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      Run

      Iris’ POV

      

      Thank God for adrenaline.

      My feet pound against the ground, the thick forest underbrush whipping into my legs as I push myself faster than I ever have before. Every step takes me farther from the castle, from my home, and from everything I’ve ever known.

      Run.

      Cutting through the trees, I leave the worn trail for the dense cover the rough terrain provides. Leaves and rocks make my feet slip as I frantically race against time to get away. I’m sure they’ve found him by now. They’re probably already searching the grounds for me. My father’s face flashes in my mind, causing me to stumble.

      I shake my head, trying to push the thoughts down. I can’t think about it, I can’t deal with it. Right now, I need to run. I need to put as much distance between myself and the place that used to be my home. If they catch me, that’s it. If I’m lucky, I’ll spend the rest of my life in a cell somewhere rotting. That’s if I’m lucky.

      My lungs burn, and my side begins to ache, but I can’t stop. My life depends on how quickly I can get away, how well I hide.

      Time passes slowly and quickly, in a strange blur of fright and determination. The sun is high in the sky above the treeline, tiny rays of light bursting through the treetop canopy, lighting my path. Have I been running for minutes? Hours? Days?

      I used to have a nightmare as a child. I was in a hurry, trying to run, but it was like my feet were stuck in slow motion. No matter how much I tried, I was stagnant, pushing as hard as I could but getting nowhere. That’s how I feel now, running as fast as I possibly can, but never fast enough. It’s a waking nightmare.

      Through a small break in the trees, I can see a narrow stream of gently flowing water. I want to keep going, but mind over matter only works for so long. My body is giving out from exhaustion. I need to rest and catch my breath.

      I fall to my knees in front of the stream. Leaning down, I lap at the water like an animal. If Mrs. Horton, my royal etiquette instructor, could see me now, she would probably faint.

      Gulping down water while out of breath is difficult, but I can’t stop. My body is desperate for air and for water. Once I feel I’ve choked down enough to sit back and recuperate, I lean my achy, exhausted body against the trunk of a tree, making sure I’m still hidden from anyone that might pass by.

      I don’t feel safe. I know I got a head start leaving the grounds, but no distance feels far enough. The rage my father’s guards feel will surely fuel a fire in them, pushing them faster, longer, and harder. They are trained for this. I’ve been trained in the proper way to cross my legs when I sit, how to pour tea, and how to entertain dignitaries from other kingdoms. I don’t stand a chance against them. My only saving grace is the head start.

      His face flashes in my mind again. A surge of emotion crashes down on me like a wave pummeling the shore. Now that I’m not moving, the adrenaline is wearing off, and I feel everything. The sadness and despair, the rage and regret, the guilt and heartache- everything.

      He was so cold, his body slumped over in his velvet reading chair.

      A sob rips from my chest, echoing loudly, pinging off of the trees.

      As if on instinct, my hands rub over my pants, rubbing away the phantom blood that stained them when I grabbed for him, shaking him, begging him to live. He was already long gone. Even though my shock and panic, my survival instincts kicked in. I knew I needed to get out of there, fast.

      When he got married to her last year, everyone said I was being dramatic, that I was acting like a spoiled daddy’s girl because he wasn’t just mine anymore. It’s true, he wasn’t mine, not in the end. He was hers. She made that very clear.

      She killed him. I know she did.

      She had him wrapped around her dainty, perfectly manicured finger. She seems to have fooled everyone. Everyone but me. I can see through her like glass. She is everything wicked and vile, she’s pretty on the outside, gorgeous even, but inside, she is a dark tarry swamp of filth and foul.

      Until this morning, I was questioning myself. Was I making it up? Was I seeing things that weren’t there? Maybe I am jealous, jealous that he found someone else, that he loves someone the way he loved mom, that he found someone that filled a void I couldn’t fill. I had actually started to believe what everyone said. I’m crazed and deranged, unbalanced, and losing my grip.

      His lifeless body proved me right in the worst way.

