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Chapter One
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icelyn frost—purveyor of all things chocolate. Icelyn read the brand-new sign hanging over her brand-new shop. She loved how the swirl of the letters looked like tempered chocolate atop a perfectly iced cake, not to mention how the deep brown color shined next to the magenta-and-ivory striped awning. The tradesfolk who had worked to get her shop ready for the grand opening had outdone themselves. She might have been guilty of bribing them with both chocolate and non-chocolate baked goods, along with hot drinks. But who would blame her? She had a talent and she might as well use it to her advantage whenever she could.

“We did it, Ember. Just look at the sign, the shop. It’s perfect, and it’s ours.” She looked down at her pet mini-dragon. Ember was looking especially good today. Her purple scales were extra shiny, perfect for the upcoming grand opening.

Ember let out a little puff of smoke, agreeing with Icelyn. She flapped her wings, causing her to hover just above the ground. It was Ember’s favorite way to show excitement.

Icelyn flipped her unicorn-colored hair over her shoulder. The pinks, blues, purples, and silvers of her wavy hair cascaded down her back. Her hair was different, even for Wynterfell.

She could thank her mother for the shimmery uniqueness. Not everyone could claim a unicorn as a mother, but she could, even if she didn’t really remember much about her, but what she did remember was really quite a story.

Her father, Jonathan Frost, met her mother, Astrea, during the Great Protection, when hunters were set on depleting the unicorn population, hunting them for the magic in their horns. To protect them, the castle’s wizard turned all unicorns human.

One day Jonathan was walking in the forest and stumbled across Astrea. It was love at first sight, and it felt like a love of the ages. Until the day the wizard showed up at their door, offering a safe place for Astrea to be in her natural form. Jonathan encouraged her to go, knowing how much she missed that life, even if it meant leaving him and their young daughter behind.

Icelyn shook the memories off, muttering to herself as she shifted her focus away from her past and towards her future. “What do you think, Ember? I hope we can be a part of all the winter festivities. Just imagine how many customers we will have if we take part in the entire holiday season.” She clapped her hands together and twirled, Ember flying in circles around her. This was her dream come true. At least it would be, once it was successful.

“Icelyn Frost, this place is splendid.” Holly Green squealed, throwing her arms around her best friend, nearly knocking the two of them to the ground. “I’m so happy for you.”

Icelyn felt her friend shiver. “Let’s get inside. It’s absolutely frigid out here.”

As she pulled out the heavy key, she took a deep breath. She slid it into the lock, and with half a twist, the door popped open. She stepped aside, letting Holly and Ember through. The café was a silvery grey color with pops of magenta, and the tables were a rich brown that reminded her of swirls of milk and dark chocolate. A cream-colored candle sat as the centerpiece of each table.

“Ember,” Icelyn called; in seconds, her pet dragon was in front of her, flapping her wings. “Can you light the fireplace fire and the candles?”

Ember let out a puff of smoke before turning to do as asked. She hopped from one table to another, letting out a small flame to light each of the candles. It wasn’t long before all the candles were lit, and the dragon was in front of the fire, blowing a solid stream of flame into the stone structure until the wood caught fire. Soon the room filled with warmth and a sense of coziness.

Instead of heading to one of the many tables in the room, Icelyn escorted her companions to the overstuffed teal sofas next to the fireplace. She hoped people looking to read a good book while enjoying a chocolate treat would enjoy this spot. It’s why she had installed bookshelves and made sure all her favorite fairy tales were there.

“Have you shown your father your café? It’s so cozy and so you. He must be very proud.” Holly plopped down on the sofa, a mound of pillows surrounding her.

“Not yet. I want to have regular customers before I show it off. It’s just such an enormous risk. I don’t want to tell everyone in case it doesn’t work out.”

“You know better than to focus on your doubts. You have to manifest your success.” Holly glared at Icelyn, folding her arms. “Now, stop biting your nails—you only do that when you let your fear of failure overwhelm you—and start focusing on how this place is your dream.”

“I know, it’s just . . .” Icelyn rolled her shoulders and pivoted to face the kitchen. “Just give me a moment, and I’ll have peppermint hot cocoas for all of us.” Icelyn pulled her hair back out of her face and into a ponytail.

