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To my dad, who taught me the magic of stories.
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  Chapter one
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The Banquet


Another day, another banquet, another evening of fake smiles plastered on her face, and bland words falling from her lips. Yet more hours of Crown Princess Moira’s life that she could have used for something better. 
“I wish she would let us skip this sometimes.”
She laced the dress mindlessly, with two bows, one at the neck and another under the white wings extending from her shoulder blades.
Her makeup was perfect and her hair was pulled back in an intricate knot with the crown on top, almost as the queen would have wanted it. Had she gotten exactly her way, the few delicate dark curls now softly curtaining her face would have instead been hemmed into the bun so tight they would have been immune to a storm. 
Moira glanced out the window. In fact, a storm was on its way, with dark, menacing clouds rose gathering below the bridges that secured Aurora’s floating cliffs to each other. The sturdy bridges near the castle, wide and made of stone, were unaffected, but she could imagine the rickety bridges at the edges of Aurora swaying in the wind. Far below the floating country, the deadly ocean would be in turmoil amidst the howling wind and crashing waves. 
“It’s our job, Mo.” Mari looked at her with warm brown eyes. She sat in a chair by one of the windows in Moira’s room and was long since ready for the banquet, dressed in a green strapless gown which contrasted beautifully against her dark skin. Unlike Moira, her sister Mari never waited to get dressed until ten minutes before the start of dinner; Mari’s makeup was perfect, her hair in strict braids coming together in a bun at the nape of her neck. 
Mari also was not out riding until thirty-five minutes before dinner, stressing everyone out.
Moira longed for her winged horse, the chevolant Caol, and the adrenaline rush as they crossed the skies, her hair blowing in the wind. She deserved her freedom. And the people deserved a crown princess who wanted the title. Someone like Mari.
“But don’t you ever tire of it?” Moira tugged at her tight knot in a futile attempt to loosen her hair. She wanted to sink onto her massive bed, but knew that if she did, she would rumple her dress and disturb her hairdo, so she better not.  
They had been through this a million times before. Moira whined while Mari was sensible. It should be the other way around; Mari, the rebellious little sister, while Moira showed the way as the responsible one.
Mari wrapped her warm fingers around Moira’s, keeping her from fidgeting nervously. Moira’s arms were still cold from the ride. 
“Of course, I do. But there are worse destinies out there, so complaining about ours seems ungrateful.”
Moira gave Mari a doubtful smile.
They jumped at a sudden knock on the door, and the Queen of Aurora swept into Moira’s room. At least the room was more than large enough to accommodate the three of them, and more if need be. Moira’s sanctuary was decorated in various shades of lilac, a soothing palette spanning from the plush duvet on her bed to the inviting armchairs nestled by the window. The room’s most enchanting feature, however, was the mural above: a starry night sky in the ceiling, each celestial body painted with meticulous care. 
Mother stood with an air of grace, her stature regal in a long, pale gold dress that whispered along the floor. The fabric caught the light in a soft shimmer, adding to her dignified poise. She carried the delicate scent of jasmine, and her face mirrored Mari’s in its oval shape and large, almond-shaped eyes, unlike Moira’s rounder features. 
“Mari, you’re ready. Perfect.” She turned to Moira, and her expression fell. “And you’re barely done.”
Moira held back a sigh. “I lost track of the time while riding.”
The queen shook her head. “You and your chevolants! Moira, this dinner with the royal family of Chim is important.”
Moira studied the purple carpet beneath her feet. She knew she should have prioritized this over a few more minutes of riding. “Yes, Mother.”
The queen caressed her cheek briefly, leaving a warm imprint on Moira’s skin. 
“Oh, if you could only learn your priorities like Mari has.”
As always, it stung. No matter how much Moira loved her little sister, she hated the constant comparison between the two. She did it enough herself. 
She swallowed hard. “Yes, Mother.”
“Mom, she’s done now.” Mari stood up. She was a tall copy of their mother, while Moira was the short misfit. With a few quick beats of her butterfly-like white wings, Mari came closer. “Let her be?”
Why was it that the younger Mari had to always defend her from their mother?
A little boy thundered into the room, dressed in his finest clothes—shirt, pressed trousers, and a vest chosen by the queen. Moira raised her eyebrows, and so did Mari.
“Is he going to be at dinner?” asked Moira.
The queen hesitated for a moment before her grim expression returned. “It’s time Milton learns, too. He will also represent the country as he gets older.”
Mari and Moira exchanged glances. Yes, their little brother would represent the country, but he was only nine years old. The queen had tried to take him to royal events before, and it always ended with a barely manageable disaster. Mael, the youngest of the four siblings, would have been easier—and he had only turned one a few months ago.
“If you’re certain, Mom.” Mari sounded as unsure as Moira felt.
“I’ve placed him opposite of you, Moira.” The queen spoke as she grabbed Milton’s wrist and pulled him away from Moira’s bedside table. Moira glanced to ensure nothing was missing, before freezing as she realized what her mother had just said.