      It’s too late now. I can’t save him, I can’t fix this. Whatever blinders everyone has that keep them from seeing her for what she is can no longer be removed.

      I had to run to get out before they found him. I have to disappear. I can never go back home. The pack on my back is all I have left in the world, no worldly possessions, no family, no home.

      Princess Iris Kelly, daughter of King Miles Kelly, died as soon as his vows were said.

      Long live Queen Amaya.
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      Bad Juju

      Luke's POV

      

      “We met with the Queen and Martin, something seems off,” I whisper into the phone while Nabila keeps watch, making sure we’re alone.

      “What do you mean?” I can hear the concern in Linc’s voice.

      “I don’t know. It’s too soon to tell. The Queen was very grateful for our presence here and offered any and all accommodations we might need during our stay.”

      I’m not ready to tell him everything yet. I don’t like to speak unless it’s absolutely necessary. Maybe everything is just as we’re being told. I don’t want to give an opinion until it’s informed by fact. The Queen and her general might be right about the princess. She just doesn’t seem sad. Her husband was just murdered. She’s very cavalier about everything.

      “Keep me informed and make sure to update your GPS positions regularly. We can support you however we’re needed. Vic will be there by this evening.”

      “Thanks, Linc.”

      As I slip the phone back into my pocket, Nabila sits in the seat beside me, pulling out her laptop.

      “What the fuck is going on here, Luke?” she whispers frantically. “There is so much bad juju in this place. The King was just murdered and everyone is acting like nothing happened! What the actual fuck? The way everyone is talking about the princess, I just don’t understand it! I met her a few years ago. She was absolutely sweet and kind. I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character. She didn’t seem deranged to me.”

      I just nod and let Nabila talk.

      I pull the file out of my bag and open it, looking at the information sheet the General gave us about the princess, Iris. I can’t help but stare at the picture clipped to the file. Something about it is unsettling to me.

      Iris.

      Her honey-colored eyes stare up from the paper as if she’s looking right at me. It’s like she’s talking to me, telling me how sad she is. Her loneliness and despair come right off the page. I want to put the picture away, to stop looking at her, but I can’t. An unfamiliar and unexpected protectiveness comes over me.

      Staring down at her sad, pretty face, I feel myself growing angry, my wolf bristles aggressively. I need to find her. Instead of dragging her in, or worse, killing her, I want to help her, to protect her from the dangerous situation she’s found herself in.

      “What do you think?” Nabila nudges me, forcing a break in my fixation on the picture.

      “About what?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, anything that I just said.” She looks annoyed. I wasn’t listening.

      “I think we need to find her.”

      “Wow, what an idea! Good thinking, Luke!” her voice drips sarcasm, but there is a softness there. She’s not actually angry.

      “Something is off, but we won’t know what until we find her. We should focus on that rather than theories or suspicions for now.”

      I’m trying to convince myself more than her. She’s innocent. I feel it in my bones. It’s not something I can explain, I just know.

      “Are we waiting for Vic, or do you want to leave now and have him meet us?” Her expression makes her feelings apparent. She wants to leave.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      “Oh, thank God! I don’t want to spend one second longer than we have to in this place. Yuck, it’s giving me the creeps.”

      I know what she means. Everyone here is weird. It makes sense that the Queen and her officials are trying to appear normal, as they haven’t made the King’s murder known to the public. It doesn’t make sense that behind closed doors; they are still acting as if nothing happened. There is an unmistakable lack of emotion from everyone. While briefing us, they were all very matter-of-fact, offering help and appearing willing to cooperate but oddly detached.

      “Turn on your GPS tracker and leave it on. I want Linc to know where we are all the time. We’ll set a pin in our location when we set up camp.”

      “Gotcha.” She pulls out the satellite phone and starts pressing the buttons.

