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To Brianne—

The friend who was taken too soon

and the one who never left.

I write for us both.




Chapter 1

I needed to remember not to hunt on days when I hadn’t eaten a full meal since breakfast. The sun had nearly set, and the noises coming from my belly were indecent at best. While I was not one to quickly shy away from indecency, the sounds could potentially startle my prey as I stalked its movements, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. 

I slid open the drawer to my bedside table, my hand hovering over my recently sharpened dagger. Its edges glimmered in anticipation of what was to come while my mind struggled with the thought of hunting another day. But my hunts put money in Petra’s pocket and— 

“Lonnie!” Liliana bolted through the door I must have forgotten to lock, bouncing onto her knees and landing on the small cot that took up most of the space in my room. 

I lifted my nose in the air, squeezing my eyes shut and clutching my chest, ensuring my disdain for the nickname was abundantly clear. “You wound me, child.” 

Liliana giggled, her willowy curls dangling in her face with every bounce. She loved to tease me, and I loved to let her get away with it. Life was hard when you were five, harder still when the only life you had ever known ended six months ago. If it would bring her even a sliver of joy, I would gladly cut out my heart and give it to her. There would be no second thoughts. 



I shifted my hip slightly toward the table, pressing the drawer closed, and inwardly cringed as the mechanism scraped along the inner wall. Relief prickled my skin when the sound escaped the girl’s notice. 

Her hands, clasped conspicuously at her waist, did not escape mine.

My eyes narrowed on her little fingers, their nails stubby and crusted with dirt. “What do you have there?” 

“Ms. Petra said you skipped dinner so the boys could have an extra helping, so I saved you some of mine.” She opened her hands as delicately as the night flowers opened for the moon. Chunks of stale bread sat in her dirt-stained palms, lifting higher until she was on her feet, shoving them at my chest. 

I folded my hands around hers. “My sweet Little Lamb, you are too kind, but I want you to have it so you can grow nice and strong.” 

She frowned at our hands, her eyes wide and glistening with memories creeping in. She bit her lip, squashing whatever thought had wet her eyes, and beamed up at me. “Like you?” 

She may as well have taken the knife out of my drawer and stabbed me in the heart. “Stronger than me, Little Lamb.” 

“Are you going to hunt me too?” 

My eyelids fluttered and I pulled back, keeping an arm’s length away. “W-what do you mean?” 

She smiled pure innocence, swiping away her locks to free her face. “You call me Little Lamb.” 

My heart skittered, and I puffed a sigh of relief. 

“Lucky for you, I don’t hunt the lambs.” I forced a smile, my tone more serious than I ever meant to have with her, or with any of the children, really. 

Images flickered across my memories; muffled screams, blood-stained knives, and the weight of lives taken pressing down, down, down onto my shoulders. My knees threatened to buckle on the bed frame jutting out from beneath the too-thin mattress. This room, the keeper of my secrets, was the only place I would ever allow myself to break. But I could not do so now, not in front of Liliana. I wanted to preserve her image of me for however long I could manage. She needn’t ever know about my life outside of Petra’s Home for Children. 

“But we had lamb stew last time you went hunting. I think you’re lying and you want to protect me from the truth, but I can handle it, honest.” 

My ribs flared, pulling at the puckered skin branding my stomach. I focused on Liliana, letting her mischievous smile buoy me enough to calm my breathing. I lifted my hands like claws and snarled. Liliana squealed as I lunged for her, tickling her sides. She kicked out at me and ran from my room, screeching with laughter through the hall and down the stairs. 

I quietly shut my door and slid the lock in place before padding back to my bedside table, dragging the drawer open. My knife gleamed up at me, an old, ever-patient friend who knew I’d return. I slipped it into its sheath and strapped it around my thigh. 

Liliana was right, I did want to protect her from the truth. I wanted to protect them all. But there was one truth I did lay bare: I don’t hunt the lambs. 

I hunt the wolves.



Descending the stairs, I dodged two boys who were being chased by Liliana. She had come to possess a sluggish frog from the leaves outside, the air chilling it down to sleep for the coming winter. She laughed maniacally as the boys shrieked in terror. The three children’s clothing sprayed droplets of brown water and thick slop across the wooden floor as they slid through the entryway and back out the door. My own clothing barely missed being caught in the muddy fray. 

My mouth twisted upward into a bittersweet smile, never to take up the full of my face or require much effort from my lips. They were my reason to keep this place going, the reason I breathed, and the reason I still lived long past when I thought my nightmares would end. 



Petra hobbled to the front door. Life had eroded time from her bones, leaving her stooped beyond her age. The bright sheen of blonde hair I spent many nights weeping in as a girl had long been swallowed by a dull and withered grey. Her hardened, raspy voice was soothing for the children in her care, but to me it was a reminder of the debt I owed her. 

