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  Chapter One

Enid


Fear is no friend of mine. I suppose no one can say that it is particularly kind to anyone, but it seems fear has taken me as its personal conquest. It taunts me daily, bringing its darkness with it into every corner of my home. It took Mama from me first. Then Papa passed from missing her too much, and now Aunt Gertrude. It will seek me again tomorrow, but I will do as I have done for nineteen years. I will freeze it out, close my heart and mind like chests of iron sealed with ice and defiance. I will not let it win, this harbinger of death. Even if I am the last of my family, I will see this life through until I die in my sleep with gray hair and a face full of wrinkles. As God is my witness, I will not be torn apart by the sheer terror of life in Luceras. 
I close my departed aunt’s eyelids and stand beside her bed. It is one hour until dark, so I must wait until tomorrow to bury her with the others.
Twenty-nine.
That is all that is left in Luceras now, eighteen years after its near destruction. Twenty-nine people, and I am the youngest. All hope is piled on my shoulders as if I can somehow repopulate our kingdom with no husband and no prospects, but that is the least of my concerns. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to bring children into this land with the threat of the Frostlings and their madness of the mind claiming souls every day. And supposing I did want to, who would father these children? A man of forty-three is the youngest man to survive thus far, and a wife of only nineteen is not of any interest to him, thank goodness.
I wipe my hands on my apron and look around the room. Loneliness crept in long ago, back when Aunt Gertrude first lost her senses, but it’s different now. It’s quieter, heavier, colder. I can’t breathe under the weight of it, but I must. Crossing the room, I add another log to the fire. It hisses and crackles before it succumbs to the flame as if even it has been infected by the chill.
“Blast the Frostlings,” I say and shiver when the log pops in reply. If only the nearest kingdom were closer, we could escape and be free from this horrid, frozen land. But Offeras is more than a day’s travel even on swift horses, and none can be left outside at sundown. I shiver when the memory of Mr. Matheson’s screams from only days ago come to my mind again. He’d missed curfew by thirteen seconds and paid the price. Whatever he saw, whatever beast caught hold of him in that first shadow of darkness, turned his mind to liquid. He died three hours later, and his body turned to stone, then disappeared in a poof of dust, never to be seen again.
And the Frostlings howled their pleasure.
They always howl when they tear another of our people from our grasp. Their hunger is insatiable. Part wolf, part magic, and all terror, they are uncontrollable beasts with savage ways and a deep hatred of all things good. They stay in their caves all day and curse or kill our people by night.
A knock pulls me from my thoughts.
“Who in the world?” I peek through the slats and find old man Hubbard standing on my stoop. I pull open the door and yank him inside. “What are you doing? It’s nearly dark!”
“I came to check on…” His voice fades as his weathered gray eyes land on Aunt Gertrude. He pulls his wool hat from his head, revealing his fluffed, white hair. “Poor dear. Did she suffer much?”
I sigh and clear the wisps of pale hair from my face. “No more than the others. Your elixir helped numb the pain of it, but she knew in the end.”
They always know. To be born and to die in Luceras is a curse, and one I will die from as well, even if I am obstinate enough to defy it until I am old and gray.
Hubbard fidgets with the brim of his hat. He has something to say. Everyone knows that I suffer no fools, nor do I wish to entertain grandiose ideas of escape from Luceras. Still, he seems prepared to offer me just such a thing whether I ask or not, so I give him permission.
“What is it, Hubbard? Tell me what’s on your mind before you wear your hat down to a stub.”
With his wrinkled face drawn into worry, he takes a steadying breath, then clasps a hand on my shoulder. “Enid, they want to build a tunnel system. I told them it will only make the town more unsteady, but they won’t see reason. Grady has taken ill, and they plot and plan for when he passes as if he is holding them back from glory rather than keeping them safe from this abominable land.”
“Grady?” I ask, surprised. He had always been careful as our town leader, but if he has been marked by the Frostlings then there will be nothing stopping our foolish townspeople from trying anything to get out of this dreadful kingdom…including tunneling out. “Is he at death’s door?”
“Indeed. It took him fast. He was infected just this morning. But…” He hesitates and fidgets a bit more. “There…there is one thing I have kept from them all because they’re all fools. Before King Cornan died…or disappeared…I was a member of his advisory, as you know. We studied the Frostlings, as well as many other creatures that threaten Luceras. We found nothing substantial, but something always bothered me about them.”
“What?” Old man Hubbard can weave a tale for ages, but I want him to make his point and leave me to grieve the death of my last family member.
“One night of the year they are silent. I have studied the stars for nineteen years, and on the same night each year, they are silent as the grave. Tonight.”
“Tonight? The blue moon?”
He nods. “Yes, but I don’t know why. However, if any night were a night to attempt travel to the closest kingdom to seek aid, it would be tonight.”
