory was a

good one, but it was about to be trampled on.

The heavy, iron keys in the door turned. My heart surged into my throat, my skin prickled all over,

and my hackles rose. This wasn’t a good feeling, tearing through me like a shockwave. It was anxiety,

dread, and anticipation sprinkled with a little hope.

Hope that his eyes would be blue, and not black, or red. Hope that he would step through that door,

and I wouldn’t see the man who had lunged as if to try to kill me only a few weeks ago. Hope that he

was my Prince, my Cillian, my belore, and not his brother Radulf.

That hope was dashed the moment I saw him.

He was wearing all black, which wasn’t unusual, but his eyes… they were black, too. He entered

the room, a dark cloak billowing behind him, and immediately laid his dark eyes on me. Cillian, my

soulmate, was nowhere to be seen on that man’s face. Even as he ran his fingers through his long,

black hair, as he’d often done before, there was nothing of the man I knew in those eyes.

I stiffened up and stared at him, every inch of me ready to fight at a moment’s notice. I had never

crossed swords with him before, and I remembered what he had done to us back in the forest—how

powerful he’d been, how easily he’d swept Ashera and the moon children aside with his dark magic.

None of that mattered to me right now. All that mattered was getting through this part alive.

“You made a mistake coming here,” he said, his voice a raspy growl in the back of his throat.

“I came here to see Cillian,” I said. “Where is he?”

“Gone, or didn’t I make myself clear the last time we met? Cillian is no more.”

“I don’t believe that.”

“So, you had to come and see for yourself?” He gestured to his own body. “Fine. Here I am.”

Pulling his cloak back, he revealed a dagger strapped to his belt.

“I know your game, Radulf. Even you aren’t powerful enough to send him away forever. You

could’ve killed me when you had the chance, but he stopped you.”

He scoffed. “Don’t lie to yourself.”

“I saw it. I saw the hesitation, and I heard you talk to him. I know he’s in there.”

“And I suppose you’re here to bring him back? You can’t. He’s mine, now. This body is mine, and

you… you have a choice.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I doubt if I’ll like whatever choices you have for me.”

He ran his hand through his black beard. “Yet, you have them all the same.”

“Humor me, Radulf. What are my choices?”

Radulf stepped a little closer, forcing me to back up a step closer to the window. There wasn’t

much room to move around in here. With a lunge, either of us could close the gap between us. Still, I

didn’t want to be anywhere near him. He repulsed me, even though he wore Cillian’s skin like a

perfectly tailored suit.

It wasn’t just that he was a spirit possessing another body; it was the stink of the Veridian. It was

all over him; radiated from him like cheap cologne. It was possible my oversensitive sense of smell

was making things worse, but I had a feeling I wasn’t exactly special here; that anyone and everyone

would be able to sense the darkness oozing off him.

“Renounce Cillian,” Radulf said, “Accept me as the rightful owner of this body, and allow me to

carry out my mission. In return, I’ll spare your life. I may even grow to like you, in time.”

Renounce him? “Or?”

“We have no need for you here. You have already been charged with murder here. Were I to kill

you right now, no one would stop me, or even punish me for it.”

I angled my head to the side. “I don’t think that’s entirely true.”

“Isn’t it?” He advanced another step, peeled back his cloak, and reached for his dagger. “How

about I prove it to you?”

“You wouldn’t, because you didn’t. He stopped you.”

“Ah, but a lot has changed since that day. I don’t have to remind you again that he’s gone, do I?” He

pulled the dagger from its sheath, and I saw the gleam of the blade for the first time.

I watched his footing and matched it, keeping him at as much of a distance as possible and

anticipating the moment when he might strike. “If he’s really gone, and you attack me, I’ll have no

problem in killing you.”

“Let’s put that to the test,” he hissed, and then he lunged.

Drawing the dagger fully out of its sheath, Radulf charged at me from across the room. The gap

wasn’t large, but he was far enough away that I could react and protect myself. I swerved to the right,

avoiding the thrust of his arm and the sharp point of his blade. I had an opportunity to retaliate, but I

didn’t take it, choosing instead to put a little more distance between us.

“See?” Radulf asked once he’d spun around. “You won’t do it.”

“And you can’t,” I said, “Or don’t you know your own customs?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I signed my name into the frost stone, and that means as long as I’m alive and the selection

continues, fate will make sure I’m protected.”

“I don’t see fate in this room right now, do you?”

He came for me again, this time with an angled swipe that was difficult to get away from. I had to

put my forearm in the path of his hand, hoping to catch his wrist. It worked, but the blade managed to

find my skin all the same. I winced from the pain, withdrawing for a second time and cradling my

arm.

It was bleeding, blood trickling all the way to my wrist and dribbling to the floor. I turned my eyes

up at him, and for the first time, I realized, he really was going to kill me. There was no care in those

black orbs, no thought toward the consequences of his actions, and no regard for my life. He wanted

me dead because he hated me, and he hated me because I was the one who had come between him and

his plan of possessing Cillian.

He wanted me dead, and if I gave him even an inch—or a shred of the benefit of the doubt—he

would take the opportunity and end my life.

“Make your choice,” Radulf snapped. “Stand by my side, or die where you stand.”

“Go ahead and try,” I snarled.

Enraged, Radulf roared and charged for a third time. I ducked off to the side, twirling around him

as if I was made of water. Radulf’s thrust fell wide of my body, and the momentum pushed him

toward the door. Turning around, I hurled my foot into his ribcage, sending him staggering away and

into the opposite wall.

He glared at me, panting, his black eyes like holes into hell itself. He grinned, flashing his enlarged

canines. “Very well,” he said, “At least I’ll get a good fight out of this.”

When he came at me again, I was ready for him. Despite being in possession of Cillian’s body, Radulf was clumsy, his movements fueled by rage and hatred rather than foresight and skill. It was

easy to avoid him, and maybe in open ground, I would’ve stood more of a chance than I did, but in the

tight quarters of the cell we were in, there wasn’t much room to move around.

I tried the door at one point, but it was locked, and the guard on the other side didn’t seem

concerned about what was going on in here. Radulf grabbed hold of my fur cloak, yanked it toward

him, and then pushed his dagger through it. Luckily, I had shrugged out of the cloak, otherwise the

dagger would’ve gone through my back.

By the time I turned around to defend myself from his next attack, Radulf was on me, with one hand

wrapped around my throat and the other one wound back, the dagger held in a reverse grip. He was

about to kill me. My life could’ve flashed before my eyes, but it didn’t. Instead, words came up from

somewhere deep within me.

Words I had dreaded using but feared were my only hope of avoiding the business end of that knife.

“I’m pregnant!” I croaked.

Radulf’s face twisted, his eyes widened, and for an instant, the blackness in them receded like ink

—revealing two crisp, bright, blue eyes.

Cillian’s eyes.





CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

 

The words rang out like a gunshot, then bounced off the walls in an almost endless echo.

“Cillian…” I gasped.

“D—Dahlia,” he had to struggle to say it, but he said it.

I felt his hold on my throat slacken and I cupped his face. “It’s me,” I said. “Oh my Gods, Cillian—

I thought I had lost you.”

“I also thought I was lost…” he paused, his gaze never once pulling away from mine. “He has a

grip on me I can’t break.”

“You just broke it.”

“No, you did. You pushed him down, that’s why he is scared of you. You still have the power.”

“But I can’t feel our bond… why can’t I feel it?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t need a bond to know that I love you, Dahlia, and that I’ll fight for you

until I’m dust.”

I kissed him, deeply, holding onto hope that I could keep him here, with me. That I could push

Radulf down again as I had done before… before the day I drove a dagger into Cillian’s heart and

killed him. But even I could sense that dark spirit’s presence.

It lingered like a shadow. Like a dark cloud that had receded, but only for a moment. He was

already gaining the strength to come back, and I didn’t know if there was anything I could do to keep

that from happening.

“Is it true?” Cillian asked, breaking the kiss to pant against my mouth.

“Can’t you sense it?” I asked, “It’s only been a few weeks, but even Mira could sense it.”

Cillian took a deep whiff of my hair, my neck, and my skin prickled with want. I felt my hands

move deeper into his hair, my fingers wrapping themselves around it as if for dear life. My chest

tightened and warmed. I knew I was in danger right now, that at any moment Radulf could reassert

himself and he wouldn’t be Cillian anymore.

That didn’t matter.

I wanted him, I wanted more of him. Here. Now.

“Dahlia…” he whispered against my ear.

“Yes?” I breathed.

“You… truly are pregnant?”

I held him more tightly. “I feel it, and you can smell it, so I must be.”

He pulled back and held onto my shoulders. “You need to run,” he said, “Right now.”

“I can’t, Cillian. Not without you.”

“You must,” he tugged on my arm and pulled me toward the door to the cell. “You can’t stay here.

It isn’t safe.”

I dug my heels into the ground to stop him from dragging me. “Cillian, you don’t understand. I came

here to get you back.”

He shook his head. “You can’t, Dahlia, not if you’re carrying our child.”

“I can’t leave you here to be smothered into nothingness!” I took hold of him again, pulling him

close to me. “You’re the man that I love, my mate, my Prince. I’m going to win that fucking Royal

Selection and get you back. I have to.”

“I won’t let you risk your life for me.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t see how you can stop me, and I know if the situation were reversed,

you would be trying to do the same.”

“Yes, but it’s different.”

“Why, because the maiden never saves the Prince? I’m rewriting that book, and you can either use

what little energy you have trying to help me get you back, or you can use it trying to send me away.

My mind, though, is set, and not even you can change it.”

Cillian stared at me as if I had somehow become someone else right in front of him. He rested his

hands on my shoulders, squeezed them a little, and brought his lips down to meet mine. But he didn’t

kiss me. Not right away.

“I have never…” he said, then paused, “Been more attracted to you than I am right at this very

moment.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Prove it.”

Cillian pressed me to him and kissed me with the strength of a hurricane. He spun me around,

picked me up, and pinned me against a wall. I wrapped my legs around his abdomen, my hands

around his neck, and I savored every second of it, relished every ounce of passion and excitement

pouring through me like a flood of liquid fire.

I wanted to tear his clothes off and take him, right here on the cold, frigid floor. I could care less

about a little chill, not that it would matter after a few moments anyway given just how badly I wanted

him right now. But I could feel him slipping, his control over his own body giving way.

I gripped onto him more tightly, hoping the warmth of my body would keep him with me, but he

started to tremble. I could feel his heart thumping hard inside of his chest, in his neck, in his

fingertips. He was falling, receding like the tide.

“Please don’t,” I whispered, “Don’t go…”

Cillian quickly put me down. “I have to,” he said, “I have to get away from you, as much as I can.”

“No wait!” I reached for him, but he shrugged out of reach and glared at me, and I saw the change

in his eyes. It was a quick and as sudden as it had been a moment ago, only this time it went from blue

to black, and it was one of the eeriest things I had ever seen.

“So,” he croaked, his voice rumbling off like he was gurgling something in his throat. “That’s how

you plan on getting me to spare your life?”

“Bring him back,” I snarled.

His reply was a single, cold, “No.”

“Then I’m going to have to drag him out of you and send you back into that storm.”

“I highly doubt you’ll succeed.”

“You’re going to have to kill me if you want to guarantee that, and I don’t think you will.”

“Because you’re carrying his child? You think that’s enough to stay my hand?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I don’t think it, I know it. I can feel it.”

“You feel nothing.”

“That’s not true. I’m human; I feel everything. And right now, I feel pretty confident that you’re

going to walk out of that door and let me live. Let us live.”

Radulf lunged toward me, grabbed my throat, and pinned me against the wall with such quickness I couldn’t react fast enough to stop him. “You overestimate your ability to draw compassion out of me.”

“I’ve already seen it, Radulf,” I said, though I struggled with the words. “I saw it that night, when

you spared my life. What happened? You were about to kill me, but he stopped you. How?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I? Then answer the question, because I’m dying to know. Was it because you cared enough

for him that you didn’t want to see me dead? Or did you care enough for me?”

Radulf blinked hard, his eyes widened, and he arched his head back. “Quiet,” he hissed.

“What’s the matter? Struck a nerve?”

He squeezed my throat a little more tightly, and I felt it close under his hand. I couldn’t draw a

breath, and all I could hear were the heavy thumps of my heart against the sides of my head. Though I

was rapidly losing consciousness, I couldn’t help but try to find some hint of what I sensed in his

eyes.

Radulf had full control of Cillian’s body. He could do whatever he wanted, say whatever he

wanted, go wherever he wanted, but he hadn’t killed me when he had the chance. Not that night in the

clearing, when we tried to exorcise him, and not right now, either.

Sure, a moment ago he had been seconds away from plunging a dagger into my heart—but would

he have done it, or was he trying to scare me? Was he capable of killing me outright? If he wasn’t

before he found out I was pregnant, then maybe now he was even less so.

The seconds passed, and I drifted closer toward unconsciousness. I still couldn’t find compassion

in his eyes, or even empathy, but there was something there besides endless darkness. Hesitation.

Unsureness. He released my throat, shoved me against the wall, and then turned around to leave the

cell.

Hacking and coughing, I struggled to catch my breath as my vision cleared. I hadn’t tried to pull

him off me, I hadn’t fought him back, but he had released me all the same. When he reached the door,

he turned around and glared at me.

“Don’t think for a moment this means I care,” he said. “If you are carrying a child, then it’s as

much his as it is mine. I intend to find out the truth of the matter, but make no mistake, if you’re lying,

you’ll wish I had killed you here today.”

Radulf opened the door and disappeared behind it before I could get another word out. It was

minutes before I had recovered the ability to speak again, although by that point there wasn’t anyone

left with me in the room to speak with. I hadn’t wanted to chance Radulf noticing Gullie’s presence,

so I had sent her with Mira, but I wished she was here right now.

I had gotten through to him.

I had seen Cillian, and that meant he was still in there—and he could be saved.

Slowly, I picked myself up off the floor and scanned the room I was in. I hadn’t been searched

before being dragged in here, and that meant they hadn’t confiscated the charm hanging from the

bracelet on my left wrist. I rubbed it between my fingertips and shut my eyes, coaxing the magic

inside of it to wake up.

“Melina,” I whispered, coughing once more to clear my throat. “Can you hear me?”

A moment passed, then another. I could feel the small, oval stone start vibrating between my

fingers as the magic it contained bloomed. “Dahlia?” came a voice beamed directly into the space

between my ears.

It was Mel, but she sounded fuzzy, and distant—this was nothing like our trial runs.

“I can’t hear you very well,” I said, “I think the storm is causing interference.”

“It’s the same on our end. Are you okay?”

“I made contact.”

“Made… contact? With Cillian?”

“He’s in there. I spoke to him.”

“Oh… fates… Dee, that’s huge! Where are you now?”

“In a cell, like we suspected. Mira and Gullie are together right now, but we’ve been separated. I

don’t know for how long. How are things over there?”

“We’re ready at a moment’s notice. Your uncle is itching for a fight, as is Ashera.”

“I still need to get accepted back into the selection, and then I have to win it. I don’t know how

many trials there will be, or how long this will take.”

“It takes as long as it takes. The moon children are waiting.”

“Thanks, Mel. It’s good to hear your voice again.”

“You too…” she paused. “When you see Gull again, tell her...” she trailed off, as if unsure what to

say next.

“Don’t worry, she knows.”

“Thank you. Stay safe, Dahlia. We’re with you.”

Nodding, I let the little charm rest against my wrist again and walked closer to the door to my cell.

There weren’t any guards outside, but the door had been locked and wouldn’t budge. That didn’t

mean I couldn’t blast it open or force it open. I felt like I could. But I hadn’t allowed myself to be

brought to a cell only to try and break out of it.

I needed to wait for them to come and get me. I needed to be put back on the Royal Selection—it

was the only way to get Cillian back. And now that I knew I had a shot, that he was still in there,

somewhere, it was all I wanted.

The only thing left to do now was prepare.





CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

 

It felt like hours had passed before the door opened again. Without so much as a glance, the guard

had instructed me to exit the cell and march down the hall. There were others waiting for me, all of

them wearing their blue full-plate suits of armor; each of them with a hand on their weapons.

Once I was out of the cell, they formed a perimeter around me and ushered me through the castle,

up some stairs, down this hallway and that. Eventually, I wound up at the door to a room I didn’t

recognize. It was a study of some kind, with shelves covered in books, a neatly organized table, and

several chairs to sit on.

Unlike most of the other rooms in the castle, this one was pretty bare, and sparsely decorated.

Whoever owned it didn’t care much for hanging decorations on the walls. It had a commanding view

of the castle’s left side, with the city rolling away beneath it, but that was about it.

Near the window overlooking the city was a coat rack—or at least, I had thought it was a coat rack

until it moved, turned, and looked at me. It was Tellren; the tall, lanky, stern-faced man I had come to

know quite well, especially during the second part of the royal selection.

His long, pointed ears twitched in unison with his curled moustache when he laid eyes on me. With

a simple hand-gesture, he had the guards leave us. They obeyed the order without questioning him,

filing out of the room quietly to wait on the other side of the door. Tellren, meanwhile, turned to face

me fully, one eyebrow cocked.

“I did not expect to see you again,” he said, through his teeth.

“Sorry to disappoint,” I said.

“Quite.” Tellren paused, then turned his nose up at me. “You look… different.”

“I’ve spent the better part of a month in the woods, so I should think so.”

“Quite,” he repeated.

“Are you going to say anything else? Why have I been brought here?”

He took a deep breath. “You have been brought here because fate decrees proceedings are to

continue. The Royal Selection has been postponed for far too long.”

“You haven’t kicked me out?”

“Not for lack of trying, I can assure you. You are, after all, a murderer and a fugitive.”

“I’m not a murderer.”

“Oh, is that so? Then I’m so terribly sorry, we must have made a horrible mistake.”

“You did. I didn’t kill Verona.”

“Wait, don’t tell me—it was Mareen, was it?”

I placed a hand on my hip. “Actually, it was. If you’d been paying closer attention, you would’ve

seen her do it.”

“The crime scene was carefully analyzed, Dahlia Crowe, and you are the murderer.”

“Well, then your people did a terrible job, because I saw Mareen do it. I was there.”

He looked like he was about to go off on me, to yell at me, to vent whatever frustration he’d been holding onto ever since I left. But fire and passion didn’t stand much of a chance in the heart of the

winter fae. The anger cooled quickly, the expression on his face freezing over again.

“This is irrelevant,” he said, “I am not here to argue with you about who did what. I am merely

here to prepare you for the next round of the competition. Clearly the judges saw fit to allow you to

remain with us, so you are being given another chance to fail.”

“That doesn’t sound very unbiased.”

His eyebrow couldn’t have arched any higher. “I would be surprised if you found a single person

in this entire court who wanted you to win. We would all much rather watch you fail, and then attend

your execution. But that can wait… I’m sure it won’t be long.”

I frowned at him. “You know, I liked you better before.”

“I too have found my tolerance for you has diminished, but I suppose you shouldn’t be surprised

given your current social status. You were the favored one, you know. The dark horse. And now…”

he trailed off, sneering and searching me with his eyes.

I was going to get tired of that very quickly, but it was clear I wasn’t going to change his mind with

words. He thought I was guilty. The rest of the court thought I was guilty. Trying to reason with them

wasn’t going to work. The only thing I could do was keep my head down and pass my trials.

If I won, and I married the Prince, then they wouldn’t be able to execute me… right? It was a lot of

faith to put in the coldest fae I knew, but barring clearing my own name and ousting Mareen as

Verona’s killer, I didn’t think I had many other options.

“Right,” Tellren finally said, “We should begin.”

“Begin what?” I asked.

He moved over to his desk, sat down behind it, and pulled out a pair of half-moon spectacles. He

breathed on them, carefully, then wiped the glasses down before slipping them onto the bridge of his

nose. He then turned his eyes up at me.

“Sit,” he said, his tone curt and sharp, and without so much as a hand gesture to trigger it, one of

the chairs slid aside, as if inviting me to park my arse.

I wriggled around it, and the chair tucked under my legs and pulled me closer to the desk. “I could

have just—”

“—theatrics,” he said, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “We are no different from beasts

without them.”

“Right… so, what happens now?”

“Now, I tell you where you stand and what is next. Your custodian has already been brought in

and… made comfortable. As soon as I am done with you, I will brief her. But you will have little

time to prepare for your first trial. The judges wish for the selection to commence post haste. Too

much time has already been lost.”

I nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“There are six women left in the selection. You are one of them.”

“Why wasn’t I eliminated?”

“Because you did as the judges asked—you killed the human.”

“I…” pausing, the words suddenly caught in my throat. I’d forgotten about that.

The Hammer.

It was Verona who had killed him, not me. The images came flooding back to me, as did the rush of

emotions that came with them. Mareen had kicked up a small storm that no one had been able to see

through. That was when Verona attacked and finished the Hammer, before turning her attentions on

me.

The court really was blind to what had happened in the eye of that storm. I had only survived

elimination because they thought I had killed the Hammer, and that meant two things. Number one, that

Mareen hadn’t told the judges the truth, and number two, that if the truth ever did come out, I was

done.

“Right?” Tellren said, his voice snapping me back into the seat.

“Yes…” I said, “What was the question?”

“I didn’t ask you one. You asked me.”

“Right…” I trailed off. A flash of light from outside caught my attention, and I found myself leaning

over to look up at the roiling storm circling overhead. It was dark, and thick. Lightning danced inside

of it. But it was quiet; eerily so. “Doesn’t that bother you?” I asked.

Tellren cocked an eyebrow. “Does what bother me?”

I pointed at the storm. “That?”

His jaw clenched. He looked like he had been about to speak, but he bit his tongue. “I don’t notice

it anymore.”

“Really? Because it’s all I’ve been able to notice ever since I got here.”

“Clearly you are far more distracted by flashing lights than I am.”

“And what are you implying?”

He slammed his hands against the table and pushed himself to his feet. “I am implying nothing,” he

barked, “But if you continue to interrupt me, I will have the guards—” he stopped himself abruptly by

wrapping a hand around his mouth.

I stared at him from the other side of the desk, my heart jammed inside of my throat and hammering

hard. Tellren returned my stare, only I saw something horrible in his eyes. It wasn’t anger, but fear.

Dread. He was holding his hand to his mouth as if he was worried that letting go would allow more

of whatever the hell that had been to come flooding out.

After taking a moment to compose himself, Tellren sat back down and tugged on his shirt as if to

straighten it. He cleared his throat. “As I was saying,” he continued, trying to make it seem as though

nothing had happened, “You are one of six contestants. The next phase of the selection, the final

phase, will be quick, but difficult. You will be tested on your physical and magical capabilities. You

will also have an audience with his majesty.”

“The King?”

“Indeed. I argued that you should not be allowed to see them, given that you are in fact a dangerous

murderer, but he seemed eager to meet you.”

“Eager…”

“Indeed. You shall be given an audience, assuming you pass your next—first—trial.”

A shudder worked its way through me. I had never met the King before, not personally, but I felt

like I had gotten to know him through Cillian. We had talked about him during our time back with the

moon children. Cillian had told me about how he had grown up in his brother’s shadow, how Radulf

was the favorite, the first, the heir, and how Cillian was more his mother’s son than his father’s.

It had been King Yidgam who had taken Radulf’s dying body to the Veridian to try and save his

life. Had he known what would happen to his son? Had that been planned? Or had it been some kind

of freakish accident that had transformed Radulf, once the heir of Windhelm with a bright future ahead

of him, into a psychotic, evil, parasite spirit—thing?

I would also be pretty cross if someone did that to me.

“Will I be sent back to a cell, now?” I asked.

“As much as I would prefer it if you were locked away in a cell, under guard,” Tellren said, “You are to be awarded the same comforts as the other contestants. Instead of staying at the palace,

however, you will be sent back to your original dormitory. That was a safety precaution I was able to

get the palace to agree too, at least.”

“I’m not a dangerous killer.”

He turned his eyes up at me and glared from across the rim of his spectacles. “Tell that to Verona.”

Tellren stood again. “Come,” he said, “We will get you a new uniform before you are sent to your

quarters.”

“Uniform?”

“Yes… by order of the Prince, contestants are to wear a specific uniform from here on out. There

will be no further fancy dresses or elaborate frocks between now and the end of the selection.”

“The Prince said that, huh? Was it Cillian or Radulf?”

Tellren sucked a deep breath in through the nose and glared at me. “What did you say?” he hissed.

Oh shit. They don’t know?!

“Nothing,” I said, “I didn’t say anything.”

“Why did you say that name?”

“I didn’t! I don’t know what I’m talking about. I must be delirious from all the travelling.”

It took a moment for Tellren to break his stare-down, but when he finally did, he marched over to

the door and flung it open. “Out,” he said, pointing at the hallway beyond it.

Not wanting to aggravate him any further, I headed through the door, keeping my eyes low to the

ground. The guards were waiting for me outside, only this time Tellren joined us as we made our way

through the castle.

They don’t know, I thought to myself. They must not have known, and of course, how could they

have known the truth? Radulf was dead. It wasn’t just that he was dead—he had been all but stricken

from the record, and what records did exist had been scratched through by an angry hand.

For all anyone knew, Cillian was the Prince of Windhelm, and not Radulf.

I hadn’t expected that, but that was probably only the first wrinkle I was going to have to deal with.

This wasn’t the castle I remembered, but a house of horrors. There was no telling what waited for me

around the next corner. If I was going to survive this, I needed to be on my toes now more than ever.





CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

 

Tellren and the guards led me through a more familiar part of the castle, now. The white walls

could sometimes feel like they went on and on, one hallway almost indistinguishable from the last, but

it was the configuration of windows and doors that gave it away. This was my old home, the place I

had been brought to the day I was kidnapped.

One of the guards unlocked the door, and Tellren gestured for me to go through. The room hadn’t

changed since I’d last been here. I found my large bed covered in furs, my dining table, my wardrobe,

dresser, bathroom—the huge window overlooking the castle. It was all here, but there was something

else, too.

Something out of place.

A tall, rectangular box, judging by its shape, stood on its own in the middle of the room, covered in

thick, deep-blue drapes. The box itself was easily as tall as I was, maybe even a little taller, but I

couldn’t see past the curtains. As I entered the room and got a little closer to it, I thought I could

hear… humming coming from somewhere inside.

“What is this?” I asked.

“That will be revealed shortly,” Tellren said as he followed me into the room. He walked over to

the dining table, stopped, and turned to look at me. “I am required to ask if there is anything I can get

you that may help you in your trials.”

“And judging by your tone, I can tell you’re thrilled to be offering any kind of help at all.”

“This is my usual tone.”

“Even for a winter fae, you’re coming off pretty cold.”

“Is there anything you need? Or can we be rid of each other?”

I looked about the room. Besides the furniture and the furry blankets, there wasn’t much else in

here. No weapons, no suits of armor, not even any food. “I’d like a sewing machine,” I said.

“A sewing machine?”

“I am a seamstress by trade. I’d like to be able to continue showcasing my skills.”

He stared at me flatly. “Very good. Anything else?”

“Threads, fabrics, equipment for me to be able to create dresses from scratch if needed. I’ll make

a list for one of your guards. I’d also like a warm meal and something to drink—but no wine.” I

paused. “Actually, yes, I’ll take some wine.”

Tellren cocked an eyebrow. I hadn’t seen him take so much as a note, but then again, I hadn’t asked

for much. Even though I knew what kind of status a contestant of the Royal Selection had, I still felt

awkward asking for too much. I had been brought up to take only what I needed, and no more. Yes, I

could’ve done with a weapon or two, spare sets of clothes; I could even have asked to have Mira

room with me while I was here, but I didn’t.

Taking a deep breath, Tellren walked over to the center of the room and stood near the box under

the drapes. The humming had intensified, at least it felt like it had. It sounded like a melody of some kind; soft and distant, ethereal, ghostlike. It was beautiful… then I remembered where I was, and I

realized whatever was under there wasn’t going to be good.

“I would like to introduce you to your new roommate,” Tellren said, and with a gesture of his hand,

the blue drapes flew up and away to fall neatly on my bed, revealing what had been under them.

It wasn’t so much a box as it was a giant ice-cube. Wispy fingers of cold air seeped away from the

cube, which was covered in a layer of thin, white frost. Behind it, I thought I saw something dark…

not a shape, exactly, but some kind of weird distortion. I had to get close if I wanted to get a better

look, but every inch of me warned against that.

“What… is it?” I asked.

“This is going to make sure you don’t do anything foolish,” Tellren said. “Like conspire to commit

another murder.”

“Conspire? I don’t conspire.”

“And you won’t. Come here.”

I watched him, my eyes fluttering between Tellren and the cube. I didn’t see another alternative but

to get close, and part of me did want to know what was in there; what kind of monster they were

forcing me to room with to keep me on the straight and narrow—like I even needed to be supervised.

Reaching the cube, I realized that the thing inside it was constantly shifting and changing shape. It

was dark blue, almost black, and it moved around inside the cube as if inside it there were liquid

water instead of it being frozen solid.

The shape inside swam up to the edge of the cube and slammed into it, making the whole thing

rattle. For an instant I caught a glimpse of something that looked almost squid-like. It had tentacles, I

thought, a whole bunch of eyes, and pulsating blue skin.

“You are making me room with a squid?” I asked.

“I do not know what a squid is,” he said, “This is a creature known as an Ulhan. Their name is

Tula, a particularly ancient Ulhan that has lived for many centuries, seen many things, and shown

others many, many more.”

“So, it’s a pet?”

“They are not a pet!” Tellren snapped. He then turned to the ice cube, bowed his head, and clasped

his hands. “I apologize. She is an ignorant half-breed with no grace, manners, or redeeming qualities

of any kind.”

“Hey!” I protested.

“Silence,” Tellren hissed. “This is why we require your help, Tula. Please ensure she is kept in

line.” A pause, then Tellren nodded. “Yes, of course. At once.”

“Wait, did you just speak to… them?”

Tellren turned his gaze on me. “See to it that you do not offend Tula. They can make your time here

exceedingly pleasant, or insufferable. The choice is yours.”

“They… what?”

