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Pronunciations




People

Adar  (Ah-dar) – Hebrew meaning “fire, beautiful, exalted”
Airian / Airi (AIR-ee-uhn / AHY-ree) – derived from the Welsh "Eirian" meaning “bright," and linked to "arian" meaning "silver”
Anahita (ah-nah-HEE-tah) – Persian for “water and river goddess”
Anselm (AN-selm) – Old High German meaning “divine helmet”
Athelstan (ATH-uhl-stan) – Old English / Old Norse meaning “noble stone”
Aysima dal Aybek (AYE-see-mah dahl EYE-bek) – Aysima, Turkish meaning “she who possesses the beauty of the moon”; dal, Korean meaning “moon”; and Aybek from Ay-, Turkish meaning “moon” and from Aibek, Kyrgyz meaning “moon masters”
Bian (BEE-ahn) – Chinese meaning “ever-changing fate”
Briallen (bree-AH-len) – Welsh meaning “primrose”
Bryn (BRIN, Rhymes with “win”) – derived from the Welsh "Bryn" meaning "hill or high place" with Old Norse roots from "bryne" meaning "fire"; adopted by Sun Fae to mean "celestial fire"
Cephus (SEE-fus) – derived from the Greek "Kēphos," meaning "rock" or "strong foundation"
Cyrillus (sih-RILL-us, RILL like “thrill”) – Greek meaning “lordly, masterful”
Edmar (EHD-mar, EHD like “bed”) – Old Norse meaning “wealthy sea”
Edzard (ED-zart) – Frisian meaning “leadership” or “nobility”
Emmy / Emira (EHM-ee, EHM like “gem” / eh-MEE-rah, MEE as in “meet”) – Arabic meaning “princess”
Galton (GALL-tun) – English meaning “owner of rented estates”
Herja (HEHR-yah, traditionally with a rolled “r”) – Old Norse meaning “devastate”
Hrothgar (HROTH-gar, “Hr” pronounced as a single breathy sound; “th” as in “thick”) – Old English meaning “famous spear”
Jayasurya (JAY-ah-SOOR-yah, SOOR like “soar”) – Sanskrit meaning “victorious sun”
Kalden (KAHL-den, KAHL as in “call”) – derived from the Old Norse "kalda" meaning “cold or chill"
Kyran (KY-ran) – from Kiran, Sanskrit meaning “ray of light”
Leod (LEE-uhd) – Scottish meaning “ugly”
Leofric (LAY-oh-frik) – Old English meaning “beloved ruler”
Lisi / Lisianthus (lih-zee / lih-zee-ANN-thus) – Greek from lisis meaning “dissolution” and anthos meaning “flower”; all together meaning “flower of dissolution” or “delicate bloom”
Lutine (LOO-teen) – from French Folklore meaning “the tormentress”
Naima (nah-EE-mah) – Arabic meaning “happy, at ease”
Nira (NEE-rah) – shortened version of full name that means “cleansing fire”; -nir, Sanskrit meaning “pure” and “clean”
Rena (REE-nah) – Hebrew meaning “joyous song”
Rin (RIN, Rhymes with “win”) – Japanese meaning “cold, dignified, severe”
Samael (SAW-mah-EL) – Hebrew meaning “poison of god”
Sargon (SAR-gon, SAR like “car”) – Akkadian meaning “true king”
Sarielle (sah-ree-ELL) – Hebrew meaning “angel of guidance”
Vail (Vale/Veil)– Occupational name from Old French “de la veille,” meaning “of the watch”
Valdis (VAHL-diss) – derived from the Old Norse "valr" meaning "the slain" or "those who have fallen in battle", and the suffix "-dis" meaning "goddess" or "lady"; all together meaning "Lord of the Fallen"
Zane (ZAYN, Rhymes with “rain”) – derived from Hebrew, where it means "God is gracious," and Arabic, meaning "beauty" or "grace." In the mythology of the Winter Goddess, Zane symbolizes the graciousness of winter and the icy beauty of snow

Places

Aelunis (AY-loo-nis, AY like “fate,” LOO-nis) – Aelius, derived from the Greek "helios" meaning "sun" to symbolize celestial bodies, and adding luna, derived from Latin for "moon" creates a connection to the moon in the heavens; all meaning "the moon in the heavens"
Agondray (A-gone-dray, A like “bay” and DRAY like “tray”) – Gondr, from Old Norse meaning "way" and -dray from "dregr" from Old Norse meaning "pull" to symbolize movement; all meaning "way of the kings"
Cyaneus (SIGH-ah-nee-us) – Greek meaning “blue of the sea”
Drakkon (DRAH-kon, DRAH like “draw,” KON like “conquer”) – derived from the Greek "drakon" meaning "dragon"
Lunarisia (loo-nah-REE-see-uh) – Latin meaning “moon land”
Malustra (mah-LUS-trah) – Mal-, from Latin meaning “bad” and -lustra, from Latin meaning forestland; all meaning “cursed forest” or “bad forest”
Mariskust (MAH-ris-kust) – Mari-, Latin from “mare,” meaning “sea” and -kust, Dutch /Swedish meaning “coast”; all meaning “sea coast” or “maritime coast”
Mellan (MEL-ahn) – Irish Gaelic for “lightning”
Meridonali (MEH-ree-doh-NAH-lee, MEH like “met”) – Latin meaning “southern”
Nivoch (NEE-vohk) – Latin from “niveus” meaning “snowy, snow-white”
Nordrun (NORD-run, NORD like “north”) – Nordr-, from Old Norse/Saxon meaning “north”
Orallia (oh-RAHL-ee-uh) – Ora-, Latin meaning “edge, border”
Therossium (theh-ROH-see-um) – Ther-, Latin meaning “beast” and -ossi, Latin meaning “bone”; all meaning “the Beast’s Bones”
Umafan (OO-mah-fahn) – Umm-, Egyptian meaning “mother” and from “mafuane,” Egyptian meaning “soil”; all meaning “mother land”
Zaheel (ZAH-heal, ZAH like “saw”) – Arabic meaning "sure of heart"
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Kalden


Kalden felt a gentle but firm hand on his shoulder. For hours he’d not moved, his head bent over his hands where they rested on the bed next to his dead wife. Behind closed eyelids, he could still see the light in her amber eyes. 

No one should see that light go out. A moment when the person you knew no longer existed within the body next to you.

But he’d seen it over three dozen times now.

“Your Majesty, you have visitors.”

Kalden frowned over Bryn’s words. With a sigh, he lifted his head to look at her. The brightness of the bedside lantern pierced his eyes with sharp pain. “Your Majesty?”

Only a slight narrowing of Bryn’s golden eyes revealed any emotions on her smooth, ageless face. She had once been his nanny and rarely, if ever, used his formal title. If she used any name at all with him, it was always brat. “You’ve mourned her long enough. It’s time to see to your brothers. They won’t be able to wait much longer.”

She looked over her shoulder to peer out the open double doors where summer’s heat hung like a wet blanket in the air. Beyond the balcony, night’s dark shroud lightened by increments at the horizon. 

Dawn was coming.

Following her gaze, Kalden rubbed a hand over his face. He should be crying. Mira, his wife, had been one of his favorites.

He was tired of this charade, this cycle of marrying and outliving his wives. The insanity and unfairness of his situation hardened his heart and tears refused to come. A coldness not felt in the summer air settled over his shoulders.

But he could handle the cold. He was made for the cold.

“Kalden.” Bryn’s stern voice shifted through his thoughts.

With a nod, he touched Mira’s bronzed hand one last time. The warmth of her life was gone. Now her stiff, cold fingers matched what he felt inside.

He strode out onto the covered balcony, the humid air sticking to his skin.

Two men turned to look at him.

Physically, he looked much like his brothers, all with the same long noses and wide mouths. They all also had blue eyes, but the variation in color differed between them.

And one of them was missing. They hadn’t seen their eldest brother in almost a thousand years. Rin knew to stay away, keenly aware of what it meant when they all came together.

So foolish of his brothers to come!

But he couldn’t summon the will to say as much to them. He needed his family the most right now. He smiled, truly happy to see both Edmar and Zane.

Edmar, slim-bodied with blue-green eyes that reminded Kalden of the ocean, swung an arm around his shoulders, pulling him into a tight hug. “We are sorry for your loss.”

A rush of emotions welled up within Kalden, and he stiffened, yanking a metaphorical cold back over the pain. His voice barely registered above a whisper as he pulled away. “It never gets easier.”

Zane cocked his head, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Kalden couldn’t remember his youngest brother ever taking anything seriously. Zane boldly faced the world with a laugh and a smile, as if everything was one big joke or a game.

Zane held the smile as he spoke. “That’s why you’re not supposed to get attached to them. The curse never said we had to love them.”