“My favorite: peppermint hot cocoa and peppermint mochas. Sometimes that little extra kick is what I need in the morning.”

“I was planning on entering my peppermint hot cocoa in the competition at the Snow Solstice Festival, but I’m not sure. I’m worried it’s too basic and I need to come up with something more creative—unique, but with all the creamy goodness that makes you want another sip.” Icelyn brought out two of her signature ceramic hand-warmer mugs and a bowl of warm oat milk for Ember on a tray.

“You worry too much. I’ve never tasted anything you’ve made and not wanted another sip or bite. In fact, I volunteer as your official taste-tester for all things leading up to the Snow Solstice Festival.” Holly smiled and took a sip of her drink. “Seriously, what do you do to make everything so good? It’s like you use magic.”

“Love, everything is made with love. Which is its very own type of magic.”​
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Chapter Two
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“An ultimatum, my father, the king, gave me an ultimatum.” Prince Colden Whittaker sprawled in the green velvet wingback chair, kicking his booted leg over the arm of the chair.

“His Highness has a tendency to get exactly what he wants. The real question is, what does he want from you this time?” Douglas asked.

Colden looked at the captain of the guard and his longtime friend. “It’s more like, what doesn’t he want? I don’t mind taking on more responsibility; in fact, I long for it. But he’s put me in charge of the Snow Solstice Festival, a frivolous task, instead of something with meaning. In addition, my father has insisted I find a spouse by the end of the festival.”

“The festival is important to Wynterfell, especially to all the merchants. I wouldn’t call it frivolous,” Douglas scolded the prince. “And marriage might not be that bad. I wouldn’t know though; I’m still living the single life.”

Colden shifted his lanky frame until he was sitting upright, pushing his fingers through his black hair. “You’re right, I’m acting like an entitled ass. This event is special to my father’s people, some day my people, and I need to respect what matters to them.”

“That was easier than I thought it would be. It’s always nice when you not only listen to me but admit I’m right.” Douglas laughed. “Let’s go into town, find out what the townsfolk need this winter. You can make the Snow Solstice Festival the best the town has ever seen.”

“You’re right, that’s exactly the attitude I need to take.” Colden jumped from his seat, ready to start his new task with enthusiasm, ignoring the second part of the assignment from his father. He wasn’t ready for the responsibility that came with a spouse—especially if the match wasn’t fueled with love. Responsibility could only keep a marriage going for so long. “I have a better idea.”

“You don’t want to go to town?”

“I do, but I don’t want to go as the prince. It’s time for an incognito mission.” Colden rubbed his hands together, the wheels turning in his head. “I want to learn what the village needs, and if they know it’s me, everyone will be, well, polite. If this festival is going to make a difference, I don’t need polite, I need to hear the truth.”

Douglas stroked his red beard. “It’s not a bad idea, but I think the townsfolk would rather see you involved as you. They want to know you care.”

“Hmmm, something to think about, but for today I don’t want to be noticed if I can help it.” He grabbed his wool cloak.

“Like anyone could see you in that cloak and those boots and not know who you are,” Douglas muttered.

“What did you say?” Colden asked from the doorway.

“Nothing, sir. Nothing at all.”

[image: A logo of a cup

Description automatically generated]

With the shops along Main Street dusted with snow, the village of Wynterfell glistened in the sunlight. Every door was decked out with an evergreen wreath or trimmed with garland filled with red berries and pinecones. It was a picturesque sight to see as everyone geared up for the Snow Solstice Festival. Taking in all the decorations around him, Colden was reminded of the excitement the festival used to bring him, especially when he was a kid. It was a child’s winter dream with competitions galore. His favorites were always the snow sculpture challenge and the snowball battle. His mother was always most excited about the ice skaters and the shop decorations, while his father loved the sled dragon races and the marketplace. He said the festival market was where he always felt closest to the people of Wynterfell. It gave him a chance to see what made the townsfolk happiest. Colden hadn’t understood it as a child, but he was starting to see why it was so important to his father now, especially as he stood at the edge of downtown and could feel the energy all around him.

He sauntered down Main Street, looking into different shops along the way. He stopped in front of a pretty magenta awning. “Douglas, is this shop new? I don’t think I recognize it.” There was a small sign in the window that read baked goods.

