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  Note to Reader (TWs)


This book contains scenes that may depict, mention, or discuss: anxiety, arranged marriage, attempted murder, blood, chronic illness, rebellion, violence, war and military battle. Please take care of yourself as you read. 






  
  To all those out there who also believe love, in all its forms, is its own type of magic. Keep that magical bond alive, darlings.








  
  Chapter One

Ghel


Prince Ghel’s sword swept upward in a large arc, hitting his opponent’s weapon in its downward descent, driving it up and back, forcing his attacker to scramble away. Sweat poured down his face but he ignored it, despite having to blink his eyes against the salty sting. His hands tightened on the hilt before his breath came out in a gust as he pounced, his large body moving with surprising speed and grace toward the now-off-kilter man in front of him. Instead of coming down in a killing blow, Ghel twisted his arm back and came up with his elbow, landing it right in his opponent’s stomach. 
“By the gods.” Prince Jarok wheezed as he doubled over. “You could be a little gentler, brother.” Wind rushed the ring, ruffling Ghel’s loosened hair as it swirled around Jarok, his magic helping him find his breath easier than other Fae.
Ghel grunted, breathless from exertion. Unlike Jarok, wind not at his beck and call. He pulled from his fighting stance to stand towering over his younger brother. They were not brothers by blood, though no one would dare say such a thing out loud to the princes, or the king and queen. Ghel was tall, well over six and a half feet of full brawn packed beneath skin that appeared tan despite the lack of sun in the Winterlands. His muscles, exceptionally smooth and scar-free due to his affinity for healing magic, were on full display despite the frigid temperatures of the Ice Plains practice ring where the brothers sparred. He wore leather pants, his chest bare and glowing with the sweat. His dark hair, often unruly in its wild length and wavy curl, stayed off his face thanks to a tight leather strip wrapped in a thick knot at the base of his neck, except the random strands that always came loose when he fought. Every good warrior knew long hair needed to be shoved away as best as possible. Like his body, his face was also broad, sometimes cold as the perpetual winter where he lived, and centered around a wide nose with often-flaring nostrils and fierce, piercing coal-black eyes. His full, bushy beard matched the wildness of his hair and left little else of his face visible besides his full, thick lips.
Jarok, having finally risen from getting the wind knocked out of him, was slighter, though his frame was deceptive. It was compact muscle, corded and strung tight. Younger and shorter than his brother, he wore his black hair short on the back and sides with a teasing floppy length at the top, which highlighted his chiseled, lean, and clean-shaven face, along with his down-turned and deeply hooded dark-brown eyes. His skin, the golden color of the Autumnlands wheat fields before harvest, barely peeked out from beneath his tight-buttoned leather overshirt and pants. He straightened his clothes as he brought himself up, breathing easy once again, and rather quickly given the blow he took from his big brother.
“How are you to learn if I am always gentle with you, Jarok?” Ghel asked.
Jarok’s laugh cracked like a whip in the frozen, empty practice field. The princes had come for a change of pace from their usual sparring sessions, needing some time out in the fresh, frigid air, away from the Winterlands Palace. They were royals, but such royals required no guard beyond themselves. The two could handle any threat just fine, as Ghel well knew. His question was gruff and may have sounded condescending to an unknowing ear, but it was Ghel’s usual tone. Any who knew him, such as Prince Jarok, understood the joking nature underlying the question.
“You don’t know the meaning of the word gentle, you big brute,” Jarok replied, walking up and shoving Ghel in the shoulder. “Something I hear from the ladies as well.”
Ghel’s face went red. Jarok’s jab wasn’t true, of course, more a tease about Ghel’s gruff nature or the way many others, including ladies, assumed his harder exterior revealed something of his personality. All it denoted was he was a quiet man who liked to observe, but his muscles and aloofness often combined to make others assume a great deal about the prince.
Jarok’s joke was a direct hit, in the way siblings could manage without even trying, so Ghel made a direct hit of his own, bringing his fist once again to Jarok’s stomach and plowing into it in the exact same spot he’d hit previously.
Jarok let out a harsh breath and clamped his hand on his brother’s shoulder to stop his heaving stomach and buckling knees from taking down his whole body. Once he yet again caught his wind, he huffed out, “Fair enough, brother. Apologies.”
Jarok’s extra squeeze on his shoulder and the serious glint in his eyes told Ghel he meant it, and his brother always meant it. He tended to say biting things before thinking better of it, an annoying trait mitigated by his profuse apologies afterward. If he hurt someone he loved, Jarok made amends immediately. On the other hand, Ghel had seen him both physically and emotionally beat opponents into a pulp. Jarok’s sword and his tongue were sharp, and Ghel felt lucky they were always on his side.