Kalden and Zane clasped each other’s forearms in greeting. Being the shortest brother, Zane packed his frame with muscle, a sign he worked at something in his life. Sometimes, Kalden wondered if Zane must care more than he let on. “That’s cruel, brother.”

Zane gripped his arm harder, and surprisingly, his nonchalant attitude dropped as if it was an act he constantly played. His dark brows slashed down together. “The world is cruel. Do you really think she meant for the curse to be broken? No. We are to suffer. But I refuse.”

Kalden wondered if Zane was right about not getting attached. Right about the curse never being broken. He didn’t think he could bear another loss.

Kalden peered up at the sky, where the first rays of a morning sun breached the horizon. But sudden clouds gathered overhead, thick and gray. A cool wind replaced summer’s kissing heat. “While I appreciate your concern, it’s too dangerous for us to be together.”

Strengthening, the wind swept through the courtyard below them with the sound of a low moan. It was enough to send shivers through Kalden where the physical cold couldn’t affect him.

Edmar stood between his brothers. He was the one who had held them together when their world crashed around them a thousand years ago, and they’d lost everyone they loved except each other. “We wanted to show our support, and to remind you not to give up.”

In the past, losing other wives had sent Kalden into a dark depression, and he had truly been fond of Mira, a woman with a beautiful soul, who always had a quick smile for anyone. He swallowed his feelings, letting the cold etch his face into hard planes. Then he noticed the back of Edmar’s hands where teal scales layered over his powdery blue skin. 

Zane noticed them, too. “You’re one to talk. You haven’t married in almost three years, and you’re letting the beast take over.”

A shine of excitement entered Edmar’s eyes, and he grinned. “I think I may have found her. She’s one of the merfolk.”

Zane laughed. “Didn’t you think your last wife could break the curse? Your romantic notions won’t make any of them the one.”

Edmar’s response was lost in a jagged streak of lightning, followed by a long, low peal of thunder. They all looked at the horizon. They could feel the change coming, even if the sun’s first rays barely breached the horizon.

Kalden narrowed his eyes on Zane. “What about you? You throw away your marriages like the stripped bones of sheep.” Zane only smiled at the reference to him marrying and then abandoning his wives until they died. Kalden would have scowled if he could find it in himself to be upset with him. Instead, he said to Edmar, “I’m happy to hear of your fortune. What’s her name?”

Edmar shifted his feet. “I don’t know.”

Zane clapped him on the back, teeth flashing in his wide smile. “In love with an unknown creature from the sea. Now there’s a story for you. Sounds so promising.”

Edmar ran a hand through his dark brown hair, his eyes on the stone floor of the balcony. “I haven’t found her exactly… She saved me from drowning, but I passed out, and I’ve been searching for her ever since.” He looked up at Zane. “I wish you would try. We all need to do our part to break the curse.”

An uncharacteristic shadow flashed in Zane’s eyes, but it was quickly gone, and he was back to smiling. “I’m trying, but it’s hard to be serious about finding a love by chance when the Fire Fae are building forces again. I smell another war.”

Unfortunately, when they’d split the kingdom between the four of them to put distance between each other, and Zane had taken the southern portion of the continent, they hadn’t known the Fire Fae would attempt to invade again so quickly. The fae’s kingdom lay only a few days’ sail from Agondray’s southern shores.

So far, Zane had kept the Fire Fae from crossing his borders. But Kalden recalled a conversation with his youngest brother. “Have you relinquished control of your throne?”

Zane bowed, flourishing a cloak he didn’t wear. “I have, Your Majesty. I’m no longer the ruling king, but a king in name only. A council elected by my citizens makes the decisions.”

A corner of Kalden’s mouth pulled down. Swirling wind now curled over the balcony and rushed at them. Kalden leaned against it, a force that would have swept a human back into the castle. 

When the wind passed, he frowned at Zane. “Do you think that’s wise?”

Zane danced a quick jig. “We all gotta take a little time to have some fun, don’t we? Otherwise, we’ll go insane with this curse.”

Thunder rumbled in the sky as more than one jagged lightning streak crossed the land. Edmar turned away from the swiftly approaching storm. “If you could just be sincere for once, we might eventually break this curse.”

Zane opened his mouth to say something, but Kalden put a hand on both his brothers’ shoulders. He knew they could feel the tingling beneath their skins, too. “I think it’s time you both left.”

His pointed look drew their gazes to the sky. Just as they each turned a face upward, pelting rain slashed diagonally across the courtyard. Bone chilling water turned into sleet within seconds.

The timing of the storm with sunrise made his brothers’ departure easier. The sun bowed its head over the horizon. Wasting no more time, he shoved both of his brothers forward as he felt the change within him.

His brothers looked at him hesitantly, probably knowing the melancholy that would follow. But they couldn’t stay, and they knew that. 

He didn’t wait to see them take off. The storm would dissipate with their departure, allowing summer to return to the land. 

He went to his lair, his mind already tumbling through the list of things he needed to do for his forty-seventh wife’s funeral.

Have her body washed and dressed in new clothes. Prepare the funeral pyre. 

Let the staff go.

He wouldn’t marry again, so he wouldn’t need them. He was so tired of needing a wife. He tired of the curse and its rules. Losing another woman he loved was something he couldn’t bear, and he saw no way out. Zane had it right with not getting attached, but Kalden couldn’t just throw away women the way his brother did.

That left him with a bleak future.

One that was lonely.
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Twenty years later…

Airi stood inside Lord Cyrillus Galton’s garden, the bright red petals of a rosebush beckoning her to enjoy their scent. 

No one else in the northern kingdom, in all of Nordrun, owned a garden. No one had the land to spare, and every year, winter lasted longer and grew harsher. Yet the baron standing over her was the only one to own such a garden.

It was a testament to his fearsome wealth and power, even though he was the most junior of the nobles.

“Marry me.” Lord Galton squeezed Airi’s hands. His dark brown eyes, which shadowed to onyx in the morning’s early light, focused intently on her. “If you do, you’ll be safe in more ways than one.”

Airi pulled a hand away to touch a hidden medallion, its silver-like surface tucked into the bodice of her rough woolen dress. Her heart thumped against her chest, a quick rhythm echoing the same word: no, no, no, no. Thinking of saying the word aloud made her blood pound in her ears, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

She couldn’t marry the man single-handedly responsible for bringing slavery into the Kingdom of Nordrun.

After the disappearance of King Kalden the Eighteenth—the Unseen King, a man Airi had never known in her lifetime—no one had the power to stop Lord Galton. A new government had been established with a High Councilor and the Council of Three. Lord Galton, a baron, junior in peerage, shouldn’t have had any direct influence on the council, yet they didn’t stop him either.

The only person who had openly opposed him had been her father. But he’d died during the Eighteen-Year War with the Fire Fae, and the baron brought hundreds of human slaves into Nordrun, including a rumored Earth Fae who kept his land unseasonably warm.

No one had seen the fae, though. No fae had been seen in the north for decades. However, the evidence of magic lay in the bountiful land. Humans rarely had the magic of the eight gods.

These thoughts stilled Airi’s tongue. Her father wouldn’t have wanted her to marry the baron. Her answer beat in time with her hammering heart.

Besides, she was nobody. She existed only for others to torment. 

Yet, no one said no to a man as powerful as Lord Galton.

And she owed him.

He tilted his head close to her, and she thought he might try to kiss her. “I would provide you with a suitable home where I have the means to protect you. You’d never have to worry about your next meal. You’d never have to go back to that whore house again.”

She opened her mouth to answer. She didn’t want to marry anyone. After her father had died, the sweet years of love and family evaporated. Her mother had become her jailor—a ruthless and mean one—not that her mother had ever been a warm person to her. 

Now Airi longed for freedom. To choose a better future, where she could escape the darkness of her own existence. A place where people didn’t berate her, and children didn’t bully her just because she was different.

“I know you only help around the brothel, but that’s no place for a sweet girl like you.”

Sweet?

No one had ever called her that before. If she married Lord Galton, could she be a sweet girl? It would be nice to find a place where she could be accepted for who she was.

Her father’s admonition about the baron’s slavery echoed in her mind.

She tried to pull her hand loose, but he held tight. His grip shifted to push down the wool glove far enough to reveal her left wrist. Beneath the soot and ashes coating her too-light skin, purple and black bruises encircled her wrist.

His finger softly touched the bruising. “You’d never have to worry about your mother beating you again.”

She’d been trying to save money for years to escape her mother, and she believed the baron wouldn’t hurt her. No matter how the people in the city treated her, he allowed no one on his estate to harm her, and in fact, stopped anyone from bullying her.

His slaves didn’t receive the same humane treatment.

Lord Galton waited for an answer, but when she didn’t, he continued. “I would take care of Briallen, too. I’d bring her here as part of my family, our family.”