“Oh–My–Gods! It’s Prince Colden.”

Startled, he turned towards the sound of a woman’s voice. That was his first mistake. The second was making eye contact with the petite blonde pointing at him. While she looked attractive in her icy-blue winter gown, she had completely undermined his ability to remain incognito.

“I knew it was you the moment I saw you. No one could mistake you for anyone other than the prince.” The woman rushed over to him, words dropping out of her mouth one on top of the other, so fast it was almost impossible to distinguish what it was she was saying.

“You must be m . . .”

“Stacey, how dare you not tell me the prince is here, across the street from our little café?” A young man wearing a bright fuchsia coat followed behind the blonde.

“I didn’t know he was out here, Dru.” She stomped her foot with a huff. “How would I? I was inside with you until just a few moments ago.”

Colden glanced back at Douglas, a look of sheer terror on his face. Douglas just shrugged, a lot of help he was. Colden turned back to the duo rushing towards him, plastering a princely smile on his face.

“You’ve found me out. I’m visiting town to get ideas for the upcoming festival. I must . . .” He turned to leave, but to no avail.

“The festival,” shrieked Stacey. ​She jumped up and down, everything, including her curls, bouncing in unison. “Oh my, I have such ideas. Why don’t we grab a bite, and I can tell you all of them?” Stacey grabbed his arm, completely disregarding his status.

“Stacey, do not distract the prince with your blathering. If he wanted your ideas, I’m sure he would have asked,” Dru said, taking Colden by the other arm. “I’m sure you aren’t interested in the ideas of a frivolous girl. I, however, have been thinking about the festival for ages, and have made a list of improvements from last year.”

Colden’s eyes darted wildly as they dragged him away from the pretty magenta awning towards Mother Maude’s Tea and Coffee House. For a brief moment his eyes met Douglas’s, who threw his head back, laughing. It was apparent Colden was not getting any assistance from that corner.

He stopped, extricating himself from the couple, then they stopped. “Actually, I was headed to that shop there,” he said, pointing to the place they had pulled him away from.

Stacey gasped. Dru shook his head.

“You do not want to go there. Mother Maude’s is much better,” Stacey said as she grabbed the prince by the arm and pulled Colden away from the pretty shop, towards the tea and coffee house. Which did not look nearly as inviting as . . . He looked behind him to catch the shop name, but he only managed to see the last few words . . . purveyor of all things chocolate.
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Chapter Three
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“They did it again. They escorted another potential customer away from my café. Holly, how am I going to succeed if Dru and Stacey steal every single person that comes near here?” Icelyn’s head fell to the counter.

She was sick of those two stealing any guests that would pay attention to her. Ember let out a puff of smoke. Icelyn absently petted Ember’s head in response.

“Don’t despair, I’ve got ideas brewing in my noggin. Granted, it would be much easier if you let me stoop to their level. But I know you won’t, so I’m trying to come up with some sneaky ideas that you won’t find morally repugnant.” Holly flipped her thick red braid over her shoulder. It fell past her waist, all the way down to her thigh. Holly leaned onto the counter next to Icelyn, thrumming her fingers as she plotted. “We could—wait, no, you would never approve. How about—no, that’s no good either. I know—”

The bell above the door tinkled, letting Icelyn know someone was in her shop.

Wait, someone just walked through the door!

She had a customer! Her head popped up; her bright smile seemed to light up the entire room. Walking towards her was a brawny, red-haired lumberjack of a man, with a full beard completing the look.

“Welcome to my café, what can I get for you today?” Icelyn stumbled over herself in her attempt to welcome the first person Stacey and Dru hadn’t swept away. “Oh my gods, I’m so sorry. Please, have a seat.”

The man chuckled and grabbed a chair at one of her dainty tables. He looked so out of place she almost started to laugh, but she stopped herself because she didn’t want to be rude. Once she started laughing, there was no way she was going to be able to stop. It had been one of those days. Right now, she was only holding on by a thread, one that was fraying.

“I couldn’t resist stopping, your shop front is so inviting. And the name, purveyor of all things chocolate—it’s like you predicted all my wants and desires without ever meeting me.” The man looked around her tiny café, eyes pausing on Holly briefly before returning to Icelyn.