“Me?” Panic rose within Moira.
“Yes, so you can monitor him.”
“But Mother—”
The queen flashed her a piercing look. “No buts. You’re seated opposite each other, and you have the Queen of Chim next to you, while he has the prince. His eldest sister and a male role model, that’s a good foundation for a well-behaved night.”
Moira said nothing. She knew it was a good foundation for complete ruin. Not even four nannies together could make Milton behave.
His dad rapped gently on the door frame and stepped inside. He was big and round, exuding a comforting, protective presence, and had kind, sparkling eyes. On his round chin, he sported a black beard, large but never wild—a source of fascination in Moira’s childhood—and there was a familiar scent of pine and earth to it. Majestic black wings unfurled behind him, their grandeur casting soft, shifting shadows across the room, evoking memories of countless nights spent under their silhouette as he made up tales and adventures. 
Giving his wife a chaste kiss, he walked across the room to Moira. 
“You look gorgeous, my princess.” He hugged her and kissed her forehead.
The pride in his eyes made Moira swell up double in confidence. At least he never compared her to Mari. Dad smiled and turned to the others. “My beautiful family. Is everyone ready for dinner with the people of Chim?”
Moira closed her eyes and heaved a sigh. The Queen of Chim on one side, her mischievous little brother opposite her, all against the backdrop of an event she did not enjoy under the best of circumstances. What could go wrong?
She nodded to her father with a forced smile, and they left the room.

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite Moira’s incessant longing for the stables, an hour and a half later, they were all seated at the table. It could have been fun in the storm, chasing the winds and watching the world below through cracks in the clouds. The streets of Aurora were probably deserted by now, as the Aerites hid from the gusts. 
The banquet hall bustled with the sounds and sights of a grand feast. Hundreds of guests sat at the oblong tables, where the table of honor stood in the middle like a spine, while the other tables protruded out like ribs. Conversations filled the air, a symphony of laughter, clinking cutlery, and the subtle rustle of fine clothing.
The starters, a blur in Moira’s memory, had been cleared away, leaving behind a lingering aroma of herbs and spices that mingled with the overall scent of roasted meats and freshly baked bread from the main courses yet to come. Moira used her menu, hand-written on thick, white paper, as a fan, but it made no difference in the stuffy air and none whatsoever to her mood, either.
Bored, she glanced over at the woman sitting next to her: the Queen of Chim. The queen had more copper-red hair than the rest of the room put together and more jewels than anyone could wear—but the queen also consisted of quite a lot of queen. Moira had, as subtly as possible, tried to move to the side to avoid sitting pressed against the queen’s pale, fat arm, but she was yet to succeed. The more space she gave the queen, the more she took, as though she wasn’t solid, but a blubbery mass, spreading in every direction.
Moira searched for a question, landing on a simple one. “Did you enjoy the starter?”
The Queen of Chim glanced at her and refused to answer, instead demonstratively turning back to Moira’s father.
Moira’s heart dropped. She had tried repeatedly, but the Queen of Chim was entirely uninterested in Moira. The only one she wanted to talk to was the King of Aurora. Moira looked at Mari. She was deeply engrossed in a comfortable conversation with the Duke of Chim beside her. The man appeared delighted, and Mari’s pearly laughter added to the table’s collective chatter.
Moira downed the glass of wine. It smelled like berries and tasted like something elegant, old, and expensive. She was unsure why she was allowed wine because the queen thought her too young to drink, but Moira did not intend to point out the error—after all, she was sixteen years old. Soon, she would be old enough to rule the country if needed, although she was hardly keen on that. She could handle a glass of wine, especially sitting next to a strange queen who despised her.
On her other side, another Duke of Chim sat, delicately drying his lips with the white napkin. Apart from criticizing the food, he had not said a word to her all evening. The entire royal family and their party seemed set on disliking Moira from the get-go. She slashed her knife into the food and wondered how long it would take before the Duke or Queen of Chim crashed on the ground if they fell off the floating rocks.
Suddenly, a small, pale, and sticky ball came flying across the table and landed with a soft smack in the queen’s bushy hair. The queen, in the middle of a discussion with Moira’s dad, didn’t notice. Moira stared at the little ball, smeared within the queen’s hair.
Mashed potatoes.
She glanced across the table to her little brother, who grinned mischievously and sat with his shirt unbuttoned, despite the queen’s constant attempts. He was small and skinny with black, short hair and was still growing into his adult teeth, too big for his face. Milton didn’t like pheasant, and to avoid a tantrum during dinner, the queen agreed to let him have meatballs and mashed potatoes instead. Moira wondered what would happen if she threatened to throw a tantrum—of course, she would get a sound scolding. 
The Queen of Chim was still unaware of the mess in her hair.
Could Moira pretend not to see it? Pretend to be unaware of what Milton had done?
