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	Chapter One

	ZEMYRA the Weaver was not what Sterling expected to find when he'd started his search for the Mirror King.

	Not that he'd had any idea of what to expect, really. He'd just known the Mirror King was a threat. So he'd set off up the mountain, certain he needed to find answers before more danger befell his pack.

	Now, Sterling was halfway up Mount Acaelum, looking for the strange, reclusive woman who lived on the last edge of civilization. All because a tipsy local insisted that's where he'd find out more about the Mirror King. And about the Taken.

	Sterling shivered, thinking of the stories he'd already collected as he made his way up the mountain.

	Of the children who'd disappeared for days, only to return with a bagful of coins and no memory of where they'd been. Just vague impressions of a thin, crowned specter and the Ice Trolls he commanded.

	Worse, though, were the tales of those who never returned.

	And of the bodies found so twisted and mutated by magic they could never be identified.

	Sterling had started his quest for the Mirror King with the intention of protecting his pack. Now, he was determined to stop the monster before he hurt and traumatized any more of the mountain's residents.

	Zemyra the Weaver was one of the Taken who’d survived. At fifteen, she'd also been older than most of the others when she fell into the Mirror King’s grasp. Which gave Sterling hope she might remember a few more details. A path or trail or anything that might lead him to the monster's lair.

	Unfortunately, Sterling hadn't been able to find out much about her from the locals beyond a few whispered rumors.

	The weaver was renowned and sought after for her fabrics. Beyond that, he'd been assured in quiet, hushed tones that sleeping beneath one of Zemyra's blankets could heal the sick. Or bring good fortune to one's home.

	He'd also been told that her evil eye was fierce and uncompromising. That he should take care when approaching because she'd been known to curse strangers on a whim.

	Undeterred, he'd walked to the end of the Winding Road and hiked through a couple of miles of forest in search of the local legend.

	Sterling had expected some dilapidated shack and a raving, reclusive crone.

	The cottage, though tiny, was well-built and well-kept, with a sturdy lean-to on one side sheltering neatly stacked firewood. The  autumn leaves carpeting the ground and clinging to the roof made it look like a pastoral painting.

	The newer shed, built a few yards away from the main house, was even more impressive. Nearly as big as the cottage itself, its wide double doors stood open, revealing the biggest loom Sterling had ever seen. Wool, yarn, and a variety of odds and ends he couldn't identify filled the shelves surrounding it. A sturdy iron brazier sat in one corner, unlit in deference to the unseasonably warm late autumn afternoon.

	It was the young woman seated at the loom, however, who took him most by surprise.

	Definitely no insane hag.

	Her brown hair was pulled back in a long braid and her dark eyes watched him suspiciously. Her hands never stopped moving, though, as she continued to work the yarn in her grasp.

	Sterling hesitated for a moment, adjusting his expectations. Then, with a polite smile, he moved across the yard under the woman's continuous, watchful gaze.

	When he stopped a few feet from the shed, her hands finally stilled and her shoulders tensed. One eyebrow lifted into a sharp, mistrustful angle and her gaze narrowed.

	"Can I help you, stranger?"

	She didn't raise her voice, but it carried easily, filled with questions and wary curiosity.

	Honesty was in Sterling's nature, and he preferred a straightforward approach. But he learned a long time ago that the truth could be costly in his profession. Often, a half-truth or even outright deception was easier all around.

	And he had no doubt Zemyra the Weaver would ice him out if he explained the true purpose of his visit right away.

	So he slipped into his best horse-trader impression, a guileless smile revealing just a hint of greed, and announced, "I'm looking to buy some blankets."

	"You've come an awfully long way just for some blankets." Her voice was light, but her expression remained suspicious.

	Sterling, however, allowed a sliver of his own suspicion to rise to the surface. "How do you know how far I've traveled?"

	"There's only a handful of villages on this side of the mountain. I used to travel to the markets of every one when I first started selling my blankets. I know almost every villager by sight. You're not one of them."

	She paused, tilting her head to give him an appraising once over.

	"Your garments are a mix of styles from Ardell and Glicien. Few inhabit the inhospitable lands between the kingdoms and the foot of the mountain. The only person I know who travels the distance between is the merchant who buys my blankets to sell to the city shops. And he visited here just last month."

	Zemyra didn't ask a question, but the rigid lines of her posture made it clear she expected Sterling to answer.

	He spread his hands and shrugged. "I don't suppose you'll believe I was intrigued by your reputation and hoping to cut out the middleman."

	"No," she answered, sharp and sure. "I won't."

	For a moment, Sterling considered continuing the charade in order to press her for more information. But he doubted he'd get what he was looking for that way.

	So maybe it was time to try the truth.

	"I'm trying to find the Mirror King's lair."

	Sterling watched her carefully but, other than a faint tightening along her jaw, Zemyra didn't flinch or give anything away.

	At least not in her expression.

	Sterling's wolf-shifter senses, however, allowed him to sense what others may not.

	He noted the way her heart rate doubled. And the way her scent took on the acrid sharpness of fear and anger.

	"I'm afraid you've come to the wrong place," she replied, her tone flat and sarcastic. "He moved his lair out of my weaving shed last week."

	But tension vibrated in her sardonic words and Sterling knew she was trying desperately to hide something.

	***

	Zemyra kept her chin high, fighting not to show a flicker of the turmoil roiling inside of her. By sheer strength of will, she forced her breath to remain steady and even despite the heavy, anxious thump of her racing heart.

	After years of lying, of holding her secrets close and unspoken, Myra understood how to keep her body and her expression from giving anything away. Hiding was something she was very good at.

	Yet, the stranger's eyes brightened as he watched her. His smile deepened a fraction in satisfaction. Like he recognized her deflection and knew he was onto something.

	"Too bad. Finding the Mirror King here would have saved me a cold and treacherous trip up the mountain." 

	The tone was light and slightly mocking, as if humoring her. But his green eyes remained serious and intense. "The villagers said you were one of the Mirror King's Taken. I hoped you might point in a direction to start my search."

	With narrowed eyes, Zemyra studied the man in front of her. Trying to read him. Trying to figure out what tack would send him on his way as quickly as possible. Another lie? A partial truth? Stern and uncompromising denial?

	He stood tall, assured, and relaxed in her yard, as if he wasn't alone at the edge of civilization. Streaks of silver glittered at his temples, contrasting his dark hair and giving him a dignified aura.

	The broad muscles of his chest and arms left Myra no doubt he was comfortable using the sword at his side.

	Despite the confident strength, though, there was a soft edge of compassion and sincerity in his demeanor. A quiet hint of concern in his gaze when he looked at her.

	Sentiments that had not been directed at Myra since her mother's passing.

	Part of her wished it was real. Wanted, just once, for something, someone, she could turn to. Someone she could lean into.

	But she knew better.

	Instead, she waited for the shiver of unease and the premonition of danger that should spike through her at the sight of him.

	Except, the foreboding sense didn't come.

	Myra tensed, more unnerved by the lack of warning than she had been when the stranger first appeared.

	Not that she trusted her gift.

	Even when she listened to it, when she tried to run from peril it warned her of, Myra had raced headlong into something worse.

	Like falling into the hands of the Mirror King.

	Premonition or no, Myra needed this man gone. She couldn't risk him poking and prodding until the whole truth came out.

	The best chance she had was to answer enough of his question to make him leave. Before he called too much notice to her.

	He'd done enough digging to find out she was one of the Taken. So he'd probably heard the stories of others who'd endured the Mirror King's attention.

	Telling him what he already knew wouldn't give any of her own secrets away.

	"I don't remember much," she murmured, pushing as much raw sadness into her voice as she could.

	In Myra's experience, men ran from any hint of emotion. It was the fastest way to get rid of them.

	"Like the others he's Taken, all I remember is waking up in a strange cavern. There was a tall thin man in wrinkled robes and a crown that looked like icicles. He stood beside a giant mirror made of frosted crystal." Myra let her chin droop, eyes dropping to the ground.

	"The Mirror King spoke to me, but the words are a blur in my memory. Then he gestured to the Mirror and it glowed so bright it hurt my eyes. But nothing happened and the light faded. He looked disappointed but unsurprised, handed me a bag of coins and told me everything was fine. Then he had one of the Ice Trolls he controls carry me down the mountain and leave me near the end of the Winding Road." 

	Myra swallowed hard, not having to feign the harsh fear as the memories tumbled over themselves in her mind.

	Terror of the madman nonchalantly experimenting on her with magic. Of the towering, white-furred creature with cruel eyes and enough strength to take down a bear. And, worst of all, fear of having her deception discovered. Of not being allowed to leave at all.

	"The troll moved so fast, everything blurred. I was so cold and scared that I barely remember following the Winding Road back into the village of Benhalle."

	Myra paused, letting her voice drop and go hoarse, calling on pain she usually left buried to bring tears and true sorrow to her expression.

	"I was one of the lucky ones, though. Some don't make it home at all."

	Story finished, Myra risked a peek through damp lashes.

	Compassion softened the stranger’s features, and he raised his hand partway, as if he wanted to offer comfort, despite the distance separating them. His eyes had darkened and the lines around them drew tight with an echoing anguish.

	"I'm sorry to dredge up such painful memories," he murmured, with a raw edge of guilt and compassion that could not be feigned.

	For a moment, Myra felt a slice of guilt for playing on his emotions so ruthlessly.

	Then his hand dropped back to his side and speculation slipped into his expression side by side with the empathy.

	"I was hoping, since you were a little older than most when you were Taken, you might remember events in greater detail."

	He said it matter-of-factly. Not a question. But an invitation to share further. An expectation that she had more to give.

	A trickle of uncertainty stole into Myra's heart.

	The few who'd come looking for stories of the Mirror King were either bards hoping to add another song to the legend. Or trophy hunters seeking to make a name for themselves.

	Both types were happy enough to walk away with superficial details.

	But Zemyra had a feeling this man wasn't going to skim the surface and go away quite so easily.

	"Who are you?"

	She hadn't meant to ask. She shouldn't care at all. Yet something about him drew her. Something in her wanted to know him. And that was a dangerous impulse. One she needed to snuff out. Because getting to know someone meant letting them get to know her.

	That was a risk she could never allow.

	A hint of embarrassment eclipsed his curiosity and speculation.

	"Apologies," he murmured in response to her question before offering a graceful bow. "I seemed to have forgotten my manners. My name is Sterling."

	Myra waited a beat, but nothing more was forthcoming. No mention of place or occupation or family lineage that usually accompanied an introduction.

	Just a single name that told her nothing about the man.

	"Why are you looking for the Mirror King?" Myra demanded in frustration. "No one's been able to find him. And the few who might have gotten close have never been heard from again."

	His expression closed off and Myra had no doubt that, this time, Sterling was the one who wouldn't be telling the whole truth.

	"I work with a team of treasure hunters. Discovering the Mirror King and whatever magic and artifacts he has would be a coup for a group like mine.”

	Myra's blood ran cold. Men seeking magic oddities was the last thing she dared let close to her.

	Carefully smoothing down the front of her dress, Myra forced a tight smile.

	"Well, Sterling the Treasure Hunter, I'm afraid all I can tell you is to start looking where the Winding Road ends." Her words were icy and flat as she moved away from the loom and stepped out of her shed. "If you'll excuse me, there's a storm coming. I need to prepare for it."

	Ignoring the doubtful glance he gave the cloudless sky and shining sun, Myra turned her back on him to shut the heavy double doors of her shed.

	Silence followed, lingering heavily in the warm autumn air. But she refused to turn around even though she felt him watching her and trying to put the pieces into place. She refused to give him any more keys to the puzzle.

	After a moment, he called out, "I'll be staying in Benhalle for a couple days. If you remember anything else, you can send a message to the Dragon's Aerie tavern and I'll be happy to come back for a visit."

	Myra considered pointing out she had no way to send a message other than walking to the village herself. But talking to him only encouraged him, so silence seemed the safest course of action.

	Instead, she set the bar in place across the doors and moved to the side of the shed to close the shutters over the window. Keeping her attention firmly on task, Myra resolutely ignored his continuing presence.

	Finally, the soft tread of boots moving down the track told her he was leaving. When the sound faded completely, Zemyra let her forehead drop against the closed shutter with a thump and she exhaled with sharp relief.

	The man was dangerous in so many ways. No matter how much she longed for comfort and understanding, she could never let him find the truth.

	Only Zemyra knew what really happened at the top of the mountain, when she'd woken in the Mirror King's lair.

