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  Chapter one
Zara


It’s at least a hundred feet to the ground from the cliff I’m clinging to. The air is thin and icy and my breath bursts from my lips in tiny puffs. 
I dare to glance over my shoulder at the ravine below. A couple of dyads trot and skip over the sharp rocks, resembling ants marching swiftly to their hill. If I slip, even slightly, the rocky terrain will do little to break my fall. 
A smile creeps over my lips. 
Perhaps it’s the adrenaline. Perhaps it’s the awareness that my father would be absolutely furious if he discovers what I’m doing. Whatever's behind the rush of pure joy, it doesn’t matter. I’m here.
The wind swirls through my long hair, pulling small white-blonde strands from my braid and they tickle my cheeks. The scent of winter aconite flowers blooming from beneath layers of snow and the sounds of pixies murmuring curiously as they flit past fill my senses. Suddenly I’m part of the wintry wood surrounding me. This. This is the feeling I long for. The rush. In this moment, risking death and dismemberment, I’m free. Free from my duties. Free from solely thinking about alliances and how to prevent wars. Free from who I’m born to become.
The wind burns as it whips against my face and I wince at the sting, yet it’s a welcome sensation all the same. I climb higher and reach toward another leverage point when my right foot misses its landing and slides against the cliff. I quickly lose my grip and scramble to gain a foothold, panic overpowering the wonderful feeling of freedom.
A large crevice streaks through the side of the rock about five feet to my right and I use all my strength to swing my body toward it but miss by a couple inches and find myself dangling by one hand and rapidly slipping. My fingers ache as I grip the stone harder, but it’s no use. I scream as I tumble backward, falling toward the ravine. A twinge of a burning sensation knots in the pit of my stomach and I hope this is the moment when my body will finally shift into something that can save me from this death drop.
But nothing happens.
I’m going to die. And in the most awful way possible. My arms flail in front of me as I fall, desperately reaching for something to grab onto to stop my descent, but it’s only a reflex. I know this is the end. I close my eyes and await my fate.
Sharp pain rips through each of my shoulders.
I gasp as I’m lifted through the air and tossed on the cold ground at the top of the cliff I’d been climbing. I roll onto my side and lie there for several minutes trying to catch the breath that has been forced out my lungs from the impact. I tentatively sit up, bracing myself on the snowy mountaintop. The world spins all around me, and footsteps race toward me.
“Zara! I’m so sorry. Are you hurt?” What had just been the large talons of a golden eagle are now unmistakably Fae hands gripping my shoulders, helping me to stand. “I didn’t mean to drop you, but I can only carry you a short distance and…” My best friend, Emlyn, gives me a once-over, searching for injuries, worry creasing her brow. “You’re bleeding!”
I look at my shoulders and see blood trickling from two small puncture wounds on each of my arms. “I’m okay.” I steady myself on her forearms. “It’s a small price to pay for not plunging to my death. I just got the wind knocked out of me, that’s all.” I attempt to smile to prove I’m unharmed, and she releases me.
“You know, these accidents could all be avoided if you would just learn how to shift. Then you wouldn’t need to rely on me to rescue you all the time.” She smooths out her simple white tunic and gray pants before tying her long espresso-colored hair into a bun.
Ouch. I frown and pick at the hair at the end of my braid.
She notes the hurt on my face. “I’m only kidding.” A lopsided smile spreads across her lips and her cheeks flush from the cold, “But it is getting a little harder to carry you now that I’m older. My back is too frail for all that lifting.” She leans forward and rubs her lower back as if she might topple over from the imaginary pain.
I laugh so hard, my sides ache. “Okay, first, I don’t need rescuing all the time and second, we’re only nineteen. Hardly old.” I brush off my tunic and shake the snow from my hair. 
Emlyn straightens. “According to your stepmother, you should be married with little faelings by now. Preparing to be a queen.” 
I huff and roll my eyes. That amount of responsibility doesn’t appeal much to me. 
“Well, she got her wish, didn’t she? You’re looking at the future Queen of Lanray.” I dive into a mock curtsy and trip over my own boots, landing on my rear.
Emlyn giggles at my clumsiness then bows, “Your Majesty.” She bursts into a fit of laughter before saying, between giggles, “You need some help with your curtsies, Princess.”
My jaw drops with feigned shock, and I place a hand over my chest, “How dare you address me in such a way!” I get to my feet and nudge her, joining in her tearful laughter.
Our laughter fades and we gaze out to the wintry wonderland of the forest surrounding Masseda. I don’t want to leave my Court. I don’t want to leave Emlyn or my father. Especially not to marry the stuffy prince of Lanray. But is it truly my decision? Of course it isn’t. Not as a royal. There are alliances that must be formed to ensure that the Seelie Court remains strong and in control for the foreseeable future. 
And I just have to deal with it.
Emlyn puts her hand on my shoulder. “Rumor is, he’s good looking. So, there’s something to look forward to.” She’s joking to make me feel better, but she isn’t wrong. 
Prince Leer is attractive. At least, that’s what I’ve heard. I’ve never laid eyes on him. 
I sigh heavily, taking in one last breath of freedom. “Come on, we should get back to Court before Elara sends out a search party.” Not that my stepmother would ever be concerned about my safety, but I don’t say as much.
Emlyn nods and with a cold whoosh of air, her lithe Fae body transforms seamlessly into a beautiful brown bird of prey. Her animal form is nearly as graceful as she is in her given form, her eyes just as golden. A pang of jealousy strikes me like a smack in the face. Why can’t I transform into some kind of animal? Any kind.
I’d be happy to shift into a grasshopper at this point. 
Emlyn lifts her head motioning for me to follow. I nod and she leads the way above the canopy. Then we take off. I race through the pines and evergreens of the forest, kicking up snow beneath my feet. My eyes sharpen and the pointed tips of my ears tingle with the sounds of the Woodlands sweeping past me. I may not be able to shift, but my natural abilities of speed and heightened senses rival the best in Masseda. I smile as I wander deeper into the forest toward the palace, Emlyn soaring high above me. She slows to a hover and eyes the forest floor before emitting a horrific screech. 
