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For David, who always listened.
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Isabelle flinched as the splintering oak door slammed shut behind her, closing out the scowls and mutterings of the tavern workers inside. An icy gust blew past, and Isabelle shivered, pushing her windswept curls from her face. Not even her snug wool coat was enough to guard against the bitter chill of the Black Forest. The village tavern may not have been very friendly, but at least it had been warm. 
This was the third village she’d come to in the past week, and so far, no one knew of a castle in these woods. But Isabelle had become suspicious of this professed ignorance. The villagers’ fearful eyes and curt responses told a different story. There was a castle in this forest. But no one wanted to talk about it. Which did not bode well for Isabelle.
Standing outside the tavern now, Isabelle peered up at the slate blue sky. It was not dawn yet—the sun rose late and set early this time of year, especially so far north—and she wondered if she should wait for daylight before setting out. The village here was small: a cluster of houses, a business or two, and the one tavern, all pitched on either side of the road. Beyond the village, the road ended, leaving no clear way through the tangled wood. 
Isabelle wound the gears on her lantern, and as the bulb flared to life, she raised it high, throwing a circle of bright white light ahead of her. The road ended, but perhaps there was a path, Isabelle thought, as she ventured past the final stone houses. The wooded land rose just ahead, obscuring what lay beyond—more forest probably. Indeed, the air was scented with the musty fragrance of cold, muddy earth and dead leaves.  
Isabelle hesitated. Her lantern’s cold, metal handle bit into the crevices of her palm as she shifted her grip. Sunrise must have been close, because the world around her had begun to lighten, the black veil of night lifting. But the way forward was still concealed, murkier than ever in the pre-dawn gray.
A shadow shifted ahead, something moving in the dark.
Isabelle froze. Her spine felt rigid, as though something had clamped it tight. The movement could have been anything—a hawk winging beneath the forest canopy, the wind rustling the furry branches of a spruce tree. But something about the way that shadow undulated in the gloom—with uncanny grace—put Isabelle on alert.
“Heard you’re looking for the old castle.”
Isabelle gave a start, her heart leaping in her chest. 
A woman glided out of the forest, materializing from the darkness.
Isabelle’s breath sank out of her. “Stones.”
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to frighten you.” The woman gave her the briefest of smiles, her glinting teeth a flash of white. As she stepped into the light of the lantern, Isabelle took in the sight of her. She had thick, fiery red hair, bound in a complicated mass of braids. Her skin was wintry fair, her cheeks pink with cold. And she was tall. Isabelle was tall, but thin and bony. This woman had a heft to her, a muscled litheness.
She must be a woodswoman, Isabelle realized, perhaps a trapper, living off the woods. She didn’t have the air of a villager, and she dressed in rough clothing—brown trousers tucked into well-worn boots, a thin scarf stuffed into a leather vest. And a wool sack coat—a garment often worn by men rather than women.
“Well?” the trapper said. “Are you?”
“What?”
“Looking for the old castle?”
Hope seized Isabelle by the throat. “Yes, I am. If it’s real, anyway.”
“Of course it’s real.” The woman gave a short laugh. “This forest used to be one big kingdom. And a kingdom’s got to have a castle, doesn’t it? Though I understand your skepticism. People around here don’t like talk of that castle.”
“So I’ve gathered,” Isabelle said.
The woman smiled again. There was something off about her smile—as though it meant to convey something more than friendliness. Something sinister.
Isabelle shook off a chill as a cutting wind sliced through her black coat. The mistrust of the villagers, the darkness of the early morning—it was putting her on edge. If there was something off about this woman, well, Isabelle knew people who lived alone could be a bit strange. She herself was, after all.
“So the castle?” Isabelle prompted. “Where can I find it?”
The woman turned, shrugging for Isabelle to join her. “There’s a path you can start on. I’m headed that way myself—I’ll show you.”
Isabelle followed, relieved. She’d begun to think this entire venture was a fool’s errand. That the telegram she’d received had been nothing more than a cruel prank. The telegram had contained news of Isabelle’s brother, claiming he was being held prisoner in an old castle here in the forest. But the details had been vague, and as Isabelle delved further into the forest, she’d begun to think it was all for nothing. But now, as Isabelle trekked up the sharp rise in the land and down a dirt path, she felt hopeful for the first time since leaving the Glen Kingdom.
The forest was formless in the early darkness, shadows blurring together. Bulging fir trees were like sleeping giants and barren alders like twisted monsters, their branches grasping and grotesque. Isabelle kept her gaze on her guide, wary of wandering off the path.
“This is just an old deer path,” the trapper told her. The ground began to level out. “It winds through the woods here and eventually disappears. But the castle isn’t far beyond that. You should reach it today.”
“This castle then.” Isabelle stepped over a mossy rock jutting up from the ground. “It’s the seat of the old Forest kings?” Even concern for her brother couldn’t dampen Isabelle’s interest in such an intriguing historical site. 
“Sure is,” the trapper said. 
“And it’s still standing?”
“Was the last time I saw it.” The woman came to a halt, rounding on Isabelle. “Did anyone in the village tell you why they don’t speak of it?”
“Hardly. They refused to acknowledge it exists.”
“Sounds about right,” the trapper muttered. “Well. If you’re going there, you should know. People say the castle is cursed.”
Isabelle felt an icy hand grip her heart. She was not typically a fanciful person. She believed in what was rational, what was recorded, and what could be proved. But she also knew very well that curses were real. They had been recorded and proved. “Cursed? In what way?”
“No one really knows.” The trapper studied Isabelle as though appraising her mettle. “There are all sorts of rumors. But the story generally goes that—back when the kingdom still stood—a witch cursed the last Forest king. Him and his family. Even their descendants.”
A shiver rattled through Isabelle. Enough time had passed that the sun should have risen by now, shedding morning light. But the Black Forest was true to its name. The dark fir trees soared overhead, blocking out the sky. Even the bare-limbed alders loomed, their knobby branches snarling together in a tangled canopy. A thin layer of snow lay over it all, dusting the fir trees and clumping in the crevices of the alders. The snow should have lent the landscape some beauty, but even its glossy sheen was overshadowed by the dim forest. 
“Why did the witch curse them?” Isabelle asked. 
“Who knows?” the trapper replied. “Some say the king slighted her. Some say they were lovers, and he broke her heart. Others claim the royal family was involved in something dark—forbidden rituals and blood magic and all sorts of madness.”
Isabelle mulled this over, her usual skepticism breaking through the sordid corners of this tale. Forbidden rituals? The old Forest kings had been pagans, and their citizenry allowed to worship whoever they chose. And it was hard to believe a witch would care if the king was involved in dark magic.
