
  
    [image: Slipping Away From the Alpha]
  


  
    
      SLIPPING AWAY FROM THE ALPHA

      A CINDREELLA RETELLING

      
        WOLF SHIFTER FAIRY TALE RETELLINGS

        BOOK FOUR

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        BELLA MOONDRAGON

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Bella Moondragon

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For Kat. I wish you really were family—close enough!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            HUNGER INSIDE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      *Xelina*

      The kettle boils over, hissing like it’s furious with me. I grab a cloth and yank it off the fire just in time to keep it from spilling across the coals. My fingers sting, but there’s no time to dwell on it. Mireth will be demanding her tea soon, and if it’s not steaming hot, on her tray exactly the way she likes it, she’ll dump the whole thing on the floor, make me clean it, and force me to make it all over again.

      I pour the tea, steady as I can, then set the tray with the good porcelain I’m told to polish every week, just in case someone important stops by, although no one ever does.

      “Xelina!” Mireth’s voice cuts through the silence like a whip. “Where’s my tea?”

      “Coming!” I balance three trays for my stepmother and stepsisters and rush up the stairs, careful not to let the teacups rattle. I find Mireth draped across the divan in her green silk gown, her slippers kicked off, her feet resting on a velvet tuffet stool.

      I set the tray down on the low table in front of her and step back. Mireth inhales the steam and scowls at me. “You’re tracking soot again.”

      I look down and notice a faint smudge of soot across the hem of my skirt. Of course. The fireplace in the cellar won’t draw unless I kneel right in the ash pit to feed it.

      “I’ll clean it, milady.”

      “You’ll clean the whole floor,” she says, waving her hand. “And don’t forget the upper level. Nimera says her slippers got dusty.”

      As if that’s my fault.

      I nod and hurry back out of the room, rushing to my next chore. After dropping off Nimera and Ferna’s breakfast trays, I rush down two flights of stairs back to the kitchen.

      By the time I get there, the bread is burning. I curse under my breath, yank open the oven, and pull out the loaf with a rag. The top is blackened, and I’ll have to scrape it and hope Nimera and Ferna don’t complain at lunchtime, but they always do.

      Speak of the devils—

      “Xelina!” Ferna’s shrill voice echoes down the stairs. “Where are my red ribbons?”

      “In your dressing box, second drawer.”

      “They’re not!”

      I close my eyes and count to three. “I’ll be right there.”

      I abandon the loaf and climb the stairs two at a time, my skirt bunched in my hands. Ferna stands in the middle of her room in her shift, her arms crossed and her black curls pinned high. Her ribbons are right where I said they’d be. I hand them to her without a word.

      “Well?” she says. “Tie them.”

      I loop the satin through her hair and tug it tight.

      “Ow.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss.”

      “You always pull too hard, Mutt.”

      “I’ll be gentler next time, Miss Ferna.”

      Mireth and her daughters started calling me “mutt” when I was twelve, the year my father died. I’ve never asked why, but I guess it’s because I’m half Lunemarian on my father’s side, half Virechantian on my mother’s. To them, that makes me less than them. To them, I’m an unclean mutt. I pretend not to care, but the word gets under my skin.

      After breakfast and dishes, I mop the kitchen, then sweep and mop the stairs. I beat the hanging rugs outside, and then it’s time to take care of the animals again, just as I did before dawn. Before beginning Mireth’s breakfast….

      As the sun sets, I wash the dishes from the dinner that no one invited me to eat. I dine alone at a small table in the kitchen, while my stepmother and stepsisters eat in the grand dining room.

      At last, when all three of them are shut in their rooms, fed and smug, I tiptoe down to the cellar with a single candle stub.

      My blanket is folded on the tiny bed in the corner, near crates of apples and sacks of flour, imported from the corners of Vaeloria and Hexeton that still have seasons other than winter, and can still grow crops.

      I wrap the thin quilt around my shoulders, nestle into the straw-stuffed cushion I stitched myself, and exhale slowly. This is the only part of the day that belongs to me, just for a few hours, and then the sun will rise and I’ll do it all again.