He didn’t say another word, choosing instead to ignore me completely as he made his way out of

the bedroom. The guards left with him. A moment later, I heard the door lock from the other side,

meaning they didn’t want me roaming the castle unsupervised. That was fine. I didn’t have anywhere

to go.

Taking a deep breath, and giving Tula one last glance, I turned around and went to sit on my bed—

only the entire room had changed. I wasn’t in the castle anymore, but on Carnaby Street. I could hear

the cars beeping and trundling along on the road just around the corner. There were people walking

past the edge of the alley, some holding shopping bags, others rushing to get to some appointment or other.

It was a beautiful day in London; crisp, bright, and sunny.

I spun around on the spot again and saw the Magic Box sitting at the end of the alley. I wasn’t far

from it, maybe a few paces. The door was shut, but the lights inside were on. Beyond the front

window, I saw Mother Pepper manning the front desk. She had a stack of papers in front of her, and

she was diligently flicking through them, pausing only to lick her thumb so she could more easily turn

the pages.

I rushed up to the door and went to open it, but I struck an invisible barrier and got instantly pushed

back several paces. Staggering, my hand numb from where it had struck the forcefield, I stared at the

window to the Magic Shop, wondering why I couldn’t go inside.

“Pepper?!” I called out. “Can you hear me?”

She couldn’t. I watched her pick up a piece of paper, set it aside, and sign it before returning to the

stack to continue her work. Mother Evie came into view a moment later. She was moving through the

shop, organizing rolls of fabric and doing a little dusting here and there. She used to do that whenever

she needed to think through a problem.

“Evie?” I yelled again.

“You are a ghost to them,” came a soft, deep voice. I couldn’t tell whether male or female—it had

a little of both in it, as well as a strangely melodious quality. “They cannot hear you.”

I looked around, searching for the source of the voice, but I couldn’t find it. “Who said that?” I

asked.

“I am Tula…”

“Is this a dream?”

“This is the present. I am showing you what you want to see.”

I frowned. “This is… the Magic Box right now? I don’t understand.”

“This was your home once. Those are your mothers. Pepper, Evie. Helen is nearby. They worry

about you, they have not seen you in some time, but life continues.”

“Why are you showing me this?”

“Because it is important for you to know what I can see. What I know. What I can do. I can show

you what you want to see… if you behave.”

I paused. “And if I don’t?”

The world around me shifted, broke apart like it was made of water, only to rematerialize around

me. I wasn’t on the street anymore. I was in an apartment, and I felt like I was still in London. In fact,

once I moved over to the window, I realized I was still on Carnaby Street—was still in the alley

overlooking the Magic Box, only at a slight angle, and at least two floors up.

“What is this?” I asked.

I heard footsteps nearby and turned immediately at the sound. The room was dark, and only slightly

furnished. There was an armchair, old and scuffed. A small table, a chair, an inert fireplace. Thrown

behind the chair was a black coat that looked like it belonged to a man. I moved toward it as if to try

and pick it up, when a man turned the corner from one of the adjoining hallways.

He was short, and slender, with a messy mop of dark hair. Two, finger-length white antlers curled

up and out of his forehead, he had a scar on the left side of his face that looked like it came from a

knife, and two pointed ears—the trademark of the fae. He wore all black, from the boots all the way

to his gloves, and there, strapped to his belt, were two daggers.

“Who are you?” I called out, but he couldn’t hear me.

The man walked right through me, as if I were made of mist, and perched himself by the window overlooking the alley. It didn’t look like he was in any kind of rush, like he had all the time in the

world; like he was waiting for something.

“Tula?” I asked, “What is this supposed to be?”

“This is what you don’t want to see,” came Tula’s voice.

“Is this real?”

“The man you are seeing is an assassin, particularly skilled in defeating human mages. Watch him

as he waits to be given the order to strike.”

My heart surged into my throat and started hammering. “Strike?! What are you talking about?!”

“There is no need for alarm. Behave, and no harm will come to your mothers. Don’t, and I will

show you their deaths as they happen.”

“No… you can’t do this! They’ve done nothing wrong!”

“I do nothing. I only show. This is a consequence of your actions, Dahlia Crowe. Do not give them

a reason to kill your mothers. Do not give me a reason to plague your dreams with the sounds of their

death throes.”

The world started to shift again, to disappear as if it was being blown away. For a mad instant, I

thought I caught the assassin looking over at me—maybe even grinning—before he, too, became little

more than darkness. A moment later, I was back in my bedroom, my heart still hammering, my skin ice

cold.

I turned around and stared at the ice cube. “It’s not real,” I said, “It can’t be real.”

“It is real, Dahlia. He waits to be told to attack… so long as you cooperate, the order will never

come.”

I suddenly lost the ability to breathe. Staggering back a step, I felt myself fall—arse first—onto the

bed. My mothers… they were in danger, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Nothing except

cooperate.

I was a prisoner of Windhelm again, but this time, my life wasn’t the only one at stake.
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Tula’s constant presence was a persistent reminder of the danger my mothers were in. The weird,

squid-like creature didn’t move much within the confines of its icy prison. They didn’t speak, hadn’t

spoken since they’d delivered their message, leaving me to try to figure out what had been creepier—

their message, or the silence that followed.

It was a silence that stretched for what felt like days. I had come to this place as the victim of a

kidnapping, but I had also become something of an esteemed guest. Eventually, I’d even reached some

kind of celebrity status. But now? It felt like everyone here wanted me dead. Everyone, of course,

except Mira.

When the door unlocked and she was allowed into the room, I could’ve vaulted across the distance

between us to wrap her in a hug. I didn’t, though. I had to control myself, because the last thing I

wanted was for anyone to get the impression that we were too close.

As far as I understood, Mira hadn’t been charged with anything yet.

I wanted to keep it that way.

She came in escorted by two guards, who fixed me with a cold, hard stare from across the

bedroom before leaving again. I heard the heavy lock on the door slam shut once it had been closed.

Mira noticed the Ulhan sitting in its ice box straight away, and grimaced.

Her lips pressed into a thin line. “I was afraid of this,” she said, keeping her voice low—not that I

thought that would help.

I carefully walked over to her. “You know what this is?”

She nodded. “It means they showed you something terrible.”

I swallowed hard. “My mothers…” I paused, glancing over at the Ulhan, “Is it safe to talk around

them?”

“They are here to show you things, not report to others. But it’s more than likely this room is being

scried upon, so we should be careful with what we say.”

“I don’t care if they listen to this. Mira, they’ve got an assassin trained on my mothers. He’s…

literally living next door to them. Tula said they’ll kill my mothers if I don’t behave. I don’t even

know what that means. And the Prince…”

“The Prince?”

“I saw him… he came to visit me in the cell they shoved me into. I saw him, Mira.”

Her eyes narrowed. She was clearly also conscious of the elephant in the room. “Him?”

I nodded. “I had to put words to something I wasn’t ready to put words to, but it was enough to pull

him up from… whatever dark place he’s in. He’s in there, Mira. He’s still there.” I groaned. “I have

so much to say, but I can’t talk candidly about it with you and it’s going to drive me insane.”

Mira shut her eyes and lowered her head. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know this would happen,

but I had a suspicion they would do something underhanded. We should do our best not to aggravate

anyone, keep our heads down, do what we came here to do.”

I nodded. “That I can do. I guess I need a distraction from the impending doom. I just wish I could

get a message to them, to warn them.”

“You know that’s impossible.”

“I know… but that doesn’t magically drive the thoughts out of my mind. Have you been briefed

about the first trial?”

“I have… albeit reluctantly.”

I walked over to the dining table and sat down on the high-backed chair. “Did they treat you like an

undesirable too?”

“My reception was colder than I had anticipated, and that’s saying something considering where

we are.”

I shook my head. “It’s hard to believe a few… I don’t know how long it’s been anymore, but when

I got here, you were absolutely one of them, and now you’re not.”

“What can I say? A good teacher showed me what I was missing.”

“Are you talking about me?”

“No, I’m talking about the other almost human I happened to get lumped with at the start of this

competition.”

“Hey, I didn’t like it anymore than you did.”

“I suppose we made it work in the end.” Mira looked around the room. “It feels different now,

doesn’t it?”

“I don’t know if it’s the storm, or if it’s just the fact that we’ve been treated like prisoners since we

got here, but yes. It’s different.”

“It’s probably a little of both. I have been feeling the storm’s effects ever since we got here…”

I frowned at her. “Effects?”

“They’re mild, don’t worry. Perhaps because I haven’t been exposed as long. But I’m feeling more

agitated than usual. I normally have a handle on my emotional state, but I feel the storm chipping away

at that composure.”

I leaned in to lower my voice. “Tellren snapped at me earlier… is that the same thing?”

“Snapped?”

“I happened to mention… something. Someone whose name I shouldn’t have mentioned. Someone

who is supposed to be dead, but no one knows is back?”

Mira nodded, understanding. “What happened?”

“He lost it for a moment. I’ve never known Tellren to be anything besides cold, uninterested, and a

bit of a dick. But he’d never lost his temper like that.”

“If I am already feeling the storm’s effects, and I’ve only been under its influence for a few hours, I

can’t imagine what the rest of the winter court must be feeling considering how long they have been

under it.”

“Do you think it’ll affect you the same way it affects the others? Or me, for that matter?”

“We have witnessed first-hand your resilience to the storm’s effects. I don’t think it will affect you

as strongly as it will me…”

“Mira… I can’t lose you to this thing too.”

She took my hand, and strangely, the coldness of her touch filled me with warmth. “You won’t. I

promise.” Mira carefully turned to the side and pulled up her hair, offering me a glimpse of the back

of her neck where Gullie was resting as a tattoo against her skin. It was a quick gesture that could’ve

been seen as a simple hair-flick, but I’d gotten the message.

I wouldn’t lose Mira, and I wouldn’t lose Gullie. They were both here with me, and as long as that was true, there was hope that I’d reach the other side of this thing in one piece.

“Alright,” I said, breathing deeply. “How about we talk about this first trial, then?”

Mira nodded. “There aren’t many left. Apparently, his highness wants the selection finished as

quickly as possible.”

“Of course.”

“Though I have not been given a solid briefing, as far as I understand it, there will be three trials—

a test of physical prowess, a test of magical ability, and a test of endurance.”

“They all sound… heavy.”

“They are. This is the final stage of the selection, there are only a handful of you left. This is where

we find out which of you is fit to lead the armies of winter against their enemies. Aronia is still the

favorite…”

“She’s still in this?”

“So are Mareen, and Kali… and anyone else who wasn’t eliminated during the last trial. The

entire selection was put on hold when you escaped.”

“Why didn’t the judges just eliminate me and make it carry on?”

“Well… because the Prince also vanished. You must understand, it was an unprecedented situation.

Never in the history of the Royal Selection has a Prince or Princess fled the palace in the middle of

the competition.”

“Even if all of that is true, they think I killed someone. They were going to execute me… surely

that’s grounds for elimination?”

“I asked about that, and it turns out the judges were torn on whether to eliminate you or not. An

elimination vote needs to be unanimous, and there were two who thought you deserved to remain in

the competition.”

“Two judges… what about the murder?”

“I’m sure that factored into deliberations, but the votes were cast, and you were spared.

Remember, it was the Prince who suggested you’d be executed. The order didn’t come from the

judges.”

“So, if I’m understanding this right, the fact that some people think I’m a murderer doesn’t matter to

the Royal Selection? The whole murder thing is separate?”

“The whole murder thing is the reason why an Ulhan has been assigned to your bedroom, it is the

reason you have been shown what you have been shown. Some think you’re guilty and should be

eliminated and executed, others think you should be allowed to remain in the competition and make

your case that way.”

“Then I’m going to make my case.” I looked down at the silvery mark on the back of my hand. “I’m

going to show them all who I really am.”

A slight smirk crossed Mira’s lips. “I am very much looking forward to seeing that.” She paused.

“You may very well need the edge, especially tomorrow. This first trial will be one of speed and

agility.”

“I can do fast and agile. I think.”

“You can. You have been training to be quick on your feet ever since you got here, and now you

have new abilities that bolster those skills.”

“Do you know what I’ll be going up against?”

Mira lowered her eyes. “Another contestant,” she said, offering me a somber look. “There are only

five girls left, and three trials to go. At the end of each trial there will be a victor and a loser. The

loser will be eliminated, the victor will proceed.”

“Wait… five? That’s an odd number. How does that work?”

“Aronia will skip this first round, given her current position as frontrunner in the competition. Your

opponent will be Kali.”

My skin prickled. “Mareen’s minion?”

“I’m afraid so. She is quick, as quick as you—perhaps more so. I don’t want to suggest you may

have to rely on your ability to shapeshift to edge her out, but…”

“I’ll do what I have to do. It’ll feel good to knock her out of the competition given all the shit she

and her friends have put me through.”

“We should get started, then,” she said, standing up. “It’s been a while since the two of us trained. I

want to make sure you haven’t forgotten how.”

I stood up, then frowned at her. “You’ve seen me fight.”

“Yes, but that was some time ago. You spent a while stuck in a tent, remember?”

“That’s a low-blow, and even you know it.”

“Maybe so, but someone needs to wake you up and whip you back into shape, and I don’t have a

lot of time to do it in. We’ll train, then we’ll eat, and then you’ll try on your new uniform.”

I glanced over at the bed. Tellren had left it before leaving the room earlier. It was black, and

bland. Made of leather, or some other kind of thick hide. I didn’t like the way it looked, I didn’t like

the way it smelled, and it was probably going to chafe. As soon as Tellren came back with that

sewing machine, I intended on making a bunch of alterations to it.

“I hate it,” I said.

“You’re not supposed to like it,” Mira said, “At least, that’s the impression I get from this

wonderful piece.”

“Does everyone else have to wear one too, or is it just another punishment for me?”

“No, everyone will be wearing the same thing. I suppose it’s part of their new aesthetic, now.”

I sighed. “Alright, if you’re going to make me train, then we’d better do it fast. I can already feel

the gravity of the situation starting to bubble up again like acid reflux.”

Mira took my shoulders in her hands. “Try to relax. I know it’s difficult, but we’re going to get

through this. All of us.”

“Even him?”

She nodded. “Even him. Now, come—let’s practice your fancy feet.”
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I didn’t sleep great that night. It felt like, no sooner had my head hit the pillow, that Mira was

waking me up with breakfast. Only, I wasn’t hungry. I realized I had barely eaten since I’d gotten here,

but this place, this environment, it just wasn’t the kind of situation where healthy appetites could

thrive.

That rule didn’t seem to apply to Mira, though. She looked well-fed and about as sharp as a

razorblade at all times. I was thankful for that. Thankful for her. I couldn’t say it as often or as loudly

as I wanted to, but I was sure she knew all the same.

She helped me get into my new suit of leather armor. She fastened my dagger to my belt. She tied

my gunmetal, silvery hair into a tight bun that couldn’t be easily grabbed and pulled. If not for her, I

would’ve walked into this trial horribly unprepared.

The best I could offer as a thank-you was a squeeze of the hand moments before the guards showed

up to escort us the arena.

The last time this had happened, the castle’s halls had been filled with courtiers, each wanting to

get a glimpse of the contestants as they marched toward their trials. Now, though, the halls were

empty. Devoid of any and all signs of life. There was only the frost on the walls, the bitter cold, and

the ear-grating sound of metal grinding on metal coming from the soldiers’ armor.

We were led toward the arena, the Royal Selection’s old venue of choice. Even before the doors

were opened to let us in, you could hear the roaring of the crowd of gathered courtiers on the other

side of it. Not so today. It was dead quiet on the other side of those doors. Not a cheer, not a boo, not

a peep.

One of the guards pushed the doors open, making a cracking sound that shot outward like gunfire to

echo in the chamber beyond it. Once the doors were open, another guard shoved me with the pommel

of his sword, forcing me to walk. I glared at him, and he glared back from behind his full-plate

helmet, but it didn’t go further than that.

Now wasn’t the time or the place.

Quietly, and with Mira by my side, I walked through the doors and into the arena. The space was

grand, and wide, and open. The floors were the deep blue of a frozen lake, there were large, blue

columns scattered around, and on the royal dais, there was movement. But the rest of the coliseum

was deathly quiet, and empty.

The entire ring that surrounded the arena, the ring that was usually filled with courtiers who had

the means to flock to this place to enjoy the festivities, was silent. There wasn’t a soul up there, no

one to watch, and cheer, and applaud.

That fact alone wracked my entire nervous system, shaking me to the core because it meant this

trial, today, wasn’t about entertaining the masses. It wasn’t going to be a show, there wasn’t going to

be any pageantry. It was a fight that would be watched only by a handful of people.

Namely, the royals.

Already I could see them gathering on the balcony. The servants and guards emerged first,

followed by King Yidgam… and then the Prince. I watched them both take their high-backed, ornate

seats at the front of the balcony and waited for Queen Haera to arrive, but she didn’t.

“Where’s the Queen?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mira said, “But I don’t like the way this feels.”

I turned my eyes up at the skylight hanging over us. It used to fill the chamber with light from the

heavens, making the snowy white furnishings sparkle. Right now, it was dark; there was only the

storm, the clouds, and the occasional spurt of lightning, casting looming shadows all throughout the

coliseum.

“I don’t like it either,” I said, “This is dark, and I don’t mean that just because of the storm.”

“No, you are right,” she said, turning to face me and grabbing me by the shoulders. “Promise me

you’ll be careful…”

“Always… you know I will be.”

“I know, but,” she paused, trailing off. “Just, good luck.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Mira. I’ll see you soon.”

With a light bow, first to me, then to the royals, Mira turned around and headed back toward the

doors from which we had emerged. That left me standing alone in the center of the arena, with the

King and the Prince bearing down on me. I could feel the weight of their gaze, the heat of their stare.

It made my skin prickle because I knew, I could tell, that the King was perfectly aware of what had

happened.

Radulf had taken over, and King Yidgam could not be more overjoyed to have his first boy back. I

could see it in the closeness of their seats, in the way the King made sure his son had all the ale he

could want, and in the way they were both looking at me. They each had the same, predatory glare that

was halfway between a smirk and a scowl.

Like the eyes of hungry wolves.

I kept waiting for Lord Bailen to say something. Anything. But for the longest time, there was only

silence and the occasional flash of soundless lightning. Then, finally, the doors opened again, and in

marched Kali. The fae entered the arena with a swagger, her knife already clutched firmly in her hand.

The moment I saw it, I turned to face her and prepared myself.

I wasn’t sure what was happening. No announcement had been made, no one had said a word, but

she was coming at me like she was about to try and drive that knife into my throat. I drew mine and

readied it—that made her finally stop advancing, but she pointed the tip of her dagger at me and

scowled.

“You killed Verona,” she said, her voice echoing through the darkened chamber. “Now, I’m going

to kill you.”

“Kill me?” I asked, “What are you talking about?”

She pouted. “Oh, was your custodian not informed?”

“Informed of what?”

“The trial has begun!” came a booming, roar of a voice from the royal balcony. I turned, sharply,

and saw the King standing, cupping his mouth with his hands. “Before each of you stands an enemy.

Be sure they do not leave this place alive.”

“Alive?!” I said, “Nobody said I would have to kill anyone!”

“But you already have,” Kali hissed, her words like venom, “And winter doesn’t forgive.”

She didn’t give me another second to prepare myself. Without further warning, she lunged,

throwing herself toward me with the speed and viciousness of a coiled snake. She reminded me of Verona, the way she moved and swiped with her dagger, but despite the system shock of the

announcement I’d just heard, I was ready to parry her blow.

I realized, then, as our daggers met and vibrated, that I was stronger than her. Stronger, and maybe

even a little faster. Only I wasn’t prepared to outright kill her. She was, however, prepared to kill me;

eager, even. That made her far deadlier than I had imagined.

“I didn’t kill Verona,” I said, while our blades remained locked.

“Liar,” she snapped. “I was there. I know what I saw!”

“Then you would’ve seen Mareen whip up that little storm that obscured us from the rest of the

coliseum.”

“Stop trying to defend yourself with words and defend yourself with that knife.”

Kali pulled away, but only for an instant. Half-a-heartbeat later she was on me again, delivering a

flurry of quick, but precise blows that could’ve crippled me if I’d allowed them to hit their marks. I

focused instead on defense, on ducking, and weaving, and parrying, trying to wear her down the same

way I wore down Verona.

But Kali was relentless. Like a hurricane, she kept coming; slashing, thrusting, kicking. She tried to

trip me up, but when her foot made contact with mine, she wasn’t strong enough to knock me over. I

bashed her across the side of the face with my elbow, sending her staggering back a few paces.

Blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

She turned her eyes up at me and grinned. “There you are,” she said, “There’s the fighter I was

expecting to find.”

“You don’t have to do this, Kali,” I said, “I don’t want to kill you.”

“It has already been decided. If I don’t kill you, I fail. If you don’t kill me, you fail. Either way,

only one of us is walking out of here alive.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way! We can tell them we don’t want this.”

“And then we’ll both be eliminated. No. I’m going to kill you, bring justice to Verona, and then I’m

going to win this competition.”

“You really think you’re going to beat Mareen? Or even Aronia? I hate to break it to you, but

you’re just a Mean Girl, not the queen bee.”

She frowned. “Queen bee?”

“Right, I forgot you lot don’t watch movies.”

“What is a movie?”

I rolled my eyes. “I liked it better when you were attacking me.”

“Then prepare yourself!”

Kali launched herself at me again, this time with a little more skill and speed than she’d shown

until now. As I dodged her attacks, it almost felt like she was finding more energy instead of it

draining away, making me wonder if she had batteries under her plain, black leather armor.

I realized I wasn’t going to get very far by only defending against her attacks, so I decided to go on

the offensive.

As soon as I found an opening, I jabbed my knife toward her midsection, hoping to nick the skin

just enough to make her re-think her stance. But getting hold of her was difficult. She moved like

water. It was as if my thrusts were going harmlessly right through her. I wasn’t fast enough to catch

her skin, and when I did make contact with her body, the armor did a good enough job at keeping the

knife at bay.

These things are tougher than they look.

It was during moment of distraction that Kali round-house kicked my knife out of my hand, sending it clattering across the blue floor. She aimed the tip of her dagger at me and grinned in triumph. She’d

disarmed me, and that severely limited my chances of beating her in this competition.

That’s what the look on her face said, at least.

“You’re not as good as you think,” she said.

I looked over at the dagger and went to move toward it, but Kali tightened her stance, delivering a

warning against picking up that knife without saying a word. “Kali, I’m giving you one more chance,”

I said, “Don’t do this.”

“Don’t kill you? I’m afraid we are passed that point, now—and now you don’t have a weapon.”

“That doesn’t mean you’ve won.”

“Tell me, did Verona share any last words with you before you killed her?”

“I didn’t kill her.”

“Answer the question!” she roared.

“You’ll have to ask Mareen. She’s the one who killed Verona. I was too busy trying to figure out

how to stop the bleeding to worry about what Verona had to say.”

“More lies.”

“Kali, don’t!”

It was too late. She didn’t want to hear what I had to say, her mind had already been poised enough

that my words would fall on deaf ears. This time, when she threw herself at me, I was unarmed—but

that didn’t mean I was defenseless. I hadn’t wanted to do this, but now seemed like the time.

I backed away from her blade, jumping slightly to avoid her deadly slashes once, twice. After the

third strike, I rolled away from her, shifting into my wolf form as soon as I righted myself. When Kali

saw me—large, and white, with my fangs barred—she stared, stunned.

I could only hope she had realized what a horrible mistake she had made.
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“W-what is this?!” Kali shrieked, and I heard the wobble in her voice—the sudden surge of fear.

Arching my back and lowering my snout to the ground, I snarled at her. “Don’t,” I growled.

“How did you do that?”

“It doesn’t matter how I did it. What matters is, I’m giving you a choice. Don’t attack me, don’t try

to kill me—don’t make me kill you.”

“This has…” she paused, scanning me, then repeated herself. “This has to be some kind of trick.”

Her eyes turned toward the royal balcony as if she expected to see some kind of sign from the King or

the Prince.

Neither man offered her any sign except, maybe, for excitement. They were both standing, now,

both men watching proceedings carefully from their perch—not quite like wolves now, but like birds

of prey waiting for their moment to swoop down on us from above.

Earlier, when I thought this trial served no entertainment value for the fae, I had been wrong. We

were performing for an audience of two, and the thought made me sick to my stomach. As much as I

wanted to push that idea out of my head and focus on the trial, focus on making sure this woman didn’t

do anything stupid, I couldn’t.

Without so much as a word, the King had made it clear he knew what force was driving Cillian’s

body, and he was happy about it.

I saw the way Kali’s knife trembled in her hand, and when she caught me noticing her, she

tightened her grip around it. “Do you think some cheap trick is going to scare me?” she hissed.

“This isn’t a trick. I’m a moon child—I’m the white wolf, and I’ve come here to help you. All of

you.”

“Help us? Why would you help us?”

“Look around you, Kali! Does any of this feel right to you? Where are all the people? Where is the

fanfare? Where is the sky? Did all of Windhelm suddenly forget that the Veridian exists?”

Lightning flashed, angrily, as if the storm had heard me invoke its name. This time, thunder

rumbled, and Kali turned her eyes up. I saw the way the light danced on her face; that eerie, red glow

standing in stark contrast against the blues and the whites all around me.

“The Veridian…” the words fell from her lips on the back of a sigh, and for a moment, I thought

her tone rose toward the end—as if she were asking a question of herself.

“You can see it, right?” I asked.

“He’s going to…” she trailed off, “Save us…”

“He? Who’s he?”

“He… he is the one who can bring order to chaos… the one who will lay waste to our enemies so

we can prosper again.”

“Kali, listen to me—” I took a step toward her, but that seemed to snap her out of her trance and

focus her attention on me again.

“You’re here to hurt us,” she snarled. “You’re going to stop us from fulfilling our destiny if you

win this competition. I can’t allow you to do that.”

“I’m not going to hurt anyone. I don’t even want to hurt you, and you’re… kind of an arsehole.” It

felt a little weird using that word while holding my predator’s aspect. It must’ve looked even weirder

coming from the mouth of a wolf. Kali didn’t seem to find the humor in it.

“I came into this arena to do one thing, and there’s nothing you can say that will keep me from

accomplishing that task.”

“But you’re being brainwashed, or something! Can’t you see the effects the storm is having on you?

You aren’t even willing to listen to me when I tell you I didn’t kill your friend.”

“Because all you do is lie!” Kali hissed and lunged, her dagger poised and ready to strike.

I didn’t have a choice but to defend myself, and now that my senses were leagues sharper than they

had been a moment ago, I was much better at it. It was as if Kali were moving in slow motion; her

thrusts were languid and slow, the arc of her blade easy to slip away from. It felt like cheating, but if

she wasn’t going to listen to me, then I needed to beat her.

If I could do it without killing her, then all the better.

Wanting to try to tire her out a little, I broke off from her and started sprinting across the arena. I

was much faster than she was on all four of my legs, but she gave chase anyway, trying her best to

keep up with me.

Knowing I had the royals attention made it a little harder to concentrate than I would’ve liked. I

could see them as I ran, watching me from the balcony, analyzing me. The Prince was smirking, but

the King—his expression had twisted into an angry scowl. I could almost see him going red in the

face in real time, though I couldn’t understand why.

“Stop running!” Kali screamed. “There’s only one way out of here for either of us!”

A bolt of magic suddenly came surging toward me. I ducked behind an ice column, and as the

magic struck it, the column shattered into a hundred pieces with explosive force. I looked around me

as the dust settled, trying to find the source of the magic. Had it been Kali, or had it come from the

royal balcony?

For an instant, I wasn’t sure, until I saw Kali charging another bolt in her hand, slowing as she

wound back her arm to hurl it at me. I hadn’t known she could do that. My eyes widened, but I

instantly started moving, sprinting toward the next column, my paws skittering across the smooth

ground I was on until my nails finally found purchase and I could get going.

The blast from Kali’s hand disintegrated the column I hid behind, sending shards of hard ice flying

in all directions. I had to do something. I couldn’t keep trying to evade her attacks, especially if she

could hurl magic at me. I didn’t want to be on the wrong end of one of those magic blasts, but I was

going to run out of columns to hide behind soon.

It’s time.

Sensing an opening, Kali had left me with no choice but to take it. She was charging another magic

blast in her hand, but they took a couple of seconds to go from nothing to boom-stick. Snarling, I leapt

over the rubble of the column that had once been and charged.

Kali’s eyes widened, now, and her stance wavered. She’d been pretty confident that I was going to

run and hide again, but my considerable size and the fact that I was rushing toward her now had burst

that confidence like a zit.

I closed the gap with time to spare, forcing her to abandon the spell she was about to throw at me

and go on the defensive. Just that alone was enough to make her almost lose her footing—crashing

into her did the rest. I sent her hurtling to the cold, hard ground. She had tried to right herself as she slid across it, but it was too slippery.

Kali only came to a halt once I’d pounced on her. I grabbed her ankle with my teeth, sinking them

into her flesh, and then jerked her to one side, releasing her only once I had tasted blood and felt some

of her tendons tear under my jaws.

She gave out a scream that filled the arena; a scream that may have been drowned out had it been

filled with courtiers and guests. But being that it was empty, her voice bounced off of every possible

surface, ringing out like a death knell over a graveyard.

I watched her try and stand once she’d come to a stop, but she couldn’t put enough weight on her

leg, and she was bleeding. Kali turned her wild, wide eyes at me and glared. “So, that’s it?” she

asked, “Now you’re going to kill me like you killed Verona?”

“I don’t want to kill you, Kali, and I didn’t kill Verona. There’s still time to end this.”

“No, there isn’t!” she roared, and I could see the life in her eyes, the desire to live. “I kill you, or

you kill me. That’s it.”

“There has to be another way.”

She glanced at the royal balcony, then looked up at the skylight and the Veridian above it. Lightning

flashed against her face again, and it was as if that life I’d seen a moment ago reflected within her

eyes suddenly vanished. Her expression went cold, and dark, and when she looked at me again, she

wasn’t the same person anymore.

I watched her plant her palms against the icy floor and hoist herself upright. A moment ago, she

hadn’t been able to put any weight on her bleeding leg, but now, it looked like it didn’t even bother

her. Blood dribbled from the wound and pooled around her foot, but she was standing up in front of

me, staring coldly at me.

