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For Helen, aka Georgie. Her brilliant smile will be forever missed.










  
  
Prologue




Spring, Present Day

Rain dotted the concrete as Hilde hurried across the parking lot clutching her umbrella. The overcast sky threatened dark, stormy clouds and she wanted to be inside before it broke loose and poured. Despite the coming Spring, it was still chilly, making her shiver under her thick pea coat. 

She hustled up the steps of the children’s hospital entrance, retracting her umbrellas as she crossed the threshold of the double sliding doors. She made her way to information, leaving a trail of raindrops. The receptionist gave her directions to her niece’s room. She headed to the elevators at a brisk pace.

When she found the room, her sister, Linnea, was dozing in the chair beside the girl’s hospital bed. Her chin was on her chest, her hands limp in her lap. Marigold was curled on her side in the bed hooked up to all sorts of contraptions. It hurt her heart to see her little niece like that. But the one thing that gave her comfort was seeing the blue scarf wrapped around her. The scarf she gave her for Christmas when she was six.

She’d just celebrated her eighth birthday and then immediately came down with some sort of respiratory infection. The doctors ran every test they had but never discovered the cause.

The door closed with a soft snick behind her and she paused there in the half light of the room. Outside, rain began to pour.

Linnea startled and lifted her head. Her eyes opened and fixed on Hilde standing at the door. Confusion flickered over her face for a moment, then she gave her a nod of hello. She yawned and stretched and rose, walking around the end of the bed to greet her. She wrapped her in a tight hug.

“Any change?” Hilde asked when she pulled away.

Linnea shook her head. Her eyes were bloodshot. Dark circles had formed under her lower lashes. Exhaustion lined her face.

“I’m glad you came.” Her voice was low so as not to disturb Marigold.

Hilde clutched her sister’s arm, squeezing it. “Why don’t you go home and get some rest? I’ll sit with her for a while.”

Linnea glanced back at Marigold, the hesitation evident in her body language. “Are you certain?”

“Yes, of course. She’s my favorite niece. I don’t mind.”

“She’s your only niece,” Linnea pointed out.

They shared a chuckle.

“I could use a shower,” her sister said.

“Then go. How’s Jack?” she asked, inquiring about her brother-in-law.

“He’s staying busy at work. I think he’s trying to be strong for all of us.”

“As he should.” She hugged her again. “Go on. She’ll be fine. Take this. You’ll need it.” She handed her the umbrella.

Linnea gave her a tired nod as she took it with a glance to the window. Rain sluiced down it in rivulets. “Thank you.”

She grabbed her purse from the chair and left. When she was gone, Hilde perched in the chair next to the bed. She clasped her hands in her lap, watching Marigold sleep. Her round, cherub face was in repose, her long lashes brushing her cheeks. She looked thinner than when she saw her at Christmas. Her cheeks were not quite as rosy. Her blonde hair was flat against her head.

She stirred and her eyes fluttered open. Even with the illness, her blue eyes were still bright and clear.

“Where’s Mummy?”

“She went home to get some rest.” Hilde leaned forward, placing her hand on the girl’s cold one. She gave it a quick squeeze. “I’ll stay with you until she comes back.”

Marigold shifted in the hospital bed, eyeing the water jug across the room. “I’m thirsty.”

“I’ll get you some water.”

Hilde rose and moved to the other side, pouring a cup of water for her. Then handed it to her. She sipped it, then handed it back. Hilde placed it on the side table and sat again.

She hated seeing Marigold like this. She looked and sounded weak.

“Auntie, will you tell me a story?” she asked, blinking her wide blue eyes.

How could she resist? “Of course, I will, sweet girl. And I have just the one for you.”

“What’s it about?”

“Why, it’s about a princess who was the fairest in all the land. But the evil queen was so jealous of her, she exiled her from the castle when she was the same age as you. The queen hoped she would never return.”

The girl’s eyes went round. “What did she do?”

“The princess ran into the forest,” Hilde said. “She was scared and alone. As night fell, she needed a safe place to sleep. She found a village hidden deep within the forest populated by forest elves. They took her in and let her stay with them.”

“And then what happened?” She scooted to a sitting position.