She shouted at the children, “Put the poor creature down and get cleaned up. It is well past bedtime.” 

Her voice was stern, her features harsh. Nevertheless, the children’s play persisted. 

“You,” Petra spun on her heel, pressing her palms to the door’s frame to steady herself as she pointed her other hand at me, bony finger wagging, “are a bad influence.” 

I jumped the last two steps and reached for Petra’s worn, wrinkled hands. She took my offer, and I guided her to a nearby chair along the wall. This wasn’t the first time Petra had been overtaken by dizziness. 

“Better to be a terror—” 

“Oh, hush, you.” Petra’s eyes were loving slits filled with years of regret. 

“I have to go, Petra.” She still had yet to release my hands. 

She tapped my knuckles. “You do not.” 

“We need to eat.” 

“Not that badly.” 

“Petra.” I yanked my hands from hers, keeping my eyes trained on the floor to pretend the betrayal and hurt were not following me toward the back door, the scuffing of her worn shoes scraping the floor as she shuffled behind me. It was the same argument all year. 

“Avalon.” 

I ignored her, turning to the wardrobe along the back wall beside the door. I sucked my lips over my teeth and rummaged through the dwindling pile of cloaks to the bottom compartment the children had thankfully yet to find. I slid two fingers through the latch and tugged it back. It didn’t move. 

“Avalon.” Petra was behind me now. 



I tugged harder on the latch. I didn’t need her guilt piled on my own. I didn’t need her concern. There were mouths to feed, a house to run. More children in need of safety. Women who may not last the night. 

Petra’s warmth and age hid her strength. Her fingers clamped my shoulder, and she shoved me out of the way. She slipped the bolt I had forgotten existed out of place and easily slid open the compartment, reaching down to pull out what I had come looking for. 

“One of these nights you won’t come home. Why do you keep insisting you do this?” She kept the long skirt and wig from my waiting hands. 

My eyes fell to my outstretched fingers, cracked and bruised. “It’s the only way I can repay you.” 

“You owe me nothing.” Her voice burned. 

“I owe you everything.” I snapped my head up and gestured beyond the back door, still closed. “And someone has to do something.” 

“It doesn’t have to be you, Avalon. You do not owe the world because you survived. This is not your debt to pay, and most certainly not at the expense of your soul.” 

“But what if I haven’t really survived, Petra? What if my soul is out there somewhere waiting to be saved?” 

“And you think doing this will save you?” 

“I have to try.” 

“How many tries will it take?” She shoved the wig at me, her stare burning like steel in my eyes. “How long will you keep doing this?” 

I pressed my back into the door, cracking it open for my escape. “This is the last one.” 

“They are all the last one.” 

I opened my mouth to argue, but the snark-laden response died on my tongue. Petra was the sole individual who could ever stop it. 

“I am not long for this world, and if you truly believe you owe me, then let it be this that you owe. Come home, Avalon. For good. No more hunts, I beg of you. I cannot leave this world without knowing you’re still here.” 

I stared out the door, unable to respond. 

Petra tugged at my chin, pulling my gaze to hers, searching for a truth she could believe. 

I wanted nothing more than for this to be a promise I could keep, but the words stuck to my teeth like glue, and I would not know truth from lie until the words were pried free from my tongue. 

She fished around in her pockets and slapped two coins in my palm. “At least get something to eat before your stomach gets you killed.” 

She knew what I needed. From the moment she took me in, she knew, and she was scarcely wrong. 

Petra’s frown deepened as my lips curled and truth sprang free. 

“I know just the place to go.” I squeezed her hand, letting it slip from my grasp as I neared the door, calling behind me, “I’ll be home soon. For good.”




Chapter 3

I crept quietly through the back door and into the kitchens. A half-burned candle flickered on a table near the far wall, even the smallest flame could not be extinguished by the darkness in my bones. 

“You’re back earlier than expected.” Petra’s whisper rasped through the flame. 

I said nothing as I sidled up beside her and plopped the coin pouch in front of her. The quiet creak of the wooden stool she sat on echoed in the silence as she twisted to reach for it. 

“This is the largest one we’ve ever had.” I smiled. 

“Liliana woke with terrors again.” Petra slid open the pouch, though her eyes never left mine. I squirmed beneath her gaze, and my conscience stole the smile from my face. “She asked for you.” 

Guilt ate at me like a worm eats the dead. 

“This was the last time.” I ground the words between my clenched teeth. 

Petra scoffed. “We’ll see.” 

She dumped the contents on the table, her fingers sifting through the coins. She never looked at the coins as she counted, her eyes drifting over my body with scrutiny. Every hunt was the same. She pretended to count; I pretended to believe that’s all she was doing. 