“You’re going to end this,” she said, her voice low and distant, “Or I am.”

“Kali, it’s the storm!” I yelled, “Look at what it’s doing to you! To all of you!”

She shook her head. “He is here to save us. Save us from you.”

“No, don’t—” I yelled, but she was already moving toward me; sprinting, somehow, despite the

crippled leg.

I ducked out of her way, shooting off to the side. She followed me with a back-handed slash that

nicked me on the shoulder. I yelped as the blade bit into my skin, drawing flesh blood from my white

fur.

I reared onto my hind legs, snarled, and snapped at her in anger, wanting to immediately hurt her

for having hurt me. It was a blind move driven by rage and instinct, and it was lethal. My jaws came

down hard on both sides of her neck. I felt the muscles and tissue give way under my teeth, veins and

arteries tearing, then bones breaking.

Kali trembled, shook, then went limp.

It took a moment for me to realize what I had done, for the fog of anger to clear up and present me

with the horrible truth of what had just happened. When the anger settled, I opened my mouth. Kali’s

body fell, lazily to the ground, hitting the ice with a hard thud. In seconds, she was surrounded by a

growing pool of her own blood.

First, I saw the glaze in her eyes disappear. She couldn’t turn her neck, but she had fallen on her

back, and she could still see me. For a moment, I saw fear in her eyes—fear of death. But then

something happened. She smiled, slightly, as if… almost relieved. Then her eyes glazed over again,

only this time it was in death.

She was gone.

I waited, my body trembling, blood dripping from my snout. Turning my eyes up at the royal balcony, I saw the King and the Prince both standing, staring at me. A long, tense moment passed

where no one spoke. I wanted to scream at them both, to challenge them, to call them down into the pit

with me and make them prove what kind of men they really were.

They had women killing each other for their own enjoyment, but would either of them have what it

took to take on the white wolf? I had seen what Radulf was capable of, but that didn’t matter right

now. I was still angry, still filled with rage; rage that needed venting.

I took a step toward the balcony, then the King raised his hand and bellowed. “Seize her!”

In moments, the arena flooded with guards. Some were armed with swords and shields, others

with spears. I turned on the spot, trying to figure out who to go for first; what throat to tear into. But

there were too many of them. Any one of those weapons looked like a threat, and I couldn’t take the

risk.

I laid on the ground, keeping my head low, but growled at anyone who tried to get close. In the end,

the King did decide to enter the arena, though not before I had been subdued by all of his men. He

walked up to me, scowled, and then gestured with his hand. Someone handed him a collar of some

kind—a thick length of chain that looked like it fastened with a clasp.

“I had heard the stories,” the King said, “But I wanted to see it for myself, first.”

“What is that?” I asked.

“Something to make sure you don’t taint this place with your shapeshifting filth any longer.”
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I reverted to my human state as soon as they slapped the collar around my neck. It was involuntary,

sudden, and painful. I tried my best not to scream, but I couldn’t keep it all contained. It felt like my

muscles were being torn open from the inside out, then stitched back together with a needle and

thread.

The transformation was unnatural, and awful, and by the end of it, I was naked. Though I had

dedicated the suit of armor I had been wearing to my body, something about the way I had been forced

to shift back must’ve disrupted the magic and made it fall off me as I transitioned, leaving me a

grimacing, naked ball on the floor of the arena.

The only thing still attached to me was the bracelet around my wrist.

None of the many, many men around me offered to help me up. They didn’t try to clothe me. In fact,

they waited, watched, eyed me up and down—every curve, every peak, every valley. I felt more

exposed and vulnerable than I had in my entire life. I wanted it to end, but it wouldn’t.

Until Radulf threw a cloak on me.

He wasn’t exactly trying to help me cover up. Tossing the cloak over had been more of a help

yourself kind of gesture, but given the circumstances, I appreciated it all the same. I grabbed the cloak

and wrapped it around myself as best I could. It was thick, and warm, and black, and it smelled like

Cillian.

Cillian, not Radulf.

Once I was on my feet again and covered up, I felt my own composure solidify a little. My mouth

was covered in blood. I could feel it running down my chest and into the cloak. I wiped my lips with

the back of my hand, but nothing could get the taste out of my mouth.

Her taste.

I looked over at the cooling corpse. “I’m sorry…” I whispered.

“Not yet,” the King said, his eyes dark, and intense. “But you will be. See to it that this mongrel is

taken back to its room.”

Radulf bowed his head, accepting the order. King Yidgam then turned his nose up at me, and left,

escorted by way more guards than I thought were necessary. Only a handful of them were left with us.

Radulf, with a wave of his hand, dismissed them all.

“I will take her back to her room,” he said, his voice hoarse, and raspy. “Leave us, and make sure

someone comes back to clean this up.”

“Yes, your highness,” came a voice from the highest-ranking guard present. A moment later, they

were gone.

Radulf hadn’t looked me in the eyes yet, but when those dark orbs locked with mine, I noticed

something. It was like seeing something, anything, shooting out of a black hole instead of swimming

around it. An impossibility, but it happened.

It wasn’t quite care.

No.

Radulf couldn’t care.

But there had been something else reflected on his face, something that made him uncomfortable.

Maybe it had been witnessing the violent way in which I had been forced to transform, or maybe

seeing me lying on the cold ice, naked, surrounded by burly men had triggered something inside of

him.

Maybe Cillian had manifested for an instant?

Whatever it was, I’d caught it.

“Come with me,” he barked.

Frowning, I took a step, but my knees gave out underneath me. The world felt different. I felt

different. This collar around my neck was somehow so heavy it seemed to want to drag me to the

ground. I had to stick my hands out to stop from going face first into the deep-blue, hard ice floor.

Gasping, panting, my heart pounding, I tried to get up, but my body was wracked with pain. I was

trembling, shaking, I couldn’t get my bearings or even think a coherent thought. Never in my life had I

felt pain like this before, but I could say now I understood why some people would prefer death than

pain of this magnitude.

“What… what is happening… to me?” I asked, breathless.

“It will pass,” Radulf said. “Get up.”

“I can’t.”

“Get up. I will not ask you again.”

I slammed my fist against the hard ice, creating a small dent in it and vein-like cracks out in all

directions. That act of aggression seemed to help me recover some of the feeling in my legs. I used

that strength to prop myself up, then eventually stand, though I was trembling the entire time—visibly

shaking from the effort.

I stared at Radulf, defiant, breathing heavily through my nose. “I stood,” I said.

“Would you like a medal?” he asked.

“I’d like to see you wear this fucking thing.”

“I’m not a mongrel like you, so I don’t have to.” He pointed at the double doors leading out of the

arena. “Walk.”

I walked, taking one step after the other to keep myself from toppling over. The collar around my

neck still felt like it weighed a ton, but if I could just keep my nose up, keep my eyes level, and not

make any sudden movements, I thought I could just about reach it.

in truth, the collar started to feel like it weighed a little less with each step. It wasn’t that it was

getting lighter, but more like I was adjusting to the weight of it; to the way it wanted to throw me off

balance. The worst part wasn’t how heavy it felt, though, but how disconnected I felt from my true

self.

Ever since I first changed my shape, I had always been able to feel the power sitting within me.

Calling on it was as easy as breathing, or thinking; like the flexing of a muscle. Right now, though,

when I tried reaching for that part of myself, there was only pain. It was like sticking my hand into a

bucket full of spikes and razors.

I just couldn’t do it.

“You knew they would do this,” I said.

Radulf remained silent.

“You knew he would see what I was, and they’d slap this thing around my neck. Why not just give

it to me as soon as I got here? Why the show?”

“Because he can,” Radulf said.

“He? Or you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t lie to me. You and your brother are both terrible liars.”

“Do not compare me to him,” Radulf snarled.

“It’s difficult not to when you’re wearing his skin like a coat. An ill-fitting coat, too.”

“Ill fitting?”

“Doesn’t suit you. It looks big on you, like you’re trying too hard to fill shoes you couldn’t

possibly hope to fill.”

Radulf grabbed my arm and spun me around, then he pulled me to him just to snarl in my face. “He

is the one who could never fill my shoes,” he said. “He is weak, that is why father chose me—that is

why father wanted this for me.”

“And did you want this for you? I can’t imagine you did. You must’ve had your own life, your own

body. They were preparing a Royal Selection for you… you were a normal, living, breathing man

once… did you want this for yourself?”

“Quiet.”

“Why? Am I striking some kind of nerve there? I didn’t think you had any left to tug on, but clearly

you do.”

“You’re testing my patience.”

“And you’re testing mine. You think just because you’ve taken control of Cillian’s body that you’re

in control of this situation? I can see the dynamic at play. You’re under your father’s thumb, aren’t

you? He is the one that wanted this, so you’ve got to do what he says, make sure to take part in his

demented games? Tell me the truth.”

He shoved me away, and I almost lost my footing again, but I didn’t this time. “I don’t need to

answer your questions,” he said. “Now, walk.”

I frowned at him. “You could’ve let one of those other guards take me back to my room, but instead

you told them you’d do it yourself. Why?”

“Walk.”

I turned around. “There has to be a reason, Radulf. You saw me lying on the ground and you gave

me your cloak, then you told those other hungry looking men to back off. Why?”

“You need to stop talking.”

“Because I make sense? Is it maybe that you don’t quite have as much control over the body as

you’d hoped? Is Cillian proving more difficult to push down? Or, maybe, is there something of the

man you were still in there, somewhere? Is there part of you that sees a woman exposed, and

vulnerable, and thinks that’s not right.”

“You looked pathetic, lying on the ground like that. I didn’t want the King to have to look at your

body.”

“Right, so you did it for his sakes. Do you really expect me to believe that?”

“I only expect you to believe that I will kill you at a moment’s notice if I have to.”

“Another lie that you’re awful at pushing. You’ve had… two chances to kill me, now? Three, if

you count this one. I’m kind of disappointed that you haven’t done it already. At least then I’ll know

you have a backbone worthy of the one you chose to possess.”

Radulf rushed me again, only this time he picked me up and pinned me against a wall. I hit my head

against the ice and saw stars for a moment, but then I settled on him, and the black orbs of his eyes.

Unlike most other people’s eyes—especially those of the fae—his didn’t reflect any light at all. I couldn’t even see myself reflected in them.

In the silence of the staring contest we were having, I found myself wondering what his vision was

like. Did he see everything in shades of grey? Was it all black and white? Maybe it was all red.

“You are not dead right now because of the child you say you’re carrying,” he hissed. “If I find out

that this is a lie, I will be the one to land the executioner’s blow on you, don’t worry about that.”

“And if you push me too hard, and I lose it?”

Radulf’s face changed, shifted for just an instant. He hadn’t expected those words. Maybe he’d

expected a little more sass, another witty retort. Instead, he’d gotten a cold, hard truth he probably

hadn’t even considered.

He paused, swallowing hard. “Then… I’ll have no use for you,” he said.

“Seems to me like I’m probably going to die anyway, so why don’t you just put me out of my

misery already?”

“What?”

“If there really is anything decent in you, you’ll kill me now instead of putting me through this dog

and pony show which will eventually end in not just one death, but two.”

I was really pushing this pregnant thing, and I knew it. I had absolutely no proof that I was indeed

pregnant, it was only a feeling, a change in the way I smelled, and a little sickness here and there. But

that was no evidence of anything considerable. Lucky for me, these fae didn’t seem to have a way of

verifying my claim.

For all their magical prowess, they couldn’t figure out a simple pregnancy test.

“You will go to your room,” he said, “You will eat, rest, and prepare for the next trial. Is that

understood?”

“It doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice,” I said, “Although I’m clearly going to be at a

disadvantage if I can’t use the full range of my abilities.”

Radulf shrugged. “You’ll adjust, or you’ll die. The choice is yours.”

Well, great.
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It had been hours, and I still hadn’t gotten over the pain I had felt in the arena. Aftershocks came

and went, wracking my bones and muscles and leaving me breathless and panting. It felt like torture,

long and drawn out, designed specifically to make me suffer for the crime of being a moon child. It

was sick, but no matter what I did, there was no taking the collar off.

“Breathe through it,” Mira said as she patted my back.

I was doubled over. The collar felt like it weighed a ton, my chest was tight, and my muscles were

twitching involuntarily. The worst part was, each twitch brought with it a sharp stab of pain that

rippled through me like white fire. They were getting fewer, and further between, but I wasn’t sure

when they’d stop completely, and I needed them to.

“I’m trying,” I panted. “It hurts…”

“I know, but it will pass. I promise.”

I gripped the bedsheets in my hands and scrunched them up, digging my fists into the fur and

gripping hold of it. “I can’t… even think.”

“That’s what they want. You have to try and assert control over the pain—it’s the only way.”

“I don’t know… how to do that, Mira. I’m not… like you.”

“You think I have total control over my emotions?”

“Sometimes.”

“I don’t. Not having them is different to controlling them. I don’t think I had much compassion

before I met you.”

“You didn’t… have any.”

“Yes, fine. My point is, once I started caring, it became difficult to stop.”

I paused, turned my eyes up. “How did we get from… me trying to control my pain, to talking

about how much you care about stuff now?”

“Does it matter? You’re panting less and your posture is better. How is the pain?”

I frowned. “Subsiding.”

“See?”

“What, I’m supposed to be impressed you can calm me down with your narcissism?”

“I’m only a little narcissistic. Give me some credit.”

After a few seconds with no pain passed, I dared stand upright. My bones clicked, my muscles

were sore, but I didn’t feel another aftershock. For the first time in what felt like days, I could take a

breath without feeling like the air was made of ice.

“That’s a little better…” I said, trailing off.

A little green light manifested at the base of Mira’s neck, and a moment later, Gullie emerged,

stepping onto Mira’s shoulder stretching, and yawning. I glanced, hard, over at Tula—the squid-like

thing encased in ice. They moved, squirmed around inside of their frozen prison, but then settled.

“Gull, what are you doing?” I asked.

“I can’t stay a tattoo forever,” she said, yawning again. “And I’m hungry. What did I miss?”

“There’s no need for alarm,” Mira said. “I did a little digging while you were asleep earlier. Tula

won’t reveal Gullie’s presence here.”

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“Because they’re bound by certain rules. They don’t operate outside of them for anything.”

“How do you know they haven’t been asked to look for pixies and report their presence?”

Mira paused, ran a finger along one of her short, white antlers, and turned her chin up. “I hadn’t

considered that, but given how calm they appear, I think we’re safe.”

“What’s a Tula?” Gullie asked.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Have you been a tattoo this entire time?”

She smacked her lips. “Pretty much since we got here. I think I put a little too much juice into the

spell. What happened?”

“I think that’s for Dahlia to explain,” Mira said, “We haven’t held a real conversation since her

trial.”

“I missed the first trial?!” Gullie shrieked.

“You’ve been asleep for some time.”

Gullie rubbed her eyes. “Obviously,” she said, “Okay, I’m here. Tell me.”

I stared at her, then shook my head—a little amused, a little in disbelief. “Okay, well… I can’t tell

you everything because of the big, blue elephant in the room, but I can tell you that this is all way

more screwed up than I thought.”

“What do you mean?”

I shook my head and took a deep breath, but it took a moment for me to gather the courage to say

the words. I was finding myself having to do that a lot lately, trying to summon the strength to speak,

probably because a lot of the things I had to say had become… so big.

I may be pregnant.

My mate has been possessed by the evil spirit of his brother.

I just killed someone with my teeth.

“Something’s happening here,” I said, “The Veridian… when I was fighting with Kali, it was as if

she couldn’t see it. Or, when she saw it, it did something to her and made her forget it.”

“You’re not making sense,” Gullie said.

“No, she is…” Mira paused.

“I am?” I asked.

“I won’t lie to you… I have sensed it also.”

“What have you sensed?”

It looked for a moment like Mira was contemplating exactly what word, or words, to use next. Like

she was trying to solve a puzzle in her own head, only she didn’t know where all the pieces were, or

even what some of them were. I thought I’d seen some of that look on Kali’s face, and it sent shivers

up my spine.

“Moments of nothing,” Mira said. “Of darkness, of forgetfulness.”

“You’re forgetting things?”

“In a manner of speaking.” She crossed over to the window and looked out and up. Up at the storm.

I saw the lightning dance on her face like it had on Kali’s, and the shiver returned. “I can see it,” she

said, “I know it’s there, and I can feel… something, a prickle at the base of my spine. I know it’s

doing something to me, trying to make me submit, and to forget that I’ve submitted.”

I shot upright. “Get away from the window, then,” I said.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t have to do that. I can feel its power, I’m aware of it, and I can

resist. I know I can.”

“Until you can’t,” Gullie said. “It doesn’t have the same effect on me, maybe because I’m not

exactly like you, but I can also feel… something trying to reach me.”

“It doesn’t have that effect on me,” I said.

Mira side-eyed me. “Because you’re part human, I suspect. And because you’re the white wolf.

Remember, you’re supposed to free us from this thing… before darkness falls.”

“If it’s influencing you,” I said, “And it influenced Kali, and all the other winter courtiers—could

it be controlling the King?”

She turned her attention to the storm again. “Undoubtedly. Just because someone put a crown on his

head doesn’t make him more than just fae. He can be influenced, controlled… or worse.”

Tula shuddered inside of their frozen cage, but they said nothing.

I paused for a long moment before speaking again, because I wasn’t entirely sure if what I was

about to say was entirely true. I felt like part of it, maybe, was, and that felt worth mentioning.

Especially if it might put us closer to rescuing Cillian from the clutches of his brother’s spirit. The

only problem was, how to bring it up in front of Tula?

Did I dare speak Radulf’s name in front of them? Mira seemed pretty convinced they wouldn’t rat

Gullie out to the authorities. But Radulf? Not only was he supposed to be dead, but he’d also been

stricken from the record almost entirely. Was Radulf a trigger word Tula had been asked to look out

for? Would that make them report back to whoever put them here?

I had to take that chance.

“Radulf is…” I paused, waiting to see if Tula made any sort of movement. They didn’t.

Mira frowned. “Radulf is…?” she asked, trailing off.

I took a deep breath. “I feel he’s not entirely… evil.”

“What?” Mira and Gullie asked at the same time.

“I have a feeling about him. I’m the one who can break his hold over Cillian’s body, and he knows

it, but he’s had three opportunities to end my life and he hasn’t taken them.”

“Maybe he can’t?”

“I don’t think it’s that. I’m sure he’s capable. He doesn’t seem to care about what fate thinks, or

what fate might do to him if he did deliver a killing blow.”

“That doesn’t sound really convincing, Dee,” Gullie said.

“I know, but hear me out,” I said. “He’s had chances, and he hasn’t taken them. Not because he

can’t, but because he won’t. And he won’t, because he cares. Maybe not about me, but maybe about

this…”

I touched my stomach.

“Dee…” Gullie shook her head. “This again?” She wasn’t exactly convinced that I was pregnant.

Pixies, apparently, had a sense for stuff like this, and hers hadn’t gone off around me. Mira, however,

thought she could smell it on me—and I did too.

“Look, whether it’s real or not doesn’t matter,” I said, “It was enough to convince Radulf the

second time not to kill me. And the third time… I didn’t do anything. He saw me in a vulnerable

position, and he helped me. I think he cares. I think there’s something inside of him that cares,

anyway.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Then I’m wrong.”

“Dahlia,” Mira paused, “Radulf is a malevolent entity in possession of a body that doesn’t belong to him. We don’t know what kind of agenda he has. Maybe he’s trying to lure you into a false sense of

security around him.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know, but it’s not impossible that he’s trying to manipulate you. He is of the Veridian, and

the Veridian manipulates those it touches. Makes them act and behave in ways they normally

wouldn’t. I know your human side wants to see something good in him, but I’m afraid he’s gone…

truly.”

I nodded. “I had a feeling you’d say that. And it makes sense, it does, but… I don’t know, Mira. I

think he’s also being used. I don’t think he wants to do this, but he doesn’t have a choice.”

Gullie fluttered over to me and hovered in front of my face. “I hate to ask this,” she said, “Again.

But what if you’re wrong? What if you get lured into a trap?”

I shook my head. “We’re already here. This is the trap. What’s another one?”

“Potentially devastating. Maybe if we knew what he had on his mind, what his end goal was?”

“We know what Radulf’s end goal is. He’s going to take the King’s armies and invade Earth. My

home. I can’t let him do that, but I don’t think that’s what Radulf wants. I think that’s what the King

wants—Radulf is just a tool. Think about how powerful he is.”

“If that’s true,” Gullie asked, “Then why continue the selection?”

“Because it needs to continue. It can’t just be stopped. It has to run its course.”

“And that course is going to be run through much sooner than anticipated,” Mira put in.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The next trial is tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?!” I shrieked. “That doesn’t give us much time to prepare!”

“I know. It’s intentional. And now that there are only three of you left…”

Oh no. “Because another girl was eliminated…”

Somberly, Mira nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

“What does that mean for the trial?”

“It will be a three-way trial… between you, Aronia, and Mareen.”
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I had a knot in my stomach that wouldn’t go away. Mira had done everything she could to prepare

me for the next trial, but the truth was, all she knew about it was that it had something to do with

magic, that magic was something Mareen was really good at, and that I wasn’t good at it at all.

Less so, now, with this weight around my neck.

I still didn’t exactly have a handle on my own powers. I had unleashed them once on some

Wenlow, and I thought I knew how to summon that, but the power had been so destructive, I wasn’t

sure what unleashing it in the bedroom would do. That meant I couldn’t even test whether or not the

collar prevented me from summoning it.

It stopped me from shapechanging, and that was already going to put me at a disadvantage. Then

again, I’d come into this competition at a disadvantage. Why wouldn’t I also leave it the same way? It

felt kind of poetic, really; like everything was starting to come full circle.

The guards had marched Mira and me down the hallways and had been forced to part ways

moments before I was shoved into a quiet waiting room. It was one I remembered. One I had been in

before to await my turn during other trials.

I had never been one to bite my nails, but as I sat in the relative silence of the room, I found my

hand drifting toward my mouth. My heart was already racing, and beads of sweat were popping all

across my forehead. This round hadn’t even begun, and I was already a nervous wreck. How in the

world was I supposed to succeed in this state?

It wasn’t long before I heard the door open. Like déjà vu, I had expected a guard to come through

and let me know it was time to leave, but instead, it was Lady Aronia who stepped through. My heart

swelled at the sight of her, then sank almost immediately.

“Aronia…” I said, trailing off.

She turned her eyes down at the floor. Aronia was wearing the same, black uniform I was wearing,

and her hair was just as vibrantly turquoise as it had ever been; her antlers curving perfectly around

her skull. But her skin was a sickly kind of pale, her eyes were dark, and a little sunken, and she

didn’t look like she had smiled in days.

Though she looked run down, like perhaps she was fighting off some kind of illness, she stood

proudly enough. She was still every bit the athletic, muscular woman I remembered, but at the same

time she was also a shadow of herself—and she knew I had noticed right away.

“It’s good to see you,” she said.

I stepped toward her. This was the woman who had saved my life, the woman who had broken me

out of the dungeons, risking not only her own reputation and that of her family, but also her own life in

the process. I owed her so much, and yet I felt completely powerless right now; like there was nothing

I could do to help her.

“Aronia… what happened to you?”

“Is it truly that evident?” she asked, turning her eyes up slightly.

“It’s bad manners where I come from to tell another woman she doesn’t look great, but you look

like you’re ill.”

“I’m not sure if you have noticed the storm hanging over us.”

“I have… is that what’s causing this?”

She walked over to the small couch and sat down, then she ran her fingers through her hair. “I have

spent my entire life learning how to fight. I have trained, day and night, to hone my body and my mind

into something I can be proud of. I do not think it is too conceited of me to say that I have been able to

surpass most of the obstacles that have been put before me, but this storm… it continues to test me in

ways I never thought possible.”

“What do you mean?”

“What good is this body against something that attacks the mind?”

I sat down next to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Aronia… you have to keep fighting. I

don’t know what you’re going through, but it looks to me like the storm hasn’t gotten you yet.”

She nodded. “It has not, but it wants to.” Aronia turned wet eyes my way. “It comes for me when I

am awake. It comes for me in my dreams. It shows me what it will do to my friends, my family, if I do

not bend and do what it wants me to do.”

“What does it want you to do?”

Aronia shook her head. “I can’t tell you.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is… awful.”

“Aronia, please. You can tell me.”

Her jaw tightened. “It wants me to kill you.”

My body went cold, as if I’d been picked up by my head and dipped in a pool of icy water. “Kill

me? The storm said that?”

“It didn’t say anything. It doesn’t speak, but I still know what it wants. I feel like we all do, all of

us who are trapped under its yoke.”

I felt myself swallow hard, then. My body tightened, as if preparing itself for an attack. But Aronia

didn’t look like she was getting ready to strike me down in this quiet holding cell. For all her strength,

she looked like she was barley holding herself upright.

“I wish this hadn’t happened,” I said. “I had no idea it would.”

She gave me her eyes fully, now. “What do you know about what happened out there?” she asked.

“No one has told me anything, but I have sensed a change in so many people… not the least of which

in the Prince.”

Radulf.

She didn’t know. None of them did. If there was anyone in this entire place, I felt like I could trust

with that knowledge, it was Aronia. But the storm already had a hold on her. It was wearing her

down, drying her out. The fact that she’d made it this long without entirely succumbing, like Kali had,

was nothing short of miraculous and a testament to her strength.

I was in awe of her, even now, but I still wasn’t sure if she was ready for what I had to tell her.

“Listen to me very carefully,” I said, “Because I have something important to tell you. A secret.”

“Secret?” she frowned. “Is that wise, in here?”

“Because we could be being watched? That’s probably true, and if it is it’s probably not a bad

thing.”

“I don’t think I understand…”

“If the storm hasn’t taken hold of you yet, then you’re definitely the only other person I can trust with this.”

Aronia scanned the room again, as if to look for someone lurking around. “What is it?”

“It’s about the Prince… something happened to him. He’s not himself.”

“I have noticed that.”

“No, but it’s worse than that. I don’t have the time to explain it fully, so I need you to not ask

questions and listen.”

She nodded. “Very well…”

“That’s not Prince Cillian, it’s Radulf.”

“Rad—”

“—wait, let me explain. I don’t know exactly how it happened, but Radulf’s spirit is inhabiting the

Prince’s body. That’s why he’s not himself. That’s why all of this is different. The storm raced here

the night Radulf took over completely… I feel like it’s my fault.”

“Your fault?”

“I knew Radulf’s spirit was trying to take over. A few of us tried to exorcise him, but it only made

things worse. That’s why I came back.”

Aronia watched me closely for a moment, studying my eyes. “You came back for the selection…”

she said, not phrasing it as a question, but as a statement.

“I had all but forgotten about the selection. I don’t know if you noticed, but something happened to

me while I was out there.”

She nodded. “You’re a moon child… I can smell it on you.”

“And you don’t hate it?”

“Many of us will not admit it, but the blood of the moon children runs deep within our people. A

long time ago, a spell was cast upon Windhelm to suppress the magic of the moon children from ever

surging within castle-born offspring. That’s why many of us who leave the city don’t come back.”

I touched my fingers against the collar on my neck. “They hate us… I wasn’t going to come back,

but then Radulf took over Cillian’s body, and I think the only way to save him is for me to win this

thing.”

“You?” she asked, frowning.

“I don’t know how to explain it better than… we’re each other’s belore. I’m told that’s not

supposed to happen until after the selection is complete, but we had a bond before it even begun.”

“That’s… impossible.”

“It should’ve been, but it’s what happened… at least, it was until the night of the exorcism. Our

bond was the only thing keeping Radulf at bay, and now our bond is broken. The only way to get it

back is by winning the Royal Selection.”

Aronia looked at me like I was spewing utter nonsense, and after a moment, I couldn’t help but feel

like that’s exactly what had just happened. I knew how it all sounded, the absurdity of it all. I was

talking about things that you couldn’t see and touch as if they were totally real. Back home, talking

like this would’ve been enough to have me committed.

In Arcadia, though?

“Very well,” she said.

I paused. “Wait, you’re not questioning me?”

“I have no reason to believe you’re lying to me.”

“But what I just said is… bonkers, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps to some, but I am a firm believer in fate and the hand that guides all things. In any case,

who am I to question your bond with Prince Cillian? I would be lying if I didn’t say I had not already sensed something between the two of you.”

“You had?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “It was difficult to miss. He never spoke to any of the other girls the way

he spoke to you, rarely met with any of us without an escort present. I always thought, if I won, and

we were to marry, it would only have been because of the selection because he had already chosen

you.”

My cheeks flushed bright red. “Aronia… I had no idea you felt this way.”

“I enjoy my privacy where I can get it, and as the only daughter in a high-profile family, I rarely get

it unless I fight for it. I learned to close off at a young age, perhaps more than most winter fae.”

I nodded. “So, you believe me, then? That I have to win this if we’re going to get Cillian back?”

“Radulf should not be here. When I look at Cillian, I see a man I do not like. He is cold, and

cruel… and he doesn’t fit here. But I won’t ask you what I can do to help. I won’t conspire.”

“No?”

“We can’t. Fate will intervene if we do.” She stood upright and extended her hand. “Instead, I’ll

wish you good fortune in the trials ahead.”

I stood with her and took her hand. Then I pulled her into an embrace. “Whatever happens today,” I

said against the side of her head, “I’m going to do whatever I can to get us all out of this mess. I

promise.”

Aronia gingerly wrapped her arms around me and tapped my back. “I believe you… now, compose

yourself. The trial begins soon, and we can’t let Mareen catch even a hint of weakness. You have not

seen her in some time and she has become… somewhat unhinged.”

“Unhinged?”

“You’ll see.”

Aronia stepped toward the door to the room, opened it, and then cast me a glance across her

shoulder before leaving. “I am glad you returned, Dahlia,” she said.

I nodded. “Me too.”

With that, she left me alone to wait for the trial to be called. It wouldn’t be long, I knew, and while

it was comforting to know Aronia was—at least marginally—on my side, I still had knots in my

stomach thinking about what was going to happen next.





CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

 

 

There were only three of us left, and that meant the fight ahead was going to be one of the hardest

yet. When the guard opened the door to let me out of the waiting room and lead me toward the arena,

the knots in my stomach only tightened further. It felt like I had a whole nest of snakes down there,

writhing, twisting, tightening.

And at the core of that pit was a niggling sensation that I was about to lose.

Aronia was the frontrunner in the competition. She always had been, right from the beginning.

Mareen was incredibly talented, versatile, and disciplined. I never would’ve told her that to her face,

but I’d always had a little spot of admiration for her… then again, she was a total bitch, so she could

go and do one.

The point was these contestants were the best of the best, top of their classes, the cream of the

whole winter fae crop. And I? Well, I wasn’t going to try and convince myself that I didn’t have a shot

at winning, or that I didn’t belong here. After everything that had happened, I liked to think my

backbone had gotten a little stronger, at least.

But there was no room for arrogance, here. No room for showmanship, or flair, or error. One

misstep, and either one of those women would knock me out of the competition, and then that was that.

Prince Cillian would cease to be, Radulf would become the new Prince, and the Veridian would gain

even more power than it already had.

I couldn’t let that happen.

Re-entering the arena inside of which, just yesterday, I had killed Kali was a little surreal. It was

dark, now. This trial wasn’t taking place at dawn, as usual, but at night. The ambient light was low. I

could just about discern the marble columns from each other. I could see the royal balcony across

from the main doors, the stalls, the skylight.

All dark.

I’d barely made it five paces into the arena when the guards who’d escorted me in silently turned

around and marched back the way they’d come. The doors shut with a loud thud that echoed through

the chamber, bouncing off the marble columns and making an entire lap of the stalls around the arena’s

edges.

I walked ahead, carefully, gingerly, expecting at any moment for someone to jump out from behind

one of those marble columns and attack. No one did. No one moved. It felt like I was the only person

in here. Where were the other girls? Where were the royals?

Where is Cillian?

“Hello, Dahlia,” came a soft, feminine voice from deep within the dark.

Mareen.

I spun around, trying to find her, but she was hiding somewhere. Totally out of sight. “Mareen,” I

said, trying to sound as polite as possible. “It’s lovely to hear your voice again.”

“Is it, now?”

“Yes. You sound… well.”

“I wouldn’t say the same about Kali… or Verona.”

Her voice was a distorted echo that sounded like it was coming from everywhere and nowhere all

at once. “I didn’t want to have to kill Kali,” I said. “They made me do it.”

“A likely excuse, but not one that will sit well with me. Not one that will save your life today.”

“I’m not trying to excuse myself—it’s the truth. Wasn’t your last trial fought to the death?”

“To the death?” she giggled. “We aren’t monsters. No, my trial was not fought to the death. But you

saw it fit to kill, didn’t you? You thought, she has caused me enough grief—perhaps I should bite her

throat open with my mongrel teeth.”

“That’s not what happened!” I yelled, my voice ricocheting off the walls. “I was told I had to kill

her, or she would kill me.”

“Don’t taint this place with your filthy lies, bitch,” she snarled. “You already sully it with your

presence. We aren’t supposed to die in this competition, and two of us are dead by your hand.”

“My hand?” I shrieked. “How about you tell everyone what really happened to Verona?”

“Do you think what this court needs is more lies?”

“What this court needs is to look up and see the storm hanging over your heads. I literally hate you,

Mareen, but even I don’t want you to end up becoming another of the Veridian’s puppets.”

“Puppet? Me? You’re the puppet, dog. Let me guess, you believed every word they told you, didn’t

you?”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I know enough,” she hissed, and the hard edge to her voice made me nervous for the first time.

“You’ve come here to tear down our walls and kill our people, like the rest of your wretched kind.

The only reason why you still breathe is because the selection demands you participate. But when it’s

over, you can believe me when I say, I’ll be there.”

I shook my head. “Mareen, you just…”

With a sigh, I stopped talking. It was no use. Wasted breath. I had tried convincing Kali that she

was making a mistake. I’d tried to get her to see what the Veridian was doing to her, to make her see

things a little more clearly, but she hadn’t wanted to hear a single word out of my mouth.

What made me think Mareen would be any different? Why should I even bother trying to make her

see what was happening around her? Why did I want to save her life, when she had been doing

everything she could to make mine as miserable as she could?

Because I’m human.

My eyes rolled all on their own. I was about to talk to her again, when the main doors to the arena

opened up, and Aronia entered the fray. She was flanked by two large guards, one of which had his

sword drawn. If nothing else, it was nice to know I wasn’t the only one getting that kind of treatment

around here.

After she’d taken a few steps into the arena, the guards fell back through the door they’d emerged

from and left her to her own devices. Aronia scanned the arena, looking like she was also a little

struck by the darkness. She opened her mouth to speak, but an explosion of light cut her off before she

could get a word out.

Hundreds, thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands of beautiful, white orbs burst in the air above,

bathing the arena in an incandescent glow. They fell softly, like dandelions, each pulsing with their

own inner light, and humming to create a beautiful, choir-like melody that filled the otherwise dead

coliseum.

I couldn’t help but look up and stare. It was like watching a galaxy be born right in front of my eyes. They swirled, and danced, and fell, but the shadows they created were huge, and deep, and dark

—and there, perched atop a marble column like a bird of prey, was Mareen.

The first thing I noticed about her was her hair. It was wildly disheveled, as if she hadn’t brushed

it in days. Mareen’s skin was pale, her eyes were ringed with dark circles, and the way her black

horns curved around her skull made her look downright sinister. She was also wearing a suit of plain,

black leather armor, but hers looked a little more frayed than mine or Aronia’s.

It was cut up and torn into in places, almost as if she’d done it on purpose.

It became clear to me in that instant that Mareen had become a little unhinged, and that made her

even more dangerous than ever before. I had no doubt she was still every bit as skilled and as

talented as I knew her to be, but it felt like her discipline had cracked, and been replaced with

something like madness.

I glanced at Aronia, and I caught her looking directly at me. She nodded, and I returned the gesture.

I couldn’t help but notice how tired she looked, how run down. She was fighting the storm’s effects,

and it was taking its toll on her. How she was still standing, I would never know. How she had been

able to keep control of her own mind was nothing short of incredible.

“The trial will now begin,” roared a voice from the royal balcony.

In all the commotion out here, none of us had noticed the royals piling out of it and taking their

seats. Again, there were the servants, there was the Prince, and there was the King, but no Queen.

This was the second time I had expected to see her, only for her to be missing. Were these trials too

brutal for her liking?

“This trial will be a test of your magical prowess,” came the voice again. I wasn’t sure whose it

belonged to, but it wasn’t Lord Bailen’s, the King’s, or the Prince’s. It sounded like one of the

servants was just screaming at the top of his lungs to be heard.

Production value has gone to crap here, these days.

It was a stupid thought that crossed my mind, but it made me half-giggle. Despite my best efforts at

stifling it, Mareen caught the sound and glared at me, her eyes wide and wild. She jabbed a finger at

me, then placed it against her neck, and presented me with the universal gesture for you’re dead.

Great.

“Defeat your opponents using magic alone,” came the voice from the balcony. “The trial will end

when the first contestant has been eliminated.”

“Defeat them?” I asked, “That wasn’t what I was told?”

“What’s the matter, Dahlia?” came Mareen’s voice. “Don’t think you have what it takes to survive?

Then quit. Maybe they’ll spare you and send you to some frozen prison instead of making a spectacle

of your execution. Murderer.”

“That’s enough of you, Mareen,” Aronia called out, “If you were even half the person you have

tried to make everyone think you are, maybe you wouldn’t have been one of the first to fall to the

storm.”

“The storm?!” she shrieked, “The storm saved us. It’s going to show us the way—you’ll see.

Everyone will see, but not before she is dead.”

“Begin the trial!” roared the voice from the balcony, exploding through the arena like the blast of a

shotgun.

Mareen leapt upright, curled back her arm, and charged a blast of white magic inside of her palm. I

turned around and headed for the nearest marble column, sprinting for it like my life depended on it—

and maybe it did. I couldn’t shapeshift, and that meant I didn’t know whether I would be able to heal

as quickly as I was used to or not.

And that was if the blast didn’t disintegrate me first.

By the time I reached the column and looked around it, I noticed Aronia hadn’t moved from where

she’d been standing. Instead, she was reaching for the dagger strapped to her belt. “Aronia!” I

screamed, “What are you doing?!”

Aronia held the dagger out in one hand. Mareen’s magic blast raced toward the column I was

hiding behind and struck it like it was charged with dynamite. I felt the blast in my chest as it all but

obliterated the column. The explosion sent me staggering forward, sucked the wind out of my lungs

and made my ears pop.

Where had she and Kali learned that kind of magic?!

Shifting her weight to her other leg, Mareen charged another blast of magic in her other hand. I saw

her eyes, wild and alive with some kind of mania. The way the light from the orbs and from her magic

washed across her face made her movements look stuttered and out of sync, and eerie as all hell.

Then Aronia slammed her dagger into the ground. She turned her head up, took a deep breath, and

yelled, “I concede!”

My heart lurched into my throat. The light cupped in Mareen’s other hand fizzled and faded away

to nothing, her concentration suddenly broken. The orbs hanging above us all winked out in a cascade

of rising darkness, plunging the arena into near pitch-black again. All was silent. My ears were

ringing, and my heart was pounding, but not a word was being said.

Aronia.

She turned her head to look at me, and even in the dark, I could tell, she looked relieved. Relieved

that the trial was over. Relieved that her selection was over. Relieved that she had made the right

choice. I wasn’t so sure.

“There has been a concession,” came the voice from the balcony, though not before making us wait

for it. “The trial is ended.”

What the hell just happened?





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

 

 

There was movement on the royal balcony. Voices rising and falling. Some of the servants weren’t

sure exactly what was happening, either. The King and the Prince had been settling in to watch a

show, but it was over before it had begun. I saw them both exchange heated words, then the King shot

to his feet and raced toward the edge of the balcony.

“You concede?!” he roared. “No one has ever conceded! Explain yourself.”

“With respect, your grace,” Aronia called out, “I don’t have to offer an explanation. My

concession is legal, and it will have already been written on the frost stone. The trial is over.”

“This is… an outrage?” it sounded like a question, and when he asked it, he turned to face the

courtiers sitting on the balcony; the Prince among them. “This is an outrage!” he repeated to the

people standing around behind him.

The Prince stood, tugged on his shirt, and approached the edge of the balcony. It looked like he

said something to the King, but they were so far away, it was impossible to hear what had just been

said. I watched, waited, my body still tense, my ears still ringing. Mareen looked like she hadn’t quite

gotten the message that the trial was over.

From atop her perch, she looked taut and ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

Something was happening on the balcony. Commotion, voices, talking. One of the servants rushed

up the stairs and out of view, as if he’d been told to go and fetch someone. I, meanwhile, didn’t dare

speak to Aronia. I wanted to know what had gone through her head, why she’d just done what she’d

done.

I thought I knew.

I had a theory.

I thought, maybe, she knew she would be too weak to win and decided to lay down her weapons so

I would be pushed to the final phase. It was the strongest theory I had, and the one that made the most

sense to me. But it didn’t have to happen that way. We could’ve both banded together to defeat

Mareen, and then one of us would’ve won the selection, guaranteed.

But we can’t conspire.

Shit.

Aronia had said as much. Were we to conspire to win, something bad would happen to either of us

—or to both of us. If we had knocked Mareen out today, we would’ve had to fight each other at the

end, and possibly to the death given the way things were going. This must’ve been the best course of

action she thought she could take.

I felt like I could see that written all over her face, in silent acknowledgement.

Then came Marren’s voice, soft, and quiet, but laced with venom. “No.”

I turned my eyes up at her, and she wasn’t glaring at me, but at Aronia. Her hands were gripping

the edge of her perch, her eyes were bulging, and her body looked like it was tipping over—as if she

was getting ready to leap off and attack.

“Mareen!” I yelled, “It’s over. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“It’s not over!” she roared, spittle flying from her mouth. Winding back her arm, she summoned a

ball of bright, white light into the cup of her hand and aimed it at Aronia.

The light reflected off Aronia’s eyes for a moment, and then she was on the move, sprinting to hide

behind a column to avoid Mareen’s attack. I decided I couldn’t simply stand by and watch this

happen, so I sprinted toward the nearest, shortest column I could find and hoisted myself up.

They weren’t all equally lined up, and they were spaced far enough apart that you could leap from

one column to the next—that was how Mareen had made it to the tallest one in the entire arena. One

jump at a time. That meant she must’ve been here, by herself, for at least a few minutes before Aronia

and I showed up.

It means she’d been given the advantage. They want her to win.

I tried to remember that as I made my way toward her, jumping from column to column. Mareen’s

magic attacks raced after Aronia like missiles, detonating wherever they impacted and sending small

showers of ice and stone in all directions. The worst part? The worst part was the look on her face.

It was a mix of absolute anger, and giddy glee. Aronia had clearly triggered her wrath, and Mareen

wanted nothing more than to blast her into a million pieces—and she was going to enjoy doing it. But

then she saw me coming for her, and her attention turned toward me like the gleaming eye of death

itself.

“Did you think you could sneak up on me?” she hissed, winding back her arm and charging another

magic blast.

I was only a few columns away from her now, and I could see the path I needed to take to reach

her. “You need to stop!” I yelled.

“Stop? Why? This is so much fun!”

She hurled the ball of white magic at me, and I didn’t have a choice but to frantically leap toward

the next column along my path. The sudden, jerky jump, though, saw me landing roughly on my

shoulder. I skidded across its top, managing only at the last second to stick out a hand and grab hold

of one of the edges to stop myself from falling over.

The fall wasn’t likely to kill me, but it would hurt, and I’d be on my back long enough for Mareen

to get a clear shot at me.

“How did you even get this far?!” Mareen shrieked. “Look at you, you’re pathetic! You can’t even

jump!”

I struggled to hoist myself upright, then I found my feet again. When the world looked like it was

the right way up, I scanned for the path I needed to take to reach Mareen and got ready to take another

jump. These were getting longer and harder to pull off, but they would’ve been a piece of cake if I

wasn’t being shot at by a mad woman.

“Listen to me,” I called out. “The trial is over. It’s over. You passed onto the next round, so why

are you doing this?”

“Because I don’t have a choice!” she screamed. “Don’t you understand? I have to kill you. I have

to kill both of you!”

“Why? Who’s asking you to do that?”

Silently, the Veridian flashed high above, sending a cascade of eerie, reddish light falling into the

arena. It’s as if the storm knew when it had been summoned, or invoked, or talked about, and who

was to say that it didn’t? I had heard it been called an intelligent storm, a tempest that thinks, and acts

on its own desires. It was clearly also a truly powerful telepath, if it could screw with the brains of

otherwise clear-thinking fae.

Just what in the hell was it, really?

“We all have choices, Mareen,” I said, “I said the same thing to Kali before she attacked me.”

“Murderer…” she said, her voice low in her throat.

“I had a choice then, too. They told me to kill her, but I didn’t want to.”

“So, why did you?”

“Because… I was angry. I let my anger get the better of me, and I lashed out in a way I couldn’t

control. I scared myself, Mareen. I’m scared of myself even now.”

“Scared of yourself?” she cackled. “That’s preposterous. Nobody’s scared of you.”

“And I don’t want them to be. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to be this. I was happy where I

was, making dresses in the human world. It feels like five lifetimes have passed since, and even

though I don’t think I would ever want to go back to that life, I also didn’t ask to be facing off against

you right now. I don’t want to have to kill anyone—you have to believe me.”

Mareen watched me from her perch, her eyes fixed on mine. For an instant I thought I saw

something like recognition on her face, something like understanding. Above her, the Veridian flashed,

angrily, and that expression I thought I had just seen on her face, was gone, and her wild, mad eyes

returned.

Roaring, she wound back her arm, charged another magic blast, and went to throw it at me. I turned

to the side, took two steps, and leapt for the next column; only to slam into it like a brick. I had tried

to grab it as I landed. I had wanted to grab it. But my arms and my legs hadn’t done what I’d asked

them to.

The pain of the impact bloomed under my ribs, all the air had been sucked out of my lungs, and as I

hit the ground on my back, stars exploded in front of my eyes, bringing with them more pain. Still, my

arms and legs hadn’t moved. I couldn’t scream, I couldn’t shriek, and I couldn’t cry out in pain, even

if I could feel the tears rolling down the side of my face.

It was as if I was… paralyzed.

Shit.

I tried moving my arms, my legs, my head. Nothing worked. Every ounce of pain I was in tore

through me like fire, but the rest of me was numb, and cold, and completely stiff. I could only just

about move my eyes, but I had landed on my back, and most of what I could see was the Veridian,

high above the skylight above me.

It flashed angrily, like a petulant little God, and despite the pain I was in, I stared back at it,

defiant. If it was telepathic, I wanted it to hear my thoughts. I wanted it to feel what I was feeling. I

wanted it to know, in no uncertain terms, it could go fuck itself.

Another violent flash ripped through the heavens, this one sending a cascade of light rippling

through the arena. It was only then that I saw it, the creature staring at me off to my left somewhere. I

couldn’t see it completely, not from where I was, but I saw enough to know what I was looking at.

The dark horns, the white fur, those huge, dark eyes… I almost couldn’t believe it. I was looking at

a Wenlow. Not just one, but two; wait, no, three! I could see them, and the ones I couldn’t see, I could

hear. There were Wenlow in the castle. There were Wenlow in the castle, and I couldn’t move,

couldn’t stand, couldn’t fight.

I wanted to shapeshift, to break the paralysis, but the collar prevented me from doing that. The

collar was probably also the reason why I couldn’t move right now. I had a resistance to the

paralyzing effects of the Wenlow, but that resistance was shattered right now, and there was almost

nothing I could do about it.

“The judges have declared this trial over,” came a roaring voice from the royal balcony. “Do not move, do not breathe, do not blink, or they will kill and eat you.”

Charming.

One of the creatures came thudding over to me. I could feel the vibrations of its footfalls in my

chest, and as it got closer, I could smell it—that thick, musky fur, its coppery breath. It wrapped its

clawed hand around one of my feet and started dragging me like a sack across the smooth, deep-blue

ground.

The Wenlow that was dragging me didn’t care whether I struck a rock or two as I went. I almost

felt like it wanted to make sure I hit at least a few of them on the way out. Whenever I did, the pain

was sharp, and sudden, and it didn’t fade, but after the third knock, I was able to turn my head to the

side in time to catch a glimpse of Aronia.

She was also being dragged away by one of those large, awful creatures. Mareen, wherever she

was, had probably suffered the same fate; although one could hope she’d fallen from her perch and

cracked her neck, but I highly doubted that was the case.

I wasn’t sure where I was being taken, but wherever it was, it didn’t look like the three of us were

being taken to the same place. I watched the other Wenlow drag Aronia through a side door, and my

heart leapt into my chest. She had lost the trial; she had quit. What was going to happen to her? Was

that thing going to eat her?

I wanted to fight the paralysis, to try and get myself up, but there was nothing I could do. Nothing

except shut my eyes and scream on the inside.

More tears streamed down my cheeks as Aronia disappeared into the dark. The Veridian flashed

overhead, low, and understated, as if satisfied with what had just occurred. A moment later, the

Wenlow dragging me took me through a separate side-door, where all was dark, and cold, and

horrible.

I wasn’t sure what was about to happen to me. Right now, all I wanted was Gullie, to see my

friend, to tell her I loved her and hear her say it back. But I was glad she wasn’t here to witness this.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

 

 

The Wenlow dragged me through a dark tunnel and hurled me into a cell. I was getting pretty tired

of being moved from one box of a room to another, but given that I was paralyzed and in a great deal

of pain, that hardly seemed relevant.

The creature loomed over me for a long moment, watching me with its huge, dark eyes. Its mouth

began to widen, its corners pulling and stretching until they reached either sides of its face. I saw its

teeth, I could smell the blood on its breath, and for a long moment—what felt like an eternity—I

thought it was going to eat me.

It didn’t.

The beast lifted its chin, frowned, then turned around and went thudding out of the room like it had

just been commanded to do so by some invisible voice. I waited in a pile of myself, my limbs flopped

at odd angles, my cheek resting against the cold floor, hoping the paralysis would pass. This part also

felt like an eternity, but eventually, I thought a little feeling was starting to come back into my toes.

I had intended on trying to loosen up a little as soon as I could move again. Instead, I couldn’t help

but let out the pained groan that had been sitting inside of my chest ever since that first hit to my chest.

I rolled slowly onto my side, panting, breathing hard, trying to get a handle on the pain.

It felt impossible, like a mountain I couldn’t climb. I hadn’t even fully recovered from the

paralysis, yet. My fingers weren’t quite doing what I wanted them to, and I couldn’t move my right

arm. I felt useless, like a rag doll with broken seams. I knew all I could do was sit there and wait for

it to pass, but even that felt like too much.

Only a few moments later, I heard footsteps start to approach. A single set, echoing off the walls in

the tunnel I had just been dragged through. They were firm footsteps, strong—a wide stride, and

definitely male. Cillian. I thought I recognized the sound of his gait; or maybe it was Radulf’s?

Not wanting him to see me in my current state, I did everything I could to get my limbs back into

position and sit upright. I was still having trouble breathing. My chest felt like it had been whacked

with a hammer, the collar around my neck weighed five tons, and something had happened to my ankle

between falling down and being dragged that made me feel like I probably wouldn’t be able to stand

up and walk on my own power.

But I wasn’t going to show him any weakness.

Not if I could help it.

Cillian emerged out of the dark like smoke. He was wearing a black suit with a high collar, a black

shirt, and black gloves. His long hair was pinned back behind his head, his antlers were on full

display, and strapped to his belt was an ornate, silver dagger. He looked good. Handsome. But the

black eyes gave Radulf away, and revulsion bubbled into my throat like acid reflux.

Radulf watched me from the edge of the room. “You are hurt,” he said, his voice low, and raspy.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Is that what you came here to tell me?” I asked, gritting my teeth to fight the

pain.

“You know how much pain you are in. You don’t need me to tell you that.”

I laughed, and instantly regretted it. When I recovered from the sudden bout of pain, I stared at him.

“I thought the winter fae were masters of sarcasm. I guess you’re the slow one of the bunch.”

Radulf frowned. “I did not come here to be insulted.”

“Well, I’ve just been battered, bruised, and dragged by a Wenlow, and you’re the only person

within reach. If you don’t like it, you can leave—your highness.”

He turned his eyes to the side. “The Wenlow were not my idea.”

“Let me guess; they were your fathers?”

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “You know, I have been called all kinds of crap since I got here, been told I’m

tainting this place with my filthy blood, but then you go and bring Wenlow into your castle. Why is

that okay? Why doesn’t anyone see just how screwed up that is?”

He gave me his eyes again. “I see it.”

It was my turn to frown. “I’m sorry, maybe I’m delirious from the pain. Did you just say you see

it?”

“I do.”

“Meaning, you don’t like the fact that Wenlow are freely walking around your castle? Your home?”

“What is so strange about that?”

I shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know, you seem to be fine with murder, torture, conquest, but you draw the

line at letting stray beasts piddle all over your castle. Your priorities are a little backwards.”

Radulf paused, and his frown darkened. “Piddle?” he asked.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Piss? Urinate? They must go to the bathroom somewhere, right? Tell me,

who cleans their poop, and has anyone found any bits of fae in it?”

He swiped his hand through the air. “That’s enough.”

“Getting on your nerves, Radulf? It’s pretty easy, I have to admit.”

Radulf didn’t have a comeback to that. There was no snark, no quip, and way too little annoyance

showing on his face which was, in itself, annoying. In fact, the more I looked at him, the more I felt

my metaphorical claws retract into my hands. Something was different about him. He looked… down,

unhappy.

Upset

Did evil spirits even get upset? Were they capable of feeling anything other than homicidal,

megalomaniacal thoughts? Was Cillian partly in control? Whatever it was, I hated it, because it had

disarmed me almost immediately, and I didn’t like being disarmed around him. I liked my wits being

sharp as a razor blade, just in case I needed to use them on him.

“I did not come here to battle you further,” he said.

“What did you come here for, then?”

“I came to check… on you.”

“On me?” His eyes lowered from my face, to my stomach, and a bell rang in my mind. “Oh…”

“Well?”

“I’m afraid it’s not an exact science at this point, but I feel like I’m in one piece—no thanks to your

damn trials.”

“They are necessary.”

“But to the death, Radulf? Seriously? One of the first things I learned about this competition was

that we were all meant to be safe. No one was meant to die, and there are at least two dead people

that I can think of right now.”

“And that is unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate? What kind of monster are you? These girls had been training for years to get here,

thinking they’d get to marry a Prince at the end of it, or at the very least gain a little celebrity for their

families. None of them expected to die, and that’s your fault. Their blood is on your hands.”

“Which is why I am here.”

“Why are you here, Radulf? Because unless you’re here to heal my injuries you can—” Radulf’s

eyes flashed with internal light so bright it illuminated the otherwise gloomy room. When the

brightness dimmed, the darkness in those orbs had gone, giving way to two brilliant eyes the color of

the sky on a warm, winter day.

Cillian dropped to his knees. “Dahlia,” he said, his voice soft, and deep, but weak. It was him.

Radulf was gone; he’d relinquished control.

“Cillian…” the word fell out of my mouth on the back of a sigh. I wanted to move toward him, but

I was in so much pain, any movements I made were slow, and difficult.

The Prince placed one hand on the ground and used it to help himself rise back to his feet. A

moment later, he was walking toward me, though it looked like he was caught in something of a daze,

as if he had just woken up from a long nap. I stretched my hands out to him as he neared me, and he

took them to help guide himself toward me.

He fell to his knees again, but this time on purpose. Struggling for a moment, he tugged on his black

gloves until they came off, and then he tossed them aside, making them melt into the darkness around

us. Then he touched my face, running his hand past my cheek and into my hair as if for the first time.

“It’s really you,” I said, touching his hand.

He nodded. “It’s me.”

“What… what happened? Why…?” I couldn’t find the words.

He shook his head. “Radulf, he… he relinquished control.”

“For good?”

“No, I don’t think so. I can still feel him in the back of my mind, but I know he has turned away.”

“You mean, he’s not watching?”

“He is not.”

A surge of emotion bubbled up inside of me, and I rode it all the way to his lips. Cupping his face

in my hands, I drank deeply of his mouth as if I was trying to find a piece of myself in him—trying to

reclaim part of what we had lost. I could feel it, or the lack of it. Our bond. That hurt more than any

amount of physical pain I could possibly have been in, but I felt like if I could only kiss him hard

enough, we would get it back.

Not so.

The kiss broke, and still no bond. I pressed my forehead against his and breathed against his

mouth. “I missed you,” I whispered.

“And I you,” he said, his voice low. “I am sorry…”

“Sorry for what?”

“I’m not strong enough to fight him. I have to wait for him to give me control, and I don’t know

when the next time will be.”

I stroked his beard. “Don’t be sorry. This isn’t your fault.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Dahlia. You should be as far away from this place as possible.”

“We’ve already talked about this. I’m not going anywhere.”

“They’ll kill you…”

“I won’t let them. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed this about me, but I have a lot of things to live for right now—getting you back is one of them.”

“I won’t stop fighting either, but I hate seeing you hurt.”

I shook my head. “That’s the least of it. I can take pain. What I can’t take is losing you forever.”

He turned his eyes up at me. “I can hear his thoughts,” he said, keeping his voice low. “He talks to

me sometimes, and sometimes I can talk to him. He’s becoming more talkative these nights.”

“What does he say?”

“There’s conflict with him. There was never any conflict before… not once had I sensed even a

shred of doubt in him.”

“And now you do. What changed?”

“I… can’t say for certain, but I think it’s you.”

“Me? What did I do?”

“You challenge him. You challenge him when no one else does, make him question his motives and

the motives of those around him. He never felt like he was being used before now.”

I swallowed hard. “He feels like he’s being used?”

“He has not confessed this to me, but he talks to himself, and like I said, sometimes I hear it. He no

longer blindly trusts our father’s words.”

“What are you trying to say?”

Cillian paused and took a deep breath. “Whatever you are doing to him, continue doing it. I do not

know exactly what will come of it, but if you can keep chipping away at his loyalty toward our

father… it will only help us.”

I grabbed his collar and pulled him close, kissing him again. “I wish we were in a bedroom right

now,” I whispered against his lips.

“As do I…” he growled, “The things I wish to do to you…”

His words sent shivers up my spine. “I have to get you back,” I said, “I won’t stop until you’re

mine again.”

“I am yours.”

“Good. Remember that.”

“I will, and when this is all over, and you have taken your rightful place at my side, I will put a

crown on your head and make you my wife.”

I kissed him again. “Not if I make you my husband first.”

Cillian shut his eyes, pinching them closed. “He wants control,” he said.

I almost begged him to fight, but I didn’t. Instead, I let him go as if he’d suddenly turned as hot as

the sun. Cillian picked himself up and scrambled away from me, and by the time he turned around

again, his eyes were black. He took a deep breath in through the nose, paused, and stared at me.

“I will see to it you are sent back to your quarters,” Radulf said, “Heal, eat, and get a good night’s

rest. You will need your energy.”

“Radulf, wait,” I called out just as he turned around to leave.

Radulf stopped, but he didn’t turn around. “What do you want?”

“He’s lying to you… your father.”

He turned his head to the side, and in that instant I found it incredible how, even though they shared

the same body, I could so easily tell both men apart. Radulf had a way of arching his shoulders, of

scowling, of sneering, and he always seemed to stand tall, and stiffly, like a plank of wood.

These weren’t Cillian’s mannerisms. He moved a little more fluidly, and gracefully. He didn’t

sneer as much, didn’t grit his teeth often, and throwing aside for a moment the fact that Radulf had

black orbs for eyes, there was rarely any harshness in Cillian’s. Coldness and distance, I had seen, but he had kind eyes.

He didn’t say a word.

Turning away from me, he walked out of the room and disappeared into the dark hallway beyond,

leaving me alone again. My mind was spinning. Reeling. So much had happened in one day. I glanced

at the charm still resting on my left wrist and fiddled with it between my fingers.

It was time.