	No one else could ever find out.

	Or the contented life she'd managed to create with the Mirror King's loathsome coins would be gone in a breath.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Two

	THE WINDING Road stretched three-quarters of the way up Mount Acaelum. A serpentine track connecting every village on the southern face of the mountain.

	The village of Benhalle was the last outpost of civilization before the terrain became too difficult and formidable. The road itself continued a few miles beyond the village, however, giving hunters and trappers access to the patch forest above.

	And that unforgiving, isolated land was where Zemyra had chosen to make her home.

	After her blunt dismissal, Sterling took his time hiking back through the forest and down the Winding Road. He turned every word and every moment of his meeting with the weaver over and over in his mind.

	Something about the encounter just didn't feel right. Something was amiss about the whole thing. But Sterling couldn't quite figure out what, exactly, bothered him.

	He believed Zemyra's account of what happened.

	And, yet, he didn't.

	The heightened senses of his wolf told him she wasn't lying. But his wolf's instinct screamed deceit. In all the years since he'd been changed into a shifter, Sterling had never encountered such a sharp conflict between the two.

	All of it made Zemyra a complicated contradiction that fascinated him.

	The thundering of her heart had betrayed flashes of vulnerability and fear that made Sterling ache to soothe away. And yet, there was no doubt in his mind that she was far from weak and fragile.

	Her uncertainty came wrapped up with steel-edged determination that he would never bet against.

	The clash of delicate and dangerous in Zemyra intrigued Sterling far more than it should.

	But he didn't have time to be intrigued. Sterling needed to figure out what was off about her story. He needed to figure out what she was hiding. Because he was certain her secret was the key to solving the mystery, he'd trudged up Mount Acaelum to unravel.

	By the time to Sterling made it back to Benhalle, he was no closer to an answer than he'd been standing outside her shed.

	The temperature, however, had dropped. The unseasonably warm afternoon cooled off sharply and the early evening chill shivered through his cloak. Sterling picked up his pace and headed for the center of the village.

	Benhalle was small but unexpectedly lively. The last trading post before the wild, dangerous trip up the mountain. It boasted a thriving cluster of merchant shops ringing the village green and two flourishing taverns.

	Sterling had taken a room at the Dragon's Aerie on the north side of the green. Named for the drakes of the Mountain Clan who inhabited the other side of Mount Acaelum, it was the favored taproom of the locals. And the name seemed an auspicious omen, considering how much time he'd spent with dragon shifters the past few months.

	He'd gleaned quite a bit of information from the gossips and storytellers who gathered there in the evenings.

	A warm fire and small crowd of regulars greeted him when he walked in the door. He settled onto a bench with a sigh, grateful when Colben, the owner, immediately set a tankard in front of him.

	"Did'ya find what you was looking for?" Colben asked with a knowing smirk.

	Sterling shook his head and answered honestly. "I have no idea."

	Colben nodded sagely. "She's a strange one, isn't she?"

	An angry retort formed a ball in Sterling's throat, but he forced back the urge to defend Zemyra. He barely knew the woman. Arguing against the general view of her would only alienate villagers.

	And, as long as she kept lying to him, the locals were the only source of information he had.

	She'd given him no reason to defend her.

	No matter how much logic and rationale he applied, however, it didn't seem to dampen Sterling's instinct to tell Colben he was wrong about her.

	So instead of opening his mouth and risk making things worse, Sterling took a hearty sip of his beer and stayed silent.

	Unfortunately, Colben was in the mood to chat, and settled on the bench beside him.

	"So, did she have any of the answers you been seeking?"

	Right.

	Sterling obviously wasn't getting away without giving the tavern keeper some morsel of gossip. In a small village like this, rumor was a currency all its own. Being the first with a new tidbit to share was a guaranteed way to keep the taproom full for a few days.

	Gritting his teeth, Sterling hung his head and put on the morose face of someone who'd been denied his heart's desire.

	"Nope," he sighed dejectedly. "Her story was exactly like the other Taken. Nothing new or different."

	Which was true. It was only Sterling's instincts that made him think there was something more than what she'd told him.

	That, beneath the raw pain of her ordeal, Zemyra hid an even darker secret.

	The raw pain.

	His grip tightened painfully around the hefty tankard and Sterling fought to remain outwardly gloomy and pathetic. Because inside, the bright satisfaction of epiphany burned through him.

	It wasn't the details of Zemyra's story that bothered him. It was in the way she shared it.

	Sterling kept his eyes on his drink, head still down, trying hard not to show any hint of the sudden revelation.

	Thankfully, Colben and a couple of the regulars began swapping all the tales they'd heard of those Taken by the Mirror King. No one paid much notice to Sterling, once they ascertained he had no new rumors to start.

	Which was just fine with him. He didn't want to call any more attention to Zemyra. Her life was already difficult enough. There was no reason to add to her notoriety.

	Being one of the Taken set her apart. As did the whispers of the luck and healing her blankets bestowed.

	Sterling didn't want to add his suspicions to the rumor mill.

	He understood being different. Understood how dangerous it could be to have one's darkest secrets exposed. So he kept his mouth shut, sipping at his ale and eating the stew the barmaid brought him. All the while, he replayed his conversation with Zemyra in his mind.

	Her story had been just like the others Sterling had collected on his meandering trip from the Grey Tower all the way up to the last bastion of civilization.

	Along his way up the Winding Road, he'd talked with a handful of men, women, and children who'd been taken over the years.

	They'd shared the same details.

	The dark cavern and the Crystal Mirror. The disturbingly kind man in a crown. His disappointment and the bag of coins. The Ice Trolls who brought them back down the mountain.

	But when they spoke of their experiences, they all possessed the same glazed, distant expression and the same flat tone.

	As if recounting a tale that happened to a stranger. There'd been almost no emotion in any part of their story. Until they spoke about returning home and reuniting with loved ones.

	Only then had there been smiles or tears or any hint of feelings at all.

	But there had been none of that flat, blank recitation of facts in Zemyra's tale. In fact, her emotions had been real and strong and painfully intense.

	Like she was trying to play it up.

	Like she'd heard the details of the story, perhaps from the same tales Colben currently regaled the taproom with. Like she knew the facts, but never heard one of the Taken recite their own story in front of her.

	Why though?

	Either she'd never been Taken at all.

	Or she had been. And she remembered it much more clearly than any of the others.

	If Zemyra remembered the emotions, then there was a good chance she remembered more of the Mirror King than she admitted.

	Sterling needed to find the truth. Because he fully intended to stop the Mirror King.

	Which meant, first thing in the morning, he needed to hike straight back up the mountain.

	This time, Zemyra wasn't getting rid of him until he got the answers that would lead him to his target.

	***

	Myra glared with frustration at the threads under her fingers. Once again, she was forced to undo the past half-hour's worth of work. For the third time that morning, she'd made a simple mindless mistake because she couldn't stay focused.

	The faint hum of contentedness and silvery wave of pleasure that usually accompanied her work had fragmented and refused to flow.

	Yesterday's unexpected visitor still had her rattled. It had been years since Myra had been this worried about her secret being uncovered.

	But if Sterling kept poking and digging, he might reveal more of the truth than Myra could survive.

	If that truth came out, the Mirror King would come for her again. Nothing would stop him from taking her and finishing what he started.

	A shiver shook through her and she dropped the thread still gripped in her fingers. Myra closed her eyes, pushing slow, careful breaths through her nose. Driving the horrible possibilities down as deep as she could bury them. Refusing to let the fear take hold.

	She was the only one who knew the truth. As long as she clung to her story, her secret was safe. No matter how determined Sterling the Treasure Hunter seemed to be.

	With a sigh, Myra admitted defeat and accepted that no decent weaving would be accomplished this day.

	The morning had dawned much cooler than the previous day, but the sky was still bright blue when she walked out of her cottage after breakfast. Despite that, experience warned Myra a storm was coming. She'd lived on the mountain her entire life and had known how to read the signs from the time she was a little girl.

	Long before the breathing sickness had stolen her mother away from her. Before Myra became a ward of the Milners.

	Before her whole world had been ripped apart and she'd been left with nothing but her name.

	Shaking free of melancholy thoughts, Myra sighed down at her loom.

	She'd hoped to get a few hours' worth of weaving done before the worst of the blizzard hit, forcing her to huddle inside her cottage for days. Unfortunately, all she managed to do was make more work for herself.

	The temperature had dropped so much, Myra needed to work with the door closed. After the first hour, she'd even lit the brazier in the corner to keep her fingers from getting stiff with the chill creeping in.

	The gathering pressure outside pushed on her and her skin prickled with the icy tang of snow in the air.

	Soon, the mountain would be wrapped in a curtain of white and cold that would last for days.

	With the storm coming and her mind constantly drifting to dire possibilities, there was no point in continuing to mess up the beautiful blanket waiting to be finished.

	Moving away from the loom, Myra doused the brazier, making sure not a single spark or coal remained before covering it with the heavy iron lid. Then she put away the yarn and tools she'd been working with before bundling up in her cloak for the short trip across the yard.

	The moment she opened the shed door, however, Myra wanted to slam it closed again.

	The storm had moved in even faster than she expected. Low, dark clouds hung thick and heavy in the sky, blocking out any hint of the sun. A few white flakes already drifted in the air and littered the ground.

	But it wasn't the weather that made Myra consider holing up in her shed to ride out the storm.

	It was the sight of Sterling, marching determinedly across her yard that sent the wave of panic rushing through her.

	But hiding from him was only going to make him more suspicious and determined. So Myra crushed the fear clawing in her throat beneath a flood of exasperation and indignation.

	Stepping out of the shed with her hands on her hips, shoulders squared and jaw tight, she faced him head-on.

	"What are you doing here?"

	He stopped abruptly, still a few yards away from Myra, seemingly surprised by her glower.

	"I thought of a few more questions after I left. I was hoping you might spare a couple of minutes."

	His tone was careful and light, but Myra saw the tinge of renewed suspicion. It was clear in the tension of his posture and the tight, wary way he watched her.

	Her heart clutched, making it hard to breathe, but Myra refused to show any weakness or uncertainty.

	"I told you what little I remembered yesterday," she insisted, voice firm and clipped with impatience. Then she deliberately turned her back on him, closing up the shed and securing it firmly against the coming storm.

	She shouldn't have been surprised to find him standing right beside her when she finished, but she bumped into Sterling with a startled gasp.

	He steadied her with a gentle hand on her shoulder, and, for a moment, Myra wanted to lean into the touch. She'd been alone so long in her secluded cabin.

	And, even before...

	Well, it was hard to remember a time when she hadn't expected harshness or pain from any human touch she received.

	But there was a price for accepting his gentleness. One she wasn't willing to pay. So Myra shrugged his hand away and brushed by him, heading for the woodpile under the lean-to attached to the cottage.

	"This is about what you do remember," Sterling continued, as if he hadn't noticed her attempt to brush him off. Not taking the hint, he followed at her heels. "The few memories you retain seem clearer and sharper than those of the other Taken I've spoken to."

	Myra's muscles clenched, her breath deserted her, and she nearly dropped the armful of wood she'd already gathered.

	Had she given something away? How much? Could she undo the damage?

	"I'm not going to tell anyone anything you share with me," Sterling said softly. "Your story is safe with me."

	The urge to laugh bubbled up but she choked it off. If it started, the hysteria might send her over the edge. He had no idea what he was asking. No idea how much of a risk he was asking her to take.

	On the brink of panic, a silvery ripple of power ran through her.

	One she'd only given in to once before

	One she couldn't afford to unleash now.

	Instead of yielding to the instinct, Myra braced herself and forced a calm demeanor. The only course now was to brazen it out and refuse to give him anything else.

	"I don't know what you're talking about. I really don't remember anything at all." Myra fueled the words with every ounce of conviction she could muster.

	Despite her best efforts, his mouth set and his jaw tightened into a hard line.

	"I'm just hoping there is a detail you remember that the others don't. Something that might help me find the Mirror King."

	"Mr. Sterling, let me be perfectly clear. I don't want to talk to you. I will never want to talk to you. I have put that nightmare firmly in the past. I cannot, will not, help you."

	"Sterling."

	"What?" Myra blinked at him, thrown off that he'd only quietly corrected his name rather than continuing to try to persuade her.

	"My name is just Sterling," he repeated with an easy smile. "No titles or honorifics. I'm simply Sterling."