      Mireth’s cruelty isn’t born of need. There’s plenty of room in the house. My father built this estate as a gift to my mother, stone by stone, timber by timber. He oversaw every beam, every carriage load of brick, but it was my mother who made it a home.

      Mother painted the parlor ceilings with scenes of Montelune in spring–silver peaks with blooming wildflowers–though she had never seen the land in anything but endless snow.

      Father told me stories of the seasons before the curse, how the earth once breathed with cycles of life and rest. He told me Mother clung to those stories like a lifeline, pouring them into every brushstroke.

      He’d point to the stained-glass windows she designed. They scatter kaleidoscopic light across the sitting room, and the chandeliers came all the way from Hexeton. The floors gleam dark and rich, carved from enchanted wood from the Emerald Coast.

      I remember trailing behind my father as a little girl, watching him arrange each room with gentle elegance, just as Mother had before I was born. Velvet drapes, embroidered cushions, warm amber sconces–it’s all still exactly as she left it.

      Mireth, despite all her icy disdain, never changed a thing. I think she’s too proud to admit it’s beautiful, too aware that even her fine tastes will never touch what my mother created.

      The manor itself sprawls wide, with large wooded hills, rolling open meadows for our herds, vegetable greenhouses, and a henhouse of speckled silver-feathered hens. The stables are polished cedar, and the horses wear better blankets than mine.

      My old bedroom and the guest rooms sit empty under crystal chandeliers while I sleep in a drafty cellar with a spider-nested cot. Mireth lets me freeze, not because she must, but because she can.

      Sometimes, late at night in the cellar when the cold creeps in through the floor, I think of my mother. I don’t remember her. She died before she ever held me. Father said she slipped away as I drew my first breath. I think about that and wonder if she knew I’d be left alone in a world without either of my parents. I wonder if she’s watching over me.

      My father did his best for a while, until I turned twelve and he died too, far too suddenly for a man still strong enough to chop wood and ride horses. They said it was a high fever that took him in the night, but they wouldn’t let me see him, which tore me apart.

      I remember the way Mireth cried at his funeral, loud and dramatic, clutching her daughters like a performer on a stage. She wouldn’t let me stand at the front, speak, or even look inside the casket. I was already becoming invisible.

      Now I’m twenty, and I sleep in the cellar with the mice and the mildew. Mireth rules the house like she rules me, with an iron tongue and velvet gloves, all polished charm in public and poison in private.

      I always rise before the sun. If I don’t, I won’t have the bread kneaded before she wants breakfast or the animals cared for before she’s shouting. The floor groans under my bare feet as I light the kitchen hearth, moving quietly so I don’t wake them too soon. Heaven forbid Mireth be disturbed.

      There’s dusting, laundry, polishing the silver–Mireth’s list is never written, only spoken in passing with the expectation that I’ll remember every word. If I forget even one thing, the punishment is more work. If I finish everything perfectly, the reward is more work.

      I scrub the back stairwell and clean the hearth in her private parlor. I rake the ashes into the scuttle and carry them out behind the house, my apron full and already stained. Smoke clings to my skin no matter how often I wash.

      By midmorning, I’ve already patched Ferna’s dress, waxed Nimera’s boots, scoured the scullery basin, and boiled water for Mireth’s bath. She soaks for an hour while I’m sent to gather fresh herbs for her hair rinse: rosemary, nettle, and hibiscus.

      The greenhouse lies just beyond the low wall, and past that, the misty peaks of Montelune rise. Somewhere beyond them, the great capitals of Vaeloria and Hexeton glitter with royal courts, jeweled gowns, and golden halls, though I’ve never seen them. Lunemar is a small kingdom nestled in the valley, and I’ve never left it.

      Once, I asked Mireth what it was like to travel beyond the mountain passes. She laughed in that brittle way of hers and said, “Girls like you don’t cross mountains. They get swallowed by them.”

      In the evening, when my back aches and my hands are red with scrubbing, she finds something new. “The drapes in the formal social room need to be taken down and aired,” she announces as she sips chilled wine from the glass goblet Father used to use on feast days. “We can’t have dust clinging when the council visits.”

