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Chapter 1

Valora
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Something dense, slimy, and stinking like bog mud slaps off the back of my head. It’s like when I stub my toe—it hurts, but is that specific kind of pain that makes me want to scream at someone. Never mind how disgusting demon slime is. White-hot ice pushes past my bones and crackles toward my fingertips. I keep it leashed. Instead, I whirl around with my short sword drawn.

I typically visit the beach at night when the tide is right to fish...and to hunt demons.

“Come out, come out.” I brandish my sword.

Demons can hardly resist a fight or fae—at least after darkness falls. Strictly speaking, I’m not allowed to use magic outside Brendsondl Castle walls. Doing so will summon the king’s guards. I found that out the hard way. Hence, the sword. I’m not in the mood to tangle with them. I just came out here for some peace, quiet, fresh fish...and demon blood.

Call it a special interest, hobby, or service project, but by night, I destroy the demons who haunt the fringes of Hesperia. Even though the king and everyone else denies they’re behind the missing fae, I’m certain of it.

Dirt and pebbles crush under my feet as I take a few steps. The shadows by the castle wall shift slightly.

Ah ha. “Let’s play,” I tease.

The demon must sense my fae blood. Despite my weapon, the creature can’t resist and charges forward. My sword glints in the moonlight as I slice. One leathery, calloused hand grips my wrist and the other claws at my face as the demon attempts to subdue me. I kick it hard in the gut.

I swipe again, slashing toward the neck when another demon climbs over the rocks where I’d been sitting. It wraps its hands around both my ankles. I careen sideways before mashing my foot down on its fingers with a disturbing crunch.

Demons are dumb. Plain and simple. But there are always a lot of them. One, two, becomes five or more. I lose track. One jumps on my back. Another pulls my hair.

“Get off.” 

Its bony fingers cover my eyes. I drive my sword up and back before spinning and slicing off its head.

I kick one into the ocean. Too bad I missed with my sword, meaning, it’ll be back.

Two more manage to push me over and I hit my knees hard. My sword sails from my hand. Another imitates the same cutting motion against my neck that I make with my sword, only it doesn’t hold anything in its hands. Is it trying to take my shadow? I’ve only ever read about rending in Nathina’s books.

Anger rises to the surface. I see deep red. Almost black. Dried blood. A court of corpses. It’s grim and dark and makes me want to destroy something. Everything. It’s almost like the light within me is being blown out, one candle at a time. 

I grit my teeth and struggle to get the demons off of me. At the same time, I hear a suctioning sound like waves being pulled out to sea. Only it’s from inside.

This isn’t how I’m going to die or whatever is happening. “Oh, no you don’t,” I say through clenched teeth. I summon my fae energy, my magic from deep inside my bones. I let it rise to the surface and without letting any escape my skin, it sizzles and crackles like lightning in the clouds. That does the trick.

The stench of fried demon is atrocious. Stink. Rot. Decay.

Shiny metal catches my eye. The edge of my sword catches the moonlight. It’s a measure away. I leap and grab it, then slash until the remaining demons are all headless. Then I slip into the shadows, waiting for the last to emerge from the surf.

The scent of low tide meets my nose even though it’s high. With yellow eyes, the demon peers around then hisses. It must be annoyed that its companions all vaporized.

I did want to fish and hiding in the shadows isn’t my style. I leap forth and in one swift motion decapitate it. “Goodbye, farewell,” I say.

Before it vaporizes, I kick its head into the waves.

The lingering scent of the demons fills the air and I continue along the shore to find a new spot to fish. I’ve never had that many demons attack at once. It seems like their numbers have been increasing lately—along with the fae who go missing. Then again, the king would claim he’s collecting them for his legion of special fae. He’s creating and training an elite group of fae for fighting. 

Who? Not sure. 

What? I don’t know. 

Only that I am, or rather was, one of them until I escaped.

Hesperia, the Westlands capital, has been peaceful for all of my life. No one would deny that the wealth of the monarchy appears to have spread beyond Brendsondl Castle and into the surrounding city. But all that glitters isn’t gold or silver or silk.

