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C HAPTE R  ONE

 

Moments  ago,  I  had  escaped  Fate…  now  I  was  a  fugitive.  I  stood  at  the  door  to  my grandmothers’ house and business, the Magic Shop on Carnaby Street. All three of them— Helen, Pepper, and Evie—were staring at me as if a ghost had just washed up on their shores; a ghost, her pet, and the man she’d clearly dragged through the bog she had just crawled out of.

For  a  long,  breathless  moment,  I  was  certain  they  were  going  to  reject  me;  certain  they  had forgotten me.

But then Grandmother Helen pulled me in and embraced me.

“Child,” she had asked, heightened concern in her voice, “What in the world are you doing here?”

I hadn’t replied. Instead, I held onto her and cried. I cried from the pain of losing my home, my family,  and  my  life.  I  cried  because  it  was  my  fault  I  had  lost  it  all.  But  I  also  cried  out  of  relief. Whatever spell had been cast upon me, whatever curse I had been befouled with in Arcadia, it hadn’t had an effect on my grandmothers.

So, really, I cried for hope.

“You haven’t forgotten me,” I said into her chest.

“Forgotten you? Why would we have forgotten you?”

“I thought you would have. Everybody else has.”

“I… don’t understand,” said Helen, embracing me more tightly. “The last time we saw you, you were a beautiful little girl of barely ten. For us, that was only a few months ago. And now here you are, a grown woman… and yet still our little girl. Perhaps it took me a moment to recognize you, but forget you? Never.”

“Not to break this tender moment up,” came Tallin’s muffled voice, “But you’re squishing me.”

I pulled away from my grandmother, half-crying, half-laughing. “Sorry,” I said, wiping my tears away. “I got carried away.”

“Come,”  Helen  said,  stepping  into  the  shop.  Evie  and  Pepper  backed  away  to  give  her  space. “Come inside, it’s freezing out there.”

“Compared  to  where  we  just  were,”  Valerian  said,  entering  the  shop  after  me  and  adjusting  the topknot he held his silvery hair in. “This is summer.”

“And who is this, dear?” asked Pepper. She had a warm, bubbly smile on, but behind those half-moon spectacles was a woman ready to defend her home against potential intruders.

“This is Valerian,” I said, “He’s a friend. And this is Tallin.”

“He’s so cute!” came Evie’s excitable shriek. “Can I pet him?”

“I’m not a pet,” Tallin objected, then he paused. “But a little rub between the eyes wouldn’t go unappreciated.”

Evie  delicately  approached,  but  Helen  took  her  arm  and  gently  pulled  her  back  into  her  place. With  a  flick  of  her  wrist,  she  forced  the  Magic  Shop’s  door  to  slam  shut  behind  us.  “Alright,”  she said, composing herself, “Pepper, why don’t you go boil a kettle for us? And Evie, my love, kindly see to it that Dahlia’s old room is prepared for our granddaughter to spend the night in, would you?”

Pepper nodded, then offered me a warm smile, while Evie joined her fingers together and made them into the shape of a heart. “I can’t wait to catch up with you!” she said, and then she and Pepper moved into the back of the shop, disappearing past a beaded curtain.

This left Tallin, Valerian and me standing in front of Helen, feeling like I had just been summoned for a telling off. Her demeanor had changed at the drop of a hat—first, shocked that I was here, and now  gravelly  concerned.  She  wasn’t  panicked  or  scared,  though,  but  ready  to  ask  all  the  questions, and get as many answers as she could.

“Something has happened to you,” Helen said.

I  nodded.  My  cheeks  were  still  a  little  wet,  so  I  wiped  them  down  with  the  back  of  my  hand. “Yes,” I said.

“Something bad. Where is your mother? Is she safe?”

“She’s in Windhelm with my father, and I think they’re both safe.”

“You think?”

“I  haven’t  been  back  at  the  castle  for  a  while,”  I  paused,  and  fresh  tears  threatened  to  spill.  “I really screwed up,” I added, barely able to contain the words.

My  grandmother  approached  and  placed  a  warm,  comforting  hand  on  my  shoulder.  “My  sweet granddaughter… you’re safe, here. Take your time… tell me what happened.”

“It’s… kind of a long story,” I said. And not all of us here know the whole truth yet.

That  last  part  I  left  unsaid,  because  the  fact  was,  I  hadn’t  told  Valerian  the  real  reason  all  of Arcadia had forgotten us. I hadn’t told him I had made some kind of deal with an old crone back at the village of the Moon Children. I hadn’t told him that I had given that hag a happy memory, and that the witch had used it to change my Fate somehow.

And by extension, his, even if I didn’t know why.

Whatever had just happened to me, had happened to him. His family, if he had any, wouldn’t know him. His friends, the world at large, it had forgotten him. What did this mean? Did he have something to do with it? Was he a wolf in sheep’s clothing? Just when I thought I could trust him again, doubt would creep in and remind me that I didn’t really know anything about him.

We were strangers, really.

Helen  seemed  to  understand  my  meaning  without  my  having  to  spell  it  out.  She  turned  her  eyes over at the man in my company. “Valerian… is it?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Valerian, nodding.

“You don’t mind if I take a slight precaution, do you?”

He angled his head to the side. “Precaution?” he asked, a little warily.

“Just a teensy, weensy one?” she asked, a careful smile aimed at him.

“Alright,” he ventured, Helen’s disarming smile breaking down his guard.

Helen flicked her wrist, and a spark of coruscating green magic shot out of her hand and zapped Valerian in the chest. Valerian stiffened, his eyes widened, and when he relaxed, he fell into a puddle of himself, only he didn’t hit the ground hard. With her other hand—and a little magic—Helen made sure to control his descent so he would touch the ground gently.

A moment later, he was snoring.

I had never heard him snore.

“What… did you do?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“I had a choice,” she said, “Send him to sleep, or turn him into a frog. I haven’t tried the latter in a long  time,  and  I  would  love  to  try  it  again,  but  it  didn’t  seem  proper,  here.  First  impressions  are important, you understand.”

“But why did you do it?”

“Because I can see in your eyes, you have something you wish to talk to only us about.”

Tallin turned his head up. “Hello,” he said, smiling.

“You knew that just by looking at us?”

“I’m a lot more perceptive than I’m given credit for these days, my dear. Now, tell me whatever it is you cannot say in front of this man.”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure where to start.”

“Like all good stories, we start at the beginning.”

I took a breath, then exhaled. “Well… I think I got myself cursed.”

“Cursed?”

“Yes. My mother and father were putting me through the Royal Selection. As Princess, it was my duty to sit through it, to watch the Fae compete and fight for the right to marry me, but I didn’t want to marry anyone. I’m not ready for marriage yet.”

“Far too young…” she said, shaking her head. “Please, go on.”

“I tried to get them to understand what I needed, but they didn’t care. They wouldn’t listen… so I fled. I went looking for Radulf thinking he could help, but I only made things worse.”

“How so?”

“Radulf  was  going  to  send  me  back  to  the  castle.  He  wanted  me  to  do  what  mother  and  father asked  of  me.  I  felt  like  they  all  knew  something  I  didn’t,  like  they  were  all  keeping  some  kind  of secret from me. Maybe if they had told me… maybe if I knew the reason, I wouldn’t have done what I did.”

Helen’s eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”

I paused. “This is going to sound really weird. But I gave a happy memory to an old crone I saw in my dream, and she made everyone forget who I was.”

My grandmother nodded, but didn’t seem to say much. It was Tallin who spoke. “You did what?” he asked.

“I’m sorry. She told me she could take me out of the Selection. I was… stupid, and reckless—”

“—yes.”

“But in my defense, I thought I was dreaming.”

“Oh, well, I suppose that makes it okay, then.”

“It… does?”

“No, it doesn’t. Do you need—I mean, do I have to explain to you all the ways in which this is totally—”

“Hush little antlered creature,” said my grandmother. “I believe she is already upset enough over what has happened. What Amara needs now is support, a warm bed, and a cup of tea.”

I shook my head. “That’s not everything,” I said.

My grandmother nodded. “Go on, then.”

“When I woke up, everyone had forgotten me. Radulf, Tallin. Nobody knew who I was. When I confronted Radulf, he told me he already had a sister, and that I wasn’t her.”

Helen’s eyes narrowed. “Did he?”

“I  didn’t  know  what  he  meant,  but  then  I  met  Valerian  out  in  the  woods  and  he…  everyone  had forgotten him, too. I don’t know how, or why, but as far as Arcadia was concerned, he didn’t exist. One minute he’s a contestant in the Royal Selection, the next he’s being chased out of the palace by guards. He said he felt compelled to come and find me in the woods.”

“If I’m understanding you correctly,” Helen said. “You made a pact with a witch, and she took the strands that bound you to your life and manipulated them in such a way that life was no longer yours. Now, someone else sits as the Princess of Windhelm, the world has forgotten you… your own family has forgotten you, and this stranger has suffered the same Fate. This is what brought you to my door?”

I nodded. Then I remembered… I couldn’t believe I had forgotten. A chill raced up my spine as my  mind  conjured  an  image  of  the  shadow  creature  Valerian  and  I  had  been  fighting  in  the  woods before getting here.

“Fate  is  also  trying  to  hunt  me  down  and  kill  me,”  I  added,  “At  least,  it  was  while  I  was  in Arcadia. The creature didn’t seem to have followed me.”

My grandmother stroked her chin with her fingertips, turned her eyes up, and paused to process the information I had given her. I hadn’t yet gone into how, or why Tallin had somehow remembered me because Tallin and I hadn’t even spoken about it yet. My grandmothers also seemed to remember me  and  know  who  I  was.  Those  were  other  wrinkles  to  this  story  that  deserved  ironing  out  and investigating.

With any luck, the answer to finding my way back into my life lay there, somewhere.

“We are going to need more than just a cup of tea for this one,” said my grandmother. “Come, let’s get you and your friends settled and warm. You must be exhausted from your ordeal.”

“I am. I just want to go home.”

My  grandmother  smiled  and  placed  a  warm,  comforting  hand  on  my  shoulder.  “Dear,  you are home. Come. Let’s get upstairs.”

I  followed  Helen  with  Tallin  in  my  arms,  stopping  once  I  realized  Valerian  was  still  on  the ground.  Helen  seemed  to  have  forgotten,  too.  She  spun  around  on  her  heel,  flicked  her  wrist,  and Valerian’s body began to levitate.

“Can’t forget you, now, can we?” she said, with a little chuckle. “Come now, strange Fae man.”

Valerian  floated  across  the  room,  my  grandmother  guiding  his  unconscious,  snoring  body  as  it moved through the air gently past the beaded curtains, and up the narrow staircase that followed.

“That’s impressive magic,” Tallin said.

“Parlor tricks at best, my furry friend,” Helen said, “But occasionally useful.”

“Thank you,” I said to her. “I didn’t have anyone left in the world to turn to.”

“You don’t need to thank me. You came to the right place. We’ll get this sorted quickly, don’t you worry.”

I  headed  up  the  stairs  with  Tallin  in  my  arms,  following  Valerian’s  unconscious  body.  But  my grandmother  couldn’t  hide  her  true  feelings  from  me.  I  could  hear  the  warble  in  her  voice,  I  could hear her accelerated heartbeat—these were cues she hid so incredibly well from most people, but not from my keen senses.

She was concerned, maybe even scared.

None  of  what  had  just  happened  was  going  to  be sorted  quickly,  and  we  all  had  every  right  to worry.


C HAPTE R  TWO

 

Ihadn’t realized just how tired I was until I was given a chance to bathe. I was shown up to the bathroom,  where  I  was  allowed  to  run  a  bath  and  rest  for  a  while.  My  feet  were  pulsing,  I was hungry, and I felt like I hadn’t slept in days, but lying in warm, bubbly water was exactly where I needed to be right now.

The events that had led me here, brought me to my grandmothers’ house on Earth, felt nightmarish. Jarring. Like dreams someone else was describing to me. From the crone in the woods, to Valerian almost appearing as if out of thin air, to the shadow monster that tried to catch and kill us both.

How could this be happening?

I didn’t dare close my eyes, because whenever I did, I would see it. That tall creature with those long  limbs,  and  those  massive,  broken  antlers.  Was  that  really  an  agent  of  Fate  sent  to  destroy  me? Had I become one of Fate’s loose ends?

Whatever the case, I was glad we had left that creature back in Arcadia. There was nowhere for us to run, back there. At least here, we could rest. We could regroup. My grandmothers were skilled human mages—one of them was going to figure out a way to help us.

They  had  to.  Otherwise,  I  didn’t  know  what  I  was  going  to  do…  or  if  I  would  ever  be  able  to forgive myself for what I had already done.

I had been left some of my mother’s old clothes to wear. When I was done bathing, I changed into them.  Though  they  had  lived  in  a  wardrobe  for  a  while,  they  weren’t  stale,  and  they  were  oddly comfortable, and warm; pajama bottoms and a hand sewn blue jumper with a couple of small holes in it.

My  mother  must  have  made  these,  I  thought,  as  I  examined  myself  in  the  bathroom  mirror.  My eyes  sparkled  bright  and  blue,  and  my  cheeks  were  rosy  and  pink.  Were  it  not  for  the  antlers  that curled around my head like a crown, and my pointed ears, I could have passed for a human.

I shook my head.

I’m  not  staying  here  long  enough  for  that  to  matter, I  thought,  and  I  exited  the  bathroom  and headed  into  my  grandmothers’  living  room.  It  was  a  quaint,  cozy  little  place.  The  floors  were carpeted,  and  creaky,  the  walls  pressed  in  a  little  bit  in  a  way  that  made  it  feel  like  the  house  was hugging  me,  and  not  in  a  claustrophobic  way,  and  the  air  was  thick  with  the  inviting  scent  of… chicken soup?

As I entered the living room, Grandmother Pepper called for me to sit at the table. As soon as my butt  touched  the  chair,  she  was  there,  delivering  a  bowl  of  soup  filled  with  bits  of  chicken  and vegetables.  She  served  me  a  piece  of  bread  to  eat  with  it,  then  she  sat  across  from  me.  A  moment later, mother Helen and Mother Evie joined, with Tallin nestled in her arms. He was getting the best scratchies—it was clear he was enjoying himself.

If I wasn’t careful, he was going to get used to that.

“Please,” said Pepper, “Eat… don’t let us stop you.”

I glanced at each of the women sitting across from me. “It’s a little difficult when I feel like I’m about to be interrogated.”

“We aren’t going to interrogate you, dear child,” said Helen. “But I think it would be best if you went over what happened to you again while you ate.”

I took a deep breath, sampled some of Pepper’s soup, and when I was ready to speak, I spoke. It was easy to get my story straight; everything was so fresh in my mind. The Royal Selection, Radulf, my  dream,  the  monster.  There  wasn’t  a  detail  I  couldn’t  recall  with  almost  perfect  clarity…  which wasn’t great for me, because it meant I was probably going to live with them for a long while.

By  the  time  I  was  done  with  my  soup,  I  was  also  done  with  the  story.  The  bread  had  left  me feeling  satisfied  and  full,  but  Pepper  insisted  on  pouring  me  a  cup  of  English  tea.  Two  sugars  and milk,  just  the  way  my  mother  liked  it.  She  also  offered  me  a  plate  of  biscuits,  partly  covered  in chocolate.

I hadn’t been able to resist. We didn’t get much chocolate in Arcadia; only whatever my mother was able to bring back whenever she came to visit my grandparents. With the cup of tea in my hands, I waited while my grandmothers discussed and considered, watching the feather of steam rise from the lip of the cup.

“I’m so sorry you had to go through all that,” Evie said. “It sounds terrifying.”

“I  didn’t  mean  for  any  of  it  to  happen,”  I  said.  “I  just  didn’t  want  to  go  through  with  the  Royal Selection.”

“I would’ve been in the same boat as you. Being told who I had to marry? No way.”

“There are some cases where rebelliousness carries consequences,” said Mother Helen. “I don’t intend on making you feel worse, dear, but it does appear as though a lack of communication caused you to act in a manner that has evidently made things worse.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. But my parents wouldn’t tell me why they needed me to finish the Royal Selection. They didn’t make Radulf go through with it, but I had to sit there, day after day, and watch all these idiots fight for my hand. I didn’t like it.”

“Your mother has been known to be a little stubborn sometimes.”

“Don’t tell her we said that,” Evie added.

“She gets it from you,” Pepper said.

Evie looked shocked at the accusation. “She absolutely gets it from you.”

“Enough,  you  two,”  Helen  ventured,  then  paused.  “Child,  your  Arcadian  magic…  you  used  the last of it getting here?”

“Yes. It’s the weirdest thing… usually my magic recovers after a while, but I still feel tired, and empty.”

Helen  frowned,  then  shook  her  head.  “That’s  because  Arcadian  magic  doesn’t  regenerate  on Earth. There’s a reason the Fae only make short trips here and back.”

“What?”

“Arcadian  magic  is  powerful,  but  it  was  not  meant  to  be  used  here.  At  least,  not  since  our  two peoples parted ways many, many centuries ago. Now, whenever one of the Fae travels to Earth, they do so knowing just how much of their magic they’ll need to make the return trip. Otherwise, they’re stuck here… like you seem to be now.”

“No… no, no, that can’t be right. Are you telling me, there’s no way for me to get back?”

“There are portals, yes, but they occur naturally and are tied to different celestial events, none of which would appear to be in alignment right now. In any case, getting back to Arcadia would seem to be the least of your problems. My biggest concern is the hunter.”

“Hunter?”

“The creature that is hunting you is a manifestation of Fate itself. The product of an equation trying to right itself. If what you have told us is accurate, the crone that tried to write you out of existence failed on some level.”

“Valerian and I discussed this in the woods, while this creature was chasing us. Are you telling me this creature is hunting me because of an accident?”

“If  the  magic  had  worked  the  way  I  believe  it  was  intended  to,  there  would  be  no  hunter.  You would simply no longer exist.”

“Okay, so, it’s not all bad news, then?”

My grandmothers looked at each other, exchanging grave looks. “It is bad,” Helen said, “But we are going to do everything we can to find a solution. Tomorrow we will request access to the magical library at Whitmore Academy—perhaps in there we will find answers.”

“Now, about your friend…” Pepper ventured, “The sleeping one.”

“He’s kind of yummy, isn’t he?” Evie asked, a cheeky grin on her face.

“Sister!” Helen hissed, scolding Mother Evie. “That’s entirely inappropriate.”

“I didn’t mean for me, I meant for her.”

“That’s also out of line.”

My cheeks were burning hot and red. I was sure they were steaming more than my teacup at this point. “He is… he was… a contestant.” I shook my head. “The best one, in fact. Only he didn’t want to be there.”

“He didn’t?”

“That’s the impression I got.”

“And he’s the only one who remembered you after… that night in the cave.”

I nodded. “I don’t know why. He’s nobody, really. I barely even know him.”

Helen’s eyes narrowed, her eyebrows pinching in the space just above her nose. “Are you sure?”

I stared blankly at all three of them. “I don’t. Should I?”

“I  suppose  not…  it  seems  odd  that  out  of  everyone  around  you,  he  should  be  the  only  one  to remember who you are.”

“He’s not the only one,” Tallin put in.

“Right, and this little guy,” said Evie, who hadn’t stopped rubbing him behind the ears. “Why do you suppose you know who she is while few others do?”

Tallin looked over at me, his small, rabbit-like face turning into something like a smile. “We have a bond,” he said, his small ears twitching. “I was bound to her at birth.”

“Bound to me?” I asked.

Tallin nodded. “I was tasked with keeping you safe from the moment you were born, an agreement sealed under Fate’s watchful eye, in the presence of the Frost Stone of Windhelm.”

Mother Helen smiled. “A powerful pact indeed.”

“It took a moment for me to remember who she was. At first, I didn’t. But it started to come back to me as the hours passed.”

“Will that happen to anyone else?” I asked, “Like… my parents?”

“Who is to say,” said Helen. “For all we know, the spell unraveled itself all on its own. That you were  hunted  by  a  creature  of  Fate  itself  suggests  there  were  at  least  some  complications  in  her spellcasting.”

“That still doesn’t explain Valerian’s involvement in all of this,” Tallin said. “I’m wary of him.”

“I don’t think he was involved,” I said.

“You probably shouldn’t trust him, though. I don’t trust him.”

I  glanced  at  the  door  to  the  room  he  was  being  kept  in.  “I  don’t,”  I  said.  “In  truth,  I  don’t  even know him… but he helped me get here.”

“You mean, he helped you get stranded here. It sounds like getting you out of the picture is exactly what that crone wanted.”

“He’s stranded here, too.”

“Is he?”

“We could settle this quickly,” Pepper said. “All I have to do is pour a little potion into his tea… he won’t be able to lie to us.”

A moment of quiet moved through the room. Pepper, with her bubbly round cheeks and half-moon spectacles,  looked  absolutely  devious  right  now.  Everyone  was  stunned.  “Perhaps  at  some  point,” Helen said, “But I do not think we need to resort to drugging the Fae just yet.”

“Say the word,” Pepper whispered, her eyes flashing mischievously.

“I’ll  go  and  talk  to  him  myself,”  I  said,  after  a  moment.  “I  should  be  the  one,  anyway…  he’s  a stranger here.”

“Just remember,” Helen said. She was about to reach for me with her hand, but she held back. “Be careful, Amara.”

I smiled at them. “I will,” I said. “I like to think I’m a good judge of character. And if I feel like he’s not being truthful, we’ll do it Pepper’s way.”

Pepper nodded, her eyebrows wagging.

“Very well,” Helen said. “We have prepared some food for him. Perhaps you would like to take it to him and wake him up? He may be somewhat… groggy.”

I  nodded  and  stood.  Pepper  handed  me  another  steaming  bowl  of  chicken  soup.  I  took  it  and brought it to the door of the room Valerian was sleeping in. It was a spare room which, until now, had been  mostly  filled  with  boxes  containing  unused  sewing  supplies.  Most  of  those  had  been  pushed aside, and a small bed had been shoved into the corner of the room.

Valerian lay on it, snoring slightly. I set the bowl down on the little end table next to the bed, then sat on the edge of the bed itself. For a moment I only looked at him, admiring the shape of his jaw, the whiteness of his hair, the shape and color of his antlers. He looked… royal. Regal. Even in a deep, snoring sleep, this Fae looked good.

I reached for his hand. It was warm to the touch, but entirely flaccid. I decided to reach for his face, then, letting my palm rest along the curve of his jaw.

“Valerian,” I whispered, as I leaned over him.

No reply.

Only snoring.

“Valerian… wake up,” I persisted.

Nothing.

I  thought  about  exiting  the  room  and  asking  my  grandmothers  to  wake  him  up.  I  didn’t  want  to bother them, though, and there had to be an easy way of doing this. What was it they did in all those books  my  mother  used  to  read  to  me  as  a  child?  Hadn’t  Snow  White  been  woken  up  with  a  kiss? Come to think of it, there was always a woman, and she was always woken up with a kiss.

Ugh.

No way was I going to kiss this man. We weren’t in a fairy tale, and I didn’t have the time to wait. I slid my hand across his jaw to his mouth, covered it, and pinched his nose shut.




C HAPTE R  THRE E

 

Valerian grumbled, mumbled, squirmed, and then his eyes shot open. I released his mouth as soon as he was awake, placing my hands on his chest to keep him from hitting his head on the low, sloped ceiling just above his bed. “It’s me,” I said, “You can relax.”

Valerian’s eyes were wide and as bright as diamonds. “What—” he gasped “—was that about?”

“I had to wake you up,” I said.

“You couldn’t have asked?”

“I did. You were snoring…”

Valerian took a moment to compose himself. He scanned the room we were in. It was small, and a little cramped. The only light came from the lamp on his bedside table, which also illuminated all of the boxes and supplies shoved against the opposite corner of the room.

“Where am I?” he asked. “What did they…”

“My grandmother zapped you to sleep…” I said.

“She what?”

“She  also  stopped  you  from  hitting  the  ground  hard,  brought  you  up  here,  and  made  you  soup.  I probably wouldn’t be too upset about it.”

Valerian rubbed the side of his head. “So much is happening right now.”

I nodded. “I know. Take a deep breath, then sit up slowly, and have some soup. It’s really good.”

He sat upright, slowly, watching his head and his antlers to make sure he didn’t bash them. It took a moment for him to get his bearings, scanning the soup, the room, then my face. There was something about his gaze that felt… strong. Intense. It made me want to look away, not out of repulsion, but out of fear.

It was weird.

“We’re on… Earth…” he ventured.

“We are,” I said. “In my grandmothers’ house.”

“And this is a… safe place?”

“The safest, I think. It beats sleeping in an Arcadian cave with monsters about.”

“Right…” Valerian paused. He then took a tentative sniff of the air. “We aren’t dying.”

I frowned. “Dying?”

“The  air  is  poisonous  here.  Maybe  your  grandmother-witch  has  powerful  protective  wards  in place keeping us alive.”

“I… poisonous? What?” I shook my head. “Did my grandmother’s spell zap the sense out of you, or what?”

“That’s what I’ve been told about Earth. That the air is poisonous here, and that this is the place where goodness and civility go to die.”

My eyes widened. “Wow. Where did you hear that?”

Valerian shrugged. “Around,” he grunted.

“Well, as someone who partly belongs to this world, I take offense to that. The air may smell bad to us, but it isn’t poisonous. And my grandmothers have taken you in, given you a warm bed, and put food on the table. I would say they’ve been good to you.”

He shook his head. “Princess, I didn’t mean to—”

“—it’s fine. And I’m not a Princess. Not anymore.”

Valerian  swallowed,  his  throat  working  silently.  “I  truly  meant  no  offense.  People  talk…  and  I didn’t know you were part human.”

“My mother is half human.”

“The Queen? I also did not know that.”

“Well,  now  you  do.  I  would  suggest,  for  as  long  as  you’re  here,  that  you  check  your Fae  at  the portal.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m not sure I understand that.”

I  shook  my  head.  “Just…  don’t  say  anything  stupid.  Okay?  As  long  as  we’re  guests  in  my grandmothers’ house, you’ll behave properly, and respectfully. Understood?”

He slowly nodded. “I do understand.”

“Good…” I paused. “Have some soup.”

Valerian  gently  reached  for  the  bowl  on  the  side  of  the  bed.  It  was  still  warm,  and  it  smelled delicious.  He  picked  up  the  spoon  I  had  left  for  him  and  started  to  eat.  After  the  first  swallow,  he looked up at me, his blue eyes sparkling. He didn’t have to tell me he liked it; I could tell just by the look in his eyes.

“Finish it,” I said, “I can wait.”

I  sat  in  silence  for  a  little  while  as  Valerian  continued  to  eat  the  soup  my  grandmother  had prepared  for  him.  It  didn’t  take  long  for  him  to  finish,  but  I  tried  not  to  engage  him  in  conversation until he was done all the same. I wanted him to eat, to feel comfortable here, like I did.

Or, at least, that’s what I told myself.

In truth, I wasn’t sure how I felt about Earth. I had been here a few times before, but this wasn’t my home, and Valerian had been partly right. The air did smell different, here. It was thicker, heavier, without  barely  a  hint  of  freshness  or  nature.  At  the  very  least,  being  here  was  going  to  take  some getting used to.

I was resolved to get back to Arcadia and fix this mess as soon as possible, though. I didn’t want to get used to Earth.

“You were right about the soup,” Valerian said, after he had finished. “It was delicious.”

“Grandmother Pepper makes the best food,” I said. “I’m glad you liked it.”

“Pepper…”

“And Evie, and Helen. Those are their names.”

“And we can trust them?”

I nodded. “I do. And as long as you’re under their care, you can as well.”

“That’s… good enough for me,” he said, meeting my eyes.

I had to look away, even for just a moment. “They’re going to find a solution to our problem.”

“They are?”

“They’re going to try. They are all skilled mages, and there are more mages like them here. One of them will know what to do.”

Valerian’s eyes narrowed again. “Do about… what, exactly?”

“Right, you were asleep. Well, we have a couple of problems. Number one, nobody knows who we are back in Arcadia. Number two, when we do cross back over, there’s a Fate monster to contend with. And number three, we’re stuck here.”

“Stuck?”

“I don’t have the magic to send us back, and Arcadian magic doesn’t regenerate here. I’m about as magical as that bowl of soup, right now.”

“Can you shapeshift?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t tried… but I think I can.”

Valerian turned his palm up. A small glimmer of light emerged out of his skin at the center of his hand. It glowed for a moment, then slipped back into his skin. “I still have magic,” he said.

“Save it. We may need it.”

He offered me his hand. “You can have it.”

I stared at his hand for a moment, a little dumbfounded. “What do you mean?”

“You take have my energy. Maybe it’s enough to get us back to Arcadia.”

“I… didn’t even know you could do that.”

“Maybe  it’s  not  something  Royals  have  to  think  about  much…  commoners  have  to  parcel  their magic out. We’re used to being careful with our resources, and we learned to share.”

I looked into his eyes, now, holding his gaze. “If you’re willing.”

“I am.”

Staring at his hand, now, I felt suddenly queasy. Lightheaded. I wasn’t sure what had come over me, but it had been quick, and it was difficult to ignore. Still, I took his hand, and as soon as my skin brushed against his, something happened.

This  hadn’t  been  the  first  time  I  had  touched  this  Fae,  but  touching  him  now  felt  different, somehow. His skin was soft, and warm, and as our fingertips brushed against each other, I couldn’t help but notice the little current passing through us.

Imperceptible, almost.

At first, anyway.

That current soon grew in intensity, and when our hands clasped fully, it was as if we had become linked. Connected. I realized quickly that I could feel him. Not his hand, or the warmth of his touch, but him. His inner self. His magic.

Looking  into  his  eyes,  I  thought  I  could  hear  his  thoughts—only  they  weren’t  thoughts,  but  his feelings.

He was honest.

There wasn’t an ounce of malice in him.

But he was scared.

For  as  long  as  I  had  known  him,  Valerian  had  oozed  confidence.  The  way  he  had  handled  that beast back at the palace, the way he leapt into action to protect me from that monster, the things he knew how to do that no one else did. This was a Fae who was rarely frightened by anything; at least, that’s what I had thought.

Only he was scared.

He, like me, was far away from home. Far away from anyone he knew. He hadn’t asked for this— I had put him in this situation. The fear I felt in him now only served to make my guilt grow. I didn’t know this Fae. Before I met him, he may as well not even had existed.

But part of me now felt responsible for his safety.

A big part.

“Is there enough?” Valerian asked.

“Huh?” I shook my head, snapping back into the moment. I had been lost in thought.

“Magic… do I have enough in me for you to open a portal back to Arcadia.”

“Oh… right.” I paused, closed my eyes, and concentrated. I had been so caught up in my feelings and  in  Valerian’s,  I  hadn’t  even  started  to  search  his  essence.  I  also  didn’t  really  know  what  I  was doing. I narrowly opened one eye again. “Uh… how does this work?”

“I’m ready for you. All you have to do is feel.”

I shut my eye again and nodded. “Right,” I said, taking a deep breath. I already had a direct line into  Valerian’s  feelings.  My  instincts  were  to  push  deeper,  to  try  to  feel  his  magic.  As  soon  as  I opened myself up to him, it came rushing out at me like a gust of fresh, Arcadian air.

I let it engulf me, wash over me, then I felt it circle around me and go back into Valerian. It was wonderful, an experience unlike any other. How had I never done this before? Why hadn’t anybody told me we could do this?

Though my eyes were closed, I thought I could see lights dancing around us, glittering motes of magic hovering in the air inside of this small closet of a bedroom. I didn’t dare open my eyes again. I didn’t dare to even move! This was the most incredible thing I had ever done, and I could become a big wolf whenever I wanted to.

But the magic of the moment faded when, after a moment or so, I realized.

There  wasn’t  enough  magic  in  him  for  me  to  open  a  portal…  but  there was something  else  in there. Something that made me recoil and snap my hand away from his. Something that had absolutely terrified me. Something that had surprised me and caught me off guard, even though it shouldn’t have because all the signs were there, and had been for a long time.

“What’s wrong?” Valerian asked, confused.

I shot to my feet. “Nothing,” I said, “There’s… uh, there isn’t enough magic in you for us to open a portal back to Arcadia.”

“There isn’t?”

“No.” I backed away a step. “My grandmothers will help. We’ll just have to wait for them.”

“Amara… what’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said, putting on my best, Royal smile. “Get some sleep… we’ll talk in the morning.”

I left his room quickly. I basically fled. I didn’t know which way to go or what to do after I left. I wasn’t used to this house, and even though it was small, finding my way to my mother’s old room took longer than I would’ve liked.