“I’m Icelyn Frost and I know a thing or two about loving chocolate. What are you looking for today? Cake, brownies, candies, hot beverages, or”—she paused for effect— “something without chocolate.”

She glanced back at Holly, who was staring at the lumberjack, jaw slack. Holly must have felt Icelyn looking at her because she jerked her head towards their guest and made eye contact with Icelyn, mouthing Oh–my–gods. Yummy!

Icelyn bit back a giggle before turning back to her only customer, the only customer she had had since her store opened a few days ago. She needed him to love her place, it was imperative. She heard Ember flapping behind her.

“And who is this little cutie?” the man asked.

“Oh, that’s Ember.” Icelyn glared at Ember. “I’m sorry. I can take her to the back.”

“Don’t do that on my account,” he said as Ember snuggled up against him. He bent over and picked up the dragon, setting her on his lap.

“Anything sound good?” she asked with a smile.

“Everything sounds fantastic; Colden is going to be so mad those two piranhas hijacked him. I know he’s not going to get to try anything half as good as I am.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere that’s smelled this good.”

“Did you say Colden, as in Prince Colden?” Icelyn stared in disbelief.

“I did.”

“If he’s here, in town, and you’re with him, you must be Sir Douglas Fir, his royal guard.” She stood there fidgeting, shocked by the man in front of her.

“I am.”

“Shouldn’t you be with him? I mean—I’m sorry, I shouldn’t question how you go about doing your job. It’s just Stacey and Dru are so . . .” Icelyn trailed off, realizing she was babbling and didn’t have anything nice to say about her competition, and step-siblings.

She remembered how her unicorn mother left to live out her life as the gods intended, as a beautiful unicorn, leaving Jonathan Frost all alone with their young daughter. At a loss, he remarried a local, Maude Mavern of Mother Maude’s Tea and Coffee House. Icelyn had been excited, especially since not only did she get a new mother, but she also got a brother and a sister and, to top it off, they were twins. But Drusillo and Anastasia, better known around Wynterfell as Dru and Stacey, were awful to her, as was their mother, Maude. Unfortunately, Icelyn’s father travelled so much for work he never understood why Icelyn was so unhappy.

“Awful, annoying, obnoxious,” Douglas said.

“What?” Icelyn shook her head to bring herself back to the present.

“I was just attempting to finish your sentence, ‘Stacey and Dru are so’—I suggested awful, annoying, and obnoxious.”

“Haha, you’ve described their personalities spot on,” Holly chimed in, leaving her safe space behind the counter. “Icelyn will not do anything about them escorting every single potential customer away from here. But it’s just going to continue to happen unless someone does something about it. By the way, I’m Holly.” She held her hand out to Douglas.

“Nice to meet you, Holly.” He raised her hand to his lips, then winked, before letting it go.

“Aren’t you absolutely swoon worthy?” Holly winked back before sitting next to Douglas.

Icelyn rolled her eyes. Holly was an impetuous flirt, falling in and out of love as often as a normal person changed their undergarments. Although, they were pretty cute with their coordinating red hair.

“Would you like a sampler of what I have here? It’s on the house,” Icelyn said.

“Icelyn,” Holly hissed with a meaningful look.

She knew Holly was telling her to charge Douglas, that he was the only customer that had ventured into her café since she opened and she couldn’t afford to give away anything. But a connection like this could change everything, and if free chocolate helped establish a connection, it would be well worth it.

“I would love a sampler plate and something to drink. But I can pay. The prince values my service, and I’m compensated accordingly,” Douglas said.

“I guess I’ll have to charge you then.” Icelyn smiled, then turned to make her way to the back. She put a pot on the stove to heat the oat milk for her peppermint hot cocoas. She plated a piece of her chocolate ganache cake with a dollop of whipped cream, a slice of chocolate Solstice log filled with whiskey cream frosting and covered with chocolate bark; next to that she added a mini peppermint-mocha cupcake, and finished the plate off with one of her non-chocolate specialties, a pumpkin spice cupcake filled with apples sautéed in a cinnamon bourbon and topped with cream cheese frosting. It was a dessert plate fit for a king, or at the very least the prince’s captain of the guard.

She carefully balanced three mugs of cocoa and the dessert plate on her serving tray and brought it out front. She set everything on the table in front of Douglas and Holly with a flourish.