I glance over my shoulder as I settle on another group of rocks.

A single light in the tower blinks on like an eye, staring, filling me with the desire for something more than gold and riches, opulent homes, and a life of luxury.

Beside the glistening sea, I want only one thing: the bright taste of freedom. Because all that lies behind me makes me feel trapped. Out here, I feel free. My stomach growls. Or a striddly. Some fish would do too. I cast my line and with a plop, it drops into the sea.

I spare a glance at the horizon, wondering what lies beyond in the most distant parts of the ocean. Another growl from my stomach reminds me that the citizens of Hesperia, as good as life looks, are stuck here. Most don’t see what I see. Long ago, we once sailed beyond our borders, but because rumors abound that a tyrant from the north will capture anyone who sets out, the boats were locked up, the portals closed, and we’re taught to enjoy and appreciate the treasures we have, which are many—bountiful food, glistening pools, leisure...

I snort.

Yet, I can’t deny that the cruel king and the wickedly handsome prince—basically one and the same—, leave me wanting more. I turn my back on Brendsondl and spit on the ground, dismayed by my own want and powerlessness. My choice is simple. Find a way to escape the trappings of wealth, which I know sounds ridiculous because of what happened in the Southlands, or become one of the king’s special fae fighters.

My shoulders dip because there really isn’t a choice to make. Eventually, the king will arrest me—there are signs in the shops offering a bounty for my capture. In a short time, I’ve made a name for myself for being generous with the unseen, giving what I have, taking what I don’t, and most importantly, believing the stories of what they claim to see. Because I do too.

Right now, seated by the sea, I am free—not training to fight. Because even though the wealth of Hesperia keeps most people happy and fed, there’s a price to pay for people like me who dare defy the order established by the royals—it’s called bloodsport and when it's quiet like this I can almost hear the phantom cries of the contestants echoing from battles past. I can’t help it though. I’ll keep fighting—for my freedom and against the demons. I keep a wary eye on the shadows in case more appear.

But enough foosting around. I have some fish to catch. An hour later, I dowse the fire I made to cook the fish I’d caught—a herring and striddly for myself and more for the unseen. 

With a full belly, I lean back against the rocks and gaze up at the stars. I imagine getting lost up there in their dazzling light. They only shine upon the truth. 

In quiet moments like these, when I force myself not to think about the problems hidden under the façade of wealth in Hesperia, I wonder about my mother. My great grandmother only told me one thing about her. She’d said, “You’re so much like your mother—Aina.” It always sounded like an insult. I took it to mean that I’m a rebel. And proud of it too.

From nearby, comes the sound of a struggle, knocking me out of pointless reverie. I imagine it’s a demon, attacking some poor fae, but instead glimpse the red helmets and black cloaks of the king’s guard.

When my feet land on the cobbled road, a guard kicks the snot out of a man, too weak to know the difference between a blow and a caress. Dawn isn’t far off, but the guy was probably out late trying to win money at tiles to feed his family breakfast. The parties at court are practically a nightly occurrence among Hesperians with banquet tables overflowing with food and drink. But there is also the contrast—an underbelly of tables and taverns. Tricksters and cheats. 

The typical Hesperian is absorbed by the prosperity and wealth, lush furs, lavish meals, and gold everywhere. The rest of us, and there are plenty, are lost in the space beneath the ultra-wealthy with their finery and food. The mage did something to make it so most people only see wealth.

The unseen—those who can see reality in the Westlands for what it is—like me, see the artifice, constructed by the mage king to trick residents into thinking this is a land of bounty. We taste slime instead of wine when we drink from his cups. We feel rough fiber instead of silks when at court. We feel the dirt beneath our feet instead of streets paved with gold. Granted, the castle and all its splendor are real, just not as real as the king would like.

But no one believes us and if we dare speak up, to the arena we go.

When the typical residents pass by on the street, they don’t see the hunger in the eyes of the unseen or the aches in their hearts because it isn’t only food that has been kept from the people. They have robbed many of much more. Fae have gone missing. Lots.

Since leaving the castle, I’ve made it my mission to rob from the rich and give to the unseen because even though the cakes and delicacies are largely glamour, there are still crumbs to spare here and there. 