	Myra swallowed back the impulse to tell him there was nothing simple about him. Instead, she tilted her head and echoed his offhand demeanor.

	"Sterling, you really should head back down toward the village before the storm hits..."

	The words trailed off as Myra glanced past his shoulder to the slanting curtain of white blocking any view beyond the shelter of the lean-to. She couldn't even see her weaving shed, only a few yards away.

	Myra mutter a soft curse, shoulders slumping in defeat.

	No matter how much she wanted to get rid of him, she couldn't send him down the mountain now. He'd be lost within a hundred yards.

	
Chapter Three

	THE SUDDEN change in Zemyra took Sterling by surprise and he turned his head to see what had captured her attention.

	The heavy fall of snow obscured everything behind him and the sharp scent of cold filled the air. He'd been so focused on sparring with Zemyra, he'd missed every sign of the abrupt shift in weather.

	Zemyra exhaled sharply, irritation and resignation replacing the stubborn set of her expression.

	"Well, don't just stand there, Mr. Sterling. Make yourself useful and grab a load of wood."

	She brushed past him and marched out into the snow.

	Her attitude left no doubt that she expected him to fall in line and follow orders.

	"Sterling," he muttered, while doing exactly that. "I told you it's just Sterling."

	Inside the cottage, Sterling settled the logs by the hearth, where Myra was already stoking elements one last time.

	White swirled and flowed as far as the eye could see, hiding everything else in its wake. But it wasn't a single, uniform white. No. Dozens of variations wove their way in a beautiful, ferocious tableau.

	When he'd first walked out of the forest, only a dusting of flakes had covered Zemyra's yard. Now, every bit of grass and foliage was coated with a shimmering coat of snow.

	"Where did that come from?" Sterling murmured with bemusement, before shaking himself from the contemplation and closing the door against the howling wind and swirling snow.

	"The sky," Zemyra answered with sharp sarcasm, but Sterling saw the first hints of a smile curl the edges of her lips.

	The sudden urge to hear her laugh was a kick in the stomach that took his breath away.

	Then her eyebrow quirked with curiosity. "Didn't anyone in the village warn you that a storm was coming?"

	They had. But he'd woken to blue skies and an urgent need for answers demanding his full attention. So he'd ignored the warnings and the dropping temperatures, arrogantly certain of his ability to make it up the mountain and back before the snow fell.

	Equal measures of wounded pride and humiliation kept that admission locked securely behind his lips, however. Instead of answering, Sterling shrugged and asked, "How long do you think the storm will last?"

	"It should blow itself out in a day or two."

	Uncertainly, Sterling glanced around the confines of the tiny cottage.

	The entire interior was a single room dominated by the fireplace. Floor to ceiling shelves made up a pantry on one side of the hearth. Extra firewood took up all the space on its other side. The wall opposite the fireplace held a narrow cot piled high with blankets and pillows. A small table and single chair took up most of the rest of the floor.

	There wasn't much space for one person, let alone two of them.

	Guilt for invading her home uninvited curled into a sharp ball in his chest. No matter how badly he wanted answers, he couldn't force his presence on her for days like this.

	"Maybe I should head back down before it gets worse, then."

	Zemyra sighed and stood up, eyes tight with annoyance and resignation.

	"I would very much like to send you on your way and reclaim my peace. But I can't, in good conscience. Between the snow and the wind, you'll be lucky to be able to see your hand in front of your face. Even those of us familiar with the area would be hard pressed not to get lost between one tree and the next."

	Zemyra paused to set the kettle over the fire before adding, "You'd never make it back to the Winding Road, let alone all the way to Benhalle."

	That might be true for most people, but Sterling had advantages others did not. His ears and his nose were even sharper than his sight. Once beyond view of her home he could easily take on his wolf form and trek through the snow.

	A howling wind shook the cottage and made Sterling pause to remember his last glimpse of the blinding white curtain of snow falling outside. A sliver of doubt worked its way under his confidence, making him realize he wasn't totally certain of his ability to survive the storm in either form.

	With a defeated sigh, Sterling's shoulders slumped and he hung his head. "I'm sorry."

	Zemyra started, wide-eyed and confused. "For what, Mr. Sterling?"

	"For invading your home. I wanted answers. Wanted to talk to you. But I never intended to force my company on you." Knowing it was no use but not ready to give up, he added, "And it's just Sterling."

	She continued to stare, confusion turned to sharp, clinical assessment. After several long moments, she inclined her head and said, "All right, Sterling."

	Startled, his eyes jerked up to find her gracing him with knowing smirk.

	"If we're going to be stuck together, it's probably better if I stop deliberately antagonizing you. Add some more wood to the fire, and I'll see what I can cobble together to make us some lunch."

	She turned away from him to peruse the larder. Following orders, Sterling bent to pick up logs.

	"And you might as well call me Myra," she added in a soft aside Sterling might have missed if not for his amplified hearing.

	He kept his head down to hide the wide grin that burst to life at her concession and focused his attention on the fire.

	***

	Every winter, the first storm of the season reminded Myra how grateful she was for her sturdy little cottage.

	Despite the buffeting winds and plummeting temperatures, the steady flame roaring in her fireplace was enough to keep the single room toasty and comfortable all through the night.

	So she'd had no guilt over simply handing Sterling a pile of blankets and pillows and letting him sleep on the floor beside the hearth.

	Now that morning had dawned, however, she felt a twinge of regret.

	Pops, cracks, and groans filled the small cottage as Sterling worked the stiffness from his muscles. If the weather forced him to spend another night, Myra resolved to at least offer him a few more pillows to cushion his slumber.

	Once he'd stretched out the worst of the knots, however, there was work to be done.

	Myra sent him out into the still falling snow to bring in more wood while she busied herself making porridge for breakfast. They worked together and around each other easily. But the tense, uneasy detente they'd fallen into the day before remained stifling and uncomfortable between them.

	Conversation, what little there was of it, continued to be stilted and careful, avoiding the topic uppermost in both their minds.

	The Mirror King.

	Which didn't leave much else to discuss but the weather and the food.

	By the time they finished breakfast, Myra's nerves had stretched to the breaking point. She needed to do something before the endless tension drove her to tears, screams, or hysterical laughter.

	Pulling a small trunk from under her bed, Myra sorted through half-finished projects until she found a complicated embroidery design she hadn't worked on in months.

	Satisfied it would keep her busy and distracted, Myra settled into her chair. Picking up where she'd left off, she began filling in the hand-drawn pattern with precise stitches.

	"What's that?" Sterling asked. Sounding genuinely curious, he leaned forward from where he sat on the hearth to get a closer look at her work.

	"My usual evening's entertainment," Myra answered with a half-smirk and flipped the fabric around to show him the unfinished embroidery.

	When complete, a griffin in full flight would dominate the center, surrounded by flamelike filigree stretching from edge to edge. The griffin’s head and torso were already picked out in white, blue, and gold, and Myra had just started in on one of the wings.

	"It's beautiful," he murmured, sincere and fascinated. "Is it hard to learn?"

	The question, asked with genuine eagerness, startled Myra.

	"Not really. In the beginning, it's more about practice and consistency."

	"Normally, I occupy my downtime with carving, but I left my stuff back at the inn," he explained, as he continued to study the fabric in her hands. He looked contemplative when he glanced up uncertainly with unspoken question.

	Unsure exactly what that question was, Myra tentatively asked, "Do you want to learn?"

	His green eyes lit up eagerly, but his tone remained polite and deferential. "If you don't mind?"

	She'd suspected, but his answer still surprised her. The few men of the village she interacted with had no interest in or use for woman's crafts. Even the agents who bought her weavings, and made a hefty profit from them, were dismissive of the effort and skill necessary to create them.

	"I've got nothing better to do today," she answered and rummaged through her trunk to see what she had for him to work on.

	When she found the faded, bedraggled fabric of her first sampler, Myra's eyes filled with sudden tears.

	Nostalgia clogged her throat and cut off her air. Reminding her of the days she sat at her mother's feet, painstakingly copying each stitch. Trying so hard to make them match her mother's neat precision.

	It was one of the few things she managed to smuggle out with her after her mother died.

	The Milners had insisted she needn't take anything with her. That they'd provide her with everything she needed.

	What they meant, of course, was that they intended to sell everything down to the last pin and keep the money for themselves. That if Myra had nothing to call her own, then she'd be forced to stay with them and work herself to the bone for the scraps they gave her.

	But that was the past, Myra reminded herself, pressing the back of her hand to her cheek and blinking the tears away. A past she refused to dwell on. Being Taken had had a silver lining.

	The Mirror King's coin allowed her to escape the Milners' clutches. It bought her the cottage where she'd lived with her mother before the sickness. A new loom and a shed to shelter it in. It had bought her a new life, with a little left over for a contingency or two.

	Taking a deep breath to compose herself, Myra put the painful thoughts behind her. Myra delicately unfolded the sampler. Then she rummaged through the trunk some more for a similarly sized square of fabric.

	She handed both to Sterling, along with a needle, colored thread, and some scrap cloth for practice.

	"This should be easy for a beginner. I'll show you how to do each stitch, then you just recreate the design on your own bit of fabric."

	One by one, she showed him the stitches, hovering over his shoulder as he practiced each technique until she was satisfied. It surprised her all over again how sincere and focused he was on learning the delicate craft.

	He patiently listened to every suggestion and correction. He asked questions and followed directions without debate or argument.

	And when his attempts smoothed out into passable stitches, he beamed at her praise.

	Myra's breath caught in her throat at the pure joy in his eyes. An unsettling surge of affection and longing blindsided her.

	Sterling was unlike anyone she knew. Despite his resolve and stubbornness, there was kindness and care and patience in both his words and his deeds. Things Myra had grown accustomed to living without.

	When she found herself pressing a hand to his back and leaning much too close when she peered over his shoulder, Myra realized just how dangerous he could be.

	Because she could easily grow to care for him.

	To trust him.

	And trusting anyone was the most dangerous thing she could do.

	***

	Sterling was surprised at how fast the hours flew by while he painstakingly tried to recreate the small sampler.

	When Myra set her embroidery aside to begin preparing dinner, he was even more surprised at how much reluctance he felt putting down his own.

	The tension in the cottage that morning had had him regretting leaving his wood and carving knife back in his room at the tavern. Sterling hated sitting idle, especially when time was ticking away. He'd wanted something to do. Something to distract him from the mire of his own thoughts.

	When Myra showed him the half-finished griffin, he'd found it fascinating.

	Trying the craft for himself had been enlightening.

	Carefully placing each stitch of thread, watching the tiny dots and dashes of color come together to form a larger picture, it gave him the same satisfaction he got from his carving.

	Taking a blank slate and creating something, just for the sake of creating, was a gift he'd never take for granted. He loved seeing something beautiful and unique come to life beneath his fingers.

	It was both relaxing and exhilarating.

	With a sigh, he reluctantly put the fabric away and bundled up to go outside for more wood.

	Much of the tension between them had evaporated as Myra patiently taught him techniques and stitches. The rest of the day had been spent in a quiet, companionable atmosphere. The shared enterprise bonding them despite everything.

	Over dinner, Sterling peppered Myra with questions about embroidery that segued into questions about weaving. She answered each one thoughtfully, but her amusement with his newfound fascination was obvious.

	The meal was tasty and filling, the room cozy from the warm fire, and the conversation relaxed and filled with laughter.

	So he wasn't thinking, just jumping from thought to thought when he asked, "Do you really weave magic into the blankets you sell?"

	Myra's spoon froze halfway to her lips and Sterling instantly realized his mistake. But it was too late to take it back.

	Ice and invisible distance filled the space between them, erasing the ease that had settled over them.

	"The local villagers are a superstitious lot," she finally answered. Her mouth curved upward in a practiced smirk but no humor lit her eyes. "And superstition has doubled my prices."

	The spoon finished the arc to her lips with deliberate steadiness, as if her response was the final word on the subject.

	But Sterling had never quite learned to leave well enough alone. And her answer hit a little too close to home.

	"Magic isn't superstition," he insisted.

	Myra raised a disbelieving eyebrow, but Sterling was beginning to know her better.

	Beneath the facade of disdain and skepticism, he saw the tick of nervousness. The hidden discomfort and fear she'd learned to hide.

	And Sterling knew they were at a crossroads. Unless one of them took a leap of faith, risked trusting, they could go no further. There was nothing more they could share.

	And he desperately did not want this to end.

	So, he took a deep breath, set down his own spoon, and met her wary gaze head-on.