Her attention hovered on my shoulder. 

“You’re injured.” 

“It’s just a scratch.” 

“You may fool others with your lies, Avalon, but you’ve never fooled me.” 

“Please don’t stitch it.” I had little energy left to keep the tremble from my lips. 

“Avalon.” 

“Please, Petra.” 

“I’ll do what I can, but if it requires it, you know I’ll have to.” 

I sucked my lips between my teeth with a single nod. 

Petra shoved the velvet pouch in my hand, wrapping her fingers around my own. “A fire is still burning in the dining room; you should dispose of this.” 

The task loosened the hold of my treacherous thoughts. “I can do that.” 

I pressed my fingers, crumpling the velvet in my palm to keep my attention from my mind. 

It was stiffer than velvet should be. 

I pried open the pouch and shoved my fingers inside; the tips brushed the rough edges of parchment. 

“Petra.” Her name stumbled from my lips. My stomach sank, dragging me into its deepest depths. 

Parchment tucked within a coin purse usually meant a list of the names of people who had been over-taxed by greedy bailiffs who kept track of the difference they kept for themselves. It meant I’d soon be returning the contents of the purse. I’d be lucky if someone decided to reward me for the trouble of returning their stolen coin. But alas, I would decline, left to stale loaves of bread and another night of hunting. 

The old woman jumped up, nearly toppling the stool beneath her, and grasped my wrist. She’d come to the same conclusion I had. “No, Avalon.” 

“It would take me months to earn this amount at Reynard’s Inn, Petra. We can’t afford that. The children cannot afford that.” 



I parted the opening of the pouch and slipped the parchment from its grasp, unfolding it again and again until it spanned the length of my hand from wrist to fingertips. My eyes roamed the words, and I heaved an unrelenting sigh, tossing my face to the sky beyond the roof of this home I had claimed as my own, and fought the urge to scream. 

Petra pulled my trembling hands down far enough so that the yellow glow of the candle illuminated the words that had sent my spine into a rigid frenzy. 

“We don’t know what this means. It doesn’t mean he’s in danger.” Her lie was rushed, her own breath disbelieving. 

There were no names smeared in the black ink spiraling in a pen I did not recognize, only titles: king and prince. 

Fate, destiny, history, the circle of unending time, and a life that refused to be left behind. No matter how I chose to look at it, it was cruel and twisted. My past would never let me go, relieve me of its torment to torment myself as I saw fit. I had let the darkness drag me to the deepest pits to make the world a little lighter for others, so of course, on the very night I had decided enough was enough, the night would refuse to release me. 

I shoved the parchment into the pocket of my breeches. “I have to go, Petra.” 

“You can’t go to the castle, Avalon. You said yourself that you’d never survive another day there. We can take this to the justiciar. Have him deal with it.” 

I huffed a laugh that could curdle blood. “That’s not possible.” 

“Why n—” She slumped on the stool. “We’ll find another way.” 

“I don’t see how.” 

“They’ll kill you before you reach him. You won’t make it back.” Her words fell through thick tears. “You promised me, Avalon. You promised you wouldn’t take matters into your own hands again, that you’d stay home.” 

I clasped my hands around hers and kneeled before her. I lifted my chin to the woman who had given herself to save me, in more ways than the world should have asked from her. She did it without thought, without question. Sacrificed everything so that I could have a life free from the pain she couldn’t protect herself from. 

“I’ll come home. I will. But I have to do this. I have to.” 

She knew there was no stopping me, but still her words gripped me, tugging me back as I slipped out the back door for a second time that night. Come home, Avalon. 

I ran, fighting my lungs and the stitch in my side, trying to outrun time. I rolled my stinging shoulder against the breeze winding through the raw flesh. The skin of my abdomen stretched and pulled, and a thought dared press into my mind. Fate and death were cruel twins, neither deciding if they wanted to keep me or spit me back into the world. There were many days when I wished death would have taken me, but if it had during any of the number of opportunities it’s called on me since that night, then I wouldn’t have been here now to intercede as it called for someone else. 

I owed the king my life, even if mine was not the life I wished for with every fading dandelion I blew into the wind. It was not a life I’d wish for anyone, but it was mine, and I owed him his. And once this debt was paid, I would be free. 

I swore it under my breath as my chest heaved with exertion. I shouted it to the stars as I crossed the footbridge over Wheeler’s Creek. I swore it up and down and east and west until my throat threatened to give out. 

And I had never been more wrong.




Chapter 4

Fourteen Years Ago

“Mama?” The bed dipped and bowed beneath my weight as I flew into the air, landing softly on my toes. Again and again I flew, watching as Mama twisted and snapped a loose thread from her dress.