“I’ll tell you. Once upon a time, there was a lovely young woman named Snow White…”








  
  
Chapter 1




Deep in the Wyldwood Forest of the Enchanted Woodlands, the first twitter of a morning bird sang out. A blue bird, by the sound of it. Its happy song echoed through the woodlands. A breeze rustled the treetops and whispered past, tickling her skin and lifting her hair. The first stirrings of the woodland creatures were beginning. And deep in the forest, a brook babbled its way over rocks and logs winding its way northeast to spill into Dunmeade Bay. 

Snow White sensed all of this as she sat cross-legged, her hands on her knees, on the moss-covered ground, her back against the ancient oak tree, her eyes closed. She was attuned to the forest and its magical creatures around her. The energy thrummed through her, singing through her veins. It was peaceful and joyful all at once.

The flapping of delicate wings came close to her face and she remained still. A smile wanted to erupt, but she managed to keep it at bay as the fluttering buzzed her once again. Another buzz.

This time, Snow cracked open an eye. She caught a glimpse of the gossamer wings fluttering so fast, it was an iridescent blur. The creature was so quick, it was a tiny body zipping back and forth.

In the heart of our enchanted glade so bright, Snow White, a vision in the morning’s light.

The high-pitched voice lilted through her mind. She smiled and opened her eyes all the way to see the forest sprite dancing in front of her vision. She held up her hand, palm flat, and the tiny thing landed. Her bare feet were light as she alighted.

“Good morning, Annilen,” Snow said.

The forest sprite was one of her first friends when she came to the Wyldwood. She was barely six inches tall, with long, flowing golden hair, bright blue eyes and coppery skin that sparkled in the morning sun. She had a tiny, pert nose, high cheekbones, wide lips. Her wings, both upper and lower, were delicate, catching all the colors of the rainbow. Her outfit was formfitting, the leaf skirt hitting her above the knees. She was barefoot, as most sprites were.

“Good morning, my lady.” She gave a low curtsy in the palm of her hand.

Snow stretched out her long legs. After sitting cross-legged for so long, they had started to cramp. She leaned against the old oak, who gave a bit of a resigned sigh. She craned her neck to look up at the branches and leaves far overhead.

“Sorry, old friend, but I have to rest my back.”

As you wish, my lady, the oak replied. The oak was named Faradill. He stood in this forest for over a hundred years, but even at that age he was still one of the youngest trees.

In her palm, Annilen bounced back and forth from one foot to the other. “Snow, are we going to walk today?”

“Don’t we walk every day?” she asked, in return.

“It’s just that…with the Springtide festival…”

“Oh, the bloody moon! I forgot!” 

Snow leapt to her feet so quickly, it jarred Annilen. She fluttered away, hovering near her head. Before she dashed off, she turned to Faradill and placed her palm flat on the trunk.

“Bless this tree with life and roots that go deep,” she whispered, reciting the blessing to the tree for keeping her safe.

“As in your shade we find solace and keep,” Annilen added.

Faradill’s voice rumbled, deep and low, through her mind. So, mote it be.

And then Snow was off, picking up her skirts and hurrying through the forest back to her home. She leapt over fallen logs. She knew this forest better than anyone. Knew where the trail was, even though most travelers would not. Knew where she would find the yarrow root or bloodroot or mandrake or the monkeyflower. Annilen kept pace with her, fluttering close to her head.

“You don’t…have to…come with me,” Snow panted as her breath see-sawed in and out of her.

“I do,” Annilen said, as she flew next to her. Flying gave her an advantage. Flying meant she was never out of breath.

Snow was a bit envious of that. When she realized what the sprite said, she halted. Her chest rose and fell with every heaving breath.

“Wait,” Snow said. “Did Elator send you?”

Elator was her woodland elf father, though that wasn’t the right term. He was more of a father figure, a protector, and the one who had raised her from the time she was eight and exiled from her own castle. Yirrie was his wife who was giddy at the prospect of raising a human child. They took her in without question, gave her a home, loved her, raised her, and treated her as though she were one of their own.

Though she wasn’t. The only thing she had left of her royal life was a necklace she wore day and night. It was a pendant with the royal symbol of the Mystic Vale—a rose and crown.

Annilen fluttered around her head in an agitated state. “Not exactly.”

Snow put her hands on her hips, tipping her head to one side in question. “Then who did?”