Ghel flipped a hand in the air, a silent signal he felt unbothered by Jarok’s joke. Not exactly true, but he never let his brother’s words wound him for long. He was good enough at wounding himself.
Ghel took a moment to take in the space. He used the practice ring at the palace when not out here with his men, leading the Winterlands Forces as their general. Now all of it sat empty except for him and his brother, the desolate expanse of the Ice Plains uninterrupted by soldiers or extra tents or the goings-on of a military encampment. It was as the Ice Plains were supposed to be: a blank canvas surrounding the base of the mountain where the palace sat, offering a clear view and the additional protection of the environmental dangers lurking there. It was a hard, icy line of defense for the looming palace perched high above the rest of the land, casting a long shadow in Winterlands and over Ghel.
Today all was quiet and desolate and coldly beautiful for Ghel. Not because there were no threats to the palace. Threats persisted constantly. However, King Frit Borau, even in his waning health, ensured his military forces were given enough rest. The king and queen had given the bulk of their forces a week to visit their homelands before reconvening for their usual duties. A week here and there kept everyone in high spirits and let them remember who and what they were protecting when they swung swords for their king—yet another sign to Ghel of how intelligent and just his father was. A big crown he would one day wear, one he feared he could never fill half so well.
“Do you think—” Jarok cut himself short as Ghel noticed a man scurrying their way. He’d believed them alone, so Prince Ghel squinted hard, bringing his hand to the hilt of the sword at his side. There were rumblings in the Winterlands, and a warrior never knew what might come at them in the cold.
The speed with which the other Fae moved, and the bright-red color of the streak he made as he traversed the icy ground, was enough to tell Ghel who it was: Render, the king and queen’s personal messenger. Having a Fae with an extraordinary speed affinity was more than helpful at times. All Fae were fast, but Render was a flash compared to others, and it took no real effort on his part as it was powered by his internal fount of magic, the spark inside every Fae giving them their specific abilities. Speed was not an unusual affinity, but Render’s loyalty and fighting skill made him a formidable ally for the royal family of the Winterlands, one used to pass messages and protect when necessary.
The Fae came to a smooth stop a few feet from Ghel without a hair out of place or a whisper of hard breath leaving his lips. He began speaking immediately, as if he had simply walked up to them and had not sprinted the five-mile distance from the palace to the Ice Plains at supernatural speeds.
“Princes,” he said, inclining his head in a small bow of greeting. Unlike the monarchical rulers of the Springlands, the Winterlands royals rarely sat on ceremony or pomp, although the Winter Fae offered respect to their leaders. Ghel and Jarok did not expect more from the messenger beyond what Render came to tell them. With a smirk, Jarok rolled his hand in a circular motion at the new arrival, as if he were slow to tell them something and they had to impatiently wait. Ghel snorted a laugh at his brother’s antics but turned serious eyes toward Render, giving him his undivided attention.
“The king and queen request an immediate audience. In the royal chambers.”
Ghel’s dark brow furrowed more than a bit. His father should have been in his study, or the Royal Meeting Chamber by this time. The lingering fear for his father always churning in his stomach rose up. His health waned, and he grew weaker daily, which meant they would lose him one day far too soon. Not only would he bear the death of a father he loved dearly, but the entire kingdom would be deprived of a righteous king who had led their land well for many centuries. Ghel would also be forced to move through his own personal loss as others looked to him to take up the crown and be his father’s son, be a good ruler of the land. He was unsure at times which he dreaded more: his father’s death or what would come after. Which, in turn, made guilt mix with grief and fear in his mind.
Jarok’s asked, “Is he unwell this morning?” in a tone far more worried than his usual, which often rode the line between jovial and snide.
Render simply stared at the brothers, unwilling or unable to reply. All knew the king was more often than not unwell. The Fae were long lived but not immortal, and one of the illnesses that could befall an older Fae had begun ravaging their father, King Frit Borau, three years ago. They all lived with the certainty of his death, the one question remaining being when his death would come. Every day it appeared to rush closer to their once-happy palace.
Ghel shook off his troubled thoughts and cleared his throat. “Very well, Render. Thank you for relaying the message. If you could, please inform the king and queen we will be along shortly. We rode here and must return with our mounts.”
Render gave an official salute and sped away, a red streak in the mostly white background, winding its way up to the palace once again.
“Ghel, I fear Father gets worse every day.”
