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  To all my RBF girlies and the men who told us to smile.







  
    
      “She has been through hell, so believe me when I say, fear her when she looks into a fire and smiles.”


    

    
      Darynda Jones
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  Preface



Pronunciation Guide

Dhadren (day-dren)

Ghaldir (gall-deer)

Titáine (tit-awn-yuh) or Áine (awn-yuh)

Conláed (con-led)

Søren (sir-en)

Rodgärd (rod-gard)

Visha (vee-shuh)


Content Warning

The content in the book is not suitable for readers under the age of eighteen, and should also be read with caution. Please keep in mind that this is a DARK fantasy book. Some of the content can be very triggering, and may include content such as:

ableism

alcohol

amputation

animal death

anxiety

assault

attempted murder

attempted necrophilia

attempted rape

blood

bones

bullying

captivity

cults

death

demons

depression

drugs

emesis

emotional abuse

famine

fire

genocide

gore

hallucinations

hostages

infertility

kidnapping

misogyny

murder

plague

profanity

ptsd

racism

rape

scars

self-harm

sexism

sexual abuse

sexual assault

sexual harassment

sexually explicit scenes

sleep paralysis

stalking

starvation

torture

violence

war
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Ballade in C# Minor: Coronation - Nicholas Britell

Hate filled the eyes of the King.

Alaric, Dhadren King of Ghaldir, overlooked the chaos and bloodshed before him. Seated on his warhorse, Alaric contemplated how he should have done things differently.

He should have killed the King of the Elves once he realized who he would become; once he saw the possible future that now lay before him: A future filled with the sounds of screams and clashing steel, along with the smell of blood and shit.

Eadric, The Elven King, remained unaffected across the fields, with an unwavering smirk on his face. He didn’t seem to care that despite his efforts, his forces were overwhelmed. 

Of course, he brought his latest creations. His half-breed Demon fae with their Elven braids and unnatural skin that glowed different undertones of blue. Except the one who’s skin glowed red, and wore a ridiculous smile as he fought and killed.

They came along with his demon officers. Alaric recognized them immediately. Back from when they terrorized his lands centuries ago. They were taller, and held more advanced weaponry. Alaric smiled. He knew Eadric went all out, and it still wouldn’t be enough.

Alaric never expected Eadric, of all people, to resort to this. But losing everything will make you do incredulous things. 

Alaric watched as Eadric’s sons, amongst the other abominations, fought his people without the matching conviction in their eyes. They didn’t ask to be here, nor did they ask to be created for this sole purpose. 

That meant nothing to Alaric.

Today, his daughter, his only child, turns five, and is currently in the crypt of their home cradled by his queen. If he had to, he would end this right now. Let his power erupt and be done with it, ensuring his family’s safety.

But, he would also be taking out their own army.

An army they would need against the High Court of Ancients, who had once been a common enemy of Alaric and Eadric’s. 

That was no longer.

The red-skinned demon fae killed another one of Alaric’s officers, slicing him into fourths with his dual swords.

Alaric shared a look with his General and closest friend, who was seated on his horse beside him. Nodding, the General vanished, appearing in front of the red demon.

In an attempt to eviscerate the threat before they lost any more of their most skilled warriors, the General unsheathed his dual swords and circled him.

Alaric gripped the reins tighter, now noticing the five giant faeries on horseback, watching the battle like they had nothing to lose, and everything to gain.

The ancients dismounted their horses. One of which was carrying something. Something large, that glimmered in the sunlight. Not a weapon… A stone, and placed it on the ground.

They each stood around it and raised their hands in the air, chanting.

Alaric narrowed his eyes at Eadric, who was now looking back at him with such hateful joy and anticipation.

“What the fuck did you do…” Alaric breathed.

[image: Image]

Deep in the crypts, far beneath Castle Kilhorn, a terrified Queen Mira holds her child, and prays to any god that will listen. She neared the other mothers, the other children, and together they prayed.

Prayers that would be answered in a way they never would have imagined.

As they chanted the familiar verses for protection, the children began crying.

Pain filled each of their chests. 

Mira looked frantically between them; looked back to her daughter who remained quiet and seemingly unharmed.

She couldn’t decipher what was causing the pain. Tears began streaming down her face in fear, fear for them, for the children, and for what also might be coming for her daughter.

A pulse thundered in the room, pounded across their chests, now causing Mira and Alaric’s daughter, Titáine, to weep.