I  spilled  into  the  bedroom,  shut  the  door  after  me,  and  threw  the  lock  into  place.  When  I  was safely behind it, I let my head fall against the door and tried to get my breathing under control.

“This can’t be happening,” I said to myself. “This cannot be happening.”

“Aha,” came Tallin’s voice, which made me practically jump out of my skin. “So, the penny has finally dropped.”

I spun around to look at him. “You scared the hell out of me,” I breathed.

“Not as much as that just did, I bet.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your Fate bond with Valerian. It’s about time you acknowledged it.”
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And there it was, a Fate bond. It had been staring me in the face, waving frantically at me ever since Valerian and I first met. I had done my best to ignore it, but there was nowhere left for me to run, no matter how much I wanted to.

And I really, really wanted to.

“This can’t be happening,” I said.

“I sensed it the moment I saw you both together for the first time,” Tallin said.

“You did?”

“The Fae can’t see Fate bonds… not naturally, anyway. But I can.” Tallin sat upright on the bed, making  himself  look  a  little  taller,  a  little  more  regal.  “They’re  beautiful,  really,  and  they’re  rarely different. I can see ours right now… a small, thin, golden thread that goes from my right paw to your left hand.”

I looked down at my hand. I couldn’t see it. “And with him?”

“Yours goes from your chest to his.”

All the blood drained from my face. “No,” I said, “No, no, no. Why. Why me?”

“Who knows?”

“Isn’t  forging  a  Fate  bond  the  whole  point  of  the  Royal  Selection?  I  shouldn’t  already  have  a belore! I don’t even want one!”

“Your  mother  and  father  had  a  similar…  problem.  They  were  bound  to  each  other  before  the Selection even began. I would venture this kind of thing is probably way more common than anyone cares to admit.”

“Why even have a Royal Selection, then?!”

Tallin raised a paw. “Maybe we should keep our voices down,” he suggested, bringing his tone to just above a whisper. “We don’t want anyone to hear this, do we?”

He was right. I didn’t want anyone to know I had a Fate bond with Valerian. I didn’t even want to know about it myself. “This is unreal. As if I didn’t have enough problems, now I’m bound to the man sitting a few doors down from us? This is just brilliant.”

“I understand where you’re coming from, but maybe there is some good to this.”

“Good?”

“If Valerian and you are… fated mates—”

“—stop it, please.” I shuddered. “Ew. We’re never using that term, ever again.”

Tallin paused, then nodded. “Right… as I was saying, if you and Valerian are in fact Fate bound, it would explain why he and I are the only two Arcadian creatures who haven’t forgotten who you are. It would also explain why everyone has likely forgotten him, as well.” Tallin paused. “And me.”

“You?” I cocked my head to one side.

“I didn’t recognize you when I first saw you, I admit… but in all the commotion of your escape, I hadn’t realized the moon children didn’t recognize me, either. It wasn’t until your brother returned and promptly chased me out of the village that my mind started coming back to me.”

“They chased you out… were you hurt?”

“They were fast,” Tallin grinned. “I was faster.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s… I’m so sorry, Tallin.”

“It’s in the past,” he said. “I escaped, and I came to find you. The point is, we know who you are because of our bonds. They must have protected us from the crone’s magic.”

I shook my head. “But… wait. Aren’t family Fate bound?”

Tallin  smiled.  “You  would  think  so,  but  no.  Only  powerful  magics,  or  Fate  itself,  can  bind  two people  together,  and  rarely  does  Fate  bind  parents  to  children,  or  siblings.  Our  bond  came  at  great expense. It was only possible because your father and mother are the ruling Royals of Windhelm.”

I sank against the door. “So, whatever I did in my dream that night caused you and Valerian to get caught up in my mess because you’re both bound to me.”

“It would seem so.”

I shook my head. “Great. Because I needed more bad news.”

Tallin patted the bed with his paw. “Sit,” he said. “Because like I said, it’s not all bad news.”

I walked over to the bed and sat down. “I fail to see a bright side to this.”

“The deal you made with that crone got us into this situation… fixing that one thing could get us all out of it again.”

I paused, took a deep breath, then exhaled. “I guess…”

“Prin—Amara… what’s in the past, is in the past. Now is the time to look forward.”

“I’m finding it really difficult, Tallin. I don’t know what’s out there for us… all I know is what I left behind. What I made us all leave behind.”

“I know. But think about it this way… we are all here, now. Your grandmothers know who you are, which means the crone’s magic didn’t reach Earth. As long as we are here, we are safe. And as long as you and Valerian share a Fate bond… we know we can trust him.”

I looked down at him. “Can we, though?”

“I  would  bet  on  it.  I  do  not  think  Valerian  is  here  to  cause  you  harm.  I  also  don’t  think  he  has anything to do with the crone or what happened to you. I think he’s caught in the middle of all this… which means you should probably cut him some slack.”

“Slack?”

“It’s  a  human  expression.  I  thought  it  appropriate  to  use  one,  given  the  circumstances.  I  also… well,  you  fled  his  little  cubby  hole  pretty  quickly.  I  could  hear  your  frantic  breaths  from  here,  and your conversation.”

“You heard us speaking,” I trailed off, my eyebrows arching.

Tallin’s ears wagged, then fell. “I apologize, it was not my intention to eavesdrop. But I have been blessed with incredible senses, and this house is small.”

“And you heard, everything?”

“I overheard him offer his magic for you to use. If he weren’t on our side, he would not want you to have any magic in you at all. You would be easier to control that way.”

“Except  if  he  had  enough  magic  in  him,  I  could’ve  sent  us  all  back  to  Arcadia.  So…  there’s  a selfish motivation right there.”

Tallin shut his eyes. “I cannot stop you from believing he is an enemy,” he said, then he looked up at me. “But I know you aren’t doing that because you believe it.”

“I’m not?”

“No. I know you well enough to know how you think. And if he is your enemy, then you don’t have to deal with the Fate bond the two of you have.” Tallin paused. “You can’t ignore this, Amara.”

I sighed. “I know. I do.”

“Then… try to go easy on him. We are all in the same boat. If your grandmothers can’t help us, we may be stuck here for a long time. All three of us. We may even need to learn to live in this place.”

“I don’t even want to think about that.”

“Maybe it’s not that bad, here?”

“Let’s not do that.” I paused. “It’s not that I won’t grow to like this place. I know I will. It’s where my grandmothers live. But if I start accepting that now… I need to focus my energies on getting back, on fixing this mess I’ve made. For your sakes.”

“My sakes?”

“And  Valerian’s.  I  got  him  into  this.  Maybe  if  it  was  only  me,  here…”  I  shook  my  head.  “And even then, the thought that someone has replaced me, that someone is sitting in my room, enjoying time with my father and mother. I have to get us back.”

Tallin frowned. “I can see the conflict in you, and I don’t like it.”

“I’m going to have to deal with it, one way or another.”

“The important thing for you to know is, you don’t have to deal with this alone. You have support, you have help, and you have love. Your grandmothers clearly care about you very much.”

I nodded, then smiled. “They do. It’s sad that I don’t get to see them very often.”

“You  have  been  busy  growing  up  and  becoming  a  Princess.  For  them,  it  has  only  been  a  few months since the last time you were here, and you were a child, then.”

“I know. I guess I just feel like I’m taking advantage of their hospitality. I don’t know them that well, and they swooped in to take care of me.”

“That’s what family does.”

Tallin paused, then, letting his words linger in the air. I wasn’t sure why, but then I realized, he had left a couple of things unsaid. It was a silence that confirmed, he did in fact know way more about me than I thought he did.

He had been bound to me since birth, had been in my life since I was born, had watched me grow up and become the Fae I was today. That meant he had seen the good, the bad, and the ugly, just as clearly as I had—if not more so.

My mother was only part Fae, like I was, but she was raised on Earth, raised by the three women who  had  taken  us  in  tonight.  I  was  more  Fae  than  she  was,  and  I  had  been  brought  up  in  Arcadia; specifically, in the Winter Kingdom. There was a reason we were known as the Coldest Fae.

Affection didn’t come easy to us.

It wasn’t that I didn’t receive any. My mother did her best, and so did my father, in his own way… maybe. I was having a hard time remembering. The point was, I had grown up in a place notorious for being heartless and cold, with only my mother’s flame for warmth.

Was it any wonder, really, that I didn’t want to take part in the Royal Selection? That I didn’t want to  get  married?  That  I  didn’t  want  to  accept  Valerian’s  Fate  bond,  or  know  how  to  appreciate  my grandmothers’ help without feeling guilty?

Before  I  was  made  to  take  part  in  the  Selection,  I  hadn’t  even  thought  about love.  Love  was  a word rarely spoken around me. It was a concept, an idea, one I could feel shared between my parents, but it wasn’t something I could put my finger on and identify when it happened to me.

I mean, it had never happened to me.

Growing up in Windhelm, it was common for other Fae Lords and Ladies to be paired off to each other.  They  married  because  it  was  good  for  their  families  to  marry. Unions  of  convenience.  We weren’t allowed to crush on other Fae because love wasn’t really… a thing in Arcadia.

Naturally, that meant Fate bonds were worth their weight in diamonds. It was the next best thing, the  closest  a  Fae  could  ever  get  to  love.  For  someone  who  wants  that  life—to  fall  in  love,  to  be married,  to  have  children—they  would’ve  envied  my  position  as  Princess,  with  droves  of  Fae fighting for the right to love me.

I hadn’t wanted any of it.

I still didn’t.

But somehow, despite leaving the Selection, Fate had intervened anyway, and bound me to a Fae I didn’t know, and didn’t want. Even he was… cute. Ugh.

“We should probably get some sleep,” I said.

Tallin  nodded  and  yawned.  “We  should,”  he  said.  “It’s  been  a  long  day.  Or  month.  It  feels  like we’ve been running for a while.”

“I’ve lost count.”

I looked down at the bed we were sitting on. It looked warm, and comfortable. Glancing up at the window  that  overlooked  the  little  alley  we  had  walked  down  earlier  I  couldn’t  help  but  notice  the dusting of snow collecting on the window’s flat areas. It reminded me of… home.

“What happens tomorrow?” I asked.

Tallin shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t have an answer for that. We’re going to have to wait and see. But whatever it is, we’ll face it together.”

I  rubbed  the  space  between  Tallin’s  eyes.  He  shut  them,  bowed  his  head,  and  made  a  soft, rumbling sound. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

I fell asleep only a few short minutes after my head hit the warm, cozy pillow. There was no time to  worry  about  what  my  dreams  would  be  like,  or  what  tomorrow  would  bring.  Exhaustion  had grabbed hold of me, and it pulled me under, into the deep and dreamless dark.
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Avoiding Valerian was the right thing to do. It was the mature thing to do. At least, that was what I  told  myself  the  next  morning,  almost  immediately  upon  waking  up  in  my  mother’s  old  bed. Why my mind went straight to him as soon as I opened my eyes was something to never be considered or discussed. All that mattered was my resolution to avoid him.

At all costs.

Sitting up in the creaky old bed was painful. My muscles screamed, and my bones shrieked. They didn’t want me to move. They wanted me to stay right where I was for an extended period of time— maybe weeks—so they could recover from the punishment of the last few days.

I decided to lay back down for a little while longer and allow myself a few extra minutes of rest. When I heard footsteps coming from beyond the bedroom door, and muffled talking, I took my cue to get up and dragged myself out of bed.

Tallin was still asleep, the little Sprite curled up at the foot of the bed, twitching slightly. He was dreaming. I decided to leave him there as I quietly, and slowly, exited the room, pausing to make sure Valerian wasn’t around.

The smell of crackling bacon wafting from the kitchen greeted me as soon as I opened the door, making  my  stomach  rumble.  I  followed  the  aroma,  drawn  in  by  the  promise  of  a  salty,  hearty breakfast. I had grown quite partial to bacon, and sausages, and eggs in my adulthood; no doubt thanks to my mother and her penchant for full English breakfasts.

Grandmother Pepper was there, buzzing around the kitchen like a hummingbird, going from pan, to pot, to plate like an expert chef. She was mumbling a tune to herself, keeping her voice low so as not to wake the entire household. Or maybe just so she wouldn’t wake the two of us.

“How do you like your eggs, dear?” she called out, without even turning her back.

I stopped where I was. “How did you know I was here?” I asked.

Pepper  turned  her  head  and  grinned  at  me  from  behind  her  half-moon  spectacles.  “It’s  very difficult to sneak up on a witch. Hasn’t anyone told you?”

I shook my head. “I can’t say they have.”

“Consider yourself informed,” she said, turning back to her burners. “So, how do you like your eggs?”

I took a seat at the table. “Mother likes them scrambled… I prefer them sunny side up.”

“Your  mother  makes  the  scrummiest  scrambled  eggs,”  Pepper  went  on  as  she  worked  at  the breakfast she was whipping up. “Creamy, flavorful, and just the right kind of runny, without using an ounce of milk, either.”

“Did she learn how to cook from you?”

“I like to think I may have influenced her, somewhat.”

Leaning  my  head  to  the  side  to  see  what  Pepper  was  doing,  I  realized  something.  She  wasn’t actually touching anything. With her back to me, all I could see were her arms waving around. I had assumed she was handling frying pans and cracking eggs, but the eggs cracked themselves.  Looking more  closely,  I  saw  pieces  of  bacon  turning  over  in  the  pan  they  were  frying  in.  I  also  saw  the wooden spoon in the pot of beans stirring them all by itself.

Pepper  now  looked  like  a  conductor  at  an  opera,  orchestrating  all  this  by  simply  waving  her hands about.

“That’s incredible,” I said.

“Oh, it’s nothing, really. I suppose I’m getting lazy in my old age,” she added, chuckling. “Don’t tell. Helen.”

“I won’t,” I said, my lips curling into a little smile.

“Tell  Helen  what?”  asked  Evie,  who  came  skipping  into  the  dining  room  running  her  fingers through her golden hair. It had looked damp a moment ago, but after a quick shake, her hair became soft silk falling across her shoulders.

“Nothing,” Pepper said, grabbing one of the frying pans. She offered me a wink.

I  returned  the  wink,  then  looked  over  at  Evie.  “Did  you  just  dry  your  hair  with  your  hands?”  I asked.

Evie beamed and sat down across from me. “I did,” she said, “It saves so much time.”

“I’ve never… I mean, I’m Fae, I live in Arcadia, and I’ve never seen anyone use magic like this.”

“Really?” Evie placed her elbows on the table and cupped her face while she looked at me. “But Arcadia is like, the home of magic. Isn’t Windhelm a palace made of ice?”

“Windhelm is a city, and the palace isn’t made of ice…” I paused, then frowned. “Or maybe it is, and I just haven’t noticed.”

“Well… I don’t notice my cantrips anymore. So, maybe it’s like that for you, too?”

“What’s a cantrip?”

Evie smiled, tapped the tip of her nose with her index finger, and color rushed  to  her  face.  Her eyes darkened as if she had applied a purple shadow, her skin lightened, her cheeks flushed, and her lips turned a shade of deep red. “This is a cantrip,” she said, grinning widely.

“Bloody hell,” I said, amazed. “I wish I could do that.”

Evie’s face softened and she reached for one of my hands. “You sound just like Dahlia,” she said. “Do you know that?”

I frowned. “I do?”

“She used to say bloody hell a lot. It was one of the first things she ever said, actually.”

“She learned that from you,” Pepper put in.

“And I’m proud of it! Bloody hell is one of the most British things a person can say. Amara may have been born in Arcadia, but she’s an honorary Brit today.”

“Is that… a good thing?” I asked, chuckling.

Evie shrugged and squeezed my hand. “It just makes me feel a little closer to you.”

Her smile was infectious. I couldn’t help but return it. “Thank you,” I said. “You’ve all made me feel so welcome.”

“You’re family. Why wouldn’t you be welcome?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ve never felt—” Valerian’s presence at the edge of my senses caused me to shut up. I saw him cautiously approach the entrance to the dining room. Somehow, he didn’t look sleepy, or out of sorts. He had his silvery hair held in a top-knot, and he was wearing a large, fluffy, green bathrobe, and fluffy yellow socks to complete the look.

Evie stifled a giggle. “Good morning,” she called out. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve been asleep for three days,” Valerian ventured, then paused. “Was I?”

“No, it’s been one night. But it was a long one. I hope you’re feeling rested.”

“Surprisingly, I do.”

“You didn’t find the space too small?”

“It wasn’t much smaller than the last space I slept in.” Valerian’s eyes shifted over to me. I met his gaze, but only briefly. I couldn’t hold them for long, not because of what I knew about us, but because he looked to be wearing a robe… and possibly nothing else. I doubted if my grandmothers had male underwear in the house.

My cheeks flushed red. I tried to hide my face, but he directed a question at me.

“Are you feeling better, Princess?” he asked.

“As good as I can be,” I said. “You know, all things considered.”

He  looked  around  the  room,  tugged  at  the  cord  of  his  robe,  and  seemed  to  wait  until  he  was invited to sit by Evie. He had arrived at the opportune moment, because Pepper had finished cooking the ingredients of her full English breakfasts. As soon as Valerian took his seat, she was ready with a plate for him, for Evie, and for me.

“Eat up,” she said, “You must both still be hungry.”

My mouth was watering. Though I wanted to attack that plate with my bare hands, I used a knife and fork, practicing the manners I had been brought up with. Valerian had no such restrictions. He had grabbed a sausage with his fingers, and he was already halfway towards finishing it. Shaking my head slightly, I started slowly on my plate of food, taking small, disciplined bites, trying not to engage with Valerian at all.

Because again, that was the mature thing to do.

Right?

“Would  you  like  that,  Amara?”  I  hadn’t  been  paying  attention  to  the  conversation  taking  place around me over breakfast. When Pepper called my name, I turned my eyes up at her.

“Hmm?” I asked.

Pepper’s smile softened. “I said, would you like that?”

“Would I like to… what? I’m sorry, I was lost in thought.”

“That’s quite alright, dear. We were talking about how you and Valerian could both do with some fresh clothes. I suggested Evie could take you out into London and get you some.”

“Us? Go… out there?”

“Why not?”

My hand moved subconsciously up to my crown, where my antlers sat. “I guess there are a few reasons.”

“Oh, don’t worry about those. That’s nothing a quick glamor won’t fix. We can also glamor you some  clothes  to  wear  on  your  first  trip,  but  our  glamors  aren’t  permanent,  which  is  why  I  thought maybe you would want to get some real clothes.”

I glanced at Valerian, then back at Pepper. “I’m not sure if Valerian wants to—”

“I’m naked.”

I swallowed. “Sorry?”

“I  apologize.  I  only  meant  I  could  not  find  my  clothes  this  morning.  I  found  these  instead,  and  I don’t think it’s ideal for me to be wearing them all the time.”

Evie chuckled.

Pepper  also.  “I  should  have  told  you…  the  leather armor  you  were  wearing  was  tattered  and damaged. We took it in to repair it, but in any case, leather armor is highly inappropriate to be worn around London. If you are both going to be on Earth, you need to blend in.”

“Should  we  really  be  going  out  there?”  I  asked.  “I  mean,  if  you’re  going  to  help  us  get  back  to Arcadia, shouldn’t we just sit tight?”

“The three of us discussed that this morning. Grandmother Helen thinks it could be at least a few days  before  she  has  a  lead  on  what  to  do  next.  We  can’t  well  have  you  both  cooped  up  in  here  for days on end—you’ll go mad.”

“Besides,” Evie put in, “London is lovely, and I know all the best places to take you to. It’ll be fun!”

I glanced at Valerian again, then looked over at Evie. “I… guess I could do with a little fun, given the circumstances.”

“Excellent!”  she  beamed,  and  she  shot  to  her  feet.  “Okay,  first  thing’s  first,  we  have  to  conceal your antlers and your ears. If you’ll allow me?”

Evie  reached  out  to  Valerian  but  stopped  short  of  touching  him.  He  glanced  at  her  hand,  then looked  up  at  her.  He  nodded.  With  a  quick  breath  which  she  then  held  in  her  lungs,  she  placed  her hand  on  Valerian’s  antlers.  I  watched,  dumbfounded,  as  his  antlers  began  to  disintegrate  as  if  they were becoming mist.

Valerian  didn’t  really  seem  to  know  what  was  going  on  because  he  hadn’t  said  anything  and  he didn’t seem to be in any pain, or discomfort. Once his antlers were gone, Evie’s magic moved to his ears,  which  shortened  and  became  round  at  their  ends,  like  hers.  What  followed  was  a  curtain  of misty magic that started to fall from Valerian’s shoulders, all the way down to the ground.

Light  and  glittering  dust  swirled  and  shifted,  this  time  making  Valerian’s  eyes  widen.  It  was  a quick display of power, but it was mesmerizing, and beautiful. I watched the magic encircle him, then rapidly break away from him, leaving him looking like a normal human male with white hair.

He was also wearing clothes.

His robe was gone, replaced by what looked like a plain, black shirt and a pair of deep grey pants —my  mother  would  have  called  them  jeans.  Valerian  scanned  his  new  attire,  patted  himself  down, then looked up at Evie.

“It feels… real,” he said.

“It  is  real,”  she  beamed,  “But  I  won’t  be  able  to  hold  the  magic  for  long—especially  since  I’ll need to do the same to Amara.”

“I could go out wearing this,” I said.

“Don’t be silly. Those are your mother’s old jim-jams. Don’t worry, the magic will hold until we get to the shop I have in mind.”

“If you’re sure…”

Evie circled around the table and let her hand hover above my head. “Ready?” she asked.

I looked up at her. “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said.

Of course, I wasn’t just talking about the clothes or the magic, but the idea of stepping out of this house and exploring London. Especially considering Valerian was with us. I could only hope I could keep him at arm’s length and avoid any awkward encounters.
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Wearing  glamored  clothes  wasn’t  the  strangest  thing  I  was  going  to  do  today,  and  that  was wild  to  think  about.  Evie  was  taking  us  into  London,  past  the  safety  of  the  Magic  Box’s four walls, and out into the wider world that Earthlings called home.

Though  I  looked  like  one  of  them,  and  I  was  partly  human,  I  didn’t  feel  like  one  of  them.  This world was noisy, and manic, and it did smell kind of funny. My mother had told me about cars,  and how they were used for transporting people and goods, but I had never seen one in my adult life, much less inhaled the smoke they produced.

It was hard to deal with, considering I came from a world that knew nothing of these scents, or this noise. The people who went rushing past also seemed to be carrying these small, shiny screens in their hands. Everyone seemed to have one, some of them looked glued to these little bricks, although why exactly, I didn’t know.

On the plus side, it meant Valerian and I went even more unnoticed. We were able to slink past the multitudes of humans without drawing much attention at all. This allowed us a moment to get used to the push and pull of pedestrians, to the noise, and to figure out where in the world we were going.

Evie, luckily, seemed to know exactly where to take us.

“The shop is… underground?” I asked.

“No,  silly,”  Evie  said.  She  handed  each  of  us  a  small,  blue  card.  “We  are  going  to  use  the Underground to get to where we need to go. Here, you’ll need these.”

“What are these?”

Evie smiled a soft, warm smile. It was the kind of smile a parent might give a child the first time that child tries to figure out what blocks they can and can’t fit in their mouths. “You really don’t know anything about this world, do you?”

“Only what mother told me. Thinking about it, she has mentioned the Underground before… that’s a train, isn’t it?”

“You already know more than I do,” said Valerian, who was carefully examining the card he had been given.

“It’s  a  train  that  goes  underground,”  Evie  said,  as  she  led  us  down  some  stairs.  “It’ll  take  us anywhere we want to go in all of London! Trust me, you’ll like it.”

There  were  more  people  underground  than  there  were  on  the  surface,  only  down  here,  they pressed against each other way more tightly. I followed Evie as she led us into what looked like some kind of hub of activity. I watched her tap her blue card against a machine, which bleeped, and opened a small set of transparent doors that were in front of her.

Evie stepped through, then turned around, and gestured for us to do the same.

“You go first,” I said to Valerian.

“Me?” he asked. “Why me?”

“Because I’m less of a stranger to this world than you are.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means—” I shook my head. “—just go.”

He  looked  at  his  card,  tapped  it  against  the  machine,  and  once  it  beeped,  the  doors  opened  for him. Valerian then quickly stepped through, joining Evie on the other side.

“Nothing to it,” I said to myself, and I tapped my card against the machine, only the doors didn’t open for me.

I tapped it again. The machine bleeped, but it was a different sound. A bad sound.

“What’s wrong?” Evie called out.

“It’s not opening,” I said.

“What does the little reader say?”

I looked down. “Seek assistance…”

“Come on, love,” came a voice from behind me. “I don’t have all day.”

It was a burly man with a thick beard and a heavy jacket on. I looked at him across my shoulder. “It’s not working,” I said. “Maybe this one’s broken.”

The  man  barged  past  me,  pressed  his  card  against  the  reader,  and  the  door  opened  for  him.  He gave  me  a  dirty  look  as  he  went  past.  Not  wanting  to  be  left  on  this  side  of  the  doors,  I  slipped  in behind him barely a second or two before the doors closed again.

“Rude,” I said, as I joined Evie and Valerian.

Evie took my card. “Maybe this one’s not been topped up,” she said. “I’ll sort that for you on the way out. Come this way.”

Valerian’s eyebrow arched. The corner of his mouth curled.

“Please, don’t,” I warned.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“That grin you’ve got on says otherwise.”

With a sweeping gesture of his arm, he encouraged me to go on ahead of him. I didn’t argue. I also didn’t  panic  when  I  reached  the  moving  stairs.  I  had  never  seen  anything  like  it  before,  stairs  that moved all on their own, but my mother had told me about human ingenuity and the kinds of machines of convenience they liked to build.

This  was  one  such  machine.  It  seemed  silly,  at  first,  but  when  I  saw  how  far  down  those  stairs were going to take us, and how far we would’ve had to climb on the way back, it made sense. I loved running around in the wild in my wolf shape… I didn’t like climbing the palace stairs.

The  Underground  was  labyrinthine  to  me.  Tunnels,  tunnels,  and  more  tunnels.  Evie  seemed  to know where she was going. I had noticed the maps on the walls, but I couldn’t make sense of them because I didn’t know London.

Eventually, Evie brought us to what sounded like a train platform. The walls here were plastered with pictures of people dancing, pictures of food, and pictures of landscapes, each seeming to offer something to those reading them.

Looking down along the length of the platform, I noticed there were many other people waiting for a  train,  filtering  in  from  other  parts  of  the  Underground  station.  We  waited  for  a  while,  standing around, watching more and more people enter the platform.

At one point I heard a screech, which set my nerves alight. A moment later, I saw a set of bright lights  emerge  from  the  mouth  of  a  darkened  tunnel,  followed  by  a  monstrous  beast  of  a  train  that moved at the speed of an arrow. I stood back as the thing came to a slow stop, realizing quickly that we were going to have to fight our way into this already crowded train.

When the doors opened, a rush of people spilled out of the train. Already I could feel the press of people  around  me,  inching  me  toward  the  train,  but  I  couldn’t  move.  There  were  simply  too  many coming out, and I couldn’t find a way to move in.

Evie, having clearly done this hundreds of times before, was the first one in. She was followed by Valerian,  but  it  looked  like  he  had  struggled  almost  as  much  as  I  was  struggling  now.  Everyone wanted to get into the train, but there simply wasn’t enough room. I wanted to shove my way past, but I knew that kind of thing was likely to get me into trouble, here, so I waited. I did my best to be polite, and  patient—until  I  heard  a  quickened  beeping  coming  from  the  train  doors  that  told  me  I  had  only seconds to get inside.

I  felt  a  hand  reach  out  to  me.  I  took  it,  and  Valerian  pulled  me  inside,  again,  just  as  the  doors began to close. All of a sudden, I found myself pressed against him, surrounded by people, and unable to move. He looked down at me, and I looked up at him.

“You seem to struggle with doors in this world,” he whispered.

“I’m  not  used  to  them  opening  and  closing  on  their  own,”  I  said.  “Our  doors  don’t  do  that,  and there aren’t usually this many people.”

“In the palace, maybe. Not where I’m from.”

My  cheeks  flushed  red.  “Right…”  I  paused.  I  was  about  to  ask  him  where  he  was  from  when  I realized  he  hadn’t  let  go  of  my  hand  since  I  had  grabbed  it  a  moment  ago.  My  cheeks  burned  even hotter still. The train lurched, and as I hadn’t expected it, I fell deeper into Valerian, who had to hold himself upright simply to keep from toppling over.

I was so close to him, now, that his scent had taken hold of me and replaced every other bad smell in this place. From the train itself, to the tunnel we were in, to the people around us—they all seemed to fall away against his intoxicating musk.

Before we had left the house, I had promised myself I would keep him at arm’s length. Now I was pressed  against  his  body  more  closely  than  I  thought  I  ever  had  been.  Not  only  that,  but  his  fingers were  entwined  with  mine,  and  there  was  part  of  me—a  part  buried  somewhere  deep—that  didn’t mind.

Somehow, that was way more terrifying than the deal I had struck, or even the Fate monster that had  chased  us  halfway  across  Arcadia. Love  is  like  chains,  I  heard  myself  say  in  my  own  head.  I could barely remember the conversation, or who I had been talking to, but I had said those words.

What the hell am I doing thinking about love? Why does he smell so good? And why am I still holding his hand?

My  heartbeat  quickened,  and  Valerian  and  I  were  so  close  together  I  feared  he  would  feel  it— maybe  even  through  my  fingers.  I  didn’t  want  him  to  feel  it.  I  didn’t  want  him  to  know  what  I  was going through, because not even I really knew. Was I embarrassed? Excited? Both, it seemed like.

I  felt  Valerian  run  his  thumb  along  the  back  of  my  hand,  and  that  sent  a  ripple  of warmth  all throughout  my  arm.  I  didn’t  know  what  to  do  or  where  to  look.  Maybe  it  had  been  unintentional? Maybe I had felt someone else brush up against me. We were all crammed into the train and totally unable to move around.

Was this normal, here? Looking around, because I didn’t want to give Valerian my attention—not when we were this close—I couldn’t help but notice the faces of the people around me. Most of them looked passive, docile, even sleepy. Some were staring into their shiny bricks, while others looked to be reading books.

I couldn’t find a single person in here who was feeling nearly as boxed in or as awkward as I was right now.

“Stillview,” Valerian said.

The train bumped and screeched. I looked up at him. “What?” I asked.

“It’s where I was born.”

“Stillview is…” I paused, “I’m not sure I’ve heard of it.”

He  lightly  shook  his  head.  “You  wouldn’t  have.  It’s  a  small  town  with  far  too  many  Fae  in  it. Crime  is  high,  wages  are  poor,  and  entire  families  have  to  share  tiny  living  spaces.  I  doubt  it’s  the kind of place a Princess would have to know about.”

I frowned at him. “Why not? I would have wanted to know about it.”

“You’re probably the only noble that does. Everyone else would rather forget it exists. That’s why things are as bad in Stillview as they are.”

“Valerian… I had no idea.”

He shook his head. “I know. That’s why I’ve told you.”

The train lurched. Valerian wrapped his hand around my waist to stop me from going too far, not that  I  would  have  considering  our  tight  quarters.  The  sudden  jerk  left  me  looking  up  at  him, momentarily lost in his steely, blue stare.

“This is our stop, Amara!” I heard Evie call out.

I  couldn’t  see  her,  and  she  couldn’t  see  me;  not  directly,  anyway.  I  felt  the  train  start  to  slow,  I heard its metallic wheels screech, and when it came to a stop, I watched its passengers start to filter out.  It  was  an  awkward  moment,  with  some  people  barely  shifting  around  to  allow  others  to  move past them. Somehow, getting out of the train felt less stressful than getting in.

When Valerian and I emerged onto the platform, Evie was waiting for us with a smile on her face. “I hope that wasn’t too bad?” she asked.

In unison, Valerian and I both said, “It was alright.”

Evie’s  eyes  dropped,  and  horror  filled  me  as  I  realized,  I  was  still  holding  Valerian’s  hand.  I detached from him instantly, but Evie still caught the motion. Her smile changed, not into a frown, but into something… almost mischievous. She didn’t comment on what she had seen, though. Instead, she pointed at a sign which read Way Out, and led us to it.
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After  the  awkwardness  of  the  train  ride,  it  was  good  to  come  back  up  for  air  and  re-enter  the wider  world.  That  Underground  trip  had  been  an  exercise  in  patience  and  claustrophobia  for me,  and  I  was  sure  I  had  only  barely  passed.  I  knew  I  certainly  wasn’t  built  to  be  trapped underground. I also wasn’t built to be in such close proximity to a Fae like Valerian.