“I really should have a new dress made for special occasions. This one is nearing its time to be cut into rags.” Her cheeks were pink, flushed with the heat of early autumn before the weather breaks and the snow falls.

I bounced again. “Mama?” 

She swiveled her head to peer at me, then turned back to running her hands along her lavender dress. Even at a young age, I knew she was beautiful. “Yes, my darling love?”

I opened my mouth to ask my question, but she jumped to face me, her smile tipped upside down. “Ava, you’re going to ruin my new quilt. Or worse, you’ll fall and bump your head or break an arm. Please stop jumping.”

Papa tiptoed across the floor behind her, sneaking into the room. I sucked my lips between my teeth to keep from giggling and giving him away. His arms slid around her, and her eyes grew wide as she flinched, giggling like I do when I chase the chickens. Papa twirled her around, his face lit with a smile so big my heart burst and my lips grew to match his.



“Rupert, stop it.” He lowered her to the ground and Mama swatted him away. “We don’t have time for me to fix my hair again, we must leave for the castle now or we’re going to be late.”

Papa’s soft face grew serious, reminding me of my question. He was always serious when we visited the castle.

“Why must I wear this itchy dress?” The cream fabric scraped and scratched my skin, and all I wanted was to tear it from my body and put my cotton dress back on.

“We must be presentable for King Fionn and his new queen,” Papa answered.

“But why?” Yesterday the king laughed when he saw me coated in mud, my wild hair flying free. He told me he wished he could spend the day stomping in puddles too.

“Today is different, dear. Today is special.” Mama gulped down the words, a tear welling in her eye. She didn’t look sad.

I scrunched my brows tight. “But why?”

For the last week, they spoke in hushed tones behind closed doors, whispering of change and hopes and dreams. All good things. All things that had never been secrets kept from me until now.

“Avalon, I promise after a few minutes of boring talk, you’ll be able to run and play and all will be as you’re used to, but for now, we all must be on our best behavior and not ask too many questions.”

“But— ”

“Avalon.” Papa’s voice was firm, final. He stretched his arms out wide toward me, and I leaped into them, pressing my face into his shoulder as he squeezed me. Flying to him was my favorite. He smelled of horses and oranges. “I adore you, my sweet girl, and your inquisitiveness, but sometimes we must know when it is best to listen and not to speak.”

Mama wrapped her arms around us, her warm face resting on my back. “Today might be confusing, but Papa and I need you to understand that what is being done is what we believe best.”

“Okay, but can I wear my cotton dress?”



Papa set me on my toes and patted me on the head, laughing with his belly. “Let the girl wear what she wants, Anest. Let her be five for just a little while longer.”



My eyes wandered the tall ceiling of the Great Hall as we stepped through the giant doors. The heel of my shoes clicked with each step, the sound echoing through the mostly empty room.

King Fionn and the new queen stood at the foot of the dais, the jewels of their crowns glittering and dancing with the light sprinkling through the windows. They were so pretty and I wanted to wear one, but Mama said it is very rude to ask a king or queen to wear their crown and it would get us all in a lot of trouble.

Mama didn’t know that Aldric and I sneaked into his father’s rooms one day and tried them on. They made for pretty necklaces. Aldric pointed into the air, barking orders at invisible guardsmen, demanding puppies and kittens be brought to us at once. That was before his own mama got sick. Aldric wasn’t as much fun now, but Mama and Papa assured me that he would find joy again one day. I hoped one day was soon. I wanted my best friend back.

My eyes landed on a serious Aldric, his hands tucked behind his back, his face straight and lacking the smile I knew was hidden beneath his sorrow. He was too clean, too stiff, too sad.

Another boy stood beside him, one I did not recognize with hair as dark as a raven. Upon his shoulder sat a hand leading up, up, and up to a face I knew well.

I stepped in front of Victor Bard and pointed my nose up toward him, a question he knew well written on my face. He tilted his chin down to me, his lips curling into a welcome smile. He pulled his hand from the boy’s shoulder and rummaged through the bag at his feet, pulling out a white cloth and stooping to greet me.



“Why hello, Avalon. I do believe I have something that belongs to you.” He unfolded the cloth, revealing a square of chocolate. “Be sure to ask your parents if it’s okay to have it now, and if it’s not, you can wrap it back up and take it with you.”

I peeked up behind me at Papa, lifting my eyes and brow in a plea I knew he couldn’t resist.

“Go ahead,” he laughed. He shook his head at his friend. “You spoil her, Victor.”

Victor stood after I plucked the chocolate from the cloth and popped it into my mouth. The bitterness was a twinge on my tongue before melting into sweet comfort.

He clapped his hands onto my father’s shoulders. “It is a day worth celebrating, Rupert.”