Mira could feel the sensation of her heart being yanked out of her chest. She held her daughter while she screamed in her arms. And together, they all watched as the air thickened with magic, and then dissipated.

The only sound in the crypt was their labored breathing and children crying. 

No one had died.

The emptiness they felt was an undeniable truth: Their magic had been taken.

All of it.

Mira felt a crack between her temples, and choked down the screams. 

She looked at her trembling daughter with new eyes, until the walls shuddered, and everyone fell from the impact of magic exploding.
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The explosion came from outside, from far away, where the ancients had tried siphoning the entirety of the Dhadren’s magic into an ancient stone that had been charging for many decades. For this exact moment.

And it didn’t work. 

Alaric struggled to stand after being blown off his horse. 

Eadric and his men were retreating, even though Alaric could feel the powerlessness amongst him and his people. Which could only mean that they were simply a means for distraction.

Alaric tried to listen for the swearing that ensued at the top of the hill where the Ancients had gathered; tried to listen to anyone.

Nothing.

He could only hear who and whatever was nearest him, and he started to panic.

That stone exploded from trying to hold their power, and now it had turned into powerful and frantic gusts of wind, knocking people down. 

He stood there and waited for it; waited for the return of their power they so foolishly tried to take. You couldn’t take the power away from gods and keep it for yourself. That power was meant for however they willed it, not petty fae who became overconfident. 

Alaric waited for it, but it never came.

He waited for the moment that power would return; the moment he would allow his power to erupt. The ancients being there changed everything. And he refused for them to come near his family. 

Then everyone outside watched as that power took form; a raging tempest twisting into a whirlwind.

They watched as it rescinded into the sky, and those mighty clouds made way towards the castle. 

Alaric’s chest heaved as he watched what he could not control: the whirlwind descending into the castle, and vanishing. 

He felt his chest sink into his stomach. When he turned around, they had disappeared. The ancients; All of them had gone. Where, he could not see; not beyond the sky that was now thickening with dark grey clouds.

And without another thought, Alaric ran towards the castle, sprinting through the rain that smelled foul.

[image: Image]

The scream that filled the crypt came from Mira, who could do nothing while her daughter’s head was thrown back, and a storm of magic forced its way into her body; down her throat.

She knew of the horror this would lead to; that a child of this age could never hold that kind of power. Her tiny body would implode, and Mira would end her long life if that happened. 

Gasps collected from within the room as little Titáine’s body floated in the air, and she absorbed every ounce of power the gods forced her to carry.

Mira stood there crying hysterically, waiting for it.

But it never came.

The child fell to the ground, fast asleep, but breathing.

It was the only sound in the room as Mira stood there, looking at her in disbelief.

She could detect no magic, but knew it was there.

Doors had been slammed open, and in came Alaric.

He was panting, taking in the atmosphere of the room, noting the looks of disbelief and panic on everyone’s faces surrounding his queen.

All eyes were on his daughter’s small form.

Alaric took in the look of horror on his wife’s face, a look he won’t forget until the day he died.

Casting a worried gaze back to his daughter, the truth of what happened flooded him.

The truth that would not only change the course of her life, but of the lives of everyone around her. 

Never in his life had Alaric felt such fear, than at that moment, looking down at the sleeping vessel.
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Black Betty - Spiderbait




“Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!” 

I sprinted through the decay of a once-enchanted forest. I could just make out the exit up ahead, a small break between gnarled trees. Our horses perked their heads up at the sound of us crashing towards them. Warhorses are not known to be skittish, but one look at what was chasing us, and even they became nervous. If Maddox spooked and took off on me, I would…. Honestly, I wouldn’t do shit to that spoiled beast.   

“Hurry the fuck up, woman!” Captain Liam, a.k.a. royal pain in my ass, shouted while we were being chased by ancient spriggans that he accidentally woke up. Their centuries-old screams sound like they desperately need a glass of water. These things looked exactly like fallen tree limbs scrambled together with arms, legs, and the makings of a somehow attractive face. And they were getting too close to our heels with the thunderous stomps of their feet. 

Not even five minutes had passed since we entered the forest. Visha, the elder druid, sent us out here with one of her acolytes to search for a rift. She felt the shift of magic in the dome of death that surrounded our island. Many times we have been sent out on these pointless expeditions, and each time she sensed magic, it ended in disappointment. Another reason I didn’t trust her. Everything about these assignments reeked of distraction.