Maybe if Tallin and I hadn’t had that conversation about him last night. Maybe if the words Fate and Bond hadn’t been thrown around, I would be feeling differently about the situation. But they had been, and I wasn’t, and somehow, all I could think about was him and that stupid bond, and reject the idea that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t the worst thing in the world.

Like a dog with a bone, I kept rolling it over in my head. I needed answers, and I needed them quickly.

Luckily,  Evie  had  enough  planned  for  us  both  today  that  there  was  plenty  to  keep  me  at  least mildly distracted. We were going to find clothes for the two of us to wear. That much was clear. But we weren’t going back to the house right away; Evie had been working on an entire itinerary for us for today.

First, we shop.

Then lunch.

Then—oh—I have to take you to Big Ben! Maybe the London Eye? Trafalgar Square!

You have to see all of that.

I had to admit, part of me felt like we probably shouldn’t have been planning on spending the day out and about. What if Grandmother Helen came back with a plan to get us back to Arcadia? Didn’t we want to get back as soon as possible? Sightseeing around London didn’t exactly seem high on our list of priorities.

The more we walked, though, and the further afield we went, the more I found myself enjoying the experience. The people, the birds, the black cabs, the double decker busses—these were all things my mother had told me about. I had, at one point in my life, been here before, but I hadn’t experienced London the way I was experiencing it today.

To  think  I  had  earlier  on  resisted  the  idea  of  going  out  and  seeing  this  world,  considering  how much I hated being cooped up. It was a reminder to myself that, despite all that had happened to bring me here, I was allowed to enjoy myself a little bit.

Which is exactly what I found myself doing as soon as Valerian stepped out of the changing room. In  my  defense,  Evie  had  started  to  giggle  first.  I  had  simply  followed  her  lead.  Valerian  seemed entirely  unimpressed  that  we  were  both  laughing  at  him.  To  be  fair,  he  was  wearing  tight,  black leather pants and some kind of lime green buttoned-down shirt.

“I really don’t see what’s so funny,” Valerian said.

“I’m sorry,” Evie said, stifling her giggle fit. “I’m really sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Sorry. Alright, I probably should have been with you, helping you to find more… fashionable clothes.”

“Is this not fashionable?” Valerian spun around to check himself out in a mirror, giving me a full flash of the curve of his ass in those leather pants. A rush of warmth flushed into my cheeks, but that lime green top made me giggle again.

“Not  on  Earth,  it  isn’t,”  Evie  said.  She  looked  over  at  me.  “And  I  don’t  know  what  you’re chuckling about. Look at your basket.”

I asked, looking down at the clothes I had picked out to try on. I had a colorful selection as well, but my colors matched a little better than his did. “What’s wrong with it?”

“First of all, you’ve picked out a cream overcoat. Fine, it’s cold and the coat is warm. But instead of  getting  some  pants  to  go  with  it,  you’ve  chosen  a  blue  mini  skirt  from  the  girl’s  section,  and  an orange top that… I don’t know where in the world you found that.”

“Blue and orange match…” I protested.

“Yeah, but a mini skirt? It’s November, and we’re in London. I don’t even know why this is still on the shelf.”

Valerian  turned  around  again,  his  pants  squeaking  as  he  moved.  “So,  now  what  do  I  do?”  he asked.

“You had better take those off,” Evie said, standing up and wiping her lower eye lids. “I’ll go and find you both something decent to wear. Wait here.”

Evie walked off, still chuckling, leaving me sitting across from Valerian. He turned around again and examined himself in the mirror. If not for the lime green shirt, the pants were working for him… with that long, white hair, and those strong shoulders.

Dammit.

Pull it together, Amara.

“I  had  better  take  these  off,  then,”  Valerian  said,  and  he  disappeared  behind  the  curtain  to  the changing room he had chosen.

There wasn’t much for me to do out here. I wasn’t exactly going to try on the clothes I had picked out, not after Evie had made it clear they weren’t appropriate for me to wear. To think I considered myself, at the very least, savvy when it came to Earth culture before I got here.

“Amara…” came Valerian’s voice from behind the curtain.

“Yes?” I called out.

“I think… I may need help.”

I frowned. “Help?”

“Would you please come a little closer? It’s… embarrassing.”

I scanned the area immediately around me. There wasn’t anybody here but us. Carefully I stood and approached the curtain. “What is it?” I asked.

“I seem to be… stuck.”

“Stuck?”

“Yes.”

I paused. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific than that.”

“I cannot take these off.”

Another pause. “Wait… what do you mean?”

“I mean, in the short time I have been wearing these pants, they seem to have glued themselves to my skin.”

My hand flew to my mouth. “Hold on. Your pants are stuck to you?”

“I really don’t appreciate having to repeat myself so much right now.”

I shook my head. “Right, right. Sorry. Uh. What do you need me to do?”

“I can’t seem to fit my fingers into the gap between the pants and my thighs.”

I swallowed hard. “So, wait… you want me to come in there, and help you peel your pants off your legs?”

“With your small fingers, yes.”

“Do you have any idea what you’re actually asking me to do?”

“I do, yes. I would ask your grandmother, but I somehow find that less appropriate.”

I looked around again, eyes wide, like an animal scanning for threats. Except I wasn’t scanning for threats. I was hoping someone else was nearby who could help me. Anyone else. I had told myself I  didn’t  want  to  be  anywhere  near  this  man,  but  the  world  seemed  insistent  on  pushing  us  closer together.

“Can you help?” Valerian asked after a moment.

“Right, sorry,” I said. “Yes, I’ll help. But I’m shutting my eyes.”

“How will you see what you’re doing, then?”

“You’ll have to guide me.”

“That seems appropriate. I’m ready.”

I’m not.

Sighing, I grabbed the edge of the curtain, shut my eyes, and slid over to the other side of them, bumping  instantly  into  Valerian.  He  was  shirtless.  I  knew  because  I  had  hold  of  what  felt  like  his muscular arms. I felt his hands fall gently on my shoulders. His hands then went looking for my hands, and when he found them, I let myself slip to my knees.

“Thank you,” he said. “I don’t ask this of you lightly.”

“I guess it means you trust me,” I said, realizing only a moment later what I had actually said.

“Of course, I trust you,” he said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“I don’t know… we’re still strangers, aren’t we?”

A  pause.  “I  don’t  consider  you  a  stranger.  After  all  we  have  been  through…  I  feel  like  I  have known you for a long time, and I would be a fool not to trust you.”

I swallowed. “That’s… very kind of you.”

Valerian guided my hands so that they fell on the sides of his abdomen. As soon as I touched his warm skin, my breath hitched. I held it there, in my lungs, as even with my eyes closed, I found the line of his pants. They were well and truly stuck to his skin. Even I found it difficult finding wiggle room for my fingers to slip into them.

“Why did you think these were a good idea?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I admit, I don’t know what I’m doing here.”

“Neither do I. We’re both out of our comfort zones.”

“Lost  in  a  foreign  world,  surrounded  by  strange  creatures,  powerless  in  the  face  of  our predicament. I wish I could do more for you, Princess.”

I exhaled. “Amara,” I said. “Please, everyone needs to stop calling me Princess.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m not a Princess.”

“But you are…”

“Well, maybe I don’t want to be a Princess, and that’s why we’re all in this stupid mess.”

“I  don’t  know  how  we  came  to  be  in  this  situation.  The  magic  that  got  us  here  is  dark,  and powerful. I can still feel it. But you cannot blame yourself for what’s happened to us.”

I had made a little headway into his trousers, but I stopped and turned my head up at him, keeping my eyes closed, of course. “I can,” I said, “And I’m going to. I know you mean well, but you have to let me take responsibility for this.”

“How can I when even you aren’t sure what happened to us?”

My heart wrenched. I knew exactly what had happened to us and why we were here. I also knew I was directly responsible. I hadn’t told him any of this, though; I hadn’t confessed my crimes to him, my sins. He thought we were in the same boat. I hadn’t told him yet that I was the reason he was in the boat to begin with, and that out of my own selfishness, I had been the one to sink it.

“I don’t know why you insist on being good to me,” I said.

“I  have  no  reason  not  to  be.  For  better  or  worse,  we  are  in  this  situation  together.  We  will  get back to Arcadia and reclaim what we lost. I’ll be by your side when we do.”

I  let  my  gaze  fall  away.  I  didn’t  know  what  to  do,  or  what  to  say.  Without  saying  anything,  I opened my eyes and stared at his abdomen. His muscles were taut, and strong. A line of pale fluff ran from his belly button all the way down into the hem of his pants. It was hard to keep my eyes from wandering, but I did my best and focused on the task at hand.

Wriggling my fingers into the gap between his pants and his thighs, I started to peel them down, realizing a few seconds into it that—of course—he was naked underneath them. That was why they were sticking to his body.

I  hadn’t  meant  to,  but  I  caught  a  fleeting  glimpse  of  something  I  shouldn’t  have  before  I  rapidly squeezed  my  eyes  shut  again.  I  quickly  got  to  my  feet  and  planted  my  hands  on  his  chest.  “I’m  so sorry,” I said.

“Sorry for what?” he asked.

I  patted  him  on  the  chest.  “I  think  you  can  take  them  off  the  rest  of  the  way,  now,”  I  said,  and  I slipped out of the changing room as quickly as I had stepped in, only half as subtly. Had Evie been standing outside, she would’ve caught me as red handed as I was red faced.

I hadn’t meant to look.

I hadn’t meant to see the base of his—ahh! Stop thinking about it!

My heart. It felt like it was going to leap out of my throat. I had to move away from the changing room,  put  distance  between  myself  and  Valerian,  and  go  and  do  something  else  for  a  moment. Anything to take my mind away from what had just happened.

But as I spilled out of the changing room area and made my way into the main department store floor, I realized something.

Everyone was gone.

I spent a moment looking around, going on my tiptoes to see if I could spot anyone in an adjoining aisle.  Nothing.  I  walked  up  to  the  nearest  checkout  desk.  Empty.  The  lights  were  on,  the  machines, were working, but there was no one here.

No shoppers.

No workers.

No Evie.

“Evie?” I called out, but my voice didn’t carry. “Evie?!”

I spun around again, trying to find someone. Trying to find help. This time, in the blink of an eye, all of the lights in the store went out. In an instant, the whole place had plunged into darkness. The machines were turned off, now, as were all the spotlights, neon signs, and even the escalators.

The only light came from a window on the other side of the store that overlooked the street, and it was darkening. But there was something else, too… a figure walking toward the window as the light above and around it faded.

At first, I hadn’t been able to recognize it.

It  only  took  a  moment,  a  shift  of  the  light,  for  me  to  catch  the  mess  of  broken  antlers,  the  long limbs,  and  that  skull  head.  It  was  the  visage  of  the  monster  that  stalked  and  haunted  the  darkest recesses of my mind.

The image of the creature that had hunted Valerian and I halfway across Arcadia.

“Valerian!” I screamed.
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Valerian came rushing out of the changing rooms, eyes wide with worry, wearing only the pair of briefs he had been able to slip on in a hurry. “What is it?!” he yelled.

I pointed toward the window where the creature still stood. It was advancing, getting closer and closer  to  the  window  with  every  step,  the  darkness  around  it  growing  thicker,  and  more  complete. There was no mistaking it. From its height to its impossibly long limbs, its gait, to the massive broken antlers above its head and the impression of its wolf skull face.

It was here.

It couldn’t have been anything else.

“Please tell me you don’t see it, and that I’m imagining things,” I said.

The look in Valerian’s eyes, though, was clear. He had seen it too, and that meant this wasn’t some crazy  daydream  or  a  hallucination.  The  creature  that  had  hunted  us  halfway  across  Arcadia  had somehow crossed the boundaries between worlds and found us again.

“Where’s your grandmother?” Valerian asked.

“I don’t know. Everyone’s gone—this doesn’t make sense!”

“We have to get out of here. Head for the exit!”

“But you’re not wearing clothes!”

“Worry about that later, run!”

Valerian rushed over to where I was, grabbed my hand, and started running. It wasn’t long before we lost sight of the creature, but the store was still empty, and the outside world continued to darken.

“We need to find the way out,” Valerian said.

“Not without Evie!”

“We don’t know where she is, or where anyone is. We have to assume this creature is here for us, and only us.”

“The last time we tried to get away from it, it took every ounce of magic I had left in me. I don’t have any more magic to throw at it, Valerian!”

“I know, which is why we have to do this the old-fashioned way.”

“How are we supposed to outrun Fate on foot?”

“Let’s save the questions for after.”

I couldn’t believe I was running again. Running from it; the monster we thought we had left on the other  side  of  an  Arcadian  portal.  Valerian  was  following  the  signs  that  pointed  us  toward  the  exit, only the more we ran, and the more turns we made, the more I started to wonder where in the world this exit actually was.

The  department  store  was  like  a  maze  of  mannequins,  aisles  filled  with  clothes,  and  entire sections that seemed to turn in on themselves. I hadn’t been able to make sense of the place when we were just browsing, but now that Valerian and I were running for our lives, it made even less sense.

“There  it  is!”  Valerian  called  out,  pointing  ahead  to  an  Exit  sign  with  an  arrow  pointing  to  the right.

We  picked  up  the  pace,  slowing  down  to  turn  the  corner  without  smacking  into  a  mannequin  or spilling straight into a solid wall. As soon as we took the corner, though, we stopped running. Panting, a little out of breath, I stared into a long, dark corridor, with lights that flickered ominously.

“What is this?!” Valerian snarled.

On  the  other  side  of  the  corridor  wasn’t  an  exit,  or  a  way  out,  but  another  section  of  the department store. I could see it from here, the clothed mannequins staring at us from across the way.

I shook my head. “This can’t be happening,” I said. “Where’s the exit?”

“It’s the creature,” Valerian said. “This is the same thing it did to us in the woods in Arcadia.”

“No. No way. We were still moving in Arcadia. The woods felt different wherever we went.”

“In that case, it would seem this thing’s abilities have improved.”

I  turned  around,  noticing  that  the  darkness  was  starting  to  encroach into the  department  store.  I couldn’t help but shriek at the sight of a mannequin standing not far from where I was. I hadn’t seen it a moment ago, so I hadn’t expected to see it now.

“Can you sniff a way out?” Valerian asked, “It can’t have closed all the exits off.”

“What if I get into wolf form and humans show up?”

“We may have to cross that bridge when it comes.”

“I’m not sure, Valerian.”

“We either get out of here, or that thing gets us—” his eyes narrowed, and he glanced across my shoulder.

“What is it?” I asked, turning my head.

He  didn’t  have  to  answer.  There  were  three  mannequins  behind  us,  each  contorted  in  a  weird pose, as if they had been caught moving toward us. My heartrate started to rise, each pulse of my heart coming harder, and faster than the one that had come before it.

“Valerian,” I said, trailing off.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Did those things just… move?”

“I’m…” he paused, scanned the mannequins. “Maybe…”

A cold wash of fear rushed through me. “No way,” I said, “No bloody way.”

Valerian  took  my  hand  and  backed  up  a  step.  He  glanced  across  his  shoulder,  expression tightening.  The  mannequins  which  had  been  at  the  other  end  of  the  hallway  were  now  crowding around the mouth of the hallway, as if they had moved while we hadn’t been looking.

When I turned back to look at the mannequins nearest to us, their poses had shifted. Not by much, but by enough for me to notice.

“They’re moving,” I said, “They move when we don’t look at them.”

“So, we need to look at all of them,” Valerian said, “All the time.”

“And not get close. I don’t know what’ll happen if we get too close.”

“That one looks like it wants to grab us. I think they’re here to slow us down so that the creature can get to us.”

“All the more reason to get moving, then.”

Valerian looked over at me. “Ready when you are.”

I took a deep breath. I hadn’t done this since we were back in Arcadia. When Valerian had asked me whether or not I was able to shift forms, I had confidently answered his question. In truth, I wasn’t totally  sure  this  was  going  to  work.  My  shapeshifting  wasn’t  a  magical  gift.  It  was  part  of  me, something  as  simple  to  me  as  breathing.  I  could  feel  the  wolf  inside  of  me,  always  there,  always waiting.

But we were on Earth, now, and the rules were different here; especially those for Arcadian gifts.

Carefully,  not  letting  the  mannequins  in  front  of  me  out  of  my  sight,  I  dropped  to  my  hands  and feet.  My  transformations  were  usually  quick,  and  instinctual,  but  this  one…  this  one  felt  awkward, and drawn out. I shook my back, relaxed my muscles, and snorted at the floor, waiting for the wolf to rouse.

Meanwhile, Valerian’s anxiety was starting to rise.

“Any luck?” he asked.

“I’m working on it,” I said.

“I’m trying not to look at you, but it sounds like you’re just sniffing at the ground with your regular nose.”

“I can feel it working its way out, okay? Just give me a second.”

“If you can’t do this—”

“—maybe if you weren’t distracting me, I would be able to focus.”

“Right. My apologies. I’ll let you do your… whatever this is.”

My  body  was  in  the  process  of  transforming.  I  could  feel  it.  But  it  wasn’t  instantaneous,  or effortless—it was arduous, and unnecessarily drawn out. I had never been so conscious of the way my nails became claws, or how my bones bent and cracked, nor had I ever felt my fur grow out of my own skin. There was no pain, there was no discomfort, I simply had to wait.

Considering what both of us needed to do right now was run, this delay wasn’t great for either of us.

When my wolf finally came out, I shook my back again, allowing my silky, silvery fur to grow out fully. All of my senses expanded, some of them exponentially. My muscles were bigger, and stronger. My reflexes were heightened, my eyesight sharper. Not once had I let the mannequins out of my sight, and none of them had moved in the time it had taken me to take on my wolf form.

“Finished?” Valerian asked.

“I am,” I said.

“Can you find us a way out, or not?”

I brought my snout low to the floor and sniffed around. I could smell people, their scents, but they were all over the place. It was difficult to make sense of the information I was receiving. “I’m…” I paused. “Not sure.”

One of the mannequins creaked. I had blinked, and one of them looked to have taken a step toward me.

“You’re not sure?” Valerian asked.

“I don’t know what’s happening. I can smell people, but they’re everywhere.” I paused. “Wait!”

“Wait?”

“I think…” I sniffed the air again. “I think I smell Evie.”

“Can you trace the scent?”

“I can. She’s behind me, somewhere…”

“The only thing behind you is the hallway.”

I hadn’t turned around, but I had already seen all the mannequins on that side of the hallway. There were many of them, and they were crowding the path we had to take to get to Evie. “Everything about this place feels fake, except for her scent. If we want to get out of here, we need to get to her.”

Valerian nodded. “Alright,” he said, and he started moving down the hallway.

“What are you doing?!” I shrieked.

“Clearing us a path.”

Backing away and keeping my eyes on the few mannequins standing nearest to us, I had no idea what Valerian was actually doing. I heard him walk, then I heard him start running. A moment later, I heard a crash, a thud, a series of knocks, and a couple of grunts.

“Valerian!” I yelled.

“Let’s go,” he called out, his voice bouncing off the walls.

I reached him quickly, turning the corner and spilling into this new part of the department store at great speed. I tried to stop myself, but I went skidding across the shiny, slippery floor, coming to a sliding halt just shy of a group of mannequins which had a moment ago appeared to be trying to get to us.

The  mannequins  animated  suddenly,  their  limbs  cracking  and  creaking  as  they  tried  to  reach  for me. Valerian rushed toward me, helped me up, and pulled me away from them. When I was up and running  again,  I  did  my  best  to  follow  Evie’s  scent.  It  was  getting  stronger,  but  in  another  sixty seconds or so, and Valerian was going to lose the ability to see entirely.

It wasn’t just the darkness that was encroaching on us, but an enormous feeling of dread, too. The Fate monster was here, it was setting the stage for an attack, and if we didn’t find our way out before it was ready, we were both dead because neither of us had the means of dealing with it.

But Evie’s scent was getting stronger.

The  more  I  ran,  the  more  I  thought  I  could  hear  her  calling  out  to  me,  her  voice  distant,  and ethereal—as if she were yelling at me from across a window. “This way,” I said to Valerian, and I took a left turn, away from the creeping darkness that was rolling over the department store.

There,  up  ahead,  I  saw  a  light  in  the  distance.  It  wasn’t  yellow  or  white,  like  the  lights  in  the store, but green, and pink, and purple. They swirled, and danced, and spun around each other, creating a kind of rift… or a portal.

“There!” I yelled. “There she is!”

“Are you sure?!” Valerian asked.

“There’s only one way to find out.”

I  accelerated,  bounding  on  all  fours  as  fast  as  my  limbs  could  carry  me.  As  I  neared  the  rift,  I thought I could see the world on the other side of it. Evie was there, her arms outstretched, tendrils of green light stretching from her fingertips. Her eyes brightened when she saw me.

“Over here!” she yelled, her voice coming through more clearly.

I  dove  through  the  rift,  crashing  through  it  at  speed  and  collapsing  on  the  other  side.  I  went skidding again, as I had done a moment ago, only this time I crashed into a wall instead of a bunch of mannequins. Already everything felt different. The air was fresh, the lights were bright, and I could hear people around us, even if it looked like we were in a quiet, empty part of the store.

Looking up, I saw Valerian running toward us. He was still on the other side of the magic rift Evie had opened, only a few feet away from it, but it was what I saw behind him that made my blood run cold.

It was the monster.

It  wasn’t  running—it  didn’t  have  to.  It  only  walked,  inexorably,  inevitably,  toward  its  target: Valerian.  All  that  remained  now  was  this  creature’s  impression  against  the  void.  I  screamed  for Valerian to hurry. He dove the last few feet, throwing himself through the portal and tucking his body into a forward roll as he landed.

Evie seemed fixed for a moment, as she stared at the creature on the other side of the rift. When she snapped out of it, she clasped her hands tightly together, and the rift sealed. The lights dispersed in an instant, becoming swirling, colorful dust that lingered in the air.

Panting, Valerian stood upright. “It’s gone?” he asked.

“For now,” Evie said, turning around to look at us both. “Was that—?”

“—the thing that was chasing us through the woods?” I asked. “Yes. What I want to know is how the hell it followed us here.”

“Fate knows nothing of portals and worlds,” Valerian said. “We were fools to think it wouldn’t get to us here.”

“Great. So, I’ve just put my own family in danger for nothing.”

Evie shook her head. “Not for nothing,” she said. “Come. Let’s get out of this store and regroup with the others.”

“We can’t. I can’t risk that thing coming after us and hurting you.”

“From where I’m standing, my magic is the only reason we’re having this conversation right now. Don’t turn your back on us yet. Let us help you.”

“Your  grandmother  is  right,”  Valerian  said.  “We  would  not  have  survived  if  not  for  her.  Maybe they have defenses against its power.”

“I still don’t like this.”

“I know,” Evie said. “But we’ll have more luck sorting this out with Helen and Pepper than by ourselves.”

I  didn’t  like  it,  I  was  shaken  to  my  core,  but  there  was  nothing  more  to  be  done  about  it.  After taking  my  Fae  form  again,  the  three  of  us  made  a  quick  and  quiet  exit  from  the  store,  hoping  the creature wasn’t still lurking around and waiting for us.
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Ididn’t want to go back to my grandmothers’ house. Every step I took brought me closer to the Away . Far, far Magic Shop, when in reality, I needed to be heading in the opposite direction. away. There was nowhere for me to go, I knew that, but the last thing I wanted to do was bring the monster to my grandmothers’ doorstep.

Once  we  made  it  back,  Evie  didn’t  waste  any  time  filling  Helen  and  Pepper  in  on  what  had happened  to  us  in  the  department  store.  From  her  perspective,  we  were  both  in  the  changing  room area one moment, and when she came back, we were gone. If the flickering light directly above her hadn’t already told her something unnatural had happened, the fact that we had both vanished and left all our clothes there was certainly enough.

“That  wasn’t  even  the  worst  part,”  Evie  said.  “The  creature  had  pulled  them  into  a  Dark Oubliette.”

“A prison…” Helen clarified. “That’s powerful magic indeed.”

“I didn’t know it could do that,” I said.

Helen looked over at me. “Do you think its abilities have gotten stronger?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe. But I’m certain that, back in Arcadia, we weren’t running inside of some weird,  magical  loop.  Everywhere  we  went  was  new,  even  the  cave  we  found  shelter  in.  This  was different.”

“Perhaps it has changed its tactics given where you now find yourself.”

I  shook  my  head.  “I  wish  it  wouldn’t.  That  place,  that  store,  it  was  horrible…  dark, claustrophobic, and those moving mannequins. I’m going to have nightmares for weeks.”

Tallin jumped up on the kitchen table and sat next to me. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there to help you,” he said, lowering his head.

I gently pet his back. “It’s okay,” I said. “We got out of it.”

I realized then that my hand was shaking. I placed it back on my lap.

Helen took a deep breath. “How were you able to find them?” she asked Evie.

“I had to use some of my most powerful sigils,” Evie said. “First, I needed to figure out where exactly the creature had taken them to, then I had to tear a hole in it wide enough for them to get out. I’ll need to make more.”

Helen nodded. “We have more for you, don’t worry about that.”

“How is it even here?” I asked.

“I wish I had an answer for you. I don’t think we will ever find one. But if the creature is in fact a manifestation of Fate, we have to assume it has… vast amounts of power. Powers we aren’t aware of, yet.”

“That doesn’t make me feel good.”

“I’m  sorry,  child.  I  did  not  mean  to  frighten  you.  I  only  meant  for  us  to  remain  vigilant.  Before now, we had assumed it could not find you here. It has, which means it will find you again.”

“If it takes them into a pocket realm again,” Evie said, then paused, “And we’re… unprepared…”

“No,” Helen said, “It won’t come to that. I suspect the best medicine, here, is prevention. If the creature is indeed powerful enough to drag people into a pocket dimension, and therefore force us to use our most powerful spells to get them out, the logical solution is warding; stop them from getting pulled down in the first place. Those sigils are weaker, and easier to prepare.”

“I’ll get started,” Pepper said, standing. “I can have the whole house warded in a few minutes.”

“Get to it.”

“What?” I asked, “No. You can’t.”

“I can’t?” Pepper asked, confused.

“I mean, we can’t stay here.”

Helen’s eyes narrowed. “Dear, where else do you want to go?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t stay here knowing that thing is out there and coming for me again.”

“If you are still being hunted, this is the best place for you to be.”

“You don’t understand,” I said, my eyes starting to sting. “It’s relentless. It hunted us and hunted us…  no  matter  where  we  went,  it  was  there.  It  never  stopped,  and  it  only  seemed  to  get  more  and more powerful while we only got weaker. That’s what it does. It makes you use up your resources so you can’t defend yourself anymore. That’s when it gets you.”

Helen took a deep breath. “I know you are trying to protect us, but understand, we are trying to protect you. If I were to let you go, somewhere, you would be alone, vulnerable, and defenseless. You would be giving up. Is that what you want for yourself? For Tallin? For Valerian?”

I wiped my lower eyelids with the back of my hand. “I don’t want that for anyone,” I said.

“Then you have to let us help you.”

“And what if it hurts you? What if it gets past your wards, and it decides that in order to get to me, it has to deal with all of you? I already don’t think I can live with myself for what I’ve done. I would die if anything happened to any of you.”

Evie reached out and placed a hand on my shoulder. “I know you mean well, but Helen’s right. I’ve seen that thing… with my own eyes. I didn’t really know what you were facing until I saw it, and now that I’ve seen it, I know.”

“What do you know?” Pepper asked.

Evie looked at her sister. “Amara is right. We can put wards up, but they won’t hold. Eventually, it will find a way in, and when it does, it’ll take all of our power to fight it off. And how many times can we really do that?”

Helen’s eyes widened. “Sister,” she warned, “There’s no need to frighten anyone.”

“I’m not trying to frighten anyone either. I just think, maybe Amara would feel more comfortable staying here, with us, if she knew how to defend herself.”

I frowned and looked up at her. “What do you mean?”

Helen  and  Evie  seemed  to  be  caught  in  some  kind  of  staring  competition.  From  the  outside,  it looked  like  they  were  having  some  kind  of  telepathic  conversation.  It  was  all  eyebrows,  and twitching facial expressions, and the occasional jerk of the head.

“I think we’re missing something, here,” Tallin whispered.

“Maybe we shouldn’t interrupt,” I said.

I looked over to the other side of the room, where Valerian was standing, his arms folded in front of his chest. He hadn’t said a word since we got back, though it did look like he had something on his mind. That made sense, given what we had just gone through. I decided not to pry right now.

“I disagree,” Helen finally said, aloud.

“I  know  you  do,”  Evie  said,  “But  the  poor  thing  is  terrified.  She  feels  vulnerable,  defenseless. She should at least know.”

“Know what?” I asked.

Evie looked down at me, a soft smile on her face. “You’re only part Fae,” she said. “Your mother is human, like us. And even though she didn’t come from us, and even though she was never allowed to study it, your mother has the spark of magic in her.”

“Magic?”

“Human magic. All humans carry it. Most humans don’t know it’s there, and even those who do often can’t do more than a cantrip or two, at best. But there are some witches who are just naturally gifted. Your mother was one of those witches, probably because she was part Fae.”

“That means you are, too,” Pepper added, smiling warmly from behind her half-moon spectacles.

“Wait… I know human magic?” I asked. “Why didn’t my mother tell me this before?”

“Because she doesn’t know,” Helen said.

“But… why?”

“Your mother  was  brought to  us  as a  young  child,  and we  were  tasked with  keeping  her  hidden from  the  Fae.  Part  of  that  was  making  sure  she  never  used  her  abilities,  so  she  would  not  draw attention to herself. As long as we kept her here, tucked away from the world—we thought—the Fae would never find her.”

“Fate always finds its mark,” Valerian put in, speaking for the first time since we arrived.

Helen  glanced  over  at  him  and  nodded.  “Indeed,  it  does…”  she  agreed.  “In  any  case,  this  is inconsequential.”

“How is me being able to use magic inconsequential?” I asked. “My whole problem is my lack of magic power.”

“Human magic and Arcadian magic are different things,” Evie said. “Arcadian magic comes from Arcadia itself. Human magic comes from within. They can both perform miracles, but they also both have their limits. I could teach you. We could teach you.”

I practically jumped out of my seat. “Yes! That would be amazing. Let’s do that.”

Helen shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “No, no,” she said, sticking her hand up, “We can’t. We don’t have the time, sisters.”

“Seems to me like we do,” Pepper mumbled.

“What’s that?” Helen asked.

“Well…” Pepper paused. “We have eight days until the next crescent, don’t we?”

“Eight days?” I asked, “What do you mean?”

Helen  sighed.  “While  you  were  all  fighting  for  your  lives,  Pepper  and  I  were  visiting  some scholarly friends of ours. We think we know how we can get you back to Arcadia.”

“Only, it’s going to take eight days,” Pepper put in.

“Eight days… that’s,” I shook my head. “That’s way too long. The creature is already here!”

“I  know,”  Helen  said,  “But  as  I’ve  explained  before,  most  Arcadian  portals  open  randomly, except for the ones that don’t. Those usually conform to certain celestial events, they almost always require  an  offering  before  they  can  open,  and  they  are always guarded  by  the  Fae—at  least,  on  the other side.”

“The  next  portal  we  know  of  won’t  open  until  the  next  crescent  moon,”  Pepper  said.  “In  eight days.”

Valerian stepped toward the table. “And even then,” he said, “It will be guarded on the other side by the Fae. Fae who may or may not be friendly to us.”

“The good news is,” Helen said, “This one opens into the Winter Kingdom.”

“That’s… something?” I asked, my voice rising in pitch, like I wasn’t really sure of the question or the answer.

Helen  shook  her  head  again.  “We  are  getting  ahead  of  ourselves,”  she  said.  “First,  we  must protect this house. Pepper, please get started with that.”

“Right,” Pepper said, finally taking her leave from the table.

“Evie, see to it that you have fresh sigils to use, just in case the creature somehow breaks through our defenses before we are ready for it.”

Evie stood up, gave me another squeeze of the shoulder. “I’ll be downstairs if you need me,” she said, before following Pepper out of the living room and going down the stairs.

“As for you three,” Helen said. “It’s probably best if you make yourselves comfortable.”

“I can’t just sit on my hands,” I said. “I want to help. I want to learn how to use this magic I have inside of me.”

“There are eight days until the next crescent moon, but that isn’t enough time for me to teach you all  you  need  to  know  about  your  magic.  Starting  you  on  the  path  without  making  sure  you  know  the proper  safeguards  is  probably  going  to  be  more  dangerous  for  all  of  us  in  the  short  run  than  not starting you on the path at all.”

“And if that creature comes back?” I asked. “We have barely a drop of magic left between the two of us, and we can’t outrun Fate forever.”