Papa beamed, nodding. “That it is, old friend. And I see you have your boy with you today.”

Victor’s face dimmed. “His mother left again.”

Papa’s smile drooped. “How long do you think she’ll be gone this time?”

“She’s never left without him before. I worry this time might be the last we’ll see of her.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

King Fionn cleared his throat. “Let us speak before the rest of the council arrives.”

Papa, Victor, and the king gathered together, clasping forearms and patting one another on the back as if they hadn’t seen each other only yesterday.

“They’ll make a good match,” Papa said.

King Fionn’s kind blue eyes drifted to mine. “They’ll wed on Aldric’s eighteenth birthday.”

I tried to pay attention, to listen and not to speak as Papa had said, but then men spoke of weddings and matches, and I was bored. I wanted to drag Aldric and Victor’s son outside to play in Wheeler’s Creek. To stomp our feet and chase minnows through the water.

I resisted the urge to tap my feet with impatience, forcing myself to be good as was asked of me. I rocked back and forth on my heels and twiddled my thumbs before scooting beside Mama and the new queen, Eira. She looked as sad as Aldric.

“Another one?” Tears slipped from Mama’s eyes.

I looked back and forth between them. Queen Eira looked small, though she was taller than Mama. Her arms were wrapped around her belly and her eyes were rimmed in red.

“What if he doesn’t want me anymore when he finds out it happened again? I cannot bear to lose him, too. I know some think it is unbecoming of a queen to love their husband, but I do, Anest. I do.”

I tugged on the queen’s dress. “What did you lose? Maybe I can help you find it.”

Her ruby lips wobbled, and she clutched a hand to her throat.

“Please forgive her, Your Majesty,” Mama pinned me with a stern look that made me squirm. All I wanted to do was help.

The queen’s lips twitched into a sad smile, and she kneeled beside me. “Oh my love, what I’ve lost cannot be found again.” She looked up at Mama. “And please do call me Eira. After all, we’re going to be family.”

I glanced over at Father as he spoke to the king and Victor, thinking on what they said and what Queen Eira spoke now. My face scrunched, and I scratched behind my ear. 

“Who’s getting married?” I asked.

The queen’s smile grew, her sadness washed away with it. “You are, my dear.”




Chapter 6

Very little had changed within the confines of the unruly course my life had taken. The muddied rug, slightly faded from use, now threadbare and in dire need of mending, spread across the hall. The hair-thin fracture along the burgundy vase, once intact, protruded heavily in my periphery, resting on the same worn wooden table that appeared unchanged and unmoved between the stairwell that led down to the kitchens and the doors to the Reception Hall. Tendrils of roast lamb wafted up from the kitchens below. My mouth watered, I could almost taste it on my tongue. My stomach could not decide if it wanted to roar from hunger or spew what little it held, doomed by the acidic burn of memories. 

I made note of the subtle changes that screamed and clawed at my eyes, begging me to leave now and never look back. I swiftly tucked them away to keep hidden out of my mind’s eye as my inconvenient escort and I trudged down the hallway. 

“It’s the eleventh hour, he’ll likely be—” 

“I know where he is,” I snapped, unable to rein in my mouth as I had my mind. 

“And how would you know that?” he asked. 

“I know a great many things.” The sole of my right boot snagged on the rug, and I toppled forward, waving my arms to steady myself. Flecks of mud dotted the walls from my outstretched limbs. 

“Perhaps we should make you more presentable?” He was full of foolish ideas. 

“I’m quite certain he has seen worse and will expect no less. And we do not have time for such imbecilic notions as cleanliness.” 

“That may be so, but you are a lady.” His head bobbed up and down in perusal of my dirt-coated form. “Of sorts.” 

“Yes, yes, women should be clean and dainty when approaching the king. I assure you, he won’t mind.” 

We waded down the hallway, turning left after the dining room entrance, the sound of shuffling servants seeping through the door. We then steered right past the empty breakfast room. We weren’t moving fast enough, but I had yet to regain the full use of my burning lungs and black-spotted vision. I despised running. And if the king lived, if he was indeed safe—well I was in no hurry to discover his thoughts on my presence. 

“You speak as if you know him, traverse the castle as if you know exactly where it is you are going.” 

“As I said, I know a great many things.” 

Metal clanged to a halt and the leather of chain mail gloves found their way to my injured shoulder, pressing light enough to not add to the damage yet hard enough to prove the capability to do so. “You may be the bearer of Lancaster’s message, but I do not know you, do not know your intent, and I have no way of knowing that you are the original holder of that message. You have not done well to sway my mind from running you through.” 

I ducked my shoulder out from under his grip, taking care not to wince visibly at the sharpened ache spreading through the superficial wound. 