She turned to the Prince of Chim, sitting opposite his mother, who was almost her complete opposite. Unobtrusive and so thin that he could hide behind a lamppost, except for the bright red hair that appeared to be a family trait—or rather, a Chim trait, considering the rest of the crowd.
“Was the food to your satisfaction?” she asked, forcing a smile.
He looked up at her with fear, like a deer about to be preyed upon. His eyes flickered to his mother’s hair, and the mashed potato mess that dripped onto her dress. Moira’s insides froze, but the prince quickly folded his gaze away.
“Y-yes. It’s very good.”
Perhaps he thought he could avoid getting mashed potatoes in his hair if he was nice enough when addressed, and invisible enough the rest of the time. But considering the naughty twinkle in Milton’s eyes when he looked at the prince, she doubted it.
Mother expected Moira to control Milton, despite knowing that no one could control Milton. Moira’s intense stare only seemed to further encourage him. 
Milton picked up a new ball of mashed potatoes and aimed his spoon at the busy queen.
“Milton!” Moira snapped.
He looked at her and smirked.
She sprang up, but it was too late.
Another glob sailed through the air—but this time, the queen noticed because she turned to take another bite of her food when the spoonful of mashed potatoes came flying across and, instead of landing in the massive hair, splattered against the queen’s forehead.
“Ah!” The queen backed away, and the mashed potatoes—both the last spoonful and the first—dripped onto the table. “What is going on? What is this?”
Moira took her napkin and tried to dry the queen’s forehead, but regretted it immediately. It smeared further.
“You, leave me alone!” The Queen of Chim stood and turned to Moira’s parents as if to demand they discipline their children. Moira’s father looked confused, while Mother was glowing with red spots of anger. Moira feared whether she would direct her fury at Milton—because he had caused the chaos yet again—or if Moira would be on the receiving end for failing to control her little brother.
“Your Highness, we apologize,” her dad said. “Prince Milton has just begun his education—”
“Oh, really? And your crown princess, who has been unpleasant to me all evening? Has she also just started?”
Moira gripped her knife so tight her fingers hurt. “Me? I haven’t—”
“Of course, Crown Princess Moira apologizes.” Her mother’s cool, controlled voice interrupted Moira’s protest.
Moira stared at her. Apologize? For what? For the Queen of Chim’s disinterest and unpleasantness? For Mother’s lack of sense that naughty nine-year-olds should be kept away from royal dinners? 
The hall was quiet, and Moira shifted uncomfortably under the hundred-something pairs of eyes watching her. She looked helplessly at Mari, who gave her a minimal nod. There was nothing to do except to follow her mother’s orders.
“I apologize, Your Highness.”
The Queen of Chim snorted, unladylike and ugly. “That was the least honest excuse for an apology I’ve ever received.”
Dad stood, and the queen quieted. He was a large man, strong and confident. When the Queen of Chim took a step back under his gaze, he said, “My daughter is entirely honest in her apology. Shall we continue the dinner now?”
It was a showdown, and Moira knew her dad would win. The queen ruled behind the scenes, but he was the image of a confident and capable king in public.
The Queen of Chim looked like she had bitten into a lemon. “I need a moment.”
With a slight nod of his head, her father had a servant come forward and follow the queen as she left the banquet hall to wash away the mashed potatoes.
Moira sank into her chair ‘like a sack of potatoes,’ as her mother would say. She wanted to disappear and never participate in a banquet again.
Mari gave her with compassionate looks; Moira sensed them, but refused to meet her eyes. Mari would have been able to handle Milton.
And Milton? He was now stuffing mashed potatoes into his mouth, a pleased grin firmly intact.

      [image: image-placeholder]A dozen servers floated past, clearing the plates, while conversations filled the room. Shortly afterward, they presented the dessert, and the scent of warm apples suffused the banquet hall. Moira picked up the dessert spoon and cracked the apple cake’s caramelized blanket with a satisfying crunch. Without savoring it, she gobbled the cake in a couple of bites. Couldn’t dinner just end? She sipped on her third glass of wine before setting it down a little too hard on the table.
Back straight, she sat rigid, waiting for time to pass.
Their mother would scold Milton, but not in front of two hundred people—and when she was finished, he would shake it off like a goose shaking off water. The Queen of Chim’s statement that Moira had been unpleasant would stand unchallenged. She sensed the glances and heard the murmurs throughout the hall—they believed the queen. And why would they do anything but? It was painfully obvious that Moira had failed to make conversation with both the queen and the duke. She knew what they wrote in the newspapers about her: the shy princess. The unwilling princess.
And it was true.
She took another swig of wine as consolation, despite being aware of the futility of it all. Dad’s cheeks were flushed, and like always, he had emptied his glass enough times to make anyone lose count. Moira hated how his eyes turned red, and how his words emulsified when they passed an unruly tongue.
The plumpness of her dad’s cheeks, the sweet smell of apple pie, the murmurs of the guests, the remaining notes of grilled pheasant—it was suffocating. Swallowing the last bite of her dessert, Moira floated up from her chair and out of the banquet hall.






