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      The king is dead… and I killed him.

      I run in the darkness, through uneven planes where snow and rocks and twigs entwine like thorns slowing my pace. These woods I’ve known from a very young age; the playground of the young princess I used to be.

      Tonight, my royal title has been shattered by the Evil Queen. I am no longer welcome in my own home, a pariah in the eyes of the court, a heartless killer… a monster who pushed her father off the castle’s tower into an untimely death.

      What do they know?

      They are the monsters.
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      I moved through the buoyant crowds of drunken lords who shamelessly frolicked with kitchen maids, past the hordes of unspoiled maidens who secretly snubbed them. I dodged legendary minstrels brought from the north; their chants of knightly prowess echoed in the great hall, and tangled with the laughter and song of hundreds.

      The warmth of a dozen blazing hearths set everyone’s cheeks on fire. However, my skin flushed for another reason as I swept the room with a hastened glance, searching for a handsome face. Tall and well-built, with a regal air about him that inevitably drew all eyes. This was a man who stood out from the crowd.

      I emptied my drink in one quick swig and tossed the glass into the fireplace. Tonight, I would have more than my fair share of spirits. This was an evening I longed to forget.

      With a hand clasped fast on the mantel, I mounted a foot on the hearth’s stone plinth. In one quick impulse, I bounced and loomed over the gathering, and kept my gaze sharp whilst biting my lower lip.

      There he was, a most delightful sight, garbed in a royal blue coat and dark breeches. Gilded medals flashed on his chest as he gently moved sideways to attend the welcoming committee of maidens, old and young, their eyes sparkling with desire. Attractive to the bone, and next in the line of succession in his kingdom, Prince Phillip Steelborn was the most desirable bachelor in all the five realms.

      I prowled towards him, stealthy as a lioness hunting its prey. “See me,” I whispered, watching him intently from a cautious distance. “Turn away from your suitresses and notice me.”

      A joyous couple scurried out of the dance floor, the woman jostling close and pushing me toward the marble wall.

      The icy stone against my bare back shot a bracing thrill that spread to my limbs. A slow breath escaped my mouth. I closed my eyes. And when I opened them, my focus locked on my fair prince.

      At last, Phillip’s gaze disengaged from the bevy surrounding him. His stare found mine, feral with determination. A naughty smirk danced on his silken lips. I gave him a furtive smile in return.

      The second he extended his farewells to the crowd, I took off to the stairway.

      With my gown’s tulle and silk crushed in my grip, I dashed upstairs, only to be stopped halfway by his firm hands wrapping around my waist. “Maleath,” he whispered in my ear, his voice dark and lustful. “Going so soon?” His warm breath caressed my neck, sending endless ripples of desire through my body.

      “Waiting for you,” I said, swinging around to smooth a hand on his strong jawline.

      Phillip seized my wrist. He drew my hand close to his lips and kissed it. When his fiery blue eyes cut to mine, my breathing hitched. “That’s a good girl,” he purred in his bedroom voice. My heart sprung into a gallop, foreseeing the delights ahead of us.

      Our fingers interlaced as we climbed the remaining steps. “I thought you’d be congratulating King Edward,” he casually said.

      Downstairs, the ball continued. The cacophony of music and cheers seemed everlasting. “Oh, I spoke with him, yes…” I stared at him sidelong, full of boredom. “We quarreled, as usual.”

      We moved down the empty hallway. A sudden draft filtered through the embrasures, and despite the frosty air from the snow falling outside, I welcomed it with all my heart. Winter was all I’d ever known. It had ruled over Whitehaven for five hundred years… or so the stories said.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Phillip breathed, stopping at my bedroom. “You mustn’t worry. Your father has married a wonderful woman.” He pushed the door open and held it, waiting for me to step inside. Phillip Steelborn’s chivalry met no equal. But I knew well once we crossed this threshold, his good breeding and manners would fade.

      “Is she?” I told him, unconvinced.

      His lips eased into a charming grin. “Can’t you be happy for him?” he added, earning from me the harshest glare. “Or at least pretend to be?” His eyebrows arched softly, hopeful to persuade me.

      I heaved a heavy sigh. I’d grown tired of pretending. Everyone wore masks in this kingdom.

      I sauntered into the room and headed to the night table, where glasses and a jug of wine rested on a golden tray. I poured the drinks at once and gave mine a swig just as fast. “Have we come here to talk?” I asked, a malicious smirk blooming on my crimson lips.

