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			For anyone who has ever questioned whether they deserve a happily ever after
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				Amala
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				Khari,

				Once upon a time, I thought “happily ever after” was nothing but make-believe, just like the stories read to me when I was a child, but my betrothal to your brother has calmed my doubts. Dear friend, I wish you could be with me today—

			

			“Keep a stiff neck, Your Highness,” one of my ladies-in-waiting reminds me. I drop my pen and straighten my posture as another lady sighs, nimbly braiding a strand of my kinky tresses.

			“So much hair,” she mumbles under her breath.

			“Thank you.” I smile, shifting toward her, but two hands grip my forehead to force it forward. My smile turns apologetic, but no one says anything else as they continue to prepare me for today’s event: my wedding.

			I glance down at the cursive print before me, and my stomach teems with butterflies. My beloved, Vincent, has been finalizing the details of our nuptials. He couldn’t sneak any food from the tastings for me to try, but he told me of the succulent roasted ducks they’ve been fattening up just for today, the lobsters by the barrel, and the freshest greens that the kingdoms could produce. Pangs of hunger replace my jitters, but only for a moment.

			Far off, violins hum and horns blare, signifying that the guests from our two kingdoms must be entering the Azalea Courtyard. Only used for weddings and funerals, it’s home to fuchsia blooms that defied all logic and sprouted up between the thick slabs of concrete that blanket the rest of Iman. I’ve spent countless nights dreaming of what it’ll be like to share our first kiss there.

			It’s embarrassing, but I’ve been practicing with my fist to make sure I’ll do it right. I even tried with a mirror once. And again with a plum. I’ve been overthinking this kiss; I swear it’ll be the death of me. But it’ll be worth it. Stars will collide and the world will stop the second our lips meet.

			A sigh escapes me as the silver chain of my necklace catches my eye in the mirror. Vincent gave it to me the first night of our betrothal to promise that, even though our marriage is political, it will also be full of love. This little moonstone rose has helped me keep sight of the future amongst all the chaos of the wedding. Multicolor specks twinkle in the light, reminding me of how grateful I am to be here.

			There’s just one other thing that could make today flawless, but Ados isn’t in the business of listening to prayers.

			A knock on the door startles me. One of the braiders sucks her teeth and walks to the entryway, pulling the heavy mahogany door ajar. The old metal hinges creak as she peeks through, mindful to keep me hidden.

			A bride can only be seen by her father and the staff tending to her or Ados won’t bless the union. Father made sure everyone knew this rule, since Imanians don’t abide by the same religion or culture. For Rosewyn’s sake, he was insistent that it be respected.

			Sternly, the braider tells the unwelcome guest, “It’s forbidden for anyone to see the princess—”

			“And under the prince’s command, everyone here will keep this visit a secret,” a familiar voice answers. A sharp gasp leaves my mouth as I abandon all self-control and whip around. Standing a foot taller than I remember, in his navy-blue regalia, is Khari.

			The stylists throw their hands in the air as I bound over to him. He spreads his arms wide to embrace me. His shiny new medals and badges of honor press into my skin while I hold him tight. Tears stream down my face, effectively ruining my makeup.

			“Why are you— You shouldn’t be here. How’d you get away from the army?” I stumble over my words. He snorts.

			“You know no one can tell me what to do.”

			Which is exactly why his mother sent him away to begin with.

			A bell tower chimes, indicating the top of the new hour. Reality crashes down on me, sucking all the merriment from our reunion.

			“You really can’t be here,” I say, shoving him back toward the door.

			“Why? Your father? Everyone here knows better than to betray a member of the royal family.” He sidesteps me and walks over to my wedding gown. It sits on a dress form as tailors finish making last-minute alterations. Khari glances back and forth between me and the dress, hiding his mouth with his hand.

			“I didn’t pick it.” I roll my eyes as I sit back down.

			The dress is huge. They cinched the waist as much as possible and gave me a train so long that it could reach the edges of the earth. Gaudy red and blue gemstones representing both nations mar the squared neckline and hem of the ivory gown. I’d never voice this aloud, but Iman can be rather tasteless. Everywhere you look, there’s some sort of diamond or crystal meant to emphasize their mining prowess. The only thing that doesn’t glitz in this lavish room is the cobalt down comforter and the sheer beige window treatments.

			“But,” I say, breaking his judgmental silence, “that doesn’t matter. All that does is what will happen when I’m inside it.”

			“Suffocate?” He looks back, a smirk on his face.

			“No. Marry Vincent.” The corners of my lips curl upward for the hundredth time today, but his do the opposite. “You’ve been away for two years. Maybe you’ll get along better now.”

			He scoffs. “I doubt it. I can’t respect anyone who refuses to challenge people when they’re wrong.”

			Vincent could have been more supportive of Khari when their mother sent him to the military, but he wasn’t of age yet. No one would have listened.