I narrow my eyes and step closer to the old man. “Are you suggesting someone venture into the night, ride until dawn and into dusk the next day to seek help for twenty-nine people the rest of the world has forgotten?”
“Twenty-eight by morning, dear. And we both know what will happen when Grady passes.” He swallows and grips his hat with both knob-knuckled hands. “They will get the rest of us killed in one swoop, Enid. I want to see my Lord, but I do not want to see the terrors those blasted Frostlings impart upon us…whatever benefit it is to them. I tell you because you are the only one I trust with this knowledge.”
I lick my lips, putting the pieces together. “Are you further insinuating that it should be me who goes on this doomed adventure?”
Hubbard frowns and shakes his white-capped head. “I do not wish for you to be put in danger, but you are young and able. The rest of us pale in comparison to your ability on a horse, and your horse is the only one strong enough. We are almost out of time, Enid. When we twenty-eight are gone, there will be no hope for us. We will be theirs. Forever. No one will even know to save us from eternal damnation.”
I heave a deep sigh. “Hubbard, as horrid as it is that they suffer madness of the mind before death, it’s hardly the same as eternal damnation. They are at peace now, surely.” 
He frowns. “I don’t know, Enid. How can I know?”
Another shiver takes my spine, but it isn’t because I worry where my soul will wander after my inevitable death at the hands of Frostlings. It’s because I know he tells no lies. No matter what happens to us when the Frostlings curse us, we’ll never change it if someone doesn’t try. If he is right, if there is some small chance that we are cursed for all eternity, then I am the only hope for the rest of us, for my family’s eternal souls, for my own. I shiver because I know what I am about to do.
“Hubbard, even if I succeed in reaching someone, how will we return? If what you say is true, and the Frostlings are silenced on the blue moon, it will be a full year before they slumber through the night again. What army would be willing to go against these beasts when they are out and about?” I pull my shawl tighter around my shoulders. I must be out of my mind to agree to this. I can’t. No, I won’t do it. “I won’t do it. I’d rather—”
“Enid.” He sighs and shakes his head. “Enid, you will find someone. They will raise an army because it is the right thing to do. And you will be the one who saves us. I don’t know how I know it, Enid, but I do. I know it as well as I know the wrinkles on my face. It’s marked on my heart and my soul screams it in my worn mind. When I pray, your name is the answer.”
“Hubbard, you’re being ridiculous! It’s already night. You’ll have to stay here until morning, so the least you can do is stop trying to get me killed.” I turn my back to him and work to regain my composure. How can I commit to such a feat?
How can I not?
What if his statement is true? We don’t know what happens to them after death, not with the Frostling curse in their veins. What sort of person would stand aside and watch the remaining villagers die to the Frostlings, many souls lost without trying? Hubbard has handed me an answer, one that might be possible, and I turn my back on it? Was I not the one who claimed I would defeat fear and defy it until the end? Yet I cower with my misgivings and…fears. So much fear.
His wrinkled hand settles on my shoulder again.
“It is a task I would not wish on you if it were not so grave a situation. You are like a daughter to me, Enid, and since your papa passed, I have sworn to protect you as best I can. When Grady dies, they will start the tunnels. You know it won’t work, that more will die, and our chance of escape will die with them. The time is now, Enid. I will ensure Gertrude is buried in the morning. Go, saddle your horse and save what is left of Luceras.”
“Why didn’t you come for me this morning? Send me on my way with still a day to spare?”
He shakes his head. “Gandy had a plan to keep everyone occupied for your escape, and I hoped I had another year to track my prediction. But with him taken ill so quickly, I see no other way. It must be now.”
I turn on my heel, my eyes stinging with tears.
“Hubbard, this is only a hunch. How can I possibly do this with so little information, no planning, no food for my journey, and over a land that hates humans even without the Frostling infestation?”
He steps back in front of me, his thin lips pressed into a forced smile. “Darling, what you can accomplish with prayer defies every word that just fell from your lips. I have food. You have Wind, and there is no plan other than to ride. Ride fast and hard and find help in Offeras.”
“Offeras?” I whisper. The kingdom to the south had always been a fairy tale in my mind, something parents told their children to keep their hopes up. But for it to be real, to see it? I blink my eyes closed and swallow the dread in my throat. I will die one day, and if I wait until I am old, I will be one more soul claimed by the Frostlings. It makes no difference if I live to be a hundred, dead is dead and their sort of death is none that I want. This chance changes death for me. For them. It gives them a chance at a life worth living.
“Enid, I love you as well as any father can, and I believe you can do this. I will make excuses for you in the morning, care for Gertrude’s burial, and do my best to control these obstinate souls until you return. And you will return with help. I know it in my heart.”
I nod once, sealing my fate.
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