  
  Chapter two
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 Mother


Moira rushed through the corridors. Ever since she was a child, the stone walls had always felt safe and familiar, but now they loomed over her, burying her beneath their heavy shadows. The floating cliff below the castle had always seemed like a bird’s nest, where she could fly, rise and rest, but now it was her cage. Would this be her life? Drawn-out dinners with people she cared nothing about? Smiling and playing nice when she only wanted to scream? 
Only three weeks to her seventeenth birthday, when she would seal her fate as the country’s next ruler after her father.
Her Day of Age.
They kept asking her if she was looking forward to it. What was there to look forward to?
The evening air hit her like cold water. The warmth of the wine sank away. Her head buzzed lightly. Standing on the long walkway between the castle towers, she stared at the sky spreading out above, flaunting silvery dots against the deep blue background. Below, dark clouds had gathered, and gusts of wind tore at Moira’s dark curls. The clouds lit up in white, causing goosebumps on her skin, followed by a thunderous rumbling. 
The faint rustle of fabric drew her attention away from the sky. An arm’s length away, the duchess hovered. She was Moira’s self-proclaimed best friend because they both belonged to Aurora’s elite and were of the same age, so what else could they be? Moira snorted under her breath. 
The duchess’ dress was a kaleidoscope of blue and purple. Large gold earrings pulled at her earlobes, and her neck was capped with a gaudy gold necklace. If not for the blue wings, she could’ve been the daughter of the Queen of Chim. With her petite frame, Moira would likely not be able to fly if she wore the same outfit.
The duchess swooned dreamily, raising the back of her hand to her forehead, pretending to faint. “He’s a dream. Handsome. Rich.”
Moira wished the lull of the wine could return. She couldn’t cope with the duchess on the best of days, and this was nowhere near her best day. Exhausted as she was, all she wanted was to be left alone. 
“He’s skinny with bright red hair,” Moira said.
“Oh, it’s just—unique.”
“Have you talked to him?”
They were seated at different tables, and he seemed anything but social.
The duchess waved her hand. “It’s overrated.”
“Overrated?”
“He’s a prince,” the duchess said as if it explained everything. “I understand it doesn’t matter much to you, Your Highness”—she said ‘Your Highness’ as if it were a funny nickname rather than her rightful title—“but for the rest of us…”
“You should still have criteria other than ‘is a prince’.”
“Why?”
Moira stared at her, wishing she could hear the smallest trace of irony in the duchess’ voice. “Do you have anything in common?”
The duchess bit her lower lip and shrugged. “He’s a little difficult to talk to. I didn’t get much out of him during the mingle. But really, that’s kind of nice. Someone who doesn’t just babble all the time.” She seemed unaware of her own perpetual babbling and concluded with, “Good-looking and rich, the rest will solve itself.”
Irony shone with its absence.
“I thought you said he wasn’t handsome,” Moira said. 
“I said his appearance is unique. He’s not ugly.”
The duchess walked over and stood a little too close, as if wanting to force Moira’s gaze towards her. Moira refused. The duchess was one of the many fortune seekers who wanted to be near the crown princess. Nothing she said was genuine. The duchess couldn’t care less about Moira, except her title and position—and her riches and future position as queen—that were most important. Moira had tried to find friends; ordinary friends, people not of royal blood, but the queen found it inappropriate and always steered her back to this. Falsehood and intolerance.
The duchess had yet to move on from the topic of the Prince. “He probably thought you were so beautiful that he didn’t dare talk to you. You weren’t exactly open and happy. Would it kill you to smile a little?”
Smile a little. Smile, be happy, content with your lot in life—it’s so much more than others have. 
Moira had lost count of how often she’d heard those words. A fury, grown for so long, was uncoiling within her. Rage spat and hissed, swelling until it exploded out of her. 
“Leave.”
The duchess backed away. “But Your Highness, I was just trying—”
“Go. Away. You don’t know what you’re talking about, you fake, stupid harpy.” 
Moira felt light and breathed deeply. Speaking her true emotions was a pleasure she rarely experienced.
The duchess’ eyes were large, her mouth open—but then her face distorted into something different, something Moira had never seen before. Without meaning to, she’d evoked the real person behind the façade.
“You think you’re so special, just because you’re a princess,” snapped the duchess. “But you’re nothing behind that title. You’re a coward, you’re haughty, and you don’t deserve to be a princess—”
“That is enough,” a voice from behind broke in.
Moira and the duchess turned around, breaking their eye contact. 
The queen stared at them with her icy cold eyes. She kept her hands clasped in front of her long dress that wasn’t extravagant in any sense, except for the queen’s perfect simplicity. The crown on her head made her appear even taller.
“Miss, you can go.”
The duchess stood still for a few seconds, her gaze on the queen like a frightened squirrel, before she zipped away.