When the sprite failed to answer, Snow held out her hand in an invitation for her to land. Heaving a sigh, Annilen settled in her palm, her wings coming to rest behind her and drooping.

“It was Yirrie.”

Snow frowned. That wasn’t good. “Because…?”

“Because you forgot about your fitting.”

Snow rolled her eyes to the heavens. She had forgotten about that, too. “Hurry on ahead. Tell her I’m on my way and will be there soon.”

Annilen dipped a little curtsy. “Yes, my lady.”

Now that Annilen was headed to Yirrie with her message, she took her time walking back to the village.

She hadn’t meant to spend so much time in the forest that morning, but she was drawn to it. Unable to sleep, with the moon bright and beckoning, Snow left her bed, climbed out the window and made her way into the forest. The earth, the wind, the sky all called to her. Even the nocturnal animals sensed her and spoke to her as she walked through the bracken. She was safe here, she knew. Not even Seraphina’s evil could reach here.

And so, she found her way to the foot of Faradill, perched on the forest floor, and attuned herself to the world around her. When the sun started to peek over the horizon, she should have headed home. But the world around her called to her, calmed her, made her feel as though she were a part of it. She had to be a part of it. And she was unable to stop her feet from carrying her farther and farther away from the elven village.

The Wyldwood Forest was populated with all sorts of mystical and magical creatures. From the forest sprites, to the tiny pixies that made their beds within the confines of flower petals, to the wisps that were nothing more than dances of light in the night, to even the wild endangered unicorns. They greeted her as she made her way.

Stepping over a fallen log, a mournful sound echoed through the trees. She halted, her gaze narrowing as she tried to pinpoint where it came from. It sounded again and then a shout which sounded like a man’s voice.

Clutching her skirts in her hands, she ran toward the sound and opened her senses. Something was in trouble, the baleful sound vibrating through her and telling her she was headed in the right direction.

Through the trees, she saw the glint of morning sun off the spiral horn of a unicorn. Around the unicorn’s neck, a rope yanked by a tall, brute of a man. The unicorn’s eyes rolled back as it jerked its head, stomping its hooves and trying to pull away.

Snow stopped, releasing her skirts. She clenched her fists at her sides and closed her eyes, connecting to the nature around her, asking the plants for help.

A thick ivy unwound itself from the forest floor and moved toward the man, wrapping around his legs. Another vine glided down from the trees to slide around his upper torso. And a snake slithered from the underbrush to hiss at him.

He cried out, dropping the rope, his eyes wide with fear as he looked down at his bindings. Snow opened her eyes, satisfied with her handiwork. She took slow methodical steps toward the man who had a thick beard, a wide feral face, dressed as a hunter. She knew these types. Sometimes, they would wander into the forest looking to hunt the creatures that inhabited it. He saw her at last, his terrified gaze landing on her.

“Help me!” he said.

“And why should I do that?” She reached the unicorn and slipped off the rope from around its neck. The horse nuzzled her in thanks. 

He was going to steal my horn, the lilting voice said in her mind.

And he was going to kill you for it, she said. She cut a glance back to the man.

“You are a hunter, aren’t you?”

He didn’t answer as he struggled against the vines and the ivy, trying to free himself while keeping a watchful eye on the snake at his feet. The snake that had grown in size and lifted its head up to meet his gaze. He didn’t have to answer because she already knew.

“P-please, miss. Will you help me?”

What do you think? Shall I release him? she asked.

Its gaze landed on the man, still struggling. If he promises to never return, then yes.

She looked back to the hunter, brushing a hand down the animal’s neck. The hair was soft under her palm. “Will you promise to leave this forest and never return?” 

“Y-yes! I promise!”

She continued to brush the animal, trying to sense if the man told the truth or if he lied to escape his bonds.

“Can I trust your word?” Snow asked.

“Yes! You have my word.”

She gave a quick nod. “Very well.” 

With a twitch of her hand, she released him. The vines and ivy retreated. The snake returned to its normal size and slithered away.

“Now, be gone and warn your fellow hunters this forest is not a hunting ground,” she said.

He nodded as he stumbled backward, tripping over a fallen log before turning and running. She stood with the unicorn, listening to his footsteps crashing through the forest as he headed away from them.