      Phillip’s eyes grew alight with passion. He closed the door behind him, steady fingers unbuttoning his royal coat. And as he stripped from his clothes, I shed mine. Devastatingly appealing, he ambled towards me with a lover’s confidence. Because that’s what we were.

      He pulled me to him roughly, his clean-shaven face inching closer, hunting for the sweetness of my kiss. His lips touched mine, and their velvet warmth set me aflame. I stood on tiptoe, clasping my hands around his neck, leading him back until my calves bounced against the bedframe.

      Painted fire exploded in the evening sky. Vivid colors spread inside the chamber, brightening the old stone walls with flashes of red, green, and blue. It was a gift befitting a king. Such magic was all too rare and precious, and could only be found miles away in the eastern lands. One of many wonders brought to Whitehaven on the king’s wedding day.

      “Gods, I want you,” he purred, eyeing me with a salacious stare. He then swept me off the ground, weightless, in his arms corded in muscle.
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      I straddled his waist with my thighs. And when he sat on the bed, my body molded to the hard planes of his. Phillip’s panting breaths skimmed my ear, the sound as lulling as the beat of drums coming from the tents outside.

      His thunderous heartbeat echoed in my chest. My breaths quickened, desperate to be full of him, eager for that blessed ecstasy that hushed my whirling mind and gave me peace.

      Cries of the sweetest agony dripped from my lips when he sheathed himself inside me. And as our bare bodies rocked together in fluttering darkness, I became the goddess that served no other purpose than to push him to the edge of fathomless bliss.

      “Maleath,” Phillip moaned, shattered by unmitigated lust. “Maleath, slow down. If you don’t stop...” The words drifted into silence. His chiseled chest glistened in the twilight, heaving with excitement.

      A quiver surged in my veins. In a flash, the tide of passion swept me whole, waves of pleasure throbbing through my core. Breathless, I reached the peak of delight, and as I did, I brought him with me.

      When it was over, I tumbled to his arms, taken by pleasant exhaustion. Phillip tugged me close to his chest and pressed his soft lips against my brow.

      Lights no longer painted the sky or flashed inside the room. But the music lingered. A low croon of zithers and flutes, soothing to my spirit. The three bronze bells tolled the midnight hour in the distance.

      “Steel and blood roses,” he uttered in a husky voice. The sigils of our houses. He loosened a sigh. “What a pair we make.”

      A pair. We were far from being a couple. I couldn’t help but smirk. He was handsome, to be sure. With eyes blue as the moss of the Forbidden Meadows, blonde hair that reminded me of sun-kissed wheat fields, and smooth, full lips that delivered me to heaven in more than one way. Every woman in court dreamed of having him. Many longed to prove the rumors of his proficient bed skills. In his arms, my restless evenings had subsided.

      But not tonight. Tonight, I’d have to resort to other measures.

      Pulling the red satin sheet over my back, I rolled aside, wrapping my narrow frame. I began gliding off the bed when Phillip caught my arm.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked, gathering me to him in a single pull. “I’m not done with you yet.” Undiluted lust hung from each word.

      He took a hand to my chin and raised my gaze. A stray beam of silver moonlight slanted across my blue eyes. “But I am,” I told him, slipping away, red lips stretched into a crooked grin.

      Phillip started, confused. He wouldn’t understand. He’d never come across rejection—not without inflicting severe penalties for it. The world and all its pleasures lay at his feet.

      I swept a bronze candelabra from the nightstand. The sphere of amber light chased me across the chamber until I set the piece on the dressing table. It was carved in the finest wood from the Black Forest. Its value exceeded any estimation. Men had died on a mission to refurbish my rooms. The sole thought made me shudder in dismay. But on my stepmother’s whim, treasures such as these now filled the castle.

      “What are you saying?” he managed in a righteous tone without moving an inch.

      My brow knitted as I leaned forward, studying the table carefully, searching for the latch that unhinged the secret drawer.

      “Maleath?” he insisted, this time with a hint of vexation.

      I looked over my shoulder to say, “It’s over, Phillip.” My focus returned to the table. I smoothed a hand over the surface, looking for a bump on its intricate carvings.

      “Don’t be like that,” he barely whispered, taming his quick temper. My gaze angled up, catching his reflection in the mirror. He kept a flat expression, hard as iron. “Is this because of what I said about your father?”

      “No,” I managed. “It’s not that.”