Time to talk to Melina.

Time for the Moon Children to start their move on the castle.

By the time they got here, the selection would be over, and we would need them for the next part of

the plan.
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True to his word, Radulf had me moved back to my room, which was a welcomed change of

scenery. I had a chance to change, to bathe, to eat, all under the watchful eye of the Ulhan in my room.

I still couldn’t quite figure them out. They didn’t do or say anything, they just sat there, occasionally

squirming inside of their ice box.

It was a little unnerving, but after a while, I forgot they were even there; like they’d become part of

the furniture. I wasn’t sure if that was by design, or because I was grossly sleep-deprived and

exhausted, both mentally and physically. Either way, I went about my business as best I could until

Mira was allowed to come and see me later in the evening.

I had a couple of things to tell her, and at this point, I didn’t care whether Tula knew about them or

not.

Too tired.

“You look… not great,” Mira said, frowning.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Thanks.”

“I don’t mean to upset you; it was only an observation.”

“I’m not upset. In my defense, I was just paralyzed by a Wenlow… in the castle. Has your world

gone upside down?”

“It has, and it’s our world, remember?” Mira shook her head. “I did not know what to do with

myself when I saw those things emerge. They came from almost out of nowhere, and not a word was

said about them.”

“I guess having Wenlow as pets is just the new normal around here now?”

“The King should not have allowed this.”

“I hate to tell you, but the King is the one behind all this. Mira, he’s gone totally insane. He has to

be stopped, or… or everything turns dark and burns.”

“And the prophecy comes to pass.”

I scratched my neck, dealing with an itch that had come up. “I need to get this thing off if I’m going

to beat Mareen,” I said, “Either that, or I have to find a way to kill her magic. She’s really powerful.”

Mira nodded. “Mareen is a gifted sorceress, but she is also…” she paused, as if she was searching

for the word.

“Unhinged? Yes, we have a word for that.”

“That is perhaps something you can use to your advantage.”

“An advantage isn’t going to help me if she hits me with even one of those magic blasts, and this

thing around my neck makes it really hard to keep up my fancy feet. It’s heavy.”

“It only feels heavy. The collar itself is almost weightless.”

“So, it’s all in my head?”

“Yes and no. Yes, the weight isn’t real, and no, it’s caused by magic. I cannot remove it or tamper

with it, but I could give you some breathing exercises to help lessen that particular effect, at least.”

A little green light began to radiate from the back of Mira’s neck, and a moment later, Gullie

emerged, rubbing her eyes. The little pixie walked along Mira’s shoulder, took flight on her butterfly

wings, and settled on my shoulder.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Morning,” Gullie groaned. “I think I can help with the collar.”

I frowned. “You can?”

“Or, at least, I can help with the breathing stuff. I can help put you in a better frame of mind, but I

need to be with you during the trial.”

“Gull… I can’t let you do that. It’s so dangerous out there; it’s nothing like it was.”

She nodded. “Mira brought me up to speed. I’m sorry this is happening, but I feel kind of useless,

and it’s about time I earned my place here. Let me help you.”

“You don’t have to earn anything, Gull. You’ve done so much already, and if anything happened to

you, I would never forgive myself.”

She looked up at me and frowned. “Ditto. Now, don’t make me embarrass myself by having to ask

again.”

“What about Mel?”

“What about her?”

“If something happened to you, she’d kill me.”

Gullie shrugged, then grinned. “So, don’t let anything happen to me.”

I rolled my eyes. “As if I didn’t have enough pressure on my shoulders already.”

“Relax, will you? It’s a joke.” Gullie cracked her knuckles. “I can help, and I’m going to. You’re

gonna need me if you wanna beat Mareen.”

Mira angled her head to one side. “She’s not wrong, you know.”

“Yes, yes,” I said, waving my hand around, “You both make very reasonable points. I really wish

you’d stop.”

Gullie glanced over at Tula, then looked up at me again. “Speaking of Mel… did you?”

I nodded. “They’re ready.”

She took a deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled. “So, it’s happening, then.”

“It has to. Now, more than ever. The King is mad, and I can’t remember the last time I saw the

Queen. I really don’t know what’s going to happen when the selection is over. For all I know, they’ll

just give Mareen the crown whether I win or not.”

“Can they even do that?”

“It’s hard to tell,” Mira said, “The rules I spent years learning, no longer apply… it seems like the

judges still maintain final authority, but I am not entirely convinced they are impartial any longer.”

“They were able to tell me my trial was to the death, while other trials weren’t. They’re also

clearly favoring Mareen in some things. It hardly seems like they’re being fair.”

“It’s probably because they think you’re a murderer,” Gullie said. “And because they want her to

win because it suits the Veridian’s plans.”

“Is it possible to get new judges in?” I asked.

Mira shook her head. “Their positions are sacred, and like the contestants, they are fated to

participate. They cannot be removed.”

I exhaled, long and deep. “Then I have to clear my name. It’s the only way I’m going to eliminate

the bias they have against me.”

“Assuming they care to listen.”

I nodded. “What other choice do I have?”

“Not many…” she paused. “How will you convince them of your innocence?”

I shook my head. “I have no idea. I’ve watched enough TV to know, when you want to catch

someone out, you can record their voice and play it back for whoever needs to listen, but I’m fresh

out of audio recorders.”

Mira’s eyes narrowed, then she turned her head to the side to look at Tula. The squid-like creature

shuddered in its ice box. “Tula is clairvoyant…” she said, trailing off.

I frowned. “Tula won’t help us.”

“No?” Mira approached the large block of ice. “There has to be something they want in return for

a little assistance?”

“You really think so?”

“Why don’t we let them answer?”

“I know not what your question is,” came a soft voice, beamed directly into my brain.

“Can you help us?” Mira asked.

“That is a very broad question.”

“You are a clairvoyant being, correct?”

Tula squirmed in their ice box. “I am.”

“And you are also a powerful telepath who can send visions to others, yes?”

“I can, and do, as I am asked to.”

“Then can you do that for us?” I asked.

Tula paused. “You wish for me to assist you?”

“I do. We do. We really need your help.”

“I am not here to assist you.”

“No, but there has to be something I can offer you in return for your help? No one has to know that

you have helped us—it’ll be a secret.”

There was a pause, long and thoughtful, inside of which no one made a sound. The silence was so

thick I could hear the little shimmering sound Gullie’s wings gave off. I’d only ever heard it in the

dead of night, and almost never since we’d come to Arcadia, but it was there now, and it reminded

me of home.

Of my bed.

Of my mothers.

“What is it you ask?” Tula’s voice came through again, startling me out of the moment.

I glanced over at Mira, then looked at the ice box. “I want you to spy on me during my trial with

Mareen,” I said, “She, and the rest of the winter court, think I killed another contestant when I

shouldn’t have. I didn’t kill Verona, and the only way to prove it is to get Mareen to confess.”

“And what role will I play here?”

“You’ll watch, listen, and then you’ll bring the vision to whoever has the power to clear my

name.”

“This is all you want? An exchange of information?”

“That’s all I want. I’m not a murderer, and I want the winter court to know that—even if they aren’t

exactly in the right frame of mind right now.”

A pause. “What you ask is noble,” Tula said, “I will now name my price.”

I looked over at Mira again and saw the surprise in her bright, violet eyes—eyes that were also

starting to look a little tired, like Aronia’s had. “Name it,” I said.

“I require no food or water, such as you do,” Tula said, “I sustain myself on the thoughts and

dreams of others, feeding on them as and when I must. But what I truly desire… are memories.”

“Memories?”

“Yes. Through memories, my kind evolves, improves themselves. But only through memories that

are freely given.”

I watched the ice box for signs of movement, but Tula remained entirely still. “When you say freely

given, what do you mean?”

“You offer a memory to me, and I take it from you.”

“So, I’ll forget it?”

“Yes. The stronger the memory, the better the experience for my kind.”

I swallowed hard. “What kind of memory would you want in exchange for what I’ve asked?”

“I am not here to offer assistance of any kind. If it were never to be discovered that I helped you, I

would not need such a strong memory. Being that I will need to reveal my aid in this matter, however,

the memory would need to be… cherished. Perhaps from your childhood.”

“A childhood memory… and you’ll take it, and I’ll forget it.”

“Yeah, I think we covered that,” Gullie whispered.

“I’m just trying to figure this out, okay?” I whispered. “I’ve never had to give up a memory

before.”

“How hard can it be? Maybe I can remind you once it’s gone?”

“That will not be possible,” Tula said, “A memory, once given, can never be recovered.”

“And it has to be strong…” I said, trying to fish the right memory out of my mind. I didn’t like the

sound of this, but I needed Tula’s help if I was going to clear my name. I had no guarantee it would

work, or even that anyone would want to hear it, but if there was a chance it would work, I had to

take it.

“Well?” Tula asked.

“I think I have one,” I said.

“Revisit it in your mind.”

Nodding, I shut my eyes and let the memory form in my head. I was young, maybe six. It wasn’t my

earliest memory, I had earlier ones, but it was the day mother Evie had caught me going through her

things. I felt the smile sweep across my face as the movie of that day played behind my eyes.

Somehow, I was able to see myself as if in the third person. This small, thin creature had managed

to stuff her little feet into a pair of high heels, had thrown on a dress that barely clung to her body, and

was in the process of smearing—expensive—lipstick all over her face.

Evie wasn’t upset when she caught me. In fact, she spent the little while cleaning my face, and the

following two hours giving me a makeover. She did my hair and my face, and then she took me

shopping for new big girl clothes; including my own set of tiny heels.

Tears stung my eyes and rolled down my cheeks as the memory played out. That little girl had no

idea what was coming for her. No idea who she was, where she came from, or what was waiting for

her when she grew up. I wanted to warn her, to give her some kind of head’s up that this was going to

happen.

But I couldn’t.

I shut my eyes, and a sharp, stabbing pain struck the side of my head. It felt like an icy needle had

driven itself into my brain. I winced, sucked a breath of air in through my teeth, and turned off to the

side. I wasn’t sure what exactly had just happened, but the experience left me a little shellshocked and

dizzy.

“What… just happened?” I asked.

“The transaction is complete,” Tula said.

“What is?”

“You just gave them a memory,” Mira said, “Are you alright?”

“Memory? What memory?”

“I don’t know,” Gullie said, “You didn’t tell us.”

I touched my hand to the side of my head to check for blood, but there was none. The feeling was

almost completely gone, too, leaving nothing in its place. No, it was less than nothing. The sensation

left a kind of void in me, a gap where there should’ve been something. And that gap felt cold, and

deep, like I’d just given up a piece of my soul.

Maybe I had, but it probably wasn’t the last thing I was going to have to give up before this was

over.
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The judges weren’t giving us much time between trials, but I knew why that was. The Royal

Selection was being crammed through as quickly as possible because the royals just wanted it done;

and they wanted Mareen to win. It made sense. She’d already been consumed by the storm, she wasn’t

going to get in Radulf’s way, and she was malicious enough that she’d happily lead an army to the

slaughter of humans.

Despite the deck being stacked against me, I had to win. I had to beat her. I wasn’t sure how I was

going to do that, but now that I had seen a little of what she had up her sleeve, I thought I had at least

some kind of edge I could use.

She’s going to blast me.

Don’t get blasted.

That was going to be easier said than done, but as I was marched toward the arena for the third

time in as many days, I couldn’t help but feel the tug of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure

how this was going to go, but I was at the end. This was it. The Royal Selection was about to come to

a close. In a short while, there would be a winner. And that winner was going to be bound to the

Prince by fate’s scribing hand.

I couldn’t help but notice, as I entered the darkened, quiet coliseum, that the last few trials had

been almost identical to each other. I remembered Mira telling me she had been informed each trial

would test us in different ways. So far, I had been asked to kill another contestant in one trial and had

to fight for my life in the second one.

It made me wonder whether Mira had been lied to, perhaps to throw her off and further reduce my

chances of winning. I realized, then, that I had gotten by mostly on luck, and that didn’t bode well

going into the final trial to face the Royal Selection’s toughest opponent. I was going to need more

than luck to beat her.

But more than just beat her, I needed to get her to confess what she had done.

Tula was watching. I could feel their psychic presence as if they were hovering behind my right

shoulder. It was little more than an impression, a feeling as if I had an animated shadow, but it was

there, and it was comforting. I knew I had given up something valuable to get their help, and even

though I couldn’t remember exactly what memory I had given up, not having it still hurt.

“I can hear your heartbeat from here,” Gullie whispered. She was sitting in my hair, clutching onto

it for dear life.

“I can’t exactly keep it down,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“You need to try to relax, otherwise we’re both gonna get killed.”

“And you had a chance to stay with Mira, but you chose to come with me. If you die, it’s your

fault.”

“If I die, I’m going to haunt you so bad.”

“Well, you can haunt my ghost, because if you’re dead, I’m dead.”

“Why are we doing this again? For a guy?”

I frowned. “What? For a guy?”

“We’re only here because you want Cillian back, right?”

“Uh, prophecy? Darkness, ash, the Veridian? Did you forget all that stuff?”

“Oh, right… sorry, I haven’t eaten much since we got here. I think I got used to the way moon

children feed their guests.”

I shook my head. “How can you eat so much and stay so little? Lucky bi—” the ground under me

started to tremble, and I almost lost my footing.

Cracks started to form in the hard ice that went shooting in all directions. I took a step to the left to

avoid them as they spiderwebbed underneath me, but an instant later, several jagged pieces of ice

came jutting out of the floor. I had to leap, and dodge, and skip to keep away from the ice as it tried

stabbing me.

Mareen hadn’t entered the fray yet, and already this place was trying to cut me open like a tin can.

But it was more than that. The entire arena was reshaping itself, changing, modifying its parameters.

The last couple of times I had been here, the arena had been large, round, and smooth, save for a few

tall columns.

Now it was starting to look like a sea of shifting ice with razor-sharp edges. It was turbulent,

difficult to navigate, and some of those jagged pieces came up so fast, if I wasn’t paying attention, I

very well could’ve found myself getting impaled on one of them—or several at the same time.

When I found a quiet, non-shifting spot, I paused to catch my breath, pressing my back against a

wall. “That’s not supposed to happen,” I said.

“Well, it is,” Gullie said, “Look at it; it doesn’t stop! I mean, are they trying to kill you?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised at this point if they just did everything they could to finish me off.”

“That hardly seems fair.”

“This isn’t about fair, Gull. It’s about what the Veridian wants.”

I turned my eyes up at the skylight and saw the clouds flash, angrily. It knew I was onto it, knew I

was talking about it. I had no doubt in my mind that this thing was very much a living, thinking thing

with an agenda that involved getting me the hell out of the picture. But I wasn’t going to go down

without a fight.

“You ready for this?” Gullie asked.

“I feel like everything we’ve done to get here has been preparing me for this.”

Gullie giggled. “Think about how we got here… what those first few trials were like.”

“Catching orbs, making dresses, impressing royals. I mean, even though I’d been kidnapped, it

doesn’t really sound that bad, does it?”

“Not compared to this, anyway. I kind of miss that.”

“Weird, right? Do we have Stockholm syndrome?”

“What’s that?”

“Oh, that’s when people who get kidnapped fall in love with their captors. It’s a thing.”

Gullie paused to think. “I mean, in your defense, you thought Cillian was a snack before he

captured you.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t in love with him.”

“And now?”

I allowed a smile to creep across my lips. “I guess I kind of am.”

“Kind of? Don’t kid yourself. Now, focus up—she’s coming.”

Gullie was right. The doors to the arena had opened again, and Mareen was being marched in. She had a swagger that oozed confidence, and a grin on her wild-eyed face that said I’m ready to kill

someone today. She looked angry, off-kilter; like an electrical wire flailing around, trying to shock

everything near it.

I watched her scan the jagged terrain for a second before making her move. With a hop and a skip,

she was up and over some of the more treacherous parts of the arena closest to the door. A moment

later, she’d found a flat patch to settle on, and then her eyes found me. She drew her dagger from her

sheath and pointed its tip in my direction.

“Are you ready?” she called out.

I looked at the ground in front of me, tried to find a little stable footing, and took a step forward.

“I’m ready,” I said.

Mareen’s wicked grin widened. “Good.”

Movement on the royal balcony caught my eye. Just like last time, the servants emerged first, then

came the King and the Prince. But the Queen wasn’t with them, and the King and Prince seemed to

be… bickering. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but at one point the King stopped walking,

turned around, and jabbed a finger at his son before bellowing a bunch of words that bounced off the

coliseum walls.

By the time those words reached my ears they were little more than distorted, incoherent echoes,

but whatever had just passed between them hadn’t been good. A moment later, the King made his way

to his throne, took a seat, and snatched a cup out of a servant’s waiting hand so hard it almost knocked

the poor guy over.

The Prince stood by the stairs, his hands in his pockets, his eyes roaming the arena. I couldn’t be

sure, but I thought we had locked at one point, then he followed his father toward his seat and took it,

preparing himself to watch the commencement of this final trial. Nobody seemed to find it even a

little strange that the arena was dead. Considering this was the last leg of the Royal Selection, it

should’ve been packed.

This was going to go off with a whimper, instead of a bang.

At least I had Gullie.

“Stay hidden, okay?” I whispered.

“Don’t worry,” she said, “I won’t reveal myself unless I really have to.”

“I’d rather you didn’t at all.”

“I’m sure you don’t, but I didn’t come here to watch. Now, let’s get this done.”

Once the commotion on the royal balcony settled, one of the men standing around approached the

edge of the balcony. He seemed to clear his throat, sending a throaty, hacking sound bouncing through

the arena.

“Begin!” he yelled, and without needing much more encouragement, Mareen was off.

There had been no instructions, no introductions, just a simple command to start, and it looked like

Mareen knew exactly what she had been asked to do. I watched her leap and vault from one bit of

broken ice to the next. Occasionally she’d dip behind some jagged piece or other, and I’d lose sight of

her for a second, only to make contact with her mad-eyes and feel the chill of impending death move

through me like there was ice in my veins.

She disappeared again just as I was about to move. For a long, drawn out breath, all was quiet,

and then she emerged—jumping several feet into the air, propelled by magic, and charging a ball of

white light in her hand. I ducked off to the right and started running just as she fired the magic blast off

at me.

I felt the force of the impact strike the wall where I had been standing and heard the bits of debris and stone go scattering out in all directions. Taking cover behind a large chunk of ice jutting out of the

ground, I took a moment to catch my breath.

“Holy shit,” Gullie said, “That was loud.”

“I told you she was powerful,” I said.

“How are we supposed to deal with that, and is it too late for me to back out?”

“We just have to not get hit, and hope she gets tired.”

“Hope she gets tired?” Gullie shrieked. “That’s your master plan? How did you ever get this far!”

“I keep telling you, I don’t know.”

“Well, you’re gonna have to get a clue because she’s coming back!”

Gullie was right. Mareen had figured out where I’d gone and had positioned herself in exactly the

right place to send another attack in my direction. I felt the pull of magic as she drew it into herself,

then felt the release as she let it go into the world.

Hoping she wouldn’t anticipate I would break left, away from my cover, I made a move—sprinting

away from the jagged ice and heading for a new piece of cover. But Mareen had anticipated I would

go left, and as I turned to glance at her, I saw the streaking ball of white light come racing toward me.

And there was nothing I could do to stop it from striking me square in the chest.
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The impact blew the air out of my lungs and sent me reeling. It felt like my chest had caved in on

itself. As I lay on the ground, gasping, struggling to catch a breath, I was sure a bunch of my ribs had

turned inwards and punctured my lungs. The pain tore through me like lava, stealing away every

ounce of my concentration and keeping it from me.

I had fallen, I was defenseless, and Mareen was still coming. I could hear her, cackling wildly,

pleased with herself. Her voice echoed through the arena, and to my rattled brain, it sounded like she

was everywhere at once, fluttering all over the coliseum like a howling, laughing wind. I had to get

up, but I could barely lift my neck, let alone the rest of me.

“Dee,” Gullie said, “Dee, can you hear me?”

“I… just got hit… by a train,” I said.

“But you’re in one piece, and you have to get up.”

“I can’t.”

Gullie blew a cloud of pixie dust up past my face, and I watched it come twinkling back down

over me. Almost instantly, the pain in my chest started to recede, to fall away, to numb. It didn’t

completely disappear, I didn’t think it would disappear for days, but I was starting to get a little

feeling back in my fingers, my toes.

I scrunched them up and planted my palms on the ground, breathing heavily through the residual

pain.

“Thanks, Gull,” I said.

“No problem,” she said, “Just don’t get hit again, okay? I didn’t heal you, I just dealt with the

pain.”

I could hear Mareen, but I couldn’t see her—not from where I was. There were too many pieces of

jagged ice sticking out of the ground, coils of condensation writhing around them like tendrils. I tried

sitting upright, expecting my chest to cave in, but it didn’t. I couldn’t breathe as deeply as I should’ve

been able to, but there wasn’t too much pain there, so that was something.

Whatever Gullie had just done to me had worked. It was enough to get me back on my feet, ready

to defend myself against Mareen. The only problem was, I couldn’t defend forever. She was way too

fast even for me. Maybe if I didn’t have this damn collar wrapped around my neck… but there was

just no way to remove it.

I caught a glimpse of what I thought was Mareen’s hair, and I started moving, sprinting as fast as I

could across the broken ice.

“There you are!” she sang, “I was starting to think I’d already killed you, and that would’ve been a

shame.”

“Not quite, Mareen,” I yelled, finding a shard of ice to hide behind. “You’re going to have to do

better than that.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m just getting warmed up.”

I felt the air around me inhale, and I knew what was about to happen. Not wanting to be caught off

guard this time, I instantly made a move toward a new piece of cover, giving her something to shoot

at. When the magic released, I halted in my tracks, turned around, and bounced back, letting the magic

blast sail harmlessly past me and strike one of the coliseum’s far walls.

“Clever!” Mareen shrieked, “Very clever. But not good enough. How fast can you run, little

mongrel? How many bits of ice can you hide behind? You’re going to have to attack me eventually,

and when you do, that’ll be the end of you.”

I hid behind the ice, my heart hammering inside of my chest, my breaths coming short and fast.

“She’s right,” I panted, “I don’t have a shot if I can’t shapeshift.”

“You got all the way here before you learned to shapeshift,” Gullie said.

“Yeah, but fancy feet aren’t going to work here, and it’s not like I can make a dress to get me out of

this.”

“So, improvise.”

The only thing I had on me was a dagger, and in order to use it I needed to get close to her, and that

was suicide. There was ice around me, a lot of it. Much of it was sharp, and jagged, but I had no hope

in hell of breaking any of it off. Using magic was out of the question, too… there was only one thing I

had, one card to play, and it was one of the first things Mira had ever shown me.

I didn’t wait for Mareen to attack again. Instead, I moved away from the piece of cover I’d been

hiding behind and made a mad dash for the royal balcony, skipping past as many large shards of ice as

I could to throw Mareen’s aim off. It seemed to work, because the more she missed, the angrier she

got, and that made her miss even more.

Reaching the space just beneath the royal balcony, I took a deep breath, jabbed a finger at the King,

and roared. “Is this what you want?!”

The King stiffened in his seat, his face turning red. “You dare address me directly, mongrel?” he

growled, his booming voice blasting over the coliseum.

“Call me whatever names you want, that still doesn’t change the fact that this trial is a boring

waste of everyone’s time—and you’re the reason for that.”

“I am the King—”

“—which means it’s your fault this is all so boring.”

The King shot to his feet and glared at me like he wanted to kill me with nothing but his stare. I

watched him breath deep, his face reddening, the veins on his neck and on the sides of his face

bulging. He looked about ready to vault off the balcony and see to it that I die by his hands, but even

he knew what a bad idea that would be for him, so he restrained himself.

“Mareen,” the King roared, “Kill this bitch dog and finish this!”

“With pleasure,” Mareen sang, but before she could move into position to strike out at me with one

of her balls of magic deadliness, the Prince shot up from his seat, raced toward the edge of the

balcony, and waved his hand.

In an instant, the collar around my neck snapped open and fell to the ground with a hard thud that

cracked the ice. I took a deep breath, and this time, I was able to breathe all the way in. Whatever

residual pain I had been feeling from a moment ago was starting to subside, and already I could feel

my strength returning, my senses sharpening.

I stared at the Prince, wide eyed. The King turned to glare at his son. “What did you do?!” he

bellowed.

“This is not a fair fight,” Radulf said, “I have made it fair.”

“I don’t care if it’s fair or not. I want this done.”

“And I want to be entertained.”

That’s it. He’s caught on.

I had wanted to tickle their showmanship bone, and it had worked. I hadn’t expected anything like

this—I never thought Radulf would be the one to remove the collar around my neck—but now that it

was gone, I had a fighting chance against Mareen.

“You and I will have words,” the King growled, then he sat down in a huff.

Radulf glanced at me from atop the balcony, offering a slight nod; which I returned. I could hear

Mareen much more clearly, now. Her footfalls had been almost completely silent, but now that my

senses had opened up again, I realized she wasn’t nearly as quiet as she thought she was.

I also realized my edge had returned.

The world around me sucked in a deep breath, and without having to turn around to look at her, I

knew exactly where she was. The magic hummed as she released it, and I was able to track it

perfectly, even with my back turned. At the last possible second, I arched my back, launched myself

into a twirl, and easily avoided her attack.

Landing on one knee, with a fist planted in the ground, I turned my eyes up at her. “You’re getting

slow, Mareen,” I said.

Mareen tightened her grip on the perch she had found, then her eyes darkened. “So, he took your

collar off. Do you really think that’ll be enough?”

“I think so. How about you come down here and we find out?”

“So, you can turn into a wolf and sink your teeth into my neck like the murderer you are? No, I

think I’m fine where I am.”

“I’m not a murderer, and you know it.”

“You’ve killed two people so far. The facts speak for themselves.”

“One of them, I was forced to kill. The other… you and I both know who killed her.”

“Yes; you,” she hissed.

Straightening up, I started walking toward her, shaking my head. Already I could see her tensing,

getting ready to retaliate, to react, to defend herself. She was on the back foot, now. Mareen knew

what I could do, knew she was outmatched, so she wanted to try to trash talk her way out of losing

this fight.

“Mareen, you know as well as I do this trial only ends with one of us walking out alive,” I said,

“But it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“It does—that’s how they want it. That’s how it wants it, so just lay down and die already!”

Instead of winding back her arm and charging another blast of magic, she stood upright, stretched

both arms out wide, and flicked her wrists. In an instant, Mareen summoned a howling gust of wind

that barreled toward me like an avalanche. It was hard to dig my feet into the ground to keep from

toppling over, so I didn’t have much choice but to throw myself to the ground and grab hold of

whatever cracks in the ice I could find.

While I was down here, though, I couldn’t move to do much else.

“Dee!” Gullie yelled.

“Gull!” I said, “You’ve got to tattoo yourself on me. Can you reach?”

“I… I think so.”

I kept my head down, waiting for Gullie to press herself against my back and stop from getting

pulled into the little hurricane Mareen had summoned. It wasn’t long until I felt the warmth of her

magic touch my skin; a kind warmth that sent ripples of comfort throughout the rest of me. With that, I

knew she was safe, and that was something at least.

Mareen started cackling. “That’s right,” she yelled, “Down, down on the ground where you belong.

Who ever gave you the impression you could come to my house and take what’s rightfully mine?”

“Mareen!” came the King’s booming voice. “It’s time!”

I tried to turn my head up, but the wind was too strong. It felt like I was being pinned down by

invisible hands that kept pushing, and pushing, like they wanted to make me melt into the ground

beneath me. My muscles twitched, my chest tightened, and I knew, there was only one way out of this.

Concentrating, I made sharp nails extend from the tip of my fingers. Once I had a firmer grip on the

ground, I allowed the rest of my body to relax and begin changing shape. The transformation didn’t

hurt, it wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, it was as easy as breathing; right, natural. In my wolf form, it

was much easier to find solid footing, and once I had it, I sprang up and out of the gust of wind that

had been holding me down and started bounding toward Mareen.

Her eyes widened as I approached. She leapt off her perch and backflipped away from me with all

the grace of the world’s best acrobat, but I kept coming. When she could no longer keep retreating,

she dug one foot into the ground and prepared a magic blast to throw at me—but I was too quick for

her, this time.

Instead of biting her straight away, I threw my entire weight into her, sending us both slamming into

the ground. Mareen had the wind knocked out of her, and though she tried to squirm out from under

me, I had her pinned down under my large, white paws. When she looked up at me, I saw equal parts

anger and fear reflected in her eyes.

Anger that she had fallen, and fear of the large wolf staring down at her.

“Give up,” I snarled.

“I won’t,” Mareen struggled, but she couldn’t quite get out from under me—she also couldn’t use

her magic. She needed her hands for that.

“They want me to kill you, but I don’t want to do that.”

“You don’t have a choice, do you?”

“I do. I can spare your life.”

“Don’t be an idiot. They’ll kill you.”

“They can try, but if you help me, I’ll make sure they don’t kill either of us.”

She shook her head. “We are not both making it out of here alive, mongrel! Don’t you see that? And

what could you possibly want my help with?”

I stared at her. “I want you to confess,” I said.

“Confess?”

“Tell them what you did. Tell them I’m not a murderer.”

She frowned. “And have them kill me?! You must think I’m insane.”

“Mareen, you’re the only one who can prove I didn’t do it. I don’t know what I ever did to you to

make you hate me as much as you do, but whatever it is, I’m sorry.”

Mareen’s frown turned into a scowl. “You’re sorry?” she asked, “I don’t believe you.”

“Please, believe it. The first time I saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful girl here… then

you opened your mouth, and it all changed. You are the mean girl in the school, the one everyone

hates, but you have a chance here. You don’t have to tell the royals—just confess it to me.”

Her eyes narrowed. “And you’ll spare my life?”

“I swear it on my soul. You’ve always denied it. I want to hear you tell me the truth about who

killed Verona.”

I could see it on her face. The way she was struggling with herself on the inside, she wasn’t very

good at hiding it. She’d never been good at hiding it, in fact. Mean girls were usually horribly insecure; the only real difference was, she was winter fae, and thus more prone to turn to homicide

than the average human woman.