“You had one job!” I shouted back between my panting. “Don’t. Touch. Anything. Shit!” I tripped and nearly took a tumble over a dead tree root. 

“I didn’t fucking touch anything!” he squawked. I gave him a pointed look that captain Keira mirrored. He shook his head in defeat while failing to suppress that shit-eating grin.

It didn’t help my attitude that Isolde was supposed to be by my side out here, yet once again, she refused to show up tonight. And now we were running from ancient spriggans because our captain and master of stealth woke them up. I snorted at the insanity.

I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to make sure Keira and the Druid, apprentice whatever-her-name-is, was keeping up. I could clearly hear her grumbles between panting breaths; some choice words about being stuck with stupid children. And thank our bloody fucking stars, Maddox and the other horses were still there. We broke through the edge of the forest, threw ourselves onto their backs and took off towards home, the Kingdom of Kilhorn.

We rode hard over the barren fields, surrounded by a suffocating fog that settled from dark clouds that never changed. 

And now we needed to return and inform Visha and my father that we fucked up and found nothing. Not a single clue or anything to find a way to freedom.

The dome surrounding our island has held firm for nearly twenty years, and no one could seem to get us out. Not that I held out any hope for it. People hated us for the power we used to hold. Able to raise our middle fingers in the face of bullshit oligarchy. Eventually, we fucked around for too long and found out.
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We approached the portcullis, illuminated by flickering torches and surrounded by battlements made of volcanic rock. Beautiful and intimidating to look at, but since there were no volcanoes on this island, the material felt out of place. 

The ground cracked and kicked up dust when I dismounted Maddox. Dust that you did not want inside your lungs.

Growing up, my elders would tell me that our curse was simply that of humans. That the magic used was of gods who punished their creations for whatever reason they deemed necessary. But from what I’m told of humans and their fables, they didn’t live in worlds such as this. So if that was our curse, then why hasn’t anyone aged like humans? None of it added up, but I nodded along anyway.

With the horses now back in the stables, the four of us made our way to the throne room, to meet with Visha and my parents. Another pointless check-in to let them know their senses were wrong, yet again. My sense of sanity was ready to explode and unleash that anger on someone. Playing with hope was a dangerous thing.

Of course, these were not assignments that we allowed to be known to the general public. In fact, only those who were on a need-to-know basis were told. The last thing we need is our people, who had already begun to shred their morality, to feel the same emotions I felt during these chases. In my lessons, there was one universal truth: that the general public were to be treated as “animals.” Animals that were waiting for the signal to give in to their baser urges.

They called it baser, but I had a hard time believing that the evilness spreading like a disease was instinct.

Our footsteps on the marble floor echoed throughout the halls, alerting the guards to open the doors to the throne room. Liam snorted, like he does nearly every time they do that, and I quickly narrowed my eyes at him before turning back to face my parents.

To my surprise, my mother was sitting on my father’s throne while he stood beside it, hand on the backrest. Once upon a time, before our lovely curse, my mother had her own smaller throne that was seated beside my father. They never told me what happened to her throne beyond it being smashed to bits during the last battle against the High Court, the Elves, and the Demons. How we weren’t obliterated off the map, I hadn’t the slightest idea. I felt my eyes rounded when I noticed her sitting there. She looked so powerful for someone who wanted the world to think she was weak and useless.

This woman refused to accept his offer to rule at his side, to be the first ruling queen, yet here she was sitting on the throne. Her fingers were rubbing her temple as she took in my look of surprise. “I have a headache. Your father made me.”

I rolled my eyes at that last statement, but said nothing as Liam and Keira stepped beside me. The druid that came along with us shouldered passed me, muttering about children having too much power. My father gritted his teeth, but I just snorted under my breath. Let her have her moment to vent after being chased.

“Where is Isolde?” Visha’s voice surprised me as she sauntered around a pillar. Her simple black dress danced around her unnaturally still body. Her matching dark hair framed a youthful face. A face that didn’t reflect her true age, with laughing eyes contradicting the blood-soaked centuries she had seen.  

My jaw clenched. “She was… unable to come along with us.”

My mom snorted obnoxiously from the dais, as if I needed another reminder of her obvious opinion of her. I bit my cheek to keep my mouth shut. Something I’ve been doing a lot lately, if the constant bleeding in my mouth was any indication.