      My finger finally caught the pin. I pinched it fast and tugged until it clicked. The secret drawer popped open atop the dresser. At once, I glimpsed the small golden case waiting inside. I smiled as I brought it to the candlelight. The box itself was a precious oddity, forged in rose gold, engraved with ancient fae symbols; but what it concealed was a thousand times more valuable.

      “Come to bed,” he said. Not a question. A demand. Phillip’s sultry voice, though harsh, offered the promise of reckless abandon. Indeed, the rumors were true. He was the finest lover in the realm, or at least, that I suspected. Making love to him again tempted me beyond any measure... But it would have to wait.

      I turned the box in my hand, looking for the lock buried in its engravings. “Go back to Aurora,” I taunted with a smirk, entranced by the shimmering case. Legends warned that any fae-made object brought forth evil in human hands. But that did not dissuade me from collecting them.

      “Back to a bed of stone?” He growled, dragging his fingers through his mane of blonde hair. “You know very well she’s cursed in that tower.”

      The words snapped me from the daze. I turned towards Phillip. “Waiting to be rescued by her one true love,” I added knowingly, seriously. “That’s you.”

      Phillip’s eyes danced with uncertainty. He sat on the bed. Folding his arms across his chest, he said, “Is that really what you want?” His voice was stern and dauntless. “Maleath?” He frowned. “If I go to her now...”

      A threat of loneliness. The lengths to which he’d go to get his way. And thus, Phillip had kept me in his thrall for months.

      “If you go to her now,” I said, “you will break the spell. You will claim your love and live a happy life.” I clicked the lock, and the lid finally opened.

      I dragged my bare feet to the nightstand and moved my wine glass closer to the edge. Unexperienced eyes would have seen no more than gold dust inside the box I carried. But appearances could often be deceiving.

      “How can you say that?” He gasped in sheer shock. “How,” he continued, narrowing his eyes, “when none of this would have happened without you?” Phillip paused, catching his breath. “It was you who summoned the monster that keeps her asleep.”

      “I do not deny it,” I said in a cool voice, and dipping my fingers in the container, I took a pinch of dust. “But we cannot forget your part in this.”

      Phillip’s mouth slackened. “Is that…?”

      “Pixie dust from the Lost Realm,” I said, smearing it on my fingers. “You won’t find this anywhere else.”

      Fascination gave way to disapproval in Phillip’s countenance. “Where did you get that poison?” he asked with a righteous frown.

      “It came with the furniture.” I shrugged.

      “It’s dangerous,” he warned me.

      “It might be perfect for my restless nerves,” I uttered, dragging my wine glass closer. “A pinch of this, and I could sleep through the night like a babe.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t,” he mumbled, shaking his head.

      I set the container on the nightstand and sat on the bed. My hand cupped the side of his face. “My sweet Phillip,” I breathed, leaning closer. “You should know by now, wishes never come true in Whitehaven.” Tears loomed in my eyes. How I’d wished my father would not marry.

      His rough hand scurried up the slope of my neck, firm fingers gently pressing down. “You’re just using me,” he whispered with no inclination, “too frightened to be left alone with your grieving heart.”

      “And you’re stalling,” I replied, my lips brushing his. “Too scared to be a hero and claim your true love.” I swallowed hard. “We are wounded, you and I. And we’ve licked each other’s wounds to find solace from our crumbling worlds long enough.”

      “Maleath...” he managed, taking his grip to my waist. “You’ve had your fun. Now, I’ll have mine.”

      A stuttered breath left my mouth. “This will be the last time,” I said, striving to convince myself.

      Phillip’s eyes hooded with desire. Lazily, his thumb stroked my lower lip. “Then make me remember it for years to come,” he said, his voice darkened while his thumb entered the slit of my mouth and smoothed over my tongue; seductive, as he dragged me to his arms.

      Rising before him, I pinched the satin sheet and unveiled myself to him like a royal rose. Phillip’s head leaned back against the headboard, his lustful stare roving my bare body.

      “I will be yours again, my prince,” I murmured.

      A quick breath rushed through his mouth. On a whim of passion, he hauled me to the bed. His taut body rolled over mine, spreading me beneath him. “You will be,” he purred, pinning my wrists above my head, “whatever I tell you to be.”

      “Your Highness,” a voice said.

      Startled, we both turned to the door. Barely fitting in the doorframe, there stood a man clad in golden armor, with a blood rose chiseled on the burnished breastplate. His scintillating helmet rested trapped beneath his arm. He was a burly man, whose sole presence gnawed away at my confidence.