	"I'm here because of magic."

	
Chapter Four

	I'M HERE because of magic.

	Myra frowned, thrown off by his declaration and trying to anticipate where the conversation was headed.

	Sterling made the announcement like it was some kind of revelation. But he'd been upfront that he was a treasure hunter. If he were only after coins or jewels or antiquities, there were a lot of easier places to loot than the Mirror King's lair.

	From the beginning, it had been clear to Myra. If Sterling was interested in the Mirror King's treasure, then it must be about the magic and relics he was sure to have amassed.

	But a cold chill of doubt crawled along her spine. He'd asked about her magic. He was certain she had more knowledge than she was revealing.

	What if he came to her because he wanted more than answers? If he thought he could somehow use her for his own schemes and plans.

	Or worse.

	Use her to lure out the Mirror King.

	Myra dropped her chin, attempting to hide the throbbing pulse racing at the base of her throat. Her voice came out a little tight but she was proud of the calm she managed to push into it.

	"I assumed you came to loot whatever artifacts, magic or otherwise, the Mirror King has collected." Terrified of the answer but needing to know, she asked, "Was there some other magic you came for?"

	Sterling sat back and shook his head, a chagrined grimace stretched across his lips.

	"That's not what I meant. It's not about what I'm looking for."

	For the first time, he seemed tentative and hesitant. But Myra was too lost in a flush of relief to consider what that might mean.

	Until he exhaled a sharp, nervous breath and said, "It's about what I am."

	His uncertainty tugged at Myra's heart. She recognized the fear and the doubt. The expectation of being rejected or outcast for standing outside what others deem normal.

	"And what are you?" Myra asked the question with no judgment or suspicion. Wanting to sound as neutral and unconcerned as she could to put him at ease.

	It still took Sterling a moment to respond, the hesitation still clear in the slope of his shoulders. Then Sterling squared himself, lips pinching flat with determination.

	"I am wolfkin. A wolf-shifter."

	There were a thousand things Myra might have expected him to say before wolf-shifter would ever have occurred to her.

	Was he delusional? Or was he playing some kind of game? Trying to throw her off guard to manipulate more information from her?

	"Wolf-shifters aren't real," she replied slowly, watching his face unblinkingly for any sign of what was really going on. "They're just tales and legends."

	Surprisingly, the tightness eased from Sterling's shoulders and his lips quirked with a hint of amusement. "Many say the same thing about the Mirror King."

	"Yes, but there is evidence that he exists." Myra shook her head, her irritation at his games was almost a relief as her own tension bled away. "Even if you dismiss the accounts of all the Taken as dreams, the coins are very real. This cottage is proof of that."

	Myra paused, leaning forward with narrowed eyes. "No one has actually seen a wolf-shifter."

	"Would you like to?"

	Myra stared at him, doubtful and wary. But a bit of her curiosity and the thirst for adventure she'd once possessed flickered to life.

	"All right. Show me then."

	A sharp crack reverberated through the cottage and Myra flinched instinctively at the sound.

	For a moment, her eyes refused to focus. When her vision finally cleared, a huge silver-grey wolf took up the space where Sterling had stood a moment before.

	Myra stumbled out of her chair so fast it tumbled over with a crash. But she didn't stop backing away until her legs hit the edge of her cot and she had no more room to run. Not once though, did she take her eyes off the predator suddenly invading her home.

	It was huge. Half again the size of any wolf Myra had ever heard of. Silver-grey fur glittered in the firelight as it settled on its haunches, mouth open and the tip of its pink tongue poking out between sharp teeth.

	It...he...looked for all the world like he was doing his best impression of a harmless, adorable, domesticated dog.

	Myra took a deep breath, then another as her pulse quieted and the initial shock and fear subsided. Calm returned slowly and she studied the animal again, curiosity taking over. Without the primal terror clouding her eyes, Myra couldn't help being awed by the majestic beauty of the wolf in front of her. 

	Couldn't help wondering if his fur was as soft, warm, and inviting as it looked.

	Crossing the small room with deliberate steps, Myra moved closer to the wolf.

	To Sterling.

	It was hard to reconcile the two very different forms.

	And yet she could easily see Sterling's wary amusement in the wolf's green eyes.

	When she'd closed the distance, Myra reached out without thought, fingers itching to feel the silky fur. Remembering at the last moment that Sterling was still in there, no matter what form, and she froze an inch away from petting him.

	With a canine grin, Sterling leaned forward, bumping his head against her outstretched hand.

	The fur managed to feel both soft and bristly against her skin. But the contentment of running her fingers through it made her want to drop to her knees and hug him. Like those nights when she'd sneak into the Milners’ neighbor's yard and curl up with their hunting hound.

	But she wasn't a desperately lonely child, searching for any comfort she could find anymore. And Sterling wasn't a pet who'd give it to her unconditionally.

	She'd accepted her lot in life the day the Mirror King's coins bought her independence. Her freedom came with a price. A lifetime alone. Outcast and suspect and damaged as far as the rest of the mountain was concerned. There was no comfort or solace for her.

	So Myra curled her fingers into her palm and pulled her hand back, resisting the urge to keep petting.

	"Now I have a lot more questions." Myra let her amusement at the absurdity of the situation fill her voice with soft laughter. "Can you talk in that form or...?"

	Another shuddering crack and moment of disorientation and then Sterling was standing in the space beside her.

	"How... Why... What..."

	Face to face with him again, Myra had no idea where to begin with her questions.

	"It is a really long story," Sterling said, moving past her to pick up the chair she'd toppled. "Why don't we get comfortable and I'll start at the beginning."

	Myra took her seat at the table and Sterling settled back on his spot on the hearth. 

	"We were a team of treasure hunters. Always looking for the big find. People in our line of work have our own myths and legends. Tales of elusive ruins and undiscovered treasures. The temple of the Moon Blessed and Night Cursed was one of those unfindable finds."

	"But you found it?"

	Sterling smiled, a tight expression of pride and regret.

	"We did. At first though, there seemed to be nothing of value. But like all the best legends, it had a secret room filled with unimaginable treasures. And, like all those legends, the find was a double edge sword. Because it contained an immense silver disk. A magic so old, it's been forgotten for generations."

	Sterling stopped, looking lost and searching before simply saying, "It changed us."

	The simple, stark statement carried a profound weight.

	But it wasn't the unexpectedness that chilled Myra.

	It was the familiarity of it.

	Once, she'd found herself faced with ancient magic she had no hope of ever understanding. And the change it caused in her could destroy everything.

	Pressing her lips together, she ignored the silvery thread of reaction and focused on Sterling when he began speaking again.

	"None of us remember exactly what happened in that room, but when we came back to ourselves, we had two forms. And a whole new set of senses, instincts, and abilities to go with them. As we worked together to gain control, we became more than a team. We became a pack."

	Myra envied him for the bonds the wolf had gifted him with.

	Then again, he'd always had a team. She'd been alone even before her brush with the Mirror King. Myra was too used to hiding, to choosing solitude over the risk of hurting even more. 

	"A few years ago a young thief named Jack stumbled into our midst and became part of the family," Sterling continued, unknowingly pressing the knife of self-pity a little deeper. "We didn't know it at the time, but he was drake. A special one. He was also the foster son of Velia of Ardell."

	That startled Myra out of her spiral of wistfulness and dejection.

	"The Grey Enchantress?"

	"You've heard of her?"

	"Everyone's heard of her," Myra answered. "She's nearly as infamous as the Mirror King on the mountain. Cruel, evil, and power-hungry. My agent carried gossip that there was some kind of coup in Ardell last summer. That the enchantress might have been involved in it."

	"That was her. And us," Sterling admitted with a sigh. "Jack fell in love with Princess Kynara. And then got himself captured by the Grey Enchantress, who intended to use him as a sacrifice."

	"Sacrifice?" Myra repeated, shocked and incredulous. "His own foster mother?"

	Sterling nodded grimly. "Like I said, Jack is special. I gave my word not to share his secrets but, let's just say Velia believed his death would give her more power. It was the sole reason she took him in to begin with."

	He grimaced, a sorrowful expression filled with pain for his friend and impotent rage at the abuse he'd endured.

	"There was no way we were leaving him in her hands," Sterling explained with bone-deep resolve. "So the pack took up with the princess and went and took him back."

	Some of the tension bled out of his shoulders and his voice eased with the reminder that they'd saved him.

	"By the time we rescued Jack, along with Kyn's brothers, from Velia's clutches, there was no turning back."

	Affection and pride filled his voice and Sterling shrugged nonchalantly as if he wasn't talking about facing off against a ruthless, evil sorceress. And apparently winning.

	"It took a few battles and dangerous situations and the help of the princesses of Glicien, but we helped Kyn and her brothers reclaim their kingdom. And save the Queen from a curse. Eventually, Velia was defeated once and for all."

	"So, after all that, instead of resting, you decided to make a trip up Mount Acaelum and take on the Mirror King?" Myra asked, incredulous.

	"Not exactly," Sterling answered with a quirk of his lips. "You see, Velia left behind a tower full of dangerous relics and magic objects. Jelverck and I—"

	"Jelverck?" Myra asked with startled confusion. "He's the right hand of the Grey Enchantress. At least in all the stories told on the mountain."

	"Not anymore. He was bound to obey her by blood magic. After he was freed from the spell, he helped my pack and the Royal Family of Ardell stop her, once and for all." Sterling's expression tightened with grief. 

	"He is a good man who made one wrong choice and suffered greatly for it. Now he's doing his best to atone for his past. Part of that was making sure Velia's evil was contained. He led me and a small team to the Grey Tower and helped us deal with the magic and the relics left behind. While we were clearing it out, we discovered a letter from the Mirror King."

	The scowl returned to Sterling's face. As did the tense lines of concern.

	"He offered his services for a price. Claimed he had a way to control wolf-shifters. To make sure we would never be a problem for her again."

	Sterling sighed and ran his hand over his face, like he was trying to wipe away the fury that lay heavy in his words.

	"My team. My pack. They're my family. The only family I have." 

	Sterling moved then, slipping off the hearth to kneel beside her and meet her eyes straight on. He hid nothing from her. Left himself openly vulnerable and showed her the depth of his desperation. "I have to protect them."

	Myra knew what was coming and braced herself. Because part of her wanted to help. She'd longed for that kind of connection, that kind of family for so long, she knew, if she ever found it, she'd do anything to protect them.

	"You have to help me find him," he whispered, soft and beseeching. His heart bled into the request and it twisted through Myra with poignant anguish.

	If he had demanded, she might have been able to stand firm. To hold on to her resolve. But in the face of his plea and the anguished need to protect his own, she couldn't outright refuse.

	The best she could do was try to talk him out of it.

	"You can't go after him," she said softly, reaching out to grasp his hand in hers. "It's too dangerous. He's too dangerous."

	
Chapter Five

	STERLING had expected Myra to keep arguing. To keep denying her knowledge and fighting him.

	The delicate touch of her fingers pressed against his. The flicker of worry, for him, shadowing her expression. The quiet hint of admission in her words.

	It all took him by surprise.

	As did the momentary impulse to reassure her. To try to soothe the darkness and anxiety with soft promises.

	But there were no promises to make. No guarantees.

	"I know it's dangerous. But I still have to try." Sterling swallowed hard, wishing he had Zane's silver tongue to better explain. To make her understand.

	He just had to hope sincere honesty was enough.

	"It's not just about my pack. Even if there wasn't a threat to them, I couldn't turn away from this. Knowing what I know now about the Taken, I could never turn my back when the Mirror King was still a danger. Every story I heard on the way up the mountain was another promise to myself. And to the children of Mount Acaelum. That I would do everything in my power to stop him."

	Her gaze remained steady on him, but another bit of Myra's defenses slipped. She let him see the turmoil and pain and fear she carried with her.

	"I was one of the lucky ones, you know. One of the Taken who got back home. Not everyone returns with a bag of coins. Some never return at all." Myra blew a deep breath, eyes clouded and heavy with grief. "And some are found, but not alive. Not... whole."

	"I've heard those stories, too," Sterling admitted. "Somehow, whatever the Mirror King is trying to do goes wrong. That it changes some."

	And the lurid descriptions of the twisted chimeras, victims horrifyingly mutated into something unrecognizable.

	He had no doubt they suffered greatly.

	"If he finds you anywhere near his lair, he'll experiment on you too," Myra insisted, concern and horror at the thought stretching her voice until it cracked. Dropping into a raw whisper, she added, "If he realizes what you are, it will only make it worse.”

