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      Knife in one hand and rosemary sprigs in the other, Snow paused her cutting to listen. Most of the sounds that surrounded her now were those she heard every day in her garden. Her Aunt Collette was humming to herself where she crouched by the bean patch. Two selfish jaybirds fought over a berry in one of the trees. Bees buzzed in and out of blossoms, and a cricket chirped somewhere nearby, heralding the splendor of spring.

      But that wasn’t all Snow heard. On the other side of the wall from which her climbing grapes hung, she heard the rumble of wooden carts, the shouts of vendors, and the squawks and brays of animals in the streets.

      It was market day.

      A little bird fluttered over the wall and down to Snow, landing on her hand that was holding the sprigs of rosemary.

      “What’s it like out there?” Snow asked the bird. She put her cutting knife down and rubbed her finger over the bird’s little brown head. “Did you find anything good to eat?”

      The bird didn’t respond, of course, but she hopped up on Snow’s shoulder and gave her a gentle peck on the cheek before flying over the wall once more. As she did, Snow’s heart quickened. This was most likely her last market day on this side of the wall. In two more days, she would be of age. And then she would finally be free.

      At least…that’s what her father had always said.

      “Aunt,” Snow called, turning to face the woman weeding the herb patch across the garden. “What was market day like back in Destin?”

      Collette pushed a piece of graying hair out of her face and laughed. “You’ve asked me that every market day since you were six.”

      Snow looked longingly at the wall beside her. It was tall and made of dark stone, the grape vines that hung from it a bright green in contrast. “I know,” she said softly. “I just want to feel it.”

      Her aunt’s blue eyes softened, and she gave Snow a sad smile. “You deserve to, love. And one day, you will.” She stood, groaning slightly as she did. After stretching her back, she motioned Snow over to the little wooden table in the middle of the garden. Snow joined her there.

      “Here,” her aunt said. She lifted a jar of dried chamomile and lavender sprigs onto the table, then handed Snow a stack of little cloth drawstring bags they had sewn the night before. “Fill these.” She pulled out her own stack of bags and two wooden scoops, and soon they were both dropping the dried tea mixture into the bags.

      Snow set to work at this happily. She and her aunt had spent months preparing these flowers for teas. When they were all finished, they would be sent out to the sick houses for healers to give their patients. It was one of the few ways Snow was allowed to contribute to her kingdom as princess, having an effect—however small—on the world outside her garden.

      “I was the daughter of a weaver,” her aunt said as she filled her own bag with the dried flowers. Snow grinned and settled in. She could recite her aunt’s story verbatim by now, but for some reason, it seemed more real when Collette told it.

      “We lived in a small town in Destin named Fraisse, a village hardly large enough to include on a map. Despite our size, however, we sat near a large highway, and many visitors passed through our gates. My mother and father taught my brothers and your mother and me the art of weaving when we were quite small, and for our tenth birthdays, we were each given a small loom of our own. That way, we could each make our own creations and bring them to market day as well.” She smiled. “It was the gift and birthday each child looked forward to the most.”

      As Collette talked, Snow imagined walking through the streets of her aunt’s small town, looking at the food and the wares and greeting the people.

      Oh, how she wished to meet the people. Especially the people.

      Not on the streets of Destin, of course. Destin had turned its back on not only Snow’s aunt and mother, but many who worked in Snow’s father’s palace today. Or so Snow was told. Not that she’d ever been in the palace to meet any of them. But Snow knew enough that she wouldn’t go to Destin if someone offered to take her. And that was saying something, considering she’d never left her little cottage behind the palace or the garden that surrounded it.

      But to go to market in her own city, the grand capital of Tumen… To meet the mothers who clucked at the children, who squealed and laughed. To maybe… one day… lock eyes with a man who would find her enchanting and sweep her off her feet the way the heroes in her storybooks⁠—

      “Snow, are you even listening?”

      Snow blinked back to awareness and realized that her aunt was shaking her head, a knowing smile on her face.

      “I’m out of lavender,” Snow said quickly. She turned to the squirrel gnawing on a nut at the edge of the table. “Emre, would you fetch me some dried lavender from the cottage?”

      “And that is part of the reason your father won’t let you leave the garden,” her aunt said as the squirrel scampered away. “It would attract the wrong kind of attention.”

      “There’s no one here to see but us,” Snow said, smiling after the squirrel.

      “Perhaps not now, but the moment you met a lovely animal on the street, you would stop then and there and talk to it. You know you would.”

      Snow laughed as Emre scurried back to them. “Perhaps. But what good is it to be able to talk to animals if you never do it? Thank you, Emre. Wait. What is that in your mouth? Emre, you naughty squirrel! You’ve been sneaking nuts again!”

      Emre, his cheeks still packed full of stolen goods, hurried away to his favorite tree, where he watched Snow suspiciously. But she just waved a hand at him and went back to filling the bags with tea.

      “I hear there’s a girl who shall soon be a woman somewhere nearby,” said a deep voice.

      Snow turned and grinned. She and Collette stood and offered curtsies as the king entered the garden from the palace entrance. The king opened his arms, and Snow ran into them. He wrapped his large arms around her in a quick hug. Snow squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold him just a little longer. Collette was a wonderful aunt, but she wasn’t fond of too much affection. Which meant Snow had to soak it up every time her father made it down to the garden. And yet, too soon he drew back.

      “It is your birthday, yes?” he asked.

      “Father!” She grinned. “You’re two days early!” As she spoke, her heart beat so fast she suddenly felt lightheaded. Was this the day? Had he come to tell her she was free?

      “I’m aware of that,” he said, tapping her nose. “But I shall be busy in two day’s time on a journey to trade talks south of here, and I wanted to give you your present before I go.” As he spoke, he held out a package wrapped in brown cloth and tied neatly with string. “Happy early birthday, Snow.”

      Snow grinned and took the gift back to the wooden table, where she carefully worked the string loose, then folded back the cloth.

      And gasped.

      Diamonds sparkled up at her from the most delicate, ornate tiara she had ever seen. Not that she had seen many. She was never invited to the feasts or balls her father held, of course. But this… The silver had been woven in and out of itself in thin strands like flower stems. Rather than flowers at their ends, however, white diamonds glittered so that they were nearly blinding in the noonday sun.

      “Here,” he said, taking the tiara from her. “Allow me.”

      Snow sucked in a breath as he placed the tiara on her head. As soon as it was fixed there, she jumped up and ran into the cottage, where a small mirror sat on Collette’s nightstand.

      "Oh,” she whispered, suddenly feeling breathless. Despite her grass-stained garden apron and the dirt smudged on her cheeks, Snow felt for the first time that she truly was a princess. “I wish…” she began, but the words died on her lips.

      “You wish what, love?”

      Snow turned to see her father standing in the door.

      “It becomes you,” he said softly. “As it did your mother.”

      “This was Mother’s?” Snow put a hand up to touch the tiara, its worth suddenly far greater than she could have first guessed.

      He nodded. “She was crowned queen in it.” He paused. “But…what was it that you were just wishing?”

      Snow hesitated. She was going to wish that she could go to a ball and wear her stunning crown. Not as its guest of honor. She didn’t need her own ball. But to simply attend…

      She knew better than to ask for that, however. So she removed the tiara and studied the way the diamonds glittered when she turned it this way, then that.

      “I was hoping,” she said slowly, “that now that I’m of age. Well, I will be in two days… I mean, I was hoping you could let me bring the tea to the village. Just to one or two of the healing houses,” she hurried to add. But from the way his face immediately tightened, she knew what the answer would be. And her heart threatened to fall out of her chest. “I could meet people⁠—”

      “Snow...” He let out a gusty sigh.

      “I could wear a disguise!” Snow’s words came out faster and faster. She was no doubt betraying her desperation, but she didn’t care right now. She would lie on the floor and cover herself with dirt if it meant she might finally leave the garden.

      “Daughter,” her father said, gently taking her by the hand and pulling her toward him. Snow did her best not to cry, but a tear slipped down her face anyhow.

      “I’ve educated you in the best way I know possible,” he said slowly, studying the palm of her hand. “I’ve given you books on the realities of court politics, and others about the world. And in doing so, I’ve inadvertently shown you what you don’t have.” Her father sighed. Then he gave her a small, dry smile. “I also know that, despite my warnings, your brother has brought you stories of love and legends of the silliest kinds. But you can’t know the truth about the world because…because you haven’t really been there.”

      That’s not my fault, Snow thought sourly. But she knew better than to interrupt her father.

      “You are…more precious to me than I have words for. As was your older sister. But I’ve made enemies. Many enemies. And it cost your sister Nevina her life.” He let out a shuddering sigh. “As it cost your mother her life as well.”

      “But Father, the Destinians surely wouldn’t be in your court!” Snow argued. “The loyal ones anyway.”

      Her father shook his head. “You’re too much like your mother to get by unnoticed. Too much like her.” He brushed her hair with his hand, a sad, soft smile on his face. “The Destinians drove people like your mother out, remember. Chiens, they were called. And before they did even that, they made them mute so they couldn’t speak. Only by a miracle did they regain their speech after they arrived here.” He sighed. “Then, in an act of revenge, despite my protective measures, your mother was murdered by one of her own servants only months later. You were still newly born, and I had to work hard to convince the servants that you had died along with her.”

      “Deniz is allowed in public,” Snow whispered.

      Her father gave her a wry smile and mussed her hair. “Deniz had the good sense to be born looking like me. But you…” His eyes went misty. “You were too perfect. And you still are. You’d be a prize to one of our enemies or their allies. It would be little more than game hunting if one of them were to track you down as they did your mother.” He shook his head, and she could see his resolve hardening. “I won’t lose a daughter to them again.”

      Snow couldn’t help it now. The tears ran silently down her cheeks.

      “There, now,” he said gently, removing his handkerchief and wiping her cheeks. “You don’t understand, Snow. You’re too sweet not to be noticed. You can’t see it in yourself, I’m sure, but there’s…there’s something about you that I can’t name. It draws people to you. It’s as though being near you induces them to look.”

      “Thank you,” Snow whispered, looking at her feet.

      “You do know how your mother named you, don’t you?” her father asked with a smile.

      Snow did know. But she drew in a shuddering breath and whispered, “Tell me.”

      “Come, let’s sit beneath the tree.” Her father led her to the apple tree, and when they both sat on the bench beneath it, he beamed at her. Aunt Collette watched with a pinched expression from the bean garden, where she had taken up pruning again.

      “Your mother and Collette had come here for a better life after your mother grew sick. The Destinian crown had once supported the churches there, allowing them to give help to the poor and use their money for the care the helpless needed. But King Rodrigue decided to tax the churches heavily and end their support. And…as your mother was too sick to live without help, she and her sister came here.” He looked up and smiled at Collette, who smiled wanly back.

      “I fell in love with your mother the moment I laid eyes on her, and we were married less than a month later. It caused no small stir among the nobility, I can tell you.” He laughed deeply, as he did every year when he told the tale. But Snow didn’t mind. The story always made her feel closer to the mother she never knew.

      “Deniz was born first, of course. A great surprise, as we had assumed that Nevina—the daughter of my first wife—would inherit the throne, seeing as I had no sons to fulfill the preferential inheritance laws. But once I had a son to inherit the crown, I believed myself finished with adding children. As your mother was sick, the doctors believed her to be done with carrying children as well. When you came, though…” His eyes twinkled. “You were the greatest of surprises. Your mother called you the perfect blend of us with your skin like hers, as white as snow, and hair and eyes as dark as mine.”

      “Does…” Snow faltered. “Does the kingdom know I exist?”

      Her father sobered quickly. “They don’t. After Nevina was murdered, I quickly hid your mother away here. She was large with child by then, and we knew you would arrive any day. And still, somehow, she was killed. So for your protection, the world was told that you died too.”

      “So this means I’ll… never leave?” Snow’s throat tightened more with each word. “You promised, though. You said that when I was of age⁠—”

      “I’m not saying never,” he said, standing. “Only for now.” He reached down and helped her to her feet. When she was standing, however, he didn’t let go of her hand. “I promise, Snow. One day, you’ll be free. Just…not yet.”

      With that, he placed a kiss on her forehead and went back inside the palace.

      The garden was too quiet for a long time. The birds seemed to have stopped chattering, and the bugs sat still. Only Emre seemed to remember how to move and scurried into Snow’s lap, looking up at her with his large, dark eyes.

      “He isn’t wrong, you know,” said Collette quietly.

      Snow looked up wearily. “About?”

      “You do draw attention. The few of us who have seen you have all noticed it immediately. There’s something about you that makes people look.”

      Snow didn’t respond. She supposed some people might have thought she should have been grateful for such a gift. But now it felt more like a curse.

      “Would you like to hear another story?” her aunt asked cautiously.

      Snow shrugged, then returned to filling the bags with the dried tea blossoms again, trying to ignore the tiara that seemed to mock her as it glistened in the sun.

      Her father had been making promises her whole life. The utmost had been that she would one day leave this prison of a sanctuary. But Snow was no longer a child. She would be eighteen years in two days. And after her encounter with her father today…

      She knew she never would.
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      Snow stared morosely at the candles she and her aunt had hung out to dry. Twenty-four. It was a good batch. Twenty-four beeswax candles that would light their evenings as they sat reading to one another by the fire. She should have been happy, especially as this next winter was already predicted to be a long one. But for the first time in her life, the promise of evening light on cold nights brought Snow no such pleasure.

      Because for the first time in her life, Snow realized that those kinds of evenings were the only kind she would ever see.

      There would be no friends to laugh or talk with. No husband to hold. No babies to kiss or nurse or snuggle. All the things she’d read about…all the people she’d imagined meeting and knowing and loving…

      They would never be.

      “I have an idea,” her aunt said, breaking the silence. She was in her chair across the room, mending a hole in her apron that she’d torn that morning. “When your father returns, why don’t we ask him to bring us some new fruit trees? We have space where we cleared out the old blackberry patch last year. My mother used to make the best…”

      Snow sighed. Collette had practically fawned over her for the past two days, trying to pull Snow from the deep, dark hole she’d sunk into since her father’s visit. And though Snow was thankful that Collette cared, she wanted nothing more to be left alone. She needed to mourn the dreams her father had killed with just a few simple words. And as much as she wished for Collette’s sake that she might enjoy this birthday and smile and take delight in the beautiful dress her aunt had sewn her, or the other presents her father had sent down after his visit—presents inspired by guilt, Snow was sure—she simply couldn’t.

      Snow wished she was able to forget her birthday altogether and return to the days where she believed she would one day be free.

      A knock sounded on the cottage door, and a familiar voice called from outside.

      “I have your birthday gift. Don’t make me wait!”

      Collette muttered something that sounded a good deal like, Thank the Maker, as Snow stood and went to answer. When Snow opened the door, a bearded young man stood on the other side.

      “As I’m your favorite brother—” he began, but he didn’t get any farther before Snow threw herself at him and buried her face in his shoulder. He stumbled back slightly at the force of her embrace before wrapping his arms around her in return.

      “Snow!” he exclaimed. “What’s all this?”

      Snow, much to her shame, was sobbing into his coat. He would have to change it after this, but at the moment, she didn’t care.

      “Hold now. Let me look at you.” Deniz gently took her shoulders and forced her back so he could study her red, puffy face. “Snow, what’s wrong?” he asked gently.

      This only made Snow cry harder.

      Before this moment, Snow had put herself to bed for the last two nights imagining what it would be like to tell her older brother of her father’s revelation. How he might burn with righteous indignation for her. But each time, even in her head, it had ended with him making excuses for their father. The crown prince couldn’t oppose the king, after all. But now his dark brown eyes, which were almost an exact reflection of her own, stared fixedly at her. His expression was nearly angry.

      “What’s happened?” he demanded. As he spoke, he led her over to the little table in the corner of the room and seated her in one of its chairs. He took the one beside it.

      “I think I’ll go do some weeding,” their aunt said softly, letting herself out and shutting the door behind her.

      Snow opened her mouth to tell him of what her father had said. But before she got the words out, another idea came to her. “I…” She sniffed and tried again. “I was wondering…how many Destinian spies do you think we have within our walls?”

      He frowned. “Destinian… Why would you wonder at that?”

      Snow looked down at her hands. “Father told me,” she said quietly.

      “He said he thinks we have Destinian spies—Wait.” Deniz put his hand up and briefly closed his eyes. He shook his head. “How in the depths did that come up in conversation?”

      Snow took a deep breath. “He… He says he won’t let me out of the garden because there are Destinian spies and allies within the court.” Her voice began to warble again, and she took a moment to recover it. She hadn’t cried this much since she was learning to walk and talk. “He had always said when I was of age, but when I asked him two days ago…” She let the words die there. No more needed to be said.

      Her older brother closed his eyes and ran a hand down his face. “Oh, Snow. I’m so sorry.” When he looked at her again, his mouth was set in a grim line. “Father suffered greatly when Mother died,” he said slowly. “And he’s terrified of losing you.”

      “I understand that,” Snow whispered. “But I feel like I’m suffocating.”

      “The older I get,” Deniz said slowly, “the more I’m realizing that the world might not be… exactly the way Father thinks. Not that I would ever say that to him.” The warning glance he sent Snow would have made her giggle if she hadn’t been so distraught. “And don’t you dare tell him that either.”

      Snow only gave him a tired smile. “You know I won’t.” She glared at the door. “I’m not sure I ever want to speak to him again at all.”

      They were quiet for a long time. The birds chirped outside, and Emre peeked out from the shelf upon which Snow kept her books and special treasures. Deniz had never gotten comfortable with the idea of a pet squirrel, and after being sat upon by the prince some years back, Emre preferred to keep his distance.

      “I can’t defy Father,” Deniz finally said, breaking the silence. “I might be the crown prince, but I have no power on my own, nor would I wish to put us at odds.”

      Snow nodded miserably.

      “But,” he said, taking her hands in his, “I promise you this.” When she didn’t meet his eyes, he gently lifted her chin so she had to look at him. “You won’t be here forever.” His dark eyes burned as he spoke, igniting a hope in Snow that her father had dumped water on two days before. “One day, I will be king. And when I am, you will be free.” He poked her gently. “And don’t think I don’t remember giving you all those stories of heroes and their true loves. I know I’m partly to blame for the hole it left inside.” His smile faded. “You’ll get yours. One day.”

      Snow gave him a tremulous smile, which he returned with a warm grin of his own. As she often did, Snow considered just how fortunate she was to have Deniz for a brother.

      “What is this?” she asked, poking his beard while trying to blink the tears out of her eyes. “Are you trying to impress me with all your wisdom and age?”

      Her brother leaned back to avoid her. “That, I will let you know, is the beginning of a very kingly beard.”

      Snow smirked. “What does Father think?”

      “He quite likes it, thank you very much. And so does Dilara.”

      “Who’s Dilara?” Aunt Collette called through the window. So much for privacy.

      “Dilara,” Deniz looked at Snow, “is my betrothed.” Then he turned to the window. “Was that loud enough for you, Aunt Collette?”

      Aunt Collette peered into the window and gave him a shameless grin.

      But Snow just stared at him for a moment before jumping to her feet. “You’re betrothed? Oh, Deniz, can I meet her?”

      Deniz laughed, obviously pleased with her reaction. He got to his feet as well. “One day,” he promised, his expression sobering as he did. “I wanted to bring her today as a birthday surprise for you, but⁠—”

      “Let me guess.” Snow huffed. “Father wouldn’t allow it.”

      He gave her a sad smile and shook his head, and Snow thought for a moment that she caught a hint of anger in his dark eyes. “Father is… well, he doesn’t fully approve of my choice. At least not yet. But I promise you’ll one day meet her. I’ll make sure of that.” His voice hardened at the end.

      Snow laughed, then his smile turned sad. “I’ve always wanted a sister!” Snow hugged him again. “And now you’re giving me one!” Not that Snow had ever seen sisters in real life. But she’d read enough about them in books over the years to have desperately wished for one of her own.

      Her brother hugged her back. “I wish the rest of the world could see life as you do,” he said, his voice slightly muffled by her hair. “Things would be far simpler. Oh! And I forgot. I brought you this.” He pulled a little leather-bound book from his cloak. “I got it while I was traveling. And I thought you might like it.” He flipped it open and made a face. “It’s disgustingly sappy, and the romance seems utterly ridiculous. Just what every silly girl your age desires.” He tried to poke Snow, but she dodged him. “Or so the merchant assured me.”

      Snow squealed as he raised the book high above his head, forcing her to stand on her tiptoes as she tried to snatch it away from him. Their laughs echoed through the trees, and Snow suddenly felt that it wasn’t such a bad birthday after all.

      One day, she would be free.
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      Snow bolted upright and nearly fell out of bed at the sound of banging on the door. She had been in the middle of a rather vivid dream, and several seconds passed before she was oriented enough to climb out of bed without toppling over. But just when her heart began to slow as she began to grasp that she was not being chased by a pack of angry raccoons, it sped again as she realized it was the middle of the night. Something was very wrong.

      “You stay in bed,” Aunt Collette ordered as she stood and wrapped her robe about herself. “It’s not fit for the princess to answer the door in the middle of the night.”

      “But it could only be Deniz or my father,” Snow replied only somewhat coherently. “They’re the only ones who ever come here besides the healer!” Even as she spoke the words, however, she knew them to be unlikely. Her brother’s last visit had only been four days earlier. Never before had he returned so soon to see her, nor had he come in the middle of the night.

      The pounding sounded again. “Open up in the name of His Majesty, the king!” came a shout that most certainly did not belong to Deniz.

      Her aunt shot Snow a warning glare as she opened the door. “Yes?” she answered, pulling her robe even tighter. Snow couldn’t see the man from her bed, but she could hear his deep, rasping voice.

      “Princess Snow is summoned to the throne room by His Royal Majesty, King Deniz,” the guard said. If he was curious about the sudden appearance of a princess, he didn’t betray it in the dying light of what had been their fire.

      But that didn’t matter right now. All Snow knew was that she had been summoned to leave the garden. For the first time in her waking memory, she was leaving her little plot of land. Instead of watching her father or brother pass through the wooden door that led into the castle, she would be the one going inside.

      She looked down and carefully shook each foot to make sure she was actually awake and not dreaming.

      “Give us five minutes,” Collette told the guard. “The princess must dress.” She shut the door and turned to Snow, who was already pulling on her good stockings. But it was only as her aunt was helping Snow into one of her better gowns, one she’d received for her birthday last year, did Snow comprehend what the guard had just said.

      King Deniz.

      His Majesty.

      Deniz was king.

      But what had happened to her father?

      A new kind of urgency made her clumsy as she tried to find her slippers in the dark. Eventually, however, she found them beneath her bed, and after Collette had quickly brushed and pinned her curls, they left the cottage to join the guard outside.

      Snow did her best not to gawk at the guard as he led them toward the door. She’d certainly imagined guards before. She’d even read the royal writings on how guards were to dress and carry themselves, and she’d read stories about them in her books. But she couldn’t remember ever seeing one for herself. The only men she’d ever seen besides her father and brother were the few healers and apothecaries who had come to tend to her when she’d gotten sick or injured.

      This man wasn’t quite as tall as her brother, but his shoulders and chest were much broader. He carried various weapons on his person, and if the situation hadn’t been dire, Snow would have been tempted to ask him to demonstrate the use of each.

      As he led them through the door that had separated her from the world, however, Snow forgot to study the guard as she tried to prepare herself for the world that had been denied her. And the news that seemed more and more likely with each step she took. Her father would never have allowed her to walk openly through the castle halls.

      She did her best to look calm as she and her aunt followed the guard, but with each passing second, that was growing more and more challenging.

      The entrance into the real world, however, was not nearly as grandiose as she had always imagined it would be. The wooden door that had always separated her from the rest of the castle led them to a hall and then several flights of stairs. Which led to another hall. Which led them to…someone’s chambers.

      Snow had always believed their little cottage the height of luxury. With sheets of silk and all the fabric she and Collette could ever want delivered by her father and brother upon request, bowls of ceramic, and a tea set with gold paint, she’d never felt lacking. But this…

      These personal chambers—whomever they belonged to—were larger than Snow’s entire garden. Everything from the massive bed to the chairs to the paint and various types of decorative stone was either white or black or some shade in between. Based on the life-size portraits on the wall of her father and a woman who looked quite like herself, Snow could only guess these to be her father’s rooms. It made sense to put access to her garden through his bedroom, after all, as her father had meant to hide her from the world.

      But they didn’t tarry here. Instead, they moved quickly out of the chambers into a main hall that made Snow feel even smaller than the bedchamber had.

      This, though… These high arched ceilings with exposed beams of dark wood made up the world she had always dreamed of. But her imagination, as large and stuffed with books as it was, could never have conceived of the soaring ceilings above them, or the way the polished black stone floor reflected those who walked on it like a dark glass sea. Sconces lit the way, and sleepy servants were moving about as though they’d just been awakened. Snow would have gawked and perhaps faltered at the sudden sight of so many faces if it weren’t for the growing fear that drove her forward.

      Where was her father?

      They were now approaching an enormous set of wooden doors with silver handles as long as Snow’s arm. Without pause, the doors opened as though by magic, and Snow’s guard led them into a room larger than Snow had known was possible.

      But, Snow reminded herself, she was a princess. And she was determined to follow him with the dignity and power a princess of Tumen should exude. She might never have visited court before, but her aunt had spent hours training her in every art her father believed important. Collette herself had been trained in court etiquette when Snow’s mother had been chosen as queen and had requested that her sister be her lady’s maid.

      But none of that training had prepared Snow for this. She knew from what she’d read in her books that she was now in the throne room. Aptly named, as there were two high stone thrones on a five-step dais at the opposite end of the large hall. Life-size limestone statues lined the walls, and large black and white tapestries hung from the ceiling-high windows on each side. The floor here was the same as in the hall. Black granite, if she wasn’t mistaken.

      And on the throne sat Deniz.

      Snow came to a halt.

      By now, Snow was aware that she had attracted the attention of a number of servants who had chosen unsubtly to follow her from the hall into the throne room. Courtiers were also starting to appear, distinguishable, she knew, by their fine clothes. Servants and nobility alike stood at the edges of the room, many of them behind the statues, whispering and staring as though a wild animal had just walked in. Were they gawking at her dark eyes, which were just like her father’s? Or possibly her pale skin like that of her mother? Or maybe the suddenly shabby dress that had seemed so practical when it had been given to her in the quiet safety of her garden?

      Snow squared her shoulders. No matter what they were looking at, there was nothing she could do about them, so she did her best to focus on her brother.

      Nothing about his person had changed, of course, in the four days since her birthday. But now he wore a thick, fur-lined robe, and several jewels sparkled on his fingers. A large crown with even more gemstones sat on his brow, and Snow suddenly found herself feeling shy and unsure of what to do.

      “Your Majesty,” Aunt Collette murmured.

      Snow looked over and saw that her aunt had fallen into a deep curtsy.

      Oh. Yes.

      Snow dipped into a curtsy as well, low and measured, just as Collette had taught her. She’d been practicing since she was five years, but as of late, she’d become convinced she would never use it. Now she only hoped she’d practiced enough, as it seemed the eyes of the world were bearing down on her.

      Her heart felt as though it beat loudly enough for the whole court to hear. At least, it was the only sound Snow could hear as she remained crouched low in the curtsy, waiting to hear those fateful words.

      Finally, they came.

      “Rise, Princess of Tumen,” her brother’s voice boomed through the hall. “And present yourself to your king.”

      Snow dared to look up at her brother once again as she stood. Deniz had left his throne and was standing before her. He smiled, but his eyes, so like her own, were tired and sad.

      “Father?” she whispered.

      Deniz seemed unable to speak for a long moment. Finally, he turned and barked, “Everyone except my sister, out!”

      If the confirmation that Snow was indeed the new king’s sister took them by surprise, no one let on. The courtiers and servants merely scurried out like Emre when he’d been caught stealing berries from a pie. Even Aunt Collette curtsied once more to Deniz before leaving.

      But Snow didn’t have much time to consider their quick obedience. Because the moment the door shut behind Collette, her brother had pulled her into a tight hug, and before Snow knew what was happening, they were weeping together.

      Snow didn’t know how long they cried, but eventually, there seemed to be no tears left, and Deniz let go of her and dried his eyes with the fur robe he wore. “Come,” he said, gesturing to the dais. “Sit.”

      Snow did as he said, and they sat on the dais steps. After clearing his throat twice, Deniz spoke again.

      “Father’s party was traveling to a trade meeting,” he began in an unsteady voice. “There hadn’t been much rain in the area, and water was scarce. But eventually, they found a watering hole.” At this, his voice broke, and it was a moment before he recovered it. “The entire party was discovered dead the next morning by a local farmer.”

      Snow felt as though she’d sprouted roots and was stuck to the floor. “But…you don’t think it could have been murder?” She paused. “Do you?”

      Deniz was already shaking his head. “The farmers don’t use that water. Apparently, it’s known for making animals sick.”

      Snow immediately felt a stab of guilt for the words she’d said just days before. What was it she had told Deniz in the heat of anger?

      I’m not sure I ever want to speak to him again at all.

      If only she could take those words back. Every. Single. One.

      “So…” Snow said, searching for something…anything to say. “You’re king now.”

      He cracked a smile. It was sad, but still a smile. “Yes,” he said slowly. “But more than that, it means you’re free.”

      Snow stared at him, not able to fully comprehend. “You mean…I can visit the palace now?”

      For some reason, he thought this was funny. He laughed until his face was red, and he was crying once again. “Snow,” he finally said, wiping his eyes and pulling her to her feet. “Father was worried that some Destinian spy or ally might wish to destroy the royal line, and in doing so, kill you.” His eyes took on a new brightness. “But what I wish is for bygones to be bygones. Our kingdom has harbored hostilities against the Destinians and many other kingdoms for long enough. And you, sweet sister,” he touched her cheek and smiled affectionately down at her, “will be part of this new start.”

      But Snow stepped back and frowned at him. “The Destinians killed Nevina. And Mother.”

      “They killed Nevina after she invaded their land,” Deniz said, watching her carefully. “And…I’m fairly certain they did not kill Mother.”

      Snow frowned more deeply. Could this be true? Their father had seemed to believe with every fiber of his being that the Destinians had killed her mother and step-sister. And they were the reason her mother and aunt had had to fly to Tumen for help.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” he asked slowly.

      Slowly, Snow shook her head.

      He studied her for another long moment before shaking his head as well and breaking into a soft smile. “I suppose you’ll have to spend enough time in the world to see for yourself. In the meantime, however…” He strode up to a small door on the right side of the hall and gave it a single sharp rap. It opened a second later.

      Snow couldn’t hear what he said to the person on the other side, but after a moment, her brother returned with the most beautiful woman Snow had ever imagined. She was even lovelier than any of the pictures in Snow’s books.

      She was beauty itself.

      “Snow,” he said, leading the woman toward her, eagerness shining in his eyes. “You always told me that you wanted a sister. And now I shall give you just that. Snow, meet Dilara, my betrothed.”

      Snow automatically dipped into another curtsy, but the woman stopped her and gave her a little tinkling laugh. “Oh, I’m the daughter of a metalworker. You have no need to curtsy.”

      “But my brother loves you,” Snow said with a shy smile. “Of course I do.”

      The beautiful woman looked at Deniz and beamed. “You weren’t exaggerating, love. She’s absolutely charming.”

      Snow felt herself blush, which meant they could see her blush too. One of the drawbacks of having nearly translucent skin. It had been her undoing as a child anytime she’d tried to stretch the truth to her aunt.

      The woman was truly dazzling. Her eyes were large and almond-shaped, as were most Tumenians’, and they were a rich shade of brown with streaks of gold running through them. She also had more curves than Snow, curves in all the places that drew the eye. Still, she was tastefully dressed as though she was aware of her advantages but didn’t wish to flaunt them. Her pink lips were so full they nearly formed a pout when she wasn’t smiling, and her dark brown hair was luxuriously thick with large curls that seemed to bounce with her when she moved.

      She was utterly breathtaking.

      “Your brother has told me of your situation,” she said, taking a step toward Snow. Her large eyes focused on Snow’s as she took Snow’s hands. “And now that you’re…no longer in seclusion, it’s only right that you shall have a coming out ball!” She looked at Snow’s brother. “She’ll also need new clothes. Shall I set a fitting so she can have new clothes by the wedding?”

      As Dilara and Deniz talked, Snow tried to keep the smile on her face, but it was suddenly difficult. A ball? New clothes? And just how soon was the wedding for which they would need clothes made immediately?

      “A fitting, yes,” Deniz said. He looked at Snow, his brow creasing slightly as he did. “As to introducing her at a ball, however, I think that perhaps we ought to take her out in the open carriage first. She can see the city from the safety of our company. The people will also be able to see her, but it won’t be so overwhelming. Then we’ll go from there.”

      Snow stared at him in awe. “That would be utterly perfect!” she exclaimed. She would far rather see all the people and animals who made the sounds that floated over her garden wall…without having to greet them in a stuffy gown. For as much as she wanted to experience the grand balls she’d read about, the market seemed a far better place to start. The idea of having a ball all to herself, where the entire court was focused on her all evening, was far more attention than she was ready for. She didn’t even know what one did under the attentions of the entire court. Dance? Talk? Recite poetry?

      “Snow?” her brother asked kindly, “what would you prefer? Would you like to ride through the marketplace?”

      “Yes!” Snow paused, then added quickly, “But only if you’re quite sure it’s safe.” All of her father’s worries came rushing back to her again, but this time with more urgency. After all, it seemed Deniz wasn’t taking the Destinians seriously. Would that open them up for war?

      Her brother seemed to sense her fear. Letting go of Dilara’s hands, he took her shoulders and drew her close. Then he bent down so they were face to face. “Our father meant well,” he said softly. “But you’re not a newborn anymore. You’re strong. And…” He glanced at Dilara, who smiled and nodded. “Perhaps it’s time for some things to change. Besides,” he winked, “I’ll be right beside you.”

      Snow didn’t know what he meant about things changing, as though they hadn’t changed already, but his promise warmed her soul.

      Deniz wouldn’t let harm come to her. Of that she had no doubt.

      “Yes, then,” she said, her own smile growing to mirror his. “Let’s visit the market.”
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      Snow’s brother wanted to move her into the palace that night, but Snow begged to be allowed to return to her own little cottage one more time. She needed some familiarity in which to consider the tidal wave of change that was threatening to drown her…in a good way, of course.

      And even when she was finally in her own little bed once more, with Collette’s familiar breathing across the room from her, she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep. There were too many emotions and fears and—Dare she think it?—Hope pinging around her like bees moving from flower to flower.

      Her father was dead.

      Her brother was kind.

      She was getting a sister.

      She would meet her people.

      She was free.

      She was frightened.

      Oh, how she was frightened.

      She looked up at the stack of books on her hanging shelf, barely visible in the embers of the dying fire. She had spent her entire life memorizing every text her father or brother brought her, traveling the world as best she could through any written word she could find. But this…this would be real life.

      Finally, tired of being tired, Snow got up and fetched a dried baboshk petal. Then she got back into bed beside Emre, who had taken up residence on the corner of her pillow in the moments she had been gone, and put the petal beneath her tongue, where it melted along with her consciousness. The last thought that passed through her mind as she drifted off to sleep was that tomorrow she would see the animals that made the noises on the street behind her wall.
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      Snow’s brother kept his promise. Before Snow felt as though she were fully asleep, her aunt was calling for her to wake and dress.

      “Your brother sent word that he’s having the horses saddled already!” Collette said, sounding more flustered than Snow had ever heard her. “Get dressed! Quickly! And dress warmly. It’s an unusually chilly day for spring. I feel as though it might rain.”

      Snow didn’t have to be told a second time. She bounced out of bed and was pulling her dress over her head as Collette shoved a biscuit into her hand. Snow chewed the biscuit quickly as her aunt helped her tie the back of her dress.

      Finally, after racing a comb through her hair yet again, Collette turned to Snow so she could look at her. She studied her from top to bottom twice before letting out a small sniffle. “I’m going to miss this,” she said, her voice cracking as she did her best to smile. “I became spoiled, I suppose. It was almost like having my little sister back with me again.”

      Snow threw her arms about her aunt and hugged her fiercely. “You’re coming into the palace with me,” she said, her own throat taut as she spoke. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “No, I know that.” Collette leaned back and wiped her eyes. “But you’ll be restored fully to the princess you always ought to have been. And I’ll have to make sure you’re treated as such. Which means you can’t be making a fool of yourself by strangling your aunt.” She wiped the tears running down her face with the backs of her hands as she gently wriggled free of Snow’s embrace. “I just hope that the new queen⁠—”

      A knock sounded on the door, and someone called out, “The coach is ready for Princess Snow.”

      Her aunt stopped her fretting and bade Snow not keep her brother waiting. Snow wanted to stay and hug her aunt one more time, suddenly unsure whether she really ought to drive out. But the memory of how excited Deniz had looked when he’d made the suggestion banished all thoughts of escape from her mind, and she didn’t look back again until they were standing on a platform overlooking the stable that was nearly as large as her garden.

      As neither her brother nor Dilara was there yet, Snow walked about the large, open carriage, admiring its gilded wheels and painted sides. But she stopped when she reached the horses.

      “Aren’t you lovely?” she murmured to the first horse. She ran her hand over the length of his strong neck and then rubbed his thick shoulder. “Your mane reminds me of silk.” She combed her fingers through it. “And though I can’t see well in this light, I’d say you have a bit of red in that rich brown coat, yes? Oh, you beautiful, beautiful boy.”

      “You seem very good with horses,” came a smooth voice from behind her. Snow looked up to see Dilara approaching, a maidservant following behind. For being the daughter of a metalworker, Dilara’s gowns were impeccably measured and sewn, and made in excellent taste—at least, as far as Snow could judge. She was in a white and blue dress today, with blue gems dangling from her ears, and white pearls woven through her dark hair.

      Snow gave her a bashful smile. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen one before. I mean, not one outside of pictures.” Her smile widened at the memory. “For my birthday once, Den—my brother hired an artist to paint me a picture book about all sorts of things out in the world.” She ran her hand down the horse’s nose. The horse responded by nuzzling her with its lips and playfully pushing her hand to the side.

      Dilara looked somewhat perplexed, so Snow changed the subject. “You spoke of your wedding as though it were soon. When does it take place?”

      Dilara beamed. “In three days!”

      Snow gaped. “Three days!”

      Dilara gave her an enthusiastic nod. “Oh, yes!” Then her face fell slightly, her full lips even closer to pouting than usual. “We would have wed far sooner. Only…” She sighed. “The king was against the marriage from the start. But as your brother is now king,” she finished, brightening, “the sooner the better, of course! Not that I shouldn’t have liked to have a few more days to decorate and send invitations and such…” She gave Snow a wistful smile. “But, as your brother says, we have our duty to think about.”

      Snow wasn’t sure how to respond to this, but she did understand the haste, at least on her brother’s part. With an enemy on their southern border, each day spent without a king was a risk. The fact that her father had been opposed to the match, however, was something she would need to think about later. She wondered if his objection was merely to Dilara’s common birth. That was highly possible. She knew her father had been entertaining marriage prospects for Deniz from among the nobility of not only their own kingdom, but a few of the surrounding ones as well. He had told her as much several times.

      “Decorations are overvalued,” said a familiar voice. Deniz appeared behind Dilara and lifted her hand to his lips. “I am, after all, in a great hurry to marry the most beautiful woman in the land.”

      Dilara blushed far more delicately than Snow ever had. “Oh, you just like to flatter me,” she said, but let him kiss her on the cheek as well.

      “Truly,” Deniz said, beaming at Snow, “it’s what the people have begun to call her.”

      Snow wasn’t a bit surprised by this. Looking at Dilara was almost like seeing someone who wasn’t quite real, as if she had been imagined in a dream.

      “And now,” Deniz continued, kissing Snow’s hand as well, “it’s time for the people to meet another beautiful woman.” And he helped Snow and Dilara up into the coach, which had been fitted with small pillows and fur-lined blankets. Guards took their places on foot or horse before, beside, and behind the vehicle. And once the royal party was all tucked in, and the guards were accounted for, the stable doors were opened. And for the first time in her life, Snow was leaving the castle.

      They pulled out onto a hard-packed gravel drive, and Snow’s heart felt as though it were in her throat. A small part of her mind prodded her, reminding her that her father had just died. She ought to have been in mourning right now. Collette had informed her that morning that they would need to commission a gown of black immediately, but as for now, she didn’t have one. And, to be honest, Snow realized that she didn’t… Well, she just didn’t…

      She didn’t really want to wear one. For while she was mourning her father’s death—she did love her father after all—in less than a day, she had already experienced a taste of how much he had denied her. Today was the day she was beginning to live. Perhaps that made her a bad daughter. But as they pulled out, and her brother leaned over and kissed the top of her head, she was struck with the realization that Deniz had been more of a father to her than her own father ever had.

      They came to another large gate at the end of the drive, and from behind it, Snow just had time to make out the same noises she’d heard a week ago from inside her wall. And then the gate opened.

      The carriage pulled out onto a wide cobblestone street. Vendors were crowded against houses and shops that lined the street, many calling out their wares. Animals, both those who provided labor and those being sold, were everywhere, tied to posts or in cages. The savory scents of baked goods mixed in the air with salty meats and the unavoidable smells of animals. Snow had experienced it all in some sense from her side of the wall, but now it all hit her full force. Colors seemed to wave in the wind everywhere she looked. And there were people.

      So many people.

      Snow sank back into the seat as the carriage turned onto the main thoroughfare. And as the carriage moved out into the street, the people below turned to watch and wave at the royal coach. Every face registered surprise, however, as their eyes turned to Snow and then her brother.

      Despite the vast difference in their complexion, Snow could only guess that the people would discern their connection easily. With their father’s hair and eyes, they looked too alike to be mistaken for anything but siblings.

      “Are they looking at Dilara?” Snow whispered hopefully to her brother.

      He turned and smiled down at her. “They’ve seen Dilara. Now, they’re looking at you.”

      Snow wasn’t sure how she felt about that. It wasn’t an unpleasant feeling, exactly. But it was unsettling.

      Dilara didn’t seem to think so. She smiled graciously and nodded at those who gawked from below. She seemed to have been made for such attention. Who would have believed that she was a metalworker’s daughter?

      “Tell me if you wish to stop,” Deniz murmured. “We can’t be on the ground for too long, or it will be near impossible to leave, but…” He gave her a knowing smile. “I think we can make a few exceptions today.”

      Snow looked back down at the market. Did she wish to step out of the carriage into what was quickly growing into a sea of faces? Would there be anything or anyone worth the anxiety she knew such a show would cause? Because it would be a show. For the people, at least.

      At first, Snow saw nothing that intrigued her enough to wish to climb down. She was content to simply marvel at the complex beauty of the world she’d spent eighteen years listening to from the other side of the wall. They passed meat vendors, seamstresses, tailors, smiths, glass blowers, and⁠—

      “There,” Snow said, grabbing her brother’s arm as she pointed. “I wish to go there.”

      Deniz looked to the corner stall at which she pointed. “The potter?” he asked.

      Snow nodded.

      He gave the order, and the carriage stopped. One of the foot soldiers helped Snow climb down. Her brother and future sister followed her down as well. Once they were all on the ground, Snow looked back at her brother once more. But he only smiled and nodded. Then, pretending the crowd that surrounded her didn’t exist, she crept closer to see.

      The man in the stall seemed to be one of the few villagers not gawking at the royal party now. He sat humming at a large wheel with holes in it and a lump of what looked like thick mud in the middle. Snow knew from her books that this mud was actually clay. She watched in fascination as he placed a long stick in one of the wheel’s holes, and then he turned the wheel until it was spinning so fast it blurred before Snow’s eyes. Once the wheel was spinning, he quickly removed the stick, wet his hands, and began to mold the lump of clay in the center. With his hands, he gently but firmly changed its shape again and again until Snow could finally see that it was taking the shape of a small mug.

      It was fascinating.

      Only when the wheel stopped spinning did the potter look up and fix Snow with a grin. “So,” he said, “the mystery princess does exist.”

      Snow felt herself blushing slightly. There were so many people looking on! If this man had been aware that there was a mystery princess… How fast had the news spread about her visit to the throne room last night? Or had there been rumors of her existence all along?

      “What do you think?” The potter interrupted her fretting and spread his arms wide and looked around them. Only then did Snow realize he had many of his creations hanging about him from poles or sitting on small makeshift shelves. There were bowls, pitchers, vases, mugs, plates, and many clay objects Snow didn’t know the name of.

      “It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen,” Snow whispered. She didn’t trust herself to speak aloud just yet. If she said the wrong thing, everyone would hear, and she would be forever known as the princess who couldn’t speak.

      But the man only smiled at her. “You recognize beauty in simple things, no?”

      Snow ventured a tentative smile. “I think beauty comes in many forms,” she said softly. “But these,” she gestured to his creations, “are beautiful as only simple things can be.”

      He studied her for a moment before standing and wiping his hands on his apron before going to the corner of his stall. When he returned, he carried a single mug. On it was carved a single tree branch that reached all the way around the mug. And on the branch were leaves, blossoms, and apples.

      “A beautiful gift for the beautiful girl,” he said, holding it out to her. Snow gasped, but he only laughed and pressed it gently into her hands. “I’ve never looked upon anyone so beautiful as you,” he said softly. “Skin as white as snow. Hair as black as ebony.” His brows drew together. “Lips as red as blood. And,” he paused, his brows smoothing again, “a heart that is neither proud nor vain, but finds beauty in the simple things.”

      “Thank you,” Snow whispered. She felt she ought to refuse the gift again. But she found herself clutching it to her chest as though someone might try to yank it away.

      “It seems,” Deniz said as he helped Snow back into the coach, “that you’ve already earned yourself an admirer.”

      She looked up at him. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “Quite the opposite,” he said as they settled back in. “It means the people accept you.”

      It wasn’t long before Snow found a reason to stop again. But this time, it was to see a farmer’s new batch of chicks. At this stall, she was gifted a basket of blue and green eggs. And at the next, the smith, whom she had stopped to watch as he created a sword, gave her a small knife engraved with flowers.

      Eventually, as her anxiety decreased and her desire to see everything increased, Snow no longer rode in the carriage. She simply walked from stall to stall, meeting the people and—very often—being given gifts in return. And the more people she met, the more she knew she had been right to desire freedom. These were her people. And just as she had always done from the other side of the wall, she loved them. Only now, she could love them in her own right, and not merely by making bags of dried tea flowers.

      By the time they returned to the palace that evening, Snow had an entire basket—which was a present itself—full of gifts. Her beloved apple mug. A pair of garnet earrings (to match her lips, the jeweler had said). Two apples, a small basket of eggs, three loaves of bread, a bottle of blue ink, and a bottle of perfume. And as they alighted from the carriage back in the royal stables, and one of the servants came to carry her gifts to her room, Snow turned to her brother and threw her arms about him in a hug.

      “Are you happy, love?” her brother asked, hugging her in return.

      “Oh, most happy!” Snow laughed and pulled back. “I’ve never felt so much joy in all my life.” She turned to face Dilara, who had come to stand at Deniz’s side. “Aren’t they wonderful people? Oh, they’re everything I’ve ever dreamed of and more! I mean, I was quite afraid at first. But after hearing them for so long from my garden, and with so many years spent wondering what they would be like—Oh, Dilara! Are you well?”

      Dilara, though as flawless as she had been that morning, no longer felt warm or gentle. Instead, she looked as though her beautiful features had been chiseled from ice.

      “I’m just fine,” she snapped. “I only have a headache and a wedding to plan, that’s all.” She turned to Deniz. “Once you’ve changed, please meet me on the western veranda. I must check the guest list with you one more time.”

      Deniz kissed her hand and nodded. “Of course, my love. Let me just get Snow settled in her new rooms first.”

      When Dilara was gone, Snow looked at her brother, guilt pooling in her belly. “Did…I do something improper?”

      “No,” Deniz said as he offered her his arm. “She’s only anxious about the wedding. You were absolutely wonderful today. The people are quite taken with you.”

      “Father said I have…that I have something about me that draws people to them,” Snow said slowly as she looked in the direction Dilara had gone. “I hope I didn’t act badly with it. Not,” she hurried to add quickly, “that I really know what he meant.”

      “Father was right,” Deniz said, leading them up the steps, out of the stable, and into the main palace hall again. “You’re a bit like your own sun. And like plants and animals, people are drawn to your shine. You saw proof of it yourself today. Now come,” he said before she could ask anything else. “I have something to show you.”

      They walked the length of the great hall again until they came to two large, winding staircases. Deniz led them up the left staircase and down a slightly smaller—but no less extravagant—hall. Off this hall, he opened a large white door.

      “This,” he said with a grin, “is your room now.”

      Snow’s mouth fell open in an unladylike fashion as she walked slowly inside. It was a smaller room than the one she assumed to be the king’s, but nearly as opulent. Instead of white, however, the dominant color in her room was sky blue. Everything from the walls to the ceilings to the bed and the canopy, even the furniture, was the color of the sky.

      And waiting at its center was Collette, her sun-kissed face wearing a big grin.

      Snow darted forward to her aunt, daring to go in for a fast hug as tears pricked her eyes.

      “It’s too much,” she told Deniz. “I don’t need all of this. Or deserve it!”

      Oh, but how she wanted it.

      Deniz caught her hand and drew her to him. After removing a handkerchief from his cloak, he dried her tears and then took her by the shoulders.

      “You may not think you deserve it. But you’re a princess now, Snow. The birthright should have been yours all your life. And if it kills me, you shall be treated as such.”
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      By the morning of the wedding, Snow was sure she’d almost memorized the general layout of the castle. Her room was near Dilara’s. The many kinds of stone that had been used to build the castle’s floors, walls, and ceilings helped, as they provided enough distinction that Snow could usually tell when she’d gotten turned around. Stone, after all, was Tumen’s greatest export, something she was heartily thankful for each time she realized she was going the wrong way.

      Something she hoped not to do on her errand this morning.

      “And did Lady Dilara say why she wished for you to visit her chambers?” Collette asked as she brushed Snow’s hair. Her tone was casual, but Snow didn’t miss the way her aunt’s brows creased in the mirror. “She’ll be needed for the wedding soon enough. It’s a bit strange she would ask you to visit now.”

      “I don’t think so.” Snow picked up the invitation a servant had delivered earlier that morning. “She says she would enjoy my company as she prepares.” Snow shrugged. “That makes more than enough sense to me.”

      “You’ve been in the palace for two whole days.” Collette shook her head as she began to pin Snow’s braid into place against her head. “And she didn’t wish to get to know you sooner? You would think she would wish for her mother or sisters’ attendance just an hour before the wedding. Not, pardon my bluntness, her new sister-in-law.”

      Snow said nothing to this. Her aunt had a tendency to worry sometimes, and when she was in one of those moods, it was best to let Collette worry as she wished and then let destiny take its course as it pleased. So she simply bowed her head slightly in assent and let her aunt finish her hair.

      “Now,” Collette said when she was done. “Stand up and let me look at you.”

      Snow stood, and Collette’s eyes filled with tears. Unsure of what this meant, Snow turned to look at herself in her vanity mirror, and her mouth nearly fell open.

      Not at her own beauty. She was pretty enough, she supposed. Not bad-looking. Of course, now that she had seen great numbers of her own people, her unusual coloring stood out even more starkly than she had expected it would. But the dress…

      The dress was just like the ones in her stories of princesses and great ladies. A dark shade of royal blue, the gown’s sleeves hugged her arms all the way down to her wrists, and her bodice down to her waist. At her hips, however, it flared, flowing like the ripples in her garden’s little pond during a gentle rain. Her dark hair, which Collette had intricately braided and pinned to her head, bore white and blue diamond pins scattered throughout its tresses. Even her shoes, though largely hidden beneath the waves of her skirt, were made of blue silk with little blue diamonds that made them glitter when she moved.

      Snow felt like a princess.

      As she examined her dress in the mirror again, however, she noticed that Collette was frowning.

      “Aunt!” She turned to face her aunt. “What is it?”

      Collette shook her head and looked at the ground. “It’s nothing. Only…” She pursed her lips. “Your father wasn’t wrong when he said you must be careful.”

      Snow nodded, still confused. “I will.”

      But her aunt only pursed her lips. “I’ve talked to several of the castle staff who saw you in the market the other day.”

      “There was no trouble—” Snow began, but Collette continued.

      “It was the opposite of trouble. The people adored you. But…just as most of the people in the market were drawn to your light, there are others who will wish to snuff it out.”

      “Why?” It was Snow’s turn to frown.

      “Because,” Collette said, taking Snow’s wrists in her hands, “some people are so steeped in darkness that they don’t want to see the light. Even when it’s offered them.”

      Snow took a deep breath and made a wish for patience. “I’m not sure what else I can do. I don’t wish to stay chained to the palace for the rest of my life.”

      “I don’t mean that.” Collette made a face. “What I mean is that you must take care with whom you trust. You know I would never hurt you. Nor would your brother. Only… Many will love you. But some will want to see you fall.”
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        * * *

      

      Collette’s words echoed through Snow’s head as she made her way to Dilara’s chambers half an hour later. But she would have to ponder her aunt’s warning later. For this new life, Snow smiled to herself, was just beginning.

      When she was rather sure she’d found her new sister’s room, she knocked three times on the door.

      “Come in!” called a muffled voice from the other side.

      Snow cautiously opened the door and let herself in. But once she was fully inside, she had to force herself not to gape.

      Just as Dilara’s beauty was like that of ancient legends, so were her quarters. The ceilings were so distant Snow could barely see them, and everything around her seemed to be made of white. Perfect, unblemished white.

      What drew her attention most, however, was the large metal mirror that stood by the fireplace.

      Unable to help herself, Snow crept forward until she was standing in front of it. Taller than Deniz, it was the largest mirror Snow had ever seen, its frame decorated with intricate metal swirls and curls, edged in what looked like metal beads. None of that, however, was as strange as the way the mirror seemed to draw Snow in when she looked deeply enough in the center⁠—

      “My family is one of metalworkers,” Dilara called from behind her, making Snow jump. Heat rushed to Snow’s cheeks as Dilara came to stand beside her, smiling, as she gazed into the mirror as well. “I made this myself. It was quite a trick getting the metal to reflect the way glass does. I’m quite proud of it, if I may say so without giving offense.”

      “Oh, no,” Snow breathed. “I’ve never seen its like.”

      “I’ll be using it soon enough,” Dilara said with another smile, straightening the dressing gown she still wore. “But be a dear and keep me company as I finish my hair.”

      Snow followed Dilara to a large vanity in the center of the bedroom and watched as Dilara applied her own lip coloring in a much smaller looking glass.

      “I could call a servant to help you with that,” Snow suggested. “I would help you myself, except… I’m afraid I don’t know how.” Her ignorance made her face heat even hotter than it had been before.

      “Oh, that’s very kind of you.” Dilara puckered her lips a few times in the mirror. “But I’ve prepared my own dress for these twenty years now. I can surely do it one more time.” She began to gather her hair and pin it up. “No, what I need from you is company. And…” She eyed Snow thoughtfully in the mirror. “A favor.”

      Snow blinked in astonishment. “A…a favor?” she repeated. What could she possibly do for Dilara that a servant couldn’t surely do better?

      Dilara nodded before returning her attention to the vanity. “I have an old aunt who lives just outside the city, who is also very sick. Too sick to attend the wedding. Now,” she paused. “Obviously, I can’t escape to bring any gifts to my aunt, and she can’t come here. She would be overwhelmed with joy, however, to have one of the bridal flowers brought to her after the ceremony takes place. And having it delivered by the princess would be the greatest pleasure of all.”

      Snow stared at her. “Are…are you asking me to take a flower to her tonight?” Snow didn’t mind helping her brother’s wife, of course. And she would love to visit a sick woman and make her happy.

      But Snow had only left the castle once.

      And that was under the watchful eyes of her big brother, who happened to be king. Did Dilara truly wish for her to leave the castle unattended to travel outside the city so she could find a stranger?

      Also, did this errand have to be done the night of her brother’s wedding?

      “Yes,” Dilara said, turning to Snow with a breathtaking smile. “I am.”

      “Um,” Snow scrambled for words. “I’ve… I’ve never gone anywhere alone before. I’ve only left the palace the one time I was with you.”

      “And you did splendidly.” Dilara waved a hand dismissively as she returned to studying her face in the mirror. “Besides, you wouldn’t be by yourself. You’d have a whole contingent of guards to escort you. All you need to do is climb inside and sit through the ride. Once you’re there, you’ll exit the carriage, give my aunt the flower, then climb back in. It’s very simple, really.”

      Snow nodded, but something that sounded very much like a warning bell was clanging loudly in her head. This was such a strange request. Didn’t Dilara have closer family members who could bring her aunt a flower? And why did it have to be during the wedding celebration? The wedding was to take place in the early evening, which meant the sun would set soon after. Snow would be traveling in the dark. She shuddered as she thought of what had happened to her father.

      “It won’t take long,” Dilara added as though hearing Snow’s doubts. “She only lives just outside the city’s edge. The trip will take a half-hour each way at most. You’ll be home before dusk.”

      Still, Snow hesitated. She knew without a doubt that her brother would be appalled if she suggested she travel outside the city by herself, even under the watchful eyes of their soldiers. And as she thought these things, Collette’s words came back to her from that morning.

      Many will love you. But some will want to see you fall.

      But surely Dilara wouldn’t wish to see Snow fall. She was going to be Deniz’s bride. They were to be sisters.

      As Snow hesitated, however, something in Dilara’s eyes changed. Gone was the ethereal, gentle creature Snow had met just days before. And in her place was a woman of power, pinning Snow in place with the most frightening gaze Snow had ever seen.

      Realization hit Snow like a falling tree. After the wedding, Dilara would be queen. And while Snow might be princess, Dilara, as queen, would always hold more power. By law, Snow would have to do as she said. And while she knew she could talk to her brother about this odd request, something told her that Dilara would punish her severely if she tried to enlist Deniz’s help. He couldn’t guard Snow all the time. He had a kingdom to run.

      Besides, Dilara was his wife. He had no reason to doubt her motives.

      This was a test.

      And Snow was failing.