Something’s wrong. 
I narrow my eyes and wait for her to continue on. But she swoops in tight circles, her eagle vision scanning the canopy. I stop short and sniff the crisp evening air, getting the unpleasant feeling that someone or something is out here, watching us. Emlyn gains height again and screeches before flying ahead to check the path.
I take a couple steps, creeping along a dirt trail littered with rocks and roots and branches. The infringing darkness of the evening and silence of the Woodlands surround me. Swallow me up. Gooseflesh crawls along my arms and up to my neck, and a putrid whiff of rot and death attacks my nostrils. A low growl comes from somewhere to my left. 
I take off running.
Another growl. And another. Intensifying into a bellowing roar. A scream escapes my lips, and I run faster, hoping Emlyn hears my cries from the air. Tears stream down my cheeks. Branches slap me in the face. But I keep going. Fighting my way through the bramble. Something’s behind me. Gaining ground. I glance over my shoulder, seeing only darkness. But it’s there. I feel it.
I whip my head back around and slam into something hard.
I slowly drag my gaze up the mountainous body of the creature before me. Gray and wrinkled. Black and empty eyes. Claws extended at its sides. Hideous. Its lip curls up revealing razor sharp fangs.
I can’t move. I can’t scream. I can’t even breathe. 
We stare at each other for a second. An eternity. It moves slightly toward me. Fear clutches my gut. I step back. A screech rips through the sky, and in a flash of black smoke, the creature transforms. Long legs shorten and grow talons. Haggard and scaly arms become feathered. I track the owl’s beating wings as it flies above my head and disappears into the night. 
My knees give way beneath me, and I crumple onto the dirt. 
I pull my knees to my chest, and bury my head in my hands, shaking from the encounter. I’ve never seen a troll before, but I know what I’ve heard and read. And that…that was no troll.
Footsteps race toward me from the path. I startle and hover closer to the brush to camouflage my body with the bushes. 
“Zara?” Emlyn calls. 
I release a ragged breath and scramble to my feet. “Emlyn?” I rush my friend and throw myself into her arms. 
“Are you okay? I heard you scream.” She pulls from the embrace to assess me. “What happened?”
Blood trickles from several scratches along my arms. “Something was chasing me. It…it was a…” I don’t even know how to describe it. My heart pounds and my hands tremble as I brush a strand of stray hair from my face. I scan the area. What if it’s still out there? What if it comes back? “Did you see something? Above the trees?”
“There was a swift movement. An unnatural jerking motion that caught my eye, and a smell…it wasn’t a good smell…it was like. Like the smell of rot.” 
“I smelled it too. Then…I saw something. It was a monster—then an owl?” A shiver runs down my spine, and I rub my forehead. I don't know if I'm making any sense.
Her grip tightens around my shoulders and her throat bobs. “Whatever it was, I think it’s gone now. You’re safe.” She releases me, but I sense her anxiety increasing by the second. She glances around, searching the surrounding trees, seemingly unsure the perpetrator is truly gone.
I gulp, my mouth dry as sand, and loop my arm through hers, dragging her back toward the Court. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before it comes back.”
She nods and we race out of the forest, both of us on two legs this time. Once we near the clearing and home is in view, I glance back over my shoulder into the woods behind us. I shudder, unable to shake the distinct feeling that something is still out there. Watching me.






  
  Chapter two
Zara


“Don’t say anything to Alix about what just happened.” I whisper to Emlyn just before we’re greeted at the gates by a tall Fae soldier. 
He extends his sword at waist level, blocking our path. His golden metal breast plate gleams in the setting sun, momentarily blinding me with its glare. The soldier steps in front of us, one hand on his hip like a worried parent when their child is out past curfew.
My shoulders slump. “What is it, Alix? Yes, we were out, and no, we didn’t tell you. Can we please skip the part where you lecture me about leaving the court without you or another guard?” I cross my arms over my chest like the spoiled child I am, trying to keep a straight face, but Emlyn’s feeble attempt to hide her amusement beside me makes it nearly impossible. I elbow her in the ribs.
“Ouch.” She rubs her side. “Seriously, Alix, we just went for a quick run.” She gestures to me and to herself with a sweeping motion of her hand. “And see? We’re both unscathed and made it home safely.”
I shoot a sideways glance in her direction. I did nearly fall to my death and had a run in with a monster—but he doesn’t need to know the details.
Alix remains silent and mimics my pose, his arms crossed and one eyebrow raised high. He eyes the caked-on dirt and the wet spots marring our tunics from the snowy cliffs and forest floor. His gaze shifts back and forth between us, a kind of stare down, with bright blue eyes that have left many females complaining of weak knees. He clenches his jaw, then finally, he relaxes. Somewhat. As relaxed as Alix can be as a Fae soldier whose only job is to protect the Princess of Masseda. “I’ve gone over the importance of always taking me or another guard with you a thousand times. Wherever you go. Especially when you leave the palace. It’s not safe. There’s...” his voice trails off.
“There’s what?”
He works his jaw and huffs. “Nothing. It’s not safe in the Woodlands, okay?”
“What are you talking about? Masseda is literally the safest court in the realm.” I stand taller, holding my ground. But the image of the enormous beast and the strange foul odor settle like a wet blanket around my mind. My palms are slick, and I subtly wipe them on my pants.
“Can you just trust me on this?” He sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose, “Honestly, the thought of repeating myself yet again is exhausting. So, fine. I’ll skip the lecture.”
I grin and pat Alix on his broad shoulder. “Thank you, Alix. I promise it won’t happen again.”
“I don’t believe you, but please, please, just tell someone where you’re going. It’s my duty to keep you safe, and you’re making it incredibly difficult.” Alix shifts his glare to Emlyn. “I’m counting on you to not let her do anything reckless. Don’t make me regret putting that kind of trust in you.”
Emlyn salutes him and deepens her voice. “Yes sir, I can do that, sir.” The smirk on her full lips says otherwise.