			“Do you really think you’ll be happy with him?” he asks, studying me. “You’ve written me novels’ worth of letters singing his praises, but are you sure?”

			“Of course. He’s good to me. He’s my true love.” The words come out softly as I finger my necklace.

			“You do know true love is reserved for stories, right? This is real life, Amala,” he reminds me gently, not that I need it.

			“True love is real for anyone who believes in it. And…” I quickly shift my eyes about the room as if a spy from back home could be listening, and beckon him closer with my hand. Khari leans in, his brow raised in a silent question. “He’s helping me find her.”

			His eyes widen.

			It’s been six years since Lady Neveah was banished, right before my engagement. She was my first lady-in-waiting, although she was more like a mother to me than my own. Khari didn’t get the chance to meet her, but all my happy stories involve her. He knows how much this means to me.

			“I told Vincent how Father sent her away for defying Ados and how I never got to say goodbye. I have no idea where she is and never had the resources to find her.” I grab Khari’s hand and squeeze. “He said he’d help me.”

			Khari exhales loudly and leans against the wall closest to me. Out of his pants pocket, he pulls a buttery chocolate chip cookie with flaky salt dusting the top.

			“I grabbed this from the kitchen for you. Originally it was to celebrate our reunion, but I think a larger toast is in order.” He breaks the cookie in two and hands me the bigger half. “Know that you don’t just have his support. You have mine too. Whatever it takes to bring her home.”

			“You shouldn’t be here, young prince.”

			Everything stills as the bass of my father’s voice reverberates from the open doorway. A chill ripples through me and leaves goose bumps in its wake.

			I don’t dare turn around. This is exactly what I was afraid of. We’re breaking one of the most important pre-matrimonial acts right in front of my father.

			But Khari isn’t fazed by the intrusion. His shoulders broaden as he pushes himself to his full height and approaches my father.

			“Calvin.” Khari addresses him by his first name.

			In the mirror, I can see a vein bulge across my father’s temple.

			“Those years away made you bold. I’d respect it if your own mother didn’t find you to be such a scathing disappointment,” Father says.

			“Luckily for you, this disappointment saves your kingdom from the problems you create.” Khari stares him down.

			My father has more enemies than friends, which is why this marriage is even happening. In exchange for my hand and our ports, we got Iman’s military protection—and that includes Khari.

			His deployment letters were upbeat, if sparse, the last couple of years, but if his tight fists are any indication, the battles he fought were worse than anything I could imagine. I prepare for Khari to say something nasty, but he simply shakes his head and leaves through the door. He knows there’s no point in arguing with my father. The teensiest bit of relief floods through me as I watch him disappear.

			Father clears his throat, and everyone remaining scurries out, leaving the two of us alone. Much like Khari, he’s dressed in his formal attire, sans any badges of honor. The sleek, utilitarian crown that sits on top of his short black hair says enough. His blood-red blazer contrasts with the sparkly diamonds ground into the gray walls.

			“Am I a joke to you, Amala?” he asks, softer than I expected.

			“No, sir.” I shake my head, shame heating my cheeks.

			“Then why do you toy with me like this?”

			Words get caught in my throat.

			“Should this slip-up have happened in Rosewyn, the entire wedding would have been called off, and Ados surely would have punished not just you and me, but every member of our bloodline for generations. Hundreds of years of misfortune, and for what?” He looks down at the cookie in my hand. “A dessert? Ados forbid word of this meeting gets out and the townsfolk think there’s something more than misplaced friendship between you two. The merger would be called off. Thousands of civilians’ lives would be in turmoil due to your selfishness.”

			“I’m so sorry.” I fidget with the fraying lace trim on my satin robe as tears cloud my vision. “I’ll pray to Ados for forgiveness.”

			“As you do, remember how much depends on this merger. Don’t be the reason people die. Be mindful of yourself, Amala.”

			I swallow hard. The guilt makes my stomach cramp.

			“No more issues.” He stalks over, leering down at me. “Do I make myself clear?” Before I can answer, his attention lands on the letter I was writing to Khari. He snatches it from the desk, peering over the words with disgust.

			“Happiness isn’t your concern. Focus on your duty and the fate Ados assigned to you.”

			He grabs ahold of my chin, forcing me to look at him. His skin is the same dark umber as mine, but that’s where our resemblance stops. He lets go of me roughly and rips up the letter.

			“Ladies,” he calls out to the hallway. “Fix her face. She’s a damn mess.” Without another word, he leaves. The staff bustle into the room, smiling as if nothing happened.

			“Your Highness.” One of the ladies taps me on the shoulder and holds out a singular creeping buttercup flower. “From Prince Vincent. He said he can’t wait for you to be his.” She hands it to me and reaches for the makeup to fulfill my father’s request.