      Although unwelcome, the guard stepped inside. A pool of candlelight spilled on his face, revealing the deep scar that crossed it from left ear to cheek, barely touching the corner of his lips. The mark was hideous enough to make it memorable and his identity clear.

      Daron Blackstone. The fiercest warrior in the kingdom. A heartless killer, and captain of the King’s Guard.

      “The king requests your presence in the North Tower,” Daron said, his tone crude and hoarse. Not once did he look away from our lovers’ scene. He knew better than to lower his guard in times as treacherous as these.

      “The North Tower?” Phillip groaned, annoyed, as he swept back the hair from his face. However, I glimpsed alertness in his blue eyes.

      Flustered, I gathered the sheet and covered myself. “I’m otherwise engaged at the moment,” I told him. “As you can well see.” The sole mention of the tower had rattled me to the core. I tried my best not to show it. I feared Daron could see through me like a pane of glass. He would not hesitate to use any weakness to his advantage. Daron Blackstone was as rotten as they came.

      Phillip slipped on his clothes. He picked up my gown from the floor and laid it on the bed.

      “Tell the king I’ll see him tomorrow,” I said as I got dressed. The minute I slipped on my shoes, I grabbed my glass of wine and took a swig. I’d have to drink the entire jar if the night didn’t improve.

      “You can tell him yourself, Your Highness,” Daron said. “Right now.” With the helmet still locked under his arm, he swiveled on his feet and marched to the doorway.

      Insufferable man. How dared he speak to me like that? My jaw clenched tight.

      Phillip filled his glass offhandedly. “Mind your manners, Daron,” he said, calm and detached, and then sipped on wine.

      The fearsome guard stood impassible, inches apart from the jamb, with dark angry eyes fixed on the hallway. Daron harrumphed. “King’s orders, Your Highness,” he amended begrudgingly, without looking back.

      “I think you should go,” Phillip whispered, stroking my cheek. “This might be good for you. Both of you.”

      I blushed. “Maybe you’re right,” I said, nodding.

      “Your Highness?” Daron pressed, slipping his horned helmet on.

      Daron thought himself untouchable. An appalling truth. He could get away with anything as long as he served under my father’s shadow.

      Phillip finished buttoning his blue coat before kissing me on the cheek. “See you soon, my darling,” he breathed impishly.

      “Farewell, my prince,” I mumbled in a daze as Phillip left the room. But what I really meant was goodbye.

      On my way to the doorway, I grabbed my white furred cape. The North Tower. No place was chilliest in the castle. Why would my father summon me there?

      “Are you ready now?” Daron asked, mocking me with undiluted contempt.

      I stood before him and swung my face up to catch a glimpse of his. “You’re a lapdog,” I told him through clenched teeth. “Lapdogs don’t last around here.”

      The captain remained unmoved despite my unkind words, the same hideous statue standing by the door. It soon became clear to me he would remain in his post until I followed his instructions.

      I looked away and sucked in one deep breath. And as I exhaled, I hoped myself ready to face my father.

      “Take me to him.”
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      The sharpest apprehension tightened my chest as we climbed the North Tower’s spiral staircase. Daron went ahead, guiding the way with torchlight. In his massive shadow, moving upwards proved a greater challenge than the narrow, slippery steps that made me stumble.

      A decade had passed since I’d last ventured to this part of the castle, and I’d done it defying my father’s explicit orders. Strange that I should be here now, at his behest.

      Moments away from reaching the landing, my foot slipped. A desperate gasp clipped the silence as I lost my balance. My nails clung to the icy wall, barely sparing me from a lethal drop. Every muscle in my body went rigid in an instant. I took my free hand to my dry mouth and leaned against the freezing stone to catch my breath.

      From the landing, Daron looked down at me with indolent brown eyes. He couldn’t care less if I cracked my head open. Oh, why would my father summon me at such a late hour, and here, of all places? I picked up my gown and walked up the remaining steps with even more caution.

      When I stood before the towering doors that led to the Throne Room, memories of that day flashed through my mind. I, as a girl of eight, standing in the place where it all happened. The place where my mother died. Where the black dragon killed her.