Alix shakes his head in disapproval. “I swear I’m dealing with children. You ladies are going to get me fired. Or worse. Where were you, anyway?” He makes a pinching gesture with his forefinger and thumb. “I was this close to sending out every soldier on duty.”
I bite my lip and consider whether I should tell him the truth. If he tells my father, I’ll never be allowed to leave the palace again. “Um…just…you know, climbing the cliffs above the falls.” My voice is barely a whisper, and Alix’s eyes widen. I raise my finger. “You promised.”
His expression hardens but he emits a deep sigh. “Come on, your father’s waiting for you in the throne room.” I know Alix is itching to scold me, but he keeps his word and doesn’t say a thing about how foolish our actions were. He steps aside to let us pass then escorts us across the wooden bridge toward the palace. “You know, your reckless behavior is going to get you killed.”
He just couldn’t leave it alone.
“Okay, father.” I loop my arms through Alix’s and Emlyn’s, and he rolls his eyes as I lead them both along the bridge.
Just beyond the gate, a vast expanse of green grass welcomes us, adorned with perfectly pruned wildflowers that stretch as far as the eye can see. Sparkling ponds featuring fountains shaped like various woodland animals dot the grounds in a circular pattern along the tall hedges that border the royal palace and the surrounding Woodlands. I smile, inhaling the sweet scent of the vibrant tulips and peonies lining the stone paths that wind toward the arched wooden doors of the royal homestead. Winter hasn’t yet descended from the cliffs, but in a few short months, this lush landscape will be blanketed in snow.
Emlyn and I are still arm in arm as we follow Alix through the doors and down the corridor toward the throne room. Several courtiers gather in the halls, all lavishly dressed for the evening socials, laughing and drinking, hardly noticing me as I make my way through the crowd. It isn’t until Alix loudly clears his throat to create a path for us that the gathered Fae abruptly stop chattering and bow low to the ground as we pass.
A female courtier wearing a deep blue gown lined in the finest velvet winks at me and subtly lifts a folded piece of parchment as I pass. “Your Highness.” I wink back and take the note. I slip it into the sleeve of my tunic and nod to her. 
“Are you feeling okay, Princess?” Alix’s deep voice interrupts my daydream of tonight’s debauchery, and I realize we’re standing just outside of the throne room. He’s assessing me, an eyebrow arched as he places a hand on the door, poised and ready to hold it open for me.
“Of course,” I lie, hoping to the gods he didn’t see the exchange between me and the courtier. He would lock me in my rooms for the rest of my existence if he knew my plan to sneak out without him. Again.
I gaze at the double doors in front of me, an intricate carving of my family’s royal crest etched in the center. My eyes trace along the wolf’s silhouette enclosed within an oval of roses and thorns and I take a step back as an older male fairy pulls the door wide, and limps out into the hallway. Dirt and grime cover his worn tunic, and his blue hair is matted as if it hasn’t been washed in a month. 
I wince. I completely forgot I was supposed to be holding an audience with the townsfolk alongside my father. Guilt washes over me as I track the old fairy slowly shuffling toward the exit. I should be grateful for everything I have. I shouldn’t be out falling from cliffs or attending parties, neglecting the responsibilities Alix and my father are always trying to push onto me. And who knows? Perhaps one day I’ll be queen and will do great things for Faedom, or whatever. That’s what Emlyn's always preaching to me anyway.
Alix holds open the heavy door to the throne room and clears his throat again, this time directing his attention to Emlyn.
The three of us stand awkwardly in front of the doorway for a moment before Emlyn takes the hint. “Right.” She smooths the tendrils escaping from her bun. “This is where I leave you.” She squeezes my hand before vanishing into the crowd of courtiers.
Alix sweeps his arm in front of him. “Princess.”
I swallow hard and edge past him, crossing the threshold into the throne room. The space is massive, and I’ve always found it to be a bit gaudy. The floors are tiled from wall to wall with oversized white marble squares speckled and streaked with gold. Marble columns are in each of the four corners of the large rectangular room and stretch from the floor to the ceiling, and the walls are painted a rose gold color that shimmers with opalescence in low lighting. A gigantic chandelier hangs in the center of the room, directly above the dais. The crystals on the fixture glitter from every angle, reflecting like thousands of tiny diamonds onto the walls. 
The throne room is designed for hosting extravagant, crowded parties with hundreds of guests. However, only Alix, Commander Byron of the Royal Guard, and the King and Queen Consort of Masseda are present. I scan the room for any other townsfolk requesting an audience with my father, but there are none left. I missed the entire thing. 
Now, I know I’m in trouble.
Byron leans close to the right side of my father, speaking quietly into his ear. He sneers, a frown pulling his thin lips into a U-shape beneath his black moustache. He stops whispering and takes his leave as I approach the thrones, Alix by my side. Byron eyes us disapprovingly as he passes then escapes from the room. 
Alix bows low to the ground when we reach my father and Elara, and I give a simple half-curtsy. My father nods his approval, and Alix rises from the floor, before stepping about five paces behind me, keeping his gaze lowered. I roll my eyes at the decorum. He’s so obnoxiously proper. Sure, he isn’t a royal, but he’s practically family. Which is why my father assigned him the lucky task of being my bodyguard. 
My father trusts Alix with my life. And so do I.
“Zara, I hear that you and your ladies maid went out to the woods alone. Again.” My father, King Jeffery, leans forward on his throne, looking every bit the supreme ruler he is. He’s dressed in his “casual attire” which consists of an all-black brocaded doublet over a stark white pair of trousers. He raises his thick eyebrows high over his hazel eyes as he appraises me. His silver hair is tied neatly behind his head, and his matching salt-and-pepper beard is freshly trimmed. His mere presence commands respect, and many have trembled beneath his stern gaze. 
But not me. I should be nervous, but the glint of mischief in his eyes as he assesses me reveals his true feelings.
He’s amused. 
A smirk plays on my lips, and I do a poor job of concealing it. 
