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      In Arcadia, they say, no one can escape the hand of Fate. Whether you were high born, low born, a boy, a girl, or anything in between, once a person’s destiny was written, it could not be changed. My parents were the ruling King and Queen of the city of Windhelm, the crown of the Winter Kingdom, which made me its Princess. 

      And I didn’t believe in any of that Fate nonsense.

      It was a crisp, sunny, beautiful day in the Kingdom of Winter, and I was on my own, perched upon a branch about halfway up a tree. My companions were the chirping birds, the transparent, dripping icicles and the rays of Arcadian sunlight that never seemed able to melt the frozen landscape. 

      This lush, thick grove of snow-capped trees, ridges, and cliffs was my place, my sacred place. 

      Out here, there was nothing and no one; only the brambles on the ground, the powdery snow, and the trees themselves. Out here, I could run, and leap, and experience the world as I was meant to experience it. Out here, I wasn’t the Princess of Windhelm; I was— “Amara!” 

      The shout snapped me out of my reverie.  I perked up and looked down the length of the tree I had been resting on.

      There, padding the ground, circling the base of the tree, was a creature barely larger than a housecat. Tallin was a strange breed of Winter Sprite. All white fur with a black nose and bright blue eyes, he was caught somewhere between a fox and a rabbit, with tiny antlers on his forehead. Quick, spry, and curious, we were in many ways the same… at least, we would be, if he wasn’t always so worried about everything.

      “Yes?” I called out. 

      “Not that I don’t love chasing you through the forest,” he yelled, “But don’t you think we should be heading back to the castle? It’ll be dark, soon.” 

      “You sound a little out of breath there, Tallin. Are you quite alright?” 

      “Of course, I am. Why would you ask me that?” 

      “Because I can hear you panting from up here. I distinctly recall a time when you could run circles around me…” 

      “Yes, well, I’ve been looking for you for a while, now.” 

      “I noticed it took you longer than usual.”

      “Your scent keeps changing. It’s hard to keep up.” 

      I grinned at him. “I think you’re making excuses.”

      “What I’m trying to make is a point. Your parents are waiting for you, that is if they aren’t already out looking for you.” 

      “They can wait a little longer,” I said, resting my head on the tree again. “They’re just going to stuff me into another dress and make me sit through more trials.”

      “I thought you liked your mother’s dresses.” 

      “She makes the most beautiful outfits in all of Arcadia. I just don’t like wearing them nearly as much as she does. I like sitting around and watching the Royal Selection unfold even less.” 

      “They’re all here for you… they’re competing for you.” 

      “They’re competing because they think they can get ahead in life by winning my hand in marriage, like I’m some prize to be won.” I rolled my eyes. “Marriage. I’ve just turned twenty years old. I’m not ready for that.” 

      “Trust me, no one understands your situation better than I, but running away won’t solve anything, and delaying the Selection will only annoy your parents more.” 

      I glanced over the side of the tree, my grin returning. “Tell you what,” I said. “If you can catch me, I’ll go back to the castle.” 

      “If I can… what? Why?” 

      I deftly stood on the branch I had been resting on. “Come on. Have a little fun, Tallin.” 

      “I really don’t think this is a good idea.” 

      “Only because you think you’ll lose. That’s not the Tallin I know!” 

      “The Tallin you know is a loyal servant of the crown. I can’t in good conscience enable this behavior.” 

      Ignoring Tallin’s protests, I eyed up my next jump, scanning the trees and their branches. In a matter of seconds, I spotted just the right one that would support my weight. With a series of quick steps, I launched myself off the tree I had been resting on and leapt through the air. 

      “Princess!” Tallin squealed, but I could barely hear him over the rush of wind past my ears. 

      It was euphoric. I felt weightless, like a leaf on the wind, the cool breeze caressing my face and shoulders as I soared through the air. A quick couple of heartbeats later, I landed exactly where I had intended to, grabbing hold of the branches and using them to climb rapidly down, toward the ground where Tallin was waiting.

      “There,” he said, rushing up to me and bumping his black nose against my foot. “I caught you. Can we go back now?” 

      “That’s not how that works, and you know it.” 

      Smiling widely, I turned on my heel and went racing through the forest, sprinting past the thick, dark trees and gliding over the snow under my feet. Tallin groaned, but he gave chase, the little Sprite shooting through the forest like a bullet after me. 

      Despite his complaints, Tallin was at home in the woods, and after only a couple of moments, I could feel his intensity begin to rise. It wasn’t long before I knew, simply by glancing at him and seeing the concentrated look on his face, that he was enjoying this as much as I was. It was that same intensity that was starting to give him the advantage. 

      He was gaining on me.

      My smile turned to a grin as I took a couple of skipping steps over a series of boulders and leapt high into the air. My muscles flexed, my breathing slowed, heartrate quickened, and I shut my eyes as I hurtled over a ridge. By the time I hit the ground again, I was no longer running on two feet, but four. Thick, fluffy, silvery fur covered my body, and the world widened in an explosion of sensory input.

      There was a time when changing my body’s shape was difficult, uncomfortable, and even painful. In the beginning, I had barely been able to handle all the new smells, the sounds, the weight of my new, wolf body. My human side slowed me down, made it difficult for me to adjust to changes which should have been natural. But I overcame those challenges the same way I dealt with everything else life threw at me.

      With the hard head my father gave me.

      I trained, and I practiced, and I pushed myself further than I was supposed to at times. Even when I was sore, and hurt, and I felt like I couldn’t take another step—the steps I took beyond that point were the ones that made all the difference, because they were the ones that forged the woman I was today.

      “You’re going to have to run faster than that, Tallin!” I called back. 

      “And you aren’t as fast as you think you are, Princess!” he yelled.

      Putting my head down, I raced deeper into the woods outside of the city. I leapt over fallen trees and boulders, skirted around pools of frozen ice, and ducked under low-hanging branches, all the while doing what I could to pick up speed. 

      I knew this forest well. It was the forest where my mother first encountered one of the Wenlow, a wretched beast that killed and ate the hearts of whatever poor Fae were unfortunate enough to cross paths with them. Though another Wenlow hadn’t ventured this close to Windhelm in over twenty years, this forest was still considered dangerous ground, and generally off limits; especially the deeper, darker parts… like the one I was heading into now.

      Here, the ground began to slope, the trees started to slant, and the branches and leaves grew so thick they choked the light from the bright Arcadian sun. Shafts of sunlight were all that remained, pinpricks of light that shrank, and grew anemic the deeper we went.

      Unsurprisingly, Tallin had something to say about this.

      “Must we go down there?” he called out from behind me. He was panting, and short of breath, but keeping up with me.

      “Scared, Tallin?” I asked.

      “No. But if you get hurt out here, I’ll be the one that gets in trouble.” 

      “Relax. I’ll tell them it was my idea.” 

      “That’s not going to hold up in court!” 

      “Must you worry about everything, Tallin?” 

      “One of us has to!” 

      I spotted another ridge not far from where we were. It looked steep, treacherous, and a little foreboding. It was also new, which was a weird experience. I had raced through this forest many, many times before. I was used to its scent, its nooks, its crannies, and its crevices. I had never seen this before, though.

      Instead of blindly going over it, I slowed down as I reached it, coming to a gentle trot as I came up to the edge. The slope was steep, as I had expected it to be, but there were many brambles, boulders, and logs along the way that shrouded the bottom. I couldn’t see it from up here. 

      Tallin came up behind me and wasted no time in smashing his snout against my hind leg. “There,” he said, exasperated. “I’ve caught you. Now, can we go back?” 

      “What’s down there, Tallin?” I asked.

      The Sprite groaned. “I’m choosing not to take offense to the way you keep ignoring me.” 

      I looked back at him. “I’m sorry… I am.” 

      Tallin scrunched his nose. “I’m also choosing to believe you.” 

      “I mean it. I know I get a bit excitable sometimes… I don’t mean to be rude.”

      He snorted, took a deep breath, and came up alongside me. “Huh,” he simply said.

      “Huh?”

      “Do you smell that?” 

      “I… don’t. That’s weird, isn’t it?” 

      “It is. With that big nose of yours you should be able to smell what the people of Lysa are cooking for dinner.” 

      “What do you smell, then?” 

      “Nothing good…” 

      I frowned at him. “What do you mean?” 

      “I mean we should probably turn around and get out of here.” 

      “We’re in the Royal Forest. What could possibly go wrong out here?” 

      “Royal Forest or not, you and I both know it’s off limits for a reason.” 

      “I actually don’t know what the reason is.” 

      Tallin took a deep breath. “There’s dark magic in these woods. Remnants of the Veridian. We shouldn’t be here.” 

      “Is that what you’re smelling down there? Dark magic?” 

      “It doesn’t matter.” 

      “I mean, if there’s dark magic down there, we should investigate, shouldn’t we? An entirely new section of forest just popped up overnight. Surely that warrants investigation. I think we should investigate.”

      I was about to step toward the ridge when a sound behind us put my entire body on high alert. I spun around, fur bristling, fangs bared, a warning growl in my throat. But the sound hadn’t come from an enemy. It also hadn’t happened by accident. There, standing by a tree, wearing fine black clothes with silvery accents was a man whose substantial form broke what little light remained in this part of the forest. 

      Though his presence was enough to disarm my growl, it wasn’t enough to soothe my nerves. 

      “Amara Wolfsbane,” my father said. He stepped closer, the features of his face now coming into view. He was tall, broad shouldered, and had long, thick dark hair and black antlers that curved up and over his forehead, but his eyes—they were the cold blue of an icy lake. They were my eyes, and they were scowling.

      There, stood Cillian Wolfsbane, King of Windhelm and the Kingdom of Winter. 

      My tail curled under me. “Yes, father?” I asked.

      His eyes glanced over to Tallin, who had pressed his belly against the cold, snowy ground in reverence. My father gave me his eyes again. “You know you shouldn’t be out here,” he said.

      “That’s not strictly true…” I said, daring to fact-check the King of Winter. 

      He peered across my shoulder at the ridge that lay behind me, now. “Come away from that place,” he said, “It’s time.” 

      “Again?” I asked. “Can’t we tell them to skip today?” 

      “Do you wish for me to tell the entire Court and every single contestant to skip today’s ceremony?” 

      I took a quick breath, then lowered my head. “I suppose not,” I said.

      “Good,” he added, pointing across from him. “Now, let’s go. They’re all waiting for you.” 

      Nodding, I started to walk. Tallin followed—he had his tail between his legs too. As I began the climb back up the hill I had come down, I noticed my father approaching the edge of the ridge I had nearly gone over a moment ago. He seemed… concerned, but not enough to go down there himself. Not now, anyway.

      Filing my own curiosity away, I made my way back to the castle where the entirety of the Winter Court and the Royal Selection was waiting for me. There were at least two more weeks of this, and at the end of it all, one of the Fae fighting for my hand would win the right to marry me, and I had no say in the matter. 

      I hated it. 

      All I wanted was to be out here, to explore, to see more of Arcadia than I was able to see from behind my castle walls. Fate, however, had other plans for me… and who was I to argue with Fate?
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      The King’s carriage waited for us at the edge of the forest. Around it, four armed and armored soldiers gathered, standing at attention as soon as my father emerged past the tree line. The carriage I could understand; the trek back to the castle was long if you couldn’t run on all fours like I could, after all. But the armed escort seemed a little much. 

      At the head of the carriage, the driver fed a carrot to the large, white, Arcadian creature strapped to its reins. It was majestic, tall, regal—a cross between a moose and a reindeer—and its white fur shimmered against the sunlight as if it too was as sparkly and reflective as the snow around it. A huge crown of black antlers topped its head, and when it looked at me, I couldn’t help but feel the intelligence in the creature’s deep, brown eyes. 

      It was a Maukibou, one of the most sought-after animals in the entire Kingdom of Winter. Only Windhelm had the right conditions, the right breeders, and the right trainers to produce them. Not only were they highly intelligent, they were also fiercely loyal, forming psychic bonds with their handlers from birth.

      I walked up to it, smiled at the driver, then at the Maukibou, and carefully offered it the back of my hand on which sat a series of small, silvery tattoos. The beast lowered its head, sniffed my hand, and then dropped its head further. Respect. It knew what I was, had identified me as a superior predator, but it wasn’t afraid. 

      “What’s its name?” I asked the driver, the creature’s handler. 

      “Colbolt,” he said. “He doesn’t normally let people get this close.” 

      I gently stroked Colbolt, showing him nothing but kindness, and softness. I wasn’t going to hurt him. As much as I wore the mark of the wolf, I wasn’t in the business of hunting and killing wild animals with my teeth. My mother said I would one day feel the pull, but that hadn’t happened yet, and I was grateful for it.

      “That’s a lovely name,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to know more about them—"

      “—Amara,” barked my father. He was standing at the carriage door, holding it open for me to step inside. “Let’s not delay this any further.” 

      Tallin bounded up beside me. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll pass on the carriage ride,” he said, trailing off. 

      “Really?” I asked, “You don’t want to join the King and I on a lively joy-ride to the castle?” 

      “Politely, no…” Tallin took a step back. “No, I think I won’t.” 

      “Coward,” I hissed, as Tallin bounced off toward the bridge.

      Taking a short, exasperated breath, I walked up to the carriage and stepped inside. My father followed. His entourage, however, didn’t; they stuck around the edge of the forest as we started to move away. It wasn’t long before Colbolt had us on the road back to Windhelm again. In truth, we weren’t far from the city, but we were all the way on the other side of the thin ice bridge that separated Windhelm from the mainland.

      Below us and all around us was a vast chasm of deep blue ice boulders and caves. Windhelm itself stood high above the crater, built on top of an atoll that made the city look like a glittering island in a sea of white snow. It was breathtaking. There was something about the way the sunlight hit its tall domes and buildings that made them sparkle and shine so they could be seen for miles and miles. In the distance, white mountains stood tall and proud, tresses of wispy wind blowing across their peaks.

      I had been told there wasn’t a single place in all of Arcadia as magnificent or as wonderous as this. Frozen waterfalls that fell upwards, cities built on the bones of ancient, titanic creatures, mountains so tall their tips couldn’t be seen from the ground. Arcadia was a vast and wonderful place, but being told a thing, or reading about it in a book, wasn’t enough for me. 

      “You shouldn’t go running off like that,” said my father. I was so lost fantasizing about the world, I had forgotten he was there. 

      “I didn’t go that far,” I said.

      “Some would say the forest is far.” 

      I looked over at him, grinning. “Most can’t run like I can.” 

      “How far or how fast you can run means nothing in the face of your responsibilities. You know that.” 

      “I know what’s expected of me.” 

      “Then why do you continue to shirk your duties to the crown?” 

      I shook my head. “My whole life I’ve done as you have asked. I’ve attended the functions, I’ve talked to the people, I’ve paraded myself around in front of them like the pretty little princess they wanted to see. Why is it so difficult for you to let me have a little freedom every once in a while?” 

      “We are Royals, Amara. Your mother and I are the King and Queen of Windhelm, of the entire Kingdom of Winter. Far more is expected of us than has ever been expected of you.” 

      “No,” I snapped. “Not this. The Royal Selection casts a deep, dark shadow over me. I feel choked by it. I don’t want it, but I’m forced to sit through it and endure. You cannot know what that’s like.” 

      “I disliked the Royal Selection as much as you do.”

      “Then why didn’t you disband it? It’s a silly, old tradition.” 

      “It is not simply some silly, old tradition. The people clamor for it, they yearn for the entertainment it brings them, but the Royal Selection is also an important part of our culture for another, crucial reason.” 

      “And what’s that?” 

      “The Selection breeds warriors and generals, people who spend years—decades—training, honing their skills simply for the right to participate. But it also breeds artists, tailors, custodians, and many, many other Fae of varying professions. The Selection makes them experts, and those experts help Windhelm and all of Winter flourish—and that is to say nothing of the tourism it brings. Without the Royal Selection, we would be weaker as a people.” 

      “I’ve heard all of this before, and I understand it all, but why can’t I hate it as much as you did?” 

      My father took a deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled. “I did not hate it.” 

      “Aha, that’s a lie, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not.” 

      “You have said many times, you didn’t want to take part in the Selection—it bored you.” 

      “And it did, I disliked it, but I sat through it, and I was prepared to accept the result.” 

      “That’s also not exactly true. You and mother shared a bond before the Selection even began. Am I to believe you would’ve married Lady Aronia if she had won, despite your bond with my mother?” 

      “Amara, we have been through this many, many times. Must we go over it again?” 

      “Every time we go through it, you deflect at exactly this point. It’s because you don’t have an answer, do you? You would’ve married whoever you wanted to because you’re a man, and that’s that.” 

      King Cillian’s blue eyes narrowed, he straightened his back, and lowered his head. That was how I knew I had crossed a line. “There are very, very few people who have the privilege of addressing me the way you do,” he said. “But do not speak to me like the dirt you scrape off from under your boot. I am your father, King of this Kingdom, and you will do as you’re told. Is that understood?” 

      More than the Royal Selection, I hated the effect my father’s cold, dark stare still had on me. I felt like a scolded child whenever he did that. I could feel my entire body shrinking into itself. There was one cloud that loomed darker and heavier than all others, and that was fear of my father’s authority. It alone had the power to crush the fires of rebellion that had been burning inside of me ever since I first took the wolf’s form. 

      It wasn’t that I was afraid of him; my father had never and would never hurt me. I was afraid, most of all, of disappointing him. Of giving him any reason to think I was ungrateful for the life he and my mother had given me. I wasn’t. I had everything I could have ever wanted. I lived in a palace, on the most beautiful city in all of Arcadia, surrounded by droves of Fae ready, willing, and eager to ensure I was as comfortable as possible.

      What I didn’t have, the one thing I yearned for, was freedom. Freedom to make my own choices, freedom to decide my own fate, freedom to make my own destiny. My father didn’t understand that, or maybe he didn’t want to, but I would’ve given up every single comfort I had to get it. Maybe that was why we clashed as much as we did these days.

      The rest of the carriage ride was spent in silence. I didn’t dare speak, and my father didn’t have anything else to say. I watched our carriage cross the long bridge, smiling and waving at the commoners who stopped what they were doing to cheer and clap at us as we went past. 

      The drawbridge into the city was lowered, and an entire unit of soldiers was waiting for us, each of them standing at attention, forming lines of armored Fae on either side of the road. My father nodded at each and every one of them as the carriage rolled through the drawbridge and went into the city proper, where even more Fae stood waiting to cheer for us. 

      They were everywhere, and they were all so excited to see the Royal Carriage move down their streets. The way their eyes would light up, how they would run towards their partners, their children, and grab their attention so they wouldn’t miss a second of our presence. 

      The King of Windhelm seemed comfortable enough in his seat. He wasn’t too bothered to perk up and offer a polite wave to his subjects as we rolled past them. I, however, had been told to do exactly that, at all times, and my arm was getting tired of waving.

      I lowered my aching arm once we made it out of the main streets, and relaxed until we reached the double-doors to the Grand Hall. They were massive, and white, and set into a wall made of pure-white ice. The doors themselves stood at the top of a set of wide stairs flanked on both sides by icy columns in the shape of lanterns. 

      By the foot of the stairs was a tall, thin man with a long face and pointed ears. His hair was wispy and grey, groomed neatly so that it framed his face. He was wearing fine, grey clothes, decorated with spots of teal and blue… and as ever, frills. All the frills. Tellren really did love a good, ruffled shirt. He normally looked down his long nose at the people he spoke to, but not to me.

      For me, he was all smiles. 

      He was waiting for us by the side of the road, ready to open the carriage door as soon as we rolled to a stop. “Your Grace,” he said, with a polite bow. He turned his eyes up at me. “Princess,” he added, offering his hand to help me step out of the carriage.

      “Tellren,” I said, taking his hand and exiting. “It’s good to see you.” 

      “Likewise, my Lady.” 

      “That’s a nice shirt.” 

      His cold, pale cheeks flushed warm and red. It seemed as though I had caught him by surprise. “My thanks, Princess.” 

      My father sat upright but didn’t exit the carriage with me. “Tellren,” he barked, “See to it that the Princess is brought to the Queen. She must be prepared for the next round of trials.” 

      I frowned. “You aren’t coming, father?” 

      “No. There is something I must attend to first, but I will join you in the Grand Hall.”

      He slammed the side of the carriage, and the driver and Colbolt went away, pulling the carriage along with them. I watched it turn around and go back the way we had come. When it was gone, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

      “How far did you go this time?” Tellren asked, after a pause.

      “Only to the forest,” I said.

      “You know he doesn’t like it when you go out there.” 

      “I don’t understand why. It’s safe.” 

      “Arcadia is home to many, many dangers, Princess. Most of which you don’t see coming until it’s too late.” 

      “That’s… ominous.” 

      “And it was meant to be. Know only that he means well.” 

      “I’m sure he does. I just wish he wasn’t so rigid all of the time.” 

      “The King has seen more troubles than most of us ever will, and he still holds the weight of the world on his shoulders. He does his best.” 

      “You don’t need to defend him, Tellren. I know he does.” I sighed. “Alright, let’s get today over with. I have more exploring to do tomorrow.” 

      Tellren bowed and gestured towards the large white doors that led into the Grand Hall and the palace beyond it. “Might I suggest the Ancestor’s Glade for your next excursion, Princess?” 

      I scoffed. “Seen it. Smelled it. I want something new, something exciting.” 

      “If I hear of anything, I shall endeavor to let you know. Purely for academic reasons, of course.” The twinkle in his eye made me smile. 

      “Of course,” I echoed, and together we made our way into the castle in search of my mother; Dahlia Wolfsbane, Queen of Windhelm and the Winter Kingdom of Arcadia, the White Wolf.
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      Vanquisher of the Veridian, Scourge of the Wenlow, Child of the Moon… my mother had so many titles, most of which she didn’t use. She didn’t even like being called Queen. She would always tell me it felt weird to hear it, and even weirder to say it aloud. I couldn’t help but love that about her. 

      Dahlia Wolfsbane had all the power in the world. She was the Queen, and she was the White Wolf. Everybody—everybody—loved her, but she didn’t use any of that power for any personal or selfish reasons. Most of the time, she only wanted to sew, to read, and to make the lives of the people around her as good and as plentiful as she could.

      I found her inside what used to be her bedroom during her time in the Royal Selection. These days, it didn’t serve as a bedroom at all, but as a studio for her to work in. A retreat from the palace, where she could get away for a while and do what she loved to do. 

      She had heard us coming and called out for us to enter just as Tellren went to place his knuckles on the door to her bedroom. I opened the door to find her standing by a large, curved window that overlooked the castle, the city, and the rolling mountains beyond. She had a long, sheer, delicate looking piece of fabric she was draping around, and pinning to, a mannequin that stood in front of the window.

      My mother turned her head, her long, silvery hair waving with the motion. I saw her ears, long and pointed, thin silver chains hanging from some of the many earrings she wore. Her cheeks were warm and red to contrast with her pale face, her eyes were incisive, and blue, and as warm as a bright sunny sky. The blue dress she had on sparkled with the slight motion of her body, but when she went to greet us, the measuring tape she was holding between her teeth fell to the floor.

      “Oops,” she said, chuckling. “Forgot that was in there.” 

      Rolling my eyes and smiling from the door, I walked into the room while my mother finished pinning the fabric to the mannequin. I picked up the tape and handed it to her, but she ignored it and instead wrapped her arms around me. 

      “Mum,” I groaned, “You’re embarrassing me in front of Tellren!” 

      “I don’t care,” she said, squeezing me tightly. “I missed my little Snowdrop.”

      Tellren cleared his throat. “Unless her Highness needs anything from me,” he said, trailing off. 

      “No, thank you, Tellren,” my mother said, releasing me from her vice-like grip. “That will be all.” 

      Tellren bowed. “As you wish,” he said, and then he left, shutting the door once he was outside. 

      My mother eyed me up and down, her blue eyes sparkling against the sunlight flooding through the window. 

      “Let me guess,” she said, “Your father went to pick you up?” 

      “He did,” I said.

      “And he didn’t like it?” 

      “He did not.” 

      My mother shook her head, her silver curls bouncing. “Why do you torment him so?” 

      “Torment him?! How am I tormenting him?” 

      “You know how he gets when you go off on your own.” 

      “Don’t tell me you’re on his side.” 

      “I’m on nobody’s side, that’s a losing game. I just don’t want to see you two constantly at each other’s throats.” 

      I shook my head. “He’s infuriating sometimes.” 

      “But he means well.” 

      “That’s what Tellren said, and I know it’s true. I just feel like he doesn’t actually care about me and the things that I need. Not the way you do.” 

      My mother sighed, then smiled. Her expression softened, and she held my shoulders in her hands. “He cares about you just as much as he cares about me and your brother, Radulf.” 

      “Radulf didn’t have to stay behind and sit through a Royal Selection.” 

      “No, Radulf’s responsibilities were to the Moon Children. They needed a new Alpha, and he offered himself up for the position. He gave up his titles, his land, and the throne of Windhelm… for them.” 

      “You mean he managed to escape his duties to the crown.” 

      “Do you really think he’s on some kind of holiday? It’s hard living out there. Trust me, I tried it. What Radulf did was noble, and wise. He knew that you would be the perfect Princess… and that you would one day become the best Queen this Kingdom has ever known.” 

      “We already have one of those,” I said, rolling my eyes. “And when did my big brother become some kind of soothsayer? Honestly.” 

      “Hey…” she held my gaze, “I get it. Trust me.” My mother took my hand in hers, turned my palm down, and placed the back of her hand next to mine. We both had similar, silver tattoos emblazoned on our skin. The mark of the wolf. “But you and he are cut from the same cloth, Snowdrop. Sometimes I wonder if that’s the reason you and your father don’t… see eye to eye.” 

      “You’re never going to stop calling me that, are you?” I asked, after a pause.

      “What… you figure out how to turn into a wolf and suddenly I can’t call you Snowdrop anymore? Geez. It’s worse than puberty!” 

      “You would know. You went through it, too.” 

      “I went through it later than you did, and honestly, I didn’t have a good time of it either. We were in the middle of…” she shook her head, “Well, you know that story; I don’t have to tell it again.” Her face lit up, a bright smile filling her eyes. “It’s time for your story, Amara. My daughter. My literal world.” 

      I took a deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled. The difference between my mother and my father was crystal clear, like night and day. My father had a habit of triggering every last one of my rebellious instincts. It was like a gift. We were constantly bashing heads because he wanted me to do things a certain way, and I was starting to question why those things had to be done in the way he wanted them done.

      He was rigid, and inflexible. I was stubborn and argumentative. We would get into it, I would get grounded, and on and on it went. For a while, it was like a merry-go-round. An endless cycle of butting heads, usually ending in my father invoking his full name, or my full name, or his title, or my title—anything to get me to remember my place. 

      My mother, on the other hand… she had finesse. 

      Maybe it was her human side, or maybe it was her Moon Child side, but Dahlia Wolfsbane had a way with words that few others did. She knew how to talk to me, how to get me to understand, how to disarm me. My rebellious instincts were still there, but I had to actively choose to use them because she knew exactly how to side-step them to get me to see her point of view.

      I knew how she felt about the Royal Selection, but I still had a valid reason for not wanting to take part in it. “I don’t want to get married,” I said.

      My mother had returned to her mannequin. She plucked a pin from a small, blue cactus sitting on a desk next to where she was working and pinned it to the mannequin. A moment later, she exhaled. “I know,” she said. “You think you’re too young.” 

      “I don’t think it, I know it. I also know… well, I don’t know… but I’m not sure if I even believe in marriage, or even love for that matter.” 

      My mother frowned. “What do you mean?” 

      “I mean… you and dad work, sure, and I can see that whatever you have is real. But I’ve never felt that way about… anyone. I don’t think I ever will.” 

      “I think,” she paused, “This is the point when some people would tell you to give it time, that you never know when you might meet the right person. I’m not going to do any of that.” 

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “You aren’t about to tell me that getting married was the best thing you ever did?” 

      “I mean… it’s up there, sure. But so is having you, and Radulf. So is the very first dress I ever made in this room, so is my last visit to Earth, the last time I saw my mothers, so is the day I first became a Moon Child… I have a list. Marriage is on it, but it’s not the thing that defines me. It doesn’t define your father, either.” 

      “Okay, so, what’s your point?” 

      “My point is, getting married to someone doesn’t mean the end of you.”

      “But I’m not done figuring out who I am yet. I feel the call to run, to jump, to explore. I want to see Arcadia, I want to go to Earth—there’s so much I want to do, but I feel like I’m being bolted down to a chair and told that what I want doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. Windhelm and the Winter Court are more important.” 

       My mother sighed. “I know. I do. But… the Royal Selection has already started. The names of these contestants have been written into the Frost Stone, and the trials have begun. Our hands are tied, just as much as yours. The only thing I can promise you is that it will end soon.” 

      “And when it’s over, I’ll have to marry the winner—whoever it is.” 

      She gave me a sly grin. “I am Dahlia Wolfsbane…” she said, “I can see what I can do about maybe delaying the ceremony for a while.” 

      “Really?”

      “I mean, I am the Queen… that has to mean something, right?” 

      “You can’t dissolve the Selection.” 

      “No one can. Fate ties those strings, and they can’t be unbroken. But with a little luck, and a bit of sly politicking, I can see what I can do about giving you time to… figure yourself out. Even if it means having to argue with your father.” 

      “He’ll never go for it.” 

      “Leave him to me. He can be more reasonable than you think.” 

      I took a deep breath, instantly feeling better. “Thanks, mum.” 

      “Don’t thank me yet. We still have two weeks of trials to sit through.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t remind me. They can be so boring.” 

      “Hey, at least you get to sit on a balcony and watch. I had to go through the trials, getting battered, beaten, and bruised for the Court’s entertainment. I specifically remember having my head chomped on by an angry Hexquis, too.” 

      “What’s a Hexquis?” 

      “Exactly. I haven’t allowed another one of those things in the castle since, you’re welcome.”

      “Wait, I’m welcome?”  

      “I meant them! All those new kids.” She shuddered at her own memories. “Now, could you give me a hand with this, please? It’s part of what you’ll be wearing for today’s ceremony.” 

      “It’s pretty…” I said, walking over to the mannequin and picking up the delicate blue material draped over it. 

      “It’s not finished yet. I’m actually running a bit behind.” 

      “I’m sure you’ll get it finished on time.” 

      “I hope so, otherwise you’ll be sitting out there in your birthday suit, freezing your tits off.” 

      “Mum!” I shrieked. 

      “What? I’m not sending you out in something you’ve already worn before. That would be worse.”
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      If there was one thing I disliked more than the Royal Selection itself, it was all the pomp and frills that came with it. I had been laced into a corset so tightly it all but robbed me of my ability to breathe, let alone speak. 

      The dress I had on was deep blue, with silvery lace and brilliant, white gems. That delicate sash my mother had been working on was draped across one shoulder, a white and silver brooch sporting a small blue gem, a piece of the Frost Stone itself, pinning it to my outfit. 

      I looked at my reflection in the mirror while my mother added a few finishing touches to my appearance with her fingertips. She was caressing my face, her fingers delicately gliding across my skin and through my hair. As she worked, my face transformed. Color bloomed on my otherwise pale cheeks, my lips were given a warm, pink glamor, and my eyes were shadowed with blue and silver glitters. 

      My mother grinned at me, and I focused on her face instead of my own reflection. “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, as she ran her fingers through my hair. It was black, long, and as smooth and still as a frozen lake in the dead of night. “You look so much like your father, sometimes.” 

      “I think I look a little more like you.” 

      “Only when you become a wolf. Otherwise, it’s all him I see. That’s not a bad thing.”

      “We look the same, but we aren’t.” 

      “I’m sure he is as painfully aware of that fact as you are,” she added, sighing. “Alright. I think we’re ready to go.” 

      I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s get this thing over with, I guess.” 

      “Two more weeks,” my mother said, as she headed over to the door to the room we were in. Her dress was all blue and silver as well, but it was different to mine. Hers was darker, deeper, and carried more silver accents on it. It, like the sparkling crown she wore on her head, looked heavy—like it was weighing her down.

      Still, she smiled and held the door open for me. “Coming?” she asked.

      Nodding, I walked through the door into the adjoining corridor. Already there were guards posted, waiting for us to make our way from the room down to the Grand Hall. Tellren was there too, among the guards, ever the dutiful steward.

      My mother wrapped her arm into his, and together they walked proudly through the castle’s corridors. Wherever we went, there were Fae present. From cleaners, to caretakers, to other nobles and their families, each and every one of them stopped whatever they were doing as soon as they saw us and stepped aside for us to pass. 