      “They aren’t coming until next week,” I murmur.

      She lifts one penciled brow. “And does that mean we wait until the last moment like savages?”

      “No, Milady.”

      “So do it now, and polish the brass rods. You missed them last time, Mutt.”

      I climb onto the footstool and tug down the heavy drapes, sneezing as a cloud of dust erupts. My arms burn from holding the fabric. Mireth doesn’t offer help. Ferna walks past with a pear in hand and says, “Try not to rip them. Mother says you’re a klutz.”

      I bite my tongue, as always, the taste of eating my own words familiar.

      By the time I’m done, the cellar feels like the only place I belong. I carry a chipped bowl of warm, soapy water with me to soak my hands. They are stained black with soot and dirt most days.

      Outside, the night is still. Montelune looms on the horizon, cloaked in moonlight. Beyond those mountains, other girls are falling asleep in feather beds with full bellies and warm hearts, their mothers and fathers nearby. I close my eyes and try to pretend I’m one of them.

      I lie curled on my side, my arms wrapped around myself for warmth, the threadbare quilt pulled up to my chin. My limbs ache, heavy and worn out, but sleep doesn’t come easily. It never does on nights like this when my body is sore but my mind won’t let go.

      I stare at the low ceiling beams and trace the cracks with my eyes. I’ve memorized each one. Every splinter, every water stain. This place has been mine for nine long years. Nine years of being spoken to like a servant, or worse, not spoken to at all. Mireth doesn’t hit me, but she doesn’t have to. She wears me down in other ways, slow, relentless, deliberate.

      But she doesn’t own me, and I’m almost twenty-one. I can already feel my wolf. She’s quiet most of the time, and dormant, sleeping beneath my skin. But lately, she’s been stirring more often.

      I feel her in my fingertips when Mireth yells at me like I am worthless. In the ache behind my eyes when I stare too long at Ferna as she throws her laundry on the floor, demanding I pick it up and hang it.

      In the restless tension in my chest when I think of how they make me sleep in this cellar… below the house my father built for my mother.

      And as my twenty-first birthday draws near, I feel my wolf even more often. They say that when a Lunemar shifter turns twenty-one, the change comes not gradually, not with practice or ease, but in a single, undeniable moment. A first shift that marks the body and soul forever.

      I’ve seen it happen to others. The glow in their eyes, the ripple in their muscles, the way the air seems to change around them once they’ve shifted for the first time. As if on their twenty-first birthday, the world finally sees them for who they truly are.

      Mireth pretends it won’t happen. It seems as though she thinks if she ignores it long enough, it won’t be real. I’m sure she’s hoping she can keep me caged even after my shift.

      She can’t, and she won’t. I close my eyes and breathe deeply. My wolf rises in me like smoke. She isn’t loud; she doesn’t snarl or claw, but she’s there, solid, watching, waiting.

      My birthday is only days away. When it comes, I’ll be ready, and if my shift truly frees me, if I become strong enough, fast enough, wild enough, I’ll run. I’ll cross the borders of Lunemar, and climb the Montelunes if I have to. I’ll find a life that’s mine.

      The thought of it makes my chest ache in a different way. Not sadness or even hope but hunger for freedom, belonging, and for the version of me I was always meant to be.

      I drift into sleep with that hunger inside me.
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      *Lazlo*

      The snow hushes the sounds of the trees, wind, and even my thoughts. All I hear is the thrum of blood in my ears and the rhythmic beat of paws across the forest floor. The elk herd is close. I can taste them on the back of my tongue, rich, wild and warm.

      I press forward through the Virechant woods, low to the ground, keeping downwind. Roanoke moves a few strides ahead, his silver-gray coat ghosting between the trees. Soren is behind us, lumbering, too loud as usual, cracking the frozen underbrush with every step. I should have left him behind.

      The elk’s trail bends east toward a stream. We slow down, wait, and listen. That’s when I hear the break in the pattern–no more hoofbeats, no bird chatter, but something new and unsettling.

      A low, urgent yip, a shifter signaling close by. I halt, my ears forward, and Roanoke stops with me. The underbrush stirs, and a smaller wolf lopes into view.