My father’s mouth twitches in response. “What were you two doing out there?”
I think about telling him the truth—that we were climbing to the peak of the tallest cliffs overlooking the entire forest, hoping to spot trolls and considering jumping into the river flowing along the ravine. But the truth would get me locked in the south tower for the rest of my life. “We were simply enjoying a stroll and took a wrong turn, Father.” 
Alix stifles a laugh behind me, and I smile sweetly at my father, hoping he won’t pay any attention to my bodyguard. The king forms a tight line with his lips. He’s not a fool.
“Young lady, do you understand how important it is for Alix to accompany you wherever you decide to flit off to?” Elara pushes through the silent joke between my father and me. My stepmother peers down her pointed nose at me, a thin eyebrow raised high enough it nearly touches her hairline. “You never know what evils might be lurking out there.” She lowers her brow and relaxes back against the cushion of the throne. She takes a handheld mirror from the skirts of her lacy black gown and smiles at her own reflection before slipping it back into her pocket. Her long raven hair cascades around her delicate shoulders as she casually inspects her crimson-painted fingernails. If she’s genuinely concerned about my safety, she has a peculiar way of showing it. 
My smile instantly fades, and I gaze at her, waiting to see if there's anything else she wants to lecture me about. When I'm confident Elara’s done ranting, I nod and say, “Yes, ma’am, I understand. It won’t happen again.”
“Good. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you, would we?” Elara stares at me and reaches out to grasp the king’s hand. “Besides, you’re about to become a bride. I’m sure the Prince of Lanray would be heartbroken if the marriage fell through before he even meets you.”
I press my lips together. I’m sure he’d really be broken up about it. 
I lower my chin in a slight bow and turn to exit the room, dismissing myself. 
“Zara?” My father calls.
I pivot back to face him. “Yes, sir?”
“Speaking of Lanray. The royal family will be joining us tomorrow evening for dinner.”
“Yes, so please be on your best behavior and make yourself presentable. You’re a princess, for goodness’ sake. You look like a peasant.” Elara purses her plump lips as she drags her gaze down to my dirty tunic, disappointment sharpening her features. “The prince will want nothing to do with you looking the way you do, and this marriage alliance is key to strengthen our courts. I trust you understand the importance of the union.”
I simply nod again and race from the throne room, Alix on my heels.
I ignore him for the entire walk to the south tower. As we approach the narrow, winding staircase leading to my rooms, I turn to him, pointing my finger at his face. “You could have warned me about the Prince of Lanray coming here tomorrow!”
He shrugs his large shoulders, his breast plate inching up with the movement. “I thought you knew.”
I huff and run up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
“I guess I’ll just…wait,” Alix calls to my back as I disappear into the tower.

      [image: ]I pace around my rooms in just my dressing gown, wringing my hands. I shouldn’t be so nervous. It’s only my future husband after all. 
I sigh heavily, falling back onto the midnight blue comforter covering my bed and stare up at the ceiling onto a painted image of the night sky. Each night, I drift off to sleep gazing at the constellations and dream of the world beyond Masseda. Tonight, as I look upon the painted expanse of infinite silver stars, I wish I could float up to the ceiling and lose myself in the imaginary night sky.
Then I’d never have to come back down to accept my fate.
A knock sounds at my door, and before I can grant whoever it is permission to enter, Emlyn slips inside. Her grin brightens her eyes as she trolls over to me and lies beside me on the comforter, gazing up at my painted ceiling. “I used to be so envious of your celestial decorations. My ceiling is rather dull. I’m contemplating sprucing it up to cater to my more…adult needs. Do you think your father would mind if I placed mirrors above my bed?”
I burst out laughing. “Shameful!” I toss a pillow at her, and she chucks it back, sending us both into fits of laughter. I catch my breath and sit up before pulling out the note from its hiding place in my tunic sleeve. I hold it up and wave it in front of her face. “Speaking of, look what I’ve got.”
She reaches for the note, and I snatch my hand quickly away. She frowns and plops back down on the bed. “Well, go on then. Where’s the party tonight?”
“Let’s see.” I unfold the parchment as slowly as possible, heightening the intrigue. 
“Ugh! Hurry up and get on with it.”
I clear my throat dramatically. “My lady, please join the evening’s festivities in town at the ‘spot’.” I waggle my eyebrows at the last word. “I guess we should get dressed.”
She puckers her brow. “Do you think it’s a good idea to go tonight? After being scolded for our exploits this afternoon?” 
“Probably not. But since when have I ever been worried about getting into trouble?” I climb off the bed and stroll into my closet. 
Emlyn’s voice carries from the bed. “I can’t stop thinking about what happened in the Woodlands. I mentioned it to Alix—”
I poke my head out from the closet door. “You, what? Why would you say anything to Alix? He’s only going to be even more on guard.” I rest my forehead in my hand, massaging it with my fingers.
She falls back onto the comforter, covering her face with her arms. “I know! I’m sorry, but it really scared me.”
I traipse toward her and perch on the edge of the bed. “What did he say?”
Her voice is muffled by the weight of her arms. “He said we were crazy to be out there. He also mentioned that Byron issued a warning to the guard to stay out of the Woodlands.” She lowers her arms and turns her head to face me. “I haven’t heard anything like that around court. Have you?”
“Why would Byron warn the guard and not the court?” I muse, more to myself than to Emlyn. I look down at her. Her amber eyes are filled with unease, and I smile at her. “I’m sure it’s just Byron and Alix being overly cautious. The Woodlands have always been somewhat unsafe—I mean, trolls can be vicious.” I take her hand and give it a squeeze. “Besides, we aren’t going to the Woodlands tonight.” 






  
  Chapter three
Alfrie


The horsehair string of the bow slices the tips of my fingers as I pull the bow taught, elevating my elbow, aligning it with my ear. I narrow my gaze at the target and release the arrow, relishing in the swooshing sound the wood makes as it speeds past my head. 