      Queen Dahlia Wolfsbane greeted each of them with a smile, a wave. Some, those she knew a little better—like the staff at the castle—she greeted personally, with a squeeze of the shoulder, or a touch of the arm. She liked knowing the people who worked for her and made it a point to make them feel important, like they mattered to her.

      And they did.

      If not for them, the castle, maybe even the entire city, would come to a standstill. My mother understood the importance of her subjects and took steps to make sure they were cared for and supported. I admired that about her. I also admired the fact she could keep so many names straight in her head. It took a horde of people to take care of the castle and palace alone, and she seemed to know all of their names and something about their lives she could talk about.

      It was impressive, to say the least.

      While I waited for her to wrap up a conversation with the group of staff who had just finished preparing the Royal Balcony, a commotion at the end of the corridor caught my attention. A large set of double doors had opened, and people were filing through. At first, all I could see were guards and soldiers. 

      Behind them, though, were contestants.

      As soon as they entered the area, the nobles in the corridor with us all started clapping and cheering. The chorus rose when the contestants smiled, waved, and otherwise gestured toward those clapping for them. They were celebrities, rockstars, the most exciting people in all of Windhelm.

      I couldn’t have rolled my eyes any harder.

      “Must you?” Tellren asked, nudging my arm with his elbow. 

      “Look at them,” I whispered, “All gravy and no meat.” 

      “That’s not fair, is it? I’m sure some of them are at least potatoes.” 

      A sly little grin formed on the corner of Tellren’s mouth. I mirrored it. “You’re just as bad as I am.” 

      He touched a finger to his lips. “Don’t tell anyone.” 

      “You don’t have to,” Dahlia said, smiling at us both from where she stood. “I heard you.” 

      Tellren stiffened. “Apologies, ma’am,” he said.

      My mother waved her hand and joined us. “No need. Just… don’t encourage her.” 

      “Of course, your Highness.”

      Tellren, my mother and I took our positions directly in the path of the contestants—and their custodians—coming our way. The cheering hadn’t stopped, and while many of them were quietly walking, some were smiling, waving, and at least one of them was entirely showboating for the crowd. 

      Lord Cyr Mandrell.

      A high-born, son of the Duke and Duchess of Lysa, Cyr was the favorite to win the Selection so far. He was handsome and charismatic. He had short, blonde hair, a lithe, toned frame, and eyes of the clearest turquoise that seemed to sparkle no matter how much or how little light there was around him. Crowning his head were a pair of thin, white antlers that curled perfectly around the curve of his skull. Everything prim, proper, and manicured. 

      Like a doll.

      He, like my mother, took the time to acknowledge every single noble he went past, waving at them and thanking them for their support. He, more than the other contestants, seemed to know how to play the game. In the Royal Selection, often the person who won the trials wasn’t the one who went on to win overall. 

      This competition was more about showmanship and entertainment than it was about actual skill, and that was exactly why I hated it as much as I did. Lord Cyr Mandrell was everything that was wrong with the Royal Selection, with Windhelm, and the entire Kingdom of Winter, and I was probably going to have to end up marrying the—“Princess Amara,” he said, offering a flourish and a low bow. 

      Prick.

      Smiling with my mouth, if not my eyes, I bowed in return. “Lord Mandrell,” I said, trying my best not to grit my teeth.

      “It’s good to see you in such high spirits,” my mother said. 

      “Your Highness,” said Lord Cyr, “It pleases me greatly to behold you in such incredible regalia. Your dress is exquisite, your appearance a vision… I am humbled.” 

      “You flatter me,” she said, smiling. “But you are not here for me.” 

      “No,” he gave me his eyes again, his attention flickering back to me with a dramatic twisting of his neck. “I am here for you, Princess. I am here to win this competition, and win your hand… because I, Lord Cyr Mandrell…” he got down on one knee, and my stomach was the next thing to twist.

      Don’t do it. 

      “… am in love with you. Wholly, and truly. Mind, body, and soul—I am yours, Princess Amara. And in winning this competition, I will prove to you my everlasting love and devotion.” 

      Crap.

      What were the odds he actually believed the words he said? What was I supposed to say? Was I supposed to smile? Nod? Wave politely? I was a Princess. I had been trained to handle almost any social situation life could’ve possibly thrown at me. But some guy professing his undying love? I didn’t remember reading about that in the handbook.

      “Sorry! Sorry,” came a hurried voice from somewhere behind us. “Coming through, pardon me, excuse me—thank you.” 

      Turning my head, and thanking all of the stars in the sky, I spotted Tallin bounding down the hallway. The little Sprite was squeezing past guards, rushing around nobles, and causing a bit of a fuss—enough to keep me from having to answer Lord Lovebird who looked totally offended at Tallin’s abrupt entrance. 

      None of the nobles seemed to mind the Sprite rushing between them. In fact, many of them were laughing, chuckling, and giggling as he came over to join my mother and I. They all seemed to love him, which was convenient because if they had hated him—as I had been told had been the case with Sprites and Pixies before I was born—we would’ve had an incident on our hands right about now. 

      “Apologies for my lateness, your Highness,” Tallin said, bowing in front of the Queen. “I may have overslept.” 

      “Overslept?” asked my mother. “That’s not like you.” 

      “Yes, well, I found myself racing after a certain someone today an awful lot.”

      His eyes, and my mother’s eyes, floated over toward me. She looked a little amused, Tallin wasn’t impressed, and Tellren had that cheeky sparkle in his eye. “What?” I asked. “Nothing wrong with a bit of exercise.” 

      “Ahem,” said Lord Cyr. 

      I turned to look at him. “Right,” I said, and as I looked around, I realized the eyes of all the gathered nobles were on me. “Well, uh, good luck.” 

      The Fae lordling bowed graciously, as if my slightly dismissive gesture of good luck had been the best thing I could possibly have said to him. After bowing once more for the Queen, he proudly strode away, accompanied by his custodian and the few guards who had been appointed as his escorts. 

      The rest of the contestants went past without a fuss. Each of them offered little more than a polite nod as they made their way towards the Great Hall, and that suited me just fine, because it meant all I had to do was nod in return.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when they were all gone. Tellren took a deep breath, straightened his suit jacket, and opened his mouth to speak—he was clearly about to escort us up the stairs and into the Royal Balcony, but the double doors at the end of the corridor opened once more with a loud clunk, and a single Fae stepped through.

      Judging by the suit of grey and black leathers he was wearing, he was a contestant… but unlike the other contestants, I noticed something as he walked toward us. 

      He had caught my attention.

      He was alone, unaccompanied by either guards or his custodian; he seemed to be rushing, too. He had long, gunmetal grey hair, some of which fell about his shoulders, the rest he kept in a top knot. His shoulders were broad, and he was tall, easily six feet—likely taller. Strong jaw, high cheeks, and eyes so blue they looked like gemstones, I couldn’t deny the strange pull I felt toward him.

      I had heard his name once, but I had forgotten it because I hadn’t really been paying attention. But now that I had noticed him, it was difficult to keep my eyes off him. 

      Though he lagged behind the other contestants, he took a moment to approach us. He bowed, his silvery hair falling. “My Queen,” he said, his voice low, and gruff. “Princess.” 

      “As you were, Valerian,” said my mother. 

      Valerian. That was his name.

      “Right…” I added. “Good luck.” Only this time, when I said it, I felt like I meant it. 

      Valerian nodded once more, then left us to rejoin the other contestants, leaving me standing there, wondering what the hell just happened?
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      I could hear them on the other side of the doors. The people of Windhelm were clamoring, their voices rising to fill the Grand Hall my family and I were about to step out onto. My mother squeezed my hand and looked over at me. 

      “Are you ready?” she asked.

      “Is no an option?” 

      Her smile softened. “No.” 

      “Chin up, Princess,” said Tellren, “I hear today’s entertainment should be quite exciting.” 

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with, then.” 

      With a nod to one of the guards standing beside us, the doors that would take us onto the Royal Balcony at the head of the Grand Hall opened. As soon as they opened, the noise beyond them reached fever pitch. Lord Bailen, a stout, round Fae with an impressive, curled, ice blue moustache quickly announced our arrival with a voice that blasted across the Grand Hall like he had just eaten a megaphone. 

      “My Lords and Ladies,” he called out, “It is my esteemed pleasure to introduce to you, Queen Dahlia Wolfsbane, and our very own Princess Amara Wolfsbane!” 

      I had held my breath for a moment, because I was aware my mother had asked him not to call out every single one of her titles every time he had to introduce her to the Court. It seemed, though, that he had listened to her, because with that quick announcement, the trumpets blared, and that was our cue to go and find our seats.

      Beneath us and all around us, the Grand Hall opened to reveal a huge, circular structure with rows upon rows of seats and rafters. Each was packed to the brim with Fae, many of whom were using their own magic to send colorful sparks of light, or snowflakes into the air. 

      On the ground, the Grand Hall had been emptied and transformed into a huge, wide-open arena. Its floor was a polished, deep blue kind of marble, the walls around its edges were easily ten feet tall, and at its center was a huge ice mound with large, cavernous holes going all the way through it. The whole thing exhaled wispy tendrils of frosty condensation, and while I couldn’t see what was inside, I was sure there was something in there.

      There were other Lords and Ladies up on the Royal Balcony with us, waiting for us to arrive. These were the special seats, the VIP seats. Only the most highborn and well-esteemed Fae were offered a chance to sit with us on the Royal Balcony. Lord Cyr’s parents were among them. In fact, they were sitting only a few arms lengths away from me. Every time I looked over at them, they smiled, brightly, warmly, fondly.

      In their minds, I had already married their son and made them rich beyond their wildest dreams.

      Smiling politely, I took my seat at the head of the balcony, beside my mother, noting that my father hadn’t yet arrived. He was late again. Typical. For all his lecturing about duty and responsibility, he was the one who was late. Maybe I should lecture him, for a change.

      Once I had settled into my seat, Tallin jumped onto my lap. “There,” he said, “Much better.” 

      “Comfortable?” I asked. 

      “Very.”

      “You’re going to get fur all over my lovely new dress.” 

      “That’s a lie, and you know it. I don’t shed.” 

      “No, that’s a lie. I’m always covered in fur.” 

      “Maybe because you change into a wolf all the time?” 

      “If you two can’t behave, I’ll have to seat you separately,” said my mother, a scolding look in her eyes. 

      “Sorry,” I said. 

      Tallin lowered his head. “Sorry…” he echoed.

      Lord Bailen looked to my mother, his wide eyes quietly asking the question—should we begin without his Grace? My mother looked across her shoulder, around the side of her large, throne-like chair. She was about to nod, when the doors opened, and my father came rushing down to join us at the front of the balcony.

      With a start, Lord Bailen straightened up, and announced his entrance. “Lords and Ladies,” he hurriedly said, “It is my esteemed pleasure to introduce to you, King Cillian Wolfsbane!” 

      The crowd started cheering again as my father took his seat next to my mother. She took his hand, kissed it, and smiled at him. Despite the roar of the court, I heard her ask, “Is everything okay?” 

      I saw him nod and read his lips as he replied. “It’s taken care of.” 

      I frowned, but I didn’t inquire. He wouldn’t have heard me, and he wouldn’t answer if he had. Lord Bailen raised his hands, and the roar of the gathered courtiers began to fall. When it had lowered to a more manageable level, he began to speak again.

      “My Lords, my Ladies,” he said, “My fellow courtiers, and friends from afar… we are here today to celebrate another glorious day of the Royal Selection, and let me tell you, this one will be quite something!” 

      Everything he said prompted cheers, applause, hoots and hollers. Even the nobles on the balcony couldn’t resist themselves. Many of them clapped, whistled, and otherwise made their excitement known. He had them all eating from the palm of his hand, and he loved every second of it. Bailen was a natural born showman. This was what he lived for, what he excelled at. 

      “Today,” he continued, “Our daring contestants will tackle a trial unlike any they have faced so far. It will be exciting, it will be dangerous, it will have you on the edge of your seats! But I will not waste time, shall I? How about we get right to it?!” 

      More applause, more cheering, more Fae basically frothing at the mouth. 

      “Let us bring forth our first contestant,” Lord Bailen called out, and perfectly on cue, a set of huge doors opened in the coliseum beneath us.

      I didn’t have to lean forward to see what was going on in front of me. From up here, about thirty feet in the air, I had the best seats in the house. Entering the arena was the first contestant, he was wearing a standard suit of leather wraps and straps, the kind of armor that was useful against bumps and bruises, but little else. He was, however, carrying a spear of some kind with a hook on the end of it.

      That made me perk up a little.

      “Court of Windhelm,” Lord Bailen proclaimed, “I present to you, our first contestant of the day—Taegen Lux, of Lysa!” 

      Taegen took a bow, and the court cheered for him. He then grabbed his spear and performed a little martial display with it, grunting, and occasionally exclaiming “Hiya!” It made my eyes roll into the back of my skull, but the people loved it. Judging by the applause and the hoots, I had to say the court was eating it up.

      “Look at him go!” Lord Bailen yelled. “So eager!” 

      “Is it over yet?” I grumbled.

      “We haven’t even started,” Tallin said. “There’s at least another hour of this, maybe two.”

      “Eyes up, Princess,” said Tellren from his seat off to the side, wagging his eyebrows. “You’ll like this.” 

      “Now,” Lord Bailen continued, “Young Taegen is about to face one of his most dangerous trials yet… for inside of that mound is a creature renowned for its agility, its aggression, and its lethality.” He paused for dramatic effect, and then quickly exclaimed, “Lords and Ladies, I give you the Souldirge!” 

      “The… what?” 

      On cue, the creature residing in the ice mound begun to claw its way out of one of the holes. Bits of ice broke off and fell to the floor as the monster inside scraped and thrashed, until finally, it emerged. 

      The Souldirge wasn’t a muscular creature, but it rapidly pulled itself out of the hole and took up a commanding position at the top of the ice rock. It was lithe, and sinewy, with a hard, bony exoskeleton that looked smooth, and shiny—like it was covered in some strange, viscous gel. 

      Its limbs were long, and gangly, its hands and feet were tipped with razor sharp looking claws, and its elongated head looked more like a skull than a face. It had a hole where its nose should’ve been, short, sharp teeth that protruded out of its upper jaw, and a huge, bony crown with many layers of carapace-like horns that stretched up and over its shoulders. 

      The creature’s eyes burned with blue fire. It opened its mouth, its lower jaw unhinging and distending to reveal yet more teeth. It snarled at the Fae, whose blood instantly drained from his face. 

      “Is that… safe?” I asked. 

      “Are you asking me?” Tallin perked up.

      “I don’t know.” 

      The Souldirge clung to the rock it had crawled out with all four of its clawed limbs. It looked down at the Fae on the ground, and without warning leapt at him but a chain wrapped around its neck suddenly tensed, stopping the creature from pouncing on the Fae outright. The chain was large, and thick, and seemed to keep the monster from moving too far past or around the rock. 

      The sudden lunge caused the court to gasp with excitement and shock. Lord Bailen raised his hands. “Thrilling, isn’t it?” he asked. “One of Winter’s most dangerous creatures. A product of foul, dark magic, it is said to be as intelligent as it is aggressive. It is untamable, unpredictable, and hungry for a fresh soul to feast upon. If our contestant is not careful, it will be his soul that satiates the monster’s hunger!” 

      “That thing eats souls?” my mother asked. “Seems a little dangerous, don’t you think?” 

      “It’s safe,” my father said.

      That poor Fae, however, didn’t share my father’s optimism. He looked panicked, like he had no idea what to give his attention to. He had shown a little confidence upon entering the arena, but that had all drained out of him along with the blood in his face. The spear in his hand may as well have been a toothpick compared to the monster staring at him from atop the rock, panting rapidly, daring the Fae to get close with its hungry eyes. 

      “There is a gemstone buried in the crown of the Souldirge,” Lord Bailen said, “All our contestant has to do, is retrieve it.” 

      “I don’t miss this,” my mother said. “I really don’t miss this.” 

      “I’m telling you now,” I said, “He is going to die. Shouldn’t we stop this?” 

      “I’ve been told we have healers on hand and tamers standing by... nothing to worry about.” 

      “I thought Bailen said this Souldirge couldn’t be tamed.” 

      “It can’t,” my father said, “I would know.” He looked over at me with his cold, blue eyes. “I was the one who caught it.” 

      “You?”

      My father turned his attention to the arena again. “If the Fae is smart, he will best the creature and retrieve the gemstone.” 

      “And if he’s an idiot, like most of them are?”

      “He will be horribly mangled.” 

      My stomach churned. I settled into my seat to watch the Fae, Taegen of Lysa, attempt to negotiate how to get the gemstone from the creature’s boned crown. Every time he got close, the creature would swipe it’s elongated, clawed limbs, drawing gasps and relieved sighs from the crowd with every attack he dodged. It was hard to watch. 

      The Fae looked like he had trained for every possible trial except this one, which already didn’t bode well for his chances. I watched him scan the Souldirge, poke and prod around the edges of its reach, trying to figure out how to approach it.

      As the Fae moved around the rock, so did the monster, hugging it from its peak, its hands and claws digging into the ice as it moved. This creature had no blind spot, no right angle of approach. It was a hunter, deadly, and powerful. Whenever Taegen got too close, the Souldirge would make a high-pitched screech that was so painful to listen to, even the gathered courtiers covered their ears.

      Figuring his best bet was to strike out at the creature head on, Taegen readied himself and his spear. He thrust it out at the Souldirge, causing the creature to recoil and snarl. It was biding its time, waiting for its moment. It had the luxury of patience, though; Taegen did not. 

      “Come on!” someone in the stalls yelled, “Do it, do it, do it!” 

      This got a chorus of “do it, do it, do it,” going. Instead of worrying the Fae, or putting him off his current trial, the chant seemed to embolden him. 

      I watched him grip the spear tightly, with both hands, and prepare himself. He seemed to take three deep breaths, and on the last one, he exhaled and made a run at the creature. He leapt onto the Souldirge’s rock. The creature reared, its lower jaw falling again to reveal all of its teeth.

      Taegen launched his metal spear at the creature’s head, trying to impale it between the eyes, but the spear bounced off the creature’s strong, bony carapace. The Souldirge scrambled across the top of the ice rock, snapped its jaws, and moved around the ice peak, away from the Fae. As it did so, it exposed the blue gemstone caught between two of the layers of its crown. 

      Only by the time Taegen realized where it was, he also realized he had not a snowflake’s chance in the Summer Kingdom of grabbing it in time. 

      The Souldirge readied itself to pounce. They were so close to each other, the chain attached to its neck wasn’t taut enough to stop it from leaping onto the Fae and biting into his collarbone. I heard a crunch, a scream, and the crowd held its breath as the creature’s entire body began to burn with blue fire. 

      Taegen’s scream rose ever higher. I jumped out of my seat and leapt toward the edge of the balcony, but my father grabbed my arm and stopped me. “What are you doing, Amara?” he hissed.

      “That thing’s going to kill him!” 

      “It’s not your place to intervene. You know that.” 

      “You intervened during mum’s trials,” I snapped.

      “That was different.” 

      “It’s always different when it’s you, isn’t it?”  

      By the time I turned around to look at the field once more, three of the soldiers waiting on the wings had rushed up to the creature and started waving their swords at it. The Souldirge retreated, dropping the injured Fae just long enough to allow the soldiers to grab him and pull him out of the monster’s reach.

      Everyone watched, breaths held once more, until Taegen finally groaned and squirmed around on the ground.

      “He’s still alive!” Bailen exclaimed, and the crowd cheered in response. Healers emerged from the sides of the arena to collect the badly injured Fae and take him away, giving the Souldirge a wide berth so as not to be attacked themselves.

      Once the first contestant was safely out of the arena, Lord Bailen announced the arrival of the next one; another equally fresh-faced Fae who clearly had no idea he was going to go up against a creature as deadly as this one.

      All I could do was hope this wasn’t going to turn into a blood sport, but judging by the frantic raving of the Winter Court, I could tell I was among the only ones.
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      No one could best the Souldirge. One by one, Royal Selection contestants filtered into the arena, each filled with confidence and bravado as they stepped through the doors. Each had that bubble pop as soon as they laid eyes on the creature that came scuttling out of the ice rock it crawled back into after defeating the previous one.

      It wasn’t killing contestants, at least, but only because they needed to be alive so it could attempt to eat their souls. It wasn’t shy of mangling them badly enough that they needed magical healing though. There was blood on the ice, deep red stains scattered across the rock and on parts of the smooth, blue, marble ground underneath it. 

      A flick of the wrist and a bit of magic was all that was needed to make it go away in preparation for the next round, but Lord Bailen sometimes made mistakes. I doubted someone as highly trained and talented as Lord Bailen would leave blood stains lying around by accident. This was for the good of the crowd, for shock value, to make things even more interesting.

      “That creature’s voice makes my ears hurt,” said Tallin. 

      I gently rubbed the tuft of fur between his eyes. “It’s alright,” I said, “It’s almost over. It has to be.” 

      “There are only two more contestants left,” said my mother. “Let’s just get through this.” 

      Looking across at her, I realized her expression had hardened over time. When she glanced at my father, it was with a hint of annoyance in her eyes. Was she annoyed at him? Maybe. She hadn’t wanted dangerous creatures like these running around during trials, and yet, there was one before us now—a creature that was single-handedly defeating every contestant that dared approach.

      And my father was the one who had caught it and brought it here.

      Looking over at him, I wasn’t able to tell if he was enjoying himself, or if he was also waiting for this to end. He was an enigma, his face cold, his stare distant, his elbow placed upon the armrest of his throne and propping his chin up. Occasionally, he would run his hand over his beard, and his eyes would narrow, but they’d never meet my mother’s.

      I felt like he knew he was in the doghouse.

      Lord Bailen perked up now that the arena was ready for the next contestant. With his hands raised and a song in his voice, he proclaimed. “And now, the moment you have all been waiting for!” 

      Trumpets blared; a glorious fanfare erupting followed closely by the roar of the crowd.

      “Lords and Ladies,” he continued, “I present to you, Lord Cyr Mandrell of Lysa!” 

      The double doors at the end of the arena opened, and Lord Cyr came vaulting in like a gymnast, pulling three backflips over the smooth, marble floor and coming to a sliding halt on his knees, his arms extended, a big smile on his face. 

      His parents, who were sat next to us, got up off their seats and began screaming like overzealous fans. Lady Mandrell was his biggest fan, shouting, and waving, and blowing kisses at him from the royal balcony. His father was a little more reserved, but only a little. He held two thumbs up for his son, then clapped, and then gave him the thumbs up again before sitting back down.

      “Isn’t he wonderful?” Lady Mandrell asked her husband, initially, but then she gave me the same question.

      “Oh… uh, yes,” I said, “He’s great.” 

      “Leonard, did you hear that?!” she grabbed her husband by the lapel of his coat and pulled him close. “The Princess said he’s great. The Fates are smiling on us!” 

      “Settle down, dear,” said Lord Mandrell. He glanced at me and offered a polite smile and a nod. 

      I returned it.

      “They’re so weird,” Tallin whispered. “Why are nobles always so weird?” 

      “Shhhh,” I hissed, “They’ll hear you!” 

      “Right. You guys have great hearing, too.” 

      It didn’t look like Lord Cyr’s parents had heard us, though. They were too busy watching their son, now, as he pranced around the arena. He bowed at the crowd, performed aerial stunts that got them all cheering, and pretended to shoot some of them down with an imaginary bow and arrow. He would point at his targets after, give them a thumbs up, and a wink, and then move onto another target. 

      My mother snorted into her hand. “Sorry,” she blurted. “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. I should take this really seriously.” 

      “You’re not allowed to break,” I whispered to her, “Because if you start laughing, I’m going to start laughing!” 

      “Sorry,” she hissed, and she quickly gathered her composure and settled back into her seat just as Lord Cyr took his position at the center of the arena.

      He stared at the ice rock in front of him, studied it… spotted the blood on it. He, like the other contestants, had been armed with a hooked spear, and nothing else. While he very seriously analyzed the trial grounds, Lord Bailen went into his introduction of the trial. Every contestant got the one, and while the dramatic cues were the same, Lord Bailen did his best to make each feel unique, and exciting, for the benefit of the crowd.

      He didn’t want to bore the Winter Court, after all.

      Most times, when the Souldirge dragged itself out of its lair within the ice rock, the contestants would visibly react. Some would take a step back in panic, others would more tightly grab their weapon—one of them yelped so hard, it sounded like an animal had struck a trap. It had gotten everyone laughing, then. 

      Not Lord Cyr.

      He stood his ground and carefully scanned the creature and the rock, his stare cold, and attentive. He watched the monster go clambering around the rock and waited until it had thrashed around enough to reveal the exact location of the gem nestled inside of its slick, bony, carapace crown. When he saw it, he nodded, and tossed his spear from one hand to the other like he knew exactly what to do.

      Instead of going for the creature, though, he extended his spear arm, puffed out his chest, and exclaimed. "Foul beast!” he yelled.

      I sank into my seat. “Oh no.” 

      “I am Cyr Mandrell, son of Leonard Mandrell, and noble son of Lysa. I smell the dark magic on you, monster. Your wretched aura taints this place, befouls the senses of my sweet, kind, gentle wife to be.”

      “He’s not talking about you, is he?” Tallin asked.

      “Be quiet!” I hissed.

      “I will rid you from this place,” Cyr continued, “As Fate itself is my witness—” he paused, “—Fate, and all of Winter, I mean, I will have victory this day!”

      His words summoned a wave of cheering and feet stomping from the gathered Winter Courtiers. They had loved that little monologue. They had eaten it up—they had eaten him up. I had reached the fullest depths of my seat at this point, so I straightened up and sat upright. 

      Cringe.

      That was the word that came to mind. Lord Cyr was as dramatic as he was in love with himself, and now that the trial was about to start, I kind of wanted to see him get actually eaten up. Just a little bit. Enough to come down a notch or two. Knowing my luck, though, he would probably win this whole thing and I would end up having to marry him.

      Lord Cyr aimed the tip of his spear at the Souldirge. The bony creature had been clinging to the top of its rock, tugging at the chain keeping it from roaming too far. I watched the Fae move around the rock, forcing the creature to turn, and turn, and turn. I realized quickly what Cyr was doing.

      He was trying to get it to tie itself up, and as much as I hated to admit it, it was working.

      With every turn, the chain attaching the Souldirge to the ice rock tightened further, and further, slowly pinning its limbs until it was only a short, stubby thing that barely allowed the monster to move. When it realized the situation it was in, the monster screeched, generating a sound so horrible it made the entire court groan. 

      “I have you now, beast,” Cyr declared, and the crowd cheered for him. 

      The creature struggled with its chain, frantically pulling at it, spinning around as if to try to untangle itself. This only made the crowd even more excited. He had beaten it. Lord Cyr had fooled the monster into tying itself into a knot from which it couldn’t escape.

      The Fae set his spear down on the ground and approached, gracefully leaping onto the rock and landing beside the tangled beast. It was bigger than he was, but it couldn’t lash out at him with any kind of force. It was stuck. Cyr reached into the creature’s crown as it snapped its jaw and tried to free itself. With a concentrated look on his face, he worked at the gemstone stuck in there and tried to dislodge it with his bare hands.

      Then everything turned.

      The Souldirge’s body flared bright blue, blinding Cyr who was way too close to it and too busy trying to free the gemstone to protect his eyes. The Fae screamed and let go of the gem, staggered, and fell flat on his arse on the rock. While Cyr rubbed his eyes, the Souldirge dug its claws into the rock it was on, prepared itself, and then thrust outwardly with all its might. 

      A metallic snap rung out, and in an instant, the monster was free. It had pulled the chain’s restraints right out of the ice rock. The crowd gasped. My father sat upright while Cyr’s parents rushed toward the edge of the balcony. They were yelling, waving, frantically calling for someone to help their son, to stop this, to restrain that monster before it could hurt their child.

      Not only had the creature freed itself—I had to wonder whether it had actually been stuck to begin with, or if it had deliberately lured the overconfident Fae into a trap. 

      Lord Bailen called for healers and soldiers to enter the arena, to subdue the Souldirge, but none of them dared get close to this thing now that it was free and could easily move about the place. Its attention, however, wasn’t on the Fae around the edge of the arena or the courtiers on the stand, but on Lord Cyr. 

      When his sight returned, and he saw the creature looming above him, all of the bravado fell away from him, like ice melting under a flame. On his hands and feet, he tried to crawl backwards, away from the Souldirge, but there wasn’t much room for him to move around. Eventually, he reached the edge of the rock, and while some would have been happy to take the short fall to the ground, Cyr seemed to think better of it.

      Instead, he started to scream for help.

      The creature wasn’t interested in helping him, though. Its lower jaw distended, and it lunged at him, biting deeply into his leg. Cyr screamed again, only this time, there was pain in his cry. I couldn’t help myself. I jumped up, set Tallin down on my chair, and rushed over to the edge of the balcony. 

      Before anyone could say otherwise, I was up and over the edge. A moment later, I landed on the ground with a hard thud. The entire court gasped, their voices rising to fever pitch. Some of the soldiers on the edge of the arena started to move toward me, as if they wanted to protect me, but I didn’t want protection—I wanted to deal with the creature tearing a hole in Lord Cyr’s leg. 

      As much of an idiot as I thought he was, I didn’t want to see him actually get eaten.

      “Princess!” said one of the soldiers, “You can’t be down here! Return to the balcony!” 

      “I’m trying to help you!” I snapped, and I started my run toward the Souldirge, who instantly turned its eyes—and then its bloody mouth—up at me. 

      “It’s too dangerous!” the guards called out. “Please, step away from the creature!” 

      I didn’t listen to them. I couldn’t listen to them. I was done sitting around, watching, and waiting. There was a dangerous monster on the loose, and as long as I felt like I could do something about it, I was going to act.

      “Hey!” I called out to it, “That’s right, big boy, look at me. You don’t want him; I’m the one you want to bite.” 

      Winding back my right arm, I drew a trickle of ambient magic into me, enough to charge a ball of energy I could hurl at the Souldirge. The telekinetic strike hit the monster across the side of the face, and while it wasn’t enough to hurt it, the blast was strong enough to make it forget Lord Cyr, leap off the rock, and come for me.

      Turning around, I started to run again, realizing quickly that I hadn’t thought this far ahead, and I wasn’t sure where to run to next. I had to lure the creature into some kind of trap. The soldiers were waiting, struggling to mount a defense against a creature as lethal and as quick as this one, but they were coming up short. Even the supposed handlers couldn’t get close enough to it.

      The monster at my back came galloping after me on all fours. I could hear it panting, breathing down my neck, and even salivating. It wanted to eat me, and if I wasn’t careful, it was going to. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the double doors at the other end of the arena start to open, I turned sharply, skidding across the ground, and headed toward it. Someone was coming through from the other side—not more soldiers, though; it was the last contestant.

      Valerian.

      I watched him push the doors open by himself. When he saw me running toward him, he moved aside slightly to let me through. I wasn’t privy to his strategy, though—he wasn’t armed, and he wasn’t charging any magic, either. “You had better have a plan,” I yelled, “Because otherwise this thing is going to eat us both!” 

      “Slide,” he barked.

      “Slide?”

      “Slide!”

      I threw myself to the smooth, marble ground and slid toward the gap in the door, sailing into the waiting room where contestants would sit before the start of their trial. I turned myself around even as I continued to slide in time to watch Valerian take a defensive stance and extend his hands toward the creature that was barreling toward him.

      I felt a pulse of something like magic ripple out of him. Just as the Souldirge was about to pounce on him, closing the distance between the two of them, it dug its claws into the ground to stop itself in its tracks. The monster came to a screeching halt a few feet away from Valerian, who hadn’t moved an inch. 

      When I finally stopped sliding, I stood, and approached. Without looking at me, Valerian shot one of his hands back. 

      “Don’t,” he warned, his voice deep, and gruff, his silvery hair waving gently with the breeze caused by the Souldirge’s abrupt stop.

      I saw him take a step toward the creature. 

      “What are you doing?!” I called out, but he ignored me.

      Valerian took another step, and another, and another. The Souldirge leaned toward him, sniffed Valerian’s outstretched hand, but it didn’t attack. It didn’t go for the bite. It looked… docile. Relaxed. Calm. 

      The Fae ran one hand along the creature’s bony carapace crown, and the creature… shut its eyes and lowered its head. What in all the hells? After a moment, Valerian reached into the monster’s crown and retrieved the gemstone that was stuck in there. He looked at it, frowned, grunted, and then tossed it aside.  