Ever felt the need to scream and throw shit? 

Same.

“Áine,” my father called. I turned my expression of feigned boredom in his direction. “You gave her a command, and she didn’t show. Make sure it’s handled.” 

I kept my expression neutral and remained silent. Something he taught me, which has become an invaluable skill set. For him, it was mostly out of respect. But for anyone else, keeping silent allowed others to dig their grave further.

“Yes, because the next time it happens, I won’t hesitate to send someone else to do the job for you,” my mother sneered.

“Mira,” My father whispered softly to her, but she didn’t take her cold eyes off me. He brushed it off and turned towards us with an impatient expression. “What happened?”

I swallowed, but before I could speak, Liam stepped forward and cut in, royally pissing me off. “We found nothing. But we didn’t have enough time to look before the spriggans woke up and chased us out of the forest.”

My parents’ eyes rounded, and then looked at me like it was my fault.

“It was me,” Liam objected. “I was sure I was silent, but I didn’t notice the one sleeping two trees over. It noticed me immediately.”

The look of surprise on my father’s face nearly made me chuckle, until he said, “You woke them up? Not her?” pointing at me.

I rolled my eyes and faced the other way towards Keira before I gave myself away.

My mother, however, didn’t find any of it funny. “How did you escape them?”

“We ran.”

The look on her face reflected my deadpan tone. “You ran.” It wasn’t a question. “From spriggans. And made it home safely?”

I wasn’t certain what she was accusing me of and hoped my face reflected that. “How else are we supposed to escape them in this state?”

Her nostrils flared. “And why exactly didn’t Isolde join you?”

My teeth were grinding. “The three of us are perfectly capable—”

“That’s not what I fucking asked you.”

My eyes widened. She stepped away from my father’s hand he had placed on her shoulder, and stood at the steps of the dais, looking down on me with anger and… fear?

“If I… if your father orders a specific number of people to be there with you, then that’s how many go. You should’ve pulled her out of whatever tavern she decided to attend and made her go with you.”

I swallowed down copper flavored saliva. My friends appeared to be counting the specks of dirt on the floor. 

I clenched my fists behind my back before speaking. “This is getting old. Am I to never step outside the castle without an escort? Like a child?”

Her voice lowered. “Don’t tempt me.” 

My father stepped beside her, “If something happens to you—”

My mother cut him off. “You’re a vessel. If you die, they could make your body rise as theirs, even if they have to preserve it. Imagine what could happen if they waltzed into this room, right now, appearing as you.”

I was growing exhausted from this conversation. This constant lecture. “I am their commander,”

“Then fucking act like it!” she snapped, then stormed out of the room, leaving me to stare daggers into the floor while trying to control my breathing.

A familiar sigh sounded from the dais. “Dismissed.”

I didn’t bother waiting for Liam or Keira as I stormed out of there, now too pissed off to enjoy drinks at the tavern. Too pissed to face Isolde after that disaster she caused. And she’d likely be there. 

For someone who begged me to train her all those years ago, she sure as shit didn’t seem motivated now.

I reached the main bedroom halls, just further down from the King and Queen’s quarters, and didn’t slow my steps. I didn’t bother knocking on Sloan’s door to bitch in her ear. I would’ve exploded if I did. I decided I’d take a bath that took way too god’s damned long to prepare in this hellhole. Maybe if I’m lucky enough, I’d fall asleep in the tub. How peaceful would that be?

I opened my bedroom door and stilled when I walked inside. Because sprawled out on my bed was Isolde, wearing another one of her tight, feminine clothes she’d wear out.

The smirk on her face was infuriating.

The way her hips curved when she turned to lay on her side made me want to throw shit. It made me want to throw her. She let out a low, sultry chuckle as she slid off the bed and sauntered towards me. 

Her dark, wavy hair bounced with each step, landing in a different pattern on top of her breasts each time. The littlest bit of olive skin peeking out from beneath her low-cut tunic she had cut short.

She reached out her slender hand, intending to touch me in some manner that I didn’t wait long enough to find out.

Too fast for her to catch, my hand snaked up and gripped her jaw, pulling her face close to mine so she could get a better grasp on how pissed she made me; on how fucked she was. Her lips struggled to form and make words. 

“I don’t want to hear any fucking excuses,” I hissed.

Her throat bobbed, her eyes hooded, and then realization hit me.