A dense fog rolls in from the churning water of the sea and hangs low in the air making it difficult to see if I hit the target. I tilt my head, elongating my ears to their natural pointed state, only for a moment, and listen for the satisfying clunk of metal sinking into the tightly coiled straw. But I don’t hear anything. “Damn.”
“Almost made it. You need to pull the arrow so close it brushes your cheek when you release.” Leer rolls up the sleeves of his black collared shirt to his elbows and pulls an arrow from his quiver before lining up the shot. “Watch and learn.” He squints his blue eyes, and his dark brown hair blows up slightly around his pointed ear as he releases the arrow into the fog. He turns to me, holding a finger in the air. “Wait for it—there.” He smirks, a dimple creasing his left cheek, and slaps me hard on the shoulder as he digs into his quiver for another arrow.
I rake my hand through my hair and frown toward the distant targets. “Your owl sight makes it easier to see through the fog.” I pull an arrow from the pack strapped to my back and draw it back against the bowstring, the wood pressing against my cheek. I release it just as Leer puts his hand on my shoulder and the arrow shoots straight down, lodging into the dirt.
He cringes, “Sorry.” He draws his bow. “I was only going to point out that you could also see through the fog if you’d shift into a form other than human. It’s honestly disturbing the way you prefer to stay in such an inferior shape.” He shoots and the arrow hits the target with a loud crash a moment later. 
I open my mouth to respond but don’t get the chance. A servant races down the hill toward us from the palace and stops short of Leer, dropping into a bow. “Your Highness, your father, His Majesty, approaches.” 
King Hardin strolls into view from out of the fog, his black overcoat unbuttoned to reveal a white shirt beneath. His light blue eyes mirror Leer’s and their vibrance is in stark contrast to the monochromatic grays and blacks of the court. The servant stays bent low to the brown grass as Hardin nears and announces the king’s presence when he stops in front of us. 
“Thank you, Gill. You may go.” Hardin nods to the servant and he backs away from us, still crouched low and careful not to turn his back to the Royals. 
“Father.” Leer dips his chin to the king, and I bow. 
Hardin crosses his arms over his chest, assessing our dirty trousers and dusty boots from traipsing along the dead grass and mud to fetch the arrows from the targets. He glares in my direction. “You were supposed to have him upstairs to meet the tailor ten minutes ago.”
I swallow, keeping my gaze to the ground. “Apologies, Your Majesty. We’ll go meet him immediately.”
Hardin emits a gruff sigh. “See that you do.” He turns his attention to Leer. “You’ll be fitted for a new dinner jacket to wear tomorrow night.” He waves his hand in front of us, gesturing to our appearance. “A bath would be nice too. For both of you. The three of us will leave for Masseda after dinner this evening.”
I stiffen and stand straight, but I continue to avert my eyes from him. “Your Majesty? Is it absolutely necessary I come along? I—”
“Yes. It’s necessary. I’ll be occupied, and someone needs to keep on eye on my wayward son.” His eyes turn into slits, and he frowns at Leer who rolls his eyes in response. “And you’ll not question my decisions again. Is that understood?” His tone is smooth and even but holds a deathly calm.
I swallow thickly. “Yes, of course, Your Majesty.” I don’t even have to look at his face. The angry weight of his stare threatens to force me to my knees.
Hardin turns to leave then glances back over his shoulder. “Alfrie, fetch the arrows and clean up out here. Leer, the tailor awaits.” 
Leer shrugs, spinning an arrow in his hand. “Fine. I’m coming.” He raises his eyebrow at me, conveying his annoyance with his father and I smile tightly. 
Leer follows the king up the hill to the palace, and I jog over the damp grounds toward the targets, picking up stray arrows on the way. I have an armful of weapons held to my chest and I yank on the end of the last arrow lodged in the center of the target. Not a second after I pull it free, air whooshes a mere inch from my head. My heart leaps into my throat, and I drop the load of weapons when an arrow slams into the straw bullseye directly in front of me.
I gaze into the fog, to see who almost took my head off, but I can’t see anything through the haze. Then Leer’s voice sounds from up the hill. “Alfrie! I could’ve easily killed you. You really should pay more attention to your surroundings.”

      [image: ]“I don’t understand why I must accompany you and your father to Masseda.” I pace around Leer’s bedchamber while his tailor fits him for a brand-new evening coat. I’m so tense that I can’t sit still. Perhaps it’s because I was nearly decapitated twenty minutes ago. I shake my head to rid myself of the thought.
“Please, will you just relax? I need you tomorrow night. What if I get there and the princess thinks I’m unattractive? Or rude? Or worse, what if the princess turns out to be a hideous beast who tries to burn me alive with dragon fire?” Leer laughs at my reflection in the mirror he’s facing, and his wide grin brightens his blue eyes. 
I halt my nervous pacing and meet his gaze in the mirror, smiling. “Dragon fire? Seriously?” I know he’s joking but given all I’ve heard about the Princess of Masseda, it wouldn’t surprise me. By all accounts, she’s rude and spoiled. More so than usual for a Royal. I’m sure Leer could do better.
“Hey, it got you to smile, didn’t it?” He smirks at me then proceeds to adjust the sleeve length of the velvet red coat pinned around him. “Besides, I’m not sure why you’re so anxious. It’s not like you’re meeting your future wife. And what else would you rather be doing over the next few days?”
I bite the inside of my cheek and focus on the deep gray carpet under my bare feet. “I have a ton of work to do…medicine won’t make itself.” 
I sigh and resume pacing in small circles around Leer’s grand rooms. The thought of posing as a pretentious Seelie courtier at yet another fancy dinner makes my palms sweat. 
Leer steps down from the pedestal and hands the coat to the tailor. He turns back to the mirror and fixes his chocolate brown hair, barely concealing the hint of wickedness in his blue eyes. “You’re always working. You need to have some fun, my friend.”  
It amazes me how relaxed he is about the pending marriage. Excited even. As if he wasn’t in bed with a random courtier just last week. 
As if reading my mind, his hand stills over the hair just above his pointed ear and he pins his gaze on me. “Oh, did you take care of that teeny indiscretion from a few nights ago?” 