“If the creature somehow makes it past our defenses, we will be ready for it,” Helen said. “No Arcadian  monster  is  going  to  hurt  my  granddaughter  while  she’s  under  my  protection.  Do  you understand me?”

“That…” Tallin ventured. “That just gave me the chills. Does anyone else have the chills?”

I  was  the  one  who  resigned,  now.  “Alright…”  I  said,  “I’m  sorry.  I  don’t  mean  to  sound ungrateful.”

Helen stood, approached me, and smiled. “I do not get that sense at all,” she said. “I know you are only trying to protect us. We are all trying to protect each other. Our hearts are in the right place.”

“I just feel useless. I hate feeling useless.”

“Sit tight, child. Let us look after you.”

With a warm smile, my grandmother took her leave of us. “That’s the problem,” I said to myself. “All my life, all I’ve ever done is let other people look after me.”

“Consider yourself lucky,” Valerian said. “Some of us haven’t had that luxury.”
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It had been a few hours since the incident back at the store, but I still wasn’t settled. Pepper had  gone  around  and  warded  the  house.  I  had  watched  her  as  she  drew  strange  runes  into doorframes and windowpanes, had witnessed the steady rise and fall of light from those runes as the power within them flared to life.

Her magic was nothing like Arcadian magic.

Arcadian  magic  felt…  quick.  Instinctual.  It  was  something  that  just happened whenever  we needed  it,  or  wanted  it,  to  happen.  There  was  something  raw,  and  primal  about  it.  Calling  on Arcadian magic was like drawing a burning ember out of a wildfire with your bare hands and using that ember to enact your desires.

Humans  didn’t  do  that.  Human  magic  was  studied,  simple,  and  delicate.  It  wasn’t  like  reaching into a wildfire at all, but more like building a fire out of sticks. You could feed more fuel to the fire if you needed to, or you could work with what you had in front of you. In either case, the human was in complete control of every single aspect of the spell.

It had something to do with those sigils Pepper was using, the same ones Evie had spoken about.

Curiosity and impatience got the better of me. As soon as I thought I had figured out the basics, I headed back up to the kitchen, grabbed a teacup, and placed it in front of me at the dining room table. I stared at it for a long moment, bringing my eyes level with it.

I was trying to wrap my mind around the teacup to make it move. If the power was inside of me, all I had to do was call it up, right? Easy. I could do this. I could figure this out just as I had figured everything else out in my life. Quickly, and with little to no discipline.

“Why is your face all scrunched up?” asked Tallin, who had quietly joined me at the dining room table.

I glanced at him, then looked back at the teacup. “I’m trying to make this move,” I said.

Tallin squinted at the cup. “It doesn’t look like it’s working.”

“Obviously.” I shook my head. “It’s also taking too long.”

“You have been doing this for all of thirty seconds. Perhaps exercise some patience?”

“I don’t have time for patience, Tallin. That thing is back, and if I’m not ready for it the next time it shows up… I don’t know what’ll happen.”

“You also don’t really know what you expect will happen to this teacup.”

“I expect it will move.”

“Because you are telling it to move with your mind?”

“It’s how my grandmothers do it. Seems easy enough for them.”

Tallin  sighed.  “I  hate  to  be  the  one  to  tell  you,  but  it  seems  to  me  they  have  been  studying  their arcane arts for many decades. I imagine it only looks effortless to them because they have taken the time to practice.”

“There’s that word again. Time. We don’t have time, Tallin.”

“Amara…  I  know  you  are  frightened,  but  we  need  to  be  conserving  our  strength,  not  expending our energy on frivolities.”

“This  isn’t  a  frivolity.  If  I  can  figure  out  how  this  magic  thing  works,  I  may  just  be  able  to do something  when  that  thing  shows  up  again.  I  can’t  stand  the  feeling  of  being  helpless.  I  hate  that someone has to jump in and save me all the time. For once, I just want to save myself.”

“You’re going to have to do more than just stare at the cup, then,” came Pepper’s voice.

I sat upright and looked over at her. I was going to pretend like I hadn’t just been staring intently at the teacup on the table, but she had caught me. In fact, she had somehow snuck up on me. Nobody had  ever  been  able  to  do  that  before,  but  this  woman  with  her  kindly  smile  and  those  half-moon glasses had been as quiet as a breeze.

“You startled me,” I said.

“I didn’t mean to,” said Pepper. She walked over to me and sat down next to me. “You need to flick your wrist.”

“What?”

“Like this,” she said, and she flicked her right wrist with a little flourish. “Tell the cup to move, and then flick your wrist. You may not get it at first, but it’ll be a start.”

“Pardon my asking,” Tallin said, “But is this a good idea?”

“If  she  can  make  the  cup  move,”  Pepper  said,  “Great.  It  means  there’s  something  there  to  work with. If not, we’ve only wasted a few minutes of trying.”

“Won’t grandmother Helen get annoyed at you?” I asked.

“Helen is acting on old instincts. You have to understand, my dear, when she looks at you… she sees your mother. She sees the child your mother was, the child she raised, and looked after, and kept safe all those years.”

“I’m not my mother.”

I regretted the quickness, and maybe the harshness, with which those words came out of me, but it was too late. I had said them, and Pepper had heard me loud and clear. I didn’t resent my mother. I really didn’t. I resented the way I was being treated, like I was a child, or some delicate flower that needed to be kept locked away.

“I know,” Pepper said, “We all know how strong you are, believe me. You have so much of both your mother and your father in you. But old habits are hard to break. Bear with us… please?”

“I’m sorry…” I said. “I didn’t mean to snap.”

“That’s quite alright. How about we focus on that teacup? See if you can make it move.”

I took a deep breath. “Right,” I said. “So, just tell the teacup to move, and flick my wrist.”

“That’s it.”

“Like this?” I asked, gesturing with my left hand.

“Try it that way.”

I nodded, then I looked at the cup. Okay, you stupid cup, I thought, and I flicked my wrist. Move.

Without warning, the cup shot off the desk and slammed into a wall, shattering into several pieces and  startling  all  three  of  us.  I  was  left  stunned,  my  jaw  slightly  agape,  with  ripples  of  a  kind  of tingling sensation rushing through me.

“I think that was too much flick,” Tallin said.

“I am so sorry,” I said, turning to look at Pepper. “I really am. I didn’t mean to do that.”

Pepper  smiled.  “Don’t  worry  about  it,  dear.  I  break  at  least  two  cups  a  month.  We  have  plenty. That was impressive, though.”

I got up off my chair and went over to examine what was left of the teacup, and to start cleaning it up. “Impressive? It shot into the wall!”

“That’s a good sign. It’s the sign of a gifted witch.”

“How did I… I don’t understand how this happened.”

“I wish I could tell you. Unfortunately, I don’t really know how it all works.”

“You don’t?”

“No.  Neither  does  Evie,  nor  Helen—though  she  would  have  you  believe  she  knows  everything about everything. Don’t tell her I said that.”

“I won’t.” I grabbed the biggest piece of the teacup and tossed it into the trash. “So, you really don’t know how magic works?”

“We know we need to use gestures, sometimes words, and on rare occasions, we need sigils to empower the magic, or in some cases control it so it doesn’t go haywire. We know the practice of it, if not the history.”

“How can that be? Has no one kept a record of… well, magic?”

“I’m  not  sure  if  you  know  much  about  humans,  but  throughout  history,  different  countries  and cultures  haven’t  exactly…  cooperated.  Ask  the  Egyptians,  and  they  have  their  own  version  of  how their  magic  works  and  where  it  comes  from.  Ask  the  Romans,  and  they’ll  have  another  story  that invalidates everything the Egyptians ever did or said about magic. Ask the Celtics, and, well, theirs is probably the most interesting myth… it’s also the one we use in our practices.”

“Celtics?”

“Oh,  they  were  the  people  who  lived  on  this  island  before  the  Romans  came  and  conquered  it. They believed in many deities, gods and goddesses… they didn’t worship in temples made of gold and stone, but in lakes, and rivers, and forests. They were the first humans to meet the Fae.”

“They were?”

“Oh  yes.  More  than  a  millennia  ago.  Legend  has  it  an  injured  Pixie  spilled  out  of  a  portal  and wound up in a meadow somewhere in Ireland. The tribal humans in the area spotted its magic lights from  a  distance  as  it  tried  to  figure  out  a  way  back  home.  Instead  of  killing  the  Pixie,  the  humans nursed it back to health. It was so grateful, it told them all about Arcadia, about the Fae, the Courts. A few centuries later, we named our seasons after the Courts.”

“I’m a little spotty on human history, but the Egyptians were using magic long before humans met the Fae, then.”

“We  were.  What  I’m  trying  to  say  is,  we  practice  magic  a  certain  way  on  this  island.  Others, elsewhere,  practice  it  differently.  It  doesn’t  seem  like  there  are  hard  and  fast  rules  to  how  things work, or should work, or shouldn’t work. I don’t think I could get that teacup to shoot off like that the way you did, for example.”

“Is that what Helen was trying to say, when she suggested it would take too long for me to learn how to use my magic?”

Pepper sighed. “The truth is, you need to learn how to use your own magic in your own way. We can guide you, I can show you my sigils, my techniques, but they probably won’t have the same effect —as we’ve just seen. Teaching you would require us first to figure out how you access your magic. Is it  emotion?  Concentration?  Discipline?  Raw  willpower?  Then  we’d  need  to  sort  out  some  kind  of plan.”

“Please,” I said, stepping up to her. “I want to be taught. I want to know how to use magic.”

“I know, dear, and I know why you want to hone your abilities. But you need to trust us… you are in the safest place you can be, and in just over a week, we may be able to get you back to Arcadia.”

“Which at the moment is hostile territory. I haven’t even begun to think about what happens when I get back.”

“And you shouldn’t. We should cross that bridge when we come to it.”

I looked over at Tallin, who had a grave look in his big, Sprite eyes. He shook his head.

“If  it  comes  back,”  I  said,  “When it  comes  back…  you  have  no  idea  what  you’re  dealing  with. How dangerous it is.”

“I think you’ll find we’ve tackled our fair share of oogies and boogies in our lifetimes, pet.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think this is anything like the things you’ve dealt with. It won’t stop until it  gets  me.  My  very  presence  here  is  putting  you  all  in  danger.  You  should  teach  me,  and  I  should leave until the night of the crescent moon.”

“And go where?”

“I  don’t  know.  Anywhere  that’s  not  here.  We  can  cover  the  place  with  sigils,  and  I  can  sit  and wait.”

“Because you’re so good at that,” she said, chuckling. She placed a hand on my shoulder. “Trust me. This will all be over soon. In the meantime, you should rest, conserve your energy. You’ve had a long day… get settled, and I’ll call you for tea soon.”

Pepper  gestured  with  her  hands,  and  the  broken  teacup  bits  began  to  fly  into  the  air  and  gently place themselves in the nearby trash can. I watched the display, but I couldn’t help feeling like I had once  again  been  told  to  sit  on  my  hands  and  do  nothing  while  the  monster  that  wants  to  end  my existence closes in on me.

Did they not care about my warnings?

Were they really capable of dealing with this creature?

One way or another, we were going to find out, and that scared the hell out of me.
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Idecided to go and check in on Valerian, who had spent most of the afternoon by himself while I destroyed teacups. We hadn’t really had a chance to speak since the department store, and maybe  there  wasn’t  much  to  say.  We  had  shared  a  strange  moment  in  the  changing  room  before  the creature  had  attacked,  and  I  knew  I  wanted  to  avoid  talking  about  that  as  much  as  possible,  but  he spent most of his time alone.

I felt bad for him.

This  wasn’t  his  home.  We  weren’t  his  family.  He  was  still,  both  to  me  and  my  grandmothers,  a stranger.  An  outsider.  He  rarely  spoke  when  we  were  all  together.  Not  because  he  didn’t  have  an opinion, because he had given me plenty of opinions during our time in Arcadia, but maybe because he felt like he couldn’t express them here.

In that, at least, we shared some common ground. As much as I missed my parents, and my home, I hadn’t  forgotten  just  how  unimportant  I  felt  while  I  was  with  them.  I  hadn’t  forgotten  how  little  my opinions mattered to them, especially when it came to the Royal Selection.

I knocked on the door to his bedroom, which he usually kept slightly ajar.

“Come in,” he called out from inside.

Gently, I nudged the door open. It croaked as it gave way, and I found Valerian sitting on the floor, his  legs  crossed,  his  hands  on  his  laps.  My  grandmother  had  removed  many  of  the  boxes  that  were cluttering the storage space Valerian was using as a bedroom, and now it looked like he had space to meditate in.

I didn’t know he meditated.

“Sorry,” I said, “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

He shook his head. “I’m finished, anyway,” he said, getting up.

“You really don’t have to get up.”

“I do. I’ve been sitting for some time and my legs are falling asleep.”

“Right…”

An awkward moment passed between us, where neither of us spoke. I glanced at him, then down at the floor, then over at his bed, then back at him. Wordless. Silent.

“Is there something you need?” he finally asked.

Thank the Gods.

I shook my head. “Right. Yes. I, uh, just wanted to check in on you. See how you were doing.”

“Me?” he frowned, angling his head to the side.

“Yes.” I took a tentative step into his bedroom and pushed the door closed behind me. “I noticed you didn’t speak much while we were debriefing my grandmothers. I thought you may have wanted to speak to me in private.”

“In private…” he said, trailing off.

“I don’t know. You’re quiet when they’re around.”

“I felt like everything that needed to be said had been said. When I had an opinion to add, I added it.”

“Right… except, the opinion you added toward the end there made me feel a little like… it may have been aimed at me.”

“It was.”

My cheeks reddened, hot blood flushing to them. “Oh. I see.”

“I didn’t mean offense.”

“No, it’s okay. I get it.”

Valerian  sighed.  “You  expressed  resentment  toward  the  people  who  have  tried  to  protect  you throughout your life.”

“I did, and I do. Everyone treats me like a child, or some weird flower who can’t stand on her own two feet. I can turn into a wolf. I can fight. I don’t need constant protection.”

“I’m sorry if I didn’t express myself properly. I’ve been known to be… rough… at times.”

More blood flushed into my cheeks, only this time for a different reason. “R-rough?” I asked, my voice momentarily quaking. “What do you mean?”

“That you have people in your life who care for you and wish to look after you… that isn’t a bad thing.  I  have  had  to  live  my  life  alone  for  the  most  part,  surviving  by  myself,  depending  only  on myself. While this state of being is empowering at times, it is also… exhausting.”

“Exhausting?”

“There are times when I wish I could count on others to do what is right by me, but I know that I cannot. Even if I trusted others to protect me, I know ultimately, I would be disappointed by them.”

“Do you really think that little of others?”

“Perhaps  I  think  too  fondly  of  myself.”  He  paused.  “And  if  we  are  being  honest  with  each other…” he ventured.

I nodded. “Please.”

“I count myself among those want to protect you.”

I swallowed. “You do…” I said, trailing off.

“I do. Ever since that day in the woods, I have been by your side, trying to get you through the next hurdle, over the next obstacle.”

“Yourself, too, though.”

“Our fates are entwined. What is good for you, is good for me.”

Fate Bond.

The thought came at me quickly, like a punch to the gut. This time, it wasn’t I who had said the words, but Valerian. Did he know? Had he identified our bond, too? What did that mean? My mind started  racing.  I  realized  I  hadn’t  said  anything,  so  I  stammered,  struggling  to  find  a  few  words  to offer him.

“I appreciate you,” I blurted. “I mean, I appreciate your help.” I shook my head. “I think, maybe, I didn’t pick the right words earlier.”

He angled his head to the side. “No?”

“No. What I meant to say was… I’m sick of people treating me like I’m worthless.”

“Worthless…”

“Like I can’t do anything. Like I can’t fend for myself or make my own decisions. My whole life I’ve been cooped up in a castle, waiting for the Royal Selection to come along so I can get married off to some loser Fae Lordling I’m going to hate for the rest of my days. Did you know, my parents wouldn’t  even  let  me  leave  the  castle  on  my  own?  I  had  to  sneak  out  if  I  wanted  to  feel  the  snow under my feet, and we live in a literal snow kingdom.”

Valerian simply stared at me, his eyes low, his expression tight. It suddenly hit me.

“I’ve done it again,” I said, my hand rising up to my chin.

“What have you done?” he asked.

“I’ve made this all about me. Not only did I take your comment earlier and make it about me, but I also took this conversation and made it about me.”

“You’re a Princess,” he said, with a slight shrug.

I frowned at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’m not surprised, which also means I’m not offended.”

My  chest  tightened.  “What,  so,  you’re  saying  because  I’m  a  Princess,  I’m  also  a  conceited, spoiled, brat who can’t think about anyone’s problems but her own?”

Valerian’s  eyes  moved  to  the  left,  then  to  the  right,  then  settled  back  onto  me  again.  “With  due respect… yes. But it’s not your fault.”

“Not my fault?”

“You were born in a castle, surrounded by an army of people who wanted nothing but the best for you. People who fed you. Clothed you. Taught you. Kept you safe from everyday dangers most of the people who live outside of castle walls have to contend with. Poverty. Strife. Crime. Our lives have been running in the opposite direction from the moment we were born, but these weren’t choices we made. What matters are the choices we have made since, and the choices we will make tomorrow.”

He  had  barely  said  a  few  words  an  hour  ago,  but  here  he  was  now,  talking  up  a  storm.  I  had caused this. It had been my choice to come in here and stir all this up. Could I be annoyed at him for basically calling me out about my privilege?

Yes.

Yes, I could.

Did I have the right to?

No.

No, I didn’t.

“I didn’t come in here to get lectured,” I finally said.

“And I am not lecturing you,” he said.

“How is this not a lecture?”

He shook his head. “You are a walking contradiction, Amara.”

“Oh, really? Explain that to me.”

“You have known a life many would kill to claim as their own. You have had butlers, and maids, and private tutors. You have known riches, fine food, and have enjoyed access to an almost unlimited font of magic the rest of us do not have access to. And still, you complain that you were never given true freedom.” He took a step toward me. “Do you even know what real freedom is?”

“It means no one can tell me what to do.”

“And nobody is there to help you when you are in trouble. No one is there to feed you when you are hungry. No one is there to comfort you when you are sad, alone, and scared. The woman I found lost in the woods that night was free. Is that what you really wanted?”

“Well, no, but—”

“—what you wanted was the freedom to make your own choices, while still having the support of your family, your palace, and your riches. Life doesn’t work that way, Amara. Every single action we take has a consequence, and in the real, free world, consequences mean something.”

“Why don’t you tell me how you really feel about royalty?”

“I  just  did.  I  had  no  interest  being  in  that  competition,  being  around  those  Lordlings,  or  in marrying you.”

Anger. Anger was in my chest, now; burrowed in there like some vicious little animal. “Who said anything about marrying me?” I asked.

“I kept trying to lose the competition. I did not even once exert an ounce more effort than I needed to in order to avoid injury, but those other idiots were so weak, I would’ve inevitably won, and we would have been forced to marry each other.”

I took a step toward him. “I would never have married you,” I hissed.

Valerian took a step toward me. “I would have killed any Fae who dared make me marry you,” he snarled.

“I would like to have seen you try. I know of at least ten warriors who would have brought you to your knees without breaking a sweat.”

“I bet you would like to see me on my knees,” he growled.

Anger.

Heat.

A whirlwind of emotion bubbled up inside me. I grabbed his face with my hands and pulled him toward me. Valerian’s hands plunged into my hair as our mouths met, our lips locking instantly. I was furious with him. My hands moved around to the back of his neck, fingernails scraping along his skin. Valerian’s lips parted, his tongue coming in search of mine. I found it with my own, and our tongues danced.

More heat.

Desire rushed up inside of me.

I  wanted  him  closer,  I  wanted  to  taste  him,  sink  my  teeth  into  his  skin.  I  wasn’t  sure  what  was happening  to  me.  I  had  never  felt  anything  like  this  before,  these  urges,  this  cocktail  of  emotions brought along by anger. Valerian pressed my body to his, and for a moment I found myself entirely lost in  what  was  happening.  Lost  in  the  smell  of  his  skin,  of  his  hair,  lost  in  the  feel  of  our  passionate, deep kiss.

It was the sudden urge to go way further than this that snapped me back into my own head.

I  broke  the  kiss  and  stepped  away  from  him,  the  back  of  my  hand  flying  up  to  my  mouth  but stopping  short  of  wiping  away  what  had  just  happened.  I  stared  at  him,  and  he  stared  at  me, breathless, lost in the moment, entirely confused.

“I have to go,” I said, and I turned around and—for the second time since we had been here—I fled Valerian’s small cupboard bedroom.

I couldn’t leave the house.

I couldn’t go too far away from him.

But  I  had  to  go  somewhere.  Whatever  had  just  passed  between  us  had  been  powerful,  and terrifying. It had felt deep, and meaningful, like something that was much larger than I was, and maybe even he was. Part of me had wanted to dive entirely into it, but the other part of me had prevailed, and I had come away from the ledge.

I went as far away from him as I could, and this time, I was the one who locked myself away.
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Afew  days  had  passed,  and  I  didn’t  want  to  talk  about  it.  I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  the  kiss Valerian  and  I  had  shared.  I  didn’t  want  to  consider  the  emotions  I  had  felt  afterwards,  or during, or before. I hadn’t cared to consider the way I felt now, days later; let alone how Valerian was feeling about it.

In this small house my grandmothers owned, there was nowhere for me to run. I could hide in my bedroom, and I did for the most part. Luckily, Valerian also spent most of his time in his cupboard of a bedroom, meditating, sleeping, sometimes physically training.

I  could  hear  him  sometimes,  grunting  as  he  worked  to  make  sure  he  wouldn’t  lose  any  of  his speed, any of his power. I had also heard him on occasion talking to my grandmothers. Sometimes, he would  speak  to  Pepper  while  she  was  in  the  kitchen,  or  Evie  while  she  watched  television  in  the evenings.

He had never seen a television before. In fairness, I barely knew my way around them or even the idea of a television. But for him, watching a movie was like magic. He seemed to really enjoy them. I didn’t see the point, nor the appeal. The thought of having to sit down and watch other people act—no thanks.

That was the kind of thing my parents liked to do, and they would always drag me to watch those plays with them. The stories were boring, the acting was dull, the costumes… actually, the costumes were great, but only because my mother loved to involve herself in as many of the productions as she could, at least as far as costumes went.

I was lucky I had Tallin with me. He seemed to understand my situation, and no matter what I did, or  how  I  was  feeling,  he  was  always  there  to  help  me  feel  better.  To  tell  me  it  was  okay  to  feel confused or emotionally lost. That it was okay to hole up in my bedroom while I figured things out.

He didn’t appreciate my constant tinkering with Earthly magic, though. But I had to try. I had to do something. It was the only thing I could do, and I didn’t even really know how to do it. Earthly magic was  complicated  to  learn.  It  required  practice,  and  patience,  and  discipline.  These  weren’t  things  I was  known  for,  and  the  constant  mistakes  only  served  to  aggravate  me,  and  push  my  progress  back further.

There  was  something  inside  me.  I  knew  there  was.  I  had  felt  it,  had  used  it,  and  over  the  last couple of days, I had been working at it; this other power that lived in me. I was starting to realize, to learn, that Earthly magic was an art form more than it was a tool, and that was the primary difference between the two kinds of magic.

Arcadian magic was frivolous, and fancy, and colorful. Human magic needed to serve a purpose, otherwise  it  wouldn’t  work  at  best,  or  be  destructive  at  worst.  It was powerful,  though.  Today  I wanted to find out just how powerful.

“This isn’t a good idea,” Tallin said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because you could get us both into a lot of trouble.”

“You? Why you?”

“If I don’t stop you, then I’m an accomplice.”

“I’ll say you tried, and that I overpowered you.”

“That makes me look meek.”

“Or it makes you look brave?”

Tallin shook his head. “Why do you need to do this now, anyway?”

“Because Helen and Pepper have gone grocery shopping, and I don’t think Evie will tell on me if she catches me.”

“You sound very sure of yourself.”

“And I am. She’s been kind of like a big sister, so far.”

“That can change if you put people’s lives at risk.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whose life is at risk.”

“Considering I’m the only creature in the room with you, I would have to say mine.”

“Relax. You’re safe.”

“Could I get that in writing?”

“No. Anyway, please give me a moment, I need to concentrate.”

“I still don’t like this,” Tallin said, as he scrambled up and along my bed. “If you need me, I’ll be under your pillow.”

I shook my head and turned to face away from him. I was in my bedroom, Helen and Pepper were gone, Evie was downstairs, and Valerian was in his room. I didn’t know how much time I had, but I had a singular goal here; I wanted to make the stuff in my room levitate.

I  had  been  practicing  for  the  last  few  days,  picking  erasers  up  with  my  mind,  twirling  pencils around  in  midair,  drinking  tea  with  only  my  thoughts.  That  last  one  had  been  messy,  Tallin  hadn’t appreciated the lukewarm tea I spilled all over the bed, but I needed to practice.

Right now, though, I didn’t want to just lift one thing. I had lined eight different objects along the small desk in my room. One teacup, two erasers, a pen, a small teddy bear I had found in the closet, a pencil, an old book, and a dice I had found in the couch.

These objects were all of different sizes, weights, and dimensions. I knew it was going to take a lot of discipline and concentration for me to lift them all at once, but I had already been able to move each of these individually, so how hard could it have been?

I placed the piece of paper on the table, took a couple of steps back, and raised my arms. “Here goes,” I said, and with a gentle movement of my wrist, I channeled my will, reaching out to the sigil I had drawn and trying to funnel power through it.

It  didn’t  matter  how  many  times  I  had  done  this  already,  the  sensation  was  still  strange,  still  a little  alien.  I  was  drawing  on  magic  I  had  barely  ever  used  before,  flexing  a  muscle  I  didn’t  even know I had until a few days ago. I shut my eyes and opened my mind, trying to visualize the objects in front of me moving, levitating, floating.

After a few moments of waiting, I gingerly opened one eye. Then I sighed and dropped my hands. “It’s not working,” I said.

Tallin poked out from under the pillow. “Thank the Gods.”

“No, not thank the Gods. I want this to work.”

“Well, are you doing something different this time?”

“I’m not sure. I mean, I guess I’m using the sigil… that’s new.”

“The bedroom door opened, if that helps.”

“It did?” I looked the other way. “Oh… actually, I suppose that is something.”

“You didn’t mean for it to open?”

“No, but I’ll take what I can get.” I sighed. “I really have no idea what I’m doing, though. It’s all guess work.”

“It will come to you. I know it will.”

“All I want to do is prove to myself that I can control these powers. I thought if I could just make all those little items move—”

“—Amara, look!”

Tallin had his paw up, and he was pointing at the desk. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing! Each and every one of the objects I had put down was hanging in the air, hovering about a foot off the desk. The  pencil  was  twirling  lightly,  the  dice  was  rolling  around  itself.  I  could  feel  the  quiet  thrum  of magic at work around me. As I examined the desk more closely, I noticed the sigil I had drawn on that piece of paper was glowing slightly.

“Woah…” I gasped, breathless. “I did this?”

“Did you?” Tallin asked.

“I must have, right? Wait, how am I doing this?”

“I know about as much as you know.”

“Maybe  it  just  takes  a  moment?  You  know?  Like,  maybe  this  kind  of  magic  takes  longer  to… manifest.”

“Perhaps. Can you stop it?”

“I’m… really not sure.”

“You told them to float off the desk, so tell them to land?”

I  nodded.  “Right,”  I  said,  taking  a  deep  breath  and  raising  my  hands.  I  was  about  to  open  my mouth and issue the command, when I spotted Valerian standing at the bedroom door, an impressed look on his face.

I had meant to tell him to, please, leave. Instead, I swiped my hand through the air, I thought  the word. A pulse of magic tore out of me and surged toward him. This invisible blast ripped through the door, causing it to splinter in several places. It then struck Valerian in the chest and sent him hurtling into the wall behind him with enough force to crack it.

Valerian then fell to the ground, crumpled.

I wanted to scream. I wanted to speak. I wanted to do anything except stand there, staring at the mark he had left in the wall when he struck it, but I couldn’t. I didn’t feel like I could move, not even an inch, not even to breathe.

I only snapped back into my own mind once I heard Evie trundling up the stairs. I raced toward Valerian  and  threw  myself  on  my  knees  beside  him.  I  turned  him  around,  panicked,  my  heart thundering  inside  of  my  chest.  He  had  hit  the  wall  hard  enough  to  crack  it,  but  when  he  fell  to  the floor, he had also hit his head, and he was bleeding from a small gash.

“Oh no,” I said, touching his face. “Valerian, please wake up,” I said.

I heard Evie gasp. “What happened?!” she asked.

“He’s hurt,” I pleaded, “Get me a wet towel, I need to stop the bleeding.”

Valerian opened his eyes, blinked hard, and rubbed his head. “Wow…” he croaked. “That was a rush.”

“You’re not hurt,” I said, gently caressing his cheek. “How are you not hurt?”

He blinked again, and I saw his pupils expand and contract. “I’ve always been told I have a hard head,” he said, with a little grin. “But I am incredibly sore. What hit me?”

I let my forehead rest against his, relieved that he wasn’t hurt. “It was an accident. I’m so sorry.”

“That was some accident,” Evie said. “Were you using magic?”

I looked up at her. “Trying to,” I said. “I made a mess.”

Evie  shook  her  head.  “We’d  better  get  this  cleaned  up  before  my  sisters  get  back,”  she  paused. “And I’m going to have to teach you a thing or two if we want to keep that from happening again.”

“Teach me?” I asked, eyes widening.

“I don’t see another choice. Can’t have you putting people through walls, now, can we?”
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My  grandmothers  didn’t  return  for  a  few  hours,  by  which  point  Evie  and  I  had  managed  to patch up the damage I had caused. Valerian, luckily, hadn’t been badly hurt, but the impact left him feeling sore for an hour or two after. I still couldn’t believe I had done it. Tallin was simply relieved that it was Valerian who had taken the hit instead of him.

I felt bad about what I had done. I hadn’t meant to hurt anyone, but it was clear to me—and now to Evie—that I needed training. I had already opened the box, I had used magic, I knew it was there, and I wasn’t about to stop.

Evie understood that better than my other grandmothers did, or at least, she was more willing to realize that the best way to protect me and others from myself was to teach me. So, she did. We spent a little while going over what I had done wrong earlier, how I had managed to hurl Valerian into a wall, and how to stop from doing it again.

It turns out, human magic wasn’t all flourishes, flicks of the wrist, and sigils. Emotions, intent, and desire, these all played a part in human spellcasting. I had gotten at least one of those wrong earlier, and someone had gotten hurt because of it.

If I wanted to tap into this font of power that lived inside of me, I wasn’t going to be able to do it without first learning how to control it. Strangely, this was the first time in my adult life I had ever been excited about the prospect of learning.

She taught me the meaning of magic, how to summon it, how to tell it what to do. She showed me how to draw the most basic of sigils, what they meant, and how to use them. It only took an hour or so, and we didn’t do any actual magic, but I already felt like I had a solid foundation to work with.

Even if I wasn’t going to be able to work on it while Pepper and Helen were in the house.

Our  lesson  ended  when  my  other  grandmothers  returned  to  the  house.  Neither  of  them  seemed aware of what I had done, or about the magic lesson Evie had sat me down for. Tallin and Valerian were  good  sports  about  keeping  quiet,  but  I  had  a  suspicion  that  Grandmother  Helen  probably  saw through our little charade.

She was way more perceptive than most, and I doubted if a single thing went on in this house that she  didn’t  know  about,  even  when  she  wasn’t  around.  If  she  did  know,  she  didn’t  mention  it,  and neither did Pepper, who instead began preparing a big meal for the six of us.

Pepper  had  planned  to  make  us  Toad-in-the-hole,  which  from  what  I  gathered,  were  sausages cooked into a Yorkshire Pudding; a dish my mother was incredibly fond of and had made a few times before. I was excited to eat, and happy to take a break from all that had gone on today.

The day wasn’t done with me, though.

Valerian had come looking for me before dinner and asked if I could speak with him alone for a few  minutes  before  we  all  sat  down  to  eat.  I  felt  bad  about  having  hurt  him  earlier,  I  also  felt  bad about having avoided him for the past few days… and for running out on him.

Twice.

I’m the worst.

I decided to go and find him in his room shortly before dinner. The heady aromas coming out of the  kitchen  were  already  making  my  mouth  water  and  my  stomach  rumble,  but  my  insides  twisted themselves into a knot as soon as I arrived at the door to Valerian’s room. I waited for a long moment at his door before knocking, breathing deeply to steel myself against whatever waited for me on the other side of it.