“Some of the stories are outlandish, I’ll grant you.” The trapper turned, scanning the way before them. “But something happened that night the king fell. The stories agree on that. It was no invasion or famine that toppled this kingdom. Something struck down the royal family in one swoop. And the castle has been abandoned ever since.”
There could be some truth to it, Isabelle thought, watching a tiny critter scurry across the path. There was little historical evidence to say why the kingdom fell, and no one knew what had become of the last Forest king. “And their descendants?”
The trapper turned to her. “What?”
“You said the witch cursed the king’s descendants as well. Or were there any descendants? If everyone was killed—”
“I didn’t say they were killed. I said they were cursed. Including their descendants.” The wind picked up, soughing as it blustered through the fir trees. The trapper’s red hair blew in the wind, but she stood still, untouched by the cold. “Some people say they fled to the mountains. But others say the descendants still walk these woods. Haunting the forest. Living out their curse.” Her gaze settled on Isabelle with a smile that did not reach her cool gray eyes. 
Isabelle swallowed. She suddenly wanted to be on her way—and leave this woman behind. “So the castle itself isn’t cursed then.”
“I suppose not.”
“And it’s not abandoned anymore?”
“No. It’s not. But the one who lives there now—some disgraced lord—doesn’t much like visitors.” The trapper’s tone turned bitter.
The one who lives there now. Isabelle reached for the crumpled paper tucked in her pocket, the transcript of her telegram. The paper felt brittle in her hand, the well-worn creases grown sharp. According to the telegram, her brother had stayed at the castle as a guest—until he’d done something to offend the lord of the castle. Now he was a prisoner. Though she hadn’t seen him in three years, Isabelle knew her brother, and she could well believe Ansel had done something stupid or criminal. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t worried about him.
“Well, whatever he likes,” Isabelle said, trying to make her voice light, “I need to get to that castle. So, I just follow the path?”
“Yes. Follow the path through the woods. When it ends, you’ve got about three miles before you reach the castle. But it’s a straight shot through the forest. Due north.” The trapper stepped aside. “I’ll leave you here. I’m headed elsewhere.” A smile played at her lips as she watched Isabelle pass. “Good luck. And you really should try to reach the castle before dark.”
Isabelle stilled. She turned back towards the trapper.
“Why?” she asked.
“Oh. You know. There are those stories. The cursed descendants haunting the woods.” The trapper smiled. “And wolves.”
“Wolves?” Isabelle echoed, trying to hide her alarm. She’d lived most of her life in the woods, but in the southern kingdoms, where wolves were scarce.
The trapper waved a hand. “Yes, they’re all about this forest. And at this time of year, food gets scarce. They get hungry. But not to worry.” She tipped her head. “You’ll be fine. So long as you reach the castle before dark.”
Then she was gone. Vanishing through the trees, the deep foliage swallowing her up.
Isabelle let out a long breath after she’d gone, feeling shaken. Nonsense, she told herself, heading down the path. She’s just a strange woman. 
Still. That didn’t mean Isabelle wasn’t in danger. Whether it was unfriendly villagers or the merciless winter weather—or wolves or curses or this “disgraced lord”—Isabelle knew she was risking a lot, coming here alone. She probably should have asked Prince Garrett for some soldiers to accompany her. Garrett, the crown prince of the Glen Kingdom, was Isabelle's closest friend (strange as that was, since Isabelle herself was a commoner). Garrett was also an adventurer. Searching for an abandoned castle in the Black Forest was just the sort of endeavor Garrett loved. He would have helped her in a heartbeat, had she asked. 
But the girl who’d sent her the telegram—a servant at the castle—had insisted she come alone. And besides, this was a family matter. Estranged though they were, Ansel was family—the only family she had left. 
Isabelle pressed on, following the scanty deer path through the wood. The ground beneath her feet grew soft and doughy, the untraveled path awash with fresh mud. Once or twice, the path almost disappeared, and Isabelle thought it was at an end. But then it appeared again, and she realized it had only been eaten by the forest—by the dense clusters of trees and overgrown bramble. As the hours passed, Isabelle cast uneasy glances overhead, looking for glimpses of sky through the trees. How much farther did this path go on, and how long left until dusk?
Finally—her relief so thick it clogged her throat—she came to the end of the path. Another three miles due north, the trapper had said, and she would reach the castle.
But she’d only gone about one mile when she heard it. She’d just slipped over a slick patch of mud, mumbling a curse as she caught herself. But her curse was drowned out by a long, keening howl—a howl that quivered through the air and ghosted past the back of Isabelle’s neck.
Isabelle’s breath snagged in her throat. Wolves.
Another howl sounded out, and before it was done, a second one, joining the first in an otherworldly symphony. Isabelle licked her cracked lips. The stillness that had come over her seeped through her bones, settling on the inside like a hardening lump of clay. Hardening into fear. 
Those wolves sounded close. Much too close.
Isabelle turned around. She scanned the forest behind her, her gaze roving over the darkening wood.
And latched onto a pair of yellow eyes, smoldering like embers in the shadows.
Isabelle’s breath froze in her chest.
She turned and ran through the woods, and the cries of the wolves raced after her.
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The wolves howled as Isabelle tore through the forest, her chest tight with fear. Perhaps she’d imagined those yellow eyes, but she didn’t dare slow her pace, not even to glance over her shoulder. Gelid air rushed at her as she ran, biting her chapped face and making her eyes water. But she didn’t stop, not until she reached a clearing in the woods where the land ended in a sudden drop. 
Isabelle panted, skidding over the frozen ground. She caught herself around the emaciated trunk of a scarred silver birch, the tree swaying as she lolled to the side. She finally tossed a glance behind her, scanning the trees, but she saw nothing. No yellow eyes. No wolves.
She didn’t think she could go much further. Her legs burned, her throat was raw with cold—
Then she saw it. 
A castle. A stone castle with narrow windows and pointed spires, just over a bridge spanning the rugged gorge before her. Like a mirage in the snowy white landscape.
The seat of the old Forest kings. Where her brother was being held prisoner.
A harsh wind gusted, dead leaves skittering over the forest floor. Isabelle shivered, though not from the cold. The castle stood stark and remote in the dead winter woods. It was like a dead thing itself, a desiccated ruin mocking the grandeur it once held. The Forest Kingdom had fallen over a century ago, long before Prince Garrett’s great-grandfather led a host out of the woods and into the Glen Kingdom. 
All that was left of that old kingdom were the people scattered throughout the Black Forest, in the villages and the wood. And this ruin of a castle. A cursed castle, if the rumors were true.
Standing here, shivering in the snow, Isabelle felt her alone-ness more than ever. A profound sense of disquiet slipped over her. The wind gusted again, icier now the sky was darkening. But still, Isabelle didn’t move. She only gazed at the castle. 