      He rubbed the creature on the forehead, like you would a pet, and said “Sleep.”

      Without an ounce of resistance, the Souldirge fell to the blue marble ground… and started to snore.
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      I wasn’t sure what I had just witnessed. It had all happened so quickly, there hadn’t been a moment to process how the Souldirge had been so easily laid low. Barely a few moments after the creature had hit the ground did our royal soldiers approach and surround me, as if I was still somehow in danger. 

      Valerian, who stood tall amidst the men clad in suits of blue and silver armor, caught my eyes and bowed in acknowledgement as he was taken away. I was then led out of the area, only I was asked politely to come with the soldiers instead of being grabbed and pulled like Valerian had been. 

      After returning to the palace, I found myself alone with my thoughts. Tellren and my parents weren’t around, and neither was Tallin. A guard was posted at the door to my bedroom, though I suspected he was there to make any possible forest excursions on my part more complicated, even if it wouldn’t make it impossible.

      We had barely said three words to each other, and yet I couldn’t get Valerian out of my mind. There was something about him that drew my attention in, pulling me closer. I didn’t exactly know what the cause of that was, though, and therein lay the main problem; I wasn’t going to be able to let this go until I understood… everything. 

      From the strange pull I felt toward him, to the way he had been able to subdue the Souldirge so easily. Bailen had said the creature was a product of foul, dark magic, and I had seen the crown’s soldiers panicked reactions when the monster broke free from its restraints. Not Valerian, though. 

      He was calm. 

      Cool.

      He seemed to share a strange familiarity with the creature, enough to calm it down and completely disarm it. Then he had made it fall asleep simply by commanding it to. How? What skills did Valerian possess that nobody else seemed to have at their disposal? 

      My parents return to the palace was difficult to miss. Their voices had started to rise as soon as they had dismissed the guards on our floor. I caught snippets. Barely more than a couple of words, despite my heightened hearing. As far as I could tell, mother had been blindsided by the appearance of the Souldirge. My father had been assured that the creature posed no threat to the general safety of the contestants or the court, which meant someone had dropped the ball.

      His tone was apologetic, but he insisted he didn’t have a choice but to allow the use of this creature. It was all part of… something. A plan? I couldn’t catch the last few words. Whatever it was, my mother didn’t like it. She seemed to understand his position, though—at least a little bit. It was then that my mother decided it best to end the conversation, just in case I overheard them. That set me on edge for the rest of the day.

      I was glad for Tallin’s return, because that meant I had someone to talk to, someone to help distract me from everything that had happened today. Still, a kind of unease had fallen across my shoulders, and I wasn’t able to shift it.

      I didn’t see my mother again until the next morning, when she called me in for a dress fitting. Lord Cyr had recovered quickly, thanks to our healers, and there was to be another trial this evening. Trials weren’t usually held this close together, but after the disaster at the last one, they probably wanted to move on quickly. This time, she assured me, there would be no dangerous monsters to contend with. 

      This time, there would be a dance; I was going to meet the contestants properly.

      “Do I seriously have to?” I asked, while my mother worked on the dress I was to wear. 

      “You ask that question every single time,” she said, mumbling through a mouth full of pins.

      “I’m not going to stop.” 

      “Unfortunately, Snowdrop, yes, you have to.” 

      I watched myself in the mirror, staring at my own reflection, and gathered the courage to ask. “Yesterday… after the trial…” 

      My mother’s blue eyes flashed up at me. “Yes?” she ventured.

      “I heard you and father talking. Arguing.” 

      “That wasn’t an argument, it was a discussion.” 

      “It sounded like one.” 

      “Your father and I are fine, don’t worry. We’re just stressed about the competition.”

      I paused. “You didn’t know about the Souldirge, did you?” 

      She sighed. “No, I didn’t.” 

      “I heard him say… that he didn’t have a choice but to use it. What did that mean?”

      She stopped working entirely, then. Walking around me, she stood before me and met my eyes. “I need you to trust me when I say… everything your father and I are doing is for you. Because we love you, and only want what’s best for you.” 

      “Weirdly, that makes me feel worse.” 

      “Try not to think about it, okay? We have more work to do here, and you need to focus on tonight.” 

      “Don’t remind me.” 

      If there was one thing I knew with all my heart, it was this; I would take a dangerous monster over a dance any day of the week. I hated being constrained by tight dresses and paraded around like a tamed unicorn. In truth, I was much more at home in a forest, running freely, the wind rushing through my fur, past the tips of my ears, my paws digging into the snow as I ran. 

      This?

      This was a nightmare. 

      The rest of the day went by in a blur of hair and makeup glamours, and before I knew it I was being frog-marched to the ballroom. The music was too loud, there were far too many people, and worst of all, my arrival was the main event, which meant another big introduction and yet more eyes on me. I waited behind a glittering, silver curtain at the top of a grand staircase while Lord Bailen introduced me. I had my father to my right, his arm linked with mine, and my mother to my left. 

      Both looked and smelled incredible, but their appearance did nothing to soften the tension moving between them, through me. Something wasn’t right. I had barely seen my father all day, not until a few minutes ago, and the only words he’d had for my mother were My, and Queen. 

      I squeezed my mother’s hand as Lord Bailen finished his introductions. My squeeze was thankfully returned. The music in the ballroom swelled, the curtains pulled back, and suddenly, I was in full view of maybe a hundred people, staring hungrily at the prize that would make all their dreams come true. Yes, there were fewer courtiers in here than there had been out at the arena, but the confines of the ballroom made me feel like they were pressing in on all sides.  

      I felt entirely exposed. A small voice in the back of my head picked that moment to ask if I was actually wearing clothes, and in a panic, I had to look down and check. I was, of course, wearing clothes, a beautiful silver dress my mother had made for me. It sparkled, and shimmered, and fit my form perfectly. My black hair was delicately pulled away from my face in an updo, blue gemstones hanging at my neck from a delicate necklace, and a splash of glitter on my eyelids. I knew I looked beautiful, mother’s work always did, but I never felt comfortable or like myself.

      One step after the other, I walked down the main, grand staircase to a round of hearty applause and a beautiful crescendo from the orchestra gathered on the balcony above. The entire room was decorated in blue and silver. Little glittering motes of light fluttered through the air like snowflakes that wanted to go anywhere but down while several members of our Royal Staff buzzed around carrying tall-necked glasses filled with our specialty wine on silver trays.

      Claire de Lune.

      It was said to be the most potent wine in all of Arcadia, made from frozen berries that grew only in the harsh conditions unique to the Winter Kingdom. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. On the one hand, being a Moon Child was supposed to make me a little more resistant to its effects than most. On the other hand, being part human made me more vulnerable. 

      That left me somewhere in the middle in terms of how quickly I could get drunk from it. I decided tonight was the night to test that, because there was no way I was going to get through this without at least three glasses of that stuff in me. 

      As soon as a plate came close enough to me, I reached out and grabbed a glass. 

      “Pace yourself,” said my father, “The night is young yet.” 

      By the time he was done speaking, I was done with my first glass of blue wine. It was delicious, and sweet. It sent a shiver of cold down my throat that raced through my chest and into my stomach. Once there, the cold dissipated, replaced by a gentle warmth that climbed back up and into my chest, where it remained.

      I set my glass down, then picked up another before my mother moved along the Fae holding the silver plate. “Are you trying to get drunk?” my mother asked.

      “I believe wine is known as a social lubricant,” I said, “I feel like I’ll need a lot of that if I want to get through this… thing.” 

      “Do you mean to tell me you aren’t happy that all these impeccably dressed men are here for you?”  

      “I appreciate the effort they’ve put into their appearances, but you know this isn’t for me.” 

      “Try to enjoy yourself anyway?” she asked, smiling gently at me. She then turned her head to the side and beamed. “Look, there’s Lord Cyr.” 

      “Oh, Gods, mum no!” 

      She waved at him. I didn’t know why, but she had waved at him. Once summoned, the Fae Lordling wasted no time in breaking off whatever conversation he had been having and making a beeline straight toward us. If he could’ve shoulder-charged through the other contestants, he would have, but that would have been rude, so instead he simply danced and weaved past the other contestants and some of the nobles who had been given exclusive access to this trial.

      “Why did you do that?!” I hissed at her.

      “Because I want to be entertained too,” she said, with a smile and a wink.

      “This is torture, you’re torturing me right now—I’m being tortured.” 

      “Don’t be so dramatic, and just enjoy yourself. This is your night, Snowdrop.” 

      I rolled my eyes and groaned. 

      “Your mother is right,” said my father, “Enjoy yourself, but remember you represent our family, and the seat of this entire Kingdom. Make us proud.” 

      My mother and father linked arms behind me and melted away into the crowd of gathered nobles and courtiers, leaving me alone in the sea of people, none of which seemed to be able to stop Lord Cyr’s relentless advance. 

      No one but… Valerian.

      I saw him entering the ballroom from the far side. Unlike the other men in the room, he wasn’t exactly dressed in the best fineries Windhelm’s tailors had to offer. Lord Cyr, for example, was wearing a grey suit emblazoned with white and silver embroidery, his hair was perfectly shaped to compliment the curve of his antlers, and he had a silver necklace on with a bright blue gem hanging off it.

      He was a shining beacon of Fae fashion and taste. 

      Valerian, on the other hand… it looked like he hadn’t changed out of the clothes he’d been wearing for the trial the other day. That wasn’t strictly true, of course. He was wearing a suit, like the other men around him, only his was plain, black, and boring. I couldn’t help but notice, though, how he had popped the top few buttons of his black shirt, or how well he fit into the shirt he was wearing. 

      Lord Cyr arrived and bowed low before me. He spoke, but I couldn’t seem to hear him over the sound of my own racing heart. Why was it doing that? What was happening? I felt like I needed to get closer to Valerian, to speak to him, to… smell him? There was an urge inside of me to drink deeply of his scent, and I couldn’t understand what in the world it was, or why it was there. 

      I watched him run his hands across his dark antlers and through his long, grey hair to readjust the top-knot he was wearing. 

      That was when Lord Cyr came back into focus. I realized he had spoken, he had been speaking, but I hadn’t heard a word. The best I could do was hazard a guess, and assume he had complimented my appearance, my outfit, my… whatever.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, offering a slight nod. 

      “Think nothing of it,” he said, bowing even lower. “I am but your humble servant, privileged to be in your presence.” 

      I realized, then, I’d lost track of Valerian. “That’s not necessary,” I said, as I looked for the other Fae in the crowd.

      “Oh, but it is. You are a Princess, and I a simple man, stricken with feelings of love and adoration.” 

      Yikes. The needle on my stress levels shot all the way up to fifteen. “Isn’t it… maybe… a bit soon to be talking of… you know, love?”

      He grimaced. “Of course. Curse me, speaking from within the depths of my own heart without filter or regard for your own feelings. Please accept my apologies, Princess. I will not speak of such things again… not until after, of course.”

      Lord Cyr bowed once more, and over his shoulder I spotted Valerian standing not far from us. “Right,” I said, skirting past him like I had somewhere to be. “Sorry, I’ll be right back,” I called out as I made tracks away from him.

      Valerian had a glass of Claire de Lune in his hand. He sniffed it, winced as if he had just smelled something rancid, and placed the glass back down on the plate he had picked it up from. When the waiter moved away, I stepped into his view, and Valerian stiffened.

      “Princess,” he said, taking a deep breath in through the nose as if I had just startled him. 

      “Dance with me,” I said, extending a hand.

      Valerian looked at my hand, then turned his eyes back up to meet mine. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      I turned around and gave him a sidelong glance. “No,” I said. “What I am is curious. Aren’t you?”
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      I wasn’t sure if he would follow me, but he did. It was as if I could sense his proximity, his closeness, even though he hadn’t even taken my hand yet. The people around me parted as I moved through the crowd. Lord Cyr watched, wearing something like a scowl on his face when he saw me stop, turn around, and finally take one of Valerian’s hands.

      Valerian looked at me, the full weight of his gaze upon me, and stepped in close. He placed one of his hands gently on my waist, and with the other he led us in a slow dance around the heart of the ballroom. The entire court was watching us, examining us, analyzing us, and yet, I felt like they were starting to fall away from my notice. 

      As if we had entered a soft circle of silence, of privacy, where we could spend a moment with each other and finally speak.

      And yet, we didn’t. I was too aware of his closeness, the warmth of his hand on my waist, and the other I held in my own hand. He was much taller than I was. He had a wide, powerful chest, with the kind of muscles you would expect from a man of his size and capability. I rested one of my hands on his chest, then slid it up to his collarbone as we danced. 

      I didn’t know who he was outside of this competition. Yes, I had seen his name before, and sure, I had watched him participate in the Royal Selection so far. But it wasn’t until our run-in the other day that I had truly seen him. It was as if he had remained out of my notice for as long as I was away from him, only now that I had come close to him once, everything had changed.

      After a long moment of silent dancing, I decided to break the ice. “How did you do it?” I asked.

      “Do what?” he asked, his voice low, and a little gruff.

      “The Souldirge. Everyone was afraid of it, but not you.” 

      “Was I supposed to be?” 

      “I would expect so. That thing was terrifying.” 

      “Or misunderstood. Scared. Hungry.” 

      I frowned. “It was scared?”

      “Wouldn’t you be if someone took you out of your home, starved you, and put you in chains?” There was a kind of weight to his words that was hard to ignore. 

      “I suppose I hadn’t thought of it that way.” 

      “No one did. All they saw was a monster.” 

      I paused and tried to find his eyes, but he wasn’t looking directly at me. He seemed to be more concerned with everyone else, and how they were staring at us. “You were able to put yourself in its shoes…” I ventured. “Empathize with the creature. You still haven’t told me how you were able to put it down.” 

      “I could say it was magic.” 

      “Would you be lying?” 

      “Not all the way.” 

      “I’m not interested in half-truths. Give me all of it.” 

      He finally looked at me, his eyes narrowing. “You ask a lot of questions, don’t you?” 

      “I guess you could say it’s my right to ask questions. I am Winter’s Princess, after all.” 

      “Your title gives you the right to ask, but not the right to demand an answer.” 

      “I’m sure my father would disagree with that.” 

      He nodded. “I’m sure he would.” 

      “Deflecting again. You still haven’t answered me.” 

      “Noticed that, did you?” 

      An angry heat flushed into my cheeks, turning them slightly pinker than usual. “Are you trying to infuriate me?” 

      “Not at all, Princess.” 

      “Then?”

      “You could have chosen anyone else to dance with, and yet you chose me. Why?” 

      “Aha, a question. I’ll answer yours if you answer mine.”

      Valerian took a quick breath, looked around, then exhaled. “I walked into that one.” 

      “You did, and because my question came first, you have to answer it first.” 

      “Is that how that works?” 

      “It does.” 

      He watched me for a long moment, scanned the room again, and then gave me his eyes once more. “I have an affinity for creatures like the Souldirge. I was able to reach out to it in a way no one else had even tried.” 

      “What do you mean by affinity?” 

      One of his eyebrows arched. “I believe you owe me an answer, now.” 

      I paused, considering what I was going to say. “You looked a little sad, all by yourself,” I said.

      “With respect, Princess, I don’t like half-truths, either.”  

      “It is the truth.” 

      “Not all of it. And I wasn’t sad.” 

      I gently shook my head. “That’s not what I see when I look at you…” I said, trailing off. “Maybe it’s not quite sadness I see, but there’s something there, like a grey cloud that hangs over you. I doubt if anyone else can see it, or if anyone else cared if they could. But I see it.” 

      “Do you care?” 

      I swallowed hard, my heartrate suddenly rising. “That’s… a question. It’s your turn to answer one.” 

      “I don’t like this game,” he grunted.

      “Who says this is a game?” 

      “You’re right. It’s a chase.” 

      “Only, who’s chasing who?” 

      “I think it’s pretty obvious.” 

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. You act like you have your guard up, but you could have chosen to avoid me at all costs, and even a man of your size could have succeeded. It’s not like there aren’t plenty of places to hide in this room.” 

      “Judging by the way you shot toward me, I have no doubt you would have found me no matter what.” 

      “Maybe. But you didn’t make yourself hard to find, which tells me you wanted this as much as I did.” 

      Another pause. “And what is this, Princess?” 

      My eyes fell to the top of his shirt, his loose buttons, and his bare neck. I was trembling, somehow. It wasn’t fear, though, but excitement. Something about this man tickled all of my instincts and each and every last one of my senses. I couldn’t understand why, but the wolf inside me begged me to pull him close and wrap myself up in his scent. 

      There, I was promised an answer, and I had to find it. 

      Valerian looked puzzled. I hadn’t answered his question yet, and I was staring at his neck like I wanted to take a bite out of it. In truth, maybe I did… just a little. I shook off the strange desire, though, and instead drew myself closer to him, pressing my chest against his. Carefully, gently, I stood on my tiptoes, just enough to bring my nose closer to his skin, to the gap at the top of his shirt where there were no buttons. The world was watching, and I knew this as a fact, but part of me didn’t care about any of that.

      I needed my answer, to find the truth his body was hiding from mine. 

      I had barely closed the gap between us when Tellren coughed loudly enough to attract the entire ballroom’s attention. I paused and looked at him, realizing only after Tellren’s eyebrows both arched that I had Valerian’s shirt in my hands, my nose was inches away from his neck, and I probably looked wildly insane. 

      Now, I cared. 

      “May I have this dance?” Tellren asked.

      Valerian pulled away, offering only a slight bow. “Of course,” he said, giving me his eyes once more as he gave Tellren space to intervene. 

      Tellren took my hand in his, placed one of his hands on my shoulder, and danced us away from Valerian, who could only watch from where he stood. If I had to guess, though, he was relieved to be away from me, and that was even more infuriating than his refusal to answer my questions. 

      “Are you quite alright, Princess?” Tellren asked, looking down at me from atop his long nose.

      “I am,” I said, “Why do you ask?”

      “Because you were holding onto that contestant like a crazy person… with respect to her Highness.” 

      “Are you allowed to talk to me like that?” 

      “I think so,” he paused, considering, “Yes,” he decided, “I believe I am.” 

      “If you must know, I was socializing. Isn’t that what my parents want me to do?” 

      “Socializing is one thing. Assault is quite another.” 

      “Did he look assaulted?” 

      “I suppose not. Still, it’s not proper for a Princess to be so closely stuck to any single person like that. You have an entire room full of potentials and hopefuls to entertain. They are all fighting for your hand, after all.” 

      “Don’t remind me. And if you didn’t notice, I already gave at least one other contestant my attention.” 

      “Do you mean Lord Cyr?” Tellren spun me around, stopping me just as Lord Cyr came into view. He was sitting at a table, his arms folded in front of his chest… and he was sulking. 

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked.

      “You very rudely brushed him off, if her Highness would forgive the parlance. I would say he is upset.” 

      “What did he expect? I couldn’t take much more of his platitudes anyway. The man is obsessed with me.” 

      Tellren’s eyebrows raised again. He didn’t say the words, or ask the question, but I could tell what he was thinking. 

      “I am not obsessed with Valerian.” 

      “Tell that to the Court,” he whispered. 

      My cheeks flushed red and hot again. I groaned, rolled my eyes, and tried my best not to look at anyone besides the Fae I was dancing with. “There’s something about him, Tellren,” I said, “I can’t put my finger on it.” 

      He smiled, slightly. “I distinctly recall another young Royal who was infatuated with a single woman above all of the others fighting for his attention.” 

      I followed his eye line over to my parents, who were laughing and chatting with some of the other nobles in the room. They were holding hands, and they looked happy, now; happier than before, anyway.

      “My father?” I asked.

      “Dahlia was the runt of her competition. Nobody believed much would ever become of her, until she entered this very ballroom wearing one of the most exquisite dresses Arcadia had ever seen. While the odds did not favor her to win, she caught everyone’s attention that night—especially your father’s. He could not distance himself from her, no matter what he did.” 

      I watched my mother smile and laugh. “They had a soul bond… they were drawn to each other.” 

      “True… but in any case, it is the Royal Selection which binds the souls of the winner and the royal. Which is why I would suggest you put your feelings aside and concentrate more of your attention on Lord Cyr.” 

      I looked up at Tellren and frowned. “Him? Why?”

      “Because, Amara… he is going to win the Royal Selection.” 

      I shook my head. “How is that possible? He botched the last trial—Valerian was the only one who could take the gem from the Souldirge.” 

      “Correct, but there are other factors that the judges take into account, such as entertainment, showmanship, likeability. Cyr did not successfully retrieve the gem, but the entire court loves him. Valerian took the gem, but that alone does not place him above Cyr in the Selection’s rankings.” 

      “Are you telling me I’m going to end up marrying that clown?” 

      “I am sure he would object to being called a clown, but… yes. With only a handful of trials left, none are in a position to beat him. Least of all Valerian.” Tellren paused. “When the Royal Selection is over, Fate will bind your souls, and you will marry Lord Cyr Mandrell.”  

      I paused, my heart pounding, my head spinning. “Well… fuck.”
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      Valerian’s scent had stayed with me, even hours later. After my dance with Tellren, I hadn’t been able to spend another minute in the ballroom, so I had ducked out and made a quick exit. Sure, that meant most of the contestants were going to be left wondering where I was, but did it matter, really?

      Tellren had just told me, flatly, that no matter what I or anyone else did, Lord Cyr would be winning the Royal Selection. If the competition’s winner had already been decided, why prolong it? For the good of the people, Amara. Those would’ve been my father’s words if I had cared to ask, but I didn’t because I already knew the answer.

      I had retreated to a quiet wing of the palace. Tallin had come with me, and together we sat under the stars, on a balcony overlooking Windhelm’s snow-capped buildings. The streetlights were on, lending gorgeous white light to the structures around them and illuminating the light flurry of snow falling above and around them.

      It was lovely up here. 

      Quiet.

      Private.

      “Ever wonder what’s up there?” Tallin asked.

      I blinked, watching the stars twinkle up in the night sky. “My mother has told me stories,” I said.

      “Stories?”

      “From the human world. They’ve gone up there… flown amongst the stars. They say it’s cold, and dark, and lonely, but as wonderful as it is infinite.” 

      “Humans did that? Really?” 

      “Hey, I’m part human.” 

      “Right… apologies. I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful. I just didn’t think they had that kind of ability.” 

      “Most Fae don’t. We disregard them as little more than stupid apes, but they’re explorers, like us. Without the blessing of an extended lifespan, they have to push harder and further much faster than we would. Some even know magic.” 

      “Magic? Really?” 

      I nodded. “My mother’s parents… her adoptive parents, anyway. I only ever met them once as a small child. I’ll never forget the time I spent among them. Grandmothers Helen, Pepper, and Evie.”

      “Three of them?”  

      “Three women, each capable of the kind of magic that could rival that of the Fae. Grandmother Pepper also makes the most incredible pies and pastries.” My stomach rumbled so hard, even Tallin heard it.

      “Sounds like you’re hungry.” 

      “I haven’t eaten since… I can’t remember how long it’s been.”  

      “You should eat, then.” 

      I shook my head. “I’m not hungry.” 

      “Your stomach disagrees.” 

      “My stomach can say what it likes. The thought of putting food in my mouth right now makes me want to throw up.” 

      Tallin nuzzled my leg with his nose and snout. “Please… take care of yourself. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

      “I’m not going to die, Tallin. Geez.” 

      “That’s not what I mean.” 

      “I’m also not going to get so hungry that I’ll end up eating you.”  

      “Yes, I know that… now.” 

      I chuckled at him and ran my hand across his furry back. “I can’t believe I’m going to have to marry that idiot, Cyr.” 

      Tallin shook his head. “It doesn’t seem fair.” 

      “Radulf got to get away from all of this. All he had to do was run off and join the Moon Children.” 

      “Isn’t he their leader?” 

      “Yes, but he got to choose that life. I haven’t been given the chance to choose… anything. I spend my entire life behind these walls, following procedures and protocols, doing what my parents ask me to do. Then the one time I need something from them, I’m told to shut my mouth and do as I’m told, because that’s what the Kingdom needs.” 

      “Duty is duty…” 

      “I get it, okay? I’m not trying to sound spoiled or anything. But no one should be forced to marry someone they don’t want to marry. That’s barbaric, and we’re better than that.” 

      “Your mother certainly fought to abolish the Selection, but not even she could manage that.” 

      “Maybe if my father had been on her side.” 

      “He was. But he knew, like she did, that the Selection was the beating heart of the Kingdom’s culture… to cut it out was to kill the whole thing, and then he wouldn’t be King, she wouldn’t be Queen, and you wouldn’t be a Princess.” 

      “Nobody ever asked me if I wanted to be a Princess.” 

      “I’m pretty sure no royal has ever been asked if they want their title,” came my mother’s voice from somewhere behind us.

      I jumped, Tallin did, too. My senses were heightened, and sharp—so much so that I could hear the snow falling over the city’s rooftops, and the Fae walking between them. Somehow, my mother was able to walk so softly, no one could hear her coming. 

      “Why?” I asked, heart pounding, “Why do you move so silently?”

      “So that I can eavesdrop,” she said, smiling brightly.

      “You’ve been listening…” 

      “It’s my job to listen. I’m your mother.” Her eyes fluttered over to Tallin, who was standing upright in her presence. “Tallin, dear, could you give us a moment?” 

      The furry little Winter Sprite bowed his head. “Of course, my Queen,” he said, and he went slinking off around the corner and back into the palace. 

      My mother paused and watched me from where she stood for a moment. Then she walked over to the edge of the balcony and cast her gaze across the city. Her silver hair hung perfectly around her face in delicate curls, one of which strayed too close to her eyes. She plucked it and brushed it back, over her long, pointed ear. 

      “I never get tired of this view,” she said. “It reminds me of London.” 

      “London?” I asked.

      “Well… with less fumes, I guess. I remember once, as a little girl, I was taken on a tour of Westminster and Big Ben. We got to go inside the clock and climb all the way to the top. It had been snowing the night before, and all of London was covered in a thin, white blanket of snow, much like this one.”

      “It sounds beautiful.” 

      “It was.” 

      “Do you miss it?” 

      “Occasionally…”

      “You call it home sometimes.” 

      My mother shrugged. “I feel like it still is. I spent more years of my life there than I have here… at least, I think I did. I’m not sure I ever adjusted to the time difference between Earth and Arcadia.” 

      “Time difference?” 

      “Oh, yes. I wish I knew how it worked, but sometimes a day here is a week there, and other times a year here is only a few minutes over there. My mothers are still as young and as full of life now as they were the day I came back to tell them I was Queen of Windhelm.” 

      “That must have been a shock.” 

      “The bigger shock came when I introduced them to Radulf. Only days had passed for them since the last time I had come over for a visit, while for me, it had been a couple of years. I was off having children, and they had barely watched two episodes of the Great British Bake Off.” She chuckled to herself. “I miss television.” 

      “I’m not sure I would enjoy television. Having to sit down in one place and stare at a talking box for hours and hours? I would hate it.” 

      “Depends on what’s on.” She paused, then looked at me. “We should talk about what happened tonight.” 

      I looked over at the mountains in the distance. “Must we?”  

      “You practically ran out of the ballroom tonight.” 

      “Are you about to scold me for that?” 

      “No,” she shook her head. “I would like to find out if you’re okay.” 

      That disarmed me. I watched her, saw the way the moonlight touched the highlights on her cheeks and nose. “I’m… not.” 

      “What happened?” 

      I breathed deep, then exhaled. “Tellren told me the truth.”

      “Truth?”

      “That Lord Cyr is winning the Selection. That I’m almost certainly going to have to marry him.” 

      Her expression softened. “I know it wasn’t what you wanted to hear.” 

      “In what world would I want to marry that show-off?” 

      “He’s a little over the top, yes, but he comes from a great family, one that would strengthen our own for generations to come.” 

      “You sound like father.” 

      She closed her eyes. “Yeah, I heard it as well. I think I’m still in diplomat mode, I can’t turn it off sometimes.”

      “I don’t want to marry him. I don’t want to marry anyone.” 

      “I know, Snowdrop.” 

      “But you don’t. You think I should just be happy with my lot in life. I mean, I’m a Princess, right? I have everything I could possibly want. The least I can do is marry some idiot to fulfil a promise to the people of the Kingdom who ensure we keep our titles and lands.” 

      “It’s partly that, yes. I don’t think anyone should be forced to marry anyone, I also don’t agree with the Selection’s rules. It’s old, and outdated, and I don’t want it in my Kingdom.” 

      “So, why is it still a thing?” 

      “Because we couldn’t kill it. We tried, Amara. We really tried, but we can’t.” 

      “Why not?” 

      “You wouldn’t understand,” said my father, interrupting the conversation. My private balcony was not so private all of a sudden. 

      His sudden appearance made me jump, too. “Why are you guys so sneaky?!” I shrieked. “I should be able to hear you coming a mile off.” 

      “Your mother and I are both hunters,” he said. “If you could hear us, we would not be very good hunters, would we?” 

      I groaned, infuriated. “What wouldn’t I understand?” 

      “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with.” He approached, carefully, like you would a hungry wolf. “Your mother and I care about you more than anything else in this world. Neither of us want to see you upset, neither of us want to force you to do something you don’t want to do. But in this case, this once, please, Amara. Please. Do this one thing for us, and do it quickly.” 

      I looked over at my mother. “I thought you said you could delay the ceremony.” 

      “I said I would try… but, I’ve been thinking about it, and I shouldn’t.” 

      I frowned at her. “What? Why?” 

      She shook her head. “I know we’re asking a lot of you. We’re asking the world of you. But it’s better if you just trust us. We are only trying to do what’s best for you.” 

      “And for the Kingdom, right?” 

      “It helps the Kingdom, yes,” said my father, “But recent developments have reaffirmed my belief that this is the best thing for you, and for our family.” 

      A cold pulse of anxiety and panic moved through me. It wasn’t enough to shake me entirely, but it was strong enough… and it had left a mark. My eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me?” I ventured.

      “Nothing you need to know,” said my father.

      “So, there is something!” 

      “Snowdrop, please,” said my mother. “Lord Cyr is a good man at heart. I’m sure once he’s out of the limelight, he’ll settle.” 

      “And if he doesn’t?” I asked.

      “I’ll break one of his fingers by accident,” said my father. 

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re asking me to give my whole life to a man I don’t know, and don’t want to marry. That’s… so much. It’s too much. You have to agree.” 

      My mother approached. “And I do. Trust me… this hurts me as much as it hurts you, but it’s the only way.” 

      My frown deepened, and I backed away from her. “I didn’t like the sound of that,” I said, my heartrate quickening.

      “Dahlia,” said my father. “Compose yourself.” 

      “She’s our daughter, Cillian. It’s her life, and she has a right to know.” 

      “You and I both know how incredibly dangerous that could be. Let’s bury this now and be done with it.” 

      I gave my father my grave, panicked eyes. “Dad… what are you talking about?” 

      “Nothing,” he barked, and he stepped aside. “Return to your room, Amara. I will send for your dinner.” 

      I was scared, now. Something had happened, the mood had changed. It had gone from calm, and comforting, to entirely worrying in the space of a few seconds. I stared at my mother, then my father, as I slowly side-stepped toward the archway that led back into the palace. 

      “Tell me,” I said, “Whatever it is, I need to know.” 

      “I can’t,” said my mother, clasping her hands to her mouth, her eyes welling up with tears. 

      “Nor can I,” said my father. “Fate will not allow it.” 

      “So, first you force me to marry someone I don’t want to marry, and now you’re hiding things from me too?” 

      “To your room!” my father snapped, his voice like the boom of an avalanche. 

      I didn’t question them any further. Instead, I turned around and started running down the hall where I found Tallin waiting for me. 

      “Princess,” he said, “Are you—”

      “—leaving,” I hissed, as I ran past, “And this time, I’m not coming back.”
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      “Leaving?!” Tallin asked as he caught up with me. “What are you talking about?” 

      I opened the door to my bedroom, rushed inside, and shut it behind me. I couldn’t keep Tallin out, though—he was too fast, and he managed to slip through despite my best efforts. Ignoring him and shaking my head, I rushed over to my wardrobe, threw it open, and looked inside for something warm to wear. 

      “Amara!” Tallin said, after jumping on my bed. “Will you talk to me?” 

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I said.

      “Ten minutes ago, we were enjoying a lovely night out on the balcony, and now all of a sudden, you’re leaving the castle. What happened?” 

      “My parents happened.” 

      “Again? What did they say to you now?”