			I roll the stem between my thumb and index finger, wishing the small bloom made me feel better. Flowers aren’t common in Iman, after all. It’s a sweet gesture, but it’s overshadowed by my father’s lingering threat. I place it on the vanity and shut my eyes.

			The ladies re-powder my face and paint over the tear marks as I sit quietly in the chair. When they show me my finished reflection, I don’t react. My father’s words replay in my head, drowning out any excitement.

			As we’re about to leave, one of the crumpled pieces of my letter catches my attention.

			
				Once upon a time,

			

			If only fairy tales were real.

			My father is just the messenger. Ados is the villain, and after today, I’ll be free from them both.
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			A thin sliver of light divides the shadows obscuring my presence. Two men dressed in military uniforms stand at attention on the sides of two stately doors that reach the tall ceiling. I can’t make anything out in the darkness, but I can hear the guests mingling, and my heart breaks knowing Lady Neveah isn’t one of them.

			She and I spent hours imagining what my wedding day would look like. We’d take turns designing my dress, and I drew hundreds of pictures of the ceremony surrounded by colorful wildflower fields. We’d practice walking around my bedroom as though Lady Neveah were escorting me down the aisle, before erupting into fits of giggles and moving on to my lessons.

			A single tear pools on my lower lash line. I fan my eyes to dry it quickly right as the song of a string quartet swells and the officers pull the doors open. My hands whip back to my sides as sunshine chases the darkness away, revealing the Azalea Courtyard. Black spots dance across my vision from the brightness.

			Flower-shaped gemstone arrangements the size of bushes line both sides of the aisle, separating me from countless nobles. The pear-cut aquamarines and round white sapphires feel so cold compared to the hydrangeas and baby’s breath I’d envisioned. Thick pillar candles in suspended vases float above the entire courtyard. Rainbows reflect off garish strung-up multicolored diamonds hanging from the sky like rejected stars. Every passing second, something new and unsightly steals my attention. To say it’s a lot is an understatement. The over-the-top décor is far from elegant or beautiful. It’s just excessive.

			But none of it matters, because at the end of all of it stands my prince. Warmth rushes through my body the moment I see him.

			I take slow, measured steps toward Vincent with my shoulders square and head held high. His light brown skin pops against his black regalia. The velvet lapels are a bit much, but it’s fine if that’s what makes him happy. It’s his wedding too.

			His fresh stitch braids sit beneath a tall silver crown embedded with sapphires and the Imanian crest. His eyes look me up and down before landing on my face. His gaze is soft, and his smile is small but sweet. The slightest tilt of his chin tells me he’s ready for me to join him at the altar.

			The music softens when I take my place beside him.

			“Just focus on me,” he whispers so only I can hear. I’ve always been told I can’t hide my emotions. Judging by Father’s glowering and Vincent’s concern, I guess my nerves are showing more than they should.

			“Dear guests,” the priest standing by Vincent bellows out before going on a monologue about tradition and duty. Sweat moistens my palms as I fail to concentrate on Vincent, much less whatever is being said.

			Facing the crowd behind the celebrant, my father sits a step below Vincent’s parents, King Zahair and Queen Dominique. King Zahair beams with pride. I’ve rarely seen him without a smile on his face.

			When I’ve visited his palace, he’s shown me the kitchen, knowing my love for baking, and the greenhouse where they keep a few endangered Imanian plants. His kindness always puts me at ease, even though we’ve not met many times.

			During all my trips to Iman, Queen Dominique has been busy tending to other duties. Truthfully, she has done no more than acknowledge my presence on most occasions. Even now her expression is indiscernible, but Vincent said I’d know if she didn’t like me.

			A heavy chalice with a pungent red drink is placed in my hands.

			“And now the betrothed will sip of the ceremonial wine that’s as old as our kingdom.” That explains why it’s so stinky.

			He motions to Vincent, who takes a long drink from his goblet.

			I raise it to my lips and sip the warm, bitter liquid as delicately as possible, which is hard since I’m also trying not to gag. I barely recover in time for Vincent and me to face each other. His eyes dance when they meet mine.

			“The engaged shall kiss to cement this great union of nations, bloodlines, and hearts,” the priest says. “Let us raise our voices and rejoice in our new beginning.”

			Vincent cups my cheek and hungrily lowers his lips to mine. After my shock subsides, I press onto my tippy-toes to reciprocate. The curves of his lips fit flush against my own, and I follow his lead warily, as if dancing a waltz I never learned the steps to. I do my best to keep up and mimic his motions.

			He pulls away with a content smirk, leaving spit on my lower lip. My brow knits as I register both the wetness and my confusion. The world didn’t stop, nor did my heart flutter like in all the stories. Maybe it’s just my nerves tarnishing this moment. That must be it.

			Trumpets blare as Father gives Queen Dominique an approving look. Vincent leads me back down the aisle and through the double doors to the reception. A carved oak broom hangs over the threshold of the grand hall. Plump juicy poultry, fresh fish, gargantuan meatballs, and ripe fruit extend along azure and crimson banquet tables. Sunlight filters into the room through stained glass, bathing everything in a colorful glow.