“Look at this feast of sweets. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many delectable-looking desserts in one place. Are they as good as they look?” Douglas asked.

“Better,” Holly and Icelyn responded in unison.

“Gods, I hope I didn’t just drool thinking about trying these. That would be embarrassing, but could anyone blame me?” Douglas wiped his mouth. “So, what do I have in front of me?”

Icelyn rattled off each dessert, giving Douglas and Holly a chance to take a bite of each one. She finished by telling them about the cocoa and waited for a response from at least one of them. She continued to wait as they went back for one bite after another. It wasn’t until the plate was topped with only crumbs that Douglas looked up at her.

“What? You expected me to stop eating and give you feedback? Impossible. You know how everyone always says you only need three bites of a dessert to be satisfied? Well, they are wrong, and have obviously never tasted anything you’ve made. I’m not sure I can walk out of here at this point, but if you put something else in front of me, I would eat it. I would probably die. But death by chocolate would be a wonderful way to go.” Douglas smiled as he daintily wiped his mouth with a cloth napkin.

That’s when he took a sip of the hot cocoa.

Icelyn watched as his eyes rolled back before he closed them completely and sighed.

“What is in this? It has to be magic!”

“That’s Icelyn’s specialty, but she’s worried it’s too basic to enter into the hot cocoa competition. She won’t believe me when I say it’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted,” Holly said, crossing her arms in a huff.

Douglas stared a second longer than necessary at Holly and her crossed arms before turning to Icelyn. “She’s right, you know. I can’t imagine tasting anything that would beat this. It tastes like liquid magic. There’s magic in it, right?”

“It’s made with love, I’m sure that’s what you taste,” Icelyn said.

Even if there was a dash of magic in what she made, she would never admit it.
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Dru and Stacey dragged Colden into Mother Maude’s, talking nonsense the entire way. He did everything he could to stop their progress towards the restaurant that, sadly, did not look as inviting as the chocolate shop he was being pulled away from. The one Douglas, that traitor, had just walked into. With a sigh Colden gave in and let himself be directed into the overly dark tea and coffee house.

The doors creaked as Dru pulled it open, stepping aside to let Colden and Stacey pass. The room was floor-to-ceiling wood, which should have been cozy, but instead was oppressive. He felt like the ceiling was closing in on him. Stacey stopped next to a very large table surrounded by rickety benches.

“I’m going to bring you a mug of our famous hot cocoa, everyone in town just adores it, it’s won the hot cocoa contest the last five years, and maybe I’ll include a baked good or two on the tray,” Stacey chirped and ran off to the kitchen.

Dru sat, pulling Colden down with him. “So, is it true? Are you taking over the Snow Solstice Festival?”

“How did you hear about that already? My father just assigned me the task this morning.” Colden looked at Dru, bewildered that this stranger knew about things that still felt very new to him. Did he know about his other assignment as well?          

“Word travels fast in Wynterfell. Especially if there’s a possibility of things changing. And you being in charge of the festival—that’s a huge change. Especially if it ends with you announcing your upcoming nuptials.” Dru leaned forward on the table and waited for the prince to say something.

“I have been tasked with running the festival this year,” Colden said in clipped tones.

“That’s fantastic! Are you planning on changing much? My family has been providing the food and hot cocoa for the event for years. We’ve even won the hot cocoa competition for the last five years.” Dru turned to look back into the kitchen, standing as he did so.

“I would love to give it all a taste. Maybe we can set something up for another time.” Colden pushed himself up: it seemed like the perfect moment to escape the dreary restaurant.

Little did he know how wrong he was, as his plan to leave was foiled when Stacey bounced back into the room carrying a tray full of treats. Dru pushed the prince back down until he was sitting on the bench, giving Colden a little squeeze before he took a seat himself.

Colden sat there, trapped. He couldn’t very well get up and leave. These two were his people. However, they were only two of his people, and he wanted to walk through all of Wynterfell and discover what the majority of the town wanted for the festival, not just the ones in this room.

Dru locked eyes with Stacey and nodded. Colden had a feeling he knew what that meant, and he didn’t like it. The squeal that came out of the bouncy blonde confirmed what the nod meant. Everyone in town knew he was looking for someone to be his. Stacey rushed over to his side. The tray she was carrying clattered on the table.