      My eyes wander back down to the photo in my hand, studying the light dusting of freckles across her cheeks and the small birthmark above her eyebrow. She’s perfect. I wonder what she looks like when she smiles when there is no sadness in her eyes. Her hair is done up, and the straps and top of a fancy dress can be seen over her shoulders and chest. I wonder what event she was at, looking so forlorn.

      “Ready?”

      My eyes snap up to Nabila’s smiling face. She caught me staring at the picture. Shit. Now I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Clearing my throat, I only nod, shoving the papers into my bag. To my pleasant surprise, she silently stands and starts walking toward the heavily guarded gate that leads out of the castle compound.

      “Leaving already?”

      General Martin’s voice sounds behind me, and I cringe. Shit.

      “We’re going to go have a look around. Even in this weather, we’ll be able to catch her scent.” Nabile smiles at him. Thank the Goddess for her. My ability to fake nice is sorely lacking.

      “Would you like to see her room? Maybe take something that belongs to her to help you catch her scent?”

      What does he think we are? We’re wolves, not search dogs. We don’t need an item to sniff her out.

      “That’s not necessary,” my voice is sterner than I meant it to be.

      “We really appreciate you coming out. Iris was like my own daughter for a long time. I can’t believe that she would do something like this, that she would let jealousy take over like that. Be careful when you find her. She’s not as helpless as she looks.”

      I hum a halfhearted response. Just get out of my way so I can go.

      He continues talking to Nabila as we walk out of the gate, his words rubbing like sandpaper. The information sheet lists her at five feet four inches, which seems pretty helpless to me.

      As soon as we’re outside of the grounds, I drop my backpack to the ground and shift. The General backs up in horror, which makes me smile, my long, sharp teeth scaring him further.

      “G-Good luck to you both,” he backs away slowly.

      Good riddance.
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      Saved

      Iris’ POV

      

      My body jumps, fear pulsating through me. Every sound, even the slight rustle of the wind through the trees, sends a chill down my spine. The quiet of the woods has me on edge. I’m sure that every sound is the guards coming to drag me back, kicking and screaming.

      Pulling my stiff body up from the ground, I creep from the clearing away from the calm little stream.

      This place feels like a trap, like a gentle brook that will lull me into a sense of false safety and security. I am not safe here. I need to keep going.

      The thick covering of trees makes it hard to see the sky, but it feels darker, the rays of light that were peeking through earlier are gone. The murky forest gives me the creeps as I walk through it, my body to beat to run any longer.

      Just a few trees ahead, everything stops at a perfectly linear clearing. A road. I freeze. Mile after mile of running and they probably just took the road right to this location, a leisurely stroll on level, paved ground, straight to me.

      My legs won’t move. I just stand there, perfectly still, straining my ears to hear any sounds. I drop down and crawl, stopping behind the last tree, and looking in both directions down the lonely stretch of road.

      As far as I can see, there are no signs or discernible landmarks to let me know where I am, but there are also no cars, which is good. I jump up and run as fast as my tired body will take me into the tree line on the other side of the road.

      Choosing to stay away from the road, I run straight, leaving it directly behind me as I make my way into very dense brush. Low-hanging branches and leaves scratch against my face painfully. Using my long sleeves to cover my hands, I hold my face, trying to protect myself as much as I can.

      A rumble rolls through the sky, and I want to cry. I only make it five steps before droplets start to fall. The trees provide me with some cover, but it won’t take long until my clothes are soaked through.

      I whimper and try to keep myself from crying. I wish my dad was here. I want to punch him, then pull him into the tightest hug. Why didn’t he listen to me? Why didn’t he believe me? Admittedly, I acted like a petulant child when he told me he met someone. I was upset and resentful that he wanted to get married, that he could even think of trying to replace Mom.

      My childishness didn’t last long, though. Deep down, I was happy for him, happy that he was going to have someone to share his life with again.

      Then I met her.

      She’s stunningly beautiful. She looked like a queen even before she was one, the epitome of beauty and poise. Something about her scared me, even at our first meeting. There was something swirling behind her bright blue eyes, something dangerous.