He must have known I was there because he gently opened the door before I could knock, catching me slightly off guard. I put on my best, most practiced smile. “Hello,” I said.

He had one hand rested on the doorframe, and another on the door itself. Though he looked a little pale,  likely  from  the  bash  to  the  head  he  had  taken  earlier  and  the  little  bit  of  blood  loss  he  had experienced, he still held himself confidently.

For  a  moment,  I  thought  of  that  kiss  we  shared.  Deep.  Passionate.  Primal,  and  full  of  emotion. Then I remembered the moment that led up to the kiss, what he had said about me, and how we had gotten to that point. I realized, suddenly, that looking at him brought up feelings of annoyance, but that annoyance was dragging with it a powerful attraction.

“Come in,” he said.

“Is that a good idea?” I asked.

“I’m… not sure,” he said, frowning. “Why would it be a bad idea?”

I shook my head. “Never mind.”

Valerian stood aside and allowed me to pass through into his bedroom. He didn’t shut the door, but he closed it over. The gesture was meant to put my mind at ease. He wasn’t trying to stop me from leaving,  and  he  didn’t  mind  if  our  conversation  was  overheard.  It  certainly  helped  me  feel  more comfortable, knowing that whatever was about to happen in here wasn’t going to suddenly get out of hand.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk to me,” he said.

I turned around to look at him. “You’re welcome…” I said. “You don’t have to thank me, though.”

“I felt like I should. It’s been difficult getting a moment with you since… in a few days.”

My cheeks flushed with fresh warmth. “Right…” I shook my head. “That’s my fault.”

“Your fault?”

“I  mean,  okay,  before  I  start  talking,  please  tell  me  why  you  wanted  to  see  me.  I  don’t  want  to make this about me.”

Valerian softly nodded. After a moment, he said, “I know you have been avoiding me.”

I wanted to speak, but I held my tongue at great personal expense.

“I also understand,” he continued. “I believe I offended you, maybe even angered you. It wasn’t my intent… I clearly have some biases I have to work through. It was unfair of me to bring them up and direct them at you.”

I swallowed. “What biases?”

Valerian  looked  off  to  the  side,  his  gaze  wandering.  “You  are  nobility…  a  Princess,  born  into Royalty. Into riches. Into luxury.” He gave me his eyes again. “You complain about all the other Lords competing in the Royal Selection… you call them idiots, pampered, soft. In my view, all royals are pampered, soft, idiots.”

I  couldn’t  hold  my  tongue  any  longer.  “Did  you  call  me  in  here  so  you  could  insult  me  some more?”

He shook his head and took a step forward. “No,” he sighed. “I apologize. Look, we come from very  different  worlds.  Life  outside  of  castles  and  palaces  is  nothing  like  the  life  of  a  noble.  The people  in  the  cities  have  a  hard  time,  we  struggle,  we  fight  over  scraps  sometimes—whether  it’s food,  or  magic,  or  even  beds.  I  have  never  liked  nobles…  but  you…  you’re  not  like  those  other nobles I have met.”

“I’m not?”

Valerian bobbed his head from side to side. “Well, I mean, you do talk about yourself a lot.”

“Right.”

“And you have a lot of confidence, maybe some of it misplaced.”

“Uh-huh… where is this going?”

“But you’re also as wild as the wind… you yearn to be free, above everything else. I was wrong to suggest you wanted to be free on your own terms, that you wanted to have your cake and eat it, as humans say.”

“Who taught you that?”

“Pepper  did.  She  likes  to  make  sure  I  sit  down  and  eat  all  of  my  meals.  She  said  I  was…  too skinny.”

My eyes lowered. “Skinny.”

Valerian nodded. “She also likes to talk a lot. Perhaps that’s a trait you inherit from her.”

I  shook  my  head.  “I  really  don’t  know  when  to  shut  up  sometimes,”  I  said.  “I’m  working  on  it. There’s a bunch of things I’m working on, in fact.”

“You are?”

“Ever since I left the castle. Ever since… all of this happened.” I paused, catching myself turning the conversation around again. “I’m sorry you’ve had to live through such hardships.”

“I’m not asking for sympathy.”

“And  you’re  not  getting  it.  I  don’t  know  what  life  outside  of  the  castle  is  like.  Even  now,  I’m being  protected,  fed,  clothed.  I’ve  never  spent  a  day  of  my  life  having  to  fend  for  myself…  you’ve done it your whole life. That’s probably why I admire you.”

His eyes lowered, now. “You… admire me.”

My cheeks flushed even deeper red. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

His lips curled into a grin. “No, go on, tell me more about how you admire me.”

I shook my head. “Stop it.”

“We come from different worlds,” he said, “But that doesn’t mean we can’t coexist. Maybe we can even learn to be friends.”

“Friends?”

“Why not?”

My stomach dropped. For a moment, I was happy that he hadn’t brought up our kiss. It felt like he had done it on purpose, in order to avoid putting me in an awkward position where I had to explain myself, or even go over what had happened.

The  moment  he  dropped  that  word,  though,  I  realized.  He  hadn’t  avoided  it  because  he  hadn’t wanted  to  put  me  in  a  weird  place.  He  had  avoided  it  because  he  didn’t  ever  want  to  speak  of  it again, because he wanted us to be friends… just friends.

I couldn’t understand why that had hit me in the gut the way that it had. I also didn’t know why watching  him  extend  his  hand  toward  me  like  that  made  me  feel  sick  to  my  stomach.  There  was  so much going on inside of me, so many weird emotions bubbling up, rising to the surface.

My head was spinning, my heart started to pound, and my knees were going weak. All this time I had been determined to avoid discussing our kiss, but now that I had discovered his intention to also skip right past it, I felt something.

Something I couldn’t explain.

“Is that what we are?” I asked.

Valerian frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Are we… friends?”

“I would like for us to be.”

I swallowed hard. “And… what about what happened the other day? Do we… forget about it?”

The  question  clearly  made  him  uncomfortable  because  he  withdrew  his  hand.  “Right…  I  hadn’t wanted to mention it.”

“Why not?”

“I’m  not  sure.  I  suppose  I  didn’t  want  to  because—”  the  small,  buzzing  lightbulb  above  us suddenly flickered. I felt a trickle of something wash through me, something dark, and cold.

I turned my eyes up just as the light went out.

In the darkness, I gave Valerian my eyes. There was no light in the room, but I could still see him, and he could still see me. “Did you feel that?” I asked.

“I did…” Valerian turned his head. “Do you think—” another surge of cold washed through me.

Valerian had clearly felt that, too, because he cut himself off without finishing what he was about to say. He quickly headed for the bedroom door. I raced after him. The corridor lights were out too, and  for  a  moment,  I  found  myself  back  in  the  department  store,  plunged  into  darkness,  and  about  to have to navigate an ever twisting and changing maze.

When I spotted Helen walking into view at the end of the corridor that led into the dining room and  the  kitchen,  relief  fought  away  any  coldness  I  had  been  feeling  until  now.  That  was,  of  course, before she spoke. As soon as she opened her mouth, the feeling returned.

“I  need  you  to  not  panic,”  she  said,  her  voice  stern,  and  grave,  “And  follow  me  into  the  living room.”

“Why?” I asked, “What’s happened?”

“Our outermost protective sigils have just been breached.”
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My grandmother had told me not to panic, which obviously meant I was panicked. Whatever I had been feeling a moment ago got squashed, shoved way down deep inside me, replaced by  a  sudden  sense  of  urgency.  Our  outermost  sigils  had  been  breached,  but  my  grandmother  hadn’t said by who, or by what.

Inside of me lived the spark of hope that the reason for this alarm had nothing to do with the fate monster chasing Valerian and I. Even though that spark of hope only existed to be disappointed, I was glad for it all the same. Hope was the one thing I needed right now, especially since by the look on Helen, Pepper, and Evie’s faces, it was abundantly clear.

It was here, and it was starting its attack.

“How long?” I asked.

Helen turned her head over to look at me. “It breached our furthest seals a minute ago,” she said. “They will get progressively harder for it to break, but now that it knows it can, it won’t stop.”

“That doesn’t answer the question,” Valerian said.

“It’s difficult to tell,” said Helen. “It could be thirty minutes, or it could be three.”

I shook my head. “That’s no time at all!”

“Please, now isn’t the time for panic, dear. Now is the time for us to shore up our defenses and slow this  creature  down. Perhaps  if  we can  put  enough  roadblocks in  its  path, it  will  be  dissuaded from continuing to expend its own energy in trying to reach us.”

“Do you think it has that problem?” Tallin asked as he jumped on the dining room table.

“It’s hard to tell, but it is after all an Arcadian creature, isn’t it?”

I looked across at Valerian, then at Tallin, then at my grandmother. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I don’t know  much  about  it  except  that  it’s  a  construct  of  Fate  itself.  If  it  was  able  to  cross  the  boundary between worlds, who knows how much power it has or what it can do?”

Helen  nodded.  “Well,  let  us  hope  it  underestimates  Earthly  magic.  That  may  well  buy  us  some more time.”

“Time for what?”

Helen  took  a  deep  breath  and  joined  her  sisters,  who  all  turned  to  look  at  the  three  of  us.  “To fight,” Pepper said. “We’re going to defend this house and everyone in it.”

“Right,” Evie said, “We aren’t going to let anything happen to any of you. This is our house. That monster isn’t welcome here.”

“It will not get in,” Helen said, her voice stern, and full of conviction.

“And if it does?” I asked.

“It won’t.”

I  shook  my  head.  “Please,”  I  stepped  toward  my  grandmothers.  “You  don’t  know  what  you’re dealing with, here. I do. It won’t stop until it gets to me.”

“I know you are scared, dear, but you are in safe hands. I promise.”

“And  I  promise  you,  it  will  kill  every  last  one  of  you  to  get  to  me!”  I  hadn’t  meant  to  raise  my voice toward the end, but I did. I didn’t feel great about it.

Helen  took  a  deep  breath  in  through  the  nose.  “Sisters,”  she  said,  “To  your  stations.  We  have  a house to defend.”

My  grandmothers  made  their  move,  each  of  them  rushing  to  different  parts  of  the  house.  Pepper stayed  in  the  kitchen,  rushing  over  to  the  window  that  overlooked  the  alley  just  outside  the  Magic Box.  Evie  dashed  into  my  bedroom,  where  there  was  another  window  that  overlooked  the  alley. Helen, meanwhile, went downstairs and into the Magic Box itself, heading straight for the front door.

I  followed  her,  terrified  for  a  moment  that  she  was  going  to  open  it  and  try  to  stand  up  to  the creature head on. She didn’t. Instead, she stood in the center of the shop, raised her hands, and two dozen magic sigils burned into the Magic Box’s walls came to life, glowing brightly to illuminate the gloom.

It  was  breathtaking,  all  that  color,  those  pulsing,  glowing  lights.  I  watched  them  all  glow, mesmerized not only by the lightshow, but by the current of power that seemed to rise up from out of the ground itself and make the very air tremble. I had never witnessed my grandmother’s magic. Not really. Not like this.

A moment ago, I had been worried the creature would have an easy time breaking through, and it would steam-roll anyone in its path to get to me. Now, knowing that Evie and Pepper were doing the same upstairs, I wasn’t so sure anymore.

“What can I do?” I asked my grandmother, “I want to help.”

“There’s  nothing  for  you  to  do,”  said  Helen,  “It’s  probably  best  if  you  wait  in  the  workshop. Should our sigils start to fail, the workshop will act as our emergency shelter.”

“How long will that hold if the creature breaks into this shop?” asked Valerian.

Helen  didn’t  have  an  answer  for  him.  More  gravely,  some  of  my  grandmother’s  sigils  were already starting to burn out, becoming charred, blackened marks against the Magic Box’s walls and wooden frames. She didn’t seem too concerned about this, not as much as I was.

“Please, dear,” she said, “Take a step back. I need to shore up our defenses.”

Nodding,  I  did  what  she  asked,  because  there  wasn’t  much  else  I  could  do.  Backing  away,  I bumped into Valerian’s tall, muscular, immovable body. He rested a hand on my shoulder. Tallin came up beside me, sitting by my feet. All three of us were transfixed on what was happening in front of us —on what my grandmother was doing.

I watched her wave her hands in a circle above her head, I heard her utter an incantation in an old, human tongue I had never heard before, and I saw her fingertips glow bright green. Three of her sigils had turned black by now, but one of them started to sputter and glow again, returning to full force after a moment.

“She’s only delaying it,” said Valerian in a voice low enough that I would be able to hear him, but my grandmother wouldn’t.

“I know,” I said. “There has to be something we can do.”

“I am out of my depth, here. Even with Arcadian magic, my skills were limited.”

“I still remember the way you put that creature down during the trial back at the castle.”

“That was not magic. That was knowledge.”

“I  don’t  suppose  you  happen  to  have  any  knowledge  here  that  could  help?”  asked  Tallin  from below.

“When it comes to this creature, I know about as much as you do.”

“Light works,” I said, “Light keeps it at bay. And we know it’s relentless.”

“How does the second part help?” Tallin asked.

“It doesn’t, but we can at least count on its actions. It will do whatever it can to get to me. To get to the two of us.”

“I still don’t see how that helps.”

“It means this creature is inflexible in its thinking,” Valerian said. “It is goal driven, and its goal is a simple one.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but it’s going to achieve that goal eventually. The crescent moon isn’t for a few days still… Amara’s grandmothers can’t stand here defending their house for that long.”

“Maybe they can.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want that for them,” I said.

There was only one thing to do, and I knew what it was, the only problem was, I had no idea how to do it. The Magic Box sat at the end of an alley, and the creature was coming toward us from the other  side  of  that  alley.  There  were  no  backdoors,  no  secret  hatches,  only  protective  sigils  and  a magical, emergency shelter.

As far as I knew, we were trapped in here, with Fate about to break down our walls.

How did I know that?

Two more of my grandmother’s sigils had burnt out.

I  watched  her  whip  her  hands  around,  I  heard  a  lashing  sound  followed  by  a  thundercrack,  and saw  a  spark  of  green  magic  erupt  from  her  fingertips.  I  thought  I  heard  something  like  a  groan, something like a cry of… maybe pain? I wasn’t sure. It was an awful sound that I didn’t care for, that didn’t want to listen to, but it gave me information.

My grandmother had lashed out at the creature with magic, and she had hurt it somehow.

Upstairs,  I  could  hear  Evie  and  Pepper  singing  their  own,  separate  incantations.  I  heard  them charge  up  their  spells,  felt  the  push  and  pull  of  their  magic,  then  the  sudden  force  with  which  they attacked the creature. Another unearthly groan, another dark howl of pain, but still, more sigils burned themselves out.

No matter what they did to it, it was still breaking through; and it seemed to be breaking through far quicker now than it had been at the beginning.

“We have to leave!” I yelled over the rising sound of magical attacks.

“Go?!” Tallin asked. “Go where?”

“Away from here!” I backed up away from my grandmother.

When she turned her head to the side to look at me, her eyes were glowing bright green. “Go to the workroom,” she said.

“It’s no use!” I yelled, “It’s going to get in here, and when it does, it’s going to destroy you to get to me.”

“Child, please, listen to me—”

“—no, grandmother… I can’t put you in further danger because of me. You know that the only way out of this is to let me go.”

Even though the world beyond the Magic Shop’s windows was already dark, and night had fallen, it  felt  to  me  like  they  were  darkening  further  still.  A  kind  of  ominous  pressure  fell  around  my  ears, threatening to burst my eardrums before it squashed my head like a grape.

“Amara…” my grandmother said, sparkling tears falling down the side of her face. “I would be failing you if I let you go.”

“How could you say that?”

“I let your mother go, I wasn’t here when they… when they took her, and I… I’ll never forgive myself if… if I let it happen again…”

Thunder rumbled outside. This time, the sound was so loud, it made the very Magic Box tremble. Fingers  of  dust  fell  from  the  ceiling,  illuminating  as  they  touched  the  glow  emanating  from  my grandmother’s fingertips.

“My mother?” I didn’t understand at first, but it was only a moment before it clicked. My mother had told me the story of how she came to be in Arcadia many times. How it had been my father, the then Prince of Windhelm, who came here, to this very place, and stole her from her own home. He hadn’t  known  who  she  was,  only  that  it  was  his  task  to  bring  her  to  the  palace  so  she  could  be enrolled in the Royal Selection.

My mother and her best friend, Gullie, had tried to fight the Fae off, but they had won in the end, and they took her with them. My grandmothers weren’t here that day. They hadn’t been able to protect her, to help her, to stop the Fae from taking her away.

Even though things worked out for my mother, and for me, she still blamed herself; the injury that day had caused her was still there.

“You  haven’t  failed  me,”  I  said.  “You  took  me  in,  you  showed  me  warmth,  and  care.  You  have done so much for me already. All I’m asking is for you to let me do something for you, now. I don’t want to see the only family I have left get hurt.”

Helen  shut  her  eyes  tightly,  glistening,  glowing  tears  forming  along  her  eyelids.  “Go,”  she  said, “Into the workroom.”

“Grandmother—” I said, about to protest, but she cut me off and continued.

“—on  the  desk  where  your  mother  used  to  work,  there  is  a  piece  of  paper  with  a  series  of symbols drawn into it. Touch it, call on your magic, and it will take you away.”

“Take me away?” I asked. “To where?”

“Somewhere safe, away from here.”

“Will you come with me?”

“Not yet. We will hold the creature off for as long as we can. I want to try to capture it, or bind it somehow.”

“Is that safe?”

The  entire  house  rumbled  again,  and  this  time,  six  sigils  burned  themselves  out,  each  in  quick succession like a cascade.

“There’s no time for this!” she said. “If you want to leave, leave now.”

I wanted to reach out to her, to touch her arm, to make her feel… better about all this. But she was right, there wasn’t time. All around us, protective sigils were burning themselves out. I could feel the creature’s presence drawing nearer, getting closer, getting stronger. I had just been given a way out.

It was time to take it.

“Please,” I said, backing up again. “Please be careful.”

“I’m  not  letting  Arcadia  win  this  time,”  she  said,  and  the  conviction  in  her  voice  gave  me  the chills.

I  grabbed  Valerian’s  hand,  picked  Tallin  up,  and  raced  away  from  the  Magic  Box’s  front  room, went through the beaded curtain, and spilled into the workshop. Here, there were stacks of beautiful, unused fabric, desks covered in all manner of instruments—from phials and cauldrons for potions, to scissors and measuring tapes for dresses.

In  the  corner  of  the  room  was  the  smallest  desk.  On  it  was  an  old-fashioned  spindle,  a  set  of pencils and erasers, a small, plush frog into which many pins had been stuck. This was my mother’s old  desk.  From  this  desk,  she  would  make  magic  dresses  for  the  witches  of  Earth,  all  those  many, many years ago.

I  touched  the  desk,  gently,  letting  my  fingers  glide  over  this  piece  of  history  I  never  thought  I would get to touch. The spindle was cold, the desk itself worn with use. There were scratch marks in it, little hearts, little snowflakes… a picture of a howling wolf.

Did she know?

All that time ago, did she know what Fate had in store for her?

“Amara?” Tallin asked. “Cathartic as I’m sure this is, we have business here.”

“Right,” I said, shaking my head. There was a piece of paper on the desk, and on it there were many glyphs and runes, each connected by lines, and circles. I handed Tallin over to Valerian, who held him under his other arm, then I reached for the paper.

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Valerian asked.

“Not at all,” I said.

He took a deep breath. “I trust you.”

I looked up at him, then looked over at Tallin. Without another word, I touched my hand against the paper… and the world around us collapsed.
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All  it  took  was  a  breath  and  a  heartbeat,  and  we  were  gone.  Whisked  away  to…  somewhere else.  Somewhere  dark,  and  cold.  Outside,  beyond  the  walls  of  the  structure  we  were  in,  the wind  howled.  I  heard  a  constant,  repetitive  slamming  noise  coming  from  somewhere  above  me.  I could feel the chill of winter air.

For a moment, just for a second, it felt like we were in Arcadia again.

This place felt like home.

But  then  my  senses  righted  themselves,  and  I  opened  my  eyes.  We  were  no  longer  in  my grandmothers’  workshop.  We  were  somewhere  else,  somewhere  far  away  from  there.  The  walls around  me  were  made  of  stone,  with  wooden  beams  to  support  them.  Looking  down  at  my  feet,  I realized I was standing in the middle of what looked like a large, magic sigil that had been drawn into the stone floor with chalk.

When I remembered I was still holding Valerian’s hand, I looked up at him to find him blinking rapidly  as  he  tried  to  get  his  eyes  to  focus.  Tallin  also  looked  a  little  disoriented,  but  just  as  mine passed, so did theirs.

“Where… are we?” Valerian finally asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said, my voice bouncing off the stone walls. The room we were in was small, a single door led out of it, but it was also entirely empty except for this sigil we were standing on.

“It looks like your grandmothers had an emergency escape plan all along,” Tallin said.

“Yeah,” I said, “But escape to where?”

“I think the answer is on the other side of that door.”

Nodding,  I  let  go  of  Valerian’s  hand  and  approached  the  door.  Carefully,  I  laid  my  hand  on  the handle,  turned  it,  and  pulled.  The  door  opened,  and  beyond  it  I  found  myself  looking  at  a  modestly furnished living room.

A  cozy  looking  couch,  covered  in  furry  blankets,  sat  in  front  of  an  inert  fireplace.  Behind  the couch I spotted what looked like a kitchen, and for the second time since I got here, I found myself wondering if we were in fact in Arcadia, because I hadn’t spotted any of the trappings of the human world yet.

There wasn’t a fridge, there wasn’t a microwave–whatever that was. Everything seemed rustic, and  natural,  and  it  was  so  absolutely  cold. I  loved  it.  I  rushed  into  this  little  cottage  I  now  found myself in, and instantly got to exploring the living room, the kitchen, the bathroom.

Any hopes that we had somehow made it to Arcadia were dashed when I found the light switches and the bulbs hanging from the ceiling, but the chances that we were back home had been miniscule to begin with anyway, so I wasn’t terribly disappointed.

A set of stairs led to an upstairs floor, where I found another bathroom and one small bedroom, with  a  master  bed,  a  mirror,  and  a  dresser  in  it.  The  window  up  here  was  closed,  but  the  shutters were open, and the wind was making one of them slam open and closed. I headed over to the window, opened it, and couldn’t help but marvel at what I was seeing.

Snow.

The world beyond the stone walls of this cottage was all white snow. The ground was covered in it,  the  trees  were  capped,  and  a  flurry  of  fresh  flakes  flowed  on  the  back  of  the  gust  of  wind  that whipped through the region. I took a deep breath of cold, crisp air, shut my eyes, and smiled.

“It feels like home,” I said to myself.

Tallin, who had followed me upstairs, grumbled. “Could you close that?” he asked. “I think I’ve gotten too used to the temperature at your grandmother’s house.”

I grabbed the unhooked shutter and pulled it back into place. I kept it open, though, so that I could see the outside world through the window. “What is this place?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Tallin said, “But if I had to guess, I would say this is some kind of safehouse.”

Dread sank into the pit of my stomach, as I remembered the circumstances that brought us here. I looked over at Tallin, turning my head sharply. “My grandmothers,” I said, shooting to my feet. “Are they okay?!”

Tallin’s eyes were grave. “I… can’t say,” he said.

Valerian came into view by the door to the bedroom we were in. He folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Is there a way of knowing?” he asked.

“I  don’t  know,”  I  said,  looking  around  the  room  as  if  I  was  going  to  find  the  answer  in  this bedroom. “I need to contact them. I have to know if they’re safe.”

“I know you want to,” Tallin said, “But we have no way of doing that. We need to trust that… it didn’t hurt them.”

“How can we know that?”

“I’m afraid we won’t know.”

“I  can’t  just  sit  on  my  hands  and  do  nothing.  If  they’ve  been  hurt…  I’m  never  going  to  forgive myself.”

Valerian  took  a  deep  breath,  pushed  himself  off  the  door,  and  approached.  “She  told  you  to leave,” he said. “We saw how strong a defense they were able to put up against that creature. We have to trust that they survived… all of them.”

“He’s  right,”  Tallin  said.  “I  think  the  best  thing  we  can  do  right  now  is  to  settle,  perhaps  learn more about this little cottage we have been sent to. For all we know, your grandmothers will follow us shortly.”

I  shook  my  head.  “This  place  doesn’t  look  big  enough  for  all  of  us.  There’s  only  one  bedroom, and only one bed. I don’t think it’s meant for extended stays.”

Valerian walked over to the window and scanned the snowy outside. “It also doesn’t look like we are in the city anymore.”

“I’m not sure where we are,” I said, “But we’re not in Arcadia. We’re still on Earth.”

Tallin bounded toward the bedroom door. “I am going to see what I can find, here. I suggest we look for food, water, anything useful.”

I nodded. “I’ll head downstairs shortly…”

Tallin  then  disappeared  down  the  hall,  going  back  the  way  we  had  come.  Valerian  took  another deep breath in through the nose, then exhaled his warm breath on the window. “This place reminds me of the house I grew up in,” he said.

“Really?”

“It was smaller… but it had a similar scent. I didn’t think there was a place on Earth that could remind me of home.”

“Me  either.  I  can’t  smell  the  city,  the  smoke.  All  I  can  smell  are  the  trees,  the  snow,  and  the stone.”

“Your grandmothers prepared this place for us… they must have.”

I folded my arms under my chest and looked out the window. “Helen didn’t want me to leave.”

“No, but she is clearly a woman who enjoys having carefully laid out plans, even if she hopes not to have to use them.”

“That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t worry.”

I felt Valerian rest a hand on my shoulder. “I know,” he said. “They’re okay, Amara. I know they are.”

I looked over at his hand, then up at him. There was something in his eyes, something in the way he looked at me, that made me both fearful of him, and drew me closer to him. Maybe the fear was what pulled me in, because it wasn’t that I was afraid of him. Valerian had proven himself, now, to be someone I could trust.

Someone I could depend on.

That was what scared me.

Hours passed. The three of us had scoured the cottage, taking stock of the provisions available to us.  There  was  food  in  an  ice  box,  the  pantry  was  fully  stocked,  and  while  the  pipes  in  the  kitchen were frozen solid, a little touch of what magic Valerian had left in him allowed us to get the water flowing again. Finishing with a couple of logs thrown into the fireplace, the cottage started to warm up.

And we waited.

And waited.

The more I waited, the more I worried. What was taking them so long? Were they still fighting the creature?  Had  it  gotten  to  them?  Had  they  escaped?  Maybe  that  was  it.  Maybe  they  had  gotten  out using another portal, and they were regrouping as well.

The sound of a ringing bell startled me, made me nearly jump out of my skin. I shot upright and scanned the living room, trying to identify where the sound had come from. “What in the world was that?”

Another ring.

“I don’t know,” Valerian said, also standing. “Where is it coming from?”

The ringing repeated once more, and I saw where it was coming from. There was an object on a desk, small, and black. It was oddly shaped, a handle set onto a box with numbers on it. It was making a sound I had never heard before, as if there were tiny bells inside of it.

“This is it,” I said, examining the small object. “What is it?”

Valerian came up behind me. “I don’t know,” he said, “But we shouldn’t touch it.”

Tallin leapt up onto the table on which the ringing object was sitting on. “Haven’t either of you ever seen a telephone?”

“A what?” I asked.

Tallin  rolled  his  eyes.  “Pick  that  handle  up  and  put  it  to  your  ear,”  he  said,  “Quickly!  That’s probably your grandmother on the line.”

Tentatively, I picked the handle up and placed it to my ear. I thought I could hear a voice, but it was low, and distant.

“You’re holding it upside down,” Tallin shrieked.

I spun the handle around. “Grandmother?” I asked.

“Amara! Thank the Gods,” Helen said. “Are you alright?”

“I… I am. Are you… is this a trick?”

“No, dear, it’s me.”

“See?” I heard Evie say, “I told you it would take her a minute to figure out how to use that old phone.”

“Hush, sister,” said Helen. “Amara… listen to me. Did you all make it through the portal?”

“I  did,”  I  said,  adjusting  the  handle’s  position  against  my  ear.  “We  all  did.  I’m  so  glad  to  hear from all of you. Are you safe? Are you hurt?”

“We are safe, and none of us are hurt. I’m sorry it took us so long to reach you.”

“What happened?”

Helen sighed. “I thought the creature would have lost interest in us after you left, but it continued trying to break down our defenses. We have spent hours battling it, trying to keep the last of our sigils from burning out.”

“It kept coming for you…”

“I think the magic we used to send you away slipped past its senses. It thought you were still here, so it continued to attack our house. When it realized you were no longer with us, it lost interest and left.”

I  smiled  over  at  Valerian  and  Tallin,  who  were  both  crowding  around  me  and  listening  to  the conversation. “Where did you send us?”

“A safe place I have spent the last few days preparing. You should have enough supplies to get you to the crescent moon in a couple of days, and more supplies should… well, should anything go wrong.”

“You… aren’t coming?”

“No. There isn’t enough room for all of us there.”

“What if the creature finds us?”

“It will. It’s only a matter of time. But the cabin has protective sigils of its own, and it’s in the general area where an Arcadian portal can be opened. When the creature comes for you, you should be able to sense it. You can then use the sigil in the storeroom to return to the magic box. We can’t keep it from finding you, but we can keep it busy travelling from place to place.”

“So… you want us to stay here and… wait?”

“I am sorry I cannot grant you more freedom right now, but this is the best thing for you. At least, as long as you are there, you are safe. I still need to continue investigating this creature, to see if there is a way to keep it from hunting you, and we cannot get you back to Arcadia for at least two days. Please… sit tight, for now. We will get through this.”

I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “We’ll wait.”

“Tell her about the treats,” I heard Pepper say.

“Right,” said Helen. “Your grandmother would like you to know she left some treats for you in the pantry, freshly made. Make sure to eat and stay warm. And if you need us, Tallin knows how to use that old rotary phone. Our number is written on the desk, next to it.”

I nodded again, even though she couldn’t see me. “Thank you… thank you so much.”

“You don’t need to thank us, dear. You are family, and we love you. We will be in touch soon.”

“Okay… bye, grandmother…”

I heard a strange sound, followed by a dull tone. “You can put that down, now,” said Tallin.

I set the handle down onto the phone, turned around, and looked at Valerian. “Did you hear all of that?”

“I did.”

“Then  there’s  nothing  left  to  do  but  wait…  and  hope  my  grandmothers  can  get  us  to  Arcadia  in two days.”

“Suppose they can… what then?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. We’ve spent this entire time running and hiding from this creature, I haven’t even begun to figure out what happens next.”

“Probably best not to think about it, then. We should eat, and rest. It’s been a long day.”

“I, for one, am interested in finding out what those treats are,” said Tallin.

“You go and do that,” I said, “I’m going to keep exploring the house… see if I find anything else that might be useful.”

“Like?” Valerian asked.

“I’m not sure… I’ll be back.”

I made my way back upstairs, and when I found the bedroom window, I sat by it. I didn’t mean to explore the house. Really, I wanted to sit with my thoughts for a while. There were so many things to do, so many issues left to wrap up. I hadn’t even begun to consider what I would do when I got back to Arcadia, and Valerian’s question had left me a little uneasy.

But  the  worst  part  of  it  all,  the  biggest  problem  I  had,  was  that  he  still  didn’t  know  I  was  the reason he was here—that I was the reason he had been forgotten.

I needed to tell him, I wanted to tell him… but I had no idea how.
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T he  cottage  we  were  in  was  small,  but  with  the  fire  going  and  the  furry  blankets  we  had available  to  us,  it  was  also  cozy.  Though  the  wind  and  the  snow  outside  buffeted  the cottage, a constant reminder of the danger that existed outside, I felt protected in here. Safe. As safe as I could have felt, given the circumstances.

How in the world was I supposed to get through all this?

As far as Fate was concerned, I was a round number, an anomaly that needed to be rectified. It wanted to fix this problem so badly, it had sent a creature made of shadow to hunt me down and end me.  But  it  had  also  allowed  me  to  keep  my  connection  to  Valerian,  a  connection  I  hadn’t  known  I possessed until very recently.

It was a contradiction. How could Fate want to destroy me, while at the same time making sure I could feel the bond Valerian and I had?

Because maybe it’s not Fate that’s trying to kill you.

If  not  Fate,  though,  then  what?  The  crone?  Had  she  perverted  Fate  itself,  somehow?  Had  she perhaps been the one to summon this creature, and twist its motivations so that it would see me as an anomaly that needed destruction?

If she had the power to rewrite my past, my present, and my future, then maybe she also had the power to control this unrelenting monster that was chasing us across worlds. If that was true, then the only way to defeat the monster was to defeat her and make her undo what she had done.