	Sterling pressed his other hand over hers, cradling her fingers.

	"I understand the risks I'm taking. But I have to try. The mountain isn't safe with him free. My pack is at risk."

	"Then why aren't they here with you?" she demanded, tears bright and unshed in her eyes.

	Guilt he'd been trying to ignore for weeks roared to life and he admitted reluctantly, "Because I haven't told them everything."

	Sterling had started this quest intending only to find out more about the Mirror King. But he'd come too far and learned too much to turn back now.

	 

	His pack would be furious if they found out he'd gone into danger without them. When they found out. As much as Sterling eschewed any label of leadership, the urge to protect was deep-rooted in his nature. He'd do anything for his pack. Even keep secrets from them.

	"They've been through a lot the last few months," he explained defensively, knowing it wasn't much of an excuse. 

	"Haven't you been through the same things?" she asked with quiet compassion.

	Sterling nodded, unable to speak around the unexpected knot in his throat.

	Her free hand stroked along his temple, brushing softly through his hair. He smiled a little, remembering the hesitant way she'd petted him when he'd worn his other form.

	This wasn't anything like that, though. There was comfort in the caress, and an intimacy he couldn't define. But, no matter what form he was in, Sterling couldn't help leaning into her touch.

	Sterling lost track of everything but the feel of her fingers on his skin. He had no idea how long they sat like that. Only the sounds of the crackling fire and wind outside underscoring the interlude of quiet contentment.

	But it couldn't last forever.

	"You’re going to go no matter what, aren't you?" she asked finally, resignation heavy in her voice.

	"Yes."

	"If I tell you what I remember you have to promise two things."

	"All right. I promise."

	"Don't you want to know what they are first?" Myra asked with a soft, exasperated laugh.

	"No. I trust you."

	Her laughter fled, eyes wide and shocked by his simple admission. He'd known how isolated her life had been. But, in this moment, Sterling understood it for the first time.

	There'd been no one in her life to trust her. No one she could trust or depend on in return. A curl of need took Sterling by surprise. A soul-deep urge to be the someone she could lean on.

	Shaking off her surprise, Myra smiled softly.

	"I'm trusting you, too." Her voice cracked as she spoke, but she didn't let it stop her. "Because the first promise I'm asking is that you not let him know I told you. You can't let him know that I remember anything."

	"And the second promise?"

	"You can't ask for any more details than what I give you. Some of that... I can't tell you. I can't ever tell anyone."

	Sterling wanted to protest. Every bit of knowledge he gleaned would be a weapon against the Mirror King. But Myra had lowered her guard enough to trust him to protect her secret, and that was already more than he had any right to expect.

	Besides, he'd already promised.

	So instead of arguing, he squeezed her hand between his and nodded. "You have my oath. Not one word. Not one question."

	Myra's shoulders slumped in relief, and she leaned forward until their foreheads touched. For a moment, they just breathed together.

	Then Myra began to speak, voice tight and controlled as she shared secrets she'd kept locked away for years.

	"When you get to the end of the winding road, don't keep trying to go up over the rockslide. Instead, turn west and look for a boulder shaped like a pig..."

	***

	Despite a long night of restless sleep, morning came too soon as far as Myra was concerned.

	Guilt, worry, and fear fought for her attention all night, weaving themselves into a tight ball of dread weighing heavy in her chest.

	She dragged her feet through breakfast, wanting to delay Sterling's departure as long as possible.

	Now though, the food was finished, the wood was stocked, and he was leaving. Myra could only sit and watch while he bundled up to face the cold on his trek back to the Winding Road.

	Today, he needed to return to Benhalle to collect his gear and load up on supplies.

	At first light tomorrow, Sterling would head back up the mountain to face a deadly and unpredictable enemy.

	Myra desperately wanted to construct an argument that would convince him to change his mind. Or at least wait.

	But she knew it was no use. Sterling was determined to protect his pack and the people of Mount Acaelum, and even Myra, from the Mirror King.

	So instead of trying to talk him out of his plan, she'd grudgingly offered him her extra pair of snowshoes to make the trek easier.

	Despite the desperate hold she tried to keep on her thoughts, though, her tongue had a mind of its own.

	"You will be careful?" Myra blurted out before she could stop herself.

	Sterling stopped what he was doing and stepped closer, taking Myra's hands in his, holding them up between their bodies.

	"I've been in tight spots before," he reminded her. "I've fought in battles. I've faced the Grey Enchantress. And I've been run out of more than one potential treasure site by an angry mob."

	Myra knew Sterling was trying to make her smile, but she couldn't muster up even a glimmer of humor.

	Instead, she asked, "But you weren't alone for any of that, were you?"

	"No," he admitted reluctantly. "But I have to do this anyway."

	"I know," Myra whispered. And she did. It was obvious Sterling had a protective streak a mile wide. And defending his pack was only the start of it. As he met the Taken, every story added to his determination to put a stop to the Mirror King once and for all.

	No matter how dangerous.

	There was no talking him out of going, regardless how much she wanted to. So Myra simply repeated herself. "I know. Just, please be careful."

	"I will. Believe it or not, this is a calculated risk, not a reckless one. I do have some advantages the Mirror King won't be expecting."

	Sterling was betting an awful lot on the assumption. Trusting that, while the Mirror King knew about wolves, he probably wouldn't recognize Sterling as one until it was too late. That anonymity and a handful of relics his friend had passed along were the only advantages he needed to face the man who'd terrorized an entire mountain for decades.

	Myra raised a doubt-filled eyebrow but made no comment. Sterling chuckled anyway and squeezed her hands reassuringly before letting go to wrestle with the snowshoes.

	When he was ready to go, Myra trailed him to the door, shivering at the cool wind when he cracked it open.

	Pausing in the doorway, Sterling's eyes locked on hers with intense sincerity. "When I'm done, I'll bring you back your snowshoes."

	Myra exhaled sharply, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time. Because it was more than an attempt at levity. It was an unspoken promise that he was coming back. That they would see one another again.

	And that, maybe, he felt the unexpected connection and affection growing between them as well.

	Myra wanted to cling to his words. To the tacit promise. But a lifetime of disappointment had taught her not to hope.

	Instead, she gave in to impulse and threw her arms around his shoulders, holding on with all of her strength.

	Sterling pulled her in close and held her with equal ferocity. Myra rested her head against his chest, breathing in his scent. Melting into the embrace, Myra wished she never had to let go.

	But he wasn't staying. And despite what he said, Myra knew there was a good chance she'd never see him again, no matter whether he succeeded or failed.

	Because no one ever kept promises made they made to her.

	So she forced herself to let go, gratified that he seemed just as reluctant to step away from her.

	Even as she put space between them, he reached out, fingers lingering on her cheek before his hand dropped away.

	"Goodbye, Zemyra."

	"Goodbye, Sterling."

	He walked out of the door and Myra stood in the cold and watched him go until he disappeared into the trees.

	Then she resolutely closed the door.

	It was only then that she noticed her childhood sampler laying on the table where he'd left it. And that Sterling's half-finished attempt to copy the embroidery was gone.

	He'd taken it with him.

	
Chapter Six

	THE QUIET solitude of Myra's cottage became oppressive and untenable. So, after Sterling left, she'd retreated to her weaving shed and threw herself into her work.

	Driven by a frenzied need for distraction, she'd done more in two days than she'd accomplished in the whole week before Sterling barged into her life.

	No matter how hard she worked, however, a growing whisper of warning tugged at her constantly.

	Every time the whisper demanded her attention, Myra threw herself more thoroughly into her work. Doing her level best to drown out the worry and certainty with labor that left her too tired to dwell on the rising sense of impending doom.

	Because knowing what was coming had never done her any good.

	Knowing didn't mean she could stop it. Didn't mean she could prepare herself for the damage and destruction of whatever disaster crashed into her life.

	Over and over, she'd been helpless in the face of fate. As a child, she'd felt the oppressive weight of oncoming tragedy. Even without fully understanding what the feeling meant, she'd tried to tell her mother. To warn her that something dark and dangerous was coming for her. But her mother had already known. And had been just as helpless to sidestep destiny.

	Their foresight had done them no good. There was no way to evade the breathing sickness. And there was no cure once it took hold of her mother.

	She'd felt the rising foreboding several times in the years after her mother's death. Sweeping illnesses, life-altering storms, dangerous strangers. She'd felt the portents of them all and never said a word. The villagers had already regarded her with suspicion and disdain. The Milners had taken her in for the free labor. But they'd also watched Myra closely for signs she'd inherited the cursed gifts that made her mother an outcast.

	Proving them right was a risk she couldn't take. As bad as life with the Milners was, she had a place to sleep and scraps to eat.

	Exile from the village would be a death sentence.

	Little more than a child, Myra had lacked the skills to survive the wilderness on her own. And had no money to pay her way down the mountain. Technically, even the clothes on her back hadn't belonged to her.

	But after years of enduring the Milners’ cruel neglect, the weight of premonition had swept through her with the sure knowledge of unspeakable danger descending on her.

	Certain the impending peril came from her guardians, Myra had panicked. Acting on her premonition for the first time in years, she'd run away.

	Straight into the arms of an Ice Troll. She'd been Taken. Had her life turned upside down by the Mirror King.

	Been left to live every moment in fear that he would someday discover the way Myra had deceived him. That he might come back for her.

	Whether she ignored the portents or acted on them didn't make a difference. Neither seemed to make one bit of difference. The bad had come to shake up her world, no matter what she did.

	Myra was finishing up her latest project just before lunch when the dark foreboding overwhelmed her.

	There was no more ignoring the feeling.

	No more denying it.

	It overwhelmed her, slamming into her mind and driving her to her knees. Sensation after sensation raced along her nerves like electric fire. Danger. Pain.

	Sterling.

	And something even bigger dawning on the horizon.

	After the moment passed and the premonition faded, Myra stayed on the floor of her shed. Weak and reeling, it took her a long time to gather her resolve.

	There was only one choice she could make.

	When Myra was steady enough to stand without holding on, she let habit and reflex direct her.

	Routine led her through taking care of the finished blanket on the loom, dousing the brazier, and closing up her shed.

	Then she hurried into her cottage and systematically put together a pack filled with all the necessities she'd need for a trek up the mountain.

	Clinging to the desperate sense of numb detachment, Myra worked her way around the single room. Deliberately weighing decision after decision, she chose what to take with precise care. Because if she allowed so much as a sliver of the emotions boiling beneath the surface to break through, Myra was certain she'd crack wide open.

	Finally, there was only one thing left to find.

	Kneeling beside the cot, Myra pulled out her needlework trunk and lifted the lid. With a deep breath, she shifted piles of fabric and yarn out of the way until, in the very bottom, her fingers curled around leather. 

	The final item she'd bought with the Mirror King's coins.

	Heart heavy and certain, Myra pulled the short sword out of the trunk and held it up with grim satisfaction.

	Then she strapped it to her waist, gathered her pack and headed up the mountain with reluctant determination.

	***

	Sterling had been both unsurprised and relieved at how accurate Myra's directions had been.

	The trek had taken longer than he'd liked but he'd finally found his way into the Mirror King's lair. And, so far, he'd managed to keep his presence unnoticed.

	After leaving Myra, Sterling returned to Benhalle to retrieve his travel pack and the pouch of relics Jelverck had gifted him with when he'd first begun this quest. He'd then spent one last, restless night in his room at the tavern before starting out at first light the following morning.

	The wide, shadowy entrance of the Mirror King's lair had come into Sterling's sights just as the sun was setting.  

	And just as the nocturnal Ice Trolls were beginning to patrol in full force.

	So he'd hunkered down in a secluded cave and waited for dawn when the Trolls would seek out their dens to sleep during the daylight hours.

	While the temperature had risen slightly, Sterling was grateful to Jelverck all over again for the fire stone he found included among the dozen other magic objects and relics. The small, smooth amber stone gave off enough heat to fill the small recess carved into the mountain where he'd taken shelter. And, unlike a real fire, it emitted no light or smoke to give away his position.

	In the morning, however, he'd discovered the Mirror King had enough control over the Trolls to keep a worrying amount of them awake and patrolling during day.

	But once again Jelverck's foresight rescued him. An invisibility chain got him past the pair of drowsing Trolls guarding the front entrance and he'd quickly secluded himself into the lesser-used passages. As much as he'd prefer to continue wearing the chain, Sterling could feel the power waning. And he might need that edge of invisibility to get out of the lair later.