He grunted in reply. What else was there to add? It was more than true, and emotion and fear and hurt made it hard for the prince to get any words out. Not that words were easy for him at the best of times.
Ghel dropped the topic and instead said, “Let’s get the horses.” The princes could have run to the practice ring for some brisk exercise, but they’d originally planned to ride out farther onto the Ice Plains after a short sword practice to inspect some of the magical defenses. Ghel gave himself a mental note to task a guard with the inspection, the safety of the lands outside the palace and its people always being important to the prince. Jarok commanded palace security, although Ghel often poked and prodded as many older brothers did, checking his work.
The brothers said little else as they climbed their large, woolly horses, stout and sturdy creatures bred in their lands. Winterlands horses were built not so much for speed but for survival in their climate over long distances, but even they needed extra protection from the cold and snow. The Fae of the stables with affinities for horses used their magic to spell their hooves so they didn’t freeze over or get slick with compacted slush. The two horses they’d brought with them clomped heavy hooves over the road made of packed snow with more ease because of this magic, slowly but surely carrying the two princes back to their mother and father, to whatever they wished to say on this usual, gray Winterland day.

      [image: image-placeholder]People were scattered across the small, snow-covered entrance, going about their business. Some ignored the two princes as they rode on, and some gave slight nods of acknowledgment or small bows, as Render had earlier. Guards in armor and thick woolen cloaks stood sentry at the gates and at intervals beyond, all of whom Ghel knew by name and rank—another part of his duties he took seriously. He nodded at each as they passed but did not stop for updates as he usually would have. 
A narrow entry road used as a funnel for traffic and protection spread out into a small square, where permanent shops lined the streets and more transient seller tents popped up in the middle of the square at intervals. The shops housed merchants with more year-round need such as cobblers, clothiers and seamstresses, butchers, bakers, and the like. Tented stalls provided space for more seasonal or occasional goods based around weather or festivals. The square bustled in the late morning, and not many noticed the princes clomping through their midst. A few shouted for them to stop, buy their goods, but Ghel ignored the calls, giving the occasional grunt of acknowledgment at the Fae he passed.
He was struck with a memory of one snowy day preceding the Winter Festival of his ninth year. Jarok was new to the palace and the family, having been adopted less than a year before, and Ghel’s mother and father wanted both princes to experience all the fun and games of the Winterlands’ most celebrated festival. They traveled to the famed Winter Festival night market as a group, Ghel transfixed by the magical lights ablaze but hesitant to interact with the growing crowd surrounding the royal family. His father was jolly and cordial, the stalls ringing with his booming laugh and good cheer. His mother, usually more reserved like Ghel, mingled with others, talking birds and weaponry and clan affairs as she often did in such settings. Jarok, new but already permanently rooted in Ghel’s heart, laughed along with their father, charming all he talked to with his five-year-old wit and precociousness. Ghel felt warmed by the light and love of his family, their ease helping him but also making him feel not quite right, as if he were an outsider, someone different set down in their midst. Somehow lesser. The king, queen, and prince would be devastated to hear Ghel say such a thing aloud, but it was how he’d felt then, and still sometimes felt several decades later. Their greatness often made Ghel feel middling by comparison. He often wondered how he would ever measure up in a future where he was expected to lead everyone in the Winterlands.
Swallowing down the memory and the mixture of love and pain coursing through his chest, Ghel pushed his horse on, wishing to get to the palace immediately, to find what his mother and father needed of him, to ensure he could help. Ghel always strived to be of service in the ways he was able, even as he worried his service to his land could only extend to his muscles and sword.
Jarok broke his ruminating thoughts as they turned down a twisting alley toward a set of sturdy, barred gates marking the Winterlands Palace. “Any guess what’s ahead?”
“The palace?” Ghel said, deadpan.
Jarok laughed loud and long. “Oh, ho, brother. A joke? From you?”
Ghel shrugged but a ghost of a smile passed over his lips, the bulk of his beard keeping it mostly hidden from the people around him. It faded as quickly as it had appeared, and the Fae prince whispered to his brother, “My guess: the Monti Clan.”
The smile so often on Jarok’s face was wiped clean away, replaced by a hard line of lips and an equally hard look in his eyes. “Engad Monti is a fool.”
“A power-hungry enemy to the crown, yes, but he is no fool. One of the things which make him so dangerous to the Winterlands.”
Jarok didn’t reply, leaving Ghel to battle the various worries crowding his head as they went through the smaller iron gates of Winterlands Palace. The pair gave their horses over to a Fae groom, and the brothers headed inside, toward the awaiting chill and uncertainty.