“Fine,” she growled, gnashing her teeth together. “I did it. I killed Verona.”

I shook my head. “But… why? She was your friend?”

Mareen shook her head as that internal struggle she was having with herself had become something

physical, and real. “Because you were going to win. You were always going to win. I had to do

something to stop you.”

“So, you tried framing me for murder?”

“Yes! It was all I could think to do!”

Lightning flashed above, as if the Gods had been well and truly angered. This time, thunder

rumbled, rattling the coliseum. I turned my eyes up and saw the whipping arcs of violent light tear

through the heavens, then one of them struck the skylight, making it burst into a million pieces.

My heart surged into my throat. Visions of being stuck back at that aviary when it exploded, shards

of glass hurtling toward me, came rushing into my mind. Mareen had caused that, and looking at her

now, her eyes were fixed upward, and entirely glazed over. If I’d left her exactly where she was, she

would’ve been skewered by hundreds of pieces of glass.

But I wasn’t a monster.

Trying my hardest not to rip her flesh apart with my teeth, I grabbed her by the arm and dragged her

across the ice. I was heading for the double doors we’d come through, charging into them with all my

might as I reached them, but they wouldn’t budge. The glass fell like rain, each individual piece

bursting into many, many more, smaller pieces as they struck the ground.

The best I could do was cover Mareen and hope for the best.

This time, though, I didn’t scream as the glass fell.
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Several shards of glass bit into my skin as they fell, but when all was said and done, it could’ve

been worse. Some of the larger pieces of the skylight had fallen far enough away from me that they

didn’t pose any kind of real danger, and most of the injuries I’d just taken were already starting to

heal.

My ability to regenerate was so quick, it still surprised even me.

Looking down at Mareen, I noticed her eyes weren’t quite as glazed over as they had been a minute

ago. A certain sharpness had returned to them, as if the foggy haze they’d been hiding behind had

finally cleared. And in that clarity, I didn’t see any hate, or anger, or even much fear. What I saw was

shame, and guilt.

It was as if she’d suddenly grown a heart, and it had kicked her in the ass for being a rotten bitch.

“Fates…” Mareen gasped. “We’re alive!?”

I turned my eyes up and looked around at the glass littering the arena. “Looks that way,” I said. The

Veridian continued to flash, angrily, as if it had been personally offended. Loose arcs of whipping

lightning licked and scraped the top of the arena, like tendrils trying to push their way through the hole

they had created.

But it wasn’t going any further than that.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

“I… don’t think so,” Mareen said, then she paused. “You pulled me away from certain death.

Why?”

“I was expecting a thank you, but maybe we’re not quite there yet.”

“Why did you save my life?”

I looked down at her. “I couldn’t let you die like that. Not if I could do something about it.”

“But, we’re enemies… why would you save an enemy?”

“I don’t like having enemies, Mareen.”

She shook her head. “Then you are stranger than I thought… you are also the clear winner of this

competition.”

I frowned. “Winner?”

Mareen wriggled herself out from under me, stood upright, and took a deep breath. “I concede,”

she yelled, her voice carrying across the arena. “Dahlia is the winner.”

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“You don’t like having enemies,” she said, turning to look at me with those incisive eyes, “I don’t

like having debts. Consider us even.”

Even from all the way on the other side of the coliseum, the King’s rage was unmissable. I could

hear him screaming at the top of his lungs; he was gripping the edge of the balcony and forcing his

voice to fill the arena, spewing gallons of his own discontent all over the place like a broken fire

hydrant.

It would’ve been amusing, except for the little matter that he was the King of Windhelm and had

ultimate authority over who got to keep their heads and who didn’t.

I perked up and stared at the balcony. “He seems to have gotten a little cross,” I said.

“Cross?” Mareen asked.

“It’s a thing we say in my world; it means he’s mad.”

She smirked. “Cross. I like it.”

The Prince got on his feet, and the King immediately rounded on him with his jabbing finger of

disappointment. “You,” the King said, “You did this—you ruined this.”

“I ruined nothing,” Radulf said, “The match was not even, I simply evened it.”

“I could care less if it was even. We had a deal, and you have gone back on it. Does your word

mean nothing?”

“I agreed to nothing, but I am a man of honor. I could not allow this farce to continue any longer,

and clearly, neither could Mareen; and now it’s over.”

The King scowled. “You are right about that.” He turned to face the arena again. “Send in the

Wenlow!”

My insides flipped and my body went cold. By the look on Mareen’s face, she also wasn’t totally

thrilled about what the King had just said. We started scanning the arena’s darkest parts, trying to see

if we could spot any of those large, yeti-type monsters lurking in the shadows. They were as big as

they were sneaky, and it was entirely possible they were already here, but as far as I could tell, they

weren’t.

“No,” the Prince said, “The Wenlow are enemies of our people; we will not bring more into this

place.”

The King turned his head, slowly, furiously. “You dare deny me, boy?” he snarled. “I could throw

you back into the storm.”

“I doubt if you have the strength left in your arms, old man.”

There was a moment where both men glared at each other, and I thought at any moment, one was

going to try to tear the other to pieces. A strange silence fell over the arena like a blanket. Above us,

lightning flashed inaudibly, filling the coliseum with flares of bright light. I could hear my heart racing

inside of my chest. I could hear Mareen’s.

From the balcony, though, there was nothing for a long moment—only two men, staring at each

other, each silently daring the other to make a move. Then I heard something of note. Doors opening,

armor clanking, swords being drawn. I turned around to face the doors I had just tried bashing open

and watched them part.

Behind them were soldiers marching upon us with weapons drawn. I arched my back, hackles

rising, teeth bared. That alone was enough to give the guards a moment of pause, of hesitation. I

doubted if they’d ever come across a white wolf my size before, and that gave me something to work

with.

I advanced on them slowly, one paw after the other, snarling, teeth fully on display. Some of the

guards exchanged glances, others backed up, but one remained—stoic, unmoving, his eyes entirely

fixed on mine. This was the one, their leader, the column that held the group up, and the linchpin that

would topple it. All I had to do was take him down hard and fast, and the rest would flee.

Then again, acting on these guards was a sure way to bring the entire city of Windhelm crashing

around me like a tidal wave.

There was no going back from this.

The guard readied his weapon, dug one foot into the ground, and then spoke. “In the name of the King of Windhelm, you will stand down.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked, continuing my approach.

“You will regret the day you made this mistake.”

“Do you know what these teeth will do to the tin can you’ve wrapped yourself in? Maybe if all

your friends were behind you, and as willing to throw their lives away as you are, you’d have a

chance, but they are looking a little soft.”

“I do not need help bringing you down, dog.”

“Maybe if it was just her,” Mareen said, and without warning, she hurled a ball of brilliant, white

light at the guard that sent him sprawling. A moment later, she was next to me, charging another magic

blast in her hand. “But it’s not just her, is it?” she asked.

The other guards stared at her, then at me, then at each other. A moment later, they dropped their

swords and stepped aside. From the royal balcony came nothing but roars, and shouts, and yells. The

King had been pushed past the point of anger, and driven into the pits of hate. He wanted his guards to

take up arms, to do what he was ordering them to do, but they weren’t listening.

“We should leave,” I said.

“Leave? And go where?” Mareen asked.

“We can’t stay here, and the way is open. I doubt if these will be the last guards they send for us.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“My room. We’ll barricade ourselves in my quarters.”

“Why would we do that? The selection is over. You won.”

“Sure, but you just attacked a guard, and you just confessed to murder. They will kill you as soon

as they get their hands on you.”

“So, let them. Why do you care?”

I sighed. “Because I’m way too soft for my own good, and it’s going to get me killed.”

“It might… but not by my hand.”

I started bounding toward the doors. “I don’t know, the day is still young. Let’s go.”

Mareen followed, and with her in tow I made my way through the castle’s corridors, heading

directly for my room. I had no idea where Mira was—I could only hope she would find somewhere

safe to go and hide. I had Gullie with me, at least, and nobody knew she was here. With any luck, it

would stay that way.

I knew what she would’ve said if she knew I was trying to protect Mareen. She’d tell me I was

crazy, she’d tell me to ditch her, let them kill her, and go on to take what was rightfully mine. But I

couldn’t just do that. Mareen had been awful to me well before the Veridian showed up. She was an

awful person. But it wasn’t up to me to decide whether she lived or died.

Reaching my room, Mareen shut the door and immediately got to work setting magic wards up to

keep it that way. I took the opportunity to shapeshift out of my wolf form and grab some clothes to

wear, seeing as how I had discarded my leather armor by changing shape earlier.

By the time I was done, Mareen was in the process of stacking the heaviest objects she could find

in front of the door. I was going to help her out, but she wasn’t exactly struggling. With her telekinetic

abilities, she was more than capable of lifting heavy things and putting them where she needed them to

be.

I had to admit, she was pretty efficient. Dusting her hands off, Mareen examined her work,

deciding at the last moment that the barricade needed another chair. With a thought and a flick of the

wrist, she sent it floating over to join the rest of the furniture, stacked up in front of the door. She then

turned to look at me.

“Thoughts?” she asked.

“It should keep them out,” I said, “I hope.”

“Which is all well and good, but it won’t keep them out forever, and we seem to… not have a

plan.”

“This is very much like my entire experience throughout this process. I don’t usually go into

something with a solid plan.”

“Right… so, essentially, we’ve trapped ourselves in here.”

“It… yes, it would appear that we have.”

She rolled her eyes. “This is the last time I follow you anywhere.”

“First and last time.”

Something tugged at my stomach, a sensation I wasn’t used to. It sent tingles rippling through me,

radiating out from my core and reaching my toes, my fingers, and the crown of my head. I stared at

Mareen, wild eyed, then looked around the room as if to find the source of what I was feeling, as if I

would find it.

I laid eyes on Tula, sitting in their ice box, and the barely visible, squid-like creature squirmed.

“What’s wrong with you?” Mareen asked, having noticed something was wrong.

“I’m not sure,” I said, “Are you doing something to me?”

“Now? No.”

“I don’t know… I feel weird. Tingly.”

Mareen grabbed one of my shoulders and held me in place. “Stop moving, and let me see.”

Her eyes narrowed, then they flashed bright blue. She scanned me up and down, from the top of my

head to my feet, her eyes finally settling on my chest. Slowly, she placed a hand above my heart and

touched my skin. Her hand was cold, and soft, and it only made the tingling I was feeling way worse.

I almost wanted to throw up.

“What is it?” I asked.

Mareen took a deep breath, then her eyes dimmed. “Nothing to be concerned about,” she said.

“What? You can’t say that. Tell me what you saw.”

“You won the selection… fate is tying you to the Prince. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“I… I did.”

“Then? There’s no reason for alarm. Just let it work.”

Mareen turned to look at the door, and I backed away from her. She was right, this was what I

wanted. The only problem was, I had no idea if I was being tied to Cillian or Radulf. As if answering

that thought, someone knocked on the door—hard. A moment later, Radulf’s voice came through from

the other side.

“Dahlia,” he called out, in his raspy voice. “I know you’re in there. Open this door.”

Shit.

I needed more time. I had to pull Cillian out first, and then let fate bind us together. I couldn’t let

myself become Radulf’s belore, otherwise Cillian would be lost forever. Taking a sharp breath, I

worked the charm on my bracelet between my fingertips and brought it up to my lips.

“Melina,” I whispered, knowing full well that Mareen would hear me. “Tell Ashera, it’s time.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

 

 

“Open this door,” came Radulf’s stern voice, but I wasn’t ready to open it. The door was

magically sealed and barricaded. I wasn’t about to just let him spill inside.

Fate, though… the barricade was doing nothing to stop fate’s hand from trying to write our names

in the stars. That, I hoped, was something Ashera could help with. But she was going to have to work

quickly. I, meanwhile, was going to have to do everything I could to draw Cillian out and push Radulf

back down.

And I needed to do that without letting him in, if that was possible.

“We’re not coming out,” I yelled.

“You will come out, or I will break down this door,” Radulf warned.

“Go ahead and try.”

I heard muffled voices on the other side, then came the clanking of metal boots. A guard tried to

kick the door in, I heard the grunt on the other side before he drove his foot into the door. I didn’t see

what happened, but there was a zap, a groan, and then a massive crashing sound from the other side of

the door. A moment later I heard a shuffling of feet, more groaning, and some cursing.

I looked over at Mareen, my eyes wide. “What did you do to them?”

“Nothing too serious,” she said, “But it should make them think twice about trying to break it

down.”

“Do you think you can hide behind sorcery?” Radulf asked.

“We’re not hiding,” I said.

A pause. “You aren’t?”

“No.”

“Then what are you doing?”

I glanced at Mareen. “We’re… waiting.”

Mareen frowned. “Waiting?” she whispered.

I shrugged. “Just go with it,” I said, in a low voice.

“Waiting for what?” Radulf called out.

I turned to look at the door. “We’re not coming out of this room until you meet our demands.”

“Demands…”

“Yes. We want reassurances that when we do come out of this room, neither of us will be harmed.”

“No one is going to—”

“—you didn’t let me finish,” I cut him off. “I want your word, bound by fate, that neither of us will

be harmed at any point, by you, your father, your guards, or any other winter courtier. I also want to

know that Aronia and Mira are safe, and I want them brought to me.”

“You are pushing your luck with these demands.”

“And I’m going to keep pushing, because you’re going to fulfil them.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I won the Royal Selection. I am to be your wife, lead your armies, and all that… stuff.

You want to keep your future wife happy, right?”

“Happy is irrelevant, and negotiable.”

“No, it’s not. And even if that were the case, there’s another situation I know you would rather

keep intact. I don’t know if you know this, but fate itself is in the process of writing our names on her

great tapestry. Can’t you feel it?”

Silence from the other side of the door.

“I thought so,” I said, “But that’s not going to happen if you don’t do exactly what I ask.”

“You have no say in what fate’s hand does or doesn’t do,” Radulf said.

“I don’t, but someone I know does.

“Ah, the witch. Tell me, where is she hiding these days?”

“She isn’t hiding, either.”

“Let me guess, she’s waiting?”

“She is. She’s also blocking fate’s scribing hand.”

“What?”

“I’m the only one that can stop her, the only one who can give you exactly what you want, and if

she doesn’t hear from me again, she’ll know to continue her work, and you don’t get to keep your

skinsuit.”

“Skinsuit?” Mareen asked.

I shook my head. “It’s nothing,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“What is a skinsuit?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s what it sounds like.”

“A suit made of… skin?”

“I should stop talking now.”

“If you do not open this door,” Radulf said, “We will execute Mira.”

My heart lurched, and my skin went cold. He wasn’t serious. He couldn’t have been… or maybe I

didn’t want him to be. Maybe I wanted to believe there was a shred of decency to the otherwise

hostile, invading spirit that was Radulf Wolfsbane. At first, I’d thought him to be little more than a

monster, but recently, I’d seen something else in him.

Something good, and not psychotic.

Or I thought I had, anyway. Maybe the only good thing about him was Cillian. Maybe the only

reason why he hadn’t already killed me was Cillian. Remove Cillian, and Radulf becomes every bit

the monster I thought he was. But my Prince was still in there, and as long as that was true, there was

no way he could execute Mira.

There just wasn’t.

Did I dare call his bluff? Part of me hesitated more than I cared to admit. This was Radulf, and I

had seen what he was capable of. I felt fate’s pull tug at the pit of my stomach, and it made me want to

hurl again, but I covered my mouth and kept my composure as much as I could.

I only felt like this because Radulf was in control of Cillian’s body. That had to be it. Being bound

to Cillian had never felt even remotely bad, but this made me want to throw up. I had to try and draw

Cillian out, but I wasn’t going to be able to do it from behind a barricaded door.

Yet another reason to encourage me to say what I was about to say.

“We need to let him in,” I said.

“Have you lost your tiny, little mind?” Mareen asked.

“Hey!” I protested.

“That man is going to have us both arrested, and maybe killed. Definitely me, possibly you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Forget what I know. I went to great lengths to keep those people on the other side of that door.

Are you telling me my work was for nothing?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Like you even broke a sweat.”

“It’s the principle that matters.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “This is why we’ll never be friends,

Mareen.”

“And thank the fates for that. But fine, if you think he won’t immediately murder us both, I’ll open

it.”

“I have to trust he’ll talk to us. Anyway, we can’t stay in here forever. We’ll starve. I should warn

you first, though… you’re going to hear some weird things.”

She angled her head to the side. “Weird?”

I nodded. “Like, really weird.”

“Well… now I have to see this.”

With a flick of her wrist, every single bit of furniture that had been blocking the door scraped away

in different directions, leaving on the door standing between us and the men on the other side of it.

Mareen took a slight breath, aimed her index finger at the door, and then paused. She turned her eyes

to me, an eyebrow cocked.

I nodded. “Do it,” I said.

A point of light appeared on the tip of Mareen’s finger, then it shot like a dart toward the door

where it struck some kind of forcefield. The forcefield shattered instantly like it was made of glass,

and as the shards fell, they became invisible, as if they were disappearing directly into the floor. I

waited and watched, then the handle turned, and the door opened.

It was Radulf who walked through—not one of the guards. I could see them outside, I could hear

them shuffling, like they were about to barge on through. Radulf raised a hand and stopped them from

coming any further, settling the ball of anxiety that had just lurched into my throat. The guards slowly

pulled away from the door, allowing him to close it.

When the door was shut, Radulf turned his head to look at us both. Mareen visibly tightened when

his steely, dark-eyed stare fell on her, like an archer notching an arrow to her bow. I wondered if,

now that the storm’s effects on her seemed to have subsided, she could see the blackness of his eyes

where maybe, before now, she’d have overlooked it.

“So,” I said, “Here you are.”

“Here I am,” Radulf said. “I am glad to see you came to your senses.”

“Letting you in here goes against every instinct I have, but you made a threat, and I answered it.”

Radulf pressed his lips into a thin line and ran his hand through his beard. Cillian’s beard. “It

appears the two of us need to speak.”

“There are three of us,” Mareen said.

“Indeed,” Radulf said, cocking an eyebrow. He swiped his hand through the air, and Mareen

suddenly picked up and flew across the room, crashing into a wall on her back and falling face-first

onto the floor.

I shrieked and rushed over to her, but Radulf wrapped his magic around me and held me in place.

“What the hell are you doing?!” I yelled. “We made a deal!”

“We made no such deal. You made a demand; I made a threat.”

“You could’ve killed her!”

“And why do you care? Since this competition began, that woman has been nothing but a thorn in

your side at best, and a threat to your life at worst.”

“Because I believe in second chances, which is why I haven’t already torn your throat open with

my teeth.”

Radulf’s eyebrows both arched. “You’re lying,” he said, his voice low, “You would never hurt

him.”

“If you gave me no choice but to kill you both, I would, but I believe there’s some kind of good in

you, Radulf. I believe you are better than this.”

“You clearly have too much faith in me, but enough about all of that. I want to know more about

what the witch is doing to stop fate from binding us together.”

“You really think I’m going to tell you?”

“I think you will if I start bringing your friends in here for execution.”

I shook my head, even if I couldn’t move anything else. “I don’t think you will.”

“Then why did you open the door?”

Pausing, I tried to find his eyes. “Because I want to speak to Cillian.”

“Do you take me for a fool, Dahlia?”

“Fool?”

“You wish to speak to him now, right at this very moment when fate is trying to bind our souls, in

the hope that you will be bound to him instead of me.”

I nodded. “I’m not going to lie to you, yes, that was my plan.”

He frowned. “What is it about him that makes you want him so much?” Radulf took a step closer.

“Is it his gallantry?” he asked, “His chivalry? His sensitivity? Cillian has never been known to

possess many of those qualities—not in any meaningful quantity, anyway.”

“He’s more of a man than you are.”

Radulf put a hand to his heart, mocking me. “Ouch, that stings. No, you want him because you

believe he is a good man, because he was raised by my mother more than my father. You believe he is

kind, and warm with you, even if he is cold and distant with everyone else. But that’s not the Cillian I

know. The Cillian I know is just as much of a bloodthirsty warrior as I; the only difference between

us is he hides it better.”

I shook my head. “That’s not true.”

“Oh? Hasn’t he told you the story about the last time your people attacked the castle?”

I lowered my eyes. “What are you trying to do, Radulf?”

“I’m simply making sure you have all of the information you need. I’m sure Cillian has left a few

gaps in his recollections… for example, the way he gleefully killed the moon children as they tried to

climb the walls. The way we both led the charge against the last alpha that dared try to topple

Windhelm.”

Mother.

“Did he tell you how many dogs he killed that day?”

“You’re lying.”

“Am I?” he arched his neck, cracked it, and stared at me again. “Then let him tell you.”

Radulf’s black eyes flashed bright blue. A moment later, Radulf was gone, leaving Cillian standing

before me, his clear eyes fixed on mine. Only there wasn’t relief on his face, but fear. Genuine, stark,

fear.
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“Cillian…” the word fell from my lips.

He could only stare at me from where he stood, paralyzed, like he was rooted to the spot. Just by

the way he was looking at me, I knew, he had been aware of everything Radulf and I had just said.

Part of me felt for him, couldn’t imagine what that was like, to be a passenger in your own body. But

the other part of me wanted to know if what Radulf had just said was true.

Had he killed my grandparents?

I watched his eyes fall on Mareen, who lay crumpled nearby. She was bleeding from a cut on the

side of her head, but she was breathing. I could see her chest moving, and I could hear her soft breaths

as she inhaled and exhaled even from where I was standing. I gave Cillian my attention again,

studying his face, then I opened my mouth to speak.

And I got right to it.

“Is it true?” I asked.

“Dahlia…”

“No, I need to know.”

Cillian shook his head. “It is more complicated than that.”

“But, it’s not. We talked about all of that. You told me stories about the attacks, about the moon

children. You didn’t tell me you were involved in the attack where my grandparents were killed.”

My bracelet charm vibrated—a quick pulse to let me know someone was trying to reach me. I

didn’t know who it was, or what they wanted, but I couldn’t answer it, not right now. Melina knew, if

it was urgent, to try three times, and I would answer on the third. I decided to keep that in the back of

my mind as I let the call go unanswered.

“Dahlia, you’re asking me to tell you whether I killed your grandparents or not,” Cillian said.

“That’s exactly what I’m asking of you,” I said.

“Why is it so important to you that you know?”

I shook my head. “It’s not the fact that you may have killed them, or that you didn’t openly tell me.

What you have done in your past is none of my business, and I didn’t ask the question before now

anyway. What’s upsetting about this is that, if you did kill them, and more of my kind… why did you

so easily accept their hospitality?”

Cillian frowned. “What?”

“They nursed you back to health. They fed you, clothed you, gave you a bed to sleep in. They may

have done that for me, but didn’t you feel even an ounce of guilt?”

He turned his eyes down and shook his head. “Dahlia, you know what my kind is like.”

“Cold, detached, distant. I know. In the land of winter, all hearts are cold—but that’s not true, is

it? At least, not for all of you. You’re different. I’ve seen it. So are Mira, Melina, the moon

children… the coldness is just something your kind hide behind so that they don’t have to feel

anything they don’t want to feel.”

“You talk about my people like you know us.”

“But I do, Cillian. I have lived among you for what feels like a lifetime. I’m also one of you. That I

have a human heart just means I have a head start on all my feelings, but you have them too, and I

refuse to believe that the man I love would have accepted help from the people he killed.”

Cillian still hadn’t looked at me. His eyes were on the floor, on my feet. He turned his head to the

side and bit his lower lip. I could tell he was holding back, keeping things bottled up. That was

something the fae were very good at. Getting them to open up to you was like squeezing blood from a

stone, but it was possible.

All you had to do was look at Mira.

Hell, or even Mareen.

“I need you to tell me,” I said. “Did you do what Radulf says you did?”

He shut his eyes and sighed. “I was there,” he finally said. “The day of the attack, I was there. I

had a sword in my hand… I defended my home.”

I felt the sting of tears well up inside me, but I fought them back. “Tell me what happened.”

The bracelet on my wrist buzzed again. That was twice, now, that someone had tried to reach me. I

had to ignore it a second time and hope it wouldn’t buzz a third. If this was an emergency, then every

passing second was precious, but I didn’t have much time with Cillian, and I knew that. Radulf could

reassert himself at any moment. But I needed to know, first.

I needed the truth.

He shook his head. “It was some time ago,” he said, “I was very young.”

“I still don’t know how old you are.”

“And it doesn’t matter. What matters is, to you, I would’ve been an early teenager. My father had

been teaching me how to fight for some time, to prepare me for the battles he thought would inevitably

come to us. You have to understand, Dahlia… the moon children were our enemies.”

“Windhelm has a lot of enemies. I’m starting to wonder if you’re the problem.”

“As have I… the point is, just like the Wenlow, stories of the moon children were read to us to

scare us. Shapeshifters who were no longer truly fae, but something monstrous, and dangerous. We

were told they were savages who wanted to tear down our walls, drag us out of our homes, and

butcher us. The Wenlow were our boogeymen, the moon children were our dark mirrors.”

“Mirrors?”

“We were told if we didn’t do as the crown asked, we would become them. We would lose

everything it was that made us… us.”

“And there wasn’t anyone around to set the record straight.”

“No.” He shook his head. “No one thought they would ever attack again… I still remember that

night. I remember their howls… they sat in a line at the edge of the cliff on the other side of the

bridge, and they howled for three nights straight. The sound was as beautiful as it was horrifying.”

“Meanwhile, you prepared yourselves to kill them all.”

“They were going to attack. We didn’t have a choice.”

“Yes, you did. You could’ve gone out to speak with them. You could’ve sent a diplomat, an

ambassador. Did you do any of those things?”

“No, but the decision wasn’t mine to make, and my father would never have listened to my

counsel.”

“And when they attacked? What happened?”

“We defended ourselves. They were the enemy, we were under siege. Radulf and I were asked to

take up arms to protect our people, and we did. How was I supposed to know your family were among the wolves attacking us?”

“I suppose you weren’t.” I shut my eyes. “I don’t know if you were the one who killed my

grandparents… maybe we’ll never know, since I have no memory of them. But I just—” Tears came

now. Soft, silent, rolling down my cheek.

The bracelet buzzed a third time, and this time I had no choice but to grab it in front of Cillian. I

worked the charm between my fingers while he watched, frowning. Melina’s voice came through in

my mind, loud and clear, startling the Prince.

“There you are!” she said, “I’ve been trying to reach you.”

I wiped my eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m with the Prince,” I said, looking at him with don’t do anything

stupid written all over my face.

“Oh… what Prince?”

“Cillian. What’s the emergency?”

“Well, it’s not great news.”

“Tell me.”

A pause. “Ashera is having a hard time keeping fate from writing yours and Radulf’s names

together. Toross and I are worried that if she holds fate back much longer, it’s going to kill her; and

soon. But you’re with Cillian, right? That means we can try to do this, but we’re running out of time,

Dahlia.”

“Shit.”

I looked up at Cillian, and in his eyes I saw the man that I loved—because I did love him. But I

was starting to learn there were things about him I didn’t yet know, secrets that were still to come out.

I needed more time with him. If we were going to become fated mates, I needed to know more about

him, but I didn’t have that luxury.

There was only one option ahead of me.

Well, two…

Looking directly at the Prince, showing him all the determination I could muster, I brought the

charm up to my lips and paused. “Can she stop the process entirely?” I asked.

The Prince’s eyes narrowed.

Melina fell silent for a moment. “What?” she asked.

“Can she break the link? Stop this from happening altogether?”

“I… don’t know. But that’s… that’s not what you want, right?”

“Maybe not,” I said, not once letting eye contact between us break. “But I think it’s what I need,

and I hadn’t realized it until now.”

“What about—”

“—Mel, I’ve made up my mind. Can she do it or not?”

“I… don’t know. I’ll have to ask her.”

“If she can do it, then do it. Now.”

“I’m sorry,” Cillian said, “I should have told you the minute I knew what you were.”

I nodded. “I’m sorry too. But fate doesn’t get to decide whether we’re good for each other or not.

We do.”

“What about Radulf?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know yet, but I need something from you.”

“What do you need?”

“I need you to help me find your father.”

“My… father?”

“Cillian, he’s at the heart of all this. Maybe the storm did something to him the day he took Radulf

into its heart and brought him back from the dead, or maybe he’s always been like this. I don’t know.

But he needs to be stopped.”

“Stopped?”

“Don’t you see what he’s doing? Don’t you know he’s abusing you—both of you? He wants you to

carry out his agenda, and he’s frankly bat-shit insane. Also, where is your mother?”

Cillian paused, then frowned. “My… mother…?”

“She used to come to the trials, but I haven’t seen her since I got to the castle. Where is she?”

Silence fell upon us like a dark cloud to blot out the sun. The Prince turned his eyes away and

appeared to think, to ponder. I could see the question in his eyes, a question without an answer. I

waited, watched, then he winced and staggered back, holding the side of his head like he’d just been

hit with a hammer.

I lurched toward him but stopped after only a couple of steps, my heart stuck in my throat and

hammering hard. When Cillian looked at me now, one of his eyes was blue, and the other was black.

He had a scowl on his face, like I’d just offended him somehow; but he also looked concerned, and

worried.

“Radulf?” I asked.

“We are both here,” the Prince said, in a voice that was two-toned and grated against the ears.

“How… is that possible?”

“It is possible because I have made it so,” Radulf said. “Why do you speak of my mother?”

I frowned. “That’s what pulled you out? Not the whole part about wanting to break the fate bond?”

“Answer the question!” he snarled.

I paused, the speed at which my heart was pounding inside of my throat rapidly increasing. “I only

wanted to know where she was, why I hadn’t seen her. When I got here, I was told I would get an

audience with the King, but that hasn’t happened either.”

“Our mother is…” Cillian said, his voice coming through a little more clearly than Radulf’s. “She

is… where is she?”

“I… don’t know,” Radulf said.

“Radulf, where is she?”

“I don’t know!”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

 

 

I watched Radulf and Cillian pace the room, silently, hands balled up into fists. They were angry,

confused, and a little scared. It was the first time I had seen them both agree on something, act in

unison, rather than one convincing the other to take a certain course of action. Neither of them knew

where their mothers was.

Considering I was worried for my own mothers, I could empathise.