Mother walked forward. Her hair, as black as Moira’s own, was pulled into an elaborate knot of braids, and it did not move an inch in the breeze.
“You two are nobility, and you will act as such.”
Moira turned away from her mother, away from the hollow words, and stared out across the dark clouds instead. The air trembled with electricity from the storm below, and the queen’s gaze burned into her neck.
“She started it,” Moira muttered, knowing that it was a childish thing to say.
“Moira Aislin Sarai Avan, you are the Crown Princess of Aurora, and you are above such immature statements.”
Moira wanted to speak in the same frigid tone the queen used, but never nailed it. 
“Apparently not,” she said in her best attempt. 
“We’re returning to dinner. Now.” 
“I don’t want to.”
The queen’s expression didn’t change. It was as though she hadn’t heard Moira’s response. “I want you to go in and converse with the Prince. You’re both royals. You must have something to discuss.”
Moira turned around. “I tried; he’s not very cooperative. Just like his mother.”
“Then try again. Our kingdoms need to get along.” 
“She’s only interested in dad. You may have to watch out.”
Mother’s eyes turned even colder. “It’s your job to make sure she’s having a good time. That is our role as hosts.”
“She refused to even talk to me. What was I to do?”
“It is three weeks until your Day of Age. You need to learn to talk, to get people interested, like your—”
“Don’t compare me to Mari.”
“You should want to be like her. Like me. Like a queen.”
Moira snorted. “I may not want to be queen. I might skip my Day of Age.” 
The words, which she had never uttered before, slipped out of her quite easily with the wine in her body.
“Then you give up your family. Your legacy. Is that what you want?”
Yes! Moira wanted to shout, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. The only thing she could do was give her mother a defiant expression and make her believe she might leave Aurora before her Day of Age. She knew she could never do that because if she did, she would never see Mari and dad and Mael again. At the moment, she was angry enough with Milton to be unbothered if she ever saw him again, but eventually, she would miss him, too.
The queen stepped closer and was about to say something when she stopped and raised her eyebrow. “Have you been drinking?”
Moira smiled crookedly, the alcohol pumping in her veins making her brave. “You’re so observant.”
“You’re sixteen years old—”
“Yes, which means I’m an adult soon enough. What does it matter if I have a glass of wine or two?” She tried to sound as insufferable as possible, tried to wind Mother up.
“Obviously, you can’t handle alcohol either.” Her eyes narrowed, and Moira knew, even before she said it, what was about to come. The queen always thought things through. “Like father, like daughter.”
Moira balked, as though lashed by a whip. She almost lost her grip on the conversation. When she took a deep breath, the chilly evening air flowed in through her nostrils, waking her up. She had drunk three glasses of wine, but instantly, its effects had disappeared.
“And the other half of me comes from you,” she spat.
But everyone always said that she was more like her father. Though Moira often wished to be more like Mari, she simultaneously recoiled at the thought. She loved her father.
Mother fumed, her eyes red with anger, and she grabbed Moira’s arm tightly, much like she used to when Moira was a kid. “You don’t think of anyone but yourself. You know we need our connections with other kingdoms. We can’t live on air, though it would serve you right to try.”
Furious energy pulsed through Moira, and she tore her arm out of the queen’s grip. “As if you know about living any other way than among gold and jewels.”
“Before I met your father—”
“Before you met my father, you say you were nothing. But you won the top prize. A king. So you could become a queen. Was it really dad you wanted, or was it the title?”
She had never spoken to her mother like that, and for a split second, she felt satisfied—but then the queen’s hand slashed through the air and her cheek burned hot. The slap echoed in her ears, a metallic taste in her mouth. The queen stood shivering, her eyes alight with fury. For once, Moira noticed how Mother had to work to keep her voice under control.
“Never talk to me that way again. Everything I do is for your future.”
But Moira had had enough. She hated everything her mother the queen stood for. The jewels hanging around her neck and the crown she proudly wore. Moira wanted to reach out and grab the crown, throw it over the edge, and watch it fall into the stormy clouds.
Instead, she screamed, “You’re not doing this for me! Perhaps for the kingdom, but only when it coincides with what you need. You. We must have ‘good connections’ with Chim so you can drape yourself in their gold and diamonds. That’s why you think I should sit and entertain a fat queen and her boring son!” She spat out the words as a rebellious fire raged within her.
The queen’s face twisted into an ugly expression as she came at her, and Moira knew she would slap her again, so she spread her wings and soared up into the sky, away from her mother. The queen’s eyes grew wild in a way Moira could not have imagined. She had never been the gentle, loving motherly figure from storybooks, but this was something else—rage, as close to hatred as Moira had ever fathomed.
“You’re a selfish little brat who refuses to think about anyone but yourself. You were born into this life. You know nothing about what it’s like to be anything but rich and spoiled.”
“Me?” Moira snorted. “I’m the one who is rich and spoiled? Have you looked in a mirror recently?” She backed away further with a few flaps of her ivory wings. The queen followed. 