Fist meeting flesh sounds from the street.

I’ve had the sense knocked out of me enough times to have learned that confrontation is not the solution. I don’t like the idea of the guards beating the poor guy to death. I’ve seen it happen. There’s no good reason that he’s been stopped, at least that I can tell in this instance.

I scramble behind a low wall and gather a handful of loose stones. My aim is precise from practice and necessity. I release the first rock, grazing the sleeve of the guard’s uniform just below his right shoulder—the punching arm. He stops. The body beneath him cowers. The guard looks around dumbly, as though trying to decide if a gull dropped on him or if there is someone else he should leather.

I bolt behind an abandoned building and send the second rock sailing. It pings the other guard off the helmet. He shakes his head and narrows his eyes in my direction. I’m not stupid enough to remain here so I slip back to the wall and rapidly volley four more rocks, none of them intended to harm, just draw the attention of the guards away from the guy, now groveling on the ground. If he has sense, he’ll run.

The moment I hear the guard’s heavy boots approaching, I scramble behind several other buildings, scale a fence, sink a boot in a tub of water by accident, and then rush across a yard. I slide under a cart and then slip down an alley, hoping it has an outlet. 

As I pass dimly lit dwellings, uncertainty rumbles in my chest. I’ve taught myself not to flinch when I hear a sound behind me. It’s better to play it cool when it comes to demons. Instead, I slow my pace. 

A gurgle.

A grunt.

A great mass with blubbery skin like a slug launches itself at me. The fetid stench confirms that it’s another demon. 

I draw my sword, but that gelatinous skin jerks my hand and my weapon falls away. More demons emerge from the shadows. Black teeth, forked tongues, and snake-like eyes leer at me. As one, they attack, jumping on me, sending me crashing down onto the cobblestones. I’m too far outside the castle walls for anyone to hear me. Well, anyone other than the king’s guards.

The demons smother me and once more, there’s that terrible sucking nose. A grim, violent feeling rises up inside as if my fae light is being extinguished.

There’s only one solution. Once more, I summon my magic. I let it float to the surface, intending to zap the demons without alerting the guards to my law-breaking. Then again, perhaps using it earlier was what brought them down this way. Did they think the guy used magic?

I let the magic rumble under my skin, just enough to get them loose.

However, my surroundings dim. I can hardly breathe.

There are too many of them.

I draw more on my magic, but it’s almost like it’s out of reach. 

Darkness fills my thoughts. Hatred. Anger. 

I counter it with love. Kindness. 

It’s the way of the fae. Light and dark coexisting. In balance. It’s a necessity for me.

My magic heats and cools. Rises and falls. I gather it up all around me like a blanket and a shower of power, casting it out. The demons are blasted away and vaporize instantly.

Little crackles fill the air like static and then blink out.

I hasten to my feet, brush off, and find my sword.

No doubt, the guards will be along any moment. I dash along the wall and back to the spot where I’d marked a rune of passage. I selected this spot because I know all that lies on the other side is a tavern where the tabber is good at keeping his mouth closed.

I mark the rune anew and when I appear on the inside of the wall, a patrol of guards set up a checkpoint, brightly lit with torches.

They must’ve learned of my magic outside the wall and traced it to the rune. I never got around to learning how to conceal traces of rune magic.

A wiry guard calls to me.

I quietly fade backward until I’m nearly a shadow beside the tavern, but a hand grabs me roughly and makes a guttural sound as though asking what I think I’m doing. 

I try to shake my arm loose and wrinkle my nose with confusion. “Where am I?” I ask innocently. “I must’ve been sleepwalking.”

“Likely story,” the guard says.

“Out for an evening stroll?” I try.

“More like using magic.”

Two pairs of eyes appraise me from beneath their helmets. 

“Identify yourself,” says one of the guards.

I hesitate.

He roughly grabs my hand and peels back the sleeve on my jacket to reveal a gold band with my identification. I hadn’t worked out how to remove the cuff yet—it’s marked with strong runes—the king’s runes. Cutting through the metal doesn’t work. Neither does regular magic. I haven’t resorted to chopping off my wrist, particularly because it’s my sword-wielding hand.