With my brows raised, I asked her, “You like it when I’m angry?” 

Her tongue slid across her lower lip, and she nodded with the little movement I allowed. 

Stepping forward, I didn’t let go of her face, forcing her to step back. When her legs were up against the bed, I inched closer, making my body flush with hers.

Her scent mixed with whiskey was intoxicating.

“Well then, Captain,” I ground out sarcastically. “Allow me the pleasure of teaching you a fucking lesson.”
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The Rogue Prince - Ramin Djawadi

Twenty long years I have waited.

Hovering above the island of Ghaldir, I continued to follow that scent. Not the lingering, incessant one that I’ve struggled to ignore, but the magic we’ve sensed shifting in and out of it for years.

After more than a year, it reappeared. We finally detected a trace of magic being shifted. The moment I sense it, that tension in my neck signaling my father’s magic, it disappears.

The poisoned air whirled in black eddies from the cursed dome towards me, seeking any organic component to destroy. 

The foul smell makes it hard to stay here without feeling nauseous. Something that took a while for us to get used to.

You’d think that as seasoned warriors, our stomachs would be more resilient. But the curse carried an odor reminiscent of rotting, decaying death. Only the gods knew how the Dhadren managed to survive sitting in it for so long.

It brought a smile to my face just thinking about it. That evil, arrogant bastard finally got what was coming to him. And now he’ll have to deal with those he hates coming to his rescue. 

I attempted to keep my focus on the joy I felt, instead of the constant state of anxiety that has persisted since I first came here. Since I escaped my own prison.

The only hope we had, after everything we went through to escape the Elven Kingdom of Rodgärd, was that bastard and his daughter. If she’s anything like Alaric, one can only guess the opinions she’s formed about us. Maybe she became just as hateful.

And I was stuck with her.

With them.

And we had to figure out a way of convincing those people to ally with us, running the risk of them slaughtering us.

Despite the doubts plaguing my mind, it was inconsequential.

Ultimately, Alaric’s opinion wouldn’t matter. He can fight it all he wants, but I won’t give her a choice.

I clenched my fists before returning to my search.

I couldn’t find anything, not an inkling of that tremble in the atmosphere, just that incessant feeling I wanted to rip out and burn.

Fuck.

I vanished, appearing back in the Valley of Dragons, where our rebellion fled to. 

It was a sacred and secure place, a pocket of a realm, meant for dragons to birth and raise their young away from harm. Young ones that took a century to mature. The only ones who could travel in and out of there were those of dragon or demon blood. The perfect fit for the demon fae like myself.

I appeared on the fields in front of our abandoned palace, covered in vines and crumbling stone. It’s not in much better shape than Castle Kilhorn, but it works for us. 

Waiting for me in the courtyard, filled with wrought-iron tables and chairs, seated Damien. His harsh green eyes were prepared to argue, as if he believes his defense of me as a child gives him authority. As if I hadn’t found him as a child, living in the forest, surviving off whatever animal he could find. 

He was practically asking to die in those woods. His white-blonde hair draped past his shoulders, and his tan skin made his hair look brighter, making him a walking target. If I hadn’t found him, he would have become prey. 

It’s not like I had any room to talk. With my black hair and pale skin that sometimes glowed blue, thanks to my demon heritage, I wasn’t quite blending in. 

“Well?” Damien asked with model patience.

I shook my head in answer.

Damien looked away from me with a sneer on his face, violently tapping his foot.

“What?”

“Eight fucking years, Con.”

“I know how fucking long it’s been.”

He looked at me that time. If he wanted to start this argument, he had no leg to stand on.

“Maybe if you bothered to help—”

“I do my part,” he interrupted.

“You do the bare minimum!”

With a snort, he dismissed it all as a waste of time.

“I saw the idiot running from spriggans today. Perhaps she’ll die sooner than later.”

“Good. Maybe then you’ll finally agree to go to the demon realm.” 

I gave him a pointed look.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, completely transforming his face into that of indifference. “We need to get Liam the fuck out of there. Yesterday.”

I smirked at his sudden change of topic. “Then you’re coming with me tomorrow.”

Damien opened his mouth to argue, but light thunder sounded nearby.

Appearing beside us stood my older brother, Drak, and our healer, Lira, giving Damien the ‘hate-fuck me’ eyes. There weren’t words to describe or understand their dynamic.

Drak towered over us, even though we were taller than most ourselves. “Anything?” 