Moira should have been afraid of what she saw in the queen’s eyes. She knew she could still revert things to normal if she stopped talking, apologized, returned to dinner, and did everything the queen wanted.
But she refused.
“Come down here this second. The King and Queen of Chim must wonder where we are.”
“No. I won’t smile like a stupid doll anymore, not tonight. I refuse. You can do it. I don’t want to.”
She turned and flew away, leaving the castle behind, and embracing the darkness. Her heart pounded against her ribs, and her body trembled, quivering in the cold. The queen screamed, but the well-timed thunder drowned the words. Moira had no interest in what her mother had to say; she had said enough.
The queen’s newly unleashed wrath haunted her as she dove into the flashing clouds. The deadly thunderclouds appeared far more welcoming than her mother, and she flew further into their den, away from the queen. 
A strong wind seized her and tossed her into the eye of the storm. From one second to the next, she awoke from her fury, and a wave of fear washed over her. She couldn’t get up again. The winds tossed her back and forth, and for the first time in her life, her wings didn’t help—they hindered her attempts. Thunder blasted through her ears and lightning blazed through the sky.
Panic replaced rage.
Though she fought desperately against the winds, she stood no chance against nature’s wrath. The storm threw her around like a rag doll. Below her, the black sea roared. White streaks of foam appeared every time the waves crashed into each other, killing everything in their path. Moira hated the water. Icy, white fear spread through her body, and she struggled to breathe, to drag air into her burning lungs.
She wanted to cry for help, but knew that no one would come. No one would hear her screams.
Rain hit her face hard, like a thousand small pebbles, washing away the tears on her cheeks. She was freezing, the dress soaking wet and heavy, dragging her down.
Then a flash lit the sky. Moira froze. The lightning came rushing towards her like a thin, sprawling arm…
It embraced her, surrounding her in dazzling white.
There was a warm glow, momentarily calming her senses. And then she was falling down toward the crashing waves. She was on fire, every nerve in her body inflamed and roaring with pain. She tried to scream, but the sound never made it out.
The world faded into darkness.
She plunged into the sea.






  
  Chapter three
[image: image-placeholder]
The Water Woman


Though she should have been dead, Moira woke. 
Pain shot through her body, hot and relentless, and she longed for oblivion. Nothing had prepared her for this agony. Her eyelids fluttered, and she tried staying still, sniffing through her nostrils. A cool, salty breeze calmed her insides before triggering a heavy cough. Heat rose from her feet and into her stomach.
While her body seethed in an internal fire, a cold figure grazed her shoulder. Moira turned and forced her eyes open. 
A woman sat there with silvery, wet hair and skin so pale it was nearly transparent, as though painted in white and gray. Her round eyes wrinkled in concern beneath her white eyebrows. She might have been a few years older than Moira, but it was hard to tell.
“Where—” Moira’s voice felt unfamiliar, as if she was using it after years. She coughed again. “Where am I?”
“On land. You did not seem to tolerate the water.”
Moira stared at the woman. 
The storm. She had been over the sea—amidst thunder and lightning—and she fell, ending up in the water. Did the woman saved her? But how? Moira craned her neck and stared at the stormy ocean under the black sky. She had failed to notice the rain before, but thick drops splattered against her face and body. She winced at the sight of lightning, dark clouds hiding Aurora.
Moira glanced at the woman, and for the first time, took in all of her.
She was half-human, half-fish. From her hips onward, gray-blue scales covered her skin, and the tail ended in fins splayed out across the sand.
The water folk.
Moira backed away, her pain-filled body barely obeying her. “Don’t hurt me. You don’t know who I am. Hurting me would—”
The woman’s hand fell from Moira’s shoulder, landing in the sand, and she looked at Moira with a creased brow.
“Why would I hurt you?”
Moira shivered and looked at her feet. Black burns covered them and blood from her injuries soaked the sand below. The pain made fresh tears pour down her cheeks.
But the woman belonged to the water people, and Moira knew they were dangerous; she had heard scary stories about them since childhood. Her dad had also warned against the deadly water folk.
“S-stay away from me.” She pressed the words out between clenched teeth. “I know what creatures like you do with us.”
“Creatures like us?” The woman appeared dismayed at the term ‘creature’—but what other word was there?
“The water folk! Mermaids,” she spat. “You take us and d-drown us and use our legs in s-spells. Everybody knows that.”
Her teeth clattered, the cold seeping in through the wet dress stuck to her body, while the hot white pain pulsed through her. She needed to go home to Aurora, to Medicus, where she would get medical help for her wounds and sleep under her warm blanket. The Medicals would redress her injuries and prepare a brew to make her pain recede. Then she would be all right again. 
Moira crawled to her feet, and it was like walking on nails. A whining sound like an injured animal escaped her lips, a sound she had never made before. She needed to rise into the air, needed to fly and get back to Aurora. If she just returned home, everything would be all right. 