      Snow swallowed hard, her heart beating so fast it was hard to draw enough breath to speak.

      “Very well,” she whispered. “I’ll go.”

      Dilara’s hard expression transformed once more into a brilliant, sunny smile. “Thank you, dear. And no need to tell your brother. I’ll make sure he knows.”

      Snow nodded, though she was suddenly sure that Deniz would never know.

      “Sometime around the seventh hour, I’ll send a flower with a servant. Just be ready to go by then, and make sure you’re in the dining hall so you’re easy to find. The carriage and soldiers will be waiting for you when you head out to the stable. With it being spring, you’ll have about two hours of sunlight if you leave right on time. Plenty of time to get home before dark.”

      Sensing that she was being dismissed, Snow nodded, swallowing the sick feeling back down as she curtsied quickly and made her way to the door. She had been certain she was walking into freedom when she’d left her little garden and embraced life in the castle. But now, she couldn’t help wondering if she’d stepped into a prison with even tighter chains than those that had tied her down before.

      “Oh, and Snow?” Dilara called as Snow put her hand on the door.

      Snow turned once more.

      “Lady Collette doesn’t need to know of this little errand, yes? I’m sure you understand.”

      Snow nodded slowly. She understood perfectly.
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      In spite of the fear that sloshed around in her stomach, Snow gaped when she saw how the throne room had been transformed overnight. Long pieces of white fabric had been draped from the ceiling’s exposed beams, making Snow feel as though she were walking through the clouds. White flowers of every kind had been tied to or placed on any surface that would hold them, and the tapestries had been removed from the windows so that sunshine streamed in through every pane, making the white fabric glow.

      If magic were real, surely it would be here.

      Even more magical was the ceremony. Dilara looked like a creature of ancient lore, draped in the exact shade of white that matched the room, her diamond and crystal necklace, earrings, and tiara sparkling like stars in the night sky.

      If it hadn’t been for Dilara’s eyes, Snow might have forgotten her threats in the midst of this snowy white wonderland. But Snow had seen too much darkness in those eyes to be fooled completely, and she shivered whenever Dilara turned to gaze in her direction.

      It was safer to look at Deniz. The love in his eyes was like nothing Snow had ever seen on his face before. The way he glowed with joy as he took Dilara’s hands in his, and the way he looked nowhere else as he recited the oaths of marriage stirred something inside of Snow. A question she had rarely stopped to ask herself, surprisingly enough, suddenly trumpeted through her thoughts. While in her garden, love had always seemed too far away to hope for, sure to break her heart if she spent too much time pondering what she was missing.

      But now, staring at the very thing she had never allowed herself to hope for, Snow realized she had a gaping hole inside of her. One she hadn’t known was there. One that asked if any man could ever look at her the way her brother looked at his bride.

      No, a voice inside her head whispered. He couldn’t.

      And the voice was right. Even at the age of eighteen, Snow was all too aware she was too much a child. Too naive about the world around her. Too ignorant of the things that made one a woman. She could easily plant and cultivate any seed handed to her, and she could make bread and tea, and she could preserve fruit and dry herbs by the dozens. She could sew clothing and read and write. But she could never be a fit partner for a true man, not after being hidden away her entire life. She would be old and gray by the time she was truly a woman.

      Her eyes pricked with tears, and she had to blink several times to force them back.

      A hand touched her arm, and she looked to her left to see the woman sitting beside her. She had been introduced to Snow before the ceremony as Dilara’s older sister-in-law.

      “Breathtaking, isn’t it?” she whispered.

      Snow nodded.

      “I don’t know if you heard,” the woman continued, “but Dilara forged both of the rings. Put stones in them and everything.”

      Snow hadn’t heard that, but she supposed this made sense, as Dilara had come from a family of metalworkers.

      “He says he’s going to have them build her her own smithing room here,” the woman continued. “So she can keep making metal as she pleases.”

      At this, Snow turned and looked directly at the woman. The woman was beaming as though this were the kindest act in the world. But while Snow admittedly knew little about life in the castle itself, she was distinctly aware that—according to Tumenian tradition—queens did not work metal.

      Soon the ceremony was over, and the dancing commenced. Snow momentarily forgot the danger looming over her head when Deniz pulled her out onto the dance floor so she could dance too. As the music began, she momentarily considered disobeying her new sister and telling Deniz about Dilara’s strange order. But the dance was too lively, and Snow was kept busy trying to remember the steps an instructor had taught her that morning. By the time it was done, Snow was flushed from the effort and laughing. It had been so much fun that she’d even forgotten briefly about all the people watching her. But before she could utter another word, aside from thanking him, Dilara had offered Deniz her hand so he might take her out upon the dancefloor again.

      Unsure of what to do with herself, Snow decided to get some refreshments at the overloaded food tables in the corner of the room. As she chose a few little pastries, she desperately wished her aunt were with her. Even if she was forbidden from telling her aunt the particulars of Dilara’s order, Collette would have noticed that something was off, especially when Snow disappeared. But Collette had not attended the wedding, having come down with a severe headache just before the ceremony, leaving Snow at a loss for answers. She didn’t dare leave, as Dilara would quickly realize she was gone. So she did the next best thing and hid herself behind the sweets table, nibbling on her pastries and hoping Dilara’s servant wouldn’t be able to find her.

      “Here. Try this. It will calm your nerves.”

      Snow jumped at the proximity of Dilara’s voice. She had been watching a particularly graceful couple on the dance floor and hadn’t noticed the new queen appear at her side.

      “Oh,” Snow said, pressing her hand over her beating heart. “Um, thank you.” She accepted the glass of wine Dilara held out.

      “It’s my favorite kind,” Dilara said, taking a sip from her own glass. “I can only guess that this day has been rather overwhelming, what with you not being used to many people and all. I hope they haven’t troubled you too much?”

      Snow tried to think of what to say to this. Yes, it had been overwhelming. But not because of the people. If anything, many of the courtiers had made a particular point of leaving her alone, though Snow had no idea as to why. And while she felt their gazes on her often, they would barely even meet her eyes.

      Snow’s overwhelm had come from another source entirely.

      “No,” Snow finally managed. “They haven’t been troublesome at all.”

      “Try it,” the queen urged her. “It’s sweet. My father knows the vineyard’s owner.”

      Snow took a small sip. To her surprise, it was quite pleasant, tangy and sweet on her tongue, warming her slightly when she swallowed. Nothing like the dry, bitter wines she had tasted before.

      More important than the wine, however, was the question of why Dilara was being so kind to her. Had she forgotten her assignment for Snow? Had she decided that Snow didn’t need to go after all?

      These hopes, however, were dashed a moment after Snow thought them.

      “Here is the flower,” Dilara said quietly, taking one of the blossoms from the sprig of flowers that had been woven with the gems into her hair. “The carriage is waiting for you. If you hurry, you’ll be back in time for supper.”

      As she spoke, she turned and faced Snow directly. And though her smile was lovely, there was a severity to it, one Snow was sure she would never be able to forget.

      So Snow took the flower and nodded once more. After dropping a curtsy, she turned and quietly made her way to the stables.
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        * * *

      

      Snow was slightly comforted by the eight soldiers who were already mounted on their horses by the time she arrived in the stables. The footman helped her up into the carriage and then closed and locked the door. A moment later, the carriage began to move.

      This wasn’t as though she was being sent away forever, she chided herself. She was only bringing an old, sick woman a flower. Surely that was good enough reason to go. It would be an adventure, really. Snow had always wished to go on an adventure. It was proof that she wasn’t perhaps so much the child she had believed herself to be, after all. She would finish this errand to perfection, showing everyone that she was a woman after all. A royal woman, at that.

      But as the sun began to fall, the little light that seeped inside the carriage through the curtains, which had been tied down so they couldn’t be opened, showed that dark was indeed coming faster than Dilara had promised. And Snow found that she wasn’t really in want of an adventure after all. In truth, she simply wished she were back in her cottage with her aunt.

      Five minutes passed. Then ten. Snow eventually fell into a light doze, lulled by the exhaustion of the day and the calming effect of the wine as the wheels gently rocked her back and forth. But she didn’t realize just how tired she had become until a terrible noise jolted her awake. She jerked up and looked around just as the carriage began to pitch to the side.

      Snow hit the side of the carriage hard.

      To her great relief, she’d somehow managed not to hit her head. But even without banging her head against the carriage door, Snow’s entire body ached.

      Her first instinct was to try to escape. She stayed still, however, sure that the soldiers would come to get her out soon. After a few minutes of absolute silence, however, Snow realized that no one was climbing her carriage to save her. No one had even called out her name.

      The world outside simply sounded…

      Empty.

      Suddenly feeling quite ill, Snow did her best not to be sick as she slowly pushed herself up off the side of the carriage. She reached up toward the other door, which was now suspended just above her head. But to no avail. She wasn’t tall enough to reach the other door. And even if she was, she wouldn’t be able to unlock the latch, which had been locked from the outside.

      Snow was alone and stuck.

      “Hello?” she called, her voice warbling with the threat of tears.

      No one answered.

      She tried again. “Please help me! Someone! I’m stuck in the carriage! Please!”

      Still, no one replied. How far had they gotten out of town that there were no passersby to hear her? Where were her brother’s men? Had the driver died?

      Snow began to cry. Perhaps this was her punishment for not mourning the loss of her father with more solemnity. She had been a bad daughter. The worst kind. Her life had been good in the garden, after all.

      Even if it was small.

      But this… To die alone in an overturned carriage seemed an unjust punishment for desiring freedom.

      Snow continued to cry out in the hopes some traveler passing by might hear. But just as she’d begun to wonder if she should try to sleep for the night, uncomfortable as she was, the carriage shifted beneath her.

      Snow let out a little scream of surprise. But the carriage only moved under her again. And again. Until she realized someone was trying to lift it off its side.

      “Thank you!” she cried out, tears of joy now streaming down her face. “I’m in here! Thank you!”

      Whoever her helper was, he lifted the carriage up part of the way and then stopped. This was followed by a strange sort of bellowing. The kind Snow had heard in the market, the kind Collette had said belonged to working animals.

      Strange as the sound was, though, Snow didn’t stop to question it. As soon as the carriage was still, she hurried to open the door she had been lying on. This one, to her relief, wasn’t locked. Opening the door as wide as the ground would allow, she crawled out and then scrambled away from the carriage as it crashed back down to the ground.

      And found herself face to face with two enormous steers.

      Snow had never seen a steer in real life, but she had seen pictures of them in some of the books her brother had brought her. Looking up at them now, she decided they were much larger than the pictures in her books made them out to be. But she was too grateful for their help to risk offending her rescuers, even if they were only animals.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, hesitantly running her hand down the closest animal’s neck. The steer closed its eyes and tilted its head toward her. Snow laughed softly. “You’re quite good at that, you know. Rescuing and all.” As she spoke, the second steer walked up to her and tilted his head toward her as well.

      “You’ll have to take care with those,” she laughed, gently pushing one of his great horns away. “They’re good for lifting carriages, but not so much hum⁠—”

      Something whizzed past Snow’s ear, making her jump. She looked around quickly, but the steers immediately began to make a strange bawling sound. One of them turned and bawled even louder, while the second began to push her with its nose. And when Snow didn’t move fast enough, he turned one of his horns toward her.

      Snow would have been terrified by this if the whizzing sound hadn’t come again. This time, she spotted the object where it landed. It was an arrow.

      Someone was trying to kill her.

      Snow didn’t have to wait for the steers to tell her again. She picked up her thick skirts, now covered in mud and grass, and began to run. One of the steers ran along behind her while she heard the other start to gallop in the opposite direction.

      The arrows continued to come, each one seeming closer than the last. But just when Snow was sure she would be hit by the next, a cloud moved in front of the moon, and the arrows stopped. Snow used the reprieve and the rest of her energy to sprint in the direction of the nearby forest. Part of her balked at entering a dark, thick wood in the middle of the night, but it was the only place to hide.

      Just as she reached the outer trees, the cloud’s dark shadow moved on, and moonlight flooded the field behind her again. She took the risk of looking over her shoulder and saw the outline of an archer standing in the road atop her overturned carriage. He was no longer loosing arrows, however, for the first steer was bawling up at him, ramming the carriage again and again, trying, it appeared, to knock him off.

      But Snow didn’t see any more than that, as he regained his balance and loosed yet another arrow far too close for her liking. The steer who had followed her gave a final, almost satisfied snort before turning and running after his companion. Snow hoped desperately that the archer wouldn’t hurt them, but she was in no place to do much about it. The sooner she disappeared, the sooner the steers could as well. Taking up her cumbersome skirts once again, she took a long, steadying breath and plunged deeper into the woods.
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      Snow felt as though she were running blind as she tore through the forest, away from the archer and the open moonlight.

      Was he following her? She had no idea. There was no way to know without stopping to turn and listen. But that would be a stupid thing to do, as the archer could be waiting for her to pause. She knew from her books and stories he would need her to be still for only a moment for him to skillfully end her life.

      So she ran. And as she ran, she was thankful that the dark of the forest hid her well…almost too well.

      The sporadic clouds above began to thicken, and soon Snow was struggling to see where she ought to place her feet. Any moment, she expected to trip on a tree root or large stone. Tree branches reached out and scratched her face and arms as she continued to run, and very soon her breaths were coming too hard and too fast.

      Snow had no idea how far or fast she had run. All she could think of when she closed her eyes was the way it might feel if an arrow were to pierce her body. Would she know the moment she was hit? Or would seconds pass before she was aware of the arrow sticking out of her back?

      But eventually, Snow could run no more. Collapsing into a heap on the ground, she simply lay there, breathing so hard her lungs hurt. Somewhere in the back of her head, a slightly insane voice noted that there was lightning nearby, and she wondered if it would move toward her or away.

      Would being struck by lightning be preferable to getting stuck by an arrow? More importantly, how had she gotten to this place? How had it all happened? A week ago, she had been in her garden, preparing teas with her aunt and reading by the fire. But today…

      Today, she was a princess on the run.

      Had Dilara meant for all this to happen? It seemed so strange to imagine she had. And yet, Snow couldn’t think of any other explanation for what had occurred on the bizarre errand of which Dilara had forbidden her from telling Deniz.

      Was this what Collette had been trying to warn her about? Her father had warned her that people were drawn to her, and that such a draw was dangerous. Perhaps he was more right than either Snow or her brother realized.

      A slow, heavy breath came from over her shoulder, and Snow froze.

      That an animal was behind her, she was sure. And she hadn’t the least idea of what to do when one was stalked by a very large predator in the forest. There had been no such lessons from her aunt in their small home.

      But…perhaps it didn’t matter. Everyone eventually died. And while Snow had wished to live a long, happy life free of her garden, perhaps this kind of death would be quick and painless. She was too tired to fight anymore.

      Even as she prepared herself for her inevitable death, however…nothing came.

      After an eternal moment of waiting, Snow dared a peek at whatever was breathing so heavily. And she nearly fainted again when she made out a wolf in the sporadic flashes of the lightning above, as well as the very large pack behind it.

      The wolf let out the most terrifying growl Snow had ever heard.

      Then something strange happened. When Snow met the eyes of the wolf, they…changed. Snow couldn’t say how or why, but one moment, they were ripe with hunger, and the next, the wolf was barking and whining to its friends. A moment later, they were coming at her from what felt like all sides, lying in the place Snow had fallen on the ground, snuggling up to her as though she were a member of the pack.

      Snow was still staring at the wolves in open-mouthed wonder when one of the female wolves barked, and a hoard of wolf pups came barreling toward Snow. Another bark, and the pups had curled up against her as though they were merely house dogs and they snuggled with humans every day.

      Snow’s fear didn’t leave her completely, but it did begin to ebb. And after a single pup chose to climb up and nestle itself in her lap, she gave up thinking of ways to escape. If the wolves wanted to draw her into their pack for some reason, she was more than willing to join them. And if they ate her, at least she would die warm.

      It was more than Dilara had given.

      Still, it was funny, Snow thought to herself as she laid down once more, stroking the pup on her lap. Her father had told her that people were drawn to her. And yet, it was animals who had protected her.

      Why was that?

      But Snow fell asleep before she could attempt to answer.
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      Henri stuck his head through his mother’s open door to find her folding clothes and placing them in a travel bag. His heart gave an extra thump when he saw just how much she had prepared to go. His mother usually traveled light.

      “You can come in,” she called, not looking up from whatever she was carefully folding. “I’m nearly done.”

      “You know Gigi would be happy to do that for you,” Henri said, leaving the doorway to sit at the end of the bed.

      “I know.” His mother stood and pushed a piece of copper hair out of her face. “But I like packing my own things. It gives me time to think.”

      “About how you’re second-guessing leaving your eldest son in charge while you go on an extended journey?” Henri grinned. “I can’t see why.” Despite his cavalier attitude, however, his stomach rolled slightly. Was she second guessing their decision?

      His mother looked up and wrinkled her nose at him. “That was not what I was thinking about. Although, now that you’re here, I wanted to go over a few things with you.” She went back to her open wardrobe and pulled out another gown. “You won’t need to worry about your siblings. Ebo will be taking Gavin somewhere in the mountains to practice setting up a camp⁠—”

      “Don’t let Garret hear you call him that,” Henri teased.

      His mother rolled her eyes and shook her head.

      “I am curious,” Henri said, lowering his voice and glancing at the door. It was unlikely his brother would hear him, but just in case. “Do you know why he hates his name so much?”

      His mother sighed. “I think I do. But that’s something he’ll need to work out on his own. And not something I have time to explain in detail right now. But back to your siblings. You’ll not need to worry about Gavin because Ebo is not only taking him, but they’ll be accompanied by ten guards as well.”

      Henri started slightly. “Ten guards?”

      His mother only continued. “Genny is leaving tomorrow for Hedjet, where she’ll stay with Kartek’s family until we send for her.”

      Henri sat straight up. “Mother, what’s going on?” From the time his parents had announced their plans to go to Ashland, Henri had known something deep was brewing. That they had sent his younger sister to the southern realm to visit her closest friend wasn’t unusual. But that she would be staying there until they summoned her again was definitely suspicious. Most concerning, however, was Gavin’s little venture into the forest with not only his formidable bodyguard Ebo but ten soldiers to accompany them.

      His mother pursed her lips and studied him for a moment before going to close and lock the door. Then she returned and sat beside him on the bed. As she walked, Henri noticed the large pile of weapons on the floor behind the place she had been standing.

      “Your father left a detailed letter in his study so you would have everything written down, but I suppose you deserve to hear it now...” She glanced at the door and lowered her voice again. “I told you that there have been rumors of trouble in Ashland again.”

      “Similar to what happened with the Shadow?” Henri asked. His thoughts immediately turned to his closest friend, Prince Nicholas Wheldmar, and Nicholas’s new wife, Princess Elaina. “Are they⁠—”

      “Nicholas and Elaina are fine,” his mother said gently. Her blue eyes were warm as she put one of her calloused, slender hands on his own and gave it a squeeze. “But they have sent us some disturbing reports.”

      Henri swallowed. “Such as?”

      “A number of gifted citizens have been falling into what seems to be…a permanent sleep”

      Henri blinked at her. “The gifted citizens? Again?” The last time trouble had brewed in Ashland, a man who called himself the Shadow had sought gifted citizens and killed them, harvesting their power to sell or use. Henri had nearly been one of his victims once when he’d ventured into Ashland to help Nicholas. But the Shadow was dead. Elaina and Nicholas had witnessed his death themselves.

      “Except, it’s not only happening in Ashland this time,” his mother continued. “After Nicholas contacted us, we received reports and requests for help from no less than six other kingdoms. And it’s always the same. No one seems to be visibly harmed. They simply sleep. And no one can wake them.”

      She stood and began to pack again. “It makes sense that Ashland would be the first to report it, as they have a disproportionately high number of gifted citizens. We’re going to start there, but we’ll be traveling to other kingdoms after we do an initial investigation.” Her face hardened slightly. “We’ll traverse the entire realm if we must, but we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

      “That’s why you’ve sent Genny to the southern realm, isn’t it?” Henri asked. “And you’re going to have Ebo take Gavin somewhere unspecified.”

      “And you,” his mother said, narrowing her eyes slightly, “will stay within the confines of the Fortress’s grounds.”

      “Have we had any reports in Destin?” Henri asked.

      His mother shook her head. “No. But Launce and Olivia have heard rumors in Cobren, and I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time...” She seemed lost in thought for a moment before shaking her head and closing her bag. “Of course, if you get any reports while we’re gone, please send them to Ashland. We’ll notify you where we’re going next whenever we move.”

      Henri frowned. For want of something to do with his hands, he reached into his shirt and pulled out the stone that hung from a cord about his neck. As always, it hummed slightly, warming his fingers when he touched it. He rubbed it thoughtfully with his thumb as he considered all she had told him. Finally, he asked, “Do you have any idea as to what’s going on?”

      His mother huffed and pursed her lips. “To be honest, we have absolutely no idea. The reports have dates that cross one another, and there are too many of them to involve just one person acting on his own. And that’s what frustrates your father. We’ve never seen anything like this. There’s no reason, no pattern... The gifts are all varied. Unusual strength, the ability to create jewels out of stone, being able to quickly grow seeds to maturity, weaving stories into tapestries, the ability to make healing teas, and the list goes on. That’s why we’re leaving now. We need to see the victims for ourselves.” She frowned slightly. “And also why we’ve kept it so quiet. We don’t want to tip off whoever is responsible.”

      “And…you still trust me to run the kingdom? Even though you don’t know when you’re going to return?” Henri asked. His throat felt suddenly dry. “Tumen has a new king. He could choose to attack to prove his prowess, or⁠—”

      “Henri, stop,” his mother said softly, a gentle smile replacing the anxiety that had been clearly etched into her face just moments before. It was the smile he most loved, the one she’d first given him when she had saved him and his little sister over a decade before. It was so different from his true mother’s smile.

      But no. The woman who had birthed him was not his true mother. She’d never done anything to deserve that title. She had even threatened to kill him once—a threat which his adoptive parents had saved him from. Queen Isabelle of Destin was his real mother, and King Everard was his true father. They had bled and nearly died to save Henri and his sister. Then, as if that hadn’t been enough, they had crowned him heir to the throne. And though they had never asked him for anything in return, Henri only wished he had a way to repay them.

      “You’re ready for this,” his mother said, breaking through his morose thoughts. “Your father wouldn’t be leaving the kingdom if he didn’t have confidence in your judgment. And neither would I.”

      “But what do I do if something happens while you’re gone?” Henri asked, swallowing hard. Perhaps it would be best if his Uncle Launce came, as he often had in the past when Henri’s parents had been called away…

      “Trust the Fortress.” His mother leaned forward and gently took the stone from his fingers, rubbing its smooth sides as well. The blue stone glowed as it always did when his parents were near. A clear message that it recognized and loved the king and queen of the famed Fortress of Destin.

      Which he was not.

      “If something happens,” his mother continued as she let go of the stone, “send word to Ashland. As I said, we’ll let you know when we’re about to move, so you’ll be aware of where we are at all times. If you’re not sure, send word to Nicholas. He’ll ensure your messages find us.”

      “Almost ready to go?” a deep voice called from the door.

      Henri stood as he and his mother turned to see his father filling its frame. The mere sight of the king both filled him with love and dread. Love for the man who had taken Henri in and made him his own. Dread knowing that he would never measure up to the impossible standard his father had set.

      King Everard was a beast of a man. Full to nearly bursting with the Fortress’s famed blue fire, he had both the power and fighting skills to best any enemy in the western realm. Possibly in the world. Henri’s own blue fire, though it had certainly grown brighter as he’d aged, paled compared to his father’s.

      Technically, the king was Henri’s uncle by blood. But after going through the adoption ceremony as set forth by the Fortress itself, he was every bit Henri’s father. And the Fortress staff who had known King Everard growing up swore Henri could have been his twin for all the likenesses between them. Despite all these reassurances, however, Henri was painfully aware that the blood of the man who had sired him was not courageous or pure. That man—if he could be called such—was as cowardly as a man could get. And Henri wished there was a way to ensure such cowardly blood would never rear its ugly head within him.

      But, of course, there was no way to tell.

      “I’m ready,” his mother said, giving his father a warm smile. Then she turned to Henri and drew him into a tight hug. “Trust the Fortress,” she said again. “We wouldn’t be leaving you if we didn’t think you were ready.” After kissing his cheek, she let go, and Henri’s father stepped forward. He put a heavy hand on Henri’s shoulder.

      “Your mother is right. With the Fortress guiding you, you can’t go wrong.” The corner of his mouth lifted in a dry smile. “You’re a man now. If your mother decides she’s tired of me and offs me in my sleep, you’ll be the next king, whether you feel ready or not.”

      Henri’s mother rolled her eyes. “Ever, that’s not funny.”

      Also, it was incorrect. If something happened to Henri’s father, his mother would technically rule until her own death, as the Fortress had chosen her as its monarch as well. But Henri knew his father was trying to lighten the mood.

      As if reading his thoughts, his father’s smile only grew as he pulled Henri into a strong embrace. “You’ll do just fine,” he said quietly.

      Henri accompanied his parents to the stable, from which they set off toward the road that would take them down the Fortress’s mountain. As their figures grew smaller in the distance, he turned to look back up at the looming Fortress behind him with its white stone and colorful flags waving in the wind.

      “I trust you,” he murmured softly. “It’s me I can’t depend upon.”
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      The first few days of Henri’s parents’ absence went surprisingly well. He woke up early every morning, as he was accustomed to doing, and trained in weapons and combat with his father’s best warriors and the tutors who had been recruited from around the world. Once he was done with that, he cleaned up and changed into his regular clothes, then broke his fast with his father’s advisers. Gigi—the Fortress’s headmistress—kept him busy during the day, telling him which head of state he was to meet with next, and each night usually ended with some time to read by firelight before he went to bed.

      As he changed out of his combat clothes on the fourth day, he was beginning to think that perhaps he wasn’t so incompetent a prince after all. A letter that appeared on his father’s desk an hour later, however, changed everything.

      Henri’s breathing sped slightly as he broke the Tumenian wax seal and unfolded the parchment. Four days into his parents’ absence, and their greatest enemy was sending correspondence. Henri’s confidence went up in smoke. But as soon as he started reading, his confidence—or lack thereof—was forgotten.

      
        
        To King Everard of Destin,

        As the new king of Tumen, having ascended to my father King Mor’s throne only days past, I’m aware that this letter couldn’t have been more unexpected. Most likely, it’s even less desired. But I know your line isn’t deaf to the cries of the helpless, so now I risk angering Your Majesty to beg you to answer the call of one such helpless soul.

        But first, I should probably explain my audacity in writing to you in the first place.

        I was, of course, raised to hate Destin, the Fortress, its monarchs, and all you stand for. But a rather shocking encounter with a Destinian several years ago made me begin to question what I had been told about you and your people. Against my father’s wishes, I began to read of Destin’s history—specifically its history concerning Tumen. In my studies, I learned that, contrary to what I had been told, Destin emerged from Tumen when my ancestors were too proud to help the helpless in the barren wasteland that was Tumen’s southern lands. I learned about how the Maker gifted your ancestor with power and land so he could raise up a thriving people out of those the Tumenian kings refused to support.

        I’m also shamefully aware of my people’s more recent treatment of those who fled Destin to seek new lives in Tumen. In fact, it was the discovery that the Chiens had been healed of the wounds we inflicted upon them only after you and Queen Isabelle ascended to the throne that piqued my young interest in our lands’ histories.

        I had hoped that after my ascension we might meet together and build new relations between our kingdoms. I had even wished to seek your advice on how to purge my land of its own dark power—the power my sister Nevina wielded. But all of that has been delayed by the disappearance of my younger sister.

      

      

      Henri blinked at the page. His younger sister? But the Tumenians had no younger princess…

      Unless his father’s sources had been very wrong.

      If that were the case, though, how had his family been unaware that the Tumenian king had a third child? How had she been hidden? Ever’s father had a good number of spies and allies in Tumen. How had they missed this? Henri resumed reading.

      
        
        Snow was the second child of my late mother. After losing Nevina, my father was terrified of losing both his second wife and the little girl she was preparing to give birth to. Unfortunately, his fears seemed to be well-founded, as my mother was killed just after the baby was born. To preserve the baby, my father had a secret garden built just behind the castle. The walls that surrounded it were so high no one could see out or in. It was hidden even from all the windows in the castle. Not even the staff knew she existed.

        As she got older, she pleaded with my father to let her live in the palace. She could hear the life outside the walls and desired desperately to see it for herself. But he refused to set her free. She was devastated.

        Her sorrow didn’t last long, though. My father was killed only days after her birthday, and the night I took the throne, I promised her she would have her freedom.

        I won’t pretend my father was a good man. He did love her in his own way, but he neglected to see her nearly as often as she desired. He visited her as it pleased him, and if I hadn’t gone to see her as often as he allowed, she would have grown up with only our aunt to care for her.

        She was overjoyed when I allowed her out of the garden. I even took her out into the city days before my own wedding. The people loved her immediately, and she seemed happier than I’ve ever seen her. But on the day of my wedding, three days after she was freed, my sister disappeared.

      

      

      Henri reread the last sentence twice. He wasn’t sure he believed any of this, but the more he read, the more he needed to know how it ended.

      
        
        For some reason that I can’t discover, she took a carriage during the wedding party and directed it to be driven out of the city. It was found overturned the next day with no signs of soldiers present.

        Before you think this a naive girl’s ill-fated attempt to claim her freedom, you need to know more about my sister. Snow has the sweetest, most gentle disposition of anyone I’ve ever met. My father always said she has something about her that draws others to her, and after seeing her with the citizens in the city, I have no doubt he was right. Even the most brutal of animals love her. She has never attempted escape before, and she expressed no desire to escape after she was freed. Every time I saw her, she spoke often with joy of having a new sister in the person of my wife, and how glad she would be to live out a castle life.

        Now, before I finish, I must reveal something more that many of my own people aren’t aware of. (And most of the few that do know despise it.)

        My mother was Destinian.

      

      

      Henri stared at the words in disbelief. The prior queen of Tumen was from Destin? He read even faster.

      
        
        I resemble my father enough that none have ever questioned my lineage—at least, those who didn’t know my mother. Those who are aware of my mother’s lineage seem to pretend I’m simply my father’s son and no one else’s. But Snow was named for the pale complexion she inherited from my mother. That her lineage is not of Tumen is obvious, and while my father was wrong to hide her away, I believe he was right in believing that some might wish to do her harm due to her ancestry.

        I would not ask for your help if I were concerned for my own safety. But as my sister is not only missing, but knows nothing of the world or how to navigate it, I beg for your assistance. We will reward you handsomely for her return, of course. I am hoping most, however, that you will help us due to the love you have for your children. For while Snow is not my child, in a way, she very much is. I have loved and protected her as best I can since we were small, and if something happens to her, I don’t know how I will go on.

        I beg of you to come with haste. Each day she is missing, I lose my mind a little more.

        

        With the most humble of hopes, I am yours,

        King Deniz of Tumen

      

      

      Henri read the letter twice more in disbelief, wishing more with each pass that he had his mother’s gift of discerning truth from lies. Part of his mother’s gift from the Fortress was her incredible ability to see truth for what it was, and to know when it was lacking. But he was not his mother, and no matter how many times he read the letter, the more confused he felt.

      Finally, he put the letter down and stared blankly at the fire.

      Henri had absolutely no desire to go to Tumen. His parents’ story of how they had met and married was not a simple one, and his father had, for a time, died to protect his mother from Tumen’s first-born princess, Nevina. His mother’s own Fortress fire had only been born under duress during Princess Nevina’s attack. Nevina had died as a result of Henri’s mother receiving her powers, and his father had been brought back to life by the Fortress itself.

      And now Nevina’s younger brother was begging for Destin’s help. It was a trap of the most obvious kind. It had to be.

      And yet…

      Henri had faced down monsters to protect his younger sister, and if he had believed either of his siblings to be in danger, he would tear the world apart brick by brick to find them. The young king’s story was so strange he was almost compelled to believe it. Who would make up such madness? It didn’t reflect well on King Deniz, as it made him appear young and naive, and it was hardly complimentary of his father.

      Besides, a small voice whispered in his head, what if it is true? And the young princess has been taken against her will? If it were true, there could be no human less prepared to survive in the world than a young girl who had been hidden away all of her life.

      But even if it was true, what was he supposed to do? The letter had been directed to his father. Henri was only temporarily acting as king. He couldn’t just abandon the kingdom his parents had left in his care to traipse off into the world as he pleased.

      Henri sighed and removed the black cord from his neck to gaze at the blue crystal that hung from it. It had been gifted to him the year he’d been crowned as official heir to the throne. A small chunk of the blue crystal upon which the Fortress had been built—the crystal that the Fortress often chose to reveal its desires through—had fallen from the Fortress and landed on the grass beside him. Concerned, he had taken the crystal, which was only slightly larger than his thumb, to his father. Was the Fortress falling apart, he had wondered.

      His father’s reaction was quite different from what he had expected. After staring at the crystal for a moment, he had simply smiled and handed it back to Henri.

      “It seems,” he said softly, “that the Fortress wishes to travel with you wherever you go.”

      Henri’s mother had ordered the crystal to be placed on a cord so Henri could keep it with him. And Henri had been glad. Nightmares had followed him for years after his birth mother’s attack on his parents, and the warm, humming stone had often been his light in the dark.

      “What am I supposed to do?” he murmured, placing the stone on the letter.

      The crystal began to glow.

      The crystal had never done that before. Not without his parents, at least.

      He picked it up and studied it more closely. But the glow was already gone. Carefully, he lowered it onto the letter again.

      Once more, the crystal began to glow.

      “You…” He blinked at the glowing crystal. “You want me to answer this?”

      The crystal glowed brighter.

      “But…I’m not my father.” Henri shook his head. “I can’t just leave the Fortress and Destin unguarded. And…even if I did go, who would I leave the kingdom with?”

      It was absolutely unthinkable. The few times his Uncle Launce hadn’t been able to come during his parents’ absences, Ebo, the children’s faithful bodyguard, had still been present. But Ebo was gone now too.

      A knock at the door interrupted Henri’s thoughts. “Come in,” he called, still staring at the crystal as though it might speak to him.

      The study door opened, and a servant appeared. “Your grandfather has arrived,” the young man said. “He wishes to see you.”

      Henri stared at the young man. Then he felt himself smile. “Of course,” he whispered.

      The servant frowned. “I beg your pardon, Sire?”

      Henri’s smile only grew as he put the cord around his neck again. “I’ll be right down. There’s something I need to see him about too.”
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      Henri’s grandfather stared at him, mouth agape and blinking slowly. “You can’t be serious, Henri,” he finally said, shaking his head. “You cannot mean it.”

      “But I do,” Henri said quietly. They were sitting in the Fortress’s library, tea in hand and all servants gone at Henri’s request.

      “But I’m… I’m a shopkeeper!” his grandfather hissed, looking around as though a stray servant might still be lingering behind the shelves of books. “I can’t run a kingdom!”

      “You are by far the wisest person I know,” Henri said. “And before you argue, you know my father would agree.” Henri wasn’t the only prince who had been adopted. After learning what a strained relationship King Everard had held with his own parents, Henri’s maternal grandparents had brought him in as though the king of the most powerful kingdom in the realm were one of their own offspring. Henri knew that his father sought his father-in-law’s opinion often. The humble shopkeeper sitting across from Henri was responsible for far more change in Destin than most people knew.

      “Besides,” Henri continued. “You spend more than enough time here at the Fortress. The Fortress and the people who work here love you.”

      Henri’s grandfather snorted. “That’s a far cry from ruling the place.” He shook his thick head of white hair and scowled. “Why do you need to skip off, anyhow?” His blue eyes narrowed. “I was under the impression that your mother and father wished for you to remain here until their…journey is over.”

      Henri hesitated. He would have to take care with how much to tell his grandfather. His mother hadn’t developed her well-known stubborn streak on her own. Her father could be just as determined.

      “A neighboring kingdom has sent word begging for help. They claim it’s urgent. Their young princess has gone missing, and with King Mor having just died⁠—”

      “You can’t mean you want to go to Tumen!” Henri’s grandfather’s round, pleasant face had turned to stone. And the look he was giving Henri now made Henri feel very much like a naughty little boy.

      “How did you know that?” Henri asked, shifting slightly in his seat.

      His grandfather scoffed. “After being part of the trading business my entire life, I ought to have a few contacts here and there.” He leaned forward and huffed. “I know a bit about the world.”

      Henri almost smiled. This was just another reason his grandfather ought to serve as the interim steward while Henri was gone. He knew far more than he pretended.

      “Read this,” Henri said, handing his grandfather King Deniz’s letter. “Their youngest princess is missing, and her older brother is begging for help to find her.”

      His grandfather glared at him but took the letter.

      “This could be the opportunity to heal a thousand-year rift between the kingdoms!” Henri said, hoping he sounded more hopeful than he felt.

      His grandfather quickly read the letter. Finally, he handed it back. “It could also be a trap.”

      “That is true—” Henri began, but his grandfather wasn’t finished.

      “This would be the perfect way for their new king to begin his new reign in notoriety.” He steepled his hands and rested them on his stout belly. “Killing the crown prince of their mortal enemy would ensure him infamy. Imagine their historians’ glee as they scratched away in their books about how the renowned Fortier family lost its crown jewel because he was stupidly softhearted!”

      “Grandfather, I⁠—”

      “You don’t understand!” Before Henri knew what was happening, tears gathered in his grandfather’s eyes, and his jaw trembled. “You can’t know until you have a child of your own. You don’t know what it’s like to lose a child!”

      Henri stared at his grandfather. He had never seen him this upset.

      “I did that,” his grandfather continued, his voice cracking. “I lost my daughter. And yes, I gained her back. But… But realizing the child you held and rocked and protected is now out of reach. And no matter how hard you try, your arms are too short to reach them.” A tear slid down his weathered cheek. “Don’t put your parents through that,” he begged. “Don’t make me lose a grandson as well.”

      Henri felt his own throat grow thick and tight. So many nights he had wondered why his family—not just his parents, but their extended family as well—had chosen to love him. His introduction to the Fortress hadn’t been a smooth one. And yet, for some reason, they still continued to treat him as though he’d been born to them.

      It was a love he knew deep down he didn’t deserve.

      “I don’t know what you’re worried about.” He forced a laugh. “It’s not as though I’m the last one. Gavin’s even got the right bloodline. Not a half-breed⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare say that word!” his grandfather snapped.

      Henri was slightly taken aback. His grandfather had never used that tone with him before. Swallowing hard, he nodded.

      His grandfather leaned back into the chair and closed his eyes. When he spoke again, his voice was weary. “You are the crown prince, Henri. The true heir. The Fortress wouldn’t have allowed such if you were meant to be anything else.”

      “The Fortress,” Henri said softly, “is why I’m asking this of you.” He removed the crystal from his neck and held it up against the letter. As it had done before, the crystal began to glow.

      His grandfather’s mouth fell open again. “Is that⁠—”

      “It is.” Henri looked down at the flickering glow. “It did this earlier when I first read the letter. And…my parents told me to trust the Fortress. And now it seems to be telling me to go.” He shrugged. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      Henri’s grandfather frowned at him, but Henri could see pain, rather than anger in his eyes. The snaps and crackles of the fire in the hearth seemed to make the silence even louder as it stretched between them.

      Finally, Henri’s grandfather sighed and rubbed his eyes. “I wish Garin was here,” he said softly.

      Henri’s heart squeezed at the mention of the former Fortress steward. The steward who had sacrificed himself to save their entire family.

      “Me too,” Henri said.

      Henri’s grandfather closed his eyes and muttered something that sounded much like a prayer before sighing again. “Very well,” he finally said. “I’ll do it. But only because the Fortress has given you its blessing.” He stood.

      Henri stood as well.

      His grandfather reached out his arms and pulled Henri into a tight embrace. Henri hugged his grandfather back, wishing so much that he could be nine again, and his grandfather could simply fix it all. Only as he was thinking this, however, did he realize his grandfather was trembling.

      “Promise me,” his grandfather said in a rasping voice, “that you’ll come home safe.”

      “I’ll try,” Henri said, hugging his grandfather more tightly in return. And he would. But he wouldn’t delude himself into making a promise he couldn’t keep. To do so would be foolishness on his part.

      Going to Tumen was simply a risk he would have to take.
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      Henri wasn’t sure what to expect when he arrived at Tumen’s castle. But as he stared up at the young king slumping forward in the throne with his head bowed and face buried in his hands, he knew he hadn’t expected this. Henri might not have his mother’s gift for instinctively knowing when someone was lying. But he knew now that this new king, several years his junior, was already a broken man.

      Once his grandfather had been installed in the Fortress and all those who needed to know made aware of the situation, Henri had dressed as a commoner, saddled his horse, and left in the dark of the night. It was a lesson his father had taught him well: If you don’t want to be noticed, don’t give anyone a reason to look at you.

      And so Henri hadn’t. Wearing a brown nondescript cloak over black travel trousers and a shirt that covered his breastplate and a number of hidden weapons, Henri had set out without fanfare or even bodyguards. He was making this journey alone.

      This, of course, made him wince slightly whenever he imagined his return. If he survived this, and Ebo ever found out, Henri was a dead man. His childhood bodyguard might even bring him back to life just to kill him again.

      He didn’t even want to imagine what his mother might say.

      Still, he didn’t regret his choice. As he traveled alone, the journey had been quick. Through the desert chasm that separated the two kingdoms—one the Maker had originally created to protect Destin from its former northern tyrants, Henri had read—then over a low mountain and into Tumen’s countryside, Henri met few travelers. And three days after setting out, he entered the capital city.

      Finding the castle gates was easy enough. Getting into the castle, however, was a little more exciting. While the castle guards seemed to be expecting him, as they didn’t try to gore him on the spot, they had nearly fallen over when he’d looked directly at them, revealing his most telling feature—the rings of blue fire that danced constantly in his eyes. Ten minutes and a great deal of anxious fuss later, Henri was standing before young King Deniz, watching the young man fall apart completely.

      “She’s been gone for eight days,” the king whispered, his voice seeming to have shriveled up and died inside of him. “I can’t even bear to think of what…” He squeezed his eyes shut again and ran one hand over his stubbled chin and the other through his thick, oily hair.

      If Henri had held any doubts as to the king’s sincerity, they were gone now. Deniz did truly wish to find his sister.

      “Your Majesty,” said a low, smooth voice, “who is this?”

      Henri looked to his right to see the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on approaching them.

      She was tall and slender with brown hair streaked with gold and captivating brown eyes. Her skin, though fair, looked as though the sun had carefully kissed her with adoring affection, and her hair spilled down her back in large curls. Her gait was graceful and confident, and on her head sparkled a diadem of gems.

      Henri bowed as she came to stand before them. She offered a curtsy first to the king and then to Henri.

      “Prince Henri,” Deniz said, rising and going to take the woman’s outstretched hand. “Please let me introduce you to my new wife, Dilara.”

      Henri bowed again. “My felicitations.”

      But Queen Dilara’s almond eyes widened. “You don’t mean—” She looked at her husband. “You invited the crown prince of Destin and didn’t tell me? I could have prepared a guest room and told the kitchen to⁠—”

      “Please,” Henri said, clasping his hands behind his back. “As generous as your wishes are, I won’t be remaining here long.”

      She blinked at him. “You won’t?”

      “I invited Prince Henri,” Deniz said with a weak smile, “to help us find Snow.”

      The warmth in the queen’s eyes cooled at these words, and Henri nearly shuddered as her gaze grew cold and hard. Whatever misery King Deniz was suffering at his sister’s loss, his wife obviously did not feel the same way.

      As she continued to stand there, having a silent conversation with her husband, one that was full of glaring on her part and exhaustion on his, Henri began to sense something else as well. It was a frosty kind of darkness, the opposite of the feeling the Fortress gave him. This woman, whatever her past, was neither warm nor safe. And although she was by far the most exquisite human Henri had ever seen, she was also much like an icicle. Sharp and cold. And when she turned her gaze back to him, despite the blindingly beautiful smile she wore, he knew that she saw him as the enemy.

      “I’m sure,” the queen finally said, guiding her husband back to his throne, “that my husband has told you of Snow’s many good qualities. And she has many, to be sure. I, however,” she continued as she seated herself in the throne beside his, “am of the conviction that not all of her dealings were as good or kind as we were all first led to believe.”

      “Dilara—” Deniz said sharply, but she held up a hand to silence him. And when the king reluctantly shut his mouth, Henri was hit with a new sense of dread. While their northern neighbor had a king who seemingly—finally—wished to find peace, it appeared Tumen wasn’t being ruled by its king after all.

      “How so?” Henri finally asked when it was clear the king had allowed himself to be silenced.

      “It seems,” the queen said slowly, “that the girl had been dabbling in witchcraft. We found books in her chambers after she disappeared. No doubt given to her by her aunt.”

      The king shook his head. “But Collette never⁠—”

      “Growing up in a garden, the girl gained a wide variety of knowledge on the subjects of herbs and flowers,” the queen went on. “It seems she’s been trying to mix up a number of her own potions for a while. We just didn’t realize all of that until after she had gone.”

      “So,” Henri said, “you seem to be under the persuasion that the princess ran away.”

      The queen nodded. “Yes.”

      Henri studied her for a moment, but her face was now smooth and serene, giving little away. Like the great white stone hall around them, she was immovable, a statue of power Henri doubted her husband could withstand.

      Henri was familiar with the history of Tumen, how Destin’s first king had been a defected Tumenian knight who had seen the sufferings of the people living in what was once the southern half of Tumen. Unlike his king, however, he was unable to leave them to die as their king wished him to do. And for his troubles, for they were many, the Maker had blessed him with the Fortress and the Fortress’s legendary blue fire, the very fire that lit Henri’s own eyes.

      In response to the Maker’s formation of Destin, Tumen’s king had been so angry and jealous that the Tumenian crown had somehow forged its own greed and wrath into a dark power that had only been known in lore. No one knew exactly how it was accomplished, but according to legend, the king had drunk the black liquid, known as Sorthileige, bestowing upon his own line a power he hoped would rival that of the Fortiers.

      The queen’s story that the princess had been using such darkness might have been believable, considering her bloodline…if the queen hadn’t revealed her own powerful hatred first. Even as they faced one another now, Henri could feel her strength testing his, tendrils of power pressing in cautiously as though feeling for signs of weakness.

      Henri’s crystal burned hot against his chest.

      “May I see a map?” he asked, tearing his gaze from the queen and back to the king. “I should like to know where you found the carriage.”

      A map was quickly brought, and soon Henri knew everything he needed to begin his search.

      “Please find her,” Deniz said as the map was taken away. “This is all my fault. I…I should have watched her more closely. I should have talked to her more. If I knew then what…” He closed his eyes and pressed his fist against his mouth.

      Henri didn’t try to correct the young king. But the man’s sorrow touched his heart, and he put a hand on Deniz’s shoulder.

      “I will do everything in my power to find her,” he said. “I swear it.”

      The king thanked him profusely until Henri finally had to tear himself away. The faster he found this girl, the sooner his conscience could be put to rest and he could return home. But as he entered the stables, he became aware that he was being followed. Turning, he realized the queen had trailed him. And as though she’d given a command, every soul in the stable hurried out, their anxiety thickening the already warm spring air.

      “I don’t wish to hide anything from my husband,” the young queen said, fixing her alluring brown eyes on Henri. She took a step closer so she was nearly touching him. If Henri hadn’t been pressed up against his horse already, he would have taken a step back. “But you need to know that the princess is dangerous. I can now see why the king kept her locked up all this time.”

      She took yet another step closer so that Henri could make out the perfect symmetry of her full, red lips.

      “I would never tell my husband such,” she said softly, “but Princess Snow is a viper that needs to be put out of its new nest.”

      Henri had been unable to tear his eyes from her mouth. But at these shocking words, he regained enough sense to stare at her eyes instead.

      “She needs to…what?” he asked.

      “Follow me, please,” the queen said instead of answering. She led him to a saddlebag hanging from a peg on the stable wall. From the bag, she drew a wooden box. She opened the box to reveal a dagger. “Take this,” she said, drawing the dagger from the box. “It will help you find her.”

      Henri stared at the weapon. “How?”

      She smiled slightly. “You’re gifted with the Fortress’s famous blue fire. I’m somewhat…gifted as well. I can imbue metal with different characteristics and bend and shape it to my will.” She shrugged.

      “If you can use it to find her,” Henri said, “why haven’t you done so yet?”

      The queen raised her chin, her brown eyes bright. “My husband is entirely too devoted to his sister. If I’d given this to one of his men, the situation would have become far too messy. But now that you’re here, you’ve saved me the trouble of finding a huntsman of my own. Now we can save Tumen and the western realm together.” She took yet another step toward him. “Together,” she whispered. She held out the knife again, her eyes wide. “You can’t possibly imagine what that girl has done to people. Harnessing the ancient dark forces like her sister…” She shook her head and drew in a deep, shaky breath. “I know of your family’s quest to stomp out darkness wherever it may be found. Well, here’s your chance.” She leaned closer until he smelled her perfume. “Remove her heart. It’s the only way to assure a witch like her has died. Bring it to me so I can know that she is dead, and the kingdom is truly safe again.” As she spoke, she put the knife back inside the box and closed the lid.

      Henri’s hand seemed to move of its own will. Without knowing what he was doing, he realized he had already stretched it out to accept the box. But just before he touched it, the shadow of something dark made him flinch, and he yanked his hand back, knocking him swiftly to his senses again.

      What was that?

      “I’ll take my own knives, thank you.” He turned and mounted his horse, determined not to look at her again.

      “You won’t forget, though, will you?” the queen said, turning her beautiful face up to him. “What she truly is?”

      “I will remember everything you’ve told me.” He nodded deeply from the saddle before turning his horse toward the doors. Hopefully, he would gain his sanity back once he was in the sun.

      To his relief, the glaring sun did clear his mind of whatever strange fog those large brown eyes had created in his head. But as he made his way through the market toward the northeastern side of the city, Henri got the feeling he had just made an ally and an enemy.

      An enemy he was certain would never willingly forgive or forget.
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      Snow sat up and brought her cupped hands to her mouth, allowing the cold water from the stream to run down her face and neck, closing her eyes as a playful breeze made the water feel even colder against her skin. The damp fabric the water left behind wasn’t comfortable, but it was a reminder that she ought to be thankful.

      That she was alive.

      The wolves were in a lazy mood today. As Snow drank from the stream, they either stopped to lap up some water themselves, or they lounged on the bank. The alpha of the pack, the wolf Snow had come to call Gerhard, was the only one at full alert, constantly scanning the forest around them. But he was always doing that. Seeming to sense her gaze, he turned to face her. Snow smiled and nodded once.

      Gerhard nodded back.

      Then her stomach rumbled, as it did often these days. So Snow looked around and found a bush of wild blackberries. She settled beside it and began to pluck the berries, gathering a handful before she ate them slowly, one by one.

      Or, at least, she thought she would eat them. She had looked out at the forest again, thoughtfully chewing a particularly tart berry, when she felt something soft press against her hand. She looked down and let out a laugh.

      “Ada! You little thief!”

      The wolf pup looked up at her, completely unrepentant as she chewed, her muzzle stained red by the stolen berries. Snow shook her head, smiling indulgently as she turned back to the bush to pick more berries, trying not to wince at how the new stain on what was left of her shredded gown looked like blood.

      But in truth, a tattered, stained gown was the least of her worries. In truth, her life in the forest was really far easier than she would have believed it could be when the wolves had adopted her. And though she had now spent a week with them, she still had no idea as to why they had chosen to take her in as one of their own, rather than eating her then and there. She was, however, grateful.

      With the protection and warmth the wolves provided, Snow had quickly learned to get water and to forage for food whenever the pack came to a stop. With about fourteen adult wolves and five pups running about, the pack had quickly taught Snow the value of warm bodies in the cold forest nights. And thanks to her years spent with Collette in her garden, Snow had little trouble finding edible berries and herbs. It wasn’t a bad life, really. Snow walked and rested with them as they made their way up the looming mountain that looked over the road she’d been attacked on.

      But how long could such a life go on? As much as Snow had come to love her pack, she didn’t wish to live among them forever. The future that had finally been within reach had been yanked out of her grasp.

      Again.

      Really, she paused to reflect as she stroked Ada’s fur, she had such a strange life. If Aunt Collette were here to see Snow now, what would she say? Snow’s heart twisted, as it did every time she thought of Collette. She was safe, at least for the moment. But what about her aunt? Had the queen gone after her as well?

      Gerhard turned sharply to look to the west, back in the direction from which they’d come. A young male wolf was approaching them, one Snow wasn’t familiar with. As he drew closer, Snow could see he had something in his mouth. Her stomach turned slightly, remembering the last time one of the wolves had tried to feed her a recently deceased squirrel that looked far too much like Emre.

      She expected the wolf to stop at the edge of the pack and lie down with its find, but instead, he made his way over to Snow. Snow watched him warily, and she felt immediately sick when she realized that what the wolf held in his jaws was indeed a squirrel. But her mouth fell open when the wolf opened its mouth and gently dropped the creature in her lap—a creature that was very much alive.

      Snow stared stupidly at it as it shook its fur out, wet with wolf slobber. Then she let out a cry. “Emre!”

      The wolves all looked up at her outburst, but Snow only lifted the little creature up and gaped at him. “Emre, how in the world did you…” She looked past the little squirrel at the young wolf who was still watching her. “Thank you,” she said, hoping he understood her sincerity. “Truly. I am grateful.”

      The wolf watched her curiously for a moment longer before picking his way down to the stream, probably wondering why she wanted such a troublesome snack. Snow turned back to her little friend.

      “I have no idea how this happened,” she said to the squirrel, rubbing the top of his fuzzy head with her finger, “but I’m so glad to see you!”

      Emre chattered away at her for a long time, and Snow wished desperately that she could understand him. She also wished she understood what had just happened. Not only had some of the most feared creatures in all of Tumen brought her in as one of their own, but one had somehow known to go and fetch her pet squirrel—also considered a delicacy by the wolf community—from the city and then had brought him to her. The whole situation was unfathomable.

      “Are you hungry?” Snow asked the squirrel. “You’d probably better stay with me, and I’ll find you what you need.”

      But Emre wasn’t listening the way he usually did. He continued to chatter away at her. She could tell from the way he was moving that he was anxious. If only she knew what he meant.

      Whether she understood him or not, however, the wolves seemed to. The louder and longer he chattered, the more wolves stood and began to growl and whine, looking to Gerhard as they always did for instruction. Gerhard tilted his head as the squirrel continued to chatter, then let out a single, piercing howl. Whatever the howl meant, it seemed to open a dam. The wolves began pushing with their heads against Snow’s shoulders and back until she stood, nudging her up the mountain.

      “Very well,” she said, gathering what was left of her tattered skirts. Then she placed Emre on her shoulder and then allowed them to shove her further up the mountain, fear beginning to rattle about inside her.

      At first, she walked, but soon she was all but nearly running up the hill, the wolves passing her on each side. Snow’s chest quickly began to ache, and she wanted to curse the lack of exercise her confined life had provided her. They had only begun, and she wouldn’t be able to keep up much longer.

      Gerhard appeared beside her somewhere in the fray, and with one butt of his head, knocked her forward. Snow nearly protested until she found herself on the back of the largest wolf in the pack, one she had started to call Big Bruno. She barely had time to wrap her arms around him to keep from falling when he bolted forward, Snow still on his back.

      “Emre!” she screamed. He had fallen when she had, but she had no way of finding him. The wolves were going too fast, and they were very clearly spooked. And anything that could spook her wolves was more than enough to frighten Snow. She could only hold on tightly and hope the little squirrel would find his way to some safe tree to wait out whatever threat was coming.

      The world around her was a blur. But it wasn’t fast enough. Snow could feel something coming from behind. Then she heard the sound of horse hooves.

      Distracted by her pursuer, she didn’t hold on tightly enough when Big Bruno leaped over a stream, sending her tumbling off into the water as he did. And from the way he raced on as soon as he hit the other side, she doubted he even knew she was gone.

      Snow tried to scream for the wolves to come back, but she had hit the ground too hard, and she suddenly found it hard to draw breath.

      Even worse, she realized, the dark clouds that had been hanging about all day had quickly begun to thicken. It was so dark now, she could hardly see the forest around her. Just when she could breathe enough to push herself up, however, a flash of lightning lit the sky. And if Snow could have screamed, she would have.

      A towering figure riding a monstrous black steed paused at the edge of the northern riverbank. And Snow could only lay watching in paralyzed fear as the figure climbed off the horse and came to stand over her.

      “Are you Princess Snow?” he called down. His voice was deep and harsh.

      Snow didn’t know what to say. Had this man been sent to kill her, too?

      “Are you—” he began, but without thinking, Snow blurted out,

      “Are you here to kill me?” At least her voice was working again.

      The man tilted his head to the side the way Gerhard often did when he was thinking. “Are you Princess Snow?” he repeated.

      As Snow stared back up at the man’s shadowy face, whatever little peace her life had retained with the wolves shriveled up. “Does it matter?” she finally rasped.

      The figure began to bend down, and Snow scrambled back.

      “I’m trying to help you!” he called over the wind, which was now picking up.

      Snow pushed herself to her feet, realizing as she did that she was bleeding from several places on her arms, legs, and face. Her once beautiful gown was not only torn to shreds, but was now sopping wet. Still, she did her best to stand tall, pretending she didn’t feel mostly naked, having discarded many of her cumbersome petticoats earlier that week after they continued to get caught on bushes.

      “Who are you?” she shouted.

      “My name is Prince Henri Fortier of Destin,” he said. “Your brother sent me to find you.”

      Snow’s heart ceased beating as it froze within her. Her father, for all of her scoffing and doubts, had been right. His greatest fears were coming true. The glowing blue rings of fire within the stranger’s eyes were confirmation of that.

      The Fortiers had come for her.

      Snow was going to die.

      But then, maybe she deserved such an ending for doubting her father as she had.

      The lightning flashed again, and this time, Snow could make out the stranger’s dark blond hair. He wore a metal armor breastplate, and his body was covered with weapons of every kind. This…this was one of the Fortiers who had left her mother destitute, essentially driving her from her own land. And Snow hated him all the more for it.