      I recognize the scout. “Your Highness,” he says through the link.

      “You’d better have a good reason for tracking us mid-hunt.”

      “I do,” the scout replies. “Word from the southern patrol: witches on the move.”

      “That’s not news.”

      “They crossed the boundary.”

      That catches my attention. “Where?”

      “Past Lunemar in Terpsichore Hollow. Three cloaked figures, just beyond the standing stones. They didn’t respond to the challenge.”

      “They saw your patrol?”

      “They looked directly at us and kept walking.”

      “They weren’t practicing magic? Just moving?” Roanoke asks through the link.

      I interject before the scout can answer. “Witches know the rules. They have lands of their own, sanctioned ground farther up the Montelune range. If they’re stepping beyond it, especially onto Lunemar pack lands, they’re either being reckless… or deliberately seeking attention. And either way, I won’t have it.”

      “You think it’s a test?” Soren asks.

      “The witches haven’t crossed borders in years without invitation. Not since the Hexeton Accord was signed,” I reply.

      “Most of the young in the pack barely remember what real tension with their kind feels like, but I remember. I remember what my father told me about firestorms that lit the trees like torches,” Roanoke adds. 

      “Back in those times, wolves who went out on patrol often came back maimed, if they came back at all, and now part of the coven crossed the line in silence? No, I don’t believe in accidents. Send word to the southern watch,” I tell the scout. “Tell them to mark the trail but do nothing else. Don’t provoke, don’t pursue. I want to know what they’re doing before anyone makes a move.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The scout vanishes back into the trees.

      “Change of plans,” I say. “We finish the hunt, then return to the hold. I’ll speak to my father as soon as we return.”

      “And the witches?” Roanoke asks.

      “For now–” I glance toward the dark line of trees that marks the edge of our land. “Let them wander. We’ll be watching.”

      Every scent flares brighter, but the elk don’t interest me anymore, not tonight with black magic crossing borders like it owns the land.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we return to the castle after the hunt, I shift and dress quickly. The warmth of the hearth barely cuts through the cold still clinging to my skin, and I don’t bother drying my hair. My boots echo down the stone corridor as I make my way toward my father’s study. The herd of elk we took down are long forgotten. My thoughts are full of cloaked figures and broken boundaries.

      Two guards bow as I approach the door. One of them opens it without a word. Inside, my father stands before the window, his hands clasped behind his back.

      He doesn’t turn when I enter. “You’re back early.”

      “I needed to speak with you. It’s urgent.”

      My father, Lucian, Alpha of Virechant, finally looks over his shoulder. The lamplight glints off his silver-streaked hair. He studies me, then gestures toward my usual chair before the fireplace, but I don’t sit.

      “Witches,” I say. “There’ve been sightings.”

      He sighs, long and dismissive, and turns back to the window. “There are always sightings when the full moon is near.”

      “This is different,” I insist. “Scouts saw them in Lunemar, beyond Terpsichore Hollow, walking in the woods like they belong there.”

      “Did they speak?”

      “No. They ignored the patrol’s challenge and kept walking.”

      He doesn’t respond right away. I can hear the fire crackling in the silence between us.

      When he finally turns, it’s not worry I see in his eyes. It’s annoyance. “We’ll address it after the Moonbinding Ball.”

      “After—? You want to ignore a breach of territory because of a dance? If we warned them and did nothing, they would not be afraid of our next threat. They will challenge us again.”

      His mouth tightens. “It is not just a dance. You know that. And what were our patrols to do? Take them out and start a war with the coven? They did the right thing.”

      I exhale through my nose. “Forgive me if I don’t feel like dressing up and drinking spiced wine while witches trespass on our land.”

      Father steps forward, his presence as heavy as ever. “The Moonbinding Ball is a sacred tradition, one that honors the goddess who gave us our bond, our strength, and our place in this world. It is not optional.”

      I clench my jaw. “You’d rather I parade around a ballroom with nobles and power-hungry girls than do my job?”

      His eyes narrow. “Your job, as prince and future Alpha, includes diplomacy, appearance, and faith that you’ll find a proper Luna.”