I had to admit, though, that my attention was a little divided. Melina had confirmed, moon children

had begun their attack on the castle. They were going to do everything they could to keep the King

from forcing Radulf and I to marry, while Ashera kept fate’s hand from scribing our names together;

or stop the process entirely.

If anyone could do it, it was her.

“Cillian,” I said, “Or Radulf… one of you. You need to tell me what’s happening.”

They turned to look at me, but when Cillian spoke, I felt like he was talking to his brother. “Neither

of us have seen our mother in weeks,” he said, “How have we ignored this?”

“I do not know,” came Radulf’s raspy voice.

“It’s the storm,” I said, “It’s clouding your senses—both of you. It keeps things from you,

manipulates you. It wants you to do what it wants, not what’s best for you. You must know that,

Radulf.”

“The storm saved me.”

“But at what cost?”

Radulf and Cillian approached, advanced, like they were about to pick me up and throw me

around the room. Instead, Radulf jabbed a finger at me. “Why?” he hissed.

“Why what?” I frowned.

He pointed at Mareen. “You have the power to break the storm’s hold on her. You had the power to

push me down, deep beneath Cillian’s psyche. Now you are making me question the very thing that

brought me back from the jaws of death. Why do you have that power?”

“I don’t know how to answer that question.”

“It is… infuriating.”

“More infuriating than the fact that your mother is gone and neither of you thought that was in any

way weird?”

“Radulf, listen to her,” Cillian said, “I know you understand what she’s saying, I know you can see

it now.”

“So, what if I do?” Radulf hissed. “It doesn’t change the facts.”

“The fact that because of that storm you’re a spirit parasite thing that your father is using because

he’s too weak to fight his own wars?” I asked.

Radulf’s glare tightened and his jaw clenched. “Watch it,” he snarled.

“I’m not trying to be mean, but those are the real facts. The Royal Selection had to happen, sure, but your father is the King. He has the ultimate authority around here, and can do and say whatever he

wants.”

“That’s not true,” Cillian said, the soft, deep timbre of his voice coming through the same mouth as

Radulf’s raspy hiss. “My father’s hands are bound by fate just as much as yours are, if not more so. It

is fate’s decree that the Prince of Windhelm lead the armies of winter, and not the King. That is why

my father needed the selection to continue.”

“It’s also why your father chose Radulf,” I said, “Because he knew he could manipulate Radulf

into doing what he wanted him to do.”

“Are you insinuating I am in any way weak?” Radulf asked.

“Between the two of you, you’re the spirit, Cillian is alive. Your father has more leverage over

you than he does over Cillian.”

“You are also better trained than I, brother,” Cillian said.

It was the first time I had ever heard Cillian say that. It was the first time I had heard Cillian

address his brother with any kind of warmth, or care in his voice. It was also the first time I thought I

could feel Radulf’s tension spike, then suddenly ease. It was as if with a single word, Cillian had

reached the fae that had once been, and not the creature that now was.

“He groomed you,” I said, “He groomed you to be his sword, and then you… were gravely

injured, and he couldn’t allow you to die, so he turned you into this and he had you commit a horrible

crime against your brother. This isn’t your fault.”

It was strange just how clearly I could tell when Radulf’s personality took full control of the body

over Cillian. Radulf would breathe in deeply, puff his chest, and then exhale making a big show of his

presence. Cillian, on the other hand, was a little more understated, a little subtler, and he had a

tendency to run his thumb across his lip, or his beard.

Radulf’s chest expanded, then he sighed. “If our mother is missing,” he said, “We must find her.

She must be in the castle, somewhere.”

“The only one who would know exactly where, is father,” Cillian said.

“We have to get to him.”

“We?” Radulf’s eyebrow cocked. “You are a murderer—do you think you would be allowed

anywhere near the King?”

“Number one, if the King is that scared of me, then he’s no King at all. And number two, I’m not a

murderer; Mareen confessed to what she did and cleared my name.”

Radulf frowned. “Where is the proof of that?”

I looked over at the ice box with the strange, blue, squid-like creature sitting inside of it. “Tula

heard the confession. They can show it to you, if you want.”

“And I am supposed to believe the word of this thin—” Radulf staggered back a few paces as if

he’d just been slapped across the face. He shook his head, blinked hard, then turned his eyes up at the

ice box.

“What was that?” Cillian asked.

“I think that was proof,” I said, “Did they show you what Mareen did?”

“I saw her… and you. I remember witnessing this exchange from the balcony, but father was

belligerent and made it difficult to concentrate on what was being said.”

“Tula is a clairvoyant telepath, they can see things at great distances—just like they can see the

assassin you have posted near my mothers.”

“Assassin?” Cillian frowned.

“Right now, there is a fae assassin in the human world, waiting to strike at my mothers.”

“That… can’t be, can it?”

The question had been posed to Radulf, but Radulf had chosen to remain silent.

“Radulf, answer him,” I said, “Tell him about the assassin.”

Radulf’s jaw clenched. “I know nothing of an assassin,” he said.

My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, you know nothing?”

“I mean what I said. I was not told about an assassin being deployed to the human world to watch

over your mothers.”

“Is that something your father would have told you?”

“He has so far told me everything else, as far as I know. I am his confidant because I…”

There was a pause, long and dark and deep. I held my breath, but that only made me absorb the

pause, live inside of it, experience it fully—and I hated it. “Because you what?” I blurted out.

“Because he thinks I speak for the storm,” Radulf said, then his eyes narrowed, and he frowned.

“You do not?” Cillian asked.

Radulf shook his head. “I do not. I am an instrument, a vehicle of its will, but it does not speak

through me. It doesn’t need me to speak.”

“So, why does your father believe that it does?” I asked.

“He is delusional. I could not see it before now, but it is as though my memories—real memories

—are beginning to surface, and I am witnessing them anew.”

“I can see them also,” Cillian said. “He has lost his mind, Radulf… we both see that now.”

Radulf nodded. “He has, but I can tell you, as far as I or anyone else knows, there is no assassin in

the human world.”

I turned to look at Tula. “Then why would I have been shown those visions?”

The squid creature shifted in its ice box, but remained silent. Radulf approached, stopped near the

frozen cube, and jabbed a finger at it. “I am the Prince of Windhelm, and you will answer her

question or suffer the consequences.”

Tula squirmed, as if they had shrunk in the presence of the Prince. “There is no assassin,” Tula

said, their voice beaming directly into our minds.

“What?!” I shrieked.

“I was asked to fabricate a vision of your mothers’ impending death in order to keep you in line.”

“That’s… monstrous! I’ve had nightmares about that every night I’ve slept here!”

“And I have feasted on those dreams, as my reward for a seamless vision.”

I shook my head. “You mean to tell me you have no empathy at all for what you have done to me?”

“It is not for me to have empathy. I do as I am asked, as long as the right payment is offered, and

accepted.”

I could feel the rush of anger welling up within me, but relief quickly settled to push it back down.

My mothers were safe—or at least, safer than if there’d been an assassin waiting in the wings to

finish them off.

“Who asked you to do this?” the Prince asked. “Was it the King?”

“No,” Tula said, “It was Tellren.”

Tellren. That arsehole. “Well, if you ask me, you overcharge for your services,” I said through my

teeth.

The charm bracelet on my wrist vibrated. This time, I didn’t wait for it to buzz three times before

answering. I worked the charm between my fingertips and brought it to my lips. “I’m here, Mel,” I

said, “What do you need?”

“The attack is about to begin,” she said.

“And fate?” I asked.

“It’s been stopped. There won’t be any bindings today. I really hope that’s what you wanted.”

I glanced at Cillian, and Radulf. “It is,” I said.

Across the Prince’s shoulders, I caught a glimpse of the world beyond the large window

overlooking the castle grounds. I couldn’t see the moon children yet, but I could see the storm raging

overhead. Lightning flashed angrily, and this time, thunder rumbled so hard it made the fixtures in the

bedroom tremble.

“That’s new,” I said, looking around.

Radulf winced, then grit his teeth. “Stop!” he yelled, though he wasn’t looking at me.

“What is it?” I asked, stepping forward to try and help him.

The Prince swiped his hand through the air. “No, get away from me—I cannot guarantee I will not

hurt you.”

I paused where I stood, watching the Prince while he tried to settle himself, but he couldn’t seem

to find a moment of peace. Something was happening to him. As lightning flashed and strobed, he

groaned and grimaced. It was as if each whip of light was a lash, slashing across his back and causing

him physical pain.

He fell to his knees, using his hands to prop himself upright and keep himself from falling flat on

his face. The Prince was breathing heavily; panting, even. When he turned his eyes up, I was

expecting to find only Radulf looking back at me, but no, he was still both of them. One eye was

black, and the other was clear blue.

“What’s happening to you?” I asked.

“The storm,” Cillian said. “It knows.”

“Knows what?”

“Your intentions. It knows the moon children are coming, and it’s going to defend itself.”

“What’s it going to do?”

“It wanted me to kill you,” Radulf said, his voice croaky, and hoarse, and a little diminished.

“But you didn’t…” I said.

He frowned at me. “If you are right about my father, then killing you will only doom my people and

all of winter to darkness. I cannot allow that.”

“Radulf…” the word spilled out of my mouth on the back of a sigh.

He stood upright and jabbed a finger at me. “But if you are lying, I will end your life myself.”

“I’m not lying.”

Radulf marched over to the door. “You had better not be, because those guards out there have just

been told to make sure we don’t leave, which means I am about to kill my own men for you.”

My eyes widened. “What?”

“If we want to get to the King, we are going to have to wade through the blood of dead fae. If

you’re misleading me, their blood will be on your hands.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

 

 

All hell broke loose as soon as the Prince opened the door. The guards didn’t ask questions, they

didn’t ask him to surrender, or to give me up. They just went for him like wild, rabid animals frothing

at the mouth. I’d never seen anything like it; it was as if they were possessed. But the Prince was

ready for them.

As the first guard spilled in through the door, the Prince punched him in the throat with enough

force to send him staggering into the other two that were behind him. A moment later, the Prince

stepped through the door, and what followed was a cacophony of metal crunching, of bones breaking,

and screams.

I almost didn’t want to look—the sounds were difficult to listen to. But I didn’t have a choice. I

had to follow him out of the room, leaving Tula and Mareen where they were. By the time I reached

the corridor beyond the door, the commotion had ceased, and there were three dead bodies at my feet,

each lying at weird angles, one of which had his neck on backwards.

Cillian stood above them with his back to me, his head turned slightly to the side, his hands

clasped together. He looked dark, and sinister, but that was only because the side of his face he had

turned to me was the side with Radulf’s black eye. His eyebrow cocked.

“They won’t be the last to try and stop us from getting to where we need to go,” Radulf said.

“How is the Veridian controlling them like that?” I asked.

“It has gotten a lot more powerful ever since it infected the frost stone.”

“Infected?”

“You’ll see. Now, come with us.”

Radulf started moving, and I followed without another word, but we didn’t go far. When Radulf

reached a locked door he wanted to get into, he didn’t care that he had no key with which to open it.

Instead, he prepared himself and yelled for the person on the other side to stand back. A moment later,

he drove his foot into the door and kicked it straight off its hinges.

The door exploded into the room, leaving dust and debris in the air, then toppling with a series of

loud thuds.

A moment later, I heard Mira’s voice. “Was that absolutely necessary?” she called out from inside,

and my heart surged.

“Mira!” I shrieked, and I rushed into the room, racing past the Prince.

She stood in a cloud of dust, waving her hand in front of her nose. I threw my arms around her and

held her close, and Mira returned the gesture. “I should be careful not to squeeze too hard,” she said,

“Or I’m likely to squish the harpy.”

“Harpy?” Gullie asked, the little green pixie having drawn herself out of my skin. “Really? I

thought we were past that.”

I could feel the grin on Mira’s face begin to manifest, and I pulled away from her to look at her.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” I said.

“Okay is a relative term,” Mira said, turning her head to the side to try and hide the bruise on her

cheek.

“They hurt you?” I asked, then I glared at the Prince.

“Not in any substantial way,” Mira said. “One of the guards tried to lay his hands on me, so I

fractured his nose… he didn’t like that.”

“Posh Spice doesn’t fight, you know.”

Mira’s grin widened. “This one does.”

The Prince entered the room and looked around, then settled his attention on Mira. “I apologize for

the way you were treated,” Cillian’s voice came through. “That should not have happened.”

Mira looked at him, then angled her head to the side, but it was Gullie who spoke. “What’s up with

your eyes?” she asked.

“We meet again, pixie,” Radulf said, and Gullie’s hackles rose.

“Dee, watch out!” she yelled.

“It’s okay, Gull,” I said, “He’s okay.”

“He’s okay? What are you talking about?”

I took a deep breath. “He’s on our side,” I turned to look at the Prince again. “Right?”

The Prince nodded. “We are.”

A pause. “This is creepy…” Gullie said.

“I know, but it gets easier,” I said. “We need to get out of here, though, and quick. We need to get to

the King.”

“The King?” Mira asked.

“He’s at the center of this, Mira. Radulf isn’t the one with the agenda—he’s the tool.”

“Damn right he’s a tool,” Gullie put in.

“Gull,” I hissed, “Let’s not antagonize the man, okay?”

“I can’t help it. If he’s finally seen reason, why did it take him so long? We could’ve avoided so

much trouble.”

“The storm makes them blind to what’s really happening. I don’t know why we’ve got stronger

resistances to it, but I think it has something to do with the moon children, who are right now in the

process of mounting an attack on the castle.”

“Toross…” Mira sighed.

“He’s okay,” I said, “But we need to act quickly. They’re going to try to distract as much of the

city’s militia as they can while we fight our way to the King, but we have to move quickly. We are

only going to get one shot at this.”

“And if we fail?” Gullie asked.

“We can’t fail.”

Mira and Gullie both nodded in unison. “We’re ready,” Mira said.

I looked over at the Prince. “Where do we go next?” I asked.

“There is one more place we must go to before we make our way to the palace,” Cillian said. “It is

important.”

“Time isn’t exactly on our side… can this wait?”

The Prince shook his head. “No. Come, this way.” He left the room, and after glancing at Mira, the

rest of us followed. I wasn’t sure where he was taking us, but I was aware that we were moving

down, deeper into the belly of the castle—into a place I remembered well enough to know I never

wanted to come back here.

On the way down into the dungeons, we came across a single guard who seemed to already be charging through the corridors at top speed, trying to find his way to the Prince. Radulf made short

work of him, easily ducking under the guard’s sword as he brought it down, grabbing his arm, and

twisting it until it broke with a bone-crunching crack.

I wanted to object to his brutality; there was no need to seriously injure these fae. But I knew that

objecting would get me nowhere, and it would probably only annoy him further. The last thing I

wanted was to give Radulf a reason to assert full control over Cillian’s body and decide he wasn’t

going to help us anymore.

Once the guard was down, Radulf picked up the guard’s keyring and unlocked one of the dungeon

doors. There, sitting meekly in the corner of one of the cells, with her knees up to her head, was

Aronia. She looked like she had been roughed up a little; there were marks on her neck, cuts along her

cheek, her lip, but she otherwise looked strong when she perked up.

“Your highness… what are you doing here?” she asked.

“You are hereby released from the dungeons,” Radulf said. “Come with us.”

“Released? What are you talking about?”

I moved past the Prince. “Aronia, it’s alright,” I said, “But we need to get you out of here before

more guards show up.”

“You are breaking me out?”

The Prince cocked an eyebrow. “You broke her out once; it seems only fair we do the same to

you.”

Aronia stood upright and took a deep breath. She nodded. “Thank you,” she said, “All of you.

What do you need of me?”

“We’re going to find the King,” I said. “We’re going to drive the storm out of Windhelm and take

the city back.”

She stepped toward us. “In that case, I will do all that I can. I pledge my life to the cause.”

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

“It might,” Cillian said, “There is no time to mince words. The storm knows our plan, it can see us

through Radulf’s eyes. Right now, there are guards racing toward the dungeons—perhaps more than

we can deal with. We must move quickly.”

“Use this,” Radulf said, and he unsheathed a dagger from his belt and handed it to Aronia.

Aronia took the knife, inspected the handle, the blade, and then held it firmly in her hand. She

turned her eyes up at me, then looked at Mira, and then at the Prince. “We can’t let Windhelm fall,”

she said. “There is good here. I know there is.”

“And we are going to fight for it,” Mira said.

“All of us,” Gullie added.

I grinned at her. “Girl power,” I whispered.

Gullie returned the smirk. “Let’s get out there and do this.”

The Prince was the first to turn around and head through the doors out of the cell. We spilled into

the corridor behind him, racing down the hallway to reach the stairs to the upper level, but we were

quickly met with the sounds of metal boots racing down to where we were. Aronia fought to get to the

front of the line and stood next to the Prince.

“Do you know how many of them are coming?” she asked.

“Six,” Cillian said.

“You know exactly how many there are?” I asked.

“The storm knows. Get ready.”

Mira clasped her hands together, and as she pulled them apart, her long, white, recurve bow appeared as if she was drawing it out of the air itself. Clicking her fingers, a phantom arrow snapped

to life, and she notched it against the string and pulled it back. Gullie watched, her eyes wide and

filled with awe.

“I’m not going to get tired of that trick,” Gullie said.

Mira’s lips tugged into a cheeky smile. “Maybe I’ll teach you one day… if we survive.”

“We had better. We both have people waiting for us.”

Toross and Mel. I had no idea how the attack was going. I hadn’t received word from them yet, and

from the dungeons we couldn’t see the outside. I could only hope they were all okay, but considering

the ferocity with which these guards were fighting, it was anyone’s guess. There was no reasoning

with the storm’s puppets, and they would not surrender—they would fight to the death, and that made

me nervous.

I rolled my shoulders and shook myself out of my human form, dropping to my hands and feet and

becoming the white wolf. My senses sharpened instantly, allowing me to hear and smell things I

hadn’t been able to a moment ago. It was true, there were six soldiers coming for us, each of them

carried a weapon, and they seemed to be clambering over one another, as if they were fighting over

who would get to us first.

When the guards made it onto our level, they didn’t waste a second in charging toward us two at a

time. Aronia and the Prince were at the front of our pack, and they were ready to receive them,

ducking, and cutting, and slashing, and beating whoever got close to them.

When an opportunity presented itself, I broke past them, clamped my jaws down on a guard’s leg

and threw him to the ground. Just as another was about to bring his sword crashing down on my neck,

Mira placed an arrow squarely within the slit of his helmet, making his neck tilt back before the rest

of him followed.

Once this group of guards had been dispatched, we made our way up the stairs toward the upper

levels, but that wasn’t the worst the storm had to throw at us. Radulf had been right; we were going to

have to wade through the blood of dead fae to get to the King. And as I stared at the line of soldiers

waiting for us once we’d reached the mezzanine, I knew, this conflict had only just begun.
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We clashed in the mezzanine, then in the hallways, and all the way up to the steps that led toward

the palace. It felt like fighting against an endless waterfall of swords, and daggers, and men clad in

giant suits of armor. They were everywhere, they came from everywhere, and they were absolutely

relentless in their desire to kill us all.

At least when I first arrived in Arcadia, all they wanted to do was kidnap me. I hadn’t thought it

could’ve gotten much worse than that, but here we were.

We were taking shelter behind pillars. Across from me, I could see Mira emerging from behind her

pillar on occasion to shoot an arrow into one of the guards on one of the upper levels. Some of them

had bows and arrows now, too, and it was getting harder to reach them without covering fire.

“Dahlia,” Aronia yelled from behind her bit of cover, “Can you make it up to the top?”

“Not without being turned into swiss cheese,” I said. “You?”

“No. There are too many of them, and I think there are more coming.”

“We need another plan,” came Cillian’s voice. “If we stay here much longer, they will flank us, and

we will be finished.”

Gullie suddenly floated out of Mira’s hair, curled herself into a ball in flight, and generated a flash

of bright, green light that could’ve blinded any one of us if we had been looking directly at her. I

heard groans and moans from the upper level, and that was my cue to make my move.

The Prince and Aronia followed, and together we started cutting down the guards standing

between us and the large double doors that led toward the palace grounds. It was a flurry of swords,

and teeth, and magic, and arrows, but it was invigorating. My instincts were fully in the driver’s seat,

wielding my body like a weapon all of its own.

When the last guard fell, I picked my mouth up from his bloody neck and turned to look at the

doors. “They’re sealed,” I said.

“We will have to blast them open,” Radulf said, “Stand back.”

I stepped away from the door, blood dripping from my snout, and took up a position behind the

Prince. Aronia stood beside him, her dagger in one hand, her eyes fixed on the door. She had little

splatters of blood across her face and in her hair, she was still a little pale, and she looked hurt, but

there was fire in her eyes; a drive to see this thing done.

Radulf took a deep breath, then delivered one swift kick to the door that struck with all the force of

a thunderclap. I felt the magical shockwave ripple out of him as the doors blasted apart. It ruffled my

fur and made my skin prickle all over, and when the dust settled, the large double doors were left

completely shattered and splintered, and the way was open.

Only it wasn’t.

I froze, almost entirely, at the sight of the Wenlow that had been waiting on the other side of the

door. They were dusty, some of them had been hit by bits of shattered door, but they were all standing

—all four of them. Their deep, black eyes were fixed on us, the thin lines of their mouths stretched from one side of their faces to the other, their long, curved claws twitching slightly.

Already I could feel the power of their paralyzing aura trying to work on me, and that meant it was

working on Aronia and the Prince, too. But I couldn’t think about them right now, I couldn’t check to

see if they were alright; it fell on me to act, and I had to act fast.

Growling, I lunged past Aronia and the Prince and threw myself at the Wenlow. Mira yelled from

the lower level, horrified that I was about to charge into them on my own, but I didn’t stop. Snarling,

my teeth dripping with blood, I headed for the closest of the monsters. It went to raise its clawed hand

to attack, but I barged into it with all my weight, toppling it to the ground and tussling with it until we

both came to a complete stop.

The other Wenlow were slow to react. Too slow to stop me from picking myself up and clamping

my powerful jaws down on the one I had dropped a moment ago. My teeth tore through hide, muscle,

and into bone. I felt its cold, blue blood erupt into my mouth, and I thought I could feel a gurgling

scream vibrating against my mouth, but I ignored it and instead I kept rending, and tearing.

When the creature underneath me stopped struggling, and I knew it was dead, I turned my eyes up

to see the Prince and Aronia still standing where they had been a moment ago, gazing at me.

Horrified, my stare intensified. They’re paralyzed, I thought. Already?! But they weren’t paralyzed,

not by the Wenlow, anyway.

Aronia shook her head, took a deep breath, and roared. She then hurled herself at one of the other

Wenlow, her dagger in hand. I wanted to scream for her to stop, to stay back. I didn’t know if I could

take four Wenlow on all by myself—well, three, now—but I didn’t want them getting too close,

either.

The paralysis these creatures were able to inflict was total, even on the Prince.

None of that seemed to stop winter’s favorite daughter from charging head-first into an almost

impossible fight. She slashed and stabbed, ducked, dodged, and weaved, with all the fluidness of

water. She was light on her feet, lithe, and quick. If she was in the process of being paralyzed, I

would’ve never known by the way she deftly drove her blade into and out of the Wenlow ahead of

her.

I was brought back to that moment in the forest when she threw herself at one of those creatures

and then slammed into it like a brick. I couldn’t help but remember the way that creature had dipped

its claws into her abdomen and started licking her blood from its hands like it was enjoying a snack in

the park.

Watching her fight, now, I thought maybe she had that same image in her mind right now. If she did,

then it was fueling her, driving her into an almost frenzied rage, and it was incredible. She could’ve

died that day, but instead she was here, fighting for not only her kingdom, but her friends, too.

Of the other two Wenlow, one of them moved to attack the Prince, while the other turned its

attentions on me again. Radulf and Cillian readied their sword and took a defensive stance as the

lumbering creature approached. It swiped at him first, but he rolled under the attack and out of its

way, driving his sword directly across the back of the creature’s knee.

A streak of cold, blue blood splattered across his face, and for an instant I thought I caught a grin

on his face—a gleam in his eye.

In their eyes.

I wasn’t sure what was happening, but I also didn’t have too long to ponder. The final Wenlow had

opened its mouth wide, its teeth gleaming, and was barreling toward me like an avalanche of fur and

death. I backed away from the one on the ground and watched the one coming toward me, then Mira

called out to me, terror lacing her voice.

“Dahlia!” she screamed.

I ducked under the Wenlow’s attacks and rushed back toward the door overlooking the level

below, where Mira and Gullie had been a moment ago. They were racing up the stairs, Mira turning

occasionally to fire an arrow into the gloom below. Then I saw it.

Movement; a shuffling of suits of armor, of swords, of shields. There were soldiers marching

toward us, a whole host of them, and there were Wenlow behind them. While the soldiers advanced,

the Wenlow followed, lumbering in their slow pace, but looking every bit as deadly as ever.

Why weren’t the fae being paralyzed? None of them were.

“Oh shit,” I yelled, “Mira, get up here!”

As soon as she reached my side, she notched an arrow to her bow and fired it into the head of the

Wenlow currently attacking the Prince. The Wenlow stood for a moment, dazed, confused, with an

arrow stuck in its head. The Prince then drove his sword into the beast’s throat, opening a torrent of

blue blood that came flooding out as if from a faucet.

The creature doubled over, Cillian withdrew his sword, and then the Wenlow fell in time with the

monster Aronia had been fighting. Looking over at her, I saw she had climbed onto the beast’s back

and had been ramming her dagger into the side of its neck over, and over, and over. Her hands were

caked with blood, as was her face, her chest, her arm.

Before the Wenlow even hit the floor, she bounced off it and joined me, wiping some of the blood

off her face with the back of her hand. Cillian fell into line beside us not long after, and then we were

all looking down at the mezzanine level as it filled with soldiers and monsters, none of which wanted

us to ever leave this place with our lives.

“Well… that’s just great,” I said.

“At least they aren’t between us and the palace,” Gullie said.

“The palace is usually lightly guarded,” Cillian said, “And we got up here quickly. I doubt if there

are many guards beyond that door—not more than we can deal with.”

“What about Wenlow?” Aronia asked.

“I do not know, but they aren’t paralyzing you,” I said, “Why is that?”

“The storm,” Radulf said, “It needs Wenlow and fae to act in unison if it wants to stop you from

reaching the frost stone. They cannot paralyze us anymore.”

“Is that something the storm can just… turn on again?”

“Perhaps, but for now, we have an advantage.”

I nodded. “Right, so, we’ll deal with these things, and we’ll head for the palace.”

“No,” Gullie said, “You go. We’ll take care of this.”

“What?” I asked. “No way. There’s too many of them, even if they can’t paralyze us.”

“Do I seriously need to remind you who Ginger Spice is around here?”

“Gull… you can’t.”

“We can,” Mira put in, “And we will.”

Aronia stepped around Mira’s other side. “Don’t worry,” she said, “I’ll take care of them. You go,

finish this.”

“Aronia…” I said, and in the pause that followed, I could hear the steady march of the soldiers of

Windhelm, and the grunts of the Wenlow behind them. It was a hungry, crunching sound, that made me

sick to my stomach. The thought of leaving Mira, Gullie, and Aronia here to hold the line while

Cillian and I tried to find the King.

It was easily the hardest decision I’d ever had to make. Part of me knew, if I left them here, without

any backup… how were they supposed to survive against so many suits, so many Wenlow, and whatever else the Veridian decided to throw at them? At the same time, if I didn’t stop the King—if

even one of those suits managed to bring me down, then what was this all for?

We were all dead if I failed, and so were countless other winter fae.

“Alright,” I said, fighting the weight of the word on my heart. “Hold them off for as long as you

can.”

Aronia, Gullie, and Mira all nodded in unison. Mira notched three arrows to her bow, pulled on

the string, and turned her eyes onto the advancing horde. Gullie fluttered up to her bow, sprinkled a

little green pixie dust all over the arrowheads, and then gave Mira a thumbs up. Aronia grinned,

aimed the tip of her dagger at the soldiers and the Wenlow, and told Mira to fire.

I didn’t stick around to watch. I couldn’t. If those arrows hadn’t done what Mira had wanted them

to do, I would’ve tried to stay and help them. I had to trust that this was going to work, that they

weren’t going to be hurt, or killed—that I would see them again.

Only I had never been good at trusting myself, and this was no exception.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

 

 

Cillian and I raced through the smashed door and up the garden path that led toward the palace. It

was empty, there were no guards here, no sentries, no Wenlow, only the trees, the grass, and the

flashing might of the Veridian, hovering angrily overhead. we were directly under the eye of the silent

storm, staring up through a tunnel of darkness bursting with flashes of violent, eerie, purple lightning.

Like staring into a portal to another world; one of nightmares and chaos.

Though I was wearing my wolf form, Cillian was able to keep pace with me well enough. With his

sword in one hand and his hair tugging with the wind, he looked every bit the hero I wanted him to be,

and I almost found myself regretting my decision to stop fate from binding us. But then I remembered

he had contributed to the slaying of my people, my family.

Their blood was on his hands, and it didn’t seem like he much cared.

Reaching the palace doors was easy enough, only I expected to find them closed, and they weren’t.

There were guards there—five of them, facing us, swords drawn, eyes glazed over, the lightning

playing on their suits of armor. I was about to charge into them like a bowling ball of teeth and claws,

but then the soldiers stepped aside to reveal the tall, lanky form of the man I had come to know as

Tellren.

He wasn’t wearing a suit of armor. Instead, he had on a blue waistcoat, a wild, ruffly shirt, and a

pair of black pants. In one hand he held an ornate rapier with a fancy handle and hanging from his

large nose were a pair of half-moon spectacles. He looked like he was getting ready for a gentleman’s

duel at dawn, instead of facing down against a huge wolf with a mouth covered in fae blood.

“Well, then,” Tellren said, taking point ahead of the guards, the wind tussling his wispy hair. “It

seems like we have arrived at a decisive moment.”

“Stand aside, Tellren,” Radulf warned.

“I’m afraid I only take orders directly from his majesty, and his majesty wishes not to be bothered

at present.”

“Oh, he doesn’t, does he?” I asked, “I guess we should come back at a more convenient time then,

don’t you think?”