      “Not nearly enough, and that’s the problem.” I grabbed a furry white cloak and tossed it onto the bed. 

      Tallin struggled to get out from under it, but when he did, he spoke again. “I don’t know what they said to you, I wasn’t listening in. Whatever it was, it was bad enough to make you want to leave. If I’m going to follow you out there, I at least want to know why.” 

      I shot him a harsh look. “Follow me?” 

      “Did you think I was going to stay here?” 

      “No… I thought you were going to try to talk me out of leaving.”

      “Since you mention it, this is a terrible idea, and you shouldn’t do it.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “There it is.”

      “Amara, please, listen to me even if you won’t listen to your parents.” 

      I stopped what I was doing, turned around, and faced the little Winter Sprite. “Okay,” I said, “I’m listening.” 

      “Oh… I expected more resistance.” He paused. “I’m a little on the spot, here.” 

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t leave this place tonight.” 

      Tallin sighed. “Your parents love you, Amara. You live in a palace, you are adored by the people of your kingdom—your life is wonderful.” 

      “My life isn’t mine, and I’m sick of it. I never thought my parents would force me to marry someone I didn’t want to marry, but they’re both in on it together, now. And they were being really weird about it, too.” 

      “Weird?” Tallin frowned, his furry eyebrows pinching above his nose. “What do you mean?”

      “Cryptic. Withholding. There was something they didn’t want me to know.” 

      “I don’t understand.” 

      “Neither do I, which is why I’m going to leave. They can’t make me marry that man.” 

      Tallin shook his head. “Okay… yes, you are right. No one should make you marry someone, and I’m sure in your position your parents would also have rejected this idea if it had been forced upon them. The King is fiercely independent, and the Queen is simply fierce.”

      “So, it stands to reason that they don’t love me, then, right? If they wouldn’t accept this themselves, but they’re forcing it upon me, that’s the message they’re sending me. I’m not as important as their Kingdom.” 

      “Amara…” Tallin paused, his expression softening. “I have watched your parents dote over you for a long time. Your mother has been singing your praises since before you were born, and your father has always put your needs before his own. They adore you.”

      “People change, Tallin.” 

      He shook his head. “Not them. Not your parents. You said they were being cryptic… maybe there’s a reason why they’re pressuring you to go through with the Selection?” 

      “I don’t know. If they have one, they haven’t shared it with me. They just want me to trust them and marry that peacock, Lord Cyr. I won’t do it. They’ll have to find me first and bolt me down to a chair.” 

      “That sounds a bit extreme.” 

      “It’s how I feel.” I walked over to the bed, pulled up the cloak, and threw it over my shoulders. Looking around my room, there wasn’t anything else I wanted to take with me… with one exception. On my end table, next to my bed, sat a small, sky-blue music box. Opening it revealed an ornate mirror, and a small figurine of a woman with silver hair and a tall man with black hair. 

      Between them was a small girl who looked like them both. The three figures spun around as twinkling music played, a tune my mother and father had both hummed to me many, many times over the years. It had been my favorite lullaby growing up. Even now, whenever I was feeling down, or unwell, my parents would sit together and hum it for me, letting me drift peacefully into sleep.

      Glancing at my reflection, I realized my eyes were turning red and starting to sting. I grabbed the music box and tucked it away inside a small, leather bag I sometimes took with me when I ventured away from the castle. In that bag were a couple of essentials—dried meat, a water canteen, a knife. I didn’t think I would need it where I was going, but I took it anyway.

      “I definitely can’t get you to reconsider, can I?” Tallin asked.

      “No,” I said, “Whoever they used to be, they stopped being that the day they started keeping things from me.” 

      “They must have a reason. They must.” 

      “Maybe. Whatever it is can’t be good enough to convince me to marry Cyr. Maybe if I show them how determined I am not to go through with it, they’ll reconsider. But they won’t as long as they can control me, and they can control me as long as I’m here.” 

      “Where will you go?” 

      “To see the only person who I think can help.”  

      “Who?”

      “My big brother, Radulf.” 

      “You’re going to the village of the Moon Children? That’s a dangerous place, Amara.” 

      “I’m one of them, Tallin, and Radulf is their Alpha. I’ll be safe there. He won’t send me back to the castle, either. He’s too much of a free spirit… he’ll have my back.” 

      “I really must object, Princess.”

      I smiled at him and rubbed the space between his antlers. “I know.” I paused. “Be good, okay?” 

      “Be good?” 

      “You know. Don’t cause any trouble while I’m gone.”

      Tallin lowered his eyes. I could sense his disappointment, but I wasn’t going to let it deter me. “I don’t want you to go.”  

      “I don’t either. This is my home… but what my parents are doing isn’t right.” 

      He paused, then gave me his big, vibrant blue eyes. “What if you’re wrong?” 

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” I said, heading for the bedroom door. “And it won’t be the last, either.” 

      “I’ll never understand how you can be so reckless.” 

      I shrugged. “It’s in my nature. It’s what gives me my edge, I like to think.” 

      “It’s going to get you killed out there. I can’t stress enough how perilous the road between the castle and the Moon Children is.” 

      I smiled at him. “Relax. I’m going to be the most dangerous thing out in those woods.” 

      Tallin hopped off the bed and rushed to the door. “Could I at least walk you to the bridge?” 

      “If you can keep your voice down…” 

      I slipped out of my bedroom and moved quietly down the hall. The palace was quiet, my parents were nowhere to be found, and there were only minimal guards roaming around up here. Getting past them wasn’t difficult, as long as you knew what their patrols and rotations were like, and I knew them down to the second.

      This wasn’t my first great escape, after all. 

      I had fled the castle many, many times before. Every time, the Captain of the Guard would switch the rotations, the patterns, the roster. They would tighten patrols, to make my points of exit harder to reach, and thus foil my escape attempts before I could even make it out of the palace grounds. 

      They didn’t know about the secret stairs that led away from the palace and down into the city below; a route with a magic gate only openable by the Royals of Windhelm. They couldn’t know about it. It was one of the most well-guarded secrets in all of the Winter Kingdom, known only to me, my brother, and my parents. 

      Once I made it out of the palace’s side door undetected, I made a quiet run for the secret gate that would take me directly into the heart of the city. These stairs weren’t always here. Over twenty years ago, during my mother’s battle with the Veridian, she had to go through the main gate to fight her way into the palace. That fight cost Fae lives. If she’d had a quicker way in, fewer lives would have been lost.

      All I had to do was touch the gate, and it unlocked. Together, Tallin and I rushed down the stairs and headed into the city. It was the dead of night, and there wasn’t a soul out on the streets. Either way, we stuck to the back alleys and side streets to avoid detection, making a run for the main portcullis—the only way into and out of Windhelm—once it was within view.

      I was not expecting to hear someone call my name from across the quiet street. I was expecting to find Lord Cyr standing there even less.

      “Princess Amara?” he asked.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, but I didn’t turn around, and neither did Tallin. “What… the hell,” I whispered. “What is he doing out here?” 

      “I don’t know!” Tallin hissed. “Maybe you should turn around.” 

      “Is that you, Princess?” he asked.

      “Uh… no…?” I ventured, trying to deepen my voice. “I’m… a man.” 

      “Princess…” he sighed. “Why do you play games with me at such a late hour?” 

      Fuck.

      I slowly turned around to face Lord Cyr, who had been steadily approaching ever since he saw me. “Heh, you caught me,” I said, smiling. 

      He seemed genuinely perplexed. What was I doing here? Where was I going? Why had I been running across the street in the dead of night? I could practically hear those questions, and more, rattling about in that brain of his. I had questions for him too, of course. He was also incredibly out of place down here, so close to the city’s exit… exactly where I was. 

      “If I may ask,” he ventured, “What is her Highness doing out of the palace so late?” 

      “You may ask…” I said, trailing off.

      Lord Cyr smiled and wagged at me. “Good,” he said, “Very, very good. Because you’re a Princess, and I’m just a noble son of a Duke or something.” He burped, and even from here I could smell the Claire de Lune on his breath.

      I grimaced. “Looks like you’ve been hitting the blue wine pretty hard, there.” 

      “Only a drink… or six. The pub’s closed, now. Kicked us all out. Well, me. Thought I’d go for a stroll and lament my failures.”

      I frowned. “Failures?” 

      “With the Royal Selection. With my parents. With you.”  

      “I’m not sure I get your meaning, sir.” 

      “It’s Cyr,” he said, waving his hand across the air to show me which way the inflection was supposed to go. “But you wouldn’t care about that, would you? Why would you? Look at you. You’re the Princess.” 

      “And you’re drunk. Go home.” 

      “Why? What’s the point?” he staggered toward me, stopped himself, stood upright. “What’s the point in any of it?” 

      “I ask myself that question every single day.” 

      “I…” he paused, his eyes watering. “Love you, so… so much.” 

      I winced at his words. “You don’t mean that.” 

      “No, I do. All I do is think about you, and me, and us. I’m perfect for you. Perfect. The best. You won’t find another man as willing to die for you as I am.” 

      “Right now, all I want you to do is go back to your room and sleep this one off before you wake the neighborhood.” 

      “I will, I will,” he said. “I just… I have some things I want to get off my chest first.” 

      “Like?”

      He paused, tears spilling down his cheeks, his lip quaking. “Why don’t you love me?” 

      I rolled my eyes, turned around, and started walking. “I don’t have time for this.” 

      “No, no, wait,” he said, and he grabbed my arm and forced me to spin around to look at his teary, red face. “Why don’t you love me? Just answer the question. I can take it.” 

      “Let go of my arm,” I warned. 

      “Please,” he said, reaching for my face with his other hand and trying to lean toward me, “Just one kiss, and you’ll know.” 

      My free hand moved of its own accord, driven entirely by instinct. Before I knew it, I had punched him in the face and sent him staggering onto his arse. He groaned once, squirmed a bit, and tried to sit up. I noticed all the blood pouring down his face before he did. When he felt the surge of warm liquid spilling across his face, he touched it, and his hands came away sticky with blood that steamed in the cold night.

      “You… you broke it,” he said.

      “I warned you,” I said, taking another step toward him. “And I’m warning you again. Stay the hell away from me. Is that understood?” 

      He didn’t respond. All he could do was look at  the  blood on his hands and try to pinch his nose shut to stop it from bleeding. That, of course, didn’t work, and only caused pain. I decided I’d had enough when he started to cry. 

      I spun around on my heel and made tracks toward the gatehouse. Lucky for me, Lord Cyr’s wails had attracted the attention of the guards posted by the main gates, allowing me ample opportunity to slip past them and make my way across the bridge with Tallin by my side.
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      “Huh,” Tallin said, as if he had just learned something. 

      We were almost to the other side of the bridge. There were no guards, here, only the cold snow, the open air, and the rolling hills and forests that lay ahead. Behind us, Windhelm glowed like a bed of luminous crystals against the dark night. It truly was the most beautiful place in any world, but that alone wasn’t reason enough to keep me tied to it forever. 

      “Huh?” I asked, echoing.

      “Lord Cyr was… kind of a creep,” Tallin said, “If you’ll excuse the parlance.”

      “As if I needed more encouragement to get away from this place.” 

      “We should tell someone… an infraction like that would surely get him disqualified from the competition.” 

      “Maybe, but the problem remains. Whether it’s Cyr or some other idiot, when the Selection is over, I’ll be forced to marry someone I don’t want to marry.” 

      “What if you did?” 

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” 

      “Well, I noticed you have your eyes on someone in particular… a certain silver haired, devilishly handsome rake of a Fae.” 

      “Valerian?” I scoffed. “Don’t make more out of it than it is.” 

      “I think I know you well enough to know, at least, when your curiosity has been spiked.” 

      “It’s literally no more than that.” 

      “If you say so.” 

      “I’m not ready for love, Tallin. I don’t even know if I want it.” 

      “You don’t?” 

      “Haven’t we had this conversation before?” 

      “I can’t say I recall.” 

      I shook my head. “My mother and father love each other more than anything else in the world. I see it, I feel it. I’ve never experienced that kind of love for myself, and even if I did, I feel like it would only slow me down.”

      “Slow you down? Where are you going?” 

      “Anywhere. Everywhere. This place, this city… I was never meant to be bound behind its walls. I was meant to run free, to explore, to experience the world. I want adventure, Tallin. I want danger. I want to test my own boundaries and push them so that I can grow. How can I do that if I’m worried about someone else all the time?” 

      “Is that what you think love is? A set of chains?”

      “I know that’s what it is. You think my mother and father aren’t constantly worried about each other’s happiness levels? It sounds exhausting.” 

      Tallin shook his head. “It isn’t my place to try to convince you to love someone, Princess. My place is simply here, with you.” 

      I glanced at the little Winter Sprite. “It was, but we’ve reached the end of the bridge… this is where you turn back and go home. You can tell them you saw me escaping if you like, just give me an hour’s head start… or wait until morning. Yeah, that’s better.” 

      “Sorry, but no.”

      “No?” I frowned. “What do you mean, no?” 

      “I mean, my place is at your side. If you’re going out there, then I’m going with you.” 

      “Tallin, no… you can’t.” 

      The little Winter Sprite puffed his chest. “But you can? With respect, Princess. Just because you can turn into a wolf doesn’t mean you’re the only one of us equipped to handle the outdoors. I’ll remind you I come from a long line of explorers and even warriors.” 

      “I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to imply you weren’t capable. I just don’t want you to get hurt on my account. I couldn’t deal with it.” 

      “Nor could I. And the last thing I want is to leave you to go out into the woods alone and never hear from you again.” 

      “You do realize I’m only going to visit Radulf, right? I’ll get there before sunrise if I keep a decent pace.” 

      “Yes, I realize that.”

      I paused. “You also realize the Moon Children are part wolf—”

      “—and that to them, I look like prey and would probably taste delicious, yes. I’m aware.” 

      “And you still want to come?” 

      Tallin looked up at me with his big, blue eyes. “I’ll go with you to the edge of reality and beyond, Princess. This is my vow. I’ll never leave your side.” 

      A gentle warmth filled me. “Tallin… that’s incredibly sweet of you.” 

      “I don’t suppose you’ll reconsider, now?” he asked, smiling brightly.

      “You know that I can’t.” 

      He sighed. “I do. But you can’t blame a Sprite for trying, right?” 

      “I guess not…” trailing off, I turned my gaze over the frozen landscape ahead of us. The hills rose and fell, trees demarked the edge of a forest, and road signs pointed the way to the cities of Lysa, Northend, and to the Forest of the Moon. 

      Three separate trails of nicely cobbled stone led away from the sign. On any other occasion, I would have taken steps to mask my scent. My mother could, after all, also take the wolf’s form and follow my trail quite easily. But by the time she knew I was gone, I would be with the Moon Children anyway, so it didn’t matter.

      “Alright,” I said, “Let’s make tracks, shall we?” 

      “Are you walking like that?” Tallin asked.

      I dropped to my hands and feet, and by the time I hit the ground, I had shrugged into the wolf’s form. All of the clothes I was wearing, the bag I had brought with me, and even my shoes, had all melded into my body, disappearing underneath my fur and hide. I shook my silvery fur and took a moment to adjust to the fresh smells that had opened up for me. 

      “I’ll never get tired of that,” I said, taking a deep breath of cold, crisp, winter air. Puffs of steam billowed out of my nose and mouth. 

      Tallin moved up beside me. “Ready when you are, Princess.” 

      I looked down at him. “Amara,” I said.

      He frowned. “I don’t understand.” 

      “I don’t want you to call me Princess anymore. I’m just Amara… okay?”  

      The look on his face was one of someone who felt like they had just been scolded. “I’m sorry. I’ll endeavor to do that.” 

      “No, no. Tallin… you aren’t my subject, or my keeper, or my babysitter. You’re my friend, and I want you to leave the Princess stuff behind. That’s all.” 

      “Oh…” he said, nodding. “Alright… Amara.” 

      I smiled at him. “You have said my name hundreds of times. Don’t make it weird now.” 

      “Right. Yes.” He started hopping toward the trail leading to the Moon Children’s village. “Shall we?” 

      I walked up to him, gave him a grin, and then started to run along the trail. Tallin, startled, lagged behind for just a moment, but he caught up quick enough. Together we ran, following the trail that led away from the castle and into the Winter Kingdom’s frozen country. 

      With the moon high in the sky, and only the stars for company, we made our way up and over the first couple of hills. We left Windhelm behind after only a short while of running, but the city’s halo remained for a while longer, illuminating the night sky around it. 

      When Windhelm was finally out of sight, I knew, we were in the wilds. 

      I had never been out this far by myself before. Though I followed the road, there was still something incredibly exciting about this. The rush of enjoyment I got out of running through the night, my paws touching stone, and snow, and soil they had never touched before was a thrill like no other. 

      It wasn’t until I saw the edge of the forest up in the distance that I felt the first pang of guilt stab me in the stomach. I had fled my home, my comfort, my family. My mother would be furious, my father would be silently annoyed, but neither of them would be worried about me. Not really. 

      Though I had only come into my heritage recently, they both knew I could handle myself. They knew as well as I did that I was born to be out here, amidst the trees, and the frozen flowers, and the wildlife. All my life I’d had the explorer’s spirit. All I wanted to do was discover, and experience, and push the boundaries of what I knew. 

      I wanted to grow. 

      To thrive.

      I knew I couldn’t do that from Windhelm. 

      Maybe now that I had done this, now that I had taken a solid step in the direction that I wanted to go… my parents would take me seriously. It was a flimsy hope, sure, but this was the first time I had fled the city itself and made my way into the wilds. If this didn’t make them re-think their priorities, then nothing would.

      Hours had passed since the moment we left Windhelm, to the moment we entered the Forest of the Moon. Here, the trail narrowed, the ambient light darkened, and the trees encroached all around us. They were tall, thick, and dark trees, their tops capped with snow and frost. Between them, things moved, lurked, stalked. 

      Tallin had been right.

      This was a dangerous place. There were creatures out here, indigenous creatures like the Vrren—dog-like animals that ran on four long, gangly legs. They were all cartilage, muscle, and bone, they had no fur on their bodies, and each was likely as big as I was. I had never come across one before, but I knew they were the second most dangerous predator in these woods, and I would be an idiot not to respect that.

      Our pace slowed as we moved deeper into the woods. The edge of the forest had marked the halfway point between Windhelm and the Moon Children’s village, but that wasn’t because the forest was horrifically long. It was because you couldn’t help but slow down as you progressed through it. This forest wasn’t meant to be rushed through. You had to be careful, deliberate, and attentive, or you’d become food for the Vrren. 

      Another couple of hours had passed since we left the frozen hills and mountains behind and had replaced them with thick, dark trees, and our pace had slowed from a run, to a prowl. 

      “Shouldn’t we pick things up a bit?” Tallin asked, a little fear in his voice. 

      “Not yet,” I whispered. “There’s a point up ahead where we’ll have to get off the road. That’s where we start to sprint.” 

      “Sprint?”

      “You’re not tired, are you, Tallin?” 

      “I could do with a paw rub, and maybe something to eat.” 

      “We’re almost there.” 

      “Are you sure? Because I haven’t seen a sign since we entered this place.” 

      “The Children don’t exactly want the entrance to their village advertised, but I know where it is.” 

      “I hope you do. I’m counting on you to protect me against being eaten. I would very much like not to be eaten.” 

      “No one’s going to eat you, Tallin. Relax. I’ve got this.” 

      A sound like the snap of a large branch caught my attention and made my hackles rise. We lowered our heads and scanned the tree lines on either side of us, but neither of us could see any movement.

      “What was that?” Tallin asked. 

      “I’m not sure,” I said. 

      “I knew this was a bad idea.” 

      “Will you take it easy?”

      “How can I take it easy when there’s probably a pack of Vrren about to come down on us?” 

      “They won’t attack. They’re opportunistic hunters who will only get into a fight if they think they can win with minimal losses.” 

      “Do you actually know that, or have you made that up?” 

      “No. I know it.” 

      I think.

      All I really had to go on were tales, stories, and what I had read about in books. My mother had come across them before, a long time ago, but not since. And in the few times I had been to the village of the Moon Children, we had never seen them. All the information I had was anecdotal, which made for flimsy information at best. 

      Still, I was confident I could take a few if it came down to it.

      More than a few, well… that would be tricky. 

      When I finally saw a shape there, between the trees, I froze. The Vrren were notoriously hairless animals, but the creature stalking closer to the tree line had thick, bristly fur and luminous green eyes that shone brightly against the dark. Looking at it more closely, I started to pick out details. Ears, a long snout, a black nose… teeth.

      It wasn’t one of the Vrren—it was a wolf.

      I felt myself instantly relax. Exhaling deeply, I called out into the woods. “Hello!” I yelled, “I’m looking for Radulf!” 

      “What are you doing?!” Tallin hissed. “And who are you talking to?” 

      “Over there,” I said, “Look.” 

      Tallin didn’t exactly shriek, but he cowered behind me. “Is that… one of the Moon Children?” he asked.

      “Yep,” I said, but I found it weird I hadn’t received a reply, so I turned to face the wolf again—only now there were three of them. “I didn’t mean to barge in on your forest like this,” I said, “I’m Princess Amara, Radulf’s sister. I really need to speak with him.” 

      “Princess,” I heard someone say in a long, drawn out, snake-like kind of way. “We have no Princess…”
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      My blood turned to ice water in my veins. There wasn’t just one wolf, but a whole pack of them. Their eyes glowed in the dark, illuminating their long, furry snouts, their black noses, and the sharp, pointed teeth in their mouths. I couldn’t help but back up a couple of paces, but a yip and a growl at my back told me we were surrounded. 

      “I should point out,” Tallin whispered, “This doesn’t seem to be going very well.”

      “No, there has to be a mistake or something,” I said. “Please, you have to listen to me. I’m Amara Wolfsbane—I’m one of you.” 

      “Amara Wolfsbane,” came the reply, with syllables which were long and drawn out. “Windhelm’s Princess would never have ventured this far into our woods without an escort.” 

      “I ran away.” 

      A chorus of yipping and growling rippled through the dark. “Ran away? Were the other royals mean to you?” 

      “That’s none of your business.” I took a step toward the trees. “And you should watch your tongue. My brother is your Alpha.” 

      “The sister of an Alpha is no Alpha of mine, but if you truly are the daughter of the Tath Isia, then prove it.” 

      “Prove it? How?”

      One of the wolves came out past the trees and stood before me, its paws digging into the snowy ground under our feet. I watched the wolf as it lowered its head and bared its fangs. “Your blood is all the proof I need.” 

      “Amara?” Tallin asked. 

      “Stay behind me,” I said.

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to tussle with this wolf!” 

      “It doesn’t seem like I’m being given much of a choice. This is how the wolves do things out here. If I have to prove to them I am who I say I am, then that’s what I’m going to do.”

      “You could get hurt!” 

      “So could they.” 

      The wolf padded toward me, as if to test me. I arched my back and lowered my head in response.. Tallin tried to hide around me, but he was out in the open here, and there were many hungry wolves lurking beyond the trees. He didn’t know where to go, what to do, or where to look. I had to keep him safe, but I also had to keep myself safe.

      I circled the wolf, keeping my eyes on his. “You don’t want to do this,” I said, trying my luck at convincing him to back off one more time. “I’m telling you the truth about who I am. All you need to do is let me through, and my brother can explain everything.” 

      “If I were to just let you through,” he said, “My Alpha will make sure I’m eating nothing but scraps for the next month… and I like to eat.”

      At that, he lunged, digging his paws into the snow and racing toward me on all fours. His sudden offensive put me on the defensive. When he leapt toward me, his jaw wide open, his teeth flashing bright and deadly, I had to jump off to the side to avoid being bitten. The wolf went sailing past me, but I didn’t have a chance at getting in a hit of my own because Tallin was in the way, scrambling around beneath us.

      “Sorry!” he yelled.

      “Just find a spot and get down!” I said.

      “I’m trying!” 

      The wolf came at me again. He was all snarls, and growls, and gnashing teeth, and I had to defend myself again. This time, his mouth came close to snatching my front paw. Too close. I had managed to pull it across his mouth and out from under his jaws only an instant before they snapped shut. This time, though, he gave me an opening.

      I didn’t want to hurt him, but I didn’t have much of a choice, either. Instead of biting him, though, I reared up on my hind legs and launched my shoulder into his midsection. The force of the impact was enough to knock him off his paws and make him fall into the snow on his side. I snarled at him, showing him my fangs.

      “I have you!” I yelled. “Your neck and stomach are exposed—you’ve lost.” 

      “Are we playing lords and ladies?” asked the wolf. “This is the Moon Forest. Your rules do not apply,” he hissed, and he scraped the ground and launched a handful of dirt and snow into my eyes. I had to shut them, only for a moment, but it was long enough for him to get back on his feet and throw himself at me.

      He wanted to get a good bite of my neck in this time. I could feel him trying to maneuver his snout into position, but even startled as I was, I was able to keep him at bay. The wolf backed up, turned his head up to the sky, and howled a deep, long howl. As the howl trailed off into the woods, he lunged at me again, empowered, invigorated. 

      He wasn’t about to give up.

      This wolf wanted my blood, and he was not going to let me go without tasting it. “Alright,” I said, “I didn’t want to hurt you, but you’re not giving me a choice.” 

      “There is only one choice in the wild,” said the wolf. “Eat or be eaten.” 

      The wolf lunged at me one more time, a powerful rumble issuing out of its throat. I prepared myself, digging my own paws into the snow and getting ready to leap out of his way. He feigned left, pretending to hit me from across my left side, but I caught him in the act and moved to the right, catching him off guard. 

      When I clamped my own jaws around his leg and bit into his flesh, I felt two distinct, separate rushes. The first was rich with excitement, power, and strength. The second was hot, sticky blood. The wolf whose leg I had in my teeth thrashed and struggled, but I managed to topple him again and put him on the ground. I didn’t let go of his leg, either.

      Even though I could taste his blood in my mouth, and I knew I was getting it on my chin and chest, I was not about to let him go—not until after he surrendered. 

      “I have you again,” I said, through a mouthful of fur and blood. “Don’t make me hurt you any further.” 

      “You’ve beaten me,” said the wolf struggling to free himself. “Now you have to kill me.”

      “Kill you? No, I won’t do that.” 

      “This is the law of the wild. Kill me now, or they will.” 

      I let go of the wolf’s leg and backed up. Droplets of his blood fell from my chin into the earth beneath me, and as I stepped away from him, I saw the crimson trail they left in the snow. The wolf wasn’t getting up. His leg was covered in blood, and he was on his side, watching me, heaving, puffs of steam issuing out of his mouth and nose.

      “Kill me!” he roared. 

      “I won’t,” I said. 

      “You said you were one of us… but when it comes time for you to prove it, you fail.”

      “Choosing not to kill an opponent I have beaten is not failure. It’s honor.” 

      The wolf spat against the snow. “What do you know of honor? Trapped behind your walls, experiencing the true wilds only when you are given permission. You are no Moon Child. You are a pet dog on a leash who sleeps in a cage.” 

      Anger filled my chest. “I am no one’s pet,” I growled.

      “Then prove it!” the wolf yelled, his voice shooting into the forest. “Honor in the wild is giving your opponent the decency of a worthy death.” 

      I licked my lips, and got a fresh taste of hot, coppery blood… but there was something else in there, too. Hidden amongst the metal taste of blood there were other flavors I couldn’t quite put my finger on. They didn’t taste like anything, in fact, but I did—somehow—understand things I hadn’t a moment ago.

      I had no way of knowing how I had come into this knowledge, but I knew the wolf in front of me was male. I knew he was about my age, if not a little younger. I knew he was strong, and healthy, and I could tell he had eaten a good meal before this; something meaty, and hearty. He’d maybe had some mead, too—I somehow smelled the honey. 

      I also had his scent, but it wasn’t just a scent; it was light. It was as if I could see his aura, the shimmering halo of his spirit, or his essence, or whatever you wanted to call it. It trailed off him, coiling and circling the area we had been fighting in. It led into the woods, and then beyond, and I could see it as clearly as a streak of light in the dark.

      Tallin came up beside me. “We should leave,” he said, “We should go back to the castle. This was a mistake.” 

      “I’m not leaving,” I said. “I came here to find my brother. I’m not about to commit murder to do it, but I’m not going away until I’ve spoken to him either.”

      “We don’t have the luxury of choice.” 

      The downed wolf struggled to stand. I could tell he was hurt, his injured leg could barely support his weight, but he stood anyway, shaky leg and all. With his snout low and his eyes trained directly on me, his chest rising and falling, he started to approach. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “You kill me,” he said, “Or I kill you. Eat or be eaten.” 

      “It doesn’t have to be like this!” 

      “It is like this. Accept it, or you will not survive out here.” 

      I backed up, trying to give myself as much time to process all of this as possible. I hadn’t come out here to kill anyone. I didn’t want to end his life, but I felt like I had to. The other wolves watching from the trees weren’t moving, they weren’t about to interrupt, or stop what was happening. They wanted to see how this played out, and ultimately, there was only one way this was going to go.

      For them, anyway. 

      I had a different idea. Instead of lunging toward the wolf, I snatched Tallin up and into my mouth, taking care not to dig my teeth into his flesh, and I started to run. I didn’t head toward the lame wolf, but instead went off to the side, following the glowing line of his scent into the deep, dark, thickness of the woods.

      The wolves along the tree-line didn’t move except to part for me, allowing me to go through them without a fight. The wolf I had hurt yelled after me, demanding that I stop, that I come back and fight him, but I wasn’t listening. I just kept running, keeping the line of his scent firmly in my sights.

      I thought I saw movement in my periphery. Ghosts, shapes, moving quickly through the woods. They weren’t ghosts at all, though, but other wolves. They were keeping their distance, moving quietly and swiftly, not toward me, but parallel to where I was running. 

      The scent trail I was following took me directly into a small clearing of trees, where there was only white snow and dark earth, and a small gathering of rocks. I stepped up to them, dropped Tallin inside the circle of rocks, and looked around. 

      “Ouch…” Tallin said.

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I had to.” 

      “I understand… but now I’m covered in blood and in your slobber.” 

      “I’m a Princess, I do not slobber.” 

      Tallin shook blood and hot saliva off his furry body, warm droplets striking my snout and cheek. “Oh, really?” he asked.

      I rubbed my paw against the side of my face to get some of the goop off my eyes. “Point taken.” 

      Tallin scanned the clearing and the trees beyond. There was light, here—a perfect circle of moonlight that touched the rocks gathered in a circle around us. At the head of the circle was a small tower made of rocks, each inscribed with a series of small runes I couldn’t hope to understand.

      “Well… now what?” he asked.

      “The last time I was here,” I said, trailing off. “My mother did this…” 

      Taking a deep breath, I threw my neck up, shut my eyes, and sent a long, deep howl against the face of the moon. I rarely got a chance to howl like this, to let my throat work the way it was supposed to. My mother always told me not to do it in the castle, because a sound like this would scare the citizens of Windhelm. I always felt like that was too cautious, too restrictive, but I followed her rules.

      Out here, though, there were different rules… the rules of the wild. 

      I had gotten a taste of them. A real taste. My first taste. 

      I let the howl slowly fade away into the night. When I opened my eyes again, I wasn’t in the clearing anymore, but high up along the side of a cliff, on a small outcropping, inside of a stone circle identical to the one in the woods. A single trail led down a mountain, leading away from where I was standing. Across the way, tall, jagged peaks of dark, snowcapped rock rose out of the ground as if to protect the valley below… and in the valley below, bathed in the green, and blue, and pink of a gorgeous aurora, was a village of hide tents and fires, of hunters and prey, of wolves and Fae.

      I had made it to the home of the Moon Children.
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      “Wow…” Tallin gasped. He scrambled over to the edge of the cliff and stared into the valley below. “It’s beautiful.” 

      “Who would’ve thought a city of tents could be so pretty?” I asked, joining him. Looking up, I noticed the moon in the sky hung far lower, and looked far bigger, than it had in the forest a moment ago. The shimmering, wavy light of the aurora danced across the sky, illuminating everything it touched in beautiful shades of color. 

      I had been here before, but I had never seen this. For all of Windhelm’s breathtaking vistas, there was something about this place, something incredibly magical, and wonderful that Windhelm lacked. 

      This place felt powerful. Instantly, powerful. I had barely been here a few moments, and already I could feel raw, untamed magic coursing through me, empowering me. And that was the most important word—untamed. There was a wildness about this place, something ancient and primal that stirred up feelings inside of me I didn’t know I had.

      “We should probably move… right?” Tallin ventured. “You know, just in case our friends go through that portal thing and wind up inside of us somehow?” 