“You’re safe now,” she said.

Thank you, my lady.

The unicorn nuzzled her neck making her giggle. “I must go.” She patted its nose in farewell.

It gave one last snort as it trotted away from her through the forest. It wasn’t the first time she had run off hunters. She doubted it would be the last. Those who hunted unicorns, though, were the worst ones. They would do anything for the mystical beast’s spiral horn. There were very few of them left in this forest. She felt it was her duty to protect them.

Just like her duty was to be fitted for her Springtide gown. With a sigh, she hurried through the forest to home.








  
  
Chapter 2




High in her castle, Seraphina stood on her balcony overlooking the far reaches of the Mystic Vale kingdom.  Her kingdom.

She had risen through the ranks of court, garnering the eye of the king, and schemed her way into his arms. From there, it was easy to use her magical abilities to convince him to marry her.

But his daughter was a problem. Even from her young age, Snow didn’t like Seraphina. She tried on numerous occasions to come between her and the king.

The queen did what she had to do to dispose of the king by using her magic. Knowing the girl was too young to rule yet, her plan was to step in as regent and then make sure Snow would never ascend the throne. However, Seraphina discovered the king made sure the rule of the Mystic Vale would pass to Snow White upon his death. 

Seraphina did not want to hand over rule to an eight-year-old child. Why should she? In a document outlining the king’s final wishes, there was no mention of a regent or a steward. It merely stated Snow would ascend the throne and rule.

Naturally, there was much talk among the high council that there should be a steward. None of those on the council deemed her worthy. They voted to uphold the king’s final wishes, effectively casting her aside and ending her rule. So, they thought.

As the months passed, Snow prepared for her coronation. Seraphina realized there was one truth above all—the people loved her and would never want to see anyone else ruling the kingdom or sitting on the throne. This did not sit well with the queen who was now a widower.

She did what she had to and invited the girl for a walk in the castle gardens under the guise of getting to know her better. When they arrived, she told Snow White all those who lived within the keep hated her and wanted her gone. She used a bit of dark magic to make the girl believe and then cast her out into the night, banishing her forever from the castle.

The girl, crying with despair, fled. The queen had never seen her again. Her hope was that the girl fled into the dangerous Wyldwood Forest and it would swallow her whole.

When she banished Snow White, most of the castle staff left. So be it. She didn’t need them if they were not loyal.

Heaving a sigh, she shoved away those memories. After all, it had been ten years since the girl’s disappearance. Surely, she was dead by now.

As she stood looking at the land gripping the handrail, her mind plotted. There were three other kingdoms in the Enchanted Woodlands. Three kingdoms that could be under her rule and only her rule. Three kingdoms she needed to bend the knee to her.

Feywood was to the south and ruled by King Alfred. He had a large army and so he would be difficult to defeat. He would be a formidable foe. Further south, Ellewood. A smaller kingdom ruled by a smaller man, King Egbert, who was as flamboyant and ridiculous as his name. To the east, Hollow Glen, ruled by yet another king by the name of Rufus.

Kings. Alfred, Egbert, Rufus.

She scoffed.

Useless men. All of them.

Why should the kingdoms be ruled by men, when she was as worthy? She had a crown and magic.

Regret sifted through her now as she thought of Snow White. She should have used the same destroyer spell on her but something held her back. Instead, she banished her from the kingdom.

Turning from the balcony, she walked across her immense chamber to the secret door hidden behind a tapestry. She shoved it aside and pressed the stone which was a lever. Stone scraped against stone as the door slid open for her.

Once inside, she whispered an illumination spell, lighting the two torches on either side of the Magic Mirror. A mirror that was full of darkness and shadow. A mirror that held secrets and dark magic. She consulted it from time to time to give her guidance and advice.

It was one of three on the entire continent, though the one Malvina possessed, the Dark Mirror, was destroyed. Pity. With its destruction, the three were no longer connected. Only the Magic Mirror and the Enchanted Mirror remained.

The oval mirror in a silver frame was large enough to fill the whole wall. She paused a moment, admiring her reflection. Her black hair was over one shoulder. Onyx eyes peered back at her out of her youthful face that belied her true age. She raised taxes on the land more than once to maintain her extravagant taste for high fashion that included fairy silks from the Eternal Court and velvet from Rothbridge on the other side of the continent.