Her eyebrows rose. Could she afford to turn down such an offer if it benefitted her nine-year-old sister? Briallen would be safe from their mother, safe from following in Herja’s footsteps at the brothel.

Every choice Airi ever made had been for her little sister.

A year ago, she had approached Lord Galton for a job. Even though she’d despised what the baron did, he’d been the only one who could offer any type of employment. Immediately, he’d been suspicious and questioned her motives.

“I want to make money of my own, my lord,” she’d said in answer to his question last year. With the money, she and her sister could escape this kingdom.

Lord Galton had towered over her, which was easy with her short stature. She was barely taller than her much younger sister.

She had quickly lowered her eyes to the ground, holding her breath.

“Herja won’t allow you to keep the earnings.” He knew her mother well as a frequent patron of Herja’s services at the brothel.

He was right, of course, but she’d already thought of that. “I would ask you don’t tell my mother how much you’re paying me. I plan to give her a portion of my wages.”

The silence that followed made her look up at him. His dark brown eyes perused her, his hand cupping his smooth chin in thought. “I think your mother has misjudged what kind of daughter she has.”

That had alarmed Airi. What could her mother be saying in her pillow talk about a daughter she hated?

“You’ll reach your majority in a year. What will you do then?”

I’ll be gone by then.

The plan failed due to lack of money. After a chest illness struck her sister last winter, and because their mother barely made enough money to pay for a new dress every year, Airi had spent all her money buying whatever cures were available. Herja had been suspicious, but Airi told her she’d promised to work for the wise woman in exchange for the potions.

In fact, Airi didn’t have enough money, so she really had spent some time working for the healer, but the woman couldn’t keep her on. No one could afford to pay for help, not with the long winters and food shortage. Fewer and fewer ships made it past the large sheets of ice floating into the harbor of Mariskust.

Lord Galton had nodded along with her silence, as if already knowing her thoughts. “I’m amenable to the arrangement, but I will require compensation in the future.”

He’d paused, and she realized he waited for her answer. 

“What do you want, my lord?”

“It doesn’t matter right now. You only need to give it when I ask for it.”

Airi had thought she’d be able to save enough money for her sister and her to leave before the year was up, before she became of an age where she was no longer under her mother’s guardianship.

“Okay.”

Her answer had held a note of uncertainty. 

Lord Galton had narrowed his eyes. “Go back on your word, and there will be repercussions. Upholding our bonds makes our society noble. You understand this?”

She nodded, swallowing with difficulty.

“Very well then, we’ll have to settle on your wages.”

She had smiled, nearly dancing in her leather boots. “Thank you, my lord.”

The next day she had started work in the kitchens, a job she knew well from working in the brothel’s kitchen to earn her keep. 

Now a chilly wind whipped by them in the garden, promising a storm like those found during winter. But it was the middle of summer.

The weather brought harsh promises.

More failed crops, more famine.

More deaths.

Nordrun’s savior stood before her. The one person who single-handedly kept Nordrun from starving and who now stared at her, waiting for an answer.

A slow, whooshing sound reverberated overhead. Airi craned her neck to catch sight of the amazing beast in the sky. 

The sun had barely lifted from the horizon, its light faint through a haze of cold moisture in the air. Shadows clung to the Ice Dragon, enhanced by the blue-black scales and spikes along his back. Bright cobalt blazed down his chest, a contrast to the nearly black, leathery wings, which now flapped slowly as he crossed over them, continuing a southerly path.

“Disgusting creatures.” Vehemence clearly echoed in Lord Galton’s voice.

Airi tore her gaze away from the dragon to look at him, pressing her lips tight to keep in a retort. Who could disparage such beautiful beasts that harmed no one?

The dragon remained largely unknown, at least not much was shared. Adults always seemed secretive about what they knew when discussions turned to the dragons, but Airi knew he was one of four Ice Dragons left on the Agondray continent. Each dragon seemed to be a pet or under some type of control of the kings, but since Nordrun’s king had been missing for twenty years, the veracity of that idea seemed unlikely.

Lord Galton spat at the ground. 

Airi grimaced at his obvious hate, which twisted his handsome face.

Like most people in the north, the baron had darker features. His umber-colored skin reminded Airi of when the sun filtered through fall’s red and brown leaves, enhancing them with warm, rich tones. Long black hair coiled down his back, held together by a strip of leather. He was a good-looking man at his age, but right now, his unforgiving and stern eyes chilled her while he waited for an answer.

She’d kept him waiting too long.

She dropped her gaze to the ground. Cold touched her cheeks. Thoughts of what it meant to be a wife chilled her inside. She knew what men wanted from women. But no one had ever wanted anything like that from her. 

Why would they?

Her blue skin and odd hair put off most people. Those men never appealed to her, anyway.

Nightly, as she curled up before the brothel’s fireplace in the kitchen, holding Briallen close, the noises from the harlots’ rooms echoed in a cacophonous chorus above them. 

Her mind continued the incessant whisper.

No one says no to Lord Galton.

He snapped a rose off one bush and handed it to her. “Come, Airi. Let me show you how I’ll protect you, how I plan to make our land, our people great.”

“I must be going, my lord. The sun has already risen.” She usually completed her kitchen shift in the baron’s fortified manor house before anyone woke up back at the brothel.

His brows slashed together. “Herja knows where you’ll be this morning.”

He flicked a finger for her to follow. His fur-lined cloak swirled around his broad frame as he walked away.

She didn’t think it mattered if her mother knew where she was. Herja would still find her at fault, but she followed him.

She could not afford to disobey.

While she trudged behind him, she pulled her wool cloak closer together, clutching the red rose in one gloved hand. The cold hardly bothered her like it did others, but fear snaked along her spine with chilly fingers.

Can he order me to marry him?

No one would dare to stop him.








  
  

Chapter 2

Airi
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After crossing several acres of Lord Galton’s Estate, passing the many homes the baron had built on his land for his workers, he stopped at a field set up as an archery range. Only someone as wealthy as him would waste perfectly good soil for something other than crops. 

His second oldest son, Leod, met them with a smile that wavered across his face in a crooked line. He looked like a younger version of his father, just a couple of years older than Airi. 

Even though Leod also saw her as the same anomaly as those in the city of Mariskust, Lord Galton didn’t allow any of his three sons to disrespect her or attack her while she was on his land. Leod’s dark gaze now flickered over Airi, dismissing her with a smirk, and he tightened his grip on a strange spear in his hand.

Did he know his father had just proposed?

A metallic scent lingered in the air, stronger in the small clouds of gray smoke hanging like specters in the morning.

Several other people lined the fields, mostly young boys her sister’s age. By their plain cloaks and shaved heads, they were slaves. A festering rage burned hot in Airi’s core as she remembered her father’s words about how wrong slavery was. No one should be owned by another person.

She also knew what it was like to have no choices, but these children had it worse than her.

The baron caught the anger in her eyes, and she dropped her gaze to the ground.

He only chuckled. “Because of the longer winters, most of these children have lost their parents. Without me, they’d have already starved or died on the streets of Mariskust. Here they have a warm place to sleep and food in their belly.”

And a cruel overseer who enjoyed punishment by all accounts given.

The baron continued. “You cannot change a way of life. We are all slaves to our circumstances.”

Airi clamped her lips hard together. Being at the bottom of society’s hierarchy, she could not speak against something the baron was doing, not without consequences. And she was in no position to help anyone.

“Let’s show the future Lady Airi Galton what power I command.”

Leod held his spear out toward the field like he was pointing to an enemy, but not like he meant to throw the weapon. A piece of hollowed wood, filled with something unknown and wrapped in linen, tucked beneath the spear head. A long strip of paper hung off the back of the wood.

“This is a new weapon like no other.” Lord Galton stood next to her and crossed his arms, his stance wide. An imposing figure for a man in his late forties. “If I can perfect this, the Ice Dragons will be no match for us.”

But they’re nearly extinct. Why would he need such a weapon?

She looked to the sky and back at the strange spear. She couldn’t imagine wanting to create a weapon to hurt the magnificent creatures, but what could she do?

She was nobody.

Unless she married Lord Galton? Maybe she could influence him if she was his wife.

Leod snapped his fingers, and a young slave boy offered a metal lantern.

Mentally, she shook her head. Lord Galton wouldn’t stop trading in slaves just because she married him. He probably also wouldn’t stop in whatever this quest was to fight the Ice Dragons. Even though he treated her better than others in her life, he represented everything her father had been against.

Leod withdrew a beeswax candle from the lantern held by the slave and tipped the flame to the long strip of paper.

A fire sparked to life with a hiss, and it crawled up to the linen-wrapped wood and into its packed center.

Within seconds of it sparking ablaze, the spear steady in Leod’s hands, a flame shot out of the front of the wood tube with a bang. A white-gray cloud of smoke hung in the air as the fire burst fizzled. An icy breeze brushed the smoke against Airi and Lord Galton. The smell of metal and rotten eggs wafted over her skin, and she wrinkled her nose.