			I don’t get the chance to admire any of it. Staff whisk me away to bustle my annoyingly long train, only to throw me back into the now-full room of chatty guests.

			I’m stopped at every table as I try to find my seat in the center of the festivities. When I get there, my food is already cold. Random government officials and nobility I’ve never met line up before my table to offer their well wishes and ask for favors that I can’t grant. My cheeks ache from smiling, and my stomach grumbles. One peek at Vincent’s plate shows he made friends with his fork and knife—if the remnants are any clue, he’s scarfed down enough food to feed a small army.

			After my hundredth nice to meet you and we’ll have to make time to sit and speak properly over tea, I’m left alone to feed myself, only it’s been so long that someone has cleared the plates. In their place is wine to toast the speeches—and there are a lot of speeches. The faces I recognize keep theirs short and sweet, but the unknown dignitaries must be competing to see who can share the longest speech with the strongest feelings using the most flowery words. Every time I finish my glass, it’s refilled for yet another round.

			“Are you okay?” Vincent’s smooth voice breaks through some lord-from-wherever’s spiel. I turn to him, and it takes an extra second for my mind to sync up with my body. I feel weird, like my head is heavy but my limbs are light.

			“Yep,” I chirp unconvincingly. I try to adjust myself, but my hand completely misses the armrest.

			“Let’s slow you down.” He chuckles, glancing around us.

			“Am I drunk?” I whisper.

			“No. Just buzzed. And beautiful.” He pulls me in for another kiss. This time, he pokes his tongue into my mouth, and I jump, biting it on accident.

			“Shit.” His hand flies up to his face. I start to apologize, but he just shakes his head profusely without a trace of anger.

			“May I borrow my daughter-in-law?” The queen clears her throat behind us. Guilt courses through me as Vincent plops an ice cube into his mouth and waves us away.

			She holds an arm out to the side for me to follow. I excuse myself and do my best to stand, but my feet just won’t listen.

			“Easy now.” She holds my waist to stabilize me.

			“Focus on one point on the wall and don’t look away. It’ll help you walk straight,” she advises kindly. I do my best to do what she says while she guides me away from the crowd into a small room with gray brick walls and one window that overlooks the castle grounds. “You’re too far gone right now. You need to take a breather or you’ll embarrass yourself.”

			She’s tall, and her formfitting gown with its plunging jewel-encrusted neckline only emphasizes her height. The shimmery dark blue fabric looks as if it were cut from the night sky itself. She’s always maintained an imposing presence around other government officials and castle staff. She’s known for being stern and disciplined, but here she’s tender and soft. Before I only saw Queen Dominique. Now that I’m married to her firstborn, I get the privilege of meeting Dominique the mom.

			I haven’t felt maternal energy like this since Lady Neveah left. This warmth from Queen Dominique is surprising but welcome. I want her to love me as her own, but we barely have had a relationship up till now.

			“Do you like me?” I blurt out.

			She chuckles elegantly and wrinkles her nose in confusion.

			“More when you’re sober. It takes me time to warm up to people. I regret how busy I’ve been when you’ve come to stay with us. I wish we could have had more moments to get to know each other.” She glides over to the window. “Nothing matters more to me than my family, and I refuse to leave the future of my elder in incapable hands.” The golden hour makes her fierce hazel eyes glow.

			“It’s what makes you a good parent, but I’d never do anything to hurt him. I adore him.” I tuck my hands behind my back meekly.

			“I know.” She sighs, peering out the aperture once more. A small smile teases at her lips. “Regardless, I cherish my Vincent, and he loves you. That’s what matters.”

			“How do I make everyone happy here?” My question, fueled by wine, surprises me. “I don’t want to screw this up. I can’t afford to.”

			She barks out a quick laugh, just like Khari. I’ve never noticed how similar they are.

			“You can’t. If you could, there’d be no need for governments, kings, queens, or arranged marriages.” She winks at me. “Just do your best and know you can count on me.”

			Her advice hangs in the air between us, and gratitude overwhelms me. Before I can stop myself, I close the space between us and pull her deep into a hug.

			“Thank you,” I tell her. She’s rigid in my embrace, but I don’t care. I haven’t had a maternal figure in so long. My mother isn’t in her right mind anymore. I bring her food in her chambers when I can, but she talks to me as if I’m a stranger. The queen’s attention feeds a part of me that’s been starving for six years.

			“Mom,” Khari interrupts the two of us.

			“Hey!” I nearly topple him with a hug.

			He exchanges a look with his mother before focusing on me. “You good?”

			“Wonderful. Your mother is delightful,” I say, then cup my hand to whisper into his ear. “Maybe she’s changed.”