	As he followed Myra's directions, Sterling felt a growing certainty that the mazelike lair was an arbitrary mix of natural and man-made tunnels and caves. There was no rhyme or reason to the layout. Just as random was the way some passages he traversed were lit with blazingly bright torches and some were in the oppressive, pitch-black darkness.

	Eventually though, Sterling found his way to his ultimate destination.

	The Mirror Cavern.

	The huge, circular chamber spread out in front of him when he stepped through the room’s single arched entrance. A hundred feet across with a ceiling that soared so far up, the shadows concealed it. For the first time since stepping into the tunnel, Sterling felt like he could breathe again.

	That may have been aided by the strange holes drilled in intervals at shoulder-height all the way around the chamber. They whistled lightly as wind intermittently blew through them, swirling around the cave in a soft breeze.

	Dominating the wall opposite the archway, however, was Sterling's objective. A twelve-foot rectangle of solid crystal reflected his image back at him from the smoothly polished front. Swirls of frosted crystal curved in intricate scrollwork curled around the edges in contrast to the mirrorlike surface.

	The wind gusted through the cavern again, shifting to buffet against the crystal.

	For a moment, a pale glow spun to life deep within the Mirror.

	Sterling still didn't remember exactly happened to him in the Moon Temple when he'd first been transformed from man to wolf-shifter. But something about the glow reminded him sharply of the moonlight reflecting off the silver disk.

	A familiar rush of wild, natural magic wound itself through the air. Like the fey magic he'd become acquainted with. And, yet, not. This thread of power was the steady flow of an ancient river. Not the unfettered chaos of a flash flood that fey magic felt like against his senses.

	A shiver slid down his spine as he remembered the same magic pouring through him under the brilliant light of a full moon. Reshaping his form and his life.

	The wind shifted again and the glow died, the power fading with it.

	Sterling had no idea what would happen to him if he got caught in the magic of the Crystal Mirror. But lurid descriptions of the dead, twisted, chimera-like victims lodged firmly in his mind. Succumbing to that fate was not a risk he was willing to take. But the best chance he had to stop the Mirror King was to destroy the Mirror.

	When he'd started the trip up Mount Acaelum, he'd only been looking for answers. Determined to protect his packmates from falling under anyone's control. If he'd known it would come to this, he might have waited for the rest of his pack to back him up. But he'd come too far to turn back now.

	So Sterling slipped inside the entrance and pressed his back to the wall, edging around the perimeter. Keeping his body well clear of the gently shifting square of light in the center of the cavern that sprang to life every time the wind blew.

	He was maybe ten feet from the edge of the Mirror when a sound like thunder roared through the mountain. Instead of crescendoing and fading away, however, it grew louder until the floor vibrated beneath his feet.

	And when the first Trolls poured through the archway, Sterling cursed himself for a fool. The roar wasn't thunder. It was the sound of a squad of Trolls descending on him.

	Ripping his sword from his scabbard he planted his back to the wall and prepared to fight despite the hopeless odds.

	A dozen Trolls spread out in a formation around him. They stomped and growled with snarling aggression but held position just beyond the reach of Sterling's sword. Keeping him trapped but unharmed.

	Like they were waiting for something. Or someone.

	Someone like the Mirror King.

	Frustration burned in Sterling's chest. Along with determination not to simply let the Mirror King have the upper hand. Not without a fight.

	Lunging foreword, Sterling sliced toward the nearest Troll, hoping to create a break in their ranks. To force the creature back and give himself an avenue of escape.

	But the Troll's hide was as strong as any armor he'd ever encountered. And the thickly muscled arm easily swept Sterling's blade harmlessly to the side. All without letting the slightest space open within the closed formation.

	Sterling swung again and again, but each stroke of his sword was as futile and useless as the first one.

	A shift of white fur from the corner of his eye gave him a moment of hope. One of the Trolls had gotten impatient enough to shuffle his position.

	Turning to take advantage of the break in formation, Sterling realized too late the Troll had slipped behind his exposed back.

	Crashing pain slammed into the back of Sterling's skull and he was on his knees before he knew what had happened. Despite the dizzying agony, he desperately tried to lift his sword, determined to fight until his last breath.

	But the darkness rushing in would not be defeated and swallowed him into unconsciousness.

	***

	Myra second-guessed every trudging step she took up the mountain.

	Sterling had fought in battles, faced down a powerful sorceress, and risked his life for treasure over and over again. If he found danger he couldn't get out of, what possible help could she be to him?

	Myra spent her life running away from danger. Hiding from trouble. Pretending to be like everyone else.

	Pretending nothing had changed after she'd been Taken.

	Because she'd been different enough, before. Being Taken set her apart even further. And different in the superstitious culture of her mountain neighbors was a dangerous thing to be.

	Especially if even a hint of what she'd become made its way back to the Mirror King.

	Despite all of that, after every doubt-filled step, Myra took the next one. Slogging through the slush toward a place she'd spent a decade having nightmares about.

	The warmer weather had softened the snow, making the trails treacherous and the footing unpredictable. Eventually, the sun sank low in the sky and exhaustion made continuing impossible. So Myra's feet carried her off the road, to a place she'd nearly forgotten existed.

	A few hundred yards into the woods, a long-abandoned hermit’s hut waited in the shadow of the trees. The little shack had seen better days, but it was sturdy enough shelter for the night. At least, it had been when she'd sought refuge there years ago.

	When all she'd had was a bag full of coins and desperate terror that her deception would be realized.

	After the Troll left her at the end of the Winding Road, Myra had been shaken, confused, and terrified by what had happened to her.

	She'd known the moment the glow of the Mirror’s magic faded that something was different.

	That she was different.

	Something in her had changed irrevocably.

	And Myra understood, just as instinctively, that if the Mirror King realized it, he'd never let her go.

	So she fought against the silvery flow of newfound power sliding through her. She pretended to feel nothing. To remember nothing. Prayed all the stories she'd heard of the other Taken were enough to let her fake her way back home.

	And it had been.

	She'd fooled the Mirror King.

	But, standing at the edge of the Winding Road the thought of returning to Benhalle was terrifying in its own way.

	Did it matter if it was the Mirror King or the Milners who controlled her? Either choice left her powerless and beholden. Her life was never going to be her own.

	In the panic of her spiraling fears, Myra lost control of her newly acquired power and found out exactly what she'd become.

	For a time, she lost herself in the frightening exhilaration of it.

	When she came back to herself, Myra was miles from the Road and the shack was the only shelter she could find.

	She'd huddled in there for an extra day, making plans and carefully composing the edited details of her adventure.

	When she returned to Benhalle, she told a story full of half-truths, trying to act like any other of the Taken, so no one suspected the truth. No one suspected she'd left the Mirror King's lair with more gifts than the gold coins.

	Coins she used to buy her freedom. First, she paid off the debt the Milners insisted she owed them for her meager room and board. Most of the rest went to buying the cottage where she'd lived with her mother from the kind logger who'd rented to them. And setting up the workspace that would give her the means to remain free.

	Myra had lived a life of lies, fear, and guilt ever since.

	Until Sterling arrived and turned her life upside down.

	
Chapter Seven

	THE SHIVERING was what woke Sterling. Cold seeped into him like an invading parasite and his body shook in a constant fight to retain some shred of warmth.

	Each ripple of muscle sent spasms of pain sparking across the back of his head.

	As painful as wakefulness was, however, Sterling forced himself to embrace it.

	Still, it took several minutes of resolute battle to lift the weight of his eyelids and take stock of his predicament.

	The floor and ceiling of his prison were the same dark rock that made up the rest of the caverns. The four walls hemming him in, however, were solid, unbroken sheets of ice.

	No doors.

	No windows.

	Not even a single crack.

	His rucksack, with its stash of magic, and sword were gone, as was the knife he kept in his boot, just in case.

	Sterling tried to stretch his senses, but he could hear nothing beyond the faint crackling of the ice. Could smell nothing but the sharp sting of cold. The inability to uses his senses left him uneasy and irritated. He’d depended on them for so long, it was like losing a part of himself.

	Which left him little options for escape.

	The only other option was to transform into the wolf and try his claws against the ice. But Sterling doubted the wolf form would get him any farther. And he couldn't be sure if he was being watched, so he didn't dare give away his secret.

	The surprise of a fast shift into wolf form had saved him a time or two and it might be the only advantage he had.

	Sterling shoved his tingling hands into his pockets. He needed to keep them warm in order to maintain as much flexibility and control as possible. The faint rasp of fabric against his fingers startled him with an unexpected flood of emotion.

	He pulled the scrap out and smoothed it over his knee, his fingertips brushed over the uneven threads reverently. That afternoon, settled in the cottage as Myra patiently taught him stitches, filled Sterling with a quiet, contented joy he hadn't ever expected to find.

	He'd obliquely promised he'd come back and he'd meant it. Nothing could have stopped him from returning to her.

	Except a prison made of ice and an army of Ice Trolls.

	He hoped she wouldn't hate him too much for breaking his promise.

	Sterling was still contemplating the unfinished embroidery when the first pinprick hole appeared in the wall across from him.

	Hastily shoving the fabric into his pocket, Sterling rose into a crouch. Body braced, he readied himself to leap through the opening the second it was large enough.

	When the hole reached the size of a dinner plate, a face peeked in. Wan and thin, sharp cheekbones jutted out at stark angles. Blue eyes focused in on Sterling, eerily unblinking and so pale they almost seemed white.

	The heavy-looking crown of spiky crystal sitting atop a nest of unkempt mud-colored hair  identified the man for Sterling.

	He was finally face to face with the Mirror King.

	"No doubt a strong, strapping man like you thinks someone like me is no obstacle to your escape." The Mirror King spoke with a bland, bored tone at odds with the harsh glee lighting his strange eyes.

	"But even if I didn't have a dangerous and powerful array of magic at my fingertips—" The Mirror King paused dramatically to rattle the charm bracelet filled with objects of power dangling from his wrist. With a smug grin he curled fingers in a dramatic gesture and the hole, now about two feet wide, stopped.

	Another quick gesture had the opening spreading open again.

	"I'd still have this—" The Mirror King touched his hand to the crown, adjusting it slightly on his head. "It keeps me in contact with all of the Ice Trolls on the mountain. The slightest hint of my distress, and every single one of them will converge on you with a vengeance. You might as well relax and settle in for the duration of your visit."

	Sterling kept his eyes steady and senses alert, refusing to react for the madman's amusement. Instead, he held his position, biding his time and waiting for his opening. He'd worry about dealing with the Trolls once he escaped his prison.

	"Oh, dear," the Mirror King sighed, eyes rolling with exasperation. "I see you're still not fully understanding your helplessness. Perhaps this will help."

	His hand flicked again, and vines of ice-crystal erupted out of the ground, wrapping tightly around Sterling's ankles before he could do more than flinch.

	Then the bindings pulled, jerking his legs forward and out from under him. Unexpectedly off-balance, Sterling toppled backward slamming hard against the floor. Another bolt of blinding pain slammed through his head and he whited out from the excruciating sensation.

	When his awareness cleared, bands of ice-crystal burned around his wrists, anchoring him to the ground.

	The Mirror King grinned like a child and stepped through the now man-sized door in the ice. Stalking closer, he loomed over Sterling with mad anticipation glittering in his eyes.

	"You'd have been better of shifting into your wolf form when you had the chance," the Mirror King suggested offhandedly. "It would have kept you warmer, if nothing else."

	Sterling's eyes widened in shock before he caught himself and he bit his lip to keep from giving anything more away.

	"Oh, don't bother to pretend. I know exactly what you are. And it's too late to try and change now. The ice of this cell is saturated with magic and wolfsbane that make your inner wolf useless to you."

	Ignoring him, Sterling tried anyway. Calling the wolf, he felt it scrabbling inside of him. Fighting against invisible bonds as real as the ice pinning Sterling to the floor. Unable to break through, it fell quiescent.

	Fear ripped through Sterling.

	A primal terror that a vital part of him had been suppressed by this insane monster.

	Sweat prickled over his skin despite the freezing temperatures and Sterling fought to keep the panic at bay. To keep his mind focused and searching for any opportunity to escape and make his captor pay.

	The Mirror King shook his head, tsking at Sterling with superior smugness.

	"I told you so. I wouldn't have gone to all the trouble of leaving you breadcrumbs to find me and not have a way to tame you." The Mirror King laughed merrily as Sterling threw himself uselessly against his bonds. "You fell very neatly into my plan. I have you right where I want you."