The baron smiled down at her. “It’s called a fire lance. We now have the power of the Fire Fae without their magic.”

Airi’s horror loosened her normally guarded tongue, but her voice was barely above a whisper. “The dragons aren’t a threat.”

His smile slipped, something like sympathy crossing his face. He turned to clap his son on his back. “We’ll do what we must survive, right, Leod?”

Leod smiled admiringly, seemingly dazzled by the baron. “Yes, Father. Once Nordrun is free from all magical creatures, humans will finally be free, too.” 

Lord Galton’s smile broadened in approval, then dismissed his son, who ordered the slaves to another task. This left Airi alone, with Lord Galton towering over her.

“I may be a man of action, but I’m also a learned man in many ways. It’s been hard to track down our history over the last thousand years, but I had a theory. After some travels, I found a mentor who supports my theory. If we killed the Ice Dragons, we wouldn’t suffer these encroaching winters anymore. It’s time we took this land for our own. And we wouldn’t need…”

He closed his mouth as if he’d said too much. Again, his face softened. “You’re extraordinary in ways unimagined. In a way no one can even fathom. That’s why you need to be saved from being the designated Dragon’s Tribute.”

Unease fluttered in her belly. “The Dragon’s Tribute?”

She didn’t know what he was talking about, the term unfamiliar to her. She opened her mouth to question him, but he bowled her over with his next words.

“You’ll reach your majority soon.”

In two weeks.

“I couldn’t ask you to marry me without a living male relative’s permission, but now that you’re nearly of age, I can. With our union, a new tribute will be chosen.”

“I don’t understand. What does it mean if I’m the Dragon’s Tribute?”

One of his fists opened and closed a few times. “We rarely talk about this with minors. Just understand I’m saving you from an awful fate if the dragon called for you. For now, don’t think about it as it might not happen—hasn’t happened for forty years. It’s just another valid reason for why you should marry me.”

Why did adults always have these secrets, and would she be the same when she was legally an adult on her Name Day? 

If being the Dragon’s Tribute was a good reason to marry him, she needed to know more, but he had closed that conversation.

He pressed three fingers against his mouth before speaking again. “At this very moment in your life, your choices going forward are limited. Work as a harlot in the brothel, get thrown out onto the street, or marry me.”

Ever so slightly, she shook her head, but he moved past her response.

“Time is not on your side, Airi.”

She pursed her lips, her fingers trembling against her thighs, where they beat a rhythm to the counting in her head.

“By marrying me, you’ll be protected from those outcomes while satisfying your debt to me.”

Her gut clenched. She hadn’t known this would be what he’d asked for in return for him giving her a job. Echoing words repeated in her mind in time to her fingers tapping against her thighs. No. No. No. One, two, three. No one said no to him.

She could say yes. 

Everything he said was true about her immediate future. She didn’t want to follow her mother and become a whore at the brothel, but she would be of age soon, and her mother, who hated her with fierce passion, would no longer be responsible for her.

Her father wouldn’t have wanted her to marry the man who started slavery. Yet that was a way of life here. 

Everyone mocked and ridiculed the girl with blue skin, the freak who had to be one of the undead, and her objections to slavery would fall on deaf ears.

She shifted her focus to a whirlwind of possibilities for why they couldn’t marry. “I have no dowry.”

“I have no need of your dowry.”

“You could choose anyone. Any woman would be honored to marry you.”

“I want you, and do you not feel honored by my proposal?”

“I’m the daughter of a whore.”

“You are not a woman of the night yourself, and I know you are chaste and virtuous.”

How could he know so much about her? Had he been watching her, and for how long? Her skin crawled at those thoughts.

“What about the stigma—”

“What care do I have for others’ gossip? Nothing can be done to hurt me.” His impatience bled through his steely tone.

Her next objection accompanied hunched shoulders. “You… you sleep with my mother.”

“Which will stop once we wed. I would not disgrace you or your sister like that.”

“Why not marry me to one of your sons?” All three sons were in their twenties, closer to her in age. Not that she wanted to marry any of them. His sons would continue his despicable livelihood in slave trading, and they only mildly tolerated her. When they had been younger, shortly after the death of her father, the boys had been part of the kids who’d pushed her down into the dirt and called her names.

“Yes, well, I can’t have a whore’s daughter taint my heirs’ futures. However, I’m intrigued by you. I might have some ideas about who you are, and I want to find out more.”

“What are you talking about?” She didn’t think there was anything special about her, but she wanted to prolong the time until she had no choice but to decide.

“There’s something special about you. Your name, your coloring…” He fingered the dirty strands of her hair. 

Like everything else about her that was wrong, her mother tried to hide her hair, grinding the fireplace’s soot and ashes over every inch of her. Herja’s sharp words always accompanied these dirt baths, stabbing through Airi, clenching her chest so tight she could barely breathe. 

“An abomination. A spirit come to haunt us. We’ll hide your ugly from the world.”

Her mother’s berating had been so much a part of Airi’s life since the day the news came of her father’s death. Now Herja’s words were a rote memory played over and over in her mind, reminding her she had been no one special and never would be.

Lord Galton touched her chest, his finger finding her necklace beneath her bodice. “That medallion around your neck.”

She backed away from him, her hand automatically going to the medallion again. She pressed the cold metal against her skin. It always stayed tucked away. When had he noticed it? “My father gave it to me.”

He stepped closer to her, invading her space again. His hands wrapped around her upper arms. “I knew your father well when we were neighbors. I remember the day he gave it to you. I can tell you what he told me about it.”

Once, her family had been wealthy, living in a home that was now a part of his estate. They’d lost it all when her father fell in the war, and her mother had made bad business ventures with Lord Galton. It seemed natural that her father would have spoken with the baron, though, even if they had divisive opinions about slavery. 

But her father had said nothing special about the medallion. He’d only smiled and asked her to wear it always so he could be close to her heart no matter what happened. What would he have said to Lord Galton?

She shook her head, catching a faint whiff of the acrid smoke on his clothes, on his hands. She didn’t want to listen to anything else from him, feeling the need to escape his suffocating bearing, even though fear immobilized her. “I’m just Airi, the daughter of a whore.”

His jaw clenched before he took a deep breath. “Do you have any other objections besides the ones I’ve dismissed?”

She chewed the inside of her cheek, her eyes dropping. There was so much she wanted to say, but if she voiced her objections in any way that sounded condescending to him, he’d be within his rights to punish her.

Galton released her to spread his arms out wide. “Think of everything you would have here. This could all be yours, shared with me, and you would never have to worry about your future or your sister’s. I would protect you and cherish you for who you are.”

Her voice was small, almost a whisper. “This is all so much. I never saw a husband in my future.”

His body stiffened. “Picture it now, Airi.”

She shrunk into herself, looking at the rose in her hand before flicking her gaze up to his.

The smile slipped from Lord Galton’s lips as the warm red undertones of his skin darkened, climbing his neck to touch his cheeks. He dropped his hands in a hard motion. “You cannot continue to live at the brothel in service to the Madam. That would be your future, and I don’t want that for you. You deserve better.”

She deserved nothing, yet at the thought of marrying him, fear lodged in her throat. 

Lord Galton crossed his arms, anger sharp in his voice. “Think, Airi. In two weeks, you’ll spread your legs every night for strange men or wander the streets with no food or shelter. Those are your choices. Or you marry me.”

She flinched at his words.

Drawing a deep breath, she spoke softly, hoping to avoid more of his ire. “Maybe I could still live at the brothel and help in the kitchen—”

His thick chuckle cut her off. “The Madam has already told me no girl of majority age would work for her unless it was on her back.”

“But you own the brothel.”

He held up a finger. “I own the building. The business is completely the Madam’s, and she pays rent for the space.”

“Then let me work and live here with the other contracted workers, my lord. I wouldn’t be a burden.”

“I’m not looking to hire any new workers. If not my wife, the only capacity I would bring you on would be as a slave. Would you prefer that?” His eyebrows rose. His eyes shadowed to onyx. “I want you, but I’d rather protect you as my wife.”

Airi shook her head as she stepped back away from him. The rose trembled in her hand. “I would never be your slave.”

“Think, Airi! What can you do?” Thickness laced his words. “I’m a prideful man, so I will not offer again. Accept my proposal.”

If she married him, she would be completely powerless. She’d never be able to make a choice for herself again. And she would live with the daily reminder her husband enslaved people. 

Could she sacrifice her own morality and her body for the sake of keeping her sister safe?

She knew what it was like to be under someone’s control and to be beaten for simply breathing in the same room, for people seeing you as something less than everyone else. But unlike the slaves here, she could escape if she had enough money.