      “I’ll fake a smile when the territory isn’t under threat,” I growl. “But Lunemar’s scouts are saying the same thing. Witches have been spotted there, too. This isn’t random, and we both know it.”

      Father’s expression doesn’t change. “And what do you propose? That we send an armed patrol into their sanctioned territory? Risk starting a battle over shadows in the trees?”

      “No. I want to find out what they’re doing before it gets worse.”

      He walks to the decanter on the sideboard and pours a glass of whiskey. “Then go to the Moonbinding Ball. All three territories will be there–Virechant, Lunemar and Ombrelac. We’ll all watch and listen.”

      I stare at him. “You want me to go spying in a ballroom?”

      “I want you to stop acting like every answer lives in your teeth and claws,” he snaps, then he softens. “And who knows? Maybe this year, the goddess will see fit to bless you with a mate.”

      I laugh. “You think some doe-eyed girl in a dress is going to fix any of this?”

      He lifts the glass, unfazed. “You might be surprised what fate chooses.”

      “I’ll go,” I say stiffly. “But if I smell even a hint of witchcraft in that hall, I won’t wait for a council vote.”

      Father nods. “That’s all I ask.”

      Though we both know it’s not. He wants a son who plays by the old rules, an heir who worships the moon and waltzes into mating bonds with a smile. I don’t wait for dismissal. If I stay another minute, I might say something I can’t take back.

      So I seek comfort in the stables, cleaner than the tavern, quieter than the castle. When I open the doors, the smell of fresh hay and damp earth hits me, and my boots crunch over straw as I make my way past the stalls.

      Adler is brushing down a bay mare, his hands moving with the easy rhythm of someone who’s done this work a thousand times. He doesn’t look up when I stop beside him.

      “You’re walking too heavy, lad,” he says. “Means your head’s full.”

      “It usually is,” I mutter.

      He chuckles, finally glancing my way. His face is a roadmap of years and weather, lined with creases that have seen too much, but his eyes are sharp as ever. “Come to talk, or to sulk?”

      “Maybe both.”

      I lean against the stall door with my arms crossed. Adler goes back to brushing.

      “There’ve been sightings,” I say. “Witches roaming out of bounds.”

      “I heard,” he says simply.

      Of course he has. Adler hears everything. The guards think their whispers don’t travel, but hot air carries more than scent.

      “I told my father, and he told me to wear a nice coat and dance instead.”

      Adler makes a low sound in his throat, part scoff, part laugh. “Ball’s soon, isn’t it?”

      “Too soon.” I exhale. “He says I might find my mate this year. As if that’s what matters right now.”

      Adler switches brushes, taking his time. “Your father’s not wrong to care about the Moon Goddess, but he forgets: Faith without caution is just foolishness.”

      I nod. “That’s what I came to ask. What would you do?”

      Adler pauses. “I’d watch.”

      “Watch?”

      “Watch everything. Everyone.” He turns to face me fully. “At the Moonbinding Ball, every girl will dress like the moon herself. Pale silks. Silver masks. Perfume thick enough to make your nose drunk. You won’t know who’s real and who’s play-acting.”

      My jaw tightens. “So I just wait to be tricked?”

      “No,” he says. “You wait, and you watch. Trickery leaves traces, lad. Even the best magic falters in the right light.”

      He rests a hand on my shoulder. “There’s power and danger in pretending, Lazlo, especially when the witches are restless. So keep your wits. Keep your eyes sharp. Not every threat snarls. Some bat their lashes.”

      I nod, the weight of his words settling deep in my chest. Adler returns to brushing the mare.

      “Thanks, Addy,” I say quietly.

      “Go get your boots shined,” he grunts. “Moon Goddess might decide this is your year.”

      I chuckle as Adler vanishes into the shadows of the stable, his words still echoing in my mind. I’ve spent enough time around masks to know most people are just hiding cowardice or ambition behind pretty faces.

      The courtyard is quiet as I step into the moonlight, the castle looming above. I’ve never been one for games or courtship dances. I’ve seen beauty before, plenty of it, but it’s never been enough to hold my attention.