	Amusement twisted into a frown and the Mirror King tapped his fingers against his lips.

	"Of course, this would have been so much easier if Velia hadn't failed so spectacularly. When I heard about her wolf problem, I knew it was a perfect opportunity. I planned to offer her what she needed to neutralize your little pack in return for handing you over to test some of my theories on. But then she went and lost before we made the deal."

	The Mirror King pouted, looking personally affronted. Like Velia had failed deliberately as a slight to him.

	"I was forced to improvise. Once I'd discovered your existence, there was no way I could simply let you and your pack roam free. Not when you may hold all the answers I need. I considered sending my Trolls just to Take you. But you've managed to ingratiate yourself with more than one ruling family and I'm nowhere near ready to call that kind of attention to myself."

	The Mirror King knelt beside Sterling's head, eyes burning with manic frenzy.

	"Instead, I sent a message to her Tower, knowing someone would be by to clean up after her. I figured the juicy bit of information would eventually make it to you. Of course, I was hoping the whole pack would come looking together." The madman sat back on his heels and shrugged. "But you'll make excellent bait. I'll have the rest of your canine friends soon enough."

	Sterling bit his tongue and prayed that the man was wrong. But Jelverck knew where he'd gone. And his pack would only go without word from him for so long before they came looking.

	"There is something that vexes me," the Mirror King announced sharply. "How did you manage to find your way so deep into my caverns? The labyrinth of halls and caves is set up to herd intruders into my trap. Only the Ice Trolls and Taken have ever seen the way to the Mirror. And none of the Taken should remember it."

	The Mirror King made another of those ostentatious gestures and a knife appeared from nowhere. Sterling was pretty sure the sudden appearance was sleight of hand, this time, and not magic.

	Not that it mattered. Because the blade was coated with a thin layer of something dark and sticky. Something that reeked with the sharp, bitter odor of wolfsbane.

	"Tell me, Wolf, which one of the Taken lied to me?"

	Every muscle in Sterling's body locked tight with the determination to keep Myra's secret. This was a promise to her he fully intended to keep.

	Knowing he was in for unpleasant days ahead, Sterling put on his blandest expression and blinked innocently up at the Mirror King. "I have no idea what you're talking about.”

	The first cut into his skin was deliberately shallow.

	And excruciating as the burn of poison sank into his flesh and dissolved into his blood.

	***

	Something had the Mirror King's Trolls buzzing with excitement.

	And, the Trolls' inability to think about more than one thing at a time, made it easier to take advantage of their distraction.

	Leaving her traveling pack hidden outside, Myra crept along the shadowed side of the entrance, getting as close as she dared. Picking up a hefty stone, she aimed it at a section of broken, cracked rock on the opposite side of the opening and heaved it with all her might.

	The stone hit with a heavy thud and the cracks let loose, sending a wave of stones, mud, and gravel streaming down the rockface.

	The Trolls guarding the entry ran toward the noise, staring at the cascade with confusion. While they were distracted, Myra slipped in behind their back, sticking to the shadows and disappearing down the nearest tunnel.

	Inside, she was both horrified and relieved at how accurate her memory of the Mirror King’s lair had been. But the ease of navigating her way through passages was overshadowed by Myra's frustration at not finding what she was looking for. 

	Who she was looking for.

	She made her way to the Mirror Cavern undetected, but there was no sign of Sterling or the monster who haunted her nightmares.

	Wandering through the mazelike caverns with no clear destination was a dangerous proposition. Not that her other options were much better.

	Reluctantly, Myra quieted her mind and followed the tug of knowledge that continued to plague her.

	And it wasn't long before the draw of premonition collided with the echoes of pain-filled shouts and snarls of rage. The sounds twisted her heart with urgency, leading her toward the secluded cave dominated by the ice prison.

	She pressed herself against the wall of the passage, took a deep breath and peeked around the edge of the open arch. 

	A room made of ice walls sat within the small cave. A door-size opening was melted into the ice and two huge Trolls stood guard on either side of it. The only other things in the cave were a full rucksack and a sword tossed into the corner. A second archway led deeper into the lair.

	The faint sound of conversation drifted out of the cell, but the words were muffled and unclear. Myra strained for any snippet she could catch but didn't dare move any closer. 

	Another sharp, pain-filled sound echoed through the cavern and her hand curled around the hilt of a sword she had no idea how to use.

	This time, she knew for certain the cries belonged to Sterling. And she needed to get him out of there.

	Peeking around the corner again, she was still desperately contemplating options when the Mirror King's back appeared in the opening and she froze.

	"I have other things to see to this afternoon, Wolf. But we are not through. You will tell me what I want to know, eventually." The Mirror King stepped backward, eyes still on his prisoner. "And don't worry. The shackles will dissolve as soon as the door as sealed. Wouldn't want you to be uncomfortable. At least, not when I'm not here to appreciate it."

	He started to turn and Myra threw herself against the wall, holding her breath and pressing her body tight to the rough stone behind her.

	But the sound of footsteps faded in the opposite direction and she exhaled, risking another look.

	The Mirror King strode purposefully away from her, his Trolls falling into position at his back and following him away.

	As soon as they were out of sight, Myra darted forward. Grabbing the pack and sword on her way past, she dove through the shrinking hole while it was still big enough to fit her.

	Sterling was bound to the floor by thick bands of ice and blood seeped through his clothes in a dozen different places. Myra had to press her hand to her mouth to keep from crying out and giving herself away.

	Fog filled his beautiful green eyes and a confused frown wrinkled his brow when he managed to focus on her.

	He tried to speak but a coughing fit stole his words. His struggle to breathe turned into panicked thrashing as he fought against the bonds holding him down.

	"Easy, easy," Myra murmured, dropping to his side and pressing gently against his shoulder until he relaxed.

	Once she was sure he wasn't going to hurt himself more, Myra let go and started rifling through his pack. She found a half-full waterskin and pulled it out with a soft sound of satisfaction.

	Myra pressed the container to his lips, holding it steady while he guzzled until she worried he'd make himself sick and eased the water away.

	"I didn't tell," Sterling insisted, staring at her with an intensity that burned right into Myra's heart. "I'll never tell him, I swear."

	He continued to mumble and rant and Myra wasn't sure how coherent Sterling actually was.

	Trying to get him to focus on her, she asked, "Tell him what?"

	Sterling's eyes drifted shut. "Who told me. Who remembered."

	Cold that had nothing to do with the ice surrounding them chilled Myra's heart when Sterling whispered her greatest fear.

	The Mirror King knew someone remembered. And if he found her here...

	Behind her, the ice finished filling itself in and all signs of the opening disappeared like it had never been.

	True to the Mirror King's word, Sterling's frozen shackles quickly melted into a puddle.

	"We have to get out of here," she muttered. Shaking Sterling and calling his name with a frantic edge over and over.

	When he finally opened his eyes, the confusion had faded somewhat, but he still blinked repeatedly.

	"Wha... You're really here. Wasn't a dream." Sterling smiled at her gratefully. Then his gaze sharpened, and he snapped upright. “We need to get you out of here. Now."

	With a sigh of relief that Sterling was with her once again, Myra knelt back on her heels. "That's what I've been saying."

	She reached for Sterling's rucksack and held it up.

	"I don't suppose you have any matches in here?" Myra asked.

	Sterling stared at the bag with a grin. "No. But I have something even better."

	Taking the pack from her, he rummaged through the contents. Then he held out his hand to show her a smooth amber stone cradled in his palm.

	
Chapter Eight

	WHILE the fire stone melted an exit in the wall of ice, Sterling gave in to Myra's fussing and sat still while she bandaged the worst of his wounds. He didn't have the heart to tell her that the cuts weren't the problem. It was the poison slowly filtering through his body that would bring him down.

	Ignoring the inevitable, Sterling rummaged through his rucksack while she worked. One by one, he pulled out the magic objects and relics, tucking some away in easy to access pockets and handing the rest over to Myra.

	There was no way he could carry the pack and run, if need be. And the magic was their best chance of escaping.

	Sterling knew that if they ran into trouble, his ability to fight was already severely compromised. And it was only going to get worse as the wolfsbane did its thing. If they were going to escape, it was going to be the magic gifts Jelverck had given him that would get them out of the lair.

	He'd wanted to give everything to Myra, but she refused to even entertain the possibility of leaving him defenseless. So they'd compromised on sharing the relics between them.

	Sterling sorted through the pack methodically, doing his best to hide the faint tremble of his hands as he worked.

	The searing ache slipped deeper and deeper, dissolving his vitality bit by bit. It took every ounce of willpower he possessed to stay present and focused on the task at hand.

	For Myra's sake. He would not fail her after she'd come for him.

	Despite his best efforts not to give away how weak he truly was, the anguished way Myra watched him made it clear he wasn't fooling her. Not even a little.

	But Sterling intended to fight the drag of the poison with every single breath. He owed her that much.

	She'd made him promise not to tell the Mirror King that she remembered being Taken. And yet she'd risked discovery to rescue Sterling.

	"Why did you come after me?"

	He hadn't meant to ask. Not now, when the threat of discovery rose with every second that they remained trapped in the cell. But his resolve was weakening, along with his body, and the question slipped out in spite of his best intentions.

	Myra's eyes darkened before she shifted her gaze to stare at the slowly melting ice. Certain she intended to evade his curiosity, or ignore it entirely, Sterling started to take the question back.

	But then she met his eyes again and stared at him with steadfast resolve.

	"I came because I... I knew you were in danger."

	The inflection of her words, the bold set of her jaw, the defiant bite of her glare.

	Every inch of her posture made it clear that she didn't mean she'd made a rational guess.

	It was an acknowledgement of a gift she'd always fervently denied.

	Her brave act of trust cracked Sterling open and made him want to lay his own heart at her feet in return.

	But there was no time to find the words.

	The fire stone had burned a doorway in the ice and all the things he wanted to share would have to wait.

	So, instead of the river of words that wanted to tumble free, he asked, "Ready to go?"

	Standing up, sword in hand, Sterling slung the pack on his back. Then reeled under the wave of dizziness. Trying to hide his unsteadiness, he settled his hand on the ice next to the opening and leaned out slightly to check the passageway. Regaining his balance, he ignored the pain and weakness and stepped out of the cell.

	Once certain everything was clear, Sterling motioned Myra to follow.

	Slowly, quietly they slipped through the labyrinthine passages. Thankfully, even the stealthiest Troll sounded like a team of horses as it lumbered through the echoing caves. They managed to elude discovery from the handful of guards the Mirror King forced awake during the daylight hours.

	If they were going to survive, though, they needed to get far away from his domain before sunset. Before the full force of his Troll army was on the prowl.

	Eventually, they found a passage leading to the cavern that held the main entrance.

	Back tight to the wall, Sterling eased around the edge of the narrow archway and peered into the cave. The same pair of sleepy Trolls still stood guard.

	Rolling the invisibility chain between his fingers, Sterling contemplated their options. The necklace needed to be worn, which meant it was only good for one of them.

	And Myra wasn't going to like the idea of Sterling using himself as a distraction to get her safely away.

	Determined to convince her and readying his argument, Sterling twisted on his heel to face Myra.

	But the sudden movement sent a shaft of blinding pain through his head, and Sterling lost his ongoing battle with the dizziness and weakness plaguing him. His knees gave way first and he hit the ground hard, head spinning and stomach churning as he fought for breath.

	Myra let out a soft cry before she caught herself. Cutting off the sound, she dropped next to Sterling, hands gently cradling him. Curving over him, her lips brushed his skin and she whispered her panicked words directly into his ear.

	"What's wrong? What can I do?"

	***

	"I'm fine," Sterling insisted, keeping his voice low and steady, but Myra didn't believe him.

	"No, you're not. You don't fall on your face when you're fine," Myra growled back, annoyed by his stoic heroism and desperate to help him. "Tell me what's wrong. Please."

	"It was just a dizzy spell, but it passed. Help me up and let's get out of here."

	His words were slow and deliberate, like he was trying hard not slur them. His eyes were glazed with pain, and his skin was unnaturally pale. Fresh blood seeped through the quick bandage job Myra had done in the cell and she berated herself for not noticing sooner how hurt Sterling truly was.

	She should have seen it. She did see it, but she'd let Sterling reassure and distract her.

	Myra wanted to coddle him now. To make him lay still and recover.