“No,” I breathed in defeat.

“Thought so,” he started. “Lira found something you need to hear.”

I gave her my full attention, in defiance to my upbringing and for the simple fact that she knew her shit.

She curled her hair behind her ear, looking every bit furious at Damien, who was now smirking at her. “I went to Oskela.”

All of our eyes widened. “You did what?”

No lands outside of the Valley were safe for us. But Oskela was a place that no demon should step foot in. It was famously called the ‘neutral territory’, but it was only to hide the fact that every ruler or people of importance on those lands were deeply in bed with the High Court.

“One of the texts you had taken from your father’s library… pages were missing. And at the front of the book it said that only one other copy had been made, and it was in a library in Oskela. So yes. I took a risk and it paid off, because I’m pretty sure that I found out why you can’t find the rifts.”

She spoke with an assertiveness I had never heard before. If Damien’s look of appreciation was any indicator, this was growth for the trembling fawn.

Even though the notion of Alaric having a daughter left a foul taste in my mouth, I respected the princess for her willingness to wear her dress-up armor and fight.

“What did you find?” I asked.

“It confirmed only ancients have the power required to create rifts, as well as patch them up…”

I narrowed my eyes. “Why would they frequently need to open up rifts and seal them back shut? What business would they have on barren lands?”

“Nothing,” Drak answered. “That doesn’t mean it’s the High Court though.”

“Those other ancients don’t care about anything except smoking and becoming one with the fucking forests. It has to be the ancients in the High Court. Likely the fuckers tied to home.”

“Or…” Drak started. “It could be internal.”

I shook my head. “Alaric is old and powerful, but he’s not an ancient.” 

“That doesn’t mean there couldn’t be one there already.” Damien finally decided to include himself.

Drak nodded and gave me a pointed look. “Exactly. Even your little vessel princess could no longer be,”

“She’s not my anything.”

Drak snorted. “You think the princess died already?”

“No,” Damien and I both snapped. We would know if she did.

Lira looked understandably confused.

“So,” I redirected. “Who could have enough power to conceal themselves within the veil, patch up the rifts, and go completely undetected?”

The four of us stood there silently, staring at nothing while we pondered who the hell would have that kind of power.

And if Alaric knows, then what kind of genocidal hell was he planning?

I walked around the table and grabbed Damien’s arm, then took us to the skies above Ghaldir so we could try to get a sense of that power again.

Damien choked on the air, clearly not used to it from his bare minimum.

He never liked coming here to patrol. He once said the lingering scent gave him nightmares. And then he found out right after, that we were having the same fucking nightmare.

You’d think that smell was the makings of a curse. 

One could say that, but they’d be wrong.

It’s much worse.

Twenty years I have spent hiding, rotting away while the kings of this world destroy each other. My father may also wear a crown, but as long as he keeps my mother imprisoned, he’ll just be another burning king on a funeral pyre. So now I wait… I watch… and I learn… As the Princess of Ghaldir, the Ancients of the High Court’s precious little vessel, is stalked and hunted.

Only, it won’t just be me in those woods.
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Are you coming with us? - Gary Stadler, Wendy Rule

Black ocean waves crashed beneath my feet, far below against the rocky cliffs. 

Poison fills the air, smelling of rot and flowing beneath clouds as dark as the sea. As dark as the magic wielded to curse this island and blight it to its death. Never have I felt the warmth of sunlight against my ghostly skin. 

When I was a small child, people revered the Dhadren Faeries of this land. I guess I should include myself when I talk about them. However, since we remain cursed, I’ve lived most of my seventeen years of life with no magical abilities. None of the superior strength and speed or rapid healing, and nothing to tell me what kind of power I inherited.

A cold and wet nose nudged my arm. Minsi, my hound, gifted to me when I was eight and wouldn’t stop sneaking out of the castle. My mother’s raised voice filled those days when they found me and brought me home. 

You see… I fucking hate cages. And my whole life, this entire island has been nothing but a cage. A cage crumbling from the inside out, thanks to the magic being sucked out of our lands. A cage, a death trap, and a sideshow, apparently.

A sideshow, I say, because for as long as I can remember, I’ve felt a heavy presence watching over me. It didn’t help that occasionally, I would look up and find a shadowy figure beyond the near-black clouds, just standing there in the sky, watching me. 