      When I found her in the library, looking at records of our family history and the inventory lists for our heirloom jewelry and crowns, I was suspicious. She said she was just tracing back the history of the coronation crown, going on and on about how beautiful it was and how honored she was to wear it after my mother. Something seemed off.

      A few days later, I caught her again, looking through my father’s desk. When she left the room, I searched through the drawer and found my father’s will and paperwork outlining the line of succession to the throne.

      Things changed after that day. She told my father that I had threatened her. She had bruises on her arm that she said I gave her. She would start to shake and cry whenever I entered the room.

      General Martin, a man I’ve known my entire life, asked me if I had made a threat to kill her. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He was like a second father to me. He should have known I would never do that to anyone. I never threatened her.

      Eventually, I started to wonder if I had done something to her. Maybe I had appeared angry or threatening when I spoke to her, and I hadn’t realized. I went over and over our interactions in my mind. I can’t think of a single thing.

      A few weeks ago, I met her in the garden, hoping to smooth things over, hoping we could start fresh and move on. Instead, she hit herself in the head with a rock right in front of my face. I just stood there, stunned, watching her smash a jagged rock into her perfect face, then let out a blood-curdling scream. When the guards reached us, she was wailing, begging me not to hurt her.

      I was never able to talk to my father alone after that. That’s why I was sneaking into his office so early this morning. I was hoping to meet him there and get a moment alone with him.

      Now I’m here, stumbling through the woods, running for my life.

      The ground beneath my feet is mushy and slick from the rain, and I lose my footing, hitting the ground hard.

      “Are you alright, love?” A sweet, sing-song voice speaks out of nowhere, causing me to scream and scramble backward.

      “It’s alright, I won’t hurt you.”

      Wiping the rain from my eyes, I look up to see a tiny woman leaning against a tree in front of me. Somehow, despite the downpour, she looks dry.

      “Do you need help?”

      “I…Who are—” I sputter, confused. Who is she? Why is she out here in the middle of nowhere? Did Amaya send her?

      “I’m Fayette.”

      “And I’m Marin,” another voice speaks behind me, causing me to scream again. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten you!”

      I clutch my chest, my heart pounding from fear. “How many of you are there?”

      “Three,” another voice says, peeking out from behind another tree, “I’m Thallia.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We heard you crying and came to see if you need any help.” Fayette steps toward me cautiously, a pair of delicate wings fluttering behind her.

      Fairies.

      “I’m fine.” My eyes flit between the three of them, searching for bad intentions.

      “What are you doing all the way out here?” Thallia places a gentle hand on my shoulder. I shudder and jump up to my feet. Who are these women? How do they move so silently?

      “Will you let us help you?”

      Fresh tears spring to my eyes. I’m so afraid, and these women are strangers. I can’t trust them, but the kindness in their eyes looks genuine.

      “Oh, honey, please don’t cry! Come with us. Our house isn’t far from here. We can help you!”

      It might just be desperation and exhaustion, but I believe them. I let them help me to my feet and follow them through the woods to a tiny rustic-looking wooden house almost completely hidden in the thick brush.

      “Welcome to our humble abode,” Fayette leads me inside. “Make yourself at home!”
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      A Frolic

      Iris’ POV

      
      “So, we’ve been here ever since,” Thallia explains, sipping her tea.

      “B-But I don’t understand. They banished you? Just like that?”

      Fayette, Marin, and Thallia are fairies that used to live in the vampire kingdom until the head of their frolic banished them. Admittedly, I laughed when they told me a collective group of fairies is called a frolic.

      “I mean, we went against our leader. We aren’t supposed to do magic outside of our home.”

      “Even if you’re helping someone?”

      “Even then.” Marin gives a sad shake of her head.

      “Truthfully, it’s for the best. We miss our frolic, sure, but I don’t want to live in a place where I can’t help someone in need.” Thallia sets her teacup down forcefully.