      “I don’t know if that’s possible,” I said, but I wasn’t sure, so I stepped aside anyway. “I should go and find my brother. He has to be down there, somewhere.” 

      “He’s the Alpha, so, he’s probably in that big tent over there.” 

      “Unless he’s already out here,” came a deep, strong voice from behind us both. 

      I nearly leapt out of my skin. My fur bristled and rose along with my hackles, and when I turned around, I saw the man who had spoken. He wasn’t as tall as I remembered, but he was a lot more muscular. He had a large, barreled chest, broad shoulders that looked powerful enough to hold up the world, and strong, masculine features. Black hair framed his face, several streaks of silver shooting through it and his beard, and while he had my father’s wide, proud stance, he had my mother’s eyes.

      I had no idea where he had come from, no idea how long he had been standing there, or even how much he had heard. I didn’t care. Without skipping a beat, I brought myself up to standing, shrugged out of my wolf form, and threw myself at him, wrapping my arms around his shoulders in a relieved hug.

      “I’m so glad to see you, big brother,” I said against his chest. 

      Radulf wrapped his arms around me and tightly squeezed. “You’re far away from home, little wolfling,” he said, “But I’m happy to see you as well.” 

      I pulled away from him and smiled at him, while also pretending to hide tears that nearly spilled out of me. “You’ve gotten bigger… even if you haven’t gotten taller.” 

      His eyes narrowed, and he leaned closer as if to inspect my face. “Just as I suspected…” 

      “What?” I asked, frowning.

      “There’s a wart on your nose.” 

      “A what?!” I shrieked, touching my fingers to my nose. 

      Radulf grinned, “Why is it so easy?” 

      I slapped him against the arm. “Because you say things so seriously!” 

      He looked across my shoulder at the still frightened Tallin. “Who’s your friend?” 

      I glanced back. “This is Tallin… you know Tallin, right?” 

      “I cannot say that I do.” He paused. “You don’t have to be frightened.” 

      “I’m not,” Tallin said, after a slight pause. 

      “You’re shaking… and I can smell your fear from here.” 

      “Well… in my defense, I’m in a village of people who have a bit of a history of killing and eating things.” 

      Radulf’s grin turned to a warm smile. “Not little Sprites,” he said, adding, “Too gamey.” 

      I shoved my brother again. “That’s enough of that. You’ll scare him into having a heart attack.” 

      “I would very much not like that,” Tallin said, gulping. 

      “You can rest easy, my friend. You are both under my protection… but I have to ask.” Radulf turned his blue eyes on me. “What are you doing here, Amara? Where are mother and father? I wasn’t told of your visit.”

      “That’s because it was kind of, sort of, totally unplanned and I may have run away.” 

      “Run away?” 

      “It’s a long story.” 

      “I’m sure it isn’t.” 

      “It’s long to me.” I paused. “I didn’t know where else to go. You’re the only one I thought who could help me.” 

      His expression turned grave, now. He approached, took hold of my shoulders. “Who is after you?” he asked. “What’s happened?” 

      “No, no, it’s nothing like that. No one is after me. Except for maybe one of your friends whose leg I bit.” 

      He pointed at my bloody chin. “Hence all the, uh—” 

      “—yep—”

      “—blood, right,” he continued, nodding. He shook his head. “Well, what is it, then?” 

      “Promise not to send me away if I tell you.” 

      Radulf frowned. “You’re starting to worry me.” 

      “You don’t have anything to be worried about. I didn’t do anything bad.” 

      “And yet you’ve fled to my village in the dead of night asking for sanctuary and a promise that I won’t send you away? It seems to me like you’ve done something bad.” 

      “Promise.”

      My big brother took a deep breath in, then exhaled. “I feel like I’m going to regret this… but you have my word.” 

      I swallowed. “I don’t want to finish the Royal Selection.” 

      Radulf shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Amara,” he groaned.

      “No, wait, hear me out.” 

      “What is it?” 

      “The guy I’m probably going to have to end up marrying is a total loser, who actually tried to kiss me last night out of nowhere.” 

      His lips pressed into a thin line. I could see the conflict inside of him, the fight happening behind his eyes. On the one hand, he knew my being here would be bad for him and his own peace of mind, but on the other hand, I had tickled his protective, big brother side. 

      “Did he, really?” he asked.

      “He did. He was drunk, and I ran into him on my way out of the city.” 

      “Do mother and father know?” 

      “They don’t… I was already in the process of running away.” 

      “If it helps,” Tallin interjected, “I suggested informing the King and Queen right away.” 

      “But, as usual,” Radulf took over, “She did not listen.” 

      I shook my head. “You know me… once my mind is made up—”

      “—you’re as stubborn as father.” 

      “I learned it from him. He only has himself to blame, really.” 

      “Do you realize what kind of position this puts me in?” 

      “I do, and I’m sorry. All I wanted was to come here and hide out with you for a little while. And maybe see if there’s anything I can do to stop the Selection from happening.” 

      “You can’t stop it… no one can.” 

      “There has to be someone who can. Somewhere. Mother says the Moon Children have the most renowned mystics in all of the land among their tribe.” 

      “No one powerful enough to break Fate’s bonds, not anymore... and even if we did, going up against the castle like that… you couldn’t ask that of me.” 

      I paused. “What do you mean, going up against the castle? The King and Queen of Windhelm are our parents. There is no going up against them—we’re family.” 

      “Says the girl who fled her home in the dead of night, against her family’s wishes.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, okay, but I’m right about this. I know I am. They can’t make me marry him. I won’t.” 

      Radulf sighed, then looked over at the tent village below us. “Let’s… get inside. You must be hungry. I can feed you, at least, and you can spend the night here. But tomorrow—”

      I jabbed a finger at him. “—you gave me your word.” 

      “I told you I wouldn’t send you back, and I won’t. I’m going to ask you to go back on your own.” 

      “I won’t, Radulf. I can’t. Please, don’t make me.” 

      Radulf stared at me for a long moment. He then smiled, draped an arm across my shoulder, and started walking me down the mountain pass that led toward the village. Tallin followed, though I could tell he wasn’t sure whether he wanted to stay close to us, or lag behind. Both were clearly perilous choices because there were Moon Children ahead of him and behind him. 

      Despite my brother’s assurance that he wouldn’t get eaten, Tallin didn’t seem convinced.

      “Aren’t you going to ask whose blood is on my lips?” I asked as we made our way down the mountain path.

      “I know whose blood that is,” he said.

      “And?”

      “And what.” 

      “Whoever it was attacked me… he said the Moon Children had no Princess.” 

      “And they don’t. They follow me because I’m their Alpha. They’ll still respect you while you’re here, don’t worry about that.” 

      “I was ambushed in the forest. That doesn’t sound like respect.” 

      “On the contrary. One of our young wolves decided to challenge you… that tells me a few things. One, the wolf you faced is questioning his place in the pack, and in our world. And two, he thought you were a worthy enough opponent that he’d earn honor and respect by defeating you.” 

      “Don’t you mean kill me?” 

      Radulf smiled. “What happened there was a rite of passage. For him, and for you. You wanted to come to our village. Now, you’ve spilled blood at our shores… for the first time in your life, Amara, you’ve entered the village of the Moon Children as one of us.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Welcome home, little sister.”

      “I guess that makes me feel a bit better,” I said. “I hope he doesn’t try to kill me in my sleep, though.” 

      “He won’t. His pride has been hurt, he’s still one of the runts of the pack, so he’ll have to find someone else to challenge.” 

      “That challenge has to be a wolf, right?” Tallin ventured. 

      A pause.

      “Right?” Tallin prompted.

      “No,” Radulf said, a cheeky grin on his face. “They can’t challenge you.” 

      My stomach rumbled as we reached the bottom of the hill. Already I could hear the sounds of life coming from the village itself. There were Fae here, thousands of them living their lives. Some were skinning the flesh off fresh kills, while others cooked the meat from their bones. There were children too, zipping around tents playing tag, and hide and seek. 

      Everyone I looked at had a wary expression to give me, which made a change from total and utter adoration. Radulf, on the other hand, was met with a slight turning up of the neck, followed by a tug on the collar of whatever top they were wearing.

      It was a symbol of submission, of reverence for their Alpha. 

      A slight nod from Radulf was all it took for the Fae to go back to whatever they had been doing before they had crossed paths with him. There was no conversation, no requests for a blessing, and no running off to tell their families they had just seen the Princess, or the King, or the Queen.

      There was an undercurrent of quiet respect that moved through this place, and I absolutely loved it.

      Radulf showed Tallin and me to his large, main tent, the entrance to which was flanked by tall, strong looking Fae covered in war paint and markings. They nodded at their Alpha as we went past and moved through the curtains to get inside. Already I could smell food. Hot food. My stomach rumbled again. 

      “Take a seat,” Radulf said, “Make yourself comfortable.” 

      Before me was a long, black, furry carpet made from the skin of what looked like a massive, dead bear. Its substantially large head was mounted at the top of the tent, overlooking the gathering area on which the rug lay. There were bean bags here, small tables with bowls filled with dried fruits on them, and it was warm, too—far warmer than I would have expected, considering this was a tent.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, “Won’t people get weird about me being here?” 

      “Relax, Amara. Like I said, you’re home. I will go and fetch you both something to eat.” 

      “Thank you,” Tallin said, taking a seat on one of the bean bags and making himself comfortable. I nodded at my brother and joined Tallin, sitting opposite him and allowing my muscles and bones to relax. I hadn’t realized how much pain I was in until I sat down. After a moment, I didn’t think I would be able to get up again.

      “You look tense,” Tallin said. “Tenser than usual.” 

      “I think he’s going to send me back…” I said. “I hope it’s not true, but I just have a feeling.” 

      “Let’s just… see what happens, okay?” 

      I nodded, and out of the corner of my eye, I caught a fluttering of strange, green light. When I turned to look at it, it was gone. I could still hear it, though—it was like a twinkle, a weird, almost sparkling sound. I felt a tug along the back of my head, and when I ran my hand through my hair, I felt something, only I wasn’t sure what.

      “What… the hell?” I asked, as I tried to make sense of what I was touching.

      “Hey, now,” came a voice I hadn’t heard in a long time. “Easy with the grabby hands! Is that any way to greet your aunt?” 

      “Gullie?!”  

      “Hey, kiddo.” 

      “Gullie!”

      A little green-haired Pixie shot out of my hair and held her place in front of my face, hovering in the air on her pearlescent, semi-translucent butterfly wings. She placed a hand on her hip and angled her head to the side. “So? What’s a princess like you doing in a dump like this?”
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      Gullie’s small, shimmering form radiated green light from a distance. It wasn’t until she got close enough to you that you could see her features, and while a soft halo of green remained, it wasn’t so overpowering that you couldn’t look at her directly. She held her form in the air with those butterfly wings of hers and looked at me with big, inquisitive eyes. 

      “I wouldn’t call this place a dump,” I said, “It’s charming.” 

      “I was only messing,” she said, smiling brightly. “My Gods how you’ve grown… you get bigger every time I see you.” 

      One of my eyebrows climbed, all by itself. “Bigger?”  

      “You know what I mean. Stronger. Leaner. It’s all that training you’re doing, isn’t it?” 

      “I think the word you’re looking for is escaping, and my parents hate it.” 

      “I mean, I guess I know a little bit about that.” 

      “A little?” 

      “Oh, your mother likes to check in with me pretty much daily, so, I have an idea how things are going. If I also had to hazard a guess, she doesn’t know you’re in our company?”   

      “No…”

      Gullie tapped the side of her nose. “I won’t tell her,” she said. 

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Gullie.” 

      “You don’t have to thank me. I’m the cool aunt. How lame would I be if I ratted you out?” 

      “Pretty lame… almost as lame as calling yourself my cool aunt,” I added, a slight grin curling the corners of my mouth.

      The little Pixie frowned. “Well, if I’m not your cool aunt, then I don’t really have a reason not to call your mother right now and let her know where you are? She’s probably worried sick.” 

      “No, no, no. Please don’t do that,” I begged. “She probably already knows where I am. I’d be surprised if she hasn’t sent half the kingdom to retrieve me already.”  

      “I wouldn’t be either. She’s pretty extra like that.” 

      “Extra?”

      “Yeah… it’s a word from Earth.” 

      “I know what it is… I’m just surprised you know it.” 

      Gullie gave me a sly smile. “Cool aunt, remember?” 

      I rolled my eyes. “Unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head. “Hey, where’s Melina? Is she around?” 

      “Unfortunately, no, my lovely wife is out on patrol at the edge of the forest. She should be back tomorrow morning if you want to have breakfast with us?” 

      “Yeah… I think I’d really like that. It’ll take my mind off… everything.” 

      She lowered her head. “Yeah. Like I said, I kind of know a bit about what’s been going on… honestly, I don’t blame you for leaving.” 

      “You don’t?” 

      “Your mother would’ve probably done the same. Hell, she kind of did do the same.” 

      “What?”

      “I mean, she was accused of murder at the time, so we didn’t have a choice but to flee the castle.” 

      “What?! Murder? Why haven’t I been told about this?” 

      Gullie’s hand shot to her mouth. “Oops. I probably shouldn’t have said that.” 

      “When was my mother accused of murder?” 

      “I guess she never told you about that part of her journey… don’t worry about it.”

      “What do you mean, don’t worry about it?” 

      “Seriously, don’t worry about it. The important thing is, your mother was just as much a fighter as you are. She would be running away from the Royal Selection to make a point right now, too.” 

      “I’m not just trying to make a point. Or… I guess I am. I just don’t want them to dictate how I live my life. It’s not right.” 

      “It’s not. And she’s on your side, believe it or not. There’s just very little she can do, given the circumstances.” 

      I paused. “What circumstances?” 

      Gullie slammed her hand against her mouth again. “Fuck,” she mumbled. 

      I scooted closer to her. “Gullie… if something’s happening, I need to know.” 

      “Nothing’s happening,” she said, but the way she turned her face to the side and refused to look me in the eyes told me otherwise. 

      “Really? Why don’t I believe that for a second?” 

      “I don’t know. But there’s really nothing to it… I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “You speak to my mother every day—you know exactly what’s going on.” 

      “And even if I did,” she said, looking at me, “I couldn’t tell you. You just have to trust your parents that they know what they’re doing.” 

      “I don’t believe that.” I shook my head. “I’m starting to feel like everyone is in on some big, cosmic secret but me, and it’s getting really frustrating.” 

      “I know. Believe me, I know. But you just need to—”

      “—please, don’t tell me to trust my parents.” 

      “I’m going to say it, because it’s true.” 

      “How can me marrying some Royal Selection idiot be such a big deal to everyone but me? Why does no one think I deserve to know the reason?” 

      Gullie sighed. “For the record, I think you do. So does your mother.” 

      “It’s my father that’s keeping something hidden from me then, isn’t it?” 

      “You know what our father is like,” came Radulf’s voice. He entered the tent with a couple of bowls in his hand. Both bowls were filled with a kind of warm stew, fingers of mouth-watering steam rising from them. He set one bowl down in front of Tallin, who wasted no time digging in, then he handed another bowl over to me. 

      It smelled delicious, and I also didn’t waste much time digging in, savoring the first few bites of meat and potatoes like it was the first meal I’d had in my entire life. “Did you make this?” I asked, my mouth partially full.

      “I did make it,” Radulf said. “I hope you enjoy it.” 

      “I am.” 

      “Me too,” Tallin said, “Although… I hesitate to ask what’s in it.”

      “It’s probably best if you don’t.”

      “Did the beast have the capacity to speak, or really think?” 

      Radulf smiled. “No.” 

      “Oh, good,” Tallin said, and he continued to tuck in. 

      My brother turned his eyes on me again. “Have you made your first kill, yet?” he asked.

      I almost choked on my stew. When I recovered, I shook my head. “Not yet.” 

      “Why haven’t you? Your first change was moons ago.” 

      “I just haven’t. It’s not something I want to do.” 

      Radulf frowned. “You will. I could teach you, if you wanted me to. Show you what beasts to hunt, and how to hunt them.” 

      “Do I have to?” 

      “I don’t know if you have to, but one day, you’ll want to. It’s only natural. Sinking your teeth into an animal and feeling the blood pour out of its veins until it dies… there’s nothing quite like it.” 

      “It sounds horrible,” I said.

      “It’s nature. We are the predators out there… we were meant to hunt. How can you crave adventure and yet shun the very notion of killing another living creature?” 

      “How do you know I crave adventure?” 

      “It’s why you’re here.” 

      “I’m here because I’m done with the Royal Selection.” 

      “Yes, but you are also here because, like the wolf who attacked you out in the forest earlier, you are questioning your place in our pack. If the Royal Selection wasn’t your main bone to pick with our parents, you would have found another one, and another one, and another one. You want to figure out where you stand with them.” 

      “I also don’t want to marry some royal idiot.” 

      “That is also a valid reason not to want to partake in the Selection. But running away from your problems does nothing toward solving them.” 

      “I didn’t come here for a lecture, Radulf. I came here to ask you to help me.” 

      “And how am I supposed to do that?” 

      “I don’t know. You’re my big brother. I can just stay here, with you. If you really want to, you can teach me how to hunt.” 

      “Mother will come looking for you.” 

      “Yes.”

      “And so will father.” 

      “I know.” 

      “I can’t keep them out of my village forever, Amara. I really do think the best thing you can do is confront them yourself.” 

      “I have. So many times.” 

      “That’s my Dee,” Gullie said, “Still as stubborn as ever.”  

      “But there’s more than that, isn’t there?” I asked, “You just told me there was.” I looked up at Radulf. “What secret is everyone hiding from me?” 

      Radulf frowned, breathed deep, and exhaled. “I can’t.” 

      I set my plate down, stood up, and walked up to him. “Not you, too…” I said, feeling suddenly defeated.

      “Mother and father have not told me much, but I know I can’t get involved.” 

      “So, all that stuff you said earlier, about how this was my home… when mother and father show up, you’re just going to let them take me?” 

      “I intend to mediate discussions between the three of you, because it’s pretty clear none of you seem to know how to properly talk to each other.” 

      “That’s not true. I’ve been nothing but honest with them, and with all of you. All I get back though are cloaks and daggers. I want to know what’s happening—I deserve to know.” 

      “I’m going to do everything in my power to help you. I promise. But you can’t run forever, Amara. You know that.” 

      I felt like sinking into the ground beneath my feet. First my parents, then Gullie, now Radulf. It felt like everyone was aligned against me, like there was no way out of this except through the Royal Selection, with a ring on my finger and some pompous noble Fae for a husband. Was that really my only choice? Was I the idiot for not trusting my parents and the other people around me? 

      Gullie landed on my shoulder and sent a small dusting of her Pixie magic my way. I felt instantly better, but also worse. I couldn’t describe it. “Cheer up, kiddo,” she said. “Everything’s going to work out. I know it will.” 

      “You’re supposed to say that,” I said, “You’re the up-beat one.” 

      “I think you mean the cool one.” 

      I rolled my eyes and smiled. I couldn’t help myself. Gullie had a way of lifting people when they were at their worst, and I truly felt like I was at my worst right now. It didn’t matter if it was going to happen in an hour, or in a week, but at some point, my parents were going to show up and I was going to have to go back with them.

      I couldn’t put Radulf in a sticky situation because of me—there was no way. Sooner or later, that meant, I was going to have to face the music. I was going to have to get married to Lord Cyr, or some other noble arse-hat. My energy was probably better spent getting used to that idea and making peace with it.

      The sooner I did that, the sooner I would figure out how to navigate whatever my life was about to become. 

      After finishing my bowl of food, Radulf led Tallin and me into a small tent off to the side of the main one. It was cozy, and warm. There were a pair of beds, many, many furs, and some trinkets and charms that hung from the tent’s wooden supports. 

      Radulf smiled at me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “You know that I love you more than anything,” he said.

      I frowned at him. “Where did that come from?” I asked, suddenly taken a little aback.

      “I just don’t know if you hear it enough.” 

      “People tell me my family loves me all the time. Mother says it often.” 

      “Mother and I are part human. Father… is not. He has trouble with his emotions, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t there.” 

      I shook my head. “I just wish they all trusted me enough to tell me what was really going on. You can’t tell me everything’s alright anymore. I won’t believe it.” 

      He smiled again and squeezed my shoulder. “Get some rest,” he said. “You need to recover your strength.” 

      Turning around, Radulf headed toward the edge of the tent. He craned his neck over his shoulder and smiled at me once more. “It really has been good to see you,” he said. 

      I smiled at him. “Yeah… and I guess I do kind of want to go hunting with you.” 

      “You do?” 

      “Yes, but only with you… if that’s okay.” 

      “Aren’t you afraid you’ll hurt mother’s feelings if you don’t let her take you on your first hunt?” 

      “I think she’ll understand.” 

      Radulf nodded. “Goodnight, little wolfling.” 

      “Goodnight,” I echoed.

      With that, he was gone, and Tallin and I were left alone in the room. He was already making himself comfortable on the pile of furs. When he was done making himself comfortable, he looked up at me. “It has truly been a long day,” he said.

      “Day, night… who’s to say anymore?” I asked.

      “Perhaps it would be best if we took things one day at a time from now on?” 

      I nodded. “That might not be a bad idea. At least until things settle.” 

      “Whenever they do… know that I will be there with you.” 

      I walked over to him and rubbed the space between his antlers. “Thanks, Tallin. And likewise.” 

      Tallin tucked his head into his paws and almost immediately began to snuffle. He was exhausted, the poor thing. I was, too, but I was a lot bigger than he was. He really had given me way more of himself than I could have ever asked for. 

      Feeling the weight of exhaustion starting to fall over my shoulders, I let myself rest on the bed I had been given. I wrapped myself up in warm furs almost immediately, shutting my eyes as soon as I felt like I was comfortable. If my parents were here by the time I woke up again, I wouldn’t be surprised. I couldn’t think about that right now, though. 

      I couldn’t think about anything.

      There was only the warmth, the encroaching dark, and my aching bones.

      And then a spine-tingling voice whispered into the space between my ears just loudly enough to wake me up with a start. “Amara.”  

      I perked up, noticing instantly that the tent was way darker than it should’ve been. I couldn’t hear anyone, I couldn’t see… anything. Nothing. It was pitch dark… save for a soft, purple mist that seemed to be crawling along the ground.

      I looked over at the bed next to mine. Tallin wasn’t there.

      “Who said that?” I asked.

      “The one who will give you what you desire most,” came the reply, soft, and distant, and yet spoken directly into my brain, it seemed like.

      I felt like I couldn’t resist, or maybe I didn’t want to. Slowly, I got up and out of bed, stepping into the purple mist… and I followed it out of the tent.
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      I was dreaming—or maybe I wasn’t. I couldn’t tell. The tent I had woken up in was as dark and as quiet as the world beyond it. Tallin was nowhere to be found, neither was my brother, or Gullie, or anyone for that matter. I felt alone, standing on the frozen dirt, with tendrils of purple mist coiling around my ankles. 

      “Hello?” I called out, but there was no answer, no reply. 

      Slowly, I ventured further away from my tent, trying to find signs of life. I couldn’t believe that the village I had come to, a village that was so full of life, and sound, and movement was as deathly still as it was right now. This had to be a dream.

      Right?

      I couldn’t tell, and that made me nervous. I could feel panic’s cold hand closing around my throat, but I didn’t let it take me under. I needed to keep my cool, regain my composure, and figure out what in the world was going on. 

      “Amara,” came a soft, feminine voice. It was the same one that had woken me up. 

      “Who said that?” I asked, turning sharply on my heel once, twice. All I could see were dark, empty tents. There was no one out here.

      “This way,” said the voice, and I watched as the soft, purple glow begin to rise in intensity, then fall again. 

      There was a path between the tents, where the mist was at its thickest. That was where the light had come from. Every instinct in my body told me this was a bad idea, that I was headed for trouble of some kind, but I also felt drawn to it. Compelled to follow the trail and the voice to its source.

      I couldn’t decide whether or not I was totally in control of my own actions. Then again, this was possibly a dream. If it was, then it was the most vivid dream I could remember… well, the second most vivid dream.

      I followed the mist and the gently pulsing light, moving through the tents until I saw the source of the mist and the light. There was an opening in the side of the mountain, at the outermost edge of the village. The opening sparkled and shimmered with purple light, but also green, now. Little dancing motes of emerald, and jade, and lilac ducked in and out of the mist emanating from the mouth of the cave. 

      “This is a bad idea,” I said, and I shook my head as hard as I could, trying to jerk myself awake.

      “You are not dreaming, Amara,” came the voice. The shimmering lights sparkled more brightly as she spoke.

      “Who are you?” I called out.

      “A friend. You need not fear me.” 

      “I’m not afraid of you.” 

      “Then come and join me. We have much to discuss.” 

      “Down there? You must think I’m an idiot.” 

      “You are right to be wary, Princess. But I have something you want.” 

      I paused. “And what’s that?” 

      “A way out.” 

      I didn’t have to ask for more information. The tone of her voice, the intensity of her words, I knew what she meant. Even though this only served to make me even more suspicious, I couldn’t deny I felt almost entirely drawn to it now. It was as if that cave opening had its own gravity, and I was being pulled toward it, inevitably, inexorably, and totally. 

      I couldn’t help myself, I approached the opening of the cave and carefully stepped through. The mist was thicker, here. It filled the space I was walking through, making it difficult to see where I was going. 

      The little balls of light danced around me, caressing the edges of my skin. As they went past my ears, I thought I could hear them humming, singing, maybe even giggling. They calmed me, disarmed me a little—just enough to help me make the rest of the trip into this cave.

      The tunnel opened up ahead, leading me into a chamber lit by torches that burned with purple light. The mist that had been clinging to me fell, all at once, and pooled at my feet where it was so thick, I couldn’t see the ground I was walking on. A scent tickled my nostrils; something familiar that I knew I should be able to place, but for some reason, I couldn’t. 

      “Hello?” I asked, looking around me. All I could see were the torches. Occasionally, a small ball of green or pink light would jump out of the mist around me, only to dip right back into it a moment later. 

      “Welcome, Princess,” came the voice. It came from behind me, and caused every single one of the hairs on my arms to stand on their ends.

      I spun around, my heart wedged inside of my throat, and there I saw a woman. She was standing at the entrance to this cavern, as if she had climbed out of the mist. The woman was shorter than I was, and yet she seemed to fill the entire room. She had dark hair, and even darker eyes, lips that were painted black, and skin as white as snow itself. Around her neck and wrist hung items of jewelry that looked entirely handmade—bones, leather throngs, and even animal teeth. 

      She pulled down the hood of the furry white cloak she was wearing, and I realized she had no antlers, but she had pointed ears. One of those ears looked like it was missing a tip, as if it had been cut off, or bitten off. A line of gnarly, scar tissue ran down along the side of her face, from her cheek all the way down to her collarbone. She made no attempts at hiding any of this.

      “Who are you?” I asked. 

      “Like I said… a friend.”

      “I would like to know your name.” 

      “What is a name but another shackle keeping us tied to a place, or a person?” Whenever she spoke, it was with soft, strong confidence. Every word carefully chosen, every sentence well crafted, every important word emphasized. She spoke like a noble, like a diplomat, but she looked like a Moon Child.

      “That’s not cryptic at all.” 

      “I don’t mean to misdirect, Princess. I have many names, none of which are important right now.” 

      “I feel like I should be the judge of that.” 

      “Judge all you like… regardless, I am at your service.” 

      I frowned. “What are you talking about? And what is this place?” 

      “This…” said the woman, “Is a place of power. It is my sacred place.” 

      “Where is everyone? Why is the Moon Child village quiet?” 

      “You have many questions,” she said, walking up to me, and then past me. I hadn’t realized until now, or maybe it hadn’t been there before, but there was a stone slab sitting inside of the ring of purple torches. “But… they are a deflection.” 

      “Deflection?”

      “You know why you are here.” 

      “I don’t. I’m not even sure I really am here. This feels like a dream.” 

      “And it is. In part. I am speaking to you through our connection, our bond.” 

      I frowned at her. “What bond?” 

      “A bond forged before your birth, dear child. I could not reach you while you remained in the castle, but now that you are with our people in such a powerful place, we may speak, and we must speak.”

      I swallowed hard. A lot was going on, and I didn’t have all the answers I wanted, or needed—not yet. But something about this whole thing was starting to feel like it was a lot bigger than what I could see, and hear, and smell. 

      “What… what do we have to talk about?” I ventured.

      “You have a wish,” she said. “I can grant it… but you must ask, first.” 

      “I don’t understand.” 

      “You do. Search your feelings, Amara. Speak from the heart.” 

      I took a deep breath. “This has something to do with the Selection, doesn’t it?” 

      The woman nodded. “It does.” 

      “You said… you could give me a way out. Is that true?” 

      Her lips curled into a smile, and she extended her hands. “I can.” 

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that here, in this place of power, I can sever the bonds of Fate and make it so you no longer have to take part in the Selection. I can cut the ties that bind you and set you truly free. Free to be the person you want to be, to explore this world and any other that you like in the way that you see fit. I am the hammer that breaks your chains, child.” 

      I shook my head. “How can any of that be possible?”

      “It is not impossible. Our people are powerful mystics… we tug on the strings of Fate, we commune with the spirits of this world, and we take the form of wolves. You lack the skills to unravel Fate’s power over you, but I don’t, and I can use those skills to give you what you want.” 

      I watched her closely, trying to figure out if she was lying, or trying to misdirect me. Radulf had told me that there was no one powerful enough to redirect fate… he could have been lying to me though. Her face was stone, her expression impossible to read, and her scent… I still couldn’t place it. I knew what it was, but when I searched my mind for the answer, I couldn’t reach it. 

      And still, I felt compelled to push forward.

      “How do I know this isn’t a trick?” I asked.

      “You wish for me to take you out of the Selection,” she said, “I can do exactly that.”

      I paused. “How?” 

      “I need only a memory.” 

      “A memory?” 

      She nodded. “A memory. Whether it is good or bad is of no importance, all that matters is that it is a strong memory—something powerful, and rich with emotion.” 

      Part of me, a big part of me, didn’t trust what was happening here. That same part of me wanted to turn tail and get out of this place. Standing here, listening to this woman felt wrong, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that what I really felt like I was doing was disappointing my father. 

      What would he think if I was suddenly taken out of the Selection? How would he react? He would be furious, and it would irreparably damage our relationship. But was that really worse than what he was trying to put me through? It didn’t take long for me to arrive at the conclusion that, no, what I knew I needed was more important than what he wanted for me.

      Maybe that was selfish.

      Maybe that was foolish.

      Eventually, we would talk about it and figure it out, like adults. As equals.

      “I have one,” I said.

      “A strong one?” 

      I nodded. “It’s a nightmare, the first I can remember. There were no demons in this one, no frozen monsters chasing me or leaping out of my wardrobe or from under my bed. But it still infects my dreams sometimes, and it does so more than others.” 

      “Good… tell me.”

      “I’m… in the woods. Running for my life, calling out to my parents, my brother… anyone. But no one can hear me because I’m lost. I’ve wandered too far, and I don’t know what to do, or where to go.” 

      “We all fear being lost, child.” 

      “Sometimes I worry that my fear goes deeper than that.” 

      “You fear being alone,” she said.

      “I don’t… I like being alone. I think better when I’m alone.” 

      “But have you truly been alone, Amara? Or has there always been someone there, beside you? A parent… a pledged sword, or a teacher… a companion, perhaps?” 

      “I guess.” 

      “You have never truly been alone, Amara. There has always been someone there, waiting for you, expecting you, or ready to jump out at a moment’s notice to protect you. That you might find yourself truly alone is the source of the fear that stems from this dream. It is a fear you have not yet confronted.” 

      I shook my head. “Maybe. Whatever. I just don’t want the dream anymore… you can have it.” 

      “I cannot take this memory, child… I feel you have need of it still.” The words shuddered up my spine, it should have given me more than enough reason to run, but I had gone too far to turn back now.

      “Ok… a happy one then.” I searched my childhood memories, painfully settling on one of my father, back when we didn’t argue about everything. 

      “I’m about 6 years old. Sat at a small, aggressively pink, round table, my father sitting crossed-legged across from me. I’m serving him tea from a silver tea set.”

      The woman raised one hand, pinched her fingers together, and snatched a purple thread from out of the air. “Continue,” she said.

      "There’s no tea of course, it’s only air in his cup, but he’s pretending it’s the best air he’s ever had. My mother is sewing in front of a roaring fire nearby, chuckling to herself, while my father rubs his stomach and smacks his lips.” 