“Val. A runaway. Traitor to the crown.” The guard grunts.

“My loyalty never lied with the king.” I bite back the hostility in my voice as my muscles tense. I don’t break eye contact but listen to my surroundings. Dripping water behind me. A dark alley to the northeast. A building with an open window to my left. I try to find a way to escape.

Since suddenly seeing the kingdom for what it is, a sham, I’ve been on the run. It hasn’t been easy, and I have a few debts to pay as I’ve worked hard to survive and help other people do the same, but this little hiccup isn’t going to further my cause. Once more, I try to break away.

The guard grips me tighter, bruising my arm. His smirk stings worse because I know they’re going to haul me in. 

“Your treachery will be dealt with. You won’t forget who you are again, Val, servant of Rikurd the King.”

No, I won’t ever forget who I am. Fae. Freedom seeker.

As they grip me tight and attempt to bind me with a double set of gold cuffs, I slip my hand under the waistband of my jacket and pull out a slim blade.

My nose twitches. “I have an itch.”

They scoff.

“I’m going to sneeze.”

They couldn't care less.

“All over both of you and I’m recovering from—” Achoo. I fake a sneeze.

One of the guards lets go of my arm and I lash out with the blade, slicing through his sleeve. I force myself not to use magic because that will only draw more guards.

They unsheathe their swords.

“You think you’ll escape?” One of the guards laughs.

My knife will hardly do damage so I have to disarm them. I summon my wings, levitate and then cartwheel in the air before kicking one of the swords away and cutting the cloak from his neck as I land behind him.

The other guard doesn’t hesitate but slashes at me and then lunges, grazing my side. It’s close enough to make a gash. I grip the wound. I inhale deeply and become a statue, a fortification made of rock, a stone battlement, steeling myself from the pain. 

I spring back into action. Better not to waste time. I scramble toward the other guard’s sword. But I’m too late. He already has it in hand as another patrol marches toward us, likely summoned by my illegal use of magic. I lift into the air, but one of them has a seeker spear—a magical implement that will quickly send me to the ground if deployed. They must’ve known fae magic was being used.

“Just in time,” one of the guards says to the patrol.

The other adds, “Nasty one. Giving us trouble.”

“I just about ran her through,” the first one says, smirking as I grip my side. 

“Now, you can go explain your disloyalty to the king and plead for your life.”

“I’m not loyal to him.” I wince as they bind me.

“Wait a second. I recognize her.” The guard wraps me on the head and then chuckles darkly.

“I don’t bow to him,” I whisper as I spare a glance at the stars in the sky as the night begins to fade.

Despite my protests, they lead me toward the castle.

Nathina, my great grandmother, would kill me if she knew what I’d done. No, killing me would be too kind, merciful. She’d probably transform me into an everlasting swamp slug or give me a chronic case of partridge pox—the opposite of chickenpox in that they make the skin slimy and numb. There’s no cure.

What did I do? I skipped out on the royal special fae fighters graduation ceremony. No one should be surprised. I was voted most likely to tail. Not fail and not due to a lack of skill or discipline. Quite the contrary. Rather, because I’m a natural-born rebel. Always have been. So is Nathina in a way. She never had me call her Great-grandmother, Amma, or Morfor. She told me her true name, but she’s so tough she doesn’t worry about anyone knowing it.

Nathina probably didn’t show up at graduation anyway. If she did, she’d present me with foxgloves instead of tulips because I’m allergic to the latter and the former are poisonous. She’s over three hundred years old, sharp as a tack, and just as miserable and deadly.

Why would I turn my nose up at being among the royal fae fighters? It was plan b. Plan a was Nathina’s idea—marry me to a high court fae. Then of all people, the prince had to interfere and ruin my life. I was sent to boot camp. Forget Nathina. Forget the prince. I’d like to decide my own future thank you very much.

As I cross the threshold into the castle, dread fills my stomach. That should be no surprise since the unseen call the king Dread Rikurd.