He really means to ask if I paid off the three tree nymphs to be discreet about their jaunt with Leer and the afore mentioned courtier. I hold his gaze for a moment. “Yes. Of course, I did.” 
He looks pleased and smooths his hair once more. “Good lad. Now go and get dressed.”
I put my hands into my trouser pockets and stroll toward the sitting room. The suit I’m supposed to wear tomorrow night is laid out on the sofa. The stark white button-down shirt, perfectly pressed pants, and jacket mock me as they wait for me to don them and pretend to be someone I’m not. 
The suit is Leer’s, of course.
“Alfrie?” I don’t realize that Leer's standing beside me until his hand is on my shoulder. 
“I don’t suppose I have a choice in the matter.”
He smiles tightly. “Nope. Now, put on the suit. It’s a long ride to Masseda.” He slaps me on the back and goes back to preening in the mirror.
I sigh. “Fine. But I’m not wearing this. I can’t keep acting like a courtier.”
His brow furrows. “What did you have in mind?”

      [image: ]“You look ridiculous.” Leer laughs at me as I approach the carriage that’s been readied for the journey to Masseda. He stands near the footman with one boot perched on the step stool. His new red velvet dinner coat is draped over his arm, enhancing his regal appearance, and though he isn’t clad in the array of medals or sashes that come with his title, no one would guess he isn’t the Crown Prince. 
“I would look even more ridiculous in the suit you picked for me. Besides, if I have to accompany you, I’ll do so as an armed guard. You can never be too careful—who knows when someone might shoot dragon’s fire your way?” The heavy metal of the helmet I borrowed from the palace barracks muffles my voice.
“Do you even know how to use that?” He lowers his gaze to the long blade of steel at my side. 
“Of course, I know how to use it.”
“Really? The last time we trained with swords, you nearly chopped off your own foot. Have you even picked up a sword since?” He raises his brow, working his jaw as he steps down from the stool, casually placing his hands in his pockets. He stares at me for a moment, waiting for me to break.
He stares at me.
I stare back. “Okay so maybe I’m not the best swordsman. But I can hold my own. As I recall, you were the one to almost take my foot off. You were such a small faeling back then—you could barely lift the thing.” I chuckle and smirk at him from behind the helmet. It’s stifling, and I yank it off of my head. “I think I may have to wait until we get there to put this back on.”
“Or you could stop being…well, you. Just for the next couple of days. Come on, Alfrie. Is being a courtier truly that bad?”
Yes. But I can’t say that. I sigh, “I guess not.”
He rests his hand on my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “You know how much I value our friendship.” I nod, and he continues, “But you are my squire, and I need you to be there for me tomorrow night, but not as a guard. Can you do that?” I nod again, and he jerks his chin back toward the castle. “Please go change. I’ll wait.”
So, I do. I’m nothing if not his faithful servant. 






  
  Chapter four
Zara


Isleep most of the day and spend what’s left of the daylight curled up in my bed. My head pounds in time with my pulse and my stomach churns with nausea. The thought of meeting my future husband looms over me, making me feel even worse. Alix didn’t even try to lecture me this morning, and Emlyn didn’t come by at all today, which I’m thankful for. I’m not in the mood for chatting. Or moving for that matter. 
What did I even do last night? Bits and pieces of my outing slowly run through my mind. Sex, secrecy, and sin…opium and hookahs, the beautiful blued-skin fairy with hands like velvet trailing up my thighs…Alix hauling me out of the tavern and—
Oh no.
I groan. 
I rub my upper arms remembering how he effortlessly lifted me from the handsome fairy’s lap and tossed me on my ass in the alley. The lecture. My tantrum. The crowd. Damn. I’ll be on lockdown for the rest of my life if Alix tells my father where he found me and about the drunken spectacle I made in front of the townsfolk.
I hope Alix takes pity on me and keeps this little indiscretion between us. Just this once.
A quiet knock comes from the door and Emlyn slips in. “How’re you feeling?”
I groan again and throw my arms over my face.
“As I expected after last night. I brought you your dress for the party later.”
“How did you manage to snag it from Gila?” I roll onto my side on my bed, resting my head in my hand. It throbs with the movement, and I shut my eyes to ward off the dizziness.
“I’m your ladies maid. I’m allowed to help my lady, am I not?” A sly smile spreads over her lips, and she skips over to the bed and lays out a golden dress next to my pillow. “I picked this one out myself. It’ll make your eyes pop.” 
I watch as she smooths out the delicate fabric of the skirts, her amber eyes glittering as brightly as the dress in the low light of the candle near the bed. She’s as poised and cheerful as ever, smiling down at the gown and bouncing excitedly on her toes.
Emlyn and I were born on the very same day and were raised pretty much as sisters. Her parents were best friends with mine all of their lives, just like Emlyn and I are. Unfortunately, her father died in battle along with so many others and her mother fell ill a few years after. I’m still amazed at Emlyn's unwavering optimism and joyous personality even through the tragedy that has surrounded both of our families since we were born.
I beam at her. “Thank you.” I stand and admire the gown on the bed. It’s a floor length dress with a bodice that shimmers with tiny crystals sewn along a plunging neckline. The bodice extends down below the waist, and the skirts flow in waves beneath it. I stroke my hand along the fabric. “It’s perfect. It’s too bad I’m no longer a single female. I could definitely get into some trouble wearing this.”
Emlyn makes herself comfortable on the blue velvet window seat across the room and lights a candle on the sill. It flickers, forming dancing shadows over her brown skin. “Well…technically, you’re still single.” 
“Technically. But I might as well be sitting at a table with the matrons at this point. I don’t think there’s a way to get out of this marriage with my stepmother pulling the strings. She’s hell bent on me being sent far away from Masseda.”