She flapped her wings and waited for the pain to ease as her feet let go of the sand…
But no relief came. She did not leave the dunes. She flapped her wings again and waited. Yet nothing happened. 
Something was wrong.
She looked over her shoulder to see her wings—but behind her, there was only sand, and where the dunes ended, a dark forest loomed. Where her wings should have been, now only small black knots remained, protruding from her shoulder blades, as if a reminder of everything she had lost.
Her wings. 
Her ability to leave the ground behind, to rise to the level of others much taller, to soar across the sky with the winds. The wings that allowed her to escape the confines of the ground and all burdening expectations.
Her freedom. 
It was all gone.
She could not fly home, would get no blankets or healing brews. Instead, she stood on an unknown beach with a water woman watching her and she was stuck there. 
Moira sank back onto the sand. The pain intensified, spread through her body until she was barely able to breathe; a vacuum inside her lungs. Blood rushed in her ears, drowning out the sound of the waves. Tears ran down her cheeks, mingling with the raindrops.
She was marooned down here.
When she looked up, she saw the water woman sitting in front of her, just shy of the water’s edge, the long fishtail bent in an arc with rivulets dripping from it. The frightening tales Moira had heard about the water folk flooded Moira’s mind. There was a smile; no, a smirk, on the woman’s face, because her victim was collapsing.
Grief, shame, pain, and fear mingled within Moira until only darkness remained.
“What do you want?” Moira stood, and pain shot through the soles of her feet, adding to her rage. “Why are you here? I didn’t ask you to sit here and stare at me. Did you do this to me? Did you take them? Why? Why did you take them?”
The water woman pulled back. “I—”
Moira couldn’t listen.
“Go away!” she roared, forgetting all her princess manners. “I want them back! Don’t sit there and gloat—go away!”
The woman must have been behind this. She must have burned Moira’s wings and shackled her to the ground like an ordinary land creature.
The woman’s expression turned icy. She said something, but Moira heard none of it. Each of her own breaths, harsh and raw, echoed in her ears, and she shook from the simple act of standing, her legs burning in agony. When she glanced down, she found a dark puddle in the wet sand. Her legs and knees were angry red from open burns. The pain was indescribable.
The woman backed to the water’s edge and dove into the ocean without a word.
Moira sank to the ground.
Loneliness hit her as hard as if she had run face first into a wall. Tears blurred the world.
Mother’s furious eyes haunted her. The memory blended with the flash of white embracing her, so bright nothing else was visible. Moira rubbed her palms hard against her temples, as if she could erase the memories if she just applied the right amount of pressure. Her head ached, a constant dull throbbing interspersed with sharp pains that cut through her brain, aggressive like swarming insects.
She lay panting on the ground, sand everywhere and seawater rolling in over her feet, the salt like sharp knives in her wounds. Sitting up after a while, she pulled herself away from the water. Shivering, she wished for heat—a small fire or just a warmer hiding place. Anything. 
Rain continued to fall. Brushing her messy hair from her face, she looked down at the formerly gorgeous dress she had put on for dinner with the royal family of Chim. It was in ruins. She could easily be mistaken for one of the shipwrecked from the storybooks of her youth, stranded on an unknown island. She turned her gaze to the clouds and, giving in to the lifelong habit, flapped the stumps that should have been her wings. Getting nowhere, she realized that was what she was: stranded.
Dark clouds hid the floating rocks of Aurora, and despite her country being no more than a half-hour flight away, it was an entire world away. An eternity, an impossibility. She had lost everything: her wings, her family, her world.
Sinking back into the sand again, memories from her last night in Aurora replayed before her eyes: Milton, as he threw mashed potatoes in the queen’s hair. Dad’s red eyes. The duchess and her moronic infatuation with the Chim prince.
Mother’s voice echoed through her head, bouncing around inside her skull. Memories flickered past so fast she scarcely registered them.
She heard screaming. 
Dimly, she realized it was her own screams.
When everything finally slowed, she lay on her back in the sand again and stared blankly up at the sky. She imagined glimpsing the floating rocks beyond the clouds.
The queen’s words about being rich and spoiled echoed in her head. She would learn to be something other than that now—if she survived long enough, she thought, bitterness slicing through her like a dull knife.
Sometimes, she had looked down at the ground, sitting at the edge of the cliff and staring out across the world below. On cloudless days, she had watched the creatures living their lives so far from hers. From time to time, she would spot a dragon, so big they never went unnoticed. In the cities, people milled about—humans, scintillans, centaurs, and all the other land-bound folk. Moira used to watch those creatures with fascination and wonder.
Then she had returned to her own world.
Her world of birds and shape-shifting clouds, of waterfalls, and long bridges connecting the floating rocks. Lessons to listen to, books to read—without pleasure, but with homework. The nature lessons were the only ones she truly enjoyed, the ones about the creatures of the world, focusing on the ones in Aurora. And in her free time, siblings who wanted hugs and needed looking after when their mother was too busy being queen and dad was unreachable in the alcoholic fog.