      Ever since that harrowing day, the grieving king had sealed off the tower under penalty of death. He’d convinced himself the place was cursed, haunted by my mother’s restless spirit. I disagreed. For I knew well my mother could never be a monster. Queen Laeessa’s beauty had inspired several songs when she lived. However, hundreds followed her demise. Even today, the bards sang about her flawless grace, and the tragedy that befell the kingdom when death came for her with swift wings and scintillating scales. There hadn’t been a dragon sighting in all the five realms in centuries. Not until that fated night.

      My heart leapt like a wild stag in my throat. I sucked in a long breath, watching the doors as though they truly were the gates to the Netherworld.

      Daron harrumphed. He stood by the entrance, a gloved hand resting on the hilt of his golden long sword. The sole gesture filled me with unease. I strived to keep my frail control. But the truth was, I didn’t like this. Any of it.

      The captain squared his shoulders. He lifted his chin and focused his gaze on the pitch darkness of the stairs. This was as far as he’d go.

      The doors’ spiked iron nails, though worn with time, seemed sharp and threatening. I laid a leery hand on the handle and pushed hard until the door budged on its rusty hinges. A gust of freezing wind lashed through the crevice. My arms tingled in a sudden shiver. But I pushed further, widening the space enough for me to pass.

      Once I stood inside, the room humbled me. Not because of the grandeur it once held, but with the sheer desolation it embraced.

      Swathed in silver moonlight, the hall’s white marble columns stood tall. Tattered banners, loose and crooked, still hung from their strings. As I glanced to my side, I faced the sooty walls, red velvet benches and chairs charred shapeless. A lineup of strangely unscathed long mirrors hung from the walls on both sides, antiques framed in gold with fae symbols, forever reflecting the desolation on their barely dusty surfaces. Legend had it they’d not only been forged by the fae, but possessed mysterious magic only the fae-born could unlock.

      Undiluted sadness permeated the icy air. Grief clutched my heart as I meandered inside this forlorn space, frozen in time. I sensed no ghosts in here. Nothing, save absolute stillness. Utterly unbearable.

      My thoughts went back to that painful day, to the many lives lost, as guards and members of the court assembled in one last act of bravery. I remembered the flames shooting furiously through the room. I remembered being swept away in Sir Trevan’s arms, watching in dismay the devastation as smoke and cinders filled the chamber.

      The wind tore me from the trance.

      I moved down the central aisle. With each step, my leather boots crushed shards of glass. The carpeting that led to the throne, once shimmering gold, was now frayed, darkened with smoke and old ashes. At the far end, the dais stood, swallowed in shadows. And behind it, the tower’s stone wall crumbled, along with the remains of colorful stained-glass windows.

      The full moon appeared through the wall’s opening. It called me closer, to where the dragon had stormed inside to steal half of my heart. The blood in my veins chilled. But the memory burned me to the bone, prickling like a thousand needles.

      Lacy snowflakes drifted in the chamber. Low heaps of snow piled upon the dais. My steps turned sluggish as I got closer. Dread and cold tangled in my core and hindered my breathing. I hugged my arms and rubbed them, fighting the shivers that swept me in unstoppable waves... I wanted to leave this place, but what choice did I have when Father had summoned me?

      When I stood scarce feet away from the enduring throne, my gaze sharpened, picking apart the shadows. I’d spent precious moments playing around that seat, running in circles, resting on my mother’s lap... And it was because I knew this chair so well that I noticed the faint difference. Something had been added to the picture.

      Someone was sitting on the White Throne.

      As the moon shifted in the hazy sky, slanted light beams spilled upon the second throne’s remains. A pile of molten marble, nothing more.

      I took a step further, then another. The sharp echo of my footsteps made me restless. And then I saw. I chewed on my lower lip until the taste of sweet iron hit my tongue. And slowly, my expression slid into a frown.

      “You,” I all but hissed, stopping inches away.

      I started as the crooked chandeliers came alight in a flash, flooding the throne room, spilling amber light on the carmine velvet train of the queen’s gown.

      Queen Roslyn’s lips stretched in a bitter smile. “Yes,” she said, her silken voice posing a challenge. “It’s me.” Lazily, she tapped the throne’s marble arm with polished red fingernails.

      I speared her with a furious glare. My hands dropped to the sides, curling into tightened fists of tension. Meanwhile, Lady Roslyn sank into the seat, spreading the long train of her gown across the dais. Her sleeves glinted with gold-embroidered trimmings, as did the brooch tailored to her bodice. A golden heart enclosed in filigree... The irony did not escape me. This woman had no heart.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I breathed, shaken by her presence.