      She snatched another purple thread with her other hand, and then she joined the two in a knot in the air. I could see the threads where they joined, but I couldn’t see where they ended—it was like they disappeared into the cavern walls.

      “My brother must have felt left out,” I continued, “Because after the fourth ‘yum’ he decides he wants to join the tea party, but he’s too rough and knocks over the teapot, so I start crying. And father swoops in to cradle me and calm the tears…”

      Tears threatened to spill from my eyes again as I finished recounting the memory, now regretting every argument I’d had with him in recent years. But it was done.

      The woman nodded. “Gladly, I take your memory,” she said, “With it, I conjure the spirits of this place to bind Fate itself into these threads.” 

      She then let go of the two threads she had just joined, reached into her cloak, and produced a small, ornate looking dagger. It glimmered and shimmered with the light around it, as if it was made of glass, instead of steel. Then, without much fanfare at all, the woman sliced the threads with her knife. 

      “With this knife,” she continued, locking her eyes with mine, “The strands of Fate are cut… Amara Wolfsbane, you are free.” 

      I frowned, blinking away the tears. “Free? Just like that—”

      I woke up with a start, the word that, on my lips. I could hear people, voices, pots and pans clanking, Fae talking to one another, the sizzle of meat and cooking vegetables on a hot plate. I smacked my dry lips and sat upright. My head throbbed—I felt like I had just been hit with a rock—but I felt… different. 

      Something was different.

      Glancing at the other side of the room, I saw Tallin sleeping on his bed of furs. Smiling, I got up, walked over to him, and gently rubbed the space between his antlers. Sleepily, Tallin opened his eyes, also smacked his lips, looked up at me… and screamed.
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      “Tallin, calm down!” I said, yanking my hand away. “You’re having a bad dream, or something.” 

      Tallin scrambled away from me and stared, his fur bristling, his nostrils flaring. “What are you doing in my tent?!” he yelled.

      “What? I slept here, right next to you.” 

      “Guards! Help!” 

      I backed away from Tallin. “I don’t know what kind of horrible dream you were having, but I’m going to stand over here, okay? It’s me. Tallin, it’s me.”

      “How do you know my name?” he asked, frowning.

      My heart surged into my throat and started hammering against the sides of my neck. “I…” I paused, “Because we’re friends… I’m your friend, remember?” 

      The little Winter Sprite started at me, his guard still up, his hackles raised. “I do not know who you are,” he said. 

      My blood froze in my veins. My stomach felt like it had fallen through a hole in my body and landed on the ground with a thud. “What are you talking about?” 

      “Get out of my tent, at once.” 

      I slowly shook my head. “You know me… I know you know me.” 

      “I do not know who you are, and I have already called the guards, so you had better leave or you are going to be in a lot of trouble.” 

      “Tallin…” I said, trailing off. 

      I could hear footsteps, and heavy breathing. Tallin was right, guards were coming, and I was stuck inside a tent. Fear took hold of me, panic worming its way into my gut and making itself comfortable, like a snake made of ice. I rushed toward the tent door and peered outside just in time to see two Fae moving quickly toward me. 

      One of them had a knife in hand, while the other looked to me about to take on his wolf form. “You!” the one with the knife called out, “Stop!” 

      I started to run, heading straight for Radulf’s tent. It wasn’t far from this one, I was basically next to it, so after only a few moments of running, I made it in through the main flap. It was breakfast, and there were many Fae sitting around the communal area with bowls in their hands. Some of them had already heard the commotion and were starting to get up to investigate by the time I made it through.

      They all looked at me with a mix of fear and suspicion on their faces. One of them even yelled—“she’s in here!” 

      “Radulf!” I called out. “I need to speak with my brother!” 

      “Stop her,” came shouts from somewhere outside the tent. “Don’t let her get to the Alpha!” 

      Some of the men in the tent were already making moves to get in front and around me, stopping me from getting any further into the tent. Realizing I didn’t have many options, I decided to barge my way past them, knocking one of them down into the group of people who were trying to back away from me.

      One of the other Fae tried to grapple me, but I ducked underneath him and used his weight to toss him across my back and send him into the center of the long, low table everyone had been eating at. The table broke apart, bowls of stew went flying into the air, and people screamed. 

      That was when Radulf made it out of his tent. He was still tugging down his shirt when he arrived, rolling his shoulders, his muscles tense. He laid eyes on me, and for a moment I felt relief. Here was Radulf, my big brother. Whatever was happening, he could help. I knew he could. 

      But that relief quickly turned to dread when he jabbed a finger at me. “I don’t know how you got in here,” he growled, “But I’m going to give you one chance to surrender.” 

      “Radulf, it’s me! Something is happening, you have to help me.” 

      “Who are you?!” he barked.

      “Amara! I’m your sister. Please tell me you know who I am.” 

      “I have a sister, but you are not her.” 

      “What?!” My heartrate elevated, the beats now coming dizzyingly quickly. “I’m your sister… I’m Amara.” 

      “I already told you, you are not my sister. Whoever you are, you have unlawfully entered our village, and you will suffer the consequences of your actions.”

      “Radulf!” I begged, tears threatening to spill down my cheeks, but Radulf was done talking.

      He lunged at me, his mighty form bearing down on me like a snow-boulder. I had never found myself on the receiving end of my brother’s furious attacks, but as scared and confused as I was, I knew I had to defend myself, and quickly. 

      I backed away from him, letting his punches fall just short of my face. I felt the force of his swing as it cut through the air in front of me, and I knew, I could not let one of those land, or I might not get back up again. 

      He threw another punch, and I ducked underneath it, this time spotting a way past him. I scurried around him while he followed through with the swing, and then I was moving, racing out of his tent and barging past the fresh couple of Fae who had moved in to try to block my escape. 

      A wolf came charging up at me from between a couple of small tents, and I had to launch myself into the air and vault over it to avoid getting impaled on its huge, sharp teeth. When I landed, I threw myself to the ground, took on my own wolf form, and started running as quickly as I could. 

      I didn’t know where I was going, at first—the place was a mess of tents, startled Fae, and guards trying to stop me from leaving. I wanted to find the cave I had entered in my dream, but no matter which way I looked, I couldn’t spot it. I also couldn’t smell it, which was odd, considering my nose never missed a single scent. 

      I tried to focus on it, to remember it, to wrap myself up in the aroma that purple mist gave off, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t follow it, because it wasn’t there. It was nowhere.

      “She’s over there!” someone yelled. 

      I ducked under a tent flap, raced through it, and shot out of the other side, but not before crashing into everyone and everything inside and making a horrible mess.

      “Stop her!” I heard Radulf call out over the commotion. 

      That hurt. My own brother wanted to apprehend me; he had wanted to punch me. What the hell was happening? It was as if nobody knew who I was, as if nobody remembered me. No. Wait. It was worse than that. 

      Radulf had said he had a sister, and that I wasn’t her.

      Was I supposed to believe that? How was that even possible? Maybe I was dreaming again; maybe, if I shook my head hard enough, I would wake myself up and all of this would be over. Everything would go back to the way it was. 

      But that wasn’t how the world worked.

      I bolted out of the tent and decided to make my way toward the mountain pass and the portal out of here. It was the only way to go, now. I wasn’t safe here. Not anymore. I had to get out of the village of the Moon Children and then go… somewhere. 

      Anywhere.

      Anywhere but here.

      I ran up along the mountain side at full pelt, knowing full well I was being followed by Radulf and some of his people. A buzzing green light shot past my ears and went racing up ahead of me, leaving a trail of Pixie dust for me to inhale. Instantly the cloud tickled my nostrils, and within only a manner of seconds came the first sneeze of a violent fit. 

      “Gullie!” I yelled, “What are you doing?!” 

      But the Pixie didn’t respond. Instead, she flew off to the side, away from the mountain pass—away from me. I kept running even as I continued to sneeze. It was impossible to keep my eyes open, and I found it incredibly difficult to stay steady with my nose constantly going off like that. I was slowing down, but that was what Gullie had meant to do.

      Slow me down so my brother could catch up to me.

      But I wouldn’t slow down. I refused. I wasn’t going to let them catch me, because to them, I was an interloper, an invader, someone who didn’t belong here. Who was to say what they would do to me? Staying here was a bad idea—I had to make it to the portal. I had to throw my head back, howl, and get myself away from the Moon Children; as far away as I could.

      And that was what I did.

      Though my brother was hot on my heels, I made it to the circle of stones. After sneezing once more for good measure, I arched my neck and howled high, long, and deep. The portal activated, my stomach churned, and when I opened my eyes again, I was in the woods; the same woods I had run through to get here in the first place.

      I didn’t wait, even for a moment. 

      I ran, and I ran, and I ran. With my head down and my limbs pushing me as hard as they could, I shot through the forest, taking a detour from the main path and heading for the small creek not far from the portal. The Moon Children used the trickling stream to wash away their scents and confuse pursuers trying to get into the village. 

      I used it to confuse my brother and the Moon Children pursuing me.

      Though the water was cold, I only had to bear it for a few moments before I made it to the other side. I cast one look across my shoulder and listened to the hunting pack’s threatening howls before deciding I couldn’t take another second of it. I kept running, avoiding the main road and sticking to the deeper, more dangerous parts of the woods.

      Where are you going, Amara? I asked myself. What are you doing? What is happening? 

      And then…

      What did you do?

      That last question hit me hard. It made my insides freeze as they had in the dream. It made me slow down and start panting, breathing heavily like I was about to have a heart attack. What if it wasn’t a dream? It had to have been. It felt like one. But here I was, in the woods, running for my life—running from my friends, my brother, my home. 

      I was alone in the woods, by myself, with nowhere to go and no one to turn to.

      I was lost.

      And it was all my fault.

      Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was jumping to conclusions, skipping ahead. I wanted to believe that. I wanted more than anything to believe that. But now that I was out of the village and on the other side of the creek, I couldn’t ignore the fact that the world smelled… different. It felt different. It even looked a little different.

      There weren’t words to describe what I felt, not words that I knew at any rate. It was a feeling, something in my gut, in the pit of my stomach. Something that told me everything had changed in ways I couldn’t possibly even begin to comprehend. 

      Everything.

      Once I felt like I had left the hunting party behind, I pulled myself up to my feet and continued on foot. A wolf scent was a lot stronger than a Fae scent, so if I wanted to avoid them, this was the best mode of travel. I was lucky I had gone to sleep in my cloak, otherwise I would have been freezing out here. 

      Stopping for a moment to catch my breath, to think, to cry… I did all I could to try to recover my composure. I couldn’t believe what had just happened, but I wasn’t waking up from this nightmare, either. It was no longer just a memory of a bad dream, it had become reality.

      You have need of it still. The creepy words that woman had said when I told her the dream pushed themselves forcibly to the front of my brain.

      “Pull yourself together, Amara,” I said to myself. “Think. Don’t let the panic overtake you. Think.” 

      The problem was, there was far too much to think about. Too many questions, and not enough answers. Zero answers, to be precise. I needed to find some, but I didn’t know where to start looking. The cave was gone, and I hadn’t been able to trace the scent. I didn’t have a single lead to go on, nor a compass to guide me toward one.

      “What the hell am I going to do?” I asked myself, my hot breath coming out in steamy clouds.

      That was when I saw it. A shape in the woods—dark, and humanoid, and moving amidst the trees. I couldn’t quite get a read on who, or what, it was, not from here. Figuring there was a chance I hadn’t been spotted yet, I moved around behind the tree I had been standing next to and watched the figure approach.

      Then I heard it speak.

      “Amara?!” came a voice that was familiar, and yet entirely out of place all the way out here in the forest. “Is that you?” 

      I shook my head and put my hand up against my mouth. This was some kind of trick—it had to be. 

      “Princess!”

      I swallowed hard, and against all of my instincts, I came out from behind the tree… and there he was. Valerian. He was wearing a black cloak over his shoulders, his silver hair held up in a top-knot, away from his antlers, and he had a sword in his hand, but it was him.

      “I’m not going to fall for it,” I said, my voice quaking. “You can’t trick me again!” 

      Valerian stopped his approach. When he saw me, he sheathed his sword. “It’s you…” he said.

      I stared at him through the light flurry of snow falling all around us, scanning him, waiting for the wind to carry his scent over to me. It was him. It really was Valerian. His scent, unlike that of the rest of the world, was totally unchanged. 

      “What… are you doing all the way out here?” I asked.

      Valerian paused. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
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      Backing up a step, I shook my head. “This… doesn’t make any sense,” I said, puffs of warm steam forming around my lips. It was afternoon, I had been asleep for a long time, but the sun’s rays still found their way through the trees, creating shafts of light between Valerian and me. “You shouldn’t be here,” I added.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” he said, his voice low, and a little gruff. “I am exactly where I’m supposed to be.” 

      “What does that mean?” 

      “I don’t know. But I know I’m supposed to be here.” 

      “But you were at the castle. All the way back at the castle. How did you get here so fast?” 

      “I had help from a friend.” 

      “Friend?”

      Valerian took a step toward me, but I met his advance with another retreat. He frowned. “I’m not here to hurt you.” 

      I lowered my eyes. “You couldn’t if you wanted to.” 

      “Why do you step away from me, then?”

      “Because I don’t trust you. I don’t trust anyone, right now. Nobody seems to know who I am except you, which tells me you could be aligned with whatever did this to me.” 

      “Aligned… with what?”

      “I don’t know. You handled the Souldirge too well, and that thing was made of dark magic.” 

      A memory suddenly locked itself into place. Dark magic. I remembered standing in the woods, with Tallin at my side, staring down into a ridge that shouldn’t have been there. It was dark, and eerie to look at, with gnarly roots sticking out of the ground angled in such a way that you would have kept falling if you fell in. 

      I had smelled it then, and I had smelled it in my dream as well, only I hadn’t recognized it. 

      The world tipped to one side, making me instantly dizzy. I stuck my hand out to hold onto the tree I was standing next to, fearing I would topple over and fall. Valerian made a move toward me, but I held my other hand up toward him.

      “Don’t,” I warned. 

      “I’m not your enemy, Princess,” he said.

      “How can I possibly know that?” 

      “Because what just happened to you also happened to me.” 

      I frowned at him. “What?”

      “You said nobody knows who you are, right?” 

      My eyes narrowed further. “I did.” 

      “Yesterday I woke up at dawn, as I always did. I got changed for the day’s training, then I began to meditate—again, as I always did. I found it strange that Tellren hadn’t come to my door to tell me breakfast had been served. I found it even stranger when I walked out of my room and heard the sounds of people eating coming from the dining hall. I thought Tellren had forgotten about me. I was right.” 

      “They didn’t know who you were?” 

      “As soon as I entered the dining hall, panic broke out. No one knew who I was. They all got up, some of them brandishing cutlery as weapons. I didn’t have friends in the Selection to begin with, but their attitude was even more hostile than usual.” 

      “What happened?” 

      “One of them called for the guards. Tellren rushed in with two armed guards, demanded that they seize me. It’s a wonder I got away from them at all.” 

      “You escaped the palace guards? How?”

      “I have my ways of avoiding detection.” 

      “Did you kill anyone?”

      “No. I didn’t have to. Once I made it out of the palace, I knew I had a long way to go before I could reach the city, but something happened.” 

      “Something?”

      “I thought… of you. Or, rather, you came rushing into my head. I felt like I had to come and find you, like something was leading me toward you, only it wasn’t leading me back into the palace. It led me away, toward a set of stairs I didn’t know existed.” 

      My secret escape route. 

      “When I reached these stairs,” he continued, “They were open. I rushed through them, made my way into the city, and from there, I was able to melt into the crowd and leave. By the time word had reached the gates, I was gone.” 

      “That all sounds… are you telling me you somehow evaded all of Windhelm’s soldiers and guards?” 

      “I did. They would’ve killed me if they had found me.” 

      “You don’t know that.”

      “To them, I was a stranger that had somehow infiltrated the palace. They would’ve had my head.” 

      “Windhelm doesn’t execute people.” 

      “Tell that to the guards who wanted to skewer me with their swords.” 

      I scanned him, watching him closely, trying to figure out whether he was lying to me or not. None of this felt real; it was like a nightmare I was bound to wake up from any moment now. But it was real, wasn’t it? I was here, in the forest, feeling the bite of the cold wind on my ears, on the tip of my nose. I could still hear Tallin’s voice in my head, the panic he had felt when he saw me.

      And Radulf.

      The way he had looked at me, the things he had said to me. He had wanted to put me in the ground for infiltrating his village, and here was Valerian, who seemed to have gone through something similar back at the palace. It was possible he was lying to me, and I knew it was a mistake to trust him, but he was the only person I could speak to right now, whether friend or foe.

      “Those stairs…” I ventured. “How did you find them?” 

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I needed a way out of the city, and I felt like something guided me toward them.”

      “No one is meant to know where those stairs are. Only the royals do, and only royals can open them.” 

      “I found them, and they were already open.” 

      Had I left them open? I couldn’t remember, but it was possible. I had flown through them. In my desperation to get away from the palace, I could have forgotten to close them. Or maybe this something he talked about, this force that guided him toward me, also ensured the gate was open for him to go through. 

      “And you knew I would be here?” I asked.

      “I knew you weren’t in the palace anymore,” he said, “And I could… feel you. I knew you were out here, somewhere, waiting for me.” 

      “I haven’t been waiting for you. I only just got here.” 

      “Princess…” he paused. “I don’t know what’s happening to us, but you have to trust me. I’m not lying to you… I swear it.” 

      I wasn’t about to let my guard down, no matter how sincere he looked. For some strange reason, though, I believed him. I believed he had gone through the same thing I had gone through. Why he could remember me, though, I didn’t know… or maybe I did, I just didn’t want to accept it.

      “I know who you are,” I said. “Valerian…” 

      “You don’t know how good it is to hear you say that,” he said. 

      “No one knows who I am. Not the Moon Children, not my friend, not my own brother. I was chased out of their village, forced to run into the woods.” I shook my head. “Do you want to know what the worst part is?” 

      “There’s more?” 

      I nodded. “I tried everything I could to get my brother to see me, to know me; to look at me and see his own sister standing in front of him.” I paused. “He told me he already had a sister, and I wasn’t her.” 

      Valerian didn’t respond to that. I saw his throat work from where I was standing, but he remained silent. That was a tell. I picked it up instantly and knew he was hiding something. 

      “What is it?” I prodded. 

      He shook his head. “I don’t know if I should say.” 

      “Tell me. Now.” 

      Valerian gave me his eyes. “During my escape, after I made it into the city, I asked a commoner on the street if they could tell me where you had gone. I couldn’t trust this… thing… I was feeling to guide me all the way to you, but I knew you were outside, somewhere—across the bridge.” 

      “What did he say?” 

      “He told me the Princess was up in the palace, more than likely. So, I prodded… and he didn’t recognize your name. He corrected me, in fact.”  

      “What?”

      “He didn’t know who Princess Amara was. He told me the Princess’ name was Malys… Malys Wolfsbane.” 

      I shook my head, but that only made the dizziness worse. I felt weak, faint, like I was about to pass out, but I held it together as much as I could. “Malys… that name doesn’t… I don’t know who that is. I’ve never heard that name before in my life.” 

      “Whoever it is, she’s Princess of Windhelm now. Not you.” 

      “This can’t be happening. It can’t.” 

      “Do you have any idea what’s going on?” 

      I looked up at him, but I didn’t want to answer him. I still didn’t trust him and telling him about the dream I’d had seemed like a bad idea. A terrible idea, in fact. “I woke up today and nobody knows who I am,” I said, “And someone else sits in my place at the palace. Eating my food, sleeping in my bed, and spending time with my parents—wait, my parents! They must know there’s an impostor in the palace. They have to know.” 

      Valerian shook his head. “If they did, I would have heard something about it on my way out of the city.” 

      “I have to go back to the castle. I have to find them.” 

      “That’s not a good idea.” 

      I frowned at him. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” 

      “With all due respect, I could be the only person in all of Arcadia who even knows your name. You’re not a Princess anymore, you’re nobody, just like me, and if you want my help, you’re going to have to talk to me like an equal.” 

      “I didn’t say I needed, or even wanted your help.” 

      “You don’t have to say a thing for it to be true. If you go back to the city now, you’ll never make it past the castle walls before the guards stop you.” 

      “I’ll fight my way through.” 

      “If you think you can take on all of Windhelm, then be my guest, but I can tell you right now, that’s another terrible idea. Our goals should be survival and evasion, not storming the city.”

      “Our goals.” 

      “Yes, our goals. Like it or not, we’re in this together.” 

      “And what do you suggest we do, then? Run and hide?”

      “Exactly that. We should take the road, head to Lysa, and lay low until we can figure out what’s happened to us.” 

      “Why do we have to lay low? No one knows who we are.” 

      “You’re on the run from the Moon Children, and I’m on the run from Windhelm. There will be people looking for us, no matter where we go.” 

      I took an angry step toward him. “I don’t know where you get off pretending you’re the one in charge, here. I’m the Princess.” 

      He took a step toward me, his shoulders rolling. “Not anymore.” 

      “I don’t trust you,” I said, advancing on him once more. 

      “And I don’t think you’ve told me all you know about what’s happened to us,” he said, also advancing, “But we’re each going to have to put that aside and work together to survive.” 

      I was in front of him, now, looking up at him. I was certain I had never met a person who had made me feel actual rage before, but Valerian had gotten me there. My arms were shaking, my hands were fists, and my eyes were all daggers. He was the only person in Arcadia who knew who I was, but right now, I would’ve preferred Lord Cyr over Valerian and his stupid, silver topknot. 

      “We’ll head for the road,” I said, gritting my teeth. “When we get to it, we can decide whether to go towards Windhelm, or Lysa.”

      “We’re not going to Windhelm.” 

      “We’ll see about that.” 

      Valerian stepped aside and gestured for me to walk ahead. “After you,” he said.

      “The road is that way,” I said, pointing in the other direction. 

      “My friend is this way. I cannot leave him in the woods.” 

      “What friend?” 

      Valerian whistled, creating a quick, sharp, high-pitched sound. A moment later, something stirred behind the trees a little way from where we were standing. I watched a creature move toward us, gently moving through the trees, shafts of sunlight touching its large, furry body, its antlers, and even the steam billowing out of its mouth. 

      It was a Maukibou. The towering creature was all white fur and black antlers, tall, strong, and majestic, but also gentle, and incredibly fast. No wonder Valerian had gotten here as quickly as he had. Valerian approached it, placed his hand along the side of the Maukibou’s face, and then pressed his forehead against its nose. 

      “Thank you for waiting,” he whispered. 

      The Maukibou snorted in response, then it looked at me, and I saw… intelligence in its eyes. Not just intelligence, but—strangely—recognition. It knew who I was. I approached the creature and offered it my hand. The Maukibou sniffed me, then lowered its head in reverence. 

      “I know you…” I whispered. 

      “You do?” Valerian asked.

      I smiled at the creature. “You’re Colbolt, aren’t you?” I asked.

      The Maukibou snorted again. 

      “It is you… you know me, don’t you?” 

      Another snort. Colbolt then padded the ground with one of its large, front hooves. 

      “It does know you,” Valerian said. “How?” 

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “But of all the Maukibou in the city, you happened to find this one, and you rode it all the way to me… what are the odds?” 

      Valerian used Colbolt’s barding to climb onto its back. “I’m not sure,” he said, “But we should get out of here. It’ll be dark, soon.” 

      He offered me his hand, and I stared at it for a moment. “You want me to get on his back with you?” I asked.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t have to. I can run.” 

      “I’m sure you can, but you should conserve your energy. Just in case.” 

      I thought about it for another moment. The prospect of climbing onto Colbolt’s back and riding with Valerian, who had popped out of nowhere, set off all kinds of alarm bells. Still, I couldn’t argue with his logic. The Maukibou could get us out of the forest faster than I could run the distance, and I would use less of my own energy getting there. 

      I decided to climb up, settling on top of the saddle in front of Valerian. He slid in behind me, put his arms around me, and grabbed hold of Colbolt’s reins. I swallowed hard, suddenly feeling far closer to Valerian than I had intended to be. He was warm, his arms were large, and powerful, and having them around me like this… 

      No. I’m not supposed to like this.

      He’s stupid, and probably lying to you.

      Shut up, Amara.

      “Let’s go,” he said to Colbolt, and with a gentle pat of his side, Valerian set the Maukibou in motion, the creature picking up speed once it found its rhythm. 

      In a strange twist of fate, I was now on my way out of the forest with a man I didn’t trust, and an animal that seemed to recognize me, despite the rest of the world having forgotten. I didn’t know where I was supposed to go, what I was supposed to do, or who I could trust, but right now that didn’t seem to matter. 

      For now, at least, I had a direction, and that was more than I’d had a little while ago.
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      Though I hadn’t spotted or smelled one of the Moon Children since I left the village, it didn’t mean they weren’t still out there. Thoughts of my brother and his pack chasing me across the frozen forest had formed a block of ice in my stomach that just wouldn’t thaw. I didn’t want to admit it, not even to myself, but for the first time, I was scared for my life. 

      Only, what even was my life anymore? I was me, Amara Wolfsbane, Princess of Windhelm, the Daughter of Ice and Moonlight, as people liked to say; my father—clearly—the ice to my mother’s moonlight. But was that as true today as it was yesterday? 

      According to Valerian, someone else had taken my place by my parents’ side. A woman called Malys. Was she the one my mother fussed over, now? Was she the one arguing with my father, now? Or did they get along in ways my father and I didn’t, and couldn’t, sometimes?

      It hurt to think about those things, but all I could do right now was think. I didn’t trust the man sitting behind me as far as I could throw him, and while the heat from his body pressing against my back was welcome indeed, I still had to keep my wits about me. And a person with their guard up doesn’t make good idle conversation.

      Valerian adjusted his grip on the reins and squirmed, shifting his weight against me. My cheeks flushed. I disliked being this close to him more than I disliked being carted around on the back of a Maukibou. The ride was bumpy, and jumpy. Colbolt was moving quickly, and that made it difficult for me to make myself comfortable. 

      I planted my hands on Valerian’s legs and used them to push myself forward, putting a little more space between us than there had been a moment ago. Valerian scooted forward again, pressing himself against me once more and sighing with relief after he had settled. 

      I turned my head to the side. “Do you have to sit so close to me?”

      “We’re sharing a saddle,” he said, in his low, gruff voice. “Where am I supposed to sit?” 

      “I moved up so that we wouldn’t be so close.” 

      “And I moved up because I have equipment you don’t.” 

      “Equipment?” The penny dropped half-a-heartbeat later, and my cheeks flushed even redder. Snowflakes would’ve melted on my face. “That’s just rude.” 

      “I’m not going to apologize for my anatomy, but I do need a little more room than I was afforded, so I took the opportunity when you moved to ease some of the pain I was in.” 

      I paused. “I didn’t know you were in actual pain.”

      “I was, but it’s better now.” 

      I inhaled deeply, then exhaled a puff of warm steam. “Next time you’re in pain, tell me instead of squirming and grunting as you have been this whole time.” 

      “Grunting?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought I was masking my discomfort quite well.” 

      “You thought wrong.” 

      I turned my eyes to the path ahead of us again and watched Colbolt make tracks through the trees, running my hands through the thick fur behind his neck to keep them warm. Valerian fell silent again, but this time, the silence didn’t last. I decided I’d had enough of my own thoughts for one day. 

      “Why are you in the Selection?” I asked.

      “That’s abrupt,” he said. Then, “I thought we weren’t talking.” 

      “We weren’t, but I can’t stand the thought of my own… thoughts… anymore.” 

      “That’s not distressing at all. What thoughts?” 

      “Don’t deflect.” 

      “I’m not.” 

      “Even that was a deflection. You’re really bad at it.” 

      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you.” 

      “I want to know why you were in the Selection.” 

      “Must there be a reason?” 

      I shrugged. “It’s not exactly the kind of place I thought I would find someone like you.” 

      “I’m not sure what that means.” 

      “In my experience, Fate usually selects pompous Lords and pampered Ladies to take part. You’re neither. You’re the outlier, an outcast, almost.” 

      “Thanks.”

      “What I mean is, I never really noticed you until the day we bumped into each other in the corridor.” 

      “I liked it that way.” 

      I paused, then turned my head to the side. “You did?” 

      “Unless you haven’t noticed, Princess, I’m not fond of drawing attention to myself. I didn’t want to be in the Selection, I didn’t even know I had to be present until the day I was accosted by Tellren and his guards and brought to the castle at sword-point. I distinctly remember having a good day up until that point, but Fate had other plans for me.” 

      A memory came back to me. It felt like a lifetime ago. “I remember that day,” I said, “Father tried to get me to go out and pick up contestants. Said it was the responsibility of the prize to retrieve them and bring them to Windhelm.”

      “I take it you didn’t like being called a prize.” 

      I shook my head. “Hated it. That was the first time I fled the city and hid in the woods. He got better at finding me over time, but I was gone for two days—long enough that they had to get Tellren to go and fetch the contestants instead.” 

      “Two days is a long time to hide from your parents.” 

      “Not really. It felt like hours… Tallin and I were having too much fun.” 

      “Tallin?”

      I sighed, lowered my head. “My friend. He… forgot me, too.”

      “I’m sorry.” 

      I shut my eyes, fighting the rush of emotions trying to claw their way up. “I don’t know how it is that Colbolt recognizes me, but Tallin doesn’t.” 

      “We don’t know enough about what’s happened,” he said, then paused. “Let’s not talk about that. Tell me about the Moon Children.” 

      I opened my eyes and craned my head around my shoulder. “You still haven’t told me why you were in the Selection.” 

      “I did. I was picked, like everyone else.”

      “Yes, but I don’t know more than that.” 

      “You tell me a story, and I’ll tell you a story.” 

      I frowned. “Are you going to be this infuriating the whole time?” 

      “Are you?” 

      My frown turned to a scowl. “If you’re going to be like that, there’s no need for us to talk.” 

      “You’re not used to hearing no, are you?” 

      I turned my eyes forward again but said nothing. 

      “Windhelm’s Princess, surrounded by yes-men and those who wish to curry favor with her in the selfish hopes of elevating their own station.” 

      “Don’t talk as if you know who I am.” 

      “When was the last time someone told you how it is?” 

      “How what is?” 

      “Anything.”

      “What does it matter to you?” 

      “Never, then. Got it.” 

      I wanted to scream at him. Not only because he was frustrating beyond belief, but because he was right. All my life I had been surrounded by people with agendas that involved getting into my good graces. I never really had friends—they were all the sons and daughters of Lords and Ladies looking to make inroads with my family. Every teacher I’d ever had, every butler, waiter, and maid; all anyone wanted was to use me as a steppingstone to help them rise to prominence. 

      I could count on one hand how many people I thought truly cared about me, and that included my immediate family. 

      Tallin and Tellren were the other two. 

      And still none of them would tell me why I had needed to marry Cyr so urgently.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” said Valerian, after a short pause. 

      “I would hate to be on the receiving end of your deliberate attempts at upsetting me.”

      Another pause. “What was that?” he asked, a hint of laughter in his voice.

      “What was what?” I asked, cheeks reddening again.

      “It’s like you just became a whole other person. Is that how they teach you to speak in Princess school?” 

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

      “You do it when you’re angry, don’t you? You turn into a diplomat, a politician. Your tone goes cold, and you use formal, flowery words. I think I’m starting to understand you.” 

      “Again, you don’t know the first thing about me, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t pretend to.” 

      Colbolt’s pace suddenly slowed. Eventually, he came to a stop. I looked across my shoulder at Valerian. “Why did you stop us?” I asked.

      “I didn’t,” he said.

      Turning my head again, I scanned the woods around us. Colbolt was scared. I could hear it in his snorts, I could feel it in the way he padded the ground, anxiously, refusing to go any further. I patted the back of his neck and looked around, concentrating on what I could see and hear, pushing the very limits of my senses.

      Colbolt’s fearful breaths were the most prominent sound. His frantic heartbeat was the other. These two combined all but drowned out Valerian’s own heartbeat and breathing. Still, the rest of the forest was quiet, except… except. 

      There, at the edge of my hearing, I thought I caught a sound. Distant. Faint. A whisper among the trees. At first, I thought I was hearing the rustling of leaves up in the trees, the falling of snow. I was hearing those too, but this other sound stood apart from the others. 

      Reeling myself back in, I turned my face to the side again to give Valerian a sidelong glance. “I think we’re not alone,” I said.

      “Wolves?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure. We should keep moving.” 