      “How did you find me?” she called. The wind was growing more and more frenzied, and the lightning was coming faster and brighter with every minute.

      “As I told you!” he called back. “Your brother sent me to find you! He’s worried!”

      Snow raised her chin. “And if I don’t believe you?” It was a stupid question, really. Whether she believed him would matter little. She couldn’t stand against this man. She couldn’t run. She was completely at his mercy, and they both knew it.

      But to her surprise, the young man gave her a strange look. “And if I told you that the beautiful queen asked me to kill you?”

      Snow shuddered so hard her knees nearly buckled.

      The man, seeming to sense her hesitation, took a step forward. “I have no desire to kill you,” he said, reaching a large gloved hand forward. “But I need to⁠—”

      An explosion of thunder rocked the forest around them. Snow screamed.

      “Come!” he shouted, grabbing her hand and ignoring her as she tried to pull free. “There’s a cottage a ways back! We’ll seek shelter there!”

      Snow was about to tell this foreign prince what he would and would not be seeking with her, but rain began to pelt her exposed skin, and the forest was briefly lit as lightning struck and split a nearby tree with a brilliant explosion of white light.

      Having no desire to be split by lightning as well, Snow ignored her instincts that screamed for her to run as he tossed her up onto his horse’s saddle, then climbed on himself, pressing his chest armor against her back.

      Snow had never ridden a horse before, and the sensation was far more terrifying than she had imagined it would be. And yet…Snow hated that she couldn’t help noting just how muscular the prince was. He grabbed the reins tightly with one hand while he held her firmly against him with the other. She also hated her traitorous heart, which rammed at a frightening speed against her rib cage as he leaned slightly over her as though trying to shield her from the storm.

      It was fear, she told herself. That was all. She was imagining things. No kidnapper would be so considerate.

      After all, she had only ever known two men up until a week ago, and they had been her father and brother. She had read about men, of course, in her stories and histories. But she had never been close to one she wasn’t related to. Certainly never this close.

      Still, he had only just met her. And even if he was telling the truth about her brother, why was he risking his life to protect her? Because as much as she wanted to deny that he was doing such, she couldn’t. If anything, he was being most chivalrous.

      But then again, this was a Fortier. Even if he was telling the truth, he surely had some ulterior motive. What was she thinking?

      Half a minute later, Snow and her companion arrived at a large log house with two stories. There were no lights inside, but the door was unlocked. The prince thrust Snow inside before turning back.

      In spite of her disgust, Snow followed him back to the door. “You’re staying out there?” she called.

      “I’m putting my horse up in the stable out back,” he called over his shoulder as sheets of rain began to pelt him again. “Stay inside!”

      As though she had any other choice.

      He closed the door and was gone, leaving Snow to rub her hands over her freezing arms, dripping water all over the dusty floor. It was too dark to see much, but Snow didn’t know that she cared to.

      Because Snow was now alone with an enemy prince, or would be in a moment anyway. And she had no idea what to do.
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      Snow turned and looked around the dark cottage. Not a single candle was lit, and the storm made it dark.

      “Hello?” she called in a tentative voice.

      No one answered.

      After waiting several very long seconds, Snow took a few hesitant steps forward until she nearly tripped over something, sending whatever it was clattering to the ground.

      The sound was deafening in the relative quiet of the cottage. After gathering her wits once more, Snow bent down and felt around on the floor until she found something long and thin, and her heart leaped.

      A fire poker.

      Brandishing the poker like a weapon, Snow searched clumsily until she found the furthest corner of the room, behind a large table, and pressed her back into the corner. Then she waited until the door opened again. As her eyes had finally adjusted to the dim light, she could just make out a towering figure. The two blue rings of fire that appeared in the dark where his eyes should have been made her shiver.

      No wonder her father had feared this family so much.

      “Princess?” he took a step forward. Then his eyes landed on the poker. “What are you doing?”

      Snow was squeezing the poker so hard her knuckles hurt. It was probably a very foolish thing to do, as he could overpower her in an instant. The man’s shoulders seemed to be twice the width of hers. But it was all she had.

      “What do you want from me?” she asked, though to her annoyance, her demand came out as a squeak.

      “I’m going to light the fire, if that’s all right with you.” His brows were raised in question as though he were doubting her sanity.

      He could just go ahead and doubt. Snow had suffered enough surprises in one week to make anyone suspicious. She watched warily as he knelt by the hearth and grabbed several cut logs from the small woodpile beside the hearth. These he arranged inside. Then, in the palm of his hand, he conjured a ball of blue flame about the size of an apple, which he then dropped onto the wood. After a moment, something inside the hearth sparked, then caught flame, which changed to the more typical colors of yellow and orange. It was alluring, the temptation of heat in the cold of the mountain storm. When the prince straightened, however, Snow pressed her back into the corner again, trembling as the fire’s light allowed her to really take him in.

      He was massive. Not his height so much, but his shoulders and chest looked as though they’d been chiseled from stone, accentuated by his trim waist. And even through his loose trousers she could tell his legs were muscled. He also wore what looked like an arsenal of weapons, and if she hadn’t known better, she would have believed he’d stepped out of one of her old storybooks, a warrior from legends of old. His short hair was a dark shade of gold, and those eyes behind the blue rings looked like some shade of gray. His sharp jawline was darkened by a day or so of stubble. If she hadn’t known who or what he was, Snow would have considered him breathtakingly handsome.

      But she knew.

      So she didn’t.

      Because he was a Destinian prince. And she knew better than to go down that road.

      “This looks like a hunter’s cottage,” he said, seemingly unaware of Snow’s thorough inspection of his person. He strode into the next room over then back out. “It’s well-stocked with dry foods, and there’s an overgrown but plentiful garden in the front.” He turned and opened the nearest door and peeked inside. “There are a number of beds here as well. I would guess the hunters come here in groups.” Then he paused to run up a set of wooden stairs Snow hadn’t first noticed. “There are more beds upstairs in the loft,” he called down as he turned to descend again.

      Why was he telling her all this?

      When Snow didn’t answer, he finally turned and looked directly at her. “I promise,” he said in a soft voice. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

      “You chased me down well enough,” Snow said, gripping her poker more tightly at the memory.

      The prince frowned. “I saw wolf tracks and was worried for you. What else was I supposed to do?”

      It was a valid question. But Snow’s sensibilities had been tested too much for her to care much about whether or not the question made sense.

      “You could have stayed in Destin!” she snapped. As the words left her mouth, she felt half-shocked and half-impressed at her own audacity. But really, why was the prince of Destin running about her country? How had he known she was in the forest at all?

      He stared at her incredulously. “I’ve told you,” he said, “your brother sent me to find you! Although now I’m thinking maybe I should have stayed home and ignored your brother’s letter after all. It would have been simpler. And much drier at that.” He glared at her as he hung his cloak beside the fire.

      Snow paused. “My brother sent you a letter?” she finally asked.

      He removed a small leather pouch that had been slung over his shoulder. After opening it up, he yanked out a stack of folded parchments and tossed them to her over the table. Then he grabbed one of the many stools tucked below the table and dragged it over to the fire, where he plopped down upon it and held his hands out toward the flames.

      Snow cautiously picked the letter up. It could easily be a trick. Something devised by the Fortiers, no doubt. But when she saw the green wax seal and the familiar handwriting, her heart fell.

      She read the letter twice. And by the time she was done, she closed her eyes and allowed the pain she’d been avoiding all week to finally take her. In her heart, she had known all of this already. After all, it had obviously been Dilara who had tried to kill her. Snow had just been…hoping for proof to the contrary. But there was none to be found.

      “The queen has put a bounty on your head.”

      Snow looked up to see the prince studying her, those disconcertingly fiery eyes fixed on her. The shadow on his jaw somehow made him look all the more dangerous.

      She shook her head. “My brother will⁠—”

      “Your brother does wish for your safe return. I’ll give him that. But already his wife rules over him.” The prince turned so he was facing her. “Even if I return you home now, how long do you think it would be before she tried to kill you again?”

      Snow glowered at him, willing the tears gathering in the corners of her eyes not to fall, hating that what he said was obviously true. Wishing she had the power to change it. Knowing all the while she didn’t.

      “Come with me,” he said, his voice gentle again. “To Destin. We can contact your brother from there and decide⁠—”

      “No!”

      The vehemence of Snow’s voice startled even her. The prince blinked at her as she shook her head. “Absolutely not. I’ll not be going to Destin!”

      The prince stood and crossed his arms. “And why not?”

      “That is none of your business. Just know that under no circumstances will I be going to Destin. Ever.”

      The prince stared at her for another moment before whirling around and shaking his head, muttering something at the fire. Snow retreated again, preparing herself for his wrath. This was it. She had pushed him too far.

      But he didn’t stomp toward her, nor did he make any threats. The prince only grabbed his cloak and yanked the door open to reveal that it was still raining.

      “Stay put!” he snapped. “I’ll be back.”

      In spite of herself, Snow hurried to the door as he stormed outside. “What for?” she called after him. “Where are you going?”

      He turned around and glared at her, the rain already dripping from his face and clothes. “To see your brother.” He lifted his finger and pointed at her. “Stay here!”

      Snow made a face at his back as he disappeared into the rainy darkness. She wasn’t a pet to be ordered about. Still, there was little way she could disobey. Her clothes weren’t meant to be worn out in the forest in the rain. And even if she wanted to, she had nowhere to go.
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      Henri apologized to his horse as he saddled him up again. His horse, however, wasn’t fooled by his poorly hidden anger. He gave Henri a sidelong look as Henri climbed on once more.

      “It’s not my fault!” Henri argued with the beast as he directed him to the stable door. “Although it does serve me right for trying to help someone from Tumen.”

      The horse flicked its ear as they made their way back into the woods. To Henri’s relief, the storm was beginning to let up, and the sky wasn’t so oppressively dark. After all, it was only the afternoon. This should have made him feel better. But instead, he only felt worse.

      For some reason, he had been utterly shocked at how beautiful the princess was. When King Deniz had described his younger sister as a naive girl who had spent her whole life in a garden, Henri had imagined her to be some doe-eyed child. But the princess had turned out to be very much a woman.

      A very beautiful, shockingly angry woman.

      After seeing the new Tumenian queen, Henri hadn’t expected the princess to be anywhere near her level of beauty. But in this, the princess had surprised him as well. The stark contrasts of her hair and eyes against her pale skin were curious and alluring, and he’d had to fight the desire to study her longer, as he was nearly certain doing so would have angered her further. Because for some reason he couldn’t name, the princess of Tumen hated him with a fiery passion, and she hadn’t hesitated to make her feelings known.

      Which had made it even more confusing when a warm, soothing sensation filled him each time their skin had brushed.

      “You would have thought I’d spit in her hair or something,” Henri grumbled to his horse, who ignored him as they picked their way down the wet mountainside. But really, could he have expected anything else? He was in Tumen, after all. Coming here had been foolhardy and stupid, and he wanted nothing more than to go home.

      Unfortunately, now that Henri had seen the new queen in all her glory, he became more disconcerted with her by the hour. Princess aside, as much as he might wish to leave, the queen was not a threat he could ignore. His own father was known by many for being severe with his enemies, but he was never unfair.

      And he had never desired an enemy’s heart. That alone smacked of necromancy, similar to the dark power used by the forbidden wizards. The kind, as he understood, that had been wielded by Princess Nevina.

      Well, if she wanted a heart, a heart she would get. Henri smiled grimly to himself as he pulled an arrow from his quiver and readied his bow. It was time to put the new queen to the test.

      Hunting he would go.
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      Snow knew she wasn’t alone before she opened her eyes. Panic pumped through her as she tried desperately to remember where she had fallen asleep. Not with the wolves. Their warmth and little movements, which she’d grown used to throughout the night, were gone.

      No, she’d been alone. In a large wooden cabin. Yes! That was it! The prince had left her in the hunters’ house. And she had found a bedroom with ten beds in it. She had chosen the farthest, smallest bed in the left corner of the room and had eventually been lulled to sleep by the sporadic pitter-patter of rain on the roof.

      At least, that’s what she thought had happened. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      She tried to open her eyelids just enough to see who was near her without appearing to be awake. But she either wasn’t a good enough actor, or they were simply too close to miss the slight flutter of her eyelids.

      “There! She’s waking up!” hissed a deep voice.

      “No, she’s not,” came another man’s voice, this one slightly higher.

      “Are you blind? I can see she has brown eyes. Look. Right there,” said a third man.

      Knowing she wasn’t fooling anyone, Snow opened her eyes slowly to see not three but seven men gathered around the bed she had chosen to fall asleep in. None were very young, each with gray in his hair or gray all over. One of them had a snowy beard. Their clothes were dark and sturdy, the kind one should have in the woods, and what she could see of their boots was dirty and worn.

      And in the light of this room’s hearth, which now had a roaring fire crackling away, they were all staring at her.

      “There you are, lass,” said the man sitting closest to her. He hadn’t spoken before, but he was holding a bowl of something steamy that smelled strongly of rosemary. “Eat something. You’ve been asleep a long time.”

      Snow cautiously pushed herself up into a sitting position. They didn’t seem to want to hurt her. If they had, they could have killed her in her sleep. On the contrary, every single man wore the expression of a worried mother hen. Not sure what she ought to say, she finally managed to look at the window. It was dark outside.

      “What…” her voice came out as a croak. She cleared her throat and tried again. “How long have I been sleeping?” It was a stupid question, considering she had broken into their house and fallen asleep in one of their beds. But she didn’t know what else to ask. She also wasn’t sure she ought to eat their soup.

      “All day, lass,” the man holding the soup said. He was the largest of all the men, looking to be in his late fifth or early sixth decade. He held the soup out again. “Please, eat.”

      Snow looked down at the bed she had fallen asleep on and only then realized that she had fallen asleep on the top of the bed, feeling uncomfortable with sleeping under someone else’s covers. But now her legs were snug under the covers, the way they had always been when Collette had tucked her in as a child.

      Had she done that in her sleep? Or had they?

      A clap of thunder made her jump, and it was followed by the sound of pouring rain.

      “I’m…” She searched her still exhausted mind for words that fit the awkward situation. “I’m sorry for sleeping here.” She clumsily tried to push the covers off her legs, but the man holding the soup gently pressed her back down with his free hand.

      “Please,” he said softly. “We know why you’re here. And once the rain lets up, we’ll take you the rest of the way.”

      “We’re just glad you made it here safely,” said another. He was the one, Snow was sure, who had thought she was still sleeping. One of his ears was easily identifiable, as it was missing a chunk out of the lower lobe. He also looked slightly younger than the man holding the soup.

      Something warm was pressed into her hands, and Snow looked down to see that the first man had put the bowl and spoon into her hands. It smelled even worse up close. Was that because it was poisoned? Or because they were just really bad at making soup?

      “I’m…sorry,” Snow said, hoping she could ignore the soup until someone would forget about it. “I’m not sure what you mean. Why are you glad I’m here? And where do you think I’m going?”

      The men stared at her. Finally, a tall one who was standing in the back—the one with the longest beard—frowned. “Aren’t you heading to Destin?”

      Snow gave a start. “To Destin? Why would I do that?”

      “Didn’t you come to us for help to get over the mountain?” he asked, his frown deepening.

      Snow shook her head and looked down at the soup. It was mostly yellow with bits of potato, rosemary, and large chunks of basil floating around in it. “Um, no. I was…running away. And…the storm started, and⁠—”

      “Why don’t you begin by telling us your name?” The one who had given her the soup smiled. “And no need to feel rushed. None of us are going anywhere right now.” He indicated the nearest window.

      Snow studied the men thoughtfully. What should she really share? What was wise? The prince might have believed that he’d left her in a safe place, but knowing now that she’d let herself into the home of seven strange men changed everything. They could be working for the queen for all she knew. But then again, that was highly unlikely. If that had been the case, they could have taken her or killed her in her sleep. And they hadn’t. Instead, they seemed to have tucked her in and had poured her a bowl of soup.

      Her name. She could do that.

      “Snow,” she said quickly. “I’m Snow.”

      “How old are you?” asked one who hadn’t spoken yet. He was easy to remember because he, too, had a beard. Also, he was completely bald.

      “Eighteen,” Snow said quietly. Then she shook her head. “But…back to what you said earlier. Why would anyone want to go to Destin?

      The men exchanged strange looks. Finally, the man near the back, who was holding a crutch, looked back at Snow. “We escort Chiens home.” He pointed south. “The road to Destin is easiest through the cities and on the roads. But it’s the fastest through the mountain pass.”

      “But…why?” Snow asked, looking from face to face. “The Chiens escaped the Fortiers to come here. Why would they wish to go back?”

      The men looked at her as though she’d chattered at them the way Emre spoke to her.

      “So you’re not a Chien?” the one with the crutch finally asked.

      Snow shook her head. “My mother was. But she found freedom here and married my father.”

      For some reason, this drew from them even more incredulous looks. And Snow had the sinking feeling that she was about to hear something that would shake her world.

      She was so tired of her world being shaken.

      “Your mother was a Chien, though?” the one who had given her the soup finally asked.

      Snow nodded. “She’s dead now.”

      Where incredulity had filled the man’s eyes moments before, understanding took its place. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “That…losing people is something we’re all too familiar with.”

      A few of the others nodded and looked at the floor. The one in the corner who was shaving the edges off a block of wood with his knife seemed to cut a little harder. The one who had given her the soup looked at the others for a long moment before turning back to Snow.

      “Most Chiens,” he said, “did flee here to escape the former Destinian king’s rule. That is true, but…” He pursed his lips and gave Snow a look of sympathy, and Snow’s heart quickened. “But when they arrived, they were met with brutality like they had never known before.”

      Snow stared at him. “But my father…” She had to stop and wet her lips. “My father said the Chiens were healed of their maladies after coming to Tumen.” She looked from face to face. “And he would know.”

      The tall one with the long beard scowled. “As soon as the Chiens crossed Tumen’s border, they were enslaved. Put in chains. And their tongues were cut so they couldn’t speak.”

      Snow sat up, indignation briefly overpowering her anxiety. “And how would you know this?”

      He stood taller as well. Then he turned to the side and pulled his cloak down so Snow could see the dark triangular mark on the back of his neck. “Because they did it to us.”

      If Snow hadn’t been sitting down, her knees would have given way. Instead, she clutched the bowl of soup as though it might keep her from falling out of the bed.

      “My wife,” the man with the long beard continued, “was injured in a fire. Not long after, King Rodrigue, the king of Destin at the time, cut off his support to the churches. Then he levied a tax against them, so they struggled to care for those of us who couldn’t care for ourselves.” He raised his hands. “I was a butcher. I had no great store of money. Nothing with which to help my wife get the care she needed. So when the Caregivers,” he spat the word like a curse, “came and spun the tale of a better life here, we went with them. Took our three children with us and disappeared in the night.”

      “The same thing happened with us,” the bald man added. “I was a farmer, and I suffered an accident while plowing. My boys were too young to carry the work on without me, and soon we were drowning in debt. So we went as well.” His jaw clenched, and Snow could see he was fighting back tears. “As soon as we were across the border, our tongues were cut so we couldn’t speak.”

      Snow closed her eyes. She didn’t want to hear any more.

      “I can’t tell you what it’s like,” he said in a shaking voice. “Watching my children scream, pleading for me to help them. And being completely powerless to do so.”

      “In the end,” said the man who had given her the soup, “we were all shackled and sold to the highest bidder.” He looked around. “Some of us were treated…well, not horribly. And a few were even freed and secretly smuggled back to Destin.”

      “Don’t soften the truth, Gabriel,” said the tall one who had been a butcher. “Most of us suffered cruelty of the sharpest kind.”

      Gabriel sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s true.”

      “But…” Snow looked from face to face again, searching desperately for a reprieve. “My aunt…the Chiens were healed after⁠—”

      “Only after King Rodrigue’s son and his wife defeated Princess Nevina,” said the butcher firmly.

      “Aye,” said the one with the crutch. “We were healed overnight. Then word got out that King Everard had sent the Tumenian crown a letter threatening military action if the Chiens weren’t freed.”

      “So…weren’t you?” Snow asked. It didn’t make sense. This had all happened when she was a baby. If Chiens had been freed, why were these men still escorting them over the mountain now?

      “Do you think King Mor came and searched each farm to see whether we had been freed?” the one with the missing earlobe said, his laugh hard. “Some released us. But most didn’t.”

      “We escaped soon after that,” Gabriel said, his eyes distant. “We—well, all but Andre and Marcel over there.” He waved at the man with the crutch and the small man beside him who hadn’t spoken a word the entire time. “The rest of us were owned by a wealthy earl from Destin.”

      Andre, the one with the crutch, snorted. “Irony there, isn’t it? The cruelest of owners in Tumen wasn’t even from Tumen. He could have been blood brothers with those he owned. And he didn’t care in the slightest.” He shuddered. “The families living in our house,” he said, nodding at the silent man, “were dreadfully grateful we hadn’t been sold along with them.”

      “He proved his cruelty quite well in the end,” the man whittling the block of wood sneered. “Killing anyone he could find when he realized we’d run.”

      Gabriel let out a long, heavy sigh. “We lost so many.”

      Snow wasn’t sure how, but she knew that these men were telling the truth. She could see the pain on their faces. She could somehow feel their broken hearts. And she wasn’t sure what to do with the gaping hole it was carving in her own heart.

      “Don’t be so sad.”

      Snow looked up to see Gabriel giving her a gentle smile. Only then did she realize tears were running down her face. He took her hand and leaned forward. “All peoples are capable of being monsters, love. All nations have been monstrous at some time. Because when it boils down to it, we’re all humans. And that makes us capable of great darkness…or great light.” His gentle smile widened. “And there were many wonderful people here in Tumen who gave us light as we sought to escape the darkness.”

      Snow appreciated his kindness. But understanding her world in this new light…seeing how the world truly was would take her a very, very long time.

      “So,” she said slowly, trying to clear her mind. “Why are you still here? That was years ago.”

      The bald man leaned forward as he stuffed his pipe full of dried leaves. “When we reached this point on the mountain, we were still waiting for one more family who had run as well but got separated during the escape. So we sent our families on and waited, hoping we wouldn’t have to fight to free them.”

      “We wouldn’t have stood a chance,” the whittling man muttered.

      “Did…did they ever come?” Snow asked.

      Gabriel gave her another sad smile. “Two of them made it. Two children, actually. A girl and her little brother. But they weren’t the only ones. As we were getting ready to escort them over, a woman arrived.”

      “Did you know her?” Snow asked.

      “No,” Gabriel shook his head, “but somehow, she caught wind of the news that there was going to be an attempted escape from two of the farms in our area, and she wished to escape too. And after her, a man who had heard the same thing.”

      “Eventually,” said the butcher, “there were too many. We had to rotate who would escort the new arrivals down the mountain while others waited for more survivors.”

      “So those who stayed behind started stockpiling supplies,” said the bald man. “And we’ve done the same ever since.”

      “Even now?” Snow asked.

      “Actually,” said Gabriel, “It’s been months since we’ve had anyone come through.” He glanced at the others. “We were about to make our way home as well.”

      Snow stared at him. Twenty years. He had escaped captivity to spend nearly two decades helping others escape as well.

      If all he was saying was true.

      Which, unfortunately, Snow knew deep down was the case.

      “Tell us,” said the man with the missing earlobe. “What family did your mother serve before she married your father?”

      Snow hesitated. What ought she say? If she told them she was the princess, would they be angry? Would they make her answer for her father’s crimes? She tried to buy herself a moment to think by taking a spoonful of the soup.

      It was even worse than it smelled. Snow had to work hard not to choke.

      After swallowing the now cool spoonful of potato slime, Snow decided to tell the truth. She was too tired to pretend to be anything else.

      “My mother was never made a servant,” she said softly. “She was made queen.”

      All seven men went still.

      And for the first time since arriving, Snow sensed fear and hostility in the air. She stared down at her soup and waited for their retaliation.

      “Look up.”

      Without thinking, Snow obeyed the deep voice, and she found herself face to face with the butcher. He was holding up a lantern and his eyes probed hers. “I don’t understand,” he muttered.

      “It can’t be her,” said the man who was whittling. “The new queen is only a few years older than her.”

      Snow nodded but didn’t dare speak.

      The butcher leaned back, but his frown grew more pronounced.

      “I see it,” announced the bald man. “She has the king’s eyes, for sure.”

      “I think,” Gabriel said, glancing at the others, “that it would be best for all of us if you told us the truth.” His gaze hardened slightly. “Now.”

      Snow put the soup down and hugged her knees to her chest. And then she told them everything. Nothing was left out. Her world was in shambles, after all. And she didn’t, it seemed, know which way was up.

      After she finished, the men were quiet for what felt like a lifetime. Finally, Gabriel pressed his lips together in a straight line and looked at the others. “I’m afraid,” he said slowly, “that you’re in more danger than you know, Princess.”

      Snow blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Because,” he said, returning his gaze to her, “there are…rumors about the new queen. I’ve heard them every time I go into the marketplace for supplies.”

      The man named Andre nodded vigorously. “It’s true. Everyone talks about the strange way her family came to know the prince. Well, although I suppose, now he’s the king.”

      “And the odd metal she’s worked,” said the whittling man with another frown.

      “About this prince, though.” Gabriel looked back in annoyance and held up his hand. When he looked at Snow, however, his eyes were bright, and his smile returned. “Do you mean to say that the current crown prince of Destin has been within our walls?”

      Snow nodded slowly. “He was.” And she wished he hadn’t been. But she didn’t add that part. The more she talked about him, the more they might press her for questions. And the last thing Snow wanted to do was admit that the prince was handsome and strong. His confidence didn’t need any help the next time he returned.

      Gabriel nodded. Then he patted her knee and stood. “I think you need to sleep, then.” He nodded at the door, and the men began to make their way toward it.

      “Why?” Snow asked.

      “Because if what you say is true, and your Prince Henri returns, there will be much to do.”

      “He’s not my prince,” Snow mumbled. But Gabriel didn’t seem to hear her. He was too busy already talking about what plans they would need to make. Before he could finish, though, a loud scratching sounded at the window, loud enough that everyone looked up.

      Snow’s heart beat as though it might escape her chest.

      “What was that?” she whispered.

      “I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.” The whittling man strode frowning from the room. When he returned, however, he had a strange look on his face. And he carried something in his hands. The other men leaned in to look as he carefully opened his cupped hands. But even as he did, a brown blur streaked out, and Snow let out a cry of delight.

      “Emre!” she cried as the little squirrel darted into her lap. “I’m so glad you’re safe! But how did you manage to find me?” That was twice now that her little friend had somehow tracked her down to the most unlikely of places.

      “It can’t stay here—” Andre began to complain, but Gabriel just laughed.

      “Considering she was adopted by wolves prior to this, I would count your blessings. At least we don’t have a pack of cubs trying to share our beds.” Then he shook his head and laughed again. But then, as the rest of the men left the room, Snow sat straight up.

      “Wait!” she called.

      Gabriel, the only one left in the room, turned. “Yes?” he asked.

      Snow hesitated before blurting out, “Why are you letting me stay?”

      He gave her a soft, sad smile. “Because I had a daughter once. And I hope—had she been lost and alone—someone would have taken her in as well.”

      Snow studied him for a long moment before finally nodding. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      His smile became solemn. “You don’t need to fear, Princess,” he said softly, as though reading her doubts. “You’ll be safe tonight.”

      And Snow, against all her better judgment, believed she would.
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      Henri stood in the throne room again the next day, studying the empty thrones on the dais. It was interesting, he noted, how much higher the dais was in this throne room than the one at home. Perhaps that was how they were generally built twelve hundred years ago. Or perhaps the kings here simply wanted to be that much higher than their people.

      “You’re quite punctual,” came a low, alluring voice from behind him. Henri turned to see the queen. Today, she was wearing a gown of violet and a robe nearly the color of midnight, trimmed with white fur. Her hair was caught up in ringlets that spilled down her temples and cheeks, and her eyes shone from beneath long, dark lashes.

      Henri bowed at the waist, the bow appropriate for a prince visiting another sovereign.

      “I returned last night, but I was informed Your Majesty had already retired for the evening,” Henri said.

      “But… You brought what I asked for?” she asked breathlessly, coming to stand before him, her eyes riveted to the bag he carried.

      Henri removed the satchel from his shoulder and handed it to her. He watched her carefully as she opened it.

      Her eyes lit up as soon as she saw what was inside, and his stomach turned within him. No wonder the princess was so suspicious of everyone. Her brother had married a monster.

      Even as he thought these words, there was the briefest of moments, when the queen’s face…changed. It was only a flicker, really, over as soon as it had begun. But Henri was almost certain that for a moment, as the queen had recognized what was inside, her beauty had dissolved into something quite terrifying. He would have wondered if he’d imagined it, except that his hair was still standing on end.

      But the longer the queen studied the contents of the bag, the more her face began to change from rapturous joy to cold, hard stone. The harder her expression grew, the more his suspicions were confirmed. The queen had not only demanded Henri bring her Snow’s heart, she’d somehow recognized that this heart was not Princess Snow’s.

      Very, very few people would recognize such a thing. Only someone, he thought grimly, who had seen and studied human hearts before.

      “You’re back!” King Deniz’s voice boomed from across the throne room.

      “Yes,” the queen said, meeting Henri’s gaze. “Isn’t it kind of him?”

      The king hurried to Henri’s side, the hope in his eyes making Henri’s own heart hurt. If their situations were reversed, and Genny had been the sister to disappear, Henri might just lose his mind. But he would have to take care with his words with the queen standing just an arm’s length away.

      “Did you find her?” the young king asked. Then he frowned at the bag, which the queen still held. “What is that?”

      “Just something I asked Prince Henri to retrieve for me from the forest,” the queen said, her eyes still on Henri’s. “From a place near where Snow was taken.”

      “But what is it?” the king pressed.

      Henri knew it was time to intervene. He’d seen enough. And now he had questions. But he would never be able to ask them if the king knew what his wife had requested of Henri.

      “I have found…signs,” he said, taking the young king by the shoulder and drawing him to the side. Then he lowered his voice. “Is there somewhere we could speak alone?”

      The king studied his eyes for a moment before nodding. “Yes, there is. Follow me.”

      “I hope that is satisfactory, Your Majesty,” Henri said, offering her yet another bow.

      She gave him a small, strange smile and a curtsy. “Yes. It is enough indeed.” Then she walked away and didn’t look back.

      Henri did as the young king bid and followed him out of the throne room and down a number of halls, up several flights of stairs, and down a thin corridor. As they walked, he reflected upon the king’s actions. He couldn’t speak with perfect certainty, of course, but the king seemed to have spoken truth about his intentions for peace between their kingdoms. His call for the Fortiers’ help was a great gamble, especially after having a father as suspicious as he had. Even more proof, however, lay in his entrusting his sister’s safety to Henri.

      It was too bad his wife’s allegiances obviously lay elsewhere.

      Finally, they walked into a small room that was crammed full of old armor, weapons, and dusty books that looked as though they hadn’t been cracked open in decades.

      “Forgive the state of the room,” Deniz muttered as they carefully picked their way through the mess. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Finally, on the other side of the room, they reached a door. The king took a long key out of his sleeve and unlocked it before leading Henri out onto a small balcony. The balcony overlooked a good deal of the castle lands to the north. Fields, training yards, stables, gardens, and more. But what caught Henri’s eye was the garden that stood by itself at the foot of the castle, separated from the rest of the city by a single, towering stone wall. Within the garden was a small cottage. The rest was full to overflowing with fruit trees, flowering stalks, and far more varieties of greenery than Henri knew existed.

      “That’s it,” the king said, gesturing to the lone garden. “That was Snow’s home. For eighteen years, she and her aunt lived in that cottage.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “If I wait long enough, I feel as though I might hear her singing in the garden at any moment.”

      Henri had planned to keep the princess’s survival hidden for a while longer. He still needed to know why the queen wanted her dead. That the queen wanted her dead was no secret. At least, not to Henri. But he still didn’t understand why. Now, however, as he looked into the eyes of a broken-hearted brother, he knew he couldn’t keep Snow hidden completely.

      “Can anyone hear us here?” he asked quietly.

      The king’s eyes widened, and he shook his head. “No. My father had this balcony built so Snow couldn’t see it from her angle in the garden. But he could see her.” Deniz paused. “It’s the only window on this side of the castle. All the others were filled in or covered up.”

      “Good.” Henri nodded. “Then I can safely tell you that your sister is alive.”

      The king stared at him for a moment before grabbing his arm. “Where is she? Is she here?”

      Henri shook his head. When he spoke, it was with great care. “I’m afraid someone in the palace is responsible for the attempt on her life,” he said slowly. “If I had brought her back with me, they would have simply tried to kill her again.”

      The king gaped at him in horror. “But…here?”

      “Who else would have known to draw her out in a carriage? What’s more, who else would have had the means to do so?” Henri asked. “And who else would have known who was inside the carriage if they hadn’t watched her enter?” He paused at the panic in the young king’s face. “So no, she’s not here, but I left her somewhere safe,” Henri assured him.

      As long as she had deigned to stay inside. The girl seemed to have no desire to listen to him.

      Deniz turned slowly back to the little garden below. It was a long moment before he spoke. “My father,” he said quietly, “always told Snow that he was trying to protect her from your line. That he was afraid your sympathizers might try to kill her out of retribution for what had happened with Nevina.” He shook his head. “But I figured out long ago that it wasn’t your people he was worried about. It was our own.”

      Henri put his hand up. “Why, though? Why would someone wish to kill the princess?” Princess Snow might be quite… determined, but when she wasn’t glaring daggers at him—or pointing actual weapons in his direction—she was really quite taking.

      “Many people were angry that my father would marry a Chien,” the young king said softly. “To put a Destinian on the throne was like to treason, they said.” He gave Henri a sad smile. “My father always said I had the good sense to take after him. The people wouldn’t have been as accepting of me if I had looked like Snow.”

      Henri frowned and studied him. “Our two people really aren’t that different. Not like the differences between us and those of other regions. Would it really have been that apparent?” If there was a difference at all, Henri thought, the Tumenians appeared slightly more like the people of their mutual neighboring kingdom, Maricanta, their skin somewhat olive-toned, warm and golden.

      Deniz shook his head. “Not at first glance, no. But the hatred runs deep. It’s run deep too long. Destin, after breaking away from Tumen, prospered in a way Tumen did not. And though Snow bears a family resemblance, her fair coloring is yet another reminder of the differences between our two kingdoms.”

      As Deniz spoke, Henri realized he felt a great deal of pity for this man. Whenever Henri inherited the crown—a day he hoped was far, far in the future—he would likely inherit a kingdom of great stability and prosperity. His parents were excellent monarchs, and the people loved them. But this man…he had received a land torn apart by resentment and hatred.

      “Don’t judge my people by this,” Deniz said softly. “Many are good. I’ve spoken with them. Most simply want to be left alone to live their lives. And yet…I never cease to be amazed at how much damage one person⁠—”

      “One person can bring a kingdom to its knees,” Henri said grimly. He gave Deniz his own wry grin. “You never met my birth mother. Believe me. I know.”

      Deniz studied him for a long moment. “What did my wife ask of you?”

      Henri hesitated. It wouldn’t do to make the queen aware of what he knew and was doing. But if the king truly loved his sister—and Deniz definitely seemed to—he needed to know.

      “Before I left the castle yesterday,” Henri said slowly, “your wife caught me just as I was about to leave. She told me you’d been blinded by your love for your sister, and—” He paused.

      “And what?” Deniz asked, his jaw taut.

      Henri drew in a deep, steadying breath. “She asked me to bring her your sister’s heart.”

      The king went completely still. For a moment, Henri wondered if he ought to make sure Deniz was breathing. Finally, though, Deniz slowly looked down at the wedding ring on his hand.

      “No,” he finally said, shaking his head. “No, that’s a lie!” He glared up at Henri. “I invite you here, and you come to sow discord where⁠—”

      “Did your wife not charge the princess with being an enchantress?” Henri snapped. “That she was dabbling in magic?”

      The king continued to glower at him, breathing heavily. But after a moment, Henri could see his indignation beginning to waver.

      “But she…I think she meant…” Deniz leaned heavily against the balcony wall, shaking his head at the garden below.

      “Tell me,” Henri said, coming to stand beside him. “Did your sister have access to books on dark power? Or a way to learn about any power of that kind?”

      Slowly, the king shook his head. “She did not,” he whispered. “My father and I were the only ones who provided her with books, and my father swore to never let her delve into our kingdom’s ancient power as Nevina had done.”

      Henri nodded. “You told me before that your wife spent some time with Princess Snow before the wedding, yes? How did she feel toward her?” he asked.

      “She was delighted with her… at first,” Deniz said. “But after her visit to the village…”

      As the words died on his tongue, Henri could see revelation dawning in the king’s dark eyes.

      “What is it that your wife desires most?” Henri asked. “Why is she so jealous of the princess that she would tell everyone Princess Snow is a witch?”

      The silence seemed to drag on forever. But eventually, as a cool breeze began to blow, the king took a deep, shuddering breath. “I don’t really know.”

      Henri frowned. “How long did you know your wife before you were wed?”

      The young king shook his head and blinked several times. “When I met her, I fell in love almost at once. I simply…I loved everything about her. It didn’t matter that she was a commoner or that my father disapproved of her. And I thought she felt the same way. But now…” He looked at Henri with wide eyes. “I think I hardly know her.” He swallowed and looked down at the cottage. “And that’s what frightens me the most.”
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      Henri’s mind was full of questions as he made his way back down to the stables. Before parting, he had promised to do more to learn why the queen hated the princess so, as well as to ensure the princess’s safety. But he paused before turning the corner. A glance up and down the corridor proved that he was alone, so he took the blue crystal from where it hung beneath his shirt.

      “The only reason I’m here is because you wanted me to go,” he said softly. “A bit of help would be appreciated.”

      The crystal didn’t flicker or glow, but its continuous hum and familiar warmth were reassuring, at least. With a sigh, Henri tucked it away again and went on his way.

      He hadn’t gone very far, however, before he realized he was being followed. A quick glance as he turned a corner revealed that his shadow was small and feminine.

      Was it the queen? His stomach flipped. If she had overheard his conversation with Deniz, there was no telling what she might do. Cornered animals were always the most dangerous. But after a moment, another glance revealed that this figure belonged to a woman far older than the queen. After a moment of debate, Henri turned to face the figure.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      The figure kept its hood on, but it beckoned to him to join it in a darker hall. After a quick look around, Henri followed, but he kept his hand on one of his daggers, just in case. It wasn’t unthinkable that this stranger was an agent of the queen.

      “Your Highness,” the figure whispered. She removed her hood to reveal a head of thick, graying hair. And her features were decidedly Destinian. Henri studied her in surprise.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “Have you found my niece?” the woman whispered. Her hazel eyes were large, and she wrung her hands as she spoke.

      Henri frowned at her. “Your…” Then he sucked in a quick breath. “You’re the princess’s aunt.” He was rather sure Deniz had mentioned something about the princess living with her aunt.

      The woman nodded quickly, her eyes somehow growing even wider. “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve raised her since she was born. Please, please let me know if she’s alive!”

      Henri’s heart twisted as he studied the older woman. He had decided against revealing the princess’s survival to anyone at first, and then he’d told the king. Should he break his rule now for this woman as well?

      To his surprise, the woman straightened, her eyes suddenly bright. “You have! Otherwise, you wouldn’t hesitate so!” She glanced around once more before leaning forward. “In that case, I have some things you need to know.”

      Henri almost laughed when he felt the crystal warm slightly against his chest. A bit of help indeed.

      “The queen was warm toward Snow until the day she was introduced to her people in the markets. But then something changed.” The woman frowned. “The day of the wedding, the queen summoned my niece to her chambers alone. I followed so I could watch over her. I didn’t trust…” She paused, then shook her head. “While she was in the queen’s rooms, the queen sent Snow on a…a mission of sorts. Something about visiting someone out of town.”

      The woman paused and let out a frustrated huff. “I wanted to interfere, but the queen has spies everywhere. She was watching me. I knew it. And I was afraid that if I said something, she might do something to Snow.” The woman swallowed hard and shook her head, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I’m still being watched, so I must go soon. But…I beg you.” She met his gaze directly. “Please, please bring her home safely. Bring her to Destin if you must. She won’t like it. Her father has filled her head with all sorts of hate for her own people. But she’s a bright girl. She’ll learn.”

      “I will do my best,” Henri said, inclining his head. “And thank you for your help.”

      “You don’t understand.” The woman took a step closer. “Snow isn’t just any princess. She’s not like other girls. There’s…there’s something special about her. Something this world desperately needs. She must be kept safe.” Her eyes hardened. “At all costs.”
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      The next time Snow woke up, daylight was streaming in through the windows, and the house was eerily silent. Emre was sleeping curled up on the other side of her pillow, looking as though he’d slept in a human bed all his life.

      Her aunt would be horrified to know that back in their cottage, he often had.

      “Don’t get used to it,” Snow said softly. “This isn’t our home.” Then she laughed a little when the squirrel rolled to face away from her and went back to sleep again.

      A soft clank came from the kitchen, followed by a slightly louder exclamation.

      Snow wasn’t alone after all.

      Very aware that she had slept uninvited in someone else’s house, Snow sat up and began unbraiding her hair. What she wouldn’t do for a brush or comb…

      She quickly ran her fingers through it the best that she could before braiding it once more. When she stood, she realized she had nearly stepped into a bowl filled with water. She stared at it for a moment before she realized that it was meant to take the place of a basin. Grateful for the consideration, she quickly wet her face and neck and hands, and by the time she emerged cautiously from the empty room, she felt far more human.

      There were two men in the little nook at the back of the house that seemed to function as a kitchen. The younger one who hadn’t spoken the night before was sitting on a stool, watching the older one as he stared at two different pots, as though he wasn’t sure which he should use.

      “Hello,” Snow said softly.

      The man sitting on the stool looked at her with wide eyes, but he didn’t say a word. The other jumped, dropping one of the pans on his foot.

      “Oh!” Snow put her hands to her mouth. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Oh,” the man laughed nervously as he bent to retrieve the pan. “No, it’s me, I’m afraid. It’s been so long since we’ve had visitors that I’ve gotten used to the silence.” He followed Snow’s gaze at the thin man on the stool. “Oh, that’s my brother, Marcel. He doesn’t talk. But he’s plenty good at fetching water from the stream. Especially as I’m…” He looked down and gestured at his leg, which Snow could see wasn’t holding his weight. A crutch had been leaned against the wall nearby.

      Marcel gave Snow a shy grin and a small wave.

      “Hello,” she told him, smiling back. A part of her was shocked at how friendly she felt toward the Destinians. But that part of her was quickly silenced by how rested she felt after sleeping in a bed for the first time in a week. These men, Destinian or not, had spared her life. What’s more, they had fed her and bade her sleep in comfort and safety… despite what they had told her about her father.

      “He was younger than all of us when we went with the Caregivers. Hardly more than a boy. My mum thought he’d have a chance here…” The man cleared his throat. “Oh, and I’m Andre.” He looked back at the pile of pots and pans in the corner near the hearth. This was the third hearth Snow had seen in the cottage.

      “I…I hope you didn’t all sleep on the floor last night,” she said, looking at Marcel. He was studying his hands as though they were of great interest. “You should have had me sleep on the floor in the front room by the fire.”

      Andre waved her off. “Nonsense. We built that room for travelers who passed through. We sleep upstairs.” He grinned and spread his hands. “We built this whole place. Of course, it helped that Hugo was a carpenter with his father in Destin before he came here. Otherwise, this place would have crashed down on us a long time ago. In fact…”

      It turned out that while Marcel had no words to share, Andre made up for them both. He chatted while he chopped vegetables. He talked while he measured ingredients. He talked for so long that Snow finally picked up a broom and began to sweep for want of something to do.

      The kitchen wasn’t large. Really, it was just a space with a hearth for cooking and a small table upon which Andre had piled and was cutting vegetables.

      Questionable vegetables. Snow quietly disposed of the two worst ones, rather sure that if he put them into whatever he was cooking, everyone would get sick.

      “I’m sorry this place is such a mess,” Andre said when he took a long enough breath to notice what Snow was doing. “We never had a knack for cleaning and housekeeping and all that. Claude had a wife who stayed on with us at first, but she had to be taken down the mountain eventually when she got sick, and…” He frowned then gave a grimacing smile down at his hands. “I suppose we’re better at mining than housekeeping.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind working. I enjoy it,” Snow said as she used the broom to remove a cobweb from the window. And she meant it. Keeping her little cottage tidy had been something she had always enjoyed when she was living in the garden.

      “We mine, you know. We didn’t mean to at first. But when the people kept coming for help, and we ran out of food to feed them and blankets to cover them”—he shrugged—”we had to find a way to earn enough coin to keep ourselves fed and anyone else who came. Laurent eventually heard that there was a good deal of ore in these mountains. We searched until we found some. Turns out it was a good vein we found. So we got some mining tools and hired a man to teach us. And soon everyone had work between those who came to us for help. Well, most of us.” He gestured to his leg again and grinned. “I was made cook for obvious reasons.”

      Snow wondered if he had made the slimy soup she’d been served the night before, and decided that she would feed everyone that night instead.

      As another way to express her thanks, of course.

      Eventually, she found enough of a break in Andre’s steady prattle to ask him to help her find a clean rag, a bucket, and a knife. He procured all three easily enough, and Snow set to putting the house to rights.

      It was a relief, really, to have something civilized to do, something useful. For a week, she had gathered berries, drunk from the stream, and followed the wolves, hoping not to be left behind. Hardly activities that made her feel as though she was doing something useful other than keeping herself alive. But now she could do the things she was used to doing in her garden. And in a few hours, she had scrubbed all of their pots and pans, which were rather disgusting when held up in the light, washed a pile of dirty rags in the brook that ran just in front of the house, swept the bottom floor clean, filled the little woodpile, and gathered a good deal of wild herbs and berries from the decaying garden and the forest itself.

      “Do you have any flour?” she asked as she put the bucket of berries and herbs on the little kitchen table. “And some oil?” When he looked at her in surprise, she put on what she hoped was her sweetest smile. “I know you’ve been cooking, but… I was hoping to make something for supper… If you don’t mind. As a thank you, I mean, for taking me in.”

      Andre scratched his head as he looked around. “Come to think of it, I think we have a little flour in that bowl over there. Not much, mind you. Um, someone will have to run into town for that. And that flask has some oil. Although I can’t guarantee it’s not a bit stale.”

      Snow hesitated slightly before convincing herself to look at the flour bowl. Did she even want to see its state? An uncovered bowl of flour might have all sorts of unpleasant surprises in it. Rancid oil? That would turn the taste of any dish. It was a miracle the men hadn’t all died of food poisoning.

      To Snow’s relief, however, the flour seemed clean enough. Someone had thought to cover it with a cloth, at least. And by the time afternoon had come and gone, she’d unearthed enough ingredients to make little round rolls and had a berry soup boiling away over the fire.

      “What is that amazing smell?” called a deep voice from the front door. The sound of many boots filled the space as they clomped over the wooden floor. Gabriel appeared at the entrance to the kitchen, followed by the man with the chunk of his ear missing, and the bald man with the beard. When they saw Snow standing at the pot, stirring the berry soup, Gabriel began to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Andre asked. He had been chopping herbs upon Snow’s request.

      “No wonder it smells good,” the bald one said with a grin. “You’re not cooking.”

      Andre scowled at him. “Well, Laurent, maybe the next time I cook, you won’t get to eat.”

      “Don’t be so sensitive,” the one with the missing earlobe said. “You know we only asked you to cook because you can’t cut rock with that leg. Not because you were good at it.” He grinned at Snow. “I’m Jules.”

      “And I’m hungry.” Gabriel stretched and sniffed the air again. “Let’s all go to the table, shall we?”

      A few minutes later, at Snow’s behest, Gabriel had carried the pot of soup to the table, Marcel had brought the bread, and Andre had brought the bowls, which Snow had scrubbed for the better part of an hour that afternoon.

      “Shall we thank the Maker?” Gabriel smiled at the others once they were all seated on their stools.

      The others mumbled an assent, but Snow only watched them. She’d heard of the Maker, of course, mostly in her books. But her father had said such a Maker as one who blessed the Destinians was of no use to him. It was interesting that these men, as much as they had suffered at such a deity’s hands, still counted themselves grateful.

      They had just begun to eat, the one with the long beard somehow managing to whittle between bites, when a loud knock sounded at the door. Snow’s heart nearly beat out of her chest. The other men looked at one another, then at her, and Snow hoped her fear wasn’t as obvious to them as it was to her. Finally, Gabriel stood. As he did, Snow realized he was holding a short sword in his right hand. Had he been wearing that the whole time?

      The tall man with the long beard, whose name Snow couldn’t recall, followed him, carrying a thick wooden staff.

      Gabriel opened the door. “Can I help you?”

      Snow couldn’t see the face of the speaker on the other side. But she immediately recognized his deep, melodic voice.

      “My name is Henri Fortier,” he said. “And I’m hoping the maiden I left here yesterday is still safe.” As he spoke, Snow imagined those fiery circles in his eyes, dancing and flaming as they always did. She still couldn’t decide whether she was threatened or impressed by them.

      Whatever she felt, she certainly wasn’t mesmerized.

      “You don’t need to give us a tale, Your Highness,” Gabriel said softly. “Please, come in.”

      Prince Henri strode into the room, still covered in his many weapons, and looked at Snow, his expression enigmatic.

      “Sit,” the one with the long beard said. From the way he said it, however, Snow knew it was an order more than an invitation.

      Would the Fortiers’ fiery temper display itself tonight? Snow’s father had told her many times of the famed kings’ inability to control themselves. Would his anger explode here in front of this many men? And if so, would he hurt them to get to her?

      But to Snow’s surprise—and, to a point, her indignation—the prince merely bowed his head respectfully to the older man. “Thank you.” He sat as they had directed, accepted the bowl someone handed him, then began to ladle himself soup from the pot.

      “My thanks,” the prince said after his first taste. “I’m sorry I left the princess in your home. I didn’t know someone still lived here.”

      “We’re glad you did,” Gabriel said, not smiling. It was a strange look for him, as Snow realized she hadn’t yet seen him looking any other way. “We were out that day, and the storm kept us away.”

      “He’s definitely a Fortier,” Andre mused, as though the prince wasn’t there. “He could be Rodrigue all over again.” Snow stiffened at these words, but they didn’t seem to bother the prince.

      “You’re not…King Everard, are you?” Jules asked slowly.

      The prince shook his head. “My father was busy. So I came.”

      “Came to do what, exactly?” Gabriel asked, crossing his thick arms. They weren’t as thick as the prince’s, but thick enough to look intimidating. “How was it that you somehow traveled all the way from Destin to Tumen, found the fleeing Tumenian princess, and then decided to leave her in our care?”

      Henri took a sip of the wine that had been offered him. “King Deniz asked me,” he simply said. “So I came.”

      “Only to find the princess?” Gabriel pressed.

      Prince Henri took a bite of one of the rolls. He chewed slowly. “At first, yes.”

      As he spoke, Snow’s mind immediately went to her aunt, and for the briefest of moments, she wondered if he would save her aunt too. But surely the queen wouldn’t harm her aunt under her husband’s nose. After all, Collette was the king’s aunt as well.

      Would she?

      “Why would you do all of that?” Andre asked. “You’re enemies still, aren’t you? Why would the new king write to you? And why would you answer?”

      Henri stopped chewing for a moment before swallowing, then he reached into his shirt. When he removed it, he was holding a brilliantly blue crystal the length of Snow’s thumb.

      Snow had no idea what this crystal meant or why it was special, other than for its obvious beauty, but the men all gasped. The one who was still carving wood fell to his knees.

      “A Fortress crystal!” one of the men exclaimed. He stared at the crystal. Then the prince. Then the crystal again. “But…but how did you get⁠—”

      “I don’t know what you’ve heard of me,” the prince said quietly, “but I was not born to King Everard and Queen Isabelle.”

      The men gawked. Finally, Gabriel blinked a few times and shook his head. “Then…you’re not of Fortier blood?”

      “No, I am. I’m technically the king’s nephew. Apparently, my grandfather—King Rodrigue—had a secret tryst that produced my mother out of wedlock, then he hid her existence until he died. She was forced into marriage with my blood father at a young age. Which meant that my sister and I were born with…powers we didn’t understand.” For some reason, this made the prince frown. “Not long after, my mother disappeared, and my father remarried a woman who hated us and did her best to…to lose us.”

      Snow stared at him. To lose them? Lose children? What did that mean?

      “Once my uncle and aunt learned of our situation,” he continued, “they took us away and adopted us. And I was crowned heir to the throne when I came of age after.”

      “So what does all this have to do with that Fortress crystal?” Andre asked.

      Snow was grateful for this question. The prince’s story was making her feel emotions she was determined not to grace the arrogant prince with. It was easier to see him the way her father had painted him…rather than the way he looked right now, right here in the light of the flickering fire.

      “According to my father—” The prince paused, and a small smile appeared on his face. “My true father, King Everard, says the Fortress very rarely gifts its crystals to anyone, even in the Fortier line. So when I was lying in its shade one day as a boy and discovered the crystal beside me upon waking, he said that it was a sign the Fortress had plans for my life.” He turned the crystal around in his hand and studied it. “It’s never misled me before.”

      “So,” Gabriel said, glancing at the others, “did the Fortress’s crystal have something to do with your coming here?”

      Henri tucked the crystal back beneath his shirt. “It did. It’s why I’m here.” He looked directly at Snow. “It’s why I chose to answer your brother’s desperate plea for help.”

      Snow couldn’t think of anything to say to this. It was all too confusing. Nothing like she could have imagined would have been possible two weeks before. She had heard that the Fortier’s massive Fortress—their castle built upon the side of a mountain—was sentient in a way. But the way the prince talked about it as though it were a person went beyond her expectations or comprehension.

      “Do you know who is behind this?” Claude—the bald one with the baritone voice—asked. “Is it the queen, as the princess suspects?”

      “It’s rather likely,” Prince Henri replied, his burning gaze still on Snow. “Seeing as the queen herself asked me to bring her Snow’s heart.”

      The room seemed to grow much colder in the seconds that followed. And though Snow had known this, as the prince had already told her, it still sent a fear shooting down her spine.

      “What…” Gabriel stopped and swallowed before trying again. “What are you going to do?”

      “I tested the queen today,” the prince said, finally moving his fiery gaze from Snow to Gabriel. “I brought her the heart of a boar.”

      “And?” Claude grunted.

      “And,” the prince replied, “she failed.”

      Before Snow knew what she was doing, the words were out of her mouth. “Did she believe you?”

      The prince let out a gusty breath. “She did not. And more than anything, I’m convinced that she’s dabbling in some sort of Sorthileige. And I plan to learn exactly what⁠—”

      “Wait,” Snow said. “Sorthileige?

      “My apologies,” the prince said, tipping his head in a slight bow. “I thought that perhaps you knew what that was.”

      “It’s evil of the darkest kind,” Jules said, his voice trembling slightly as he spoke. “So dark and potent that it has its own power of sorts. The opposite of the power that the Fortier family wields.”

      Snow pursed her lips, trying not to show just what she thought of the Fortiers’ power. The power that had killed her sister.

      “It’s said to bubble up from the depths of the earth,” Hugo said softly. Snow turned to stare at him. He hadn’t spoken more than a few words since she’d arrived. But he ignored her stare, returning to his whittling as though he hadn’t spoken at all.

      “Hugo is right,” Gabriel said, a grim smile on his face. “The Sea Crown—the highest monarch of the merpeople—is responsible for keeping it locked in the depths of the oceans. The Fortiers do much the same on land for those of the western realm.”

      Snow suddenly had the urge to fidget, a hot discomfort quickly growing in her mind. What if…

      What if this dark power was what her sister had been dealing in when the Fortiers had ended her life?

      But her father had never spoken of a stolen power. Only that power which her people were sometimes naturally born with.

      “I’m nearly sure the queen is dealing in Sorthileige,” Prince Henri continued, turning every gaze back to himself. “But I have no proof. I only know that she’s hiding secrets of a very dark kind.”

      “And how do you know that?” Snow asked. Half of her asked with pointed derision. But the other half…

      She really did want to know.

      “I can feel it,” the prince replied, the fire in his eyes seeming to flare as it danced in its eternal rings in his eyes.

      Snow didn’t know what to say to that. Thankfully, she was saved when Gabriel turned to face the prince.

      “I think this is a wise course of action,” he said. Then he looked at Snow. “Provided she stays here.”

      Snow tried not to let her annoyance show on her face. These gentlemen had taken her in when she had neither resources nor money. Even the prince, thus far, had proved himself to be trustworthy (which aggravated her to no end). But really, she was the princess. Didn’t she get a say in her own life?

      Not that you have many choices, an annoying voice in her head whispered. And even if you did, you’re too ignorant of the world to know how.

      It was also infuriating that she would have to rely—again—on the heir of her father’s enemies. It just wasn’t right. Perhaps the history of the Chiens was more complicated than what she’d been taught, but that didn’t mean she wished to know the Fortier line any more than she already did. After all, her father had feared them so greatly, it had led him to lock her up for the first eighteen years of her life.

      And now this young, albeit handsome, pup conveniently appeared just in time to save her? Who was he, after all, thinking he had the right to save everyone’s day? Just because he had a gift and happened to be the adopted son of the most powerful king in the known world didn’t mean she planned to be fast friends with him.

      “I think,” Laurent said, running his hand over his shiny, bare head, “that I should like to talk to the others about this.” He looked at Gabriel. “Yes?”

      Gabriel nodded, and they all retreated upstairs to the room that was barely visible from the first floor.

      Snow was determined to ignore the prince. She would find… Well, she would find something to dislike about him. But really, he was so striking, sitting in the light of the fire by the hearth that made him look as though he glowed. His jaw was sharp and strong, and the swirling blue fire in his solemn gray eyes gave him an otherworldly appearance. His figure was imposing, and she disliked the way her breath caught in her throat when he looked at her with those unreadable eyes. She hated how his presence made her feel both threatened and safe.