“Magic Mirror, in your silver sheen, who’s the one with dreams so keen? In this vast world where hopes do roam, tell me, mirror, who calls it home?”

The mirror came to life, the visage appearing as nothing but a featureless face. “It’s you, my queen, who holds no fear.”

She smiled, well pleased with the mirror’s response. “Tell me, mirror, who is the one to control all the land?”

A pause, then, “You, my queen.”

She smoothed a hand over her shiny hair. “Tell me, mirror, who is the fairest in all the land?” 

She asked this question every now and then to make sure she still reigned supreme. That no man would be able to resist her charms when she marched across the land to take down other kings and kingdoms.

The mirror said, “With dreams that sparkle and passions that enthrall, in your heart, you’re the fairest one of all.”

That response gave her pause as she stared at her wavering reflection and the face in the mirror that gave her the answers she sought. But this answer was not the one she wanted to hear.

“In my heart?” That phrase sent a cold chill through her. “Is there another? Tell me, mirror.”

It was silent for a long moment, and then, “It is a fair maid I see. Lips red as the rose. Hair black as ebony. Skin white as snow.”

She gasped, pressing cold fingers against her lips. “Snow White. She was supposed to die in the forest. The girl still lives?”

“She still lives, my queen. Deep in the forest she has made a home, where the elves have allowed her to roam.”

“The elves?”’

The elves were a reclusive sort. But what she knew of them was they inhabited the Wyldwood Forest. She sent a hunter there to bring back the horn of a unicorn. She needed it for a particular spell. One that would help her conquer the remaining kingdoms in the Enchanted Woodlands.

“Yes, my queen. She lives among them and follows their ways. She’s learned their magic in the moonlit forest where enchantment plays.”

Fury rose through her breast in a burning sensation. It was not the news Seraphina wanted to hear. She shoved away all thoughts of conquering the rest of the realm. Now, the only thought she had was of destroying Snow White, for while the princess lived, she was a threat to her and her throne.

“Thank you, mirror.” Her voice was but a whisper.

She turned from the room, closing the secret door behind her once more and returned to the balcony in her chamber. Once there, her hands gripped the handrail as she glared with deep regret and fury at the treetops in the distance. Somewhere out there the princess dwelled.

Seraphina had been a fool to think she would perish deep with the forest. Perhaps it was time to conjure a spell for the elves in the Wyldwood Forest. A spell that would, ultimately, reveal the princess’s location. One thing she knew for certain, Snow White could not be allowed to live.

Snow White must die.


      [image: image-placeholder]As Snow approached her woodland village, she saw the preparation for the upcoming Springtide Festival, the celebration of the vernal equinox, was already underway. When she slipped out early that morning, no one was stirring in the village. Now, several villagers hung cascading colorful string lights going up on the lowest tree branches. Others wrapped the base of the trees in lights to match.

Long tables covered in white tablecloths for feasting were placed under the trees. Down the length of the table were clusters of candles in three different sizes. In between the candles were square vases with fresh cut flowers of the season.

The festival was held every year to celebrate not only the coming spring, but also the romantic pursuits of the young elven men and women. When the seven-day festival was over, there were always couples announcing their intentions to marry.

As she approached the village entrance, a couple of the men hoisted a large arbor into place under the strict supervision of one of the women Elders. Her long silver hair hung in waves over her shoulders. Her gown was also silver trimmed in white fur. Her sharp blue eyes took in every detail. When she saw Snow, she gave a broad smile and a wave.

“Snow, Yirrie is looking for you,” she called. “Best hurry along, dear.”

She gave a nod, then picked up the hem of her skirt off the ground and hurried through the bustling village. A pang of guilt swept through her as she realized she was late for her solstice gown fitting. Yirrie would not be very happy with her for slipping out before dawn. So, she hurried, waving and smiling to the few who greeted her along her way. Not everyone in the village accepted Snow’s presence.

At last, she reached her woodland home and burst through the front door.

“Yirrie?” she called.

Yirrie, who raised her since she was eight years old, was the closest thing to a mother she had. Her own mother had passed away when she was small. She had no memory of her.

“Ah, there you are. Where have you been? Why is there dirt on your face?” Yirrie emerged from her bedroom looking frazzled.