      [image: image-placeholder]The royal chambers connected to their father’s room, which was traditionally the residence of the king alone. However, King Frit and Queen Alene were a love match made during a disastrous blizzard when the king had been stranded at the Aurora Outpost, the home of the queen’s warrior clan. Their mother was the daughter of a warrior clan chief and not a Fae noble. It hadn’t mattered to their father. He liked to say she swooped into his heart like one of her birds. Their mother’s magical affinity was a connection with and command over birds of prey. That, and being a good mother and shrewd warrior-queen. 
Their father commanded ice and cold with the touch of a finger, something handy for a ruler of the Winterlands. Ghel did not take after either of his parents in his magic, which was unusual. Affinities were often related to one another in immediate and direct lineage, but Ghel’s ability to heal himself was not. Queen Alene told him it came down from her father’s line, several generations back. Self-healing served him well, especially as a warrior and leader of soldiers, yet he couldn’t help but believe it would do little for his kingdom in the future. Jarok was not blood related, so it wasn’t surprising his affinity did not correspond with the rest of the family. However, Ghel felt his brother’s ability to command any winds blowing even the slightest bit near him was far more universally helpful than his own self-serving power.
None of this mattered to his mother and father. They loved both of their children with a fierceness rarely seen in Fae nobility, which made the frailty of the king more tragic. In the Royal Chamber, meant for sole habitation but made a family place, surrounded by rich pine and lushly covered furniture, Ghel found his once tall and broad-shouldered father wrapped tightly in furs, shivering in front of the fire. He looked far frailer than he had even a year before, his body fading each day before Ghel’s eyes. Healers from across Fae had been called to examine the king, but all had come to the same conclusion: his affinity was turning inward, attacking his own body. He could no longer project his freeze outward, so it was eating him slowly from the inside out. There was no cure for reversed affinity, and eventually, it would overtake King Frit as it had all other centuries-old Fae who’d somehow lost control of their inner fount of magic.
Queen Alene stood at the king’s side, holding his chilly hand, staring down at her husband with what another might call a harsh frown but one Ghel recognized as worry over her love. A worry she bore with the same warrior spirit she brought to every aspect of her life. She did look at her sons when they entered, giving them a slight nod in greeting.
King Frit’s body was frail, but his mind was not yet frozen. “My boys. Come, come. We have serious matters to discuss.”
Ghel and Jarok took seats on the intricately carved chairs situated on their father’s right side. He turned slightly so he could look both princes up and down before he began.
“All well along the Ice Plains?”
“We didn’t have time to investigate fully,” Ghel answered, “but I will send a group of guards to check our wards later today.”
The king hummed in agreement before letting out a sigh so deep and sad, Ghel’s heart stopped for a few beats. “The Monti Clan attacks on the warrior clans increase, encroaching on others’ lands, decimating their forces, killing captives if they do not swear fealty to Engad Monti. It is more than a small problem, sons. We must present a united front with all in our lands: the remaining warrior clans, the merchants and artisans, and the lords. If we cannot, I fear the Monti Clan will amass enough power to challenge the crown. I believe it may well be their intention.”
Queen Alene cursed about the Monti Clan leader under her breath, which made Jarok chuckle at Ghel’s side, but Ghel was intent on their father, who was also staring at his eldest son. Something new was happening, as this information was not wholly unknown to the princes, and Ghel was becoming more apprehensive by the minute.
“We specifically need support from the merchant classes and the Winterlands nobles to help call more men to arms, confront the ever-growing forces of the Monti Clan alongside the few remaining warrior clans who can withstand such a threat, like the Auroras and Windins.”
“Agreed,” Ghel said.
“In order to do this,” Queen Alene interjected, “your father believes a royal marriage may be in order. A match which would cement certain alliances.”
Ghel froze. His heart stopped for another, entirely different reason. This could not be. His father would surely not ask this of him.
King Frit waved a scroll in the air, one Ghel had not noticed in the folds of his furs until then. “I received a proposal from Lord Mikka Hollythorn.”
Jarok growled at Ghel’s side, but he hushed his brother with a swift flick of his hand. No one in the room liked Lord Hollythorn, and for good reason, but he needed to hear what was next. Because surely what he suspected could not be.
“He proposes a marriage, between my eldest son and his daughter. Ghel, I think such an alliance could be beneficial to us all in these trying times. Allow us to keep certain enemies close while showing allies we are willing to sacrifice as we serve our lands.”