Cillian glanced at me and grinned, then turned his eyes back on Tellren. “Your guards are

defeated,” he said, “The Wenlow aren’t as strong as you think they are, and we know your assassin

was a lie. There is nothing stopping us from carving our way through you and your men, but for the

loyalty you have shown my family over the years, I am giving you a chance to stand down. Please,

take it.”

Please.

There was a word I rarely heard Cillian use. The fact that he and his brother were swapping

between driver and passenger made it even more unlikely of a word for him to use, but there it was.

He wasn’t only offering Tellren a chance to come out of this alive—he was pleading for him to take

that chance.

“I don’t think you understand what is happening here,” Tellren said.

“How about you enlighten us, then?” Radulf said.

“We don’t have time for this!” I yelled, “Every second we waste, someone else gets hurt, or killed.

Is this what you want, Tellren? Is it, really?”

“It is not.”

“Then why are you party to it?”

The storm flashed violently overhead, and the lightning bounced off Tellren’s eyes. “It speaks to us

all,” he said, “It… protects us.”

“Protects you from what?”

“From them… from ourselves. We need it.”

I shook my head. “Tellren, when I got here, you were all jerks. I thought the winter fae were all

heartless arseholes with no redeeming qualities, but I know that’s not true.”

“Caring is weak… love is weak. We have to purge it, or we are going to become the very thing we

hate.”

“Human,” Cillian said.

“Precisely. We cannot allow that. It cannot allow that.”

“Trust me, coming from a human,” I said, “None of you are in danger of becoming us. But having

compassion isn’t a bad thing, feeling isn’t a bad thing, and humans aren’t your enemy. Most humans

don’t even know you exist!”

“Humans expand, and expand, and expand. You have butchered your own world with your

technologies, and your insatiable desire for comfort, and luxury. That cannot happen to Arcadia, and

if we do not deal with you before you figure out how to open your own portals, it will.”

I wanted to argue with him, but I found myself instantly disarmed and lost for words, because he

was right. I knew better than everyone just how humans treated their environment, and even other

humans. We weren’t nice, and that was putting it mildly, but we weren’t all bad either. There were

people worth fighting for, and many more people willing to fight for them.

The human spirit was one of togetherness, and unity, and care, even if we also had our own

demons to slay. But who didn’t?

“Tellren, listen to me,” I said, “Listen to my voice, okay? Because I think the only way you’re

coming out of this alive is if you listen to me, and you shake the storm’s hold off you.”

“Why would I want that?” he asked.

“Because no one should live like this. Think about what you are giving up. Your autonomy, your

freedom, and for what? To live under the yoke of some inscrutable entity that wants to control you and

use you for its own ends?”

“You don’t understand it.”

“I do. I’ve seen what it wants, what it does to people. Please, Tellren, you have to break free.”

A long, cold moment passed. The storm continued flashing, silently above, points of light blooming

the clouded sky. I thought I saw a flash in Tellren’s eyes, he blinked, then lowered his head and stared

at his feet.

“What is my life without the Veridian?” Tellren asked.

He took a soft step back, and the soldiers advanced—quickly. I glanced at Cillian, who readied his

sword and prepared himself to cut them all down. My hackles rose, my muscles tightened, and my

teeth started aching, my body anticipating the fight that was about to happen.

Tellren suddenly whipped his eyes up, pointed his right, index finger across his left shoulder, and

then gestured across his body, extending his right hand. From the tip of his long, bony finger came a small flash of light, and then a dart shot out of it.

I watched the dart zip off to the side, then turn, and go shooting into the neck of one of the guards.

The dart then emerged from the other side of the guard’s neck, shot into the throat of the next guard,

and on it went, in the blink of an eye, until each of those suits had crumpled to the floor and lay

bleeding out on the palace steps.

I stared at the bodies, then looked up at Tellren, whose hand finally fell to his side. “What… did

you do?” I asked.

“What I had to do,” Tellren said. “I am not sure what power you possess, but I was able to hear my

own voice inside of my head for the first time in a lifetime. I had to fight.”

“What about them?” Cillian asked. “Why kill them?”

“Because there was no hope for them,” Radulf said. “Those weak of mind cannot recover from the

storm’s power… they had to die, and Tellren knew that.”

Tellren frowned. “What is happening?” he asked.

“It’s a long story,” I said, “But I’m a huge wolf, and Radulf is back.”

“Radulf…” Tellren gasped. “Is it truly you?”

“It is. Hello, old friend.”

“How is this possible?”

“Everything in due time. We must find my father, now.”

Tellren nodded. “He is at the frost stone. He rarely goes anywhere else.”

“I should have known… come, we must leave quickly.”

“Wait,” I said, moving closer to Tellren. “I need your help with something.”

“My help?” Tellren asked.

“Back at the gate to the palace grounds, my friends are trying to hold back the guards and the

monsters trying to get to us. They could use you.”

“What about the king?”

“Leave him to us,” Cillian said.

Tellren nodded. “At once, your highness.”

“Wait,” I called out, and Tellren turned to look at me.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Why did you have Tula make up an assassin?”

Tellren paused. “It was the only way I could think of to keep you from doing something that would

have you instantly killed.”

“You were protecting me?”

“In the only way I could… you are the best of us, Dahlia. Deep down, we all know it. That is why

they hate you.”

With a bounding step, Tellren headed away from us and started rushing back down the garden path,

toward Mira and Aronia. I could only hope they weren’t already… no, I wouldn’t even allow myself

to think it. They weren’t. That hadn’t happened yet. It wouldn’t happen.

Looking over at Cillian, I noticed him staring at the corpses on the cold ground. I could tell these

deaths were starting to hurt him. They were all under the storm’s influence, and as long as that was

true, they were our enemies—but they had also been fae, his people, his family’s most loyal

defenders.

It was taking its toll.

Gently I pawed across to him and nuzzled his leg with my nose. “I’m sorry,” I said.

Cillian took a deep breath, then stared at the palace. Beyond it, a soft light pulsed gently, illuminating the underside of the dark clouds circling overhead. The frost stone’s glow had once been

the pale blue of an Arcadian, winter morning; now it was purple, and sick, and wrong. I didn’t want

to even consider the possibility that we were too late to fix this, but the thought gnawed at the back of

my mind all the same.

“We should hurry,” I said.

The Prince nodded, strengthened his grip on his sword, and pushed through the palace doors. I

remembered this place, with its grand staircase, its many doors, its mosaic floors. The last time I had

been here, this place had instilled a sense of wonder, and awe in me. It was a fantasy place, airy and

bright, the very air itself charged with magic.

But the air was stale, now, and the brightness replaced with a gloom punctured occasionally by

flashes of infected red light. There was nobody here except for the ghosts of all the things that once

made this, if not a happy place, then at least a place of honor, and dignity. It felt like walking into the

bowels of a rusted old ship that had been sinking for a hundred years but hadn’t quite gone under the

waterline yet, and maybe never would.

The worst part was, there was still no sign of the queen, and I was starting to feel a big knot

growing in my stomach.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I am not sure,” Radulf said, his croaky voice coming through. “I am not used to… this.”

“This?”

“Feeling concern. Cillian’s emotions are starting to come through even when I speak.”

“Concern isn’t a bad thing to feel, Radulf. We’ll find her. If we split up, we can search the palace

more easily.”

“No. We must get to the frost stone. That is where father is.”

I took a step back, pushed myself up with my front paws, and by the time I straightened out, I had

taken my human—or fae—form again. There was blood all over my mouth, chin, and neck. I tried to

wipe most of it off my lips with the back of my hand before approaching the Prince again and offering

a soft kiss on his cheek.

My heart surged as my lips touched his skin, warmth filling me and rippling through me. For a

fleeting instant I felt like maybe I hadn’t just touched Cillian, but also Radulf. I thought I had

connected with him in a way I never thought possible.

But the Prince recoiled and stared at me, blankly, with one blue eye and one black. “What did you

do that for?” Radulf asked.

“I… I’m not sure,” I said, backing up. “I thought—”

“—don’t do it again,” Radulf frowned.

“I’m sorry…”

Without saying another word, the Prince turned to face the grand stairwell and began his quick run

up the stairs. He was heading for the frost stone, and I didn’t have a choice but to follow him.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

 

 

The dark palace pulsated as we pushed through it at full speed, climbing stairwell after stairwell

to get to the very top of the building. There, at its crown, stood the frost stone—once blue and

beautiful, but now sick and purple, what was left of the blue light inside of it shifting and squirming

like it was full of deep, red ink.

In front of it stood the King. He had his back turned to us and he was staring at the stone, his hands

thrown up in the air in supplication, his black hair and black cloak billowing in the strong wind

wracking the rooftop. Lightning tore the sky apart in a brilliant series of silent flashes, then the King

turned his head to the side, laying a single eye on both of us.

“Father!” Radulf roared, and the King turned fully.

He was a bear of a man; tall, broad shouldered, and muscular despite the belly on him. I had no

doubt in my mind he could crush lesser men without breaking a sweat, and that was before the

Veridian took hold of him. I could see it, the storm behind his eyes. It was watching us with the same

intensity that he had.

“Well, well,” King Yidgam Wolfsbane said, “There you are, Radulf. I assume you are here to help

me finish what we started?”

“We need to speak first,” Radulf said.

“Speak of what? The time for talk is over, my son.”

“No, it’s not.” Radulf took a step forward, but it was Cillian who spoke next. “Father, it’s not too

late for you to turn around.”

“Ah, Cillian. I am surprised your brother allows you to speak.”

“This is my body. I speak because it is my right.”

“You speak because Radulf’s resolve is weakening, but we can fix that. Radulf, end this, now.”

“Not until you answer my question,” Radulf said.

“And what is that?”

A pause. “Where is mother?”

The King stared at his son—his sons—for a long moment, unmoving, unflinching, as if he was

waiting to be told exactly what to say and how to say it. I saw the light of the storm flash behind his

eyes before he finally took a deep breath, and then smiled.

“You would not understand if I told you the truth,” the King said.

“Your majesty, I urge you to—”

“—you dare address me, bitch?” the King roared, cutting me off. “You are to speak only when and

if spoken to, do you understand me?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “I bet you’re used to that working on everyone, aren’t you?”

The King’s face reddened. “Who do you think you are?”

I took a step forward. “I am the white wolf, and I’m the one that’s going to put an end to all this

nonsense, or haven’t you heard?”

“You will rue the day you—”

“—father!” Cillian yelled, “Enough of this, answer the question. Where is mother?”

Yidgam stared at his sons. “Did your brother not already tell you?”

“What?”

“Radulf… I’m disappointed in you.”

“Careful with what you say,” Radulf hissed.

“But I speak only the truth. The storm speaks only the truth. Why don’t you enlighten your little

brother.”

“No! I refuse to believe the visions were true. I want to hear it from you.”

“Visions?” I asked, “What visions?”

Radulf was shaking. Cillian was shaking. It was a strange sight to behold, and one even more

difficult to understand. Two souls were inhabiting, and in control of, one body, but they both acted and

thought independently of each other. I could usually tell when Cillian had the reins and when Radulf

was in the driver’s seat, but right now, it felt like they were both experiencing the same thing.

“Tell them,” the King said, lowering his voice to a predatory growl.

“I won’t,” Radulf snarled. “I refuse to believe you would kill your own wife. Our mother.”

My stomach fell into a pit. It didn’t just fall—it felt like it had been dragged down there by the

cold, icy hand of death itself. I stared at Radulf, then at the King. Radulf’s expression was hard, and

sharp, but the King seemed… happy. He had a smug, satisfied smile on his face, as if he was waiting

for someone to pin a sticker on his chest for doing a great job.

“You… killed her?” I asked.

“The Veridian needed more power,” the King said, “It needed royal blood, and I gave it what it

wanted.”

“Monster!” Cillian roared, taking a shaky step forward. “Is this true?”

“Stupid boy. When will you realize that the Veridian is here to save us? If it requires a sacrifice,

then a sacrifice is what it shall have.”

“Radulf, you knew?” I asked.

“I saw visions,” Radulf said. “But I did not want to believe them.”

“You could have stopped this…” Cillian said, “Why didn’t you?”

“I wanted to… you have to believe me.”

“Why would I believe a word you say? You let him kill our mother!”

“Silence, both of you,” Yidgam bellowed. “This bickering bores me, and there is still work to be

done.”

“You just confessed to killing the queen,” I said, raising my voice above the wind. “What work are

you talking about?!”

“One royal wasn’t enough,” the King said, “Radulf, get the bitch and bring her to me. We will give

her up to the storm, and it will take the pup in her belly—and when that’s done, the storm will have

all it needs to make Windhelm ascend to heights unknown, and you will be its heir.”

The pup in my belly.

How could he have known? I didn’t know, not really. Instinct pulled my hand toward my stomach

before I knew what I had even done. I caught Radulf turning his black eye to me, and I wasn’t sure

what he was about to do next. The Veridian’s light danced across his expression, deepening the

shadows, the hard lines that I had come to know so well for as long as I had been here.

It was Cillian’s face. The face of the man I had fallen in love with, but there was anger on it now;

anger and uncertainty.

I took a step away from him, expecting an attack, but Radulf instead turned to look at his father.

“No,” he said.

“No?” the King asked. “You would defy me? You would go against the storm that brought you back

from the jaws of death?”

“I never asked to be brought back.”

“But it was done all the same, and now you owe loyalty to me. To us.”

“I owe you nothing,” Radulf said, and without warning, he charged, his sword ready in his hand.

The King backed up a step, unsteady for a moment, then lightning burst from the tip of the frost

stone and shot in a violent, deadly arc directly into Radulf’s chest. I screamed as the lightning struck

the Prince, rooting him to the spot and making him shake and convulse. I tried to get near him, but the

lightning whipped around the Prince’s body like angry tentacles, trying to keep me from getting to him.

I had to shield my eyes against the brightness to keep it from searing my retinas, but it was the

noise I hated the most. It sounded like a wildcat, ripping, and tearing at the Prince’s flesh, roaring

hungrily as it tore the skin from his bones. When the lightning ceased, without warning and all of a

sudden, I opened my eyes in time to watch the Prince fall to his knees, then slump over on his chest.

I screamed his name and rushed over to him, but with a mighty leap, the King put himself between

me and the Prince.

“Do you see what you made me do?” he growled. “Now I have no choice but to do this myself.”

“Get away from him,” I snarled.

“Or what, little wolf?” he asked, as he unclipped his cloak and tossed it aside, “Are you going to

kill me?”

I dropped to my hands, instantly shrugging out of my human form and bringing the white wolf out. I

shook my fur loose and snarled at him, my teeth bared, my fur bristling, my hackles well and truly up.

The King stared at me, his eyes glazed over, but still filled with dark intensity. I watched him take a

step back, and I thought he was going to lunge at me, but instead he dug his heel into the ground, and

then something I hadn’t expected would happen, started to happen.

He started changing shape.

From out of the back of his hands, thick, black fur started to emerge. Long, sharp nails extended

from his fingertips. His muscles started shifting, and breaking, and expanding to the point where they

burst the seams of his clothes, but by the time that happened, his body was entirely covered in fur, and

he was growing, and growing, and growing.

The King roared, and as he did so, the bones on his face started to break and reshape. He grew a

snout, thick whiskers, and more thick, black fur covered every inch of him where there had once been

only skin. He screamed again, but this time the sound was deep, and primal, and animal. He stood

before me now, easily twelve feet tall and entirely black.

Only he wasn’t a wolf—he was a bear.

When he finally fell on all fours, the very ground quaked just from the sheer weight of him. He was

several times larger than me, his body a mountain of thickly chorded muscle and tough hide. The sheer

size of him made me back up a couple of steps. My snout dipped, my eyes lowered, but I never

stopped showing my teeth.

“Now,” the King snarled, his voice a guttural, animal sound, “Shall we begin?”

“I’m not afraid of you,” I said.

“You should be.”

The King hurled himself at me like a meteor covered in teeth and claws the size of baby arms. I

didn’t have a choice but to immediately go on the defensive. Already I could hear Mira’s voice in my head; fancy feet, Dahlia—fancy feet. I knew if he laid so much as a single claw on me, I was dead. I

had to avoid him at all costs, but despite his size, he was surprisingly fast, and it was difficult to stay

out of his reach.

I raced around the frost stone and tried to put it between us, but the black bear was relentless. He

just kept coming, his claws searching for me every chance he got, his mouth gnashing open and shut as

if it had a mind of its own. I needed a plan, I needed an idea, but I couldn’t think straight. Cillian was

down, I wasn’t sure what the stone had done to him, but he hadn’t gotten back up, and I was already

fearing the worst.

Sensing an opportunity while the King’s back was turned, I dared to attack. Leaping toward one of

his hind legs, I bit down hard where I thought his hamstring would be and tried to force my teeth into

his hide, but it was too thick. With a powerful, back-handed smash, the King sent me sprawling onto

my side and across the rooftop.

I’d barely had a chance to get back up when I noticed he was already charging toward me again,

his mouth wide open, his body moving in perfect locomotion. I dove to the right, shifting out of my

wolf form and taking my human form to make myself a harder target—especially considering my teeth

were useless.

When the King swiped at me, I was already on the move, sprinting across to the other side of the

rooftop to consider my next move.

“It’s useless, dog,” the King snarled. “Save us all the effort, and give your life up to the storm.

Perhaps you will be rewarded in the next life.”

“Do you really think you’re going to get a reward for killing your wife?”

“Windhelm will achieve incredible things when the storm asserts itself. It has stood for ten

thousand years, and it will stand for ten thousand more, thanks to me.”

“So, that’s it? Vanity is what drives you?” I shook my head. “You’re pathetic.”

Instantly, I felt my body start to buzz and vibrate. It was a sensation I had experienced once before,

one I hadn’t been able to replicate with any kind of certainty, and I realized why now. Magic was

starting to fill me, empower me, move through me, the magic of the white wolf. It was powerful,

righteous, white magic; the kind that only came when someone truly needed it.

It came now because without it, I was surely dead.

The King lowered his eyes and growled. “What did you say?”

“I thought you were the King of an entire kingdom, but I see the truth now. You are a sad, pathetic,

little man. I pity you, and I pity your wife for having had to put up with you.”

The King roared and came charging toward me. This time, as he approached, I stretched my hands

out to either side of me, brought them together with a loud clap, and then pushed them toward the

King. Lightning crackled, not around me, but through me. I could feel it surging through my chest, my

arms, my hands, and when it erupted from my fingertips, it went searching for the King like a homing

missile.

Violent, forceful, the white light streaking out of my fingers engulfed the King, wracking his body

the way his sons had been wracked a moment ago. Only the King didn’t slow, he didn’t stop, he kept

coming—fighting through the pain, the strength of the lightning, tearing through it like a freight train.

I couldn’t get out of his path fast enough as the giant bear barreled toward me. Though I watched it

lose its footing and collapse onto one side, the magic shooting out of me had me rooted to the spot,

immobile, like a lamppost. And the King tore into me like a bowling ball, his massive form falling all

over me.

I felt the sharp, hot sting of what I thought was a tooth, or a claw, bite into my thigh as I tussled with the massive creature. The magic ceased as the bear came to a halt a few feet away from me,

though not before having rolled over me and left me sore and bleeding. I tried to lift my head to check

on the injury to my leg, but I didn’t have the strength to move my neck.

I was on my side, the bear in my line of sight. He had his back turned to me, but the occasional

spark of lightning rippled through him, scorching patches of his fur and leaving a sickly scent in the

air that was difficult to ignore.

Take that, arsehole, I thought, but I knew I was probably worse off than he was.

I was already starting to feel a little lightheaded. How much blood was I losing? I had no way of

knowing. I also didn’t know why my regenerative powers hadn’t kicked in yet. Why hadn’t the wound

closed? Why was I feeling worse as the seconds ticked over, instead of better?

The bear took a heaving breath, exhaled, and then slowly started to turn. Most of his hide was

scorched and burnt, its flesh blackened and dark, but when he slammed one paw into the ground and

started hoisting himself up, I realized—horrified—that I hadn’t hurt him nearly enough, or as much as

he’d hurt me.

Because I wasn’t getting up.

The King slowly rose to his feet. He was so close to the edge of the palace rooftop, one swift,

powerful kick was all it would take to send him sprawling to his hopeful death, only I didn’t have it

in me. I didn’t have the strength, the willpower. I could see blood running through some of the cracks

in the floor. My blood.

It wasn’t stopping.

With his back turned to me, the King reared on his hind legs, turned his head up, and screamed into

the storm, his voice ringing out half-way across the winter realm, and maybe further than that. He

turned quickly, sharply, his claws flexing, blood dripping from one of his paws, his eyes fixed on me.

But his eyes widened.

The King tried to throw himself onto all four of his limbs, but before he could get enough

momentum, something large and dark slammed into his chest with enough force to make him stand

upright again. No, he wasn’t just standing upright, he was tipping, tipping—the King staggered back

one step, then another. After the third step, he tipped all the way over, caught his foot on the rooftop

ledge, and then toppled entirely, disappearing from view in an instant.

I heard him roar as he fell; a guttural, throaty sound that got abruptly cut off after a moment.

Lightning flashed angrily above, thunder rumbled, the entire building shook, and then a bright flash of

light seared the heavens. I turned my face into the ground and covered my eyes, but the brightness

didn’t fade even as the thunder slowly fell away.

I waited, my consciousness already starting to slide. When I dared move my hand and open my

eyes, I noticed there hadn’t been a bright flash of light in the sky. The clouds were gone, as was the

storm, and that warm, Arcadian sun was shining brightly on me from above. It must’ve been high

noon.

There was no sign of the Veridian.

No sign of the King.

Moving my head just a little, I realized the frost stone was shining beautifully blue, the redness

within it completely gone, that sickly purple replaced by its true color. It all felt right again, like the

nightmare was over. If this was how I was going to die, then at least I was going to die knowing… I

had just saved the world.

And that was pretty alright.

My eyes drooped, and when I opened them again, Cillian appeared as if from a mirage. He was standing nearby, wearing a white, ruffly shirt and black trousers. He had his hands in his pockets,

though, and his beard… it wasn’t so much a beard, but stubble—and he didn’t have any blood on him.

None of that makes sense.

He pulled one hand out of his pocket and lightly waved.

“Cillian…?” I asked.

He shook his head, a smile resting on his face. “Be good, Dahlia,” he said, and then Cillian moved

through the mirage, making it part like smoke. Cillian’s face was dark, and bloody, but there was a

brilliance to his blue eyes, a vibrance, a vitality. He was… him, and not—

“—Radulf…”

Cillian shook his head. “No,” he said, “It’s me.”

“Your brother…” I said, “I just saw him. He looks like you…”

The Prince picked me up. “Don’t speak,” he said, “I need to get you to a healer.”

“I’m okay. I just want to sleep.”

I felt my eyes close. I felt Cillian tap my face, and I heard him speak, but I couldn’t understand the

words. I tried to open my eyes, but they weren’t working. The world, instead, went dark, and I

slipped away into something peaceful, and quiet. And in this peaceful quiet, I knew, my friends were

alive because of me.

This world was safe.

The storm was gone.

The white wolf had done her job, and now, she could rest.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

 

 




EPILOGUE

 

I was pacing. Melina stared at me like I was insane, as if she’d never seen a pixie pace before. I

stopped and gawked at her, one hand flying to my hip like it was magnetized.

“What?” I asked.

“Pacing won’t get you anywhere, Gullie” Melina said.

“I have to do something to calm my nerves, don’t I?”

“Don’t you have a bunch of calming pixie dust things you can do?”

“You know, it’s the funniest thing—I can’t get high on my own supply.”

Mel paused. “You… what?”

I rolled my eyes. “I mean, pixie dust doesn’t work on pixies. Isn’t that just the weirdest thing?”

“I think it’s perfectly reasonable,” Mira said. “Especially considering pixies are supposed to be

masters of their own emotional states at all times.”

“That’s a whole load of horse crap, if you ask me,” I said. “I’m usually an anxious mess, and

whenever I wasn’t, it was because of Dahlia, but she’s not here to talk me off the ledge, is she?”

A pause moved through the room we were all in. Mira and Toross were standing near each other,

their hands lightly touching. Ashera was sitting in the corner of the room, quietly watching, listening.

She hadn’t said a word in almost an hour, and that was fine. The witch was scary; she had this ability

to speak such blunt truths, you almost didn’t want to hear her talk at all.

“You don’t need Dahlia to talk you off the ledge,” Mel said, taking my hand. “You have me.”

I looked at her hand, her fingertips entwined with mine. I frowned at her. “I don’t like that you can

do that to me.”

“Do what?” she asked.

I took a deep breath and exhaled. “Calm me down in an instant.”

Mel’s eyebrow cocked. “Really? It was that easy? If I’d known that, I would’ve done this a long

time ago.”

“Don’t get used to it. I think this is a special—” a set of doors opened, and a tall, lanky looking

man in a fine suit, with long ears and half-moon spectacles hanging off his nose appeared.

Tellren took a good look of the room, puffed up his chest, and bowed his head. “They are ready for

you,” he said.

My heart leapt into my throat and started pounding. “Are you serious?” I asked.

One of Tellren’s eyebrows cocked so high I thought it was going to shoot off his face. “Yes, I am,”

he simply said.

I didn’t wait for the others. I shot past Tellren, dragging Melina with me out of the waiting room,

through the palace halls, and directly toward the room where Dahlia had been set up after her ordeal.

I almost knocked one of the healers down as I shoved the door open and burst through. In another life, I would’ve apologized, but in this life I could care less.

Respectfully.

Dahlia was propped up on a bed, the sun beaming down on her gorgeous, silvery hair. Her face

was still a little red, her cheeks were flushed, and a few strands of damp hair stuck to her face, but

she looked happy, and healthy—as did the child in her arms.

Prince Cillian stepped quickly out of a side room, rolling down his sleeves as he made his

entrance. “I heard a noise,” he said, “Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” Dahlia said, “Gullie just almost knackered that nurse.”

“Knackered?” the Prince frowned.

Dahlia shut her eyes. “How is it you still don’t understand my language after all this time?”

Cillian grinned, cupped her face with one hand, then kissed her on the forehead. “Some things

simply can’t be taught.”

I approached, getting as close as I thought I could, then stopping. “Oh my… wow,” I said, “You

really did that?”

“I did,” she said, “Surprised?”

“No, I just… until now it had just been a bump—now it’s a real person.”

“It, is a he,” Dahlia said, stroking the pointed ear of the child in her arms.

“Oh, I’m sorry… I didn’t know.”

“That’s alright. How are all of you? I know you were waiting.”

“We’re fine,” Melina said, “This one has been an anxious wreck all day, but I’m kind of used to it

now, I guess.”

I heard Mira, Toross, and Ashera step into the room behind me. One after the other, they all took up

positions by my side, and the five of us watched Dahlia cradle her newborn boy. It felt like just

yesterday we were all fighting for our lives against the storm and its influence. Just yesterday that the

moon children only barely saved our lives. Just yesterday that Dahlia very nearly died by the King’s

hands.

In truth, it had been months. Windhelm wasn’t the same place it had been when we arrived here. It

almost felt like home, now, as crazy as it was to think that, let alone say it. But… and I knew I could

speak for Dahlia here, too—we were happy.

“Congratulations,” Mira said, “Yet another thing you seem to have done well, despite my…

concerns.”

“Concerns?” Dahlia asked, a playful eyebrow arching.

“Well, you fumbled your way through just about everything else. I had no doubt this would go

about as well as the rest of your ordeals here. But you have done beautifully, and I am proud of you.”

“You’re… proud of me. That’s a first.”

“I have been proud of you for a long time, my dear, dear friend.”

“I’m proud of you too,” Dahlia said, “Of all of you. I mean, look at how far we’ve come… all of

us.”

Prince Cillian kissed Dahlia on top of the head, then ran his finger across his son’s crown. “Learn

to appreciate a compliment,” he said, “You need not deflect anymore.”

“I wasn’t deflecting,” Dahlia said. “I mean it. I mean, what would’ve happened to all of us if you

hadn’t kidnapped and brought me here?”

“I never would’ve found the woman I love.”

“Or me,” I said.

“Or I,” Toross put in.

“Who would’ve thought,” I said, “That I’d come here and melt winter’s frozen heart?”

I frowned at Dahlia, a flat expression on my face. “No,” I said, “No, I really hate that. Take it back.

That was so lame.”

“Lame?!” she shrieked.

“How long have you been rehearsing that one?”

“Shut up!”

“Oh my God, you’ve been rehearsing that line? I can’t even look at you right now.”

“If you are both quite done,” Mira said, her voice rising above ours. “I would very much like to

know what name you have finally chosen for your child.”

Dahlia looked over at Mira, then turned her eyes up at Cillian. “It was easy, really,” she said.

Cillian nodded, a soft smile on his face. “Radulf,” he said.

“Radulf…” Mira repeated, then she nodded. “I’ll allow it.”

“You’ll allow it?” Dahlia asked.

“I will. It is a good name… I think you do him a great honor.”

“He saved my life. Our lives… wherever he is now, I hope he’s at rest.”

The Prince—well, no; the King—placed his hand on Dahlia’s shoulder and gently squeezed. “I’m

sure he is.”

A pause moved through the room, empty but full at the same time. I looked over at Dahlia, then

around at Mel, Mira, Toross, and finally Ashera—who frowned. “Can we eat, now?” she asked.

“Go,” Dahlia said, “We’re fine.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, “Because I’m at the Queen’s beck and call, you know.”

“Eat,” Dahlia insisted.

I wasn’t about to argue. Prince Radulf was here, the King and Queen were both healthy, and we

had a banquet to get started on. I fully intended on binge-eating everything I could find, and probably

getting more than a little drunk on that delicious Clair de Lune while I was still large, and not pixie

sized.

The only real question was, could I beat Ashera down to the banquet hall, and would she fight me

over the last few lemon cakes again? Because that was fun, last time.

Ashera turned tail and started running.

I gave chase, and the others followed, giving the King, Queen, and their son some space. It felt like

an ordeal had just ended. A chapter had closed. I wasn’t sure what was waiting for us next, but as

long as we were together, I knew, we would be able to deal with anything.
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