The thought of her siblings made her stomach churn. Mother had been furious—would her wrath strike her siblings instead? With Moira gone, Mari was next in line—would her mother turn on her now, or would Mari stay the favorite?
Her thoughts slowed to a halt.
Mari was next in line.
Moira’s Day of Age.
If Moira failed to show up in Aurora when she turned seventeen in three weeks, she would lose everything. She would have renounced her inheritance and her family. They wouldn’t welcome her back, believing she had turned her back on them. After what she had told her mother, after the newspapers’ articles about the unwilling princess, why would anyone think she was being kept away against her will?
Nausea swept over her at the thought. Yes, she wanted to escape the responsibility, the boring dinners, and being nice to everyone—but to be excluded from her family, no longer allowed to live with them… it was unthinkable. The queen would lay all of Moira’s burdens on Mari’s shoulders. Of course, Mari would do a better job as queen, but Moira did not want to force her into it. Mari would take the news of being the next monarch with a stoic nod and never protest.
Was her mother right? Was Moira selfish?
She recalled her mirror, and her heartbeat quickened—had she lost it? Moira dug into the pocket of the remains of her party dress. Had she lost it to the bottom of the ocean?
When her fingers closed on the rounded metal, Moira breathed again. When she pulled out her hand, it lay there, small, round, and flat in her palm, framed by silver metal. 
“Show me Mari.”
The mirror shimmered upon Moira’s words, and Mari’s face replaced Moira’s reflection. Moira’s little sister was still at dinner, a smile that reached her eyes with no hint of worry. 
The queen must not even have told Mari that Moira was gone. The guards may have escorted Mari to bed right after dinner, leaving her in the dark.
“Show me my mother.”
Mother was also back at dinner. Moira wondered how much time had passed since she fell. How long she had been unconscious on the beach with the water woman for company? And why had the woman not killed her when she had the chance?
Mother spoke to someone—likely the Chim king—but Moira could not see who it was. Unless her mother mentioned Moira’s name, Moira could not hear what she was saying. There was a crinkle between her eyebrows and something heated in her eyes—she looked upset, as far as the queen ever showed her feelings—but she was still back at dinner. Was she worried about Moira at all? Did she grieve for her daughter, lost in the storm? It did not look like it.
“Show me Caol.” She needed to think of something else, and her chevolant could always lighten her mood.
The mirror shimmered, and there appeared a magnificent golden-brown horse with beautiful copper wings and fur. She was out flying, far above the storm clouds. Moira wished she could be there, riding on Caol, dashing across the sky. She wished Caol would come down and get her, that she had some way of contacting her.
But no.
Swallowing hard, she closed the clasp of the mirror.
She needed to return, and for that, she must get her wings back. How, she had yet to figure out, but she must. They would not look for her—the queen saw her disappear into the storm clouds; she may have even seen Moira get hit by lightning. Had they searched, they would have found her already. But they had not, so they must have assumed she was dead.
She should be dead.
She wished she were dead.
The water woman had had every chance to kill her, but she had not. Now that she was gone and Moira’s fear had receded, she wondered why.
As she dragged her hands through the sand, grains falling through her fingers. Millions of small grains, not a single one of them different from the rest. Could she stay on the beach until she became a part of it?
When she came across something hard in the sand, she stopped. At first, Moira thought it was a stone, but as she let her fingers run over it, she realized it was metal. She picked it up, a thin golden chain with a worn charm. It was not hers, far too simple, ugly, and worn—but it reminded her of the jewelry she frequently wore, reminiscent of life in Aurora.
She took the necklace and clasped it around her neck.
A quick look at the sea. The storm had abated.
A new day dawned.






  
  Chapter four
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In the Forest


Moira was not accustomed to walking. To make matters worse, her injuries made it feel like she was stepping on razor blades, making her whimper every time her feet touched the sand. Truth be told, her experience with pain had been limited. The height of her discomforts had been minor abrasions when she had fallen while playing in the courtyard, and when that had happened, nannies were always present to hug her and patch her up. Falling off flying horses—which she had done many times—rarely hurt when you could fly on your own. 
Was this payback? Almost seventeen years of pain at once? What had she done to deserve this? She was not mean and never wished anyone pain. Well, except when she imagined the Queen of Chim falling from the rocks, but that was different. She had just wanted to get away.
Now, however, all she wanted was to return home.
She limped across the dunes. Now and then, she turned to gaze across the sea, but she refused to even admit to herself that she hoped to see anyone there. The water woman must be far away by now, and she was not coming back. I don’t want her to come back, she told herself. The water folk were killers; everyone knew that.
Two hundred feet of sand separated the ocean from the forest. What was she hoping to find? Her knowledge of edible plants was purely theoretical, all from her lessons, and she doubted
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