“Did Annilen tell you I was on my way?”

Yirrie was tall and elegant and carried herself with aplomb, something Snow had always wanted to emulate. Her brown hair was long and straight and always had two plaits on either side of her head showing off her pointed elven ears. Her eyes were a mystifying shade of copper with gold flecks that gave a charmed look about her. She had high cheekbones, a pointed chin with a cleft, dusty pink lips, and was quite possibly one of the most beautiful elven women in the village.

Ignoring her question, she huffed out a breath at Snow’s appearance and shook her head. “You’ve been deep in the forest again, haven’t you?”

“I—”

“And yes, Annilen told me. Come now. The dressmaker is waiting.” 

She grasped Snow’s elbow in a firm grip and led her through the house to the bedroom where Yirrie had emerged. The dressmaker was an elderly woman and, by elf age, that meant she was more than two hundred years old. No one was quite sure how old Zaliya was, after all, but she had been the dressmaker in the village for decades. She knelt at the base of a gown on a dress form, pins in her mouth, as she pinned up the hem of Yirrie’s gown.

“She’s here, mistress,” Yirrie announced.

“Ah,” she said around the pins on her mouth. She waved Snow forward, then removed the pins. “Where is the gown?”

“Here, mistress.” 

Yirrie had somehow disappeared into the other room and quickly retrieved Snow’s solstice gown for her final fitting. The shiny blue and silver material was draped across her arms. She shoved it at Snow.

“Get changed quickly.”

Snow took it and disappeared into what served as the dressing room. She pulled off her day dress and shimmied into the gown, the smooth fabric hugging all her curves. The sleeves were a bit too long and the hem dragged the floor but that was why the dressmaker was here. Snow was also concerned about the plunging neckline that showed a significant amount of cleavage and intended to bring that up during the fitting.

When she emerged from the dressing room, both Yirrie and Zaliya gasped with delight and then smiled.

“Such a lovely vision,” Zaliya said on a sigh.

Yirrie clasped her hands together, a wistful smile on her face. “Snow, you look beautiful.”

“I’m not sure about the neckline—” she started.

“It’s perfect, dear. Now stand still and let me pin the hem,” Zaliya said as she dropped to her knees. The pins were back in her mouth as she scooted around Snow.

“But, it’s too—” Snow tried again.

“What’s wrong with it?” Yirrie moved to stand in front of her, looking her over with a critical eye. “It’s the new fashion for all the maidens.”

“Ye will be sure to catch the eye of one of the young men,” Zaliya added helpfully.

Something shifted inside Snow at those words. She wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted. While she was a member of the village for the last ten years, she wasn’t exactly looking for a husband. Though she knew that most of the young maidens in the village would be doing just that. The Springtide Festival was all about finding one’s soul mate, dancing and singing around the bonfires, sipping honeywine, and feasting until one could no longer feast. The banquet hosted a twenty-course meal that included several roasted meats, vegetables, different kinds of breads, all sorts of delectable desserts, and dancing and singing from the moment the sun set to the moment the sun rose.

Suddenly, a sense of exhaustion pressed through Snow as she thought of the coming evening. Her shoulders slumped a little.

“Snow, do stand up straight,” Yirrie said when she noticed. She pressed a hand into her back between her shoulder blades to force her back straight.

Once Zaliya was finished with the hem, she rose, her knees creaking as she did. Then she went to work on pinning up the end of the sleeves so they would fit her properly.

“Is there nothing you can do about the neckline?” Snow asked.

Zaliya stopped what she was doing to give her an incredulous look. “What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s just…” Snow made a gesture with her free hand up and down. “Too…”

“It’s fine, dear,” Yirrie said. “This gown will turn all the heads.” 

She sounded so happy about that it was hard for Snow to argue. She had to admit it was a lovely gown. Blue with shimmering silver whorls that twisted and turned up and down the bodice and the skirt. For a moment, the thought it made her feel like a princess skittered through her mind. Then she quickly pushed that away. She was no longer a princess. She had lost her kingdom years ago.

“It’s just that it feels a bit plunging,” Snow tried again. 

Zaliya finished with her second sleeve, all the pins removed from her mouth now. “It’s perfect, dear. Now if you’ll let me have the gown, I’ll have it finished and back before you know it. Be careful of all the pins.”