“I think you know I am no threat, or you would not have allowed me entry at all. Your curiosity outweighs your belief in whether I speak the truth about the threat to the lives of our king and the prince.” 



I slipped the parchment from my pocket and thrust it against his armor. The second his head dipped to read the scrawled words, I took off, cursing the fire in my every breath. 

The halls were a small maze. I made a left here, two rights there, cutting through rooms to get to the back of the castle as quickly as I could, sliding around corners at angles that brought my fingertips skimming limestone floors. I pressed my hand atop my head to keep my red hair in place, my footsteps smacking the naked stone as I ran. Nerves jumbled, pulse hopping through the corridors, I slid along the floor and came to a too-quick stop in front of the thick, ancient oak that guarded the library within. 

Screams struck the other side of the door, merging with the storm in my chest. Wood clattered on stone floors, reverberating through my feet up to my quivering chin—from the cold, obviously, as my emotions were steady and in check at all times despite my thundering pulse. 

My dagger found its way into my hand without conscious thought, another sign that the guard had not seen me as the threat I could have been, had I wanted to. 

Reflexes were fickle like memories. The movements we dragged through us. The sounds that haunted our every fluttering pulse, raining down hammers on our hearts without our consent. 

Books banged into the solid oak doors, and I steeled myself against what I was about to barge into. I should not have come. I should have listened to Petra and never hunted again, then I never would have found the note. I should have done a great many things differently in my life. Been different. Better. I had not been fast enough; I had wasted too much time conversing with the guardsmen when I should have sliced through them with no regard for the consequences. 

He would have forgiven me had he lived, but I would carry the guilt to my true grave. 

Silence shuddered against my heartbeat as I burst through the doors. Books dusted the space between my feet and the remnants of the king’s favorite reading table. A lone candle flickered along the still-red sheen of my blade, shriveling to a waxy mess on the rug beside King Fionn’s face-down form before snuffing out entirely. The heavy scent of smoke sifted through the air. 

Had it not been for the lanterns lining the hallway behind me, I would have been shrouded in the same darkness that haunted me, kept me clutched in its foul grip. I may have been a child born of the night, but this was not the sort of darkness I welcomed into my stead willingly. This was not one under my command. 

Footsteps pounded the floor until my dark memories devoured them too, leaving only a ringing in my ears. 

“What have you done?” The guard’s voice crashed over me. 

My jaw unhinged itself to speak, and a throaty gargle emerged, not from my mouth, but from the king’s. 

“Who’s out there?” My heart leaped with each fist the king stabbed into the floor as he hoisted himself to his knees, brushing his sleeves off before untangling himself from his robes. “You there, help an old man up.” 

Muscle memory was a bloodthirsty renegade. In synchronized subservience, the chins of the guard and myself bowed in sequence with a steady dip of our knees, our voices mingling in the humid air. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

I started to step forward, but thought better of it. The king was alive, and the guard had the note. I had done what I set out to do; there was no reason for me to linger or for my presence to be noted beyond what had already occurred when my heart lay nestled precariously on its perch. I would not let it tumble because of him. I would leave before he ever knew I was here. 

In




































Chapter 8

“Stay here.” The guard slipped past me into the hall. So much for seeing me as a threat. 

King Fionn and I strode out the doors beside and behind him. He remained silent, listening to the absent sounds instead of arguing. At least he was smart enough to understand that there were more important misdeeds afoot than his inability to command. 

We slunk down the hall as discreetly as chain mail and plates of iron would allow. The shuffle of metal snapped the tight straight line of my mouth into a frown. What good was armor if it could not provide the element of surprise? If you did your job well enough, your insides would not have to worry about becoming your outsides. 

This time, the long slow strides of the guard were no match for my quick, stealthy steps. Halfway down the hall I stepped ahead of the guard. He held out his hand, palm facing my stomach. I jumped back. 

“What are you doing?” I snapped. 

“What am I doing? You need to stay behind me. You only have a dagger.” 

“I assure you, I can do more with a small dagger than you can with that longsword of yours.” 



“Why, yes, I’ve seen the sloppy aftermath of your work. I wouldn’t be bragging about murdering unsuspecting men.” 

My mouth opened and closed, my empty hand balling into a fist at my side. Anger plumed within my ears, my heart beating dramatically against their drums. I stepped forward, but held back my tongue. 

“Stay back,” he growled. “And stay out of the way. Do not think for a second that I will not use you as a shield for the king.” 

“You will do no such thing.” King Fionn’s words struck the guard in the back. “You will protect her as you do me.” 

“But, Sire?” 

“I have quite frankly had enough of you questioning my decisions for the night. I would kindly ask that you do as I say, before I decide to not be so kind.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

“Good, now let us continue and find out where all of my men have disappeared to.” 