I had to get to her. I had to find her, lay her low, and fix this. But first, I had to get to Arcadia, and that meant I needed to survive the next few days. In a couple of days, a portal to the Winter Kingdom would open, and my grandmothers would be able to send the three of us through.

From there, we would have to figure out the rest.

How do we get to the castle? Where do we find the crone? What does Arcadia even look like, now? How much time has passed there since we left? Shit. I hadn’t even considered the passage of time. Days had already passed here, and it would be a few days more until we made it to Arcadia. What if months had gone by between my leaving and my return?

What if it’s years?

That  thought,  and  all  the  thoughts  that  came  with  it,  chilled  me  in  a  way  that  no  fire  or  blanket could warm. I was shivering. Lost in thought and shivering. I felt something fall around my shoulders, and when I looked around, I found Valerian laying one of his blankets across my back.

I appreciated the gesture, but it didn’t help fight away what I was feeling.

“I can put another log on the fire,” he said. “If you’re cold.”

“This place is an ice box,” I said. “It should be perfectly comfortable for me.”

“I  feel  like  the  cold  on  Earth  is  more  unforgiving  than  the  cold  in  Arcadia.  This  weather  isn’t infused with the magic of our realm… it simply is, and it is hostile.”

“Hostile is a good word for it.” I blinked hard. Yawned. “I have no way of knowing the passage of time, but my stomach tells me I should eat.”

“I was thinking the same.” Valerian smiled, his eyes slipping off to one side. I followed them to find Tallin curled up on a furry blanket in front of the fireplace, his chest gently rising and falling. “He seems comfortable.”

“The most comfortable,” I said.

Valerian stood, stretched, and walked around the couch we had been sitting on. I got up and joined him in the kitchen. Pepper had left treats for us in the pantry; delicious, glazed cinnamon rolls. I took one out of the tray they were all in and took a deep bite of it. Somehow, it was still slightly warm. The cinnamon danced on my tongue, the glaze was deliciously sweet, and the dough was so soft, and inviting.

I could’ve eaten the entire tray, but I settled for two.

Valerian  finished  the  one  he  had  picked  up  and  washed  his  hands.  “Dessert  before  dinner,”  he said, “Pepper would be disappointed.”

“Pepper isn’t here right now,” I said, “And these things are delicious. Besides, what are we going to cook here?”

“The kitchen seems fully stocked. I could make us something to eat.”

My eyebrows arched. “You?”

Valerian frowned. “Did you think I couldn’t cook?”

“I… guess I didn’t. We’ve never talked about it.”

“And I’ve never had to. Not since we’ve been here, anyway.”

My eyes narrowed. “Can you really cook? Or are you just trying to impress me?”

“Would it be so bad if I was?”

My cheeks flushed warm and red. “I mean, it would be pretty bad if your food turned out to be terrible.”

A subtle grin spread across Valerian’s mouth. “Alright,” he said, “I’m going to cook for you.”

I paused. “Are you going to tell me what you’re going to cook?”

“No, but you can watch, if you like. In fact, I’m going to show you a trick.”

“A trick?”

Valerian walked over to the ice box, opened it, and pulled out what looked like a packet of frozen, minced beef. He set it down on the counter and started pulling spices and seasoning out of the pantry. He then picked up the utensils he would need, a chopping board, a knife.

“That meat is rock solid,” I said. “How are we going to eat that?”

“That’s the trick,” he said, and he let his hand rest on top of the meat. “Remember what I did with the pipes?”

“You aren’t about to thaw that meat out with magic. We need that magic.”

“It’s barely a trickle. Watch.”

Valerian  closed  his  eyes,  took  a  deep  breath,  and  exhaled.  The  palm  of  his  hand  began  to  glow orange and warm, illuminating the beef under his hand. It only took a moment. Seconds. Every ounce of water and ice in that packet melted. It melted so quickly, Valerian had to take the beef and place it in the sink so the water wouldn’t spill everywhere.

Somehow, the meat itself didn’t cook under Valerian’s hand.

“Impressive,” I said, nodding. “That takes a lot of skill. I don’t think I could do that.”

“All it takes is patience. Like with most things.”

In the kitchen there was a small, square dining table, barely large enough for a plate or two on it at a time. I took a seat at one of the stools tucked underneath it. “That is an area you and I are very different in.”

“I know.”

“You’re not supposed to agree with that.”

“But I did, because I do.”

I frowned. “I’m less impressed, now.”

“You’ll feel different when you have a full belly.”

I wasn’t going to argue with that. I was also incredibly curious to see what he was going to cook for me. I had been cooked for my whole life. Not because I didn’t want to learn, but because I was never given a choice. I wasn’t allowed in the kitchens. That was a place for the staff, and I wasn’t staff—I was the Princess of Windhelm. It was my job to sit around and wait to be fed.

This, though.

This felt different.

I didn’t feel like I was waiting around to be fed by some cook in the palace kitchens. I was next to Valerian, watching his hands, the way he handled the meat, the way he seasoned it and mashed it into small  balls  filled  with  onions  and  garlic.  I  watched  him  oil  a  skillet,  light  the  burners  up,  and  start cooking the meatballs he had made.

He was quick with his movements, confident, sure of what he was doing. Every once in a while, he would throw a glance in my direction. He was checking in on me, making sure I was still watching him. It became clear pretty quickly, that he was enjoying this.

Good.

I  wasn’t  sure  how  much  enjoyment  we  were  going  to  get  in  this  little  hovel  we  were  in.  It  was going  to  be  a  long  couple  of  days  filled  with  silence,  harsh  cold,  and  howling  wind.  This  gave  me hope that we weren’t going to die of boredom before the crescent moon came.

When Valerian was done with the meatballs, he boiled a little pasta, then he cooked up a creamy sauce  that  smelled  absolutely  delicious.  When  it  was  all  done,  he  threw  the  pasta  in  some  bowls, added  his  cooked  meatballs  to  the  mix,  and  topped  it  with  his  rich,  creamy  sauce.  By  the  time  he served me the bowl, my mouth was watering.

“Where did you learn to cook like this?” I asked.

“I’ve cooked for myself my entire life,” he said.

“Your entire life?”

“Ever since I was old enough to cook,” he paused. “But it was Pepper who showed me how to cook for someone else.”

“Ah,” I said, smiling, “Of course it was.”

Valerian joined me at the table, pulling out a small stool and sitting across from me. “Eat… before it gets cold.”

With a slight nod, I got to work on my bowl of food. I couldn’t believe how good everything was; how flavorful, and creamy, and mouthwatering. I ate the meatballs, the pasta, and the sauce, trying my hardest not to lick the bowl after, and instead scoop the last of the sauce up with a spoon.

Tallin woke up while we were eating, and Valerian offered him some meatballs on a plate, which he happily ate in front of the fireplace. When I was done with my food, I leaned back on my stool. “You were right,” I said.

“Right about what?” asked Valerian.

“I do feel better now that my belly is full.”

“Food fixes everything.”

“Good food fixes everything.”

“You really thought it was good?”

I lowered my eyes, then looked up at him again. “I’ve spent my whole life being waited on. Chefs from  all  over  the  Winter  Kingdom  fight  for  the  privilege  to  cook  in  the  palace  kitchen.  I’ve  never cared for a bowl of food as much as I care about this one.”

“High praise indeed.”

I nodded. “So high, in fact, that I’m going to let you take the bed upstairs.”

His eyebrows arched. “You’re going to let me have it?” he asked.

“I am.”

“I don’t remember there being a discussion about who takes the bed. Did you simply assume you would be sleeping there?”

“I assumed you would be gracious enough to let me have it, and then stubborn enough to fight me when  I  told  you  that  you  should  be  the  one  to  take  it.  I  think,  after  this  meal,  we  can  reach  an agreement on the bed situation.”

He nodded. “I think you’re starting to figure me out.”

I smiled, smugly. “Good.”

“But you’re still getting the bed.”

“What?”

“I don’t need a bed. I’ll be fine down here. I should be, anyway… just in case.”

“In case what?” I knew the answer. I wasn’t sure why I’d asked the question.

He shook his head. “We aren’t going to talk about that. Instead, I’m going to clean up down here, and you’re going to go upstairs and rest. We both need it after the day we’ve had.”

“I… guess I can’t argue with you there. I would feel bad taking the bed, though.”

He picked my bowl up and shrugged. “Feel bad, then,” he said, “But get your rest.”

I didn’t want to spoil our dinner by arguing with him about the bed. Instead, I got up, walked over to  Tallin,  and  rubbed  him  between  the  ears  while  he  finished  his  meatballs.  “I’ll  be  upstairs  if  you need me,” I said.

“What I may need are more of these,” he said. “Are there any left?”

I chuckled. “Go and ask him when you’re done. Goodnight, Tallin.”

Tallin  mumbled  a  reply,  but  he  was  too  busy  eating  for  it  to  sound  like goodnight.  I  headed upstairs, then, to the only bedroom in the cottage. It was a little colder up here than it was downstairs, but not unbearably so. Searching the dresser, I found more warm blankets I could use, so I pulled them out and threw them onto the bed before settling myself.

It was strange, being here, with only the wind for company. Weirdly, it bothered me. The constant howling, the rustling of leaves, the occasional slamming of wood against stone. I found it difficult to fall asleep, despite the mountain of warm blankets I was buried under.

It was a long while before I realized, it wasn’t the noise that was keeping me up, but Valerian.

He was running around in my head, making me think, and feel. A few days ago, I had called him a stranger.  Someone  I  didn’t  think  I  could  trust.  Someone  I  thought,  no  matter  how  slightly,  may  have had a connection to the crone that cursed me. But now I couldn’t stop thinking about our bond, how many times we had fought side by side, how he had saved my life.

How he had cooked for me, thrown a blanket over my shoulders.

I realized, in a moment of internal chill, that I the reason I couldn’t sleep tonight was because I felt… alone… without him.

Alone, and perhaps a little afraid.

So,  I  decided  to  get  up  out  of  bed,  wrap  myself  up  in  a  blanket,  and  join  him  and  Tallin  on  the couch, not knowing until I saw him coming up the stairs, that he’d had a similar idea.




C HAPTE R  SE VE NTE E N

 

“O h,” I said, stopping at the top of the stairs. “Did I wake you?”

He  looked  up  at  me,  a  surprised  look  on  his  face.  “No,”  he  said,  shaking  his  head,  “I

thought… I had a feeling you may have still been awake.”

“Were you coming to… check on me?”

“No,” he shook his head. “Yes, I… suppose I was. I wanted to talk to you, assuming you weren’t asleep.”

“Talk to me?”

“If I could. For a moment.”

Glancing across his shoulder, I saw the fire was still going, and Tallin was fast asleep in front of it. I decided to move aside and gesture for Valerian to come up the stairs. “Alright,” I said, “We can talk in the bedroom.”

Valerian  headed  up  the  stairs  and  moved  toward  the  bedroom.  I  followed,  hugging  my  furry blanket tightly around me. The wind hadn’t let up much, I could still hear it buffeting the walls of this tiny  cottage,  and  with  the  blinds  all  drawn,  it  was  mostly  dark  inside.  I  could  just  about  see  his silhouette amidst the gloom.

When Valerian entered the bedroom, he stood by the side of the bed and waited for me to come inside. I sat down at the edge of the bed, pulled my knees up, and looked over at him. He seemed… troubled, maybe. Uneasy.

“Is everything alright?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said, “Considering the circumstances.”

“It could be worse, I guess…”

“How could it be worse?”

I shook my head. “That’s something humans say. It could be worse… but it could also be better.”

“We could be back in Arcadia, living our lives.”

Me, a life of luxury, him the life of a… survivor. “Right,” I said, trailing off. “What did you want to speak to me about?”

“Of  course…”  he  paused,  then  took  a  deep  breath  and  exhaled.  “A  lot  has  happened  today,  but before the creature arrived, we were speaking.”

“In your bedroom. I remember.”

“Do you remember what the last thing you said to me was?”

I had to think for a moment. He was right, so much had happened, it was hard to believe this was still even the same day. How wasn’t I exhausted? How was it I hadn’t managed to find sleep, yet? It hit me, then, with a warm flush of fresh blood to the face. I had asked him about our kiss.

No, I had pressed him about it. I had wanted to know why he hadn’t mentioned it, and why he had labelled  us  as  friends.  Thinking  back  on  it,  I  had  been  kind  of  aggressive.  I  hadn’t  meant  to  be.  I nodded at him, then spoke.

“I remember,” I said. “I should be apologizing.”

“Apologizing?” he asked.

“You  reached  out  with  a  gesture  of  friendship,  and  I…  I’m  not  sure  what  I  did,  or  what  I  was thinking.”

Valerian sighed. “You had asked me why I hadn’t mentioned our kiss,” he said.

“I did. I probably should have just left it alone, like you did.”

“You’ve misunderstood my intentions, and for that I apologize.”

“You don’t have to apologize to me, Valerian. I understand.”

“But  you  don’t.”  He  paused,  as  if  to  consider  what  he  was  going  to  say  next.  “You  avoided  me after our kiss,” he said. “You made it clear you didn’t want to speak of it again… and as time went on, I started to feel guilty, like I had done something wrong.”

“Done something wrong?”

“I thought, perhaps, I had taken advantage of you.”

I could see his outline more clearly, now. The shape of his shoulders, the shine on the tip of his antlers, the curve of his jaw. “You didn’t take advantage of me, Valerian.”

“I felt like I had. We were arguing, tensions were high, and in a moment of heightened emotions, we kissed. I felt like I should not have, like I should have controlled my emotions better.”

“Because you didn’t want to kiss me…” I said, hiding the way my heart had just deflated like a balloon.

“No,” he said, taking a step toward me. “I did want to kiss you.” He paused, lowering his voice. “I have wanted to kiss you for what feels like a lifetime.”

The balloon inflated again. I found myself holding a breath. “You did,” I said, breathless.

“I did. I do.” He paused. “Call me a hopeless romantic if you want, but I didn’t think our first kiss would be in a small cupboard during an argument.”

“You didn’t…” I breathed. “Which means you’ve thought about it before.”

“I have. Several times.”

“Why are…” I took a proper breath this time, then exhaled. “Why are you telling me this?”

“I have several reasons.”

“Are you going to tell me what they are?”

Valerian paused. “The first one is simple… if grim. I don’t know how much time we have left. I don’t know if we’ll ever make it back to Arcadia. Even if we do, I don’t know if we’ll succeed in our mission—whatever that is.”

“We’re going to make it.”

“I appreciate your optimism, but I am a realist. I always have been. I know what our chances are, and they are not great.”

I paused, swallowed. “What’s the other reason?”

“I…  want  you  to  know  that…  even  though  we  come  from  different  worlds,  and  we  have  many differences… kissing you was a privilege.”

“A privilege…”

“I  have  never  been  kissed  like  that  before.  I  have  never  kissed  someone  like  that  before.”  He paused. “I’m also not going to pretend like I don’t know why that is.”

“What do you mean?”

“The  very  thing  that  hunts  us,  the  very  force  that  wants  to  destroy  us,  has  also  forged  a  bond between us.”

My jaw fell slightly, lips parting. I knew about the bond. I knew he knew about the bond. Neither of us had spoken about it until now, though. “I don’t know why either,” I said.

“So, you feel it also?”

“I do. I mean, I know it’s there.”

“I wish I knew why, but I don’t. I know little of Fate bonds… only that the winner of the Royal Selection is awarded one.”

“Fate binds the winner to the royal on the other side of it.”

“I haven’t won the Selection. I’m not even in the Selection. So, why do we share a bond?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I didn’t kiss you because we have a bond.”

Valerian’s pause lingered; his silence filled by the howling of the wind. “You didn’t?”

I shook my head. “I kissed you because… I wanted to. You didn’t take advantage of me.”

Another pause. “I enjoyed our kiss… even if we had been arguing just before.”

“I’m sorry I avoided you.”

“I should have come to you sooner.”

I extended a hand toward him. “Friends?” I asked, a soft smile on my face.

Valerian took a step toward me. He took my hand in his, and lightly shook. “Friends,” he said.

When he shook my hand, he also made the furry blanket I was wrapped in fall past my shoulder. I felt him slide his hand up my arm, find the blanket, and pull it back up to my shoulder. For a moment, we found ourselves in close proximity again, only this time we weren’t arguing. I took a deep breath, my chest expanding, my eyes fixing on the shine his gave off despite the darkness around us.

His hand moved from my shoulder, along the furry blanket, across my collar, and toward my neck —where  it  settled.  I  swallowed,  a  motion  he  would’ve  felt  underneath  his  fingers.  My  pulse  was racing, eyes darting from side to side, my stomach twisting itself into a knot. I wanted to speak, to say something, anything, but I didn’t know what to say.

Valerian moved his hand up toward my jaw, my cheek. With his thumb he rubbed the corner of my mouth.  I  couldn’t  help  myself.  I  turned  my  head  toward  his  hand,  letting  my  lips  brush  against  his thumb. That was when Valerian took the initiative. He turned my lips toward him and plunged into me, his mouth finding mine in an instant.

I  reached  for  his  face  with  my  hands,  not  caring  that  the  furry  blanket  that  had  been  around  my shoulders  had  fallen  off  me.  The  warmth  of  his  mouth,  of  his  breath,  of  his  face,  that  was  all  the warmth I needed right now.

His  lips  parted  for  me.  My  back  arched,  and  I  pressed  myself  further  into  the  kiss.  He  had  one hand  on  my  cheek,  and  another  deep  in  my  hair,  around  the  back  of  my  neck.  Our  tongues  met,  and danced, our breaths entwining. When one of my antlers knocked against one of his, the spell we were both under broke for just a moment.

Just enough for us both to catch our bearings.

He gently rested his head against mine, being careful to avoid my antlers. I kept my hands on his face, kept his lips near mine. For a moment, neither of us spoke. We simply existed, two Fae lost, far away from home, sequestered in a tiny hovel, surrounded by hostile weather and creatures. I almost couldn’t believe we were here, but we were.

“What do we do now?” I asked.

“That…  is  a  loaded  question,”  he  said,  only  his  voice  had  lowered,  becoming  something  of  a hungry growl that set my skin alight.

“This wasn’t a mistake,” I said, lightly reaching for his lower lip with my mouth. “Kissing you is not a mistake.”

“You don’t know who I am.”

“Maybe I don’t, but I know what I feel.”

“That’s the bond talking.”

“It’s  not.  I’ve  been  fighting  it  for  so  long…  but  I  can’t  fight  it  anymore.  I  can’t  run  from  it anymore. We’re already running from that monster, I don’t want to run from you, too.”

Valerian’s grip firmed around the back of my neck. “I’m not going anywhere,” he growled. “If you want me with you, I will go with you to the ends of this world and any other. I won’t ever let anything happen to you.”

“You can’t make that promise…” my mouth curled into a slight grin, “Besides, of the two of us, I’m the one who can turn into a big wolf. I’m pretty sure I’ll be the one doing all the protecting.”

Valerian  moved  his  lips  inches  closer  to  mine.  “I’m  going  to  let  you  think  that,”  he  whispered against my mouth.

I  kissed  him  again,  drinking  deeply  of  his  lips.  My  heart  was  pounding,  my  hands  almost trembling. Carefully, Valerian pushed me against the bed with his mouth. With one hand on the bed, and another against my jaw, he kissed me with the force of an avalanche, with the might of the Winter Winds.  It  was  like  being  sucked  into  a  tornado,  my  mind  was  spinning,  my  chest  flying,  my  entire body responding to his.

I  suddenly  broke  the  kiss,  but  I  kept  my  hold  on  his  face.  “I’m  a  virgin,”  I  breathed  against  his mouth, almost as if in a panic.

Valerian  paused.  In  that  breathless  silence,  I  could  hear  his  heart  beating  inside  of  his  chest,  I could hear his throat working. I could smell the want on his skin, the desire. It poured out of him like little beads of sweat only I could detect.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I’ll stop.”

I shook my head. “No,” I said, kissing him again. “I want you.”

“But—”

“—we may never get another chance,” I breathed, “And I’m not dying a virgin.”

“Amara, I—”

“—I want it to be you, Valerian,” I said, my voice now lowering to meet his. “I want you. Now. Just… be gentle with me.”

Valerian stared deeply into my eyes. I could hear his breath, his heart, the tensing of his muscles. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “Yes… I am.”

Slowly,  he  brought  his  lips  down  to  meet  mine  again.  My  heart  raced,  now;  rising  quickly  to  a fever pitch. Things were happening to my body that had never happened before. I was feeling things, experiencing emotions and sensations that were almost entirely alien to me. Was this what desire felt like? Was that pulling in the pit of my stomach passion?

The part of me that was human, and Fae, didn’t really know what to do with my hands. But the part of me that was spirit, that was animal, knew very well what to do. While Valerian loomed over me, one hand on the bed, and another in my hair, his lips locked with mine, my hands trailed past his face, down his shoulders, and across his waist.

My fingers were slight enough that I could slip them into his waistband without taking his trousers off.  I  felt  heat  in  there,  heat  and fur wherever  my  hand  went.  Another  moment  or  so,  and  my  hand made contact with a thick, hard shaft. Valerian groaned into my mouth as my hands explored the length of him, the size of him, the thickness.

I stroked his shaft with one hand, while with the other, I cupped his balls. It wasn’t long before one  of  my  hands  was  slick,  and  wet.  Valerian  gripped  the  bedsheets  tightly  while  I  worked  at  him, gently pumping, and stroking, and coaxing his excitement out of him.

When  he’d  had  enough,  he  pulled  himself  away  from  me,  allowing  me  to  release  him.  Valerian stood upright before me, and I heard him take off his clothes. I did the same, working at the pants I was wearing until I managed to get them off and kick them to the foot of the bed.

The lights were out and we couldn’t see each other, but I still felt like we could. I could feel him, his  presence,  his  arousal—I  could  smell  it,  too,  and  it  only  served  to  excite  me  further.  I  hadn’t realized how wet I was until I caught a whiff of what my hand was coated in.

Valerian approached, placing his hands on my thighs. At his suggestion, I parted them for him… and  then  we  were  ready.  I  was  nervous,  excited,  and  hungry  beyond  belief.  I  lifted  both  of  my  feet onto the bed, then rested one of my hands on his.

“I’m yours,” I whispered.

“As am I,” he said, and then I felt him—the first brush of the tip of his erection against the warm, wet folds of my aching center.

I gasped; my breath hitched inside of my throat. Valerian carefully positioned himself in front of me, and when he was ready, he guided himself into me. I felt the first pinch of pain as he entered me, but fought through it. Pain and pleasure blended together to create ripples that moved through me and took me into a new state of being.

“Are you alright?” Valerian asked.

“Yes,” I gasped.

Valerian slid all the way into me, and every single inch of him sent more of those euphoric ripples tearing through me. When he was inside me, he lowered himself so that he could kiss me. I took his face in my hands and let my tongue find his. He moved his hips back as we kissed, sliding out of me once, before pushing back into me again.

He did this once, twice, three times, each time moving gently enough that I could get accustomed to him. I wasn’t sure if he was big, compared to anyone else, but he felt big. Big enough that I needed that little time to adjust.

“Take me,” I whispered against him. “You don’t have to be gentle anymore.”

Valerian kissed me again, and then he began to thrust. They were slow at first, rhythmic, but they quickly picked up in speed and intensity. Each and every one of those thrusts made my breath catch in my throat. I moaned with him, drew my nails across his neck, down his back. I repositioned my legs, wanting to take more of him into me—all of him into me.

He was mine, now, and I was going to make sure of that.

The  quicker  he  pushed  into  me,  the  more  I  felt  something  else  rise  up  from  inside  of  me. Something deep, and ancient, and primal. I grabbed hold of Valerian’s shoulders, and I flipped him onto his back. Valerian scrambled up the bed, and I moved with him, straddling him, finding him, and slipping him into me again.

This time, with my hands against his chest, I could control the rhythm. I allowed myself to feel his length, to enjoy the sensation of that first, initial push before carefully moving my hips up and down on  top  of  his.  I  was  sweating,  now.  I  could  feel  it.  I  whipped  my  head  around,  letting  my  hair  fall down my back as I rode him.

Valerian’s hands went to my thighs, then, his fingertips digging into my skin. Normally, that may have  hurt.  Today,  though,  pain  and  pleasure  were  friends.  The  quicker  my  hips  moved,  the  more deeply Valerian moaned. I moaned with him, as the more deeply I pressed my hips against him, the more strongly I felt something bubble up inside of me.

Tonight  was  a  night  of  firsts;  all  I  wanted  to  do  was  reach  the  apex  of  that  point  I  was  racing toward. Valerian wrapped one hand around his mouth, while the other tightened around my thigh. I felt him tense, I felt him stiffen and pulsate inside me. An instant later, I felt him spill himself into me, a warm, delicious sensation that made me have to cover my own mouth.

I slammed one of my hands against the bed as I rode him, as he filled me with more and more of himself. It was all too much. I reached that point, that climax I had been looking for, and when I did, I had  to  press  my  face  against  the  bed  otherwise  I  would’ve  cried  out  so  loudly,  the  entire  world would’ve heard me.

Throbbing, pulsating, ripples of ecstasy coursing through me, I slowed my own movements until we were both entirely spent. Valerian wrapped his arms around my back, his thumbs gently brushing against my skin. He kissed the side of my head, then my ear, then my cheek.

“Wow,” I said against the mattress.

“Wow?” he whispered.

I lifted my head and kissed him. “Thank you.”

“Why… are you thanking me?”

“Because… I don’t know.”

Valerian was still inside of me, still twitching, occasionally throbbing. I wanted more. I bucked my hips, and he moaned. “Are you sure you’re a virgin?” he groaned.

“Not anymore. Can you do that again?”

“I can do more than just that.”

I moved my hips up and down the length of him again. “Show me,” I breathed. “I don’t want this night to end.”

“It doesn’t have to,” he whispered.

“Good… because I’m not done with you yet.”
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Iwoke up the following morning to an almost complete, and total silence. The winds that had been hitting the cottage all day yesterday and all of last night had died down, replaced by the gentle chirping of birds, and a soft, almost ethereal breeze. I opened my eyes and lying next to me on the bed I found Valerian, soft white locks of his hair falling across his chiseled face.

The fresh, vivid memories of what we did last night came surging up, bringing with them a fresh batch of emotions I hadn’t been ready to feel this soon upon waking. My chest tightened, and I felt a pull in the pit of my stomach that sent a pulse of warmth all throughout my body.

These weren’t bad feelings, though. I had enjoyed last night. I had enjoyed him. I had asked him not to let me die a virgin, and he had given me what I had asked for. Neither of us had given a second thought to where that left us after… whether it was tonight, or when we got back to Arcadia, or after this whole mess was cleared up and we got back to the matter of the Royal Selection.

The assumption being that we were going to survive that long, and that things were going to work quite in that way.

Bold assumptions, Amara.

Still, a night of passion, a night of connection, it had felt right. Needed. When I looked at him now, sleeping next to me, he was less of a stranger. I went to brush his hair out of his face, but I stopped myself short of touching him. I decided to let him sleep and slide out of bed without being noticed.

When I got up, I realized Tallin had scurried into the bed at some point during the night. He lay curled at our feet, in about three layers of furry blankets. I smiled at him, too, and he did receive  a scratch  behind  the  ear.  His  entire  little  body  twitched,  but  he  didn’t  wake;  he  only  nuzzled  more deeply into the blankets.

I let them both sleep as I snuck out of the bedroom and headed downstairs. Yesterday, we hadn’t been able to leave the cottage for all the wind and the snow. It felt like we were in the middle of a blizzard, and I thought when I opened that front door, I was going to find the cottage buried in six feet of snow.

There were barely a few inches of snow at the door, an almost unnoticeable amount for someone like me. What I did immediately notice was the bright sunlight beaming overhead, the lack of clouds, and wind. It was bright out, but it was a winter sun which only served to illuminate, and not to warm.

The air was crisp, and cool, and fresh as I took it into my lungs. This… right now, right here, this was the first time I felt like I was home. It was the first time the air smelled clean, and pure, and even if it wasn’t magical, it was close.

I  exhaled,  shuddering  lightly  as  the  winter  chill  nipped  at  my  skin.  I  was  clothed,  but  I  hadn’t brought a blanket out with me. I wanted to feel winter’s bite, to rouse my connection to Arcadia and remind myself what I was fighting to get back to.

It worked.

Every step I took out of the house and into the snow, every lungful of this clean, Earthly air, every chirp of the snowbirds sitting in trees. Snowbirds. Snowdrop. That’s what mother used to call me. I had almost forgotten. How had I almost forgotten?

I shook my head and continued on over the snow. Our stone cottage sat inside of a perimeter made entirely  of  stone;  a  solid  wall  about  waist  height  that  marked  the  edges  of  this  small  property.  I walked up to the iron gate that stood directly across from the front door to the cottage. It was shut, a solid lock keeping it firmly locked.

I let my fingertips glide over its black, metallic surface. I touched the stone, next, letting myself feel the coarse texture of the rocks, the snow. It was at that point I found a sigil carved into the stone. I had barely noticed it until now, but now that I had seen this one, I saw others. There were many of them, each sigil carved into the stone a few feet from the next.

Protection.

That’s what they were for.

Looking around, I couldn’t help but feel like I was standing in a snow globe. Protected, and safe, but not able to venture out into the wider world beyond the gate. I could see it from here. The trees, tall and snow-capped, the hills in the distance, each hiding the promise of an adventure. I was stuck here.

This place was a prison.

I sighed.

Turning around to go back inside, I found myself pausing mid-step. Valerian was there, standing by  the  door  to  the  cottage,  leaning  against  the  frame.  When  he  saw  me,  he  made  a  gesture  with  his hand. “Please,” he said, “Don’t let me interrupt.”

“You’re not,” I said, brushing my hair behind my ear.

“I hope I didn’t startle you.”

“A  little,  but  I  think  that’s  expected  given  where  we  are,  and  what  can  happen  at  any  given moment.”

“Is that what you’ve been thinking about while you’ve been out here?”

I shook my head. Smiled. “No,” I said, “I think I’m just… homesick. Actually, finally homesick.”

Valerian nodded. “I understand.” He looked around, scanning the sky with his eyes, then the trees, then the fence and the snow. “This place feels like home, doesn’t it?”

“Too much like home, yes.”

“It makes you think…”

“About?”

“How life on Earth doesn’t have to be so bad…”

“Already thinking of settling, Valerian?”

He smiled, shook his head. “No… no. Maybe I’m just feeling sentimental after… well.”

Warm blood rushed into my chest. My cheeks reddened. “Right.”

“Unless you’d rather not talk about it again.”

“I don’t feel the urge to avoid talking about it, no. Not this time.” I walked up to him. “Did you want to talk about it?”

“Only  to  learn  your  feelings…  and  to  hope  that  the  cold  light  of  morning  hasn’t  diluted  what passed between us last night.”

I shook my head. “It hasn’t. Not for me, anyway. I’m glad we… did that.”

Valerian shoved off the doorframe and came over to me. “I’m glad we did too.”

I took his hand, entwined mine with his. “I know you’re thinking it as much as I am.”

“Thinking what?” he asked.

“What happens now… what happens next.”

He smiled and brushed my cheek with his other hand. “I don’t think you have to worry yourself about that.”

“I’m not sure if you know this about me, but I’ve never been in a situation like this one before. I’m going to drive myself crazy thinking about it. What we do now, what we do when we get to Arcadia, is the Royal Selection still a thing, where does all of that leave us?”

Valerian  took  a  second  to  reply,  as  if  he  was  thinking  carefully  about  his  words.  Normally,  a pause  like  that  would  have  driven  my  impatient  mind  crazy,  but  I  accepted  it  from  him.  “Not  to minimize… us… or what we may have become or could still become, but there are very many steps left on the road to get back to where we were. I don’t believe we should be spending too much of our effort and time considering what could happen, and we should simply enjoy what is. Our efforts are better spent dealing with our situation, and our time is… precious.”

He brushed my cheek with his thumb as he said the word precious, and my heart skipped, danced, and filled all at the same time.

“How do you do that?” I asked.

“Do what?”

“Know what to say to me…”

“I feel like I have gotten to know you quite well during our time together. I’m also a realist, and I suspect that you are too, even if you are full of fanciful ideas sometimes.”

I playfully frowned. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“You are a rebel in your heart. You do not wish to be told what to do, or where to go, or who to be with. But perhaps now you are starting to understand, there is a greater power at work that binds us all. A power that we cannot rebel against, or manipulate, or change.”

I felt a knot tie itself in my stomach and pull again, only this one did not feel good. This one felt big,  and  dangerous,  and  dreadful.  Moreso  now  than  it  had  ever  been  before.  I  still  hadn’t  told  him about the power that had brought us here, about the deal I had made, about the way that I had changed my fate and his with my selfish recklessness.