      If someone’s going to keep me, it won’t be because she’s beautiful. It’ll be because she’s brave, because she can challenge me without flinching, stand her ground when others fold, and lead when the world demands.

      I doubt a woman like that will show up at the Moonbinding Ball, but if she does, at least I’ll be watching.
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      *Xelina*

      I don’t mean to wander so far. I only meant to gather thyme along the outer edge of the frosty meadow before Mireth noticed I was gone, but the woods have a way of pulling me in deeper when I’m not paying attention. Today, it’s as though something is drawing me forward, calling me farther from the house. The air grows cooler beneath the tall trees, and the ground is covered with pine needles and winter moss. It’s peaceful here in a way the manor never is. Here, there are no sharp voices, no endless demands—just me, the hush of the forest, and that strange, silent pull guiding my steps.

      I’ve just knelt to gather a cluster of wild thyme near the roots of an old pine tree when I hear a dry, crackling sound like twigs snapping underfoot. I freeze, my heart pounding in my chest.

      “Don’t be afraid, girl,” a voice rasps.

      I turn sharply and see her standing between the tree trunks a few paces away. I don’t know how I missed her before. She’s wrapped in a midnight-blue shawl and tattered skirt, her wild white hair spilling like starlight from beneath a loose, sheer hood. Her face is mature, but there’s a stunning elegance in her features, and her eyes glow silver, like moonlight caught in still water.

      “I—I’m not afraid,” I lie.

      She smiles like she knows the truth anyway. “You’re late,” she says, stepping closer, her cane tapping once against the earth. “I expected you hours ago.”

      “I don’t know you,” I say, rising slowly. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      The old woman lifts her chin. “You are Xelina of Lunemar, born beneath the full moon, marked by fang and veil. I’ve been summoning you here.”

      I take a step back. “Who are you?”

      Her gaze sharpens, her voice steadier now. “I’m a messenger. I’ve come to deliver a message.”

      I hesitate, unsure whether I should run or stay, but curiosity roots me to the spot. “What message?” I ask.

      “You must go to the Moonbinding Ball.”

      I laugh, startled. “The Moonbinding Ball? That’s for nobles, Alphas, and heirs.”

      “It is for you, daughter of noble blood.”

      “No one’s going to invite me. Mireth would never allow—”

      “Invitation or not, you must go,” she interrupts. “What waits for you there will not come again.”

      I shake my head, my skin prickling with unease. “Why would I? I have nothing to wear. I’m not even allowed to leave the house unless it’s to fetch eggs or haul water.”

      Her voice softens like wind through the leaves. “There are greater forces than Mireth’s cruelty. The moon watches, and ancient magic stirs. When the time comes, you will find a way.”

      I swallow hard. “You’re mad.”

      Her smile widens, and suddenly she seems younger, stronger, like someone in disguise. “Perhaps, but madness and magic are closer than you think.”

      The wind picks up then, stirring her shawl and the loose ends of my apron. When I blink again, she has turned away, moving deeper into the trees with no sound at all, and she doesn’t look back.

      I want to follow and demand more answers, but I’m afraid. She knew my name; she knew Mireth’s name. She knew things no one else could.

      The path home feels longer than usual. My basket is half-full, and my hands won’t stop shaking, though I’m not sure if it’s from fear or excitement.

      By the time I reach the edge of the orchard, the manor’s rooftops come into view against the soft lavender sky. Smoke billows from the chimneys. Mireth’s voice floats faintly from the courtyard, already calling for me.

      Yet, something’s changing inside me. Mireth can order me around and scold me, but she can’t stop the Moon Goddess, and she can’t stop what’s coming.

      I make it to the gate, as the old woman’s voice still rings in my mind. You must go to the Moonbinding Ball.

      How strangely comforting her certainty and her silver eyes were, and yet how unsettling that she appeared out of nowhere, and then her vanishing form was swallowed by the woods like a ghost.

      When Mireth sees me, her mouth tightens. “You’re late,” she snaps. “Did you decide to take a nap in the woods?”