And so could her sister. She would ensure it, and she’d figure out a way to do it on her own.

But how can I say no to Lord Galton without repercussions?

She shivered at the thoughts of what he could do to her, but she raised her eyes to him, her rejection on her tongue. 

Her mouth hung open. Her throat closed.

It didn’t matter. He recognized the answer that refused to leave her mouth. The lines around his eyes and mouth hardened, his face a stone. “Don’t make the wrong choice.”

Airi whimpered and fled from him. 

His stern words carried on the chilled wind. “You’re making a mistake, Airi!”

She ran all the way to the edge of the Malustra Woods without stopping, putting enough distance between her and the demanding baron. Dragging in deep, ragged breaths, she scrambled up the sloping embankment to the wood line. There she rested at the boundary of the Forbidden Barrier but shivered at the feeling of hidden eyes watching her again within these trees, a familiar feeling for weeks now.

Perhaps it was just the eyes of the stone dragon. She glanced up at the towering sculpture, her breath coming easier now, and tucked the rose into a pouch hanging from a shoulder brooch.

She only kept the flower because she knew Briallen would love it, regardless of where it came from.

The rising sun wavered between empty tree boughs, slanting across the pristine layer of snow blanketing the forest floor. Snow dropped in quick, quiet waves of white shrouds.

A twig snapped. 

She scanned the trees, rubbing her sore left wrist. “Hallo?”

Silence met her query.

With a prayer, she touched a gloved hand to the statue. The sculptor had created the image so lifelike, each scale meticulously carved, each spike on the dragon’s back dangerously pointed, that she could make out even the smallest details, like the vertical pupils reminiscent of a viper’s eyes.

Standing ten feet tall, he appeared almost humanlike, with a stocky build, forearms and hind limbs, and a well-defined torso. Curved spikes tipped a pair of leathery wings, matching the ridge of spikes cresting the top of his head. They extended down his back to the tip of his long, sinuous tail. Curved claws extended from his hands and feet.

His head marked the biggest departure from anything human. The long snout ended with sharp teeth, but Airi always came back to his snake-like eyes. They seemed kind. Perhaps it was the angle of the brow above each eye that gave her that impression.

Raw coldness seeped through her wool glove. “May the Sun God and his Seven Sleepers give me speed.”

She kissed the tips of her fingers and pressed them to the small medallion around her neck.

She wasn’t sure if she believed in the eight gods. 

They’d been absent a long time and hadn’t even appeared when the snows came to wreck the lands, leading people like Lord Galton into corruption by enslaving the population. No one had been enslaved just two generations ago. But she’d take any help she could get.

She crept into the forest behind the statue, scanning between the trees and holding her breath. She couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes tracking her movements, but she didn’t see anyone watching her in the crowd of trees and firs.

No menacing creatures, either.

The Forbidden Barrier served a purpose—strange and gruesome monsters lurked within the forests, kept at bay by an enigmatic force that confined them within the boundary, an imaginary line created by the dragon statues. The boundary kept them separated from humans, who could build their homes without fear of the dangerous beasts.

According to legend, the gods made the Ice Dragons and other major dragons to protect humanity. They now stood as protectors against the twisted animals within.

Airi knew she was foolish to try her luck, but she only ever crossed here, where the forest’s breadth thinned enough for her to shave five miles off her journey. It meant she could pass between the city and Lord Galton’s Estate faster.

Lord Galton. Thinking of the man made her shiver even when the snow hadn’t chilled her.

She shook her head to rid those thoughts of him. Soon, she’d have to face Herja, and that was the immediate threat in her future.

Seeing nothing move, she drew in a long breath. An itch crawled across her back, something she’d experienced along with the feeling of being watched over the last few weeks during her daily treks.

She shook off the feeling. May the speed of the dragon be my ally. May his scales shield me from harm.

Her heart raced with anticipation. She flexed her fingers and her toes, took one more deep breath, and lunged into a run.








  
  

Chapter 3

Kalden
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“Kalden!” Edmar was only a silhouette along the floor of Kalden’s lair, the mid-morning sun highlighting his figure until his brother passed into the darkness near the back where he lay. Pebbles and other rocks crunched beneath his heavy weight.  

A whirlwind of snow layered the ground outside, bringing a crisp scent with his brother’s arrival.

Kalden shifted on his straw bed. One of his long nails scraped the stone floor and echoed in the cavernous space. He growled. “Leave me be.”

“You know that won’t happen.” Edmar squatted next to him. Even in shadow, his blue-green eyes glowed. “Besides, these storms are combining with Rin’s, creating havoc in my lands. Don’t you have any care for the humans? For everyone living in Agondray?”

“The people will forget I even exist.”

“If there are any left after all this, I’m sure they will.” Edmar blew out a deep breath, adding to the chills of the cave. “Dragons were created to protect the humans, and we are the Dragon Kings. It is our duty to take care of them.”

Kalden turned his back to Edmar.

“From the moment Rin allowed his beast to take over, you became the eldest brother. You should lead by example.”

“I’m following Rin’s example.”

“And where will that leave Agondray? We are supposed to be the protectors of humanity!”

Kalden didn’t want to care. 

Something deep within him rebelled. This was never who he was. But it’s who I want to be. He wanted to be as unfeeling and as cold as Rin. He couldn’t bear to see another wife die just because she married him.

His heart was sore.

“Your people are starving. Homes and farms have become ghosts of activity. Fields empty after so much snow and ice.”

The steady thump of Kalden’s heart reminded him he still lived, even if he wished he were dead. He squeezed his eyes shut, praying Edmar away.

“It’s been twenty years, brother. Time to end this.”

“I can’t do it again.” He grit his teeth. Even after so long, the pain of losing Mira and all the wives before her never faded. He had hidden away in his lair to avoid the people. To avoid finding his next bride.

“It’s a full moon tonight.”

The Snow Princess’s powers intertwined with the lunar cycle, leading to a curse that bound them to a never-ending cycle with the moon. If they met a bride by chance, they had until the end of the current lunar cycle to marry her.

With less vehemence, he repeated his earlier words. “Leave me be.”

“Kalden, we need you. I need my brother back.”

For long moments, Kalden didn’t reply. The last reserves of his energy fled him, and he sunk further into the pallet. The snowstorm’s freezing wind swept a fresh burst of winter breath into the lair. It was colder than usual even though it had snowed for days already. He turned his face into the crook of his arm, his words almost a whisper against the straw pallet. “I wish she would just let us die.”

“Even if we weren’t cursed, we’re immortal.”

Kalden surged up from the straw bed and gripped his brother’s shoulders. “She stops my hand! I beg of you, kill me. Let this misery end.”

Edmar wrenched his hands away. “Stop! You’re no coward and I won’t have it.”

Kalden slumped back to the floor. “What’s the use?”

“Even if you can’t find the will to marry anew, even if you can’t do it for your people, do it for us. Your family. Think of Mother and Father, and what they would say to you.” A hint of torture haunted Edmar’s voice. They’d lost their parents long ago. “What if this time could be…”

His brother didn’t continue, but Kalden knew what he meant to say. What if this time he found a bride who could break the curse? “Who can survive the Dragon’s Kiss?”

“Then forget about what can’t be done right now. Find your bride by chance so your land can thaw out. Guard your heart if you need to, but save the people. Don’t forget what happens when we refused the curse’s demands.”

Humanity almost vanished from Agondray when the Snow Princess first uttered the curse a millennium ago. Only a few hundred had survived the Little Ice Age. In that time, they realized the curse would force them to find brides by chance, never able to marry anyone of their own choosing. All but their eldest brother, Rin, who nursed a broken heart and refused to bow to the curse. As a result, vast ice sheets turned Agondray’s eastern side into a glacial land.

Rin had loved the Snow Princess.

Kalden drew in a deep breath. Cold laced his lungs and tiny ice crystals filled his throat. He liked winter, but it was too harsh for humans. Feeling wearier than he’d ever felt in his nearly thirteen hundred years, he agreed. “Fine, I’ll put out the Dragon’s Call.”

Edmar covered his eyes with a hand and rubbed them before replying. “Barbaric, but it works.”

“You put out the same call with your Blind King’s Bluff Ball.”

“But women can choose not to come, unlike yours.”

The curse would confirm their bride as long as it was through random circumstances or someone else other than them chose their brides. It’s why Kalden had not gone out in public for twenty years, nor allowed anyone into the castle.

Once more, Kalden turned away from his brother to face the wall. Despair clogged his throat at the thought of being forced to marry again and anger filled his soul, a byproduct of the curse’s injustice.

As Edmar’s thumping steps receded, Kalden used that anger to harden his heart. He’d guard it as his brother had said to do. Whoever his new wife would be, he wouldn’t care for her, wouldn’t think about her eventual death—a choice that wasn’t hers to make.