	But the stubborn set of Sterling's jaw made it clear there was no arguing with him. Despite his obvious need for rest, they both knew the clock was ticking on their chances of escaping unseen and unscathed.

	But the whole point of coming after Sterling was to keep him alive. He was pushing himself dangerously near the edge of his endurance.

	So Myra tried to compromise.

	"You are going to be fine," she agreed with a lightness nowhere close to the desperation she felt. "But how about we get the bandages fixed up, huh?"

	"No time," he insisted through gritted teeth. "We need to go."

	"There'll be even less time if I have to carry you out of here."

	She tried to sound harsh and sarcastic, but her concern for him twisted the words into a soft plea.

	Reaching out tentatively, Sterling took her hand in his. "I promise, the second we're clear of the Mirror King and his Trolls, I'll happily rest and let you bandage anything you want."

	Before she could answer a roll like thunder echoed from beyond the entrance cavern.

	Myra tilted her head, straining to make sense of the sound. It was the wrong time of year for that kind of storm. But there were greater dangers on the mountain and her heart clutched with fear. "Is that an avalanche?"

	"Worse," Sterling bit out, grimacing as he forced himself to his feet before Myra could help.

	He stepped in front of her, sword at the ready, setting himself in the narrow opening between the passageway where they stood and the wider cave beyond.

	Putting himself between Myra and the cadre of Trolls pouring into the cavern entrance. Blocking their only escape.

	***

	A rush of protective instincts burned through Sterling, pushing aside the weakness and vertigo of the wolfsbane working its way through his veins.

	His senses sharpened, locking in on every detail. The world slowed around him and his body primed for battle. The dizziness and pain slipped away under the weight of his overpowering need to protect Myra.

	Two dozen Trolls now filled the entrance to the lair, shifting restlessly but keeping formation. Obviously waiting eagerly for the command to rush forward and fight.

	Across the front line, four Trolls in particular drew Sterling's attention.

	Each stood at least a head above the rest of the Trolls. Blue lines marked the white fur in intricate patterns.

	There was no doubt in Sterling's mind these were the leaders and should be his first targets.

	Not because he thought the other Trolls might break and run if he took them down. There was little chance of that happening while the Mirror King still wore the ice crown that enslaved them.

	No. It was the dark, sticky elixir coating the vicious-looking claws of all four chieftains. The same substance that had coated the Mirror King's knife. The same poison that was already sapping Sterling's strength from the inside out.

	The bitter scent of wolfsbane assaulted his nose, even over the stench of the Trolls, and Sterling fought the urged to retch violently.

	With a deeper, steadying breath, Sterling settled his body into a defensive stance.

	As hurt as he was and facing overwhelming odds, there was little chance he'd survive this battle. But Sterling was determined to last long enough to ensure Myra did.

	"I can hold them here for a while. The archway is too narrow for more than two of the Trolls to face me at a time. Eventually, they'll circle around behind us, though. You need to run before any of them get close enough to identify you to the Mirror King. There's a second exit. Get to the Mirror Cavern then take two lefts and a right."

	Dipping his hand into his pocket, Sterling held out the invisibility chain. "Take this. It can hide you from sight. There's not much power left in it, though. It'll probably only last a few minutes, so only use it when there's no other choice."

	Instead of taking it, Myra shook her head with stubborn defiance.

	"Look, I don't actually know how to use this," Myra admitted while tapping the sword at her side.

	Then she darted her hand into the pocket and pulled out the half dozen relics he'd hidden there.

	"But I can use these. You fight with your blade and I'll use these to keep them from overwhelming us."

	Sterling wanted to protest but something changed in the air and he stiffened, knowing the brief reprieve was almost over.

	Almost comically, all four of the Chieftains tilted their heads to the side, like dogs responding a whistle no human could hope to hear.

	Then, as one, all four roared and rushed toward Sterling's position, with the rest of the cadre of Trolls charging right behind.

	The biggest of the Chieftains reached him first. While facing the largest of his enemies was never ideal, at least the creature's sheer size kept any other Troll from getting close to Sterling.

	The thrumming rush of battle frenzy blocked the overwhelming pain still throbbing in his head and the ache of his wounds. Let him focus single-mindedly on the fight in front of him.

	Unfortunately, his sword was even less effective on the giant chieftain than it had been on the Trolls in the Mirror Cavern.

	But Sterling ground his teeth and pushed forward anyway. Determined to protect Myra. To find a way to get her free.

	Despite the berserker rush of strength and speed the fight gave Sterling, it didn't take long for his wolfsbane-infected wounds to catch up with him.

	The pain and dizziness became harder and harder to ignore. His offensive strokes took a toll and his stance turned defensive, deflecting the powerful swipes of poison-tipped claws.

	Eventually, Sterling reacted a second too slow. Tired muscles failed to bring his sword back fast enough to defend the flank he'd accidentally left exposed.

	The chieftain's extended claws bit into Sterling's side and raked across his torso, tearing through leather, cloth, and flesh with equal ease.

	The burn of wolfsbane was an immediate, agonizing fire in his blood. Between one breath and the next, Sterling was sprawled on the rocky floor, giant Troll chieftain grinning furiously over him. Gloating for a long second before readying itself to make the killing stroke.

	Myra threw herself over Sterling before the raised arm fell. As her weight crashed into him, a surge of magic buzzed in the air. Then the relic in Myra's upraised hand sent a blast of electricity surging through the rows of Trolls. The wave of unleashed energy blew the chieftain and a dozen of the nearest Trolls backward, causing a domino effect into the ranks.

	The unexpected and powerful detonation took everyone by surprise and gave Myra and Sterling a little breathing room.

	"Run." Sterling tried to shout, but it was barely more than a whisper.

	Myra, staring at him with resolve, shook her head again. "Not without you."

	She brushed delicate fingers through his hair, then pulled her sword from its sheath. Standing, she faced the cadre of Trolls sorting itself out for another rush with her head held high.

	Sterling tried to reach for her, to grab her and pull her back. But the last dregs of his reserves had burned away.

	He barely raised his arm before it flopped uselessly back to the floor. Cold futility seized his lungs as he realized there was nothing he could do now but watch.

	
Chapter Nine

	THE SWORD felt heavy and useless in Myra's hand. But she'd used the last of Sterling's trinkets to keep the huge, blue-marked Troll from finishing what he'd started.

	Forcing bravado to hide the visceral terror shaking her down to her bones, Myra stepped into the narrow opening of the archway and waited for the end.

	Except.

	The hoard of Trolls wasn't looming anymore. As she moved forward into sight, they backed up toward the entrance.

	A moment later, the group split in two, leaving a wide aisle down the center of the cave.

	"You're no doubt wondering why they aren't attacking."

	The Mirror King's voice echoed through the cavern a second before he stepped into the entrance, looking exactly as Myra remembered him.

	Somehow, he managed to be both ridiculous and terrifying at the same time. Just the sight of him stopped her breath and icy fear prickled over her skin.

	"It's because they have been ordered not to harm any of the Taken who return. Their collective memory is much better than mine. And they remember you."

	The Mirror King paused, head cocked with consideration as he focused on Myra.

	"Which means, my dear, you are someone very special indeed."

	With a dramatic strut, the Mirror King swept through the open avenue his minions had left. Then he stopped at the exact center of the cave, positioned perfectly so the setting sun bathed him in halo of light.

	When he finished posing, the Mirror King cast a narrow gaze over Myra, clucking his tongue thoughtfully.

	"Now I remember you," he announced, eyes wide with gleeful satisfaction. "You bumped into one of my minions when he returned another Taken."

	Myra did her best not to give anything away, but she felt her body shaking from her boots to her hair.

	"For some unfathomable reason, he brought you back. Even though you weren't on the list of potentials," he muttered, casting an irritated glance at the nearest cluster of Trolls. "Much too old. And, despite your mother managing to swindle the mountain yokels, it was obvious the only gift you inherited from her was sleight of hand."

	Instinctively, Myra wanted to protest the insult to her mother's memory. Only a deeply ingrained sense of self-preservation and sliver of hope had her biting back the rebuke. Because it just may be that her secret wasn't forfeit, yet.

	The lines around the Mirror King’s eyes tightened into a glare and he snarled in contempt.

	"Oh, that's what this is. The pup quavering behind you was hoping to trick me. To use your skill at fleecing marks to convince me my theory was wrong. To make me believe you, of all people, were gifted by the Mirror. That you were talented enough to hide your change from me." He sneered past her, eyes glittering with contempt as they locked on Sterling. "I suppose you figured I'd be too busy trying to figure out how I'd been so wrong about her. So distracted, that I wouldn't bother looking for whoever truly gave you the layout of my lair. That I wouldn't search for the true proof of my experiments' success."

	Myra wanted to glare at the Mirror King's disdain as he continued to rant and crow. But the import of his diatribe hit her like a hammer.

	He didn't believe she was the one.

	There was still a chance she could talk her way out of this. Convince him that he was searching for one of the handful of Taken who had left the mountain and disappeared into the kingdoms below.

	She could still escape his grasp with her secret intact.

	Except, there was no way he'd let her take Sterling with her.

	And there was no way she was leaving him behind.

	In order to save Sterling, she needed to be brave.

	Because the only way out would give the Mirror King undeniable proof that Myra was the one, after all.

	It was the only way to get them both out alive.

	But it also meant her life would change forever.

	Once he knew, the Mirror King would never stop hunting her.

	But there was no other choice for her. Not with Sterling dying on the ground behind her.

	Not when she could save him.

	Before she fully wrapped her head around what she intended to do, the Mirror King's screed brought his attention back to Myra.

	"Tell me who really remembers, and I'll let you leave. I'll even give you another bag of coins before I send you on your way."

	Myra had no doubt the Mirror King was strange enough, and arrogant enough, to keep his word.

	But Myra couldn't take that deal. Not now.

	"What about Sterling?" she demanded.

	"I can let him live, I suppose, if he survives those wounds," the Mirror King answered with a disinterested shrug. "But he stays here."

	"No deal—" Myra started to insist, but the Mirror King held up one hand, eyes gleaming with too much understanding.

	"I'm holding all the cards, my dear. Tell me what I want to know, or my Trolls kill him here, now, in front of you. I can easily wait for his friends to show up to test my theories."

	With Sterling's life on the line, there was only one choice left for Myra. Shoulders slumped and eyes downcast, Myra's whispered answer echoed through the cavern.

	"All right, I'll tell you the truth."

	"Myra, no!"

	Sterling's shout was strained and weak and Myra's heart tightened, resolved stiffening her spine.

	Turning her head to meet his eyes, she was surprised to find the green depths filled with concern for her. Desperately, he stretched out despite his obvious agony to grasp for the hilt of his fallen sword.

	"You can still run," he insisted, breath ragged from the strain of the simple movement. Yet he continued to try to get up.

	"I need you to trust me," she pleaded, her words cutting through the desperation and chaos of the moment.

	Sterling's struggle to rise stilled, conflict sharp and hard in his gaze as he searched her face. Then, smiling tightly through the pain, Sterling inclined his head.

	"I do trust you."

	The stark faith in his words shook Myra.

	With a deep, steadying breath, Myra sheathed her sword and stepped out into the entrance cave.

	Into the clear space the Trolls had left when they'd pulled back. A space that gave Myra plenty of room to do what needed to be done.

	"This is all very touching," the Mirror King sneered, "but I want answers. And you're going to give them to me."

	"I'm going to give you the answers you want," Myra promised with a feral grin. "But I don't think you're going to like them."

	Myra reached out and deliberately called the cool, silvery rope of magic that slumbered inside of her.

	Pale blue mist surrounded her, obscuring the cavern, the Mirror King, and the Trolls from her sight for the space of a few heartbeats.

	And when it cleared, Myra towered above them, sapphire wings outstretched and razor-sharp talons gripping the floor as she learned to balance in her full dragon form.

	***

	Sterling remained still and silent throughout the Mirror King's ranting. Hoping to catch his breath and force his body past the limitations of the pain and poison and fever spreading through him.

	When he realized the Mirror King was still uncertain about Myra's role, his heart had leapt with hope and he prayed she'd take the chance to escape.

	Just as quickly, his heart plunged when she'd looked ready to give in to the Mirror King’s demands. Ready to trade her secret for Sterling's life.

	He'd been desperate to stop her.

	Then she'd asked him to trust her.

	There hadn't been a moment of doubt or hesitation in his answer. Because he trusted her beyond all reason.