Not that I could see its eyes or anything resembling a body with arms and legs. No, just a figure I knew in my soul wasn’t a part of the clouds. And every time I caught sight of it, despite my fear, I refused to look away. I knew I would die one day, but I often wondered if it would be the curse that sent me into the afterlife… or whoever was constantly watching me.

Done with the morbid ocean view, I rose to my feet and turned back. I faced the woods east of the castle and made my way to them. Each step was a crunch against the petrified earth. 

Minsi trotted off in front of me, sniffing for gods knew what. Gods, I didn’t care to fucking ask since they left us here to die, if any of them were still alive. All that praying the druids did. What a fucking joke. If the figure in the sky was any indication, no one would give two shits if the Dhadren fell to their deaths today. Not the nymphs, and especially not the elves.

Minsi made it past the tree line into the forest’s graveyard, as I prefer to call it. When these trees were beautiful willows once long ago, they were now even less alive than in the dead of winter. Not a single hue of green, or hint of life, existed on this island anymore. Which made me want to paint my auburn hair black or silver just to blend in. 

Never would I be able to hunt stealthily, with my hair being a literal red flag. Not without my overly sized black hooded cloak.

Something beneath my skin was roiling the further we explored the forest, like it was luring me towards the lake. Something that occurred every time we came here, and it made my skin hot no matter the cold and dreary weather. 

Once again, I followed that feeling. I approached one of the dead willows with low branches, and a raven appeared on one of them, looking me dead in the eyes.

It didn’t caw at me. It didn’t make a sound at all as it stared into my soul with an unnerving stillness. I didn’t flinch or give away any sign that I considered it a possible threat, but its eyes unnerved me. 

Where Ravens typically had black eyes, this one’s eyes were silver. That silver continued to hold my gaze, even as I took slow steps forward to move on.

Minsi caught sight of it and started barking. The raven’s eyes shifted in Minsi’s direction and hadn’t flinched. It returned its too-intelligent gaze to mine for only a moment and then flew away. I shook off the fear and continued our walk through the forest. 

Leopard print fur sniffed out several trees in our path, repeatedly running back to make sure I was safe. 

We finally reached the lake, which was so massive that the trees across the water appeared the size of mere pebbles.

In the lessons taught to me, children would learn to swim in this lake. They would swim with their families, play in the water with their friends… 

But I had never learned to swim. 

My father instructed the kingdom not to step foot in the waters without the proper measures to ensure a safe bath.

I stared hard at the water, hating that I couldn’t swim. What kind of warrior could I ever hope to be if I couldn’t? 

I continued staring into its black depths as I dared a step forward. What could be in that water that’s so deadly? There was nothing that moved beneath the surface. It was as if the water was shielded with a black shell protecting whatever horror lay inside. I dared take another step forward, and then a growl stopped me in my tracks. 

It wasn’t Minsi. It was far deadlier and with a heavy resonance in its voice.

On top of a hill to the east, overlooking the lake, was a massive beast of a wolf. Black fur, with red glowing from its chest, and silver eyes. It stopped growling when I noticed him.

I had seen this wolf many times in my life, but mainly during the night after I woke up from dreaming. It would appear in my room, which stood on the highest and unclimbable floor of the castle, watching me while I was unable to move. 

My body would become paralyzed, no matter how much I willed it to run for safety. But the beast never hurt me. It just made its life goal to scare the shit out of me on a regular basis. Even now, as it stood there watching me silently.

I wondered if I took another step towards the water if it would growl again… It tilted its head as it knew exactly what I was considering and dared me to try it. I sighed. 

Fear for this animal had passed me. Not now that it has been a constant in my life for as long as I can remember. It was almost comforting, if one could find comfort in a stalker.

“Come on, Min. Let’s go.” I turned, and thankfully, she followed. We entered the forest again with the beast at our backs. 

And then we heard the scream.

My back went rigid. 

I turned around, but the beast was gone. “Come on,” I said urgently. “Let’s go.” I turned, but she didn’t follow. “Minsi,” I called to her, but she stared deep into the forest. Stared at something that I, myself, could not see. And then I heard the scream again. A blood-curdling scream that made me tense again. 

That definitely belonged to a girl.

We high-tailed it towards the source of that sound. When we made it past the clearing, there was a creek. And in that creek was a girl. Like someone had shoved her into the water, her clothes ripped. And older males surrounded her. They surrounded her like wolves around their prey. They laughed menacingly. 