      “Colbolt,” Valerian said, patting the Maukibou on its shoulder. “Come on boy, it’s alright.” 

      But the beast wasn’t interested in following the path toward the edge of the forest. In fact, I knew it would be dark soon, but I figured we still had a bit of light left. So, how had it gotten so dark all of a sudden? I felt my own heartrate start to rise, now, as fear wormed its way into my stomach. 

      “Something’s not right,” I said.

      “Is there another way to get to the crossing?” Valerian asked. 

      “There are a couple of back roads and less travelled paths, but they’ll take longer. Night will fall before we reach it.” 

      “Colbolt won’t move forward, so we have to go back.” 

      I shifted my positioning on the seat, arching my back and pulling myself up to get a little more height. “Or we have to figure out why he won’t go forward.” 

      “What are you doing?” Valerian asked. 

      But I didn’t reply. I couldn’t reply, because I had just seen something up ahead of us, something standing directly in the middle of our path. It was a shadow, a figure wreathed in darkness, a figure that seemed to be sucking the light out of the world around it, but somehow stood apart from the darkness entirely; a figure that was easily eight feet tall, or maybe taller still.

      I was about to dismount and head out toward it, when Valerian grabbed hold of me and made me sit down in front of him again. “You’re not getting off this Maukibou,” he said.

      “There’s something out there, and I’m going to figure out what it is,” I said.

      “All by yourself?” 

      “Whatever it is, it’s scaring our ride and it’s in our way. I’m just going to tell it to back off.” 

      “And it’s going to listen?” 

      “It had better.” 

      Valerian sighed. “I know you trust in your own abilities, but that kind of recklessness is going to get you killed one day.” 

      “You think it’s reckless, I like to think of it as no-nonsense decision-making.” 

      “It’s reckless, and you’re not doing it.” 

      Then it hit me. We were downwind from the shadow in the road, and when the scent reached me, I knew—and Colbolt knew—that this thing was bad news… because it reeked of dark magic.

      The same dark magic I’d smelled on the Souldirge. 

      The same dark magic Valerian had an affinity with.

      The same dark magic I had encountered in my dream.

      That foul odor oozed off this thing, tainting the wind as it reached my nostrils and rooting me to the spot. It wasn’t until I felt Valerian’s hand on my shoulder that I snapped back into my senses. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      “We have to go,” I said.

      Colbolt started to buck and whine. He agreed.

      “Go?” Valerian asked.

      “There’s something out there.” 

      A pause. “I can’t see anything.”

      “I can…” 

      I could, but only partially. The shadows were dark, and thick, and while this creature was even darker still, it stood motionless at the very edge of my vision. I couldn’t get a read on exactly what it was, or what it looked like; it was as if it was stuttering, sometimes melting into the shadows, and other times overlaid jarringly.

      For a moment I thought it could’ve been a Wenlow; those accursed monsters who once freely roamed the forests and mountains of the Winter Kingdom. But I had never heard of a Wenlow with a crown of jagged antlers on its head that was easily two feet tall.  

      “What is it?” Valerian ventured.

      “I don’t know, but we can’t stay here.” 

      Valerian tugged on Colbolt’s reins, and the Maukibou was quick to turn around. In a moment, we were off, picking up speed and moving quickly through the woods. We were off the main road, which meant the trails were difficult to follow at best and treacherous at worst, but I trusted in Colbolt’s ability to safely navigate the terrain.

      When the Maukibou suddenly stopped again, he nearly threw us both off his back. I had to grab hold of the saddle with both hands to keep myself from going arse over tits onto the hard, snowy ground underneath us. Valerian was quick enough to react that he also didn’t go toppling over our ride’s large, antlered head. 

      “Why did you stop?” Valerian asked, once he’d recovered. 

      Colbolt whined again, the Maukibou clearly giving off further signs of panic and fear. 

      That was when I saw it. The shadow. “No way,” I said.

      “What is it?” 

      “It’s there,” I added, pointing at the path that lay ahead of us.

      “We turned around and left it behind us.” 

      I shook my head. “Unless there’s more of them, but I don’t think so.” 

      It was there alright, standing in the middle of the road, cloaked by the shadows that clung to it as if it were their master. Only now, I thought, I could see it a little more clearly. I couldn’t make out any of its facial features, but now I knew it wasn’t a Wenlow.

      The crown of antlers on its head were large, and ornate, but asymmetrical and skewed; not at all how antlers were supposed to be. Some of them looked jagged, and broken, and one side was larger than the other. It had a head, though, two arms, and it stood proudly on two feet. I knew now, I had never seen anything like this before in my life. 

      Valerian turned us around again and moved Colbolt off the side trail we were on. We headed into the woods, riding at full pelt… but only for a moment; barely more than a few seconds. Because the creature was in front of us again, somehow—and this time, it looked like it was even closer still.
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      It didn’t matter where Colbolt went; the shadow figure was always there. It lurked amidst the trees, the darkness around it encroaching on our position, choking out what little light reached the forest floor. 

      Trying to figure out what it was, or what it really looked like, was difficult to say the least. Looking at it head on, I saw mostly darkness with an even darker shape within it. Catching it out of my periphery allowed me to glimpse its antlers a little more clearly, to understand its gait, its posture, but I could never get a good enough angle on it to see it properly. 

      In other words, I had no idea what I was dealing with.

      “Easy, Colbolt,” Valerian said, “Easy,” but the Maukibou was having none of it. The poor thing was terrified, snorting and whining, frantically bucking and even rearing at times because it didn’t know where to go, where to look, or what to do. 

      It could surely smell the dark magic emanating from this creature and the surrounding darkness. It wanted to flee, just like we did, but no matter where we went, this shadow figure was always in front of us, always blocking our path. 

      “That way,” I said, pointing at a space between the trees. 

      Valerian aimed Colbolt in the right direction, and the Maukibou started to move. I could tell Valerian was struggling with the encroaching dark, so I took the reins out of his hands and yelled at him to hold on. He wrapped his hands around my waist, and I snapped the reins, making Colbolt move even faster. 

      The Maukibou was as agile as he was graceful, deftly gliding across the snow-covered dirt, weaving around trees, and jumping over fallen logs. But it was no use. The darkness was everywhere, as was the shadow figure at the center of it all. 

      He was in front of us again, watching us, daring us to get closer. 

      Colbolt stopped in his tracks, panting and snorting. I let go of the reins, took a deep breath, and went to climb off, but Valerian grabbed my hand. “What are you doing?!” he asked.

      “That thing isn’t going away,” I said, “I’m going to deal with it.” 

      “What did I say before about not being reckless?” 

      “Unless you haven’t noticed, we’re trapped. This creature isn’t just going to let us leave, so I’m going to make it go away. If you have any better ideas, let me know, but until then—” I shrugged out of his grip and hopped off the back of the Maukibou.

      I took a few steps toward the creature and stared at it from across the way. I could hear the darkness around me whispering, taunting, tempting me. I could feel my own heart pounding rapidly inside of my chest. I could even smell the sweat coming off Valerian’s brow. My senses were sharp, and ready for a fight, and if that was what this shadow creature wanted, he was going to get one.

      “Hey!” I called out. “I don’t know who or what you are, but I’m only going to warn you once. Leave us alone and go back to whatever cave you crawled out of.” 

      A soft breath of cold snow passed through the space between us, but there was no reply.

      “What are you?!” I yelled. “What do you want?” 

      The shadow figure standing between the trees simply stared at me, its giant form not moving one inch. I still couldn’t get a read of what I was looking at, not really. It was mostly darkness, featureless darkness, save for an outline and a general feeling of dread. 

      Dread.

      That was exactly what I was feeling. There was no better word to describe it. Whatever this creature was, it wasn’t going away on its own. I wasn’t sure how it had found us, what it was, or what it really wanted. I also had a strong feeling it wasn’t about to leave just because I had told it to. I was going to have to get way more forceful than that. 

      Luckily, I was ready for that, too.

      “Alright,” I said to myself. “If you won’t go away nicely, I’ll have to make you.” 

      Taking a deep breath in, I allowed myself to feel Arcadia’s power as it thrummed through me. It was always there, just under the skin, but in truth, I never saw much of a point to my magic. I had never been given a task I couldn’t solve with my own wits, or my own brawn. Magic felt like a strange, alien thing; a gift I knew I had but didn’t really see much of a need for.

      Unless I wanted to blast a hole in something from a distance.

      For that, it was useful.

      I felt the magic surge through me, rushing into my body and empowering it as if I were a conduit. A ball of silvery light began to glow in my hand, and I heard the whispering darkness grow louder, and become more like a clamor, a wild cacophony of nonsensical voices. 

      “You don’t like the look of this, do you?” I asked, charging the ball of light in my hand. “I’m going to give you one last chance to get out of my way.” 

      Still, the creature didn’t move. The voices, however, grew louder, and louder. It became almost deafening. I couldn’t hear anything else—I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts over the noise. But I had warned the creature, and now it was time to make good on that promise. 

      Winding back my arm, I hurled a fistful of light into the tree-line, sending a stream of sparkling, silver motes directly into the heart of the shadow figure standing there. The darkness receded as if it were afraid of the light, but something strange happened. 

      My bolt struck… nothing. It sailed harmlessly into the dark, illuminating the forest for a moment only to suddenly be consumed by the dark around it. The shadow figure, I realized was still standing exactly where it was. It hadn’t moved. No… that wasn’t exactly right, was it? 

      It had moved.

      It had gotten closer.

      “What the hell?” I asked. “That should’ve worked!” 

      “Now are you satisfied?” Valerian asked. 

      I hadn’t realized, but he had climbed off Colbolt’s back and was standing behind me, now. “No, I’m not satisfied. Why didn’t my magic work?” 

      “I’m not sure, but I have a hunch.” 

      “A hunch?” 

      “I think we’re dealing with something way more powerful than we realize.” 

      “What is it?” 

      “I don’t have time to explain. Get behind me, and when I tell you to, close your eyes.” 

      “Close my… what? Why?” 

      “Just get behind me!” he barked.

      I moved around Valerian in time to watch him fish an amulet out from inside his coat. It was a large, chunky thing—old, a little warped, and vaguely in the shape of a lantern. It was attached to a chain that looked way too big to be worn around someone’s neck, even though that was clearly the object’s intended use, but when Valerian looked at it, the little lantern piece lit up.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Like I said. Following this hunch.” 

      The whispering in the woods heightened in intensity, as if they were reacting to the presence of the lantern amulet he was holding. Valerian shut his eyes and I watched, astonished, as silver tattoos began to race along his skin like veins of light. They streaked across the back of his hands, up the side of his neck, and created a kind of crown of light along his forehead. 

      I saw his lips moving, but I couldn’t quite catch what he was saying; there was far too much noise coming from the trees and the darkness for me to be able to hear him. But as Valerian spoke, the light coming from him and from the amulet increased in brilliance. 

      The amulet pulsed once, brightly, intensely, and the shadows shrieked. The figure in the woods shimmered, and shuddered, as if it had phased out of reality for an instant. 

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Shut your eyes,” he said, “Now.” 

      I shut them hard and turned my head down. A moment later, I felt the warmth of the next pulse of light wash over me. I could hear each throb that came out of that lantern, I could feel the light rising and falling in intensity, and with each beat of warmth, I thought I could feel Valerian. His magic was powerful, and ancient… but dark, and cold, and… sad… and lonely.

      Nothing at all like the light radiating from his amulet.

      I had never felt anything like it. 

      The shadows around us continued to shriek, their voices rising to a frantic frenzy. I covered my ears to shield myself from the noise as my heightened senses were suffering against such a loud, disjointed uproar of invisible voices. Just like that, though, they fell silent, and I felt the light that had been washing over me a moment ago also cease. 

      I waited for a second before pulling my hands away from my ears and opening my eyes. Looking around, I realized the shadows were gone. The forest was still dark, but it was a natural dark, with the last few weakening shafts of sunlight heralding the arrival of night. The creature, I also realized, had disappeared. It wasn’t in front of us anymore, blocking our way out of the forest. 

      It, like the shadows it had conjured, had vanished. 

      I heard a thud, and when I turned, I saw Valerian fall to one knee. The silvery marks along his arms and forehead receded, and as the light in his amulet faded to a spark, and then to nothing at all, the lantern cracked and broke, falling in pieces to the snowy ground underneath us.

      I rushed over to Valerian and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright?” I asked.

      But he didn’t reply. He only looked at me, and I saw the color drain from his face. His blue eyes sparkled at me, and then they started to close. 

      “No,” I said, desperation in my voice, “No, no, no. You’re not allowed to die or fall asleep. Do you hear me?” 

      I shook him, and that seemed to wake him up, even if only a little bit. “I’m alive,” he said.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling him up, “Let’s get you back on the Maukibou.” 

      Valerian had trouble standing, but he had enough strength left in him to get on Colbolt’s back. Once he was up there, he promptly toppled forward, onto the back of the Maukibou’s neck. I took my seat behind him and grabbed the reins. 

      “I guess I’m driving,” I said, and I urged Colbolt to start moving with a quick pat against his shoulder. 

      I wanted to head for the road, but with sunlight fading fast, I knew we wouldn’t make it before dark. I had to find somewhere for us to hold up for the night, somewhere with a roof, ideally, but a cave would also do. I needed a place we could hide from the Moon Children, if we had to. Somewhere defensible. 

      That was going to be a tall order considering how much time I had left before the sun fell and temperatures sank into the ground. Colbolt and I would be alright. He had fur, and I could grow fur if I wanted to, but Valerian? All he had was the cloak on his back, and frankly, I didn’t think it would be enough. 

      We needed fire. 

      Heat.

      A small space I could warm up with magic, at the very least.

      “Come on, boy,” I said to our mount as we rode through the forest. “Help us find a place to lay low.”

      Otherwise, Valerian was done, and I couldn’t handle that. He was the only other person in the entire world who knew who I was, and he had just saved our lives. I owed him, and I was going to deliver.
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      Twilight was dying, and Valerian was barely conscious. As the last of the bright, Arcadian sun’s rays fell away, leaving very little ambient light, I started to lose hope. It was so dark, I couldn’t tell whether night had in fact already fallen, or if the shadow creature had returned. There would’ve been no way of knowing, save for the creature itself manifesting in front of me or the scent of foul, dark magic it gave off.

      Luckily, I hadn’t run into either of those things.

      Not yet.

      Colbolt lurched to the left, even though I was urging him to go right. I fought with him, but he didn’t listen, choosing instead to go down into a narrow ravine flanked on both sides by densely packed trees and jagged rocks. I could hear a stream trickling away nearby; a moment later, we were in it, the Maukibou rushing us deftly over its shallow waters until, finally, he pulled off along the banks of the creek and came to a slow stop.

      At first, I thought Colbolt had been spooked. I ran my hand through his fur, reassuring him that we were okay, that nothing was following us. The Maukibou stomped his hooves and snorted, showing me what he wanted me to see.

      He had brought us to the opening of a cave. 

      “Oh, my Gods…” I said, the words falling out of my mouth. “You knew this was here?” 

      More snorting, and stomping. I couldn’t understand him, not really, but I caught his meaning all the same; he was trying to show me urgency, trying to get me to hurry. 

      “Right,” I said, nodding, “Let me check it out first, though. Watch him.” 

      I slid off the saddle, leaving Colbolt and Valerian near the creek while I moved closer to the cavernous entrance. Already I could smell something animal, something beastly. Wolves? No. Maybe bears, though. Yes, the strong, musky aroma pouring out of the cave was a large, grizzly kind of scent… but it was old, and weak.

      Abandoned?

      I moved in a little closer, getting right up to the edge of the cave. From here, I noticed the tunnel beyond the cave’s mouth angled down, into the earth and the rock. The smell was coming from down there, somewhere, but the more I sniffed the air, the more I convinced myself that it was residual. 

      This was a bear’s den, once, but not anymore. Where the bears went, I had no idea, but they hadn’t been back here for some time, and probably wouldn’t ever again. Still, I took a quick jaunt inside to make sure. The air was warmer down here, the cave itself insulating quite well against the cold. Still, we would need a fire or something to keep Valerian warm. 

      Much to my relief, the cave itself wasn’t covered in bear crap—that was all the convincing I needed. 

      Rushing back outside, I ushered Colbolt through the cavernous opening and guided him gently inside. Though the Maukibou was big, he could lower his head enough that he could fit through the tunnel. Once inside, there was more than enough space for him to sit comfortably in. I could tell the heady smells in this place were setting him on edge, but I comforted him, making sure he knew we were alright.

      Gently, I peeled Valerian off Colbolt’s back and set him on the ground, propped up against Colbolt’s stomach. He was drifting in and out of consciousness… he looked weak, and out of it. Whatever he had done, it had taken almost every ounce of strength out of him. I didn’t have any food or water on me, and Colbolt’s saddle bags were empty, save for a handful of frozen berries. 

      I offered them to the Maukibou, who happily ate them out of my hand. He had gotten us to safety, after all; the least I could do was make sure he was fed.

      I knelt down in front of Valerian, who seemed to be perking up just a little. “Hey,” I said, tapping him gently on the face. “Are you going to die on me? Should I be worried?” 

      He blinked at me. “Not that I’m aware of,” he grunted.

      “Good. I need you to stay here and not die while I go out and get us some food and some firewood.” 

      “No fires.” 

      “Don’t worry about it. We’re safe.” 

      Valerian looked around. “Where are we?” 

      “In a cave. Colbolt found it. A fire down here won’t attract attention.” 

      “You don’t know that. No fires.” 

      I frowned at him. “Have you ever eaten an animal raw? Because that’s what you’re going to have to do if I can’t start a fire in here.” 

      Another grunt. “I’ve eaten worse.” 

      I shook my head. “You’re impossible. Stay here.” 

      “Not like I can go anywhere.” 

      I got up, patted Colbolt on top of his head, and started making my way up toward the mouth of the cave. As soon as I reached it, I threw myself onto my hands and feet, hitting the ground already in my wolf form. All of my senses heightened further, to the point where I could smell not only the bears that had previously inhabited this cave, but even what their last meal had been.

      Fish.

      There were fish in the creek. On the one hand, that was great, because it meant I didn’t have to go far to try to find food. On the other hand, I had never hunted down and killed a living creature before. I hadn’t even fished before. Was I just supposed to know how to catch fish with my teeth? Because if I was, I was coming up short. 

      My instincts had made me take up my wolf form, but the rest was hard to figure out. The fish were close. I could hear them flapping about in the little stream. I could also smell berries somewhere, but they weren’t close, and I didn’t particularly like the idea of going for a trek in the dark in search of berries which probably wouldn’t feed both of us anyway.

      I padded closer to the stream, my nose low to the ground, sniffing for tracks and for other important scents. Besides our own, the creek, and the berries, I couldn’t smell anyone or anything else in the immediate area. Sighing, I decided I was going to have to figure this hunting thing out after all, because the truth was, I was getting hungry.

      “I mean…” I said to myself. “How hard can it be?” 

      Hard, it turned out. 

      Very hard.

      I had thought I could get away with staying near the edge of the creek, waiting for a fish to come down stream, and snatch it out of the water with my snout. 

      First, the water was freezing. That cold water was the absolute last place my nose wanted to be, which meant I was prone to hesitating, which in turn meant I would miss the fish as it came down. Second, the creek was shallow. If I plunged too hard and too fast into the water, I would eat a mouthful of cold, wet dirt and rock. That left me with more than just a cold snout, but a bruised one, too. And third, the ground I was standing on was uneven, which saw me falling whole-ass into the water more than once and coming up sans fish.

      It would’ve been quicker to go and find the stupid berries. I would have ended up not soaked, as well, but hindsight was only there to teach. Luckily, my endeavors hadn’t proved entirely useless. By the time I returned to the cave, I had somehow caught enough fish for Valerian and I to eat. 

      I returned to the cave in my wolf form, dripping, partly frozen, with three fish trapped between my jaws. Valerian looked like he had perked up a bit, because when I found him, he was standing next to Colbolt, rummaging around in the empty saddlebags. 

      He looked over at me, and it was as if he couldn’t speak. 

      I let the fish fall to the floor.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing…” he said, “It’s just… impressive.” 

      “That I’m sopping wet?”

      “No, just… never mind. You caught fish.” 

      “Probably hypothermia, too. Don’t laugh.” 

      “I wasn’t going to.” 

      I sank low to the ground, and then sprang back up, using the momentum to take on my Fae form and get to my feet at the same time. Though my fur had been wet, the clothes I had been wearing were protected by the magic of shapeshifting. All that meant was, I was damp under my clothes, but they at least were dry. 

      I grabbed a section of my black hair, pulled it off to one side, and wrung it out letting the ice-cold water fall to the cavern floor. 

      “What are you doing in there?” I asked, “I already checked those. They’re empty.” 

      “Not quite,” he said, and he pulled out what looked like a long, metal slab. It was about half a foot long, dull, and not shiny at all. He then reached into the saddle bag again and produced four small rocks. I frowned at him, wondering how in all of Arcadia I had missed that.

      “That has to be some kind of trick, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “It’s no trick,” he said.

      “How are you pulling things out of that bag, then?” 

      “They’re not in the bag,” he said, pulling out a small set of what looked like… candles. Small, flat, shallow candles; the kind my mother called tea lights. 

      “Okay, how are you doing that?” I asked.

      “I have a cupboard,” he said.

      “Cupboard?”

      “Back in Lysa, in a small safe house. I have a special cupboard I can access no matter where I am as long as I have something with a small door, or in this case a flap.” 

      Valerian set the tea lights, the metal slab, and the four rocks down on the floor. He then placed the rocks under the slab, at each of its four corners, and, impressively, lit the wicks on those tea light candles by simply blowing on them. He put the candles under the slab, and when he was happy with their placement, he held out a hand.

      “Pass me a fish,” he said, drawing a knife with his other hand.

      I handed one over to him, and then I watched him carefully cut, gut, and de-bone the fish right in front of me. He then cut the fish into small chunks, setting each of them on the metal slab. A moment later, the bits of cut up fish started to sizzle and cook, and we had a little light by which to see.

      “Alright, now I’m the one that’s impressed,” I said.

      Valerian had a sly grin for me as he began working on the next fish. “I learned at an early age that it pays to be prepared.” 

      “So, you just happen to have some kind of portal cupboard thing full of useless stuff you might need one day?” 

      “Not useless, clearly.” 

      “I thought you said you were okay to eat raw fish.” 

      “I am. But it’s better cooked.” He handed a raw, but clean, fish over to me. “You can have this one, if you want.” 

      I tentatively picked up a piece of cooking fish and turned it over, so both sides would cook. “No, I’m happy to eat these. You wouldn’t happen to have salt and pepper in your magic cupboard, would you?” 

      With his foot he nudged over two small pots which he had presumably picked up earlier. I opened them and seasoned the meat, sprinkling salt and pepper over the cooking fish. It already smelled delicious. My stomach rumbled, and I realized, I hadn’t properly eaten since I arrived at the village of the Moon Children.

      A lifetime ago.

      We ate in silence, savoring the meal and devouring every last piece of food we had simply because we didn’t know where the next meal was going to come from. It wasn’t much food. Maybe if I had been a better hunter, we would’ve been enjoying a heartier meal. But I had, at least, hunted once, and that was something to celebrate.

      Even if I had to celebrate it quietly, and alone.

      “Thank you,” he said, breaking the silence. 

      “For what?” 

      “For getting us out of there.”

      I shrugged. “You saved our lives. I still don’t know what you did, but whatever it was, it drove the shadow thing away.” I paused. “How did you know what to do?”  

      “I told you. I had a hunch.” 

      “I’m not buying it.”

      “You’re going to have to…” he trailed off. 

      “Why?”

      “Because you don’t want to know what I know. Or, at least, what I think I know.” 

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not sure I follow your meaning.” 

      Valerian looked at me. Even in the dim light of the candles, I could tell the color had returned to his cheeks. “Knowledge is a burden. I don’t wish this burden on you.” 

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Nothing. Let’s just finish up and plan our next move. We can’t stay here forever.” 

      I shook my head. “No. I want to know what you know. I’m sick of people keeping important information from me like I’m some spoiled brat who doesn’t deserve to be told things. If you know something about what that creature was, or why it was after us, you have to tell me.” 

      “I don’t have to do anything.” 

      “Okay, then please; I’m asking you. Don’t leave me in the dark like my parents did.” My hand flew up to my mouth, gently, but abruptly. I hadn’t meant to say that, but it had happened anyway, and now I couldn’t take it back.

      Valerian watched me for a long moment. He lowered his eyes, then looked up at me again. “Alright,” he said, “I’ll tell you. But you may wish you didn’t know.”
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      “I don’t know what they call it,” said Valerian, keeping his voice low enough that it wouldn’t bounce off the cave walls all around us.

      “Do you know what it is?” I asked.

      “Not really. At least, I didn’t think I did until I saw what you did to it with your magic.” 

      I scoffed. “I did nothing to it. It swallowed the light I conjured, and then it somehow got even closer to us.” 

      Valerian nodded. “That’s exactly what led me to use the amulet.”

      “You had a hunch.” 

      He nodded. “I did.” 

      “So? What is it?” 

      “Like I said, I don’t know what they call it… all I’ve heard are stories.” 

      I watched him carefully, saw the way the dim candlelight danced across his face. “You’re stalling,” I said.

      “Maybe, yes. I guess I am.” 

      “Just give it to me.” 

      Valerian frowned. 

      I shook my head. “Stop it. That wasn’t meant—I didn’t mean—just tell me what this thing is so we can figure out how to deal with it.” 

      “If my hunch is right, there is no dealing with it.” He paused again, as if wrestling once more with whether to tell me or not. After a moment, he continued. “Folklore and stories. That’s all I have. They tell of a creature, a shadow figure that exists at the very edge of perception. No matter where you go, it’s always right in front of you, blocking off all hope of escape. The more energy you use trying to run or fight it, the stronger it gets, and the stronger it gets, the closer it can get to you.”

      “That… sounds almost exactly like what we just went up against.” 

      “At first I thought it was a Shadow Wraith.” 

      “Shadow Wraith?” 

      “It’s a spirit of pure darkness that sucks the light out of its surroundings. When it’s dark enough, the wraith attacks its target viciously, taking advantage of the fact that—usually—the person they’re attacking can’t see enough to defend themselves.” 

      “That doesn’t sound like the thing in the forest.” 

      “No, and that’s what worries me.” 

      “Why?”

      “Because if it’s not a Shadow Wraith, then it’s the other thing… and if it’s the other thing, then it means we’re in more trouble than I thought.” 

      An ice cube fell into the pit of my stomach. I felt my entire body flush with fresh cold, a cold that raced through my chest, and shot all the way to the tips of my fingers. “Okay,” I said, “I’m guessing you have an idea what may have happened to us.” 

      Valerian nodded. “This creature…” he paused. “It’s almost not a creature at all. It’s a warped extension of Fate itself.” 

      “Fate?”

      “From what I’ve heard and read about this thing, it hunts down those who should not exist.” 

      “Shouldn’t… what?” 

      “Fate isn’t just a construct, or an idea. It’s not just a series of strings that tie people to other people, or places, or things, or even destinies. Fate is alive—like a force of nature that exists to maintain some kind of cosmic balance. At least, that’s what they tell me.” 

      “That’s what they tried to teach me at school. I didn’t buy it.” 

      “I’m sure anyone would be hard-pressed to impose their views about the world on you.” 

      “I’m as stubborn as my father, or so they tell me.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “But, are you telling me that we… don’t exist? Or shouldn’t exist?” 

      “If we’re being hunted down by this creature, then yes. Something happened somewhere to write us out of existence. We’ve been cursed.”

      “Cursed…”

      “This creature was sent by Fate to… tie up the loose ends. We are the loose ends. Sooner or later, that creature is going to find us again, and when it does, it’s going to try to finish what it started.”

      “You fought it back, though.” 

      “I did.” 

      “How?”

      “It has a weakness to pure, light. It can’t kill it, but it can discorporate it for a while. It’ll be back, and we have to be ready.” 

      “But… why us?” 

      “I don’t know. Someone could have targeted the Royal Selection with dark magic, but the kind of magic necessary to pull something like this off would have been immense. And they would have had to contend with the castle’s own protective magic to do it. No one would have been able to do something like this without alerting the entire Winter Kingdom. They would’ve needed power comparable to the Veridian to break through the castle’s defenses.” 

      Unless the target was no longer under the castle’s protection.

      That cube of ice turned into a solid block. I felt entirely cold, now—like I was freezing from the inside out. 

      “I… don’t understand how,” I lied. Now, more than ever, I knew that dream I’d had wasn’t a dream at all. In my desperation I had agreed to something I should not have agreed to. I gave a memory away to someone, or something, and it did this to me; wrote me out of existence. 

      And by extension, Valerian.

      It’s all my fault.

      Guilt wracked me, and it was like physical pain. I clenched my jaw to endure it, to push through it, and turned my eyes away from Valerian. I couldn’t look at him, but I also couldn’t bring myself to tell him. He was the only person that remembered me, and if I confessed it was somehow my fault that he had been roped into all of this, he would leave me.

      And then I would truly be alone.

      I swallowed the ball of guilt in my throat and looked at him. “I don’t know why the two of us have been written out of existence,” I said, “If that’s what’s actually happened, anyway. I didn’t really know you until I met you a few days ago.” 

      “I think I have an idea,” he mumbled. 

      “What was that?” 

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “I don’t think we should be focused on the why, right now, but instead focus on the how.” 

      “How?”

      “How are we going to get out of this.” 

      “You seem to know a lot about this creature, and about Shadow Wraiths, and even about Souldirges. You had an amulet that could create pure light, and you have a weird cupboard back in Lysa that you can access from a distance. If anyone has any idea how to get us out of this, it’s you.” 

      “It may look like I’m prepared for everything, but I’m not.” 

      I turned my head down. “It’s more than I have. I can turn into a wolf, and I have a little magic to my name. I’m not ready for any of this.” I scoffed. “I thought I was. It’s laughable how wrong I was, and now I’ve lost everything.” 

      Valerian placed a hand on my shoulder, and I looked at him. “We’re going to find a way out of this,” he said. “I swear it, Princess.” 

      I shook my head. “Don’t do that. I’m not a Princess anymore.” 

      His lips pressed into a thin line, and he released my shoulder. I wanted to tell him not to do that either, but my mouth refused to cooperate. 

      “How do you know so much about this thing, anyway?” I asked. 

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “It’s not every day I meet someone with a wealth of knowledge about dark magic and curses. In fact, I’m pretty sure my parents tried really hard to make sure I would never meet anyone like you at all.” 

      He looked reluctant to answer, I could see the conflict in his eyes, but he answered anyway. “It’s what I do. Or what I did.” 

      “What you do?” 

      “Before I was pulled into the Selection. I was a… hunter… of a sort.” 

      “A hunter,” I said, my eyebrows arching, my eyes lowering. “Like a catch game to sell to a butcher, kind of hunter, or a dark magic and curses hunter?” 

      “Dark magic, curses, and dangerous or misunderstood creatures.” 

      “You’re going to have to elaborate.” 

      “There’s not much to say. I learned a long time ago that I had an affinity for dark magic. I decided to use it for good.” 

      “Is that why I can smell it curling off you?” 

      “Funny way of telling me I stink.” 

      “You don’t—” groaning, I rolled my eyes, “You know what I’m trying to say.” 

      “I do.” 

      “And you’re deflecting.” 

      “I am.” 

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s about as in depth as I want to go on the issue.” 

      There’s more there. I caught it in the way he spoke, in the lowering of his voice, in the way his heartbeat began to quicken. There was a lot more in there, lots more to say, but he wasn’t saying it… and he wasn’t going to, because they were scars. I could sense them, just in this little interaction. Something had happened to him a long time ago, or maybe there were a lot of somethings.

      Valerian took a deep breath. “We should wait until morning,” he said. 

      “Is that thing that’s chasing us less likely to attack when the sun is up?” I asked.

      “No. But we’ll be in a better position to see what we’re doing.” 

      “Speak for yourself. I can see in the dark, and so can Colbolt. You’ll also freeze to death… basically, we’re holed up down here because of you. Which reminds me, we should start a fire.” 

      He shook his head, and then he blew out the small candles under the makeshift hotplate he had set up for us. “No fires,” he said. “The light from these candles was small enough that no one would’ve seen it, but a fire will draw attention.” 

      “I can already see you’re shivering.” 

      “I’ll live.” 

      I shook my head. “I’m supposed to be the stubborn one around here, and I’m not letting this go. You’re the only person in the world who knows I exist—I won’t let you freeze to death in a cave. What kind of an ending would that be?” 