			He glances back and forth between me and Queen Dominique before glaring at his mother. He sets me upright and marches over to her. They say something to each other that, judging by their expressions, doesn’t seem good, but the bright lights and exuberant sounds from the reception distract me. I leave them arguing and stumble back to the main party.

			The haziness from the toasts is nothing compared to what I’m experiencing now. Every time I blink, I’m in a different location with someone new. I laugh. I sob. The crowd disappears, and Vincent’s lips are on my neck. Everyone returns, but Vincent is gone.

			“Vincent?” I call for him, wandering through the crowd as the room gets hotter and nausea floods through me. I focus on people’s mouths opening and closing in slow motion. Their voices are so warped that I can’t decipher what they’re saying.

			I squint at a noble caked in grease and sweat. Distorted laughter makes the ball in his throat bounce, hypnotizing me. I step closer to him as he chortles, making the orb gain speed. With every blink, the bounce quickens until it’s one fluid movement. The ruby-red and cerulean tablescapes blur into a dancing gradient. All the hooting, jeering, and music blend together and fade into the background as I’m lifted from the ground. I’ve never floated before. It’s so serene. I could fall asleep just like this.

			A sharp, searing pain in my side pulls me out of my drunken stupor.

			The grand hall is gone, and I’m in a frigid, poorly lit cellar. A dark figure stands above me, watching as I writhe in pain, before merging with the inky shadows of the room, and my vision fades to black.
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				Amala
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			A breeze tickles my ears, pulling me from unconsciousness. The sky waits for me as I open my eyes. No clouds. Nothing but clear blue for miles.

			Where am I?

			Groaning, I turn my head, finally able to take in my surroundings. The air is sweet, almost comforting. Lilac, magnolia, and fresh peonies. Maybe some lavender. I run my hands through the long blades of grass pillowed around me. The vegetation is as lush as it is velvety. Perfect weather mixes with smells that lull me into a sense of security, and the sun warms my skin. This must be what peace feels like.

			I reach out, petting one of the flowers lightly. My eyes travel to my arm, and then to the short sheer lilac sleeve that drapes my upper arm. Sitting up, I inspect this foreign purple dress. It has a near-opalescent sheen and cascades around me without harming any of the wildflowers. I take a breath in, and my rib cage feels free, not trapped within a corset. I touch the fabric gingerly. It’s softer than anything my father allows me to wear.

			“You love your sleep. Don’t you, chile?”

			I startle, whipping my head around, searching for the voice.

			“No need to be dramatic. Just look behind you.”

			An older woman with an ornate head wrap kneels on the ground. Her dark brown skin, dotted with small umber moles, glows against her white robes, eyes twinkling as she tends to the soil. A grin spreads across her face, radiating comfort and familiarity that reminds me of sunsets—golden ones speckled within a pink-and-blue pastel sky.

			“Who are you?” I don’t move closer to her, but her smile calls out to me in the gentlest way. Humming, she closes her eyes and massages the soil with hands that look velvety to the touch, the skin sagging and wrinkling ever so slightly.

			She continues tending to her garden, singing a sweet song under her breath. I open my mouth to ask again, but she cuts me off.

			“I heard you the first time. No need to repeat yourself.”

			My hair blows into my face, somehow free from the braids it was in.

			I move the strands behind my ear.

			“You can come closer,” she says, patting the earth beside her.

			I take a step and freeze.

			Father always said to trust no one. Strangers are bad. They will steal from you and take everything you have, that is, if you have objects to steal. If you don’t, they can do much worse.

			But should I really be fearful of her? She’s old, yet some of our oldest soldiers have caused the most damage in warfare. She doesn’t act like a soldier. She seems maternal. Nurturing. Like Lady Neveah.

			I watch her take care of the earth, humming away. Finally, she pauses.

			“I would say you don’t have all the time in the world, but right now you do. You have all the seconds, minutes, hours, and days in this part of The Garden.” The power in her voice is captivating.

			I make my way to her, sitting and pulling my legs underneath me.

			Birds sing their songs, and dragonflies dance all around us. I watch them, summoning the courage to ask the question I’ve been dreading since opening my eyes.

			“Am I dead?”

			In her moments of clarity, my mother sometimes talks about what the afterlife is like, to warn me about what will happen if I’m disobedient to Father. Ados is not a loving god. He only protects us in exchange for our compliance and devotion. It’s why Father is so strict. If we don’t prove ourselves worthy of Ados’s love, the harshness of life will be nothing compared to how cold and unforgiving death will be.

			However, I’m not cold. An unfamiliar yet comfortable warmth surrounds me and brings with it a tranquility that I’ve never known. This is nothing like what Mother spoke about.

			“Do you want that?” she replies.

			“I don’t understand,” I say.

			“Death. Do you want it, chile?”

			If this is death, maybe I do want it. I’ve never felt this peaceful, but a nagging feeling in my gut stops me, like I’m forgetting something.