      Why did she have to have Henri Fortier, of all people, thrust into her life? Why did he have to be the one to save her?

      “You’ll need new clothes,” the prince finally said, breaking the silence. He nodded at the shredded remains of her ball gown and the threadbare slippers that were barely hanging on her feet. “Palace finery won’t help you here.”

      Snow glared at him. “How stupid of me not to have noticed. I’ll just waltz into the nearest village and buy some. But…oh, yes. The queen is trying to kill me.” As the words came out of her mouth, she knew they were rude, and they pricked a part of her conscience that already smarted and burned.

      Really, though. Could anyone blame her? She was just so…

      So frustrated with how flustered he made her feel. How different he was than the prince she had imagined. Was he really that different, though? He rarely smiled. He was powerful, as she’d known he would be. He was arrogant and assumed control of any room he entered. He expected others to agree with his every thought, and he was always telling everyone what to do.

      Also, he was ridiculously handsome in a way Snow hadn’t known men could be. Not that she’d seen many to compare him with, but still…

      He was also trying to save her life.

      But these points, as much merit as they might have, only made her like him less. Snow resented being indebted to the prince of Destin. If only she could have nothing to do with him. Life would be far simpler.

      “You don’t like me.”

      Snow jumped a little when he spoke, then balefully met his gaze. “I never said that.”

      “You’re thinking it.”

      Snow huffed. “Is that so strange to think about a man who expects the world to jump at his beck and call?”

      His eyes widened. “You think the world jumps at my whims?”

      Snow shrugged and sniffed. “I have no idea. But I do know that you’re the son of the most powerful king in the western realm. The son of the man who killed my sister.” She lifted her chin. “You’re crown prince. There’s not much to guess at.” But even as the words spilled out, she somewhat regretted them. After hearing about his childhood, she knew that much of what she said wasn’t true. And again, her conscience smote her.

      He was studying her with a furrowed gaze, her conscience threatening to consume her to the point of considering an apology, when the seven men returned. Snow had never been more grateful for an interruption in her life as it paused the war going on between her head and her heart.

      “We’ve discussed it,” Gabriel said, “and we’ll be happy to offer you accommodation.”

      The prince bowed his head. “I thank you.”

      “The barn,” Laurent said sternly, “will do.”

      “Propriety and all.” Andre beamed. “What with the princess having the guest quarters, I’m sure you understand.”

      Again, the prince thanked them, and Snow felt she ought to smirk at her victory as he made his way out to sleep near his horse. At least the spoiled prince wasn’t having his every way.

      But for some reason, as she watched Gabriel grab several blankets and follow him, Snow decided that victory didn’t feel so sweet.
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      The crystal at Henri’s chest warmed suddenly, yanking him from the world of slumber to the violently strong awareness that someone else was in the barn. Moving carefully, he reached under his pillow to find the dagger that was hidden beneath. Then, in one swift motion, he leaped down from the barn loft onto the floor, dagger raised in one hand while a brilliant ball of blue fire blazed in his other⁠—

      To find himself face to face with Princess Snow.

      As his heart began to beat at a closer-to-normal pace, Henri bit back the desire to curse. He wasn’t a cursing man, but he could only imagine a dozen ways the situation might have ended badly had she been a hand span closer, or had he drawn his sword.

      The thought of the princess’s blood pooling at his feet did not give him happy feelings.

      Contenting himself with a frustrated huff, he aimed a bolt of his blue fire at the nearest hanging lamp. Just as lightning would set a field on fire, so his miniature fiery lightning sent the fuel in the lamp ablaze.

      As light filled the room, he could see the princess’s terror all over her face. Good. A little fear would do her some good.

      “It would be best if you avoid startling me in the future,” he grumbled, sheathing the dagger and turning to the table where the man…Gabriel? There were so many of them. Where one of them had left a basket of food. “I can’t maintain the same control when I’m unconscious.”

      The princess nodded but said nothing, her large brown eyes far too wide for him to be completely unaffected.

      “What do you want?” he asked, though his voice wasn’t quite as gruff as he had hoped it would be.

      The question seemed to remind the princess of why she’d come. She straightened her back and fixed her gaze on him. “Are you going back to the capital today?”

      He nodded as he smothered a roll with honey. “I am.” The men may harbor suspicions, but they were generous with their resources. He would have to speak with his father about honoring them for their work when he got home.

      “Good.” She nodded quickly. “I want you to take me with you.”

      Henri momentarily stopped chewing. “Excuse me?” he asked when he finally managed to swallow. Surely he hadn’t heard her correctly.

      “My aunt is still in the castle,” the princess said, looking down as she rolled a bit of her ratty gown between her fingers. “I want to go with you so I can find her and bring her back here with me.”

      Henri held up his hand. “Is your aunt a Chien?”

      The princess’s eyes burned. “I’ve already told you she is. There’s no need to call her⁠—”

      “No, I mean, does she have the mark?”

      The princess blinked a few times. “Yes.”

      “I’ve met her,” Henri said, dusting the crumbs off his hands and turning to face the princess. “Yesterday at the castle, she found me. She asked me to keep you safe.”

      The princess swallowed hard. “I need to find her. Now that I’m safe…” She glanced back in the direction of the house. “I need her to be safe too.”

      But Henri was already shaking his head. “I’m sorry. It’s too dangerous. I can’t sniff out the queen’s schemes if I’m trying to protect you as well.” He paused, hoping she would believe him. “Your brother wants you as far from the castle as possible. He doesn’t know who to trust now that his wife has integrated herself into the household.”

      The princess nodded. “Be that as it may,” she said slowly, “I need to find my aunt.” She looked up, and her eyes narrowed. “And if you don’t take me, I’ll just have to take myself.”

      “What if I promise to find her for you?” Henri said, sending up pleas to the Maker that she would accept some reason—any reason not to insist on traveling with him. “I’ll bring her back myself.”

      To his dismay, she only shook her head.

      And people called him stubborn.

      Henri huffed and glared down at her. The last thing he wanted to do was take responsibility for one more thing or person during this venture. But he got the feeling that he was already responsible for the princess, whether he wanted to be or not. Because he absolutely believed that she would run back to the castle herself. She was a little too much like his little sister, Genny, in that way.

      Like Genny, Princess Snow did not seem the type to make empty threats.

      “Fine,” he snapped. “But you’d better tell the others that you’re coming with me, or they’ll all risk their own lives to find you. And you’d better let them know that this was not my idea.”

      The princess’s dark eyes widened, but to her credit, she nodded. “Very well. I will.”

      “Be back here in ten minutes,” Henri said, making his way to his horse. “If you’re not, I’m leaving without you.”

      The girl nodded and ran back out the door, leaving Henri to wonder what he had just done. If nothing else, perhaps the girl’s aunt would keep her in check after they rescued her. Because Henri certainly wasn’t up to the job.
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      True to her word, and much to Henri’s disappointment, the princess was back just as he was ready to set out. Which presented Henri with yet another problem. He had planned on riding to the city. On horseback, it was only two hours distance. But now that he had the princess with him, he couldn’t very well ride while she walked beside him. Tumenian princess or not, his father would have his head for such unchivalrous behavior if he ever found out. Not to mention, her entire body stiffened with every step. Her ridiculous ballroom slippers were probably threadbare on the bottom, and she had spent more than a week running about the forest in them. The girl couldn’t walk to the city. It just couldn’t be done.

      “Come here,” he said with a sigh.

      The princess looked at him suspiciously. “Why?”

      “I’m going to put you on my horse.”

      “Oh.” She glanced up at the horse, and even in the dim light from the lamps he’d lit, he could see the fear in her eyes, and it suddenly dawned on him. Aside from the time he’d placed her on his horse to get her to the cottage, she’d probably never ridden on a horse before. No wonder she was terrified.

      “I…I think I’ll walk,” she said, her voice wavering slightly. “You can ride, though.”

      Henri crossed his arms. “You can walk six miles in the next two hours? And six miles back tonight?”

      She stared at him. “Six…six miles?”

      “Twelve total,” he said with a hard smile. “Because that’s how there and back works.”

      She looked back up at the horse.

      “I promise,” he said, his voice growing softer at the slight trembling of her hands. “He won’t hurt you. He’s a very gentle horse.”

      She leveled him a look. “Isn’t he a war horse?”

      “Who says he can’t be both?” Henri asked.

      The princess turned to stare at him once more, biting her lip as she did. Finally, she gave him the tiniest of nods. “Very well.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

      Henri took her waist in his hands and lifted her up into the saddle. Her skin was warm beneath the worn fabric, and he tried not to think about how fragile she suddenly seemed as he placed her on the horse.

      “What do I need to do?” she asked, her words stiff and formal, though he couldn’t tell if that was from stress or the proximity putting her in the saddle had required.

      “Nothing. I’ll lead him. You just sit. You can hold the pommel if it makes you feel better.”

      She nodded and grasped the pommel until her knuckles turned white. Henri considered teasing her and then decided against it.

      They walked for a long time in silence, something Henri didn’t mind in the least. If Genny had been there, she would have filled the comfortable quiet with chatter of every kind, and their younger brother, Gavin, would have complained about it. The thought made Henri smile. Yes, he liked the quiet. But he missed his siblings too. Their absence reminded him of just how alone he was here.

      “I have a question,” he asked. They’d been walking about an hour and hadn’t exchanged a word since setting out.

      She looked down at him. He couldn’t see the details of her face in the dark of the early morning, but he knew she was studying him. “Yes?” she finally asked.

      “I’m curious. What have I done to offend you?”

      The princess looked forward once again. He waited patiently, wondering if she would answer at all. He’d begun to think she wouldn’t when she spoke again.

      “It’s not so much what you’ve done to offend me,” she said slowly, “but who you are.”

      Henri had guessed as much. “The man who came at your brother’s behest and refused to cut your heart out as your sister-in-law asked?”

      The first hint of gray lit the sky above, and with his unusually good eyesight, Henri could just make out the discomfort on her face. It almost made him smile.

      “Do you know what your father did to my mother’s people?” she asked stiffly.

      “You mean my grandfather, King Rodrigue?” he corrected her. “If you’re talking about his treatment of the Chiens, then yes, I’m aware.” He paused. “I’m also aware that after my father took the throne, he threatened your father with war if his people weren’t freed.”

      The princess was quiet for a moment, and he wondered if she believed him.

      “And…he didn’t think to follow up and see if they were actually freed?” she finally asked.

      “Unfortunately,” he replied, leading the horse over a small stone bridge, “as they snuck out of the country and did so over a period of many years, my parents had no way of knowing how many were missing.”

      The princess frowned but said nothing, and in the early light of morning, he could see enough of her expression to say that this girl was just as frustrating as she was beautiful. And she complicated everything.

      “Look,” he finally said, “I’m not here to take the crown from your brother. I’m not here to establish dominance. Your brother asked me for help, so I came in hopes of encouraging true peace between our kingdoms for the first time in a thousand years. That’s proved more complicated than I thought it would be, however, and all I want to do now is go home. But I can’t, as your sister-in-law is obviously up to something sinister.”

      The princess opened her mouth as though to protest, but he gave her an exasperated look. “So if you want to get rid of me, the best way to do so would be for you to stay hidden. Because if the queen sees you today, things are going to get a lot more complicated, not only for us, but also for your aunt. If you keep your head down and listen to me, however, we just might escape this misguided venture unscathed.” He looked at her expectantly. “Agreed?”
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      Snow had felt sure of herself that morning when she’d intercepted the prince to demand he take her along. But now, as he stared up at her, expecting an answer to his ridiculous—very well, his perfectly understandable—question, she was suddenly far less confident in her own judgment.

      Slowly, she nodded her head, though it killed her to do so. “All right,” she said. “I’ll do as you say.” Really, any other answer would have been nonsensical. She had no idea how to sneak in and out of castles or search for the truth behind her new sister’s strange secrets. Her only hope of finding her aunt rested in the man walking beside her.

      They were quiet again after that, and it wasn’t long before the sun broke the horizon, flooding the forest with sunlight and warmth. The sunbeams felt good on her skin, and the forest began to thin, further chasing the gloom of night. But her discomfiture remained as doubt set in.

      For being from such a villainous line, he was almost comically chivalrous. From the first, he’d treated her with the deference due a princess, despite the fact that he was himself her peer—actually, her superior, as he was a crown prince. Even her clothes, which she was suddenly very aware of in their tattered, soiled state, seemed to have escaped his notice, excepting his comment that they were impractical for a forest setting.

      For some reason, though, all of this annoyed her even more, if for no other reason than it forced her to admit that he was far from what she had expected.

      Eventually, they reached the edge of the wood. Snow’s heart thundered in her chest as she saw the place where her carriage had fallen. The carriage was gone now, but the indentations of its wheels were still imprinted in the bank. Was that what her memory would be? A single spark in the lives of her people? One that burned brightly for three days before being darkened forever?

      “Your Highness?”

      Snow blinked and realized that they had stopped. Prince Henri was staring up at her with a slight frown.

      “What is it?” Snow asked.

      “You’ll be too recognizable. I can’t take you into the city like this.”

      “I’ve only been to the city once,” Snow said. But even as the words came out, she knew he was right. “What…what do you think we ought to do?”

      The prince was already removing his cloak. Before Snow could object, he had flung it about her shoulders and tied it around her neck, instructing her to pull the hood up over her head. Then he walked in a slow circle around the horse as though to admire his work. Snow took the opportunity to turn her head slightly so she could sniff the fabric. It was surprisingly pleasant for someone who had slept in a barn, smelling strongly of pine needles and something else, though Snow couldn’t say what.

      “Are you smelling my cloak?”

      Snow felt her face flush scarlet as she turned to see him grinning up at her.

      Oh, what a smile he had. She hadn’t known he could smile like that.

      Not that she could let him know that. It would go straight to his head. So Snow tossed her head and lifted her nose in the air. “I was merely ensuring I won’t smell of animals by the end of the day.”

      He nodded at Emre, who had already stuffed himself in one of the cloak pockets. “It didn’t, but it probably will now.” His grin only widened.

      Snow scowled at him.

      He chuckled but then grew somber, taking the reins and beginning to walk again. “We’ll need to pick up a few things in the market before we reach the castle. Make sure the hood stays on.”

      Snow wanted to object and point out that every moment they wasted in the market was one they wouldn’t be finding her aunt. But as she was wearing his cloak and riding his horse, she didn’t really have the right to complain. So she only gave him a nod.

      They made their way into the market, which was bustling by now, and Snow wondered what kind of goods the prince of Destin would be looking for. Knives, perhaps? Or food? Or maybe another cloak?

      To her surprise, he led them up to a woman selling cloth. Snow watched in fascination as the prince began picking through the cloth carefully, separating several pieces from the others. The pieces he chose were pretty, and certainly not cheap. Snow had no experience purchasing her own goods, but her aunt had made sure she understood economy and fabrics so she would never take her father and brother’s gifts for granted.

      “What do you think of these?” he finally asked, holding four of the fabrics up for her to see. Snow studied them. Two of them were blue, one pink, and a third green. They were nothing like that of the ruined ball gown she now wore, but rather the kind of fabrics she would have worn in her little garden in what felt like a lifetime ago. Colorful yet hardy.

      “They’ve lovely,” Snow said, unsure of why he wanted her opinion. Of course, she was wondering most of all what a crown prince could want with women’s fabrics.

      But the prince only nodded and paid the woman for them before tucking them in his saddlebags and then leading them to another stall, this time, to purchase several iron needles and silk thread. As he tucked these into his bags, she leaned down and whispered,

      “What is it exactly that we’re shopping for?”

      He raised one thick brow. “Would you like to go on wearing that ball gown?”

      Snow flushed again, much to her chagrin, but shook her head. And it dawned on her as he led them to yet another stall that he was doing something incredibly…

      Well, incredibly kind for her.

      They went on to purchase some ribbons, stockings, and a new set of boots. To hide her embarrassment, as she could see that he was handing over a small fortune on her behalf, Snow couldn’t help teasing him a little. It helped cover her embarrassment.

      “How is it that you came to excel at making purchases for a lady?” She gave him a mischievous smile she hoped distracted him from her ever-increasing blush.

      He returned her smile. Not a brilliant grin as he had worn at the edge of the forest, but a genuine one, nonetheless. “My younger sister, Genevieve, is quite opinionated in her dress. I’ve had a little practice trying to please her.”

      “Oh,” Snow said, not sure what else to say. His answer made perfect sense.

      “Ah,” he said as though he went shopping for ladies every day. “This is the one I was looking for.” He stopped at a stall which sold silken scarves. After purchasing a blue one, he turned and motioned for her to lean down. Perplexed, Snow did as he bid.

      Gently, he pulled off her hood and looped the scarf around her face so that only her eyes showed. Snow didn’t dare breathe as he worked, sure that if she did, he would see how he was affecting her. As though that weren’t enough, however, he leaned closer, the tips of his fingers brushing her face as he arranged the scarf. His fingers were rough but gentle, and his sheer size and nearness stole her breath.

      Could he see right through her?

      If he could, he gave no indication of it. He only put her hood back on, stepped back, and studied her for a moment before giving a final nod and taking the reins to lead the horse ahead again.

      They were nearing the castle when a woman’s voice called out over the din of the market. “Sir! Sir!”

      Both Snow and the prince looked around to see a woman waving at them. She looked to be in her fourth decade with the smallest of lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth. “Yes! You!” she called with a smile. “You can’t tell me you don’t want to buy your pretty wife something silver.” She indicated the vast array of silver accessories and tools on the table before her. “She may be hiding her fair skin from the sun, but even I can see those beautiful eyes from a street away.” She winked at Snow.

      Snow wanted to curse her fair complexion, betraying her every emotion with a blush before remembering with relief that her cheeks were now covered. But the prince only moved forward to examine the woman’s supply. Snow supposed it was part of the act. The woman had surely watched them purchase freely from a number of the other merchants and artisans and wanted a bit of this young man’s generosity for herself. But her heart still fluttered at the assumption. Her? The prince’s wife?

      What would that be like?

      Awful, Snow reminded herself. It would be torture to have to live in Destin with the Fortier line. And yet…

      “What do you think?” the woman asked coyly, holding up a silver bracelet. The prince studied it for a moment, and Snow held her breath. He must have decided, rightly, of course, that it was too much for even him, as he finally shook his head. But then he gestured to a silver comb. “What about this?” he asked Snow. “Would you like this?”

      Snow’s first instinct was to refuse the gift. True, she did need a comb for her hair. She’d had to use her fingers to try brushing the tangles out of it this morning. But a comb made of silver? Particularly one with such intricate filigree. Surely it was far too excessive.

      For some reason, however, she felt herself nod. What was wrong with her?

      The prince nodded. “We’ll take it.”

      “You’ve chosen wisely,” the woman said, her dark eyes twinkling. “This isn’t simply a comb to brush your hair with. It can be worn in its own right, and it will look quite fetching with bright eyes such as yours. Oh! And before you go.” She reached for the prince’s hand and pressed something into it. “A few pins as well. As a gift for the newlyweds.” She winked again. “I can’t help myself. It’s such a treat seeing a man spoil his wife the way I’ve seen you do.”

      So she had been watching them.

      “Thank you,” Snow squeaked, though she doubted the woman heard her. A moment later, coins had been exchanged, and the comb and pins were placed in the bag as well. The prince played his part better than Snow.

      “I can’t help myself,” he said with a grin. “I’ve been waiting a long time.”

      As he turned and led her away, Snow realized she couldn’t get these words out of her head. They had seemed so natural. Did the prince have an intended at home that he was waiting for? Or was he pretending, and it was all simply part of the act?

      For some reason, Snow hoped it wasn’t the first.

      “What about you?” the woman asked with a sly smile. “Surely you want something as well.” She nodded at his bare left hand. “A wedding band, perhaps? I can give you one at a discount if you like.”

      “Thank you,” the prince said politely. “I’m waiting to receive my grandfather’s ring.” Then he turned and led them away before the woman could offer anything more.

      Snow was glad for the silence that settled over them as they continued to make their way toward the edge of the market. It gave her time to gather herself. Why did he make her feel so… out of balance? What was the matter with her? Surely she wouldn’t feel this way around every man she wasn’t related to. The ones her age, at least. It wasn’t as though she had much experience to compare him to.

      Eventually, he led them toward the edge of the market, stopping them beside a very high wall. He reached up for her, obviously wishing to help her dismount. Snow let him, leaning forward until his strong hands gripped her waist, and he gently set her down.

      They were so close.

      Any pleasant sensations that might have been enjoyed as he touched her waist, however, vanished as her feet hit the cobblestones, and Snow let out a small cry. The cobblestones had grown hot, and they burned her feet through the worn silk of her slippers.

      “Here,” he said quickly as he opened one of the saddlebags. Then he pulled out the boots he’d bought her and knelt at her feet. Carefully, he pulled the battered little shoe from her foot and then worked the boot on. She tried not to go into stupid, nervous giggles as he carefully took her leg in his hand to guide the boot on.

      He was only being practical, after all. There was no way she could go any further in such shoes. No way at all. He was only ensuring his own success.

      He needed her to walk in the palace, after all.

      If that was true, though, then why was his touch making her tremble?

      Snow nearly collapsed with relief when the new boots were on her feet and he let go. She wasn’t sure she could handle another moment of that.

      “I’m afraid your feet will be sore a while longer,” he said with a frown. “The boots will need to be broken in, and they might give you blisters where they rub. But I’ll make sure you ride again as soon as we’re done.”

      Snow nodded and turned to follow him. To her surprise, however, they didn’t continue on down the street. Instead, the prince led both Snow and the horse into the wooded spot following the wall until they were hidden completely from the street.

      As she followed him, Snow realized she was feeling yet another source of guilt. She hoped the men back at the cabin had found her letter, the one she had scratched out using the ancient paper and mostly dried-up ink she had discovered on a corner writing table the night before. They would be angry with her for sure. But surely they would see the reason behind her disappearance. Her aunt was a Chien, after all.

      The prince finally stopped beside a very large tree that bordered the wall. “This is it,” he announced, turning his fiery eyes upon her once again. “We’ll be sneaking in here.”
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      Halfway up the tree, Henri decided that this was not his finest scheme. He wanted to enter the castle grounds without the guards or servants seeing them, and the overgrown tree behind the princess’s old garden seemed to offer the perfect opportunity. The princess’s claim that she could easily climb trees had made the plan sound even better.

      But now her ratty dress was snagged on a tree branch not even her chubby pet squirrel could seem to free, and in his own attempt to help her free it, Henri had been forced to make his way over to where she clung to the branches, and somehow, he found his face only inches from hers.

      She was so beautiful.

      Not that she possessed the queen’s kind of beauty. Queen Dilara’s beauty was almost otherworldly, to the point of making him suspicious. But there was something about Princess Snow that always made him want to look twice. Whether it was the way her heart shone through her eyes or the gentle, unspoiled way she smiled, he couldn’t say. For while she obviously tried to hide it, he had caught her watching him more than once wearing a very different expression than the one she seemed to put on whenever she knew he was looking. And though he had pretended to be asleep the night before, he hadn’t missed when she’d snuck out to the barn and left an extra blanket on the step before hurrying back to the house again. Or the way he felt as though sunbeams shot through him each time they touched.

      “Um, Your Highness?” the princess asked.

      Henri blinked a few times before realizing with great embarrassment that he was still holding himself just inches from her, staring as though he’d never seen a woman in his life.

      What was even stranger, however, was the way she had been staring back.

      “Um, I’m sorry,” he stuttered, grasping a branch with his left hand before leaning slowly to the right to free her dress with his other hand. “This isn’t quite as simple as it looked from the ground.”

      “You thought two adults climbing a tree at the same time would be easy?” Her tone was mocking, but her eyes danced with mirth.

      “Apparently,” he muttered, hoping she didn’t notice how his face was most likely a deep shade of red. “Here, I’ll help you up to the top. Can you get your leg over if I give you my arm for support?”

      She turned and looked at the top of the wall, which was now only an arm’s length away. “I…I think so. Let me see.”

      Henri was impressed by the time they were both atop the wall. Climbing that tree wouldn’t have been easy for many men. Its leaves were thick, making it difficult to see. And she had done it in the tattered remains of a ball gown. He was nearly as impressed with himself for not losing focus as he took hold of her waist to keep her from falling as she pulled herself onto the wall.

      “I’m not sure what your father was thinking,” Henri said as he climbed up beside her. “Anyone could have scaled that tree and gotten into the garden if they had truly desired to harm you.”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, he wondered if she would be offended. He hadn’t meant it to sound as though he wished her to stay locked up, and he half-expected an indignant retort. When no answer came, however, he turned to see her staring down into the garden, trembling as though taking a chill.

      “Princess?” he asked softly. “Are you well?”

      She drew in a shaky breath. “Please,” she whispered. “Don’t make me go back. I beg you.” She turned to him, fear shining in her large, dark eyes. “I don’t know why I came with you. I mean, I thought…” She looked back down at the garden and licked her lips, her breath coming faster and faster. “I don’t want to be a prisoner again!” she whispered.

      Henri studied her for a moment before slowly, carefully, reaching for her, waiting for her to object. But her fear must have been greater than he knew, because when he put an arm around her shoulders, she leaned into him. His own heart beating in a strange rhythm, he pulled her closer until he was holding her against his side.

      Offering such an act of comfort was nothing new to Henri. He had done the same for Genny and Gavin countless times when they were frightened as small children. But for some reason, it was different this time. As she trembled against him, he was suddenly aware of every curve of her body, and swallowed hard as he held her.

      “I promise,” he said quietly, hoping she wouldn’t hear the odd tenor of his voice, “you’re not going to stay here again.” She turned and looked at him, and he was unable to keep himself from touching her face as he spoke.

      Her skin was so soft.

      She suddenly seemed so fragile, shaking as she huddled against his side. That morning, she had been somewhat akin to a badger, small and fierce. But now, in this place, he was seeing how she was far from well. She hadn’t ever really escaped.

      Not in her mind, at least.

      It was a feeling he was all too familiar with.

      “Remember,” he said, “you’re here to find your aunt. To do that, we need to get into the castle.” He gestured to the garden. “What’s the best way to get down from here and inside?”

      The princess held his gaze for a moment longer before slowly looking down below them. He could tell she was still battling her terror, and for a moment, he wondered if she would be able to defeat it.

      To her credit, though, she finally took a deep breath and pointed farther down the wall. “There,” she said in a shaking voice. “That tree. If you can help me reach the main branch, it will be the easiest way down.” She gave a shaky chuckle and pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I used to climb as high as I could when I was little and imagine I was running away. But I was never tall enough to reach the wall.”

      Henri nodded, thankful that they could move again. The king had told him no one used the balcony from which the garden was visible, but he was starting to feel wary from sitting atop the wall too long.

      They stood and quickly walked the length of the wall to the tree she had pointed to, and to his great relief, he was able to lower her easily down into its branches. Once she was down, he followed. And when they finally reached the ground, he found himself in one of the most beautiful gardens he had ever seen.

      Fruit trees of every kind blossomed around and above him, their pastel blooms vivid against the blue sky. The ground was covered in patches of green grass, cut through and circled by neat stone paths crisscrossing as they wound lazily across the space. There were dozens and dozens of herbs and other edible plants—most of which Henri knew the name of, thanks to Cook forcing him to pick them from the Fortress gardens whenever he got himself into a scrape. A variety of large stalks defied the ground as they boasted dozens of tomato blossoms, corn, and sunflowers, and the constant hum of bees told him there was at least one hive nearby. And standing in the center of all of this, as though it had sprung up from the ground itself, was a tiny cottage with real glass window panes and a painted roof edging.

      In this paradise, one could easily forget the rest of the world existed.

      He wasn’t able to bask in the tranquility for long, however, as Snow gripped his hand until it hurt, looking about her as though the little haven might swallow her up. When asked how to get into the castle, a question Henri had to repeat twice before she heard him, she led him to a large wooden door at the foot of the castle, hidden by the little cottage and its many surrounding trees.

      Thankful to have reached the castle itself, Henri tried to open the wooden door, but one strong push revealed that it must be locked.

      “Only my father and brother had keys,” the princess said in a small voice as she watched him. “And I don’t know where they are.”

      “No mind,” Henri said. “We’ll just do it another way.”

      “Another—” she began to say, but when a large blue flame appeared in Henri’s hand, she gaped. Henri tried not to feel quite smug when he saw the awe on her face as he burned a hole around the lock.

      “Oh,” she whispered as the lock itself fell through the hole he had created. He allowed himself one smile as he gave the door a good shove with his shoulder and opened it easily.

      They found themselves in what Henri could only guess to be the king’s chambers, judging by the opulence and grandeur. And though he knew the young king would approve of his end goal, Henri had no desire to appear in the man’s bedroom. He led them quickly out of the king’s chambers into a mercifully empty hall. Here, Henri stopped. Perhaps it had been a good idea bringing the princess along after all. It would make his job a lot easier.

      “Which way to the queen’s chambers?” he whispered. “And to your aunt’s?”

      “All the main living chambers are that way.” She pointed to their left. “We’ll come to the queen’s rooms first.”

      Henri nodded and took her hand before setting out in the direction she had pointed. She seemed surprised by the touch, but she didn’t try to pull her hand from his. It was for safety, he told himself, so they didn’t get separated. A purely sensible reason.

      It had absolutely nothing to do with the way her small hand felt warm and strangely comfortable in his.

      They set out at a good pace, but they hadn’t walked long before Snow began to limp. It was those blasted boots, he knew immediately. They were better than her slippers by far, but they were still stiff and unbroken. She would most likely have several painful blisters by the time they arrived back at the cottage tonight.

      “Do you need me to carry you?” he asked softly as they paused in a dark corner.

      She shook her head and set her chin stubbornly. “No. I can make it,” she said, even if her voice wavered slightly.

      Henri nearly smiled. Princess Snow was no spoiled royal. And Henri found that, despite her often prickly demeanor toward him, this was even more attractive than her pretty face.

      They reached the queen’s chambers first, just as the princess had predicted.

      “She’s gone,” Snow whispered as she peeked around the corner.

      “How do you know?” he whispered back.

      “Her guards are gone.” The princess turned to face him. “They’re only at the door when she’s inside. If she’s gone, they follow her.”

      Henri sent up a prayer of thanks. “Good. I’ll go first. Stay hidden until I motion for you.”

      The princess nodded and did as he said, and a moment later, they were both in the queen’s chambers with the door locked behind them.

      To Henri’s great relief, the room was empty. The princess had been right. He took several steps inside but paused when he realized that the princess hung back.

      “I’ll stay and listen at the door,” she said, eyeing the room with wide eyes. “You look. But go quickly.”

      Henri nodded, making a mental note to ask her about this room at another time. She seemed nearly as terrified to be inside the queen’s chambers as she had been with the garden. Something had happened here.

      But that wasn’t his focus now. His focus was to find out as much about the queen as he could, and why she so desperately wanted Princess Snow dead.

      The room was even more luxuriously furnished than the king’s. As Henri had surmised when he’d first met her, Queen Dilara had expensive taste. There were diamonds and gems embedded in nearly every surface possible. Her sheets were made of a kind of silk that could only be imported from the East, and stone sculptures sat upon nearly every flat surface available. And yet, for all its collected beauty, the room somehow seemed…sterile. Devoid of passion or feeling.

      “Why are you touching everything?” the princess asked, breaking Henri’s concentration.

      “I believe the queen has had access to some sort of dark power,” Henri said, running his hand over one of the sculptures. “While I can only use the power my family was gifted, I’m sensitive to power of all kinds. What I’m doing now is searching for traces of Sorthileige.” He left the sculpture and moved on to the wardrobe.

      “And…if it was here, that Sorthileige would be in her collection of gowns?” Snow quirked one brow.

      Henri smiled faintly. “When people use Sorthileige, traces are usually left behind. If she’s been using it in this room—” Henri stopped as he abandoned the wardrobe and came to the next item in the room. He didn’t even have to touch it to feel the darkness humming through it.

      It was the largest mirror he had ever seen, even taller than him. The metalwork of the frame was masterful, its curling filigree swirling in and out as though it were made of silk rather than silver. And when he leaned in close, he was surprised to find that the glass wasn’t glass at all, but rather metal that had been worked so it was reflective.

      “She made that.”

      Henri turned to find the princess watching him with wide eyes.

      “She made this?” he asked.

      The princess nodded. “Her family is one of metalsmiths. My father was against the marriage, and my brother assumed it was because they were craftsmen. Although now…” She shrugged as her eyes moved back to the mirror.

      Henri turned back to the mirror as well. He could feel its pulse through the air. If the power he was sensing was any indication of that which was woven into the metal itself…

      He would just have to touch it to find out.

      As he stretched his hand toward the mirror, he could practically hear his parents’ warnings already. His father had nearly lost his mind with worry not so very long ago when Henri had somehow ended up in the middle of his best friend’s kingdom’s civil war, chased by a monster who wanted to harvest his gift. This was likely ten times more dangerous. At least he’d had Nicholas with him back in Solwhind. This time, he had…

      He glanced back at the princess who—beautiful and capable as she was—was no towering soldier hardened by war. If something happened to him, he couldn’t expect her to drag his sorry carcass out of the castle.

      But he was here now, and he needed to learn who this woman was. After all, wasn’t that what his father was doing all the time, seeking out the trouble no one else could find or face? And while he hoped the Maker would wait many, many years before laying that mantle on his shoulders, Henri would be the next Fortier the world would call upon after his father passed into eternal bliss.

      Taking a fortifying breath, Henri reached out and touched the mirror.

      Scalding pain shot through his veins, searing every inch of his body. He cried out as he yanked his hand back and pressed it against his chest.

      “What is it? What happened?” The princess was suddenly beside him, grabbing his hand and inspecting it. But Henri wasn’t yet able to speak.

      As shocking as the physical pain had been, it was nothing compared to the gaping hole it had ripped in his mental defenses, the ones his father had taught him to build up around his mind to keep the darkness at bay.

      It was far too similar to his blood mother’s gift.

      Henri was vaguely aware the princess was speaking to him, but he couldn’t seem to hear her. He could only stare at the mirror in horror as memories he’d long ago tried to forget fought to push their way to the surface.

      “Henri!”

      The sound of his given name broke through the tumult of his mind. Two cool hands were suddenly holding his face. They were surprisingly calming. Slowly, he turned his head toward the source of the sound.

      “Prince Henri!” the princess hissed, her dark eyes wide. “Someone’s coming!”

      Henri’s mind and body were still reeling from the pain, but her words jolted something like sense within him. He looked up to hear voices at the door. A muffled voice was wondering why the door was locked.

      Grabbing the princess with his good hand, he yanked them both behind a set of thick window curtains so long they piled slightly on the ground. She stood across from him, and the light of the window they stood beside highlighted the fear on her face. Henri prayed they wouldn’t be found. If he was discovered, he had no doubt he would be able to wiggle his way out of trouble, as the king had asked him to search for answers, not to mention that he was the crown prince of the most powerful kingdom in the western realm. But Princess Snow…

      She was being hunted by the very woman whose room they were in.

      Why in the blazes had he allowed her to talk him into this?

      Despite his inward turmoil, however, his prayers were answered with a yes. The two women who had entered the room sounded from their speech as though they were only servants, and after a few moments, they left again. Once he was sure they were truly alone, Henri tilted his head toward the door. The princess nodded back.

      Henri tried to collect himself as they made their way to her aunt’s room after that. He had no idea how he would get not one but two women back out of the palace unseen, as he had little confidence that Princess Snow’s aunt could climb trees. But he had little choice. He would simply have to solve that mystery when he came to it. Hopefully, her aunt could help him find another way out.

      As they neared her aunt’s door, the princess let out a lungful of air as though she’d been holding her breath. Henri listened at the door for a moment, then pushed it open before he could even look inside. The princess burst in. The moment Henri closed the door, she called out in a low voice,

      “Auntie! We’re here! We’ve come to get you!”

      Even as she spoke, however, Henri’s stomach sank. The room was too perfect. Not a bedsheet was out of place, nor were there any signs of life, such as pieces of clothing or misplaced knitting—nothing to denote that the room was currently being occupied.

      “Maybe she’s just somewhere else right now,” the princess suggested hopefully.

      “Well, there’s one way to find out.” Henri strode over to the wardrobe. But when he opened it, the wardrobe was empty.

      The hopelessness on the princess’s face threatened to break Henri’s heart all over again, adding to the chaos swirling inside him. But there was little they could do about that now. Not if the law was going to keep the princess safe.

      “Come,” he said, taking her hand once more. “It’s time to go.”
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      Snow hardly noticed their surroundings as she let the prince lead her forward. She could only mourn the loss of the one person who had always been her protector and only constant.

      Was her aunt dead? Surely her brother wouldn’t have allowed that. And the prince claimed to have seen her only the day before. But Snow wouldn’t put it past Dilara to put Collette to death just to spite Snow.

      Snow’s mind continued to spiral in fear and anxiety as the prince guided her through several back corridors and eventually outside once again. Somehow, they found his horse again, and she didn’t even have the strength to protest for propriety’s sake when he lifted her gently into the saddle.

      “We’ll stop for something to eat before we leave the city,” he said. Only then did Snow realize that the sun was dipping dangerously close to the horizon. Had they been gone all day?

      The prince eventually stopped at a stall near the edge of the city, one that sold sausages and rolls. Any other day, the smell would have made Snow’s stomach growl, but now it was twisted into too many knots for her to desire anything. Only the rough bark of the stall’s proprietor broke her from her reverie.

      “You sure you’re not a Chien?” the man squinted at Prince Henri. “I don’t sell to Chiens.”

      “I’m not,” the prince said in a low voice, his gaze on the coins he was counting in his hand.

      “You dress like one.” The man looked him up and down before spitting at his feet. “Show me your neck.”

      Snow had assumed the prince was physically capable of more than most men. She’d seen the way his powerful muscles moved even beneath his shirt, and the ease with which he used his fire. At the meat seller’s words, however, something inside the prince seemed to blaze.

      Snow couldn’t tell what had changed, whether it was the way his large muscles tensed or the way the fire in his eyes roared, but in less than two seconds, he transformed into the enemy her father had warned her about. This man, Snow realized, was far more dangerous than the wolves with which she had taken shelter.

      Henri leaned forward and yanked his cloak down.

      There was a mark on his neck, but it wasn’t that of a Chien. Instead, a deep, raised scar the length of Snow’s hand ran from his neck down the back of his shoulder.

      “I was marked,” the prince growled in a voice that made Snow shudder. “Evil incarnate marked me as a boy, and I survived!” He let go of his cloak and grabbed the man by the shoulder, yanking him forward so they were face to face. “I have seen wickedness of the darkest kind,” Henri hissed, “and I have no fear of weak men who bully others to compensate for what they lack!”

      The man was shaking now and trying desperately to get away, but the prince held him tightly in place. The blue fire in the prince’s eyes flashed, and a thin green mist seemed to pass through them.

      The man was shaking so hard now that Snow almost missed his terrified nod. “Please,” he choked. “Mercy. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      The prince glowered at him a moment longer before letting him go with a sound of disgust. Still trembling, the man scrambled to load as many sausages and rolls as would fit into a square of thin cloth, which he thrust out at the prince as though the prince might touch him again. The prince tossed a handful of silver at the man, grabbed the food, and shoved it at Snow before taking the horse’s reins and storming back toward the road.
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      Snow was silent on the way back, her hunger numbed by what she had just witnessed.

      It seemed the prince of eternal patience had a breaking point, after all.

      “Aren’t you hungry?” he snapped after several minutes of silence.

      Snow stared stupidly at the bundle of food in her lap. Did she dare ask about what had just happened? What was the green mist that moved through his eyes? The blue fire she had heard of before, of course. It was a marker of the direct Fortier line, a part of their legend. But the green mist was new. And what had he meant about facing down evil?

      No, Snow wasn’t hungry at all. But so as not to raise his ire, she tore off a hunk of bread and bit into it. It tasted as dry as it looked.

      The sun had set by the time they started back up the mountain again. The prince didn’t speak, and Snow didn’t dare ask. But when they finally saw the stable in the distance, and dusk was settling upon them, Snow somehow found the courage to ask the question she knew she ought to. So she closed her eyes and practiced breathing, gathering the strength to speak once he had helped her down from the horse.

      “H—how…” Her voice croaked, and she had to swallow twice before trying again. “How much do I—” Her words came out in a rush, but he cut her off.

      “Just go inside, Your Highness.” His words were clipped, and he didn’t meet her eyes as he turned back to his horse.

      Snow stared at him, the corners of her eyes suddenly stinging as she did. It was ridiculous, really. She had treated him terribly since they’d met, and he’d been nothing but kind to her. Much like a gentle giant. And now her feelings were hurt? Still, against her will, his words brought tears to her eyes. Embarrassed, and for some reason desperate for him not to see, she turned toward the house. But he must have seen, for before she took two steps, he gently caught her hand in his and pulled her back.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a quiet voice. “That was unkind of me.” He took a deep breath in and stared at the ground. “Today was…difficult. That mirror…” He closed his eyes, and his brow furrowed as though he were in pain. “It reminded me of something I’ve…I’ve tried very hard to forget.”

      Snow could only nod, and though she tried to smile, she knew the attempt looked pathetic.

      “What was it you wanted to ask me?” he asked with a tired smile.

      “I only wanted to know how much I owe you,” she whispered. “For the supplies.” She didn’t have any money with her, but her brother would pay him, she was sure, when they got this all sorted out. “For the material and such, I mean,” she added quickly.

      He handed her the bag of goods. “You owe me nothing.” And he must have seen that she was about to argue because he spoke again. “It’s a gift.”

      “But why?” she blurted out. Probably a rude thing to ask someone who had just paid a small fortune so she might have clothes fitting her station, but it was really too much for her to understand. “I mean, I’ve treated you… very rudely since we arrived. And you…you’ve done nothing but help me.”

      For a long moment, the prince stared at her with those fiery gray eyes, the blue flames in them swirling in a nearly hypnotic way. “Because,” he finally said, “once I had nothing as well.”

      Snow went inside after that, even more mystified than before. Her head felt as though it were spinning. Everything she had ever known to be true had been turned on its head. The Chiens. Her father. Her countrymen. The Fortier prince.

      And her aunt was still missing.

      Snow had the beginnings of a lovely headache.

      Perhaps, she thought, washing her hair and face would do her some good. Feeling clean could do wonders for the mind and soul. So after greeting the men, who seemed completely unsurprised by her return, Snow went into the bedroom’s basin, where someone had replaced the water earlier that day. Blessing them silently, she wet her hands and began to run them through her hair until she felt the oil and dirt beginning to wash out. Bathing in a pond would, of course, be preferable, and she tried not to even think of her tub back in the garden cottage. But she didn’t have the luxury of being picky. Anything was better than the dirt she’d been forced to wear for the last week. Clean was clean.

      As Snow worked her hair clean, she imagined the kinds of dresses she would sew, more grateful than ever that her aunt had forced her to learn how to make her own clothes when she was young. Had her aunt ever anticipated something like this? Some situation in which she would be removed from the castle? Snow knew that normal princesses didn’t make their own clothes. But Snow was no typical princess.

      Finally satisfied with the state of her hair, Snow gathered it and twisted it back into a knot on the top of her head, tying it there with the little rag she had cut off the bottom of her shredded dress a few days before. Then, with great anticipation, Snow picked up the silver comb and held it up in the light of her candle.

      It was so beautiful, gleaming in the candle’s dancing light. Carefully, she slid it down into her hair, its smooth teeth gliding into place against her head.

      But the moment the comb’s teeth touched her scalp, a searing pain ripped down Snow’s skull. She let out a silent scream and felt herself falling as the world went black.
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      Henri was still shaken by the time the princess left. He had imagined many evils when he crossed Tumen’s border. But he hadn’t expected to feel as he had when he touched the mirror. So rather than following her inside, he decided to stay with his horse. Horses weren’t complicated like people, and they didn’t complain when one worried aloud too much.

      It wasn’t fae power as his mother’s had been, Henri reflected as he loosened the horse’s saddle. But whatever power he had felt in the mirror was just as dark, pulsing with greed and desire. Princess Snow hadn’t seen, but when they had stopped for a drink at a spring on their way back up the mountain, he had hidden behind a bush so he could be sick in private. Even now, remembering the pain made his stomach turn.

      His sharp words with Princess Snow didn’t make him feel any better, either.

      He regretted them, of course. He also regretted—somewhat—the way he had responded to the merchant in the city. But at least that man had deserved it. Princess Snow, however…

      Henri couldn’t deny that she could be bristly and proud. But the more time he spent with her, the more he was coming to realize that she had been sheltered and fed a lifetime of lies about his family and his people. And while he had resented it at first, he now knew that she had no way to know better. Not locked in a secret garden under the thumb of her father, who also happened to think of himself as Henri’s own father’s greatest enemy.

      He had been hoping the visit to the market would help convince her that he meant no ill will. And if he was honest, he could understand why she would be suspicious of a strange prince with admittedly terrifying powers appearing in the middle of the forest on the heels of her attempted assassination—especially as he came from the family she had been taught to hate—when she most needed help.

      From her point of view, it would seem far too convenient.

      He did, however, think she was beginning to warm to him. And as Henri ran his hands along his animal’s limbs, feeling for any bumps or scrapes that shouldn’t be there, his mind wandered to the way the princess’s hands felt when she had taken his to examine it after he had burned it on the mirror.

      Her aunt had been right. There was something unusual about Princess Snow. And that was saying something, as Henri had met nearly every princess in the region. He’d only known her for a day, and already—as much as he wanted to deny it—he found himself more and more drawn to her. And that was frustrating.

      Because he didn’t know why.

      Princess Snow was beautiful, yes, but it was something beyond her beauty. And yet, it enhanced her beauty at the same time, those beautiful contrasts of light and dark highlighting her features. Could that have something to do with the queen’s desire to bring her new sister-in-law down?

      Every person Henri had heard speak of Queen Dilara had called her the most beautiful creature he or she had ever beheld. But after spending time with the princess, he was beginning to see how Snow might pose a threat to a queen who believed she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      Henri had just poured grain and water for his horse when the sharp pain from the mirror returned. But it wasn’t touching him this time.

      It was coming from inside the house.

      Henri dropped the bucket of grain he was holding and sprinted as fast as he could, heart in his throat as he burst through the door.

      “Where is she?” he thundered.

      The men inside looked at him in shock. But Henri didn’t have time for confusion.

      “Where is she?” he shouted again.

      The one with the bad leg—Andre, Henri was sure—pointed to the lower bedroom door, which was shut. “She’s…in her room,” he stammered, giving his bald friend a strange look.

      Henri ran to the door and tried to shove it open. It was locked.

      “And what in the depths do you think you’re doing?” Gabriel shouted, but Henri ignored him, as well as the cries of protest that went up from the other men. The cursed power was still pulsing from within.

      When the lock didn’t give, Henri backed up and kicked the door open. And on the other side of the room, the princess lay motionless on the floor.

      Henri raced to her side and knelt, the others on his heels. He stuck his fingers behind her jaw and waited, his stomach roiling harder with each second.

      “Can you feel it?” the one with the long beard, Laurent, asked.

      Henri shook his head, his heart pounding so fast he was getting dizzy. But after the longest seconds of his life, he felt something.

      “She has a pulse,” he said. “But only just.” Several of the men tried to talk at once, but Henri ignored them all. Instead, he supported her head so that it was tilted toward him. “Princess?” he called. “Princess, can you hear me?” Still no answer. “Snow?” he finally tried, wondering if using her given name might jolt her back to life.

      No amount of talking would wake her, however. Nor did water, shaking, or strong scent.

      The princess was sleeping as though she were dead.
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      Snow awoke to a world of darkness. Or was it simply a very thick forest? The ground she lay on felt like a forest floor, with pine needles and leaves and sticks and dirt. And yet, it wasn’t…right. It was too flat. Like laying on a painting instead of on a real forest floor. And though she could see little in the moonless light, the stars above providing only enough light to make out the contours of the world around her, she could see that the trees were wrong too.

      Carefully, Snow got to her feet, realizing as she stood that breathing felt strange as well.

      After her eyes adjusted, she could see that she had awakened near a path. She stood slowly before taking a single step onto the gravel path. Then she paused. Even this was wrong. For when she stepped on it, there was no sound. This strange world, wherever—whatever—it was, was terrifyingly silent.

      “Gabriel?” she called out, her voice shaking as she did. “Claude? Jules? Hugo?” There was no reply. “Prince Henri?” Even when she spoke, however, her words were muted as though she were speaking into a piece of fabric.

      Snow looked down at the path. Ought she take it? Or should she stay here? She had read in a book once that when one was lost in a forest, one should stay put so others could find them. But she had never been in a forest like this one, if it even was a forest at all. Judging by the lack of sounds around her, she very much doubted anyone was searching for her here. And it wasn’t very long before Snow decided to walk, if only to feel the motion of walking.

      She might have walked for an hour. Or three. Or half of one, growing more afraid with each step. But eventually, she came to a little opening in the trees where, to her great relief, there were three people stretched out on the ground. One leaned against a tree, a second had her head resting on his legs, and another was sprawled flat on her back on the opposite side of the path.

      “Hello!” Snow called, hurrying forward, anxiety and relief making her words spill out all at once. “I’m so glad to have found you. I’ve been lost, and⁠—”

      At the sound of her words, the people turned their heads. But they did nothing else besides stare at her as she blathered on. No one so much as bothered to sit up.

      Snow stopped talking and stared at them, dread growing in the pit of her stomach. “I’m sorry to disturb you,” she said, more slowly this time. “But if you don’t mind telling me…where are we?”

      No one answered. They just continued to stare.

      “They won’t respond to you,” called a muted voice.

      Snow looked up to see another opening about fifteen paces down the path. Snow hurried in the direction from which the voice had come. There was, of course, the possibility that this might be some sort of strange trick or ploy, but the silence was beginning to make Snow feel quite unsettled. At this point, she would happily turn herself in if it meant escaping this awful place.

      When she entered the second clearing, she found a woman leaning against the thick trunk of a tree. The light was too dim to make out any particular details about her, except that it was a thin woman with long, thick, curly hair.

      “Did you speak to me just now?” Snow asked the woman. “About them not answering?”

      The woman didn’t move, but she did speak. “I did.” Her voice was low and raspy as though she’d overused it.

      “Where…” Snow closed her eyes briefly to summon her courage. “Where are we?”

      “No one knows,” the woman said. “It’s only generally known that while we’re here, someone else is using our gifts.”

      Snow blinked at her. “But I don’t have any gifts. At least, not the kind with power.”

      “Of course you do. You have to. Or you never would have been sent here. Why do you think it’s so hard to breathe? Someone has taken a part of you and has left you somewhat empty.” The woman laughed unpleasantly. “Only people with gifts are sent here.” She turned her head slightly to study Snow.

      “Where are we, though?” Snow asked again.

      The woman’s shoulders shrugged slightly. “I told you. No one knows. We all simply know that our gifts are being used, and we’re stuck here.”

      “In…in our minds? Or our bodies?” Snow asked, suddenly wondering if she ought to sit down. Her head was starting to feel funny.

      “My gift,” the woman touched her chest, “is singing healing into people. But here, I can’t heal anyone.”

      “But how do you know?” Snow asked, looking behind her again. “If no one will talk to you.”

      “Oh, we all talk when we arrive. It’s always the same. Everyone says someone gifted them an object made of metal.” She held up her hand. On her wrist was a silver bracelet. “Then we go to sleep. And we wake up here.”

      Snow reached up thoughtfully and touched the metal comb she had just placed in her own hair. Carefully, she gave it a tug.

      To her horror, it refused to budge.

      “After we awaken here,” the woman continued, “we can’t use our gifts anymore. The man back there once had the ability to walk through walls and other objects. His wife could grow plants at will. And the other woman could restore any ruined or aged material with just the prick of a needle.” The woman let out a long sigh. “But here, our gifts are being used without our permission. We can all feel it draining out of us. It’s being pulled, you know. You may not feel it now, but you will as it disappears. And eventually…” The woman shrugged once more. “They’ll be drained completely. We all will.”

      Snow could barely find her voice with which to respond. “How many are here?” she finally managed to whisper. “Are there more?”

      “Oh, dozens. And they keep appearing. Just like you did. And as more come, those who have been here the longest are eventually drained, and then they die.”

      “They don’t leave?” Snow asked, her chest suddenly feeling tight from the panic that wanted to rip through her.

      “No one leaves,” the woman said. As she spoke, she lay down on the ground once more, folding her hands and placing them beneath her head, as though she were preparing to sleep. “You might as well,” she paused for a yawn, “find someplace comfortable.”

      Snow looked around. “So…that’s all you do? You just sleep here?” Why weren’t they trying to escape? Surely between the great lot of them, someone would come up with a way to escape.

      The woman only gave her an acerbic laugh. “Get used to it, dear. It’s better than going mad.”
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      The men encircled Henri and the princess as they argued about what they ought to do. Andre, the one with the bad leg, thought they should risk getting a healer. Gabriel and Claude, however, agreed that this wasn’t likely to be a simple illness or injury that could be treated with herbs or ointments. Jules dashed out to make tea, though Henri had no idea what he thought tea would do for the unconscious girl. Marcel said nothing, of course, only rocked back and forth on a nearby bed, his eyes filled with tears.

      Seeming tired of all the talk, Hugo merely bent to place his thick arms behind her back and knees, but Henri stopped him.

      “We can’t move her until we know why she fell,” he said. “Something evil is at work here. Leave her be.”

      Hugo stared at him as Claude began to protest.

      “We can’t just leave her on the floor!”

      “Listen to him!” Gabriel hissed. “If he can feel something, we need to let him search!”

      Someone began to argue back, but Henri, still feeling the pull of the familiar darkness, closed his eyes and did his best despite the cacophony surrounding them to follow its trail. It was much stronger here than it had been in the stable, and in under a minute, he found what he was looking for.

      The silver comb, which was firmly pinning her coiled hair to her head.

      Taking his cloak in hand, he used it to pull the comb free, careful not to touch the metal with his skin as he did. As soon as the comb was removed, the princess awoke with a scream.

      Henri had to drop the comb so it wouldn’t touch her again as she threw her arms around his neck and clung to him, violently trembling as though taken by fever.

      “What happened?” Andre asked, his question echoed by the others. “Are you well?”

      But the princess couldn’t answer. She only wept harder in great sobbing heaves and clung to Henri more tightly. Henri’s heart twisted in sorrow. It was all too familiar, too much like when his sister, Genny, had her nightmares. He couldn’t even remember how many nights he had spent drawing her out of them, sometimes cradling her until the break of dawn, when she began to quiet. But this was different. Genny’s nightmares were an echo from their past, memories of a terrifying childhood they had shared. Henri had no idea what the princess had suffered while touching that comb. Only the memory of the indescribable pain that came from the mirror came to his mind.

      If only his parents were here.

      So Henri did the only thing he knew how. He gently wrapped his arms around the princess now, holding her as he had Genny.

      “Let’s…give her some space,” Gabriel said in a low voice, standing and making his way to the door.

      “We can’t leave them alone in here,” Laurent protested. “It’s not proper!”

      “We’ll leave the door open,” Gabriel said, gently tugging on Marcel’s arm. “As much as we might wish to help, there are some things only experience can understand.” He gave Henri a hard look. “You’ll be respectful, yes?”

      Henri nodded back, his arms tightening slightly around her. This girl had been injured enough tonight. Neither he nor anyone else was touching her again.

      “In fact,” he said, standing, “I think we’ll go outside. Fresh air will do her good.”

      Gabriel nodded. “Yes, I think that will be well. Only…” He turned and pulled a blanket off one of the beds and placed it over the shaking girl in Henri’s arms. “Just keep her warm.”

      Henri took her out to the front porch, where two beautiful rocking chairs sat. He paused briefly to consider placing her in one, but she seemed to understand his intent because she held onto him even more tightly. Very well, then. He would hold her a bit longer.

      For some reason, that didn’t bother him at all.

      So they sat in silence for a long time, the only sound the creak of the rocking chair as they rocked back and forth, back and forth. The air was cool, but not overly so, and the early summer sounds of crickets and bullfrogs filled the air. Even so, the princess stayed huddled beneath the blanket. Almost absentmindedly, his mind circling the event, Henri began to hum a lullaby.

      “Where did you learn that song?”

      Henri opened his eyes and looked down at the princess.

      He studied her a moment before answering. She had been taught to hate and fear his family. Would she believe him if he told her?

      “After my birth mother tried to kill myself and my sister,” he began carefully, “my adoptive father—King Everard—had to sing us to sleep many nights.” He paused. “It might surprise you to hear, but the fearsome king of Destin has a very soothing voice.” Then he laughed a little. “I suppose you could say that even the evil King Everard is feeling enough to sing his children to sleep.”

      “So…you had nightmares?” Princess Snow asked, shifting somewhat uncomfortably, not meeting his eyes.

      “Genny’s were worse than mine,” Henri replied. He didn’t add that they still were at times.

      He must be careful, he knew. As much as he wanted the princess to like him—again, he couldn’t say quite why—he didn’t want the other royals of the realm to know that he was part fae. It wasn’t a secret, exactly, but it was best, his parents had told him, to allow others to get to know him first before revealing this part of his ancestry. To establish his excellent character, as his mother had put it, so they would have less reason to judge him harshly. This advice had angered him at first, putting him through a sort of rebellion that he was ashamed of even now, years past though it had been. But that had been a long time ago. And now, more than ever, he saw the wisdom in it.

      As he considered this, the crystal at his chest warmed. The princess’s eyes were closed, and her breathing had slowed. Even the chubby little squirrel that seemed to follow her everywhere she went was asleep on her leg. Careful not to wake her, Henri removed the crystal from his shirt so he could hold the warmth in his hand. As soon as it was in his hand, he was flooded with relief and peace. It was like receiving an embrace from the Fortress, a reminder of the safety that he’d left behind.

      “You said that’s from your Fortress?”

      Henri looked down to see her watching him again. “It is,” he said.

      “And…” she paused, “I suppose it makes you feel better?” The look in her eyes was one of longing, a feeling Henri knew only too well. Princess Snow had been touched by a power darker than most people knew existed. And she was searching for a way out.