      I can’t believe they were banished for using magic to stop a child from being hit by a car. As a human, I can say that magic is something that we aren’t fully comfortable with. We live in relative peace with wolves, vampires, and magic types, but it’s a cautious relationship. Even still, I can’t see people taking up arms at a few fairies who used their gifts to save a human child.

      “Well, I’m sorry that happened to you.”

      “It’s been three years, we’re doing just fine,” Fayette winks.

      It makes sense that they would choose to live in the human realm. We don’t use our forests in the same way that wolves and vampires use theirs. They’ve been able to stay out here undisturbed all this time.

      “What about you, honey? How are you holding up?”

      I haven’t shared much beyond the basic details of how I ended up wandering through the forest all alone in the pouring rain. They don’t know that I’m the princess. These women have only been kind and generous with me, feeding me and providing me shelter and warmth, but I don’t know who to trust yet. I told them that my father had recently married and that I had to leave.

      “I’m alright, I guess. I just can’t believe that any of this is real. It doesn’t feel like this is my life, it’s more like a nightmare.”

      The three tiny women crowd together on one side of the table, drinking their tea and watching me eagerly, waiting for me to talk.

      “The world feels upside down. I’m so afraid…”

      “Honey, you don’t have to tell us who you are running from or why, but just know we’re here, and we’ll help you however we can. You can stay here as long as you like.” Fayette reaches across the table, taking my hand in her little one.

      “Thank you.” Tears fill my eyes. “It’s been such a long time since anyone cared about me or believed me. I started to feel like I was losing my mind. Everyone was treating me like this— lying liar who lies all the time! Even people who have known me my whole life! I just don’t understand it. They knew my mother! Some of them helped raise me! Suddenly, I’m this awful person, things that should have been seen as out of character. They just believe it, no questions asked.” I start rambling, telling them more details than I meant to. My emotions are all over the place, and they are starting to bubble up beneath my skin, threatening to spill out at any moment.

      They sit, blinking, after my outburst.

      “Whatever you’re going through, you’re safe here, and we don’t think you’re a lying liar who lies a lot.” Marin smiles softly at me.

      I feel my cheeks burn. Is that what I said? Yikes. Mrs. Horton comes to mind. “Stop rambling, Iris! Princesses don’t ramble. Remember, think, then speak.”

      “Sorry, I’ve been rambling.” My fingers rub over my cheeks, hiding the embarrassing redness.

      “Don’t apologize, honey,” the three of them chuckle.

      “Can we take you somewhere? Show you something?” Fayette asks.

      “Umm,” I want to, but I’m too afraid to leave the house. The night spent here has felt more like a safe home than my own home has in a year.

      “It’s safe, we promise!” Thallia reassures me. “It’s just a quiet, beautiful spot where you can calm your mind.”

      Was it that outwardly obvious that my mind needs some serious calming?

      “Alright,” my voice is hesitant, but despite myself, I trust them.

      “We’re your fairy godmothers! We won’t take you somewhere unsafe!” Marin smiles, and everyone laughs. I guess they are.

      I follow them outside, watching in awe as they move through the forest. It’s almost like their feet aren’t touching the ground. Every movement is graceful and fluid. I thought I was doing well when I was running, being stealthy and quiet, but I was obviously very wrong. I sound like a howler monkey ringing bells.

      “Just beyond these trees,” Thallia whispers and points.

      The trees open up into a small clearing. It’s small, a sort of miniature meadow no bigger than a bedroom, but it’s filled with wildflowers.

      I feel myself breathe a sigh of relief as I step into the little wild garden. In the distance, the quiet sound of running water completes this as a perfect place, a little slice of heaven on earth. An overwhelming sense of calm washed over me. I haven’t felt this way in a year, truly safe, truly at peace, truly all right.

      “We’ll give you a minute,” Fayette whispers softly as she gently squeezes my hand.

      I hardly notice their retreat into the trees. Walking into the center of the knee-high grass, I let my body relax, buried in flowers. Soft, sweet smells swirl around me like a comforting hug, and bees waft from flower to
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