			Focus, Amala. What am I missing?

			A weight crashes down on my chest, dragging me out of my nirvana.

			“Vincent?” I call out frantically. Is he in danger? Panic rises, causing my heart to thrash. How am I just remembering him? What happened to me? Did he suffer the same fate?

			“He’s not your concern right now.” The old woman hushes me as I shake my head rapidly.

			If I die now, I may never see him again. I was so close to living my dream life with him.

			“I can’t answer your question until I know.” I enunciate every syllable, fighting through the anxiety. “Is he safe?”

			“He’s safe for now.”

			A small amount of relief washes over me, but I’m not entirely convinced that she’s telling the truth. Not yet.

			She stops picking flowers and fully faces me for the first time. Liquid honey eyes survey me with a hint of mystery and foreboding whimsy mingling in her expression. Her full lips part, a knowing smile on her face.

			My side tingles, as if the nerves are remembering an old injury. I expect to wince as my hands graze the area, searching for a wound. Instead, I feel the soft rustle of the fabric and my skin underneath. No pain. “I was—” Like lightning, it comes to me in another flash. “I was stabbed. Someone tried to kill me. I should be—”

			“Dead,” she cuts me off. “But you aren’t. There’s still work to be done…unless you want to be dead.” Her eyes leave me as she refocuses on her garden. “I’ve heard you at night when you think no one is listening. We all have. You begged and pleaded for death so many nights. You’re in control now. Is that what you want?”

			How does she know these things? I lean back, looking at the dress spread around me. It’s the type of dress I always wanted to be married in.

			This seems like a dream. I want to wake up, but what would I wake up to? The cold floor, sick from loss of blood? Even worse—I don’t know who made an attempt on my life. A stranger, I assume. Otherwise, who could’ve betrayed me? Have I hugged…or kissed my killer?

			Khari couldn’t be my murderer, or at least I don’t think. He supported me, if not the marriage. It’s unlikely, but could he have done it to get back at my father for being sent to the military? The merger gave Iman all my father’s enemies, and Khari lost friends in those battles.

			The queen waited until I was drunk to be kind to me. It could have all been an act, but she took care of me while I was intoxicated. She said she’d be there for me. If she had it out for me, would she have done that?

			It could have been King Zahair too. Was he just pretending at kindness to lower my guard? There was always thick tension between him and my father, and Father never did tell me all the details of the merger. Perhaps Iman would benefit more from my death than my life.

			Then there’s Father—cold, calculating, and spiteful. He needed me alive for political gain. But he also liked to remind me that while Ados doesn’t make mistakes, I was the biggest mistake of his life.

			The only one I trust is Vincent. He wouldn’t hurt me. He promised me a future and was even going to help me find Lady Neveah. It couldn’t be him. Right?

			Nothing. Makes. Sense.

			What else don’t I remember? Is it worth finding out, or should I embrace death and all its unknowns?

			My hand makes its way to my neck. The silver chain of my rose necklace remains. After letting the silence fill the space between us, I finally speak.

			“I want to live.”

			“Are you sure?” she asks, squinting her eyes slightly.

			Honestly, no, but I can’t leave Vincent. And I need to discover who wants me dead. I nod, feigning confidence I don’t feel.

			Her smile widens, revealing a gap in her two front teeth. A breeze picks up, swirling around me, and gray clouds darken the once-clear sky. I clutch the grass as the wind becomes harsher, whipping me around. Regret washes over me as the ground beneath me rips open and I fall. The last thing I hear is her voice, soft and echoing through the cascading caverns around me.

			“So live.”
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				Kha’dasia
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			“Coward!” I shriek up at that old hag, wherever she is. “I know you’re out there.” Only the squawking of startled birds answers my call. I shouldn’t be surprised by her lack of response. I’ve been screaming at her for three days since she dropped me into this godforsaken forest, and she’s never answered. I haven’t been able to find her—or my way out—since.

			I continue trudging down the now-familiar path as trees rustle behind me. Eyes and ears alert, I turn toward the sound. The rumbling continues amongst the dense foliage as I watch and wait.

			I point my makeshift spear at a swaying bush, and a fluffy bunny with ears too big for its head hops out, eating some flowers. It bounces to me, sniffing my foot.

			“I thought you were going to be some big scary monster,” I say, embarrassed that I was ready to fight a house pet. I bend down to nuzzle it as an earth-shattering roar booms from behind me.

			The rabbit darts off, and I’m left face-to-face with a six-foot-tall boar that’s made of pure muscle. A large broken fang dripping with spit protrudes from his mouth. Mange covers his skin, and he smells like death.

			I liked it better when it was the rabbit.

			Cursing under my breath, I freeze, avoiding his eyes. Some predators are like that. If you look at them directly, they take it as a challenge.

			Nice piggy. I don’t want any problems.