Nodding, Snow returned to the dressing room and slipped out of the gown and back into her day dress with the dirt smudged along the skirt. In her mother’s room, she handed off the dress and wondered when she could make her escape back into nature.

Zaliya took the gown with a nod and told Yirrie she would return in a few hours with both gowns—which meant her mother already had her final fitting.

“Now that you’re back, I need your help in the kitchen.”

Yirrie had other plans for her. Snow should have realized solstice day was a busy one. She wouldn’t likely get another chance to visit the forest until tomorrow. Sighing, she gave a nod and followed her.








  
  
Chapter 3




Yirrie was known for her breads. Every year, she made more than a dozen loaves of different kinds—from acorn bread to oat cakes to their traditional elven bread. She was also known for her mini vegetable pies. Over the years, she’d taught Snow how to bake them. 

It wasn’t the only thing her elven family taught her, though. Even at the age of eight, Snow had the ability to connect to nature around her. It was the reason she managed to survive that first night alone. She had conjured a bed out of leaves and vines and conversed with the local wildlife, asking them to keep her safe. At the time, she didn’t know about the sprites who made the forest their home or even the elves who dwelled deep in their tree village.

By the second night, she made her way deeper into the forest. She’d made friends with a squirrel and an owl who followed her on her trek through the trees. By nightfall, exhausted and hungry, she made another bed at the foot of a tree. Faradill.

The next morning, Yirrie found her. To this day, she wondered if the ancient tree had something to do with that. He had never told her, but it seemed fitting that he would call to the elves and beseech them on her behalf.

Yirrie and Elator took her in. And though she already had elemental magic, they taught her how to hone and use it. Yirrie herself was connected to the earth. She could grow anything from the tiniest seed. That’s why her vegetables pies were so unforgettable.

All of this crossed Snow’s mind as she kneaded the bread, then placed it in a bowl to rise. Why she remembered it now, she didn’t know. It was almost as though she sensed something. Perhaps it was merely a feeling deep in the pit of her gut. A feeling that told her everything was about to change. That her peaceful existence would be no more.

It didn’t help the Springtide Festival loomed ahead of her. Most of the elves accepted her as one of their own. There were a few who didn’t. Her stomach was a mess of butterflies at the thought of a romantic pursuit. She was content to live with Yirrie and Elator for these last ten years. But now, at eighteen, the expectation was that she was to find a mate. It was, after all, the elven custom.

“Snow, dear, are you all right?”

Yirrie’s question snapped her out of her thoughts. She realized she still held a ball of dough in her hands and had yet to knead it. 

“Oh. Yes. I’m fine.”

Yirrie glanced at her askance as she slipped the dough from her hands. “You look tired. You spent most of the night in the forest, didn’t you?”

Guilt washed over her as she wiped her hands on a blue and white kitchen towel. She pressed her lips together trying to decide how to answer.

“You don’t have to answer. I know the truth of it.” She gave her a surreptitious wink.

Snow blew out a breath. “I was. I’m sorry, Yirrie. The moon was so bright and full and it was hard to resist. It was a perfect evening. The forest was quiet except for a few of the nocturnal creatures.”

“I think you’re a bit nocturnal yourself,” Yirrie said, good-naturedly. She placed the dough on the counter and started to knead it. “Are you sure it’s safe for you out there?”

When Yirrie and Elator found her at the foot of Faradill, she had told them she’d run away from home. That she was no longer wanted by her family. She had never told them she came from the castle and was, in fact, the princess and heir to the Mystic Vale throne. Yirrie often worried her family would eventually come looking for her and force her to return with them.

But Snow knew differently. Seraphina wasn’t interested in her return since she was ruling the kingdom now. She wouldn’t send anyone to come looking for her, so she felt safe deep within the forest. And Snow had no interest in returning to dethrone her stepmother.

Perhaps her need to visit the forest last night stemmed from the knowledge it was the anniversary of her father’s death. She found solace in the night sounds around her.

“It’s perfectly safe,” she answered at last.

Yirrie’s pinched expression, though, said she still worried about her.

“Besides,” Snow continued, “I have all the forest to protect me.” She gave her a reassuring smile. “Faradill and Annilen and all the others.”