The gorge before her was not wide, but it looked steep, a jagged scar in the snow. The bridge spanning the gorge was dark wood, but stone pillars reinforced it, stretching down into the gully. It looked stable enough. And yet Isabelle stood, clutching her birch tree. Paralyzed by a fluttering in her chest—an eldritch pitter-patter. Like spider legs crawling over the tender walls of her heart. 
Another howl rent the air. A chilling whine, like rusty hinges on a door. 
Isabelle jumped away from her tree. Steeling herself against the ominous fluttering, she started across the clearing. As she took her first ungainly step onto the wooden bridge, yet another howl rang out behind her. Isabelle whipped around.
She did not imagine anything now.
A pair of yellow eyes stared at her from the shrouded woods.
Isabelle leapt into a run down the bridge. Her boots thunked against the solid wood, her shallow breaths so loud, they echoed inside her head from one ear to the other. 
The bridge led beneath a stone archway, smeared black with lichen, and straight up to a broad wooden door gilded in silvered metal. Isabelle ran until she slammed into the door, half-hoping it would buckle open beneath her. But, of course, it did not.
“Come on.” Isabelle beat at the door with both fists. “Come on, come on—”
Suddenly, the great door shuddered and swung open. Isabelle fell forward, her knees crashing into stone. She winced but lurched to her feet, her mind still full of wolves as she stumbled into an open courtyard.
There was a grating squeal, as startling as the wolves’ cries. Isabelle whirled around. A silvery portcullis lowered from the stone arch in front of the open door. Isabelle leaned forward, her fear of the wolves dissipating as she took in the sheen of the portcullis. The metallic coating gleamed even in the fading daylight. Was it real silver? Or just painted to look that way? If so, the coat of paint was new, which seemed extravagant for a ruined old castle.
As the portcullis settled upon the courtyard, rattling in place, another long howl cut the air. Isabelle peered through the portcullis with unease. Though it stood between her and the wolves, she could not help but stare down the long stretch of bridge, looking for another glimpse of yellow eyes.
“Don’t worry. It’s only wolves.”
Isabelle bit back a yelp and spun around. 
Standing before her was a man. He was tall, as tall as Prince Garrett, and around the same age. He was fair like Garrett too, though his hair was a sandier, dirtier blond, and his eyes dark and penetrating. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his weight shifted lazily to one side. And yet there was something intimidating about him—as though his casual air was a pose. Like a wolf putting its victim at ease.
“Only regular wolves, I mean,” the man clarified.
The oddity of this statement didn’t reach Isabelle. She was too distracted by the sudden appearance of this man—though now she thought of it, someone must have lowered the portcullis. But there was something about him. Something that put Isabelle on guard. 
Perhaps it was his face. Three deep scars were carved into his skin, running diagonally from left temple to the right side of his jaw. One of the scars nipped the corner of his eye, while the middle one cut a craggy groove through his lip. They were old scars, yet red all the same, as though too violent to heal. 
Isabelle tried not to gawk at his scars. He was dressed like a hunter, in brown breeches and leather boots with soles made to be silent upon the forest floor. His single-breasted coat looked warm enough, though it was patched and ragged, as was the wool scarf wrapped around his neck, the ends tucked in like an imitation cravat. 
“You must be Isabelle,” the man said. “Ansel’s sister.”
“Yes. Are you—the lord of the castle?” Doubt colored Isabelle’s words. Given this man’s rough appearance, he didn’t seem much like a lord, even a disgraced one. 
The man snorted. “No. I’m not the lord.” He didn’t provide a name of his own. “I just work here.”
“Oh.” That made more sense. “Is he all right? My brother, I mean, not your lord. The telegram I received from…Ellery?...said he was sick. And that he’d landed himself in your dungeons.”
“He’s hanging on.” This terse response was not very reassuring. But the hunter only glanced across the courtyard, unconcerned. “I don’t suppose you want to get inside? It’s cold out here.” 
It was a small courtyard, just as the castle itself was small. Two short turrets guarded the southwestern corner, the ramparts flanking them lined with stone gargoyles. The gargoyles were blackened by the same crusty growth that stained the entryway, their grimacing faces spotted and grimed. A single, lofty tower rose from the back of the castle like a coiled serpent. 
Isabelle stepped carefully as they crossed the courtyard, for the flagstones beneath her feet wobbled, unseated by gobs of slimy moss. The castle seemed darker and more menacing as they approached the front doors, and Isabelle eyed it with deepening foreboding. It was a very old, very medieval structure, and in another time, she might have found it fascinating. But all she could think about now was Ansel, and where he might be in the bowels of this gothic place. 
The hunter led her up a flight of broad steps into the castle. Isabelle found herself in a cavernous entrance hall, made more so by its stark emptiness, like a cave beneath a mountain. Old-fashioned candelabras, brassy and dull, sat in sconces carved into the stone walls, but only two were lit. Their flames capered, making shadows dance over the bare floor. Something loomed at the back of the hall, something monstrously huge. It wasn’t until Isabelle’s eyes adjusted to the dim light that she realized it was a grand staircase.
“You’ll have to wait here,” the hunter said. “You need to talk to the lord before you can see your brother. I’ll get him, but you’ll have a bit of a wait.” He picked up his pace as he left her, his footsteps a whisper against the floor. “You’re early,” he tossed over his shoulder.
Isabelle gaped after him. How could I be early? They sent me a telegram, and I came as soon as I could. Which wasn’t even all that soon; it had taken her nearly a month to come all this way. If there was some timetable she was meant to adhere to, she hadn’t been informed of it.
With a groan, Isabelle dumped her pack onto the floor. It thumped and clattered, the noise ringing out in the hall. Her sore muscles begged for respite, but there was nowhere to sit. The hall was devoid of furnishings. Isabelle eyed the staircase, but it seemed so far away at the back of the hall…and so forbidding. She couldn’t make out the top of the stairs; they seemed to lead up into a well of shadows.
So she stood, exhausted and alone, waiting. She would have plopped down on the floor if she’d had any confidence about getting up again. Drumming her fingers against her thighs, she cast an impatient glance down the corridor. She wondered how long she would be expected to wait for this lord, and as she wondered, her apprehension grew.
Isabelle felt as though she’d spent most of her life getting her brother out of trouble. Ever since he was a boy, he’d attracted it. Falling in with crowds too rough to handle, making stupid wagers and promises he couldn’t keep, taking on jobs far beyond his skill set. And yet, Isabelle had never stopped caring about him. Even after they’d parted ways, her worry for him had not abated. It became a constant thing, a parasite she carried inside her, gnawing with questions. Where is he? Is he all right? Is he hurt? Is he even alive?