Ghel’s mouth hung open in shock. Queen Alene turned softened eyes so much like his own onto her oldest son. “Ghel, we have discussed the matter amongst ourselves for weeks now. We both are in agreement, not only because of the Monti Clan’s actions but because of Lord Hollythorn’s connections across the Winterlands and his recent activities.” She moved to her boy and laid a hand on his shoulder, giving it a hard, affectionate squeeze.
Ghel looked up into her face.
“I knew Lady Strella’s late mother. She was kind, caring… a good Fae noblewoman. All I have heard of Lady Strella Hollythorn bears the same markings, though we will need to ensure certain things before we actually proceed with a wedding. Please know, we did not make this suggestion lightly.”
“Suggestion?” Ghel asked, his voice strangled and hoarse.
“Of course it is a suggestion, son. We would never force you to marry someone,” King Frit said, sadness marking his voice.
Ghel sat back in his chair with a thump. Marriage. To a lady he did not know. A Fae lady of noble birth he did not know, who likely had very specific expectations of marriage. A Fae lady who also happened to be the daughter of arguably one of the most powerful Fae lords of the land, a man the royals had many reasons to dislike and distrust. Ghel was speechless for a long stretch even as his head nodded. He’d think more on it, discuss it with his family, but he trusted his mother and father and always wished to help his land. In all likelihood, by the end of their meeting, he would agree to marry a stranger.






  
  Chapter Two

Strella


A particularly harsh jolt of the carriage brought Lady Strella Hollythorn out of her window-gazing stupor. She’d been staring out of the rectangle cutout in the small carriage door for gods knew how long, her mind blankly taking in the scenery as she absently twirled a strand of wavy blonde hair around her index finger, a habit she could never drop no matter how much her father chastised her for it. The scenery wasn’t much to take in, as they’d been slowly plodding over the Ice Plains road for hours at this point. White, white, and more white as far as her own icy-blue eyes could see. 
She was a Fae of the Winterlands and was intimately familiar with ice. However, Hollythorn Manor was surrounded by a grove of lush but prickly holly trees and maintained a diverse winter garden on their grounds. Even Lady Piris’s home, Volesion Peak, while not as large as her home, was situated in a vast forest of evergreens alongside a cliff overlooking the Great River, which ran the entire length of the Faelands. This looked blank. Nothing for as far as the Fae eye could see, which was very far indeed.
“Exceedingly dull, yes?” Lady Piris said as she lounged across from her, also staring out at the nothingness in their view, her cleft chin firmly in hand and her nose—which Piris called big but Strella insisted was regal—wrinkled at the view. Strella smiled at her best friend, who thought much like her but was still so different. She was about to nod when her father looked up from the book he’d been reading to pin each woman in place with his most lordly look. The one he gave Strella so often. The one which made her heart sink a little every time, even if it happened daily.
“The Ice Plains serve an important purpose for the safety of the Winterlands Palace and the Winterlands overall. Please do consider such before you go dismissing them in this manner.” Lord Hollythorn gave a small scoff at the end and resumed reading, bending his head so his long, straight pale-blond hair, the same shade as Strella’s, effectively became a curtain between himself and the women in the carriage with him. Not surprising, as her father often ignored her as best he could unless he had a point to make about something he perceived as wrong or beneath her. Still, it was more than a little awkward to do so now when they were in such tight quarters.
Strella’s smile faded and she gave a silent sigh, something she’d mastered after twenty-nine years of life with her father. She loved him. He was all the family she had in this world, and she owed him. She was all he had as well, but her debt had started early. Her mother, his love, died giving birth to her. So, she kept her thoughts and worries to herself. Tried her best to be gentle and good and appeasing in all ways, which was why she was in the blasted carriage to begin with, traipsing across the Ice Plains right toward Winterlands Palace and a marriage she didn’t want. He’d convinced her it would help the family, give them access to more power and social status than they’d ever had before. She didn’t care for such things, but her father did, and she always wished to be helpful, give him what she could while she still could.
She had nothing against Prince Ghel, per se, although she’d heard stories from other ladies who, unlike her, had visited Winterlands Palace and interacted with the royal family. Stories of his coldness. Stories characterizing him as a brute focused on fighting, too much of the warrior and not enough of the Fae prince for their liking. She rarely took stock in such idle gossip, but it made her nervous. More than nervous, actually. She’d never wanted to marry at all, for her own reasons. Wanted to live her life peacefully, keeping her world and loves small. Now, she was tasked with uniting all the Winterlands—clans, merchants, and nobles alike—because of an uprising of the Montis.