Just remember her one and only purpose was to save the land by marrying him. A pawn made by the Snow Princess, just like him.








  
  

Chapter 4

Airi
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Airi ran through the Malustra Woods as fast as she could, trying her best to ignore the eyes that watched her but also secretly thrilled. 

Ten feet. Twenty feet. Thirty feet. Forty feet.

She counted off her steps as she sprinted through this little finger of the forest. Her hood fell back, and hair streamed behind her. Icy wind and snow chapped her cheeks. 

A smile stretched her mouth. 

Usually she counted numbers to soothe herself, but sometimes it was fun to count while facing an unknown danger. This daring run always made her feel free, a decision she could finally make for herself, even if it meant taking her own life into her hands. She reveled in the rush of emotions.

Seventy feet. Eighty feet. Ninety feet.

A large, lumbering body broke through the brush behind her with heavy footsteps. A pinprick of fear sent a spike of renewed energy through her. She dared not stop or even look over her shoulder. Instead, she pumped her legs harder. Sweat broke out on her forehead, while a small laugh bubbled in her throat.

She lost count but knew she was almost halfway through. 

She wouldn’t die today. 

Her sister needed her. There was no way she was going to leave Briallen to the same fate as their mother. Daughters of harlots rarely left the brothel they grew up in. Nordrun men did not marry those daughters, and with longer winters every year, there were fewer jobs.

Harsh breathing, pounding footsteps multiplied behind her. She was sure more than one creature chased her. A strange growl followed. A heavy body crashed to the forest floor, the sound muffled by layers of snow, but vibrations shook the ground.

Ahead of Airi, a large shape loomed out of the ground, and she held in her laugh with the end in sight. It was the back of another dragon statue. She turned her body sideways as she passed the sculpture and leaned back to slide down the embankment. 

Her footing slipped, and she fell back. When she finally stopped moving, she had passed through to the other side, where she was finally safe. Melting snow seeped into her heavy cloak.

For long moments she lay there, her hands on her quivering stomach, her body shivering. Only then did she laugh out loud.

When some of the excitement had worn off, she gripped her left wrist with a groan. Pain throbbed there, probably having re-injured it on the way down. She had to be more careful if she didn’t want the injury to become worse and impede her ability to work.

It would only give her mother cause to do more harm.

She looked up into the hazy morning sky, snow free falling. The peacefulness calmed her beating heart. 

In this quiet moment, she could believe her future was her own. That Lord Galton hadn’t proposed. That no one owned her life, and she could escape into the gray-blue sky. 

She could believe one day she’d be able to save both herself and her sister. As soon as she had enough money, she’d book a passage for them on the next ship out of Mariskust’s port.

No more sleeping on the floor next to the kitchen’s fireplace. No more wanton sounds from harlots in their rooms. No more forced crooning and simpering slipping out beneath the door from her mother’s room. No more mornings of seeing the women’s evening laughter weigh heavily on their shoulders as they slumped into chairs around the kitchen table. No more disgusting men stumbling out at all hours of the night, sex and alcohol reeking from their bodies.

Airi’s mother liked to tell her whether she worked for the Madam or if she married, she’d face the same fate. Be a whore like her.

She’d find a way, though. She’d change her fate and that of her little sister.

Thoughts of her mother made her wince, and she jumped to her feet to rush back to the brothel.

When Airi entered the square house from the back door, the city of Mariskust already awake and teeming with a new day having dawned, she breathed a sigh of relief. She hung up her cloak and touched her dress where the medallion lay hidden. Only one of the working women was up this early, and it was not her mother. The harlot sat at the table where the cook served her breakfast.

There was no sign of her sister, probably doing chores already.

The cook’s eyes flashed over her and hissed under her breath. “Fix your hair, freak. We don’t want nothing looking dead up in here.”

Airi rounded her shoulders forward and tried to make herself seem smaller while she passed the cook, hoping to avoid a swat of the long spoon. She kneeled by the kitchen’s enormous fireplace and pulled the rose out from the pouch before slipping off her wet gloves to join the flower on the floor. She scooped ashes to cover her translucent strands. 

Sliding in the snow earlier had washed away the layers of soot, which normally hid her abnormal hair color. 

“Airi, you’re home!”

Her sister’s exclamation warmed her as she stood with a smile.

From the kitchen’s entrance, Briallen launched herself at Airi, throwing her arms around her middle and hunching into her embrace. For a brief moment, Airi closed her eyes. This was the only person who loved her after her father’s death. The only person who truly mattered to Airi. 

“I was worried when you didn’t make it home in time to wake me up like you usually do.”

Airi brushed dark curls off her sister’s forehead. It wouldn’t be much longer before Briallen was taller than her, being only half a foot shorter now. Airi had always been grateful Briallen took after their mother in looks. One less reason for their mother to be angry at the younger girl.

“Mother hasn’t woken up yet?” Most of the women didn’t take breakfast until midmorning, having been up late with clients, but their mother usually rose earlier. 

Briallen shook her head, her honey-brown eyes haunted. Their mother rarely punished Briallen, but her sister had witnessed Airi’s beatings too many times. “You’re safe.”

Both looked at the cook. She wouldn’t be safe if the woman said something. The cook only raised her eyebrows and pointed to the laundry on the floor.

Airi untangled her arms from her sister and that was when Briallen spied the rose.

“Where did you get a flower? It’s too cold out!”

“Lord Galton gave it to me.” She picked up the rose and thrust it toward her sister as if it was a snake. Briallen’s small hands hovered over the petals before she gently took it by the stem. “Watch for the thorns.”

The cook noisily cleared her throat. “Just because you look dead beneath that soot doesn’t mean you get to act like it. Get a move on it, Airi.”

Airi dropped a kiss on her sister’s head. “Time for me to work, little one.”

“You won’t be able to call me little one for much longer.” With careful movements, Briallen slipped the rose into a wooden mug filled with water and placed it in the center of the table. The corners of her smile reached up into her young, chubby cheeks. “There. It brightens up the entire room.”

The cook smiled at the younger girl, then her look changed to brooding at Airi. Everyone loved Briallen.

Airi stuck her tongue out and smiled at her sister’s enthusiasm. Briallen stuck her tongue out in return and scampered out of the kitchen to complete her morning chores with a bucket in hand. Airi was glad of the rose, even if it came from Lord Galton.

Her stomach tumbled. What will he do about my refusal?

That question haunted her as she completed every task the cook gave her, trying to hold on to the happiness Briallen exuded. As the women woke and made their way to the kitchen for their meals, she cleaned each room and stripped bedsheets to add to the laundry.

Because of dropping temperatures, Airi had to hang the freshly washed sheets up in the kitchen on horizontal wooden poles before the large fireplace. They dripped over the very spot where she curled up with Briallen every night. 

Airi had just finished hanging another sheet when her mother entered the kitchen. At first, Herja watched her with narrowed eyes while she ate biscuits with jam.

She was a beautiful woman, with a constant tinge of pink under her tawny skin, darkening in her high cheekbones and in the bow of her full lips. She rarely had to plaster makeup on her face like the other women, and like Briallen, she had black hair that curled around her heart-shaped face with an easy grace of femininity. 

“Airi, I need them onions cut up for supper.” Waving her long spoon, the cook gestured to a wooden table with a cutting board.

Airi fell to the task and swallowed the lump stuck in her throat. Her mother’s eyes bored into her, but she tried to ignore it. Best not to speak unless her mother asked it of her. 

She jumped when her mother’s silky voice sounded next to her. “Lord Galton spoke with you this morning?”

It was more of a statement than a question. Airi stilled the trembling in her hands, laying down the knife. She kept her eyes downcast. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Her mother’s hand whipped out to grip her injured wrist and squeezed. Pain radiated up her arm, and she whimpered behind her lips. Airi had learned long ago to keep quiet. 

Her bones shifted under the pressure, and she thought they would break. Bile rose in her throat.

Herja hissed through her teeth. “How dare you!”

Airi closed her eyes against the throbbing spasms in her wrist. The pressure abruptly stopped. 

Herja slapped Airi full across her face. Her head snapped back, and she fell to the floor.

Silverware clattered on the table, while silence fell over the kitchen. Many had seen Herja beating her eldest daughter, but none ever stopped her. Airi tried to curl up and cover her head, but Herja ground her foot down on her sore wrist.

Airi screamed.

The pressure disappeared and her mother slapped her again before straddling her where she lay. “How did you lure him away from me?”

Blood pooled at the corner of Airi’s mouth. A metallic taste hit her tongue when she answered, her voice barely a whisper. “Nothing.”

Herja gripped her hair, lifting her head from the floor with a yank, and slapped her across the face for a third time. Her face felt like one big sting, but it was nothing compared to the pain shooting through her wrist.