Now, for the first time in two and a half years, she had answers. But they had done nothing to banish that parasitic worry.
Why had Ansel come to this old ruin? What had he done to get himself thrown in the dungeons? Until now, Isabelle had not thought on that too much, weird as that might seem. Ansel was no stranger to trouble, after all. But now that she stood here, waiting and worrying, she wondered—who was this lord of the castle? What if Ansel hadn’t done anything wrong? What if the “lord” was just a mad person or a criminal or—who knew what else?
Isabelle shifted her weight from one foot to the other. And if he was mad or criminal, what would this lord do to her? What if he threw her in a dungeon too? 
A sudden squeal cut through the silence, the eerie noise reverberating throughout the castle. Isabelle jumped, looking around, but there was no one there. She waited another moment, wondering if that had been the hunter, passing through a creaking door on his way back here. But the hunter did not appear.
That decided Isabelle. The sooner she found Ansel—and the sooner they left—the better. She needed to find him now. She wasn’t going to wait around for this lord.
Since dungeons were usually on the lower level of a castle, Isabelle crept around until she found a staircase—narrow, stone, and shrouded in shadow—leading below the ground floor. The staircase wasn’t immediately apparent, closed off by a locked door, but Isabelle had the lock picked in a matter of minutes. She sent a silent thanks to Prince Garrett for teaching her such a skill, then peered dubiously down the staircase. It wasn’t completely dark, and as Isabelle began the descent, she found there were flaming torches set in sconces on the walls. They were few and widely spaced apart, but Isabelle was grateful for them—not just for the light, but because their presence meant someone had been down here recently. Hopefully to feed and check on her brother. 
The bottom of the stairs opened into a dank corridor. An iron candelabra hung over the passage, filled with thick candles, but the scant light was little comfort in the oppressive darkness. The walls down here were damp and spotted, giving off a fusty odor. The pervasive wetness was made worse by the icy chill. Isabelle’s anxiety ballooned inside her, pressing against her lungs. She hoped Ansel had been given plenty of blankets, if he really was down here. Someone had to be down here, or why the torches, the candles?
Isabelle stood on tip-toe to take a candle from the candelabra, then ventured down the corridor. Trepidation tripped inside her, and it was only thought of Ansel that pushed her forward. By the small, uncertain light of her candle, she saw a row of prison cells lining the corridor, their bars rusted red and flaking like dried blood. But they were all open, all empty. “Ansel?” Isabelle called. She flinched at the sound of her own tinny voice. “Are you here? Ansel?”
There was no answer. Save for her words, echoing back as they bounced off the hollowed passages. Ansel, Ansel, Ansel.
She was on the verge of turning back when she spotted another corridor branching off to the right. As she lifted her candle, the tiny flame caught on something in the darkness, something that winked in the light. Isabelle stepped down the corridor and found another portcullis, smaller but otherwise very like the one in the courtyard. Not gilded in silver, Isabelle noted, as she ran a finger over the gate. It was painted bronze and not recently, she thought, feeling a rough spot where the paint had peeled away. The cold surface beneath was rough but durable. Solid iron.
The portcullis stretched from wall to wall, barring the way. Isabelle looked left and right. She spotted the lever quickly, down on the floor on her left. She was surprised to find the lever’s system was built on clockwork gears. That sort of mechanism had only become common in the last century, and this castle had been abandoned longer than that. 
She wound the lever round until she heard it click. The gears whirred to life, and Isabelle straightened, backing up, as the portcullis began to rise.
It was several seconds before it settled at the top with a heavy clank. Isabelle cringed, casting a glance behind her, but she heard no footsteps, no voices. She turned back as the gears slowed to a halt, their whirring dying away, and she stood before the open corridor, doused in silence and darkness.
For a moment, she did not move. The darkness was pitch black, the silence deep and beckoning. Silence broken only by Isabelle’s skittering breaths, heavy in this moldering dungeon. Her stomach churned like a ship being tossed about in a storm. Still, she stepped forward, stretching an arm out into the black void. 
She nearly dropped her candle when her fingers smashed into something solid, layered in sludge and grit. Her stomach clenched. But it was only a door, an iron door she hadn’t seen by her candlelight. How odd that it was right here, not two paces from the portcullis. 
Isabelle tried the latch and found it unlocked. Setting her candle on the floor, she pushed the heavy door with both hands, but it didn’t budge. Turning, Isabelle leaned her whole body into the door, the cold of the iron seeping through her wool coat. She shoved with all her weight. With a jarring screech, the door opened slowly, inch by inch, the bottom scraping against the stone floor. Isabelle found herself holding her breath as the door gave way, her lips clamped shut and her chest tighter than ever.
But it was all for naught. On the other side of the door was only more corridor, more stone, thrown in shadow like the rest of the dungeon.
Isabelle’s shoulders slumped. She felt weary with disappointment. Strangely, it wasn’t so cold on this side of the door, but danker than ever, the air laden with a stench like wet dog. 
Wiping a shaky hand over her brow, Isabelle bent to retrieve her candle. She couldn’t understand it. Why all these locked doors and gates for nothing but dark, empty corridors? Raising her candle, she swept one last glance from corner to corner, surveying the darkness. But there was nothing. 
She turned away, lowering her candle.
And out of the corner of her eye, something shifted at the end of the corridor.
Isabelle froze. Slowly, dread stealing her breath, she turned back.
Shadows rolled in the darkness. Isabelle caught another whiff of that ghastly stench. The shadows swelled, coalescing into something huge and hulking. 
Something alive.
Isabelle watched with widening eyes as a hideous, terrifying, impossible beast emerged like a nightmare come to life.
It was enormous. Sort of wolf-like, but at the same time, nothing like a wolf. Nothing like any creature Isabelle had ever seen. It was entirely covered in fur like a wolf—black, knotted fur, tufts of it sprouting from between its pointed ears. But it stood upright on hind legs, its haunches as thick as tree trunks and corded with muscle. Its front legs hung unnaturally at its sides, jointed more like human arms than the legs of an animal. And where a wolf would have had paws, knobby fingers protruded instead, ending in razor-sharp claws. 
Those claws click-clacked along the stone floor as the creature stalked towards her. The breadth of its shoulders was broad, sinew rippling and bunching as it came closer. Most terrifying of all was its long snout, lined with glistening, dripping, jagged teeth.
But it wasn’t the teeth that drew Isabelle’s gaze, nor its matted fur. It was its eyes. Yellow eyes like twin beacons, emanating with a predatory gleam. It wasn’t hunger Isabelle glimpsed in those eyes. It was a visceral, human rage.