      “It does.”

      The princess nodded, but then surprised him with what she said next.

      “I’m afraid I’ve terribly misjudged you,” she said in a small voice. “And I’m sorry.” She sounded miserable, her jaw trembling slightly as she spoke.

      “Our kingdoms,” he said slowly, “have always been enemies. I’m sure my own people harbor a good deal of mythical beliefs about your family as well.”

      “Unfortunately,” she whispered, “it’s likely many of them are true.”

      The misery in her voice and her dejected expression gave Henri that strange sensation once more, the one that wished he could not only hold her and shield her as he was doing now, but the desire to do…well, something more. Something to protect her from the pain she was going through. And he was suddenly all too aware of the fragile, beautiful woman he held. Of her gentle curves and big brown eyes staring up at him.

      It was time to focus on something else.

      “Tell me,” he said, sitting up straighter. “Did you fall right after you placed the comb in your hair?”

      She had been resting quietly, but when he asked this question, she shivered. “I…I had just put it in my hair when it…happened.” Her whole body shuddered.

      “I’m sorry to ask you to relive this,” he said with a grimace. “But it’s important we know what happened. I need to know what we’re facing.”

      “The pain wasn’t there at first,” she said. “But when it touched my scalp, everything burned. And… I think I fainted. But when I woke up again, I wasn’t here.” She shuddered once more. “I was in a terrible place. It didn’t even seem—real. Everything looked strange. It was dark, and there were people there, people spread all over the forest floor, just sleeping or waiting to die.” Her dark eyes met his. “And the strangest part was that one of the women there told me only people with gifts go there. And as soon as they arrive, someone begins draining them of their gifts until—until they die. But I told her I don’t—What’s wrong?”

      Henri had bolted upright in the rocking chair, making the princess jump. But his heart was already pounding, and his head was spinning. He knew this kind of story all too well. He’d lived through something like this with his best friend, Nicholas. And his parents…

      “I need to contact my parents,” he said, his mind already racing through the things he had to do.

      This had just become so much bigger than he’d imagined.

      “But I don’t understand,” she protested, sitting up as well. “I don’t have a gift!”

      Henri gave her a wry smile. “Are you sure about that?”

      The princess just frowned at him. Without the comb, her hair had fallen from its knot and fell in long, black waves down her back. And even in the dim light coming through the window, her confusion somehow only made her more beautiful.

      “Are you feeling better?” he asked. “Not to rush you, but I need to speak with Gabriel. This has shed light on…well, so many things.”

      “Oh. Of course.” The princess stood and clutched the blanket to her chest. Henri stood as well, suddenly glad for the distance. Getting close to her was far too easy. Never had he met a woman whom he desired to be near so much so quickly.

      “Before you go, though,” the princess said as he began to turn. She reached out and took his hand. The touch sent a strange sort of thrill through him as he turned to face her. This was exactly why he needed to step away.

      “Yes?” he asked, his voice threatening to crack like an adolescent’s.

      “Could…we start again?” she asked, her eyes suddenly on the ground. “I’d like to be friends…if we can. Of course, if you think I’ve done too much⁠—”

      “Even if I accidentally bought you a comb that exiled you to the dream world?” Henri smiled.

      She gave him a small, embarrassed smile. “Yes, even if that.”

      Henri touched her arm. “I would like that.” And then he turned to open the door once again. He ought to ask her more questions, he knew. There were a number of points that needed connecting, particularly after all these new revelations. He needed to figure out how the queen, her power, his parents, the other gifted citizens of the western realm…and Princess Snow…all fit together.

      But that strange force—the only thing that could distract him from the looming danger at hand—was tugging him toward her again. And if Henri was going to think clearly enough to save the princess’s life, he needed a clear head. So he held the door for her to go in ahead of him, taking a deep lungful of fresh air after she had passed by. Before going inside, however, she paused and looked back.

      “And in the future,” she said with a shy smile, “since we’re friends now, please call me Snow. Just Snow.”

      “And you,” Henri replied, unable to help smiling back, “can call me Henri.”
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      Henri had wanted to discuss the comb then and there the night before, but Gabriel had suggested they all sleep and talk with fresh minds. And as much as Henri had hated to do such, Gabriel had been right. They had needed the rest. Especially Snow.

      She proved to have needed it, as she slept in the next morning, which gave Henri time to sit outside on the porch and study the comb as he waited for Gabriel to join him. Careful to touch it only with his handkerchief, he turned it over and over again in his hands. Unfortunately, despite the night’s length, the comb continued to ooze the same amount of power as it had when Snow had first unwittingly activated it.

      Which also meant that his worst fears were confirmed. If what the woman in the dream world had told Snow was true about gifted individuals, the cursed comb had been created specifically for the princess. And with a murderous queen seeking to end the princess’s life—a queen who happened to have the ability to manipulate and pour power into metal—there was little question as to who had created it.

      Henri tried to think of any other explanation. Perhaps, he’d first thought, it might have been created for any gifted person and sold in hopes of landing in the hands of someone—anyone—with a gift. But he discarded that thought as quickly as it came. He had touched the comb in the marketplace, and thanks to his bloodline, he was more powerful than the vast majority of gifted people in the western realm.

      But the comb hadn’t activated immediately when he’d purchased it. It had waited until Snow had placed it in a spot where it would permanently be touching her scalp. This fit right into his parents’ description of how the victims had fallen asleep. Based on what the woman in the dream world had told Snow, everyone in the dream world had been gifted or sold silver goods of sorts. After all, such gifts could be sent with couriers if the metal objects’ creator had a way to locate those who were gifted. Rings. Bracelets. Armour. There were a thousand ways one might have hidden the tainted metal so an unsuspecting victim would simply put it on.

      What made the situation far more frightening, however, was that if the woman in Snow’s strange dream world had spoken the truth, the Tumenian queen—if she was indeed behind all of this—would have access to countless kinds of power. And if her family was involved, they could easily wreak havoc all across the realm.

      Henri pulled the stone from his shirt and rubbed his fingers over it, studying the comb again as he did.

      “What do I do?” he asked quietly.

      “Do you wish to know what I think?” came a voice from behind him. “Or am I being too presumptive with the crown prince of my native land?”

      Henri turned to see Gabriel walking toward him.

      “Please,” Henri said, gesturing to one of the rocking chairs behind him. “That’s why I asked you to meet me.”

      Rather than sitting in one of the more comfortable rocking chairs, however, Gabriel sat on the edge of the porch beside Henri. “The chairs are beautiful,” he whispered. “But they make an old man’s back hurt.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell Hugo I said that.”

      Henri smiled. Gabriel was older than his father, but he was far from old. Mining had made all the men—with the exceptions of Andre and Marcel—quite strong. And not only were they strong, but Henri had learned that over the years, Gabriel had insisted on teaching all the others how to fight both in weapons and hand-to-hand combat in their spare time. Henri felt much better knowing the next time he left Snow behind, they would be the ones to protect her.

      “I’m going to tell you something that I hope you won’t have me arrested for, upon my return,” Gabriel said, staring out at the trees. It was early afternoon, and a gentle breeze was rustling through the evergreens.

      Henri snorted. “Did you steal my grandmother’s jewels?” He couldn’t imagine Gabriel—proper and stiff as he was with Snow—being arrested for anything in Destin.

      But Gabriel didn’t smile. Instead, his eyes grew distant. “I was a member of the royal guard.”

      Henri stared at him. “For…my grandfather?”

      Gabriel nodded. “And your father. When he was young, mind you. I was young too. But I rose in the ranks quickly, and it wasn’t long before your grandfather chose me to be a part of your father’s personal protection.” He frowned down at his hands. “I’ve never felt so much shame as when we had to flee…and I had to break my vow.” He closed his eyes, and for the first time, Henri realized the older man was trembling slightly. “I’ll carry that shame with me until the day I die.”

      “What happened?” Henri whispered.

      “My only daughter took sick.” He shook his head. “Her mother had taken sick not long before and was barely hanging on. Terrified we would lose our daughter, I requested the time to leave and search for a cure…or for the king to cure her himself. But I never received an answer, even though your father—to his credit—asked his father as many times as he said he was able.”

      “I’ve heard my grandfather was a cruel man,” Henri said. “I never met him, but he left quite a trail of destruction in his wake.” He thought back to his birth mother, and the secondary power within him shivered with delight, ready—as it always was—to be set free.

      Henri ignored it and did his best to listen to Gabriel instead.

      “Be that as it may, your father was a fair man. One I respected greatly even in his youth. He tried to heal my daughter more than once. But he was quite young, and his power wasn’t fully developed at that time. Your grandfather, though…” Gabriel shrugged. “Well, once he was asked more than once, he usually refused to answer any more. Not that it mattered.” Gabriel’s voice turned bitter. “I lost her not long after we arrived. She was already delicate, and she couldn’t take the work—” His voice caught, and he stared up into the sky. Henri looked away to give him privacy.

      Gabriel’s obvious attachment to Snow suddenly made far more sense. He was looking out for someone else’s daughter—a daughter who was all on her own.

      “Anyhow,” Gabriel said a moment later, his voice relaxed once again, “I advise you to lie low for a few days. The queen will be searching, especially if one of her minions managed to recognize and sell the princess a comb in the market.” He paused and thought for a moment.

      “The princess said the woman she met claimed no one ever left the dream world. It will enrage the queen further that the princess escaped. She’ll be more dangerous than ever.” His eyes hardened as he looked back at Henri. “You must take care, Your Highness. I failed your father once. I won’t be able to bear it if I fail him again and let you walk into this blind.”

      Henri gave him a small smile. “I am deeply grateful. Unfortunately, I’m afraid we may be past the time for lying low or waiting.” He sighed and tucked his crystal away again. “When do you think it will be safe for me to return to the city?”

      Gabriel’s eyes tightened. “You think it’s that urgent?”

      Henri stood and held out a hand to Gabriel, who allowed Henri to help him stand. “I need to send my parents a message,” he said. “My father has a contact in the city. I looked up his location before leaving Destin. I intend to start there and see what else I can learn about the queen and her abilities.”

      Gabriel nodded slowly as he stared at Henri. Finally, he pursed his lips and put a hand on Henri’s shoulder. “As I said, take care. From what I hear, the queen is the kind of person who would very much like the princess dead.” His eyes narrowed. “And would very much like you for a trophy.”
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      Three days later, Henri made his way back into the city and down into the market. He had left his horse at the cabin this time, not wanting to draw attention to himself. This, of course, meant he had to leave earlier than usual, even with the help of the speed the Fortress lent him to aid his travel. He was pleased, however, to arrive at the city exactly when he wanted to.

      It was surprising how quickly he was becoming familiar with Tumen’s capital, considering he’d never desired to be there at all. But instead of going toward the castle, where he had always gone before, he moved as silently as he could toward the poor side of the city, south of the castle. He stopped often to check the small scrap of paper he had copied from the directions in his father’s office.

      In the instance you ever desire to find me, Your Majesty, you will discover my shop four streets south of the Falcon Fountain. The shop boasts a sign with several jewels carved into the wood, along with the words, Pascal’s Gems.

      The directions were sparse, but Henri found them simple and effective. He soon found what he assumed to be the Falcon Fountain, a crumbling stone fountain with a cracked bird carved on top and no water in it, and he proceeded directly south from there.

      Despite Gabriel’s warning, Henri had wanted to run the day after Snow’s incident. The situation was feeling far too much like the one he had faced in Ashland, when another villain had hunted him for his gift, and he was more than ready to be done with it. But the other men had also pleaded with him to wait several days, promising to see what they could learn without him.

      “The queen will expect retaliation,” Gabriel had said grimly as the other men nodded. “Better to let other mundane matters capture her attention before going into the mouth of the enemy again.” And Snow had pleaded even harder than they. It turned out that she had quite the soft conscience. The aftermath of their last visit seemed to have made her concerned for him as well. Henri tried not to dwell too much on how gratifying this felt.

      True to their word, Hugo and Jules had gone into the fish market to learn what they could from some acquaintances, and Claude and Laurent did the same in the neighborhood in which they sold their gems. But none of them had learned anything of import. Only that the search for the missing princess continued and was led by the queen herself, who had declared her undying love for her dear little sister. The clever queen had even proclaimed that she would find the man who had done this and bring him to justice.

      But on the fourth day, after little had been learned, Henri had announced he was going. He reached the markets just as the sun rose and the streets were full enough for him to slip through largely unnoticed.

      The markets were, in fact, much busier than most of those in Destin. If he survived all of this, he would make a point to discuss trade with Deniz. He would like to improve Destin’s markets to such success if he could. Destin was mostly agrarian, however, and Tumen was rich in rock and metal resources. He could see how they would draw in such heavy trade, despite Tumen’s questionable laws and leaders.

      His attention returned to his mission as he moved past the Falcon Fountain. This neighborhood was markedly less affluent than the main markets he had just walked through. He guessed that had something to do with the many, many Chien symbols he spotted on the necks of the people who passed him. Despite being freed, they had settled here, he realized, to try making a life for themselves, rather than returning to Destin. And the realization made him sad. Despite his father’s attempts at reaching them, did they think they were still unwanted?

      He didn’t have time to mull on this for long, though. He spotted the wooden sign described in the paper and headed that way. Once in front of the shop, he paused and looked around to ensure he wasn’t being followed or watched. Then he ducked his head and walked through the short wooden doorway.

      The shop was quiet compared to the bustle outside. A large worktable took up most of the small front room, and it was covered in little scraps of metal, small stones, and several pairs of spectacles like those his grandfather used to examine gold and silver. A small man sat on a stool on the other side of the table. He didn’t look up when Henri walked in, calling out in a bored voice.

      “I’ll be with you momentarily.” His eyes stayed riveted on the little two-sided scale before him. On one side were several small pebbles. On the other was a milky white stone.

      Beside the scale lay several tools and a small ring of what looked like gold. And though it was small, from what Henri could see, the artistry was superb.

      “What do you want?” the man asked, his eyes still on the scale.

      “I’m looking for Horace Laipetz,” Henri said softly.

      The man’s head snapped up, and he looked directly at Henri. They stared at one another for a moment before the man blinked rapidly several times. Then he sucked a sharp breath in and scrambled off the stool to fall into a kneeling position. After which, he looked up at Henri in confusion once more. “Your Majesty?” he whispered.

      Henri took two strides forward and offered the man a hand. “My father was unable to come,” he said softly, hoping to put the man’s obvious nerves to rest. “But I’m hoping you can assist me as you would him.”

      The man’s eyes grew somehow wider. “Prince Henri!” He stood without taking Henri’s outstretched hand and hurried over to the door to lock it. Then he closed the window shutters. “Come,” he whispered. “Down to the cellar.” He pushed the wooden worktable to the side to reveal a trapdoor, which he opened and then motioned for Henri to follow.

      Henri followed him through a trapdoor into a cellar full of crates and barrels of potatoes and grain. The man locked the trapdoor above them before turning back to Henri.

      “I apologize, Your Highness,” he said, no longer whispering. “I wasn’t expecting…”

      “You have nothing to apologize for,” Henri interrupted him. “It is I who should be apologizing. But things have transpired that need immediate attention, and your name was the only one I could find in my father’s study.”

      “I’m honored, to be sure!” the man said, hastily bowing his head once again. “But…how can I serve the prince of Destin?”

      Henri knew little about the man in whose cellar he now stood. Only that his father had claimed to have several spies living in Tumen, and this man’s name was the only one he was quickly able to locate. He was not, as most in this area seemed to be, a Chien, but rather a Destinian who had moved to Tumen specifically to spy for Everard after the Chiens had been freed.

      “It seems,” Henri said, “that the new queen has quickly amassed a great amount of influence—both of a political and powerful nature. And I need to know more because she is becoming more of a threat by the day. One my parents didn’t foresee, as they’ve been out of the country since the trouble began.”

      “I beg your pardon for contradicting you, Sire,” the man said, scratching his beard. “But her rise to power hasn’t been sudden at all.” He paused. “And she didn’t gain such power upon becoming queen.”

      Henri frowned. “Could you explain, please?”

      The small man nodded and indicated an empty crate, which Henri sat upon as the man seated himself on another.

      “As I’m sure you know, I was never taken captive as a Chien. But most of those around here were. Such was the man who set up shop with me when I first arrived. He died recently, but when he was a Chien, he belonged to a kind master who taught him our craft. When he was freed, he set up his own shop. And as my father had the same craft, he was more than happy to take me on as a partner, given the money the crown had provided me with to craft a new identity here.” He waved at the ceiling. “This slum you walked through to get here belongs to the Chiens, you see. Poor but tightly knit, my business partner felt at home.”

      Henri nodded, not sure what this had to do with the queen, but willing to listen to find out.

      “But for the last several years, there have been more and more rumors of a particular smithing family—a Tumenian family with land not far from the outskirts of this neighborhood—creating powerful objects. Rings, amulets, weapons, and all sorts of baubles. All infused with Sorthileige.”

      Henri wondered if Horace had previously passed such information on to his father, but he had no way to ask him, and he wasn’t about to interrupt the story. This would have been much more helpful to know from the start.

      “No one knows where they got the Sorthileige,” Horace said with a shrug. “Not everyone in Tumen can wield it, obviously. Or so I’ve been told. And usually, those who can are the royals.”

      Henri fidgeted. “My father says that sometimes there’s greed enough in a family or person to find or even create a dark source of power. Like the early Tumenian kings did after Destin was born.”

      The man nodded. “I’ve heard the same here. Even most of the Tumenian locals are afraid of Sorthileige. And the other smiths began to worry, especially when customers would sometimes come in and request these dark objects, which we, of course, did not sell or create.”

      Henri leaned forward, his heart suddenly pumping faster as he began to draw conclusions. “I was told that the queen could work metal!”

      Horace nodded solemnly. “Eventually, it came out that the youngest daughter of the family was incredibly gifted with metalwork, far more than any smith had ever seen. I’ve seen a few of her creations, and I’ll admit I’ve never seen the like.” He shivered slightly. “She could…change the metal’s nature. It’s incredible, really. And though we don’t know how she does it, she became more and more powerful over time.”

      “And she managed to capture the attention of the young prince,” Henri said softly. It all made sense. Once she had grown as powerful as she could in her strata…she moved to the next one. Deniz had seemed confused when he tried to recall falling in love with his wife. Could her unusual gift be the reason why? Had she tricked him into marrying her?

      “Your Highness?”

      Henri was pulled from his reverie by the worry in Horace’s voice. “Yes?”

      Horace stood and looked down at the ground. “I know I have no right, so forgive me if I overstep my bounds. And yet…” He shook his head and let out a sound of disgust as though losing an argument with himself. “I’m a loyal subject of Destin. I have taken a new name and a new life here to support my people and my king. But,” he looked up, blue eyes wide, “I fear the king would never forgive me if I put his son in harm’s way.”

      Henri chuckled as he stood as well. “You have no idea how many dangerous situations I’ve found myself in without anyone’s help whatsoever. I suppose it’s part of the territory of being a Fortier.”

      But the man did not laugh. “Are…are you going to the castle?” he asked instead.

      “That had been my plan.”

      “My…my late friend’s son works at the palace, but he sleeps here when he isn’t needed there. He’s now my ward.” Horace swallowed. “And according to him, no one has seen the king in five days.”

      Henri stared at him. “What?”

      “Not even the staff,” Horace continued. “Queen Dilaria says he’s sick, but she allows no one but her personal physician to attend to him. Besides herself, of course.” His voice dropped as though he had forgotten they were alone. “Not even the servants are allowed to bring his food in and out.”

      Henri stared at him a moment longer as his mind spun in circles. “The people love their new king, do they not?” he finally asked.

      The man nodded. “They do. Which makes this disappearance a worrying omen indeed.”
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      Henri left the shop ten minutes later. Horace had given him parchment and ink with which to scribble a coded message for his parents, and he had promised to send them to Prince Nicholas for Henri that very hour. It was the most Henri could do to agree to wait after that. But as he made his way back through the market toward the mountain, his gut twisted within him.

      This venture had just taken a very dark turn.
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      Snow meticulously peeled the outer layers from the newly dug garlic cloves, determined not to let her mind wander. But no matter how hard she tried to focus on the task at hand, her thoughts began once again to circle.

      Four days after the incident with the comb, Henri had gotten up early to visit someone he claimed was one of his father’s contacts in the city. Which, Gabriel had explained to Snow afterward, meant a spy.

      So her father hadn’t been completely insane when he claimed the Fortiers had spies hidden in Tumen. Though…the more Snow learned about her own country and the more she learned about Henri, the more she didn’t really blame Destin for having them there. She wasn’t sure she’d want Tumen as her kingdom’s neighbor either had their situations been reversed. Which, of course, made her feel traitorous toward her own people.

      The day was too quiet once the men left to work in the mines. Andre, of course, remained, as did Marcel. But Snow couldn’t seem to pay attention to Andre’s chatter, and Marcel didn’t talk anyway. Instead, she did her best not to think about the nightmare, which she hadn’t yet been able to forget. And even though she hadn’t returned to the dream world since, she still dreamed about it every night, leaving her exhausted and weary when she woke up in the morning.

      What she wouldn’t give for a good night’s sleep.

      She also worried about her aunt, trying to come up with reasons Collette might have disappeared. Colette was smart and resourceful, after all. Surely she would have come up with a way to hide from the bloodthirsty queen. Surely…

      But that was no good, either. She’d go mad thinking of that all day.

      Of all the topics Snow failed to avoid, however, the worst was Henri.

      She had hoped after their talk that they might truly become friends. For while Snow hated to admit it, with all the more important problems currently haunting them, she was lonely.

      She shouldn’t be. After all, she had grown up knowing only her father, her brother, her aunt, and very distantly, the court physician. And of those four people, only one of them had ever spent any significant amount of time with her. But her aunt was now nowhere to be seen, and though the Chiens were often there, loud and teasing and affectionate as they could be, she wasn’t close to any of them. And even when Henri was present for the three days prior, he had been constantly distracted, mostly off in the forest or training with his weapons. (Which, if she was honest, was quite an impressive sight to watch.) Or, which was most common, he was quietly conferring with one or two of the other men.

      He didn’t ignore her, of course. He always had a tired smile for her whenever she addressed him, but he rarely had time. And though it was with great reluctance, she had to admit that this…disappointed her.

      “I don’t know why I expected anything else,” she murmured to Emre as she laid her freshly peeled garlic cloves on the table in the kitchen and began to chop. Emre was perched on the table beside the cutting board, gnawing gleefully on a stolen berry. “He’s the prince of the most powerful kingdom in the realm. And I’m…” She paused. What was she?

      She was a princess, of course. By all standards of propriety, they were of equal standing.

      “But he’s so…capable,” she told Emre as she went back to chopping. “He knows so much about the world. And power. He obviously watches over his younger siblings, and he seems to have a family that…”

      A strange sensation prickled in her throat, stopping her words before they came, and unexpected emotion filled her. Henri might have been born to undeserving parents, but the love and reverence with which he spoke of his adoptive parents gave her an odd ache inside, the kind of ache one might feel in one’s belly before dinner.

      “Well, they don’t try to kill him for one thing,” she told the squirrel, who had moved on to his fourth berry. “That’s a far cry more than can be said for his birth parents. And look at you. You’re stealing my food before I can cook it, and you’re not even sorry! No wonder you’re getting so round.”

      Emre chattered at her indignantly, which made Snow smile. Then he froze and tipped his head to the side as though listening.

      “What is it?” Snow asked with a smile. “Do you hear the wind rustling another berry tree?”

      Whatever it was, Emre ignored her and scampered over to the open window. Snow sighed and went back to her cutting.

      “Ah, there you are, lass,” Andre called from the front door. “I told you she’d be here, Marcel, but you didn’t believe me! You were so sure she’d be in the garden!” He continued to chatter, much in the way Emre often did, but Snow couldn’t tell if he was talking to her or Marcel, and as she couldn’t hear half of it, she decided to assume he was talking to Marcel and turned back to her own thoughts as she pulled the bowl of rising dough from the window sill and dumped it onto the table. Then she began to punch it down.

      For one brief, shining moment, she had believed all of her problems were solved. She had been freed under her brother’s love and protection. She was getting a sister, and eventually, she had expected she would marry—most likely some duke or earl. And then she would live life as fully as it was meant to be lived.

      But now…

      She punched the dough harder. What was her purpose? Even if she survived the queen’s continual attempts on her life, what was she supposed to do? She and Henri were civil, even friendly with one another now. And the Chiens treated her much as she had read that uncles or grandfathers often did. The life she was leading right here in the mountains was a happy one. Her days were spent much as they had been in her garden, which was a welcome comfort after being chased down like an animal. She liked being useful and being surrounded by people who seemed to genuinely care for her. The pretty ball gowns were fun, and the castle had been grand, but she didn’t really need those things. After all she’d lived through since the carriage attack, what she had now was something she would happily embrace for the rest of her life if given the choice. She had once dreamed of meeting people, but she was far from desiring that ever again. The people could stay where they were, away from her.

      And yet…

      She closed her eyes and leaned against the table, allowing the pain to encircle her.

      It couldn’t last.

      Once this business with the queen was over, provided they all survived, Gabriel and his friends were going to Destin to find their families. She had overheard Henri promising them all safe passage home and a full reprieve from any laws they might have broken in escaping. Which filled Snow with even more respect for the Destinian prince.

      But that still left her without answers. She was friends with the prince, yes, but she couldn’t trespass on his kindness forever. And from the way her situation was looking now, as much as she hated to admit it, there was a high probability that she would never know what had happened to her aunt. As long as Dilara was in power, it wasn’t as though Snow could prance about the city asking if anyone had heard of Collette. Doing so might put her aunt in even more peril if she had managed to find a good hiding place.

      Still, the prince must have many contacts in the capital city of Destin. Perhaps he could help her find a position where she might work in a garden or as a seamstress or even a cook. She was a quick learner, and her hands were strong and fast, thanks to her aunt’s chiding. Her brother would wish her to do so if it meant her survival. She was sure of it. Prince Henri could probably even tell him that she was safe and hidden.

      And yet, for some reason, that thought made her feel empty inside as well. Not because she wished to avoid hard labor, of course. But rather…

      Because you don’t want to say goodbye…

      The voice in her head whispered so quietly she nearly missed it. But the moment the thought occurred to her, she knew it was the truth. Snow scowled.

      Why did she wish so much to know the prince more? He was nothing like she had first believed him to be. She was ashamed now to think of the way she had judged him. But truly, the desire she felt in her heart was perplexing. They hadn’t even known one another for a fortnight. So why did he make her feel so safe? Even as she rolled the dough, she remembered what it felt like to be held in his arms, and how his voice had chased away the paralyzing fear of the dream world he had snatched her from.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening and heavy boots on the wood floor. Snow wiped her hands on her apron and went to the door of the kitchen to greet whomever had come. But as soon as she saw Henri’s face, her chest froze over with fear.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked, her words coming out more breathless than she had meant them to be.

      “Snow.” He strode toward her, stopping when he was so close they were nearly touching. “If your brother felt threatened, is there someplace he would go alone? A safe place? Or a place to confer with his generals?”

      Snow stared at him, uncomprehending for a long moment. “Um…I don’t know.” She frowned down at her flour-covered apron. “I spent so little time with him…” But then she straightened. “Why?”

      Henri sighed, and her fear swelled again when she saw the concern in his eyes. “Because when I spoke with my contact this morning, he said the king hasn’t been seen in the palace for days. And when I asked about him in the market, every reliable source confirmed that…” He put his hand on her shoulder as though to steady her. “It seems your brother is missing.”

      Snow stared at him, unseeing as this sank in. His hand remained steady on her shoulder, and she suddenly realized that it was a good thing he was holding her upright.

      “Aye, then! What’s wrong?” Andre demanded, coming up behind Henri as he stared at Snow’s face.

      “I…I need to be alone.” Snow swallowed and pulled out of Henri’s gentle grasp as she mechanically made her way to her room.

      “You’re sure then?” Andre asked, he and Henri staring after her.

      “Snow,” Henri started.

      “I just want to be alone!” Snow snapped before slamming her door. But she didn’t stop to sob on her bed the way they probably thought she would. She didn’t want to stay here, every eye in the house trained on her door with pity. No, she was going to mourn in her own way. Silently, she opened the window and slipped outside, where she would truly be alone.
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      Snow stumbled through the woods blindly. She had no idea where she was going. Only that she needed to leave. To be alone with her grief.

      Because she was truly alone.

      Every thread of familial protection that had ever given her security had been cut. And if it weren’t for Prince Henri and the Chiens—people who owed her neither loyalty nor sacrifice—she would already be dead.

      The tears began to fall, and they fell fast. Snow let them, knowing she would never have allowed such in front of the others. She refused to be a pathetic, dramatic deadweight to any of them. But out here on her own…

      A slight pressure against her leg made Snow stop walking and look down. A brown blob was pressing itself against her side. After wiping away her tears, Snow realized that a fawn was pushing its tiny body against her with all its might. Snow knelt and took a shaky breath. “What is it?” she croaked. But the little deer just pushed harder. Snow blinked, confused.

      Before she could wonder for long, however, a rabbit, two birds, and Emre burst out from the bush. The birds flapped disturbingly close to the right side of her face. Likewise, the rabbit hopped over to where the little deer pressed against her leg and tried to do the same. It was Emre, however, who climbed up her dress and began to chatter anxiously at her in a way that made her realize something was quite wrong.

      Snow couldn’t communicate directly with the animals. Not exactly, at least. But ever since she was a little girl, she had found understanding their emotions and desires far easier than her aunt ever had. She had always believed it was because she listened better than her no-nonsense aunt, but her aunt and her brother had sworn it was something more.

      And though she didn’t know what exactly it was that these animals wanted now, she knew they believed it of the utmost importance. So she took a hesitant step to the left, in the direction the fawn was pushing her. Emre leaped off of her shoulder, still chattering, and scampered ahead of her. Snow took another step after him, and his sounds grew louder, giving Snow the reassurance she needed that she was going in the right direction.

      Bewildered, Snow let them direct her way until she came to a little stream in which stood her old wolf pack. They were standing around something and peering down, a number of them whining as they did. The whines increased in volume and number when they saw Snow enter the clearing. A few steps in, and Snow’s heart fell as she recognized the animal they were all looking at.

      It was one of the pups. And he was bleeding profusely.

      Snow hurried to kneel by his side, her heart racing as she tried to guess at what had happened.

      “Did you tangle with an animal larger than you?” she murmured as she leaned close to examine his bleeding side. Speaking aloud wasn’t necessary, but fear and anxiety pumped through her body faster than she knew what to do, and talking to the animals soothed her as much as it seemed to do them.

      Bleeding. She had to staunch the bleeding. Suddenly grateful she hadn’t yet finished her new dress, Snow tore several strips of her ruined gown and did her best to tie them around the wound. But the fabric was too thin, and the blood was seeping through faster than she could add strips. Panic began to constrict Snow’s throat, and her breath came in and out so fast it made her dizzy.

      “No!” she said, but the word broke into a sob before it was out. “No, you can’t die!” She continued to shove the fabric over the wound, but the bleeding didn’t stop. It didn’t even slow. And Snow’s cries began to come as fast and furious as the blood.

      Maker, she thought, her hands shaking as she held them, shiny and wet with crimson blood, over the pup’s side. I don’t know you. I don’t know much about you. But if you’re as strong as Henri says, then please, please save him.

      It was a losing battle, though, and Snow knew it. This pup had fallen prey to something larger and stronger in the forest, as was the natural way of many wolf pups before him. He was just an animal, after all.

      “I need him to live,” she whispered to no one in particular, the tears still streaming down her face. “I need this one to live!” She let out another sob. “I can’t lose something else.”

      Snow had been slumped over the wolf pup, but a firm pressure on her shoulder made her jerk up once more. She found Henri standing beside her, his eyes wide as he took in the wolf pack surrounding her. As if to confirm his fear, several of the wolves snarled at him, and one took two steps forward.

      “Snow,” he whispered. “We need to get out of here. Now.”
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      Henri hadn’t the first idea how Snow had landed in the midst of an angry wolf pack, but he was determined to get her out.

      “Snow, when I say to back away⁠—”

      “No!” she choked out, and for the first time, he realized her face was covered in tears. Looking down at her again, he sucked in a sharp breath when he realized that she wasn’t merely unafraid, but that she was cradling a very large wolf pup in her lap. And both of them were covered in blood.

      What in the⁠—

      “He’s dying, Henri!” Snow whispered. “He’s just a baby, and he’s dying, and I’m losing him!”

      Henri stared at her. She was surrounded by a pack of dangerous wolves, and she wanted to…stay?

      Then he caught sight of her chubby pet squirrel sitting beside her and the birds circling overhead, and suddenly it made sense. The squirrel. The birds. The wolves that had taken her in during her week in the forest…

      Her aunt had claimed the princess was special, and Henri was starting to see she hadn’t been exaggerating. Whatever power drew humans to the princess drew animals to her as well, it seemed.

      Of course, judging by the snarls and growls the pack was sending his way, whatever goodwill they harbored for Snow did not extend to him.

      “Are, um, are these the wolves that took you in?” he asked as quietly as he could, his hand still on her shoulder. Snow tearfully nodded. Henri nodded back as he did his best to calculate all the risks for the insanity he was now considering.

      If he survived this, his father was going to kill him.

      “Do you…do you think they would let me try?” he asked in the same low voice. “To heal him, I mean?” Anything to make Snow happy and get them both out of there.

      Snow turned to the largest of the wolves and addressed it. “My friend wants to help. But he needs your permission. He can heal, but you can’t attack him.”

      The wolf’s lip curled in unmistakable dislike, but after a moment of facing off with Henri, it let out an annoyed growl and looked back down at the pup before giving a distinct, disturbingly human nod.

      Henri wasn’t sure he had ever been so frightened in his life. He had faced down multiple attackers before, of course. His father had trained him mercilessly so he could do so. But people were predictable. Wolves…

      Not so much.

      Still, Princess Snow somehow seemed to be his best key to defeating the evil Tumenian queen. Henri didn’t know how, exactly, but he sensed that she was. If she weren’t, the queen wouldn’t be pursuing her the way she was. And for some reason, this girl—the hope of Tumen—seemed to desperately need this very large, almost adult wolf pup not to die. Which meant he would do his best to make it so.

      And hopefully not get eaten in the process.

      “It’s going to hurt,” he told Snow. “You’ll need to warn him…if you can. And try to convince him to let me hold him so he can’t jump up and run away. It’s best if you’re not too close.” He gave her a grim smile. “It could get hot.”

      Snow nodded and whispered something into the pup’s ear. Then she looked at the pack. “My friend is powerful. But the healing will hurt. Don’t let it alarm you.”

      Trying not to be shaken by the strange turn his day had taken, Henri carefully lowered his hand onto the wolf’s bloodied, sticky fur. The gash was a large one, and the animal didn’t have much time. Slowly, Henri released his healing fire.

      The Fortier’s blue fire was legendary, not only in Destin, but throughout the world. It was the fire of the Fortress, powerful and versatile for a surprising number of things. Fighting, of course, and also useful for creating light when it was dark. But for Henri, the most difficult of all the fire uses was the healing fire. For the sake of time, he drew now not only from his own strength, but from the crystal he wore against his chest. Bright blue flames engulfed the wound, and the pup let out a series of yelps.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Henri saw the alpha crouch, his hackles up. Henri raised his left hand, already conjuring his defensive flame, but Snow leaned in front of him before he could use it.

      If Henri hadn’t had the flames already licking his palm, he would have snatched Snow up and pulled her away from the angry wolf, but he didn’t want to accidentally light her dress on fire. She spoke, however, before he could quench his own flames.

      “No!” Her voice was stronger than he had ever heard her use it, and it rang with authority. “He is helping your nephew! And if you wish for the pup to live, you’ll leave him alone!”

      Watching the princess face down an angry alpha wolf had not been one of the sights Henri had ever expected or wanted to see, but he watched in amazement now as the wolf gave her one more annoyed huff before turning and slinking back to the outer edge of the group.

      He was even more relieved when the pup gave an excited bark, and he looked down to see that the animal truly was completely healed.

      Healing had never seemed to take so long in his life. But Henri was able to take his first deep breath as the pup jumped up and ran excitedly to some of the larger wolves, barking and pouncing as though it hadn’t nearly just died. Snow, the danger seemingly over, returned and slumped against him as the wolves let out a series of happy howls.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her face against his side. “Thank you.”

      Henri realized he needed to sit down, and as the wolves were now moving away together, he sat down exactly where he was. Snow followed suit, leaning her head on his shoulder as they watched the pack wander away together.

      They sat that way on the forest floor for a long time after that. Eventually, the birds began to chirp again, and Emre made his way onto Snow’s lap, chewing a large seed he had found somewhere. But as the shadows began to slip through the forest, Henri knew the men at the cabin would soon begin to worry.

      “You thought I wouldn’t hear you climb out the window?” he asked softly, and without thinking about what he was doing, tried to straighten one of her torn sleeves. It wasn’t meant to be an overly familiar touch. As the oldest, he had done the same for his siblings all their lives. Only as his fingers brushed her shoulder did he realize what an intimate gesture it really was.

      If she noticed or minded, however, Snow didn’t let on. She just shrugged. “I suppose I wasn’t thinking you would.” Then she turned and faced him miserably. “My brother is dead, isn’t he?” she whispered.

      “We don’t know that,” he argued. “What we do know now is that the queen is far more dangerous than we thought.”

      Snow made a face. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      “Apparently, she was born with a gift, as you were. But her gift, it seems, has to do not just with metalworking, as far as shaping the metal.” He paused, trying to think of the best way to explain it. “I can only guess that she manipulates the metal so it can carry dark power, such as Sorthileige. Even the other metalworkers were afraid of her before she became queen.”

      But Snow didn’t seem the least bit surprised about this. “That would make sense,” she said glumly. “If she’s made that horrible mirror she keeps in her room, and the cursed comb she gave to me...” Then she sighed, her shoulders drooping slightly as a large part of her dark hair slipped out of the knot on the back of her head, contrasting starkly against her fair face. Snow tucked it back behind her ear, but Henri was somewhat ashamed to admit that the effect was strangely alluring.

      “Do you think,” she asked Henri, interrupting his somewhat rattling thoughts, “that she might have laid a trap for my brother’s heart before he even set eyes on her?”

      Henri made a face. “Unfortunately, it’s highly likely. At least, that’s what my contact this morning appeared to think. That kind of ambition isn’t satisfied by coincidence.”

      “What I still don’t understand is why the queen is targeting me,” Snow said, frowning down at her blood-stained hands. “I never wanted to challenge her. I just wanted to…to be.”

      “It’s obvious why she’s targeting you,” Henri said. “You’re a threat to her rule.”

      Snow looked at him as though he’d just suggested she take up ice fishing in her spare time, and Henri almost laughed. As he studied her confused expression, that same stubborn tendril escaped once more and fell across her face. Unable to help himself, he tucked it back behind her ear himself.

      “You’re beautiful, and you have something about you that goes beyond mere kindness.” He paused to think. “It’s as though…you hand people your heart. Without reservation, you bestow it upon everyone who so much as looks at you. And after being ruled by largely ruthless monarchs for the last thousand years, the people are starving for what you can give.”

      Henri expected her to object as he finished speaking, but to his surprise, she only studied him.

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      Henri threw his head back and laughed. “I tell you all of that, and all you get out of it is that you’re surprised I think you’re beautiful?”

      She blushed, which made Henri chuckle again.

      “Your beauty,” he said, gently touching her chin, “is inside-out. It flows from your heart and bleeds all over everything else.”

      She didn’t respond, but her breath hitched at his touch, and it suddenly occurred to Henri how close they were sitting. She had one hand on his knee and her face was only inches away, her dark eyes staring up into his. Her lips looked softer than silk, and he had the sudden urge to touch them and see if they felt as soft as they looked.

      Where had that come from?

      Snow seemed to realize their proximity at the same time he did because she immediately leaned back. But instead of getting up and putting distance between them, as he had half-hoped, half-dreaded she would do, she took his hand in both of hers.

      “I know I have no right to ask this of you,” she said softly. “But I beg you. Please, try to find my brother.” She pressed his hand against her cheek, her hands trembling slightly as they clutched his. “He’s all I have left.”

      For some reason, those little words stung more than they should have. But he would consider that disquieting thought later. Instead, Henri only forced a teasing smile onto his face. “You know, Princess, I try not to make it a habit to go chasing down missing siblings that aren’t mine. My own brother and sister give me enough trouble as it is.”

      But she didn’t smile, and her eyes stayed on his. “I think it is within character, though.”

      Well, she had him there, as doing such was, in fact, characteristic of his entire family.

      “I’ll try,” he said, losing his smile. “I can’t make any promises, though.”

      Snow studied him a moment longer before breaking into a breathtakingly brilliant smile. “That’s all I ask,” she said. Then she got to her knees and paused to press her lips against his cheek. “Thank you,” she said before standing and walking back in the direction of the cabin.

      Henri stared after her. No, this day was not at all what it had first seemed.
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      Henri crouched behind a corner of the palace, wondering once again how he had gone from watching over the Fortress in his father’s absence to babysitting his neighboring kingdom’s king.

      Well, he knew exactly how. And it had a lot to do with a large pair of dark, pleading eyes. And he wasn’t naive enough to assert that those beautiful eyes wouldn’t be able to convince him to do something incredibly foolish again. But that was a problem for another time.

      Now, Henri focused on watching the passersby. Getting into the castle hadn’t been difficult. He’d found an unlocked servants’ entrance and let himself in. And though he’d passed three servants in the hall, none had given him so much as a second glance. And the one guard who had stopped him to ask who he was had accepted his pathetic excuse about training with the king’s guard without question. Now, as he moved from one shadow to the next, Henri couldn’t help thinking with an inward chuckle that if his ancestors had really wanted to conquer Tumen, they could have done it with their eyes closed. They would have needed only to dress as servants.

      No wonder the queen had weaseled her way in so easily.

      Henri’s good mood dried up quickly, however, when he finally made his way to the king’s chambers… to find them empty. He frowned as he walked about the black and white space. Not only was the king not here, but there was no sign of the room having hosted a sick occupant. The bed was perfectly made, and not a single item of clothing was out of place. Of course, he might have attributed this to an efficient cleaning staff, except for the fact that there was a thin layer of dust covering the bedside tables.

      No one had slept in this room for at least a week.

      Henri slipped back into the hallways. He had spent enough time with the young king to know that the rooms in the higher part of the main tower weren’t occupied, but acted instead as storage spaces for old furniture and such. It was unlikely the king would be up there. He was probably still in the main part of the castle. Somewhere the staff wouldn’t automatically assume was suspicious. Somewhere…

      Henri began walking quickly back in the direction from which he’d come. He knew exactly where the king was being held.

      He had to move more cautiously once he reached the main passages. There were more servants about this time, and it took him longer to move quietly from one side of the passage down to the other. But when he finally arrived at the queen’s chambers once again, he knew he was right. There were now four guards stationed outside her room. And two of them wore the king’s crest, which meant they were obviously part of his personal guard.

      Good news as this was, Henri knew he needed to get inside without the guards seeing him. This seemed to pose a challenge until he saw the suit of armor standing down the hall. He quickly hid behind it and then placed his hand against the metal. It took a few minutes for his flame to grow, but soon there was a roaring blue fire coming from within the suit, and Henri darted out of the way just before a shout went up that there was a fire. Then, as the guards rushed to put out the fire, Henri opened the door and slipped inside.

      He immediately sent up a silent prayer of thanks for all the time his father had forced him to practice stealth as a boy. Queen Dilara was not twenty paces from the door, and she was speaking as he entered. His heart beating fast, Henri closed the door and hid himself behind a large drapery. Then he listened.

      “…comfortable, after all. It’s not as though I’ve denied you any luxury. Now quiet. I need to see something.”

      Henri heard some sort of mumbled reply, but he couldn’t make out what had been said or who said it. He did, however, hear the queen’s next words loud and clear.

      “Mirror, Mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”

      Henri knew he would be better off staying hidden, but as a surge of darkness filled the room like a blizzard gale blocking out the sun, he moved the tapestry just enough to see the queen standing before her mirror in the far corner of the room.

      The mirror glass reflected nothing. It only swirled as though full of clouds. But then, after a moment, the clouds began to clear. And the queen’s reflection smiled back at her. She drew in a deep breath and sighed, her smile widening as she nodded and stepped back as though satisfied.

      “Why must you always ask about your beauty?” croaked a tired voice from the other side of the room. Henri then saw the king lying in the queen’s large bed. His face had a ghostly pallor, and he looked as though it was too difficult to even raise his head off the pillow. He was dressed in bedclothes, and his eyelids drooped even while he spoke. A violent shiver took his body as a cool breeze floated in through the open windows on both sides of the bed.

      The queen had seated herself at the stool in front of her vanity and began dabbing color onto her lips. When she answered, her voice was patient and slow as though speaking with a child. “You would be surprised at the number of people who are gifted with beauty and have no idea. They’re so worried about being like everyone else that they completely miss their own gift and take it for granted.”

      The king tried again. “But why⁠—”

      “Because beauty is the first gift I acquired with this mirror,” the queen snapped. “Asking it to show me the fairest person in the land allows me to reassure myself that I’m maintaining my grip on all of my newfound gifts.” She turned to look at the king. “Why don’t you go back to sleep? Surely you’re exhausted.”

      “I’ll not go back to sleep,” the king retorted, but the bout of coughing that erupted before this declaration was done made his objection rather pathetic.

      “I woke you up last time, didn’t I?”

      “Only because you needed me.”

      The queen sighed and went to stand beside his bed. Then she lifted a large metal shackle from the corner of the bedside table and fastened it around the king’s wrist. It wasn’t attached to a visible chain, but Henri got the feeling it was even more restrictive than a real chain might be.

      As soon as the shackle was fastened around his wrist, the king went limp and began to snore. But what made Henri gasp was when the queen went back to the mirror and said, “Show me the king.”

      The king’s face appeared in the mirror. Behind him was a dark forest that looked just like the one Snow had described in her dream.

      “You let me out!” the king bellowed. He appeared to be healthy within the dream world, but he seemed unable to see her. He only knew that she was there.

      “I’ll let you out soon enough,” the queen said patiently. “But I’m afraid I have need of your gift today.”

      Henri froze. The king was gifted as well?

      “The ambassador of Maricanta has been very unpleasant,” she went on, “and I should like to charm him exceedingly. It will be best for the kingdom, of course.”

      Anger burned anew in Henri. Not only for what she had already done, but for what she schemed to do now. The monarchs of Maricanta were close family friends of Henri’s family and close allies of Destin. The ambassador Dilara spoke of was Prince Lucas, King Michaelangelo’s younger brother.

      This was quickly becoming very personal.

      “What can earnestness do for you?” the king shouted from the mirror. “You have to be earnest for the gift to work! You can’t be bent on trickery!”

      Interesting, Henri thought. Snow and her brother had received such subtle gifts that he had missed them. Subtle, but powerful, nonetheless. It made sense now that he had believed the Tumenian king so quickly. Would his father have missed such gifts?

      Most likely not. His father could feel power in someone at just a touch, sometimes even by proximity only—something that Henri, sensitive as he was, hadn’t mastered. He had often wondered if it was his mother’s power within his blood that hampered this use of his Fortress gift. The shame that came with this revelation made him grimace even now.

      “I don’t need the entire truth to seem earnest, my love,” the queen said, standing. “Just a version of it.”

      Henri had seen enough. “I think,” he said, stepping out of his hiding place, “this charade has gone far enough.”

      The queen blanched at first, but her shock quickly melted into burning anger, which then twisted into a greedy smile.

      “Well played, Your Highness.” She reached into her hair and pulled out a handful of long, thin pins. “I was wondering if you would make it this far.”

      With startling accuracy, she began throwing the pins at him. Which, upon the first one’s grazing his side, Henri realized, were not pins but small blades. And if it hadn’t been for the thin layer of chain mail Henri wore beneath his clothes, he would have been bleeding from several places. He covered his face with one arm as he conjured the Fortress’s blue flame in the other.

      A moment later, she ran out of pins, and this time, Henri didn’t wait for her to grab another weapon. He darted forward with his fire in one hand and his sword drawn with the other. Neither Lucas nor Snow could be allowed to suffer this woman again.

      Unfortunately, even as he charged her, he knew he couldn’t kill her. Not until he knew how to break her captives free. But he hadn’t taken more than three steps before the queen grabbed a vase off her vanity and tossed its contents in the air.

      A small wave of water hit Henri in the face. Rather than splashing and dripping down his face and neck, however, the water merely floated around his face. Henri sucked in a lungful of water, realizing quickly that she meant for him to drown.

      Henri stuck his hand in the water and let his fire roar within it. Immediately, the water hissed into steam, giving him the freedom to cough up the water he had inhaled.

      But while he was still trying to clear his airway, Dilara let out a long, strange hiss. And just when Henri began to breathe once more, he realized why the windows had been left open. Snakes slithered into the room, two or three at a time. As soon as they plopped onto the floor from the window sills, they began to make their way toward him.

      By this time, Henri had no doubt that the woman Snow had talked to in the dream world had been telling the truth. The queen was very obviously stealing gifts that weren’t hers and using them at will. Not that understanding this heightened Henri’s chances of surviving a venomous snake bite.

      You could, a voice whispered in his head, use all of your gifts.

      Not that, Henri nearly growled at the voice as he created a controlled circle of blue fire around himself, one that wouldn’t set the castle on fire. Never that.

      Instead, he focused on pressing the snakes back, making them hiss in unison as they retreated from the flames. Then it was quick work for Henri to lop their heads off with his sword as they continued to circle him, trying to find a way through the fire. He was breathing and sweating hard by the time the last head rolled onto the floor, but he knew the fight had only just begun when he looked up to see the queen smile.

      “Yes,” she said softly, “I think your gift will be the crowning jewel of my collection.” Her eyes drank him in greedily as she slowly raised her hands. “Isn’t it ironic?” she continued as the power swirling about Henri continued to swell. “The very man who inspired me to be more than I am is the one who nearly had you in Solwhind.”

      Henri stared at her. Few people in the Fortress knew about his secret adventure with the crown prince of Ashland during its civil war. He and Nicholas had nearly died. How did this woman know that?

      Dilara laughed. “My family is far more extensive than you could guess, Your Highness.” Her eyes brightened. “What makes it even sweeter, however, is that I will succeed where he failed.” She spread out her fingers in front of her.

      Henri squared up, waiting for whatever stolen gift she might throw at him next. But as soon as his sword was yanked from his hands and took a swipe at his arm of its own accord, he wanted to curse. He’d forgotten the most important part of Horace’s warning.

      The queen could control metal. And he was covered in it.

      Henri tried to keep a firm grip on his sword so it couldn’t impale him, but as he did, he could feel the queen lift several of his knives from their hiding places all over his body. These took turns flying at him as the pins had, striking him here and there on the arms and legs. Henri was able to duck out of the way to avoid any fatal blows, but not before the armor he wore began to constrict him so he couldn’t breathe.

      What was it with this woman and cutting off her opponents’ air?

      Briefly, Henri saw green, and his muscles ached to use the raw power that lay dormant swirling inside of them.

      But no. He wouldn’t be the monster he was fighting. His mother’s power might be present within him. But that was where it would stay.

      Using the Fortress strength alone, Henri finally gained control of his sword once again, and his knives lay useless on the floor. These victories, however, did him little good as his vision began to spot. The only reason he hadn’t passed out yet was because he managed to throw several balls of blue flame at the queen quickly enough to keep her distracted.

      Not distracted enough, however, as she slapped a metal shackle around his wrist the way she had done with her husband. It burned against his skin the way ice did whenever he held it too long in the winter.

      “And now,” she said, breathing nearly as heavily as he was, “it’s time for you to go to sleep!”

      Henri gritted his teeth as he prepared himself to fall into unconsciousness the way Snow had.

      “You don’t need to worry about the princess,” the queen whispered as she drew close. “She’ll be permanently asleep very soon. You can enjoy one another’s company for the rest of your lives.”

      All those years spent training with his father, and he had failed. He had been beaten by a scheming queen and thoroughly deserved whatever punishment she gave him. Henri squeezed his eyes shut.

      The temptation inside stirred again. He could use⁠—

      No. One didn’t fight evil with darkness.

      I’m sorry, he thought to the crystal that burned hot against his chest.

      But sleep never came. After several long moments, Henri opened his eyes to realize that Dilara was gaping at him, the same shock he felt written all over her face.

      Henri didn’t have to wonder at his immunity from her enchanted metal very long because the Fortress crystal grew so hot it nearly burned his skin. But Henri embraced the heat, nearly laughing with relief as he brought the butt of his sword down upon the shackle, cracking it so it fell off.

      The queen screamed as Henri lifted his sword once again, determined to hit her head the same way he had hit the shackle, but she sent his knives flying at him again. Henri jumped up and then dove for cover behind the bed before releasing drops of fire over the queen. She must have found something to use as a shield because she didn’t scream or cry the way she should have. Her distraction, however, allowed Henri time to break the king’s shackle as well.

      “Your Majesty?” he shouted as he ducked behind the bed again, narrowly escaping one of his daggers as it whizzed past his head. But the king made no answer.

      Henri nearly let out a shout of rage. They seemed locked in a stalemate, the queen sending various metal objects at Henri as he shot blue fire at her. Neither could see well enough to hit his or her target, but it wasn’t safe enough for either to leave his or her shelter.

      But the queen must have sensed their situation was untenable as well, for she finally stood and raised her hand to aim one of the knives directly at his head. Henri conjured another wave of fire in his hand, but before he could send it at her, the king appeared behind her. With one giant heave, he had lifted one of the small stone busts that had sat beside the bed and cracked it across the back of her skull.

      Dilara collapsed on the ground, but Henri had to leap to his feet to grab the king before he did the same. By the time he had dragged the king back to the bed, Deniz’s pale face was covered in a sheen of sweat, and both of his knees were unable to straighten enough to support him.

      “What did she do to you?” Henri asked, searching as he spoke for some metal object the queen might have hidden somewhere else on the king’s person. But the king only shook his head.

      “She’s been putting some sort of powder in my drinks to make me ill. She stops them when she needs to use me. I get just well enough to awaken, then they begin again.” He shook his head. “I…I was a fool, Your Highness. You have to stop her. You have to—” He squeezed his eyes shut, and his body spasmed for a moment before he began to breathe again. “I had no idea what she was when I married her. I’m…I’m rather sure she bespelled me somehow.”

      “I have no doubt.” Henri searched the room and found a glass of wine on the vanity. “Would you like this?”

      The king nodded weakly. When he had drunk a few sips, he laid his head back and let out a shuddering breath.

      “You’ve been to the dream world,” Henri said quickly as the king’s eyes began to close. “Do you know how to destroy it?”

      The king shook his head, his eyes shut. “I wish I did. I see it every time I close my eyes. It haunts me.”

      Henri thought of telling the king it did the same to his sister, but decided they didn’t have time. The king looked as though he was already slipping into unconsciousness again. “Do you have any trusted servants I can call to ensure she doesn’t control the palace again?” he asked.

      The king swallowed as though it were very hard. “I…She has turned many of the staff against me. But I think—” He opened his eyes, and his voice trailed off. Henri followed his suddenly wide eyes to look down at the place where the queen had lain.

      But Dilara was gone.
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      Snow sat on the forest floor, picking the plumpest blueberries from the most fruitful bushes she had ever seen, but she was too on edge to enjoy the experience for what it was.

      Henri had headed into the city early that morning, long before dawn, with the promise of trying to find her brother. And now she was too worried about both of them to bask in the warm afternoon sunshine or relish the sweet berries as they exploded on her tongue.

      She had expected danger, of course, especially after the carriage incident. But she had always seen it as directed toward herself. She hadn’t missed the many looks of adoration Dilara had sent her brother every time they were near, and Snow had naively thought that while the queen desired her demise, Dilara would never try to kill Deniz. After all, when he died, the throne would pass to one of his cousins, and Dilara would lose her position as queen. It didn’t make sense for her to kill him because doing so would remove her from the throne. But if Snow’s brother was missing now…

      Where was he? And if he was dead, what was the queen trying to accomplish? Did it have anything to do with her aunt’s disappearance?

      Andre and Marcel weren’t far off, the pinging of their axes echoing through the forest as they chopped wood. Snow had wanted to be alone again today, but after hearing what had happened the day before, Andre had forbidden her from going out alone. But perhaps that was for the best. Thus far, Snow hadn’t proven herself to be very effective in warding off danger. Rather, she seemed better at stumbling across help at just the right time.

      Of course, the more Snow got to know the prince, the less she wanted him around the queen as well. Capable as he was—and he was very capable—she hated the idea of the queen hurting him. Henri had principles and personal rules and lines he refused to cross. But Dilara…

      Snow doubted there was a boundary Dilara wouldn’t prance across if it meant getting what she wanted, no matter who she had to throw in harm’s way to get it.

      Emre had been sitting beside Snow on and off throughout the morning, enjoying the bounty of her picking as he pleased. But now he stopped and sniffed the air, his right ear flicking back and forth as he studied the surrounding forest.

      “What is it?” Snow asked, staring at him. But before he could start chattering at her, Snow heard another sound that made the world freeze in time.

      “Snow? Snow?”

      It was a voice she knew better than her own. In a flash, Snow was on her feet, looking around frantically as her aunt’s voice floated through the trees. But she didn’t have to look for long because her aunt emerged on the main path a moment later.

      “Collette!” Snow cried, running as fast as her new boots would carry her toward her aunt. “Aunt!”

      “Princess?” she heard Andre calling from behind her.

      But she didn’t stop running, only looking back over her shoulder to shout, “It’s all right! It’s my aunt! She found me!”

      Andre stared after her, but he didn’t make a move to follow. He needn’t have worried, though. Snow would never have been able to mistake the sound of her beloved aunt’s voice.

      She wasn’t all alone after all.

      Snow hardly had time to slow before she barreled into her aunt’s arms, both of them laughing and crying at the same time. Still embracing, they sank to the ground, and Snow closed her eyes as her aunt stroked her hair. And finally, Snow realized, for one more brief moment, that all felt right with the world.