Yirrie finished kneading the bread and put it in a bowl next to the others to rise. Then she turned to the oven and pulled out her tray of a dozen mini pies. The delectable smell of vegetable pie permeated the small kitchen making Snow’s stomach grumble. Her mother placed the tray of pies on the counter and then turned to her, taking her by the shoulders and looking deep into her eyes.

“I do worry,” she said.

“I know, but there’s nothing to worry about.” Even as she said it, that niggling sensation shifted through her. She shoved it away almost as quickly as it appeared. “I promise.”

Her surrogate mother patted her cheek and gave her a small smile. “If you’re certain.”

A quick knock sounded on the door. Yirrie used the same kitchen towel to wipe her hands.

“That must be Zaliya with our gowns.”

She bustled to the door, Snow right behind her. When she pulled it open, there was the dressmaker on the other side holding the two gowns draped across her arms.

“All finished!” the woman announced, her face beaming. She handed the gowns to Yirrie. “It’s some of my best work, if I do say so myself.” Then she gave a chuckle.

“The gowns are perfect,” Yirrie said. She handed them off to Snow.

“Snow will be one of the loveliest maidens at the festival.” Then she waved and was off.

Snow flushed hot. The last thing she wanted was to be one of the loveliest maidens at the festival. The other elven girls were not so impressed with her elemental magic or the fact she was actually human. She hadn’t many friends. And it was why she chose to spend her time among the forest sprites and creatures rather than forge friendships with them. Perhaps that was another reason why her nerves were suddenly on edge. The first night of the festival was when elven girls would seek out the attentions of the eligible boys.

“Oh, goodness. It’s getting late. I best get the rest of the bread in the oven.” Yirrie hurried back into the kitchen. “Snow, will you take care of the gowns?”

“Yes, of course.”

With slow steps, she headed first to her mother’s bedroom and laid out the gown on the bed. Then she went to her own. She draped the gown over the back of her dressing table chair and stared at it, her gut churning. As dread swept through her, she pressed a hand against her stomach.

The front door opened and closed with a bang, then Elator’s boisterous voice called out to his wife. He said something that made Yirrie laugh and then chastised him for sneaking one of her pies. His booted footsteps headed toward the bedroom but he paused to stand in her doorway.

Elator was tall and elegant like Yirrie. And like Yirrie, he wore his long brown hair with two plaits on either side of his head. Sometimes, they were pulled back away from his face. His blue luminescent eyes sparkled with life and mirth. He had a big, booming laugh and a voice to match which was sometimes strange coming from him.

“Are you ready for the festival?” he asked.

She dropped a hand and forced a smile, watching him take another bite of the small pie. Crumbs trickled down from his hand to the floor. When Yirrie saw, she would fuss at him as she grabbed the broom.

“I am,” she said, though she wasn’t sure she believed it.

“You look worried,” he said.

Elator was always able to read her emotions, even though she tried her best to keep them off her face and bury them deep down.

“I’m not,” she replied.

One dark brow raised in question. Snow puffed out a heated breath.

“All right. I am a little.”

“Why?”

“It’s just that…the first night of the festival is the night where—” She clamped her mouth shut before she said what she was thinking. 

“Where a girl is chosen?” he finished for her.

Her shoulders slumping, she nodded.

“And you’re worried about that?” he asked.

“A little.”

He gave her a smile. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about. You are a lovely vision. Any elven man—”

“That’s just it, Elator. I’m not an elf.”

That never mattered to Elator or Yirrie, but Snow worried it would matter to others. He popped the rest of the pie in his mouth, brushed the crumbs from his hands, and gave her a thoughtful look as he chewed.

“You’re right. You’re not. But that doesn’t matter to any of us here.”

It mattered to her, though. Elator stepped into her room and gave her a peck on the cheek, then granted her a smile. He said nothing more as he left her room and headed to his own to prepare for the festival.

Heaving a sigh, she perched on the edge of her bed and eyed the gown with increasing trepidation. As much as she wanted, she could not avoid the Springtide Festival. She moved to her bedroom door and closed it so she could change. As she paused there in the middle of her room, she eyed the window, longing for escape.

It was not an option. Taking a deep breath, she began to dress.
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