      The queen threaded her fingers through locks of light blonde hair that bounced on a deep red cloak edged in pristine white fur and rippled below her shoulders. Gleaming snowflakes lingered about her, suspended in the air. Prisoners of time. Much like this chamber.

      “Where is my father?” I demanded, my tongue heavy with impatience. “He summoned me here.”

      The queen’s lips twisted with derisive triumph. “We missed you at the wedding,” she sneered, turning the gold ring on her left hand.

      “Did you?” I uttered through clenched teeth. My station as a princess prevented me from tearing her away from the throne, but if she sat there one more minute, I doubted I could master my restraint.

      The onset of a laugh fluttered in her throat. At last, she rose from the seat, eyeing me sidelong while she turned. “It was quite the celebration,” she continued. With light and graceful movements, she sauntered to the broken wall, where the snow stacked higher.

      She stopped at the edge; her gaze lost in the night. “I want you to see this,” she said. The sweetness of her tone belied the words of her choosing.

      “Come.” She called me near with a gentle hand wave.

      A ripple of numbness washed through my being. Every instinct inside me screamed I should not move. However, I took a step towards her. Then another, driven by an invisible force. And when I least expected, I stood next to my father’s bride.

      “Look at them,” she said, her gaze angling to the tents below. People gathered by the firepits, dancing and singing old songs of lore. “These peasants celebrate under the direst storm. The fools.” The queen pursed her lips and shook her head.

      The cool wind blew and picked up my hair, pitch black tendrils caressing my cheeks. “We people of Whitehaven love our winter.” I lashed back at our new queen, an outsider of whom I knew very little.

      “Mm...” she uttered with indolence, watching me out of the corner of her eye. Her delicate hand eased on the stone wall’s rim.

      Her empty stare became full of longing. “You speak like that because you’ve known nothing else,” she decided. “But I promise you, this awful winter draws close to its end.”

      I frowned. The queen’s intent escaped me. And yet, the cool determination of her voice heightened my disquiet. “Where is my father?” I hurried to say, unable to control my quickened breaths.

      Queen Roslyn finally faced me, with widened eyes that claimed full innocence. “Oh. He’s not here,” she said, clasping her hands over her gown. “You should have been at the wedding, Maleath.” She loosened a sigh.

      I flinched, confused. “You’ve already said that…” I managed. And as I took a step back, the queen seized my shoulder. Her scarlet claws dug into my skin when she pulled hard, dragging me to the tower’s unstable edge. Sheer black fright flew through me, faced with an imminent fall. Inches away from meeting my death, I whimpered. 

      “Don’t you want to know why?” she asked with the same unnerving sweetness.

      Shocked by paralyzing fear, I watched her in absolute silence. “Why...?” I said in a stuttered breath.

      Gently, the queen leaned forward, stopping inches away from my face. “So that you might see your father one—last—time,” she whispered, pulling me closer.

      Out of her cloak appeared a silver dagger clutched firmly in her hand. What power had she over me? I tried to fight. I couldn’t move. But I could scream. “Let me go!” I cried, clinging a hand to the wall, struggling to become free from the queen’s hold. 

      “You’re not going anywhere,” she hissed in my ear, “but down.” When her gaze swung up to meet mine, the queen’s eyes burned with spectral fire. And then I knew.

      “You have magic...” I mumbled foolishly, shuddering in undiluted dread. The weakness extended to my arms and legs. This must have been a spell. She was a sorceress!

      “I do. And before your fall, princess,” she whispered, holding the dagger close to my cheek. “I’ll need your heart.”

      I gasped in horror. My body jittered on its own, sending icy rubble drizzling to the bottom of the tower. And all the while, below, the people chanted drunken songs that lingered in the air, oblivious as I faced my life’s end.

      “Why are you doing this?” I stammered, desperate to escape.

      A flicker of wonder surfaced on the queen’s countenance. And I could have sworn sadness had loomed in her eyes. “Darling girl,” she said in the lowest of voices, “your heart will set me free.” Queen Roslyn tilted her head, watching me with condescending pity.

      “You’re a vile and evil queen!” I roared.

      All emotion vanished from Roslyn’s expression. “Yes. I am an Evil Queen,” she said. “And my curse roots deeper than anything you could imagine.” Her voice came gravely. “Now, I will have that heart of yours.” The knife’s edge grazed the lacing of my bodice. A scream caught in my throat.