She blinked back tears. Tears that her mother would use as yet another excuse to hurt her. Tears were a sign of weakness. “I promise. I never said a word to him.”

Herja growled and threw her head against the floor. White stars shot across Airi’s closed eyes. Her breath halted in her throat as she struggled to stay conscious. Fresh pain bloomed from the back of her head. 

What could she say to convince her mother she had done nothing to encourage the man?

Before the world stopped spinning, the cool blade of a knife pressed against her throat. The smell of onion stung her eyes.

Herja’s beautiful face came into focus. She clenched her teeth as she leaned into the knife handle. A crazed wildness reflected in her eyes. “May the dragon take you.”

The women at the table gasped. 

The cook took a hesitant step toward them. “Herja, she’s your daughter. I know she’s strange, but still.”

Herja ignored their panicked looks and pushed the knife slowly into her skin. Hot liquid trickled down Airi’s throat and her eyes widened. No matter how many times Herja beat her, Airi had never thought her mother would kill her. 

“You’ve always been a stain on my life. You don’t deserve to take away my happiness.”

Airi struggled to speak with the blade digging in further. “I rejected him.”

Herja narrowed her eyes. “You lie.”

“Why would I lie?” Airi knew her mother felt very little love for her, but in that moment, she saw true hate burning behind the insanity in her eyes.

“Why would you say no to him?”

Airi didn’t know what to say to her mother to make her believe the truth of her words. Any sane girl in her position would have jumped at the chance to marry the wealthiest man in Nordrun. Silence hung heavy in the kitchen.

“What in the eight hells is going on?”

Airi couldn’t see past her mother, but the voice belonged to the Madam of the house, and Keren sounded angry. “I have never been one to tell you how to treat your family, Herja, but I will not tolerate bloodshed in my kitchen or murder in this house.”

Herja’s honey-brown eyes bored into Airi’s, her lips a sneer. She withdrew the knife and threw it across the floor. Airi barely had a moment to take a deep breath before her mother grabbed her throat with two hands. “Soon, you’ll no longer be my ward. Two weeks, Airi, then you leave this house and never come back.”

“My house, Herja, and you don’t get to make that decision.” Airi could barely hear Madam Keren as the world dimmed around her. Air failed to reach her lungs. Herja’s hands tightened the choke on her throat. “Two weeks, Airi. Work for me or get out…” The Madam continued speaking, and the other women exclaimed something about how Airi would curse their business if she worked there, but Airi’s consciousness wavered. Her vision clouded, and she closed her eyes.

One final vision of Herja squeezing harder, a snarl twisting her lips. 

The world faded, and Airi heard nothing more.








  
  

Chapter 5

Airi
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“Wake up, girl.” 

A wooden spoon rapped sharply against Airi’s hip and brought her out of the darkness. Her hand went to her throat and then her head, not sure which hurt worse. A deep throb also radiated from her left wrist.

“Get a movin’. I don’t need you looking dead in my kitchen. Everyone will say the place is haunted.”

Airi struggled to a sitting position, a groan passing between her cracked lips, and she hung her head. The world spun. When her vision finally cleared, the cook loomed over her with a frown.

She would’ve asked what happened, but it all came back to her within moments. Her hands trembled as she looked around. But it was only her and the cook.

“Herja?” Coming from a bruised throat, her barely audible voice sounded strangled.

The cook shook her head. “Gone back to her room with a client.”

Airi stood. It was then she noticed the rose. Or what was left of it. A few trailing petals led to the fireplace, the wooden mug gone from the table. 

The cook noticed her gaze. “Your mother did it. Though your sister put up a huge fuss.”

Airi nodded, already knowing Herja had been responsible. Her mother never let her keep anything nice, her medallion being the only exception. Not that she really wanted a rose from a suitor, especially one she would never marry, and one who was just as cruel as her mother.

Lord Galton and her mother deserved each other.

“Briallen’s doing chores?”

The cook pursed her lips.

The silence felt like Herja’s pressing weight on her throat. “Where is my sister?”

“I promised I wouldn’t tell, but that girl is going to get herself into trouble.”

Her hands trembled and her stomach roiled. She was glad she hadn’t eaten yet this day. Fear made her tongue thick and clumsy. “What is she doing?”

“Something about getting another rose to replace the one lost.”

“No.” The word came out as almost a whisper. “How long ago did she leave?”

“Less than two hours ago?”

Airi sprang forward and grabbed her cloak, doing her best to ignore the aches in her body, the dizziness swamping her vision. When she pinned her cloak, the fabric brushed the cut on her throat. She hissed at the pain, but she was used to being in pain all the time. She always healed too quickly for Herja’s liking, and it gave her mother more reasons to beat her and encourage others to keep her in line as well.

The cook yelled after her when she threw open the door. “Don’t be getting into more trouble, missy!”

Airi ignored the admonition. There was only one place Briallen would have gone to get another rose. To Lord Galton’s Estate. Accounting for the half-mile to the edge of the Malustra Woods, the trek to skirt around the Forbidden Barrier, and the additional mile walk to the estate, Briallen probably wasn’t there yet.

Airi could take the shortcut through the woods and maybe catch her sister in time.

Ignoring the pain in her bruised body and the blurring of her vision, Airi sprinted the half-mile to the Forbidden Barrier. Snow fell fast, sticking to the tips of her nose and ears and the ends of her eyelashes. The dark sky rumbled. 

She barely paused at the embankment, scrambling up the side. Agony shot through her wrist, and she clenched her teeth against the pain there and in her head. 

Her breath labored while her heart slammed against her ribcage, beating erratically.

At the top, standing next to the shadowed dragon statue, she kissed her fingertips and touched them to the hidden medallion. 

She lunged into another run, counting off the steps as she weaved through the dark silhouettes of trees.

Five, ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty, forty—

Something grabbed her. 

Yanked back, Airi gagged at her cloak, strangling her neck. 

Claws scraped along her skin.

A mix of tearing, ripping, and shredding noises. Like impatient men tearing off whore’s clothing. No laughter here, though. 

Deep growls. 

Then the snap of individual fibers of her cloak until the clasp popped free.

She flew back. Her body slammed into the ground and breath whooshed from her lungs.

A canopy of naked tree limbs bowed over her. Snowflakes glided through the sky to make everything hazy. The cold ground soothed her aching body. She laughed at the absurdity of noticing such details when something was surely about to kill her.

Then a shadow blocked her view of the trees. 

A ten-foot tall, yellow-white beaver bear planted broad paws near her head. Thick whiskers twitched on either side of its rodent-like mouth, where two long teeth curved outward.

She screamed and shut her eyes while throwing her arms over her head.

A loud thud rumbled the ground beneath her.

She opened her eyes at the growling sounds and rolled to her front, pushing herself halfway up. She meant to run but froze at the sight before her. 

The sun decided at that moment to clear through the dark haze of snow.

A white snow leopard faced off with the beaver bear. Its long, furry tail swished in agitation. The two animals circled each other. The beaver bear growled, and the snow leopard hissed.

Many years ago, before her father died in the war, Airi had attended school. She’d read in her studies about the creatures inhabiting Agondray, but she didn’t remember reading about a snow leopard as big as this one or one so far from the steep mountains in Central Agondray.

The cat was at least double the normal size, standing over four feet in height, its chest broad, its creamy fur sprinkled with charcoal-gray spots and rosettes. It was a creature that probably weighed three hundred pounds. However, its size didn’t seem to be a match for its larger opponent. 

The beaver bear rose on its two back legs and slammed back down to the ground in a show of power. Snow shifted beneath its webbed feet. The snow leopard didn’t even flinch, its bright-blue eyes steady on the enemy. Airi could swear the big cat calculated its next move with more intelligence than one usually expected of wild animals.

The cat’s tail swished again, then it launched at the beaver bear, claws out. Growls and yelps followed as the two animals thrashed against each other. The forest fell silent save for the two creatures fighting.

Airi wasn’t sure why the snow leopard attacked the beaver bear, but she guessed the cat had wanted her for a meal and would fight for it. She stood slowly, trying not to attract their attention. Her cloak lay a few feet away in a rumpled heap. Although she welcomed the cold, she didn’t want to lose the only cloak she was bound to ever own.

Just as she reached for the cloth, a screech resounded off the trees.

The snow leopard had gotten in a deep swipe to the beaver bear’s shoulder. Bright red blood ran through the yellow-white fur of its foreleg. Blood splotched both animals’ lighter coats.

The beaver bear gave a throaty rumble and flattened its small, rounded ears before backing up and lumbering away unsteadily. It disappeared into the thicker part of the Malustra Woods.

The snow leopard turned to Airi, making her squeal. She snatched up her cloak, ready to run, but something about the big cat stopped her. Those intelligent blue eyes roved over her face and dropped to her neck. Her hand flew up to the bodice of her dress and found her medallion free.