She’d heard talk of the Monti Clan’s rise. Their fearless leader and his determination to overtake all other warrior clans. She thought it an impossible task. Warrior clans were born fighters, fierce and most often possessing some form of inner magic helpful in battle, and were trained from birth to defend their people and territory, and all of Winterlands if called upon to do so. They were not political as the lords were, not economically shrewd as the merchants’ class. Strella spent much time with both, as her father held lofty positions in each. She had little experience with warriors, as her years wound away in her home. She’d never traveled to the Winterlands Palace because she did not wish to be presented to wider society or the marriage market. Her father had not pushed, but only because he had loftier plans for his child; he wished her to marry a prince. The prince who would become king, and the one direct descendant from the fierce Aurora Clan. All these facts melded together to make her nervous about her future, or what future she had ahead of herself.
She looked over at Lady Piris, whose thick auburn eyebrows waggled back at her. Strella’s smile returned in an instant. Piris was her best friend. Her one true friend. She knew many ladies. Her father loved to host others at Hollythorn Manor, so she’d encountered most of the Fae nobility of the Winterlands, and even a few from other Fae lands, at her home. As hostess, she smiled and chatted and entertained. She welcomed. She engaged. She, however, never let them into her heart, as they did not need to let her into their own. Piris was the only Fae noblewoman to wiggle her way in, and although Strella sometimes worried what it might mean for Piris in the near future, she was forever thankful for her friendship. It sustained her in trying times such as these.
“Oh, look!” Piris shouted, pointing out the window they’d been looking out of for hours. The carriage rounded a curve in the road where the view was momentarily interrupted by a small cluster of evergreens, then when the green and white broke through, Strella saw a much closer view of the Winterlands Palace. It rose, pristine and shining, out of a mountain, carved from the very rock and anchored securely in the land. Strella had always considered Hollythorn Manor massive, a three-story house with two dozen rooms, far bigger than any other home she’d ever visited. This structure dwarfed her home. At least a dozen spires reached impossibly high into the sky, the tips painted a frosty blue that glittered even in the clouded light of the Winterland sun. The number of windows alone dizzied her. A massive wall hid some of the palace from sight. There were likely more than the five stories she counted. She couldn’t imagine why any place would need so much space.
Below the wall was another section, a little town gathered around the might of the Winterlands, built to serve the palace and the troop of people required to run it. She understood what it took to effectively manage a large manor. She’d done it at Hollythorn since she’d turned fifteen. It consumed most of her days, and a new worry about what her duties as future princess would entail, and whether she could meet such a challenge, wormed into her head.
She hadn’t noticed her father leaning into her space, so she jumped when his voice sounded close to her head. “The Winterlands Palace is a fortress built many millennia ago. It stood long before King Frit and will remain long after.”
Strella did not know the king. She’d never met the man. She did, however, know of his troubles. It had dominated the talk amongst the lords and ladies and merchants over the past few years. King Frit had ruled relatively peacefully, for nearly five centuries. Most liked him, and those who did not nevertheless respected him and his rule. His illness, a tragedy among older Fae who suffered from the calamity, had remained a topic of constant discussion over the last few years. As was what would happen after his inevitable death. Which brought Strella’s mind back to her intended, her soon-to-be officially betrothed: Prince Ghel. The also soon-to-be King Ghel, given the usual course of King Frit’s disease. Not for the first time, she thought of how she did not wish to be Queen Strella, for many reasons, soon-to-be or otherwise.
“Imagine the games of hide-and-seek we could play in there,” Piris said with a laugh. It had been a favorite game of theirs as young girls. When they were bored, they still occasionally played. The memory eased Strella’s worries, which she suspected was the point of Piris saying it. Her best friend knew her well, both in her worry and how to best pull her from it.
“Nonsense. You two will do no such thing while in Winterlands Palace.” Lord Hollythorn huffed at Piris. Not looking at Strella but obviously addressing her, he said, “I still do not understand why you had to bring Lady Piris along with you instead of one of your maids.”
“The palace has designated maids for the future princess,” Piris said. She paused, a sly smile at Strella. “Also, they are not ladies. I do believe you know the basic requirements for being a lady-in-waiting, Lord Hollythorn?”
Her father’s eyes squinted at Piris’s snide remark, but he said nothing in reply, choosing instead to look back down at the book in his lap. Anyone else he would eviscerate, and he often chided Piris in the same dismissive and condescending way he had with his daughter, but he let her get away with far more than he did others who were not family. Lady Strella never quite understood why, but it made her thankful.