“Oh Prince Colden, it’s true! You’re announcing your spouse at the Snow Solstice Festival?” Stacey sat so close to him that she was almost in his lap.

He gently slid away from her; that was, until he ran into Dru. The two of them had him surrounded.

Stacey scootched closer to him, pinning him between her and her twin. “Here’s what I brought for you to try: a peppermint drop brownie, a pumpkin roll filled with tart cheese frosting, a cranberry-orange spice cupcake, and finally, a pomegranate gingerbread cheesecake. And to finish it all off, here’s our pumpkin spice hot cocoa that won the festival competition last year.”

The desserts all looked good, nicely decorated, with yummy-looking colors. There just wasn’t enough chocolate on the plate in front of him. Colden’s favorite desserts all included chocolate. In fact, he didn’t really think it counted as a dessert unless there was chocolate involved, which was why his hand immediately sought the peppermint drop brownie.

He brought it to his lips expecting a moist chocolate bite with a crisp minty finish, like the feeling of stepping outside into the snow after sitting by a roaring fire. Instead, he almost broke a tooth. The brownie was as hard as a rock; instead of being warm and gooey, it could be used as a weapon. He set the brownie aside, taking a sip of the hot cocoa which was bland and sour. Colden gulped it down, the only other option would have been to spit it out, which was the opposite of princely.

“So, Prince Colden, do you absolutely love it?” Stacey asked.

“That’s not the word I would use?” Colden stood, only to be pushed down again.

“Scrumptious, is that a better word?” Dru leaned in, his hand on the prince’s shoulder.

“If you say so.”

Stacey vibrated with energy next to him. “Try the next one, it’ll make your taste buds sing.”

Colden took a deep breath, bracing himself for whatever came next on the plate in front of him. He grabbed the cranberry-orange spice cupcake. He took a bite—and it felt like every bit of liquid in his mouth evaporated. He coughed, causing bits of cake to come flying from his mouth. He went to grab the hot cocoa but stopped before his hand reached the cup. Dry mouth or that awful concoction, Colden didn’t know which was worse.

What he did know was that he wasn’t going to sit here and eat another bite. He didn’t understand how this place won last year based on what he tasted today.

“If you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere I need to be.” Colden pushed the bench back and stood.

“But Prince Colden, you haven’t tried all the tasty treats,” Stacey whined. She stood there with hands on her hips and a pouty face.

“It can’t be helped, duties and all that.”

“At least let us put these in a box for you.” Dru tried to push the prince back onto the bench. But Colden was done, he wasn’t going to stay any longer.

“I’m sorry, I must be on my way. Maybe another time.” Colden stepped over the bench and all but ran to the door. He had to leave the tasteless restaurant as fast as he could.

The twins had other ideas: Stacey somehow reached the door before him. “Are you going to hire us for the festival? We can make all the hot cocoa and desserts that are needed.”

“We would be happy to serve you, Prince Colden . . . and everyone else at the festival,” Dru said, lightly caressing Colden’s shoulders.

Stacey moved in front of him and took him by the lapels. At first Colden was seriously confused, but he figured it out as she yanked him down. He moved to his right, ducking under her arm. She stumbled forward but found her balance too quickly for Colden’s liking.

For a moment, he was free of her, his path out of the restaurant within reach. That was until Stacey darted in front of the door. Once again, she stood between him and his escape. His jaw clenched. This woman was on his very last nerve. He picked Stacey up and moved her out of his way. With a quick wave, he left Mother Maude’s behind.
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Chapter Five
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Prince Colden took a deep breath the second he stepped out of the tea and coffee house. It had been suffocating in there, with the dark ceiling pressing down and the lack of fresh air. A chill went up his spine as he heard the door behind him creak. Terrified that the twins were coming out, he considered bursting into an undignified run to get away as fast as he could. He didn’t take the time to look over his shoulder until he was standing by the skating pond. He stopped and stood at the railing to watch the skaters go by. Some were graceful, others could barely keep their feet under them, and then there were those who took it up a notch, turning, weaving, and brimming with joy while showing off their talents.

“They are having a lot of fun out there,” a familiar voice said.

Colden looked over to see the captain of the guard standing next to him. “You abandoned me to those vultures.”
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