It must have worked loose when her cloak ripped off. 

The snow leopard narrowed its eyes, and Airi wondered if it was about to attack her. She held her breath.

But then the cat bent its right leg and lowered its large body to the ground.

Was the snow leopard bowing to Airi?

The cat’s great eyes partially closed in slow blinks while it stayed in position.

Not waiting another moment, Airi slung her cloak around her shoulders and tucked the medallion away. She backed up several steps, then turned and ran.

She hoped she wasn’t too late for Briallen.

When she reached another dragon statue on the other side, she looked back. The snow leopard no longer bowed, but it hadn’t advanced either. Bright-blue eyes watched her leave the forest.








  
  

Chapter 6

Airi
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Airi’s sides hurt, a stitch just beneath her ribs, but it was minor compared to the rest of her aching body. She prayed for Briallen’s safety and ran faster, not stopping until she reached the garden behind Lord Galton’s fortified manor house. 

A gathering in front of the lush flowers and rose bushes met her. The circle of men stood before her as Briallen’s teary voice gripped her heart.

She recognized four of them. Lord Galton and two of his sons, along with the small-bodied overseer, who wore his love of power and control in the set of his shoulders and his perpetual sneer.

Her glance grazed the baron’s before looking past him for her sister. “Briallen?”

“I’m here.” A note of hope tinged her sister’s reply. Briallen shifted to find Airi, although one man barred her from leaving the circle.

Briallen held a fresh rose. Tears tracked down her tawny cheeks. It yanked on Airi’s heart, and she tried to reach her, but the men pushed her back.

Lord Galton crossed his arms in his usual wide stance. “Leod found your sister stealing from my land.”

“I didn’t mean any harm.”

Leod frowned at Briallen. “You can’t just take something that doesn’t belong to you, little girl.”

Briallen’s head swung toward Lord Galton. “But you already gave one to my sister and my mother threw it into the fire. I just wanted to replace it.”

Airi took several steps forward, her hand on her heart. “Lord Galton, please.”

The man spoke with an even, unrushed tone, as if he held the winning hand in a card game. A smug smile made him look dangerous. “Do you know the consequences of stealing from somebody’s land?”

Coldness seeped into her body at the thought something truly awful was about to happen. “She’s just a child.”

“I promise I didn’t mean to steal.”

The overseer spat a wad of tobacco at Briallen’s feet. “I think by rights you own her now, my lord.”

Own her?

Ice slid through Airi’s veins. Everything she’d ever done was for her sister. Briallen was her reason for being, and she would not let these men take her away.

Airi leaped toward Briallen with a growl, but Leod shot out an arm and grabbed her around the waist. He pulled her flush against him. She struggled to get free, ignoring the pain in her body, and stomped down on his foot.

He laughed at the attack. “Boy, aren’t you a small spitfire?”

He shoved her to the ground. Flashbacks crowded Airi’s thoughts of when he’d done that to her years ago, before stomping on her knee and flinging cruel words at her. Not waiting for a repeat, she jumped to her feet and backed away from him. He only laughed. 

This can’t be happening.

Briallen would not be a slave to Lord Galton and his overseer. She turned to the baron. “Take me instead.”

Lord Galton’s calculated look suggested he’d already seen this outcome. His sons scoffed at the idea.

Leod was the first to speak. “Why would we want some mangy looking dog like you when our dog smells better?”

His younger brother, who was but two years older than Airi, crossed his arms, reminiscent of his father. “You’re cursed and ugly on top of that. Your sister is a tad prettier than you, even if she is a bit too young. But we only got to wait a couple of years.”

“Boys!” The baron had allowed no one to be mean to her before. His one word silenced both sons. 

As the ice in her veins solidified, freezing her every movement, her gut cramped at the idea of Briallen being here with these men. Her youth and innocence stripped away before she even had a chance to grow up. No child should experience that type of desecration.

Would the baron truly allow such a thing to happen?

Airi tangled her fingers in her cloak, her throat closing. It was all her fault for not tossing the rose away the minute she’d left Lord Galton. 

She threw herself to her knees before the man, eyes downcast. She swallowed against the thickness in her throat. “You wanted me. Take me instead. Please, my lord.”

Everything stilled.

She clasped her trembling hands together and looked up. “I beg of you, my lord. I’ll marry you if you release her.”

He shook his head. “It’s too late to take my offer, but you can trade in her place.”

Airi’s stomach churned, bile rising in her throat at what that meant for her. She swallowed it down. “I will do it. Just release my sister.”

No smile showed on Lord Galton’s face now. He actually looked sorry for this outcome. “Are you sure you are willing to make this trade?”

She nodded, not even looking at her sister, who protested with whimpers.

“Then so be it. I agree to exchange the thief, Briallen, for her sister, Airi.”

The other men erupted into fierce arguments, the cacophony loud as they protested over each other. 

Lord Galton ignored the reactions of the other men as he reached down and pulled Airi up by an elbow. He bent his lips close to her ear. “You should have taken my offer of marriage earlier today. None of this would have happened. Regardless, now you’re mine. I mean to find out everything I can about you.”

She shivered from the icy sensation crawling up her spine.

The baron flicked a glance to Briallen, who stood in the same place, fresh tears on her cheeks. “Say goodbye to your sister. It will be the last time you’ll speak to her as a freewoman.”

He propelled Airi forward by her elbow. Even though the men disagreed with the exchange, they shuffled aside, freeing her sister.

Feeling frozen inside, her body stiff from all her injuries, Airi wiped away Briallen’s tears. Lord Galton watched her, and she swallowed hard. 

“Listen to me, Briallen. You must run back home. And you must never come back. Listen to Mother.”

Herja may be awful to Airi, but her mother seemed to care for Briallen.

“I can’t leave you here.” 

Airi tried to smile, even with the swelling in her cheeks from where her mother had hit her earlier, and brushed back Briallen’s black curls. “You must be strong for me. Okay? Can you do that? Can you show me how strong you are?”

“You’re stronger than me.”

New tears threatened in Briallen’s honey-brown eyes and Airi pulled her into a hug. “It comes with age, little one. Every day, you say to yourself you’re strong and you can survive anything. After saying it enough times, you’ll feel strength fill you.”

Briallen nodded her head on Airi’s shoulder, sniffling.

Airi would need to renew her strength, too. Her future offered bleaker days, but she wouldn’t tell her sister that or how frightened she was. Airi was just glad she’d saved Briallen from her fate. Straightening, she pushed Briallen’s shoulders. “Run. Don’t look back. Don’t stop until you reach the brothel.”

At first, she wondered if her sister would even leave, but when Briallen looked around at the men, their gazes assessing her, she squeezed Airi’s hand. She whispered, “I wish you strength, too.”

Then she ran.

Airi stared after her until her sister disappeared from view. Tears clogged her throat and her hand rested on her middle, where her insides churned. No tears would fall, though. Herja’s lessons had seared her soul, and she wouldn’t show weakness to these men. 

With her sister gone, everything quieted.

“Valdis, put her in the Iron Cabin.” Lord Galton’s request drew Airi’s gaze to the baron. 

“She is but a human girl,” the overseer said.

Lord Galton ignored the short man and spoke to her instead. “I cannot wait to delve into your secrets, but I have to make this official with the High Councilor first.” 

He tramped toward the hill, glancing back briefly. The look he gave her told her he didn’t expect any trouble accomplishing that task. Talking to the High Councilor would only be a formality, his ownership of her to be documented for Mariskust’s records. “I will also stop by the brothel and let your mother know I own you now.”

I own you now.

The words echoed in Airi’s head. Numbness spread through her limbs and thoughts. She barely paid any attention when the overseer grabbed her arm and dragged her along the estate.

Her future loomed threateningly over her. 

Dark days ahead. 

Her eyes remained unfocused until they were before a wooden door framed in rusted iron. Iron sheeting covered the entire square-shaped building with barely a peak of the wood walls beneath. The overseer released her long enough to unlock the door.

Panic gripped her. She looked around this area of the estate, not knowing where she was. She had always worked in the kitchen back at the fortified manor house. Several other cabins lined an open field, but this was the first of two cabins with iron sheets nailed over the walls. 

For a moment, she thought about running. But if she did, would Lord Galton take Briallen? 

That question stopped any further thoughts of escape.

Valdis grabbed her arm once more and shoved her inside the cabin, muttering something about not even being able to enjoy punishing her yet. The door slammed shut, and the lock clicked in place behind her.

Airi shivered and peered around the small, dark cabin. There wasn’t much in the way of furniture. A raised hearth, the only source of light, squatted in the center. Thin reeds of smoke escaped through a hole in the roof. A chamber pot and two sleeping pallets crowded toward the back, partially in shadow.

Her gaze stopped there.

On one pallet, the strangest person she’d ever seen watched her.

“You’re not fae,” he said.
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