      After a long embrace, Snow finally pulled away to study her aunt. She had a few more lines at the edges of her gray eyes than Snow remembered being there before, and her hair seemed a bit whiter, but that was only to be expected after the events of the last few weeks. Most importantly, she was safe.

      “Where were you?” Snow whispered, tucking her head beneath her aunt’s chin. And for once, her aunt didn’t seem to care. “I looked for you, but you weren’t at the castle!”

      It was Collette’s turn to pull back. She frowned down at Snow. “Now why would you do a hair-brained thing like that? Looking for me. Snow, you ought to know better!”

      Snow only raised her chin. “I’m not sorry I did it. I wasn’t about to get on with my life with you still out there. Not without trying, at least.”

      “Well, you should have.” Collette pursed her lips, but a smile overtook her face as she tapped Snow on the chin. “But all is said and done, I suppose. I can’t be too severe with you after we’ve both escaped death so nicely.” She began to tuck some of Snow’s flyaway hairs back into place. “I have friends among the palace staff. One of them knew I was in danger and hid me away with her sister. From there, she and others passed me around every few days so the queen wouldn’t get wind of where I was.” She shuddered delicately. “Apparently, the queen was livid when she learned that I escaped. Or at least, so I’m told.”

      “But how did you find me?” Snow asked, amazed.

      “Well, I think I must give that credit to your young prince.” Collette gave Snow a knowing smile, and Snow felt herself blush. “It seems he’s been asking around in the market. This morning, I met him on his way to the castle. It was quite a surprise. When I saw him, I immediately ran to his side to beg him for word of you.” Collette’s voice broke, and she had to clear her throat before going on. “Once he told me you were alive, I knew I didn’t have to hide in the city anymore. And I begged him to tell me where you were.”

      Snow stared at her aunt, amazed. But before she could think of anything coherent to say, Collette’s gray eyes brightened. “I wasn’t idle, though! I made you something!” She turned and reached into the cloth bag she had been carrying. Inside was the most beautiful sash Snow had ever seen. It was blue with flecks of yellow embroidered into its center.

      “Here,” her aunt said with a grin. “I want to see it on you.”

      But before Snow could reply, Andre called her again. “Princess? Is everything well?”

      Snow couldn’t be angry with him. Not too angry, at least. But really, did he have to keep interrupting every two minutes?

      “I’m fine,” she called back. “We’ll be having my aunt with us for supper tonight!” She turned back to her aunt and beamed. “And you’ll stay with me, yes? I have more than enough beds in my room…Oh, that’s quite tight! Does it need to be that tight?”

      Snow looked down to see the sash tied about her waist with an expert knot that her aunt had just finished tying. It did really look quite lovely with her new dress. But it wasn’t tied the way sashes ought to be tied over a gown. Instead, her aunt had pulled it as tight as possible and knotted it there. Then Snow let out a little cry. Something sharp was poking her where the sash was the tightest. She yanked on the sash to loosen it, but it was tied too tightly. The outside of the sash was smooth, but she could feel the bite of something sharp on the inside where it sat flush against her waist.

      Snow opened her mouth to scream, but her aunt clapped her hand over Snow’s mouth and held it there firmly as Snow tried to struggle out of her aunt’s grasp. Try as she might, though, her aunt was too strong. Which made Snow even more aware of the darkness as she slipped back into the dream world once more.
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      Snow shook as she took in the dark surroundings once again. The inky, starless sky above and the strange flat trees and bushes surrounding her—even the dirt felt false. Some vague source of light lit the forest enough for Snow to see where she was going and make out vague shapes and colors, but Snow had no idea where it came from. Distant wails and screams echoed through the forest, each ripe with the same fear Snow felt deep in her chest.

      Snow slowly stood. Several paths snaked away from where she stood, and they all looked the same.

      “You’re back.”

      Snow turned to see the same woman she had met the first time she’d come. And while she was in the same position she’d been five days before, she looked slightly less substantive. As Snow’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realized there were now far more bodies heaped upon the ground, resting limply against the trees than there had been less than a week ago.

      “Why…why are there so many people now?” Snow whispered.

      “You’ve been gone some time,” the woman responded with a wry smile. She glanced at the others around her, most of whom had barely given Snow a second glance. “As you can see, the queen has been busy.”

      Snow shook her head, still counting those she could see. “No. No, it’s only been five days.” She stopped when she saw the small body of a young boy leaning against a man several paces away.

      So Dilara was taking children now as well?

      “Five days?” The woman frowned slightly before shrugging and letting her head loll to the side once again. “Interesting,” she murmured.

      Snow fought the urge to scream in panic as she continued to drink in her surroundings. Five days. Only five days had passed, and Dilara had more than doubled her victims. And not only that, but whatever she was doing to them was eating away at them, not only emotionally, but physically. Snow couldn’t tell for sure, but she thought in the strange light that she could nearly see through one of the men.

      Whatever she was doing, Snow realized, she was doing it to Snow as well now. Snow got the feeling that simply being in this alien realm was wearing away at her.

      But no matter how hard her heart pounded and how much she wanted to curl up and weep, neither of those things would help them. Henri would come home soon, and he would know what to do. Or the Chiens would figure it out. And though Snow trembled to think about how long that might take, she knew that once she was free again, they would want to know if she’d learned anything else. Surely she might discover something new with which she could burn this place down.

      It was better than lying down to weep.

      “What are you doing?” the woman asked. Snow had dropped to her knees once more and was frantically burying her hands in the odd, thick soil. Whatever it was, it didn’t even smell like dirt.

      “This place,” she said, feeling with her fingers as she slid them across the ground, “it’s not real. Nothing here is real. It can’t be.”

      “Does it really matter?” the woman asked. “We’re here, so it’s real enough.”

      Snow didn’t answer. She continued to work her left hand deep enough until…

      There. She had reached the ground below the strange dirt. And just as she had suspected, it wasn’t rock her fingers touched. It was metal.

      “I knew it,” she breathed.

      The woman sat up enough to better see what Snow was doing. “What?”

      “This place isn’t a real place!” Snow exclaimed, brushing away more of the faux dirt and tracing the smooth metal beneath. “It was created by the queen!”

      The woman blinked. “Created? How?”

      “I don’t know how she did it.” Snow shook her head. “But that it was made by human hands can only mean one thing.”

      The woman stared at her, her eyes open wider than Snow had ever seen. “What?” she asked.

      Snow gave her a fierce grin. “It can be unmade as well.”

      The woman watched Snow a moment longer before sighing and leaning back against the tree. “Real or unreal, I don’t see the point,” she said, closing her eyes. “It doesn’t really matter how it was made. We’re still here. You even did the impossible and escaped. And yet, you’re back.”

      “No,” Snow said, feeling suddenly as though Henri were in her head, speaking through her. “There’s a reason for all of this. I’m sure of it.” There had to be. This couldn’t be a mere coincidence. After all, if anyone was able to break through the queen’s enchantments, surely it would be the heir of the most powerful kingdom in the realm, possibly the world. And that heir was the very one who was in her kingdom now at her brother’s behest.

      “If it has been made,” Snow whispered to herself as she continued to search for new clues, “it can be unmade. If it has been made, it can be unmade.”

      She had no idea how many hours passed, nor how many times she whispered these words to herself. She simply refused to fall prey to the panic that continually threatened to take her. Giving up wasn’t a possibility. And if she stopped to assess the danger of her situation, she might give up.

      If it had been made, it could be unmade, after all.

      It had to be.

      So Snow kept looking.
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      Henri couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so exhausted. His horse’s methodical clip-clopping was soothing, and he had to focus on staying upright in the saddle. So he kept himself awake by picturing his bedroll in the warm, dry stable and a hot mug of cider.

      If he were back at the Fortress, he would have Gigi to contend with upon his return. She would shame him for working so hard as she ordered the servants about to fold back his bed, draw him a hot bath, and send him a steaming plate of whatever Cook had in the kitchen. And as she coordinated all of this, she would lecture him the whole time about how he was just like his father, and how the Fortier men didn’t know the meaning of the word rest.

      He smiled now to think of how scandalized she was going to be upon his return. There was a reason he hadn’t told the headmistresses of the Fortress he was leaving. Because if he had told her, he never would have made it off Fortress grounds. She would have made sure of that.

      But Gigi was far away, and Henri had a warm bed and food here for which he must be thankful. His position was far more enviable than the young king’s.

      By the time Henri had left the castle, he had notified the king’s trusted staff members of the situation. Once the king was back in his own chambers and Henri had burned the queen’s poison out of his blood—not a pleasant experience for Deniz, by any means—they had considered together their best choice of action.

      The queen had disappeared, and while Deniz was hoping she had merely died, Henri doubted that greatly. Instead, he was sure she had just found a better way to go about her mischief. And as much as he would have enjoyed destroying the mirror, he worried that doing so would risk the lives of those trapped inside.

      The steward had suggested locking it in a wardrobe, and the captain of the guard had wished to track the queen down and lock her in a wardrobe instead. In the end, however, it was decided that it would be better to hide the king outside the palace where someone might take care of him without the queen’s knowledge of where he was. Unfortunately, as the steward had protested, that meant she would be free to return and take up her reign in the castle once more. This was true, Henri had conceded. But she would attempt to do so anyway. No, the king would be better served by gaining his strength back again before taking her on in the public and legal eye.

      Before leaving, Henri had made a thorough search of the queen’s room and used his fire to destroy every other bit of tainted metal he could find. As for the mirror, they hid it in one of the dusty tower rooms, where it might be more difficult to find buried in the clutter of years past. Henri had little confidence that this would serve as any great deterrent to the queen, powerful as she had become, but it made the king’s attendants feel better, and Henri didn’t have time to argue with them. The queen was unlikely to stay away for long, but that was another worry for another day.

      What made him most anxious was the queen’s disappearance, especially after her renewed threat to Snow. Dilara could be anywhere, and despite his exhaustion, he was eager to get back to ensure she hadn’t made any more trouble.

      As Henri neared the cabin, he began to hear men shouting in the distance. Fatigue immediately forgotten, he urged his horse faster. And though the distance was short, he was nearly out of his mind by the time he reached the large clearing to see the men gathered on the porch, each trying to shout over the other.

      It was then that he also sensed that now familiar dark power he had faced only hours before.

      Henri leaped off his horse before it was fully stopped and broke into a run.

      Andre was crying, large, fat tears rolling down his weathered cheeks, and Marcel looked pale. Claude, Jules, and Laurent were shouting at one another, arguing something about remaining or going inside. Hugo was shaking his head, and Gabriel was trying to get everyone to be quiet.

      Henri stopped at the edge of the wooden porch when he was finally close enough to see what they were all gathered around.

      Snow was lying on a blanket on the porch floor, as still and pale as ice. Henri wanted to be sick. “What happened?” he asked. His words were far quieter than the shouts of the other men, but somehow, they all heard him. The group went silent.

      “What happened?” Henri asked again, a murderous tone he hadn’t known he possessed tingeing the words.

      Andre finally spoke. “I…I was chopping wood with Marcel, and Snow was…” He stopped to swallow a sob. “She was picking blueberries not far from us. A woman appeared—she said she was Snow’s aunt. And Snow ran and hugged her, and she told me…” His shoulders shook and he put his head in his hands.

      “What did she say?” Henri exploded.

      The other men looked at him as though he were a wild animal, but Andre only cried harder.

      “They hugged, and…and we gave them a moment of privacy as they talked.” He pressed a fist against the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut tight. “Then we looked up, and the woman was standing over her. And Snow…Snow was like this!”

      Henri wanted to shake the man for all his blubbering, as well as his apparent negligence. A small voice in his head argued that he probably would have been fooled, too, but he chose to ignore that voice and studied Snow instead.

      But Andre wasn’t done. “As we watched, the woman raised a dagger over Snow,” he whispered. “We tried to run to her, but we would never have made it.”

      Henri looked at him, his blood turning to ice in his veins. “She stabbed her?”

      Andre shook his head. “No. It…it was the wolf pack that chased her away.” He let out a strangled laugh. “I think one managed to bite her before she escaped.”

      Jules glared down at Snow as he tugged at his mangled ear. “I hope it was right on the⁠—”

      “We know she must have the metal on something,” Gabriel said quickly. “But we’ve turned her over and over again and can’t find it!”

      Henri reached a hand out before half drawing it back. He had imagined more than once what it might be like to touch her soft arms and face. But he had little desire to get so personal for the sake of finding the queen’s dark weapon. So instead of putting his hands on her skin, he held his hand several inches above her and waved his fingers over her person.

      She was wearing one of her new gowns, the first one she had sewn, and he couldn’t tell immediately if any of the colors or fabrics seemed not to belong. Whatever the queen had used, she’d hidden it well. He could feel the dark weapon so strongly it hurt. But stopping now wouldn’t help Snow, so he clenched his teeth and continued to move his hand over her hair, face, neck, and torso. Until he came to her waist.

      “It’s here,” he said, feeling suddenly dizzy. “Somewhere on her waist.”

      Hugo had been studying her with a frown the entire time, but now he sat up. “The sash,” he growled.

      Gabriel had his dagger out in a second. He delicately cut the strip of lace from Snow’s waist. As soon as he lifted it up into the air, Henri could see the jagged little metal teeth that had been sewn into the inside of the fabric.

      Clever, he thought grimly as the offending sash flapped in the breeze. Always so clever. Apparently, the queen could impersonate other people as well. She was turning out to be such a creative villain, full of surprises no one wanted or asked for. Especially considering he and Deniz had thrashed her soundly just that morning. In hours, she’d not only recovered from her loss, but had somehow tracked Snow down and attacked her again.

      But he had no more time to wonder about the queen, for Snow bolted upright and gasped for air as though she’d been holding her breath underwater. She looked around the circle before throwing her arms around Henri’s neck and clinging to him.

      “You’re safe,” Henri murmured, running his hand over her hair. “You’re safe.”

      “What happened, lass?” Claude demanded, tugging so anxiously at his beard Henri wondered if he might yank it out.

      But Snow shook her head and pulled back enough to look up at Henri. Henri touched her face, his anger bubbling at the fear in her beautiful dark eyes.

      And yet…there was more than fear in them. There was a new light, a bright, hard determination.

      “No time,” she mumbled. And then she began to launch into more words, but she was shaking so violently and speaking so fast that Henri couldn’t make them out.

      “Andre,” Gabriel snapped. “Cider with a little brandy.”

      Andre darted into the cabin, and Henri helped Snow sit up a little more. “Slow down,” he said gently. “We’re staying here until we figure this out.” Please let us figure this out, he prayed silently. Already, the guilt was beginning to hit him hard. He would have prevented all of this if he’d been able to kill the queen. Even worse, knowing the queen could be literally anywhere, and could strike again as soon as she fancied.

      But no, Henri assured himself. He would be able to feel if the queen was nearby. Her power was far too potent not to be felt, and he had been near her enough now to recognize her particular flavor from a decent distance. This made him feel slightly better. But only just.

      A few minutes later, Snow was sitting in one of the rocking chairs, wrapped in a thick blanket, her mug of cider and brandy half gone and the men surrounding her. Emre was sitting on his usual perch on one of her shoulders, and for once, he was still and silent, looking nearly as scared as his mistress. Snow wasn’t shaking as violently as she had been, but Henri had the distinct feeling that what she had experienced today would scar her for years to come. He understood such scarring only too well.

      “The world in the mirror,” she began, her words slow and stilted, “was most definitely created by the queen. That’s why it looked so strange to me the first time. The dirt, the plants, even the ground beneath, is all made of metal.” She fixed her dark eyes on Henri. “And yet…I think in a way that’s actually good. Because it means⁠—”

      “It can be destroyed,” Henri finished, a smile spreading slowly on his lips. He turned to the others. “It all makes sense now! I saw that world for myself today.” And he went on to explain what had happened with the king and Dilara in the castle.

      “But if the world is…in the mirror, as it seems,” Claude said with a frown, “why can’t we just break the mirror and be done with it?”

      Henri shook his head. “My fear is that if we broke the mirror with people inside this…world, we would trap them inside forever. We have to empty it first.”

      “We need,” Snow said slowly, “to destroy it from within.”

      Henri nodded, suddenly feeling nauseous once again. Let my parents arrive soon, he prayed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 34

          

          

      

    

    







            The Absence of Light

          

        

      

    

    
      Henri studied Snow, and she could tell he was thinking hard. She held his burning gaze as he did.

      “Where’s the comb?” he finally asked.

      “I’ll get it,” Gabriel said, standing and going into the house. When he returned, he was holding a folded kerchief. Carefully, he handed it to Henri. Henri opened it cautiously, and Snow held her breath. The last thing they needed was for someone else to touch it by accident. But as he unfolded the cloth, Snow couldn’t see a comb. Instead, shiny black powder rested inside.

      “It’s…fallen apart!” Henri said. As they all stared at the little pile of black dust, the breeze picked up, and Snow’s mouth fell open as the metal comb literally floated away on the wind.

      For a long moment, no one spoke. Finally, Jules cleared his throat.

      “Do you think maybe they all fall apart after a while?”

      Henri was already shaking his head. “I doubt it. My parents have been investigating something like this, and some of the people who have been asleep have been so for months.” He fixed his intense gaze on Snow again. “No, I think this has to do with the princess and her gift.”

      Andre frowned. “The princess has a gift?”

      Snow wanted to echo him, but she was still trembling too violently.

      “I don’t have a name for it.” Henri folded the cloth carefully and handed it to Marcel before asking him to burn it. “But it’s something like…sunshine to the queen’s darkness. Snow’s heart isn’t merely kind and good. It’s as though she radiates what’s in her heart to the world.” He laughed a little. “There’s a reason humans and animals alike are drawn to her. The queen used Sorthileige to gain her power, which is harnessed through malice and greed, but Snow’s gift is like the medicine to the queen’s poison.”

      He paused, then continued slowly. “In fact, my guess is that even if no one had pulled the comb out, it would have eventually broken down, and she would have awakened on her own.”

      Snow frowned. “But I was told by one of the women there that they can’t use their gifts while they’re in the mirror world.”

      “So that means we don’t have to worry so much—” Claude began, but Henri seemed so caught up in his own thoughts that he didn’t hear the other man. Instead, he stood and began to pace.

      “I don’t think the queen even knows how powerful Snow is.” He stopped and looked at Snow again, his eyes suddenly glittering. “She only sees you as a political threat, one that happens to have a gift—one she can use for her own benefit. She’s trying to entrap you as a safeguard against political machinations, rather than to merely take your gift. But she has no idea that above all, you pose the most danger to her because of your gift! For some reason, your gift is immune to hers! Your very existence threatens everything she’s worked for!”

      Snow blinked back at him. She tried to speak, but she had to gather her wits for a moment before she could find her voice.

      “How?” she finally whispered.

      Henri strode up to her and took her hands, the fire circling in his eyes pulsing fast and hard. “Dilara shapes and manipulates metal beyond the physical. She’s found a way to forge Sorthileige into weapons that reach into the minds of her victims. It’s much like the first kings of Tumen who used Sorthileige to warp the world to the shape of their greed. She’s twisted the metal to entrap souls and siphon away their power! And as long as they’re touching the metal, she can take it from them as she pleases!”

      He turned to face Gabriel. “She tried to entrap me today as well, just as you said she would. But the Fortress protected me.” He pulled the little piece of blue crystal from where it hung beneath his shirt. “But I couldn’t destroy it the way Snow did. Not by mere touch, at least. I had to use my fire.”

      “But this trapped her!” Jules said, holding up the sash. Snow shuddered and leaned as far away from the thin fabric as she could, despite being across the porch from it.

      “Yes,” Henri said, taking it from him. “But my guess is that if we examine it closely…” He slowly worked his fingers up the sash, rubbing carefully as everyone else looked on. “I was right. Here.”

      Snow and the others leaned forward to see. And though she had no desire to be anywhere near the sash ever again, she gasped when she realized that the little metal teeth that had dug into her side were already starting to disintegrate.

      “But how does that help me?” Snow asked, hating the way her voice cracked slightly as she stared at the little metal teeth. “How can I stop her?”

      Henri handed the sash to Gabriel and knelt before her rocking chair. His face was gentle, and his smile was kind. “The Maker has planted an unusual amount of light in your soul. Light that loves and values others and the world around you. And light always overpowers the darkness.” His smile grew. “For dark is merely the absence of light.”

      Snow stared at him for a long moment. Then the worn edges of the metal teeth. Her mind was moving like those circular windstorms she’d once read about in a book. And though she knew what she needed to do, she was almost afraid to speak it aloud. It was far too frightening.

      But she had no time for fear or selfishness. Her brother and aunt had gone missing. Her people were now under the thumb of a woman who wanted to exploit them. And the people in the dream world were fading away.

      Finally, she gathered the courage to look Henri in the eye. “I think I know how to stop the queen,” she said softly. “But I’m going to need help.”
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      Henri slammed the axe down hard on the block of wood, vengeful satisfaction rushing through him as the pieces went flying off the stump. Not that cutting wood changed anything about the situation or Snow’s plan to take down the queen.

      But breaking something did make him feel slightly better.

      Henri hadn’t needed to chop wood for a very long time. When he was a boy, before his parents adopted him, he’d learned early on that there was a reprieve to be found in such mindless work, especially when his stepmother had been particularly cruel. It gave him a way to vent his feelings while muttering angrily to himself in a place where she couldn’t overhear.

      There has to be another way, he argued with the Maker now as he placed another block of wood on the stump. But there was no answer. Not even a spark from his crystal.

      Snow had explained it all that afternoon on the porch, and her plan was largely solid from the start. And he hated that. Mostly because he knew she was right.

      What she needed to do, she had told them all, was to go back into the mirror and destroy it from the inside. To do that, she would need something with which to pierce the metal that lay beneath the forest floor. Some weapon. Henri had begun to object, but she retorted that if she really was as powerful as he claimed, it had to be simple enough for her to destroy it from within.

      Henri had stomped off soon after that and started chopping. But no matter how hard he tried or how long he considered it, he couldn’t think of another way. Snow would have to put herself in danger once more. She would have to be exposed and subjected to the whims of the queen.

      The queen’s other victims, Henri had pointed out, had been under Dilara’s thumb for months, and they were deprived of their stolen gifts while in the dream world. So how did Snow intend to use her gift from within? And at first, Henri was sure he’d won. But Snow had quickly pointed out that the queen hadn’t been able to deprive her of her gift even while she slept. At least, not completely. Because if she had, neither the comb nor the metal spikes in the sash would have fallen apart.

      If only his parents were here.

      Henri grunted as he brought the axe down hard once more. They would know what to do. Actually, if his father were here, and were made aware of the entire situation, he could simply defeat Dilara in combat.

      That his parents would come, Henri had no doubt. But he had no way of knowing when his letter would reach them or how far away they were. They would most likely have left Ashland by now, and Henri could only hope Nicholas would know where to find them to pass Henri’s message on.

      If only he were more like his father. If only he weren’t harboring a foreign power within him. Maybe he would have been strong enough to defeat Dilara then.

      Henri hit a log so hard it splintered not into chunks, but into dust.

      “I don’t see why you’re so upset.”

      Henri looked up to see Snow staring at him from across the clearing. He glared at her. “Because what you’re suggesting is like playing with fire.”

      She tried unsuccessfully to smother a smile. “And what you did in coming to Tumen wasn’t?”

      Henri snorted and grabbed another block of wood. “It’s different.”

      She crossed her arms. He tried not to notice how pretty she was when she was smug, her little nose wrinkled slightly and her dark eyes glittering with mischief. “I don’t know,” she said, tilting her head dramatically to the side. “You left everything behind to journey by yourself into enemy territory to help a man whose family has been feuding with yours for a thousand years.” She shrugged. “I can’t imagine how that could be risky.”

      Henri went back to chopping. Between his blows, he heard her sigh, and suddenly she was next to him, far too close for him to pretend he was alone.

      “I would think you should be glad about this,” she said, no longer teasing. “This way, everyone you love will be safe. There’s no risk to Destin’s future throne⁠—”

      Henri couldn’t listen anymore. “Stop!” he snapped. “Just stop it!”

      Snow jumped slightly, hurt in her wide eyes.

      Henri pinched the bridge of his nose, a habit he had picked up from his father during times of stress. “Snow,” he said, forcing his voice to sound calm. “Did it ever occur to you that I might care about you as well?”

      Snow’s mouth fell open, but it was a moment before she could speak. “But…” she finally said, “you barely know me!”

      Henri stared at her. What she said was true…and yet, it wasn’t at the same time.

      When he had begun his search for Princess Snow of Tumen, he had fully expected to find a spoiled child who was pining away without the luxuries of her station, fully unprepared to survive outside the protection of the castle walls.

      But she had defied all his expectations. This woman standing before him was brave and beautiful. And though she didn’t know him well, the Maker had made her good, a ray of sunshine in a land of shadows. And Henri wasn’t ready to leave her behind.

      Granted, he didn’t know her as well as he would like…yet. But the realization hit him like a tidal wave. He wanted to know her. He suddenly longed to explore who she was, inside and out. And he most certainly wasn’t ready to let her go.

      The strength of his reaction to this realization hit him even harder. When had he become so wrapped up in her? They’d known one another less than a fortnight. The potency of his feelings for her, however, was shocking and frightening. Was…

      Could he be falling for the princess of Tumen?

      Henri shook his head to clear it and grabbed another block of wood.

      What would his father say? Or more importantly, the Fortress?

      There was a specific way the Fortress always chose the next bride of the future king. On the backside of the Fortress was a balcony filled largely by an outdoor dance floor. The entire dance floor was made of crystal—the same crystal he wore on his neck now.

      The choosing of the next Fortress queen was a formal ceremony, one that had been lost for generations. His parents had only just revived the tradition. To begin the ceremony, the prince would take turns dancing on the crystal floor with every eligible girl present. And when the girl the Fortress chose for him twirled with him across the floor, blue flames would rise up around them, swirling and twirling along with them. It was a sign that the future queen had been chosen.

      Could he dishonor the Fortress now by failing to keep such an important tradition?

      Could he leave Princess Snow behind and never think of her again?

      “Um…I’ll go see to supper.”

      Henri’s head whipped up as he realized that Snow was still standing there.

      “No,” he said, putting the axe down. “Wait. I just…I was lost in thought, that’s all.” He gave her a weak smile.

      But even as he moved toward her, he couldn’t help noticing the gentle way her hips swished when she walked, and the subtle strength in her gaze as she fixed it on him.

      So what happens when this is all done? a little voice in his head wondered. Was there any way she would agree to come with him to Destin? He was fairly certain, judging by the way her lips slightly parted now as he drew near to her, that what he felt wasn’t on his side alone. Over the last two weeks, she had gone from making her hatred of him obvious to gravitating toward him whenever he was near. He’d lost count of the number of times she’d looked to him for reassurance, an expression of childlike trust on her face when she found him. Was that only because he’d promised to keep her safe? Or was there something more?

      “I’ll help you plan this…scheme.” He closed his eyes briefly and shook his head before opening them again. And though he knew he probably shouldn’t, he took her hands in his. They were small and surprisingly calloused. And warm. So warm. “But only if you let me help you escape as well.”

      Snow stared at him for a long moment before letting out a sudden laugh. “I would appreciate that,” she said, still chuckling.

      She was so beautiful. The kind of beauty he could gaze at for the rest of his life. And Henri had the sudden realization that he wanted to kiss her. To touch her far more than this chaste hand-holding.

      But she wasn’t his. Not really. Nor was he his own.

      “Supper’s ready.”

      They both jumped at the sound of Laurent’s voice. He was pursing his lips and glaring at them even as he turned back to the house. And though Henri hated it when she pulled her warm, gentle hands from his, he was suddenly glad. Because he didn’t know what he might have done if she had stayed so close any longer.
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      After her talk with Henri, Snow had wanted to get started on their plans immediately. But Gabriel shooed everyone to bed early that night, promising they would all think more clearly after a full night’s sleep.

      Snow hadn’t wanted to go to sleep at the time. She’d wanted to plot Dilara’s downfall. But after brushing her hair and washing her face, she collapsed nearly the moment her head hit the pillow.

      And, true to Gabriel’s word, she now felt fresh and ready to face the queen. In fact, she was looking forward to it.

      Everyone else seemed to be feeling the same, for no one was in the mood to eat much that morning. So they contented themselves with tea and some cold bread from the day before. Gabriel and Hugo had somehow found several maps of the area, as well as one of the castle, and had rolled them out on the large wooden table by the time Snow emerged from her room. Within five minutes, everyone was gathered around the table, staring down at the maps as Gabriel spoke.

      “I think it’s safe to say that His Highness should be the one to lead this campaign,” he said, “seeing as he has experience in this particular area.” The other men murmured their assent, and Henri nodded and stepped forward. Snow tried not to think about the way the early morning light made him look so powerful or full of promise. It was best for both of them if she focused on what he was saying instead.

      “The only way this will work is if Snow can reenter the dream world. Which means our first object will be to draw the queen out of the castle and get her to offer Snow a way back in.” He pointed to the place on the mountain map that marked the cabin. “Ideally, we would lure Dilara up here.”

      His words were steady, betraying none of the anger he’d expressed the day before, but his jaw flexed, betraying his facade of perfect calm. Why did that somehow make Snow feel better?

      “What I would like to know,” Andre frowned, “is how she found the princess all the way up here in the first place.”

      Henri shook his head. “Who knows? She has dozens of gifts for the taking. She could have used them any number of ways.” Then he turned back to the map. “My guess,” he continued, “is that if Snow sends her a message, the opportunity will be too alluring for her to pass it up. She’ll want to find Snow herself, too, as she won’t want word getting out to anyone in the castle. She still has everyone convinced she’s desperately attached to the princess and searching far and wide for her. Which means she’ll almost assuredly come in person.”

      “Why do we need the queen, though?” Claude asked, frowning. “Can’t the princess reenter the dream world using the sash?”

      “The metal on the sash has already begun to disintegrate,” Gabriel said, his arms folded as he stared down at the table.

      Snow blinked up at Henri. “What does that mean? The comb took much longer to fall apart.”

      Henri gave her a rather feral smile that made her shiver. “It means you’re getting stronger.”

      Snow stared at him for a moment before nodding. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Or what she was supposed to do with such knowledge. But she was listening.

      “The queen will know she’s up to something,” Jules said, shaking his head. “She may not take the bait.”

      “I think she will,” Henri said. “She wants Snow gone badly enough that I think she’ll do nearly anything to get her under control. Snow’s offer will be too good to pass by.” He glanced at Gabriel. “Dilara seems to think she’s invincible. Probably more so since she escaped me the other day and attacked Snow once again. She won’t see Snow as a threat if she thinks Snow is desperate.”

      Snow felt desperate, but she didn’t say this aloud.

      Andre grabbed a pair of knitting needles from a basket in the corner and began to knit furiously, the needles clacking as his hands moved. “We can’t just sit here and do nothing while you young people take care of it all,” he grumbled.

      “Oh, you won’t,” Henri said. “Snow will draw Dilara out, but you’ll all be hiding nearby, where you can interfere if the witch tries something unexpected.”

      Snow gave a start. “You won’t be there?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll be waiting in the castle. As soon as you’re in the dream world, we should be able to talk through the mirror. Then, after you’ve freed the captives and you wake up, you’ll send me a message that you’re awake, and I’ll destroy the mirror. The message will be of utmost importance, though, because I won’t destroy it until then—just in case something happens, and you don’t get all the way out.”

      “How will she send you a message?” Laurent asked, running his hand nervously over his shiny head. “Not even a horse could go fast enough to deliver that message.”

      Henri fixed his fiery eyes on Snow again. “Do you think the birds would understand you well enough to carry a message to me? If you gave them directions, I mean?”

      At that moment, Emre popped up on Snow’s shoulder, and she gently pulled him down and began to rub his round belly. He’d obviously been stealing nuts from the pantry again. “That should be simple enough,” she said after a moment. “I used to ask them to carry messages to my brother by leaving them on his window sill when I was small.”

      “But we’re missing the most important part,” Jules said impatiently. “How is she going to escape again? The queen won’t make it easy to find the metal, even if we watch her. She’s obviously aware that Snow is escaping by now. And if Snow’s in the dream world, we can’t take it off until we know she’s done!”

      “I thought about this all night,” Henri said quietly. “And she’ll be doing it with her own hands.”

      Snow stared at him. She was going to…what?

      “What?” Claude looked back and forth between Snow and Henri. “You can’t know that will work for sure! She’s never done it before! And this is no time to test it!”

      “The metal,” Henri said quietly but firmly, “can’t seem to withstand her. Which means she should be able to destroy not only the bonds of others, but her own as well.”

      “But—” Snow choked and couldn’t finish. “How…” She had been following him until this. He expected her to do what?

      Henri gave her a small smile. “You’re not a Fortier…”

      Oh, she thought, but how I wish I could be. Then she blanched. Where had that thought come from?

      “But,” Henri continued, completely unaware of her sudden argument with herself, “you do have a gift. And with all humility, I know something about gifts. And though yours is different than mine, I can tell from what I’ve seen over the last few weeks that your gift is especially focused in your hands. Which isn’t a surprise. Most gifted individuals work largely with their hands.”

      Everyone stared at him again, most of them reflecting Snow’s confusion on their faces. But Henri was already moving on.

      “Once Snow has released everyone inside and awakened, she’ll send the bird with the message to me. I’ll then destroy the mirror so the queen has nowhere to send her victims. Being separated from her victims should make the queen fairly easy to catch, as she’ll no longer have her stolen abilities. And as the king is now aware of the true nature of the woman he married, I have no doubt he’ll have her apprehended in no time.”

      Claude began to shake his head and object to something, but Snow caught Henri’s eye and motioned to the kitchen. Henri whispered something to Gabriel, who nodded and addressed Claude as Henri followed Snow into the other room.

      “I’m grateful for your confidence,” Snow whispered when they were finally alone, “but…Jules is right. We have no idea whether my gift will work this way or not! We can’t just assume it will with all those lives at stake!” She shook her head, and her gaze landed on the bread knife, which had been left on the little table in the kitchen. “Can’t I take a weapon of some sort with me?”

      “I’m not sure how you would,” Henri said, “as your body will be in the cabin the entire time. But more than that…” He looked down and then gently took one of her hands in his. Then he lifted it and carefully turned it palm up. She shivered with unexpected pleasure as he began to run the tips of his own fingers down to the lowest part of her palm. “Do you feel that?” he asked softly.

      Snow could only nod. Every place he touched felt like it had been set on fire.

      In a good way.

      “I can feel the river of power as it flows through you, branching out into streams. It courses through your blood like sunshine on the water. It originates in your soul and spills down to the tips of your fingers. In fact,” he paused, “that’s probably why your gift is immune to her power, to a point. It’s not a physical gift, per se. It stems from your very soul.”

      Snow could barely breathe as his fingers traced their way down to her wrist.

      “You’re likely not as sensitive to power as I am. And I’m nowhere near what my father can do. But even I, in my limitations, can feel it pulsing strong and fast in you.”

      Snow suddenly realized how close they were standing. If she leaned forward at all, their bodies would touch.

      “I’m not sending you in blind,” he continued. “We’re not going to send Dilara the message for three days. And in those three days, I’m going to train you in everything I know about how to sense and channel your gift.”

      “But what if I fail?” Snow whispered.

      He smiled down at her. It was a warm smile, and the thought briefly flashed across Snow’s mind that for all her father’s proclaimed devotion, he had never looked at her so gently. It was the look she wanted on the face of the father of her children.

      Snow closed her eyes and swallowed. There was no time for such thoughts. People were fading away in the dream world even as they had this conversation. She had no right to be wishing for more.

      “Snow?”

      Snow opened her eyes again to see Henri staring intently at her. “I promise,” he said, his grip tightening on her hand, “I won’t be doing anything until I’m sure you’re free.”

      “Why?” Snow blurted out.

      He blinked down at her. “Why?”

      Snow nodded. It was probably a stupid question, but she needed to hear the answer for herself. Was he determined to see her out safely because he thought it was the right thing to do? Or was it something more?

      Oh, how she hoped it was something more. Even if it would break her heart later.

      “I don’t think I could live with myself,” he said slowly, his brows furrowed, “if I knew you were left there. As it is,” he took a deep breath and gave her a sheepish grin. “I can barely stand the thought of having you another kingdom away, let alone in another world.”

      Snow stared at him. He had said it. And Snow was suddenly absolutely sure that she didn’t want him to leave her, either. And not because he had become her anchor of safety, although he was that. Rather, he had become the anchor by which she oriented her life. He had given her not a taste, but a deluge of what it meant to trust a good man.

      Even more than that, she realized with a bit of surprise, she wanted what had made him that way as well. She wanted to know this Maker from whom Henri’s strange power flowed. She wanted to know the family that loved him so much they had essentially changed him. And she wanted to know Henri for all he was.

      Which was foolish, as they had only known one another for a few weeks. But the desire was there all the same.

      “Your Highness?”

      Snow sucked in a sharp breath when they turned to find Laurent standing at the door, frowning at Henri as though he’d been up to no good.

      “We need to ask you something about the castle,” he grunted before turning and walking out.

      Henri nodded and then looked back at Snow. A small smile curved his mouth, and Snow had the sudden urge to trace it with her fingers. Then, to her deep surprise, he lifted her hand the rest of the way to his mouth and pressed his lips against her fingers before letting go and making his way back into the front room. But Snow was frozen to the spot, staring at the place he had just stood.

      Gabriel stuck his head around the corner. After studying her for a moment, he glanced back at the others behind him before going over to the little kitchen table and pulling out two stools. He sat on one and indicated the other to Snow. Slowly, Snow blinked at it before going to sit across from him. What did he want?

      “I wanted to see how you were doing,” he said once they were both seated. “This must be a lot for you to take in.”

      Snow studied the chipped tea cup sitting by her elbow. “It’s…it’s not what I imagined when I envisioned my freedom for eighteen years.”

      “Not just that,” Gabriel said gently. “But making the adjustment from living in your garden to living in the world in general would have been a shock for anyone. Let alone being chased down by your brother’s wife.” He glanced in the direction of the front room. “And finding an ally in one of your father’s greatest enemies, no less.”

      Snow took in a slow breath, then released it. “I think in a way that the rush of it all has helped, actually.” She frowned down at the chipped cup. “It keeps me focused. I can’t spend too much time wandering in my own head.”

      “Have you thought about what you will do when all of this is done?” he asked.

      Snow gave him a wry smile. “I have. And to tell the truth…I don’t know.”

      Gabriel nodded slowly, then shifted in his seat. “I know it’s no place for a princess such as yourself,” he said slowly, “but I hope you know that if you don’t wish to return to your brother’s castle, you’re always welcome to come with us. To Destin, I mean. Our families would welcome you as one of their own.” He paused, and his eyes brightened. “There is, of course, the possibility that you might wish to go to Destin with someone of far higher caliber than we can offer.”

      Snow blinked at him. “You mean…with Henri?”

      Gabriel gave her a nod. “I may be an old man, but don’t think I haven’t noticed the way he looks at you.” He paused. “Nor the way you look at him.”

      Snow snorted. Old, Gabriel was not. About her father’s age? Yes. But he was as strong and capable as many of the young men she had seen in the market. Then she shook her head.

      “I’ve…I’ve considered that. But I don’t think…” She let out a frustrated huff. “Sometimes, I think he wants me to go with him. To meet his family and live in the Fortress and all of that. But…” her voice dropped to a whisper, “I know most prince’s aren’t given license to marry who they please. It’s their families who choose. And…” Snow shuddered. “I don’t think I could sit and watch as he was given to someone else.”

      “How do you know they would choose someone else?” Gabriel asked kindly.

      Snow stood and went to stare out the window, wrapping her arms around her chest as though they might protect her heart. “I barely know him. I mean,” she hurried to add, “what I feel is real, of course. His parents would surely object, though. At least to my parentage, if nothing else. And—he may think he wants me now. But that’s only because I’m here and no one else is. When he gets back to Destin and realizes how many choices he has…” She let the words trail off, unable to utter them aloud.

      She knew what it must look like to anyone else who couldn’t see inside her head. She was starry-eyed and naive, and Henri was the first man she’d even known that she wasn’t related to. Not to mention, he’d saved her countless times already, risking his life and the future of his kingdom for her. Any girl would be crazy not to fall for such a man. And yet…

      She had already somehow begun to think of him as hers. And to think of any other girl twirling around in his arms made her nauseous.

      “No,” she said softly, still staring out the window, “I know better than to expect any fruit from that tree.”

      “Why?” Gabriel asked.

      She turned to stare at him. “Why would they object?” she echoed in disbelief.

      He nodded. “Yes. Why? I mean, it’s not so unthinkable. You’re a princess. You’ve proved yourself to be brave and⁠—”

      “I’m also the daughter of the line that has been at war with his ancestors for the last thousand years. His…Fortress wouldn’t approve of me, either. It couldn’t. Not with the way my ancestors treated his. And not,” she added more softly, “with the way I treated him when we first met…”

      Snow could have gone on, but little good it would do either of them. So instead, she took a deep, shaky breath and turned back to Gabriel, forcing a smile even though it hurt. “As for your offer, though, I think…I think I would like to start over. I mean, I love my brother, but there’s been too much...” She paused to blink the sudden stinging out of her eyes before adding, “But only if you don’t think the men and their families would mind⁠—”

      “Our families have lost many daughters and would be overjoyed to have you, as I said.” He gave her a kind smile. “But—if I may be so bold as to say—I wouldn’t discount the prince just yet. Perhaps it would be best if you heard what he thinks about the situation before you choose to part ways with him.” He paused. “Of course, this all proves that you don’t yet know the Maker very well. The Maker—and the Fortress by extension—loves nothing more than a penitent heart and new beginnings.”

      “Thank you,” Snow said. But in her heart, she knew better than to hope. She couldn’t live through yet another heartbreak.

      No matter how much she longed to try.
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      Henri knocked on Snow’s bedroom door, his heart hammering strangely in his chest. The shorter their time together grew, the more his body seemed to resent it. He wasn’t ready to let go yet, despite only knowing her for a few weeks. Rather, he felt like a blind man who had finally glimpsed the light. He knew little about her, and couldn’t even conceive of her power’s depths. But Henri knew he wanted more.

      A moment later, Snow cracked open the door, still rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?” she asked, yawning. Henri had to suppress a smile at the sight of her unruly hair, which was falling out of its braid. She was rather adorable upon waking. But then he schooled his thoughts to the task at hand.

      “We need to start practicing, and I thought it would be best to begin while it’s still dark.”

      Snow gave him a look that wasn’t quite joyful, but after a moment, she nodded. “Just give me…” She yawned again. “Just another minute.”

      Five minutes later, she emerged, fully dressed, with her hair brushed and in its usual neat braid. Henri stepped back so she could walk in front of him, but he couldn’t quite stamp out his sudden desire to untie her braid and run his hand through her thick, dark hair.

      There was no time for that kind of thinking right now, though. They had work to do. Henri shook his head to clear it as she paused at the door.

      “Where are we going?” she asked. Her voice was low, but she needn’t have worried. Andre was already chopping food in the kitchen with Marcel, and Henri knew that most of the other men were already awake and had gone to the village to sell what was left of their jewels and precious metals to purchase new weapons and supplies.

      “Outside,” Henri answered.

      She looked slightly disgruntled but pulled on her new cloak anyhow, and Henri added it to the list of reasons that he admired this girl. If someone had told Genny that she needed to be awake and ready before dark, she would have made them regret it. Well, except their father. No one clobbered him. And if they tried, he would turn it into a training exercise any of the Fortier children would regret.

      Emre obviously disapproved. He chattered angrily at Henri all the way through the front door and down the front porch steps. Undeterred by the squirrel, however, Henri led them out into the clearing in front of the house. He stopped in the middle and turned to face her.

      “Stand here,” he said, indicating the spot just in front of him. “Then hold out your hands.”

      In the gray light of early morning, he could just make out the skepticism in her lovely face, but once again, she did as he asked.

      “Good.” He held out his own hands. “Now, see if you can direct any of your power into your palms directly.” As he spoke, blue flame leaped to life in each of his palms.

      “Um…very well,” she said, doing as he prompted.

      But nothing happened. Neither a flash of light nor a surge of power disturbed the peace of the morning. The birds continued to chirp sleepily, and Henri could hear the gentle rustling of a chilly breeze through the trees. After a minute had passed, and he could feel her frustration growing, Henri extinguished the flames in his own hands and took a step forward. And as he took her hands in his own, he couldn’t help feeling somewhat smug about finding another reason to hold them. He would never admit it, of course, but he’d been hoping for the chance to touch her again.

      As soon as his fingers brushed her palms, he felt the familiar wave of peace wash over him. Guilt and relief flooded him as he studied the girl before him in the growing light of the approaching dawn. Yes, there was certainly power within her. What he had first mistaken as mere charisma was now very obviously something more. And it was growing stronger by the day.

      Snow drew in a sharp breath as his fingers grasped hers, but she didn’t try to escape. Instead, she began to shake her head.

      “I don’t think⁠—”

      “I can feel it,” he said softly.

      Her eyes flew to meet his. “You…you can?”

      He smiled and nodded before giving her hands a gentle squeeze. “Here. Just as I thought it would be.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “But I can’t feel it.”

      “Probably because you’re so used to it that you have no idea what kind of power you give off.” He paused, measuring the constant ebb and flow of the power that pulsed beneath her skin. “Let’s try something else. Close your eyes and focus on your hands and your breathing. Now, imagine you have beams of sunlight that flow through you. They bring warmth and light. Feel it flow out of you with every breath. Focus…and think.”

      They were silent again for several minutes. Henri wished he could see what she was thinking. Most likely, her gift felt so natural that she was completely unconscious of it. But he could feel it grow stronger every time they touched.

      And he didn’t want to let go.

      If only you could see what I can, he thought.

      The words flew back to him, unbidden, from years past.

      Not long after his younger brother had been born, Henri had been angry with his lack of control. Harnessing his natural Fortress fire had been difficult. He’d spent too many years untrained. His gifts were raw and dangerous, and he and everyone around him knew it. One morning, after attempting a practice round against his father, he had thrown his sword down. But his father had come alongside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

      If only you could see what I can. You’d give yourself more time, he had said.

      And for the first time since that day, Henri finally understood what his father had meant. And he had to swallow several times to keep his voice from breaking as he spoke softly now to Snow.

      “Let’s start at the⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter!” she snapped. Then she withdrew her hands from his and buried her face in them. “It…It’s just a waste of time. I’ve tried to feel it ever since you told me it was there. But I can’t.”

      Henri opened his mouth to speak, but she held up her hand.

      “Whatever you think you can feel in me, I just can’t sense it. I have no way of knowing if what I’m doing with this…this gift is right or wrong. I have no sense of where to even find it or even what I’m looking for!”

      An ancient ache moved through Henri as she continued to talk, and he bit back a groan. The feelings Snow was venting now were the same feelings Henri often kept walled inside of him. And he knew all too well that pushing her would do no good. Instead, he needed to show her what he kept locked inside. And that there was a way out.

      But Henri had never expressed to anyone the depths of what had once been his despair, and doing so now was going to hurt. With a sigh, he took her hand once more—relishing its warmth as he did—and led her back to the house, where he sat down on the raised porch and patted the spot beside him. Snow sat, but not happily.

      “What are we doing here?” she grumbled, drawing her cloak more tightly around her arms.

      Henri took a moment to answer. This wasn’t going to be easy. “I don’t…talk to my family much about some things,” he finally said. “Not that my parents would expect me to speak of it much. They know it’s hard—coming from a life like mine was. But even now,” he shook his head, “I still have a hard time putting certain feelings into words.” And so did Genny, even more so than him. But that was her story to tell. Not his.

      Snow was watching him now, her dark eyes wide, most of her annoyance seeming to have vanished into thin air. Henri took this as a good sign and continued.

      “I told you my birth mother was evil. Well, to say she was evil is the grossest understatement of all time. Which isn’t surprising, considering she was half…half fae.” He had to spit the words out as though they were poison.

      “But I thought your father was really your uncle by birth,” Snow said with a frown.

      “Oh, he was. Let me back up a bit.” Henri took a deep breath. “The Fortier line always produces sons first. Since the Fortress’s birth, there have only ever been sons as heirs. Daughters can come later, of course. But a boy always inherits the throne. My grandfather, however, was apparently far looser with his morals when he was away from home than he let on. And after a tryst with a fae, he found that he had sired an illegitimate daughter with her.” Henri gave Snow a wry look. “How my birth mother came to be.”

      “I’m sorry I have to ask,” Snow said. “But…what is a fae?”

      “My apologies. I should have explained that. Hundreds of years ago, the fae were another kind of creature that could wander the world in either physical or incorporeal form. They could become shadows or mists if they desired, and that was the form they kept more than any others. But they could also take on other forms temporarily, such as those of humans or animals.” Henri stared into the darkness as he explained his mother’s people’s odd ways. Ways that, had his grandfather been a decent human being, would have been his own.

      “They would travel the world and then return to their own world, using their minds to build for themselves homes and worlds like those they had seen. Like their temporary bodies, their creations didn’t last, but they didn’t mind. They liked creating new and improved worlds as they pleased, taking what they liked from what they saw, and omitting what they didn’t.” He sighed. “Until about five hundred years ago.”

      Snow’s eyes were the size of walnuts now, and the growing gray of the morning sky gave just enough light to make out the deep brown in them. “What happened?” she breathed.

      “Well, to make it short, they saw the Fortress for the first time—a sentient citadel in which the stones themselves oozed with power. And like moths to a flame, the fae are naturally drawn to power. Doing what they had never done before, they decided to storm the Fortress and take it for themselves. They succeeded in killing the king as well as many of his servants and soldiers. And they would have ended the line entirely if the Maker hadn’t intervened and changed the heart of one fae in particular who then saved the infant prince from his own people.”

      A bolt of pain flashed through Henri as he remembered the face of the man that was neither old nor young. The one who had seen him for what he was…and what he could be. The one who had died so he, his parents, and his sister could live.

      “Henri?” Snow asked softly.

      Henri blinked several times to clear his head. That was another story for another day.

      “Years later,” he continued, “the boy grew into a man, and he went back to seal the fae into their own world so they could never enter ours again.” Henri frowned down at his hands. “But somehow, it seems my grandfather broke the seal. I don’t know why or how, but…he did. And to make his sin worse, after he learned that his tryst had given him an illegitimate daughter, he refused to acknowledge her. She…”

      He paused and shook his head. “My birth mother’s life wasn’t a happy one. She was eventually forced into a marriage with my lowlife birth father. I was born soon after that, and not long after my little sister, Genny, was born, she disappeared. My father remarried an even worse woman, and I was essentially left alone to take care of my sister. Until they decided to abandon us in the forest during a storm.”

      Snow’s mouth fell open in what looked like horror. “They…they didn’t!”

      Henri gave her a grim smile. “And by the time my mother finally mastered her own gifts and returned for revenge, her father had already died. And Everard—my adoptive father and her little brother—was left to pay the consequences for evils he didn’t commit.”

      “But what about you?” Snow asked.

      Henri turned his hands over and studied them. “I was born able to use my power, but I never understood it. I had no idea that I was a Fortier by blood, and my stepmother swore I would set the cottage on fire any day and kill us all in our sleep. And,” he shrugged, “Who knows? Perhaps I would have.”

      Snow shook her head. “Surely not.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. When my adoptive parents found me, I was absolutely capable of burning down the kingdom, but had no idea why. All I knew was that I could create a strange blue fire. And though I didn’t understand it at the time, my father and stepmother were afraid of me. I know that now.” He paused to push away the unpleasant memories. “And after the queen learned that my sister and I were alone, she brought us to the Fortress, where many of the staff were afraid of me as well.” He paused, remembering what it felt like to drown daily in a river of fear—his own and everyone else’s.

      “What…what made it better?” Snow asked in a small voice.

      This time, Henri’s smile felt more real. “My parents. And the Fortress itself, of course. After they realized who we were, they adopted us. And they never gave up on me. They spent countless hours teaching me to control my gift and use it wisely.” If only they could have found a way to rid him of his unwanted power as well, he thought wistfully.

      Snow studied him for a moment, and Henri wished he knew what she was thinking.

      At that moment, the sun rose, casting brilliant rays of light over her fair complexion and shiny dark hair. The brown in her eyes shone, almost like copper.

      “You seem very comfortable with your gifts now,” she finally said.

      Henri found himself staring back. And though he wanted to smile, he suddenly found that he couldn’t. “I’m…learning.” He finally said. “But if I’m completely honest, it’s not just Fortress fire that I command.” His next words were slow and cautious. “My fae heritage is still inside me. Sometimes…sometimes, it’s very tempting to use my birth mother’s power when I’m angry.” Even as he spoke the words, Henri could feel his face go white with shame. What did Snow think of him now?

      “I’ve spent years trying to control my anger so it won’t slip out,” he hurried to continue. “I didn’t inherit all the fae abilities. My sister—” He stopped himself. Genny would be horrified if she found out he had shared her secrets with anyone outside the family. “The part I did inherit, however,” he continued, “is the fae tendency for violence.” He took a deep breath. “My father has spent countless hours and days teaching me self-control. And because of his dedication, I command a great deal more control than I ever thought I’d have. But sometimes—sometimes things slip.” He thought back to the way he had wanted to end the rude merchant in the marketplace and closed his eyes. The nearly overpowering desire to rip the man to pieces for his cruelty had taken him by surprise. And then again, when he was fighting the queen. He hadn’t felt such a desire in a long time. And it frightened him.

      “The green in your eyes,” Snow murmured.

      So she had seen it. Henri nodded without looking at her. “Yes.”

      They were quiet for a long time after that. But just when Henri was wondering if he ought to get up and go inside, Snow spoke again, her voice small. “But…you haven’t hurt anyone. I mean, in that way. Have you?”

      Henri stared down at his lap. “No. I mean, not in a long time, at least.” But he’d wanted to.

      Then Snow surprised Henri by taking his hand in hers. It was so much larger, covered in the scars that came from the kind of training he had undergone. “I don’t understand. If you wanted to protect someone, like your sister or brother, would it be so bad to use what’s yours to stop someone from hurting them?”

      Henri raised his eyes to hers. They weren’t disgusted or even resentful. She was staring directly at him as though trying to peer into his soul. Henri could only stare back.

      “Forgive me if I say too much,” she continued slowly, “but your parents knew who and what you were when they adopted you. Yes?”

      He swallowed hard and nodded.

      She nodded back. “And…from what I gather, they seem to love you and your sister without reserve. Yes?”

      “Yes,” Henri whispered. Where was she going with this? If she held his hand much longer, he wouldn’t be able to concentrate on what she was saying.

      “I think,” she took a deep breath, “that maybe you’re the only one rejecting who you are. And maybe…” she gave him a wry grin, “you’re rejecting part of the gift you’ve been given.”

      Henri snorted. “My fae nature is not⁠—”

      “And I know,” she continued, “that I can’t speak much to this. I’ve only ever known three people until a few weeks ago.” She shook her head and gave a dark laugh. “But I do know something about not wanting to accept my own blood.” She looked out at the sun as it broke over the horizon, flooding the mountain with golden light. “My whole life, I’ve been ashamed of my mother’s heritage,” she went on. “And now that I’ve learned the truth, I’ll admit I’m ashamed of my father’s. But if what you and the Chiens have been telling me is true,” she suddenly blushed and looked up at him shyly, “then I ought not to be ashamed of either. Because for some reason, your Maker made me who I am.” She gave a little one-shouldered shrug. “And if I was made to fulfill a purpose here and now…surely you were as well.”

      Henri stared down at her, a lump suddenly in his throat as the corners of his eyes pricked painfully.

      There was a reason he hadn’t been in a hurry to find a wife, and it wasn’t because he didn’t want what his friend Nicholas had. Watching Nicholas with his wife, Princess Elaina, had made Henri feel a little more hollow each time he saw them.

      But Nicholas had no dark past to hide, other than his early years of philandering, which Elaina had cured him of completely. Henri couldn’t shed his history like a garment the way Nicholas had, leaving the past somewhere he would never again have to touch. Because his mother’s dark blood was a part of who he was. The green mist that sometimes appeared in his blue fire was a sobering reminder that he could never rid himself of her completely. Not even her death could keep her foul nature from haunting him.

      And for many years, he had been sure that no woman would want to be chained to someone like that. The fae still visited him in dreams, memories from years past coloring his sleep. He’d awakened more than once to his parents trying to calm him after he had cried out in the night. What woman would want to marry a man she had to soothe like a child? It could only be a miserable shock to go from thinking she had married the future protector and guardian of the western realm to realizing she’d married a mess.

      But Snow…

      Snow was watching him now with those beautiful eyes. There was no condemnation. Only compassion. And Henri suddenly felt a strange emotion blooming in his chest. It was as if the sun had risen, dimming the shadows inside of him, and all⁠—

      Henri looked down at their still-clasped hands and gave a little start. “Snow, you’re doing it!”

      Snow looked down and gasped. Brilliant light was pouring forth from her hands, and Henri could feel its warmth rush all the way up his arm directly to his heart.

      “But…but how?” she cried, letting go and staring at her hands, which were both aglow now.

      “What were you thinking?” Henri asked quickly. “Just before it began?”

      Snow stared for a moment at her hands, then at him. “I just…I wanted to comfort you. You were sad.”

      Despite the lonely ache he’d felt only moments before, Henri grinned. “And I was right.”

      Snow was still gaping at her hands. “But…why? Why me? I haven’t earned it, and my family certainly hasn’t deserved it! I don’t understand why the Maker would give me anything.”

      Henri tilted his head to the side. “You don’t?”

      Snow shook her head.

      Henri took her by the shoulders. “First of all, none of us deserves such gifts. If we did, our gifts wouldn’t be gifts. They would be payment. Second, considering how quickly your new queen has risen to power, you can’t think of any reason the Maker would place the antidote to her poison within her own court?”

      Snow’s eyes widened. “I never thought of it that way,” she whispered. And then, for the first time that morning, she truly smiled.

      And it was beautiful.

      Henri hopped off the porch and stood before her and held out his hand once more. “Would you like to try again?”