Piris ignored Lord Hollythorn, reaching over to grasp Strella’s small hand in her larger one, which she noticed was a little shaky when her friend stopped the trembling. “You’ll fit in marvelously,” she whispered with a squeeze.
Her place in the palace was a worry, true. One worry among a legion of them, constantly marching around in her head. She looked back out the window, back at the palace, and tried to shake off the rest for a time. She thought it best to enjoy the view, the new experiences in her rather sheltered life and not the certain and uncertain future ahead. For the time being at least. Strella knew herself. Worry would come again soon enough.

      [image: image-placeholder]The fanfare as the carriage pulled into the two separate gates of the Winterlands Palace had been a little daunting for Strella. Used to a quiet life marked with the occasional party and hostess duties or informal trips to Volesion Peak, her fanfare on arrival felt a bit too much. The king and queen had met them at the top of the steps leading into the palace, and both appeared gracious and happy to meet Strella. The queen was a little aloof, maybe cold, but she offered a small smile her way. The brown-speckled hawk perched on her shoulder, eyeing all in attendance with scrutiny, and the half-sword strapped to the side of her gown intimidated the lady. She imagined the queen’s look shifted for a moment into something harder the second it landed on her father, but Strella knew she had to be mistaken when a small smile popped on her lips as the lord bent a knee to his queen with his usual flourish. King Frit looked sickly but was in good spirits, kissing her on the cheek and calling her daughter. Strella blushed under the attention from the king and queen and was happy to let her father take over the niceties as she stepped close into her friend, who had laid a hand on her back to help steady her. 
She stood still, allowing all gathered to look at her. She imagined what they saw: a miniature version of her father with more of a wave to the same platinum hair and the uptilted nose from her mother. She shared the same lean form as her father, the same lithe shape, but was at least a head shorter than him, or even Piris, who both stood at warrior height and boasted the same muscular structure. Piris’s compact muscles stayed hidden by her expertly cut dress. She was supposed to be a lady, after all. A quick look between the queen’s short sword on full display and a glance down at Piris’s thigh, where she knew her friend hid at least one wickedly sharp weapon, made her wonder about the privilege of royalty, or more aptly the privilege of never having to hide who you were.
Strella’s mind had wandered, but she focused back on what was happening around her, which was not much. There was little said outside the palace outside basic niceties. The king and queen informed her Princes Ghel and Jarok were off fulfilling royal duties but would return long before their scheduled tea service the next day. Said tea service would be Strella’s first meeting with Prince Ghel, where the official marriage proposal would occur, as tradition mandated it happened in front of at least one representative of each family and one outside observer. King Frit and Lord Hollythorn then broke away to discuss terms of the marriage, which Prince Ghel and she would agree to after tea. Soon after, the official luncheons and dinners and announcements would commence, along with the other tiny parties and events and scheduled functions that marked a Fae noble wedding. Strella wasn’t certain, but she assumed even more would be expected because she was marrying a royal.
She was ushered to a gorgeously settled suite of rooms, where she spent the rest of the day and night barely eating and occasionally talking to her friend. At least, until Piris disappeared late in the night with talk of finding out more about the palace. Strella passed a fretful night, tossing and turning in a soft bed. Dawn broke, then maids came in with a midmorning meal, and all the while she moved back and forth from general anxiety to specific worries about what she’d agreed to do to give the Hollythorn name more status.
Because of all this, Strella stood in the middle of the massive changing room in her even more massive guest suite an hour before the scheduled tea, slightly paralyzed, her mind whirling over things expected and to come. Worst of all, in the immediate moment, she was unable to decide what to wear to the important tea where she’d magically bind herself to a prince she’d never even met. What was someone supposed to wear to an arrangement like this?
“How did I know I’d find you here, just like this?” Piris asked as she breezed into the room situated between Strella’s bedchamber and her own. The lady-in-waiting was to help the lady in question with changing and preparations and such, so it made sense for this to be the connecting portion. Still, Strella startled at her entrance.
“Come on, Star. You already know what to do,” Piris said, using the nickname only she used, the one connected to the starlight created through Strella’s magic. It was beautiful magic to behold, sparkling light cascading out of her. However, unlike her father’s piercing light magic, or Piris’s more secret and serious magic, it was a mere parlor trick. Pretty but useless to Strella or anyone else.
Strella shook out the maudlin thoughts crowding her this day and looked around the space. Her clothes hung from cedarwood hangers on long rods positioned across the room, which were interrupted by corners filled with intricately carved shelves for her non-hangable clothes. The palace maids were efficient; Strella would give them that. They’d hung her five trunks’ worth of clothes, a requirement from her father so she would never be seen in the same dress twice, in record time, each beautifully placed and on display.