			It thrashes its head around, lowering its body before sniffing the ground and puffing itself up to a truly imposing size. Time to go.

			It charges after me with reckless abandon. I grab a thick branch from the ground and swing as soon as it’s within striking distance. The branch makes contact, and with a yelp, the boar is disoriented long enough for me to get a running head start.

			They can’t climb, so I need to get up high.

			Thick hooves beat against the sopping wet mud, sending it splattering all around us. I struggle to not get stuck in it as the muck oozes between my toes up to my ankles. At least it’s slowing down the boar too.

			A sturdy oak tree with bright flowers crawling up its side catches my eye, and I don’t waste time heading toward it. With a leap, I grab ahold of the highest branch I can reach and heave myself on top of it. My shoulders burn as I hoist myself up repeatedly, finally high enough that he can’t touch me.

			The boar rams his head against the trunk, but I’m too pissed to care. With every wood-splintering strike, agitation eclipses my fear. This hot-breathed beast chased me up here, but it’s all that woman’s fault. If I ever see her again, she’ll regret it.

			I still haven’t pieced together how I even got here. The last thing I remember is unbridling Butterscotch to make camp for the night on our way to Roxey. I went to sleep shivering, huddled next to him for warmth, but when I opened my eyes, he wasn’t there. In fact, nothing around me was familiar, not even my clothes. My head wasn’t foggy, so I hadn’t been drugged. I wasn’t tied up or in anyone’s chambers, meaning kidnap was out of the question. The only thing stranger than waking up in a weird field in a dress I’d never wear was the old hag speaking in riddles and gardening.

			Yes, gardening.

			Her defenses were completely down, but that could have been a ruse. She didn’t act like she wanted to fight me even as I squared up. She asked if I wanted to live or die—an obvious threat—so I told her that there’s no way I’d die by her hands. But as I ran to attack her first, the earth opened up and I fell into this forest.

			The boar keeps smashing his head against the tree as something smooth slides across my hand. I glance down to see a snake with black, yellow, and red bands along its body slithering over my fingers.

			What did Damien always tell me? If red touches yellow, it kills a fellow? Shit.

			If I piss this snake off, I’m as good as dead, and if I fall, I’ll be trampled into an early grave.

			Just stay still, Kha’dasia. Don’t move.

			The vibration from the boar ramming the tree jostles the snake, and it rears its head. Before it can strike my face, reflexes kick in, and I bat it away with my other hand, throwing off my balance. My foot slips, and I cling to the branch I was standing on as the snake lands on the boar, sinking its fangs into the bigger creature. I hold on for dear life, dangling above the two deadly animals.

			The boar bucks wildly, throwing the snake off, and stomps on it, ending its life. Moments later, the boar weakens and falls to its knees, the snake’s venom taking over.

			Relief floods my system as I let go, sloppily landing on my ass a few feet from the carnage. Bile rises in my throat at the putrid stench of the dark red liquid pouring out of the boar’s neck and mixing with his infected skin. One look at the snake shows it’s not in a better condition. Its head is caved in, a hoofprint where its brain once was.

			I can’t waste any more time. Who knows when the next monster is going to jump from the shadows, craving my flesh. I retrace my steps to pick up the spear I dropped when the boar started chasing me. It took me the better part of my first day here to make it, so I don’t want to lose it.

			I wander around looking for that old lady, or at least a new path I haven’t taken, but the longer I walk, the more times I pass the same tall oak tree with colorful flowers and the dead predators lying at the bottom. It doesn’t matter which way I go, I keep ending up back at that damn tree.

			You can only do the same thing and get the same outcome so many times before losing hope. On my thirty-eighth time passing the tree, I start to accept that I’m all alone and won’t find a way out.

			Exhaustion and frustration threaten to overcome me, and I sink to the ground. Without Butterscotch, I’d only managed to get a couple of hours of sleep the past two nights. He’s huge, so I can always count on him to scare away intruders, and I’ve never camped anywhere without him. I hope he’s all right. A sickening feeling settles in my stomach as I imagine him searching for me.

			Other than Butterscotch, my list was the only thing getting me through the last couple of years. It was Damien’s dream to visit every destination on that list, and he died long before he got the chance. I’ve already traveled to thirty-three out of the thirty-four places on it. If this had happened after I got to the final spot, to Roxey, I wouldn’t have cared. I could have died peacefully, or something close to it.

			But I failed Damien once, and I refuse to do it again. I’ll make it to Roxey and fulfill my promise to him.

			I crawl over to a bush to sit in the shade. Maybe if I just rest my eyes, I’ll be able to figure out where I am. A few minutes is all I need. Then I’ll find that old hag in white and make her pay for trapping me.
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			I wake to the sound of footsteps. Someone else is navigating the same trees I’ve been lost in for days. Makeshift weapon in hand, I take off stealthily.