Fear crawled up Isabelle’s airway, strangling her. She was so transfixed by the monstrous creature that it was within three paces of her before she thought to run. She stumbled back, grasping for the iron door.
The beast bared its teeth, let out a blood-curdling growl, and leapt at her. 
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Isabelle threw herself past the iron door and spun, the sole of her boot skidding against the stone floor. She heaved her entire body into the door, her shoulder laid flat against it, all her muscles straining. But the heavy door squealed in protest, moving far too slowly. 
She’d only gotten it halfway shut when the beast leapt for her. Its monstrous front paws crashed into the other side of the door, pushing it back into Isabelle, and its long snout burst through the opening.
Then its jaw clamped over her hand, and dripping canines pierced the back of her wrist.
Isabelle screamed. Out of pain, she supposed, though she didn’t really feel pain. In that shocking, agonizingly long moment, Isabelle saw the beast’s teeth puncture her skin. She watched them sink through her flesh like curved blades, but she felt…removed, as though it was happening to someone else, but no, that was her hand and that was her skin. 
But she couldn’t feel anything. And that disconnect, and the madness inherent in it, was the most horrifying thing she had ever experienced.  
It seemed to last forever. Then the beast released her, ripping free, rearing its head back. Isabelle fell onto the floor in a daze. Her surroundings swam, tilting one way, then the other. The corners of her vision grew foggy.
The sight of the beast launching itself at the door again pierced through the fog. Its claws scraped at the door as it scrabbled to get through. By the guttering light of her fallen candle, Isabelle glimpsed its glinting teeth, stained red with her blood. 
Sobbing for breath, Isabelle rolled and tried to climb to her feet. Behind her, the beast snarled, the sound echoing in her ears alongside her pounding heartbeat. With a ragged whimper, Isabelle summoned all the strength she had and lurched to her feet. She staggered, forcing herself to move, move, move. Slipping beneath the portcullis, she caught herself on the wall before she could fall again.
Whipping around, she fumbled for the gate’s lever, but her hands shook so badly, she could barely grip it. Blood from the wound in her wrist dribbled down her hand, slickening her palm. She cast a feverish glance from the lever to the iron door, watching in mounting terror as the beast slammed the door open. It banged off the stone wall.
Isabelle’s fear was so large, she could feel it burning up her throat. The taste of it was fetid in the back of her mouth. She had become it, this animalistic fear—a prey’s frenetic desire to escape. Choking on another scream, Isabelle stumbled back, forgetting the portcullis, forgetting the lever. The beast’s eyes fixed on her, and it dropped to all fours to run with full speed—
Isabelle turned to flee.
And a knife whistled past her head, so close she thought it nicked her ear.
Isabelle gaped at the man before her. It was the scarred hunter, the one who had escorted her into the castle. His arm was stretched out before him.
A resounding crash sounded out, and Isabelle jumped, her heart lurching into her throat. The iron portcullis had fallen, smashing into place, and when Isabelle glanced up, she saw the wire connecting it to the lever had been cut. The hunter’s knife lay on the floor where it had fallen after slicing through the wire.
“I should have thought of that,” Isabelle said dumbly, remembering the knife tucked down her boot. Her mind was still fogged with fear, her thoughts a jumble. 
Another thundering crash startled her. The beast had slammed into the portcullis on the other side. It rattled beneath the weight of the monster but held fast. 
Isabelle stared at the trapped beast. She felt ensnared by its yellow-eyed gaze, locked onto her with malice.
“What are you doing down here?”
Isabelle whirled to face the hunter. His dark eyes viewed her with as much hostility as the beast. His coat had been removed, revealing a rough-spun shirt and an ash gray vest over his breeches. 
“Well?” he snapped.
Isabelle gulped a breath. Then another. As her chest began to loosen, she became aware of her thumping heart, her shuddering body, her throbbing hand. That fuzzy fog encroached on her again, and she blinked hard, fighting the woozy feeling. She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she remembered how to speak.
“I’m…I was…I was looking for—” She broke off, the enormity of what had just happened sinking in. Flinging a hand at the snarling beast, she demanded, “What is that?”
“A beast,” the hunter said. 
“Oh, right.” A breathy, hysterical noise escaped Isabelle’s lips. “Of course. Why didn’t I realize. A beast.” Isabelle clasped her forearm above the bleeding wound. As much to keep from shaking as to staunch the pain. “Why is there a mutant beast in this castle!”
The hunter rolled his eyes. Rolled his eyes. As though she was a silly girl, as though she had asked a ridiculous question. Without answering, he stepped past her to retrieve his knife. Being in such proximity with the beast and its snapping teeth didn’t seem to faze him.
But when he turned back, his brow was furrowed. “Did…” His eyes latched onto her injured hand. “You’re bleeding.” Far from sounding concerned, his tone was accusatory, as though she'd stuck her hand into the beast’s jaw on purpose. He closed the distance between them in three swift steps, taking her arm in a rough grasp. 
“The beast did this?” The hunter’s gaze was harsh, made more so by the grisly scars crossing his face. “Did he bite you?”
“Yes.” Isabelle tugged, trying to break free, but the hunter’s grip was like iron. “Only a little.” She peered at the wound, trying to gauge how bad it was. The blood was already drying, the flow staunched. The pain was persistent, but she’d suffered worse. “It doesn’t look too bad. Good thing, too, there are lots of veins in the back of—”
“It definitely bit you?” the hunter interrupted. “It didn’t claw at you, scratch you? It bit you?”
“Yes.” Isabelle gave another tug just as the man’s grip went slack on her. She stumbled, barely catching herself. 
The hunter’s gaze was preoccupied. “Right, well. We should get it cleaned. Bandaged.” Without another glance for the beast, the hunter took her by the shoulder, steering her away. 
Isabelle did not appreciate this manhandling, but since her legs were turning to jelly and her vision still swimmy, she didn’t protest. She didn’t think she could walk in a straight line right now. 
“You never said what you were doing down here,” the hunter said curtly. 
“I was looking for my brother.” Isabelle cast an appraising look at the hunter. She did not understand how he could be so calm, but if he was, she would be too. “And if he’s down here with that beast, then you’re—”
“He’s not down here,” the hunter said, as though this should have been obvious. “He’s being kept in the tower. We don’t keep anyone down here.”
“Well, I can see why. Your dungeons are reserved for ferocious beasts, apparently!”
“Beast. Singular. There’s only one.”
Isabelle jerked to a halt, forcing the hunter to stop too. She turned to stare at the beast through the portcullis. It had turned away from them, a lumbering shadow in the gloom. Now it paced on all fours, vibrating with agitation. Every bit the caged beast. 