      A harsh draft rushed between us and whisked the queen’s cloak from the ground. The swaying velvet shrouded her face, her grip finally faltering. I took the chance and grappled to break free, and in the struggle, the wall crumbled behind us. The largest bolder dropped behind the queen and pinned her gown’s train to the floor.

      A spurt of strength shot through me then. I all but dragged myself away from the edge, my chest heaving with panting breaths.

      “Come back here!” she roared once the cloak settled. As the queen attempted to move, she realized her disadvantage. Her jaw clenched tight in restless fury.

      “Look at me!” Roslyn commanded.

      I remembered her eyes—fierce, not human—and refused to look at them. Hugging my arms tight, I turned away. Gradually, the numbness of my limbs dissolved. Strength came back to me in slow, pulsing waves. My gaze locked on the door, which seemed a world away. “Help...” I managed, my legs lumbering as I moved across the dais.

      “Daron!” the queen shrieked, jerking off the cloak in unmitigated anguish. Caught in the cruel winds, the red piece flew away, scurrying into the snowy night. “Daron! She’s running away!” 

      Daron. I’d forgotten about him.

      Panic as I’d never known before welled in my throat.

      Instantly, the thrash of metal armor echoed in the hall. When Daron Blackstone’s footsteps stormed into the room, all hope in me withered. I’d been a fool. There was no escape.

      The captain reached the steps. And within seconds, his gloomy shadow fell upon me. “I never liked you, girly,” he said in a gruff voice. “This should be fun.” His gauntlet plunged into my hair. In one heartless move, Daron Blackstone tugged hard and hauled me back to the broken wall.

      “I need her heart!” the Evil Queen cried, flustered and still trapped in the tower’s debris.

      Daron scoffed, shooting her a glare of annoyance. “I’ll get it when she’s dead,” he grumbled, recapturing his grip on me, driving me one inch closer to the edge. “Time to fly, little bird.” The captain grinned, revealing black and yellowed teeth.

      My vision blurred with forthcoming tears. This was where I’d die. The same place as my mother. Now our ghosts might haunt together Whitehaven Castle’s halls.

      A tear spilled down my cheek as I closed my eyes and prepared to meet my gods.

      “Daron?” The familiar voice echoed in the hall. “What is the meaning of this?” Spite drenched every word.

      My eyes flew open. Relief washed through me when I glimpsed the man standing at the bottom of the dais.

      “Edward...” the Evil Queen managed with a nervous tone.

      My lips parted to speak, but no words came. The king had arrived. All would be well.
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      “This is the highest of treasons,” he said, spearing Daron with a glare. “Release my daughter at once!” Father climbed the steps and finally stood on the dais.

      Daron’s grip relaxed, his rough metal fingers drifting from my neck. The muscles in his jaw tensed as he turned to face the king. “I’ve had enough of you too…” he muttered. And in a flash, his blade swung free from its sheath.

      At my frailest moment, I found courage. “No!” I growled, wrapping my arms around the captain’s waist. And just as fast, Daron’s hand came flying back and slammed against my chest. The blow shot me to the wall, where my back slipped until I dropped to the icy floor.

      The clean-cut sweep of metal followed as my father’s sword tore free from its scabbard, ready to engage the guard in combat. Yes, the king’s skill with the blade preceded his fame, but compared to Daron—a ruthless monster—his chances of prevailing were quite dim.

      I turned to Roslyn. “Stop this,” I begged. And still, she remained untouched by what transpired amid us. “Do something!” I spoke through gritted teeth. But it was useless.

      The swords clashed in a mighty clang that shook the castle walls. The first strike came from Daron, a heavy blow that almost cost the king’s right arm. But he’d been fast and dodged the vicious arc. Rabid as a dog, Daron lunged at the king. His fearsome fist clenched in the air and swung down, striking my father’s face.

      The king wiped the blood off his burst lip with the back of his hand. He shook his head, and sharpening his vision, he renewed his guard, gripping the sword tight with both hands. King Edward was a taut and agile man of forty-seven. And his swiftness played to his advantage as, in one quick move, he disarmed Daron Blackstone.

      A faint gasp sailed through the queen’s lips. Her countenance suddenly slackened.

      The king’s sword thirsted for death, his blade nipping at Daron’s neck. With a hand on the pommel, and the other on the grip, my father braced to deliver the final blow.

      “Don’t kill him!” Queen Roslyn said in a ragged voice. “I need him.”

      My father looked back, confused. When he locked stares with his new bride, heartbreak glistened in his eyes. “You did this,” he breathed, his grip on the blade suddenly weakening.