I was still holding onto this secret, this awful secret; a secret that threatened to split us apart and set us aflame like a bolt of lightning striking a tree. I could see goodness in him. Kindness, patience in those  eyes.  Patience  like  I  didn’t  know.  But  the  longer  I  carried  this  secret  with  me,  the  more  that patience and kindness would be tested when I told him.

I had to tell him.

I had to do it.

But how could I do it when he was looking at me like this? How could I tell him when his hand was on my cheek, and his blue eyes burned with a kind of warmth like I had never seen in a man’s eyes before. Warmth that seemed to burn for me, and only me.

He was right. All this time I had rebelled against my parents, against my duties, against the Royal Selection.  I  didn’t  want  to  marry  one  of  those  pampered  Fae  Lords.  I  told  myself  it  was  because  I wasn’t ready for love, but love had nothing to do with the Royal Selection. It was all Fate, duty, and obligation. Love was a concept that was almost alien to the Winter Fae.

So alien, in fact, that it was my mother’s love for my father that broke apart the most powerful, and dangerous magic maelstrom the entire Winter Kingdom had ever seen; the Veridian.

But I wasn’t fully Fae.

I  could  feel  things  other  Fae  couldn’t,  and  I  was  starting  to  realize,  I  didn’t  want  to  accept  the Royal Selection—not because I wasn’t ready for love, but because if I was going to marry anyone, I needed love… and I didn’t think I would find it in Arcadia.

I still didn’t think I was going to find it there.

But maybe here…

“Are you alright?” Valerian asked.

I blinked away the thoughts, the trance I had fallen into. “I’m sorry…”

Valerian seemed confused. “What are you sorry about?”

I smiled at him, leaned toward him, and gently kissed the side of his face. “It’s nothing,” I said. “How about we make some breakfast?”

Valerian’s eyebrow raised. “By we… do you mean me?”

“I can watch? I can cheer you on! My encouragement will be my contribution.”

“Or… I can teach you a thing or two. Maybe you can learn to cook for yourself.”

“I don’t care who cooks,” Tallin said from the door to the cottage. “But I’m absolutely famished.” The little Winter Sprite’s eyes were barely open, and he was pawing at his small, black nose.

“Come on,” Valerian said, “Let’s see what they’ve got in that kitchen for us.”

Hand in hand we entered the cottage, with Tallin falling in behind us. I was well aware I had left my secret out in the snow, but this just… wasn’t the right time to bring it up. It simply wasn’t.

At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

What I was going to keep telling myself.




C HAPTE R  NINE TE E N

 

 

T he  new  moon  waxed,  giving  a  bare  sliver  of  light  to  what  would  become  the  crescent tomorrow. Already I could see it, up in the night sky, the slightest outline of silvery light. I found it strange that I was looking up at a moon that was both entirely alien, and familiar at the same time.

Humans have been there, I found myself thinking.

That was fascinating to me. I had never heard of the Fae reaching into the heavens and touching Arcadian moons. No one had ever referred to Arcadia as a planet before. It was just… Arcadia. And there were no pictures of it, but there were of Earth. The Fae probably didn’t care enough. Humans did, though. They had such curiosity, and wonder, and passion.

I got those same traits from my mother.

“Taking a break?” I heard Valerian ask.

I turned around to look at him, pulling my furry blanket around my shoulders. “Yeah,” I said, “I think that’s enough magic for one day. Something tells me I’ll need my strength tomorrow night.”

Valerian emerged from inside the cottage with a steaming mug in each hand. “I made chocolate.”

“Chocolate?”

“Hot chocolate. Tallin has his own mug.”

I smiled at him. “I bet he appreciates that, as do I.”

Valerian approached, handing a mug over to me as he did. I held my blanket around my shoulder with one hand while with the other I took the mug and brought it up to my nose. “I love chocolate,” I said. “We don’t get enough of it in Arcadia.”

“Or any of it. I hadn’t tasted chocolate until I got here and Pepper made me one of these. I can’t get enough, now.”

“Thank you grandmother Pepper,” I said, raising my mug to him.

Valerian clinked my mug and took a sip of his warm hot chocolate. He turned his eyes up at the night sky, which was entirely clear of clouds. There were only stars up there. Hundreds, thousands, maybe even millions, all of them visible to the naked eye.

“Makes me wonder,” he said.

“What does?”

“If your grandmothers engineered this place to look like home, or if there are genuinely places on Earth that have such a strong connection to Arcadia that they feel like home.”

“I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  it  turned  out  we  were  close  to  the  location  of  the  portal  my grandmothers have told us about. That may be why we’re so connected to this place.” I took a sip of my chocolate. After a moment, my eyes locked with his. “Wow…” I said, from across the rim of my mug. “This isn’t just chocolate, is it?”

“No, it is,” he said, with a little twinkle in his eye.

“But it’s… different. Why does it taste so good?”

“Pepper taught me a secret.”

“What is it?”

“Salt,” he said, smirking. “A pinch of salt.”

I took another sip. It was warm, and creamy, and sweet, but that hint of saltiness threw it over the edge. “I’m never going to take chocolate any other way, now. You’re going to need to stick around to make me hot chocolates.”

Valerian chuckled. “I just might.”

Our eyes locked again, but something passed between them this time. A current that I knew I had felt,  and  I  had  the  feeling  he  had  felt,  too.  We  had  talked  about  connections  a  moment  ago—I  was feeling ours coming to the forefront of my attentions, now. I licked my lips lightly, unconsciously.

“Don’t do that,” he whispered from behind his mug.

“Do what?”

“That thing you just did with your lips.”

“I was just making sure I didn’t have any chocolate on them.”

“And I’m supposed to believe that?”

“Believe what you want,” I said, adding a smirk of my own. I hadn’t been lying to him, but I was enjoying  what  had  just  happened.  It  made  me  think  of  last  night,  and  all  of  the  things  we  had  done together. He was, too. I could see it in his eyes, I could feel it through our bond. It was eerie, but now that we had both been intimate together, I couldn’t escape how irresistibly sexy it was, too.

I was about to open my mouth to speak, to ask him a question he was very likely to agree to, when something  caught  my  attention.  Not  a  feeling  this  time,  but  a  sound,  like  the  snapping  of  twigs  in succession. I turned my head, hot chocolate in my hand, and scanned the darkened tree line at the edge of the property.

“What is it?” Valerian asked.

For  a  moment  I  didn’t  speak,  carefully  watching  the  trees  for  signs  of  movement.  “We’re  safe here… right?” I asked.

“Your grandmothers said we were.”

“My grandmothers also said we were safe at their house. That turned out to be something of an exaggeration.”

“An  oversight.  They  didn’t  know  what  the  creature  was  capable  of.”  He  paused.  “Why  are  we talking about that?”

“I’m not sure. Something doesn’t feel… right.”

“Feel?”

“I don’t know. I heard a sound, and it’s like the mood has shifted.”

The trees were dark, and quiet. Not an animal stirred on the other side of that stone wall, no birds, or squirrels, or even rabbits. I would’ve been able to hear them—I could even have seen them, my senses being as sharp as they were, even in my Fae form.

“You don’t think—”

“—Amara,” Valerian cut me off before I could finish what I was about to say.

I turned my head to look at him. “What?” I asked.

He had his eyes up at the sky. “The stars…” he said, trailing off.

My  stomach  dropped  as  I  turned  my  gaze  up  at  the  heavens.  What  had  a  moment  ago  been  an illuminated tapestry of twinkling orbs of light was now entirely pitch black. There wasn’t a star in the sky, no winking dots, and no crescent moon, either.

My mug slipped out of my hand and fell to the cold snow. “Shit,” I exhaled.

I heard another sound, now; like the sudden immolation of paper. Turning my attention to the stone wall, I realized one of the protective sigils was burning. It only took half a second for the thing to turn black, and burn out.

“It’s here!” Valerian yelled, only his voice didn’t carry past the stone wall. “Get inside!”

“Tallin!” I screamed.

Tallin came bounding out of the cottage. “Yes?” he asked, “I heard shouting.”

“The creature,” I said, as I rushed toward him. “It’s here. We have to leave!”

“But I was just getting used to this place!” he protested.

“I know, but we need to go, now.”

Valerian joined me at the door to the cottage. I stopped, turned my head, and looked at the stone wall again. More of the protective sigils around the cottage were starting to burn out, and I realized with horror, that I could no longer see the trees beyond the property line. They were gone, blacked out entirely, and in that darkness… a silhouette.

A shadow.

A stalker.

“We need to get to that teleportation rune,” I said to Valerian.

He grabbed Tallin and picked him up. “C’mon,” he said, and he took my hand and led me into the cottage.

My heart was pounding, my mind racing a mile a minute. How had it found us so fast? How was it burning through my grandmothers’ runes so quickly? None of that mattered, really, because the answer to  those  questions  wasn’t  going  to  make  the  creature  go  away.  But  until  we  figured  out  how  it  was able to find us, there was going to be no getting away from it.

We were going to keep running, and running, and running—even when we got back to Arcadia.

I didn’t feel right.

This didn’t feel right.

How were we supposed to escape Fate?

I  shoved  open  the  door  to  the  spare  room  inside  of  which  my  grandmothers  had  placed  their teleportation rune. Only as soon as the door swung open, I knew, something was wrong. I stopped in my tracks, eyes wide, my heart now wedged in my throat and beating hard and fast against the sides of my neck.

“Oh no,” Tallin said. “There are boxes in here. Why are there boxes in here?!”

“And there’s another door in the back, there,” I said, shaking my head. “This isn’t the right room.”

“How can that be?” asked Valerian. “This is the only other door on this floor!”

“It’s the creature,” I said, “It has to be.” Valerian was about to take a step into the room. I grabbed him and stopped him. “Wait, don’t!” I yelped.

“Why?” he asked. “Maybe the rune is on the other side of that door.”

“Or maybe we’re only going deeper into this thing’s maze. Look around. We’re still in the living room, with the fireplace, the kitchen, and even the ex—” I stopped mid-sentence. The fireplace was there,  and  so  was  the  kitchen,  but  the  front  door  had  disappeared;  it  had  been  replaced  by  a  solid stone wall.

“How did it do that so fast?!” I yelled.

“Maybe your grandmothers’ runes weren’t as strong as they thought,” Valerian said.

“Or maybe it’s gotten more powerful?” Tallin asked.

“We need a way out of here,” I said.

“It’s not like we have many options,” Valerian said. “If the front door is gone, and this room has changed, it may already be too late to get out of here.”

I scanned the living room again. Everything was as it had been a moment ago; from the fireplace to the couch and the blankets on it, all the way down to Tallin’s small bowl of chocolate milk. The front  door  was  gone,  replaced  by  a  stone  wall,  but  next  to  it  was  a  small  table,  and  on  it,  that telephone my grandmothers had used to call us on.

“Can you get that thing working?” I asked Valerian. “Can you contact my grandmothers?”

“I can try… why?” he asked.

“I may have an idea.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Tallin said.

“If  you  have  any  suggestions  between  now  and  thirty  seconds  from  now,  feel  free  to  chime  in. Otherwise, stay away from that wall over there.”

“Oh my Gods…” Tallin said, and he moved behind the couch, across from the wall in which the fireplace stood.

I positioned myself in front of it, standing on the rug Tallin had been relaxing on moments ago. I didn’t  know  if  I  was  going  to  be  able  to  make  this  work,  but  I  was  going  to  have  to  dig  into  this newfound magic I had been practicing and use it to get us the hell out of here.

Somehow.

Valerian reached the phone, picked up the handset, and started dialing the numbers on the piece of paper underneath it. He looked over at me once the last number had been keyed in, and even though it looked like he had found a signal, he wasn’t sure if that was going to work either.

If my grandmothers didn’t know what was happening to us, and they assumed everything was fine, they would return to this cabin tomorrow to find it empty—assuming I could make this work, and we were able to escape. Otherwise, they might show up to the cabin to find three half-frozen corpses.

I didn’t want that for them.

I didn’t want that for us, either.

“Hello?” Valerian asked. “Is that Helen?”

“They answered?!” I shrieked.

“Helen,  the  creature  is  here.  We  are  going  to  try—yes,  I  don’t  know  how  it  found  us—please, listen to me. Amara is going to try to get us… hello? Hello?!”

Valerian pulled the handset away from his ear, slammed it against the phone, and then picked it up again. He looked over at me, his expression made of stone. He shook his head. “I don’t know what happened,” he said. “The connection ended.”

“It has to be the creature’s doing,” said Tallin. “We need to get out of here. Right now!”

I nodded. “Stand back, both of you.”

“What are you going to do?” Valerian asked.

“Remember when I put you through the wall the other day?”

He rubbed the back of his head. “How can I forget?”

“Well… I’m about to try that again, only this time, intentionally.”

“You’re going to blow a hole in the fireplace?!” Tallin shrieked.

“I’m going to try. The chimney is where the stone is thinnest… I don’t have another choice.”

“We never do,” Valerian said. “Do it.”

I turned to look at the fireplace again and raised my hands. Summoning this magic was different to anything  I  was  used  to.  I  still  had  a  long,  long  way  to  go  in  my  studies  in  order  to  master  all  the different sigils and hand gestures, but right now, I wasn’t going for discipline or finesse. Right now, I needed to pull as much power as I could and hurl it at the wall with all of my might.

With  any  luck,  the  creature’s  dark  magic  hadn’t  entirely  trapped  us  yet,  and  we  would  find  the outside world on the other side of that wall. If I messed this up, not only could we still be trapped here, but I could bring the entire cottage down on our heads.

Always jumping from one bad situation into the next, aren’t you Amara?

I didn’t have time to draw sigils into the walls. The best I could do was sketch them out in the air with  my  fingers,  tracing  invisible  patterns  and  hoping  that  did  the  trick…  only  nothing  happened.  I couldn’t feel any kind of magical buildup, I didn’t know whether I was summoning my power, or just waving my hands around in the air like an idiot.

Then I saw my mother’s face in my mind. A flash of blue eyes and silvery hair. She was smiling at me. I couldn’t hear her, but the word Snowdrop was on her lips. Beside her stood my father. He also wore a smile on his face. Silently, he extended a hand toward me. I wanted to reach for it, to touch him, to pull him to me or pull myself toward him.

But first, I needed to get through this fucking wall.

I  felt  my  magic  bubble  up,  now.  With  a  spark,  my  right  index  finger  lit  up,  and  as  I  moved  it through the air, it left a glowing trail behind it in the shape of the sigil I was trying to draw. In a few short moments, I had carved an explosive rune into the air, and then another, and another.

Three of them should do the trick, I thought to myself, and I drew in a deep breath. As I exhaled it, I pushed the sigils into the wall with as much strength as I could muster. I felt power, real power, tear  out  of  me  and  surge  toward  the  wall,  the  three  sigils  launching  themselves  into  the  back  of  the fireplace and converging as they struck the outermost wall.

There was a concussive bang that sucked the air out of the room, the fireplace snuffed out, and the outermost  wall  exploded  in  a  hail  of  stone,  and  soot,  and  charred  wood.  Though  my  ears  were ringing, I was able to see the hole I had made in the wall in the back of the fireplace… and there was snow on the other side of it.

“Let’s go!” I yelled, though I could barely hear my own voice.

I dropped to my hands and feet, taking my wolf form in a flash of movement that this time felt as easy as breathing, as uncomplicated as flexing a muscle. Tallin went through the hole first, the little sprite leaping through it and yelling at us both from the other side to hurry. Valerian went next, sliding onto his stomach as he reached the fireplace and squeezing himself through it.

I was last to make it outside, and while it was dark, and cold, I welcomed it over being trapped inside of that cottage. As the three of us ran and vaulted over the stone wall, I couldn’t help but look back at the cottage. It was tiny, and yet to us it had already started looking far larger on the inside.

Though the creature was nowhere to be seen, I knew it was there, lurking in the dark somewhere. Again we were running from it, again racing into the woods to escape the creature’s grasp. The worst part was, we were cut off from our instant escape route, and there were still twenty-four hours until the crescent moon.

I had no idea where we were going to go, or what we were going to do, but we were going to need a plan.

The best one yet.


C HAPTE R  TWE NTY

 

Ididn’t  have  to  look  around  to  know  the  monster  was  behind  us…  out  there,  somewhere, chasing us, stalking us, hunting us. We had fled from the cottage at breakneck speed, but none of us knew where to go, or what to do next.

We didn’t know where we were going, which way was London, or where in this frigid, hilly area we  would  find  shelter  from  the  creature  at  our  backs.  We  were  lost,  totally  rudderless,  and  only minutes away from being caught because there was no way we could run like this all day and night.

“We need a plan!” I yelled.

“I’m open to suggestions,” Tallin said, panting as he ran.

“What  we  have  to  do  is  find  a  way  to  weaken  this  creature,”  Valerian  said.  “It  must  have  a weakness. It can’t be completely invulnerable to whatever we can throw at it.”

“It’s Fate,” I said, “It can be, and it probably is.”

“We’re never going to find out with that attitude,” Tallin asked. “How about you put some of that new magic of yours to the test?”

“I don’t have sigils prepared! My magic will be totally unpredictable, and violent.”

“I would suggest we need a bit of violent given the circumstances, wouldn’t you agree?”

He was right. Running from this thing wasn’t an option. Fighting it also wasn’t an option; it was too fast, too difficult to hurt. All any of those courses of action did was buy us some time and exhaust us. But what was the point in practicing these Earthly abilities if I never used them?

Now was the time to put them to the test.

“It’s going to catch up to us,” I breathed, “The moment we slow down.”

“It shouldn’t be able to trap us as long as we’re outdoors,” Valerian said, “At the very worst, we start running again.”

Tallin bounded a few steps ahead of me as I came to a slow stop. I turned around, pushed myself onto my hind legs, and took on my Fae form, allowing my back to elongate and my wolfish features to recede into my steaming skin.

I  tried  to  catch  my  breath,  every  exhale  leaving  a  trail  of  warm  air  in  its  wake.  The  creature wasn’t here yet, but it was out there, somewhere, waiting at the edge of the darkness. There were few trees around here, only a meadow covered in snow, and rising and falling hills all around us.

Valerian stood beside me, his eyes low, and focused. “I don’t see it,” he said.

“It’s out there,” I said, “I can smell it.”

“Smell it?”

“The dark magic that surrounds it, that taint it carries with it. If it is Fate, or some kind of avatar, it’s definitely been corrupted by something foul.”

“You think it’s actually being used?”

“More than ever.”

“Maybe that’s something we can use to our advantage.”

I looked up at him. “How?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ve been thinking about this creature a lot while we’ve been here, I’ve never encountered anything like it before in my travels. But whenever I’ve come across a creature corrupted by foul magic… they always have some kind of weakness.”

“It didn’t seem to like light.”

“No. But shining a light in its face only deters it. It won’t stop it.”

“We need to get creative.”

I looked up at the night sky. The stars were still gone, but the moon was visible, if only barely. “I know the sigil for light,” I said, “I think I can summon it. But…”

“But?”

“I can’t control my powers. I could just as easily blind us all.”

“We’ll close our eyes,” Tallin said. “But we have to do something.”

Nodding,  I  turned  my  attention  back  to  the  encroaching  darkness  that  had  been  following  us. Though there were paths in the fields we were running through, and the occasional smattering of trees and bushes, I could no longer see them.

Tendrils of inky darkness rolled over the land, signaling the creature’s presence. It wasn’t far, and it  was  getting  closer.  Though  it  wasn’t  able  to  trap  us  as  long  as  we  remained  outdoors,  there  also wasn’t much we could do to protect ourselves without having somewhere we could defend.

Out here, we were prey that could be hunted to exhaustion… only I intended to be the kind of prey with sharp teeth.

“Better close your eyes, then,” I said, “Because I have no idea how this is going to go.”

Tallin buried his face in the snow, while Valerian held one hand up in front of his eyes. He could still see me and the darkness ahead of us, but he was ready to protect himself if things went absolutely haywire. I nodded at him, raised my hands, and traced the sigil for light into the air.

In  my  mind,  the  spell  was  simple.  I  wanted  to  create  a  ball  of  light  that  would  surround  us  and keep the creature from getting to us. As long as it couldn’t kill my light, it wouldn’t be able to reach us… then all I had to do was keep the spell from failing.

Easy… except I had no idea whether or not that would work. Still, I traced the rune into the air, watching  my  fingertips  glow  and  leave  a  trail  of  glowing  light  wherever  they  went.  When  the  sigil was ready, I called upon my magic and released the sigil into the sky, hoping that a blanket of light would fall around us.

There  was  a  bright  flash,  and  a  pulse  of  magic  that  went  racing  through  the  air.  I  didn’t  have  a choice but to close my eyes, it was way too bright for even me to deal with. But I could feel the light around  us,  bathing  us  not  just  with  illumination,  but  with  warmth  too.  A  soft  twinkling  in  the  air accompanied the release of my magic, followed by a shriek from somewhere around us.

I dared open my eyes again, if only slightly. Ahead of us I spotted what looked like the edge of a dome of light that was causing the snow under it to sizzle and melt. Beyond it was that curtain of inky darkness, but it was receding. Looking up, I saw the orb of light that hung over us—it pulsated with power, sending fresh waves of light out of its warm, golden center.

“You did it!” Tallin yelled.

“Amara…” Valerian exhaled, “That’s incredible…”

“Let’s not count our chickens,” I said. “I still have to maintain this if I want to keep the creature at bay. At best, I’ve bought us a few minutes to come up with a plan.”

“Chickens?” Valerian frowned.

I  shook  my  head.  “It’s  a  human  thing.”  I  paused.  “I  hope  my  grandmothers  didn’t  go  to  the cottage.”

“I kind of hope they did,” Tallin said. “If they did, then they may be on their way to help us.”

“I don’t want them to help. I don’t want to put them in danger.”

“Whether  you  like  it  or  not,”  Valerian  said,  “We  are  all  in  danger.  The  three  of  us,  your grandmothers,  everyone.  The  best  we  can  do  now  is  pool  our  resources  and  figure  out  a  way  to destroy this thing before it destroys us. If such a feat is even possible.”

“It has to be…” Tallin said, “It just has to be. We’ve tried everything else.”

I looked over at the darkness again, watching it as it tested the edges of my magic bubble. “Not everything…” I said, trailing off.

Valerian looked at me with a troubled expression. “What do you mean?”

“I mean—”

“—Amara!” Tallin yelled.

When  I  looked  at  him,  he  was  pointing  one  of  his  paws  up  at  the  sky.  Turning  my  eyes  up,  I realized the light orb was flickering, sputtering… and shrinking.

“What?!” I shrieked. “I just summoned that!”

“And  you  bought  us  some  time,  just  like  you  said  you  would,”  Valerian  said.  “I  think  I  have  an idea.”

“What is it?”

“I think we should split up.”

“Right, no, that’s a bad idea. Terrible idea. Why?”

“Because it wants both of us, but if it can’t come and get us both, it will have to split its attention. Maybe I can keep its attention on me, and you can regroup with your grandmothers… when you find a way out of this, you can just come and get me.”

“Get you?! From where?”

“I’m not sure. I’ll run as far and as fast as I can, then I’ll double back.”

“And if it comes after me?”

Valerian pointed across my shoulder. “If it goes after you, we regroup on that hill over there.”

I shook my head. “I hate this plan. I don’t want it going after you.”

He rested his hand on the shoulder he had been pointing across a moment ago. “I’ll run fast,” he said, adding a grin. “And I won’t get tired.”

“That is a lie, and you know it.”

“It’s absolutely not, and you know it.”

“Could you two not do whatever this is right now?” Tallin asked, “We’re kind of in the middle of a life and death situation.”

“Right, sorry,” I said, as a sudden wave of embarrassment moved through me.

I still hated Valerian’s plan, but he had made up his mind, and having the monster go after one of us  meant  the  other  could  rest  and  try  to  figure  something  out.  I  agreed,  but  only  because  I  had  to. Valerian didn’t wait. He took off running just as the light hanging over my head went out, allowing the darkness to continue to spread once again.

I backed away from it, watching the darkness congeal and manifest, watching in stark horror as the  creature  manifested  itself.  My  blood  drained  from  my  face  as  the  monster  came  into  view.  It wasn’t a shadow anymore, but a physical creature with features that were now easy to make out.

Its  arms  were  long,  and  dark,  like  blackened  bones.  Its  body  was  wreathed  in  a  ragged  kind  of robe that did little to hide some of its more skeletal features. It stared at me from behind the darkened holes in the wolf’s skull it had for a head, the tall, broken antlers rising from its head completing its sinister look.

It stared at me, then with a sickening, bone-crunching crack, it turned its head to look at Valerian who was starting to run off. This was it. The moment it was going to choose which one of us to go for. I  was  already  backing  up  and  moving  in  the  direction  opposite  to  Valerian.  The  creature  turned  its head to look at me again, that sickening crack accompanying each of its movements.

“Tallin,” I said, “Get ready to run, okay?”

“I’m ready,” he said, “Whatever happens, I’m here—I won’t leave your side.”

“You have no idea how much that means to me.”

“Tell me when all of this is over, okay?”

“I will.”

The creature took a step toward me, then another, and another. It was coming for me, and not for Valerian. I was about to yell after Valerian, when something happened that made all the blood in my body turn to ice. The monster shuddered, its entire body shaking, and cracking, its bones crunching as they shook. All I could do was watch, my mouth falling open, as a second monster of identical size, build, and height emerged from within the first.

Before  my  very  eyes,  the  creature  that  had  been  chasing  us  across  worlds  had  made  a  copy  of itself. One of them was walking toward Valerian, while the other walked toward me, leaving Tallin to cry out in frustration, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!”

“Tallin, run!” I yelled.

The  little  Winter  Sprite  turned  tail  and  made  a  run  for  it.  I  followed,  throwing  myself  onto  my hands and my feet and taking on my wolf form as quickly as I could. I turned my neck up and howled, throwing my voice into the night sky as far as I could throw it, hoping that Valerian would hear it and make a run for the clearing we had decided to regroup on.

There  was  no  time  to  try  to  figure  out  how  this  had  happened,  no  time  to  question  it,  or  curse myself for having agreed to this plan. No one could’ve known that this creature had the ability to split itself in two.

“Head for the hill!” I heard Valerian call out, and I made a run for it, putting my head down and following Tallin down the path.

He  made  a  left  turn,  breaking  off  the  path  and  going  up  the  hill.  Already  I  could  see  Valerian, running at full pelt to escape the darkness creeping up behind him. It was coming for me, too. Worse, now there were two of them, which meant we had even fewer angles of escape.

By the time he reached the hill, Tallin and I were already there, both of us staring down the hill, watching the dark tendrils and the monsters within them steadily advance toward us. Valerian stood beside me, breathing sharply to catch his breath.

“What are we supposed to do now?” Tallin asked. “There’s two of them!”

“I don’t know,” I said. “But that was a bad idea.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Valerian said, “Splitting itself like that could only have made it weaker, not stronger.”

“So, it’s gone from fully invulnerable, to only slightly invulnerable.”

“It’s not great, but at least it’s shown its hand here and now, when we can do something about it.”

“It’s  the  something  part  we’re  having  trouble  with,”  Tallin  put  in.  “We  didn’t  know  what  to  do against one of them, let alone two.”

“Make no mistake. We are dealing with the same creature, not two of them.”

“Tell that to my eyes.”

“Valerian,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know how we get out of this.”

He nodded. “I’m scared too, but we’ll get through this. That creature isn’t taking us tonight.”

Thunder crackled high above, the wind whipped around us, kicking up trails of snow. There was a sound like an implosion, then a sudden rush of air. Behind us there was a flash of light, three women emerged from within that light wielding crackling arcs of magic in their hands.

“Thank goodness we found you,” Helen said.

“Now where is this monster?” asked Pepper, her hands pulsing with a red-violet glow. “I’m going to teach it a thing or two about messing with my granddaughter!”
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“A re you hurt?” Helen asked, the slight creak in her voice betraying the panic in the back of her

throat.

“I’m fine,” I said, “We’re all fine, but that thing split in two, and now it’s out there.”

“Split in two? That’s concerning.”

“Just concerning?” Tallin asked. “It sounds like a disaster to me.”

Evie picked Tallin up. “Come with me, little guy. Let’s get you somewhere safe.”

“Safe?” I asked, “Where are we going?”

Helen  took  my  hand,  and  Pepper  took  Valerian’s.  “Away  from  here,”  she  said,  and  with  a perfectly synchronized flick of each of their free hands, they whisked us away in a flash of light.

The  trip  was  instantaneous,  barely  longer  than  the  blink  of  an  eye.  At  first,  I  thought  we  hadn’t moved  much.  We  were  still  in  a  snowy  field,  and  the  world  around  us  looked  largely  the  same. Instantly I realized that the stars were back, casting their twinkling light on the world below them.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Not far from where we were,” said Helen, “The creature will catch up soon. Pepper, Evie, begin setting up what protective wards you can. We need as much time as you can give us.”

“Right,” Pepper said.

Evie  set  Tallin  down, booped  him  on  the  nose,  smiled  at  him,  and  joined  her  sister  in  drawing protective sigils into what looked like four stone pillars arranged around us. I noticed that the ground beneath my feet wasn’t wet, soggy grass, but hard stone. Looking down, I saw patterns in that stone; lines, shapes, and even glyphs, encircling us and converging all around us.

“These are Arcadian glyphs,” said Valerian.

“Correct,” Helen said. “We are standing at the spawning point of an Arcadian portal.” She turned her eyes up. “Coaxing it out will be difficult given the light isn’t right.”

“Can you do it?” I asked, hope rising in my voice.

“I really cannot say, but we cannot go back to the house. We have not had adequate time to craft more powerful protective sigils. The creature will break through what meagre defenses we were able to set up in the time we had.”

“Meaning… if we don’t do this now, we may not get another chance?”

“If I cannot open this portal and send you back to Arcadia…” she paused, trailing off. She didn’t want  to  finish  the  sentence  because  her  words  were  going  to  be  grim;  she  knew  it,  I  knew  it,  even Valerian knew it.

“I want to help,” I said. “I don’t have any Arcadian magic in me, but there has to be something I can do.”

“When the time is right, an offering will need to be made for the portal to open fully,” Helen said. “When that time comes, we will see.”

“What kind of offering?” Tallin asked.

My grandmother didn’t answer him.

“Wait,” I said, “One of us doesn’t have to die for this thing to open, do we?”

She shook her head. “Oh, heavens no. But the portal will need some manner of offering, something important.”

“Whatever the price is, I’ll pay it.”

“No, dear. You have already given enough of yourself. I will deal with it when the time comes. For  now,  concentrate  on  keeping  your  eyes  open.  When  the  creature  arrives,  we  won’t  have  much time left. Time is short, and I must prepare.”

My  grandmother  hurried  around  the  stone  dais  we  were  standing  on,  moving  counterclockwise and counting her steps. I wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing, but I stood away from her, pulling Tallin and Valerian with me so we wouldn’t be in her way.

“If  this  doesn’t  work…”  Valerian  said,  then  paused.  “There  has  to  be  another  way  for  us  to escape. There has to be.”

“The creature is already close, Valerian,” I said. “The last time we got away from it when it was this close, I had to take us across worlds. There’s nowhere left to run. This has to work.”

“And we have to hope it doesn’t attack your grandmothers as we go through the portal.”

“I don’t even want to think about that,” I said, shaking my head. “But it won’t. I don’t think it will. As soon as that thing opens, I’m going to tell my grandmothers to get out of here. To get as far away from here as they can.”

“A portal opens, they escape, we step through… and then…”

“We deal with whatever’s waiting for us on the other side…” I subtly took Valerian’s hand and squeezed it. “Together.”

He nodded at me, offering a slight smile. “Together,” he echoed.

“Guys,” Tallin called out.

I looked over at him, and realized he had one of his paws directed out, across the way, toward what looked like a darkening of the horizon. I walked up to Tallin, my eyes fixed on this dark cloud, watching it crawl across the landscape, blotting out stars and snow alike as it moved toward us.

“It’s coming,” I said. “That was fast.”

“How are our defenses?” Helen called out.

“Almost done,” Pepper said. She was standing a few feet away from the dais, drawing sigils into the four pillars that surrounded this place. “But I don’t know how long they’ll hold.”

“Every second counts. Keep at it, sister.”

“I don’t like this,” I said to Tallin. “I feel useless again.”

“I  know  how  you  feel,”  Tallin  said.  “Ever  since  we  got  here,  I  have  found  little  use  for  my abilities. Everything that has happened, I have had to watch happen… powerless to affect any kind of change. I feel like I am failing you.”