      Taking a deep breath, Snow took his outstretched hand and let him lead her back to the clearing. And as that power, raw and bright, still steadily trickled out, Henri thought ruefully about how much she had to give. And how one day…some fortunate man would receive it all.
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      Snow and Henri stumbled into the house, tired but satisfied with their progress. Every muscle in Snow’s body hurt after three days of Henri’s instruction and persistent practice, but she could now confidently summon her power to her hands at will, just as he had promised she would. She could even project it to other parts of her body as well, given she had the time to focus.

      It was a strange sensation in some ways, and in others, it felt as natural as breathing. Henri had been right when he’d said she’d been using it unconsciously. It constantly flowed through her body, warm and smooth with every heartbeat. At first, summoning it had been extraordinarily difficult. It had felt viscous, like cold honey. But, she had quickly discovered, if she visualized a purpose for it, sending it to different parts of her body was much easier. Henri had even predicted that one day, with practice, she would most likely be able to project it outside her body onto someone or something else without the medium of physical touch.

      They had practiced until after dark the first two days, but today, Henri had cut their time short, saying she needed to rest before facing the queen the next day. So now they traipsed inside, each grabbing a mug to fill it with water from the bucket in the corner of the kitchen. The house, which was usually quiet during this time of day, was full of voices as the men prepared for their final journey that would begin once the queen had been dealt with.

      Henri sent Snow a bemused smile as Andre broke into a spat with his brother over carrots that had, apparently, been cut the wrong way. And Snow smiled back silently as the door burst open, and Jules and Claude waltzed in.

      “Well, as promised,” Jules announced, “the mining supplies have been sold, as has been the ore. The invitation has been delivered to the castle, and should be given to the queen first thing in the morning, if the servant keeps his word.”

      “He’d better,” Claude grumbled. “We paid him enough.”

      “I have no doubt he will,” Henri said, putting his empty mug down. “He’s the ward of a trusted Fortress confidante. He’s been giving my source secret information for years and has every desire, I’ve been assured, to take the queen down as well.”

      Andre stuck his head out of the kitchen. “Did you get my entire list?”

      Jules turned and grinned at Claude, sticking his hand out palm up. “Did you hear that, Claude? Pay up. I told you he would nag.”

      Andre gaped. “I did not nag. I merely asked.”

      “He’s right,” Claude fired back. “He didn’t actually nag.”

      Snow smiled into her mug again as they continued to squabble, a common occurrence as the fateful meeting with the queen drew nearer.

      Gabriel calmly climbed down from the loft and began to go through the bags Claude and Jules had placed on the floor, handing the supplies to those who had requested them.

      “What are you doing?” Jules cried. He looked affronted as Gabriel held up a yellow ribbon, snatching it out of Gabriel’s hand. “I got this for the princess.”

      Snow smiled and accepted the ribbon gratefully. “That’s so sweet of you. Thank you, Jules.”

      “I chose that color because I knew it would look lovely in your dark tresses. Didn’t I, Claude?”

      Hugo, who had been watching all of this from the corner where he was carving a piece of wood, snorted. “One of the few things you’ve ever been right about.”

      Jules drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t nearly as impressive as Hugo’s, and puffed his chest out. Then, reaching into his bag, he pulled out a little jar of honey and waved it at him. “I had planned to give this to Andre to use in tonight’s supper! But if you’re going to stand there and insult me⁠—”

      “That will go perfectly with tonight’s supper.” Andre darted over and snatched the jar from Jules. Jules tried to grab it back, but Andre was too quick.

      Gabriel came to stand beside Snow. “I think,” he said in a low voice, “that you should go and pack what you can tonight. Or at least put it all in one place so it’s quick to pack when we do leave. That should give Andre time to…cook.” He raised one thick eyebrow at the two that were now arguing over the honey. “Choose whichever blankets you want from the beds in there. If you can’t fit them in the bag I gave you, give them to me, and I’ll carry them.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Snow said with a little laugh. Then she looked at Emre, who was peeping out of the little pocket she had sewn for him in her new skirt. He was gazing longingly at the floor, which was strewn with all kinds of vegetable cuttings. “Go ahead,” she told him. “But don’t get stepped on.”

      Emre gave her what looked very much like a scowl before scampering down her skirt to the floor. Which left Snow with nothing else to do but go pack her own things. As soon as she shut the door behind her, however, and she looked around the room that had become hers, her smile faded.

      The men had grown more excited as the appointed confrontation with the queen neared, but they also grew more on edge. Snow couldn’t blame them for it. They hadn’t seen their families in years. After years of shuffling other families off to reunite with their loved ones, it was nearly their time. They were going to see their children and wives and old families and neighbors once more. But the excitement was a bit more than Snow was used to. Her whole life had been spent with no more than three acquaintances at one time. And although she’d heard the noise of the market nearly every day, there had always been a wall to separate her from the cacophony. Even moving into the cabin had taken little transition, as the men had spent most of the day mining the mountain, leaving only Andre and Marcel to keep her company. But for the last three days, everyone had been at home nearly all the time, and she often felt as though the noise was nearly more than she could bear.

      Worse than the noise, however, was the increasingly empty house. The day before, Hugo and Laurent had taken much of the furniture to sell in the market, and most of the bedding and blankets had been rolled and tied into their packs, ready to go at a moment’s notice. Everyone kept their plates and silverware in their packs as well, pulling them out to eat, then washing and putting them back again. Even most of the porch’s rocking chairs had been sold. The house was just hollow. And it broke Snow’s heart. For while she’d lived there for less than a month, it had felt like home far faster than the castle had in her brief time within its towering walls—the very walls she’d gazed upon every day of her life. In this cabin, she had felt loved and safe and secure. And though she was supposed to make her way to Destin with the same people who had guarded and protected her, the end of such a happy—albeit short—time made her eyes prick and her chest tight.

      And as for Henri…

      Snow shook her head as she chose two blankets from her little bed and began to roll them.

      Yes, she was going to Destin. But whether she survived the queen’s schemes or not, Snow knew she didn’t have much longer with the prince. And that thought was a thousand times worse than leaving the house.

      So Snow did her best not to think of it.

      There wasn’t much to pack. With the fabric Henri had purchased for her and a few borrowed pins and needles, Snow had been able to sew several practical dresses, a cloak, and some undergarments. She had the few pieces of jewelry she’d worn to the ball that she intended to sell as soon as she had the chance. (Jules had adamantly refused to sell them for her, insisting that she was a princess and ought to keep some piece of her birthright.) Hugo had carved a new comb for her after the debacle with the metal comb from the queen, and during a visit to sell their quarry, Jules had thought to buy her some hairpins from a street merchant he knew to be trustworthy.

      They were all gifts of affection and all pointed toward a better life ahead. Still, Snow packed quietly, soaking up the solace of her quiet room one more time, pretending nothing would change, and that she and all the others would stay here forever.

      But really, she chided herself, this was ridiculous. They weren’t even leaving yet. After they defeated Dilara—if they defeated Dilara—they would return here for their goods. And depending on the time of day, they might even have time for one more sleep under the now familiar roof.

      This made her feel slightly better.

      But only just.

      Eventually, however, she was called to supper. So she pasted a smile on her face and returned to the noise and energy of the large table in the main room.

      Supper was louder and more boisterous than usual, but Snow got the feeling that this was largely because they were trying to be merry for her sake, rather than out of desire. They crowed and raved over the little honey cakes Andre had made, declaring them fit to eat for once, and Gabriel opened a bottle of wine he’d been saving for years for this exact occasion.

      Henri, who was seated across from Snow, smiled and laughed and ate along with them, but his smiles were of a more solemn kind. Snow suddenly wished they could be alone together. But maybe it was best that they couldn’t. She was far too aware of their impending separation. Growing yet more attached just days before they bid one another goodbye would be unwise.

      “Hugo has an announcement,” Laurent called out over the noise. The men stopped talking and looked at Laurent and then Hugo, who continued to chew his sweet potato contentedly.

      “Well, what is it?” Andre demanded.

      Hugo gave Laurent a look, which made Laurent roll his eyes and huff. “Very well, then, I’ll tell them.” He turned to look at everyone else. “Hugo sold the house.”

      Cheers went up, which were quickly followed by a host of questions. How much had he been paid for it? Who had purchased it? Was it someone they knew? When were the buyers to move in?

      “Hold your tongues, and I can tell you.” Laurent waved them off. “A young man I met in the market who comes from a large family that he still lives with. He says he’s a woodcutter. Not that I can guess how he got so much money as a woodcutter. Says he wants to move out and take his brothers with him. Make some space for the youngest ones back at home. Anyhow, I’ll dole out the money tonight.” He paused. “We could have gotten more, I’m sure, but I couldn’t pass up the chance to help the boy. His parents have been letting a cottage on the edge of town. A horrid, musty place I wouldn’t keep my horse in.”

      Murmurs went up from the men, and Snow’s heart swelled. They had hoped to return to their families with as much money as they could scrape together, as they’d been gone for so long. But she could see that none of them wanted to cheat such a family out of a safe, warm home. Of course, it was just another reason she loved them.

      “He’ll be arriving in a week,” Laurent continued, adding salt to his potato. “I thought that would give us a few extra days in case the queen decides to…uh, drag this out.”

      Snow kept her eyes on her plate, but she could feel their gazes turn to her. No one wanted to say it aloud, of course—the unpleasant truth that the queen might obliterate one or all of them. But there was no use in saying such aloud. It wouldn’t help bolster their courage.

      Supper was quieter after that, but their spirits rose again when the money was doled out after they finished. Each man would get a portion for his journey and family. As the coins were counted, Snow watched Henri, who stood in the corner. He wore a slight frown as they laughed and counted, and when he was offered a portion, adamantly refused it.

      “My family has coffers uncounted at home,” he scoffed. “I’m not taking what you’ve earned. I’ve brought more than was safe to travel with as it is.”

      Snow tried to refuse her offered portion as well, but she was less persuasive.

      “You escaped your home with nothing more than the rags on your back,” Jules said sharply. “Don’t try to tell us you have a pile of coins hidden somewhere in your pack.”

      “I should be the one paying you back,” Snow said, staring miserably at the pile he’d pushed toward her. “I told you, I can sell my jewelry once we get into the lower towns, and⁠—”

      “Now, you listen here, Princess,” Hugo said, his deep voice booming so loudly Snow jumped. But the usually quiet man only continued. “We were all cheated of watching our sons and daughters grow. Don’t cheat us of the chance to take care of a daughter in need now.”

      This was, by far, the longest speech Snow had ever heard the big man make, and she wasn’t sure what to think of it. So she glanced at Gabriel, but he only gave her a tired smile and a nod. She had nothing else to do then but murmur her thanks and put her coins in her pack as well.

      Soon after that, Hugo got out a violin—an instrument she recognized only from drawings she’d seen in some of her books—and began to play.

      It was the sweetest, loneliest sound Snow had ever heard, and she felt captured as though by magic. And it seemed she wasn’t the only one. The moment his bow touched the strings, the men all seemed to be transported far away, their eyes growing distant, and their backs a little straighter. And as the slow, sad melody danced from the strings, even Henri closed his eyes and began to sing along with the others.

      It was a story about a poor farmer who sold all he had to build his bride a home.

      “You know this song, too?” Snow whispered at the end of the first verse.

      Henri opened his eyes and looked down at her, their blue flames dancing to the music. “Every Destinian child knows this song. It’s one of our oldest.” He hesitated and then offered her his hand. “Come with me,” he said softly. “I’ll show you something.”

      Snow accepted his offer, placing her hand in his, and let him lead her outside. It was a short distance, but oh, how safe she felt when she let him lead.

      Once they were on the porch, she expected him to let go. To her surprise, however, he only drew her closer, one hand continuing to grasp hers while he wrapped the other around her waist.

      “Put your hand on my arm,” he said softly, the strains of the music floating out to them from inside. Snow obeyed, hoping he didn’t feel her shiver slightly with nerves when she felt just how large his arm muscle was beneath his sleeve. But if he noticed, he didn’t comment on it. Instead, he began to turn them slowly in a circle until Snow realized with a start that they were dancing. Her heart sped so violently that she nearly passed out when he leaned closer and began to sing the words in her ear, his breath tickling the side of her neck.

      I can’t do this, she thought to the Maker, just in case he was listening. I can’t have him like this, then just give him up.

      She might have been able to even a week ago. If one of them had gone, he would have been little more than her distant monarch. A fond memory. But now Henri was too close. Too looming. Too strong.

      Too safe.

      Henri’s voice wasn’t as deep as Hugo’s or a musical as Gabriel’s, but it was warm and comforting, like a strong embrace. She could fall asleep to such a voice, lulled into the sensation of security.

      Of home.

      But no. He couldn’t be home to her. She couldn’t let him get so close. She had to think of a way to put some space between them before her heart broke beyond repair.

      “In Destin,” Henri said, his deep voice rumbling from his chest, “the future queen is always chosen through dance.”

      Snow nearly pulled back to look at him. Why was he telling her this? But he only just went on as if this were the most natural conversation in the world.

      “All the eligible women come from near and far. There’s a grand ball, and the prince or king dances with each in turn on the crystal dance floor set out on a huge balcony.”

      “Crystal…like the one you wear?” Snow asked.

      He nodded. “The very same. And when the woman the Fortress has chosen dances, blue flames surround them, marking them as the future monarchs of Destin.”

      Snow took a deep breath. Why had he told her that? And why was her heart suddenly fluttering? Snow needed to think of something else.

      “Why did you frown when they were counting the money?” she blurted, taking a gulp of air to clear her head after she spoke.

      Henri pulled back slightly and blinked at her before seeming to regain use of his tongue. “Oh, um, I was just thinking about how honorable these men have been. Even when my grandfather showed them no honor.” He frowned again. “I want to do something for them when we get back. But I’m not sure what yet.”

      “Surely they would allow you to help provide for their families,” Snow suggested, but he was already shaking his head.

      “They’re proud men. They won’t want help. If I could think of some other way…” His words trailed off, and Snow knew as soon as his gaze moved to her lips. Her heart doubled in time.

      “What is it?” she asked, not trusting her voice to go above a whisper.

      “Come with me,” Henri breathed back. “To the Fortress, I mean.”

      Snow stared at him. “What?”

      “We would all travel together,” he said, his words starting to come faster and with more fervor. “The Fortress is only a short hike up the mountain from the capital city. You could meet my parents and sister and brother.” He paused. “You could come to my betrothal ball.”

      Snow closed her eyes for a moment and sighed. “Henri⁠—”

      “The Fortress could choose you!” he argued, the flames dancing agitatedly in his gray eyes. “After all, the Fortress doesn’t look at pedigree—although, you have the right one by birth. But my mother was a commoner, and⁠—”

      “But she wasn’t the daughter of the Fortiers’ sworn enemy,” Snow said. Her words were soft but firm.

      “You don’t understand. The Fortress doesn’t blame people for their parentage. Look at me.” He lifted his shoulders. They had stopped dancing at this point and were holding onto one another in the middle of the porch, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. “I’m the heir to the throne,” he continued. “And I’m part fae!”

      Snow shook her head, her chest aching as she spoke. “Henri, I can’t.”

      He looked crestfallen. But then he shook his head and frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because,” Snow said slowly, measuring each word as it came, “if I weren’t chosen⁠—”

      “You could be!”

      “But if I weren’t,” she said, taking a deep breath, “it wouldn’t be fair to the woman who was.” She gave him a sad smile. “The woman who would be your wife. Because she would always know that she was your second choice. And you and I…” She shrugged. “We would always wonder about what could have been.”

      Henri swallowed hard and leaned closer, pressing his forehead against hers. “You don’t know what it’s like,” he whispered hoarsely.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Knowing I’ll disappoint everyone when I’m not my father. And even worse, that I’ll disappoint my wife when I’m not what she thinks⁠—”

      “You can’t know what she’ll think,” Snow said firmly. “You don’t even know who she’ll be.”

      But he stared at her, his eyes wide and terrified. Snow sighed and let go of his arm and hand, then wrapped her arms around his waist in a hug. “I won’t forget you,” she said quietly. “I’ll always be watching from afar. I’ll speak well of you to everyone I meet, and I’ll cheer your name whenever you pass by me in crowded processions.” She pulled back to see one large tear escape down his cheek.

      Briefly, a yellow light flashed from her fingers as she reached up to wipe it away.

      “There you two—” Gabriel said loudly as he poked his head through the door. But as soon as he saw them, he froze, his face an expression of horror. And only then did Snow realize she was crying too.

      “I’m so sorry,” he began to say, but Snow turned and forced a smile onto her face. “I’m tired,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t crack too badly. “I think I’ll go to bed.” And she realized as she spoke the words that they were true. She was exhausted by what had just happened, and all she wanted to do now was sleep. They would be up before the dawn, which meant tomorrow would come too soon.

      “Snow,” Henri called after her, but Snow pretended she didn’t hear him. Instead, she marched through the main room to her own door, only allowing herself to break after the lock fell into place.

      It was good that their face-off with the queen would take place tomorrow. Snow was ready for it all to be done.
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      Snow had barely closed her eyes, it seemed, when she heard a low voice and felt someone’s hand on her shoulder.

      “Wake up, Princess,” Gabriel said softly. “It’s time.”

      Snow was immediately alert. There was no early morning confusion as she sat up and drew in a deep breath. “Thank you,” she said before searching for her boots in the dark. Gabriel handed her the candlestick he carried before touching her arm once more and then leaving her alone.

      Snow had slept in her clothes the night before so she wouldn’t have to unpack any clothes in the morning. She stood now and did her best to smooth the wrinkles, a little squeak sounding when she ran her hand lightly over her skirt pocket. A moment later, a tiny whiskered face peeked up at her from its depths.

      “You don’t have to come with me, you know,” she murmured. “The queen is a terrible person. And I don’t get the feeling she’s particularly fond of squirrels.”

      Emre stared up at her for a long moment, seeming to weigh his options as his whiskers twitched slightly. But then he dove back into her pocket, and Snow couldn’t help but smile. Even when the Chiens had to hide, she would have one friend by her side.

      It was quick work to brush her hair and wash her face before packing the wooden comb up once more. As she did, her mind flitted from thought to thought, never dwelling long on any one subject. Her brother’s face flashed through her mind, as did Collette’s. But there was one face she did her best not to think of as she took one more deep breath and then made her way to the bedroom door. She would see him soon. Just long enough to say goodbye.

      Which was why she was surprised when she walked into the main room to find only Marcel, Andre, and Gabriel.

      “Where is everyone?” she asked, looking around. The dying fire in the hearth cast just enough light for her to see that the rest of the house was empty.

      “The prince left for the city just after midnight,” Andre said as he handed her a small cake made of cornbread and dried blueberries. “The others have gone to hide where the queen won’t see them when she arrives.”

      Snow blinked at him. “Oh,” she breathed. She had known Henri was leaving early. But she’d thought they would at least get to say goodbye…

      But no. The separation was better. Seeing him would bring back all the feelings she’d fled the night before. This would allow them both to stay focused on the task at hand.

      Which would be far easier, Snow thought to herself, if her eyes hadn’t suddenly begun to sting.

      Thankfully, the others didn’t seem to notice. She wasn’t hungry, but she finished the cake for the sake of sweet Marcel, who was watching her with wide eyes. As soon as she was done eating, Marcel handed her a mug of water, which she accepted with a smile and did her best to drain. And though she knew she ought to thank both the brothers, she couldn’t do more than touch them on the shoulders before joining Gabriel at the door and taking her cloak from its peg on the wall.

      “Are you ready?” Gabriel asked her as she fastened the clasp.

      Snow drew a deep breath, then turned to face him. “If I’m honest?” She paused. “No.” She forced a sad smile. “But we don’t have the luxury of refusing, do we?”

      Gabriel studied her for a long moment, and for a moment, Snow was sure he would try to talk her out of her plan. But he only returned her sad smile and offered her his arm. “You’re a brave girl,” he said as he opened the door. “I’m proud of you. We all are.”

      Snow’s mouth fell open in shock, but he must not have seen because he called one last goodbye to Andre and Marcel before closing the door behind them. But his words rang in her ears as they walked into the early morning.

      He was proud of her.

      The other Chiens were proud of her.

      It might have been a simple thing for him to say. Snow had no way to know. But as they walked through the quiet forest under the moonlit sky, Snow realized that she had never heard those words before. At least, not from her father. And it made her wonder. Had he ever been proud of her? Had she given him a reason to be proud? She knew he was proud of her brother. He’d always seemed ready to burst with pride when he spoke of Deniz. But Snow had always gotten the feeling she was too much in her mother’s shadow for him to see her as anything else but her mother’s image.

      And that, it occurred to her, should probably bother her more than it did. But Gabriel was proud of her, and so were the others. And for some reason, this made Snow walk taller than any of her father’s words ever had.

      Of course, this only begged the question that had to follow. Was Henri proud of her? Or was he disgusted by her refusal, hoping never to see her again?

      They entered the clearing Snow had appointed in her letter to the queen, and Snow shrugged off such questions. Now was not the time for regrets or lost hopes. Now was the time for war.

      They stopped in the center of the clearing beside a large boulder that looked like a mushroom. Gabriel turned to her and took her shoulders. “You’ll never be out of our sight,” he said softly. “Just say the word, and we’ll be here.”

      Snow smiled back at him. And for a moment, her heart overruled her head, and she darted forward and threw her arms around his waist. “Thank you,” she whispered so he wouldn’t hear her voice break. “For everything.”

      His large arms wrapped themselves around her shoulders, and he hugged her close. “We won’t leave you alone, Snow,” he said, his voice muffled against the hood of her cloak. “Not for a moment.”

      His quiet use of her given name rather than her title only made Snow’s already aching chest hurt more, and she had to pry her own arms away from him so she wouldn’t be tempted to beg him to take her away to Destin and leave all of this behind them now. Because truly, that was what she wished for. A new start. A new family. Escape from the literal nightmare the queen had created. But innocent souls were wasting away on the other side of the mirror. And Snow couldn’t leave them behind. So she forced another smile. “I’m ready.”

      Gabriel watched her thoughtfully for another moment before nodding slowly. “I believe you are.”

      “That’s a good thing then,” called a sharp, clear voice. Snow and Gabriel turned to see the queen emerge from the forest shadows. Somehow, she seemed even more ravishing in the night than she was in the light of day. Her thick, dark hair was braided and pinned against her head like a crown, glowing with its own halo cast by the moon’s light. Her flawless skin, though not as pale as Snow’s, seemed to take on its own glow. Her smile widened benignly as she looked at Snow and Gabriel in turn. “I would be so sad if I came all this way and didn’t see my sister.”

      Gabriel drew himself up to his full height, and his hand came to rest on his sword. And despite the flecks of gray in his hair and the lines around his eyes, Snow could, for a moment, see the lethal warrior who had trained to serve the king of Destin. Even Dilara’s smile flickered slightly as she took him in, and Snow had the satisfaction of seeing the queen falter slightly under his murderous gaze.

      But they were not here so that Gabriel or any of the other Chiens, who were sure to be watching, could take Dilara on. They were here to get Snow back to the dream world. So Snow gently touched Gabriel’s arm. After a few seconds, he blinked down at her as though coming out of a trance. For a long moment, they shared what Snow knew to be their silent goodbye before he slowly nodded and gave Snow a deep bow before walking away.

      “Your friend here does know I’m the queen, does he not?” Dilara asked, seeming to have gotten her voice back.

      “I know you conspired to be the queen,” Gabriel called over his shoulder as he continued to walk. “I also know who was born to wear a crown.” And though he was facing the other way, Snow could hear a fierce smile in his voice.

      Dilara stared after him, her mouth falling slightly open as though she’d never imagined anyone might actually insult her. But Snow had business to attend to. With Gabriel out of sight, she suddenly felt very, very alone.

      Oh, how she wished Henri were here.

      A low growl came from the shadows, snapping Snow back to her task. She’d begged the animals not to attack the queen. At least…not until Snow was asleep. They had been even more difficult to convince than the Chiens, and she had no idea how long they would choose to listen to her. She’d best get on with it. Although she wouldn’t mind seeing the queen get bitten again.

      And watching Emre leap at her would be most entertaining.

      “You can call your dogs off, you know,” Dilara said loudly. “I have no intention of hurting you.”

      Snow knew this was a lie, just as she knew Dilara wasn’t referring to the wolves who were hiding behind the bushes.

      “They won’t interfere,” Snow said softly.

      “And how do you know that?” Dilara asked.

      Snow did her best to look sad and frightened. This wasn’t difficult.

      “My brother is in danger,” she said. “My aunt is missing. My people are suffering. And…I’m tired.” She squeezed her eyes shut briefly to keep the real tears gathering there at bay. “I’m tired of making other people suffer for me. I just want to get this over with.” She wiped at her eyes with her cloak. “I’m tired of the fight.”

      The queen still didn’t smile the way Snow had expected she would. Instead, she took a slow step closer, her eyes narrowing slightly. “I hope you don’t take it as an insult when I say I find that hard to believe.”

      Snow snorted delicately. “I might be a princess, but I was raised in a garden. I can’t fight or fence. All I know of the world, I learned through books.” She scoffed and gave Dilara a resentful look. “Do you think I was prepared for any of this?”

      Dilara studied her still. “No,” she finally said. “I suppose you weren’t.”

      “I just want it to end,” Snow said. “But…I have stipulations.”

      For some reason, this seemed to put the queen at ease. Possibly because it made what Snow was doing seem less benevolent. After all, who would give up her life without personal gain? Dilara, at least, would never conceive of doing such a thing.

      “You must promise to allow my friends to leave the country unscathed,” Snow began. “And you must never seek them out or try to harm them again. You must also promise to take care of my brother.” She allowed her tone to grow sharp. “No more mysterious illnesses taking him. And…and you must swear not to attack Destin. Let Prince Henri return to his kingdom, where he and his family can live peaceably while you have your way here.” Snow took a shuddering breath. “These are my rules.”

      “I see,” the queen said softly. “You know, Snow, you drive an unusual bargain.”

      Snow gave her a grim smile. “So I’m told.”

      Dilara nodded. “Very well. I accept your demands. I have enough to do here without wandering into Destin.” And with this, she reached into her cloak and pulled out the shiniest, reddest apple Snow had ever seen.

      Snow blinked at it. “What’s this?”

      “I’m not unaware of how you’ve somehow become a bit…immune to my metal’s power. It’s impressive, really. I didn’t think anyone could use their gift in my world.”

      Snow couldn’t help frowning and asking, “How did you find out?”

      “My mirror,” Dilara said in a strange tone, “was designed as a way to keep watch over all my dominion. Once I knew what I wanted to do—what I was capable of doing—I knew I would need a way to manage all the gifts I would acquire. And as beauty was the first gift I borrowed, I’ve used it to measure my grip on everything I’ve held ever since. As long as I know I’m the fairest, I know I hold each successive power securely in my hands.” Dilara began to walk in a slow circle around the clearing, studying Snow as though she were some sort of unknown creature. “I’ve been using the gifts of others for months now without trouble. But the day you went to the market…” She paused, her gaze hard, “the mirror said something it had never said before.”

      Snow swallowed. “And what was that?”

      “That you were not yet the fairest of them all…” Her eyes darkened. “But that you would be.”

      Snow stared at the blindingly beautiful woman. “You…It can’t have said that.” There was no way Snow could compete with Dilara’s beauty. And that it was ill-gotten made it that much less unlikely.

      “I also realized,” Dilara continued as though Snow hadn’t spoken, “that you were even more gifted than your brother. Quite a useful gift you have, actually. Unexpected and quite pure.” The queen began to circle again, and Snow suddenly felt very much the way she imagined a deer might feel when surrounded by her beloved wolves.

      “You made it clear to me that day in the market that you couldn’t be allowed to live with such a gift. Not outside the mirror, at least.” The tone with which the queen uttered these words sounded oddly like a mix of respect and awe. “Unfortunately for you, now that I know what you can do, I had to devise a way for you to go to sleep. And to stay that way.” Her voice had become so low that Snow knew the Chiens couldn’t hear them, no matter how close their hiding places. She also got the feeling that this was a good thing. Because whatever the queen was about to suggest, Snow knew instinctively, her friends wouldn’t like it.

      “The…the apple?” Snow asked just as softly.

      The queen held it up in the moonlight so the beams reflected off its shiny skin.

      “Because your skin seems to destroy my metal whenever I put it on you, I realized I needed something you couldn’t remove. So baked inside this apple are the tiniest shards of metal. When you swallow, they’ll fall so deep inside you that you can’t remove them.” Dilara shrugged. “Not appetizing, of course, but just a precaution to keep you from waking up too soon.”

      “And what happens if I wake up too soon?” Snow asked. But she knew the answer as soon as the words were out of her mouth.

      The queen came closer and closer until her breath tickled Snow’s nose. “The shards aren’t the only thing baked into this apple,” she whispered.

      Snow froze.

      This was not how this meeting was supposed to go. Henri would be furious if she accepted. Of that, Snow was sure. And if the Chiens knew what the queen had done, they’d be rushing out from their hiding places now, ready to burn the fruit and destroy the queen along with it. But even if they were successful and they overpowered the queen together, none of that would save the people trapped within the mirror.

      This was it. There was nowhere left to turn.

      If she took a bite of this apple, Snow wouldn’t make it out of the dream world alive. And yet…Snow realized there was a strange sort of peace in that knowledge. The chase would be over. She could still free the captives within. And perhaps, when this was all over, the people she freed would think kindly of her, having seen that something other than darkness had emerged from Tumen. And hopefully, as angry as Henri would be, he would see that as well.

      This would also help the prince escape the strange hold she had on his heart. She wouldn’t be there to hold him back or to fill him with regrets. He would be chosen for another woman some day, and Snow would never see or touch him again. He could be free and move on as he was always meant to do. And perhaps one day he would see that too.

      No matter how Snow or Henri or anyone else felt, however, none of it really mattered. If taking this poisonous apple meant the people she loved and her kingdom could be free, she would accept that in a heartbeat.

      Snow held out her hand.

      The queen bowed her head slightly, and a small smile appeared on her lovely lips as she placed the apple in Snow’s outstretched hand. And while Snow could feel an icy darkness emanating from within the cursed fruit, she lifted it to her mouth and took a bite.

      And then she was falling once more.
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      The air around Snow turned cold as she fell, and the air smelled more metallic than she remembered. She hit the ground with a painful thud, something she couldn’t remember happening before. With the impact, her stomach soured, and Snow had the urge to vomit up the vile contents she had just swallowed. But if she did that, she might be catapulted back out of the dream world again, and all their efforts would be for naught. So she swallowed hard and pushed herself into a sitting position.

      And froze.

      The false forest that had seemed so empty before was now crowded with men, women, and children alike. There were more than twice the number of people she had seen the last time she was there. Dilara had been busy.

      “You’re here again?”

      Snow looked down once more to see the woman on the ground not far from where Snow had fallen. She was no longer sitting, but lying flat on the ground, only her head propped up on a small rock, and her body had developed a near-translucent quality. The people surrounding them just watched Snow with wide eyes.Snow’s stomach lurched again, but she shut her eyes and focused on breathing. When she was able to stand, she did so and studied the people surrounding her.

      “I think…I think I have a way to set you free,” she said, her voice shaking. Too breathy, she realized. She needed to be louder, stronger, for them to believe her. She cleared her throat and tried again. “But we need to get the word out. Once you’re free, you must take off whatever metal you were gifted. Whether it was a ring or chain or any such thing, destroy it. Never touch it again. Not even the pieces. Burn them and bury what’s left as soon as you can.”

      “How do you know it’s the metal?”

      Snow turned to see a man a few paces down the path get to his feet. The weak light that lit the mirror world wasn’t bright enough for her to see his features, but she could tell he was probably around her father’s age.

      “Queen Dilara has been sending gifts of metal to those who are gifted so she can trap us here and use our gifts herself,” Snow said.

      A skinny woman scoffed. “Obviously. Do you think we didn’t figure that out? But what makes you think you can stop her?”

      Snow stared at the woman for a moment. Part of her wanted to know the same thing. Who was she to challenge someone like Dilara? Only days had passed since Snow had even discovered she was gifted. How could she even hope to win this deadly game of cat-and-mouse all on her own?

      But…she wasn’t alone. And she had trained under Prince Henri Fortier, heir to the most powerful seat in the western realm—and he believed in her.

      Snow took a deep breath, trying to ignore what the metallic air did to her stomach, and lifted her hand, expecting to see golden flames burst into life against the dark landscape.

      But nothing happened. Snow tried again. Still nothing.

      As she continued to struggle, she could feel the confused looks and frowns of those around her. Even worse, she could feel their despair.

      So much despair.

      As she thought these things, her chest warmed slightly, and Snow felt the sudden rush of compassion. And with it, her hand glowed to life.

      A cry of surprise went up from the now very large crowd surrounding her. While she had focused on those who had spoken, others had stolen down the numerous paths that wound aimlessly around the wood, pressing closer to see. But there were so many! Where would she begin?

      “I’m ready…” She swallowed. “I’m ready now. I want to send you home!”

      The crowd stared, but none said anything or stepped forward. Snow tried again.

      “Please!” she cried. “I want to help! I’ve been here and escaped twice now, and…” Then she had an idea. “Prince Henri Fortier sent me! He’s waiting to destroy this place once I can get everyone home!”

      Once again, no one answered. But just as she was about to panic, Snow sensed movement from the left side of the crowd. A moment later, a woman holding a small child pushed her way to the front.

      “Prince Henri?” the woman called. “You mean the brother of Princess Genevieve?”

      Snow blinked at her. “Um, yes. I…I think so.” That sounded close to what Henri had called his sister. Genny, wasn’t it?

      The woman readjusted the small girl she held against her hip. “I saw the princess this morning!” the woman continued. “She is visiting our royal family in Hedjet!” She looked around at the silent people surrounding them. “If this woman has been trained by the Fortier family, that is word enough for me!” She walked up to Snow and placed her child in front of her. “I do not care for myself. But free her, please. If you can, let her go home!”

      Praying to Henri’s Maker that she hadn’t made promises she couldn’t keep, Snow knelt beside the child and smiled. The child and her mother, with their dark skin and tall stature, had the appearance of being from the southern realm, if Collette’s description was right, so it made sense that they were from Hedjet. Anger joined the compassion Snow felt inside, momentarily suppressing her nausea. Dilara had stolen souls from not just the western realm, but all over the world.

      It was time to send them home. As she thought this, Snow felt the light flare out from in her fingers.

      But the little girl turned away from Snow and hid her face in her mother’s dress.

      “Where is her binding?” Snow asked.

      “The binding?” the woman repeated. Then she shook her head. “Forgive me, we only just arrived…well, after most of these people.” She spoke with a thick accent that indicated the common language of the western realm was not her first.

      Snow just smiled. “The metal piece the queen used to send you here.”

      “Oh.” The woman’s eyes darkened. “That would be these.” She lifted a thin chain with a heart pendant that hung from her neck and shook it. “A merchant from the north saw my daughter use her gift in the square. He claimed she was the loveliest child he’d ever seen. And when he saw that our gift was the same, he offered us these. My husband purchased them as gifts. Gifts!” She spat on the ground.

      Snow leaned toward the child again. “May I see your necklace, little one?” she asked softly.

      “Go on,” the woman urged her child, “show her your necklace. She wishes to help get us home!”

      The little girl hesitated once more before slowly lifting the necklace Snow could now see she was clutching.

      “May I?” Snow asked softly.

      The little girl frowned slightly before nodding. So Snow took the necklace in both hands. As she did, she could almost hear Henri’s voice.

      Picture the empathy you want them to feel. Give them the sunshine they so desperately need. Free them from the dark.

      Snow could feel the power flowing from her heart, down her arms, and into her hands. But now the necklace remained steadily solid in her fingers. Snow pressed harder and closed her eyes.

      This little girl had been stolen from her life and family. Her gift, whatever it was, had been meant for her. Then Snow felt herself smile. Henri had been right. Gifts such as hers and his and this little girl’s were too precious to have been given out at random. There was a reason this child was gifted. And that gift was not for Dilara to steal.

      A cry went up from around her, but Snow kept her eyes closed. She could feel the chain disintegrating in her fingers. She opened her eyes just in time to see the child disappear.

      Another gasp went up from the crowd as the little girl’s mother burst into tears and cries of thanks. But Snow didn’t have time to stop. She stood and grabbed the woman’s necklace. This time, she watched as the yellow light flooded her fingers, and this necklace fell apart as well. One moment, the woman was there. The next, she was gone.

      After that, Snow had no trouble convincing them to let her help. Rather, she had to work hard to avoid being trampled to death. “Please!” she cried. “One at a time! I can’t help everyone at once!”

      Much to her relief, her cry brought several of the men to stand as bodyguards around her, and eventually, they organized Dilara’s victims into a line of sorts. The children who were all on their own were first, and parents with children came after that. A few men and women tried to cheat, claiming some of the abandoned children as their own, but when this was discovered, they were sent to the back of the line and kept there by the great resentment of their neighbors.

      Conjuring her gift was as easy as breathing after that. Destroying Dilara’s metal bindings became second nature. But the longer Snow stood there, the worse the nausea in her stomach grew, and Snow began to feel somewhat feverish and her hands began to tremble. But there the line of victims seemed only to grow, and Snow had no choice but to continue sending them home as fast as she could.

      She just prayed she had enough time.
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      It was nearly dawn when Henri snuck onto the palace grounds once more. This time, however, instead of going through the queen’s bedroom door, he made his way up the side of the castle, glad for the cover of darkness as he scaled the old stones. They weren’t hard to climb. Decades must have passed since the mortar had last been patched and filled, which meant finding hand and footholds was easier than he’d expected.

      If he had been confident that the king would keep his throne after the queen had fled the castle, Henri would have simply announced himself as a visitor. But even when they’d briefly defeated her and freed the young king, Henri had harbored little doubt that Dilara would reestablish her reign within the day. And sure enough, word had come soon from his father’s contact that the queen had returned. Henri had been unsurprised. Deniz was a good man, better than any who had sat upon his throne in the last thousand years. But he lacked the fortitude and strength to oppose someone as ambitious as his wife. And as Henri had distracted the guards at her door before, he decided it would be best not to test their memory.

      He could hear her muffled voice through the glass as he pulled himself up onto the ledge outside her window. To his relief, the curtains were still closed, which hid him from her sight. He wondered, though, if she would be able to feel his power from so close a proximity. He could certainly feel hers.

      “…don’t let anyone in my room for any reason,” she was saying. “I don’t even want it cleaned. I’ll be gone for several hours, and upon my return, you may allow the other servants inside. Yes?”

      Whoever she was addressing gave a meek assent, and a few moments later, Henri heard the door slam shut. After waiting another minute to ensure she didn’t return, he used his fire to weaken, then remove the window glass. As soon as he was in the room, however, he realized he wasn’t alone.

      Deniz was stretched out on the queen’s bed once again, shackle on his wrist, just as he had been last time. Henri sighed and shook his head. If they ever got rid of the queen, he would need to give the man some lessons in self-defense. And better yet, discernment.

      But now was too late to worry about such things. He was about to go break the king’s shackle once again when the mirror caught his attention. It had been tucked farther back into the corner of the room. Henri wondered if this had something to do with their fight and how close they had come to touching the mirror the last time he and Dilara had faced off. Its mere nearness still made him feel unwell as it had before, but this time, he was prepared.

      What he wasn’t ready for, however, was the feeling of helpless anger as he imagined Snow getting trapped inside—willingly, this time—again. Or the feeling of betrayal whenever he thought back to their talk the night before.

      He had no idea what had possessed him to beg Snow to return with him to Destin the way he had. He’d been considering the question for several days, of course. But he hadn’t realized just how much he wanted her near him until the Chiens had begun packing, and a sudden wave of emptiness had taken him as it dawned on him that if all went well, she would be leaving him in mere days.

      And he wasn’t ready to let her go.

      Despite being raised by the most wonderful parents in the world, a corner of Henri’s soul was always haunted by his mother’s presence. And even though she was long dead, the ghost of her memory seemed determined to stay with him, like a fishhook in his heart.

      But when he was with Snow…

      When he was with Snow, the sun of Snow’s gift, which grew brighter by the day, was like the antidote to the sickness his mother had infected his early years with. And the thought of losing that—of losing the woman who was like the sun itself—had gripped him with a sudden terror.

      Worse, Snow’s refusal had jarred him, cracking his world the way he wanted now to crack this mirror. But, as he had told himself repeatedly that morning on his way to the castle, this wasn’t a time for mourning. Snow was relying on him to finish this, as were the others the queen had stolen. He could grieve later. Now was the time for action.

      And if nothing else, action was distraction.

      Henri pulled the curtains back so he could see the empty window sill. That was no surprise, though. There was no way the birds would arrive yet. Snow had agreed to send them as soon as she had gone into the mirror and freed everyone from within. Only after her work was done would she send the birds. They would signal that he could destroy the mirror from without. Henri suspected Dilara had stolen some kind of power that aided in speed. But without Dilara’s stolen gifts, there was no way the queen would outpace Snow’s winged friends. They should arrive before the queen, giving him sufficient time to destroy the mirror once and for all.

      If all went as planned, Snow should be inside the mirror world soon. Henri doubted the queen would be able to pass up the chance to entrap Snow once more. But how long would it take Snow to free the captives? If only there was a way for him to talk with her.

      Unless…

      Henri went to the king’s side and broke the shackle, as he had the first time. This time, however, he made sure to leave it largely intact. If he could wake the king…

      Deniz sucked in a deep breath, and his eyes flew open wide. He sat up before looking around him, then groaned and slowly lay back down.

      “We should probably stop meeting this way,” Henri said with a wry smile.

      “I don’t know how she found me,” Deniz said, still rubbing his eyes. “But I blame the servants.”

      “As you probably should. But I need you to sit up and listen. Snow is in danger.”

      Deniz bolted upright. “But I thought you said she was⁠—”

      Henri explained the situation and plan as quickly as he could. “I need you to go into the world and see how she’s doing. See if she’s all right,” Henri finished. “I can’t speak with her while she’s inside the mirror, so I have no idea if the plan is working or not.”

      “You sent her back in?” Deniz roared. “On purpose?” And for a moment, Henri wondered if the weak man before him might leap off the bed to strangle him.

      They didn’t have time for this.

      Henri stalked toward the queen’s bed and grabbed the king by the shoulder and yanked him up so they were face to face. “I don’t like it either,” he growled. “But Snow won’t be safe as long as this mirror exists!”

      “But that doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “Snow, however, is a princess, and she takes her duty to her people seriously. As should her older brother. So when she figured out a plan to save those within the mirror, she courageously decided to go back and do just that. And I expect that her older brother—the king—will wish to do the same!”

      There was a long silence as Deniz’s face turned pink then red then gray. Finally, he swallowed and nodded several times.

      “I’ll go,” Deniz said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. His movements were jerky, and Henri didn’t miss the way his hands trembled. But to his credit, once his mind was made up, he didn’t hesitate.

      “I think you’d probably better stay in bed then, don’t you?” Henri asked, lowering his tone again.

      “Oh, um, yes.” Deniz looked down at his legs before lying down once more. “Before you send me back, though,” he paused, “Dilara does have a way of seeing those inside, particularly when she wants to consult someone about their gift before she uses it.” Deniz shuddered slightly. “She addresses the mirror itself, saying, ‘Mirror, Mirror on the wall…’ Then she makes her demand.” With that, he lay down once more and placed his hand on the broken pieces of the shackle.

      As the king began to snore, Henri remembered the queen doing exactly that before, when she’d addressed Deniz in the dream world. But would it work for him? Did he want to interact with something so evil?

      Then again, he’d sent Snow into that dark world to destroy it from within. He really didn’t have a choice. So he turned to the mirror and drew in a deep breath as he drew the crystal out of his shirt and held it tightly in his hand.

      “Mirror, Mirror on the wall…show me Snow.”

      To his surprise, the mirror immediately awakened. The world was exactly as Snow had described it, dark and strange, and Henri suppressed another shudder as he sensed the dream world’s oppressive air seeming to seep out of the mirror at its awakening.

      That wasn’t important, though. What was important was that a large crowd of people stood in a line, far more people than Henri had expected, and his stomach sank. How had Dilara managed to trick so many people? No wonder his parents had been baffled. If only they were here now.

      “Show me Snow,” he said again.

      The mirror seemed to float through the world, weaving in and out of the people standing in line. He felt as though he were in the world, searching as he might by walking through the throng. But finally, after several minutes of searching, he saw her. She was looking strangely exhausted, and her skin was so pale she nearly seemed to glow against the dark landscape. But before he could speak, the door opened behind him.

      Dilara froze and stared at him for a long moment, then at the mirror. As she took it all in, Henri wanted to curse. She must have used some sort of gift of enhanced speed to return so fast. He prepared himself for her wrath, but Dilara only flashed him one of her brilliant smiles.

      “I can see you’re worried,” she said pleasantly, putting a reed basket full of apples down on her vanity and removing her cloak as though returning from an errand at the market. “You have no need, though. Snow and I have come to an understanding.”

      “Which would be?” Henri drew himself up to his full height and drew his sword.

      “Snow and I made a deal,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “In exchange for your safety and the Chiens, as well as your kingdom’s peaceful future, she has agreed to remain in the mirror—permanently.”

      Henri scoffed. “And why don’t I believe you?”

      “You can choose to believe it or not. But then I’d leave you to wonder how she got back into the mirror. Besides, she’s a very bright girl. She understood she had no choice.”

      “And how is that?” Henri snapped, his heart beating faster without his permission.

      “It’s simple. She knew that I would chase her and anyone she loves to the ends of the earth to get what I wanted. And you don’t have to worry. I’ll keep my promise.” She shrugged. “Power is easy to come by when people know you mean to keep your word, whether it’s to their harm or their good.” She paused and studied Henri, then the mirror. “I know, by the way, that you mean to destroy the mirror. But if you destroy it while she’s inside, she will die.”

      “I’m aware of that,” Henri snarled.

      “Good. You should also know that after Snow managed to escape a second time, I realized what was happening. I believe I’ve fixed such an oversight this time.”

      For the first time, the queen’s beautiful facade slipped, and she gave Henri the cruelest smile he’d ever seen. As though she couldn’t help herself.

      “And how did you do that?” he asked, hoping to keep her talking and dreading what she would say at the same time.

      “I don’t know how much you know about me, Prince Henri, but my parents—poor as they were—sacrificed a lot for my education. And along with reading, writing, needlepoint, and etiquette, I was also taught that the right kind of poison accomplishes many things. Things like getting rid of interfering kings.” Her smile grew. “As will little metal shards I soaked into the apple. This time, they should last until Snow has served her purpose.”

      Henri couldn’t move. The rage inside him was pooling in his veins, rage he hadn’t felt since…

      His mother’s face flashed before his eyes as she watched him over the steam of a boiling cauldron, demanding he help her destroy the people who had saved him, commanding that he join her in the dark.

      Maybe you’re the only one rejecting who you are.

      Snow’s words flew back to Henri from the night before, and with them dual maelstroms of peace and pain. Snow had pointed out that perhaps the part of his power he had refused to touch wasn’t evil after all. If he was to use it for good…

      “I suggest,” the queen was saying calmly, “that you honor Snow’s sacrifice and leave.”

      Henri drew his sword, a new determination filling his body. The last time they had fought, Henri hadn’t been ready. He hadn’t been willing to touch the hidden strength within. But the queen’s conniving had unlocked the wrath he had kept imprisoned within him for so long. And he was ready.

      By the time the queen had hurled triple streams of fire, molten iron, and shards of glass at him, Henri was ready. He allowed his strength to fully unwind. It wrapped itself around him, creating a cage of fire. But the flames weren’t only blue this time. There were also green streaks that blazed through the blue, the intensity of the heat like nothing he’d ever felt from his own hands.

      This was what it felt like to give all of himself in battle. Holding nothing back. Battling with his very essence. His entire life, he’d been holding back, terrified of hurting someone he loved, terrified of being the monster his mother had been. But Snow was right. The power within him wasn’t evil. It was strong. And with it, so was he.

      Roaring with power, the flames incinerated everything she launched his way. And as he stalked toward her, the cage of fire still encircling him, he could see the surprise and fear in her eyes. Followed by the rage.

      “You know this is pointless!” she screamed at him. “I have more than six dozen types of power at my fingertips!” She lifted her hand as if to summon some new evil. “If you truly cared for⁠—”

      But when nothing appeared in it, she snapped her head up to look at her fingers, her eyes growing wide.

      Henri allowed himself one small smile. “Snow must have freed that one,” he called.

      The queen snapped her attention back to him and then the mirror, her mouth falling open as he guessed that she finally understood what Snow was really doing.

      “Mirror!” she cried, peering around him. “Show me the girl who summons flames!

      The mirror responded to her call, but no one appeared as it searched. Henri almost laughed with relief. Their plan was working. Whoever the girl was, she was no longer there.

      This time, Dilara launched herself at him, shrieking like a madwoman. But each attack seemed to bring up fewer and fewer powers. And those she did manage to conjure were easily destroyed by Henri’s new defenses.

      After several moments of letting the queen wear herself out, Henri was nearly ready to destroy her himself once and for all, when Dilara ran to her bed and yanked a dagger from beneath a pillow.

      Holding the dagger above her head, she began shouting words that made Henri break into a cold sweat. These were evil words, the kind his father had told him were used to find and absorb Sorthileige. She must have learned them young to use them so well now.

      The dagger in her hand began to glow like heated copper until it was burning as though on fire. Then, with a final shout, she threw the dagger straight at Henri.

      But Henri was ready. His senses, already sensitive to the kind of magic she was using, had been heightened by his newly unleashed power. He easily blocked the dagger with his sword, the impact of the two weapons shattering all the windows in the room.

      As she fell back, Henri launched himself at her once more, this time to bury his sword deep in her heart.

      The look on her face was first one of fury. Then shock. Then, as she lay on the floor, her blood pooling around her and her unearthly beauty melting away, her mouth curled into a cruel smile.

      “I may not have gotten what I wanted in the end,” she panted. “But neither will you.” Then her eyes went blank, and her head fell back on the floor.

      The queen’s words, unfortunately, pierced him as his blade had her. Henri stumbled back to the mirror and stared helplessly at his own reflection.

      “Mirror, Mirror on the wall,” he rasped, grasping the mirror’s edges to keep himself upright. “Show me Snow!”
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      Snow did her best to see through the double vision that kept trying to take her sight. She had made it through so many people. But there were still so many left to free… She scrunched her eyes shut and swayed slightly.

      “Snow?”

      Snow didn’t open her eyes, though she could hear someone calling her name. Surely it was just wishful thinking. She could hear the crowd murmur as she paused in her work, and one of the guards took a step closer, his boots crunching the gravel below.

      “Miss?” he asked, his voice closer. “Are you well?”

      “Snow! I’m looking for my sister, Princess Snow!”

      Snow’s eyes flew open as her brother’s voice neared. Elation and relief flooded her, momentarily suppressing the effects of the poison as she realized that her brother was not only alive, but looking for her now. As she straightened, familiar arms embraced her, and she inhaled his familiar scent.

      “You’re alive,” she whispered. Then realization struck her, and she pulled back. “But you’re here!” As she spoke, she noticed that the metal shackle on his arm was cracked. “But how…”

      He just shook his head, his dark eyes roving her person anxiously, his hands still gently holding her arms. “I came because Prince Henri wanted to know if everything was well. He was worried.” He paused. “And so was I. Snow, if I’d known you were going to try⁠—”

      “It’s too late for that,” Snow said. She looked back at the anxious crowd, her stomach dropping like a rock as she counted how many were left. She wasn’t sure she could save them all before the poison took her. When she died, there wouldn’t be much Henri could do for those who remained. Better they lose some captives and destroy the mirror than risk more gift recipients being sent into the mirror as well.

      But how much time did she have?

      “Tell him…Tell him that he needs to destroy the mirror in two hours.” She looked into her brother’s dark eyes which were so much like her own. “Tell him that even if the birds don’t come, he must destroy the mirror.” As she spoke, she considered telling him about the poison. But what was the use? If she did, there was no way he would tell Henri to destroy the mirror. He would insist on staying with her instead. And all her work would be in vain.

      “But why?” Deniz asked, frowning down at her, his eyes beginning to narrow.

      “Are we leaving or not?” someone shouted out, and a chorus of other voices echoed the sentiment. Snow needed to act fast before they became a mob.

      So she drew her brother into another hug. “I’m proud of you,” she whispered. “You’re going to be a good king. And tell Prince Henri he will too.” As she spoke, she reached down for the cracked shackle her brother wore. Then she let her power flow.

      “Snow, what are you doing?” he cried as he yanked his arm back. But he was too late. She hadn’t simply cracked the shackle. She’d turned it to ashes.

      “And this time,” she whispered as she gave him one more squeeze, “don’t come back.” Deniz opened his mouth to protest, but before he could utter a word, he disappeared.

      Snow wanted to curl up in a ball and sob. Or even better, to lie on the ground the way the mirror captives had before she’d arrived, simply staring into the nothingness beyond the dark. But she had so very little time. She might not be living the life she’d always dreamed of. But she couldn’t allow her own selfish desire to ruin the dreams of those around her. So she forced a smile and looked up once again.

      “Next,” she called.
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      Snow was forced to sit by the time she reached the last dozen people in line. One of the men who had chosen to act as one of her guards had gallantly not wanted to leave her alone. But when she asked whether he had a family to return to, she could see in his eyes that he did.

      “If you could find me somewhere to sit,” she said gently, “I should be more than grateful. And then I’ll send you home.”

      He had found her a large boulder not too far away from the front of the line, and those who remained kindly waited for him to assist her to her new seat before following and then encircling her. They were gentle and patient and seemed to Snow to be the kind of people who had most likely let everyone else move into the line ahead of them. But even these eventually got their turns. And then there was only one.

      “Dear, won’t you send yourself home instead?” the woman asked. She looked to be in her fifth decade with graying red hair and a plump, motherly face. “I’ve seen enough of the world. Let me stay and you live.”

      Snow felt the sudden urge to cry as she looked into the kind woman’s face. But then she sighed. “That is so very kind of you. But I can’t stop the witch until the mirror is destroyed. Besides…” She paused. “I’m afraid I can’t leave.”

      The woman stared at her for a long moment before wrapping Snow in the warmest, softest hug she’d ever felt. “There’s never been one so fair in beauty or soul as you, love.”

      Snow wanted to stay in that embrace forever. But her body was failing by the minute. And while Henri could indeed destroy the mirror from without, Snow wanted to destroy it from within as well, leaving not a trace of its existence behind. So after soaking up the stranger’s kindness for just a moment longer, Snow sent her back to Vaksam, where she had come from.

      When Snow stood up once more, she was alone. Her head swam and ached with a sharp pain, and her stomach threatened to revolt. Her time was nearly up. But just as she knelt and dug her fingers into the ground, she heard someone calling her name.

      Snow looked around, alarmed. Had she forgotten someone? Had a child wandered into the forest and gotten lost? Snow carefully stood.

      “Hello?” she called out. And for an indeterminable time, she listened. But there was no reply.

      Finally, she decided it must have been her tired mind playing games with her. Just as she was about to kneel again, however, she heard her name once again. This time, it was louder. And it was a man’s voice. One that was hauntingly familiar.

      “I’m here,” Snow called back, walking slowly down the path, looking up and down and all around her. “Henri, I’m here!” If he had done something stupid, such as put himself into the mirror world, she was going to kill him.

      But eventually, she found where the voice was coming from. A pond sat several paths down, its still, smooth surface reflecting a face she’d thought she’d never see again. When Snow touched it, its surface was cold and hard, like ice or glass, though Snow couldn’t decide which. And staring at her through the pond was Henri.

      “Henri!” she exclaimed, “How did you find me?”

      “Snow!” he cried, as she knelt before him. “I’ve been calling for hours, but you couldn’t hear me. Snow, what did you do?”

      His voice was raspy and shook slightly, and Snow sighed and closed her eyes. Henri was always self-controlled. He had more self-control than anyone else she had ever met—small as that pool was. She had once thought that his hair had quite the audacity to move out of place at times. But now he was different, slouching before the mirror, his eyes wild and his words harsh and uneven, coming out in bursts. She had never seen him so raw before.

      “There was no other way,” she said softly.

      “But there was!” Henri snapped. “You could have called it off! We could have tried again⁠—”

      “And you,” Snow continued, “would have done the same for your people. You know you would have.”

      Henri stopped speaking. He opened his mouth as though to speak, but when nothing came out, he only sagged against the mirror’s frame.

      “It doesn’t burn anymore?” Snow asked. “When you touch it?”

      Instead of answering, the prince moved to the side, and Snow saw Dilara lying motionless and blank-faced on the floor behind him.

      “Ah,” she whispered. And as she did, a new kind of peace settled in her bones. Once they destroyed the mirror, there would be no one to create a new one. Even if other people received metal charms that had been previously sent, there would be nowhere for the charms to send them. The world would be safe from Dilara forevermore.

      “Please,” Henri pleaded, his voice just above a whisper. “Wait for my parents. Please. They’re on the way. Just give them more time.”

      Snow looked deep into the eyes of the man who had loved her before she knew what love was. He had protected, provided, and given her an understanding of her gift—of who she was. And were she now offered the chance to spend the rest of her life with him, she would have said yes without a second thought.

      But that wasn’t Snow’s lot in life. Dilara and her poisoned apple had seen to that. The best way she could love him now—even if he didn’t want to see that—was by destroying this mirror once and for all.

      “I’m dying, Henri,” she said quietly. “And I can’t leave. Not with the metal inside of me. Besides, there isn’t time to wait. And I’d rather destroy every inch of this world before someone tries to use it to hurt anyone else ever again.”

      “Please,” Henri begged, his fiery eyes locked on hers. “Just a little more time.”

      “You helped me see my gift for what it was,” Snow said. “You helped save my people. And I’m grateful. I—” Her voice caught as the emotions that bore down on her heart and mind threatened to break through the carefully constructed wall she’d put in place. “Help my brother rule. He’ll be a good king one day, if given the chance and guidance.”

      “And what about me?” Henri challenged, his eyes red and his jaw tight. “You’ll just leave me, then?”