My eyebrows raised and I stuck my tongue out at the guard the moment the king turned his gaze away. 

“You are not children anymore; I would appreciate it if you acted as such.” King Fionn’s words were sharper than any blade. 

Chain mail jiggled with silent haughty laughter. My tongue retreated and my cheeks flamed with the urge to rip the metal away and show the guard just what I could do with my little dagger. But alas, I had to remain mature, at least until we figured out what was going on.

Flames dancing in their lanterns illuminated our path through the silent stone halls with an eerie foreboding that trembled up my skin. 

We neared an intersection of hallways, the guard and I each taking a corner before stepping out into the empty junction. When we were sure each direction was clear, we continued working our way back to the front of the castle in uncompanionable silence. Soon, we neared two sets of stairs across from a lavatory, the Reception Hall’s large oak doors coming into view beyond them. One last hall extended out from the massive doors, leading to the castle entrance. We came to a halt as the sound of thundering footsteps stampeded in our direction from around the last corner. 

The singular place to hide the king was the lavatory seven yards behind us. While a seasoned warrior, he was unarmed and not in a shape conditioned to be outnumbered in a fight. Neither was I, but my armed odds were greater and my life less valuable to Medrawd. 

With much resistance King Fionn shuffled back to the lavatory, disappearing behind the door. We should scarcely hope that the horde coming our way would not suspect the highest member of the royal family to be hidden amongst foul pits of waste. 

Seconds passed as the steps grew louder. My hand twisted and tensed along the handle of my blade. 

When I decided to come here to warn the king, I was not ignorant to the possibility that I might be sacrificing my life for his, whether by facing his would-be attacker or for appearing in the palace at all. At any given time, I was at least some degree of ready to depart this world, but I had always guessed it would be on my terms. This was as far from my terms as I could get. To be faced with the reality of that possibility was another thing entirely.

A sea of eight men outfitted in the armor of the Royal Guard rushed the hallway. Their drawn swords aimed in our direction were in direct opposition to their uniform. My ears rang, sweat dripped from every crevice, and my pulse raced.

My new companion raised his sword and adjusted his stance. If there were any signs of fear or discontent over not knowing whether our adversaries were former friends or strangers, none were visible. I did not envy him. 

“Move,” a guardsman said. We did not move. 

“Make way,” another demanded. We did not remove ourselves from their path. 



When the next man opened his mouth, the horde cut through us in seconds, without ever moving their weapons. “There has been a breach near the royal chambers.” 

Aldric. The prince’s name thrummed in my ears, an echo of years of regret bombarded by the words of the note. How could I have been so stupid? So wrapped up in arguments and seeing the king that I forgot another man’s life was also held in question. 

The king emerged from the lavatory, causing the men’s gaits to sputter to a halt with uneven bows and hastily tossed Your Majesties. 

“Has anyone been hurt?” King Fionn’s words rushed from his lips. He may have been safe with us, but his family was still tucked away upstairs without any knowledge of the threat now lurking within their halls. 

“We are not sure, Sire. We spotted a crudely made ladder near the upper floor lavatory. We do not know if the culprit is still inside the walls.” 

The king clapped his hands together, his reddened jowls shaking with the impact. “Well then, what are you waiting for? Get moving.” His voice shook in unison with the urgency running through it. 

Every guard, including the one who had accompanied me to this spot, ran in the direction we had come before, turning left at the first stairwell. King Fionn followed, hesitating at the bottom of the stairs, watching me with a question in his gray eyes. 

I looked down the path that would lead me out into the open night, back to the life I had come to know and mostly tolerate, then back to the king and the life I had left behind out of fear of both death and survival. At that time I did not know which was worse, I only knew that I could not stay in the castle. 

I should have listened to Petra and stayed away. My soul felt no lighter for coming here. In fact, it sank deep into the pit of my stomach, heavier than stone. 

King Fionn’s mouth dipped into a solemn frown with the tip of his chin before he disappeared up the stairs. As much as he would like to, and as easily as he could command others to, he would not force me to stay here. The choice was mine and mine alone. 

My head tipped side to side on a wave of shifting feet and a breathless sigh. My fingers flexed and straightened and I growled to the silent hall, despising myself for starting something I had no desire to finish, and knowing all the same that I would see it through. 

I spared one last glance down the empty hall that would lead me back to the castle entrance before turning and following the king. I took the limestone steps two at a time, rounding a corner onto the landing and coming to a skidding halt on the crimson rug that ran down the open hall. 

The breath was scorched from my lungs. It was all the same. Everything. Nicks in the grooves of the stone walls from brandishing swords too large for our bodies when we were eight. Ellis drew nearer and nearer until Aldric forced him away with a shield that threatened to crash to the ground. The divot in the floor that the rug could not hide from when it inevitably did.