As I’m tossed in the throne room, literally, I land hard at the foot of the steps that lead to the platform. The blue-green carpet rubs my skin raw even through my pants.

A low growl sounds from above. I lift my head and gaze into a pair of copper eyes.

It’s not the king’s gaze that I meet.

No, they belong to a despicably handsome face with annoyingly, tousled hair. It’s perpetually like he just woke up and is without a care in the world. A sharp jaw and full lips that would be perfect on anyone else sneer at me.

The wickedly handsome prince—as he’s known in elite circles—flicks his eyes to me. They’re lit with danger and amusement, reminding me all over again why I hate him so much.
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Callen
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I tear my gaze away from the prisoner after the guards throw her on the floor by the throne. The king’s magic cuffs bind her wrists. I stare up at the arched ceiling with the interior domes painted in ornate frescos of birds in flight, flowers blooming, and clouds that are so detailed they seem real.

Although I’m quite sure the only things that are real are my trousers and the hatred the fae girl lying at my feet feels for me.

“You may take your leave,” I order the guards.

Some exit and others return to their posts by the gilded door.

I take a grand step over the prisoner and then circle slowly, making a show of my position. “You just couldn’t stay away, could you, Val?” I laugh darkly. My voice echoes through the cavernous hall.

Given her identity, the king will soon be on his way.

“I’d rather be anywhere but here,” she grinds out as she strains against the bonds circling her wrists. 

If she knew the spells, she could break those bonds as easily as I could tear through them with my teeth. During training, her unleashed power astounded me. It pushed against the wards the king created so the special fighters couldn’t use magic. Rather, they trained with fists, feet, and weapons.

“You’d rather be married to Viruk? Enduring his desires and temper? Dressed in finery at court with the likes of me?” Sarcasm laces my tone.

“I’d rather be anywhere but near you,” she says, meeting my eyes.

I whirl and my boot lands dangerously close to her fingers, planted on the ground as she tries to get to her feet. “I imagine the king is making plans to accommodate your request.”

I sneer and extend a hand that she can’t take because of the cuffs.

Nonetheless, she manages to get to her feet. I appreciate her persistence. The king does not.

I lean in so close I can feel her warm breath. “You’d rather be anywhere but with me? In my deepest imaginings I know that’s not true,” I tease.

Countless girls come to court to bask in my presence. 

Her cheeks warm so slightly only someone with my keen senses would notice. I smirk.

A booming voice sounds from the entry. “She’s fae. Of course, she can only tell the truth.” The king, in his shining robes, enters, apparently having overheard me. My mother follows silently by his side like a shadow.

“I’m not fae, but I assure you the feeling is mutual,” I mutter.

“Who do we have here?” the king asks even though he knows full well who his latest prisoner is. “Val. Strange how you slipped away.” The king’s eyes slide toward me.

I wear my mask of disgust.

“The prince here interfered with your marriage to Viruk, son of Jöst. He claimed you’d be better suited among my special fae fighters. Seemed fair to me at the time since I’m always looking for the best and strongest. Against my better judgment, I allowed it, Val. You boarded inside the castle. Ate my food. Trained with my soldiers. I dare say you enjoyed my hospitality, which goes unrivaled in the realm.” Rikurd opens his arms wide in a gesture to draw attention to the finely woven tapestries, the glittering chandeliers, and the golden throne.

“I wanted none of it,” Val replies.

Rikurd stares at her as though dipping into her thoughts. Even though I know that his powers don’t go beyond the superficial, the external. What can be seen, sometimes felt, but never more than that even though he’d have everyone believe he can read their thoughts, know their intentions and desires. He can create potions to addle the mind, but he cannot get into the mind. At least, not yet.

“Despite my generosity, you defy me,” Rikurd says to Val. “I’m familiar with defiance.” He eyes me. “But I’d like to know why. What’s wrong with all this splendor?” Rikurd holds his hands out wide once more before slapping them together.

In a rare show of movement, my mother startles but then returns to her usual, passive self. I occasionally see flickers of awareness, but never more than that and never longer than a second. 

“Anyone else would be honored to have the privilege of being among the royals, and if not that, the elite—as part of my special fae fighters. Help me understand, Val.” Rikurd’s tone is teasing, cloying.