      Snow smiled as another wave of dizziness hit her. “You won’t be a good king. You’ll be great.” And with that, she closed her eyes and pressed her hands against the pond’s reflective surface. She smiled as the familiar yellow warmth flowed from her hands. And then her arms. And then it was covering her entire being, clinging to her skin like sunbeams in the spring.

      All her life, she had wanted more people to love. She had spent countless hours imagining the family and friends she would have had if she could just have left her garden. She had invented stories of her countless adventures and painted pictures of the lands and oceans she would traverse. And though she had never left Tumen, in a way…she had.

      Through her gift, her people and the people of kingdoms all over the world had been freed. They would go on to discover new places and make friends and grow families. Because of the gift she’d been given, realms would be altered forever. And that was the greatest life she could imagine living.

      “Thank you,” she murmured to the Maker. And with that, the pond beneath her fingers cracked.

      Then it shattered.
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      Henri screamed as Snow’s face disappeared, pieces of the broken metal mirror falling all around him. He sank to his knees and put his head in his hands, his tearless sobs shaking his shoulders as he looked at the empty place her face had been. If the shards had cut him, he couldn’t tell. He felt numb all over.

      How long he sat that way, he had no idea. At some point, Snow’s brother joined him, but Henri heard nothing that he said. People came in and out, their voices running together like the buzz of summer cicadas.

      And though he knew there was something he ought to do, something she had asked of him, he could only think of one thing.

      Snow was gone.

      His morning star, the one who had shone brighter than them all, had been eclipsed.

      Time itself seemed to run together until the light of the day began to dim. But no matter how many people implored him to rise, Henri couldn’t summon the strength. He felt utterly empty. Only single-worded prayers echoed in his head, seeming to hit the ceiling before he had finished thinking them.

      Why?

      Why would the Maker create the one soul in the world that could draw him from his darkness…only to take her away?

      Sometime after dark had fallen, Henri became aware of two new souls approaching him. They were running, he could tell, from the speed of their boots on the halls outside. One light and one heavy, both of them sprinting toward him. He was vaguely aware that he ought to stand and greet them, but he only sat heavily where he was as they came to stand on the threshold.

      “Henri?” came his mother’s gentle voice.

      Henri didn’t answer her, but a moment later, her arms were wrapped around him, and his father put a large hand on his shoulder. And though Henri knew kings didn’t cry, he suddenly had just enough strength to lean into her as she held him. He should speak to his parents and tell them of all that had happened, but he knew that if he tried to speak now, his voice would only break.

      “King Deniz told us what happened,” she said softly. “We left as soon as we got your message, but it—Oh, Henri. I’m so sorry we didn’t arrive sooner!” Her own voice cracked at the end.

      Henri’s father said nothing, but Henri could feel the anger rolling off of him in waves. Not that Henri didn’t deserve it. He had failed.

      “Henri,” he finally said in his deep voice. “I’m so…so very, very sorry, son.”

      Henri managed to lift his head for the first time since that morning. Had he heard correctly? But one look at his father confirmed that his father’s anger wasn’t directed at him. He was angry with himself, Henri realized. This was a relief, but…

      Why did that only threaten to break him further?

      “King Deniz said she was…inside the mirror?” his mother asked, turning Henri to face her. “Was it just her mind? Or was her body there as well?”

      Henri stared at his mother for an eternal moment before taking her arms in his hands, his heart suddenly pumping in his throat. “Mother,” his voice croaked from disuse. “Snow! She’s with the Chiens! Her body, I mean!” He turned to his father, feeling more like a small child pleading with his parents than he ever had before. But the sudden flame of hope that had been kindled inside him was too precious to allow pride to snuff it out. “Come with me! To the mountain. And maybe you can…maybe⁠—”

      But his father cupped Henri’s face gently in his large hand. “Lead the way, son. You know we’ll follow.”
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      In less than ten minutes, they were all on their horses again, and his parents and their mounts stayed close on his heels as he raced up the road toward the mountain.

      The day the king and queen of Destin had told Henri that he was theirs for the rest of his life, he’d been afraid to believe them. Surely they hadn’t realized just how long a lifetime really was. Especially as accidents seemed to follow him wherever he went. Especially once they knew what he was.

      Years had passed before he’d truly believed that his parents wanted and loved him the way they claimed. And even now, there were days when he struggled to understand their determination to love a child who wasn’t theirs. And yet, as they raced up the mountain with him now, willing to help the girl he loved—the girl who happened to be the daughter of their late foe—without hesitation, made him feel more loved than he ever had before.

      Eventually, though, they were forced to slow as they made their way off the road in the direction of the cabin. All the while, Henri kept up a steady stream of prayers to the Maker while clutching his crystal in his left hand. He needed to feel its warmth, to remind himself that his father’s fire flowed from the very Fortress this crystal was a part of. Surely if anyone could save Snow, his father could.

      By the time they neared the house, Henri’s heart was in his throat. The moon was bright enough to make the way visible, and Henri stopped his horse and dismounted at the edge of the porch. Before he could make his way to the door, however, Gabriel appeared at the edge of the wood.

      “She’s this way, Your High—” Gabriel froze as he took in Henri’s companions.

      “She’s in the wood?” Henri urged. They could have introductions later. Right now, he needed to see Snow.

      Gabriel swallowed hard before turning back to Henri, though he kept glancing back at Henri’s father. “Um, yes. She’s…she’s waiting for you. We tried to take her inside, but the animals weren’t having it. So we did our best to be respectful and give her a place to rest while she…while she waited for you.”

      Henri didn’t stop to ask what Gabriel meant by all that. He simply ran in the direction in which Gabriel pointed.

      He burst into the clearing in which he and Snow had sat just…was it days before? It couldn’t possibly have been last night. He couldn’t recall. It felt like a lifetime ago. But when he saw the scene before him, he stopped cold.

      The Chiens had dragged her little bed out into the clearing and laid her in it. Then they had surrounded her with all sorts of flowers. But as Henri was observing this, two doves dropped flowers onto the bed from above. Likewise, a rabbit hopped up onto the bed and added a sprig of clover. And it was then that he realized the men hadn’t surrounded her with flowers. The animals had. And the longer he stared at her, the more aware he became of the many, many sets of eyes watching them from behind the shelter of the trees. Deer and wolf stood together, seeming to briefly forget that one had previously sought to kill the other—all for the beautiful, still, silent girl on the bed before them. To make the scene yet more tragic, her ridiculous little squirrel was now curled up against her hand, shaking violently as though his presence might awaken her at any moment so she could rub his furry little head once more.

      Why did that thought alone threaten to do him in?

      Slowly, Henri forced his feet to take him closer. She looked so peaceful, as though she were merely sleeping.

      Let her be sleeping, he prayed. Then he turned to his father. “Please,” he whispered. “Help her.”

      Henri’s father looked back and forth between Henri and the girl on the bed, his brow furrowing. “I’ll try,” he finally said in a gentle tone. “But Henri, you know I can’t bring people back from the dead.”

      But Henri shook his head. “Just try. Please.”

      Henri went around to the other side of the bed and knelt at Snow’s side. He took her left hand in his, hating the coldness of her skin against his. For once, Emre didn’t protest. He only looked up to watch Henri with his sad, dark eyes. Henri’s father knelt on the opposite side of the bed and did the same, taking Snow’s hand in his. Then he closed his eyes. As he did, blue fire engulfed her hand.

      Henri’s father had taught him healing from a young age. Their kind of fire could often destroy sicknesses and infections within. Henri’s mother could use her own fire to heal to a point as well, but she wasn’t nearly as skilled as his father. Henri’s father was the master.

      The fire that danced without burning leaped over Snow’s fingers and palm, spread to her shoulder, and eventually covered her entire body until the Chiens and the animals were forced to back up. Eventually, his father’s fire grew to the point that even Henri was uncomfortable. And for a long moment, as Snow blazed blue in the familiar flames, Henri began to hope.

      But just when the fire grew its brightest, his father sighed, and he extinguished his flames. When he looked back up at Henri, his eyes were sadder than Henri had ever seen.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “She’s too far gone.”

      Henri felt as though he were floating. The floor had disappeared beneath him, and he was hovering in a world that wasn’t his own. The girl who had shone so brightly, lighting up his life for such a brief moment…

      Was gone.

      He had no words with which to express the grief that welled up within him. So instead of speaking, he leaned over her and pressed his forehead against hers. The darkness—the haunting memories of his birth mother’s power that he’d worked so hard to chase away now threatened to choke him. And without the ground beneath him or Snow’s light before him, he was suddenly falling into a chasm he had never imagined could be so deep.

      But just as he was ready to plead with the Maker to let him join her in eternal bliss, his chest warmed, and he knew without looking that the Fortress’s crystal was mourning with him. Snow had been a gift. He could see that now. An unexpected explosion of brilliance in the dark he so often fought against. Before meeting Snow, he hadn’t known such beauty and light could be present in one soul. But now he did. And if given the chance to have never known her and be spared this grief…or to know and love and lose her again…

      He would choose the latter.

      Every.

      Single.

      Time.

      Because while it made his chest ache to even think it, he also knew he would go on. He had to. Snow would be very angry with him if she knew he had ever considered anything else. The Fortress had chosen Henri as its son and wasn’t, it seemed, done with him. Surviving Dilara and all her stolen gifts was proof of that. And though the world seemed black now, he would find the light again. Someday.

      But he wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet, either. Just a few more moments, he pleaded silently as he turned his head and pressed his lips against hers.

      And though he knew it wouldn’t make a difference, this kiss was different. Because this time, Henri poured his entire self into it. His Fortier and his fae side. The careful, cautious way he chose to love and the violent passion he had so long suppressed. There was no holding back.

      If only he had been brave enough to kiss her this way before. Perhaps she would have understood just how much he loved her.

      “Henri!” came his mother’s cry.

      Henri opened his eyes and gasped as he realized swirls of blue fire were encircling the bed. An even brighter light, however, drew his attention down to the crystal, which was now resting just over her heart.

      Henri drew back in awe as the blue fire swirled faster and faster around them. He looked up at his parents, whom he could barely see through the bright light surrounding them. His mother looked hopeful, and his father looked determined.

      Is this it? Henri wanted to ask. Was this the light he had heard so much about, the one he had dreaded rising around him on the crystal dance floor as he danced with someone else?

      But if she was dead, then why⁠—

      Snow’s chest rose and then fell. Once. Twice.

      And then her large, dark eyes opened again.
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      Snow sat up slowly. She was in her own bed…in the middle of the forest. In the middle of the night. Piles of beautiful flowers had been draped all around her, and animals were watching from every tree and shadow she could see. Emre was zooming excitedly about the flowers as though mad. The Chiens were standing in a huddle to her right, and Henri was sitting on the edge of her bed beside her. Two strangers—a woman with copper-colored hair and a frighteningly muscled man who looked much like Henri—stood not far off, watching anxiously.

      Snow looked at Henri in wonderment. “What happened?” she breathed.

      Henri looked nearly as shocked as she felt, but a brilliant, beautiful smile was beginning to dawn on his face.

      “The Fortress,” the beautiful woman said with a smile, “chose you.”

      “You…you were dead,” he said breathlessly, taking her hands in his. They were so warm. “My parents arrived after you broke the mirror, and we came back here. My father tried to bring you back, but you…you were.” He stopped and swallowed. “I don’t have to dance on the crystal floor after all.”

      “Oh?” Snow asked stupidly.

      He held up his crystal with a grin. “The Fortress chose you. Here and now.” He bent forward and nuzzled his nose against hers. “And you wanted to run away,” he murmured with a throaty chuckle. Then he kissed her, which Snow accepted happily.

      When he released her, however, she leaned back and looked back at Henri’s parents, new anxiety filling her. “But I’m a princess of Tumen,” she protested. “Surely the Fortress wouldn’t want me!”

      To her surprise, however, neither of Henri’s parents looked shocked or upset. Instead, his mother gave Snow that same gentle smile she had before and came to kneel on the other side of the bed. His father followed, coming to stand behind her.

      “The Fortress chooses those it desires,” the queen said, putting her hand on Snow’s arm. It was warm and comforting, and Snow could immediately see where Henri had learned the calming gestures he was so good at. “And…it seems in this instance that it chose the very person who was created to bring peace where there has been none in a thousand years.” Then, to Snow’s surprise, the queen leaned over and embraced her. As she did, the king took Snow’s hand and gently kissed it. And though Snow had never felt such affection all at once, she realized very quickly that she wanted more.

      But how could one crave what one had only just learned of?

      The Chiens, who had been standing in the background, speaking quietly to one another, now began to back away.

      “Wait!” Snow called out.

      King Everard turned as well and looked directly at them, and Snow could feel their fear crystallize in the air around them. “Gabriel!” he called, his voice booming so loudly it made Snow jump.

      Gabriel came forward before falling on his knees before the king. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he said, his words so hoarse Snow could barely hear them. “I broke my vow, and I’m willing⁠—”

      Before he could finish, the king had rushed at him and drawn him up into a tight embrace. “No,” he said, his own voice suddenly thick. “I’m sorry my father didn’t have the compassion to help you.” Gabriel briefly met Snow’s eye and looked very much as though he might pass out. The king drew back, but kept his large hands on Gabriel’s shoulders. “Come home, won’t you?” He looked over Gabriel’s shoulder at the others. “All of you. Come home.”

      At these words, Gabriel began to weep.

      “Would you…feel well enough to take a walk?” Henri asked Snow quietly.

      Snow nodded and allowed him to help her to her feet. “I feel fine,” she said. The moment she was on her feet, however, she was rushed by what seemed like every animal in the forest. But Snow only laughed as they came forward to nuzzle her or to be petted or hugged. Henri stood back and smiled, a far cry from the way he’d watched them the time she’d asked him to heal the wolf. And although his parents looked quite surprised, neither of them made a move to stop the animals. Which was probably a good thing, as she doubted the wolves would be held back by anyone.

      Eventually, however, she was able to convince the animals that they could accompany her on her walk with Henri. Though no amount of coaxing would remove Emre from where he was perched on her shoulder, refusing to budge even when offered seeds from Snow’s pocket. So Henri took her hand and led her deeper into the woods. But once they were finally alone—or as alone as two people could be when surrounded by dozens of animals—Snow realized she suddenly felt quite shy.

      “My parents love you, you know,” he said. There was a boyishness to his smile that Snow hadn’t seen before, and she found it very hard to look away.

      “Why?” she asked. “They don’t know me.”

      “They love you because you care for me,” he said.

      “Because I love you,” Snow corrected him. But as she said the words, she realized she hadn’t yet said them aloud before. And this made her smile. Saying she loved Henri felt good. And his widening smile felt even better. “But,” she added then, “what will your people think? About having a Tumenian princess, I mean?”

      Henri made a face and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Snow opened her mouth to argue, but he continued.

      “You’ll have plenty of chances to meet them and charm them in person. And after hearing about your first visit to the market, I have no doubt you’ll do well.” Henri drew her closer. “And as I’m hoping I’m good and gray by the time I’m called to be king, the people will have long seen that they couldn’t ask for a queen with more to give.”

      Snow laughed a little and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “You are aware that we barely know each other. Yes?” She gave him a mischievous grin. “I could chew really loudly. Or snore.”

      Henri laughed, and it gave Snow goosebumps to hear. “I’m not sure we’re complete strangers. But even if we are,” he lifted her hand and kissed it, and Snow couldn’t repress the delighted little shudder that moved through her, “we have the rest of our lives to explore one another,” he whispered. Then he paused, suddenly looking worried. “That is…if you’ll have me.”

      Snow nearly responded to tell him this was a ridiculous question. But then she thought better of it and smiled. It was a naughty thing to do, but she wanted to hear him say it anyway. “Assume I needed to be convinced,” she said, giving him a saucy smile. “What would you say to persuade me to marry you?”

      Henri stared at her for a moment before pulling her against him and pressing a large, strong hand against the small of her back. “I would tell you,” he said slowly, his eyes on her lips, “about all the things I love about you. How your skin is like cream. How your hair is like the shadows of the evening. How your eyes,” he brushed her hair away from her face with his free hand, “are like the night sky where I look to see the stars.” He began to trace her jaw with his fingertips, and Snow sucked in a fast breath. She had read about the love of men in her old book tales, of course. But the stories were nothing like this. Her heart felt like it might break, it was pounding so hard.

      “How,” he continued in a whisper, pressing a kiss against the corner of her mouth, “I want you to have my children. How I want you to guard Destin by my side, and to love my people as you love yours.”

      Snow’s breath was coming in and out so fast she was nearly dizzy now.

      “I want your love,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers as he spoke, “all to myself.” Then he paused, and he took her waist in his hands. “Would it really be so bad to fall into the arms that ache to catch you?”

      Snow took his face in her hands and studied him in the silver light of the moon. “I want all of that,” she whispered. “But really, I just want you.”

      Henri lowered his head and kissed her, carefully at first. But then with more passion and fervor, his hands tightening against her waist as he pulled her closer yet.

      Finally, just as Snow began to wonder if she might faint from elation, he pulled away and laughed breathlessly. “It won’t all be easy, of course. You’ll have to get used to two younger siblings who don’t think you deserve privacy.”

      Snow laughed breathlessly as well, glad he was changing the topic. Her cheeks were flushed pink by now, she was sure.

      “Genny will be far too enthusiastic about everything,” he rambled on, “and Gavin’s generally shy and a bit grouchy. But he’d die for you in a heartbeat.” He paused and leaned back to search her face. “Do you want that?”

      “Considering my last new sibling tried to kill me, I’d say enthusiasm and shyness hardly count as character flaws.” Snow reached up and mussed his hair, which had grown longer since he’d arrived. “As I said, I want you. I want what you have with your family. I want the Fortress even…even though I don’t know very much about it…yet.” She touched the crystal which hung from his neck. “I want to know the Maker who brought you here to me. I want to get to know you.” She took a deep breath. “Henri, I want it all.”

      “Then,” he said, his lips brushing hers as he spoke, “why not reach out and take it?”

      Snow sank willingly into the kiss. “I think I will.”
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      Two days later, Henri’s now rather large party had moved to the Tumenian capital. His father had promised to return to help set the kingdom to rights, but for now, his mother was using her gift of discernment to weed out the guards and servants who had been loyal to Dilara. Deniz would need to replace over half of his staff, but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about his servants constantly trying to usurp him.

      Now he walked on his father’s left as Deniz walked on the right.

      “I’ll do my best to return within the month,” his father was saying to the young king. He stopped and put his hand on Deniz’s shoulder. Deniz winced but swallowed and nodded quickly, and Henri almost smiled. The young king was obviously terrified of his father, but he was also in awe.

      “You’ll be a good leader,” his father continued kindly, “once you learn to say no.”

      “Yes. Of course.” Deniz blinked up at Henri’s father before he sucked in a breath as though suddenly remembering something. “Oh, I meant to ask you. Will you…will Snow be allowed to return sometimes? To visit?” He straightened and raised his chin. “I won’t hear of her being held there against her will, or unhappy.” His words were bold, but they were belied by the sudden pallor of his face. And yet, this made Henri like him all the more. He hadn’t protected Snow as he should have before. But he was trying.

      Henri’s father gave him a gentle smile, the fatherly one Henri knew was reserved for his children. “Snow will have all the freedom she desires. And whenever she wishes to visit her brother, we’ll make sure she does so safely.”

      Deniz took a deep breath, looking relieved. Then he bowed, and when he stood, he smiled. “I’m…thankful for your help.” He looked around the busy hall. “My father loved me. And he loved Snow, in his own way. But I’m hoping very much that this can be the start of a new era.”

      Henri’s father nodded solemnly. “I want that as well. Unfortunately, it will be a number of years before Tumen will be able to change its reputation.” He chuckled softly. “Changing people’s minds and chasing away old tales can take years. I have firsthand experience with that.”

      Deniz nodded again. “Well, then. I know you have to go, so I shall allow you to finish, and I’ll go bid my sister farewell once more. But please…know that you’re welcome. Anytime.” He bowed again and then turned and walked away.

      “Oh, Deniz,” Henri’s father called once more. The young king turned around.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m glad you did, but…out of curiosity, what prompted you to seek our help in the first place?”

      Deniz gave him a mischievous smile. “It’s a long story, Your Highness—one best shared over a glass of brandy and a hot fire.” Then he turned and began walking once more.

      Henri and his father gave each other mutual looks of confusion before heading for the stables. Henri held his breath, waiting for his father to begin. But his father only looked lost in his own thoughts as they walked.

      King Everard Fortier was the kind of man legends were sung about. Those who didn’t know the family’s history were often surprised to find that he already had a grown son, as the king wasn’t yet past his forty-fifth year. His body showed no sign of aging, aside from the worry lines that were so often on his face, and the gray hairs that peppered his dark blond head of hair, though few people came close enough to notice that detail. He was just as strong and agile as the day Henri had met him, and now wielded even more power than he had back then.

      But there was a gentleness about him now that hadn’t been there when Henri was first adopted. Henri’s mother said it came with fatherhood, and that Henri would understand when he had his own children one day. Henri wasn’t sure what to think about that, but he did know that for some reason, he craved his father’s protection now just as much as he ever had as a boy. Even worse, he also felt the need to prove himself now more than ever before. Looking back upon this entire adventure, he cringed, knowing he certainly hadn’t done that.

      “I’m ready for it, and we’re reasonably alone,” he finally said, unable to bear the silence any longer. “You might as well say it.”

      His father looked at him with wide eyes. “Ready for what?”

      Henri grimaced. “I know I shouldn’t have left Destin the way I did. But I thought maybe I could bring peace, and when the Fortress told me to go⁠—”

      “Henri.” His father stopped walking and turned to him. They were in the stables now, and as always seemed to happen, every Tumenian stable hand seemed to disappear the moment they entered. But Henri didn’t mind for once, as this meant they had relative privacy. “When the Fortress tells you to do something, you do it. I’m not angry.” He chuckled slightly and shook his head as he went to prepare his horse for the journey. “Though I will say that I’m decently terrified of facing your grandfather after what you left him to. The staff will have driven him mad by now.”

      Henri chuckled and followed suit. “I suppose I owe him a few days in the shop after this.” Whenever Henri had been in trouble as a boy, his punishment had often been spending the day or week helping his grandparents—his mother’s parents—with their shop in the city. But, as he had found out on his first day, working in the shop was hardly a punishment. Rather, the time spent with his new grandparents had helped ground him. There were days now when he sometimes escaped to sweep floors so he wouldn’t have to talk to politicians.

      “Oh, you owe him an entire month in that shop,” his father laughed. But then his smile quickly faded. “Henri, I can’t tell you how worried we were when we got your message. We were in Ombrin, and as soon as we read what you were describing, we knew you were exactly where we needed to be.”

      “Ombrin isn’t close to Tumen, though,” Henri said as he began to brush his horse.

      “No, it’s not.” His father’s jaw hardened. “And as much as it killed us, we couldn’t travel as quickly as we hoped. We were waylaid by two storms, and I can’t begin to tell you how maddening it was to sit inside, knowing you needed us.”

      Henri brushed his horse for another minute or two before speaking again. Snow was currently preparing all she needed for the journey to Destin, and his mother was finishing her interviews with the staff. He might as well get it all out now. “I wasn’t planning on falling in love with the princess of Tumen. Just returning her to her brother.”

      “Oh?” His father gave him a knowing grin. “And what did she think of that?”

      “She hated me at first. Apparently, her father had taught her exactly what you might expect of Destin and its sovereigns.”

      Henri’s father was quiet for a moment. “Did I ever tell you how angry I was when I found out that it was your mother the Fortress brought to help me break the curse?”

      Henri stopped brushing to stare at him. “But I thought you ordered grandfather to bring her to help you.”

      “Oh, I did.” His father wryly chuckled. “But in my selfishness and denial—the reasons the Fortress had cursed me to begin with—I felt absolutely cheated and betrayed when it was none other than the girl who had haunted my dreams, reminding me of everything I hated in myself.”

      Henri considered this. He knew his parents’ beginning had been a rocky one. Largely because, after getting himself and his kingdom cursed by the Fortress itself, his father had heard tell of his mother’s unusually strong heart, and had demanded she come to help him break the curse. But he had never heard the details of how they had felt about the thing, only that somehow, they had fallen madly in love and were living their happily ever after.

      “When did it change?” Henri asked quietly. “What you felt for her, I mean.”

      Henri’s father paused and his eyes grew distant. “She was very closed off for a long time. If I despised her, she loathed me. And with reason. But one night, I pushed her too far, and in her anger, she tried to run outside.” His father’s gray eyes darkened, the swirling blue flames waving frantically within them. “Nevina had heard of the curse and was watching the Fortress from the foot of the mountain. And as soon as your mother stepped foot outside, she sent her nighthawks—her personally trained pets—after your mother.”

      He went back to brushing, and his voice was tight when he spoke again. “I knew what Nevina would do, so I ran after your mother as best I could. But when one of the hawks injured her…” He briefly closed his eyes. “I’ll never forget that scream, Henri. And I realized that night that I not only didn’t want your mother to die.” His father opened his eyes and looked directly at him. “I wanted her to live.”

      “So,” Henri said slowly, “you wanted nothing to do with her…until you didn’t want to do anything without her.”

      Henri’s father stared at him for a moment before letting out a chuckle. “I suppose you could say I did. But my point is, Henri, that the Fortress brought me the woman I needed. As it seems to have done for you.”

      They were quiet until their horses were mounted, and they left the sheltered quiet of the stable to search for the Chiens, who had been put up at an inn nearby.

      “I’ve been doing some research into Dilara’s family,” his father said as they trotted along, “and it seems they have ties to the warlocks’ society. Not directly, but enough to get their hands on Sorthileige. And their numbers are great enough, and their locations varied enough that they would have easily been able to locate gifted citizens for Dilara. They could have distributed her twisted metal to them.”

      “From what I understand,” Henri said slowly, “it seems she drew inspiration from both the Shadow in Ashland and Princess Nevina for her attacks. Many of her methods were the same. But wait, you said they have ties to the warlocks’ society?” Henri looked at his father. “Weren’t those the ones who threatened to kill Mother the night you were married?”

      “Yes.” His father’s voice was clipped. But then he gave Henri a bitter grin. “And robbed me of my honeymoon. I still haven’t forgiven them for that either.”

      Henri shuddered, though he wasn’t sure if it was because of the warlocks or because he had no desire to know anything about his parents’ honeymoon.

      Even if he was adopted.

      “But Henri?”

      Henri turned and looked at his father. They were now on a quieter street, and there weren’t many passersby.

      “Was there something else you wanted to tell me?” his father asked softly. “You looked as though you weren’t finished.”

      Henri stared at him for a long moment before the guilt and shame came crashing back in. Better to just get it over with.

      “You know how I’ve had to…to work hard to maintain control of my power over the years. And how you said that struggle came in part because of the fae blood within me?”

      His father nodded once before smiling slightly. “You do also remember that the Fortier line isn’t necessarily known for our patience either, yes?”

      Henri laughed uneasily. “Yes, but…there’s more. More than the temper, I mean, that is left over from mother’s side.”

      Henri’s father stopped walking and turned to face him. “Henri, what are you trying to say? Just say it, and we can talk.”

      Henri closed his eyes. “I used some of my fae power to defeat and kill Dilara. I didn’t want to. I tried not to, but she had so much power, and I needed to make sure Snow⁠—”

      A large hand squeezed Henri’s shoulder.

      “Henri, open your eyes.”

      Henri swallowed and forced his eyes open. He wasn’t sure how he would face the disappointment he was sure to see. And yet, when he opened them…

      There wasn’t any.

      “Henri, I want you to remember Garin. I know it was a long time ago, but…you remember that he had unusual powers too, yes?”

      Henri nodded. He would never forget.

      “The fae weren’t created as the creatures they eventually choose to become. Just recently, you saw the group I escorted back to their realm—fae who came of their own volition after saving a large group of human children.” He touched Henri’s face and gave him a sad smile. “I’m afraid I haven’t been able to teach you everything you deserve to know about your mother’s blood. I wish I could. But the fae as they’re created aren’t evil. And as such,” he straightened, “it would be foolish not to use your own natural gifts to do as the Fortress pleases with them.”

      Henri stared at his father, uncomprehending. All these years, he’d hidden his fae abilities, ashamed and afraid of them, wishing he could cut them off as one might cut off a rotting limb.

      “You used what you had so you could do what you must.” His father smiled. “Which means you will one day move mountains I could never dream of.”

      Henri sincerely doubted that. But he didn’t argue. His father’s face shone with pride. And that was exactly what Henri needed to see.

      “I’m proud of you,” his father said. “And I’m fully confident that you’re going to make a better king than I.”

      Henri wanted to reply, but his throat welled up, and he found he couldn’t speak.

      Instead of taking offense, however, his father only grinned and nudged his horse on again. “Hopefully not too soon, though. I’ve still got to figure out what all this nonsense about Gavin hating his name is.”

      Henri laughed, feeling lighter than he thought he would ever feel again.
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      What about these, Your Majesty?” one of the serving girls asked, shyly peeking up at the queen of Destin. Queen Isabelle looked at the servant’s proffered stockings.

      “Hmm. Let’s pack three of those. Thank you.” She looked at Snow and smiled. “You’ll only need enough to get you to the Fortress. We’ll have a whole new wardrobe prepared for you once you’re home.”

      Snow smiled back, feeling nearly as shy as the servant girl, despite the fact that she’d been with her future mother-in-law for two full days now. But truly, the woman was a wonder. She seemed to have everything under her control the moment she walked into the room. And although Snow had heard the servants speak poorly of the royal couple when they thought they were being secretive, all seemed to melt with either awe or fear the moment the queen looked directly at them.

      “There’s so much I never knew I needed,” Snow murmured as she looked at the vast array of clothing spread out before them on the bed. The only things she’d been allowed to pack had been her little collection of personal treasures. The comb Hugo had carved for her, her apple mug from the market, her ball jewels, and the ribbon Jules had bought her.

      To Snow’s surprise, the queen laughed. “Need isn’t really what I would call it. What’s expected is more like it.” The queen’s dark blue eyes twinkled. “But not to worry. You won’t be expected to dress in all your finery every day. None of us do. Just for special occasions and to meet diplomats and such. My husband prefers efficiency over fashion in his court.”

      They were interrupted by a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” the queen called without looking.

      A manservant entered and bowed. “I have a message from His Royal Majesty, King Deniz, for the princess.”

      Snow straightened. “Yes?” It was still so strange to be addressed with the deference of a princess. Even the Chiens, as respectful as they had been, had treated her with warmth and familiarity. Which was probably why they’d chosen to sleep at a nearby inn, rather than staying the night with Snow and Henri’s family.

      “His Majesty wishes for the princess to attend him in the private sickroom immediately,” the servant answered. “It appears Lady Collette has awakened.”

      Snow stood immediately and would have run out of the room if the servant hadn’t been blocking the door. But remembering whose presence she was in, she looked at the queen, who nodded and gave her an encouraging smile.

      Snow’s worst nightmare had, apparently, come to fruition. Her aunt had been taken captive by Dilara not long after she had been spotted talking to Prince Henri, and by the time she was discovered, she’d been sick. Well, sick was how the healer had described it to Snow. But Snow knew from listening in on other conversations that her aunt had really been close to death. Something about Dilara inflicting poison upon her for days.

      Snow had, of course, demanded to see her aunt immediately, but King Everard had gently told her it would be best if her aunt had time for healing and then rest. Then he’d spent nearly an hour using his healing fire on her, and even then, she still wasn’t strong enough to entertain visitors. Snow knew he was right, of course, but it had nearly killed her to wait around for the moment Collette was finally deemed well enough to see her.

      “Snow.” Snow’s brother was standing outside the private sickroom’s closed door. Snow hurried to his side. “Is she well?” she asked anxiously as the servant bowed and left them.

      Her brother frowned slightly. “Well isn’t how I would describe her, but she is better. Still, I’m afraid she won’t be able to see you for long.” He cast a worried glance at the closed door behind him. “Just one more reason I’m not fit to be king.” He gave Snow a guilty smile. “But she is demanding to see you.”

      Snow gave her brother a hug. “Nonsense. But we’ll discuss that after.” Then she opened the door and silently crept into the room and stopped a few paces from the bed.

      Her aunt certainly wasn’t well. She had lost far too much weight, and her skin looked as though it had been stretched over her bones. Her hair was brushed but dry and limp, and she was deathly pale.

      “Collette,” Snow breathed, sinking down to her knees beside her aunt. “I…I’m so sorry.” She tried to push back the tears that suddenly wanted to come, but they were already welling up in the corners of her eyes.

      Her aunt’s frame was frail, but her pale eyes narrowed as she looked at Snow. “And why are you sorry?” she demanded to know in a tone that would have made Snow go rigid as a child. But now, it was so full of life and authority that Snow nearly laughed in relief.

      “I escaped without thinking of you,” Snow sniffled in reply. “And I only tried to find you once⁠—”

      “And I’m very put out with you that you tried even that,” her aunt retorted. But she took Snow’s hand in her cold one anyway. “As soon as I saw the heir to Destin’s throne, I knew everything would work out all right. And it did.”

      “But you—” Snow tried to interject, but her aunt shook her head.

      “I made the choices that led me to where I am today. And I don’t regret a single one. You, however,” she said, her voice softening as she touched Snow’s face, “didn’t ask for any of this. You didn’t deserve any of this.” Then she paused and smiled. “Well, except for Prince Henri.” Her eyes suddenly sparkled. “You deserve him.”

      Snow blushed. “But…how did you know it was him? You’d never seen him before, had you?”

      Her aunt chuckled. “I’ve only ever seen the old king…and the new one when he was very young. But the Fortiers are hard to miss with their fiery eyes and all. That, and all the men seem to look alike.” Then she smirked. “Not that that’s a bad thing.”

      Snow smiled, then sighed.

      “What is it?” her aunt asked, her voice softer.

      “I want to marry Henri,” Snow said softly. “But I’m not sure I can be queen. At least, not the kind the Destinians approve of.”

      “Judging by the health and youth of the current monarchs that visited my sickbed, I’d say you have a very long time before that title is bestowed on you. They hardly look old enough to have adolescent children, let alone grown ones,” her aunt said. “You should have ample time to get familiar with the duties and expectations, and—” Her voice caught in her throat. “It broke my heart all those years to parrot the lies your father was feeding you about my people and my home. I always wanted you to know and love the Fortress as your mother and I did.”

      “But the old king chased her out!” Snow exclaimed.

      “Yes, I know. Despite what happened, though, the Fortress is dearly beloved by all Destinians. And most Destinians, at heart, are generous, kind people. And those of us who had seen the young Prince Everard were confident that the future would be in good hands.” She smiled as if to herself. “And they seem to be.” Then she let out a long sigh and looked at Snow once again. “And if I’m not mistaken, it will be time for you to accompany the royal family back very soon.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” Snow whispered.

      “You will leave,” her aunt’s eyes burned fiercely once again, “and I will follow you when I am well. Yes?”

      Snow swallowed hard, but managed to nod.

      “I’ve always felt guilty that you wanted so much to be loved. But your father deprived you of it.”

      “You loved me,” Snow said.

      “Yes. But I also had to balance love without coddling. Your mother was always better at that kind of thing. I was never a mother to you. Not the way a mother ought to be. And as you got older, I think both of us knew it.” She let out a gusty breath, then waved a hand. “That’s behind us now, though. You can and will be loved to your heart’s content. And you will love them all in return.”

      Snow wanted to argue further that it was better for her to stay with Collette until she had healed, but her aunt cut off all hopes of arguing by closing her eyes and beginning to breathe deeply. So Snow placed a soft kiss on her forehead before returning to the hall where her brother waited.

      “I know you need to leave soon,” he said as soon as the door was closed. “But now that we’re finally alone…” He closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath. “Snow, I’m so sorry.” He looked up at her with mournful eyes. “I should have protected you from so many things. But I didn’t.” He let out a sad chuckle. “In my first two months on the throne, I’ve nearly managed to get my sister killed and bring the kingdom to its knees, not to mention all the other people my ill-chosen wife managed to entrap from around the world.”

      Snow pulled his hands down from his face and held them tightly in hers. “You’ll learn,” she said. “Father didn’t really prepare either of us for this.” She shook her head. “I hated Henri when I first met him. Because I believed everything Father had told me. I suppose…I have much to learn still as well.”

      Deniz gave her a sad smile and pulled her in for another hug. “I’ll miss you.”

      “I probably should have asked you if you wanted me to go to Destin before I said yes,” she said, her voice slightly muffled by his cloak. “What, with you being my older brother and king and all that.”

      He pulled back and gave her a wry smile. “I wasn’t really there for you to ask, was I? And…while I hate to see you leave, I think this will be what you need.” His hands tightened slightly around her arms, and his brow furrowed. “Prince Henri is a better man than I. He’ll be able to protect you the way I didn’t. And after a life of hiding…” He sighed. “Who am I to deny you this?”

      “I’ll miss you as well,” Snow said. “And…thank you for never forgetting me. When we were growing up. Even when Father wanted you to visit me less.”

      “I’ll never forget you at any age,” he said. “And you’ll always have a home here. One I hope you visit often as we work to bring our kingdoms to peace.”

      Snow smiled. “I think I would like that very much.”

      Her brother’s gaze shifted from her face to the squirrel who had climbed up onto her shoulder, and he made a face. “Him, however, I’ll be happy to forget. He bit me in my sleep last night. I’m sure of it.”

      Emre made a series of squeaks and scoldings that Snow was absolutely sure meant he was guilty, but before she could chide him, she heard footsteps from around the corner at the end of the hall.

      “Snow?” a deep voice called. Snow looked up to see Henri appear at the end of the hallway. He still took her breath away, tall and strong in his cloak and traveling boots. “Are you ready?”

      Snow smiled at her brother once more before letting go of him and taking Henri’s outstretched hand. “I am,” she said.

      And she meant every word.
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      A month after leaving Tumen, Snow found herself getting ready for the traditional crystal floor dance.

      “It won’t be like the usual dances,” the queen had told her with an apologetic grin. “Henri won’t be looking for his future wife. The Fortress has already made that clear.”

      “Then what’s the dance for?” Snow asked as the queen held up two gowns in front of her. She frowned thoughtfully at the blue one, then at the white.

      “It’s to show our friends and allies that you truly are chosen by the Fortress. It’s why so many of them have come to experience this day with you. Gigi, help me here. Which one do you think?”

      Gigi, the Fortress’s head mistress, came over and pursed her lips as well. In her short time at the Fortress, Snow had come to adore and somewhat fear Gigi. The woman was by far one of the most powerful people in Destin, though few probably knew it. Henri had told Snow that she helped raise his father when King Everard was a boy, when his parents tended to ignore him. And if the current monarchs cared that the old woman had nearly as much authority as they did, they didn’t show it. Snow had even, on one occasion, seen Gigi guilt the king into a meeting even his wife hadn’t been able to convince him to attend.

      And from the moment Snow had arrived, Gigi had doted on her as well.

      “Neither,” she finally said before turning back to the wardrobe. “That’s why I commissioned this one as well.” She removed yet another gown from the wardrobe and turned it so Snow and the queen could see. Snow gasped, and the queen clapped her hands like a little girl.

      “It’s perfect, Gigi!”

      The gown was by far the most beautiful Snow had ever seen. It was much like a wedding gown with a fitted bodice that gathered at the waist and then flowed out into a beautiful bell-shaped skirt at the bottom. The inner layers of the skirts were cream, but the top layer was sheer and decorated in the most beautiful gold needlework Snow had ever seen. Likewise, the bodice was embroidered in the gold thread, which swirled in symmetrical curls and filigree across the chest. The shoulders were short, flaring out gently just over the top of each arm.

      “Oh,” was all Snow could breathe.

      “With your lovely dark eyes and dark hair, and just enough gold to off-set your skin…” Gigi held the gown up to Snow’s body before beaming. “Yes, I think this is it.”

      “Your eye for fashion never fails,” the queen said with a smile.

      “Am I late?” A young woman’s voice echoed down the hall before she appeared at the door, her cheeks flushed and her golden curls bouncing. “Oh, Snow! It’s perfect!” Genny clasped her hands over her heart.

      “And your hair,” her mother gently scolded her, “is all out of place again. Genny, what did you do?” The queen went over to the princess and began to tuck her golden curls back into the thin circlet of gold and rubies that was now askew on the princess’s head. Not that it mattered. Princess Genevieve was absolutely breathtaking, no matter what she wore. But after nearly a month of living under the same roof, Snow was more convinced that this beauty stemmed from the way the girl’s eyes sparkled, and how she practically poured liveliness into any room she entered.

      And yet, there were moments—moments when Snow was convinced Genny thought she was alone—that Snow saw the same haunted look in the young princess’s eyes Snow had seen in Henri’s. The girl liked to appear carefree and cheeky. And though she was really not much younger than Snow, she had a very childlike appearance of innocence and fun. But Snow could feel the turmoil within her as well, and sometimes, she looked as though she contained a century of sorrows, rather than those appropriate for her nearly eighteen years.

      But there was no sign of Genny’s sorrow now as she bounced away from her mother and over to Snow. She grinned. “I have a gift from your betrothed!” And she presented Snow with a little brown box.

      Snow carefully took the box and opened it. “Oh!” she exclaimed.

      Inside the box were a set of blue sapphire earrings that dangled and sparkled in the light, and a matching necklace with a gold chain and sparkling blue pendant shaped like a teardrop.

      “These will go perfectly with your gown,” Gigi said, taking the necklace out and clasping it around Snow’s neck. “It’s almost as if he knew I’d commissioned it.” Again, her eyes sparkled, and she looked nearly as mischievous as Genny.

      “They’re too much!” Snow started to protest, but the queen took the earrings and began to fasten them onto Snow’s ears.

      “They were his grandmother’s,” she said calmly as she did. “Everard gave him free rein to choose from his mother’s rather…extensive collection of jewels.” She stepped back and smiled. “And he chose well.”

      “The other women are going to be all out of sorts tonight,” Genny said gleefully as she grinned at Snow. There was a wicked glint in her blue eyes.

      “And why is that?” Snow asked.

      “Because my brother chose you. And you look ravishing,” Genny said.

      “And that’s quite enough impropriety from you,” the queen said, giving Genny a look. “Now, go finish your preparations as well.” She paused. “If you return to your vanity, you should find those pink pearl earrings that you admired in Maricanta last time we were there. Queen Arianna took notice and sent them as an early birthday present.”

      Genny squealed and gave her mother a nearly violent hug before racing from the room.

      Gigi stared after her, shaking her head. “The man that wins her will have to be a sight to behold himself.” She picked up her skirts and hurried toward the door. “I take it you can help Princess Snow, Your Majesty? I think I’d better oversee Miss Genevieve.”

      The queen laughed and told her to go. Then she shut and locked the door so she could help Snow get dressed.

      Snow marveled quietly as the queen helped guide the beautiful gown over her head. Her new family was everything she had ever dreamed of and more. Genny was much like a shooting star, leaving a stream of laughter and chaos in her wake. Gavin, on the other hand, was quiet and thoughtful. And although everyone assumed he would dislike Snow and had warned her gently not to be offended if he seemed disinterested in her, Snow had realized that he was often to be found wherever she was.

      “He finds you calming,” Henri told Snow once when she had remarked about this to him. “He feels an unusual amount of peace when you’re around.”

      And as for Henri’s parents…

      “Now that we’re alone,” the queen said gently as she began to tie the sash at the back of the gown, “why don’t you ask me what you’ve wanted to ask all evening?”

      Snow gave a small start. She had been warned about the queen’s unusual gift, but both her ability to see the truth and her directness still took Snow off guard sometimes. But she was right, of course. Snow had wanted to ask her a very particular question all weekend. And it would be best to get it over with now, so it wouldn’t be hanging over her head all night.

      “I…” Snow’s voice faltered, and she had to clear it and try again. “I just wanted to say that…that I never knew my mother. She died when I was a baby. And though I loved my father…after seeing what Henri and Genny and Gavin have in…in your husband, I realize now that my father really wasn’t much of a father after all.” Snow’s words were coming too fast, but she knew if she slowed down to think about them, she would lose her courage. So she plunged on.

      “And…and I was wondering if you and King Everard, well, if you could…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The queen had stopped tying the ribbons and was now watching her with wide eyes in the vanity’s mirror.

      “If you could one day love me the way you love them,” Snow finished in a rush.

      Before the words were fully out of her mouth, however, she was in the queen’s arms. And the queen held her tight.

      Snow had been embraced by Collette often as a child. And her father had hugged her too. But never like this. Never anything so whole and warm. She hugged the queen back, pleading with the Maker not to let her cry and ruin the color the lady’s maid had spent so long applying to her face and eyes. But then she heard the queen sniff, and her chest gave a slight shudder against Snow’s.

      And in that moment, Snow knew she was home.

      An hour later, the king showed up at Snow’s door, ready to escort them to the crystal balcony. The queen whispered something in his ear, and Snow blushed as the look on the king’s face grew knowing and gentle. Then he extended his arm.

      “Are you ready, Daughter?” he asked softly.

      Snow had to will herself not to cry again as she took his proffered arm, and the queen—her new mother—took his other.

      They arrived at the crystal balcony a few minutes later. There were many, many more people crowded around the crystal dance floor than Snow had known could fit there, and her heart stumbled twice. For while she reveled in meeting all sorts of people the way she had dreamed of when she was in her garden, large crowds still made her nervous. She found some courage, however, when she realized that the guard who stood at the door was Gabriel himself. He gave her the smile she so loved, as did the other Chiens, who were scattered about the balcony with their families. Hugo was somewhere as well, as he had also been brought into the king’s service upon return, though Snow couldn’t see him from where she was standing. Her brother was also somewhere in the throng.

      But then she saw Henri, and all thoughts of the many faces watching her disappeared. Snow had eyes only for him.

      Music began to float through the air, and though Snow couldn’t see the musicians, she felt the notes caress her skin, drawing her toward the young man who was now approaching her.

      Henri was magnificent in his white cloak and trousers. He wore a gold breastplate beneath his cloak, over his coat, and a sword hung from his side. Gold epaulettes hung from each shoulder, and a gold circlet, much like his sister’s, adorned his head. His knee-high boots shone, having been polished nearly as well as the crystal floor, reflecting its blue shine under the moonlight. He stopped a few paces from Snow and bowed deeply.

      Oh, yes. That was Snow’s cue.

      “My lord,” she murmured, reciting the words she’d been taught, “may my life strength be bound to yours.”

      “My lady,” he said, holding out his arm as he straightened. “Never will I let them part,” he said, his answering smile brilliant as she placed her hand on his, and he led her out onto the floor.

      The musicians changed their song, and a new melody began to flow. Henri put one warm hand on her waist and drew her close. With the other, he took her hand, and slowly, they began to turn.

      “Just think, you wanted to run away and live in some village cottage,” he murmured, grinning down at her once again.

      Snow laughed. And as she did, the crowd around them let out a gasp in unison, and then they began to applaud. Snow looked down and gasped as well when she saw blue swirls of the Fortress’s infamous blue flames swirling about their feet, rising quickly until the couple was surrounded. And for a moment, it was just them alone in a world of power and light.

      “I was afraid I wouldn’t fit,” she answered back. “How could I know the Fortress was calling me home?”

      As she spoke, the people around them let out more cries of surprise. Henri looked around, and his mouth fell open. “Snow, look!”

      Snow looked up to find her own magic, gold and shimmering, twining itself with the blue flames. It danced around and above them, where it arched, sparkling over their heads.

      “If that isn’t a welcome home sign,” Henri breathed in her ear, “I don’t know what is.”
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        * * *

      

      After the dance, Henri took Snow around the balcony to meet her new family, friends, and allies. His grandparents she had already met, and she absolutely adored them. The queen’s mother was tall and slim, very much in appearance like the queen, just with more silver hair, and her father was stout and extremely good-tempered, especially considering the fact that he’d been saddled with the entire kingdom for several weeks. Something he liked to tease Henri about.

      “But if it meant bringing her home, I’d do it again,” he said, kissing Snow’s hand. “Young lady, I have seen him smile more in the past month than I have in the last decade.”

      Snow was quickly found by all her beloved Chiens, where there was much laughter, many tears, and countless introductions to wives, sons, daughters, and more. Snow promised to visit their homes soon, and in return, extracted the promise that they would return to the Fortress often as well.

      Snow’s brother soon found her too. “I would ask you if you’re happy,” he said, studying her face, “but I only have to look into your eyes to know that.”

      Much to her chagrin, Snow soon lost track of all the new faces and names that were hurled at her, one after another. Two introductions she didn’t forget, however, were to Henri’s best friend, Prince Nicholas of Ashland, and his wife, Princess Elaina.

      Prince Nicholas looked as though he might have stepped out of one of Snow’s fairy tale books. He was extremely tall, and though not as well-muscled as Henri, had broad, straight shoulders and piercing blue eyes. His wife, Princess Elaina, also looked like someone out of a legend. But she was more ethereal, her eyes the same green-blue Snow imagined the ocean to be, and her honey colored hair was somehow both coiffed yet rebellious at the same time.

      “Has Henri told you about the trouble these two have gotten into over the years?” she asked Snow with a mischievous smile.

      “Um, no.” Snow looked up at Henri. The thought of ever-proper Henri getting into trouble was foreign. Did he even know how? “What trouble did you get into?” Snow asked, suddenly morbidly curious.

      Henri colored slightly, which made Prince Nicholas throw his head back and laugh. “It was mostly my fault, I assure you,” he said, his blue eyes gleaming.

      Princess Elaina leaned forward to whisper in Snow’s ear. “Someday, when we have time to ourselves, I’ll share all the good stories.” Then she winked at Snow.

      Snow smiled back, feeling somewhat dazed. Had she just found a friend? Suddenly, she hoped very much that she had.

      But they couldn’t stay with the Ashlandian prince and princess all night, as much as Snow might have liked to. She was soon introduced to Henri’s very thin, very tall uncle, Prince Launce of Cobrin, and his sweet and very pregnant wife, Princess Olivia. Then there were the two monarchs who made Snow feel most in awe, the famed Sea Crown, Queen Arianna of the merpeople, and the Sun Crown, King Michaelangelo. Although he insisted Snow call him Michael.

      “Everyone else does,” he said, smiling down at his wife. “Michaelangelo is for royal events and people who despise me.”

      Snow was beginning to feel like her head was spinning after she was introduced to a duke, whose name she immediately forgot, and his twelve children, when she felt a tap on her arm. She turned to see Henri’s younger brother, Gavin, give her a bow.

      “Might I have the honor of a dance?” he asked, his young voice breaking twice as he asked.

      But this only made Snow smile. “Of course,” she said, and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor again, where she could hear people oohing and awwing over them. Gavin turned a bright red, which was visible against the freckles he had obviously inherited from his mother, along with his copper hair. But to his credit, he danced quite well.

      “I thought you might need a break from all the introductions,” he said in a low voice as they turned.

      Snow stared at him and then laughed. “Well, you were right. How did you know?”

      He gave her a serious look back that reminded Snow much of his father. “Because I needed a break too.” Then he glanced over her shoulder and made a face.

      “What is it?” Snow asked.

      He just shook his head. “My brother wants you back when we’re done.”

      Snow couldn’t tell whether this bothered the young prince more because he would have to return to mingling with the throng, or because he genuinely enjoyed her company. Either way, she decided, she would give him as much dignity as she could all the way to the end.

      And she did. But as they finished, and Henri joined them on the dance floor, Snow realized she was excessively tired.

      “Are you ready for a break?” Henri murmured as he took her arm from his younger brother.

      Snow thanked Gavin for the wonderful dance before turning to Henri again. “You have no idea.”

      “I think I might.” He smiled mischievously. “Parties like this tempted me to run away more than once.” Then he nodded toward the Fortress. “Follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      Snow breathed a sigh of relief when they emerged on another balcony. But this one was small, and someone had set it with two chairs, a small table, and a full and ready tea. This tea included a number of sandwiches, which made Snow realize that she was ravenous. When was the last time she’d eaten?

      They could still hear the sounds of the celebration below, as this balcony was several stories higher than the crystal balcony. Snow didn’t mind the noise, though. It was cheerful and not at all overwhelming—as long as she wasn’t expected to take part in it again anytime soon.

      “After the wedding,” Henri said, calling her attention back to him. “I’m going to take you all around the world.”

      Snow’s mouth fell open. “Really?”

      “You’re going to see all those places you’ve read about in your books. But with your own eyes this time.” He poured her a cup of tea and put several small sandwiches on her plate. Snow picked one up and bit into it greedily.

      “You’re going to see and learn everything you’ve ever wanted,” he continued. “Everything you need to feel ready.”

      Snow put her sandwich down and stared at him for a long moment. So long that his smile began to fade, and he sat straighter. “What’s wrong? Do you not want to⁠—”

      Before he could finish, Snow was out of her seat, and she pulled him out of his. Then, taking his face in her hands, she pulled him down for a long, lingering kiss. His mouth tasted like cherry wine, and she leaned into the kiss as he pulled her closer.

      Emre, who had been in the act of stealing a sandwich, took one long look at them, then scampered off as he made scornful chirps that sounded quite affronted. Snow just smiled into the kiss and wrapped her arms around Henri’s waist.

      “That’s a tall order,” she said, her lips brushing his as she spoke. “I want to know a lot.” She paused and pulled back. “But more than anything, I want to know you.”

      Henri looked down at her, the fire in his eyes pulsing violently. “And I,” he said, drawing her close, “intend to learn everything about you. A lesson I intend to enjoy for a long, long time.” And with that, he kissed her again.
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      King Caden looked warily about him, but there wasn’t much to see. A sticky, white fog filled the moor’s air, making visibility beyond several paces impossible. His horse and those of his companions were stamping and snorting, eager to leave the desolate place. At least, he assumed they were snorting. He could see them bobbing their heads up and down as their nostrils flared, but as with everything else in this forsaken place, they made no sound. The moor was utterly silent.

      For what felt like the hundredth time that day, he looked down at the bright red ruby lying on the ground. Tracking it down had cost him a fortune, and even more to purchase. Surely the holy man hadn’t been mistaken when he’d claimed it was the only way to summon the witches...

      If he was wrong, Caden didn’t know what he would do. Wait for the next attack and hope the body count wasn’t too high? No, that wasn’t acceptable either. He would just have to hope and pray the ruby worked as they continued to wait.

      Sir Jason gave Caden a long look, then nodded to the north. His knight obviously wished him to leave. Caden and his men were exposed and nearly defenseless on this cursed moor, and it was making the four knights he’d brought with him more than a little nervous that their king refused to leave. But Caden couldn’t leave. He’d come here for a reason, and if he gave up now, his people would only suffer more.

      “King Caden,” called a low, feminine voice, breaking the silence like glass. “You summoned me?” Though they were somewhat amused and mocking, the woman’s words sent a shiver down Caden’s spine. He hadn’t given her his name.

      He tried to suppress his discomfort, though, as a woman dressed all in red emerged from the smoke-like fog.

      “Lady Esmerelda,” he said, finding his own voice restored to him. “I’ve summoned you to discuss terms.”

      “How amusing.” Her red eyes glinted as she drew near. “You intrigue me, though. What sort of terms do you wish to negotiate?”

      “I’ve come to offer you the territory from the southwest arroyo to the edge of the Reidh River. If you will remain in those lands, my men will leave you unharmed, and a barrier will be erected to keep citizens⁠—”

      “You’ve courage, I’ll give you that.” She began to walk in a circle around him. Sir Jason’s hand went immediately to his sword, but Caden gave him a sharp look. Jason was his best knight and his closest friend, and Caden had no doubt the witch would slay him without a thought.

      At least she was talking to Caden. He hadn’t even been sure she would do that.

      “I’m curious, though,” she continued, the circle she walked about him growing smaller. “Surely you don’t think yourself more powerful or competent than any of your fathers before you.” Her smile widened. “Your ancestors have been trying to chase me and my sisters from this place for centuries. What makes you think you will succeed where they failed?”

      As she fixed her ruby eyes on him, Caden suddenly felt as though his skin was crawling with ants. Her eyes were too bright, too excited to be safe. But he kept his gaze firmly on hers.

      “Not hubris, if that’s what you’re insinuating. No, I come because I am king, and it’s my duty to protect my people. People that you,” he let his own eyes narrow, “have been assaulting much as of late.”

      “And what do you think you could threaten me with that your ancestors  haven’t before?” She smiled. As she did, two more witches appeared, flanking their sister, each dressed in scarlet as well.

      Caden bit back a curse. He’d come expecting to deal with one witch. Not three.

      “I’m offering you a place to live that would be clearly marked as your own,” he said, enunciating each word with care. One had to be wary when speaking to witches. “Then you would be free of my people’s curiosity, and they wouldn’t have their land encroached upon any more by you or your fog.”

      “And take away my main source of entertainment?” She clicked her tongue. “No, Your Majesty, I think I enjoy the kingdom as it is. In fact...” She lifted the ruby from the ground. As her fingers brushed the gem, it was set aflame. “I think I will enjoy this very much.” With those words, she slammed the stone back down upon the grass. As soon as it hit the verdant blades, the flame from the stone spread to the ground, moving out in a spiral around him, following the circles the witch had walked.

      Caden’s men drew their weapons. Caden drew his sword as well, hoping the extra weight of his newly acquired blade wouldn’t slow his combat. Though the daylight was dimmed by the fog, the rubies set in the hilt of the sword began to glitter. As they did, the spiral of fire was quenched, and Esmerelda froze, dual horror and exhilaration in her eyes.

      “The Sword of Eridas,” she whispered.

      
        
        Continue King Caden’s adventure in Princess of the Silent Moor: A Novella Fairy Tale Retelling of Princess Finola and the Dwarf set in the Classical Kingdoms Collection world.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Reader,

        Thank you so much for spending your precious reading time with me. I hope you found the magic you were looking for.  If you enjoyed it, please help other readers find this story by leaving a review on your favorite online retailer or Goodreads.com.

      

        

      
        And if you want free, exclusive stories about Henri and his family and friends, visit  BrittanyFichterFiction.com. By joining my email list, you’ll get free access to exclusive secret chapters, sneak peeks, book updates, discounts, and more!
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