“Look.” The hunter’s tone was brusque. “Do you want to get that hand bandaged or not?”
Isabelle turned away. She didn’t say a word as she followed the hunter down the corridor and up the narrow stairwell. 
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“Yes, I’m very lucky,” Isabelle said in a droll tone.
The girl, Ellery, looked at her. She was around fourteen, Isabelle guessed, though her sober air made her seem older. She wore a dark, stiff skirt and matching blouse. Her wispy hair was pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck. 
“I wouldn’t say that,” Ellery replied. “Luckier not to have been bitten at all.” There was something unnerving about her unblinking blue eyes. “Anyway, you’ll need a few stitches. I can root up some ether, if you like.”
“Don’t bother. I’ve had stitches without it.”
Despite this, the needle piercing her skin still hurt like all the oldest fairy stones in the deepest pit of hell. Isabelle sat at the edge of her chair, lips clamped shut against the whimpers creeping up her throat. 
The hunter had brought her to Ellery’s room on the second floor of the castle. It was a nice room, for a servant—large and well-furnished. Given what she’d heard about this “lord,” Isabelle was surprised he allowed his servants a room like this, with a featherbed covered in quilts and furs, and a gilded gold mirror over a chiffonier. The room smelled faintly of dried lavender.
Ellery finished her stitches. Isabelle slumped back, her body trembling with the imprint of pain. 
“So.” Isabelle expelled a breath as Ellery unwound a length of bandage. “Why is there a beast locked in your dungeons?”
Ellery’s gaze flicked her way. For a moment, Isabelle thought the girl would not answer. But then she said, her voice toneless, “The beast used to roam the forest around here. It was a bit of a problem. We managed to catch it.”
“Hmm.” A succinct explanation—with a few holes. “How, by the Gift, did you catch that monster?”
“Klaus caught it.” Ellery noticed her puzzled expression. “Klaus is the man who brought you up here. He’s our hunter. He grew up in the forest.”
“So, he caught the beast?” 
“He lured it back here.” Ellery took Isabelle’s hand in hers, her ministrations gentle and practiced. She lay the end of the bandage flat over Isabelle’s palm and began to wind it around. “And he devised the portcullis in the dungeons to hold it.”
“But why not just kill it?” Isabelle asked.
“It was Klaus’s decision. He’s a bit funny about killing wild things.”
“I thought you said he was a hunter.”
“He kills to eat. Not for sport.”
“Nor, apparently, for self-preservation,” Isabelle muttered. “So—the scars on Klaus’s face. Are those from the beast?”
“Yes. He was lucky. He almost lost an eye.”
And still decided not to kill it. Isabelle sent Ellery a sidelong glance. There was certainly more to that story, but Isabelle had other concerns right now. “You’re the one who sent me the telegram. About my brother.”
“Yes. He was a bit ill when he first arrived. I don’t think he’d had any shelter or good food in a while.”
“That must have been a month or more ago.” Isabelle tried to moderate her tone. Whatever had happened to Ansel, it was not this girl’s fault. There was no point taking her indignation out on her. “Is he better now? And why was he locked up?”
“He’s…not sick anymore.” Ellery evaded her gaze. 
Before Isabelle could question her further, the hunter, Klaus, appeared in the doorway. He made a grim specter, his scarred face unsmiling. “I can take you to your brother now. The lord will meet us up there. Is she good to go?” he asked Ellery.
“Just about.” Ellery secured the bandage around Isabelle’s hand.
“And?” Klaus demanded.
Ellery looked at him. Isabelle could not tell what exchanged between them, but something did. Something significant. “And everything looks all right,” was all Ellery said.
Klaus grunted. “Come on, then.”
Isabelle followed Klaus down a maze of corridors. She matched the hunter’s brisk pace, but her mind was racing. The haze of shock had seeped away, and now that she felt more like herself, she was beginning to process everything. Process it, but not understand it. Because nothing added up. None of it made sense.
Well, almost none of it. Out of the deep well of her subconscious, Klaus’s first words to Isabelle floated back to her. What he’d said in the courtyard when she arrived. It’s only wolves. Regular wolves.
Now she understood. Wolves seemed tame in comparison to that savage beast.
“Does this lord of yours have a name?” Isabelle asked. The floor beneath her feet was the same dark stone as the rest of the castle, as were the walls. Candelabras lined the corridors, but they were sparsely lit, adding little warmth to the gloomy castle.
“Not one he cares to share with most people,” Klaus said. “He’s a very private person.”
I’m a private person too, Isabelle thought, and I don’t go around making people call me ‘lord.’
Despite the twisting corridors, it didn’t take long to reach the tower. Climbing it, however, was another matter. The stairwell, dark save for Klaus’s gear-bulb lantern, rounded up and up in an endless spiral. It was a good twenty minutes before they reached the top, where they faced a stout door. Isabelle heaved a breath, her legs quivering. Setting his lantern aside, Klaus reached for a set of keys at his waist and quickly got the door open. 
Isabelle’s trembling vanished in an instant. She rushed into the tower chamber. The air inside was glacial, the room plunged in darkness. There were two barred windows in the room, hardly more than slits, but night had fallen and the sky was overcast, so no light shone in. Klaus stepped in behind her with his lantern, and that was when Isabelle spotted the lump in the corner. Ansel.
Her brother barely stirred as she hurried towards him. He was wrapped in a thick, tan canvas from head to toe, only his face visible. Even still, he shivered. His eyes were squeezed shut as though he were sleeping, but he didn’t look very restful. His brown face was tinged with gray, and his thick, dark hair, which had grown into tight curls, was matted with sweat. “Ansel?” Isabelle crouched down on the stone floor, reaching out to take his shoulder. “Can you hear me? It’s Isabelle.”
Ansel’s eyes fluttered, but he didn’t respond. Isabelle pushed the canvas back so she could feel for a pulse. His skin was cold and sticky. She noticed a white bandage peeking out beneath his wool shirt. Pushing the canvas back further, she pulled his collar down as far as she could. The entire right side of his chest had been wrapped, and recently, for the bandage was white and clean.
“What happened to him?” Isabelle turned to Klaus. “Ellery said he’d been ill. So why is he bandaged like this? Was he injured?”
Klaus folded his arms over his chest. He seemed as concerned about Ansel as he’d been about her in the dungeons—which was to say, not at all. “He was ill when he first got here. That was over a month ago. The lord let him stay, and Ellery tended him until he was better. That’s when he decided to steal from us—the silverware, some candlesticks—and made off in the night.”