“I want nothing to do with you because you’re a liar. A thief,” she spits.

The guards step forward, weapons poised at her obstinance. 

Rikurd tucks his head back as though shocked by her words. With the back of his hand, he strikes her across the cheek.

Long ago I learned not to show emotion.

Her too, it seems. She remains stony, hardly flinching.

“I am your king. The only thing I have stolen is freedom from want for my people. But you’re right. I have lied.” He begins to circle her, just as I did. Just as he’s done to me so many times. 

I wish she wouldn’t defy him. It only makes things worse. I also learned not to make that mistake long ago. He regularly makes sure I remember.

“Originally, I ordered my guards to capture you and you’d return to special fae fighters training, repeat the year, and then graduate. You are certainly a worthy candidate.” Rikurd levels Val with his gaze. “However, I lied. Or I guess I changed my mind, considering circumstances.” He simpers a grin.

My stomach sinks because only two options remain. Death is one. The other might be considered worse.

Rikurd’s pacing continues as the moment spins away like a ball of yarn. Though there aren’t kittens gleefully chasing it. Instead, everyone waits with rapt attention, waiting for the order.

“You will fight in the arena.” Rikurd’s voice is victorious, as though he’s been waiting for this since I stopped Val from marrying Viruk and asked if she could train. Of course, I saw her potential as a powerful fae. It was that simple.

If Val is afraid, she doesn’t show it. Not the way I’ve seen so many strong men and women cower in dread, in fear, and in desperation as they grovel for a different sentence—a lifetime in the dungeon, outcast to the farthest reaches of the Westlands, or the lowest forms indenture instead of the luxuries Brendsondl affords to all of Hesperia.

“Fine,” Val says.

“You say that as if I’ve offered you a choice. No, Val. It’s an order. You will fight to the death.”

The word death claws at me because I know that’s Rikurd’s intent. Make Val suffer before dealing the final blow...and he will. That’s how the arena works whether the spectators realize it or not. He’s the one pulling the strings of the creatures he pits against the disloyal. I’ve witnessed men and women I’ve trained lose all sense of coordination and skill before basilisks, nuckelavees, and chimera with insatiable appetites. But it wasn’t that they forgot how to wield a sword or use their magic. Rather, Rikurd manipulated the fighters and possessed the terrifying beast they were battling to ensure a good show for the spectators. Thus reminding the people that Rikurd and his menagerie are not to be goosed with.

Other than fae, and our mage king’s monsters, magical beings are relatively rare in the Westlands. Even I’m an oddity and keep my shifter status to myself.

My mother sits idly by as Rikurd goes on about the arena games. It’s kill or be killed. The bowl-shaped stadium which once held punchball matches is now a theater for bloodsport—the king’s favorite form of entertainment.

“Your first opponent will be a demon,” Rikurd says.

“Goodness knows you have plenty of those roaming around,” Val mutters.

“What do you know about demons?” Rikurd asks. 

Under my guise of cool calm, I pay extra attention because I’ve been wondering the same thing after I caught him allowing them access through a portal. He said they were to patrol the outlying areas because he couldn’t spare any guards. I can’t imagine why that would be necessary unless there’s an uprising afoot. More than that, demons aren’t particularly skilled at doing anything other than violence and...the rumors about their tendency to attack fae. But that doesn’t make sense since my mother is fae and Rikurd’s been gathering the strongest and best among them, training them as part of his team of special fighters.

“I know how to kill demons,” Val says.

Rikurd scoffs. “Let’s up the ante then. How about a dozen demons? If you manage to get past them, you’ll battle a manticore. If you survive it, the third beast you will be up against is—” Rikurd’s darkest leer spreads across his face. “A night howl.”

A ripple runs through me.

The king flashes a smile.

Val blinks a few times.

Yes, even Brendsondl Castle in Hesperia, the fair kingdom of the west, contains its secrets, its beasts, a king with grim bloodlust...and a cursed wolf shifter with a taste for only one thing. Human flesh. This means the fight will happen on the full moon. Mere nights away. Cursed wolf shifters are unbeatable. Without exception. 