“You aren’t failing me… don’t ever think that.”

“I’ll try.”

Valerian joined us both. “I still can’t see the creature,” he said, “Or creatures…”

“They’re in that darkness, somewhere,” I said. “I really don’t know if my grandmothers’ defenses will hold long enough.”

“We’ll just have to buy them some time.”

Evie  clapped  her  hands  once,  loudly,  and  one  of  the  four  pillars  lit  up  like  it  was  covered  in fluorescent  lights.  Pepper  did  the  same,  setting  another  stone  pillar  alight.  From  far  away,  they probably  looked  like  they  were  covered  in  spotlights,  but  it  was  the  sigils  etched  onto  the  pillars themselves that were glowing, creating a bubble of light to beat back the darkness.

As soon as those two pillars were up, Evie and Pepper rushed to the other side of the portal area and began working on the other two. They were trying to set up a shield, something that would keep the creature from getting to us for a time, at least.

Valerian watched them work, but his eyes were grave. “It’s not going to work…” he said.

“Why not?” I asked. “This creature hates light.”

“I know, but I think it’s past that now, look.”

Across  the  way,  where  the  light  touched  the  encroaching  darkness,  I  noticed  that  inky,  dark tendrils were trying to poke their way into the light. It wasn’t stopping, only slowing down… and not by much. Worse, the light emanating from the pillars cast their light on two, unmoving figures standing amidst the gloom.

I approached the pillars, with Valerian at my side. There must have been thirty feet of light shining ahead of us, but it was already being bitten into by the foul magic these monsters radiated.

“We need to stall them,” Valerian said.

I  nodded.  “I  agree.  If  we  can  keep  the  creatures  busy,  maybe  that  will…”  I  shook  my  head.  “I don’t  even  know  what  I’m  saying.  How  are  we  going  to  hold  them  off?  I  don’t  have  any  Arcadian magic in me, and you don’t have a weapon.”

“Have you forgotten where you are, dear?” asked Pepper, approaching with Evie at her side. “We don’t need Arcadian magic here.”

“And as for weapons,” Evie said. “You said these things don’t like light?” She clasped her hands together, then slowly pulled them apart. As she moved her hands away from each other, a bright white glow began to grow. There, in the space between her hands, appeared a glowing blade of pure light, complete with a handle and a cross guard.

“Evie… that’s incredible,” I breathed.

Evie  picked  the  blade  up  with  her  hand  and  offered  it  to  Valerian.  “Maybe  this  will  help,”  she added.

Valerian  took  the  sword,  though  carefully.  He  swung  it  once,  twice,  and  I  heard  it  sing  as  it  cut through the air. “This will do…” he said.

“We knew the light wouldn’t do much,” Pepper said, “But the creature shouldn’t be able to snuff it out, which means we’ll be able to see it—them—more clearly.”

“So, your intention was always to fight this thing?” I asked.

Pepper’s  hands  began  to  glow  red-violet,  while  arcs  of  purple  magic  rippled  across  Evie’s fingers.

“I haven’t had a good fight in bloody ages,” said Pepper. “I think I’m due one.”

“And  Evie  makes  three,”  Evie  said.  “We  need  to  give  Helen  all  the  time  she  needs  to  get  that portal open… I’ll do whatever I have to do.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything, dear,” said Pepper, “Just don’t get hurt, and make it back to Arcadia. Your mother needs you.”

“I don’t intend on getting hurt,” I said, turning around to face the darkness. Looking at my hands, it only took a thought to make them glow the way my grandmothers’ hands were glowing. My color was pale  blue,  the  color  of  the  Arcadian  winter  sky  on  a  sunny  day.  I  turned  my  eyes  up  at  the  stoic creatures. “I guess we’re making a final stand.”

“Hopefully not a final stand,” said Valerian.

“Don’t go throwing yourself into the fight. Let us try to hurt it first.”

Valerian nodded.

Evie and Pepper stood at either side of me, my grandmothers raising their hands and aiming them at the creatures across the way. “Ready?” Pepper asked.

“Ready,” Evie said.

“I’m ready,” I echoed.

“On my mark,” Pepper continued, “Unleash hell!” she chuckled to herself, “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

“Concentrate, sister!” Evie hissed.

“Of course, of course… mark!” Pepper yelled, and from her fingers issued crackling bolts of red-violet light that streaked across the way to illuminate the encroaching darkness. Evie’s purple magic shot out of her fingertips too, racing toward the darkness like lightning bolts.

I wasn’t nearly as practiced as the two of them, but right now, practice and discipline weren’t as needed  as  raw  power.  It  took  a  moment  of  concentration,  a  thought,  for  me  to  manifest  my  intent. When I felt the power bubble up inside me, I let it rip through me, and shoot out of my hands.

It was a rush unlike any I had ever experienced before in my life. Whipping arcs of blue lightning careened across the snow to strike the creatures wreathed in darkness, my light joining the lightshow my grandmothers were putting on.

I couldn’t tell whether or not I was hurting the creature, but one thing was clear.

The only way out of this was through a portal… only this time, I didn’t intend on using it as an escape route.

I was done running from this thing.
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T he  lightning  worked…  until  it  didn’t.  My  grandmother  Pepper,  Evie,  and  I  had  been unleashing  steady  streams  of  coruscating  magic  at  the  creatures  standing  in  the  darkness. Magic  tore  at  their  ragged  clothes,  bit  into  their  bones,  and  whipped  across  their  antlers,  but  they remained entirely still, like dreadful statues.

They were, at least for a while, not coming for us. But at some point, as if they had decided they’d had enough, they started marching in our direction, entirely ignoring the magic we were throwing at them. Lightning still crackled across their bodies, but these darkened figures seemed not to care much about it.

Valerian  surged  into  action,  then,  entirely  without  warning.  He  leapt  ahead  of  us,  lightning streaking past him to strike the creatures, and threw himself at them with the gleaming sword of pure light my grandmother had made for him.

I screamed at him to come back, but he wasn’t listening. He reached one of the creatures and took a  swing  at  it  with  his  luminous  sword,  only  for  the  creature  to  swiftly  dodge  out  of  the  arc  of  his swipe.  When  these  creatures  didn’t  want  to  move,  they  looked  like  statues.  When  they  wanted  to hustle, though, they could really move.

“I have to help him!” I yelled.

“Amara, those things will kill you both,” Pepper said, her voice straining as she concentrated on keeping her magic up.

“We aren’t doing anything to them here. Think of a new tactic—I’m going in.”

“Amara, don’t!” Pepper called out, but I was already on my hands and feet and shrugging off my Fae  form.  As  a  wolf,  the  world  around  me  was  different.  Colors  lost  their  vibrancy  and  became muted but sounds and smells amplified. I could hear Valerian grunting, the creaking of these creatures’ bones. I could smell them, too—the dark magic that oozed from them smelled deep, and musky, and foul.

The creatures stood almost side by side, but Valerian seemed to be focusing his efforts on one of them. Instead of going for the other creature, I joined him in his fight against his, opening my jaws as I reached it and going for a bite to the leg. The creature managed to lift its foot and parry  Valerian’s blow at the same time, as if it had two minds, but when Valerian swung at it again, his blade bit into the monster’s black, bony arms.

Not only had I heard the thunk of his sword hitting something solid, I also heard a kind of sizzling sound… that was immediately accompanied by the most monstrous, deathly sound I had ever heard. It was like a howl, if the howl was being sung by many, many different wolves, each with torn throats and broken vocal cords.

It was difficult to listen to. Painful, almost, but also incredibly sad. I felt a kind of anguish in that sound  that  made  me  feel  helpless.  Manipulated. Used.  It  gave  me  pause,  enough  pause  that  I  didn’t notice the other creature moving in to kick me in the stomach and send me onto my side, several feet from where I had been standing a moment ago.

That  single  kick  had  knocked  the  wind  out  of  me.  I  struggled  to  get  back  up,  but  when  I  did,  I stared at the creature that had hit me and bared my fangs. It was moving toward me, but that was good, because  it  meant  the  creature  had  no  interest  in  my  grandmothers,  who  were  still  peppering  it  with lightning bolts from where they were standing.

It didn’t appear as though their magic was hurting it, but bits of its ragged clothes were burning off,  and  wherever  their  magic  struck,  it  left  scorch  marks  on  the  creature’s  body.  I  glanced  over  at Valerian, who stood with his sword held firmly in one hand, his other hand stretched out to his side— he was circling the creature, who in turn was following him with his eyes.

We had their attention.

Their full attention.

“Amara, get out of here,” Valerian growled.

“You first,” I barked.

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Then neither am I.”

Growling, I rushed at the creature ahead of me, trying to anticipate its movements. Though it was way bigger than me, my wolf form was larger than most wolves, heavier; capable of dealing powerful blows…  and  body  slams.  Instead  of  trying  to  go  for  one  of  its  feet,  I  threw  myself  at  the  monster, putting all of my weight behind myself and bowling through it.

The  creature  wasn’t  able  to  stop  me  from  crashing  into  it,  and  we  both  went  down,  tumbling across the snow. I scrambled to get to my feet, but I managed before the creature did, so I went for it again, this time clamping my jaws around its hand as it tried to lift itself. There was no blood beneath my teeth, no flesh, only something solid that tasted like bark, or maybe bone.

As  I  pulled,  and  dragged  the  creature  across  the  snow,  it  shrieked,  making  another  one  of  those terrible sounds that assaulted the ears. It was in pain. I had hurt it, and Valerian had hurt the other one. Before now, this monster had appeared to be invincible, but maybe, just maybe, we were starting to hurt it.

The  creature  tried  to  slide  its  hand  out  from  under  my  jaws,  but  my  grip  was  vicelike.  I  kept pulling on it, gnawing, and rending, trying to tear the thing out of its socket. The monster was clearly trying to escape the hold I had it in, but I wasn’t about to let go of it for any reason.

Then, as if out of nowhere, the creature produced a darkened blade, pulling it out of its tattered rags with its free hand. I was moving too fast for it to strike me, but it wasn’t trying to hit me. Instead, it brought the sharp end of that black blade down on its forearm, severing it at the elbow and freeing itself from my grasp.

I came away with a hand and a bit of bone in my mouth. I spat it out just as the creature began to rise  from  the  ground  and  straighten  up.  Behind  it,  Valerian  and  the  other  monster  were  still  doing battle,  but  Valerian  had  a  scratch  on  his  arm,  and  another  on  his  face.  The  other  creature  had  also produced a black blade, and the two of them were clashing like ancient foes.

He gave me his eyes for only an instant, but it was enough time for the monster to slam him in the chest  with  the  back  of  its  hand  and  send  him  hurtling  through  the  air  and  straight  into  the  snow. Valerian  rolled  over  himself  several  times  before  coming  to  a  complete  stop.  I  saw  him  try  to  lift himself up, but he was slow to move. That hit had hurt him.

Meanwhile, the creatures weren’t coming for him or for me, but moving toward each other. I tried to get close, but the one with the severed arm had its sword aimed at me the whole time. I couldn’t stop them from meeting… and merging.

The  two  creatures  stepped  into  each  other,  combining  to  become  one  entity  again  as  I  watched, powerless to stop it. Even my grandmothers, with their thumping blasts of magic couldn’t do anything to  stop  it.  This  creature  wasn’t  missing  an  arm,  its  clothes  weren’t  scorched  and  covered  in  small, burning  embers  where  the  lightning  had  struck  it,  and  it  didn’t  look  like  it  was  even  the  least  bit injured.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I said, panting.

Valerian picked himself up and gripped his sword with two hands. “Step away from it, Amara,” he called out, “It’s no use.”

“No,” I called out. “No, wait.”

“Wait for what? We’re done here. We have to retreat.”

“Not until my grandmother opens that portal!”

“Amara, there’s no time. We have to go, maybe we can outrun it until tomorrow.”

I  shook  my  head,  lifted  myself  off  the  ground,  and  took  my  Fae  form  again.  “Wait…”  I  said, extending a hand to Valerian. I extended another hand toward the creature and approached it, slowly.

“What are you doing?” Pepper called out. “Child, don’t get close to it!”

“I’m  done  fighting  this  thing,”  I  yelled.  “Fighting,  and  running,  and  fighting,  and  running—there will be no end to this.”

“What’s your plan here?” Evie asked. “You can’t talk to this thing!”

I threw her a hard stare. “We haven’t even tried,” I said.

The  monster  wasn’t  walking  toward  me.  It  hadn’t  even  made  a  move,  in  fact.  It  stood  tall,  its hands by its side, darkness swirling around it. In one hand it held that long, obsidian blade that drank in the darkness and spat out a lethal glimmer. There was nothing in its eyes. No expression to read, no tiredness to perceive. Nothing.

But there had to be something.

This wasn’t some mindless automation. It was a creature, a manifestation of Fate; a hunter. I had to  believe  there  was  a  force  within  it  capable  of  reason,  capable  of  understanding.  We  had  tried everything with this monster but this. Literally, everything.

The only thing left to do… was to try to communicate.

“Hey,”  I  called  out  to  it,  taking  another  step  toward  the  creature  with  one  of  my  hands outstretched. “I would like very much for you not to hurt me with that sword of yours right now… all I want to do is talk.”

A cold gust of air whipped up between us, disturbing the snow on the ground. It said nothing.

“I don’t know who you are,” I said, “I don’t know who or what you are. I know you want us gone, I know you have been sent here to hunt us both down… but I can also smell the taint on you. That’s dark magic, isn’t it? Magic that shouldn’t be there?”

Another chilling gust of air pushed through us, this one encircling me, too. I could smell the foul odor of dark magic even in my Fae form, and smelling it brought up feelings of anguish, that pain I had felt earlier when I had heard it shriek.

“That’s it,” I said, “That shouldn’t be there… that’s not you. Someone is using you, aren’t they? They have corrupted your purpose.”

The creature lifted its skull-like head slightly, but only slightly. It groaned, and somewhere inside of that sound, I thought I heard the word “speak,” being uttered.

Valerian’s  eyes  widened.  He  looked  like  he  was  about  to  move  in,  but  I  shook  my  hand  at  him. “Stop,” I hissed, then I gave the creature my attention again. “I know who did this to you,” I said. “I know what she did, and why she did it. I am asking you now, if you can, to give me time to go back and fix this.”

“No time,” it groaned. “You must not exist.”

“But  I  do  exist.  I  am  the  one  who  should  exist,  not  whoever  sent  you  to  end  me.  You  are  being manipulated.”

“Irrelevant,” it howled.

“No! No. Extremely relevant. Please. I beg you. Let me go back to Arcadia and find the woman who cursed me… I will make her stop what she’s doing, and that will free you.”

“Conflicted,” it moaned. “You are lying.”

“I’m not. I swear it. I am the reason this is all happening. I am the reason nobody knows who I am. I am the reason nobody knows who he is. I am the reason you are being manipulated. I’m the only one who can set things right.”

“Amara?” Valerian asked. “What are you talking about?”

I looked over at him, and my heart surged into my throat. “I’m sorry,” I said. Here  it  comes. “I should have told you sooner.”

“Told me what?”

I took a deep breath, then exhaled. “I didn’t want to marry some idiot lord… they were going to make me sit through the Royal Selection and end up chained to Lord Cyr my whole life. All I wanted was to not be in the Selection anymore.”

His eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”

I shut my eyes. “There was a witch… a crone in my dreams. She told me she could get me out of the Selection if I only gave her a happy memory.” I opened my eyes and looked at him again. “So, I did, and then everyone forgot about me… and about you.”

“About me…”

“I  didn’t  know  we  had  a  fate  bond.  I  didn’t  know  this  would  happen  to  you,  Valerian.  I  didn’t mean to ruin your life as well. Please, forgive me.”

Valerian’s face was ice cold, his eyes hard, and sharp. He didn’t speak. He didn’t seem to have an answer for me. Instead, he simply stared at me, leaving me to wonder who he saw standing in front of him… the woman Fate had bound him to, or the bitch who stole his life.

“Thirteen days,” grumbled the monster.

I gave it my attention again. “What?” I asked.

“Undo what you have done. You have thirteen days.”

“But… wait! I don’t know if that’s enough time!”

The creature began to recede, shadows enveloping its already shadowy body. I stepped toward it, calling  after  it,  trying  to  get  it  to  come  back,  but  it  was  gone  in  moments,  the  darkness  entirely evaporated. I found myself standing on a snowy field, bathed in starlight, staring at the spot in which the creature had been standing seconds ago, hoping for the first time since I first laid eyes on it that it would come back.

“It’s… gone,” I breathed.

“Amara,” grandmother Helen called out.

I turned my head to look at her. She was standing next to a silent, shimmering circle of blue light, with edges that sparkled and glittered. The portal had opened. Arcadia was waiting for me, and the sands in the hourglass had already started to fall.
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T he  creature  was  gone,  but  my  heart  was  still  pounding.  I  couldn’t  think  straight,  couldn’t keep  two  thoughts  strung  together.  I  wasn’t  sure  whether  to  look  at  Valerian,  or  my grandmothers,  or  at  the  portal,  my  eyes  fluttering  from  face  to  face  while  my  feet  rooted  me  to  the ground.

Arcadia  was  waiting,  the  blue  portal  glimmering  against  the  night.  All  I  had  wanted  since  I  got here  was  for  this  moment  to  arrive.  Now  that  it  was  here,  I  found  myself  hesitating—and  it  was because of Valerian. He had just discovered the truth of my crime, or at least part of it, and the way he was looking at me now… I hated it.

I hated it because I couldn’t read it.

“Come quickly, child,” said Helen, “The portal won’t stay open forever.”

I took a tentative step toward her, but my legs felt heavy, like they were made of stone. My heart continued to hammer inside of my chest, making my head feel far too light and my chest far too tight. I felt  like  everyone  was  waiting  for  me,  like  the  entire  weight  of  my  world  had  finally  fallen  on  my shoulders, and it was too heavy for me to carry alone.

“I’m  so  glad  the  creature  is  gone,”  Evie  said,  brushing  her  forehead  with  the  back  of  her  hand. “I’ve burned through every last one of my sigils. At this rate, we’ll end up walking back to London.”

Pepper reached into her dress and pulled out a little book. There was only one page left, but on it was a mark I recognized. It was the same mark I had seen on the floor of the storage room into which we teleported. “I always have one on me,” she said, with a sly grin, “For emergencies.”

“Let’s save that for now, sisters,” said Helen, reaching out to me with her hand. “We have more pressing issues to tend to right now.”

I walked up to her, going past Valerian, who was as stoic and unmoving as the creatures we had been battling a moment ago. My grandmother was waiting for me at the eye of the portal, a kind smile on her face, one hand stretched toward me. Her smile softened further, and she angled her head to the side. “Why are you crying, my dear?”

I hadn’t realized that I was.

I wiped my own tears away quickly. “It’s… nothing.”

“That doesn’t look like nothing.”

I shook my head. “I think I just… I’ve finally realized the damage I’ve caused. The people I’ve hurt. I’m so incredibly sorry.”

My grandmother’s eyes moved slightly to the side of me, and across from me. I had barely noticed that movement, which meant no one else had. She had glanced at Valerian, but her attention returned to me in an instant.

“We all make mistakes, dear,” she said, “Whether human, or fae, or anything else… the greatest lesson the universe teaches us is, sometimes, we all fail. We all fall down. Do you understand?”

“I do, but it’s just… I didn’t only make a mistake. I was selfish, and reckless, and what I did is probably unforgivable.”

Grandmother  Helen’s  smile  brightened.  She  placed  a  hand  on  my  shoulder.  “You  recognize  you made  a  mistake,  and  you  are  clearly  heartbroken  about  it.  Forgiveness  will  come…”  her  eyes fluttered over to Valerian again, only the expression on her face now was stern, and firm. “From all those who wish to offer it.”

I threw myself at her and hugged her. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you,” I said against her chest.

“I know. We’re amazing grandmothers, aren’t we?”

“You are. All of you. I couldn’t have asked for a better family.”

“Just  remember  you  have  it.  You  are  a  child  of  two  worlds…  this  is  as  much  your  home  as Arcadia.”

I nodded. “I won’t wait another ten years before coming here again.”

My  grandmother  held  me  at  arm’s  length  and  smiled  at  me  again.  “Be  sure  that  you  don’t, otherwise your mother will be hearing from me.” She wiped the tears from my cheeks. “And tell her that I miss her… will you?”

“You can tell her yourself when this is all over,” I said. “I don’t know what I’m going to find on the other side of that portal, but whatever it is, I’m going to deal with it… and fix it.” I paused. “How did you get the portal open, anyway? The crescent moon isn’t for another full day.”

Helen’s smile faded somewhat. “Ah,” she said, then paused. “Well, the portal needed an offering, as I had said before. Being that the moon wasn’t right, the offering needed to be somewhat larger than I had anticipated.”

I frowned. “Larger?”

“I took care of it,” came a voice from near the ground. I found Tallin there, looking up at me with his little rabbit-like face. Something was different about him, only I couldn’t quite figure out what.

“Tallin… what do you mean?”

“It doesn’t need mentioning.”

“Please… tell me what you did…”

Tallin smiled in a way only he could, and I realized, the sparkle in his eyes was… gone. That soft, blue light I could occasionally see had faded. “I gave up my immortality.”

My heart surged into my throat. “You what?”

“Please, there’s no need to get upset.”

“Tallin, you shouldn’t have done that. Why did you do that?”

“The portal would not have opened any other way.”

“But I got us more time. Another few seconds, and you would…”

“The deal was done the moment we got to this place,” he said. “As soon as my paws touched the ground,  I  felt  Arcadia  reach  out  to  me.  She  asked  of  me,  and  I  granted  her  request…  for  you.  The portal would otherwise never have opened. Not today, and not tomorrow.”

“What? Why?”

“I do not know. I think that question can only be answered on the other side.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You  don’t  have  to.  All  you  have  to  do  is  step  through  that  portal  so  that  my  offering  wasn’t  in vain.”

I dropped to my knees in front of him. “You didn’t have to do that, you silly Sprite.”

Tallin bowed his head. “I am forever in your service. For you, I would go to the ends of either world. Remember?”

I  picked  him  up  and  held  him  close  to  my  chest.  “This  means  you  can’t  come  with  me,”  I  said. “You know that, right?”

“And you know I am going to refuse to stay here.”

“You are going to try, anyway. But I don’t know what we are going to find on the other side of that portal. It could be incredibly dangerous, and if you’re mortal… I would die if anything happened to you.”

Evie came up beside us both and gently got to her knees. “We’ll take good care of him,” she said, smiling.

Pepper was standing behind her. “The best,” she said. “You don’t have to worry about him, dear granddaughter.”

I handed Tallin over to Evie. “Thank you,” I said. “And if I can fix… this, as well… I will.”

“I  am  not  sure  Arcadia  will  be  willing  to  grant  me  my  immortality  once  more,  but  even  if  she doesn’t, I am happy with my decision.”

I stood, looked at the portal, and then took a deep breath. I noticed, then, that Evie, Pepper, and even Helen were all moving away from me. When I turned around, I saw Valerian coming up to me, and my heart didn’t know what to do. It wanted to skip faster, and stop beating, at the same time.

When  he  reached  me,  his  eyes  went  to  the  portal  first.  I  was  about  to  open  my  mouth  when Valerian spoke.

“I have drawn a sword many times in my life,” he said. “I have fought many battles, some I have won, others I have lost. I have encountered creatures even stranger than the one that has been hunting us ever since the night you decided to change your fate, and by extension mine.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He turned to look at me. “You were reckless,” he said. “And selfish. You tried to take control of your own life at a time when you thought you had none, and you did it the only way you thought you could.”

I frowned at him. “Are you… trying to hurt me?”

“I  have  also  been  selfish,  and  reckless  at  times.  But  wanting  to  take  ownership  over  your  own life,  wanting  to  be  the  master  of  your  own  fate…  that  is  not  something  to  be  ashamed  of,  or  to apologize for.”

“But I got you mixed up in all this as well.”

“You did nothing of the sort. We both have Fate to blame for that.” He paused, looked over at the portal, then back at me. “The biggest crime, I think, was thinking you couldn’t be honest with me from the beginning.”

“Valerian,  we  were  strangers.  I  didn’t  know  who  you  were,  and  you  didn’t  know  who  I  was.  I thought you might try to… get revenge. Maybe with a sword.”

“Do I look like someone who… actually, don’t answer that.”

“It’s  probably  best  that  I  don’t.”  I  shook  my  head,  then  sighed.  “I’m  still  not  being  honest  with you.”

“You aren’t?” he asked.

“No. The real reason I didn’t tell you was, again, because I was selfish. I thought if I told you, you would leave me… and I would be alone. I was scared, Valerian. The last thing I wanted was to be left alone in all this.”

“Why did you think I would leave?”

“I  don’t  know.  Then  I  got  to  know  you,  and  I  got  to  like  you,  and  even  though  the  reason  why  I didn’t want to tell you was the same, my motives changed.”

Valerian’s eyebrow arched. “You… liked me?”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

“No, wait. I want to examine that.”

“Look, I think it’s pretty obvious. I avoided you for days, I was awkward around you, my feelings are clearly a mess, and all that was before I realized we had a Fate Bond. Imagine how I felt after.”

“Probably the same way I did. Angry. Confused… among other things.”

“Angry?”

“I think I’ve made it pretty clear where I stand on royalty and pageantry, and you’re a Princess.”

“And you’re arrogant.”

“Which is also a trait common in royalty.”

“Okay, that’s not necessary. First of all—”

“—they’re so cute, aren’t they?” I heard Evie whisper.

“Sister!” Helen hissed. “Now is not the time.”

My  cheeks  reddened  when  I  realized  we  had  an  audience.  I  sheepishly  looked  over  at  my grandmothers, who were all watching. Evie had a big smile on, Pepper had a cheeky grin, and Helen looked like she was starting to get a bit desperate. Tallin, meanwhile, had his head buried in Evie’s arms and his paws covering his ears.

“Right…” I said, “The portal.” I looked up at Valerian. “You and I are going to settle—”

He  cupped  my  cheek  and  kissed  me  then,  lightly  pressing  his  lips  against  mine.  I  heard  Evie swoon. My heart surged, blood flushing into my chest and face. When Valerian gently pulled back, I found myself breathing against his mouth.

“Why did you do that?” I asked.

“I’m not sure… it felt right,” he said.

“My grandmothers are watching.”

“I… realize that… maybe we should, you know.”

“Get  back  to  Arcadia  before  this  portal  closes  and  someone  else  has  to  give  up  something important?”

“Ideally.”

Valerian let me go, and I rushed over to my grandmothers, who were all waiting to embrace me at the same time. It was the largest, warmest hug I had ever experienced. I didn’t want it to end. It ended, however, when Tallin grumbled from somewhere inside the cuddle.

“Excuse me,” he said, “But I’m being squished again. Why does this keep happening to me?”

“Oops,” Evie said, retreating from the hug and rubbing Tallin’s furry head. “Sorry.”

“It’s  time  to  go,  dear,”  Grandmother  Helen  said.  “Just  remember…  whatever  happens,  you  will always have our support.”

“I love you all,” I said, “So much.”

“And we love you also,” Pepper said. “Give them hell.”

“I will,” I said, backing away from my grandmothers and joining Valerian at the portal. He held his hand out, and I took it.

“We will see you soon, dear,” Helen called out, and I noticed a mischievous little sparkle in her eye.

“What was—”

“—time  to  go,”  Valerian  said,  turning  around  and  walking  backwards  toward  the  portal.  He touched his hand to his forehead and gestured toward my grandmothers. “Thank you,” he said to them.

“Make sure she looks after you,” Helen said. “And don’t you dare hurt her…”

Valerian’s eyes widened as he reached the portal and fell into it. “That was terrifying,” he said, shuddering, his voice falling off as he moved between worlds.

I followed him, entering the bright circle of light, trying not to think about what we were going to find on the other side, or how we were going to fix any of this. I had thirteen days.

Already it didn’t feel like enough time.
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Helen, Pepper, Evie, and Tallin all stood where they were, watching the portal shimmer and sparkle. Valerian and Amara had fallen through it, whisked away to Arcadia in a flash of light… and still, the portal remained.

Pepper produced her little book, inside of which was the sigil they would be able to use to get back home. “This will come in handy later,” she said, “After our return trip.”

“Do you think she suspects?” Evie asked.

“I don’t think so. She would have kicked up a fuss if she did.”

“That is why we could not tell her,” Helen said.

“Tell her what?” Tallin asked.

“That we are going with her. We are going to Arcadia.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

Helen  looked  down  at  the  little  Winter  Sprite  and  grinned.  She  then  regarded  her  sisters.  “Our babies are in trouble,” she said. “They need our help.”

Pepper nodded. “I know,” she said, and she produced another little booklet from within her cloak. She  opened  it  to  reveal  a  full  set  of  magic  sigils  of  all  kinds.  “That’s  why  I  always  carry  these,  as well. For emergencies.”

Helen  took  Pepper’s  arm,  who  then  took  Evie’s  arm  in  hers.  “Arcadia  is  a  cruel  bitch,”  Helen said, as the three of them advanced on the portal. “But if she thinks she’s going to hurt our children, and that we are going to sit idly by while it happens, she’s sorely mistaken.”

“I haven’t gone on an adventure in a long time,” Evie said. “This is exciting.”

Her  voice  lingered  in  the  air  as  the  three  witches—and  Tallin—stepped  through  the  portal, disappearing into a bright flash of light.

A moment later, the portal was gone… as if it had been waiting for them to step through.

 

Arcadia

 

TRAVELLING BETWEEN WORLDS WAS DISORIENTING. Much more so than the kind of teleportation magic my  grandmothers  had  at  their  disposal.  Still,  the  transition  from  one  icy  field  to  another  was  less difficult to manage than the last one had been. There was no retching this time, and only a minor twist

of the stomach.

Already  the  air  smelled  different,  here.  Colder,  but  not  in  an  uncomfortable  way.  Fresher.

Cleaner. Wherever we were, it was night, and the moon was out—only this one was full instead of a

crescent. The field we were in was mostly flat and snowed over. I spotted a hill nearby, but I couldn’t

pick out any landmarks from here.

Behind us, the portal we had stepped through continued to shimmer and glow.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Valerian said. “We are back in Arcadia, in the Winter Kingdom at least.”

“I don’t recognize this place.”

Valerian shook his head. “Me either…”

I looked over at him. “Why do you say that like it’s a bad thing?”

“I  like  to  think  I’m  pretty  well  travelled.  There  are  very  few  places  in  the  Winter  Kingdom  I

haven’t gone.”

“There’s a hill over there. Maybe we’ll see more on the other side of it?”

Valerian nodded, then started to walk. We left the portal behind us and made our way toward the

hill, climbing it as we reached its base. I realized something as I was walking, though. The air didn’t

quite smell… all the way right. There was something about it that felt strange to me, maybe a little off.

Like milk that was beginning to sour but hadn’t quite soured fully.

The more we walked, the more time we spent here, the more I started to worry that something was

wrong.  Horribly,  horribly  wrong.  It  wasn’t  just  that  the  air  didn’t  smell  right  all  of  a  sudden.  The

mountain ranges off in the distance seemed alien to me, but that was nowhere nearly as alarming as

the trees—or lack of trees—around us.

The  higher  we  went,  the  further  I  could  see…  and  the  more  I  saw,  the  tighter  the  knot  in  my

stomach grew.

It wasn’t that there were no trees… it was that the trees had all been cut down. All that remained

of them were stumps, covered in snow. I couldn’t help myself. I started to run up the hill, racing to get

to the top and dreading what I was going to find when I got there.

It was enough to bring me to my knees, panting, breathing heavily.

Hacked up tree trunks, as far as the eye could see. An entire forest wiped out, not a single tree left

standing. It wasn’t that the mountains were different or alien, it was that I had never seen them from

this angle before, because the last time I was here, this was a forest. And not just any forest, either.

This was the forest of the Moon Children.

Their home.

The sacred place that hid the entrance to their grove from the outside world.

Distantly, in the far distance, I saw something I shouldn’t have been able to see from here. It was

Windhelm, visible now because all of the trees in the forest had been completely removed. Even at

night, the castle was meant to be alight, the light of its frost stone shining against bright stone and ice.

That brightness  was  gone, replaced  with  an ominous  dark  tone  that made  the  castle seem  not  like  a

beacon at all, but like a void so starkly deep in comparison that it was impossible to miss.

Something had happened, here.

Something big.

And I had missed it.

And it was my fault.

“Valerian,” I breathed. “What have I done?”

ARCADIA’S DOORS close once more, but the story isn’t finished yet. Head on to Amazon and pre-order

book 3 and let Amara know you want to know what happens next!
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