      “I went looking for thyme for the stew,” I say quickly, lifting my basket. “Found some.”

      She rolls her eyes and tells me to go inside and start dinner.

      I busy myself with the stew, cleaning up afterward and doing the rest of my nightly chores, all while pretending my heart isn’t thudding. I should wait for a better time, a quieter moment, but I don’t know when that will come, so after dinner, I take a breath and blurt it out.

      “Is it true the Moonbinding Ball is being held this month?”

      Mireth looks up at me from the book she’s reading, one brow raised. “What business is that of yours?”

      “I just—I heard someone talking about it in the village,” I lie. “I was curious.”

      Her eyes narrow, calculating. Then she gives a sharp nod. “It’s the Friday after next, full moon, at the palace.”

      For a moment, I can’t breathe. “That’s my birthday,” I murmur.

      “I’m aware, Mutt.”

      She returns to her book as if that ends the conversation, but something in me pushes forward, bolder than usual.

      “May I go?”

      Mireth glances up again, her mouth twisted in something between amusement and disbelief. “You? At the Moonbinding Ball?”

      I keep my chin lifted. “It’s open to all the eligible women of the realm, isn’t it?”

      “That’s a technicality. The Ball is for nobility. For she-wolves with breeding and dowries. Not… kitchen girls with dirt under their fingernails.”

      I feel my cheeks burn, but I don’t back down. “You said it yourself. It’s on my birthday, and I’m of age.”

      Mireth stares at me for a long moment. Then, with a smirk, she shrugs. “Fine. You want to go?” Her voice drips with condescension. “You may go, but you’ll do it after you’ve finished your work. All of it,” she says smugly. “The entire list for that day. You’ll polish the silver, muck the stalls, beat the rugs, wash every window in the manor, top to bottom, and if I find even one speck of ash in the hearths, you’re not setting foot past the manor wall.”

      I fight back tears of rage. “That will take all day.”

      “Exactly,” Mireth says, satisfied, folding her arms. “And by then, your dress will be filthy, your face too tired to charm a toad, let alone a suitor, but if you insist, be my guest.”

      Ferna snickers. “Or the prince’s guest. Can you imagine?”

      Nimera lets out a cackling laugh. “He’d think she wandered in from the servant’s cabin, looking for scraps.”

      They both dissolve into laughter, and Mireth doesn’t bother to stop them. She just glares in my direction, as if daring me to protest.

      I retreat to the back hallway, fuming. Of course she won’t make it easy–she never does–but she didn’t say no.

      The Moonbinding Ball is a celebration of magic and fate. I’ve never dared imagine I’d be part of it. Girls train their whole lives for it, coached in grace, lineage, and alliances. I don’t even own a dress that isn’t patched at the elbows.

      Still, the old woman’s words circle like a hawk overhead.

      You must go.

      Even if it’s impossible. Even if Mireth’s chores bury me. I can’t ignore the feeling that something is waiting for me there, and for the first time in a long while, I feel something more than just surviving is within my reach. I want to be there. I just have to figure out how.

      That night, I lie on my back, staring at the low ceiling of the cellar, the lantern long since blown out, the silence pressing in like a second blanket.

      The ball is days away, and I have nothing to wear.

      I think of the attic. Maybe there’s something tucked away in an old trunk, long forgotten. Or perhaps one of Mireth’s old dresses could be taken in. If I could sneak into the sewing room at night, maybe I could piece something together from scraps. Or I could visit the old peddler who sometimes sells trimmings from the castle, if I can find something to offer him in return.

      Idea after idea tumbles through my head like stones in a river, rough and unshaped, and none of them seems good or easy.

      But I don’t need ease or perfection. I need a way forward–a gown that will get me through the castle gates before the ballroom doors close and my chance slips away. Time is short, and options are few, but I’ve lived most of my life with less than I needed and still found a way to keep going.

      If I have to stitch a gown from scraps or borrow something that doesn’t quite fit, I will. What matters is standing among them when the moon is high and watching, and surrendering to fate.

      My father used to say, “You don’t tame a dream by wishing. You seize it and weather every storm it brings.” His words echo louder now than ever before.
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