King Henrik and Queen May, my grandparents, both fae and who once occupied Brendsondl Castle, ruled Hesperia truly and fairly. After one of their daughters, Hedda died and the other, Gerda, disappeared, they both became despondent. Later, they too died of broken hearts, from loss, and their other daughter, Mora, my mother, took the throne.

Her eyes are blank as though she’s never recovered from the loss of her family. She allows Rikurd to call the shots. I vaguely remember days when she was lively, loving. Now, she’s vacant. A shell. It’s just as well since she’d hate me if she knew what I’ve become.

Now Brendsondl is a stronghold of deceit, particularly troublesome because it looks, to all the world and residents alike, as a perfect, idyllic paradise. Too bad I have the potential to ruin it all. And I hate myself for it.

Val scowls at me.

My expression must reveal the barely suppressed rage coiling under my skin, desperate to be cut loose. The night howl to which the king referred is me. 

This means Rikurd wants me to kill Val.

I storm out of the throne room.
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Valora
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I thought King Rikurd would’ve thrown me in the dungeon. In a cruel but not entirely surprising twist, he assigned me to one of the tower rooms. However, guards stand outside the door and wards against magic prevent me from simply fluttering out the window.

A large bed with an ornately carved wooden frame juts from a stone wall covered in tapestries depicting a hunt. Men on horses and dogs chase something...I circle the room, curious about the conclusion even though there is only one. Rikurd said it himself. Death. 

I made the mistake of watching bloodsport once. I was young and had gone to the arena with Nathina. She had a front-row seat. With a vicious smile, she watched a man with arms the size of tree trunks and a bushy beard do battle against a griffon. I couldn’t bear the scene—the man nor the beast bloody and injured, in pain and fighting for their lives when there was no ill will between them. They were merely pawns in the king’s game.

And so am I. 

In place of the tapestry that should conclude the hunt—rabbits, fox, and whatever else they were chasing—is a large wardrobe.

Too bad I only have the dirty clothes I was wearing. I smell faintly of wood smoke and grilled fish. That’s probably why Prince Callen was so disgusted by me. I stink. Actually, that’s not true. He just hates me because I don’t fawn over him like so many of the other girls. It’s like he wants me to thank him for “rescuing” me from marriage to Viruk.

That was Nathina’s arrangement. She’s old fashioned. Traditionally, at birth, fae parents match their children with someone suitable to marry from another family. Times have changed and that’s not typical practice anymore. But if she had her way, there’d be no intermarrying. She thinks it’s wrong for fae to marry mages, shifters to be with fae, or any other combination.

I didn’t want to marry Viruk, but even if Callen hadn’t stopped the marriage, I would’ve figured out something else. I don’t need a handsome and cruel prince to come to my aid.

I imagine a princess or other member of the fae gentry being a guest in this room, preparing for a night in the court, feasting, dancing, and merrymaking—maybe even on the eve of her wedding. That life isn’t for me. I’ve never been able to explain it, but I’ve always felt the tug for something more. Just as I feel the icy burn of the necklace my mother gave me around my neck.

Instead of a princess or royalty, I’m a renegade fae, escaped from what was sure to be a terrible marriage, evaded the king’s special fae fighters, and...am now sentenced to fight three monsters to the end. That doesn’t sound at all like something more.

Rikurd is most certainly a thief and a liar, but I’d be dishonest too if I claimed my stomach wasn’t swimming with nerves. I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t scared. A faint bead of perspiration dabs along my hairline even though the spring ocean breeze wafts through the window draped in thick velvet.

If my mother were here, what would she say to me now? What would she think? Would she have insisted I marry Viruk? Would she steal me away from my fate in the arena?

I hold out the snowflake pendant. It swings in the air and the moonlight catches the sparkles. For a moment I’m mesmerized, transfixed by the possibility that there are answers to my many questions about who my mother was, my father even, and who that makes me. Ones I’ll never know the answers to because I’ll be dead by the cycle of the full moon.