On top of the girl was one male with his hand over her mouth to stop her screams. My blood went cold, realizing what they were about to do to her. And what they thought they were going to get away with. 

Knowing that I was standing here alone, aside from a dog, and there were four full-grown fae men, the odds were stacked against me, but I couldn’t let this happen. What kind of future queen would?

Minsi seemed to understand the situation. Because a growl, vicious and rumbling, emerged from her. I smirked and decided to mimic her. We slowly stalked towards those males, growling with each step. I recognized their faces. They were Carsen’s friends. A Dhadren soldier I truly hated.

The one on top of the girl, muffling her screams, stood but remained close to her while the rest of his asshole friends decided to spread out and surround me and my hound. 

One tried to move towards my blind spot. So, I slowly turned. I trained with the armies daily, just like the boys. If they thought they would take me down easily, they had another thing coming.

Minsi was right behind me, monitoring my other side. One wrong move, and me, Minsi, and that girl in the creek were all dead. 

Or worse. 

We were several miles away from the castle. Likely, nobody even heard the girl scream.

One of them threw me a punch, but I ducked. They all laughed, low and threatening under their breath. The other to his left threw me a right hook. I ducked low and then upper cut his chin, sending him flying. 

As impressive as it may have been, it was rendered useless when the other two tackled me to the ground and pulled me up by my arms. Each one stood at my side, holding me up against my will, while the angry male I hit stalked towards me. Even his laughter was angry.

“You’re going to regret that, you little cunt,” he sneered.

I wondered if they had any idea who I was or if they even cared. I’d go with the latter, with the state we all lived in. Inhibitions were thrown out the window, including morals. They thought, why should they even bother if we would all die soon, anyway?

I repeated the mantras I taught myself when I became the first female in the training yard.

I will not fear.

I will not panic.

I will not lose control.

“Go fuck yourself,” I snarled. And then he punched me in my gut. My back bowed as I tried to breathe through the pain. And to not vomit. Who was I kidding? I hope I vomit all over him. He hit me again. But I didn’t throw up, only gagged up a little blood. The situation wasn’t looking good for me.

Minsi kept trying to run up to him and bite his legs, but each time she did, he kicked her so hard she went flying. Even so, she got back up each time she fell and came to my aid.

I couldn’t take this anymore. Being held against my will, while something I cared for dearly, was getting hurt. This was the worst kind of torture. He hit me again and again. And I started to accept the realization that me and that girl, maybe even Minsi, might not make it out of this forest.

He stopped for only a moment. Long enough for me to pick my head up and notice an unfamiliar male standing behind him.

The ones holding my arms tensed and stared at him, but said nothing. They didn’t even warn their friend before he was roundhouse kicked in the face and fell to the ground, unmoving.

Time seemed to have stopped around me, and I had given myself over to my rage, now consuming me. I tackled one of them to the ground, digging my fist in his face repeatedly until he wasn’t moving.

A yelp of unimaginable pain echoed, and I froze. There was complete silence that followed. Silence in the forest or in my head, I couldn’t tell. 

I climbed off the man that I had beaten and stood up slowly. I turned in the direction of that heartbreaking sound and found Minsi lying there. 

Still. 

With a knife in her chest. 

And then I looked towards the male beside her, panting in fear as he took in the state of his friends and then to me and my rescuer. The odds were now stacked against him. 

And he just killed my fucking dog.

I screamed as I pulled the knife out of Minsi, charged towards her killer, and tackled him to the ground. 

Fear had turned into rage, because a strange male had come to our rescue, and if he hadn’t, Minsi would still be dead. 

If he hadn’t come to our rescue, they would have raped both me and that girl, and gods knew what they would have done to our bodies afterward. 

For a female who fought every day to become stronger, to be completely independent from any male, I was utterly helpless and useless.

That was all I could think about as I screamed in terror and anger. The wet crunching sounds of his face beneath my blade made me want to vomit my guts up. I could feel the blood splatter into my eyes, nose, and mouth, forgetting that we were no longer immune to certain diseases now.

The sound of twigs snapping stole my attention away from the first murder I had ever committed. And it was not pretty. I vomited violently at how gruesome it looked. At what I was capable of doing.

I choked down my sobs as I walked towards Minsi. Towards my friend who had guarded me her whole life, who was never afraid of me. I fell to my knees beside her and petted her for one last time. 
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