Emlyn rests her head against the windowpane. “That woman has been jealous of you since she got here. She just wants you gone so she doesn’t have to compete with you for your father’s attention. Not to mention, you’re who everyone thinks about when they think about the ‘beautiful royal lady of Masseda’”. She holds up her fingers to make the quotation marks in the air. “You’re the fairest in the land.” She waves her hand dramatically and tosses her head back laughing.
I chuck a pillow at her, narrowly missing her head with a giggle, “Stop.” 
She throws the pillow back, but her aim is much better, and it strikes me on the cheek. “It’s true. Elara hates that you’re your father’s favorite girl, and she hates that you’re a thousand times prettier. You know how vain she is. She’s always staring at herself in that tiny mirror she carries around.”
“If that’s true, then I definitely don’t have any chance of backing out.”
“Unless…” Emlyn stands and moves toward me, one finger tapping at her chin. 
I recognize the scheming look. “Unless?”
Her eyes brighten and she glances around the room as if someone might be eavesdropping. She lowers her voice. “Unless you don’t show up tonight.”
“What? Of course I have to go. My father would be furious. And Elara would have my head!” 
She lifts a shoulder. “It’s only a suggestion. It won’t stop the wedding from happening, but it could delay things for a few days. Besides, I’m sure we could find some more appealing entertainment out in the village.”
“You’re insane.”
“Or a genius,” She says and makes her way back to the window seat.
I just laugh and ignore her comments, running my fingers over the silk and tulle of the dress. What if I didn’t show up to the dinner party this evening? No. I can’t do that to my father.
Then again…
I shake my head. It’s a crazy idea. There’s nothing I want more than to run as far from this alliance as possible, but I can’t. I know what’s expected of me, and of this marriage. Even if I avoid the party, I’ll eventually have to return to court. Either from hunger or from Alix dragging me back kicking and screaming. I sigh in resignation. “Okay. Let’s go get me a husband.”






  
  Chapter five
Zara


Ican’t do this. Not yet. 
My chest heaves and my palms are slick with sweat. I violently shake my hands at my sides, as if that will somehow force the anxiety from my body. I swallow but my throat is too dry. I might as well be swallowing shards of glass.
I take a deep breath. It’s going to be fine. This has always been the plan. It’s my duty.
I tiptoe to the entrance of the throne room, the golden skirts of my gown shimmering beneath the candlelit wall sconces. The fabric makes a swooshing sound against my legs as I near the doorway and I poke my head around, not quite ready for the Herald to announce my presence before I make my grand entrance. My chest tightens.
The throne room is prepped for the forfeiture of my freedom.
Five dozen tables are covered in brilliant rose gold cloths, set with delicate crystal plates and silver utensils, each adorned with a lush floral tower of the same tulips and peonies that decorate the palace grounds. At the head of the space, a long rectangular table is lined with floral garlands from end to end over exquisite silk tablecloths, and three large crimson and gold banners adorned with my father’s wolf-headed crest hang above, representing ‘The Court of Wolves’, or so it’s been called. 
More like being thrown to the wolves.
My father and Elara relax in golden thrones in the center of the rectangular table, an empty seat to the king’s right and two empty seats to the queen consort’s left. I assume one is for me and the others for the King of Lanray and his son, Prince Leer, who currently stand across the table greeting their hosts. I can only see their backs, but they’re dressed in their court’s colors of deep violet and black. My father wears his golden dinner coat that he only dons for events to impress other Royals, and his golden crown rests on top of his silver hair. He taps his foot to the beat of the music and Elara, dressed in a scandalously low-cut green gown, looks bored, tapping her long nails on the table. 
Courtiers float amidst the tables and over the dance floor, all flirting and twirling and drinking. They sway to a soft waltz ringing through the air from the string quartet playing in the far back corner. Enjoying the court life of endless parties and decadent feasts. The light from the chandelier is dimmed to perfection and beautiful hues of opal shimmer upon the walls from its glow. 
I can’t help but smile when I see Emlyn dancing happily with a young courtier. Her smile lights up the room and her eyes glitter like starlight, exuberant and carefree. She loves these events. Then again, she isn’t the one who’s about to meet her future husband in mere moments.
I look on the scene with dread. I know what stepping over the threshold will mean for me. A loss of freedom, forced maturity, and being forced to leave the only home I’ve ever known. All to marry some stuffy prince I’ve never met.
I draw in a shallow breath, panic gripping me by the throat. My stomach clenches against the butterflies in my gut. I place one hand on the wall to steady myself and the other on my stomach to keep from retching onto the red carpet.
“Are you ready, Princess?” 
I glance over my shoulder and nod to Alix. He’s in his best dress uniform: a gold tunic paired with black pants that have Masseda's royal colors lining the seams along the sides of his legs. Even his breast plate is fancier, with more engraved detail and shine than the one he wears daily. His thick black hair is combed back, and his square jaw is freshly shaven. He cleans up nice. 
I tightly clutch my waist. Perhaps the pressure will somehow hold back the rising bile in my throat. “Can I have just a minute?”
He smiles, but there’s a hint of concern in his bright blue eyes. “Sure. I’ll go and let the Herald know you’re here. I’ll be back in five.”
“Can’t wait,” I say sardonically, and he rounds the corner into the throne room. I shake my head, my lips quivering around a ragged breath. I ball the fabric of my skirts into my fists and pace in tight circles in the small foyer before the throne room door.
“Tough crowd?” A smooth voice comes from behind me.  
I spin around, my hands still clinging to my skirts, and lock eyes with a tall and swoon-worthy courtier. I don’t recognize him, though, and I furrow my brow. Nope. I’m certain we’ve never met. I would definitely remember those stunning ice-blue eyes and that small dimple creasing his left cheek. The sharp angle of his jawline could cut through diamonds, but his expression is soft and carefree, his full lips curling up into a deviously sexy smirk. His thick chocolate hair is perfectly styled, yet everything about his demeanor seems effortless. 
As if perfection is simply…him. The stranger cocks his head to the side, seemingly awaiting a response from me. 
“I—um, yes, I guess you could say that.” I stutter and my twitchy hands fall to my sides, instantly relaxed as I gaze at his beautiful face. I smile shyly. “Have we met?”