The ghost of laughter tickled my ears. Our parents lectured us for hours about the dangers of weapons not made for us. My fingers traced the lines in the stones behind me from when we did it again the next day. My childhood was literally carved into these walls. For a split fraction of a second, I wondered if Ellis still terrorized the castle, but I had not the time nor desire to ponder what had become of my old acquaintance. 

Long oak tables lined the walls in the spaces between each bedroom door. Purple chrysanthemums and peach verbena, my mother’s favorites, filled every table along the left wall and a myriad of roses adorned each one on the right. I was sure every flower was trimmed from the queen’s private gardens.

The closed door at the end of the hall filled my vision, growing closer and closer while never moving. 

I braced myself against the wall and refocused my eyes on the guardsmen standing huddled near the elder prince’s rooms, the door open wide beside them and their heads hung low. Quiet murmurs danced from one guardsman to the next: death, assassin, arrived sooner. 

Fresh pain dragged my heart to my feet. I should have come upstairs to warn him immediately after finding King Fionn safe. Or stayed away altogether. He would have died anyway and at least then I would have known from a distance. I would not be standing so near his death, drowned by thoughts of my own while staring at the ghost of my mother in the form of delicate flowers. In the years I had been away, I had occasionally allowed myself to imagine what it would be like coming back here. It was never like this. Never this. 

I sucked the inside of my cheek between my teeth and bit down, grounding myself in iron thick enough to force every emotion into a box as if they were not my own. With a forlorn stride I slunk over behind the guards who were too deep in conversation to notice. 

From inside the room, King Fionn’s voice rose with anger so coarse my own blood boiled. “Find her.” 

Every bone in my body went rigid, every scar within and along my skin pulled taut, near breaking. My heart withered in my throat, and I took a step back, lodged between the guardsmen and the unmovable wall. 

“What is this, what’s happening?” a shriek sounded from behind me, its owner’s steps rising past me in a whirlwind of tears and a blur of velvet in the most odious shade of pea soup. 

Two armored guardsmen huffed around the corner onto the landing, “Come back, we don’t know yet if it’s safe.” 

They were obviously very well-trained specimens of what royal guards should be, running behind their charge into an unknown dangerous situation instead of ensuring the area was safe. If my father were to have seen them— 

The blood ran cold within my body, my deep skin left a shallow reflection of its usual appearance. Death surrounded me still. Perhaps Fionn was right. Maybe I charged into it, unthinking of what I would be faced with in my mind. 



The cluster of guardsmen formed a tight line around the girl. The harrowing green fabric of her gown billowed off of her wheat skin. Her stick-straight hair was tightly plaited, giving the illusion of black rope falling down her back, brushing the top of the cream sash tied at her waist. I did not have to see her eyes to know they were as dark as a starless night. 

From a distance it was as if seeing an apparition from the early years of my childhood. Queen Tesni died of a fever when I was merely four. I had never forgotten her kindness, the warmth of her hugs, and the birdsong lilt of her singing even after the king remarried. She was beautiful in form and spirit. Princess Wren was her mother’s twin. 

I had not set eyes on her in the nearly ten years since she left for the southern kingdom of Aldgarth to gain insight into political affairs and partake in an unheard-of education for a girl, even a king’s daughter. There had been rumors of her return, but the news had narrowly traveled from person to person, with no one in the village laying eyes on her themselves. 

“You shall let me pass.” Wren’s voice rose with steady force. Tears may have washed down her face, but her features were set in dry stone. She was most certainly not as delicate in temperament as the late queen. 

“Now.” Her voice held the commanding power of ten kings. 

The guardsmen wavered, their concealed heads turning from one shoulder to the next. No one knew how to respond. Despite the circumstances, the corner of my lips lifted at her demand. 

“Oh, let her through, you fools. She is your princess and quite possibly soon to be your queen. You would do well to listen.” The deep timbre carried through the door, clearing the path for Princess Wren to rush inside the bedroom. His voice swirled into my head like a gruesome dream I missed and a nightmare I never wanted to lay eyes on again. He was supposed to be dead—but so was I. Relief refused to flood my veins. 

The guardsmen paid me no mind as I slipped into the prince’s bedroom behind them. Perhaps that was due to my stealth—or because the guardsmen stood a head taller than me and needed to learn to leave space between them. They concealed me quite nicely. It did not bode well for any future assassination attempts. 

I loosed a sigh through my nose, bracing my palms against the grainy texture of the stone wall at my back. Then again, maybe I needed to learn to be a bit more aware of my own surroundings as well, considering the knife point pricking at the tender skin beneath my jaw.
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