Isabelle closed her eyes. Stupid, stupid Ansel, but she didn’t expect any better. Still, that didn’t explain the injury, nor excuse these appalling conditions. “If you’re telling me your lord did this to him, or you—”
“We didn’t touch him,” Klaus said. “He ran into…some wolves. In the forest.” Isabelle noticed his hesitation, but if it was because he was lying, she couldn’t tell. “They attacked him. He managed to get back to the castle, but they mauled him pretty badly.”
“And your lord locked him up? Even though he was injured—”
“Ellery tended his wound,” Klaus interrupted, “and she changes the bandage every day. He’s much better than he was.”
“Yes, he looks fine!” Isabelle erupted. “That’s why he’s weak and shivering! It’s bloody freezing in here, and he hasn’t even been given a bed or proper blankets!”
Suddenly, the tower door banged open, so hard that it rebounded off the stone wall.
Isabelle jumped, startled, and was satisfied to see Klaus jump too. She hadn’t heard footsteps on the stairs, but maybe that was because she’d been shouting. She glanced around.
A dark figure filled the doorway—literally filled it, the form tall and burly. The lord of the castle, Isabelle presumed. She found herself struck silent as he stepped into the tower. He was taller than Klaus and broad across the chest. He wore a long, thick overcoat; the black garment hung from his shoulders like bat wings. A hood, attached beneath the collar of his coat, covered his head, giving him the look of an executioner.
Isabelle could make out very little of the man’s face beneath the hood—not a strand of hair, not a hint of eyes or nose. All she could see was the edge of a square jaw. He was like a wraith, some bringer of death and doom, cloaked and shrouded.
But that was ridiculous. He was just a man. His coming dressed like this was probably an attempt to scare her, making himself into a faceless monster. Unfortunately for him, Isabelle had dealt with real monsters. She stood to face him, squaring her shoulders.
“Are you the lord of this castle?” she asked, just as the hooded man said, “I am the lord of this castle.”
A confused, awkward silence followed this exchange, as it does when two people accidentally speak at the same time.
“Right. Well…” Isabelle considered asking his name, then decided she didn’t care. Better to get to the point. “Look, you have to let my brother go.” She gestured towards Ansel. “He’s not well; he needs a proper doctor. I know he stole from you, but—”
“I don’t have to do anything,” was the lord’s reply. Isabelle was surprised by the smooth timbre of his voice. She had expected something harsher, uglier. “I am the lord of this castle.”
“Yes. You said that already. So?”
Klaus, leaning against the wall, gave a soft snort.
“So,” the lord said, sounding irritated, “my word is law here. And I say your brother cannot leave.”
“But—”
“I understand you saw the beast down in the dungeons.” The lord turned from her, the edge of his coat whipping back.
“Yes. So?”
Without looking her way, he raised a hand to point at her. “He bit you?”
“Yes. But no need to worry. I’m fine.”
“I wasn’t worried.”
“Of course you weren’t,” Isabelle said. If the lord wasn’t worried about her ailing brother wasting away in this icy tower, she didn’t expect for a second he would care about her. “Look, what does this have to do with Ansel? Will you let him go or not?”
The lord turned to face her—still hooded, still hidden. “I will not.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “And you aren’t going anywhere either.”
“What?” Isabelle was sure she must have heard him wrong. “But—you can’t keep me here! I haven’t done anything! You can’t just take me prisoner!”
“I didn’t say you were a prisoner,” the lord retorted.
“If I can’t leave, then I’m a prisoner.” Isabelle’s words seeped through gritted teeth.
The lord waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t have to stay locked up in here. You can have a room in the castle.”
“I don’t want a room!” Isabelle burst out, panic edging her words. She could not believe this. She could not believe this. The audacity of this coward, hiding behind his hood. He wouldn’t even face her. Before she could consider what she was doing, she strode forward, coming to stand before the lord. “You can’t keep me here. I’ve done nothing!”
“You saw the beast,” the lord snapped. He stepped towards her too, closing the distance between them. Isabelle caught her breath as he towered over her, but she refused to back down. She only tilted her head to be sure the full force of her glare caught him. “I can’t let you leave here to go spreading tales about him.”
“Spreading tales?” Isabelle echoed, the pitch of her voice rising. “Spreading tales? Why would I do that? Who would I tell? I don’t care about your stupid beast!”
The lord didn’t respond right away. He let silence hang between them, broken only by Ansel’s labored breathing, by the scuff of Klaus’s boot against the floor. Then the lord said, “That beast has caused a lot of trouble for the people around here. For the villagers and those who live in the forest. Some of them would like very much to get their hands on it. So.” He inhaled, his broad shoulders heaving. “I can’t let you leave.”
“But I wouldn’t tell anyone. I swear by—”
“I don’t care what promises you make. I trusted your brother and regretted it. I won’t make the same mistake with you.” Ignoring her gaping face, the lord turned and strode towards the door. “Stay in the tower with your brother or let Klaus give you a room. It makes no difference to me. But you are staying here. Forever.” And with that ominous pronouncement, he vanished into the darkness, slamming the door behind him. 
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Garrett pushed open the doors to Briar’s quarters, bouncing with exuberance. “Briar!” he called, stepping into the parlor and sparing a wink for Briar’s maid, Nell. 
“Your Highness!” Nell protested. “She’s not awake!”
“Of course she’s not awake. It’s not even noon. Briar!” Garrett called again, throwing open the door to Briar’s bedroom. He stopped in the doorway, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness. Not a single gear-bulb lamp was lit, and heavy brocade curtains were pulled shut over the large window across the room. 
Briar lay in the center of her massive four-poster bed. Presumably. All that was visible of her were a few strands of pale hair, sticking out from beneath a plush, burgundy coverlet and a mound of pillows, stacked around the princess like a barrier. Briar had trouble sleeping and used everything at her disposal to shut out as much light and sound as possible. 
“Briar,” Garrett said cheerfully. He crossed the room and yanked open the curtains. Pale sunlight spilled into the cold room, casting a thin sheen over everything. “I know you’re awake.” He lowered himself onto the broad bed. “I have some news!”
Some muffled grunting was the only reply. Then the mound of pillows began to shift, like a squirming snake disturbing a field of grass. The fat, velvet pillow on top of the pile tumbled to the side, and a second later, half of Briar’s face appeared in the opening. Her gray eyes were narrowed to slits. “Are rotting corpses attacking the city?”
“No.”
“Are you dying of your poisonous corpse wound?”
Garrett considered, absently resting a hand on his left shoulder—over the wound in question. “Not at the moment, no.”
“Is the castle on fire?” Briar’s eyes turned baleful in the shadow of her coverlet.
Garrett summoned his most devilish smile, knowing it would infuriate her. “No.”
“Then go away,” Briar groaned, “and leave me alone. For the next two hours.”