He grins, lighting up the room like the afternoon sun. “Do you use that line on all the males?” 
Heat floods my cheeks. “I just haven’t seen you at court before. Are you visiting with the royal family from Lanray?” Part of me expects him to drop into a bow at any second when he realizes who I am. But he doesn’t, and relief sweeps over me.
His laughter warms me like a cup of hot tea on a rainy day and sends a shiver of delight down my spine. “I was kidding. And no, I don’t think we’ve met before.” He runs a hand through his thick brown hair and the blue of his irises glitter in the dim firelight.
I can’t tear my gaze from his and I inch closer with a sudden urge to be as near to him as physically possible. I open my mouth to introduce myself, but he leans in and looks over my shoulder into the throne room. He smells of cedar and freshly fallen rain.
“So, who are you trying to avoid in there?” He stands a little taller, adjusting his deep red velvet dinner coat. 
My gaze follows the smooth motion of his hand as it tenderly brushes along the lapel of his jacket, and I imagine his hand tracing along my collarbone then travelling down to my navel. I swallow down the indecent thought. “Honestly? Everyone.” I laugh awkwardly but his expression is anything but amused. I shrug, “I’m meeting my betrothed tonight.”
A knowing look flashes in his eyes, and he jerks his chin toward the party. “Ah. And who exactly might that lucky male be?”
My cheeks are hot again and I tuck a long blonde hair behind my ear. I move closer to the threshold and my shoulder brushes his as I point to the long table where my father sits. “Do you see the two males standing across from the King? The taller one is King Hardin of Lanray and the other…the one with the golden hair, I suspect, is the Crown Prince.” 
The courtier steps back. “I see. The Crown Prince of Lanray? I thought he had dark hair and was much taller and far more attractive than that male.”
I wait for him to finally realize who I am, but he still says nothing, and I don’t point it out. Instead, I clear my throat, stepping away from the doorway. He follows my lead and stares at me, seemingly toiling over something. His gaze locks with mine, and the tension in my gut melts away. I want to lose myself in those eyes for the rest of the night.
He glances into the throne room again and presses his mouth into a straight line. “I can see why you’re nervous. This supposed prince looks incredibly uptight. Pretentious even.”
I can’t help but laugh. “You can’t even see his face.”
“Hmm, that’s true. But I know the type. I hear he’s a total prick.” He turns toward me again, liquefying me with heated desire radiating from those blue irises. “Should we make a run for it?” His eyes glisten with a playful wickedness, the kind of wickedness I would love to get to know a little more intimately.
I smile and gaze up into his face, an invisible connection between us threatening to pull me into him, making me want to skip formal introductions and press my lips against his. His energy is intoxicating and every cell in my body ignites in reaction to the wave of pure bliss rushing over me. 
I blink away the feeling and as I’m about to introduce myself, Alix strides over to us. He eyes the courtier with suspicion. “It’s time to go in,” He says to me, never taking his eyes off of the strange male.
“Perhaps I’ll see you inside.” The handsome stranger takes my hand in his and gently kisses it. My breath catches in my throat and my knees shake as if they might just buckle beneath me. I nod sheepishly and he winks at me before stepping into the throne room.
I stare as he moves through the crowded room, adjusting his red velvet coat again with a quick tug. I chew on my lower lip. Who is that? 
“Who was that?” Alix narrows his eyes at me then shakes his head. “Come on, the king and queen are waiting.” 
“Elara is not the queen.” My lip curls in disgust. My father will never name her as Queen. “Not while I’m still around, anyway.”
He rolls his eyes. “Fine. The king and his consort are waiting. Let’s go.” He quickly ushers me to the doorway as the Herald announces my presence from inside the room.
I roll my shoulders back and stand up as straight as physically possible. Alix offers his arm to me, and I rest my hand on it, taking a step toward the threshold. Every ounce of my earlier anxiety comes rushing back. The room suddenly feels…hot. Too hot. My bodice is too tight. It’s impossible to breathe. 
I pause in the doorway, my feet heavy like hardened clay. I can’t. I can’t be here. I can’t do this. My vision blurs as I stare out into the crowd who has gone silent. The weight of hundreds of eyes focused in my direction is crushing. They’re all watching. Waiting.
I can’t stand it.
My heart pounds in my chest and my throat feels like sandpaper. Alix says something to me, but I can’t hear him. Everything spins around me. Blurring into a stream of colors moving at warp speed in front of my eyes. My dress grows more constricting by the second, squeezing my life, my freedom, from me. Confining me to this moment. To a future I don’t want. I fan my face. Gulp for air. 
I need to get out.
I take a step back. My hand falls from Alix’s arm and I gather my skirts in fistfuls at my sides.
“Zara?” His eyes go wide, and he stretches his hand out to me. He nods, “Let’s go.”
“I’m—I can’t.” I lift the skirts of my gown and turn my back to him, racing in the opposite direction.
“No…No, no, no! You’re not doing this to me again. Dammit, Zara!”
Sheer panic, or perhaps it’s irritation, drips from his voice as he calls after me. But I keep running. I can’t go back. I can’t go in there. I can’t accept my fate as a bride or a queen or as a tool for peace among kingdoms. Not tonight. 
I quicken my pace, wondering if Alix is chasing after me. I hope he isn’t. I hope he’ll finally realize he can’t reel me in. Chasing after me and forcing me to return won’t magically transform me into the well-behaved princess they all want me to be. 
Heavy footsteps slam against the hard tile as he runs after me and his voice strains as it echoes around the massive columns lining the halls. I run faster and swiftly turn a corner, flattening my body against the wall and into the shadows. I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath until I hear Alix pass by and continue down the corridor.
I peek around the corner and when I’m in the clear, I head back the way I came, escaping out into the courtyard. I duck into an alcove near the palace gates and consider slipping into the hidden tunnel system beneath the castle, but he’d find me. I edge further into the darkness of the alcove. My chest heaves and I hunch over with my hands on my knees
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