      “Edward...” she managed, holding up a wary hand.

      Out of the shadows, Daron’s arms sneaked behind my father and grasped his chest tight. The king paled. And as he startled, the sword dropped from his grip. Quick as lightning, Daron hauled my father towards him. He raised his arm and flashed the dagger in his hold, hinting death. A wry smile curled the captain’s lips. The sharp blade slipped beneath his chin, grazing the king’s neck.

      I dove for my father’s sword on a reckless impulse. My shaking hands smeared in his blood as they fastened on the grip. I swung the weapon upwards and leveled it at the fiend. But the captain blocked my aim, dragging my father between us.

      I steadied my grip. The world froze around me. What more could I do?

      “Maleath,” my father said in a soothing voice, pale blue eyes resting on mine. “Finish this.”

      My expression slackened in sheer fright. “No,” I breathed, white mist fleeing from my lips.

      Unwavering conviction hardened my father’s countenance. “Now!” he demanded, aware of the odds if I took no action.

      Behind him, Daron sneered. In an instant, cold steel plunged into my father’s neck. And at its touch, blood bloomed in crimson flowers.

      A scream sliced through my heart.

      With tears brimming my eyes, I thrust the sword forward. Steel pierced flesh, muscle, and bone. And I pushed through, with every ounce of fury rushing through my veins, and did not stop until the blade cut deep into Blackstone’s chest.

      A dark gurgle burst from Daron’s mouth. His eyes lit with rage, untamed.

      In his arms, my father slowly faded. When he stumbled, Daron’s foot scurried near the edge. And once I felt the pull, my hands released the sword’s grip. Stunned beyond any measure, I watched it tear away from me. Daron staggered, to no avail. His armor’s weight and my father’s struck the final blow.

      The captain’s body swung, whisked away from the tower into the winter night. And as Blackstone fell, he took my father with him, down into an eerie end written by my hand.

      A wild roar of grief echoed in the hall. Soon, I realized the sound emerged from me. My strength finally broke, and my knees dropped to the ground.

      “Foolish girl!” the queen cried, heavily afflicted. My head swung up. I found her hunched, her face buried in her pale hands.

      This couldn’t be real. It felt like walking in the bleakest nightmare.

      When the queen straightened, her cheeks were blushing. Her green eyes gleamed with forthcoming tears, but undiluted hatred twisted her expression. “You have spoiled everything for me, Maleath.” She sniffed.

      Caught in the daze, I shook my head. “What are you saying?” I mumbled, unable to make sense of a single word. And then it came to me, how she’d begged to spare Daron’s life. Did she ever love my father at all?

      Howls of dismay rose from the crowd below. They twined in the wind until I no longer could tell either apart.

      “This was not how it was meant to be!” Queen Roslyn clenched her jaw. And in that moment, any shred of pain in her vanished. “You will pay for what you’ve done.” Her eyes grew aflame, mirroring the darkness she carried.

      The room shook with the violence of a powerful earthquake. Snow and rubble rattled in our midst. In a flash, a dozen torches burst alight, lining the hall with an incandescent gleam. And then I saw. Something terrible and extraordinary was happening to the White Throne. Rivulets of blood streamed out of nowhere, scurrying down the seat, coating pristine marble with a crimson swathe.

      This was magic if I ever saw it. The darkest, vilest kind.

      As the floor settled, I got to my feet. My gaze narrowed on the Evil Queen, unable to make peace with what had just transpired. “Why are you doing this?” I asked in the lowest whisper.

      The queen raised her chin. “Murderer,” she proclaimed, pointing at me with a denouncing finger.

      “No...” I said, stepping back.

      “Guards!” she howled in rampant fury.

      “No,” I managed, taking one more step back, shaking my head.

      “Seize Maleath Snow!” the queen commanded. This time, her voice unnaturally loud. The roar resounded in the vaulted hall and poured outside, reaching the restless horde gathered by the gates.

      The queen summoned one deep breath. She met my unrelenting stare, then looked away into the broken wall. “Maleath Snow killed the king!” she wailed, casting echoes in the darkness.

      Her head swung back towards me. “I would have given you a merciful death,” she added in a subdued tone. Then, slowly, the Evil Queen’s quiet demeanor thawed back into hate.

      One more step back.

      “But now you’ll have to run.” She paused. “I want you to beg before I take your life.”

      At the sound of
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