I step toward the window, thankful that I’m still alive. Still breathing. Rikurd could’ve killed me on the spot. All his wealth doesn’t make him compassionate. I’ve heard he’s murdered over lesser crimes than mine and sent fighters to the arena for no reason other than for his own amusement. Though he’d never claim that because he wants everyone to believe he’s a kindly king.

My room is at a bend in the castle and several other turrets are visible. I follow them like arrows to the arches that support the many walking arcades below and then onto the pools beyond the gardens.

Something there catches my eye. In the arbor of braided branches are little lights like jewels nestled amidst the greenery. I blink a few times, wondering what I’m seeing when the lights go dim, casting the garden and everything else into darkness. What appears to be black smoke filters up, billowing toward my window. Just as quickly as it appeared, the cloud dissipates. 

My gaze floats to the sea. The limitless horizon. Infinite. Too bad my life is about to end.

I don’t sleep, waiting for dawn. 

The moon will be full in three days’ time, meaning if I survive the demons and manticore, I’ll be up against the night howl, a cursed werewolf shifter. Much like vampires require blood, they require flesh. Human flesh.

Midway through the morning, my eyes dip closed a few times before a female servant enters the room along with twelve guards lining the walls.

“Uh, it’s crowded in here,” I say.

The guards’ gazes remain fixed on me, but not one responds to my comment.

The servant goes to the wardrobe and takes an unnecessarily long time retrieving what turns out to be a fighting uniform—a purplish-brown set of tightly fitting pants and a slim fitting tunic with a blue-green hem. The colors of the kingdom. Leather and golden fastenings are both ornamental and practical given the task ahead of me in front of an audience of thousands.

“How am I supposed to change with them in here?” I gesture to the guards.

Two of them produce a privacy screen and set it up in the middle of the room. The servant proceeds to help me dress behind it.

She wrinkles her nose.

“Sorry about the smell. I was fishing, killing demons, had a fire. You know, the usual.”

“There’s nothing usual about this,” she whispers.

“What? You helping someone before they face the arena? No. I suppose not.”

“I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

“Yeah. You can say that again. It’s not every day that I face twelve demons. Six at once I can deal with. But twelve?”

She leads me over to the mirror.

The uniform fits perfectly and smells a heck of a lot better than the rags I had on.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Elsie.” She curtsies.

I almost laugh. 

“I’m the queen’s handmaiden.”

It’s just like Rikurd to send one of his own up here to rub the good life in my face.

Elsie twines my dirty blond hair into complicated braids that almost resemble a crown. Emphasis on dirty, but also the color.

I smooth my hand along the silky knots. “Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.” She gives my hand a squeeze. 

Between our palms, something glints in the mirror.

I squeeze my hand closed, curious, but not daring to peek until I know the guards aren’t studying my every move.

Elsie exits the room and the guards lead me through the gilded halls of the castle and toward the arena.

The sounds of chatter and cheering get louder. Likely, one of the king’s jesters warming everyone up.

I’m left in a low stone room with a sandy floor. At last, I glimpse what’s in my hand. I turn over a small stone, a talisman imprinted with a rune. My breath catches. It’s the rune of luck. I’m about to trace my finger over the slanted lines but pause. Runes have multiple meanings and yes, of course, Elsie meant to wish me good luck, but what if I could use it for something else. I squeeze my eyes shut and visualize one of Nathina’s many books. 

Anyone who remembers runes is afraid to use them because the king forbids magic and they are a form of it.

The many symbols and their meanings form in my mind. I flip through pages and passages in my memory until I come upon how to use a rune as a talisman. I may not be able to use my magic in the arena, but I can transfer it to the rune and it can channel my power. If I’m lucky. Then again, it’s the rune of luck. Maybe that’s the point.

The door opens suddenly and sunlight streams in. 

A guard roughly shoves me onto the floor of the arena. The audience is a riot of sparkle and color rimmed in gold and jewels. Everyone flaunts their wealth at these games. 

In the very center is a stone platform that used to hold the punchball rings. Instead, a longsword, a short sword, and a bow and arrow glint, inviting me to pick only one. The others are reserved for my battle with the manticore and night howl if I survive this match.
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