Piris went to the sky-blue day dress they had picked for the tea service, which Strella had forgotten all about in her anxiety. It was ordered by her father, as all the clothes here were, so they’d been forced to pick from a limited selection instead of making choices with the seamstress. “No real fun picking these out, but your father does have excellent taste.” Piris rubbed the silk sleeve between her fingers before twirling around and clapping her hands together. “All right. We have one hour to turn you into a princess.”
Strella stepped back, bumping into a small, tufted stool in the middle of the room, and plopped down hard on the soft surface. She hung her head and her shoulders drooped as she whispered, “I thought I could, I don’t know, at least pretend. Hold off as long as necessary.” She looked up at Piris. “The king and queen were so nice. If Prince Ghel is also, I don’t know if I can do it, Peep.”
Piris walked over and crouched so she was face-to-face with her friend. Strella knew she did not believe the prophecy, so she was unsurprised by her reply. “Star, you lovely woman. How about we go day by day? See where each day leads and not worry about something which may never come to pass?”
Piris wished to help, sometimes even at her own expense. She was here, in fact, in the middle of Winterlands Palace, a place a Fae like her should not be. Strella grasped her friend’s shoulders and pleaded with her for the hundredth time. “You can leave, Peep. There is no need for you to be here, to be so close to danger.”
Piris shook off her worry and her hands, giving a bright smile. “As you just said, the king and queen were kind, so I have nothing to worry about.”
“But if any of the royals discover your magic—”
“What magic?” she asked with a wink. “Every noble knows I’m a null, remember?”
It was what every noble Fae thought, that the only child of Lord and Lady Volesion was born without her own fount of magic, making her one of the few nulls among all the Fae, and a near outcast among the snobby noble set. People shunned her for it, acted better than her. It was one of the things sure to bring out Strella’s temper, which was hard to raise but burned bright when necessary. Only the Volesions and Lady Strella knew the truth of Piris’s power because the truth could make her a target if anyone in the palace or beyond ever guessed. It was dangerous and foolish for her to be there, let alone stay for an extended period. She hid her magic well, had done so for most of her life effectively, yet this was a risk she did not need to take. Her parents had begged her not to come, but she’d defied them. Lady Strella had done the same as the Volesions, claiming she did not need her friend, despite her wishing in her heart Piris could be with her. Once again, her friend knew her true self, and she’d shown up at the carriage with her own trunks packed and ready to leave, saying something about Strella needing protection and a true lady-in-waiting. Piris was a fighter, also secretly, but she was more. Strella couldn’t argue too much in front of her father, who she’d kept this secret from, as it was not her secret to reveal. Somewhere in her heart, the daughter understood the shrewdness of the father, and although she’d never admit it out loud, she could admit to herself he was a calculating Fae who might use such information to his advantage one day if forced to do so. Strella kept few secrets in her sheltered life, except, of course, from the woman in front of her now.
So there they both were, in the middle of a huge dressing chamber in the center of the Winterlands Palace, each hiding their secrets from all but each other. “I love you, Peep” was all Strella could say.
“Love you too, Star. Now let’s get you dressed.” She pulled Strella up to standing, and they prepared for tea and Strella’s first meeting with her prince.






  
  Chapter Three

Ghel


Prince Ghel had fought with three guards in the palace practice rings midmorning on the day of his betrothal, to relieve some of the nervous tension making his shoulders bunch and his stomach knot. It did little to help, leaving him panting and sweaty before the meeting with Lady Strella Hollythorn. Which, of course, made him panic. Luckily, Jarok called him away for another task. 
“Shouldn’t I be getting ready for my meeting with Lady Hollythorn?”
Jarok eyed his brother and his fighting leathers. His disheveled and sweaty form. His hand stuck to the hilt of the huge broadsword at his side. Prince Ghel knew then he had made a grave mistake, and his shoulders slumped in defeat. All was bound to fail, but he did not have to encourage the failure.
Stopping him mid-stride, Jarok turned him by his shoulders and looked his brother square in the eye. “All will be fine, brother. Yes? Father and Mother handled the initial welcome to the palace, and there is time for you to prepare for the betrothal. Hours, even. Now, there are things we must attend to immediately.”
These words made Ghel’s ears perk and eyes narrow. There really was too much happening in their usually quiet corner of Fae, and he needed no more surprises. However, when Jarok opened the small oak door leading to his own study and Ghel saw who sat inside, a rare, broad smile popped onto his face.
“Cylian Padalist,” he boomed, taking two
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