“I didn’t say it was bad news.” Garrett pulled another pillow off her. “And I can’t leave you alone, not unless you don’t want me to say goodbye.”
This caught Briar’s attention. “You’re leaving? For what? The hunting trip?”
“Yes, the hunting trip.” Garrett nodded. “That’s not the news I have though. This is much more exciting. So are you coming out of there, or must I drag you out of bed?”
Briar glowered. She pulled the last of the pillows away and sat up sluggishly. She looked terrible. Nobody really looked their best when they first woke up, but Briar looked especially terrible. The dark, purplish circles beneath her eyes were at their most prominent, like twin bruises taking up half of her face. The rest of her complexion—where she was not actually bruised, like the greenish mottling at her temple or the black imprints around her neck—was as pale as a fresh corpse. 
Of course, that was not unusual for Briar. Given that she was, sort of, half a corpse. Or maybe one-third corpse. Thanks to the fairy curse that had plagued her and the rest of her kingdom.
Briar tilted her head, stretching out her neck. “I feel like a train ran over me,” she mumbled. “I hate you. I hope you know that.”
Garrett grinned, but he could not suppress a tiny twinge at her words. Not because she “hated” him; Garrett knew she did not. Or, well, if she hated him in this moment, it would pass. It was just that Garrett, hearing the words I hate you, could not help but think of the words I love you.
Words he was becoming more and more certain about when it came to Briar. Only, he hadn’t said it yet. Neither had she. Garrett had no idea if she actually did. Love him.
Still, he wasn’t about to bring that up now. He was leaving for his hunting trip today and would be gone for six weeks—longer, if the snows were bad in the Black Forest. Still grinning, Garrett reached into his pocket for his peace offering. “Don’t hate me. I brought you breakfast.” He opened his gloved palm to reveal what he’d brought.
A dead mouse. 
Briar looked from him to the mouse, then back to him. Her expression was unamused. “You’re hilarious.”
“Thanks for saying so.”
“You should have brought me a live one.”
Garrett made a face. “You don’t really eat live animals, do you?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Before Garrett could reply, Briar plucked the dead mouse from his hand. And before Garrett could protest, she opened her jaws wide and lowered the critter into her mouth by the tail. 
“Agh!” Garrett leapt from the bed. “I was only joking! I didn’t mean for you to actually eat it!”
Briar couldn’t respond since she had a whole mouse in her mouth. She merely opened her eyes wide in an innocent expression and bit down with a crunch.
Garrett gaped. “Really? The whole mouse? What do you do with the bones?”
Briar twisted her lips and spat a tiny bone into the palm of her hand.
“Oh, stars.” Garrett spun around to face the window. “I can’t watch this.”
Briar finished the mouse within a few seconds—that quickly? Garrett thought with a shudder—and at once looked the better for it, a bit of color coming into her cheeks. She also seemed in better spirits, for she beamed as he turned around.
“That was disgusting,” Garrett told her. “I hope you know that.”
“I’m a disgusting sort of person.” Briar didn’t seem a bit offended. “But then, as I recall, you decided you didn’t much mind that.”
Garrett smiled. Weird as it was, he didn’t. Briar and the rest of her kingdom had been cursed to become rotting, living corpses. They’d put a stop to it before the curse could do much to Briar—or at least, Briar had put a stop to it, defeating the dark fairy who’d spun the curse. But there were lingering aftereffects, such as the bruising, the insomnia, and the need for raw flesh to keep her energy up.
“I don’t mind.” Garrett sat down on the bed, a little closer than he’d been before. “But don’t expect me to kiss you after that.”
Briar’s eyes twinkled, and then she got serious. “So. What is your news, then?”
“Ah.” Garrett leaned back. “Well, I haven’t heard it from my father yet, but I heard from his secretary. He’s agreed to authorize a commission for you to work on the steam-engineered vehicle.”
This news elicited exactly the reaction Garrett had expected. Briar’s eyes grew wide, her face shining with elation. Like she’d been lit up inside with ten gear-bulbs. “Are you serious? You aren’t serious!” She clutched at Garrett’s arm. “I get my own commission? Really?”
“Yes, really.” Garrett winced—Briar’s grip was quite strong—but he smiled too. “You’re not the only one, of course. Some scientist is coming up from the Desert Kingdom with his own devices, and my father has a couple of others who have worked for him before—”
“I don’t care!” Briar released him, and Garrett sucked in a silent breath of relief. “My design will be the most effective anyway.” 
“Of course.”
“Although I’ll have to get some idea what the man from the Desert Kingdom is cooking up—they’ve invented all sorts of things no one has even thought of anywhere else. The key is going to be in the navigation—without clockwork, or rather, with the added use of a steam-powered engine, cams won’t be enough to direct the vehicle, but the idea is to move around freely off tracks or cables—”
“I don’t see what’s wrong with a self-propelled carriage.” 
“They’re too slow, of course.” Briar waved a dismissive hand. “These vehicles will be able to run as fast as a train!”
“They will? But how will you control it?”
Briar frowned at him. “That’s what I was just talking about.”
“Oh.” Garrett spared her an affable smile. “Well, you can explain it all to my father later. I’m afraid I have to go—” He glanced out the window, where the sun sat high in the hazy sky. “It’s nearly noon. We’ve got to be on our way if we’re going to make it to Colne by nightfall.” He rose to his feet, stretching his arms over his head.
“Well.” Briar plucked at a stray thread in her coverlet. “I’ll see you in a couple of months, then.”
Garrett’s throat tightened as he looked down at her. He hadn’t spent more than a few days away from Briar since she’d come home to Glen Castle with him. Of course, she’d probably hardly notice he was gone, with all she had to occupy her. Briar was easily distracted by her work. Just as Garrett was easily distracted by adventure.
He had a feeling, though, that he would feel her absence keenly over the next several weeks. 
He cleared his throat. “Well, I meant what I said. I’m not kissing you. You have mouse breath.”
Briar threw a pillow at him, but she smiled. “Be careful. I’ll miss you.”
Garrett blinked. Maybe that shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did. Briar was not one for spontaneous expressions of feeling. “I’ll miss you too.”
He left Briar’s quarters with far less enthusiasm than when he’d entered, though the thought of being on the road cheered him. Remaining in the castle for nearly three months was a record for Garrett. But then, as much as he still enjoyed a little danger, it didn’t drive his entire existence anymore.
He stepped out onto a balcony off the main corridor, overlooking the courtyard below. A glance over the stone railing showed him the five soldiers he’d picked to accompany him were ready and waiting, though redheaded Evans was struggling with a strap on his pack. Before he could head down to join them, however, someone appeared on his right and swept him a bow. “Pardon, Your Highness.” It was his father’s steward, Magan, a short, stout man with
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