      “Worry about yourself, don’t worry about me.” 

      Frowning, I turned around and gave him my back. I could still see him, even in the dark, and I didn’t want to. He was just as stubborn as I was, and for some reason, I found that incredibly frustrating. I heard him shuffle around behind me, then I heard him settle, take a deep breath, and exhale.

      When I glanced over at him, I found him snuggled up next to Colbolt. He was on the ground next to the Maukibou, his back pushed all the way up against Colbolt’s furry stomach… and he had a smug smile on his face. 

      “Seriously?” I asked, “That’s your plan?” 

      “It’s warm,” he said. “And I need to rest. I’ve been riding for what feels like a lifetime.” 

      I rolled my eyes. “I guess I’ll take first watch, then.” 

      “Thank you,” he said, closing his eyes and pushing himself further into Colbolt’s stomach. The Maukibou didn’t seem to mind. He was already asleep, in fact. 

      Frowning, I sat upright, alone with my thoughts in the pitch dark and dead silence of the cave. It wasn’t long until Valerian’s breathing slowed, and I knew he had fallen asleep. I was already cold and shivering myself. The truth was, I needed a fire, too, otherwise I would’ve had to take on my wolf form to keep warm. The problem with that, though, was I couldn’t guarantee I would be able to keep my wolf form while I slept.

      My mother could, and so could Radulf, but I hadn’t figured that out yet, and the last thing I wanted was to die in my sleep from hypothermia. 

      Sighing, regretting every last one of my choices, I shuffled over to where Valerian was resting. I shook my head, in disbelief that I was doing this at all. Then I lay down in front of Valerian and gently scooted over to him, fitting my body against the shape of his.

      A rush of excitable heat filled me, and while I wasn’t sure if it had to do with how close I was to him or how deeply tucked away inside of Colbolt we both were, he had been right. It was warm down here, and snug. Colbolt’s long, white fur was like a blanket, and his body was a furnace. 

      “Changed your mind?” Valerian asked, whispering again.

      “Don’t,” I warned. “I thought you were asleep, anyway.” 

      “Light sleeper.” 

      “Alright… just don’t get any ideas.” 

      “Ideas?”  

      “Be quiet and go to sleep.” 

      I didn’t get any that night. Sleep. I didn’t get any sleep. My body clock was all wound up the wrong way since my escape from the castle and having Valerian behind me didn’t help matters. The warmth and press of his body, his light breath against the soft flesh at the back of my neck. 

      No. I didn’t like this.

      I couldn’t. I still didn’t trust him; I had no reason to. He had saved our lives, but he could just as easily have been trying to save himself—and that was assuming anything he said about the creature following us, or what he thought had happened to us, was true. 

      This could all turn out to be one big con, and I wasn’t ready to fall for him. I mean it, fall for it.

      Still, I must have dozed off , because the next thing I knew I was being woken up by the tail end of a weird sound . I couldn’t be sure… but I thought I’d heard a scream.
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      I was about to speak when Valerian gently slipped his hand across my mouth and whispered the word “Quiet,” against my ear. 

      I instinctively felt the need to fight against the gentle restraint, but I didn’t… because now I was sure I had heard something, and because Valerian pulled his hand away only a moment after having placed it there to begin with. 

      “A scream,” he whispered.

      I turned my head slightly. “I heard it too,” I said, matching his volume.

      He pointed at the cave opening. “Outside.” 

      Nodding, I slid out from in front of him and gently got to my feet. Colbolt was already awake, but the intelligent Maukibou knew better than to start reacting to whatever we had all heard. It was one thing to panic because something was chasing us, knowing when to stay quiet was quite another, and I was glad he knew the difference.

      I tried to bring my mind to bear on the sound I had just heard a moment ago, but I had only been half-awake when I’d heard it, and it wasn’t coming to me. Valerian and I moved around Colbolt and got into position at the base of the slight hill that led up toward the mouth of the cave.

      “What was it?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know,” he said, “But there’s something out there.” 

      “Could it have been an animal?” 

      “I’ve never heard an animal make a sound like that before.” 

      “I didn’t hear it properly. What was it?” 

      He paused, choosing his response carefully. “A trick.” 

      “A trick?”

      A sound like a pained howl tore through the quiet stillness of the cave, making every single hair on the nape of my neck stand on end. Colbolt shuddered, and whined, but he did so quietly. The sound faded after a moment, and I remembered it, now. This was exactly what I had heard. It was a cry for help, a plea, long and desperate, like an animal caught in a trap.

      It broke my heart to hear it.

      Valerian placed his hand on my shoulder and shook his head. “It’s a trick.” 

      “How do you know?” I asked, “Someone could be in trouble.” 

      “Whatever it is, that’s what it wants you to think. There are many predators out there who will mimic the sounds of an animal in pain to attract their prey. Didn’t you hear it?” 

      “Hear what.” 

      “That scream was two-toned. I caught it.” 

      “My hearing is better than yours… why didn’t I?” 

      “Because you’re not trained to listen for it. If it happens again, you’ll hear it.” 

      “What are we going to do? We can’t just stay in this cave.” 

      “If we leave, it’ll attack.” 

      “And if it attacks while we’re in here, we’re cornered. Whatever it is, it knows we’re in here if it’s trying to draw us out… we don’t have a choice.” 

      “Dammit,” Valerian grunted. “Alright.” 

      I looked over at Colbolt, who was already starting to stand himself upright. The giant Maukibou had to crouch to keep his antlers from scraping along the ceiling, but he looked like he could handle that just fine. With a snort, he signaled his readiness to move when told.

      “I’ll go first,” I said, “Then you follow with Colbolt.” 

      “You?” he asked.

      I dropped to the floor and in a matter of moments took on my wolf form. Valerian hadn’t been able to watch me transform, I doubted if he could see very well, but he still looked stunned. “I’m not going to argue this,” I whispered, “Wait for me.” 

      Without offering him a chance to reply, I started padding up the tunnel, toward the cave’s entrance. I kept my nose low, my back arched, and I made sure not to make much noise as I moved toward the exit. I heard the scream again just as the forest beyond the cave came into view; I also heard what Valerian had described.

      The scream had two tones. 

      One was high pitched and filled with desperation and despair. That was the one that aroused sympathy, triggering the instinct to lend aid. The second tone was much lower, and deeper, and honestly, it sent a deathly chill racing through me. I didn’t like hearing it. I didn’t want to hear it. Now that I’d heard it, I wished I hadn’t. 

      There was something alien about it, something deadly, something hungry. 

      I dropped to my stomach as I tried to pinpoint the source of the sound. It had come from the forest, somewhere on the other side of the creek. The creek. I knew it was there, but I couldn’t hear it. When I looked for it, I realized, I also couldn’t see it. I also couldn’t see the moon in the sky, or the stars, or even—really—the trees that were supposed to be up ahead. 

      Everything was dark. 

      Too dark. 

      With one exception.

      I saw it standing across the way, a creature that stood out against the stark darkness all around it. A creature easily eight-foot-tall standing upright, with jagged, broken antlers on its head adding about another two feet of height. It stood on the other side of where the creek should’ve been, and it watched me, studied me, dark and featureless, and entirely motionless.

      I sucked a hard breath in, swallowed, and when my senses returned, I screamed. “It’s back!” 

      Valerian didn’t waste a second. As soon as my voice touched the cavern walls, he was on the move with Colbolt at his back. I stepped away from the cave entrance, moving toward the shadow creature standing on the other side of the creek, but Valerian called out to me.

      “Amara!” he yelled, as he climbed Colbolt’s back, the Maukibou fully extending himself as soon as he came padding out of the cave. “Don’t!” 

      “We can’t keep running from it,” I said.

      “No, but we can run now. Get on!” 

      Groaning, I turned around and rushed toward the Maukibou, taking my Fae form as I reached him so that I could climb on his back. “I thought you said we can’t get away from it,” I said, as I settled in behind Valerian.

      “We can’t.” 

      “So, what are we doing?” 

      “We’re not letting it corner us in that cave. Ride, Colbolt!” 

      Colbolt clearly wasn’t in the mood to stick around, because he started moving quickly. Instead of going toward the creek, he made a hard left turn and went up alongside the hill of the den we had been hiding in. The shadow figure simply watched on from where it stood, motionless, and wreathed in darkness. 

      “Do you know where you’re going?!” I yelled at Valerian.

      “I’m taking us to the road. We have to try to make it out of the forest.” 

      “What will that do? That thing will keep hunting us down, won’t it?” 

      “If it is what we think it is, it’ll have trouble manifesting in wide, open spaces—especially in broad daylight.” 

      “Daylight is hours away, and so is the road. We’ll never make either.” 

      “Do you have any better ideas?” 

      Colbolt reared, bucked, and whined. The shadow creature was in front of us again, standing ominously between a row of trees not far from where we were. “You said pure light hurts this thing, right?” I asked.

      “Hurt is a strong word.” 

      Concentrating, I charged magic into my hand, willing it to be as pure and as bright as I could possibly manage. Conjuring the magic was as easy as breathing, but trying to empower it took something out of me; sapped my magical reserves. When the bolt was ready, I hurled it at the shadow figure in front of us. 

      The last time I had done this, the shadows had swallowed my beam of light and it had done nothing to the creature. This time, the shadows shrieked as the bolt of magic went streaking through it. The darkness receded for a moment, wailing, and screeching as if the light seared it. When the beam faded, the shadow creature was gone, even if the whispering shadows around us remained. 

      “How did you do that?” Valerian asked.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think I can keep it up. Move!” 

      Colbolt barged ahead, charging through the space the shadow figure had been standing in a moment ago. As I scanned the woods, I realized the creature was no longer in front of us, but rather manifesting alongside us. I would never see it move, or walk, or run, it was always just there, standing perfectly still, watching us race past or away from it. 

      The next time it tried to block our path, I blasted it with magic again, once more sending as pure a bolt of light as I could into the creature’s chest. It was enough to force it to discorporate, but it wasn’t enough to make it go away the way Valerian had last time. 

      “It’s not working!” I said, “Why isn’t it going away?” 

      “It’s not enough to hit the creature,” Valerian said, “It won’t go away unless all the shadows are gone, too.”

      “I can’t do that. I can’t make a light that strong.” 

      “If you can keep it from forming in front of us, we may just make it to the road.” 

      “I’ll… do what I can…” I said, but I knew there was no way I would be able to keep this up. Each charge of magic, each blast of pure light, came with a cost. 

      Me.

      I was taking great chunks out of my own energy reserves every time I tried to strike at the shadow figure, and we were still hours away from the road, and from daylight. Worse, I was starting to notice something as time went on that made my blood run cold.

      Every time I blasted the creature and made it disappear, the next time it manifested, it looked closer than it had been before. I would smash it with a bolt of pure light, it would retreat into the shadows, and we would get a moment of respite, but then it would come back, and I would be able to see a little more of it… and I realized, that while it stood on two legs like one of the Fae, it certainly wasn’t.

      I couldn’t see its face, that and the rest of its body were still wreathed in shadow, but the shape of its head was weird. Elongated, and marked with what looked like holes and indentations. It was not a Fae head, or even a human head, even its antlers didn’t look quite right, and that was the worst thing about it.

      There was an inherent wrongness about this shadow figure. Not only did it give off an aura of dread, exciting the fear response in anyone that saw it. Looking at it left you with nothing but questions, with a need to see more, to know more; with a need to let it get closer still, as dangerous as that was.

      Was that this creature’s way of pulling its targets in?

      “What are you waiting for?” Valerian asked, “Hit it again!” 

      “Right,” I said, conjuring another beam of light into my hand and flinging it into the darkness behind us. The darkness around us shrieked, and the shadow figure vanished again, leaving us with another couple of seconds with which to catch our breaths, but I knew I was spent. I could feel it. The drain, the lack of power. It created a kind of physical ache I had never truly felt before in my life. 

      I’d never had to use this much of my own power before, either, so it figured.

      “I’m done,” I said.

      “Done?” Valerian asked.

      “Yeah,” clutching my chest, “That was my last bolt.” 

      “We’re nowhere close…” Valerian said to himself, then trailed off. 

      I perked up, reached across his shoulder and pointed at the darkness ahead. “Look out!” I yelled, but it was no use. Colbolt was quicker to react than Valerian was, and the Maukibou came to an abrupt halt that almost saw us both going over its antlers and flying into the trees and the snow ahead to land at the feet of the shadow figure standing in the dark.

      Colbolt bucked, and whined, and snorted. 

      This was it. 

      He would go no further… and neither would we.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Valerian tried to tug Colbolt away from the shadow figure, but he was too scared to move. Poor thing. I couldn’t blame him for being rooted to the spot. Whatever was in front of us was so close now that its scent was overpowering; that dark magic stink pervading the air.

      “This is it,” Valerian said, as he got ready to dismount. 

      “What is?” I asked.

      “The end of the line.” 

      Part of me couldn’t help but agree with him. I felt cold inside. Not the cold you feel when the temperature drops, though. This was dread at work again. The shadow figure ahead of us wasn’t moving, but it towered above even Colbolt now. It was here, I had brought it closer to us, and now there was nowhere left to run.

      Valerian’s feet hit the snow with a crunch. He took a few steps away from Colbolt, keeping his eyes trained on the shadow figure, and drew a sword from out of its sheath.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “The only thing left to do,” he said.

      I quickly dismounted and stood next to him. “That’s it? That’s the plan?” 

      “It’s here, Amara. This is it.” 

      I looked over at the shadow figure again. It simply stood there, directly in our way, entirely motionless like the specter of death itself. Looking at it now, I realized I could pick out a few more of its features. The broken antlers on its head, the large, black cloak it wore, its long, thin limbs. It didn’t have a head like mine or Valerian—its head was a giant, cracked wolf’s skull, with dark holes and hard lines going through it.

      I swallowed the ball in my throat. Colbolt was padding, and whining, and still scared out of his mind. I moved over to him, keeping the shadow figure in my sights the whole time. Gently, I stroked Colbolt’s neck, running my hand through his thick, white fur. 

      “Thank you,” I said to him. “For everything… but you have to go home. It’s not safe anymore.”

      Colbolt lowered his head. He was trembling, but I could see it in his eyes. He wanted to stay with us, he wanted to help. Maybe he understood what he was getting himself into by staying, maybe he didn’t. I couldn’t say either way. The only thing I knew, though, was that this shadow figure wanted us, not him, and I wasn’t going to let Colbolt get hurt on my account.

      “Go,” I said to him, patting him on the shoulder. “Run home.” 

      He gave me one more sullen, grave look. I smiled at him and patted him again. Colbolt reared, turned on his hooves, and started to run. The shadow figure, predictably, didn’t move one inch, allowing Colbolt to go galloping away. I couldn’t help tears from spilling down my cheeks. He had been good to us, but he didn’t have to die for us.

      Valerian nodded, but he also couldn’t give me his eyes—he was focused on the shadow creature. “It was the right thing to do,” he said.

      “I know. Now what?” I asked.

      “We fight.” 

      “That’s it? You don’t have any other ideas?” 

      “I don’t. I have to tell you, though… we won’t make it out of this.” 

      A pulse of deep cold moved through me. “It’s going to kill us, isn’t it?” 

      “We can fight it, we can buy some time, but eventually, it’ll get us. Fate always gets what it wants.” 

      “I’d rather go down fighting than just let it eat me or whatever it’s going to do.” 

      Almost as if on cue, the shadow figure flicked its wrist and a large sword dropped out of one of its dark sleeves. The tip of the sword embedded itself into the snow with a thud, and even though it was almost pitch dark, I could still catch the glimmer of the blade’s sharpened edges. 

      I didn’t have much power left in me; enough for one or two more things. Realizing that the darkness around us was thick and full, and that Valerian would struggle as long as we were in it, I opened my right palm and sent a scattering of soft, silver lights into the air. These shining motes of light hung just above us, as if held up by strings. They weren’t strong enough to beat back the dark, but they gave the shadow creature’s blade light to drink and reflect.

      When it came for us, Valerian would—at least—have half-a-chance at spotting it.  

      “Ready?” Valerian asked.

      I dropped to my hands and shrugged into my wolf form. Huffing and pawing at the snow with my feet, I bared my fangs at the shadow figure standing in our path. It still hadn’t moved, except to draw its own blade. 

      “Ready,” I growled, exulting in the rush of angry fire I now felt coursing through my veins. Mother had always told me, the anticipation of a fight made a Moon Child more focused, sharpened their senses, and warmed up their muscles. I felt that now. It was like an electric current pulsing through me, igniting my nerves, loosening my joints, and making my paws tingle. 

      Valerian took a step to the side, opening up the space between us. I mimicked his steps, moving in the opposite direction to try to flank the shadow creature. It still hadn’t moved. It hadn’t even turned its head. It was waiting, giving us time to decide our strategies, to prepare ourselves. Why? Why give us a chance to mount a defense?

      Because it knows we can’t win. 

      No. I couldn’t think like that. As long as I was alive, as long as I drew breath, there was a chance we would make it out of this. I had to believe that, otherwise all really was lost, and I wasn’t ready to lose. I had to figure out what happened to me. I had to find the woman pretending to be me. I had to find my way back to my life, but first, I had to go through this thing. 

      Damned if I wasn’t about to do just that.

      The shadow figure jerked its head toward me, and all of the bones in its neck cracked one after the other. One foot after the other, it moved toward me, slowly, methodically, the tip of its sword dragging along the snow. It was in no rush to get to me, after all. 

      This was the first time I had seen it move, and it was jarring. I couldn’t see its body under its cloak, but it sounded like it was made entirely of bone, or wood, because with every step it took, something cracked, or creaked, or rattled. It was so tall, I had to keep craning my neck up just to look at its bone head.

      With its attention turned on me, Valerian made his move. Silently, he rushed the creature, his sword raised. I watched him rush through the darkness, his silver hair flowing with the wind, occasionally catching the light from the orbs I had hurled into the air a moment ago. 

      The shadow figure didn’t halt its advance toward me until Valerian swung his sword. I had never seen something so big move so quickly, but this thing did, rapidly twisting on the spot and bringing up his sword to parry Valerian’s swing. Metal clashed against metal, sending a shower of sparks to illuminate the forest, and a sound that could have been heard for miles were it not for the choking darkness all around us.

      Valerian drew back and went in for another strike, but the shadow figure parried that one, too. I took my chance, spotting an opening, and went for one of its legs. I opened my jaws, twisted my head to the side, and went to clamp down on its ankle, but the creature must have had eyes all over, because it lifted its foot up just in time to avoid my fangs. 

      I sidestepped, aborting my attempt on its leg and trying to get out of its way, but its foot came down hard and fast. I managed to avoid getting my head stomped on, but I didn’t avoid the rapid kick it threw into my side. I yelped from the impact and the sudden pain that came with it. 

      The kick skidded me along the snow, but it wasn’t enough to throw me over. I couldn’t understand how it had been able to move so fast, but there was no time to figure that out, now. All we could do was keep throwing ourselves at it, force it to retreat from us.

      How do you make an unkillable monster retreat?

      That question ran through my mind as the battle raged, as Valerian’s steel clashed against the monster’s, as my growls and yips filled the relative silence of the forest. But we were waves breaking ourselves against a cliff of steel and bone. Every moment we kept up our attacks was a moment that brought us closer to exhaustion. 

      Already I could feel it, the tiredness, the slowness. I couldn’t remember ever getting this tired this quickly, which meant it had to be the creature’s doing. Was it draining us while we fought? Was it capable of sapping our strength even as we engaged it? 

      Valerian grunted, and even though I hadn’t seen the monster run its sword across his arm, I smelled the spilling of hot blood that followed. 

      “Valerian!” I yelled, and I dashed toward him, barely avoiding another of the shadow figure’s heavy kicks. 

      He stood cradling his arm, blood oozing out of the wood and over his fingers. “Leave it,” he said, “We have to keep fighting.” 

      “It’s no use! We have to run.” 

      “Don’t you understand? There’s no more running from this.” 

      The shadow figure marched toward us, his now bloodied blade dragging across the snow. This steady advance put us on the retreat. We backed away from it, watching it, trying to decide what to do next, where to go, what options we had. 

      There’s only one.

      I dismissed the thought as soon as it came, only to realize an instant later, as my foot almost slipped over the edge of a ravine that I had backed myself into a corner. Behind us was a sheer drop. It wasn’t a slope that we could tumble over, but a fall, easily sixty feet into a deep scar of a chasm from which we probably wouldn’t be able to pull ourselves out.

      It reminded me of the ridge I had found back in the forest just outside of Windhelm that day. It felt like years ago, now; like it had happened to another person. According to Fate, it had, but I still held the memory. I had wanted to go over that ridge, to figure out what was down there, to understand why it stank of dark magic. I didn’t want to go over this one.

      Valerian grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and pulled me away from it. “This is it,” he said, his nose and cheeks shining against the light from the silver orbs that clung to him. “We go through it, or we go over.” 

      “We’ll break our bones if we fall down there,” I said.

      “Then, that’s it.”

      “That’s it?” 

      Valerian nodded. “For what it’s worth,” he paused. “I’m glad I got to meet you.” 

      “What?”

      “Before I met you, I thought you were spoiled and uptight. I did everything I could to avoid winning trials so I wouldn’t have to marry you.” 

      Furious anger filled my chest, radiating heat to all my extremities. “Spoiled and uptight?” I asked, a growl in my throat.

      “Now that we’re about to die together, I think you’re… okay.” 

      I gawked at him. “I’m not sure what’s offended me more.” I shook my head. “This? This is how you chose to spend our last few seconds together?” 

      “They’re memorable, at least.” 

      “Who’s going to remember them?!” I hissed.

      The shadow figure was almost on us, its feet crunching on the snow as it made its slow, steady march toward us, but I heard something, then.

      “Wait,” I said to Valerian. “Do you hear that?” 

      “I don’t hear anything,” he said.

      “I hear… I’m not sure… there’s something out—”—the shadows began to whisper, their indistinct voices rising maddeningly quickly, becoming a cacophony of shrieks and screeches within a manner of seconds. 

      Then I saw it; a white light growing in the dark, bouncing left and right, gaining intensity as it moved closer to us. The light grew, and grew, and the shadows shrieked and parted to reveal something racing toward us, running fast on four legs, leaping, and bounding, all the while bringing with it an impossibly powerful white light. 

      When the light reached the shadow figure, it stopped dead in its tracks, and for a moment, it was entirely illuminated. I saw its jagged, broken antlers, the wolf’s head it used as a skull, its branch-like hands and long, tendril-like fingers. The shadow figure screeched and retreated with horrifying quickness, as if some powerful force had yanked it back through the trees and sent it hurtling into the darkness in an instant. 

      Valerian shielded his eyes from the light, but I couldn’t. Instead, I watched it approach… and then I saw the creature at the center of the light. It was small, and furry… something between a rabbit and a fox, and it had the cutest little antlers poking out of its forehead. 

      “Tallin?!” I yelled.

      “Sorry… late…” he said, panting, the light he brought with him fading as he came up to me. “Long… story.”

      I got to my feet, shrugging off my wolf form and picking the exhausted Winter Sprite up from the floor. “I can’t believe it’s you,” I said, tears streaking down my cheeks. “How did you find us? And how do you know who I am?” 

      “Can’t… explain,” he panted. “About… to pass out.” 

      “I hate to break this up,” Valerian said, raising a finger and pointing across my shoulder, “But that thing is still out there.”  

      Turning my head, I saw it. It was far away from us, now, but it was still there—still wreathed in darkness, and still advancing. “Dammit.” 

      “It’s going to keep coming. All your friend has done is condemn himself with us.” 

      You don’t have a choice, now.

      I shook my head. “No,” I said. “There’s still one last trick I can pull.” 

      Valerian frowned. “Why haven’t you used it yet?” 

      “Because I’ve never done it before, and I don’t know if it’ll work.” 

      “We don’t have a lot of choices, here. Whatever you’re going to do, do it now.” 

      Fear and panic threatened to hold my throat closed and deprive me of breath, but I concentrated hard, lifted my hand, and drew a circle in the air. Tears were still streaking down my cheeks, but for a different reason, now. I had lost my home. I had lost my family. I was lost in the woods. Through my own selfishness, I had allowed myself to become cursed, and I didn’t know how to fix it.

      Arcadia had forgotten me, someone else had taken my place as Princess of Windhelm, and I was being hunted down by Fate itself. Even if we managed to slip this creature off our backs, I couldn’t go back to Radulf, or my parents, and Valerian’s face was likely to be on wanted posters all over the realm.

      All of this had led me to one place, one choice, one last option. Colbolt and Tallin were living proof that the curse put on me wasn’t perfect. I didn’t know how Tallin had come around, but he had, and that meant all I needed were time and somewhere safe to figure as much of this out if I could. 

      And maybe find a way to break the curse.

      With hands spinning clockwise, creating a circle in the air, I pushed the very last of my magical energy into a simple spell only Royals could use. I felt my energy leave my body, and then felt the warm rush of air wash over me as a portal opened that would take us far away from this place. 

      “What are you doing, Amara?” Valerian asked.

      “The only thing I can do,” I said.

      I grabbed Valerian’s hand, and with Tallin cradled against my chest with my other arm, I stepped through the portal I had just opened.

      A portal to Earth.
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      Traveling through a portal wasn’t for the faint of heart, or stomach. It was disorienting, and nauseating; something you had to do on an empty stomach or face the consequences. This wasn’t my first go around—I had stepped through portals before—but it still took a great deal of internal fortitude to keep from retching once the portal spat us out the other side.

      My feet touched solid ground as if I’d just taken a little jump. Tallin was still in my arms, and I still had Valerian’s hand in mine. Once I’d reoriented myself, I spun around on my heel, let go of Valerian’s hand, and made a striking gesture across the air to seal the portal behind me, leaving a flurry of Arcadian snow in the air where the portal had stood, along with a gust of cool wind.

      Panting, heart pounding, I stood on the street, watching the snow blow past me. I knew we had just crossed between worlds, I knew we were no longer standing in the woods of Winter, being chased by a manifestation of Fate, but my heart hadn’t gotten the memo yet. It wasn’t until Valerian touched my shoulder, startling me, that I snapped back into my senses with a sharp inhale I immediately regretted.

      I started to hack, and cough. Valerian moved his hand to my cheek. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      I let myself enjoy the warmth of his touch for a moment too long while I recovered. “The air,” I said, struggling to breathe. “I forgot how much it reeked, here.” 

      “It’s not pleasant,” he said, his voice calm, and collected. He didn’t look disturbed in the slightest. “It’ll pass. It’s warmer than the air on the other side of the portal, at least.” 

      Pulling away from him, I scanned the area we were in. The soft, snowy ground had been replaced by a hard, cobble-stone street. I could hear cars—earthly vehicles—rolling around an adjacent street, prowling like unseen predators in the night. We were standing at the mouth of a quiet alley, in the middle of the night, devoid entirely of people besides us. 

      Though we had left Arcadia behind, the layer of frost on the stones at my feet and piled up on the windowsills all around me were, at least, a little touchstone to remind me of where I had come from. 

      “Where… are we?” Tallin asked.

      “Good question,” Valerian said. 

      I grabbed Valerian’s arm again and pulled him deeper into the alley, where we would be out of sight from anyone who chose to come through here. The buildings pressed tightly around me—many of them tall, ancient structures built hundreds of years ago, but that had changed so much over the years to have been rendered almost unrecognizable to their original creators. 

      “London,” I said, “We’re in London.” 

      “What’s London?” Tallin asked. He was starting to perk up again.

      “A human city,” I said.

      Valerian couldn’t help but keep a constant, watchful eye on the surroundings. Every honk of a horn, every rumble of an underground train beneath our feet made him jumpy. “What are we doing here?” 

      “Getting away from that thing…” I said, trailing off. “It’s all I could think to do.” 

      “Carnaby Street.” Tallin said. He was looking at the back of a sign on an archway leading out of the series of side streets we were in. “Is that where we are?” 

      I nodded, then I turned my head and looked down the alley. There weren’t many doors along this alley—mostly windows that looked into the adjoining buildings. But at the end of the alley, there was a small shop, with cute, short windows and a slightly crooked door. Above the door, a sign read The Magic Box.

      “I would’ve brought us somewhere else,” I said, “But I’ve never been anywhere else on Earth. This was the only place I could link a portal to.” 

      “Can you take us back?” Valerian asked. “Send us directly into the castle?” 

      I shook my head. “The castle has protections against portals being opened into it from outside. Anyway, my magic is totally spent. I couldn’t open a portal if I wanted to.” 

      “So, we are stuck here?” Tallin asked.

      “Until I find a way to recharge… which won’t be easy on Earth.” 

      “Arcadian magic is hard to find, here,” Valerian said. “With no one who knows to look for you, that portal may have been a one-way trip.” 

      I gave him my eyes. They were still wet with tears. “I didn’t have a choice. I’m sorry. I’ll find a way to fix this.” 

      He shook his head and ran his thumb across my cheek. “You may have saved our lives,” he said. “I should be thanking you.” 

      I didn’t want to admit that I enjoyed his touch. I didn’t know if I could trust him, so why did he make me feel safe? Why did he have that power over me? 

      “We should both be thanking Tallin,” I said, hurriedly wiping my other cheek with my hand. “He gave me enough time to open the portal.” 

      “Happy to help,” Tallin croaked. “I could do with a warm bed, though, and maybe something to eat.” 

      A light came on inside the Magic Shop, and my blood ran cold again. I had brought us here for a reason. We had no friends in Arcadia, no one who knew who we were, or cared if we were gone except for the monster that had been trying to kill us both. Bringing us here was a risk. A huge risk.

      What if they had forgotten who I was, too? They didn’t know me nearly as well as my parents, or my brother did, and as far as my entire family were concerned, Winter’s Princess wasn’t missing—she was right where she was supposed to be.

      If this didn’t work, if I had brought us here, marooned us on Earth for nothing… I didn’t think I would ever be able to forgive myself. 

      “Come with me,” I said, “But let me do all the talking.” 

      “Who are you going to talk to?” 

      “The only people in this or any world who have even the slightest hope of being able to help us.” 

      I tugged Valerian over to the warm, orange glow that had just sprouted inside the Magic Shop. The witches inside would’ve sensed my portal the moment I had opened it, which meant they were on their way to investigate. 

      The closer I got, the more frazzled I got. I wasn’t ready for this. If they didn’t know me, rejected me, then it was all over for me. I had no way of getting back home, we had nowhere to go, and we weren’t in Arcadia anymore—we were on Earth. Earthlings weren’t likely to react kindly to outsiders with pointed ears and antlers on their heads. 

      I stopped at the front door to the Magic Shop, shut my eyes, and knocked. 

      “Is this wise?” Tallin asked. 

      “It’s all I’ve got,” I said.

      I heard the door unlock, then gently croak open. When I opened my eyes again, I found myself standing in front of three women, hunched about each other, all trying to see who was on the other side of the door.

      One of them was a tall, statuesque, older woman with a severe, pale face and perfect poise. She was wearing a dark, jade nightgown with a furry hood, and she regarded me at first with a kind of wary curiosity. Behind her, and to one side, was a bubbly looking woman with half-moon spectacles hanging from the bridge of her nose. The third woman standing in the doorway was the youngest of the three—she had bright, blonde hair and she was incredibly beautiful.

      These… were my grandmothers. 

      Helen.

      Pepper.

      Evie.

      Before my mother made it to Arcadia, these women raised her as their own. I had been here once or twice before, but I hadn’t been here for some time. I doubted if they even recognized me. I wanted to speak, to explain myself, to introduce myself, but all I could do was swallow. Again. And again. And again.

      “Child,” Mother Helen finally said, her eyes widening. One of her hands flew to her chest, and with the other she reached out to me, as if to embrace me. “What in the world are you doing here?”

      

      ***

      Arcadia’s doors are closed, for now, but if you want to grab book 2 and continue Amara and Valerian’s adventure, here’s a link! Flip over to see the cover! <3

      LINK: https://mybook.to/iceandmoonlight2
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      Thank you for reading Lost! I’ve never written a sequel like this one before, so going back and revisiting locations and characters I loved has been an absolute blast! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      If you did, please consider leaving a little review for me! Reviews are the lifeblood of Indie Authors - a sentence and a star rating is all I need!

      Meanwhile, I’ll leave you with the link to book 2, so you can continue Amara and Valerian’s journey, assuming Arcadia’s doors are open!

      LINK: https://mybook.to/iceandmoonlight2

      Katerina
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