			I don’t know if they’re here to kill me, but one thing is for certain—I’m not giving anyone or anything the chance to control my fate. One of us will die, and it’s not going to be me.
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				Amala
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			Wind rushes around me while I plummet through the air, screaming. Hours and seconds have no meaning as my voice ricochets, interrupted only by the thump of my back colliding with a rock. Pain radiates through my body. The sharp, electric sting dulls way too slowly, and whimpers leave my mouth. I curl into myself, tears framing my eyes and clouding my vision.

			Note to self: Next time a mysterious woman asks me “Do you want to live?” say no. Her version of living is more agonizing than death.

			Carefully, I push myself up, taking in my surroundings.

			The lush flowers? Gone. The foliage? Dense.

			Vines twist and dance up tree trunks to the point where I can barely see the bark. Remnants of sunshine sprinkle through the leafy canopy, speckling me with light.

			There’s no dent in the branches. No sign that I just fell from the sky other than the resulting ache in my body. Dear Ados, this place is different.

			“Hello?” My shaky voice bounces off the trees and finds its way back to me. “Is anyone there?” Birds chatter, and some animal cackles mischievously in response.

			Ados, I know I’ve questioned and disrespected you in life. If this is a lesson and you’re showing me how wrong I was, I understand.

			Take me back to my love and away from this nightmare.

			“Please,” I cry, clutching the moonstone pendant on my necklace. “Send someone who can help me. I can’t do this by myself.”

			My voice betrays me, cracking at the end.

			There’s something eerie about this place, as if I’m constantly being watched. It reminds me of the trips I took to Iman to see Vincent. Everyone knew who I was, and the accompanying stares were nothing short of malicious.

			Come to think of it, there’s a good chance that my murderer could have been any of the castle staff or townsfolk. Khari’s last letter spoke of whispers of a coup, but King Zahair dispelled the rumors as normal political unrest. The aristocratic guests were jovial at the wedding because they benefit from the merger, but hundreds of citizens booed and spat in my path as my wedding processional arrived in Iman.

			I saw my father whispering to Vincent’s mother after the ceremony. Maybe they had been alerted to a plot on my life. But regular citizens couldn’t have killed me without help from someone close to me. None were permitted at the wedding, and Iman has excellent security.

			Something creaks behind me. The wildlife scatters as leaves fall before another creak and a ripping sound echoes out. Slight movement catches my eye. Turning, I see what made the woodland creatures run. A gigantic tree sways my way.

			I’m in a full-out sprint as the tree starts crashing down. I can barely breathe, much less scream, as I dash through bushes, racing the forest animals to safety.

			My legs feel like acid is flowing through them, and I fling my arms over my head to protect myself from falling debris. A shadow buries me in darkness as the tree hurtles down to end my life before I could even dare fight for it. The shadow grows larger, and I close my eyes, saying my goodbyes, when all the air is knocked from my lungs.

			Arms push me out of the way as the tree collides with the ground, sending an earth-shattering smack throughout the forest. If my body was upset at me before, now it’s livid.

			“Don’t move or you’re dead.”

			My eyes shoot open to see a girl looming over me, pinning me to the ground with a blade at my neck. Her muscles are tense, ready to act at a moment’s notice. My breathing quickens, adrenaline flowing through me as this terrifying girl holds me at knifepoint.

			Today is not a good day.

			My eyes dart around, but hers stay trained on me. My arms start losing feeling from her thighs pinning me with strength I couldn’t imagine fighting. Not if I wanted to win, at least. She presses the blade harder against my neck. She’s trying to kill me.

			Oh Ados, she’s trying to kill me.

			First someone stabs me, then the lady in white plunges me down into this dark forest. Now a warrior girl with incredibly strong thighs is about to murder me. I wiggle, trying to get out of her grasp, but she somehow makes herself heavier, leaving me no chance of escape.

			“Who are you?” Her glare is unwavering.

			My blood runs cold. If I say the wrong thing, she’ll kill me without a second thought. It’s all in that icy stare of hers. Her muscles—and my, does she have a lot of them—are taut and ready for battle.

			I’m at her mercy.

			“Did you hear me? Who are you?” she repeats. Words are stuck in my throat as I try to come up with answers, but she doesn’t give me the chance to talk. “I’ve been here three days and haven’t seen someone else. So I’ll ask you one more time before I lose my patience. Who. Are. You?”

			Finally she shifts, and some semblance of feeling in my body returns. To the right of me is a rock. Maybe if I—

			“If you even dream of retaliating, I will end you. I promise.” She inches the blade too close for comfort, not that it was ever comfortable. “And I keep my promises.”

			The fight leaves my body, and the trembling returns, numbness invading my fingertips and face. My vision blurs and words tumble from my lips.

			“If you intend to kill me, just do it.” I hyperventilate, feeling the world weighing down on my chest. More words spill out of me, but I don’t even hear them. They’re slurred and jumbled up.

			Dear Ados, if this
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